JUNE W. ALLISON

NARRATIVE CONSTRUCTION: THE SIEGE WALLS AT TROY
AND AT SYRACUSE

Throughout the History Thucydides refers repeatedly to both the
Trojan War and the Persian Invasions; they are particularly striking
when held up against the narrative of the Sicilian Expedition. In all
three cases the invaders have come over a great distance with a large
naval contingent, expeditions that historical memory has preserved,
and for two reasons: they were in fact impressive in size and purpose
and all three had authors capable of recounting them in memorable
language.! Many scholars have commented on reminiscences of the
Homeric poems found in the History. For Thucydides Homer is a va-
luable source for the distant past, especially for the development of
naval power.2 In places he quotes Homer and includes references that
carry epic power and pathos into his narrative. His criticism of Homer
has primarily to do with poetic excesses, not the historicity of the Trojan
War or the the existence of Agamemnon.? In fact Thucydides views

1. This paper has had its own Odyssey, with earlier versions given at the Uni-
versity of Joannina in Greece and at La Trobe University in Melbourne. It has be-
nefited from the suggestions of several people, some of whom were my traveling
companions from Greece to China and Australia. I thank them all: Ariadni Ga-
rziou-Tatti, Simon Hornblower, Chris Mackie, Nike Makris, Elaine Matthews,
Ron Stroud, Steve Tracy, and, patricularly, Michael Osborne.

2. The historicity of the Trojan War is irrelevant for this discussion. Thu-
cydides never denies the reality of what he takes to be reasonably historical in
Homer. Although he had at his disposal the entire Trojan “cycle,” when he is
specific he looks to the Iliad and the Odyssey.

3. Only when Homer seems to exaggerate or includes too much of the my-
thological does the historian attribute the excesses to the poet in him (1.9 he
corrects the account about Helen, 10.3, 11.3 and 21 regarding poets in general).
But see S. Hornblower, Thucydides (London 1987), on Homer as a source and Thu-
cydides’ general appreciation of Homer (93, 113-14, 103 n. 27).
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8 June W. Allison

the poems of Homer as he does his own logoi: words - whether of poetry
or prose - are a delosis; they reveal their authors’ perceptions (dokesis)
of actions and speech (erga and logoi).* The revelation, the delosis,
18 what the listener [reader apprehends in both cases. Thus, the mission
of those who preserve the past, whether poet or historian, is the
same for Thucydides. Events exist solely as words. As it turns out,
the Trojan War survives most vividly through the logos of Homer and
our only clear understanding of the Peloponnesian War depends
on the logos of Thucydides. In an AJP (1997) article I examined explicit
verbal borrowings from Homer, particularly at the close of Book 7
where they are clustered.® There I noted that most of the purely Ho-
meric words are hapax legomena in Thucydides and often in Homer,
one of the sure indications of deliberate use. I repeat two here not just
to remind the reader of how precise the borrowings are, but because
they seem to me now to have acquired additional meaning.

The first every careful reader of the Sicilian narrative notices.®
Aponosteein at 7.87.6 is hapax legomenon in the History and the last
word of the rhetorically rich final evaluation of the disaster in Sicily
within the Sicilian narrative proper: “‘In everything in every way they
bad been defeated and what they had suffered was, if one word could
express it,” nothing short of ‘pandestruction’, the army as well as the
ships, nothing escaped destruction and few from many made the re-

“turn trip back home (dAlyor dno moAd@v én’ olxov dmevdornoav).” This
recalls two instances in Homer which reinforce the motif of the few
from many who will survive. Near the beginning of the Iliad, in his
first sentence, Achilles fronts Agamemnon by suggesting that they go
home since everything is so bad: ‘‘Although driven wandering back-
wards I think that we might even now retum home again (viv dupe

4. I have discussed the process in Word and Concept in Thucydides (Atlanta
1997) 180-81, 188-89, and especially 246-50.

5. '"Homeric Allusions at the Close of Thucydides’ Sicilian Narrative,” AJP 118
(1997) 499-516. See the notes there for a summary of earlier work on Thucydides and
Homer. Two articles to which I am indebted appeared simultaneously: S. A. Fran-
goulidis, A Pattern from Homer’s Odyssey in the Sicilian Narrative of Thucy-
dides” QUCC 44 (1993), 95-102, and C. J. Mackie, “"Homer and Thucydides:
Corcyra and Sicily”, CQ 46 (1996) 103-113.

6. AJP 512-515 and Frangoulidis, 101-02, Hornblower, 116.

7. My translation of 7)) td Aeydusvov is intended to highlight Thucydides’ crea-
tion of a new word to embrace the enormity of the disaster, which he wants his
reader to recognize.
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aakpalayy0évtas diw | dy dmovosrroew) 1f in fact we manage to escape
death’ (1.59-60). The words are repeated at Odyssey 13.4 where home-
coming is secured for Odysseus by Alcinous as he sends him off on the
eve of his return to Ithaca in the pivotal book /moment of the poem: *I
think that you will not be driven off course again, but will return home,
even if you have suffered much.” It answers the Iliad passage. Thucy-
dides, knowing both, used aponosteein with heavy intent:® there will
be no Odyssean homecoming for these Athenians.®

At 7.81.4-5 Thucydides describes the hopeless position of Demo-
sthenes’ troops as they retreated from the shocking defeat in the Great
Harbor of Syracuse:

aveldnlévres yap & T ywplov @ xbxdw uév revyiov mepipy, 680¢ O€
&vley [re] =al &vlev, éAdag 88 odx SAiyac elyev, éfdidovro mepioTa-
dov. Towavratg 06 mpoofalaic xal od Everaddv pdyars oi Lvpaxdaio
gindrwe éxpdvro.

They were trapped in a place that was circular with a wall run-
ning round, a road on each side and abounding in olive trees,
where they were hit from all sides (wzgtoraddr). The Syracusans
used this approach of shooting at a distance rather than fi-
ghting close in (fvaradov).

The hapax legomenon, wmepioradéyv, like other -stadon words, is
Homeric in nature; this one also occurs kapaz in Homer. At Iliad 13.
551 Antilochos fights off the Trojans who attack him negpioraddy as
he tries to strip the armor from the corpse of Thoon. Thucydides seems
to point the reader to the extraordinary word by adding the word
évoraddv in his next sentence to describe the Syracusans’ refusal to
fight hand to hand (they in fact feared the crazed and desperate Athe-
nians caught in this trap). évoraddy — this word is surely a Thucydidean

8. The final clause in each of these Homeric passages, “if in fact we manage
to escape death” and “even if you have suffered much”, is particularly appo-
site to the ending of the Sicilian expedition. Could Thucydides have expected
his reader to recall the ends of these two very meaningful Homeric lines?

9. Frangoulidis, 101-02, and Mackie, 111-13. Frangoulidis discusses the inclu-
sion of the Cyclopes and the Laestrygonians among the ancestors of the inhabi-
tants of Sicily at the opening of Book 6 that sets up the ring composition, which
ends with the Odyssean nostos (95-98, 102). Thucydides has provided a mytho-
logical and epic context from the beginning, which broadens “the scope of the
folly on which the Athenians embark™ (Mackie, 106).
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creation — occurs again only in late authors, imitators of Thucydides,
Procopius and Dio Cassius. Thus we are meant to catch negpioraddy.
It is used in a military setting, and in all cases (it is hapax legomenon
in Euripides and Herodotus as well; see AJP pp. 510-12) it is the spe-
cific Homeric type scene of the fight over a body — except in this case
of Thucydides where the Athenians are not dead yet —it is master-
ful; it predicts the end. The poignant vignette he paints here is unfor-
gettable: there is a disturbing disjuncture between the quaint olive
grove and the hideous slaughter that invades it. It seems to be part
of a theme that Thucydides fills out by invoking another Homeric
paraliel.

The subtext that contains the Trojan and Persian wars contains
an interesting and ironic message: in the Homeric account the Greek
naval invaders will defeat the barbarians besieged in their city; in
Herodotus’ narrative the Persian barbarian naval invaders lose to the
Greeks and, dramatically at Salamis, to the Athenians, who refuse
to remain besieged in their city, but entrust themselves, at Themisto-
cles’ insistence, to the wooden walls of ships. In Thucydides’ account,
the Athenian Greek naval invaders lose to the besieged Syracusan
Greeks, who also in the end leave their city in order to man their ships.1®
In all three the assault on a city is made possible by use of naval expe-
rtise. And while success will bring epic kleos to the victors, these expe-
ditions have at the same time within them the seeds of possible destru-
ction on the same large scale as success.

In the Archaeology Thucydides establishes the importance of a
navy as a weapon of power against city as the reservoir of power, the
one dynamic, the other solid and unmoving. Alcacus had expressed
the sentiment that became a slogan: a city is defined as men, not walls
(dvdpeg yap ndAiog mbgyos doediot [Men in arms are the towers of a city]
fr. LP 112.10).}* What Themistocles engendered by his interpretation
of the oracle to rely on the wooden walls, and hence to move the city
walls a8 concept to the walls of ships, was to make the physical city
a dynamic. What it comes to mean for the Athenians is that the navy
is perceived of as a city on the move; all this even as Athens rose under

10. For parallels of strategy see Mackie, (107-112).

11. Reading dgedior with one of the two scholiasts instead of dgedioc. Not only
does it suit the shape of the line better, bracketing the city with dvdgec, but tow-
ers are by definition military. And of course Aeschylus, Persians 349: Athens’
“stronghold remains safe while her men exist.”
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Pericles’ direction with its new walls advertising power and self-confi-
dence. The notion appears repeatedly in the History and it is espe-
cially realized with awe and grand expectations as citizens, country
folk and even foreigners watched the fleet sail out of the Piraeus for
Sicily. The slogan itself is uttered in the History, not at a moment
of Athenian success, not by Pericles, but with depressing impact by
Nicias, after the loss of the ships in the Great Harbor, to his dishearte-
ned men on their perilous retreat from Syracuse, and particularly to
the Athenians among them: “You who are Athenians will rise up again,
although the great power of the city has fallen: men are a city, not
walls nor ships empty of men (dvdges yap @éiig, xai od Teiyn 090¢ vijeg
avbpdv xevai)” (7.77.7).22 Thucydides thus has Nicias equate the loss
of the ships with the loss of one’s city, as if Athens itself had already
fallen.!® These are the final words of Nicias in the final speech of the
Sicilian narrative. In Book 7 it seems to me that Thucydides examines
the definition of city and challenges the slogan’s validity.
Thucydides credits Minos with the earliest exhibition of naval
superiority (1.4), and the Trojan expedition, he tells us, is the earliest
remembered naval undertaking of any great size (1.8-10). If the fa-
mous sea-fight fresco from Thera or the Mycenaean crater from Ata-
landi (in the museum there) are indications, Bronze Age warriors did
on occasion actually fight from the decks of the ships. For the Greeks
who attacked Troy, however, the enterprise was a siege accompanied
by battles on the plain before the walls of the city. In fact in these
early naval exploits the battles regularly occurred on land after the
ghips had procured landfall. The battle of Salamis was unusual, the
battle of Naupactos was a singular event, and the final battle in the
Great Harbor at Syracuse was fought out of necessity. Regularly, even
naval invaders built a wall around the city they were investing as the
Athenians did at Melos or as at Potideae when they walled off access
to the city. It is one of the failings, among many, of the Sicilian stra-
tegy, that the Athenians do not force the issue with their superior

12. The phrasing is artful: recollection of Alcaeus and allusion to Themisto-
cles, but undercut by the additional clause, para prosdokian, and the reserva-
tion of xevaf till the end, with the wooden walls, vijec. .. xevai, uselessly now, hol-
ding in the Zvdpec. Further, the line is a ponderous one of seventeen long sylla-
- bles — almost a pair of [creto]paeonics — with only three shorts.

13. It is one of those remarks that, we imagine, written after the end of
the war, is full of the historian’s personal sorrow, disbelief, and faint hope.
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ships and engage the Syracusans, who admit to having no navy to
speak of in 415, in the Great Harbor soon after they arrived. Once
Alcibiades is forced to leave the enterprise, something the historian
roundly blames the Athenians at home for causing, a more conventional
siege method is assumed, butl it is not as Gomme and others think,
like other sieges in the History. The walls that are built in Sicily by
the Athenian invaders are not constructed around the ocity they intend
to besiege, but around the Athenians’ own camp. The circular wall
of the Athenians, specifically called a kyklos, is designed for their own
defense.l4 In this respect the walling outside Syracuse has more in
common with the Achaean wall(s) on the plain outside of Troy than
any siege of the Peloponnesian War.

In the Iliad these walls play a significant enough role to provide
a title for the most desperate fighting of the war, namely, the Teicho-
machia. Thucydides is not unaware of the walls outside of Troy: com-
menting in the Archaeology at 1.11 on the problems Agamemnon
faced, he says that the Achaeans built a wall when they arrived in
Troy.

Because of the difficulty in getting food supplies they took a
rather small force and because they expected to live off the
same land they were finghting on. But after they arrived and
had prevailed in a battle - this is clear: for they could not
have built the wall as a defense for the camp (éneidn) 8é doixnd-
pevor udyy éxodrnoav [dijAov 8¢ ©o yap ¥ovua Td orgaronédey odx
dv éreyloarro]) (1.11.1).

Scholars worry more about the problems with the passage than any
thematic importance it may have. Nearly everly commentator, both
Homeric and Thucydidean, notes the problem: the wall in the Iliad
is built at the suggestion of Nestor in the tenth year of the siege and
comes in Book 7. The solutions come in every form. Gomme suggests

14. AW.Gomme, A. Andrewes, and K.J.Dover. A Historical Commenitary
on Thucydides (Oxford 1945-1981). At vol. 4, 466-84 isa thorough discussion of
the location and construction of the walls. It is interesting to note that the Athe-
nians in Sicily build a double wall from the *‘circle’’ wall of their camp towards
Syracuse and the sea, making of their setup a miniature of Athens with its double
wall to the Piraeus running from the circular wall of the city. See Allison (Word
and Concept) 40-44 on terms for walling in these books.




































