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THUCYDIDES

interchanging common with proper nouns, and active
with passive verbs. He alters the natural uses of
singular and plural, and substitutes the one for the
other. He combines masculines with feminines,
feminines with masculines, sometimes neuters with

both, thereby violating the natural agreement of //

gender. He sometimes changes the case of nouns or
participles from subject to object, and sometimes
from object to subject. In the use of conjunctions
and prepositions, and especially in his use of particles
which serve to bring out the force of individual words,
he allows himself full poetic licence. One can find in
his work a great many constructions which, through
changes of person and variation of tense,! and through
the use of obscure, figurative expressions, acquire the
appearance of solecisms. Again, he often substitutes
things for persons and persons for things. In his
arguments {and his sentences) there are often
parentheses which delay the conclusion for a long
time; and his style is generally tortuous, involved,
difficult to unravel, and has other similar properties.
The ostentatious figures of speech are also to be
found in his work in no small number—I mean those
parallelisms in length and sound, word-play and anti-
thesis, which were excessively used by Gorgias of
Leontini, by Polus and Lycymnius 2 and their fol-
lowers, and by many of his other contemporaries.
But the most obvious of his characteristics is the effort
to express as much as possible in the fewest possible

1 For an exhaustive modern treatment of this feature of
Thucydides’s style, see J. Ros, Die perafoli als Stilprinzip des
Thukydides.

2 See note 1, p. 137.
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words, and to combine many ideas into one, and to
leave the listener still expecting to hear something
more. These help to make his brevity obscure. I
may summarise the instruments, so to speak, of
Thucydides’s style as follows: there are four—
artificiality of vocabulary, variety of figures, harsh-
ness of word-order, rapidity of signification. The
special features of his style include compactness and
solidity, pungency and severity, vehemence, the
ability to disturb and terrify and above all emotional
power. Such are the characteristics of style by
which Thucydides is distinguished from all the rest.
When his purpose coincides with his special talent, he
is completely and marvellously successful; but when
his power is not being employed to its full capacity
and his energy flags before his goal is reached, the
speed with which the ideas are presented renders
the passage obscure, and brings in its train certain
other unattractive faults. These include a failure to
observe throughout the whole of his history in what

way strange and artificial language should be used, |

and how far he should go before stopping, although

these are worthy, indeed necessary subjects for all |

literary artists to study.

After those brief introductory remarks, it is time to 25

turn to detailed proof. I shall not deal with each
aspect of his style separately, subjoining an illustra-
tive passage from Thucydides, but shall treat the
subject under general headings and topics, taking
sections of narrative and rhetorical passages, and
setting out the reasons for his success or failure in
style or subject-matter. I once again beg you, and
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in the case of those whom he has once got completely
into his hands; while of the generosity which he has
feigned towards you while securing the rest of his
objectives, you have been fortunate to enjoy the
fruits.”

And in the passage where he is accusing those who
betrayed the cause of Greece to Philip of respon-
sibility for all her misfortunes, he writes the following
words: 1

“ But, by Heracles and all the gods, if one had
examined the question sincerely, discarding all false-
hood and malice, who the men really are, on whom
the blame for what has happened may by common
consent fairly and justly be thrown, you would find
that they are the politicians in the several states who
are like Aeschines here, not those like me—men who,
when Philip’s power was weak and quite insignificant,
and we were constantly warning you, advising you
and instructing you in the best policies, sacrificed the
state’s interests to gratify their shameful greed, de-
ceiving and corrupting their respective countrymen
until they made them slaves.”

I could furnish countless examples from the poli-
tical and forensic speeches of Demosthenes which are
composed in a style like that with which Thucydides
succeeds in being different while using ordinary and
familiar language. But in order that my treatise
should not become unnecessarily long, I shall content
myself with these examples, which are sufficient to
prove my thesis. I should not hesitate to suggest to
students of political oratory—those, at least, who still
try to keep their critical faculties unprejudiced—that

1 De Corona, 294.
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they should take Demosthenes as their guide, as I am

persuaded that he was the finest of the orators.l
They should imitate those specimens of his composi-
tion in which his brevity, rhetorical power, force,
intensity, impressiveness and other related virtues are
plain for all men to see; while those which are allusive
and difficult to follow, and require a commentary, and
those which are full of tortured and apparently un-
grammatical constructions deserve neither to be
admired nor imitated. To sum up, it does not make
sense for us to admire equally the passages in Thucy-
dides which lack clarity and those which possess
clarity in addition to his other virtues; for it must be
admitted that perfection is better than imperfection,
and clarity is better than obscurity. What reasoning,
therefore, has led some of us to praise Thucydides’s
style as a whole, and to insist on asserting that he
wrote his history for his contemporaries, and that the
language in which it was written was familiar and
comprehensible to all of them, but that he took no
thought for us, his future readers; while others of us
banish all his work from our law-courts and assemblies
as being worthless, instead of agreeing that the
narrative portions of it, except for very few passages,
deserve to be admired and used for every sort of
purpose, while the speeches, though they are not all
suitable for imitation, contain a good proportion of
passages which all men can easily understand, though
they cannot all compose in the same style ?

1 Seenote2,p.373. From theinclusion of brevity >’ in the
following list it is evident that Dionysius is thinking of his-
torical narrative as well as speeches; which makes sense of his
recommendation that Demosthenes should be the model for
historians as well as for orators.
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