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THE DEATH OF NICIAS:
NO LAUGHING MATTER

Daniel P. Tompkins

Abstract: Thucydides’ brief obituary for Nicias (7.86.2) is instructively
challenging. Scholars largely agree that the historian ‘respects’, ‘praises’,
‘endorses’, or ‘pities’ Nicias, without ‘scorn or irony’: but their
agreement is nervous, since its authors have also keenly noted Nicias’
political, strategic and tactical mistakes. Thucydides’ text is ‘nervous’,
too. Surprises, double meanings, and incongruities permeate both the
obituary and the broader arc of the Nicias narrative, creating a
discursive zone or borderland that has structural similarities to comedy.
The text is grim, not ‘funny’, but viewing it through a comic prism
reveals new and important levels of meaning.

I. ‘I Watch Thucydides’: The Power of Language
in Thucydides

Basil Gildersleeve’s comment on Greek particles
remains a model of Thucydidean scholarship:

I try to learn Greek from my Thracian, and when there
1s question as to the significance of the particles ... I
watch Thucydides ... 7o is an appeal for human
sympathy, as mov 1s a resigned submission to the
merciless rerum natura—submission to the avaykn of
life, the avaykn of death ... To. has been called the
‘confidential’ particle ... Now turn to the three
passages with 7ot in Thucydides. One is in Perikles’
funeral oration (2.4_1.4 [/J.ET& ,u,e'yo't)\wv de Gn,u,eL’wV Kal o
81 Tou apaprupov]); one is in Kleon’s harangue against
the Lesbians ... (3.40.4); and one in Nikias’ final speech
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to his soldiers ... (7.77.2). A quiver in the face of
Thucydides is always worth noticing.!

‘Quiver in the face’ deftly alerts readers to tremulous
passages in Thucydides that too often remain unexplored:
just as many Homerists rejected tonal variation and
individual motivation after Milman Parry revealed the
extent of traditional formulae, K. J. Dover’s dismissal of
‘individual characterization’ in Thucydidean speeches
found few challengers.?

Remarkably, it was Parry’s son, Adam Parry, who
probed the tension between tradition and individual talent,
between inherited formulae and authorial independence,
that his father’s work had seemed to discourage.
Preternaturally alert to nuance, influenced in part by
Empson’s Seven Types of Ambiguity, Adam Parry brought to
historical and epic texts a mind attuned to lyric. He
responded to vivid moments in both Homer and
Thucydides, to the jarring formulae, jagged narrative edges,
and tiny particles, like ye at Ifhiad 16.61, that upended
assumptions of authorial stolidity.” It was language, Parry
argued, that elevated Achilles’ complaint against Agamem-
non into a challenge to the entire Homeric value system,
and language, again, that transformed Thucydides’ plague
narrative from routine Hippocratic symptomatology into
‘compassionate poetry’: ‘incommensurability’, he said, the
unexpected dynamism of words, complicated and enriched
our reading of these texts.

! Gildersleeve (1930) 257.
2 Dover (1973) 21.
*On ye: personal conversation, 1965.

* Parry (1956), (1969) 176, and (1970). For brief but rewarding
considerations of Adam Parry’s use of his father’s work, see Rose (1992)
46-8 and (2012) 112-14.
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II. Single Words, Double Valences

Thucydides’ ‘incommensurables’ derail expectations. Here
is Pericles on the ‘deathless memorials’ Athenians
established (2.41.4):

~ \ ~ ~ \ 2 ~ 27
mavTayxod Oe pvmueta kak@dv Te kai ayabov aidia

’
§U’}/KGTOLKLO'G,V’T€§.

jointly  establishing—like  colonies!-—deathless
memorials of good and bad things.’

But why kakav? What ‘evils’ does the city memorialise?
Wilamowitz understands Pericles to be referring to
Athenians whose efforts sometimes failed, bringing woes on
themselves:

Dass die Athener 455 bei Memphis untergegangen
sind, beweist Athens Grosse nicht weniger, als dass sie
am Eurymedon gesiegt haben.®

The Athenian defeat at Memphis [Thuc. 1.109-10]
reveals the city’s greatness no less than the victory at
Eurymedon.

On the other hand, Friedrich Nietzsche insisted, more
brutally but with equal philological soundness, that the
Athenians imposed kaka on their subjects:

Das Raubtier, die prachtvolle nach Beute und Sieg
lustern schweifende blonde Bestie ... Zum Beispiel
wenn Perikles seinen Athenern sagt, in jener
berithmten Leichenrede, ‘zu allem Land und Meer hat

>T have tried here to draw attention to the imperializing metaphor
in évykatoikioavtes. kakdv Te kai dyabav is the text preferred by Alberti
(1972). Here and elsewhere in this essay, uncredited translations are the
author’s.

S Wilamowitz (1908) 98; the comment is also quoted by Miiller (1958)
172.
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unsere  Kiithnheit sich den Weg gebrochen,
unvergingliche Denkmale sich tiberall im Guten und
Schlimmen aufrichtend’.’

The carnivore, the roaming blond beast splendidly
craving loot and triumph ... For example, when
Pericles says of his Athenians, in that well-known
Funeral Speech, ‘Our daring has cleared a trail to
every land and sea, building imperishable memorials to
itself for good and terrible things’.

No internal metric determines which interpretation to
prefer. Undoubtedly, Athens causes suffering, just as
Nietzsche suggests. At the same time, pvnpeta ... acda and
Wilamowitz’s gloss call to mind the sufferings of Athenians,
as memorialised in the Athenian list of Erechtheid dead
found in Cyprus, Egypt, and Phoenicia.?

Must we choose between these? Or might Nietzsche’s
exuberant endorsement of conquest coexist with
Wilamowitz’ emphasis on suffering? Pericles’ single word,
kak@v, generates both outcomes, justifying both readings
and creating a double valence of interpretation. That kaxav
Te kat ayafdv plays on a keystone of the Greek moral
tradition, kalos kayabos, raises its prominence and
heightens the tension.’

Similar interpretative doubling occurs elsewhere in the
text, both in speeches, where the speakers deploy it as a
rhetorical device, and in narrative. The Corinthians at

" Nietzsche (1878) 1.11; Miiller (1958) 171-2.
8 Meiggs and Lewis (1969) 73—7. Christopher Pelling pointed this
passage out to me.

9 This passage has attracted some fine commentary. See particularly
by Flashar (1969) 26—27 = Flashar (1989) 454455, though Flashar seems
to shift from initially rejecting Nietzsche to accepting what Nietzsche
proposes: that the passage celebrates ‘the proud imperial character of
the conquering power’. Tobias Joho, Bernd Seidensticker, and Vincent
J. Rosivach assisted me as I worked on the Nietzsche passage, which
certainly invites a much fuller discussion. I am indebted here to
comments by Freud and Susan Stewart on ‘simultaneity’ (Glewchzeitigkeit):
Freud (1960) 155 or (1999) 248; Stewart (1979) 161, 168.
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Sparta, for instance, criticise the paradoxical Spartan
practice of ‘defending themselves by delay’, 5 peAdjoe

o’t,u,uvé,u,evm (I .69.4):

wovyalete yap, povor EAvov, o Aakedacpovior, ov 0
e
’ ’ 2 \ ~ ’ 2 ’ \ ’
Svvaper Twa, adda 7] peAAoeL apuvopevoL, Kat povol
oUKk apyopevny v abénow Tdv éxbpdv SimAaciovpevny
8¢ kaTalbovTes.

You, Spartans, alone among Greeks stay tranquil,
repelling foes by delay rather than force, and you alone
crush your enemies’ growth not at the outset, but after
it has doubled.

The speakers then exploit the adjective aogalels to show
that Sparta’s behaviour has harmed both herself and her
allies (1.69.5):

’ 2N 7/ > ~ 3 T 14 3 ’ ~
KaLTol 6)\6’)/60'66 ao‘(ﬁa)\ag eLvatr, wy CLpCL (o] )\O‘}/Og TOU
b ) ’ ’ \ ~ > o ) ’
Ep’)/OU EKp(lTéL. TOV T€E ’)/G,p M’I780V avTol LO‘[.LEV EK 7Tepa7'wv

~ ’ 3\ \ ’ b ’ N\ s
‘}/779 7TpOT€pOV ETTL T’I7V He)\o*)‘rovunoov 6)\601/’7'0, 77 TQ 7T(1p
¢ A 3 s~ ~ \ ~ \ s ’ s
U'LL(JJV afw)g 7TpOCL7TCLV’T’I70'CLL, KAl VvV TOuS AB’I]VCLLOUS‘ OUX
[ e ) ~ > ) \ ” A \
EKAS, (1)0‘7T€p EKELVOV, CL)\)\’ E‘}/‘}/Ug ovTas WEpLOpG’TG, Kat
> \ ~ ~ b [ ’ A
avTL TOov €7T€)\6€LV avTol CL‘lLUVEO‘GCLL BOU}\EO‘GE ‘LL(I)\)\OV
b ’ \ b ’ \ ~ ’
ETTLOVTAS, KOAlL €S TUXG§ 7Tp0§ WO)\)\({J SUVG’T(,UTEPOUS
> ’ ~ b ’ \ \ ’
CL‘}/(,UVLCO[,LGVOL KGTGO”T’I]VCLL, €7TLO"TCL‘LL€VOL Kat Tov BCLPBCLPOV

5\ \ ¢ A \ ’ ’ \ \ b \
avTov 7T€pL CLU’T({) TA 7T)\€L(1) U¢GAEVTQ, Kat 7Tp0§ avTovus

o ’ e Ay ~ ¢ ’ 5 A
TOUS AG’I]V(ILOUS 7TO)\)\(1 ’IZLLCIS 77877 TOLS CL‘LLCLPT’I”,LCLO‘LV avTwy

A N A ¢ A ’ ’ b o
‘LLG,)\)\OV 77 ’T’ﬂ CLQS, U‘lL(x)V TL’,L(DPL((I WGPL)/E)/EV’I”LéVOUg, ETTEL AL
< ’ b ’ k4 ’ \ b ’ \

‘}/E Ul.LETGp(IL 6)\7TL8€§ ’17877 TLVAS TTOV KOl CL’]TCLPCLO‘KEUOUS 8[,(1

\ ~ b
TO TTLOTEVLOAL eqﬁ@apav.

Too, you were called ‘secure’: the word did not match
the deed. We know that Persia reached the
Peloponnese from the end of the earth before you
confronted her appropriately, and now you disregard
Athens, which is not remote like Persia but a
neighbour, and instead of attacking, you prefer to repel
her when she is attacking, and pitting yourself against a
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more powerful opponent to rely on chance, despite
your awareness that Persia’s failure was self-inflicted,
and that we have survived against the Athenians
themselves more because of their own errors than
thanks to aid from you, since hopes placed in you have
destroyed men who were unprepared, owing to their
trust in you.

For Gomme, dogalets were “men that can be relied
upon” ... not “cautious” (Stahl), or “safe” ... The word
points forward to al ye dpérepar éAmides’.'” That is: “You
have been called aogadels, “reliable”. But your aodaldeta
has tripped up your allies, whose trusting hopes in you have
proved damaging’. asgaldels invokes both ogaldw, in the
active voice, and equally legitimately, opaddopar in the
middle voice, to implying that Sparta herself would be
secure, would not trip up. In this sense, the sentence points
not forward to the disappointed allies, but backward to 7
peAdnoer apvvopevor (1.69.4): You relied not on force but on
delay to defend yourselves, allowing a far larger hostile force
to attack....

The fecund ambiguity of aspaldets thus accommodates,
or inspires, two divergent interpretations, and dpa in av dpa
0 Aoyos Tob épyou éxpater emphasises two truths that have
long been ignored: in the Corinthians’ Aoyos, Sparta’s
reputation is an illusion or Aoyos (of ‘security’) that
endangers not only the allies but Sparta herself.!!

‘Double valences’” appear in some but not all
Thucydidean speeches. The Corinthians’ use of aogadets
embarrasses the Spartans. Pericles’ kakdv Te kal ayabdv
seems less cunning, less deliberate, but still meaningful,
since it alerts us, the readers, to profoundly different
outcomes of Athenian imperialism, as well as to the latent
volatility of Thucydidean language.

" Gomme (1950) ad loc.

"'On é&pa: Denniston (1954) 36. Examples of Spartan Adyor con-
demning Adyos: 1.84.5 and 1.86.3.
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III1. Nicias and ‘Prudence’ at Athens

‘Incongruity’, one critic remarks, ‘can be regarded as a
contradiction of the cognitive scheme; in Wittgensteinian
terms, as a rule that has not been followed’.!? For an
example in Thucydides, consider the passage at 4.28.5.
Contemporary Americans may find the Pylos expedition
difficult to comprehend: who could imagine local grandees
hoping for the failure of an expedition, with the inevitable
loss of American lives, simply in order to be rid of the
commander? But failure is precisely what Cleon’s foes

desired (4.28.5):

~ \ b ’ b ’ ’ \ ’ ~
Tols 8€ Abnvatois evemece pev T kai yeAwtos TI)
Kougbo)\oy[g avTod, o’Lo,u,éVOLs o 3;Lw§ €ylyveto Tols

’ ~ 2 ’ ’ ~ b ~ ~
oogpoot Tdv avlpamwv, Aoyilopevors dvoty ayalloty Tob
etépov Tevéeatar, 7 KAéwvos amaldaynoeatar, 6 pailov
nAmlov, 7 opalelor yvauns Aakedarpoviovs apiot

’
X€Lp(1)0‘€0'60,l,.

At his idle talk, a certain hilarity even overcame the
Athenians, but the ‘prudent’ among them were
delighted, reasoning that they would get one of two
good things: be rid of Cleon, which they rather

preferred, or, if they failed, to overcome the Spartans."

Cleon’s antics amused ‘the prudent’ (rols ow¢poot), who
savored the chance to be rid of him, or, as a second option,
victory over Spartans.

A. G. Woodhead (who says Athens was ‘playing ducks
and drakes’ in this decision) and W. R. Connor point out
the danger the expedition faced. Reviewing earlier
scholarship, H. D. Westlake remarked, ‘It has often been
noted that the behaviour of Nicias is not at all creditable: he

12Vandaele (2002) 227.

3 As Gomme notes on 1.70.6, yvapy is ‘all that is not odpa, intellect
as well as will; if anything, intellect more than will’. The volitional
element in yvauns and the desiderative side of fAmfov are both
important here. Otherwise 8votv dyabotv would have no force.
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1s seen to have been willing, even eager, to shirk his duty
and resign his command ... Thucydides neither condemns
nor defends the attitude of Nicias: he ignores it’.!* To say,
‘He 1ignores it’, however, misses a crucial incongruity,
perhaps because owgpoot, prosaic and uncoloured, flew
beneath critics’ radar. How, we must ask, could ‘prudent’
men hope for disaster, how can mission failure be deemed a
‘good’, ayafov, and victory a ‘mistake’, as signaled by
opaletor yvouns?® All but one of the more than twenty
occurrences of cappwv, cwppovws, and swgpoovry in Thu-
cydides concern restrained, oligarchic, or conservative, be-
haviour, often in international relations. Only here is
cappowv deployed ironically, tagging the real imprudence of
‘safe-thinking’” men who by selecting an apparent
incompetent put Athenians at risk. Thucydides neither
explicitly links Nicias with, nor distinguishes him from,
these enemies of Cleon.

With eappoot, lexical prudence collides with imprudence
on the level of action: the word emphasises that Thucydides
is not ‘ignoring’ Nicias’ attitude.

IV. Using and Avoiding Fortune

Four years after the Pylos affair, two motivations for signing
the Peace of Nicias crystallise in the single word, Toyn

(5.16.1):

* See Woodhead (1960) 315, Connor (1984) 115 n. 2, Gomme (1956)
469, Hornblower (1996) 188, Westlake (1968) 88. West (1924) 213 is less
concerned, commenting with breathtakingly good sense: ‘Demosthenes
was a capable officer, and affairs would be well managed if he was
second in command, nor would they probably go any better if Nicias
was on the ground. There was no more need for the presence of Nicias
than there was for the presence of Cleon.” But West is describing the
military situation, while Thucydides at 4.28.5 emphasises the attitudes of
some Athenians.

!> Nicias worries constantly about ‘tripping up’: see 5.16.2, 6.10.2,
6.11.4, 6.11.6, 6.23.2.
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’ \ ’ > T \ 3 (R} ~
NLKLCIS €V OU)\O €EVOS, EV W CL’]TCL@ S VvV KOl LOUTO
IL (o ’ ! s n )
’ \ b ’ oy \ > ’
SLCLO‘(JJO'CLO‘GCLL T’I7V €U’TUXLCLV, KAl €S TE TO AUTLKA TTOVWV
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7T€7TCLUO‘6CLL Kdl avToS KalL TouvsS 7TO)\LTG,§ mTavoal Kot T({)
’ ’ ~ ¥ ¢ 2 Q\ ’ \
‘u,é)\)\OVTL XpOV({J KCLTCL)\L’]TELV OVO’,LCL ws OUSEV 0¢77)\CL§ T’I7V
’ ’ ’ ) ~ > ’ ~
7TO)\LV 8L€')/€V€TO, VO'LLLC(,UV EK TOUL CLKLVSUVOU TOUTO
’ (O 3y 7 ’ ¢\ ’
é:U'LLBGLVELV KAt O0TLS €)\CLXLO'TCL ’TUX’” avTov WGPGSLS(DO’L,

\ oy \ > 7 ’
TO 86 GKLVSUVOV TNV ELPTIVT)V TTAPEXELY ...

Nicias desired, while he was still safe and esteemed, to
preserve his good fortune, and to ease his own and the
Athenians’ labour for the present, and to leave a
reputation for going through life without harming the
city, because he thought that his would come from
avoiding danger and taking the fewest risks, and that
peace reduced risk ...

‘Fortune’ can point to both future risk (rvyxy) and past
benefit (edTvyiav). From this point forward in the narrative,
‘fortune’ joins ‘prudence’ as a Nician Leitmotif. Just as
Nicias offers to surrender command in two later passages,
he reveals his ambivalence about fortune on three
additional occasions. First, debating Alcibiades, he says that
good fortune will be essential in Sicily, but immediately
adds that he does not want to trust himself to fortune

(6.23.3):

. €ldws moAAa pev muds Séov ev Povlevoactar, eTi de
mAelw e€bTUXToAL ... OTL €XdayitoTa TR TUXY Tapadovs

epavtov Bovdopar EKTAELY ...

Knowing that we must plan many things well, and even
more, to have good luck ... I wish to sail entrusting
myself to fortune as little as possible ...

Alcibiades himself noted that chance was generally kind to
Nicias: €ws ... 6 Nuklas edruyys Sokel elvar, ‘as long as ...
Nicias seems fortunate’ (6.17.1). Later, as the situation
worsens, Nicias hopes fortune will be on his side (ro T7s
Toxns kav pel nuov  édmicavres orpvar, 7.61.3—but
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immediately disparages the good fortune of the enemy
(7.63.4). Then his final speech, though certainly brave in the
face of disaster, opens a cornucopia of jostling platitudes
about suffering: the failure of ‘luck’, the futility of good
works, the likelihood of divine ¢fovos (see §X below). Nicias
mentions that he’s always previously been fortunate (007’
edTuxia Sok@v o VoTepds Tou elvar, 7.77.2), but hopes that
the enemy’s string of luck has reached its limit (tkava yap
Tols Te molepLlots NUTOXNTAL, 7.77.3).

No other Thucydidean character has so long a string of
good fortune, but no other dwells so anxiously on the
dangers of 7oy, a single Greek word that covers both ‘mere
chance’ and ‘good fortune’. Like oa¢poor and the other
examples above, Toxyn is a compound of connotations,
primed with verbal potency. Both cwgpoae and roxn reveal
disjunctures, the first between a label and reality, the
second, within Nicias’ consciousness. They are not ‘funny’,
but their impact comes in part from double entendres that
have close comic cousins.

V. Voluntary Withdrawals

Arguing against the Sicilian invasion, Nicias offers to give
up his command, using the same verb (mapinut) he had
employed at 4.28.5 (6.23.3):

~ \ ~ ’ ’ ’ < ~ \
TavTa yap 74 1€ Evpmaoy moder BefatoTaTa yodpar kat
< ~ ~ ’ ’ 2 ’ b
ULV TOLS OTPATEVCOUEVOLS OWTTPLA. €L O€ T® AAAwSs

~ ’ 2 ~ \ ki ’
Soket, mapinuL a0T® THV ApXTV.

I deem these suggestions most secure for the city and
safe for us commanders. If anyone thinks otherwise, I
yield command to him.

A year later, in Sicily, Nicias again offers to quit (7.15.1).
Each time, he seeks to compel the assembly to replace him.
His nephritis makes his final request more reasonable, but
the pattern is by then established (7.15.1-2):
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> \ \ ’ (%2 ’ \ ]
€7T€L877 86 ZLKE)\LCL TE amTaoca é:UVLO'TCLTCLL Kat EK
’ o \ ’ > ~
Hé)\O’TTOVV’I]O’OU CL)\)\’I] O"Tpa’TLa 7TpOO’80KLl,LO§ avToLs,
’ EZ € ~ 5 2 ’ \ ~ ~
IBOU}\EUEO’GE 77877 wsS Twy '}/ €V6Cl,8€ ‘LL778€ TOLS 7TCLPOUO'LV
> ’ ) s N ’ ’ ’ N
(ZV’T(ZPKOUV’T(,UV, (1)\)\ 77 TOUTOUS ‘LL€’T(Z7T€}L7T€LV 860]/ 77 a}\)\’l]]/
\ (A4 ’ ’ \ \ \ \
O”TPGTLGV ‘lL’I7 E)\CLO’O'(,U E7TL7T€‘lL7T€LV Kat 7T€£77V Kot VCLUTLK’I]V
\ ’ \ Iy /7 ) \ \ ’ ’ ¢
Kat Xp’l]‘lLaTCL ,,L’I] O)\L'}/CL, €l,LOL 86 SLGSOXOV TLVA, WS
IQ ’ ’ \ ’ ~ ’ ) ~ 5
(18UVG/TO§ EL‘lLL 8LCL vooov V€¢pL’TLV 7TCLpCLl,L€V€LV. Cl,gl,(l) 8

UGV Evyyvauns TuyxaveLy.

Since all Sicily stands together and another army will
arrive from the Peloponnese, plan now, realising that
our supplies do not suffice for the force that is here, but
that it 1s necessary to recall it or to send another of
equal size: infantry, navy, substantial funds, and a
successor for me, since my nephritis prevents me from
staying. I think it appropriate to have your pardon.

‘Merit’ (cf. aéid in the concluding sentence) is a constant
concern of Nicias, ironically recurring in the necrology at
786 <’;7’KLO"TCL 87\7 (,ifl,og (’l\)V e 6,9 TOﬁTO 8U0”TUX£CL§).

The assembly grants only one of Nicias’ requests to be
excused from service, at 4.28. The fact that no other
Athenian commander, in the entire history of Athenian
democracy (508-323 BCE), even once attempted to with-
draw from command points up how exceptional Nicias’
effort is: ‘prudential’ is a word with many facets.'®

16 Xenophon once offers to stand aside during a crisis, but the
situation is different: Xen. Anab. 5.7.10. I am grateful to Donald Lateiner
for this suggestion. Kant, in a slightly different context, underlines the
ambiguity of ‘prudence’ ((2012) 60—1): ‘wer in der erstern Art klug ist,
nicht aber in der zweyten, von dem koénnte man besser sagen: er ist
gescheut und verschlagen, im Ganzen aber doch unklug.” (‘someone
who is prudent in the former sense, but not in the second, of him one
might better say: he is clever and crafty, and yet on the whole
imprudent.’)
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VI. Rhetoric and Character (7.48)

After disastrous defeat on Epipolae drastically reduced
Athenian options (7.42-5), Nicias debated these with
Demosthenes and Eurymedon, briefly but emphatically
opposing open withdrawal (7.47.3-49.4). He distrusts both
the Athenians at home, who will be motivated not by the
military situation but by slander, and the troops in Sicily,
who will, he avers, turn on their generals once home.
‘Knowing the nature of the Athenians’ (ras ¢voecs
emorapevos vpdv), he prefers battle in Sicily to shameful
and unjust punishment in Athens, adding that Syracuse,
burdened by pay for mercenaries, fortifications and a fleet,
1s financially weaker than Athens (7.48.4-5).

Tim Rood and Simon Hornblower have clarified
important issues in this passage, rightly rejecting Dover’s
claim that Nicias is cowardly. Rood keenly insists that
Nicias conceals his real concern about the dangers of
staying in Sicily, emphasising ‘the [negative] reaction of the
Athenians at home’ instead:

Thucydides 1s telling a story about Nikias’ rhetoric
rather than his character ... The paradox is that he
spoke with a vehemence at odds with his uncertainty;
and that this vehemence ensured that his own
uncertainty prevailed on his colleagues.'’

Rood and Hornblower acknowledge Nicias’ disingenu-
ousness, insincerity, and ‘inability to control the
changeableness of the demos’. Rood adds that that Nicias’
colleagues understood Athenian volatility."® His distinction
between ‘rhetoric’ and ‘character’ comes under strain,
however, in 7.48.4 since, on inspection, Nicias” words there
reflect real, not feigned, anxieties and recall earlier
moments including his surrender of leadership in Pylos
(4.28), requests for huge forces in Sicily (6.19, 6.24), and his
letter to Athens (7.14.2, 7.14.4):

"Rood (1998) 187-8.
'8 Rood as in preceding note; cf. Hornblower (2008) 634.
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XG)\é’TTG;, ')/dp az l()l.LéTépCLL (ﬁle‘ELg é:pé:CLL.
Your natures are difficult to control.

\ ’ 2 ’ < ~ ’ \ \ N4
Tas PuoeLs emoTapevos VU@, fovdopevwy pev Ta NdLoTa

2 ’ b ’ \ o
AKOVELY, QALTLWUEV WV 86 VOTEPOV.

I know your natures: you wish to hear pleasant news,
and you later place blame.

Passages like those make it difficult to dismiss Nicias’
distrust of the Athenian assembly as insincere or ‘rhetorical’.
Nicias insists that he ‘knows’ that the assembly’s ‘nature’ is
unmanageable. Tracing his disastrous reversals, Thucydides
complicates and challenges the Greek moral tradition,
upsetting categories like ‘heroism’ or ‘virtue’ and preparing
the reader to interpret the ambiguities of the final eulogy for
Nicias.

Because he ‘knows the Athenians’ natures’, Nicias says
he prefers death at the hands of enemies to unjust and
shameful execution at home (7.48.4):

b bl b ~ b ’ \ 2 ’ < 9 2 ’

€T aLO‘ng TE CLLTLC(L Kat CLSLK(,Ug vmT AB’I]VCLL(UV
> ’ A " €\ ~ ’ ’ ~
a?TO)\EO‘GCLL ‘u,a)\)\ov 7 VvTmo  TWY WO)\E‘U,L(DV, €L 86L,

’ ~ A Q7
KLVSUVéUO'GS TOUTO 7TG,6€LV L8Lg,.

Shame, of course, is central in heroic deaths (Hom. 1.
22.105; Soph. Antig. 5, Ajax 472)." Nicias aspires to apery, the
‘heroic virtue’ that marks the Sophoclean hero in particular
as a surly isolate, crucially at odds with those around him:
“T'o the rest of the world, the hero’s angry, stubborn temper
seems “thoughtless, ill-counselled”.”® But whether he attains
it remains in question. Nicias reminds us of the long-
standing cultural imperatives that motivated Greek

19 Adkins (1975); see also the discussion in Rood (1998) 185 n. g.
? Knox (1964) 57, 21. Knox notes that the noun dpery is rare in

Sophocles.
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decision-making, but the tension between individual and
society 1s magnified here, since Nicias’ decision, unlike those
of Ajax and Antigone, helps to destroy an entire army. (We
cannot forget Nicias’ readiness to hand the reins to Cleon at
4.28.)

Nicias ‘heroic’ commitment is short-lived: within sixty-
five lines he reneges, allowing a retreat (7.50.3)—only to
change his mind yet again after an eclipse (7.50.4). If his
initial resistance to withdrawal was Sophoclean, these later
shifts recall the ‘complete change of atmosphere’ that
Bernard Knox discerned in Euripidean tragedy.?!

In these grim chapters, Nicias speaks three times: twice
before the final battle (once indirectly) and then during the
final march. The speeches are packed with changes of
direction, qualifications, failed efforts to explain, and
recurrent, sometimes baffling, references to himself, all of
which put the line of thought at risk.?? In his final speech,
Nicias uses two of the particles mentioned by Gildersleeve
in the introduction to this essay: rot, ‘an appeal for human
sympathy’, and mov, ‘a resigned submission to the merciless
rerum natura’, as well as 67 with a verb (opare), a usage
‘hardly to be found’ in ‘the austerer style of Thucydides and
the orators’, Denniston says.? This is a dramatic world, rich
in language (sentence structure, word choice), action,
character and thought: every word matters.**

I have discussed the direct speeches of Nicias elsewhere
and will not comment further on these at this point.* Three
additional passages require commentary: Nicias’ indirect
speech before the battle in the harbour, 7.69; Hermocrates’
trickery, 7.73; and Thucydides’ necrology for Nicias, 7.86.

I See Knox (1966), (1970), and especially (1978) 345-8.
22 See Dover in Gomme—Andrewes—Dover (1970) on 7.14.2.

% Denniston (1959) 214. 87 occurs with verbs in Thucydides only
cight times. In emotional passages like 7.77.2, it carries more emotional
force than Denniston (216) acknowledges. The comments above draw
on the fuller discussion at Tompkins (1972) 197-8.

# Cf. Arist. Poet. 1450a.

» See also Tompkins (1972).
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VII. Nicias at 7.69

Nicias” appeal to his trierarchs (7.69) reveals that he is
outmatched by the circumstances he had helped to create.
Although he had just warned his troops not to be ‘overly
stunned by events’, exmemAfxbal T Tals vpdopats dyav
(7.63.3), Nicias himself is ‘stunned’, exmemAnypévos, at the
plight of his forces (7.69.2).” Lateiner pointed out Nicias’
‘inability to adapt his words and actions to new
circumstances’, mentioning his ‘passive, reactive themes of
uncertain hope, present necessity, and general inadequacy’
and his ‘retreat’ to ‘futile clichés about chance and hope ...
absence of tactical advice and effective encouragement’.?’
Nicias 1s portrayed as ‘saying what men might say when not

on guard against seeming to dpyatoloyetv’:

” ’ < b ~ ’ b ~ ~ 2
(1)\)\(1 TE )\6’)/(JJV oga €v ’T(,l!) ’TOLOU’T({) 77877 TOU KALPOUL OVTES
” b \ \ ~ \ b ~
(lVep(JJ’TTOL ov mTPOS T0 80K€LV TLVL CLPXCLLO)\O‘}/ELV

qﬁu)\afd;},evm e é’TTLBO(;)V’TGL.

And saying everything that men in such a moment,
dropping their guard against seeming to use antiquated
language ... call out.

Lateiner offers the translation ‘speak time-worn clichés’,
connoting ‘failure to recognize [new] conditions and
inability to conceive new approaches to more complex
problems’. Nicias’ words, he says, are a foil to earlier
utterances by Pericles and by the Athenians at Melos, signs
of the ‘failure of nerve that Pericles had warned against
(2.63.3) ... indecision, bad luck, and mistakes’. Nicias’
‘moralistic rhetoric ... accorded poorly with empire’; his
‘private superstition’, ‘confused’ understanding of politics,

% Nicias also used this verb at 6.11.4. The sequence of uses charts his
and the Athenians’ reversal. The adverb dyav, ‘excessively, overly’,
repeated at 7.77.1 and 7.77.4, 1s revealing. Here it seems pleonastic.

?7 Lateiner (1985) 201-2.
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his ‘archaic concept of aret¢’, and ‘unwavering belief in his
own merit’ made him ineffective.?

Rood counters: Nicias® ‘generalizing remarks mark the
greatness of the encounter, ... most men would speak as
Nikias does’. The final words of Thucydides’ summary,
(ianLO}\O’)/GZV e (JTJQSE,)\L‘[LCL VO,L[COVTEg €,7TL/80(I)VTCLL, he adds,
‘derive pathos from the contrast between belief and reality:
the cries are a prelude to destruction; there is no answering
signal from the gods...’. Hornblower considers it ‘wrong to
diminish Th.’s word archaiologein as censure of Nikias for
‘inadequate’ encouragement; [it is not] some sort of snooty
distancing device’.*

Reader responses to Nicias do indeed vary. For
Hornblower and Rood, Nicias behaves ‘as men do’ and
speaks ‘as most men speak’. They dismiss, without extended
analysis, efforts like Lateiner’s to connect Nicias’ speech
with his previous utterances. But it is precisely those
previous utterances that clarify the gap between Nicias and
‘most men’ and make him so compelling a character.
Although I did not treat indirect speeches in an earlier study
of Nicias, the subordination, qualification, occasional self-
contradiction, and sentence length that distinguished Nicias’
direct speeches are present here as well.*

Karl Maurer says that 7.69.2 is ‘one of the greatest, most
truly beautiful periods’ in Thucydides, praising its

‘prodigious symmetry’:*!

¢ \ ’ ¢\ ~ ’ ’ ’ e A
o 86 NLKLGS UTTO TWV 7TapOVT(x)V €K7T€7TA’I7’}/I.L€VO§ Kat OP(X)V
< [ ’ e 2 \ . o > \ v >
oLoS o KLVSUVOS Kol ws €')/')/U§ 778')7 ’T]V, €7T€L8’I7 Kal OO0V OUK
b > \ ’ (% ’ ’ ~
€‘LL€AAOV ava'yeoeaL, Kal VOIJ;LO'GS, O7T€p 7TaO'XOUO'LV €V TOLS
’ > A ’ ” ” ’ ) ~ 3
‘u,e'ya)\mg CL')/(JJO'L, mTavTa TE Ep')/({J ETL O‘¢LOLV €V8€CL ELvat
\ ’ ’ ~ 13 3 \ 3 A o ~
Kat )\O‘y({) avTolS ovTTw LKava ELanBCLL, (1U6L§ TWV

’ o o s ’ ’
TPLTIPAPX WYV eva EKAOTOV (lVEK(lAéL, WGTPOGEV TE

% Lateiner (1985) 2047, 211, 211-13, respectively.
? Rood (1998) 194—5; Hornblower (2008) 6go.

% Tompkins (1972). Lateiner (1985) 212 n. 38 credits Tompkins
(1974), unpublished.

3! Maurer (1995) 120—1 with n. 2.
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b ’ \ 2 \ b \ \ ’ b ~ ’
E’iTOVOl,LCLC(,UV KOl avTovs OVO‘LLG,O'TL Kat (ﬁU}\’I]V, a&wv TO TE
3 ’ T ¢ A ’ ’ \ ’
KGG, eavTov, ({J U7T’I7pX€ )\ap,'szm'nTog TL, ’,L’I] WPOSLSOVCLL
\ \ \ \ ) ’ < > ~ o 3
TLVva Kat Tas 7TCL’TpLKCL§ CLPETCLS‘, wV €7TL¢CLV€L§ 770'CLV oL
’ A ’ ’ A ’
7Tp0’)/OVOL, ‘lL’I7 CLQSCLVLgéLV, 7TCL’TpL80§ TE T’I7§ e)\ev@ep(m‘aﬂ]g
€ ’ \ ~ b b ~ ) ’ ~ b \
U’iTO‘lLLl.LV’HO‘K(UV Kat T’I7§ €V CLUT’H AVETTLTAKTOU TTAOLV €S T’I7V
’ ) ’ 3 ’ 1% ] ~ ’ .
SLCLLTGV EfOUO‘LC{S, a)\)\a TE )\E‘}/(,UV ooga €v T(ZU TOLOUT({) ’17877
~ ~ > ” > \ \ ~ \
TOU KGLpOU OVTES CLVGP(JJ’]TOL ov 7Tp09 TO 80K€LV TLVL
b ~ ’ ” ” \ < \ < ’
apxal,o)\oyew qﬁu)\afap,evm ELTTOLEY AV, KOl U7T€p amTavTwy
’ b ~ \ ~ \ \
7T(1pa7T)\770'LCL €S Te€ ‘}/UVG,LKC!S Kat 7TCLL8CL§ Kat 6€OU§
’ qs ’ ,)\)\, N\ ~ ’ > )\ /g
7T(1’Tp({)0U§ 7Tp0 EpO‘lLGVCL, Qa. ETTL T’H 7TCLpOUO"” EKTT ’17 €L

a’)qﬁé)up,a VO‘lLIIZOVTeg €,7TLIBO(I)V’TCLL.

Stunned by what had occurred, discerning the danger’s
nature and proximity, at the moment of launching,
because he thought, as men do in great struggles, that
all they had done was insufficient and that they had not
yet said enough, he began once again to call on each,
by his father’s, his own, and his tribe’s name,
requesting that no one betray his personal quality,
through which he had any fame, or inherited virtues, if
his forefathers were famous, and reminding them of
their freest of all fatherlands and of its absolute freedom
of daily life for all, and saying those things that men in
such a point of crisis might say, careless about seeming
to someone to speak time-worn clichés—and on behalf
of all, similar things referring to women and children
and household deities—but actually do cry out,
considering them useful in the present astonishment.*

Readers wondering whether Nicias 1s ‘speaking as most
men speak’ might compare the indirect speech of Pericles
(2.13). No sentence there is as long (138 words) or
labyrinthine. Indeed, no sentence in any direct speech in
Thucydides is this long.” apyatoloyeiv, which appears only

2 Maurer’s argument ((1995) 120—1) for deleting elmotev dv is
tempting, but I have not followed it here.

3 Of the 26 sentences in Thucydides’ speeches with 60 words or
more, eleven are spoken by Nicias (6.10.2, 6.12.2, 6.13.1, 6.14, 6.21, 6.22,
6.68.2, 7.13.2, 7.63.3, 7.64.2, 7.77.4): far more than we might expect from
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here in Greek texts of the fifth or fourth century BCE,
appears to be colorful and distinctive indeed, and to fit
Nicias’” way of speaking.

VIII. Approaching Thucydides with Comedy in Mind

At whom did ancient Greeks—at whom does anyone—
laugh, and why? In Greek culture in particular, as Stephen
Halliwell remarks, humour was often condescending or
critical (we recall Nietzsche’s Raubtier):

Laughter is invariably regarded in Greek texts as
having a human object or target, and it is the intended
or likely effect of ‘pain’, ‘shame’, or ‘harm’ on this
target (either in person or through his reputation and
social standing) which is the primary determinant of its
significance.

Laughter ... is an uncertain and dangerous force,
because of its propensity to express, or produce, some
degree of human opposition or antagonism. This is
especially so in a society with a strong sense of shame
and social position, for the laughter of denigration and

scorn is a powerful means of conveying dishonour ...**

Niall Slater adds:

Fifth-century audiences seem to have had a somewhat
crueler sense of humor than we do. The starving
Megarian in Acharnians, willing to sell his daughters for
food, gives us some pause today, but we must assume
the original audience found it quite entertaining ...*

a man who speaks, in toto, only 401 of the 3,693 total lines of direct
speeches in the text. Even Demosthenes’ On the Crown has no sentence
this long.

** Halliwell (1991) 283, 285. See also Lateiner in this volume.

% Slater (1999) 358.
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There is nothing ‘hilarious’ about Nicias’ plight, and his
personal bravery is certainly evident. Nevertheless, in
Nicias’ darkest hour, his actions—his verbosity, his
reversion to cliché, his reliance on religious tradition—
might spark Halliwell’s ‘laughter of denigration and scorn’.
Nicias, deciding that nothing he has said is adequate,
approaches his commanders for a second time with appeals
about fatherland, family, freedom, women, children,
household deities, and everything else a man might say
when he ceases to worry about speaking tired clichés.

One benefit of approaching Thucydides with comedy in
mind is that doing so complicates judgement. Our
dominant response to the Athenian catastrophe will likely
remain gloomy and ‘tragic’. But Thucydides’ ‘framing’ of
Nicias—the empty variations, overdone triads (marpofev,
avTovs, (;Sv)\ﬁv; yuvatkas, matdas, 060139), repetitions (-(,)VO‘U,CL-
and the fourfold marp-), the empty synonymy of évdea ...
ovmw tkava, the whole catalogue-like verbal inundation—
may expose him, in a world socialised to laugh
contemptuously at failure and weakness, not to open
malice, shame, denigration and scorn, but to uneasy
feelings. Like all catalogues, Nicias’ risked seeming
overdone even without a nudge from Thucydides (omep
macyovowy €v Tots peyalots ayaot). Nicias, whose illness and
relative age have been mentioned (7.15, 6.13.1), is weak and
vulnerable. Both his situation and his language complicate
the scene immensely, emphasising the pathetic side of this
character without depriving him of his strengths. Pondering
the sources of Greek laughter, we may sense that Nicias is
only a step or two away from savage ridicule.*

% ‘Savage ridicule’ is a feature of Nietzsche’s comments on comedy,
particularly the humiliations of Don Quixote in Part II of Cervantes’
novel, which shock us but, Nietzsche ((1878) 1.7) claims, delighted early
audiences: ‘Leiden-sehn thut wohl, Leiden-machen noch wohler...
Ohne Grausamkeit kein Fest: so lehrt es die dlteste, langste Geschichte
des Menschen ..." (“To see suffering is pleasant, to inflict it more so ...
Without cruelty, no celebration: so says the oldest, longest human
history ...%).
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Plato’s Symposium and Philebus testify to the ancient
debate over whether genres are rigidly separate or can be
merged. One argument of the present essay is that tragedy,
comedy, and historiography share a conceptual and
discursive zone or borderland that teems with ambiguities,
irony, and double valences. The shared terrain also reflects
common social norms concerning, for instance, weakness
and ridicule. Even when not explicit, these lurk in the deep
structure of the work, influencing actors and readers alike,
particularly when Nicias risks becoming merely pathetic in
7.69. (Note that word, ‘risks’. The pathos remains implicit
and potential.)

IX. Hermocrates movnpos

After the defeat in the Syracusan harbour, the army rejects
Nicias’” proposal to fight the next day, so the commanders
prepare a nocturnal march away from Syracuse. Realising
that the Syracusans, celebrating their victory as well as a
festival, would not take up arms that night, Hermocrates
instead deceived Nicias with the lie that the roads were
blocked. Nicias, believing him, put off his departure till the
next day, when the Syracusans were ready (7.72-3).

Hermocrates’ ruse has comic antecedents. From the
Odyssey onward, the movmpos—the clever rogue—was a
staple of Greek literature. Cedric Whitman provided a
general overview of this tradition.”” Relying not on brute
strength but verbal skill and trickery, the movnpos makes his
opponent appear unskilled or hamfisted.

It’s as a movmpos that Themistocles outfoxes both
Persians and Spartans in Herodotus and Thucydides (Hdt.
8.75; Thuc. 1.90-1, 1.135-8)." Thucydides’ Hermocrates

% Whitman (1964) 29—36.

% At 1.90—1, after the Persian defeat, when Spartan envoys urged
Athens not to rebuild her walls, Themistocles instructed the Athenians
to send him alone to Sparta and commence reconstruction. Arriving in
Sparta, he not only temporised but, after persuading Sparta to send
inspectors to Athens, arranged to have these men detained until his own
return, and then, finally, announced to his hosts that Athens, now
defensible, would deal with other Greek states in the only way possible:
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thinks equally fast and instinctively, and his stratagem
(Thuc. 7.73) recalls Themistocles’ in Book 1. The reversal is
profound: Athenians have lost their franchise on movrpia, a
Syracusan is ‘running the con’, and Nicias the Athenian is
his ‘mark’. As Thucydides later remarked, it was the
Syracusans, antitypes of Spartans, who proved Athens’

deadliest foe (8.96.5):

’ 3 ’ ’ 4 \
‘lLG)\LO'TG, ... OQOLOTPOTTOL ’)/€VO‘LL€VOL GPLO‘TCL Kat 1mTpooc-

E’iTO)\E,‘lL’I]O‘G,V.

Because their ways of life were most similar, they were
also Athens’ best opponents.

We recall Dicaeopolis getting the upper hand over
Lamachus in Aristophanes’ Acharnians, or Freud’s comment
on reversals:

Die Schlagfertigkeit besteht ja im Eingehen der
Abwehr auf die Aggression, im ‘Umkehren des
Spiesses’, im ‘Bezahlen mit gleicher Miinze’ ...%

Repartée [‘quick-wittedness’ may be more apt] consists
in the defense going to meet the aggression, in ‘turning
the tables on someone’ or ‘paying someone back in his
own coin’ ...*

Of all the reversals Athens encounters in Sicily, this
turnaround in cunning is one of the most striking. Like
Odysseus facing the Cyclops and other models of movnpia,
Hermocrates can rely only on his wits: his ruse, though not
‘comedy’, gains in resonance from its comic associations.*'

as an equal. In 1.135-8, Themistocles escapes from Athens to Persia
relying primarily on his wits.

¥ Freud (1999) 83, cf. 68.

* Freud (1960) 68, cf. 52.

' For more on Thucydides’ Hermocrates, see Tompkins (2015).
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X. The Death of Nicias

The most important passage to consider in this study,
however, i1s Thucydides’ necrology for Nicias (7.86.5):

\ ¢ \ ’ N < 2 ’ ’ b ’
Kal O WEV ToLauTy 17) OTL EYyuTaTa TOUT®Y aLTld
b ’ < \ ” EAY ~ 2 ’ ~ € ’
etebvnker, riaTa 87 abios wv Tav ye em €uod EAAqrav
b ~ ’ b ’ \ \ ~ 2 2 \
€s TovTo dvaTvylas adikeotar Sa TNV wAoav €s apeTny

’ b ’
VEVOULOLEVTV €7TL’T778€UO'LV.

He perished for such a reason or close to it, though
least worthy of the Greeks of my day to arrive at this
bad fate, given his way of life completely directed
toward conventional virtue.

Nearly every recent commentator sees commendation in
these lines: Zadorojnyi concludes that Thucydides ‘respects’
Nicias” effort and ‘endorses’ his dapern; Rood, that the
passage contains ‘pity’ but ‘no scorn or irony’ about Nicias’
‘lack of intelligence’ (Nicias is ‘more a Kutuzov than a
Kassandra’).* Hornblower concedes that ‘perhaps the
present statement contains some studied ambiguity’, but
immediately cites the ‘robust commonsense protest of
Nisbet and Rudd ... against modern critical tendencies to
see ambiguity all over the place’.*® Finally, Adkins insisted
that “Thucydides is praising Nicias’** As a group, these
statements argue that Nicias’ leadership, while not perfect,
was laudable and free of irony and ambiguity.

These scholars have enriched our understanding of
Thucydides, and one demurs only with care. But the thread

# Zadorojnyi (1998) 302; Rood (1998) 198. Kutuzov seems an odd
choice since he, more like Hermocrates than Nicias, harried Napoleon’s
troops on their retreat from Moscow.

* Hornblower (2008) 741. Hornblower is not on an anti-ambiguity
crusade, as his careful comment on 8.97.2 at p. 1036 indicates.

* Rood (1998) 1834, 198; Hornblower (2008) 741; Connor (1984)
205; Adkins (1975). Rood (1998) 1835 efficiently summarises recent
comments on 7.86.
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of ‘praise’, ‘conventional virtue’, and lack of irony requires
challenge because it so drastically filtrates the implications
in Thucydides’ language, attenuating the force of his words.
This i1s apparent if we look closely at three words in the
sentence: aéeos, SvoTuyia, and aperry. On the surface, each
seems to express praise. When examined, however, each
cues the reader to an accumulation of problems.

aéeos, for instance, was one of Nicias’ favourite words,
occurring eight times in his speeches, always with emphasis
but with a shift in focus over time. Nicias initially
emphasised the need to do one’s duty, to live up to a
reputation (d¢§tov s Stavolas Spav, 6.21.1; cf. 6.12.1, 6.68.4,
7.61.3): this is déos In its active sense. Later, as danger
loomed, Nicias’ discourse became more passive and
pathetic. From its initial orientation toward ‘duty’, i.e.
‘doing what we must’, déwos shifts toward ‘desert’, or
‘getting what we are owed’ (7.77.4):

” \ b bl b ~ b ’ k4 b \ N ’
OLKTOUV '}/CLP aTT aAvTWwY afL(uTepot, 77877 €O"LLGV 77 ¢60VOU.
We deserve pity more than envy.

As with Tols oadpoot (4.28.5), this unsignaled reorientation
may elude editors. In Thucydides’ hands, the adjective
cannot fail to remind us of Nicias’ conflicted, ultimately
pathetic, notions about the role of ‘merit’ in shaping events.
Next, consider the difficult statement about Nicias’ ‘virtue’
at the end of 7.86.5:

\ \ ~ 2 2 \ ’ 2 ’
SLCL TNV TTA0AV €S APETTNV VEVOLLLOLEVTIV €7TLT’I78€UO'LV.

One challenge here concerns the modifiers macar and
vevopopevnr. 1 believe that Hornblower and Rood (among
others) correctly link them with emrydevow: ‘Because his
intense concern was directed toward virtue’.* This reminds
us that Nicias® very personalised ‘competitiveness’ proved,

® Hornblower (2008) 741; Rood (1998) 184 n. g.
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in the end, to be ruinous.* Foregrounding apery, Thu-
cydides forces readers to ask whether and how this value
serves the city as a whole. Finally, Nicias’ fate was a
Svoruyla. Nicias’ Doric and conservative policy of shunning
danger and fortune had been evident from the start of his
career. Rood perceptively notes that Svorvyias at 7.86.5
reverses evtvytav at 5.16.1.*7 As the full account of Nicias’
‘good fortune’ makes clear that from the start, his leadership
suffered from instability, belying his ‘conservative’
reputation. More than any other Thucydidean leader’s,
Nicias’ fate 1s determined by ‘Tuck’.

Virtue, desert, and fortune: the man who so strongly
believed in merit, strove for ‘virtue’, and assiduously
avoided fortune, has the bad fortune to meet an unmerited
death that his own espousal of apery and avoidance of o
atoxpov brought about. With stunning ease, the lexicon of
commendation is inverted, revealing undue reliance on
luck, stubborn adherence to ethical codes, inability to
realise that merely ‘deserving’ something does not achieve
it.* Ambiguity or Doppelsinn, the distinctive element that
distinguished jokes in Freud’s eyes, is thus a constant in
Nicias’ career, without becoming truly ‘comic’. Thucydides
reminds us of this at 7.86, but the reminder is less one of
‘respect’, ‘endorsement’, or ‘praise’ than a complex and
ironic appraisal of a life that ended sadly, partly through the
victim’s agency.

6 Adkins (1975) 388.

*"Rood (1998) 199 n. 76.

* This interpretation differs from Rood’s cogent argument ((1998)
185): ‘My analysis of Nikias’ character as a whole will seek to show that
there is no scorn or irony in Thucydides’ closing words—only the same
sense of pity that the reader is invited to feel for the inhabitants of
Mykalessos’.
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XI. Conclusion

Nicias is often described as a ‘tragic warner’.* Like Persian
advisors in Herodotus, he alludes to the unintended con-
sequences of poor decisions. But Nicias differs from these
models by being not only a warner but an agent, himself
responsible for crucial and destructive choices. These
include urging a very large force for the Sicilian campaign
(6.20—4), refusing to withdraw when possible (7.48), then
allowing an eclipse to slow the retreat (7.51.4). No other
Athenian leader played so large a role in decision-making
during the expedition.” Further complicating the picture,
Nicias, unlike the warners in Homer and Herodotus,
becomes a victim, his throat unceremoniously slit, partly at
the urging of allies who feared detection (7.86.3).

Combining the roles of warner, agent, and victim, Nicias
incorporates, encapsulates, and confuses categories of
character. Vladimir Propp, who pioneered the study of
‘functions among dramatis personae’, would not have been
surprised. Propp categorised ‘spheres of action’ (‘villain’,
‘donor’, ‘helper’, ‘princess’, ‘hero’ and so on) but added at
once that a single character can be ‘involved in several
spheres of action’.”! Classicists may be misled by the fact
that Poulydamas in the fliad (e.g. 18.254-83) 1s a warner and
nothing more. Nicias, on the other hand, was largely
responsible for his army’s annihilation and his own death.

Repeatedly in this narrative, Thucydides uses words and
narrative elements that have ‘comic’ qualities: the double or
multiple connotations of Tols swgpoor and Tiyxn at 5.16.1, et
al., the use of surprise, of trickery by a movrpos, of the ‘tragic
warner’ and the bumbling leader. But they are not ‘funny’
and we never laugh: cumulatively, they lead to disaster.

¥ Rood (1998) 184: ‘a “tragic warner”, a Kassandra figure’. Marinatos
(1980) treats Nicias’ role as warner, but not as agent or victim.

* In the complex decision-making process in Herodotus Book 7,
Artabanus also becomes an agent as Xerxes decides to invade Greece.
See the discussion by Pelling (1991) 130—42. I am grateful to Emily
Baragwanath for assistance on this point.

3! Propp (1968) 79-81.
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Non-comic narratives use comic incongruity more than
we suppose: in Joseph Conrad’s The Secret Agent, a boy’s
senseless death verges on hilarity: the ‘rainlike fall of
[Stevie’s] mangled limbs’ and the lad’s decapitated head in
mid-air ‘fad[e] out slowly like the last star of a pyrotechnic
display’.”? Deaths from tuberculosis litter Thomas Mann’s
Magic Mountain, but he was capable of calling it a work of
‘humoristische Nihilismus’.”®

Jokes exemplify the power of language to express the co-
existence of opposite tendencies, or the underlying negative
potential of a seemingly positive statement. In the Nicias
narrative, joke-like language reveals deeper meanings in
situations that are definitely not funny.

Considering historiography from the vantage-point of
comedy thus has the powerful, liberating effect of opening
rather than restricting interpretive options. The reader is
invited not to choose between alternatives, but to accept
compelling contradictions. Nicias was both victim and
agent; Athenians left memorials both of evils they had
suffered, and evils they had done.”*

pericles@temple.edu

2 Conrad (1907) 313.

 For a sophisticated treatment of ‘humour’ in Magic Mountain, see
Shookman (2008).

> T owe thanks to several scholars for assistance in the long genesis
of this essay: Donald Lateiner, Christopher Pelling, Emily Baragwanath,
Edith Foster, Tobias Joho, John Marincola, Paul Cartledge and Simon
Hornblower. See also the credits at individual footnotes, especially note
10. It is also worthwhile to note that Baragwanath has written well
about syntactical and other forms of ambiguity in Herodotus, in
Baragwanath (2008) 168, 200, 209-10, and, with Mathieu de Bakker, in
Baragwanath and de Bakker (2012) 25 and 44 n.
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