The Revival of the Funeral Oration and
the Plague in Thucydides Books 6—7

Tobias Joho

3 T THE END of his account of the first year of the Pelo-

ponnesian War, Thucydides inserts Pericles’ Funeral

Oration, the most splendid surviving exposition of the
spirit and achievement of fifth-century Athens. However, al-
most in the same breath Thucydides also demonstrates the
fleetingness of this ideal: for upon the heels of the Funeral
Oration follows the account of the outbreak, and devastating
effect, of the plague at Athens. By the stark and monumental
contrast, ideal height and nightmarish low of the city of Athens
are directly juxtaposed.! What is more, Pericles, the figure that
encapsulates like no other the Athenian ideal, dies from the
plague. All this happens after only the first of the twenty-seven
years of the war has passed. The vision projected in the
Funeral Oration seems irretrievably lost, incapable of survival
in a world shaken by the Peloponnesian War.

My goal in this paper is to show that in Thucydides’ view the
driving forces animating the highpoint marked by the Funeral
Oration are not eradicated by the plague, but are back in place
by the time of the Sicilian Expedition. Yet this revival has a
tragic character: instead of engendering a renaissance of the
Periclean ideal, it merely gives rise to yet another, albeit

I See K. Reinhardt, “Thukydides und Machiavelli,” in Vermdchtnis der
Antike (Gottingen 1966) 214 : “Sie [sc. the plague] gibt die Antwort auf die
Leichenrede, ja sie folgt ihr so unmittelbar, wie nur ein Redner einem
Redner folgen kann, und schafft zugleich den Umschwung, den Sturz in die
Krise.” On the same issue cf. A. W. Gomme, The Greek Attiude to Poeiry and
History (Berkeley 1954) 143—144.
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figurative, outbreak of the plague. Thus, over the course of the
Sicilian Expedition, the earlier succession from Funeral Ora-
tion to plague repeats itself: instead of representing the plague
as a setback against which the Athenian ideal ultimately affirms
itself, Thucydides shows the catastrophic triumph of a recur-
ring pattern.

Before embarking on this exposition, however, I wish to in-
dicate my position on a much-discussed question, which bears
upon the issues to be considered: the status of the Funeral
Oration within Thucydides’ work as a whole. Building upon
earlier work by Strasburger,”> Hellmut Flashar argued that
Pericles’ picture of Athens in the Funeral Oration is at variance
with Thucydides’ own depiction of the Athenians’ actual
conduct, which, far from being inspired by striving after virtue,
seems driven by hard-headed power politics combined with oc-
casional outbursts of frantic passions.® Flashar concluded that
Thucydides’ goal is an ironic exposure of the tension between
the true situation at Athens and the sugar-coated Periclean pic-
ture.* While Flashar is right to draw attention to this tension,
his solution seems to presuppose an all-or-nothing opposition,
which does not quite fit Thucydides’ picture. A less exclusive
contrast between the real and the ideal provides, I think, the
basis of a more adequate interpretation of the height projected
in the Funeral Oration. Such an alternative conception has
been advanced by Nicole Loraux and Victoria Wohl.

Loraux has pointed out that “Athens has more than one face;

2 H. Strasburger, “Thukydides und die politische Selbstdarstellung der
Athener,” in H. Herter (ed.), Thukydides — Wege der Forschung 98 (Darmstadt
1968 [1958]) 517-518.

3 H. Flashar, “Der Epitaphios des Perikles,” in Fidola: Ausgewdhlte kleine
Schriften (Amsterdam 1989 [1969]) 446-453.

* Flashar, in Eidola 457: “[I]ndem er [sc. Thucydides] dem Perikles einen
derart hinreiBenden Hymnus auf die Macht Athens in den Mund legt ...
erzeugt er eine fast ironische Spannung zur Wirklichkeit. Auch darin zeigt
sich Thukydides als desillusionierender Entlarver menschlicher Denkweisen
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18 THE REVIVAL OF THE FUNERAL ORATION

there are at least two cities, which, like the real and the
paradigm, sometimes coexist and sometimes are mutually
exclusive.” Wohl in turn considers the Athenian character
described in the Funeral Oration as an “ideal-ego” of the
Athenian citizen: “It is an image of himself as he will be, not as
he is, and it 1s with jubilation that he takes on that image as his
own. He incorporates this mirror image within himself as his
ideal-ego (Idealich).”® Both Loraux’s idea of the city’s two char-
acters and Wohl’s notion of the Athenians’ ideal ego converge
in the concept of a higher self, which is neither simply identical
with reality nor flatly contradicted by it. Instead of being either
factually given or unrealistically idealized, this higher Athenian
self must be constantly achieved anew. In the Athenians’
brightest moments, the actual self of the city lifts itself up to the
ideal self whereas on other occasions the two are separated by a
vast divide. The character of Athens is not statically given, but
constantly resituates itself along a spectrum, whose extreme
points are marked by the Funeral Oration and the plague.

I. Funeral Oration and Sicilian Expedition

In both the Funeral Oration in Book 2 and the account of
the run-up to the Sicilian Expedition in Book 6 one can detect
a significant concentration of the same kinds of terms: dxun
and words related to it (2.31.2 ~ 6.17.1, 7.12.3, 7.14.1, 7.63.4),
€pwg and related vocabulary (2.43.1 ~ 6.13.1, 6.24.3), and
é¢Anic and kindred words (2.42.4, 2.43.5, 2.43.6, 2.44.3 ~
6.15.2, 6.24.3, 6.30.2, 6.31.6). The clustering of the same kinds
of terms on both occasions calls for a closer investigation of the
connection between the two passages.
oK

The Funeral Oration coincides with a distinctive highpoint,
an axun, of the city of Athens. Thucydides points out that in
the foregoing campaigning season the host led out by Pericles

5 N. Loraux, The Invention of Athens (New York 2006 [1981]) 365.
6 V. Wohl, Love among the Ruins (Princeton 2002) 33.
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to invade the Megarid was the largest Athenian army ever as-
sembled in one body, adding the explanation: “the city was still
at its height and not yet suffering from disease” (axpoalovong
€11 T mOAewg kol obmw vevoonkvlog, 2.31.2). This highpoint
of Athenian flourishing coincides with Pericles’ delivery of the
Funeral Oration. As the Funeral Oration makes clear, the
Athenian axun does not merely consist in a maximum of
manpower and resources, but also in a qualitative highpoint of
human self-development. The collective dxun reached by the
city has its counterpart in the supreme achievement of indi-
viduals. The specific feat celebrated in the Funeral Oration,
namely the self-sacrifice of the Athenian soldiers, indicates this
axun achieved by particular Athenians: they “died, at the
briefest decisive moment when fate intervened,’ at the height of
fame rather than of fear” (3u” éAoylotov kopod TOXNG G
acpf thg 86Eng naAdov 7 tod déovg amnAidynoav, 2.42.4).

By definition, the kind of highpoint that finds expression in
the Funeral Oration has a precarious character, and true to its
fleetingness the Funeral Oration is placed at the cusp at which
the ideal tips over into its dismantlement by the plague. Schol-

7 Two different interpretations have been advanced of the structures of
dependence in the phrase 8¢ éhayiotov kopod Toxne: does kapod depend
on 3¢ and toyng on kopod, which is the option I have chosen (“at the
briefest decisive moment when fate intervened”)? Or is the phrase éio-
xtotov koupod nested between 816 and its genitive object toxng, which
would produce “through the fortune of the briefest instant” (J. S. Rusten,
“Structure, Style, and Sense in Interpreting Thucydides: The Soldiers’
Choice,” HSCP 90 [1986] 75)? Given the extreme abstractness of the terms,
I think it is more likely that the preposition is directly followed by its object.
Rusten (69) provides parallel examples of “Thucydides’ oft-noted penchant
for interposing between a preposition and its genitive object still another de-
pendent genitive”; but in all these cases (for which see 70) the terms are
much more concrete, so that the dependence structure is perspicuous and
does not need the support of word order. In the present instance, however,
the abstractness of the terms makes it much harder to understand, on the
basis of semantics alone, the structure of dependence; therefore it seems
likely that Thucydides observed the more common word order, thereby
providing some guidance for his reader.
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20 THE REVIVAL OF THE FUNERAL ORATION

ars have observed that the plague mounts a frontal assault on
the Periclean ideal. The plague has its own distinctive okpn
(6oovrep yxpovov kal 1 vooog akpalot, 2.49.6). This flourishing
of the plague coincides with the undoing of Athenian flourish-
ing and signifies the direct negation of the latter.

Despite the terrible losses suffered by the Athenians because
of the plague (cf. 3.87.2-3), the city has risen to another lofty
highpoint by the time of the Sicilian Expedition. Alcibiades,
who mirrors and magnifies the Athenians’ general disposition
on the eve of the expedition,® claims that he is in his prime
(akpalw, 6.17.1). Indeed, at the beginning of the expedition
the Athenian soldiers are also in their prime (fxuoale, 7.12.3,
7.63.4; duicun, 7.14.1). This renewed dxun consists in a recovery
from the effects of the plague: in the Sicilian Debate, Nicias
points out that the Athenians, after having suffered under the
twin scourges of plague and war, have only recently revived
their strength (vemotl anod vooov peydAng kot moAépov Bpayd
1 Aehwoenkopev, 6.12.1). The narrator confirms Nicias’
assertion by stating that around the time of the departure “the
city had just recovered from the plague and the continuous
war” (Gptt 8’ AvelAneel 1| TOALG EdvTnV Ao THg VOoOL Kol T0D
Euveyodg moAépov, 6.26.2). Thucydides equates the undoing of
the Athenian d&xun with the outbreak of the plague (2.31.2).
The emphasis on the overcoming of the plague by the time of
the Sicilian Expedition invites the conclusion that Athens has
achieved a new highpoint comparable to that earlier climax at
the time of Pericles.

Unity of polar opposites

Konrad Gaiser observed that the fundamental principle at
work in Pericles’ account of the Athenian character is the com-
bination of opposite tendencies, of which a person manages to

8 As we will see below, Thucydides stresses that on the eve of the Sicilian
Expedition a wave of collective desire and hope overruns the Athenians. In
characterizing Alcibiades as “desiring and hoping” (¢miBoudv xoi éAniov,
6.15.2), Thucydides suggests that he encapsulates those forces that have
come to animate the Athenians at large.
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exhibit, on common assumptions, at best either one or the
other. For instance, the Athenians are committed to equality of
political rights (icovouia) and nonetheless give precedence to
outstanding individuals (2.37.1); they endorse a liberal lifestyle
and nonetheless respect authority (2.37.2-3); they value their
private life and are simultaneously eagerly involved in politics
(2.40.2); they are intellectual and yet resolute in action (2.40.2).
Because of their direct juxtaposition, the opposing tendencies
come to enhance each other so that each character trait stands
out with crisper clarity than it would in isolation. Instead of
destabilizing the respective opposite, these capacities are com-
bined in a dynamic unity and enable an overabundant reali-
zation of a comprehensive range of potentials.” In this way, the
Athenians achieve a dialectic synthesis, which is dynamically
charged and yet harmoniously ordered. As a result, the tension
between two general human dispositions, idealism and realism,
1s offset. For Pericles tends to set an attitude marked by enter-
prising brio against one of circumspect prudence.

Polar opposites again meet at Athens on the eve of the
Sicilian Expedition. Two such antithetical pairs recur in the
speeches delivered by Nicias and Alcibiades: young vs. old, and
active vs. quiet. Both pairs represent variations of the basic
antithesis, which underlies the opposite inclinations in the
Funeral Oration, between idealism and realism. Yet on the eve
of the expedition, the polar inclinations, far from balancing out
in a harmonious unity, clash in fierce rivalry. Whereas Pericles
could act simultaneously as the spokesman of both tendencies,
the contrary dispositions are aligned, as Colin Macleod ob-
served, with different representatives by the time of the Sicilian
Expedition: Alcibiades endorses the adventurous spirit of Ath-
ens, Nicias personifies, and speaks for, caution and restraint.'®

9 K. Gaiser, Das Staatsmodell des Thukydides. Qur Rede des Perikles auf die Ge-
Jallenen (Heidelberg 1975) 31-32.

10 C. Macleod, “Rhetoric and History (Thucydides 6.16—18),” in Collected
Essays (Oxford 1983 [1975]) 86. Lowell Edmunds also points out a range of
resemblances between Pericles and Alcibiades: Chance and Intelligence in Thu-
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22 THE REVIVAL OF THE FUNERAL ORATION

The identification of each polar member of a pair with one
distinctive politician symbolizes the split that has begun to run
through the Periclean ideal.

The antagonism between the two men, with the tendencies
they embody, finds its expression in the attempt of each side to
denigrate the opposing disposition. Nicias derides the im-
mature youthfulness of Alcibiades and those who promote the
expedition (vedtepog OV €Tt £€g 10 Apyewv, 6.12.2; 10 Tpoyua ...
glval ... un olov veotépe!! Bovredoachot, 6.12.2; odg [sc.
vemtépoug] €yo ... poPoduat, 6.13.1). Against the wave of ex-
citement felt by people whom he considers to be irresponsible
youngsters, he brings the elder men (tolg npesButéporg, 6.13.1)
into position, urging them to resist the impulse to feel em-
barrassed about their lack of enthusiasm for the expedition.

Alcibiades counters Nicias’ critique by insisting that his youth
(M éun veotg, 6.17.1) has brought great benefits to the Athen-
1an state. He claims that Nicias breeds discord between young
and old: “And let ... Nicias’ setting the young at variance with
the elders not dissuade you” (ko un vpog 1 Nikiov ... dwa-
OTOO1LG TOTG VEOLS €6 TOVG pesPuteépovg dmotpeyn, 6.18.6). In
contradistinction, Alcibiades claims the harmonious coopera-
tion of young and old to be a distinctive strength of Athens
(Guo véot yepartepolg Bovdevovieg and vedtnto ... kol YRpog
avev dAAAAov undév dvvacBar, 6.18.6). Alcibiades’ idea seems
to be that the opposites of young and old will complement and
reinforce each other, so that the vigor of youth and the ex-
perience of age are stimulated to develop their specific innate
potential. The desired conjunction between young and old is
reminiscent of the emphasis in the Funeral Oration on the
totality achieved through the unity of mutually enhancing op-
posites. Alcibiades’ description of this unity as k66U0g (T® ...

¢ydides (Cambridge [Mass.] 1975) 124—128.
1 This form is textually problematic, but it is transmitted by all the man-
uscripts and accepted in the OCT. Classen/Steup consider the transmitted

text unsound and adopt Stein’s emendation vewtépav: J. Classen and J.
Steup, Thukydides VI (Berlin 1905) 33.
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elofott kdouw, 6.18.6), suggestive of a harmonious and pleas-
ing order, is true to the spirit of the Funeral Oration:!'? there,
too, the impression of a manifold yet well-ordered whole
prevails, in which very different components are assigned their
appropriate place.

Alcibiades’ proposal that he and Nicias should receive the
joint command of the expedition seems to evince his honest
conviction about the benefits derived from the mutual supple-
mentation of the opposite tendencies displayed by young and
old (6.17.1). Yet, upon closer inspection, his idea of unity
deviates significantly from the cooperation of polar forces
promoted by Pericles. After advancing the position that youth
and age are ineffectual without each other, Alcibiades sets out
to undergird this claim by recourse to the following principle:
“the inferior, the middle range, and the very rigorous together
might, if blended with each other, have most strength” (6pod
8¢ 10 te podAov kol T pécov kol 10 mavy axpiPec av Euykpa-
Btv udMot’ Gv ioyvetv, 6.18.6).!% Given the immediate con-
nection with the preceding statement about the need of young
and old for mutual supplementation, it is clear that the two
outer terms of Alcibiades’ triad are supposed to line up, as
scholars have pointed out, with the two aforementioned age
groups: 10 Tavv akpiPég refers to the old and 10 padAov to the
young.!'* Jacqueline de Romilly has shown that Alcibiades’ idea

12 Cf. Gregory Vlastos on the variety of different meanings denoted by
koopog: “What we get in all of these cases is not just any sort of arranging,
but one that strikes the eye or the mind as pleasingly fitting: as setting, or
keeping, or putting back, things in their proper order. There is a marked
aesthetic component” (Plato’s Universe [Seattle 1975] 3).

13 T understand 10 gadrov (“the inferior”) and 10 mavv dxpiéc (“the very
rigorous”) along the lines suggested by S. Hornblower (4 Commentary on Thu-
cydides I-111 [Oxford 1995-2008] III 352), who in turn bases his translation
on the interpretation of the passage by J. de Romilly, “Alcibiade et le
mélange entre jeunes et vieux,” in L’nvention de Uhistoire politique chez Thucydide
(Paris 2005 [1976]) 152.

14 Romilly, in Lnvention de Uhistoire politique 152; Macleod, in Collected Es-
says 84.
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24 THE REVIVAL OF THE FUNERAL ORATION

about blending these different groups corresponds to Hip-
pocratic theories of nourishment, according to which different
dietary components, such as the raw and the cooked, must be
mixed in order to coalesce, thus becoming the right kind of
diet.”®> In the Funeral Oration, the salient point is that the
contrary capacities, while becoming parts of a greater unity,
simultaneously fulfill their distinct innate potential more fully
than they ever could on their own. This aspiration requires that
each member of a given pair retains its distinctive character. By
contrast, Alcibiades’ theory of mixture presupposes that the
opposite tendencies lose their unique character and are sub-
merged in an undifferentiated blend.'®

A closer inspection of Alcibiades’ argumentation reveals what
this commixture leads to: instead of achieving a dynamic whole
in which different dispositions come to unfold their defining
potential, the blend results in dominance of one part of the city
over the rest. Just after the passage on the benefits of blending,
Alcibiades points out that, if’ Athens were to pursue a quietist
policy, “the skill of the city in all sorts of areas will grow old”
(révtov v émotiuny &yynpdoecBar, 6.18.6). Commenting
on é¢yynpaoecBot, Daniel Tompkins has observed that “[t]he
metaphorical twist subtly disparages Nicias’ view by hinting

15 Romilly, in L’invention de Uhistoire politique 154—155.

16 Macleod has shown that Alcibiades’ program of blending opposite
tendencies seems bogus in important regards. The mixture of 10 @adAov
and 10 Tavv dxpiPéc is premised on the idea of mixing positive and negative
qualities (in Collected Essays 84—85). Apropos of this notion, Macleod quotes a
passage from Bertrand Russell’s Hustory of Western Philosophy (London 1946:
196), which provides an example of an absurd application of Aristotle’s
doctrine of the mean: “There was once a mayor who had adopted Ari-
stotle’s doctrine; at the end of his turn of office he made a speech saying that
he had endeavoured to steer the narrow line between partiality and im-
partiality.” The same criticism does not apply to the pairs of opposites in
Pericles’ speech, but it certainly does to Alcibiades’ promotion of mixing 10
gadrov and 10 mévv dxpiPég. It is very hard to see how the phrase 10
@adAov can connote any commendable quality.
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that decay and decline are typical of the elderly.”!” Therefore,
despite the alleged importance of cooperation between old and
young, old age is represented as being anathema to Athenian
versatility. Alcibiades goes on to state that Athens “will always
add to its experience if she engages in conflict” (Gymvilopévnv
8¢ aiel mpooinwecsBor ... v éureipiov, 6.18.6). The per-
manent striving after new challenges 1s indicative of a youthful
disposition. However, one would have expected “experience”
to be the elders’ distinctive contribution to the wellbeing of the
city.!® It turns out that Alcibiades does not even attribute to the
Athenian elders the ability to contribute a wealth of experience.
At the moment of the vote on the expedition, young and old
both are in favor of the undertaking: “and a desire for sailing
befell them in their entirety, all of them alike” (kal €pog
événeoe 101g naotv opolmg éknAedoat, 6.24.3). After making
this totalizing observation, Thucydides then splits up the
population into different groups. The elderly (tolg pev
npecPutépots, 6.24.3) have, in keeping with their age, ex-
pectations that are less exuberant than the rest: while they
think that they will probably subdue Sicily, they also envisage
what they consider to be the unlikely event of failure, in which
case they expect the exceeding military strength to be an in-
surance against disaster. By contrast, the more impetuous
youngsters (tolg 8’ év 1f) NAwklg, 6.24.3) act “out of a longing

17 D. Tompkins, “Stylistic Characterization in Thucydides: Alcibiades
and Nicias,” YCS 22 (1972) 212. Cf. Macleod, in Collected Essays 85.

18 Archidamus’ speech at the great debate in Sparta provides Thucydi-
dean evidence for the attribution of experience to old age (1.80.1): kol
a0TO¢ TOAADV 110N moAépmy Eumerpds eipt, @ Aokedaipudvior, kol DUV Tovg
év tfi bt Nkl 0pd, dote phte drepie émbBupfical Tve t0d Epyov (“And
I myself have already had the experience of many wars, Lacedaemonians,
and I see men among you who are of the same age, so that nobody is
desirous of war out of lack of experience”). On Archidamus’ age and
experience see Gomme, HCT I 246: “Archidamos in effect succeeded his
grandfather Leotychides when the latter went into exile ¢. 476 B.C., and
formally perhaps in 469 ... He may have fought in the Persian wars before
that.”
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26 THE REVIVAL OF THE FUNERAL ORATION

for an absent sight and spectacle” (tfig ... drovong té0e Swewg
kol Bewpilog, 6.24.3). The &pwg that comes to infect everybody
1s really a youthful impulse of excitable desirousness. In reality,
the allegedly perfect mixture amounts to the preponderance of
the youngsters, by whose excited agitation the older men are
carried along willy-nilly.

The Athenians’ inability to achieve the former balance and
equipoise between contrary tendencies is also attested by the
difficulties that the three generals Alcibiades, Nicias, and
Lamachus have in cooperating with each other. After the
Athenians’ arrival at Rhegium, the generals hold a counsel
about the proper way to proceed, and each of them argues for
a different procedure: Nicias wants to bring off reconciliation
between the Selinuntians and the Egestaecans and then sail
home, Alcibiades wants to solicit support from other Sicilians
and then attack Selinus and Syracuse, and Lamachus proposes
a fast and direct assault on Syracuse. The perplexing confusion
that has befallen the Athenians manifests itself especially clearly
through the position adopted by Alcibiades: he, who acted as
the spokesman of the Athenians’ get-up-and-go mentality on
the eve of the expedition, suddenly shrinks from a direct attack
on Syracuse. His half-heartedness is symptomatic of the
confusion that has affected the Athenians: opposites do not
energize each other, but result in a muddled commixture.
Eventually, Lamachus sides with Alcibiades’ middle position,
but as a result delay ensues. When the Athenians finally move
against Syracuse, Thucydides comments that the Syracusans,
after first experiencing terror at the Athenians’ arrival, have a
resurgence of courage when they become aware of the
Athenians’ failure to attack (6.63.2). In retrospect, it turns out
that Lamachus’ advocacy of a direct attack would have been
the right strategy (7.42.3). Yet, given the potpourri of truculent
dispositions that lack integration, the Athenians undermine
each other and lose the punch that they usually display in their
military endeavors. Even after Alcibiades’ departure,
contrariness among the generals will remain a problem and
hamper the Athenians’ operations in Sicily (7.47-49, 7.50.3—4).
These complications indicate just how difficult the Athenians
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have come to find the task of unifying contrary dispositions into
a dynamic whole.

Despite the split running through the Periclean ideal by the
time of the Sicilian Expedition, Athens has remained a city in
which the development of very different kinds of dispositions is
made possible and perhaps even encouraged. The Funeral
Oration shows that this universalism 1s a rare distinction. Main-
taining equilibrium between these opposing dispositions pre-
supposes a balancing act. On the eve of the expedition, the
equipoise between prudence and foolhardiness, which one can
parse along the antithesis between young and old, is sacrificed
in favor of a one-sided endorsement of youthful dash and
daring. Paradoxically, once in Sicily, the Athenians turn out to
fall short of their characteristic resoluteness. Deprived of the
counter pole marked by prudence, Athenian energy cannot
maintain itself on its previous height. Thus, while Athens is, at
the time of the Sicilian Expedition, once again a city that fos-
ters opposite tendencies, a harmonious balance between these
dispositions is merely achieved in appearance.
épwc and éAric

Thucydides singles out two passions as the principal driving
motivations behind the Sicilian Expedition: €pog (6.13.1,
6.24.3) and éArnig (6.15.2, 6.24.3, 6.30.2, 6.31.6). The prom-
inence of these two impulses is not fortuitous, but reflects their
distinctively Athenian character, which is attested by the im-
portance Pericles assigns to them in the Funeral Oration. In his
account, €pwg and éAnig are driving forces that make possible
the exceptional Athenian achievement and the willing self-
sacrifice for the sake of the city.

€pwg is the animating force that stimulates the Athenians to
jeopardize their lives for the higher good of their city. Calling
upon his audience to adopt the same spirit as the fallen, Peri-
cles makes the following proclamation: “rather [than consider-
ing the matter merely in light of a speech]| you must in fact
daily gaze at the power of the city and become her [or “its”]
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28 THE REVIVAL OF THE FUNERAL ORATION

lovers,'? and whenever she [or “it”] seems great to you, you
must reflect that men who were bold and knew their duty ...
acquired these things” (u&M»ov mv Thg néksmg &')vocmv ko0’
nuspocv €pym Bewpévoug Kon £PULOTOG ywvouevoug o0THC, Kol
otav D},LLV HeYaAn 50?';1] etvau, ev@uuouue\/oug ot ro?»uwvrsg
KOl YLYVOGKOVTEG TO OLOVIOL ... OVOPEC GOTOL EKTNOOVTO,
2.43.1). In urging the Athenians to become the épaoctot of
either the city or its dvvoutg, Pericles wishes to infuse them
with a passionate desire, comparable to erotic longing, for their
city.

This emphasis on erotic passion, however, is counter-
balanced in various ways. For one thing, Monoson has stressed
that, in connection with the role assigned to the épaotg, the
Athenians did not think of €pog as a blinding emotional force
that had the power to enslave individuals. Monoson observes
that, instead, the épactig was considered to be eminently self-
controlled: “The term erastes clearly denotes the assertive,
superior partner in sexual activity ... It effectively projects an

19 The phrasing, épaotog yiyvopévovg adtig, is ambiguous: does a0Tiig
refer to city or to power? Most commentators pass over the issue. Horn-
blower, apparently persuaded by Sir Kenneth Dover, is inclined to equate
ovtiig with moAewg (Commenm(y IIT 311). The statement that follows does in
fact support the equatlon of abdtiig with no?»su)g Kol 8tov DUV usyoc?m 86&n
elvaut, £V9Up0\)u£voug ot rokumvmg Kol ywvchovreg 0 SéovTa Kol €v To1G
€pyotg mcxuvouevot ocv8psg avTO EKTACOVTO, kol OmdTe KOl TElPY TOv
o(p(xkstsv ovK oLV Kol mv oAV ye TG o@etépag dpetiic dEtobvreg
oteplokewy, kdAhotov 8¢ €pavov avTfi mpolénevor (“and whenever it [i.e.
the same entity to which adtiig refers] seems great to you, reflect that men
who were bold and knew their duty and who were, when it came to action,
moved by shameful decency acquired these things, and who, whenever they
failed in attempting something, were resolved that they should at least not
deprive the city of their excellence, but gave freely the fairest service to her”).
The soldiers are willing to bestow their life, their “fairest service,” on the
city (tnv moAw). But if it is the city, and not its power, to which they sacrifice
their life, then it seems very likely that the city must also be the entity with
which they have fallen in love. This is the case because the underlying idea
seems to be that, just as the lover is willing to give up his life for the beloved,
so the Athenians are ready to sacrifice theirs for the city.

Greek, Roman, and Byzantine Studies 57 (2017) 16-48



TOBIAS JOHO 29

image of active, energetic, controlling Athenian citizens.”?? In
keeping with this image of the self-controlled é¢pootng, Pericles
implies that rational reflection is not at odds with the Athen-
lans’ passionate love for their city. In the same breath as
invoking the idea of the Athenians as épactat, Pericles enjoins
his audience (xp7) to reflect (évBvpovuévoug) about the achieve-
ments that rendered the object of their longing possible. Daniel
Tompkins has pointed out that Pericles’ choice of vocabulary,
both in the Funeral Oration and in his other speeches, “is
aggressively intellectual,”! an effect that Pericles achieves, as
Tompkins notes, in particular through the employment of cog-
nitive vocabulary in an injunctive sense.”” The combination of
a word expressing obligation (xp1) with a verb meaning “to
ponder” is a case in point.

One of the pairs of polar opposites that the Athenians,
according to the model put forward in the Funeral Oration,
succeed in unifying is the antithesis between reason and pas-
sion. For instance, the Athenians are unique, Pericles observes,
in their ability to combine daring (toAudv and 8pdoog) and re-
flection (éxAoyilecBor and Aoywopdg, 2.40.3). In light of his
emphasis on the equipoise between passionate fervor and
intellectual reflection, it would be implausible to consider his
injunction that the Athenians become lovers of their city an
invitation to succumb to the blinding infatuation of a romantic
lover. Instead, passion must be, in Pericles’ conception, in dia-
logue with reason in order to be able to discharge its beneficial
potential. The embedding of the call for €pog in a speech that
1s rich in cognitive vocabulary?? and that stresses the comple-

20.S. S. Monoson, “Citizen as Frastes: Erotic Imagery and the Idea of
Reciprocity in the Periclean Funeral Oration,” Political Theory 22 (1994) 257.

21 D. Tompkins, “The Language of Pericles and Modern International
Politics,” in A. Tsakmakis and M. Tamiolaki (eds.), Thucydides between History
and Literature (Berlin 2013) 449.

22 Tompkins notes the following instances: 1.140.4 vouion, 1.141.1 duwo-
vonOnte, 1.141.2 and 2.64.3 yvédrte, 1.143.5 oxéyoche, 2.44.4 fyelche.

23 Note, in addition to the passages already pointed out, Pericles’ em-
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mentariness of reason and passion suggests that Pericles is not
thinking of a consuming passion which has broken lose from
the intellect.

On the eve of the Sicilian Expedition, Athenian €pwg is in
full bloom again and animates, just as it does in the Funeral
Oration, a bold Athenian enterprise (Svcépotag elvor TdV
anoviav, 6.13.1; kol Epog événece T01¢ TAGLY OUOLOG EKTAED-
oo, 6.24.3). Yet, contrary to the account offered by Pericles in
the Funeral Oration, the passionate longing inspired by €pwg is
in no way counterbalanced by reason. Instead Thucydides con-
stantly employs an ample repertoire of words that denote de-
sire, longing, and passion.?* This ubiquity endows €pwg with an
atmospheric quality, like an uncontainable mist that infiltrates
every recess of the city. By contrast, words denoting reason and
reflection are entirely missing from the account of the Athenian
decision. The one-sided vocabulary suggests that on the eve of
the expedition emotional rapture dominates the scene entirely
without leaving room for its balancing counterpart.

Athenian hope, the other driving motivation behind the
expedition, is likewise prominent in the Funeral Oration,? but
its most iconic characterization can be found in the other great,
albeit involuntary, glorification of the Athenian character: the
speech of the Corinthians at the Spartan assembly in Book 1.
The Corinthians’ elucidation of salient aspects of Athenian

phasis on the rationality of the fallen soldiers and of the living who would
follow them: the former “were bold and knew their duty” (toludvteg kol
yryvookovteg to déovia), the latter “must think i fit to adopt a mindset that is
in no way less bold” (xpn ... &toApotépov ... undev a&odv v ... didvoiay
€xew, 2.43.1). In both passages, boldness is interlocked with thought.

24 In addition to the two references to £pog: 0pudo and opudouat, 6.6.1,
6.6.2, 6.9.3, 6.19.1, 6.24.2; dpéyopar, 6.10.5, 6.16.6; ¢ptepo, 6.6.1, 6.8.4,
6.11.5; émBvpéw and related words, 6.10.1, 6.13.1, 6.15.3, 6.15.4, 6.24.2,
6.24.4; mdBoc, 6.24.3; énaywyde, 6.8.2; npobvudopar, 6.31.3.

25 Tompkins, in Thucydides between History and Literature 449-450, has
pointed out that éAric, along with other terms such as téApa and xivduvvog,
belongs to a cluster of words which, while ambiguous in other sources, are
prized by Pericles and represent cornerstones of the Athenian character.
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¢Anig sheds light on the subsequent references to this theme in
the Funeral Oration (1.70.7):

Kol & ugv v émwvonoovieg un éneEéAbwoty, oikelmv otépechan
nyodvto, & 8 Ov éneABdviec ktNowvton, OAlyo mpdg To HéA-
Aovto Tuyelv mpagovteg. v 8’ Gpo TOL KoL TEPY COAADGLY,
avteAnicavieg AL ETANPpOOOV TV Ypetay.

They consider themselves deprived of their own whenever they
do not achieve something to which they have applied their
mind; and whenever they go after a thing and do not take pos-
session of it, they think that they have, at this point in time, done
little in comparison to what lies in the future. But if it so happens
that they fail in attempting something, then they fill the gap by
forming new hopes as a substitute.

Two features of éAnig stand out: first, éAnig is an impulse that
gives precedence to conception over actuality and incites the
Athenians to rise above the impositions that material reality
places on their projects; second, it lets the Athenians experience
their envisioned goal with startling vividness, which becomes a
substitute for the non-actuality of the desired situation. Tran-
scendence of physical limitations and the stirring power of the
imagination—these two aspects are fundamental to an ap-
proach to reality premised on éAnig. The second aspect shows
that éAnig is not simply what modern parlance would call an
emotion, but also covers the domain of the imagination.

Both distinctive capacities of éAnig are likewise at play in the
four passages that refer to this state of mind in the Funeral
Oration (2.42.4, 2.43.5, 2.43.6, 2.44.3). In each passage, hope
1s the force that enables the Athenians to overcome grief about
an oppressive, and eminently real, feature of human existence,
namely exposure to physical extinction, either in the form of
the soldiers” apprehension about their own very possible death
or of the relatives’ sorrow over the death of the fallen. By giving
the unrealized the vivid presence distinctive of the imagination,
hope overcomes people’s usual entrenchment in the limitations
and burdens that material reality imposes upon them.

One of the references to éAnig stands at the highpoint of the
Funeral Oration, where Pericles describes the soldiers’ decision
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to die for the city. By way of another unification of polar oppo-
sites, the Athenians combine two widely divergent viewpoints
at this critical juncture: “to hope they entrusted the invisible
chance of survival, but, in action, as to the issue immediately
before their eyes, they resolved to put trust in themselves”
(EAmidr pev 10 dpaveg 100 katopBdoely émttpéyavteg, Epym 68
nepl 100 KON Opouévov ceicty avtolg d&lodvteg nemoBévau,
2.42.4). The willingness to derive energy from the invisible
realm of the imaginary is counterbalanced by the soldiers’
hard-headed resolve to face up to the facts immediately before
their eyes. Just as €pog is counterbalanced by ratiocination, so
¢Anig is offset by a contrary tendency, namely an unsenti-
mental sense of reality, and thus prevented from undue excess.

On the eve of the Sicilian Expedition, hope is also oriented
towards the invisible realm, again offering a vivid experience of
things that are not yet real. The Athenians’ interest in Sicily
comes primarily from their striking infatuation with Sicily’s al-
luring “absence” and “invisibility” (6.9.3, 6.13.1, 6.24.3). Con-
trary, however, to the ideal choice described by Pericles, this
striving after exciting yet remote possibilities i1s not counter-
balanced by a simultaneous orientation towards the require-
ments of the present situation. For on the eve of the expedition,
the Athenians willfully discard things that are “present,” “avail-
able,” and “at hand” (ta ... vmapyovto and tolg €roilpolg,
6.9.3; v Lrapyovoav ovolay, 6.15.3; v év 1@ TopoVTL HHoL-
xtowv, 6.18.4; 1o drdpyovta, 6.31.6). In this way, hope becomes
the striving after an unrealistic phantasmagoria.

It 1s no coincidence that the Athenians, as they fall for the
lure of the invisible, strive to imitate models of heroic epic.
Scholars have observed that Alcibiades bears several attributes
reminiscent of Odysseus,?® and that the Athenian interest in

26 C. J. Mackie, “Homer and Thucydides: Corcyra and Sicily,” CQ 46
(1996) 112. This Odyssean side in Alcibiades’ character, especially his great
adaptability to hostile circumstances, became, as shown by D. Gribble
(Alcibiades and Athens [Oxford 1999] 260—-270), a central tenet of Plutarch’s
portrait of Alcibiades. Though put less directly than in Plutarch, this char-
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Sicily has Odyssean overtones.?” Moreover, Mackie has
pointed out that the Sicilian Expedition can be interpreted as
an Odyssean voyage in reverse order.?® In addition to the
parallels between Alcibiades and Odysseus, several aspects of
Alcibiades’ behavior are reminiscent of the Trojan prince
Paris.?? There are also quite a few specific allusions to Homer:
at the beginning of the narrative concerning Sicily, Thucydides
makes reference to the Cyclopes and Laestrygonians (6.2.1),3°
and later, when recounting the doomed final phase of the ex-
pedition, he incorporates into his narrative a whole string of
Homeric allusions, to which June Allison has called attention.?!
In contradistinction to the Athenians’ eager imitation of epic
models on the eve of the expedition, Pericles in the Funeral
Oration had rejected the need of a Homeric singer, preferring
the truth of the Athenians’ actual achievement to the momen-
tary delight of an epic poem (2.41.4). This emphasis on the
priority of the factual over the fancies of the imagination is one
of Pericles’ central concerns. At several pioints in the Funeral
Oration, the Athenians, while free of the need to imitate others,
are distinguished by the paramount exemplarity of their own
city: instead of imitating the institutions of others ({nAovomn and
wipovpevot), the Athenians serve as a model for the rest (topad-
dewypa, 2.37.1); they leave signs from which others can read off
their excellence (dnAodoBor tog tipde, 2.35.1; onuetwv and
uvnueto, 2.41.4; onuelotg, 2.42.1; onuadiver, 2.43.3); far from
falling short of the fanciful accounts spun out in Adyor, Athen-

acter trait is already a central facet of the picture given by Thucydides.

27 S. A. Frangoulidis, “A Pattern from Homer’s Odyssey in the Sicilian
Narrative of Thucydides,” QUCC N.S. 44 (1993) 97-98.

28 Mackie, CQ 46 (1996) 110-112.
29 See T. Joho, “Thucydides, Epic, and Tragedy,” in R. Balot et al. (eds.),
The Oxford Handbook of Thucydides (Oxford 2017) 601-602.

30 W. R. Connor, Thucydides (Princeton 1984) 162 n.9; Mackie, CQ 46
(1996) 106; Frangoulidis, QUCC N.S. 44 (1993) 95-96.

31 J. W. Allison, “Homeric Allusions at the Close of Thucydides’ Sicilian
Narrative,” A7P 118 (1997) 502-515.
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ian €pyo are on a par with, or even surpass, what might be said
about Athenian feats in speeches (2.35.1, 2.41.2, 2.41.3, 2.42.2,
2.43.1). Adam Parry observed that, in Pericles’ representation,
the fallen Athenians “are not ornaments, but the very stufl of
what Pericles is saying.”3? They have achieved an ideality that
surpasses poetic models because it is saturated with the factu-
ality of actual achievement. Thus, the exemplary paradigm is
not to be found in the accounts of the poets, but in the actuality
of Athens. The only model that Pericles considers worthy of the
Athenians’ imitation is the bravery of the fallen soldiers ({n-
Aooavteg, 2.43.4), which is grounded in the unquestionable
facticity of their death. The horizon of conception has been
filled out by Athenian reality.

Contrary to Pericles’ emphasis on the self-sufficient priority
of actual achievement, the Athenians at the time of the Sicilian
Expedition try to imitate the fancies of epic poetry. Acting out
this mimetic infatuation, they try to merge myth with reality
instead of striking a balance between imagination and realism.
Alcibiades’ model of mixture again superimposes itself over the
Periclean idea of a unity of opposites. Yielding to an un-
restrained striving after the imaginary visions of hope, the
Athenians adopt a new paradigm of fantasy politics, of which
Thucydides 1s deeply skeptical.

A renaissance of the Funeral Oration?

On the eve of the Sicilian Expedition, fundamental pillars
upon which the ideal of the Funeral Oration had come to rest
have been brought back in place: the Athenians have again
achieved an axpn; the joint command of Nicias and Alcibiades
provides evidence for the cooperation of contrary dispositions;
and €pog and éAnig infuse the Athenians with impassioned
striving, imaginativeness, and the will to transcend material
limitations. On closer examination, the resuscitation of these
qualities enables merely a debased version of the higher Athen-
ian self known from the Funeral Oration. Nonetheless, the

32 A. Parry, Logos and Ergon in Thucydides (New York 1981 [1957]) 169.
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basic structural factors that underlay the earlier ideal are back
in place. This is remarkable because under the onslaught of the
plague the ideal of the Funeral Oration seemed irretrievably
lost. Hellmut Flashar and Nicole Loraux have pointed out that,
once the plague strikes at Athens, several central features of the
Funeral Oration’s ideal collapse.?® To the reversals cited by
Flashar and Loraux, one could add the collapse of all four
structural components discussed above. First, as we have seen,
the plague achieves its own distinctive éxuf), which in turn
amounts to an erasure of the previous axun of Athens. Second,
the plague 1s the antithesis of the Funeral Oration and, as such,
stands for a destructive type of opposition: not the polarity of
complementary qualities, but the annihilation of the ideal
through suffering and chaos. Third, éAnig gives way to utter
hopelessness (2.51.4). Finally, all that remains of the Athenians’
erotic disposition is a frantic striving for bodily pleasures:
“They resolved to seek enjoyments that were quickly attainable
and produced pleasure, considering their bodies and their
possessions alike to be transitory” (toyelog TG EnovpESELS KoL
npog 10 Tepmvov NElovy moteloBan, EpNuepo té e chpoto Kol
0 xpNnuoto opolwg myovpevol, 2.53.2). As this passage sug-
gests, the character of Athenian €pwg has been fundamentally
transformed: the impulse to strive after a higher self, which is
hard to attain, has shriveled into a craving for objects that
promise immediate gratification. All four Athenian dispositions
that made the ideal of the Funeral Oration possible and that
were eroded by the plague are revived by the time of the
Sicilian Expedition. They may have returned in wayward man-
ifestations, but nonetheless the obliteration of these qualities by
the plague appears to have been overcome. In principle, a
resurrection of the ideal celebrated in the Funeral Oration
seems to have been possible at this point.

The approach adopted in this paper naturally invites the
question once raised by Dover in response to such identifica-

33 Flashar, in Fidola 463—464; Loraux, Invention of Athens 513 n.88.
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tions of literary patterning in Thucydides’ work: “does he ac-
tually distort and misrepresent events to make them fit [sc. his
view of constants and patterns]?”3* In response, it should be
emphasized that none of the thematic parallels, both those
already dealt with and those still to be considered, provide
evidence that Thucydides falsified the historical record. The
echoes in question hinge on Thucydides’ selection of specific
details. In stressing, for example, the Athenians’ collective suc-
cumbing to €pwg and unreasonable hopefulness, Thucydides
tries to capture, above anything else, the situation at Athens on
the eve of the Sicilian Expedition. Starting out from what he
perceived to be an en masse infatuation, Thucydides then
recognizes a persistence of dispositions already emphasized by
Pericles in the Funeral Oration and lets the reader experience
this continuity through the thematic links between the Funeral
Oration and the Sicilian Debate. In light of Thucydides’ insis-
tence, in the chapter on method, on his concern with a truthful
rendering of facts and details (6oov duvatov dxpiPela mept
gxaotov éneEelBav, 1.22.2), the reasonable assumption is that
his procedure was something like the following: he started out
from what he perceived to be the facts and put his literary tech-
niques in the service of this concern.’® Thucydides selected
from presumably factually accurate details, whose similarity he
considered to be non-coincidental. Through selection, he
draws attention to similarities, but he does not, for all one can
tell, fabricate the details on which the similarity hinges. Arnold
Wycombe Gomme, one of the staunchest believers in Thu-

34 K. J. Dover, “Thucydides ‘as History’ and ‘as Literature’,” in J. S.
Rusten (ed.), Thucydides: Oxford Readings i Classical Studies (Oxford 2009
[1983]) 54.

35 Charles Fornara has stressed that faithfulness to the facts was one of the
central aspirations of ancient historiography from its beginnings and re-
mained so throughout antiquity: “Of the various principles laid down by the
ancients, none is more fundamental than the honest and impartial presen-
tation of the facts, and it is entirely consistent with their clarity of vision and
intellectual emancipation that the Greeks gave it to the world”: The Nature of
History in Ancient Greece and Rome (Berkeley 1983) 99.
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cydides’ well-nigh scientific striving after the objective truth,
recognized that Thucydides’ selection of detail served, among
other things, his compositional art.3¢ While acknowledging
Thucydides’ artistry, Gomme did not think it at odds with the
striving after a truthful account.

II. The Return of the Plague

Why did the Athenians, after achieving in the Archidamian
War everything that Pericles had hoped for, decide to plunge
themselves headlong into adventure at Sicily? This question ap-
parently vexed Thucydides with such urgency that he decided
to consider the situation on the eve of the expedition from a
variety of angles. In addition to suggesting, as mentioned
above, that the Athenian infatuation with Sicily was the result
of a wholesale identification with mythological role models
borrowed from Homeric epic, Thucydides also conceptualizes
the desire for conquest through medical metaphors, thus liken-
ing it to a rampant disease. Victoria Wohl has emphasized the
resonances between the idea of sickness and the Athenians’
gpwg for Sicily, and explored its resemblances with the notion
of the death drive.?” Lisa Kallet, in turn, has drawn attention to
the striking use of medical language in Thucydides’ excursus
on the increasing financial trouble burdening the Athenians as
the expedition drags on (7.27-28).38 Although echoes of the

36 “The ‘dramatic’ character of Thucydides’ History is thus, fundamen-
tally, implicit in the events: they were dramatic, and a true history, that is, a
scientific history, if well written, that is, if a work of art, will reveal them so”:
Greek Attitude to Poetry and History 150. According to Gomme, one of the prime
examples showing the compatibility between Thucydides’ dramatic manner
and his faithfulness to the historical record is the direct juxtaposition of the
Funeral Oration and the plague: “Nobody has yet suggested that the pes-
tilence did not occur just then, and take the form and have the results which
he describes; yet the ‘dramatic’ effect, coming as this narrative does immedi-
ately after the Funeral Speech, is overwhelming” (144).

37" Wohl, Love among the Ruins 195—197.

38 L. Kallet, Money and the Corrosion of Power in Thucydides (Berkeley 2001)
129-132.
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plague are mentioned by both scholars,?? their chief concern is
with medical metaphors as such, irrespective of their resonance
with the previous plague narrative. My goal is to demonstrate
that Thucydides in fact considers the parallels between the
plague and the Sicilian Expedition to be paramount: in the
final stretches of the Sicilian narrative he describes the downfall
of the Athenian army in terms that liken the disaster in Sicily to
a new outbreak of the plague.

Erasure of éArcig

After disaster has struck in Sicily, Thucydides twice remarks
that the Athenians have ended up in a state of utter loss of
hope: 1ol¢ ABnvaioilg dvédmiotov Nv 10 kotd Yiiv cobfoesbon
(“there was no hope for the Athenians to be saved on land,”
7.71.7), and &véimiotor Noav ... cwbicecBor (“they were
hopeless of being saved,” 8.1.2). Scholars have pointed out that
both passages evoke the phrase gbéAmideg dvieg cwBhoecBon
(“being of good hopes to be saved,” 6.24.3), by which Thucydi-
des had described the extravagant hopes of the younger Athen-
1ans on the eve of the expedition.*

39 In the earlier part of the Sicilian narrative, the most important parallel
with the excursus on the plague is this remark about the Athenian €pag for
Sicily: “And upon the entirety of them fell, on all in a similar way, a desire
for sailing” (kai €pwg évémeoe tolg mbow Ouolmg ékmAedoor, 6.24.3).
éuninto frequently suggests the onset of “grievous physical or psychological
states” (Connor, Thucydides 109 n.3). This verb and the synonymous
émninte and mpooninte are used seven times of the onset of the plague
(¢mminto, 2.48.3, 2.49.6, 3.86; éurninto, 2.49.4, 2.53.4, 2.61.2; npoornintw,
2.50.1). On the medical resonance of the compounds of tintm see S. Swain,
“Man and Medicine in Thucydides,” Arethusa 27 (1994) 306—307; Kallet,
Money and Corrosion 44.

40 On 6.24.3 and 7.71.7 see Kallet, Money and Corrosion 164; cf. B. Jordan,
“The Sicilian Expedition Was a Potemkin Fleet,” €'Q 50 (2000) 77-78. On
6.24.3 and 8.1.2: Kallet 164 n.53; Wohl, Love among the Ruins 204. H. C.
Avery, “Themes in Thucydides’ Account of the Sicilian Expedition,” Hermes
101 (1973) 1-6, has shown that, in the course of the expedition, the Athen-
ians move from a state of exuberant hope at the outset to total loss of hope
by its end, and that the progressive dismantling of Athenian hope is mir-
rored by a symmetrical elevation of the Syracusans’ éAric.
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By reducing the Athenians to utter hopelessness, the disaster
in Sicily recalls the identical effect of the plague: npog yop 10
avélmiotov 0BV Tpamdpevol T yvoun moAAd paAlov mpo-
tevio 6@og odTodg Kol ovk Gvielyov (“for they immediately
turned to hopelessness in their thinking and much rather gave
up and did not resist,” 2.51.4). Pericles says in his last speech
that the outbreak of the plague represents “the only event, out
of everything that has occurred, which happened stronger than
EATIG” (mplrynor povov Om T@v mavtmv EAnidog Kpeloooy yeye-
vnuévov, 2.64.1). Usually éAnig here is translated as “expec-
tation” or “anticipation” and éAnidog kpetooov is rendered as
“beyond what we expected.”*! Yet the locution seems to have a
second semantic layer hinging on a sense of éAnig that we
might render as “hope.” Taken in this way, the whole phrase
comes to suggest that the plague was the only event that was
“more powerful than hope,” i.e. the only event that crushed the
hope of the Athenians. One of the Athenians’ extraordinary
gifts, namely their ability, stressed by the Corinthians and cele-
brated in the Funeral Oration, to remain “hopeful amidst
dangers” (év toig dewvoig evéAmdeg, 1.70.3), is challenged by
the two climactic Athenian disasters: the plague and the
Sicilian defeat.

The conditions of the imprisonment in the quarries

Thucydides’ language in the final stretches of the Sicilian
narrative 13 pregnant with allusions to the plague, which sug-
gest that the catastrophe on Sicily is equivalent to a return of
the disease. While W. R. Connor has found three striking
parallels in Thucydides’ account of the carnage at the river
Assinarus,*? Victoria Wohl and Hunter R. Rawlings have

41 J. Classen and J. Steup, Thukpdides 11 (Berlin 1889) 168 ad 2.64.1.6:
“Voraussicht, Erwartung.”

42 Coonnor, Thucydides 204 n.51, notes, in an aside, the following echoes:
the Athenians’ desire to drink (10D mielv émiBopia, 7.84.2) evokes the desire
for water of the sick (tod ¥8atog énBupia, 2.52.2); in both scenes there is a
loss of order (7.84.3 ovdevi kooug ~ 2.52.2 00devi kéouw); and in both
corpses are heaped on top of each other (7.85.1 vekp@®v ... ToAA®V €n’ &A-
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noted some further correspondences: the progressively aggra-
vating sickness of the army and the failure to provide burial for
the fallen.*3 Yet there is more to say.

References to the plague cluster densely in Thucydides’ re-
port of the predicament of the common soldiers imprisoned in
the quarries at Syracuse. Twice he emphasizes the oppressive
narrowness under which the Athenians, especially because of
their large numbers, suffer (7.87.1, 7.87.2). In a similar way,
the plague had a particularly dire effect because of spatial con-
striction: the city was overcrowded after the country population
had had to move inside the city-walls (2.52.1). Oppressive heat
also plays a role: the prisoners in the quarries suffer from
“stifling heat” (nvtyog, 7.87.1) from the sun, just as the plague
tormented the Athenians by making them feel unbearably hot
(tlig keparfig Bépuan ioyvpat, 2.49.2; éxdeto, 2.49.5; Hrd 10D
€v10G kooportog, 2.49.6). In addition, because they did not live
in solid houses, the country people suffered from the “stifling
heat” in their shabby huts (¢v koAOBoig mviynpatg, 2.52.2).
nviyog recurs in the account of the prisoners’ camp (7.87.1).
Next, Hornblower observes that just as the plague causes
patients’ breath to smell bad (mveduo Grtomov kot dvo®ddeg,
2.49.2), so the rotting corpses cause an intolerable stench in the
quarries (dopoi ooy ovk dvektol, 7.87.2).1 The captives at
Syracuse are affected by both hunger and thirst (Aiu® Gpo kot
dtyn émélovro, 7.87.2); the plague caused people to suffer
from “unquenchable thirst” (tfj diyn drodote Euveyduevor,
2.49.5). The word Apodg, “hunger,” also appeared in the ac-
count of the plague. Thucydides reports that an oracle, predict-
ing that “A Dorian war shall come and pestilence with it” (1&gt
Awprokog TOAeNog Kol Aopog ap’ avtd), was believed by some
to have, by way of paronomasia, the word Awwog, “hunger,”

AnAoig oM kewévov ~ 2.52.2 vekpol €’ GAANAOLG ... EKELVTO).
43 'Wohl, Love among the Ruins 198; H. R. Rawlings, The Structure of Thucydi-
des’ History (Princeton 1981) 157.

- Commentary 111 743.
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instead of Aowudg, “plague” (2.54.2-3). This Auog reappears in
the account of the captured Athenians at Syracuse. Finally,
both at Athens and in the quarries people die in disorder and
their corpses are heaped on top of each other. Once more,
Thucydides evokes, as Hornblower points out, the phrase from
the plague passage, to which he already alluded in the report of
the carnage at the Assinarus: 1®v vekp®v opod én’ GAANAOLG
Evvvevnuévav (“the corpses being piled up on top of each
other,” 7.87.2) recalls vexpol én’ dAAqlolg dmoBvhckovieg
gkewvto (“corpses of dying people lay on top of each other,”
2.52.2). The outcome of the expedition, which set out with ex-
travagant hopes for enrichment and dominion, is tantamount
to a renewed flaring up of the plague.

Athens the empty city

In his speech before the final Athenian retreat, Nicias tries to
encourage his soldiers by the thought that, upon their return,
they will restore the power of Athens, which has momentarily
crumbled: “for a city is its men, and not walls and ships empty
of men” (Gvdpeg yop mOALG, Kol 00 Telyn 0VOE Vijeg avdpdV
keval, 7.77.7). Nicias’ view that a city empty of its men ceases
to exist anticipates, in a harsh irony, the situation that will soon
become reality at Athens. After the Athenian armament has
been wiped out, Thucydides mentions that the Athenians “did
not see ships in sufficient numbers in the docks or money in the
treasury or crews for the ships” (vodg ovy Op@dvteg év 101G
VE®GOTKOLG 1KOVOLG 0VOE XPALOT €V TM Kow® 008 LINpeciog
t01g vawoty, 8.1.2). In a similar way, the plague turns Athens
into an empty city: “And many houses were left empty due to
lack of people who were ready to treat the patients” (kai otkiot
noAlai ékevobnoov dropia 100 Bepaneioovtog, 2.51.5). Both
the plague and the defeat in Sicily turn Athens into a ghost
town.

After the disaster in Sicily, the Athenians are confronted with
a disconcerting lack of manpower: “Both each person individu-
ally and the city were without many hoplites and cavalrymen,
and the flower of youth, another of which they did not see
present for them” (otepopevor kot 18lg €koiotog Kol 1 TOALG
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OTALTOV Te TOAADV Kol ITNEmV Kol MALKLoG oloy ovy £T€pav
enpov vrapyovoay, 8.1.2). As the following statement of Thu-
cydides shows, the plague has the identical effect of draining
the city of hoplites and cavalry: “For no fewer than four
thousand four hundred of those who were enrolled as hoplites
died and also three hundred cavalrymen” (tetpaxocimv yop
onMTdv kol tetpakioyiAimv ovk éAdocovg dméBovov éx TV
16&emv Kol Tplokociov innéwy, 3.87.2-3).

Indindual perspective coextensiwe with that of the city

The notion expressed at 8.1.2 that each individual is de-
prived of many hoplites, horsemen, and youths is an odd
thought: while it makes sense to say that the state has suffered
this loss, it seems paradoxical to claim that each single Athen-
1an 1s deprived of these groups of people, which, as collective
groups, exist only from the perspective of the city. The idea
begins to make better sense when understood in the light of
Pericles’ view, which he expresses repeatedly, that each Athen-
1an citizen ought to surmount the limits of his individual self-
hood and find instead true fulfillment through full identification
with the higher reality represented by the city (1.143.5, 2.42.2,
2.43.1, 2.61.4). As Pericles himself acknowledges in his last
speech, this ideal comes under pressure in the wake of the
plague, which erodes the Athenians’ commitment to put them-
selves out for their state: “For I think that the city is more
beneficial to its private citizens when it flourishes as a whole
than when it does well as far as each individual citizen is con-
cerned, but fails as a collective” (€y® yop yoOpot TOALY TAEL®
Eduracov dpbovuévny deelelv tovg idiwtog i xab’ Exactov
TV toMtdV edmpayodoay, aBpdav 8¢ ceallopévny, 2.60.2).
The happiness of the individual is coextensive with the hap-
piness of the state because, if the city founders, everyone goes
down with it: “For when a man does well in his own private
affairs and his fatherland is destroyed he will perish with it
nonetheless; but if he does badly amidst a fatherland that does
well he is much more likely to come through safe” (koA®dg pev
Youp Pepdpevog dvip 10 k00’ Eovtov SropBerpopévng thig motpi-
doc 008&v ooov Evvamdrivtot, kakotuxdv 8¢ év edtuyodon
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TOAL® pnoAAov dracmletat, 2.60.3).

Pericles expresses this thought soon after the onset of the
plague at a moment when the Athenians, under its impact,
wish to abandon the war effort on behalf of their city. On this
earlier occasion, the Athenians recoiled from the abyss that the
plague opened up before them. After the defeat in Sicily and
the metaphorical resurgence of the plague, when each indi-
vidual Athenian comes to experience the losses that pertain,
properly speaking, to the city at large, the Athenians have once
again come face to face with the abyss.

Inner-Thucydidean echoes or topicality of disaster narraties?

Ancient accounts of disaster tend to feature a number of
stock themes and situations, found across different authors and
genres. The notions and phrases are topoi, recurrent motives
through the lens of which authors came to portray momentous
catastrophes.® It remains to be shown that the parallels be-
tween the account of the plague and the description of the
Athenian imprisonment, rather than representing instances of
this topicality of disaster, amount to specific correspondences
between the two sections in question.

For the determination of such topoi, the parallels between
Livy’s account of the fall of Alba and Virgil’s description of the
sack of Troy provide a good point of reference. The details
shared by the two accounts reflect, as Servius implies,*® Ennius’
report of the destruction of Alba. This in turn was influenced,
as scholars consider likely, by the llupersis tradition, which ulti-
mately goes back to treatments of the fall of Troy in poems of
the epic cycle.#” To judge from the passages influenced by the

# On the term fopos and its importance for the literary tradition see E. R.
Curtius, Europdische Literatur und lateinisches Mittelalter (Tibingen 1993 [1948])
79-80.

46 Serv. on Aen. 2.486: de Albano excidio translatus est locus.

47 G. M. Paul, “ ‘Urbs Capta’: Sketch of an Ancient Literary Motif,”
Phoenix 36 (1982) 147—148: “The popularity of that theme is attested by the
various treatments of the Iliupersis in poems of the Epic Cycle and by Ste-
sichorus.”
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Llwupersis tradition, the following details can be considered re-
current motifs in ancient narratives of disaster: lamentation,
fear and terror, and the shedding of tears.*® Thucydides’ nar-
rative of the defeat in Sicily does include some of these specific
details. They abound in the episode in which he describes the
general mood of the Athenian army at the beginning of the ill-
fated retreat: lamentation (0Ao@upuov and otpwyiic, 7.75.4),
terror and fear (pofov, 7.75.3; dediotag, 7.75.4, 7.75.7) and
tears (daxpvot and daxpva, 7.75.4). In assessing the topicality
of such details, it is well to remember Eduard Fraenkel’s
admonition about a resemblance of passages in Aeschylus’
Agamemnon (327-328) and Vergil’s account of the sack of Troy
(Aen. 2.766—767): “Literary reminiscence is hardly in question:
it is the common human experience in such a calamity.”*?
While it would be exaggerated to view the various motives of
the llwpersis tradition as exclusively literary, one can reasonably
assume that the literary tradition helped authors to articulate
features that tended to recur.””

For our purposes, the decisive point is that, unlike the
references to fear, tears, and lamentation, the specific parallels
linking the plague narrative and the account of the defeat at
Sicily do not belong, for the most part, to the adduced type of
stock motives of disaster. This 1s especially true of the range of
details marked by drastic physicality, which is, in the work of
Thucydides, otherwise quite rare and represents a distinctive
hallmark of the two episodes in question. As far as the other

8 Lamentation: Polyb. 2.56.7 Bpfivovg, Verg. Aen. 2.487 plangoribus, Liv.
2.29.5 voces muserabiles, 5.42.4 (sack of Rome by Gauls) ploratus. Terror: Liv.
5.21.6 (fall of Veii) timentes, 5.21.11 paventium, 5.42.1 terroris, 5.42.4 paventes.
Tears: Polyb. 2.56.7 ddxpva.

49 Aeschylus: Agamemnon 11 (Oxford 1950) 173.

50 Paul, Phoenix 36 (1982) 148: “It is clear that the destruction of Troy and
the resulting suffering and grief were firmly established as a literary and
artistic theme ... Influenced by such descriptions [sc. of the capture of
Troy] the general theme of the capture of cities was also early established in
epic, tragedy, and historiography, and no doubt recurring patterns of events
were to be observed in actual captures.”
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parallels are concerned, Thucydides foregrounds peculiar de-
tails which make the parallel specific and, therefore, go beyond
the merely topical. For instance, the appearance in Aeschylus’
Persians of the motif of the city empty of men (119) may suggest
that this image was topical.’! Yet, in Thucydides’ report of the
situation at Athens after the Sicilian defeat, the notion of the
empty city i3 combined with the unusual thought articulated by
Pericles in the wake of the plague that each individual experi-
ences losses which, properly speaking, are ascribable only to
collectives. The recurrence, in the plague narrative and in the
report of the reaction at Athens, of this specific incongruity
suggests that the parallel is more than an instance of topicality,
but a specific link between the two Thucydidean passages. Sim-
ilarly, with regard to the theme of hopelessness, which would
be a common enough emotion in a momentous disaster, Thu-
cydides brings to light a specific facet that both episodes have
in common: the plague and the defeat at Sicily represent the
two occasions on which the Athenians, the people who never
lose hope, succumb, at least momentarily, to utter hopelessness.

II1. Conclusion

On the eve of the Sicilian Expedition, all relevant factors that
should enable a renaissance of the ideal of the Funeral Oration
are in place. Yet, instead of bringing back the realization of the
higher Athenian self, these factors induce the Athenians to un-
dertake an endeavor that culminates in a revival of the plague
and, as such, directly negates the principles of the Funeral Ora-
tion. In the course of the expedition the earlier sequence from
Funeral Oration to plague is reiterated.

Both in the chapter on method and in the excursus on stasis
at Corcyra, Thucydides indicates that past events will come

51 Comparing the passage in the Persians with a Sumerian source, Bach-
varova and Dutsch trace the motif of the emptied city back to Near-Eastern
traditions: M. R. Bachvarova and D. Dutsch, “Mourning a City ‘empty of
men’: Stereotypes of Anatolian Communal Lament in Aeschylus’ Persians,”
in The Fall of Cities in the Mediterranean (Cambridge 2016) 91.
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back in the future, albeit with some degree of modification due
to changes in the individual circumstances (1.22.4, 3.82.2).
Based on these passages, Pierre Vidal-Naquet described Thu-
cydides’ notion of time as a combination of cyclical and linear
ideas: Thucydides’ understanding of time was both “perma-
nent” (this is the recurring pattern) and “changeable” (this is
the linear aspect, which comes from the divergences caused by
the interaction of the pattern with the situation at hand).5?
Through the repetition of the sequence from Funeral Oration
to plague, Thucydides’ narrative provides an example of this
crossover between temporal recurrence and progression.

If events go through a circular pattern, they follow a course
that is, despite the variations that come with the specific mani-
festation, to some degree preordained. Yet the two sequences,
the one from Funeral Oration to plague and the other from the
Sicilian Debate to imprisonment in the quarries, differ in the
influence exercised by human agency. If one is to believe Peri-
cles, the outbreak of the plague constitutes a “daemonic visita-
tion” that the Athenians “must bear as a necessity” (pépewv d¢
xpN T te dopudvia avoykolwg, 2.64.2). On the eve of the
Sicilian Expedition, the responsibility seems to reside solely in
the human plane, namely in the Athenians’ irresponsible in-
dulgence in blinding passions.

Yet from Thucydides’ account of the decision in favor of the
expedition it is not at all clear whether the Athenians really
enjoy as much free rein as one might be tempted to assume.
Those factors that made the ideal of the Funeral Oration pos-
sible in the first place (&kun, unity of opposites, €pmg, €Anic)
become driving forces of the Sicilian Expedition and are as
such responsible for the renewed outbreak of the plague. Their
revived axun tempts the Athenians to put excessive trust in
their resources and to consider their armament, despite occa-
sional fits of doubt, invincible (6.24.2-3, 6.30.2). The coopera-
tion of contrary dispositions, far from achieving a synthesis,

52 P. Vidal-Naquet, “Divine Time and Human Time,” The Black Hunter
(Baltimore 1986 [1981]) 46.
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leads to conflicting opinions among the different commanders,
chiefly between Nicias on the one hand and Alcibiades and
Demosthenes on the other, and subsequently leads to fatal
strategic mistakes (6.48.1-50.1 with 7.42.3, 7.49.4, 7.50.4).
gpwg and éAnig shake off the constraints imposed by reason
and realism and overwhelm the Athenians with the force of
deluding passions. The predominantly youthful impulses come
to affect the majority of Athenians, and the elders, despite their
more cautious disposition, allow themselves to be swept along.
In tragedy, this kind of turnaround, in the course of which
specific characteristics transform themselves from blessing to
bane, i1s a sure sign of the influence of daemonic forces.
Aeschylus’ Agamemnon and Sophocles’ Oedipus provide clear
evidence for the daemonic character of such an uncanny
turnaround through which previously beneficial forces become
agents of havoc.53

Stahl has drawn attention to the parallel between the
motivating force of €pwg and éAnig on the eve of the Sicilian
Expedition and Diodotus’ remarks on the destructive effect of
these forces in the Mytilenean Debate (3.45.5).>* Diodotus de-
scribes, according to Cornford, the seductive power of these
drives in terms reminiscent of the attribution of a daemonic
agency in Greek poetry.”> This experience, both tragic and
daemonic, also presents itself to the Athenians. Whereas myth-

53 Both exceptional distinction and deadly culpability come in the wake of
Agamemnon’s victory at Troy (4g. 468—474). In a similar manner, Oedipus
1s both the savior and the bane of Thebes and owes both titles to the same
qualities (07 441-442).

5% H.-P. Stahl, Thucydides: Man’s Place in History (Swansea 2003 [1966])
120-121.

% F. M. Cornford, Thucydides Mythistoricus (London 1907) 227: “The in-
explicable panic which will suddenly run through an army, the infectious
spirit of a crowd, the ecstasy produced by intoxicants, the throes of sexual
pleasure, the raving of the seer and of the poet—all these are states of mind
in which the self appears to be drowned and swept away. By what? There
can be but one answer: some spirit, or daemon, has entered the soul and
possesses it. This is the very language used by Diodotus.”
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ological thought locates the origin of a tragic cycle in the di-
vine, Thucydides anchors the cyclical element in “the human”
(t0 &vBpomvov, 1.22.4) and the “nature of human beings”
(pVorg avBpwrwv, 3.82.2). Diodotus remarks that there is not
much that can be done by way of opposition “when human
nature is eagerly bent on doing something” (tfig dvBponeiog
pVoeng Oppopévng npoBdpwng Tt Tpa&at, 3.45.7). Although it is
not a supernatural agent, human nature is portrayed as a
mysterious, uncontrollable, and terrifying force. Diodotus cap-
tures the compulsion of human nature with the verb opudopout.
In other authors, this verb is used of a god who propels a
human being to act in a specific way (0punBeig 0eod dpyero,
Hom. Od. 8.499; npog Bedv dpunuévog, Soph. EL 70; cf. bro
T00TOoL 100 €pwrog Gpunuévovg, Pl Symp. 181D1). In Thu-
cydides, human nature has taken the place that mythical
thinkers attributed to the divine.>¢
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