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John Philpot Curran was an important Irish lawyer of the late eighteenth and early nine­
teenth centuries. Curran was taught the classical system of rhetoric at Trinity College, 
under the tutelage of Thomas Leland. This article examines how both classical rhetorical 
theory, and classical orations by Cicero and Demosthenes, influenced the rhetorical strat­
egy employed by Curran to argue some of his most important criminal cases. The analysis 
discusses Curran's forensic practice in each of the five classical offices of the orator: Inven­
tion, Arrangement, Style, Memory, and Delivery. Of special note is the manner in which 
Curran imitated passages from classical orations as a way of suggesting an attitude for his 
hearers toward the cases he argued. The article demonstrates the practical importance of 
the classics in Irish legal culture at the turn of the nineteenth century. 

I IT he classical tradition has influenced the ideals, actions, and thoughts of the Irish
continuously for more than fifteen centuries," observed W. B. Stanford in his 

masterful work Ireland and the Classical Tradition. "For centuries," he notes, "no Irish 
schoolboy or university student could escape from the classics" (vii). John Philpot 
Curran not only could not escape from the classics, but, according to the Dictionary of 
National Biography, he in fact "was an ardent classical scholar, and never allowed his 
knowledge to fall into disuse in after life" (Vol. V, 333). This article will focus specifi­
cally on how Curran's classical reading, especially in rhetoric and oratory, influenced 
his own forensic practice as a lawyer in late eighteenth and early nineteenth-century 
Ireland. 

In 1761, when Curran was still a schoolboy of eleven years, Sir John Carr recorded 
his surprise at the widespread classical learning among the Irish peasantry. Even a 
poor lad, "under the appearance of the most abject poverty," he wrote, "was well 
acquainted with the best Latin poets, had read most of the Historians, and was then 
studying the orations of Cicero" (Stanford, 25). Ireland in the age of Curran was a 
place where, in the words of Sir Robert Peel, "the young peasants ... run about in rags 
with a Cicero or a Virgil under their arms" (Stanford, 25). 

Reading of the classics in Ireland was sanctioned by the highest educational au­
thorities. In 1759, when Curran himself was attending grammar school, Trinity college 
recommended a list of classical authors to be read by Dublin schoolboys. The list 
included, among other ancient authors, Homer, Xenophon, Sallust, Horace, Ovid, Virgil, 
and "Cicero's Orations against Catiline." Moreover, the Trinity faculty recommended 
to the Dublin schoolmasters "that you instruct your scholars early in quantity, and 
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exercise them continually in Rhetorick, and in the composition of Latin Verse" (Stanford, 
31). 

Curran, of course, took full advantage of the classical curriculum common at Irish 
schools. "At the school of Mr. Carey, in the town of Middleton," notes Charles Phillips, 
Curran "received more than the common classical education" (17). After his college 
preparatory work, Curran entered Trinity in 1769, at age 19. There, according to his 
son, he "studied the classical writings of antiquity with great ardour, and with emi­
nent success" (Curran, 6). We get some idea of the classical curriculum at Trinity from 
Stanford, who tells us that among the regular assignments for Trinity students were 
twelve of Plutarch's Lives, Demosthenes and Aeschines, Cicero's De Officiis, and "five 
orations of Cicero" (49-51). According to Chauncey Goodrich, Curran perfected his 
study of the classics "so fully, both in the Latin and the Greek languages, that he could 
read them with ease and pleasure throughout his life" (785). 

At Trinity, Curran studied oratory under Thomas Leland. Ten years before Curran's 
matriculation, Leland had earned fame as a classical scholar with the publication of his 
own translation of Demosthenes' orations, which "became the staple diet for a host of 
future Irish orators" (Elliott, 20). No doubt Leland's admiration for Demosthenes, and 
his sentiments regarding the glory of eloquence, were communicated regularly to his 
students. In the Preface to his Demosthenes, Leland asserted that "In a democratical 
government like that of Athens, Eloquence was the sure means of recommending its 
possessor to the attention and regard of his fellow citizens, and of raising him to all 
public honors and advantages" (Leland, Demosthenes xxx). 

Curran seems to have accepted this ideal of the orator-hero since, as his son notes, 
he early discovered that "Eloquence ... was not only the most popular, but one of the 
shortest roads to eminence" (Curran, 50). Like John Lawson before him, Leland pro­
duced a course of lectures grounded firmly in classical rhetorical theory and relying 
almost exclusively on classical examples. He emphasized eloquence as a discourse of 
passion and the "language of the heart" (Leland, Dissertation, 11). "Eloquence," he 
said, is "that mode of speech which signifies emotion or passion in the speaker and 
tends to excite them in the hearer" (35). He also showed a particular taste for the 
orations of Cicero and Demosthenes, and was especially inclined towards Demosthenes' 
"On the Crown" as the paradigm oration. As he outlined his rhetorical theory, Leland 
cited passages from "On the Crown" at length and with regularity. He favored 
Demosthenes, he said, "Not from the greater excellence of his language; not from the 
superior accuracy of his style, the brilliancy or propriety of his figures, or such like 
inferior qualifications: but because he hath an enthusiasm of generous passion which 
warms the heart of a reader even at a distant period" (101). 

We should not be surprised, then, that Goodrich, among others, recognized a 
similar "generous passion" in Leland's most famous student. Curran's "power lay in 
the variety and strength of his emotions," wrote Goodrich. "He made [the courtroom] 
a place of tears by a tenderness and pathos which subdued every heart; he poured out 
his invective like a stream of lava, and inflamed the minds of his countrymen almost 
to madness by the recital of their wrongs" (789). 

Curran's Greek and Latin training, his tutelage under Leland, and especially his 
reading of Demosthenes and Cicero no doubt left him with a classical perspective on 
his own public speaking, especially his legal oratory, wherein he would often encoun­
ter challenges to match the great accomplishments of his ancient heroes. In fact, Leslie 
Hale has observed that Curran's early speeches were "modelled on classical lines," 
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and "owed much to Cicero and Demosthenes" (Hale, 266). But not even Hale seems to 
have fully appreciated the extent to which Curran's forensic efforts reflected his classi­
cal outlook and training. 

Curran was widely recognized as the greatest legal orator of his day. "His educa­
tion was forensic," noted Goodrich, "his feelings and habits fitted him pre-eminently 
to act on the minds of a jury, and for more than twenty years he had an unrivaled 
mastery over the Irish bar" (787). Curran's legal speeches remain today as monuments, 
not only of legal eloquence, but also of supreme Irish patriotism. They stand as a part 
of the great national literature of Ireland. "His speeches at state trials arising out of the 
United Irish conspiracy," says Goodrich, "were the most splendid efforts of his ge­
nius" (787). These orations, said the editor of his works, "will be recognised as those of 
an ardent patriot, a great advocate, and a whole souled Irishman" (Whittier, 14). In 
what remains, let me point to the classical origins of much of Curran's noteworthy 
legal oratory. 

The first hint of classical influence might be seen in the way that Curran viewed 
many of the rhetorical situations in which he found himself. After reading so much of 
Cicero and Demosthenes, he likely viewed his forensic cases as oratorical contests 
involving all the virtues of classical eloquence and statesmanship. Take for example 
Curran's behavior in the case of Lord Doneraile. Doneraile was a rich Cork landowner 
who seduced a young girl from his village. Upon hearing that a local Catholic priest, 
Fr. Neale, had commented from the pulpit on the outrage, Doneraile, along with an 
accomplice, brutally assaulted the priest. The priest sued Doneraile, but could not find 
a lawyer to represent him, all the lawyers being Protestant and unwilling to stand for a 
Catholic cleric at the bar. Moreover, "No one could imagine a Protestant jury giving 
damages to a priest," and as influential as Doneraile was, no barrister wished to 
oppose him (Hale 44). Curran, however, although a Protestant himself, "volunteered 
to represent him, and by dint of great zeal and extraordinary fierceness of language 
obtained a verdict for thirty guineas" (DNB, 334). 

Perhaps the story of this case, Curran's first noteworthy effort, is not particularly 
significant. But, when we see it from the classical perspective he may have had, Curran's 
personal courage is revealing. In fact, Curran may have been following the example of 
one of his classical heroes. As Plutarch tells us, Cicero's first famous case was a politi­
cally dangerous one as well. In the time of the dictator Sulla, Cicero defended Roscius 
against the charge of murdering his father, a murder in fact committed by one of 
Sulla's lieutenants. Although Roscius was clearly innocent, "No advocate would help 
Roscius, but all avoided him through their fear of Sulla's cruelty." Roscius, "at last, in 
his destitution," appealed to Cicero for help. The heroic Cicero "undertook the defence 
of Roscius, won his cause, and men admired him for it" (Plutarch, Cicero iii.3). As Hale 
tells us, Curran's efforts for Fr. Neale won him "the enduring affection of the Catholics 
of Munster" (44). 

Curran seems to invite such classical comparison in his speech for Hamilton 
Rowan, a publisher accused of libel against the government. Just as Demosthenes 
escaped the constraints imposed by Aeschines in his oration On the Crown, and made 
room for his digression into the history and politics of previous years (Demosthenes, 
De Corona 2-9, 17), Curran tells his jury 

"It is impossible not to revert to the situation of the times; and let me 
remind you, that whatever observations of this kind I am compelled thus to 
make in courts of justice, the uttering of them in this place is not imputable 
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to my client, but to the necessity of defence imposed upon him by this 
extraordinary prosecution." (Whittier, 51) 
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Situated in the courtroom amidst a hostile sheriff's guard, Curran opened his 
address in a manner which also called to mind the exordium of Cicero's speech for 
Milo. "Gentlemen of the jury," he began, 

when I consider the period at which this prosecution is brought forward; 
when I behold the extraordinary safe-guard of armed soldiers resorted to, 
no doubt for the preservation of peace and order; when I catch, as I cannot 
but do, the throb of public anxiety which beats from one end to the other of 
this hall; when I reflect on what may be the fate of a man of the most 
beloved personal character, of one of the most respectable families of our 
country-himself the only individual of that family-I may almost say of 
that country-who can look to that possible fate with unconcern? Feeling, 
as I do, all these impressions, it is in the honest simplicity of my heart I 
speak, when I say, that I never rose in a court of justice with so much 
embarrassment as upon this occasion. (Whittier, 27-28) 

The periodic style, the sense of gravity, the disclosure of his own emotional condi­
tion, the irony in his attribution of motive, and the particular reference to the imposing 
presence of an armed guard all served to remind any listener familiar with Roman 
oratory of Cicero's oration Pro Milone. "Although I am afraid,· gentlemen of the jury," 
Cicero began, 

that fear is an unseemly condition in which to begin a speech in defence of 
the bravest of men; and that it is in the last degree unbecoming, seeing that 
Titus Annius himself is more anxious for the safety of the state than for his 
own, that I should be unable to bring to his case a greatness of spirit to 
equal his; still, the unprecedented aspect of this unprecedented trial alanns 
my eyes, which, fall where they may, look in vain for the familiar environ­
ment of the courts and the traditional procedure of the law. For your assem­
bly is not thronged, as of old, by a ring of listeners; we are not encompassed 
by our customary concourse; and the train-bands which you see before all 
the temples, albeit posted there to prevent violence, cannot but have their 
effect upon the pleader, so that here in a court of law and before a jury, 
though surrounded by troops who are at once a safeguard and a necessity, 
still even my immunity from fear cannot but have a touch of fear in it. (Pro 
Milone i.1-2) 

Etsi vereor, iudices, ne turpe sit pro fortissimo viro dicere incipientem timere 
minimeque deceat, cum T. Annius ipse magis de rei publicae salute quam de sua 
perturbetur, me ad eius causam parem animi magnitudinern adferre non posse, 
tamen haec novi iudici nova forma terret oculos qui, quocumque inciderunt, veterem 
consuetudinem fori et pristinum morem iudiciorum requirunt. Non enim corona 
consessus vester cinctus est, ut solebat; non usitata frequentia stipati sumus; non 
illa praesidia quae pro temp/is omnibus cernitis, etsi contra vim conlocata sunt, 
non adferunt tamen oratori terroris aliquid, ut in fora et in iudicio, quamquam 
praesidiis salutaribus et necessariis saepti sumus, tamen ne non tirnere quidem sine 
aliquo timore possimus. 
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Such parallels by Curran are not mere ornament. The analogy acts as a master trope, 
providing a perspective from which he would encourage the classically trained to 
view his defense of Rowan. It suggests that Rowan, like Cicero's Milo, was a patriot 
serving the interests of his country. It implies further that Curran, like Cicero, was a 
virtuous advocate struggling with eloquence against the forces of tyranny and arms. 

But the case for a classical influence on Curran does not need to rest solely on 
situational analogies. Substantial historical and textual evidence supports the claim 
that Curran saw his task as a classical forensic effort. Classical rhetorical doctrine 
divides the art of public speaking into five parts: invention, arrangement, style, memory, 
and delivery. This was the doctrine that Curran was taught at Trinity, and he seems to 
have mastered each of the offices in his own practice. 

At this distance, it is of course difficult to assess Curran's delivery. Yet it is 
interesting to note a parallel between the development of his delivery skills and those 
of Demosthenes. In Plutarch's life of Demosthenes, Curran would have read how the 
Athenian, at first, had "a certain weakness of voice and indistinctness of speech and 
shortness of breath which disturbed the sense of what he said by disjoining his sen­
tences" (Plutarch, Demosthenes vi.3). Yet Demosthenes overcame these weaknesses by 
"every day without exception" exercising to "form his action and cultivate his voice" 
(vii.3). He compensated for his "bodily deficiencies" and improved his "indistinctness 
and lisping" by "taking pebbles in his mouth and then reciting speeches" and by 
"discoursing while running or going up steep places." Moreover, to improve his ac­
tion and gesture, "he had in his house a large looking-glass, and in front of this he 
used to stand and go through his exercises in declamation" (xi. 1-2). 

Curran appears to have closely followed Demosthenes' example in his own ef­
forts to improve his rhetorical delivery. According to Curran's son, his father's "enun­
ciation was naturally impeded, his voice shrill and his accent strongly provincial." It 
was also the case that "his person was without dignity or grace-short, slender and 
inelegantly proportioned." Yet "to remove these defects, he adopted the practice of 
daily reading aloud, slowly and distinctly" and "recited perpetually before a mirror." 
These exercises, as they helped Demosthenes achieve fame, allowed Curran to culti­
vate "the clearness of articulation, and a peculiar, uninterrupted, graduated intona­
tion; which whatever was the subject, whether tender or impassioned, melodised ev­
ery period" (Curran, 50). 

Neither can we know for certain if Curran followed any particular classical exer­
cise to develop his memory for long orations. But it has been reliably reported that his 
speech for Rowan, transcribed to seventy-seven pages in the Whittier edition of Curran's 
works, was delivered from a note page containing thirty words: "To arms-Second. 
Reform-Third. Catholic Emancipation-Fourth. Convention-Now unlawful-con­
sequence of conviction-Trial before revolution-Drowned-Lambert-Muir-Char­
acter of R.-Fumace etc. Rebellion smothered stalks-Redeeming spirit." According to 
Hale, Curran typically "composed his speeches walking about the shrubberies at 
Rathfarnham, constantly polishing a phrase and committing it to memory" (Hale, 111). 

Stylistically, there are a number of parallels between Curran's oratory and that of 
the great classical orators. Curran's orations are frequently marked by the use of 
classical figures and constructions-antithesis for example, and rhetorical questions. 
But most interesting are those instances in Curran's oratory where style becomes a 
token of a larger situational and strategic analogy. Curran imitates the rhetoric Cicero 
or Demosthenes used to meet specific demands in the most familiar of their eloquent 
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masterpieces. The stylistic icon, borrowed from the famous passage, calls to mind the 
classical paradigm and again invites the audience to recognize an analogy encompass­
ing not merely the stylistic construction, but the whole complex classical case with its 
full ideological and emotional power. The analogy is instructive and helps direct the 
perspective of at least the classically educated segment of Curran's audience.1

In one quite elaborate parallel, Curran once again invites an analogy between his 
speech for Rowan and Cicero's defense of Milo. The parallel, and stylistic imitation, 
cannot be fully appreciated without careful attention to long passages from both ora­
tions, but let us briefly examine a sample from each address, focusing upon the el­
evated tone, the periodic construction, the rhetorical questions, and the emotional 
force of the rhetoric. In his famous peroration for Milo, Cicero tells his jury that 
although Milo faces exile, 

There is no exile, he thinks, save where virtue has no home; death is our 
allotted end and not a penalty. Herein he shows the spirit that is natural to 
him; but you gentlemen-in what spirit will you deal with him? Will you 
retain Milo's memory and cast forth his person? Is there any spot on earth 
that can more fitly welcome this noble heart than that which bade it beat? 
To you, to you I make my suit, gallant gentlemen, who have shed your 
blood in torrents for the common weal; to you I appeal in the peril of an 
unconquered man and citizen, centurions and soldiers; shall his great 
soul ... be banished, expelled, cast forth from this city? (Pro Milone xxxvii.101) 

. . .  exsilium ibi esse putat ubi virtuti non sit locus; mortem naturae finem esse, 
non poenam. Sit hie ea mente qua natus est: quid? vos, iudices, quo tandem eritis 
animo? Memoriam Milonis retinebitis, ipsum eicietis? Et erit dignior locus ullus 
in terris qui hanc virtutem excipiat quam hie qui procreavit? Vos, vos appello, 
fortissimi viri, qui multum pro re publica sanguinem effudistis; vos, inquam, in 
civis invicti periculo appello, centuriones, vosque, milites: . . .  haec tanta virtus ex 
hac urbe expelletur, exterminabitur, proicietur? 

As Curran closes his defense of Rowan, he reminds the jury that should they deter­
mine to punish Rowan, their decision will be infamously remembered. 

Is this the man on whom to fasten the abominable charge of goading on a 
frantic populace to mutiny and bloodshed? Is this the man likely to aposta-

1. Criminal juries in eighteenth-century Ireland were hardly impartial panels of fair-minded
citizens. Until the 1770s, Catholics were legally prohibited from juries. But even after the
relief bills of the early 1790s, jurors were still selected by the Sheriff, who was appointed by
the Lord Lieutenant. This method of selection ensured that, especially in important political
cases, the juries were exclusively Protestant, and friendly to the government. As a result, a
jury of landed Protestants were much more likely to have had the benefit of a formal
education. And, if they all had not attended Trinity, they were at least likely to have studied
in one of the many "classical schools" of Dublin or elsewhere, making many of the jury
familiar with Curran's analogies. On Irish juries in the eighteenth century see R. B. McDowell,
Ireland in the Age of Imperialism and Revolution, 1760-1801 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979),
176-177 and 539-549. See also John Phillip Reid, In a Defiant Stance: The Conditions of lAw in
Massachusetts Bay, the Irish Comparison, and the Coming of the American Revolution (University
Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1977), 23-25, 41, 61.
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tize from every principle that can bind him to the state-his birth, his prop­
erty, his education, his character, and his children? Let me tell you gentle­
men of the jury, if you agree with his prosecutors, in thinking that there 
ought to be a sacrifice of such a man on such an occasion-and upon the 
credit of such evidence your are to convict him-never did you, never can 
you give a sentence, consigning any man to public punishment, with less 
danger to his person or to his fame .... Upon this subject, therefore, credit 
me when I say, that I am still more anxious for you than I can be for him. I 
cannot but feel the peculiarity of your situation .... Feeling this, as I am 
persuaded you do, you cannot be surprised, however, you may be dis­
tressed, at the mournful presage with which an anxious public is led to fear 
the worst from your possible determination. But I will not, for the justice 
and honour of our common country, suffer my mind to be borne away by 
such melancholy anticipation. I will not relinquish the confidence that this 
day will be the period of his sufferings; and, however mercilessly he has 
been hitherto pursued, that your verdict will send him home to the arms of 
his family, and the wishes of his country. (Whittier 83-85) 

Both passages develop a pathos by relying on topics of patriotism, honor, and per­
sonal responsibility. Each is also composed in a pathetic style of interrogation and 
apostrophe to the jury which reveals the feelings of the orator. And each has as its 
purpose the depiction of tragic future consequences. 

Not surprisingly, the passages both occur in the closing moments of their respec­
tive orations. In confining these, his most emotional appeals to his peroration, Curran 
further displays his classical training. The pathetic peroration reminds us that Curran's 
legal speeches were carefully organized according to the classical pattern of forensic 
arrangement. If we examine the organization of Curran's orations, the typical classical 
disposition is evident. Classical forensic oratory was composed according to a stan­
dard pattern of disposition, beginning with an exordium, and continuing through 
narrative, division, argument, and peroration. 

In the argument against Sir Henry Hayes, another wealthy Cork landowner who, 
hoping to increase his fortune, kidnapped a young woman and forced marriage upon 
her, Curran keeps to the classical pattern precisely. Without detailed structural analy­
sis, it is difficult to fully communicate all the dispositional parallels. But let us focus on 
a particular part of the outline-the Division-where Curran meets the expectations of 
the most rigid classical theory. According to classical instruction, following the narra­
tive of facts, an advocate is required to introduce the issues in the case (the point of 
conflict upon which the case turns) in his division or partition. "A partition correctly 
made," says Cicero, "renders the whole speech clear and perspicuous" (recte 
habita ... partitio illustrem et perspicuam totam efficit orationem). As he explains, the advo­
cate shows "in what we agree with our opponents and what is left in dispute; as a 
result of this some definite problem is set for the auditor on which he ought to have 
his attention fixed" ( ... quid cum adversariis conveniat et quid in controversia 
relinquatur ... ex qua certum quiddam destinatur auditori in quo animum debeat habere 
occupatum, De Inventione 1.31). 

In his prosecution of Hayes, Curran ends his narrative and forms a clear transi­
tion to his partition: 
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I have stated to you, gentlemen of the jury, the facts that I conceive mate­
rial; I have stated that it was necessary, and my duty, as counsel for the 
crown, to give you an exact idea of the nature of the offence, of the evi­
dence, and of the law; that you may be enabled to combine the whole case 
together, and to pronounce such a verdict as shall fairly decide the ques­
tion, which you are sworn to try, between the public and the prisoner. 

As the oration proceeds, Curran defines that question as a simple issue of fact: 

If the prisoner at the bar formed a design of doing the illegal act with which 
he is charged, namely, running away with Miss Pike, in order to marry or 
defile her .... He is a principal and punishable as such .... The point before 
you is, whether the crime was once committed; and if so, nothing happen­
ing after can make any sort of difference upon the subject. ... You have 
heard the charge .... Hear and weigh the evidence. If you doubt its truth, 
acquit without hesitation .... If on the other hand, the guilt of the prisoner 
shall unhappily be clearly proved, remember what you owe to your fame, 
your conscience, and your country. (Whittier 436, 441; see also the speech 
for Rowan, Whittier 36-37) 
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Curran here moves from the narrative of facts in the case, to identification of the 
specific point of issue. He prepares the jury to hear his argument proving the guilt of 
Sir Henry. To build that case against Hayes, it is also clear that Curran employed 
classical methods of rhetorical invention. 

In classical doctrine, forensic invention, or the discovery of materials to use in 
prosecution and defense, aimed to establish the probability of a claim by relying on a 
system of commonplaces. In the Roman system outlined by Cicero, those commonplaces 
were derived from detailed analysis of the act in question, supported by commonplaces 
drawn from the known or supposed personal qualities of the defendant and victim. As 
Cicero explained, in any criminal case, "all propositions are supported in argument by 
attributes of persons or of actions" (amnes res argumentanda canfirmantur aut ex eo quad 
personis aut ex ea quad negatiis est attributum, De Inventiane 1.34). 

Relying on this system of attributes, Curran develops his case against Sir Henry. 
He first tells us something of the character of the victim, focusing on her various 
attributes: 

Miss Mary Pike is the only child of a person, whom, I suppose, you all 
knew-Mr. Samuel Pike, of this city. He had devoted a long life to a very 
persevering and successful industry, and died advanced in years, leaving 
this his only child entitled to all the fruits of his laborious and persevering 
application. The property she is entitled to, I understand, is very great, 
indeed. At the time of the transaction, to which your attention must be 
called, she was living in the house, and under the protection, of an univer­
sally respected member of society, Mr. Cooper Penrose. From the moment 
her mind was susceptible of it, no expense was spared to give her every 
accomplishment that she was capable of receiving; and in the house of her 
own father, while he lived, and in the house of Mr. Penrose, when she came 
under his protection, her mind was formed to the most correct principles of 



396 International Journal of the Classical Tradition I Winter 1996 

modesty, and delicacy, and decorum, with those additional characteristics, 
humility and reserve, that belong to that most respectable sect of which her 
father was a member. (Whittier, 424) 

Considering the act itself, Curran draws on commonplaces of time and place to prove 
the crime had been planned in advance. "Some time before the 22nd of July, in the 
year 1797, he rode down to the residence of Mr. Penrose. Mr. Penrose has a country­
house built in a very beautiful situation, and which attracts the curiosity of strangers, 
who frequently go to see it." Focusing on intent as an attribute of act, Curran explains 
how Hayes managed an invitation to dinner, and then abused "the sacred duty which 
the hospitality of his host imposed upon him." Hayes used his visit to "search the 
room, to find out who probably was the person that he had come to identify." Later, 
after forging and sending a note to the young Miss Pike, informing her of the mortal 
illness of her Mother, Hayes set his trap for his victim. That letter, Curran explains, 
"sends her after the hour of midnight, from the house of her protector, to pay the last 
duty, and to receive the parting benediction." Such was her intention, says Curran "of 
a rainy night, between one and two o'clock in the morning." Miss Pike then 

left the house of Mr. Penrose, in his carriage, attended by two female rela­
tions, one of them his daughter; and when they had advanced about half 
way to Cork, the carriage was suddenly met by four or five men. They 
ordered the coachman to stop. One of them was dressed in a great coat, and 
armed with pistols, and had the lower part of his face concealed, by tying a 
handkerchief around it. (Whittier, 428) 

As he builds his case against Sir Henry, we see Curran relying on various at­
tributes to fill out the details of his story. We have reference to places, time, weather 
conditions, weapons, accomplices, dress, manner of travel, motives and intentions. All 
these attributes of the act add convincing detail and an emotional subplot to the 
narrative as Curran invites the jury to see and feel, "the hideous enormity of such an 
offence" (423). 

The brief narrative of the late-night kidnapping also serves as another token of 
classical oratory, implying an analogy with which the jury might construct their view 
of the case, and reminding us of the influence of classical rhetoric on Curran's oratory. 
Curran's narrative is similar to Cicero's description of the facts of Clodius's death in 
the Pro Milone. In that speech Cicero told the story of how Milo had been attacked by 
his enemy Clodius. Travelling on the Appian Way, Milo was "met by Clodius, unen­
cumbered, on horseback, no coach, no baggage, no customary Greek companions," 
and "without his wife (which he scarcely ever was)." Milo, on the other hand, 

was driving with his wife in a coach, wrapped in his travelling-cloak, with 
a large, cumbersome, effeminate and dainty retinue of waiting-maids and 
pages. He meets Clodius in front of his manor at about the eleventh hour, 
or not far off it. An attack is immediately made upon my client by several 
armed men posted on higher ground; others stand in the way of the coach 
and kill the coachman. (x.28-29) 

. . .  cum uxore veheretur in raeda, paenulatus, magno et impedito et muliebri ac 
delicato ancillarum puerorumque comitatu. Fit obviam Clodio ante Jundum eius 
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hora Jere undecima aut non multo secus. Statim complures cum telis in hunc 
faciunt de loco superiore impetum; adversi raedarium occidunt. 

397 

As Cicero had done, Curran used the strategies of classical rhetorical invention to 
assemble his argument and convince the jury of the guilt of Sir Henry Hayes. 

Curran's legal rhetoric, therefore, took full advantage of the complete range of 
classical rhetorical theory. He employed classical principles in discovering, arranging, 
composing, memorizing, and delivering his oratory. Moreover, he relied on his Irish 
jury to recognize classical parallels from ancient oratory. These analogies he con­
structed by imitation, and set them out as a means to encourage a strategically advan­
tageous perspective on his Irish cases. Curran, not surprisingly, thereby implied his 
own heroic role as comparable to that of a famous orator-Demosthenes or Cicero-­
from the classical period. In this paper, we have seen only a few examples of how John 
Philpot Curran relied on classical rhetorical doctrine, and analogy with classical ora­
tory, to develop his own forensic eloquence. In light of this classical influence, Curran's 
legal oratory, while remaining among the prized literature of Irish patriotism, must 
also be viewed as part of the continuing legacy of the rhetorical traditions of ancient 
Greece and Rome. 
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