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Thucydides, not Philistus 
Matthew W. Dickie 

E CHRISTIAN KOPFF has argued that the passage giving the reasons 
for Nicias' lack of success at Syracuse at Thucydides 7.42.3 is not 

• Thucydides but a fragr:nent of Philisrus which has crept into 
the text from the margin. l The non-Thucydidean element extends 
in Kopfrs view from &'c!nKop.£voC yap to &'vaCKO'7TWV 0 A'YJp.ocOb"'1c. 
Kopfrs argument starts from the words WC OVK £MJvc '7TpOC€KHTO 
TaLC EvpaKovcaLC, &."". lv KaTavrl SL£x£Lp.a'£v, V'7T£pdxpO'YJ at 7.42.3. These 
words suggest that Nicias' first attack on Syracuse took place after the 
winter spent at Catana and that Syracusan disdain for him arose only 
after the winter spent at Catana. In fact, according to Thucydides' 
own account, the Athenians had spent part of the winter in Naxos as 
well as Catana (6.74.2, 75.2, 88.3 and 5), and shortly after the onset of 
the winter of 415 B.C. they had attacked Syracuse (6.63-71). The con­
tempt that the Syracusans had felt for Nicias before this assault 
(6.63.2), Thucydides' narrative implies, was dispelled after it (6.72f, 
103.3). Kopff's solution to these problems is to take the passage from 
Thucydides and give it to Philisrus. In support of that attribution he 
makes the following case: (1) A number of ancient authorities state 
that Philisrus affected the style of Thucydides.2 (2) 7.42.3 is at odds 
with the reasons given in Thucydides' narrative for the failure of the 
Sicilian expedition. (3) 7.42.3 accords well with the criticisms of 
Nicias' strategy found in Plutarch's Nicias, which criticisms G. Busolt 
has argued derive from philistus.3 

There are a number of considerations which tell decisively against 
this attribution. First of all, in claiming that a passage of Philistus has 
been incorporated into the text of Thucydides at 7.42.3, Kopff does 
not consider what the real problem at 7.42.3 is, namely, that this 
passage suggests that the first Athenian attack on Syracuse came after 
the winter spent at Catana. If these words are a problem in Thucyd­
ides, they are no less of a problem in Philisrus. There is no reason 

1 "Thucydides 7.42.3: an Unrecognized Fragment of Philistus," GRBS 17 (1976) 23-30. 
I Dion. Hal. De Imit. 3.2; Cic. QFr. 2.11.4, De Or. 2.57; Quint. 10.1.74. 
3 Hermes 34 (1899) 280-97. 
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at all to think that Philistlls believed that the Athenians did not 
attack Syracuse until the spring of 414 B.C. In short, what purports 
to be a solution to an old problem in Thucydides is no solution at all 
since it simply transfers the problem from Thucydides to Philisrus, 
who is most unlikely to have been mistaken on this matter. 

Secondly, part at any rate of the passage which Kopff wishes to 

excise from the text of Thucydides is protected. Immediately after 
Kopff's excision the Greek reads, Ka~ YLYV~KWV on Ka~ aO'TbC £V 'TtfJ 

, - , " ',\ ~ , ,. ~. , 'Q',\ 1T'apOvn rn 1T'pwrn TJJLEfX!. JLa LC'Ta OEtVO'Ta'TOC Ecn 'TOtC EvaVnOtc, E~OV E'TO 
" , , 'a - , - , • ,\'i; Th on 'TaxOC a1T'OXP'T]caClJat rn 1T'apovcT/ 'TOV C'Tpa'TEVJLa'TOC EK1T' TJr:. Et. e 
subject is Demosthenes. The words, Kat ao'TOC EV 'TciJ 1T'ap&vn-BEtv&­
'Ta'TOC, "he too on the day of his arrival was especially frightening," 
imply that Thucydides had just said that someone else on his first 
arrival was especially frightening. Since this is what is said of Nicias 
in the first words of the passage to be excised, mptK&JLEVOC yap 'TO 

1T'pW'TOV 0 NtKlac t/JO,BEp&C, we may reasonably infer from the coinci­
dence of phrasing and thought that these are Thucydides' words and 
not those of Philistus. It is fair to assume that Thucydides went on to 
explain how the consternation which the Syracusans felt on first 
learning of the arrival of the Athenians was dissipated. So we may 
extend the protected passage to include We OVK EVfJVC 1T'POC'KELTO .•• 

{mEpWcpOTJ, although we cannot on this basis infer the existence in the 
text of Thucydides of the troublesome sentence, &,\,\' EV Ka'Tavn 

StEXElJLa'Ev. If so much of the passage can be shown to be Thucydides, 
there is no good reason to deny that he is the author of the rest of it. 
It expresses the same view of the crucial role that Gylippus played 
in saving Syracuse that we find in Thucydides' narrative (7.1f). 

Thirdly, the sentence which immediately precedes the supposed 
fragment of Philistus, 0 St ~TJJLocfJ'VTJc ... vOJLlcac OVX ol&v TE Elvat 
Sta'Tpl,BELv ooSE 1T'aOEiv 01T'EP 0 NtKlac €1T'aOEV, must have had some 
explanation of what it was that happened to Nicias after it. As it 
stands, it is by no means clear what is supposed to have happened to 
Nicias. If we do have a fragment of Philistus here, we must posit not 
only its having crept into the text from the margin but also the ex­
trusion of a passage of Thucydides, a much more complex process, 
and for that reason less likely, than the one which Kopff suggests 
occurred, namely, the inclusion of a marginal note in the text. 

In conclusion, 7.42.3, although it does present problems, is Thucyd­
ides. There is reason to think, moreover, that the criticism in that 
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passage of Nicias' failure to exploit the fear which the Athenian pres­
ence in Sicily had initially caused represents Thucydides' judgement 
at the time at which the main narrative of events in Sicily was com­
posed.' In particular, at 6.63.2 we are told that the Syracusans' confi­
dence grew each day when the Athenians did not attack and that 
they even began to despise the Athenians when they failed to take 
Hybla. This is in substantial agreement with what is said at 7.42.3, 
except that in the latter passage the disdain felt for Nicias seems to 
occur first in the spring of 414 B.C., whereas in 6.63.2 the Syracusans 
are already in the autumn of 415 B.C. contemptuous of the Athenians. 
W. Liebeschuetz has argued that 7.42.3 is not Thucydides' considered 
judgement on the ground that it is clear from Thucydides' narrative 
that the historian believed that the Athenians could accomplish 
nothing without a cavalry force of their own to protect them from 
the Syracusan cavalry.5 But it is only after the Athenians have lost 
their initial advantage of fear that Thucydides draws attention to 
their need for cavalry. Thucydides may then have believed that a 
determined Athenian attack on Syracuse on their first arrival in 
Sicily would have met with little opposition and that they would 
have succeeded in investing Syracuse. The Syracusan cavalry became 
a problem only because the Syracusans were allowed to regain their 
confidence.6 
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, So A. W. Gomme,jHS 71 (1951) 72. 

II Historia 17 (1968) 299-306. 
• I should like to thank Professor John Vaio for his criticisms of a first draft of this note. 


