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Summary  in  Dutch  
  

Dit   werkstuk   benadert   de   semantiek   van   de   verbale   categorie   'ʹaspect'ʹ   in   Klassiek  

(Attisch)   Grieks   vanuit   een   systemisch-­‐‑functionele   driedimensionale   aanpak.   Het  

corpusmateriaal   voor   dit   onderzoek   is   boek   III   van   Thucydides'ʹ  Historiën,  waaruit  

tien   paragrafen  werden   geselecteerd   ter   discussie.  De   analyse   concentreert   zich   op  

werkwoorden   in   hoofdzinnen   in   de   aorist,   het   imperfectum   en   het   historisch  

praesens.  

Het  eerste  hoofdstuk  behandelt  het   leven  en  het  werk  van  Thucydides  van  Athene,  

en   maakt   de   vergelijking   met   Herodotus   van   Halicarnassus   en   Xenophon   van  

Athene,  gevolgd  door  een  overzicht  van  de  belangrijkste  verhaallijnen  van  boek  III.    

Het  tweede  hoofdstuk  bevat  een  bondige  literatuurstudie,  waarin  eerst  het  algemeen  

taalkundig   kader   geschetst   wordt,   zijnde   Systemisch-­‐‑Functionele   Grammatica,  

gevolgd  door  een  overzicht  van  de  verschillende  Aktionsarten  en  manieren  om  ze  te  

herkennen.  In  drie  opeenvolgende  secties  wordt  verder  ingegaan  op  de  verschillende  

semantische   metafuncties   of   dimensies:   (a)   de   ideationele   dimensie   (de  

propositionele   inhoud),   (b)   de   tekstuele   dimensie   (de   manier   waarop   een   tekst  

structuur   krijgt),   en   (c)   de   interpersonele   dimensie   (betreffende   de   relatie   tussen  

spreker/schrijver  en  toehoorder/lezer).  Inzake  de  categorie  aspect  heeft  de  ideationele  

dimensie   te   maken   met   (on)begrensdheid   en   de   interactie   daarvan   met   het  

Aktionsart/situatietype  van  individuele  werkwoorden,  die  resulteert  in  interpretaties  

als   conativiteit   en   iterativiteit),   de   tekstuele   dimensie   met   het   onderscheid   tussen  

voorgrond   en   achtergrond,   discourscohesie,   anticipatie   en   crucialiteit,   en   de  

interpersonele  dimensie  met  het  onderscheid  tussen  intern  en  extern  perspectief.  

In   het   derde   hoofdstuk   wordt,   door   middel   van   een   uitgebreide   semantische  

bespreking  van  aspectkeuze  in  tien  paragrafen  uit  het  derde  boek  van  de  Historiën,  in  

de   eerste  plaats  de  hypothese  nagegaan  dat  deze  metafuncties   alledrie  nodig  maar  



 

ook  voldoende  zijn  om  elk  gebruik  van  de  aorist,  het  imperfectum  en  het  historisch  

praesens   in   de   vertelling   van   Thucydides   te   verklaren.   Een   bijzonder   onderdeel  

hiervan   is   de   noodzaak   om   steun   te   vinden   voor   de   interpersonele   dimensie   als  

bijkomende   factor   in   de   semantische   studie   van   aspect,   naast   de   reeds   stevig  

gevestigde   ideationele   en   tekstuele   dimensies.   Bovendien   wordt   gezocht   naar   de  

standaarddimensie   in  een  vertelling,  ook  al   ligt  de   ideationele  dimensie  aan  de  basis  

van  de  twee  andere.  

Deze  discussie  levert  de  volgende  conclusies  op.  Ten  eerste  blijkt  dat  het  belangrijk  is  

om  altijd  individuele  werkwoordsvormen  apart  te  bespreken,  en  niet  paragrafen  als  

een  geheel.  Daarnaast  is  het  ook  van  belang  om  rekening  te  houden  met  een  wijdere  

context   en   daarvoor   over   de   vaak   kunstmatige   en   misleidende   grenzen   van   de  

paragraaf  heen  te  kijken.  

Ten   tweede   gaan   we   akkoord  met   Allan   (2013)   dat   wat   hij   de   'ʹdisplaced   diegetic  

mode'ʹ   noemt,   de   standaard   'ʹdiscourse  mode'ʹ   in   historiografische   vertelling   is.  Het  

resultaat  voor  de  interpretatie  van  aspect  is  dat  de  standaardaspectkeuze  gebaseerd  

is  op  de  tekstuele  waarde  van  'ʹgrounding'ʹ:  het  imperfectum  schildert  gewoonlijk  de  

achtergrond   voor   een   voorgrond   in   de   aorist.   Het   standaardperspectief   is   dus   het  

externe  gezichtspunt  van  de  verteller.  

Ten   derde   kan   deze   standaardaspectwaarde   van   'ʹgrounding'ʹ   terzijde   geschoven  

worden  door  een  gemarkeerde  waarde  op  het  ideationale,  interpersonele,  of  zelfs  het  

tekstuele  niveau  zelf.  Een  gebeurtenis  op  de  voorgrond  kan  bijvoorbeeld  toch  in  het  

imperfectum   voorkomen   om   iterativiteit,   intern   perspectief,   anticipatie,  

discourscohesie,  of  een  combinatie  van  deze  waarden  weer  te  geven.  Anderzijds  kan  

een  achtergrondelement  in  de  aorist  voorkomen  om  expliciet  extern  perspectief  aan  

te  duiden.  

Ten   vierde   bleek   dat   Allans   (2013)   drievoudige   distinctie   tussen   extern   (aorist),  

panoramisch   (historisch  praesens)   en   intern   (imperfectum)  perspectief   gereduceerd  



 

moet  worden  tot  een  onderscheid  tussen  intern  (historisch  praesens,  imperfectum)  en  

extern  (aorist)  perspectief.  We  gaan  akkoord  met  Fanning  (1990:  228)  dat  het  verschil  

tussen   historisch   praesens   en   imperfectum   in   hun   ideationele   betekenis   ligt.   Het  

historisch   praesens   ontleent   zijn   waarde   van   intern   perspectief   aan   de   temporele  

illusie  van   aanwezigheid  op  de   scene,   terwijl   het  neutraal   is  wat   (on)begrensdheid  

betreft:  de  gebeurtenissen  vinden  simpelweg  plaats,   in  chronologische  volgorde,  op  

de   voorgrond.   Anderzijds   ontleent   het   imperfectum   zijn   waarde   van   intern  

perspectief   aan   zijn   aspectuele  waarde   van   onbegrensdheid:   de   gebeurtenis  wordt  

bekeken   van   binnenuit,   terwijl   ze   zich   ontwikkelt.   Daardoor   vinden   intern  

geperspectiveerde   gebeurtenissen   tezelfdertijd   plaats,   hetzij   als  

achtergrondelementen,  hetzij  als  zich  herhalende  cycli  van  voorgrondgebeurtenissen.  

Ten   vijfde   gaan   we   akkoord   met   Allan   (2013)   dat   de   interne   waarnemer   die   de  

gebeurtenissen  ervaart,  hetzij  een  menselijke  participant,  hetzij  een  virtueel  camera-­‐‑

oog   kan   zijn.   De   eerste   moet   effectief   in   de   mogelijkheid   verkeren   om   de  

gebeurtenissen  waar  te  nemen,  de  tweede  kan  over  de  hele  scene  heen  bewegen  en  

heeft  die  beperking  niet,   hoewel  de  gebeurtenissen  wel  observeerbaar  moeten  zijn:  

wat  in  het  geheim  of  uit  het  zicht  gebeurt,  kan  door  niets  of  niemand  waargenomen  

worden.  

Ten   zesde   bleek   dat   werkwoorden   zoals   εἰµμίί,   die   geen   aoristvormen   hebben,   de  

betekenis   van   het   imperfectum   alleen   maar   benadrukken.   Aangezien   Thucydides  

hoogstwaarschijnlijk   een   ruime  keuze  had  uit   verschillende  werkwoorden,   kan  het  

imperfectum  niet  verklaard  worden  door  een  gebrek  aan  aoristvormen.  

Ten  zevende  domineert  de  ideationele  waarde  van  (on)begrensdheid  de  tekstuele  en  

interpersoonlijke   dimensies   in   de   zin   dat   (a)   gebeurtenissen   in   de   aorist   altijd   in  

sequentie   plaatsvinden,   doch   niet   altijd   in   chronologische   volgorde,   (b)  

gebeurtenissen   in   het   historisch   praesens   altijd   na   elkaar   plaatsvinden,   in   de  



 

volgorde  waarin  ze  verteld  worden,  en  (c)  gebeurtenissen  in  het   imperfectum  altijd  

tezelfdertijd  plaatsvinden.  

Ten  achtste  moet   een  motivatie,   reden  of  oorzaak  die  vanuit   een   intern  perspectief  

verteld   wordt,   toegekend   worden   aan   het   inzicht   van   de   interne   waarnemer.  

Wanneer  de  verteller  niet  akkoord  gaat,  kan  hij  tussenkomen  met  een  aorist  die  zijn  

eigen   mening   uitdrukt   gebaseerd   op   zijn   volledige   kennis   van   het   gebeurde,  

aangezien  hij  de  gebeurtenissen  retrospectief,   i.e.  vanuit  een  extern  perspectief,  kan  

beoordelen.  Die   retrospectie   verleent   hem   ook   de  mogelijkheid   om   gebeurtenissen  

samen   te   vatten   of   te   herformuleren,   hoewel   deze   dan   niet   op   de   voorgrond  

plaatsvinden,  maar   op   de   (begeleidende)   achtergrond.  De   voorgrond  wordt   in   dat  

geval  vaak  gedragen  door  imperfectumvormen.  

Ten   slotte   kunnen   gebeurtenissen   op   de   voorgrond   ook   in   (temporele)   bijzinnen  

voorkomen.   Hoewel   deze   masterscriptie   zich   voornamelijk   concentreerde   op  

gebeurtenissen   in  hoofdzinnen,   kan   in   een   toekomstig   onderzoek  het   inbegrip   van  

zulke   bijzinnen   nuttig   zijn   om   de   volledige   invloed   van   aspect   op   een   tekst   te  

begrijpen.  

Het   algemeen   besluit   is   dat   de   hoofdhypothese   van   deze   masterproef   bevestigd  

wordt.  Het  werd   aangetoond   dat   het  Klassiek-­‐‑Griekse  werkwoord   een  waaier   aan  

betekenissen  kan  uitdrukken  door  middel  van  de  categorie  aspect.  Drie  verschillende  

niveaus   van   aspectuele   betekenissen   verlenen   het   werkwoord   een   divers  

betekenispotentieel,   waarvan   sommige   waarden   benadrukt   en   andere   uitgesloten  

worden  als  resultaat  van  verschillende   interacties  met  de   lexicale  betekenis  van  het  

werkwoord  en  met  de  context.  
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 1 

1.     Introduction  

1.1.     Thucydides'ʹ  life  and  works  

The  sources  for  this  section  are:  Hornblower  (1987),  Finley  (1967),  and  Rood  (1998).  

Thucydides   of   Athens   is   widely   regarded   as   the   greatest   historian   of   Antiquity.  

Although  three  ancient  biographies  have  come  down  to  us,  not  much  is  certain.  The  

only  irrefutable  information  is  to  be  found  in  the  Histories.  He  was  born  around  460  

BC  as  the  son  of  Olorus,  a  wealthy  Athenian  citizen  of  aristocratic  descent.  He  started  

his   magnum   opus   at   the   outset   of   the   Peloponnesian   War,   which   he   followed  

attentively.  He  caught  the  plague  in  429  BC,  but  survived  and  wrote  a  very  detailed  

account   of   the   dreadful   disease   (2.47-­‐‑54).   He   was   elected   strategos   in   424   BC   and  

served  at  the  coast  of  Thrace.  However,  he  failed  to  liberate  Amphipolis  and  was  sent  

to  exile  for  twenty  years,  where  he  was  able  to  travel  and  gather  detailed  information  

on  the  course  of  the  war.  He  died  shortly  after  his  return  to  Athens,  probably  before  

396  BC.  

Thucydides'ʹ  Histories  cover  the  Peloponnesian  War,  but  he  was  not  able  to  finish  his  

work  entirely,  which  breaks  off   in   the  year  411.  He  started  writing  during  the  war,  

when  he  was  still  actively  participating  on  the  side  of  Athens,  but  other  parts  were  

composed   after   404.   At   any   rate,   the   eight   books   he   delivered  were   revolutionary  

with  respect  to  both  content  and  style.  Thucydides  is  the  first  historian  who  employs  

a  scientific  approach  and  a  critical  mind.  Unlike  his  predecessor  Herodotus  (ca.  485-­‐‑

425  BC),  he  is  objective,  checks  his  sources,  and  never  resorts  to  supernatural  powers  

in   his   explanations   and   interpretations   of   historic   events.   His   narrative   is   strictly  

systematic   and   chronological,   and   his   material   is   limited   to   political   and   military  

aspects.    

The   war   actually   consisted   of   three   conflicts   with   one   shaky   truce   after   another.  

Thucydides  was   not   given   the   chance   to   turn   them   into   a   unified  whole:   he   died  
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suddenly   before   396.   Thucydides   was   still   working   on   the   first   conflict   (431-­‐‑421)  

when   the  war   started   anew,   spreading   to   Sicily   (415-­‐‑413),   his   account   of  which  he  

could  never  fit   in   the  whole.  His  story  of   the  final  conflict   in  Greece  (413-­‐‑404)  ends  

mid-­‐‑sentence  in  411,  leaving  the  Histories  unfinished  and  unrevised.  

Usually,  when  he  is  merely  narrating  the  course  of  events,  Thucydides'ʹ  style  is  clear,  

direct,  and  graphic.  However,  his  descriptions  of  critical  events,  battles,  and  speeches  

are   often   so   concise   and   condensed   that   even   his   contemporaries   could   hardly  

understand  them.  This  erudite  style  was  probably   influenced  by   the  sofist  Gorgias,  

who  was  renowned   for  his   literary   tropes,  and  certainly  worthy  of  praise,  being  as  

poetic  and  pregnant  as  it  is  difficult  and  obscure.    

Thucydides'ʹ   speeches,   his   characteristic   way   of   presenting   crucial   events   and   the  

actors   on   his   stage   of   history,   were   inspired   by  Homer   and   the   Attic   drama,   and  

inspired   later   historiographers   of   Antiquity.   He   never   claims   complete   verbal  

accuracy,   but   rather   composes   the   speeches   himself,   putting   those   words   in   the  

speaker'ʹs   mouth   that   most   befitted   the   situation   (2.22.2).   However,   Thucydides'ʹ  

words   give   us   a   clear   idea   of   the   speaker'ʹs   attitude   and   character,   resulting  

effectively   in   a   sense   of   being   a   spectator   on   the   part   of   the   reader,   as   Plutarch  

expressed  it.  Without  adding  much  comments  of  his  own,  Thucydides  thus  succeeds  

in  making  his  audience  think  critically  and  form  judgement  for  themselves.  

Most   often   Thucydides'ʹ   merits   are   expressed   in   terms   of   impartiality,  

trustworthiness,   vivid   description,   sense   of   contrast,   conciseness,   epigrammatic  

sententiousness,   reserve,   and   pathos.   He   is   never   a   partisan,   and   if   he  would   not  

have  constantly  reminded  us,  calling  himself   "ʺThucydides   the  Athenian"ʺ,  we  might  

have   forgotten  what   his   nationality   was.   Historians   do   not   always   agree   with   his  

attitude,  but  no  one  contests  the  truth  of  his  statements  as  fact.  The  way  he  describes  

battles   suggest   that   he   was   eyewitness   to   all   of   them.   He   dramatizes   history   by  

contrasting   events   in   such   a   way   that   his   moral   concerns   are   manifest   without  
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explicitly  stating  them.  His  condensed  language  is  so  rich  in  meaning  that  at  times  a  

sentence   is   longer   than   entire   paragraphs,   or   a   word   more   meaningful   than   a  

sentence.  Although  his  reserve  is  regrettable  for  many  events  he  could  have  informed  

us  about  and  for  which  we  do  not  have  any  other  witnesses,  many  do  regard  it  as  a  

great   art.   As   for   pathos,   no   historic   account   contains   so  many   sublimely   narrated  

passages  as  Thucydides'ʹ  Histories,  where  dramatic  events  and  catastrophes  seem  to  

occur  right  in  front  of  our  eyes,  leaving  us  dazzled  and  overwhelmed.       
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1.2.     Thucydides  compared  to  his  contemporaries  

The  source  for  this  section  is  Immerwahr  &  Connor  (1985).  

With   the  works   of  Herodotus   and   Thucydides,   historiography  was   set   apart   from  

poetry  and  philosophy  and  became  a  distinct  literary  genre  in  the  5th  century  BC.  The  

key   factors   in   the   creation  of   this  new  genre  were   the  great  wars  of   their   time,   the  

Persian  Wars  and  the  Peloponnesian  War.  People  began  to  consider  the  importance  

of  the  past,  its  influence  on  the  present,  and  the  lessons  they  could  learn  from  it.    

Only   great   subjects  were   thought  worthy   of   historical   narration,   and   each   of   them  

was   to   have   its   own   historian.   Both   Herodotus   and   Thucydides   claimed   to   be  

superior   to   the   poet.   Rather   than   invoking   the  Muse,   they   emphasised   their   strict  

criteria   of   truth:   Herodotus   distinguished   his   subject   matter   from   the   poets'ʹ  

legendary   times,  while   Thucydides   denigrated   their  methodology.   The   function   of  

their  histories  lay  in  the  acceptance  of  their  narrative  by  their  audience:  both  of  them  

sought   to   actively   stimulate   patriotism,   morality,   and   social   values   by   an  

understanding   of   the   past.   However,   where   Herodotus   tried   to   influence   all   the  

Greeks,  Thucydides'ʹ  audience  was  more  specifically   intellectual.  Nevertheless,   they  

were  both  patriotic  rather  than  completely  objective.  

Herodotus   and   Thucydides   established   an   exceptionally   literary   style   of   narration  

that   would   be   followed   by   almost   every   ancient   historian.   They   often   presented  

events  as   if   they  had  been   there   themselves,  providing   the  audience  with  a   look   in  

their   characters'ʹ  minds.   The   long   speeches   are   particularly   representative   for   their  

style:   their   abundance   in   narrative   detail  makes   us   forget   that  we   are   not   dealing  

with  facts,  but  with  interpretations.    

Among   the  many  historians  who   attempted   to   imitate  Thucydides   is  Xenophon  of  

Athens   (c.  428-­‐‑354).  The  similarities  between  Xenophon'ʹs  Hellenica  and  Thucydides'ʹ  

Histories   are   particularly   their   contemporary   subject  matter,   their   political   interest,  
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and   their   austerity.  However,   although   it   features   powerful   passages   and   signs   of  

psychological  detail,   the  Hellenica   is  not   characterised  by  a   single   theme  or   subject:  

rather  than  a  coherent  narrative,  Xenophon  wrote  a  historia  perpetua  that  could  easily  

have  been  continued.  Remarkably,  many   important  events  were  excluded   from  his  

history,  probably  by  lack  of  attention,  or  as  a  result  of  flawed  selection  criteria.  

Xenophon   paid   little   attention   to   the   constitutional   differences   between   the   states  

acting   in   his  Hellenica,   contrary   to   Herodotus   (who   was   always   eager   to   include  

ethnographic   and   constitutional   information)   and   Thucydides,   whose  main   theme  

revolved  around  Athenian  openness  and  Spartan  conservatism.  However,  Xenophon  

did  write  on  this  topic  in  other  works  by  his  hand,  such  as  the  Hiero  and  the  Politeia  of  

the   Lacedaemonians.   Apparently,   Xenophon   preferred   to   divide   Thucydides'ʹ   subject  

matter  over  different  literary  forms:  the  monograph  on  the  Spartan  constitution  was  

written  in  a  less  pretentious  style  than  his  Thucydidean  Hellenica.    
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1.3.     Histories,  book  III  

In   book   1,   Thucydides   narrates   the   events   taking   place   on   both   sides,  Athens   and  

Sparta,   that   led   to   the   war.   In   book   2,   we   hear   about   the   first   three   years   of   the  

conflict,  from  the  occupation  of  Plataea  by  Thebes  in  431  to  the  siege  of  the  same  by  

Sparta  in  429.  Book  3  relates  the  next  three  years  (428-­‐‑426)  and  focuses  primarily  on  

important  strategic  areas  such  as  Mytilene  (428-­‐‑427),  Plataea  and  Corcyra  (427),  and  

Sicily  and  north-­‐‑western  Greece  (426).    

It  begins  with  the  revolt  of  Lesbos  against  Athens,  at  the  instigation  of  Mytilene  (3.2-­‐‑

6).  The  Mytileneans  present  their  case  at  Olympia  in  a  long  indictment  of  Athenian  

imperialism   and   submission   of   other   Greeks   (3.8-­‐‑14;   speech).   Athens   sets   up   a  

blockade  of  Mytilene  while  Sparta  promises  reinforcements  in  the  next  year  (3.15-­‐‑18).  

In   the  winter  of   428,   the  Plataeans  break  out  of   their  besieged  city   (3.20-­‐‑24).   In   the  

summer  of  427,   the  Mytilenean  common  people   take  over  and  surrender   to  Athens  

before   Sparta'ʹs   fleet   arrives   (3.26-­‐‑29).   The   Athenians   are   very   harsh   in   their  

punishment  of  the  Mytileneans  (3.36),  about  which  there  is  internal  debate  (3.37-­‐‑48;  

speeches).    

Plataea   surrenders   (3.52)   and   pleads   for   Spartan   leniency   (3.53-­‐‑59;   speech),   while  

Thebes   argue   for   Spartan   inclemency   toward   Plataea   (3.60-­‐‑67;   speech).   Ultimately,  

Plataea  is  razed  to  the  ground  (3.68).  

Thucydides  relates  the  Corcyrean  revolution  (3.69-­‐‑81;  3.85),  adding  an  exhibition  of  

the  evils  of  civil  strife  (3.82-­‐‑84).  Next,  he  gives  an  overview  of  the  situation  in  Sicily:  

the   allies   of   Sparta   control   Sicily   and   the   grain   supply,   while   the   Athenian   side  

controls  Rhegium  and  the  access   to  sea   (3.86).   In   the  winter  of  427,  Athens   invades  

the  Aeolian  islands  (3.87-­‐‑88).    

In  the  summer  of  426,  there  was  a  tsunami  and  a  series  of  earthquakes  (3.89).  Sparta  

establishes   a   colony   (Heraclea)   in   Trachis,   while  Demosthenes,   an   Athenian  
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commander,   launches   two   land   campaigns   in   north-­‐‑western   Greece   (3.92-­‐‑93):   the  

first   results   in   an   Athenian   defeat   in   Aetolia,   but   the   Athenians   also   successfully  

defend  Naupactus  from  land  attack  (3.94-­‐‑102);  the  second  campaign,  in  the  winter  of  

426,  against  Amphilocian  Argos,  results  in  a  great  victory  (3.104-­‐‑114).  The  book  ends  

with  more  operations  in  Sicily,  including  an  increase  of  the  Athenian  reinforcements  

(3.103;  3.115-­‐‑116).     
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1.4.     Scope  and  development  of  this  paper  

It   is   an   almost   universally   acknowledged   fact   that   aspect   is   a   valid   grammatical  

category   for  Ancient  Greek.1  However,   the  exact  nature  of   the  aspectual  distinction  

between   perfective   and   imperfective   states   of   affairs   has   been   the   topic   of   much  

debate.   The   traditional   view   that   the   perfective   aspect   represents   boundedness,  

whereas  the  imperfective  aspect  expresses  unboundedness,  has  already  been  proven  

to  be  insufficient  by  the  theory  of  grounding:  perfective  aspect  can  also  be  explained  

as   displaying   events   on   the   narrative   time-­‐‑line,  while   imperfective   states   of   affairs  

depict   the   scenery   or   describe   the   background   against  which   the   perfective   forms  

occur.   Recent   studies,   however,   including   Allan   (2013),   have   pointed   out   that   a  

combination  of   these   two  views   still   cannot   fully   account   for   each  verb   in  Ancient  

Greek  narratives:  aspectual  oppositions  can  also  indicate  the  perspective  (i.e.  internal  

or  external  point  of  view)  from  which  a  story  is  told.  This  threefold  theory  of  Ancient  

Greek   aspect   concurs   with   Halliday   &   Matthiessen'ʹs   (2004)   theory   of   general  

linguistics,  which  postulates  three  levels  of  meaning:  the  ideational,  the  textual,  and  

the  interpersonal  metafunction  or  dimension.2  

It   will   be   the   purpose   of   this   paper   to   solidify   the   claim   that   a   three-­‐‑dimensional  

system  should  be  handled  when  it  comes  to  aspect  in  Ancient  Greek.  To  accomplish  

this  goal,  we  will  look  at  some  text  samples  from  Book  3  of  Thucydides'ʹ  Histories.  The  

fact  that  Thucydides'ʹ  historiographical  narrative  lends  itself  perfectly  for  a  case  study  

of  aspect  may  be  clear  from  the  many  aspectual  studies  devoted  to  him.3    

                                                
1  One   of   the   few   opponents   of   aspect   is   Ruijgh   (1991);   he   supports   the   theory   that   the  
different   stems   of   the   Ancient   Greek   verb   primarily   express   relative   tense,   which   most  
linguists  acknowledge  only  as  a  secondary  value  at  best.    
2  See  also  Fleischman  (1989;  1990)  and  Bentein  (2016). 
3  See   Michel   Buijs’   website,   featuring   an   extensive   bibliography   on   tense   and   aspect   in  
Ancient  Greek  (accessed  most  recently  on  2014/5/22):  
http://vkc.library.uu.nl/vkc/antiquity/knowledgeportal/Wiki/Tense%20and%20Aspect.aspx.  
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Chapter   2   contains   an   overview   of   Ancient   Greek   aspect   according   to   the   three  

metafunctions   as   put   forth   by   Halliday   &   Matthiessen   (2004).   We   will   look   at   a  

number   of   key   articles   and   book   chapters   that   discuss   these   dimensions,   starting  

with  the  traditional,   ideational  dimension  (De  Boel  1991;  Fanning  1990),  moving  on  

to   the   textual   dimension   (Rijksbaron   1986,   1988,   2002,   2011;   Bentein   2016),   and  

finishing   with   an   elaboration   on   the   interpersonal   dimension   (Bakker   1997;   Allan  

2013).   Throughout   this   chapter   we   will   refer   to   corresponding   theories   in   general  

linguistics,   such   as   Fleischman   (1989;   1990),   Janda   (2004),   Comrie   (1976),   Bache  

(2008),  Hopper  (1979),  de  Jong-­‐‑Van  den  Berg  (2000),  and  Longacre  (1983).    

In   Chapter   3   we   will   look   at   a   number   of   paragraphs   from   the   third   book   of  

Thucydides'ʹ   Histories,   and   try   to   account   for   each   state   of   affair   using   the  

aforementioned  three-­‐‑dimensional  system.  We  will  focus  on  main  clause  verbs  only,  

insofar   as   they   are   indicative   imperfect,   aorist,   or   historical   present   verbs.   The   116  

paragraphs4  that  make  up  the  corpus  for  this  paper  have  been  tagged  and  marked  for  

the   following   criteria:   (a)   verb   tense   (aorist,   imperfect,   present),  mood   (indicative),  

and   voice   (active,   medial,   passive,   medio-­‐‑passive5)   of   the   individual   main   clause  

verbs;  (b)  psychological  impact  of  the  events;  and  (c)  predominance  of  a  single  verb  

tense   vs.   equal   distribution   of   verb   tenses.  We  will   discuss   the   relevance   of   these  

criteria  further  on  in  this  paper. 

  

  

  

                                                
4  The   following   paragraphs   in   direct   speech  were   excluded   from   the   analysis:   3.9-­‐‑14,   3.30,  
3.37-­‐‑40,  3.42-­‐‑48,  3.53-­‐‑59,  3.61-­‐‑67.  
5  The   medial   and   passive   voice   were   analysed   together   for   verbs   formed   on   the   present  
aspect  stem.  
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2.     Status  Quaestionis:  Aspect  in  Ancient  Greek  linguistics  

In  the  following  chapter,  we  will   look  at  the  category  of  aspect  in  Ancient  Greek  in  

accordance  with   the   functional  model  of   language  used  by  Halliday  &  Matthiessen  

(2004)   and   Fleischman,   “according   to  which   sentences   realize  meanings   located   in  

three   interdependent   components:   the   referential   or   propositional,   the   textual   or  

discourse  component,  and  the  expressive  component.”  (Fleischman,  1989:  1)  

Briefly,   the   referential6  component   is   concerned   with   the   propositional   content   of  

utterances   (referential   meanings,   grammatical   functions);   the   textual   component  

includes  all  the  resources  available  in  a  language  for  creating  and  organizing  discourse  

that   coheres   within   itself   (‘text’)   and   with   its   situation   content,   and   for   signalling  

information  relevant  to  the  structure  of  the  text  itself  (e.g.,  relative  saliency  of  different  

segments   of   the   discourse   –   ‘grounding’);   the   expressive 7   component   includes  

linguistic  devices  relating  to  the  social,  affective,  and  conative  functions  of  language:  its  

resources  for  expressing  personal  attitudes  toward  what  is  being  talked  about,  toward  

the  text  itself,  and  toward  the  participants  in  the  communicative  transaction.  (1989:  1-­‐‑2)  

An   interesting   preliminary   digression   is   the   work   of   Janda   (2004),   who   studies  

Russian  and  Slavic   aspect   from  a   cognitive   linguistic  point  of  view.  She   recognises  

the  distinction   between  discrete   solid   objects   and   fluid   substances   as   the   cognitive  

basis   for   the   distinction   between   perfective   and   imperfective   aspect   in   human  

language.  A  detailed  description  of  her   theory  would   lead  us   to   far,   but  of   special  

importance  for  this  study  is  the  fact  that  she  divides  the  characteristics  of  matter  and  

aspect   in   three   dimensions   as   well:   "ʺinherent   properties"ʺ   (e.g.   boundedness,  

wholeness,   exterior   vs.   interior   reference),   interactions   of   matter   and   discourse  

structure   (e.g.   sequencing   vs.   simultaneity,   grounding);   human   interactions   with  

matter   and   pragmatic   structure   (e.g.   successful   completion   vs.   frustration).   (Janda,  

2004:  478-­‐‑479).  The  fact  that  Janda'ʹs  version  of  the  interpersonal  dimension  does  not  

                                                
6  Termed  ‘ideational’  in  this  paper.  
7  Termed  ‘interpersonal’  in  this  paper.  
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correspond   to  our   interpretation   (cf.   infra)  does  not  detract   from  the   importance  of  

the  threefold  distinction  she  puts  forward  in  her  model  of  aspectuality.  

Before  we  begin  our  discussion  of  Ancient  Greek  aspect,   it   is  of  vital   importance  to  

expand  on  the  concept  of  Aktionsart.  An  exploration  of  Aktionsart  is  necessary  for  the  

purpose   of   this   paper,   as   will   become   clear   from   our   discussion   of   the   ideational  

dimension  of  Ancient  Greek  aspect   in   section  2.1.   For  now,   let  us  have  a   look  at   a  

number  of  ways  to  identify  the  Aktionsart  of  a  state  of  affairs.  

Most  scholars  would  agree  on  the  subdivision  of  states  of  affairs  into  states  and  non-­‐‑

states:   states  do  not   change   throughout   their  duration  and   lack  agency,  while  non-­‐‑

states   require   constant   input   of   energy   to   continue.   Non-­‐‑states   can   be   further  

subdivided  into  atelic  activities  and  telic  events8:  the  latter  have  a  culminative  phase,  

and   are   able   to   finish   as   well   as   merely   stop   or   cease.   Finally,   telic   situations  

comprise   non-­‐‑punctual   accomplishments   and   punctual   achievements:   the   latter  

refers  only  to  the  culmination  phase,  without  mention  of  the  activity  that  precedes  it.9  

(Binnick,  1991:  180-­‐‑195)  

Concerning   the   difference   between   states   and   non-­‐‑states,   Binnick   (1991:   173-­‐‑174)  

states:  

1.  Only  non-­‐‑statives  occur  in  the  progressive:  

*John  is  knowing  the  answer.  

      John  is  running.    

                                                
8  In  this  paper,  the  term  'ʹevent'ʹ  is  never  used  to  refer  to  telic  states  of  affairs,  but  always  in  its  
common  sense  of  'ʹsomething  that  happened'ʹ.  
9  See  also  Fanning  (1990:  128-­‐‑129).  However,  we  should  be  aware  of  certain  limitations  to  any  
classification  of  verbs  with  respect  to  Aktionsart.  As  Fanning  (1990:  127-­‐‑128)  puts  it:  "ʺFirst,  it  
must   be   noted   that   these   features   of   meaning   are   characteristic   ultimately   of   entire  
propositions  or  sentences,  and  not  of  the  verb  alone,  although  the  verb  is  central.  ...  Second,  it  
is  important  to  emphasize  that  no  verb  is  entirely  uniform  in  its  actional  behaviour,  although  
some   verbs   are   more   stable   than   others.   ...   Third,   these   categories   apply   primarily   to  
propositions   describing   specific   situations.   Statements   about   repetitions   and   general  
occurrences  behave  differently  in  regard  to  aspect-­‐‑function  ..."ʺ  
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      John  is  building  a  house  ...  

2.  When  an  activity  or  accomplishment  occurs  in  the  simple  present  tense  (or  any  non-­‐‑

progressive  tense),  it  has  a  frequentative  (or  habitual)  interpretation  in  normal  contexts  

...  

John  knows  the  answer.  (right  now)  

      John  runs.  (habitual)     

      John  recites  a  poem.  (habitual)  ...  

7.  The  [Aktionsarten]  act  differently  as  complements  of  the  aspectual  auxiliary  verbs.  Statives  

do  not  normally  occur  with  aspectual  auxiliary  verbs  such  as  start,  stop,   finish,  though  they  

do  so  occur  in  a  habitual  or  frequentative  sense  ...    

Joan  started  being  ill  (all  the  time).  

                        stopped  being  ill  (all  the  time).  

                      *finished  being  ill.  

Activities  and  accomplishments  are  different  in  the  following  features  (Binnick,  1991:  

175-­‐‑176):  

1.  Whereas  accomplishment  verbs  take  adverbial  preposition  phrases  with  in  but  only  

very  marginally  with  for,  activity  verbs  allow  only  the  phrases  with  for:  

?John  painted  a  picture  for  an  hour.  

      John  painted  a  picture  in  an  hour.  

      John  walked  for  an  hour.  

      *John  walked  in  an  hour  ...  

4.  For  activity  verbs,  x  VERBed  for  y  time  entails  that  at  any  time  during  y,  x  VERBed  was  

true.  For  accomplishment  verbs,  x  VERBed  for  y  time  does  not  entail  that  x  VERBed  was  

true  during  any  time  within  y  at  all.  John  walked  for  an  hour  entails  that  during  that  hour  

it  was  true  that  John  walked.  John  painted  a  picture  for  an  hour  does  not  entail  that  during  

that  hour  it  was  true  that  John  painted  a  picture.  

5.  For  activity  verbs,  x  is  (now)  VERBing  (or  x  VERBs,  this  latter  too  with  statives)  entails  

that  x  has  VERBed.  For  accomplishment  verbs,  x  is  (now)  VERBing  entails  that  x  has  not  

yet  VERBed.   John   is  painting  entails   that   John  has  painted.   John   is   ill   entails   that   John  has  

been  ill.  John  is  painting  a  picture  entails  that  John  has  not  yet  painted  a  picture  ...  
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7.   For   activity   verbs,   x   stopped   VERBing   entails   that   x   did   VERB,   but   for  

accomplishments,  x  stopped  VERBing  does  not  entail  x  VERBed  but  only  x  was  VERBing.  

John  stopped  walking  implies  John  did  walk.  John  stopped  painting  a  picture  does  not  imply  

John  did  paint  a  picture,  but  only  John  was  painting  a  picture.  

8.  Only  accomplishment  verbs  can  normally  occur  as  the  complement  of  the  verb  finish.    

John  finished  painting  a  picture.  

      *John  finished  walking.  

Finally,   achievements   differ   from   accomplishments   in   these   traits   (Binnick,   1991:  

177):    

1.  Although  accomplishments  allow  both  for-­‐‑phrase  and  in-­‐‑phrase  time  adverbials  with  

equal  success,  achievements  are  generally  strange  with  a  for-­‐‑phrase.  

            John  noticed  the  painting  in  a  few  minutes.  

      ??John  noticed  the  painting  for  a  few  minutes  ...  

4.   Unlike   accomplishment   verbs,   achievements   are   generally   unacceptable   as  

complements  of  finish:  

          *John  finished  noticing  the  picture.  

            John  finished  painting  the  picture.  

5.   Stop   occurs   with   achievements   only   in   a   habitual   sense:   John   stopped   noticing   the  

picture  can  only  mean  that  he  was  broken  of  the  habit  of  noticing  the  picture,  not  that  

he  "ʺfinished"ʺ  noticing  the  picture  on  a  certain  occasion.    

The   same   is   true   of   start:   Joan   started   noticing   the   lint   on   her   suit   can   only   have   a  

progressive   or   frequentative/habitual   sense:   over   a   period   of   time   she   noticed  more  

and  more  lint,  or  she  over  and  over  again  had  occasion  to  notice  lint,  on  her  suit.    

With   achievements,   but   not   accomplishments,   start   VERBing   entails   VERBed:   if   Joan  

started   winning   the   race   at   12:01,   she   must   have   won   the   race.   But   if   she   started  

painting  a  picture  at  12:01,  she  didn'ʹt  necessarily  ever  paint  a  picture.    
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2.1.     The  ideational  dimension  (boundedness-­‐‑unboundedness):  De  Boel  (1991);  

Fanning  (1990)  

According  to  De  Boel,  the  interaction  between  aspect  and  Aktionsart  is  fundamental  

to   the   interpretation  of  aspect  on   the   ideational   level.10  He  defines  Aktionsart   as   the  

portion  of  the  state  of  affairs  in  reality  described  by  the  verb:  it  is  part  of  the  inherent,  

lexical  meaning  of  the  verb,  which  remains  constant  in  all  its  morphological  forms.11  

Aspect,   on   the   other   hand,   is   not   lexical   in   nature,   but   rather   morphological   and  

grammatical:  in  languages  where  aspect  is  a  meaningful  category,  it  can  be  expressed  

by  any  verb,  within  its  own  paradigm.  (De  Boel,  1991:  386)  

Aspect   is   basically   a   matter   of   which   point   of   view   is   taken   by   the   speaker   with  

regard  to  a  state  of  affairs  that  occurred  in  the  past.12  When  the  speaker  regards  the  

state  of  affairs  from  the  outside,  the  state  of  affairs  is  in  his  field  of  vision  as  a  whole,  

the  duration  of  the  action  being  irrelevant.  The  speaker  merely  states  the  fact  of  that  

state   of   affairs:   he   summarises   it,   relating   it   as   an   event.   In   this   case   he   uses   the  

perfective  aspect13,  expressed  by  the  aorist  aspect  stem  in  Ancient  Greek.  However,  

when  the  speaker  displaces  himself  inside  the  state  of  affairs,  in  his  imagination,  he  

describes   it   from   the   inside,   in   its   course   or   development.   In   this   case   he   uses   the  

                                                
10  See  also  Bache   (2008:  109):   "ʺThough  aspect  and   [Aktionsart]  are   thus   in  principle   separate  
categories,   and   should   be   kept   separate   in   our   metalanguage,   they   enter   a   complex  
relationship   in   terms   of   compatibility   and   incompatibility   which   serves   as   a   basis   for   a  
dynamic  categorical  interplay."ʺ  
11  Compare   with   Bache   (2008:   109):   "ʺThe   general   category   actionality   thus   concerns   the  
classification  of  processes   into   types  according   to   the  phasal   (or  procedural)   characteristics  
that  we  assign  to  them."ʺ  Note  the  variety  in  linguistic  terminology  for  Aktionsart  (actionality)  
and  states  of  affairs  (situations,  processes).  
12  Compare   with   Comrie   (1976:   3):   “As   a   general   definition   of   aspect,   we   may   take   the  
formulation  that  aspects  are  different  ways  of  viewing  the  internal  temporal  constituency  of  
a  situation.”  See  also  Fanning  (1990:  124).    
13  Compare  with  Comrie   (1976:   3):   “[Perfective   aspect]  presents   the   totality  of   the   situation  
referred   to   ...   without   reference   to   its   internal   temporal   constituency,   the   whole   of   the  
situation   is   presented   as   a   single,   unanalysable   whole,   with   beginning,   middle   and   end  
rolled   into   one;   no   attempt   is  made   to  divide   this   situation  up   into   the  various   individual  
phases  that  make  up  the  action  …”  See  also  Fanning  (1990:  124).  
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imperfective   aspect14,   expressed   by   the   present   aspect   stem   in   Ancient   Greek.   (De  

Boel,  1991:  387)  

First,   verb   forms   made   with   the   present   aspect   stem   generally   cannot   refer   to  

achievements,   since   a   speaker   cannot   situate   himself   in   the   course   of   a   courseless  

situation.15  One  important  counterexample  is  when  in  certain  circumstances  a  series  

of   achievements   in   the   past   is   described   as   a   single   activity,   i.e.   iterativity.16  For  

instance,   iterativity   can   result   from   a   multiple   direct   object,   or   from   a   multiple  

subject.17  (De  Boel,  1991:  389-­‐‑392)  

Second,  De  Boel  states  that  the  interference  of  aorist  aspect  and  accomplishments  is  

the   reason   for   the   traditional   view   that   the   aorist   has   perfective   value   per   se.   In  

reality,  the  aorist  aspect  expresses  a  complete  action,  which  has  not  necessarily  been  

completed   (note   the   crucial   difference   between   “complete”   and   “completed”).  

Contrary   to  what   some   linguists   believe,   the   aorist   aspect   does   not   emphasise   the  

culmination   phase   of   the   accomplishment  more   than   any   other   phase,   but  merely  

presents  the  different  phases  together,  as  a  whole.  The  completion  is  only  conveyed  if  

the  action  is  situated  in  the  past:  the  whole  of  an  action  which  leads  to  a  completion,  

                                                
14  Compare   with   Comrie   (1976:   4):   “[Imperfective   aspect   makes]   explicit   reference   to   the  
internal  temporal  constituency  of  the  situation  …,  while  there  is  no  explicit  reference  to  the  
beginning  or  to  the  end  of  [the  situation].”  
15  Note   that   Fanning   (1990:   155,   158-­‐‑159)   divides   achievements   even   further   into   'ʹclimaxes'ʹ  
and  'ʹpunctuals'ʹ:  the  former  are  the  momentary  culmination  of  a  separate  process  (expressed  
by   a   different   lexeme)  which   is   its   preface,  while   the   latter   have   no   such   approach-­‐‑phase.  
Because   of   their   resemblance   to   accomplishments,   climaxes   in   the   present   aspect   usually  
indicate  conativity,  focussing  on  the  prefaced  action  as  in  progress,  without  the  actual  climax  
being  reached,  e.g.  She  was  finding  her  coat.  In  the  aorist  aspect,  both  climaxes  and  punctuals  
very   naturally   convey   the   complete   and  momentary   occurrence   of   the   action,   leaving   any  
approach-­‐‑phases  out  of  consideration.  
16  See  also  Fanning  (1990:  160-­‐‑161).  
17  See  also  Fanning  (1990:  164-­‐‑166).  
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and   its   being   presented   as   having   indeed   occurred,   necessarily   contains   that  

completion.18  (De  Boel,  1991:  393)  

The  present   aspect,   on   the  other  hand,  describes  an  accomplishment  as  having  not  

yet  been  fully  realised.  If  the  accomplishment  expresses  an  intentional  action  (i.e.  an  

action   controlled   by   the  will   of   the   subject,   of  which   the   endpoint   is   the   subject’s  

goal),   the   present   aspect   can   receive   a   conative   meaning.   De   Boel   notes   that   the  

imperfect   in   itself  does  not  have  this  meaning:  both   the   intentional  character  of   the  

action  and  the  goal  which  the  subjects  aims  at,  are  given  by  the  lexical  meaning  of  the  

verb;  the  imperfect  merely  adds  the  information  that  the  action  is  still   in  its  course,  

and  that  the  goal  has  not  yet  been  realised.19  (De  Boel,  1991:  393)  

Third,   Fanning   explains   that   the   present   aspect   is   the   most   natural   option   for  

activities;   "ʺthe   result   is   a   sense   of   cutting   into   a   process   at   some   point   as   it   is  

unfolding,  with  part  of   the  process   stretching  out  before  and  part   running  on  after  

the  point   at  which   it   is   viewed   ...   Even   though   there   is   no   endpoint   indicated,   the  

action  is  not  thought  of  as   'ʹincomplete'ʹ,  since  an  activity  does  not  have  a  natural  or  

expected  endpoint."ʺ  (Fanning,  1990:  145-­‐‑146).    

With   the   aorist   aspect,   activities  denote   a   limited   stretch   of   time  during  which   the  

action   took  place,  but   there   is  no  consummation.  The  action   is  merely  described  as  

'ʹdone'ʹ,   not   'ʹdone   to   completion'ʹ.   The   end  of   the   action   is   an   arbitrary   limit,   not   an  

absolute  conclusion  or  culmination.  (Fanning,  1990:  147)  

Fourth,   the   standard   aspect   for   states   is   again   the   present   aspect:   "ʺit   denotes   the  

continuing  existence  of   the   subject   in   the  condition   indicated  by   the  verb."ʺ   (Fanning,  

1990:  137).  In  the  aorist  aspect,  states  usually  convey  an  ingressive  sense:  the  subject  

of  the  clause  enters  into  the  condition  indicated  by  the  verb,  which  shifts  to  an  active  
                                                
18  Compare  with  Fanning  (1990:  152-­‐‑153):  "ʺDuration  is  implied  but  the  more  important  point  
is  that  the  action  is  viewed  as  completed.  Again,  this  completion  may  be  of  minor  significance  
(showing  a  sequenced  event  in  narrative)  or  it  may  reflect  a  major  point  of  the  description."ʺ  
19  See  Fanning  (1990:  152).  
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verb.  Ingressivity  is  caused  by  the  focus  on  both  beginning  and  endpoint,  indicated  

by  the  aorist  aspect.  (Fanning,  1990:  137-­‐‑138)  
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2.2.     The  textual  dimension  (foreground-­‐‑background;  discourse  cohesion;  

anticipation):  Rijksbaron  (1986;  1988;  2002;  2011);  Bentein  (2016)  

In   his   chapter   on   the   use   of   the   imperfect   and   aorist   indicative   in   narrative   texts,  

Rijksbaron  (2002)  explains  the  textual  dimension  of  aspect  in  Ancient  Greek.  He  says  

(2002:  11):  

Since   the   imperfect   characterizes   the   state   of   affairs   as   ‘not-­‐‑completed’   it   creates   a  

framework  within  which   other   states   of   affairs  may   occur,  while   the   aorist   indicative  

characterizes   the   state   of   affairs   as   ‘completed’,   as   a   mere   event.   This   difference   in  

value   between   imperfect   and   aorist   indicative   is   significant   for   the   way   in   which   a  

story   is   told.   The   imperfect   creates   a   certain   expectation   on   the   part   of   the  

reader/hearer:  what  else  happened?;  the  aorist  indicative,  on  the  other  hand,  does  not  

have  this  effect:  the  state  of  affairs  has  simply  occurred.    

These  values  lend  themselves  to  various  purposes  on  what  he  calls  the  “micro-­‐‑level,  

i.e.  the  level  of  a  small  scale  narrative  unit”  (1988:  249-­‐‑250):  the  aorist  indicative  can  

serve  to  express  states  of  affairs  located  within  a  framework  indicated  by  imperfect  

verbs;   a   series   of   imperfect   forms   can   “paint   a   scene,”   describing   a   number   of  

simultaneous  states  of  affairs;  and  a  sequence  of  aorist  forms  can  describe  a  series  of  

successive  states  of  affairs.20  (2002:  11-­‐‑13)  

Focussing   on   the   grounding   value   of   aspect,   he   says   that   the   imperfect   creates   a  

temporal  framework  in  which  aorist  states  of  affairs  can  occur,  “serving  as  their  time-­‐‑

                                                
20  Hopper  (1979:  213)  notes:  “One  finds  …  a  tendency  for  punctual  verbs  to  have  perfective  
aspect   (i.e.,   to   occur   in   foregrounded   sentences)   and   conversely   for   verbs   of   the  
durative/stative/iterative   types   to   occur   in   imperfective,   i.e.   backgrounded,   clauses.   …  
Foregrounded  clauses  generally  refer  to  events  which  are  dynamic  and  active.  Furthermore,  
the  sequencing  of  these  clauses  usually  imposes  the  constraint  that  a  foregrounded  event  is  
contingent  on  the  completion  of  a  prior  event.  The  tendency  for  foregrounded  events  to  have  
punctual   verbs   follows   as   a   probability   from   these   two   factors,   but   it   is   by   no   means   a  
requirement.”  
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anchor.”  The  aorist  verbs,  which  express  completed  events,  are  therefore  to  be  seen  

as  simultaneous  with  the  imperfect  states  of  affairs.21  (1988:  249)  

Apart  from  its  function  on  the  micro-­‐‑level,  Rijksbaron  claims  that  the  basic  semantic  

value  of  the  imperfect  aspect  has  another  effect  at  the  “macro-­‐‑level,  the  level  of  large-­‐‑

scale   narrative   units,”   sc.   that   of   discourse   cohesion:   by   creating   a   framework,   the  

imperfect   indicates   that   the   narrative   has   not   yet   been   completed,   and   raises   the  

expectation  that  the  author  has  yet  to  relate  other  states  of  affairs  within  the  current  

framework.  (2002:  13)    

Rijksbaron  (1986:  223)  also  notes  that  the  historical  present  takes  up  a  special  position  

with   respect   to   discourse   cohesion:   it   indicates   that   a   certain   action   is   of   special  

importance   for   the   rest   of   the   story.   In   a   more   recent   paper,   he   mentions   some  

syntactic   and   semantic   features   of   the  historical  present  which   clearly   indicate   this  

value   of   'ʹdecisiveness'ʹ:   (2011:   10):   (a)   stative   verbs   do   not   occur   in   the   historical  

present,   since   their   semantic   value   restricts   them   to   providing   background  

information;   (b)   historical   presents   occur   rarely   in   the  passive  voice,   since  decisive  

events  normally  require  an  Agens  rather  than  a  Patient;  (c)  historical  presents  rarely  

occur   in   subordinate   clauses,   since   decisive   events   typically   occur   at   the   highest  

hierarchical   level;   (d)   historical   presents   are   rarely   negated,   since   non-­‐‑events   are  

unlikely   to  be  decisive;   (e)   sentences   featuring  historical  presents   rarely  begin  with  

the   particle   γάάρ,   because   the   main   function   of   γάάρ   is   to   provide   backgrounded  

material.   Rijksbaron   (2011:   16-­‐‑17)   also   emphasises   that   all   the   authors   who  

contributed  to  the  volume  in  question,  agree  on  this  value  of  decisiveness.  

                                                
21  Hopper   (1979:   219-­‐‑220)   notes   that   the   function   of   aspect   considered   from   a   discourse  
perspective  is  “to  guide  the  language  user  through  a  text.  …  The  aspects  pick  out  the  main  
route   through   the   text   and   allow   the   listener   (reader)   to   store   the   actual   events   of   the  
discourse  as  a   linear  group  while  simultaneously  processing  accumulations  of  commentary  
and   supportive   information   which   add   texture   but   not   substance   to   the   discourse   itself.  
Aspect  can  therefore  be  likened  to  a  ‘flow-­‐‑control  mechanism.’”  
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Finally,  Bentein  (2016)  postulates  another  textual  value  of  the  imperfect,  which  is  to  

be   situated   in   between   Rijksbaron’s   micro-­‐‑level   and   macro-­‐‑level.   Verbs   of  

communication,   which   often   anticipate   some   kind   of   answer,   and   verbs   of  

movement,   which   precede   the   arrival   at   some   destination,   are   likely   to   receive   a  

reaction  (in   the  broad  sense  of   the  word)  on  much  shorter  notice   than  the  cohesive  

value  described  by  Rijksbaron.  Therefore,  this  final  value  of  ‘anticipation’  should  be  

clearly  distinguished  from  the  value  of  discourse  cohesion.  
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2.3.     The  interpersonal  dimension  (perspective;  discourse  mode):  Bakker  (1997);  

Allan  (2013).  

Bakker  is  one  of  the  first  linguists  to  focus  on  the  interpersonal  dimension  of  aspect  

in  Ancient  Greek.22  In  his  article,  he  proposes  a  view  on  aspect  that  is  different  from  

the   traditional   distinction   between   unbounded   and   bounded   states   of   affairs.  

According  to  Bakker,  the  need  for  such  a  view  on  aspect  results  from  the  fact  that  the  

traditional  view  on  aspect  cannot  by  far  account  for  all  occurrences  of  perfective  and  

imperfective   forms.   There   are   both   bounded   imperfects   and   unbounded   aorists   in  

Ancient  Greek  narratives,  and  the  theory  of  grounding  suffers  counter  examples  as  

well.  Therefore,  a  combination  of  only  the  ideational  and  textual  dimensions  cannot  

sufficiently  explain  every  form  in  Ancient  Greek  historiographical  narrative,  or  even  

beyond  this  genre.  The  solution  is  the  introduction  of  the  dimension  of  point  of  view  

(i.e.  the  interpersonal  dimension).  (Bakker,  1997:  16)  

However,   since   it   is   the  most   recent  and  most  elaborate  approach  of   this   topic,  we  

will  concentrate  on  Allan'ʹs  discussion  of  discourse  modes   in  Thucydides'ʹ  narrative,  

which  partially  builds  on  Bakker'ʹs  analysis  of  the  same  (cf.  infra).  Allan  distinguishes  

four  discourse  modes,  each  of  them  characterised  by  a  distinct  aspectual  choice.23  

a) Two  diegetic  modes:  the  displaced  and  immediate  mode  

Allan   divides   Bakker'ʹs   diegetic   mode   into   a   displaced   diegetic   mode   and   an  

immediate   diegetic   mode.   Together,   they   form   the   'ʹbackbone'ʹ   of   a   narrative,  

presenting   a   sequence   of   states   of   affairs   connected   by   a   consequential   relation,  

usually  in  chronological  order.  (Allan,  2013:  373) 

                                                
22  Note   that  Bakker   and  Allan  never   refer   to   a   three-­‐‑dimensional   approach   as  put   forth  by  
Halliday   &  Matthiessen   (2004)   and   Fleischman   (1989;   1990).   The   idea   to   apply   Halliday’s  
model  to  Ancient  Greek  linguistics,  combining  Bakker  and  Allan'ʹs  more  recent  research  with  
that  of  linguists  like  De  Boel,  Fanning,  and  Rijksbaron,  stems  from  Bentein  (2016).    
23  Allan  discusses  other   linguistic  phenomena  as  well,  but  the  present  study  is   interested  in  
aspect  only.    
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In  the  displaced  diegetic  mode,  there  is  a  distance  between  the  time  of  narration  and  

the  time  of  the  story,  allowing  the  narrator  to  be  in  control  of  his  narrative:  his  ability  

to   look   back   on   what   happened,   i.e.   his   external   point   of   view   or   perspective,  

provides  him  with  perfect  knowledge  of   the  complexity  of   the  story.  Therefore,   the  

distinction   between   foreground   and   background   –   and   thus   the   use   of   aorist   and  

imperfect   –   is   typical   for   the   displaced   diegetic   mode.   The   narrator'ʹs   omniscience  

further  permits  him  access  to  his  characters'ʹ  state  of  mind  ('ʹembedded  focalization'ʹ).  

(Allan,  2013:  373-­‐‑375).  

In  the  immediate  diegetic  mode,  the  author  uses  the  historical  present  tense  to  create  

the   illusion   of   immediacy24,   i.e.   the   illusion   that   there   is   no   distance   between  

perceiving   and  narrating   the   events.  As   a   result,   the  narrator'ʹs   role   as   a  mediating  

voice   is  downplayed:  he  pretends  to  be  a  neutral  observer/reporter  of   the  facts   that  

are  unfolding  before  his  eyes.  There  is  only  narratorial,  non-­‐‑actorial  focalization:  the  

narrator  assumes  a  position  'ʹon  top  of  the  hill'ʹ,  where  he  has  a  panoramic  overview  

of  the  events.  (Allan,  2013:  375-­‐‑377).  

(b) Descriptive  mode  

In   the   descriptive   mode,   a   scene   is   scanned   by   an   internal   point   of   view.   It   is  

characterised   by   the   use   of   the   imperfect   tense,   whose   ideational   function   of  

presenting   a   state   of   affair   in   its   unfolding   makes   it   especially   suitable   for   the  

painting   of   a   scene.   This   visualizing   effect   of   the   descriptive   mode   is   especially  

relevant  with  respect  to  Thucydides'ʹ  ability  for  depicting  battle  scenes,  which  involve  

a   certain   degree   of   internal   dynamism.   However,   where   the   aorist   and   historical  

present   tenses  of   the  diegetic  mode  present   the   events   as   completed,   the   imperfect  

tense   of   the   descriptive   mode   presents   them   as   ongoing,   with   the   effect   that   the  

action   is   not   propelled   forward:   there   is   simultaneity   rather   than   sequentiality.  

(Allan,  2013:  377-­‐‑379)  

                                                
24  See  also  Rijksbaron  (2002:  22).  
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The  descriptive  mode  can   involve  both  narrator  and  embedded   focalization.   In   the  

first  case,  the  narrator  adopts  the  perspective  of  a  virtual,  non-­‐‑human  "ʺcamera-­‐‑eye"ʺ,  

e.g.  when  he  zooms  in  on  both  sides  on  the  battlefield.  In  the  second  case,  he  adopts  

the  perspective  of  a  specific  character  or  group  of  characters,  e.g.  when  he  describes  

the  perceptible  events  on  a  battlefield  from  one  side  of  the  battlefront.25  In  the  case  of  

the   latter,   the  psychology  and  subjective  viewpoint  of   that  group  or   individual  are  

important.  (Allan,  2013:  378-­‐‑382)  

Allan   clarifies   that   his   descriptive   mode   must   be   distinguished   from   Bakker'ʹs  

mimetic  mode,  despite  the  obvious  similarities  such  as  the  use  of  the  imperfect  tense  

and   internal   perspective.   The  most   important   difference   lies   in   the   fact   that   Allan  

employs   yet   another   discourse   mode   involving   an   observing   narrator,   viz.   the  

immediate  diegetic  mode:  "ʺthe   immediate  diegetic  mode  is  used  to  record  dynamic  

sequences  of  events  in  a  relatively  straightforward  manner,  whereas  the  descriptive  

mode   portrays   scenes   of   simultaneously   occurring   states   and   activities,   often  

abounding  with  various  kinds  of  sensory  details."ʺ  (Allan,  2013:  382-­‐‑383)  

In   Bakker'ʹs  mimetic  mode,   on   the   other   hand,   imperfect   verbs   carry   the   narrative  

forward,  forming  a  descriptive,  visualizing  foreground  or  'ʹforegrounded  description'ʹ  

(i.e.  narration  from  the  internal  perspective  of  an  observer  on  the  spot),  while  aorist  

verbs   serve   as   background,   representing   information   known   to   the   historian   and  

given  as  explanation  to  what  is  shown  by  the  imperfect  verbs  (i.e.  narration  from  the  

external  perspective  of  the  historian).  (Bakker,  1997:  29,  43-­‐‑44)  

  

  

                                                
25  Compare  with  de   Jong   –  Van  den  Berg   (2000:   80-­‐‑81,   102-­‐‑103,   as   paraphrased   in  Bentein,  
2016):  "ʺThe  external  point  of  view  [conveyed  by  the  perfective  aspect]  can  be  associated  with  
the   narrator’s   perspective,   ...   the   internal   point   of   view   with   a   character’s   perspective  
[conveyed   by   the   imperfective   aspect].   In   the   latter   case,  we  may  distinguish   between   the  
point  of  view  of  a  concrete  character  versus  that  of  a  virtual  character."ʺ  
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(c) Discursive  mode  

Allan'ʹs  fourth  narrative  mode  is  less  relevant  to  the  present  study.  It  suffices  to  say  

that  it  is  primarily  used  for  authorial  comments  on  the  events,  on  his  act  of  writing,  

on  his  methodology,  on  the  structure  of  his  narrative,  or  on  his  status  as  a  writer.  It  

allows  the  use  of  the  present,  perfect  and  future  tenses,  since  the  reference  point   in  

the  discursive  mode  is  the  hic  et  nunc  of  the  author.  It  also  allows  other  moods  such  

as  the  imperative,  and  other  forms  of  illocution  such  as  questions,  exclamatives,  and  

directives.  

This  alternation  between  discourse  modes  can  be  linked  to  Longacre'ʹs  (1983)  treatise  

on   discourse   analysis.   He   distinguishes   between   seven   'ʹdiscourse   units'ʹ,   but   most  

essential   for   the   present   study   is   the   concept   of   'ʹPeak'ʹ,   which   corresponds   to   the  

Climax   and   the   Denouement   of   a   certain   episode.   The   transition   to   the   Peak   of   a  

narrative  episode  may  be  indicated  by  a  change  in  verb  tense:    

Routine   features  of   the   event-­‐‑line  may  be  distorted  or  phased  out   at  Peak.  Thus,   the  

characteristic   event-­‐‑line   tense/aspect   may   be   substituted   by   another   tense/aspect.  

Alternatively,   the   characteristic   tense/aspect   of   the   main   line   of   a   discourse   may   be  

extended  to  unexpected  uses  at  Peak.  (Longacre,  1983:  25)  

There   are   two   main   consequences   of   such   a   verbal   substitution:   changing   to   the  

present  aspect  or  tense  may  lead  to  a  "ʺheightened  vividness"ʺ  (Longacre,  1983:  28)  or  a  

"ʺchange   in  vantage  point"ʺ,   i.e.   "ʺby  whom  do  we   stand,   through  whose   eyes  do  we  

view  the  story?"ʺ  (Longacre,  1983:  35).  Clearly  Longacre'ʹs  change  in  vantage  point  is  

quite  similar  to  Allan  and  Bakker'ʹs  change  of  perspective,  if  not  identical.     
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2.4.   Conclusion  

As   we   have   seen   in   this   brief   discussion,   there   are   three   main   ‘levels’   for   the  

interpretation  of  aspect  in  Ancient  Greek  narrative  texts.  On  the  ideational  level,  the  

basic  aspectual  opposition  between  unboundedness  (viewing  a  state  of  affairs   in  its  

development)   and   boundedness   (viewing   a   state   of   affairs   as   a   complete   whole)  

interacts   with   the   Aktionsart   of   verbs   (states,   activities,   accomplishments,  

achievements),   leading  to  such  values  as  iterativity,  conativity,  and  ingressivity.  On  

the   textual   level,   the   opposition   bounded-­‐‑unbounded   gives   rise   to   the   values   of  

grounding,  discourse  cohesion,  and  anticipation.  

Recently   it  was   found   that   these   two  views  of   aspect,   sc.   the   bounded-­‐‑unbounded  

opposition   and   the   foreground-­‐‑background   distinction,   cannot   adequately   account  

for   all   occurrences   of   aspectual   oppositions   in   Ancient   Greek   narratives:   a   third  

dimension   is   necessary   to   explain   bounded   or   foregrounded   imperfects,   and  

unbounded  or  backgrounded  aorists.    

In  accordance  with  the  general  linguistic  model  of  Halliday  &  Matthiessen  (2004)  and  

Fleischman  (1989;  1990),  Bakker  (1997)  introduces  the  interpersonal  dimension  to  the  

study  of  aspect,  concretised  in  the  notion  of   'ʹperspective'ʹ.  According  to  his  study  of  

Thucydides’  narrative,  certain  occurrences  of  perfective  and  imperfective  aspect  can  

only  be  explained  on  the  interpersonal  level.  Particularly  relevant  are  passages  where  

the  psychology  of  the  characters  and  the  emotional  reaction  of  the  reader  are  of  high  

importance.   In   such  cases,   the  historian   is   likely   to   switch   to  what  Bakker  calls   the  

'ʹmimetic   mode'ʹ,   in   which   aorist   verbs   convey   external   perspective   (i.e.   narratorial  

intrusions),  and  imperfect  verbs  convey  internal  perspective  (i.e.  the  point  of  view  of  

an  observer  on  the  spot).  

In   a   more   recent   article,   Allan   (2013)   proposes   a   rather   different   approach   to   the  

concept  of  discourse  mode.   In  his  displaced  diegetic  mode,   the  distinction  between  

foreground   (aorist)   and   background   (imperfect)   indicates   external   perspective   and  
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narratorial  control.  The  immediate  diegetic  mode  is  marked  by  the  historical  present  

and   panoramic   perspective:   the   illusion   is   created   that   the   narrator   reports   on   the  

events   from   a   position   'ʹon   top   of   the   hill'ʹ,   as   they   happen   in   chronological   order  

before  his  eyes.   In   the  descriptive  mode,   the   imperfect   signals   internal  perspective:  

the   events   are   viewed   through   either   a   virtual,   non-­‐‑human   camera-­‐‑eye   that   shifts  

over  the  scene  (rather  than  by  the  narrator  himself,  pretending  to  be  at  the  scene)26,  or  

through  the  eyes  and  ears  of  a  specific  character  (or  characters).  

However,  where  Allan  claims   that   the   imperfect   tense   typically  conveys  a   series  of  

simultaneous  states  and  activities,  I  would  like  to  argue  with  Bakker  that  it  can  also  

be   used   to   express   foregrounded   events   in   a   very   descriptive  way,   i.e.   events   that  

carry  the  narrative  forward  and  therefore  happen  in  chronological  order.  Often  in  the  

description  of  battle  scenes  with  imperfect  verbs,  one  event  is  a  reaction  on  or  a  result  

of  another  event,  so  these  cannot  be  regarded  as  merely  simultaneous.  Rather,   they  

should  be  viewed  as  recurring  cycles  of  events:  the  events  themselves  do  not  occur  at  

the  same  time  (e.g.  Spartan  taunting  is  followed  by  Athenian  advancing,  after  which  

the  Spartans  draw  back),  but  the  whole  of  those  events  iterates  over  a  certain  period  

of   time.  Therefore,   I  do  not   think   that   temporal  progression  may  be  excluded  from  

the  descriptive  mode.27  

Another  point  on  which  I  disagree  with  Allan  is  the  sharp  distinction  he  postulates  

between   the  use  of   the  historical  present   tense  on   the  one  hand,   and   the   imperfect  

tense  on  the  other.  In  my  opinion,  there  is  a  strong  resemblance  between  the  two,  at  

least   as   far   as   the   interpersonal   dimension   is   concerned.   Both   tenses   create   the  

illusion  that  we  are  experiencing  the  events  through  the  eyes  or  lens  of  a  human  or  

                                                
26  Cf.  note  25:  I  agree  with  de  Jong  –  van  den  Berg  rather  than  with  Allan  on  this  point,  and  
will  reserve  terms  like  'ʹnarrator  focalization'ʹ  and  'ʹperspective  of  the  narrator'ʹ  for  the  external  
perspective  conveyed  by  the  aorist  aspect.  
27  There  is  a  difference  between  the  description  of  stationary  entities  on  the  one  hand  (such  as  
sceneries,  cities,  objects,  or  persons)  and  descriptions  of  dynamic  entities  on  the  other  (such  
as  battle  scenes):  the  latter  usually  do  involve  temporal  progression.  
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non-­‐‑human  observer  on  the  spot.  However,  where  the  imperfect  tense  indicates  that  

these  events  were  in  their  progress  (either  as  individual  ongoing  states  of  affairs  or  as  

recurring   cycles   of   states   of   affairs),   the   historical   present   tense   implies   that   the  

internally  perspectivised  events  simply  occur  one  after  another,  as  a  whole.28  

In   the   next   chapter,   a   series   of   paragraphs   from   Thucydides'ʹ  Histories   III   will   be  

examined  with   respect   to   the   theory   discussed   in   Chapter   2.   A   selection   has   been  

made   from   the   corpus  material   that   aims   to   represent   all   of   the   possible   values   of  

Ancient   Greek   aspect,   on   all   three   levels   of   meaning.   However,   since   the  

interpersonal   dimension   is   a   more   controversial   and   more   recent   domain   in   the  

study   of   aspect,   the   ideational   and   textual   dimension   will   receive   slightly   less  

attention  in  this  relatively  limited  paper.  Therefore,  the  selection  of  text  samples  for  

analysis   was   often   inspired   by   the   presence   of   events   that   have   a   significant  

psychological  impact  on  the  participants  or  the  audience,  or  by  the  predominance  of  

either  the  imperfect  or  the  historical  present  tense:  both  of  these  factors  are  possible  

indications  of  internal  perspectivization.  

Nevertheless,  more  important  than  our  aim  to  prove  the  validity  of  the  interpersonal  

dimension,   is   our   claim   that   all   three   metafunctions   or   dimensions   (ideational,  

textual,  and   interpersonal)  are  sufficient  but  also  necessary   to  account   for  all  of   the  

individual  main  clause  verbs  in  the  text.  The  basic  semantic  value  of  the  present  and  

aorist   aspects   in   Ancient   Greek   is   the   ideational   meaning   of   unboundedness   vs.  

boundedness.   This   opposition   has   led   to   opposite   values   on   two   other   levels   of  

meaning:   (a)   a   textual  meaning   of   background  vs.   foreground,   discourse   cohesion,  

and   anticipation;   and   (b)   an   interpersonal   meaning   of   internal   vs.   external  

                                                
28  See   Fanning   (1990:   228):   "ʺ[A]s   most   acknowledge,   the   historical   present   appears   more  
frequently   as   a   substitute   for   the   aorist   in   recording   an   event   in   simple,   not   progressive,  
narration.  It  occasionally  occurs  in  places  where  an  imperfect  seemingly  would  be  used,  but  
this   simply   illustrates   its   aspectually   neutral   meaning."ʺ   However,   there   is   considerable  
disagreement  among  linguists  about  the  aspectual  nature  of  the  historical  present  tense.  For  
more  information,  see  e.g.  Basset  (2011),  Weinrich  (1964),  and  Kiparsky  (1968).  
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perspective.  This  paper  aims  to  apply  this  three-­‐‑dimensional  approach  to  the  selected  

text   excerpts,   to   find   out   what   the   default   metafunction   is   in   narrative,   and   to  

demonstrate  the  balanced  interplay  between  all  three  levels  of  meaning.  
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3.     Case  study:  Histories  III  

The   translations   of   these   passages   are   from  Smith   (1975),   adapted   if  necessary   to   serve   the  

purposes  of  this  paper.  

3.1.     The  Mytilenean  Revolt  and  the  Siege  of  Plataea  (3.1-­‐‑50)  

[1]      

In  the  first  main  episode  of  his  third  book,  Thucydides  narrates  the  revolt  of  (part  of)  

Lesbos   from  Athens.  He   starts   by   explaining  why   the   revolt  was   expedited  by   the  

Mytileneans  (3.2)  and  how  the  Athenians  responded  by  sending  a  fleet  (3.3).  After  a  

short  battle  at  sea,  both  sides  concluded  a  truce,  after  which  Mytilene  sent  envoys  to  

both  Athens  and  Sparta  (3.4).  When  the  Athenian  embassy  turned  out  a  failure,  the  

revolt  started  anew,  but  the  Mytileneans  decided  to  wait  for  Spartan  reinforcements  

(3.5).  

οἱ  δὲ  Ἀθηναῖοι  πολὺ  ἐπιρρωσθέέντες  διὰ  τὴν  τῶν  Μυτιληναίίων  ἡσυχίίαν  ξυµμµμάάχους  

τε   προσεκάάλουν,   οἳ   πολὺ   θᾶσσον   παρῆσαν   ὁρῶντες   οὐδὲν   ἰσχυρὸν   ἀπὸ   τῶν  

Λεσβίίων,   καὶ   περιορµμισάάµμενοι   τὸ   πρὸς   νόότον   τῆς   πόόλεως   ἐτείίχισαν   στρατόόπεδα  

δύύο   ἑκατέέρωθεν   τῆς   πόόλεως,   καὶ   τοὺς   ἐφόόρµμους   ἐπ᾿   ἀµμφοτέέροις   τοῖς   λιµμέέσιν  

ἐποιοῦντο.   καὶ   τῆς  µμὲν  θαλάάσσης  εἶργον  µμὴ  χρῆσθαι   τοὺς  Μυτιληναίίους,   τῆς  δὲ  

γῆς   τῆς   µμὲν   ἄλλης   ἐκράάτουν   οἱ   Μυτιληναῖοι   καὶ   οἱ   ἄλλοι   Λέέσβιοι  

προσβεβοηθηκόότες  ἤδη,  τὸ  δὲ  περὶ  τὰ  στρατόόπεδα  οὐ  πολὺ  κατεῖχον  οἱ  Ἀθηναῖοι,  

ναύύσταθµμον   δὲ   µμᾶλλον  ἦν   αὐτοῖς   πλοίίων   καὶ   ἀγορὰ   ἡ  Μαλέέα.   καὶ   τὰ   µμὲν   περὶ  

Μυτιλήήνην  οὕτως  ἐπολεµμεῖτο.  (3.6)  

Meanwhile   the   Athenians,   much   encouraged   by   the   inactivity   of   the   Mytileneans,  

summoned   (impf.)   their   allies,   who   appeared   more   quickly   as   they   saw   nothing  

energetic  on   the  part  of   the  Lesbians,  and,  having  placed   their  ships  at  anchor  round  

the  southern  part  of  the  town,  reinforced  (aor.)  two  encampments  on  either  side  of  the  

town,   and   set   up   (impf.)   the   blockades   against   both   harbours.   Thus   they   excluded  

(impf.)   the   Mytileneans   from   the   use   of   the   sea;   but   the   Mytileneans   and   the   other  
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Lesbians,   who   had   now   come   to   their   aid,   dominated   (impf.)   the   rest   of   the   island,  

while  the  Athenians  held  (impf.)   the  small  strip  in  the  neighbourhood  of  their  camps,  

and   the   station   for   boats   and   supplies  was   (impf.)  Malea   rather   than   their   camps.   In  

such  a  way  the  Mytilenean  war  was  fought  (impf.).    

The   first   imperfect   verb,   προσεκάάλουν   'ʹto   summon'ʹ   is   an   event   on   the   narrative  

time-­‐‑line,  but  does  not  occur  in  the  aorist  aspect.  However,  the  ideational  dimension  

offers   a   solution   here:   'ʹto   summon'ʹ   is   in   itself   an   achievement,   but   the   plural,  

unspecified   direct   objective   ξυµμµμάάχους   'ʹallies'ʹ   gives   rise   to   an   iterative   meaning,  

which  necessitates  the  imperfect  tense.  

The   next   verb,   ἐτείίχισαν   'ʹto   reinforce'ʹ,   is   a   telic   accomplishment   on   the   narrative  

time-­‐‑line,   and   therefore   occurs   very   naturally   in   the   aorist   aspect   on   both   the  

ideational  and  the  textual  level.  Although  the  direct  object  of  ἐτείίχισαν  (στρατόόπεδα  

δύύο   'ʹtwo   encampments'ʹ)   is   plural   as  well,   Thucydides   apparently   did   not   think   of  

'ʹthe   reinforcing   of   two   encampments'ʹ   as   a   repeated   action,   but   rather   as   a   single  

whole.29  Contrast  also  the  specificness  of  στρατόόπεδα  δύύο  with  the  unspecificness  of  

ξυµμµμάάχους.  Moreover,  Thucydides'ʹ  choice  for  a  verb  with  the  meaning  'ʹto  reinforce'ʹ  

rather   than   'ʹto   build'ʹ   suggests   that   he   did   not   want   to   imply   ongoingness   of   the  

construction,  but  rather  its  swift  completion.  Therefore,  there  is  no  ideational  reason  

to  change  the  aspect  of  ἐτείίχισαν.  

The  next  verb,  ἐποιοῦντο,  occurs   in   the   imperfect   tense,  despite   the   fact   that   it   is  a  

foregrounded   event.   Again,   a   solution   is   offered   by   the   ideational   dimension.  

Although  the  lexeme  ποιέέω  'ʹto  make,  to  bring  about'ʹ  is  essentially  an  atelic  activity,  

an   inherent   endpoint   is   added   by   the   specific   direct   object   τοὺς   ἐφόόρµμους   'ʹthe  

blockades'ʹ   (further   specified   by   ἐπ᾿   ἀµμφοτέέροις   τοῖς   λιµμέέσιν   'ʹagainst   both   of   the  

                                                
29  Cf.  Fanning  (1990:  167-­‐‑168):  "ʺThe  aorist  sums  up  the  distributive  occurrences  as  a  whole,  in  
a  composite  of  the  various  occurrences  viewed  from  the  outside,  and  thus  pays  less  attention  
to  the  individual  parts  which  make  up  the  total  situation."ʺ  
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harbours'ʹ),  turning  the  entire  state  of  affairs  into  a  telic  accomplishment.30  As  we  saw  

earlier,  the  combination  of  the  present  aspect  with  an  accomplishment  indicates  that  

its   endpoint  has  not  yet  been   reached:   the   focus   is  on   the  activity  phase,  while   the  

culmination  phase  is  left  out  of  account.  With  a  verb  denoting  an  intentional  action,  

the   result   is   often   conativity,   but   not   necessarily.  Rather,   it   seems   that   Thucydides  

wanted   to   stress   the   ongoingness   of   'ʹthe   setting   up   of   the   blockades'ʹ,   without  

automatically  suggesting  failure,  so  that  the  meaning  shifts  toward  'ʹmaintaining  the  

blockades'ʹ.  

The  remainder  of  the  imperfect  verbs  in  this  paragraph  can  be  accounted  for  on  the  

textual   level:  εἶργον   'ʹto  exclude'ʹ,  ἐκράάτουν   'ʹto  dominate'ʹ,  κατεῖχον   'ʹto  hold'ʹ,  ἦν   'ʹto  

be'ʹ,  and  ἐπολεµμεῖτο  'ʹto  fight  (a  war)'ʹ  are  all  either  states  or  atelic  activities,  occurring  

naturally   in   the   imperfect   tense,   that   do   not   carry   the   narrative   time-­‐‑line   forward.  

Rather,  all  these  unbounded  and  simultaneous  states  of  affairs  describe  the  situation  

on   Lesbos   that   resulted   from   the   establishment   of   the   blockade,   which   is   in   turn  

conveyed   by   ἐτείίχισαν   and   ἐποιοῦντο.   Therefore,   it   seems   that   the   textual  

dimension   is   dominant   here:   εἶργον,   ἐκράάτουν,   κατεῖχον,   ἦν,   and   ἐπολεµμεῖτο  

describe   the   background   to   the   foregrounded   events   ἐτείίχισαν   and   ἐποιοῦντο.   In  

addition,   they   may   be   viewed   as   describing   the   framework   of   unbounded   and  

simultaneous  situations  for  the  events  that  will  be  narrated  when  Thucydides  returns  

to  the  situation  on  Lesbos  (3.18)  after  a  lengthy  digression  (cf.  infra).    

It   may   be   concluded   from   our   discussion   of   this   paragraph   that,   while   a   certain  

metafunction   may   be   dominant   in   a   given   stretch   of   narrative   (here:   the   textual  

dimension),   there   is   always   the  possibility   that   another  metafunction  overrides   the  

aspectual  choice  (here:   the   ideational  dimension).  Perhaps  the   ideational  dimension  

('ʹthe   propositional   content'ʹ)   must   concede   to   the   textual   dimension   as   the   default  

level   of   meaning   when   we   are   dealing   with   narrative.   Is   it   conceivable   that   the  

                                                
30  Cf.  Fanning  (1990:  179-­‐‑185)  and  Verkuyl  (1989:  79-­‐‑90).  
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primary   need   of   a   narrative   is   to   be   structured   as   a   text,   while   the   other   two  

metafunctions   have   the   potential   to   infringe   on   its   control   over   aspect   whenever  

necessary?  

[2]      

Thucydides   temporarily   abandons   the   scene   at   Lesbos,   narrating   the   expedition   of  

the  Athenian  commander  Asopius  (3.7),  the  speech  of  the  Mytilenean  envoys  before  

the  Spartans  (3.8-­‐‑14),  and  the  positive  reaction  of  the  Spartans,  who  prepared  a  fleet  

at   the   Isthmus   (3.15),  which  was   defeated   by   a   strong  Athenian   navy   (3.16).  After  

explaining   Athens'ʹ   financial   troubles   at   that   time   (3.17),   Thucydides   returns   to  

Lesbos  and  the  Mytilenean  revolt  (3.18).  

Μυτιληναῖοι  δὲ  κατὰ  τὸν  αὐτὸν  χρόόνον  ὃν  οἱ  Λακεδαιµμόόνιοι  περὶ  τὸν  Ἰσθµμὸν  ἦσαν  

ἐπὶ  Μήήθυµμναν  ὡς  προδιδοµμέένην  ἐστράάτευσαν  κατὰ  γῆν  αὐτοίί  τε  καὶ  οἱ  ἐπίίκουροι·∙  

καὶ  προσβαλόόντες   τῇ  πόόλει,   ἐπειδὴ   οὐ  προυχώώρει   ᾗ  προσεδέέχοντο,  ἀπῆλθον   ἐπ᾿  

Ἀντίίσσης  καὶ  Πύύρρας  καὶ  Ἐρέέσου,  καὶ  καταστησάάµμενοι  τὰ  ἐν  ταῖς  πόόλεσι  ταύύταις  

βεβαιόότερα  καὶ   τείίχη  κρατύύναντες   διὰ   τάάχους  ἀπῆλθον   ἐπ᾿   οἴκου.   ἐστράάτευσαν  

δὲ  καὶ  οἱ  Μηθυµμναῖοι  ἀναχωρησάάντων  αὐτῶν  ἐπ᾿  Ἀντισσαν·∙  καὶ  ἐκβοηθείίας  τινὸς  

γενοµμέένης   πληγέέντες   ὑπόό   τε   τῶν   Ἀντισσαίίων   καὶ   τῶν   ἐπικούύρων   ἀπέέθανόόν   τε  

πολλοὶ   καὶ   ἀνεχώώρησαν   οἱ   λοιποὶ   κατὰ   τάάχος.   οἱ   δὲ   Ἀθηναῖοι   πυνθανόόµμενοι  

ταῦτα,  τούύς  τε  Μυτιληναίίους  τῆς  γῆς  κρατοῦντας  καὶ  τοὺς  σφετέέρους  στρατιώώτας  

οὐχ  ἱκανοὺς  ὄντας  εἴργειν,  πέέµμπουσι  περὶ  τὸ  φθινόόπωρον  ἤδη  ἀρχόόµμενον  Πάάχητα  

τὸν  Ἐπικούύρου  στρατηγὸν  καὶ  χιλίίους  ὁπλίίτας  ἑαυτῶν.  οἱ  δὲ  αὐτερέέται  πλεύύσαντες  

τῶν   νεῶν   ἀφικνοῦνται   καὶ   περιτειχίίζουσι   Μυτιλήήνην   ἐν   κύύκλῳ   ἁπλῷ   τείίχει·∙  

φρούύρια   δ᾿   ἔστιν   ᾗ   ἐπὶ   τῶν   καρτερῶν   ἐγκατοικοδοµμεῖται.   καὶ   ἡ   µμὲν   Μυτιλήήνη  

κατὰ  κράάτος  ἤδη  ἀµμφοτέέρωθεν  καὶ  ἐκ  γῆς  καὶ  ἐκ  θαλάάσσης  εἴργετο,  καὶ  ὁ  χειµμὼν  

ἤρχετο  γίίγνεσθαι.  (3.18)  

Around  the  same  time  when  the  Lacedaemonians  were  at  the  Isthmus,  the  Mytileneans  

and   their   auxiliaries  marched   (aor.)   with   their   army   against   Methymna,   which   they  

supposed  was   being   betrayed   into   their   hands;   and   having   assaulted   the   city,  when  
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their   attempt   did   not   succeed   as   they   had   expected,   they  went   off   (aor.)   to   Antissa,  

Pyrrha  and  Eresus,  and  after  establishing  their  interests  in  these  cities  on  a  firmer  basis  

and  strengthening  the  walls,  they  went  off  (aor.)  home  in  haste.  But  as  soon  as  they  had  

withdrawn,  the  Methymneans  in  their  turn  marched  (aor.)  against  Antissa.  But  after  a  

sortie  had  been  made,  they  were  defeated  and  many  of  them  died  (aor.)  at  the  hands  of  

the   inhabitants   of   Antissa   and   the   auxiliary   troops,   and   the   rest  withdrew   (aor.)   in  

haste.   Now   when   the   Atheneans   learned   that   the   Mytileneans   were   masters   of   the  

country  and  that   their  own  soldiers  were  not  numerous  enough  to  keep   them  within  

their  walls,  about  the  beginning  of  autumn  they  sent  (pres.)  Paches  sons  of  Epicurus  in  

command  of  a  thousand  Athenian  hoplites.  These  men,  who  sailed  rowing  on  the  ships  

themselves,  arrived  (pres.)  at  Mytilene  and  encircled  (pres.)  it  with  a  single  wall;   forts  

were  built  (pres.)  at  a  number  of  strong  positions.  Mytilene  was  thus  at  last  completely  

cut  off  (impf.)  both  by  sea  and  land,  and  winter  set  in  (impf.).  

As  we  saw  earlier,  Thucydides  created  a  framework  of  backgrounded  situations  with  

a  series  of  imperfect  verbs  at  the  end  of  3.6,  where  he  left  the  Mytilenean  narrative.  

That   framework   now   serves   as   the   setting   for   the   aorist   verbs   in   3.18:   upon  

reading/hearing  Μυτιληναῖοι   δὲ,   the   audience   recalls   that   the   story   of   their   revolt  

was  left  unfinished,  and  expects  that  the  narrative  time-­‐‑line  will  now  continue.  The  

aorist   verbs   ἐστράάτευσαν   'ʹto   march'ʹ,   ἀπῆλθον   'ʹto   leave'ʹ,   ἀπῆλθον   'ʹto   leave'ʹ,  

ἐστράάτευσαν   'ʹto   march'ʹ,   ἀπέέθανόόν   'ʹto   die'ʹ,   and   ἀνεχώώρησαν   'ʹto   withdraw'ʹ  

constitute  that  foreground.  Apparently,   there  are  no  ideational   influences  on  aspect  

choice   here:   combined   with   a   destination31  (introduced   by   the   preposition   ἐπίί),  

ἐστράάτευσαν,  ἀπῆλθον,  ἀπῆλθον,  and  ἐστράάτευσαν  are  telic  accomplishments,  as  

is  ἀνεχώώρησαν,  while  ἀπέέθανόόν  is  a  punctual  achievement.  As  we  saw  earlier,  the  

aorist  aspect  is  the  most  natural  option  for  such  states  of  affairs:  there  is  no  reason  for  

Thucydides  to  use  the  present  aspect.  

The  next  sentences  of  3.18,  however,  feature  only  present  aspect  verbs.  According  to  

Allan  (2013),  the  historical  present  may  be  indicative  of  the  immediate  diegetic  mode,  
                                                
31  See  Fanning  (1990:  150).  
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in  which  the  narrator  assumes  a  panoramic  position  'ʹon  top  of  the  hill'ʹ  and  reports  on  

the   events   as   if   he   were   a   sports   commentator.   However,   such   a   panoramic  

perspective  differs   little   from  an   internal  perspective   in   our   opinion:   if   the  present  

tense  suggests  the  illusion  of  immediacy  or  presence  at  the  scene,  the  point  of  view  is  

not   an   external   but   an   internal   one.   In   any   case,   πέέµμπουσι   'ʹto   send'ʹ   took   place   in  

Athens,   at   a   considerable   distance   from   Lesbos:   this   event   cannot   have   been  

perceived   by   an   internal   observer   on   Lesbos,   and   happened   some   time   before  

ἀφικνοῦνται   'ʹto   arrive'ʹ,   περιτειχίίζουσι   'ʹto   encircle   with   a   wall'ʹ,   and  

ἐγκατοικοδοµμεῖται   'ʹto  build'ʹ.  Therefore,   the   tense  of  πέέµμπουσι  does  not   create   the  

illusion   of   immediacy,   but   rather   stresses   the   decisiveness   of   the   event:   as  will   be  

clear  from  the  rest  of  the  story,  the  intervention  of  this  particular  Athenian  general,  

Paches,   will   be   of   paramount   importance   for   the   suppression   of   the   Mytilenean  

revolt.    

The   other   historical   present   verbs   (ἀφικνοῦνται,   περιτειχίίζουσι,   and  

ἐγκατοικοδοµμεῖται),  however,  may  very  well  be  perceivable  by  an  internal  observer  

on   the   spot.   Rather   than   being   decisive   events   in   the   course   of   the   story,   they   are  

presented   as   viewed   through   that   observer'ʹs   eyes,   who   can   perhaps   be   identified  

with   the   Mytileneans   in   the   town:   their   home   is   entered   by   their   enemies  

(ἀφικνοῦνται),   who   immediately   set   to   encircling   the   town   with   a   thick   wall  

(περιτειχίίζουσι)   and   forts   (ἐγκατοικοδοµμεῖται).   This   dreadful   sight   is   emphasised  

by  the  use  of  the  historical  present  tense,  which  indicates  both  the  internal  point  of  

view   of   the  Mytileneans   and   the   sequentiality   of   the   events.   The   imperfect  would  

have  only  implies  the  former,  the  aorist  only  the  latter.  

If   it   is   true   that   these   historical   present   verbs   are   viewed   from   the   internal  

perspective  of  an  observer  on  the  spot,  how  can  we  relate  that  interpersonal  meaning  

to  he  ideational  level?  According  to  Fanning  (1990:  228)  the  present  aspect  stem,  i.e.  

the  aspect  stem  on  which  both  the  present  tense  and  the  imperfect  tense  are  formed,  

has  no  ideational  influence  on  the  interpretation  of  the  historical  present  tense.  When  
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the  present  tense  is  used  to  refer  not  to  a  genuinely  present  state  of  affairs,  but  to  a  

past  state  of  affairs,  that  state  of  affairs  is  no  longer  conceived  of  as  unbounded,  but  

rather  as  a  pretended  present:  the  illusion  of  temporal  proximity  to  the  events  is  the  

principal  motivation   for   the  use  of   the  present   tense.   It   is   that   temporal   illusion  on  

the   ideational   level   that   gives   rise   to   the   internal   perspective   on   the   interpersonal  

level,  and  not  its  present  aspect,  as  is  the  case  for  the  imperfect  tense.32  Rather,  a  state  

of  affairs   in  the  historical  present  tense  is  presented  as  having  simply  occurred.33  In  

that  light,  it  is  important  to  remember  Rijksbaron'ʹs  (2011:  7)  finding  that  the  historical  

present   tense   occurs   almost   exclusively   with   accomplishments   and   achievements,  

such  as  ἀφικνοῦνται,  περιτειχίίζουσι,  and  ἐγκατοικοδοµμεῖται.  

Finally,  the  paragraph  ends  with  two  imperfect  tense  forms.  One  of  these  represents  

an  activity  (εἴργετο),  for  which  the  present  aspect  is  the  most  natural  option  on  the  

ideational   level,  but  ἤρχετο   is   an  achievement:  why  does   the   ideational  dimension  

not   override   the   aspectual   choice   here   by   turning  ἤρχετο   into   the   aorist   aspect?   It  

appears   that   the   textual   dimension   is   more   important   here:   εἴργετο   and   ἤρχετο  

represent   the   situation   on   the   island   that   serves   as   a   framework   for   later   events.  

Indeed,  the  next  few  paragraphs  are  again  a  digression  on  the  death  of  an  Athenian  

tribute   collector   and   the   siege   of   Plataea,   after   which   Thucydides   returns   to   the  

Mytilenean  revolt  in  paragraph  3.25.  

The   following   conclusions   may   be   drawn   from   the   discussion   of   this   paragraph.  

First,   when   Thucydides   returns   to   a   subject   that   he   has   temporarily   abandoned  

earlier  after  presenting  a  framework  with  a  series  of  imperfect  verbs,  it  seems  natural  

that  he  resumes  the  narrative  time-­‐‑line  with  aorist  verbs.  Second,  it  may  prove  useful  

to  analyse  individual  verb  forms  rather  than  entire  paragraphs:  not  every  verb  of  the  

same  tense  might  have  the  same  meaning  potential.  Third,  the  value  of  'ʹdecisiveness'ʹ  

                                                
32  See   Fanning   (1990:   227):   "ʺThe   key   feature  which   prompts   [this]   use   of   the   present   is   the  
temporal  transfer,  not  some  sort  of  aspectual  effect."ʺ  
33  See  note  28.    
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attributed  to  the  historical  present  tense  should  be  regarded  as  a  textual  element  that  

signals  the  importance  or  relevance  of  certain  events  for  the  rest  of  the  story.  Finally,  

little   evidence   can   be   found   for   a   distinction   between   Allan'ʹs   (2013)   panoramic  

perspective   and   our   notion   of   internal   perspective:   the   historical   present   tense  

indicates  the  same  internal  point  of  view  as  the  imperfect  tense  does,  but  combines  

that  interpersonal  value  with  a  neutral  aspectual  value.  

[3]      

Thucydides  again  temporarily  abandons  the  story  of  the  Mytilenean  revolt  to  narrate  

the  Athenians'ʹ  need  of  money  and   the  death  of  Lysicles,  who  was   in  charge  of   the  

tribute   collection   among   the   allies   (3.19).   The   text   then   switches   to   the   siege   of  

Plataea   by   the   Spartans   and   their   allies:   a   group   of   220   besieged   Plataeans   and  

Athenians  prepared  to  break   through  the  siege   (3.20).  The  Spartan  wall  around  the  

city  is  described  in  paragraph  3.21.  

  
τὸ   δὲ   τεῖχος   ἦν   τῶν   Πελοποννησίίων   τοιόόνδε   τῇ   οἰκοδοµμήήσει.   εἶχε   µμὲν   δύύο   τοὺς  

περιβόόλους,  πρόός  τε  Πλαταιῶν  καὶ  εἴ  τις  ἔξωθεν  ἀπ᾿  Ἀθηνῶν  ἐπίίοι,  διεῖχον   δὲ  οἱ  

περίίβολοι   ἑκκαίίδεκα   πόόδας   µμάάλιστα   ἀπ᾿   ἀλλήήλων.   τὸ   οὖν   µμεταξὺ   τοῦτο   [οἱ  

ἑκκαίίδεκα   πόόδεσ]   τοῖς   φύύλαξιν   οἰκήήµματα   διανενεµμηµμέένα   ᾠκοδόόµμητο,   καὶ   ἦν  

ξυνεχῆ  ὥστε  ἓν  φαίίνεσθαι  τεῖχος  παχὺ  ἐπάάλξεις  ἔχον  ἀµμφοτέέρωθεν.  διὰ  δέέκα  δὲ  

ἐπάάλξεων  πύύργοι  ἦσαν  µμεγάάλοι  καὶ   ἰσοπλατεῖς  τῷ  τείίχει,  διήήκοντες  ἔς  τε  τὸ  ἔσω  

µμέέτωπον  αὐτοῦ  καὶ  οἱ  αὐτοὶ  καὶ  τὸ  ἔξω,  ὥστε  πάάροδον  µμὴ  εἶναι  παρὰ  πύύργον,  ἀλλὰ  

δι᾿   αὐτῶν   µμέέσων   διῇσαν.   τὰς   οὖν   νύύκτας,   ὁπόότε   χειµμὼν   εἴη   νοτερόός,   τὰς   µμὲν  

ἐπάάλξεις  ἀπέέλειπον,   ἐκ   δὲ   τῶν   πύύργων   ὄντων   δι᾿   ὀλίίγου   καὶ   ἄνωθεν   στεγανῶν  

τὴν   φυλακὴν   ἐποιοῦντο.   τὸ   µμὲν   οὖν   τεῖχος   ᾧ   περιεφρουροῦντο   οἱ   Πλαταιῆς  

τοιοῦτον  ἦν.    (3.21)  

  
The  wall  of   the  Peloponnesians  was  (impf.)   like   this  regarding   its  construction.   It  had  

(impf.)   two   encircling   lines,   the   inner   looking   towards   Plataea,   the   outer   to   guard  

against   attack   from   the  direction  of  Athens,   and   the   two   circuits  were  distant   (impf.)  
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about  sixteen  feet  from  one  another.  This  interval  of  sixteen  feet  had  in  building  been  

divided   up   into   rooms   assigned   to   the   guards;   and   the   whole   structure  was   (impf.)  

continuous,  so  as  to  appear  to  be  a  single  thick  wall  furnished  with  battlements  on  both  

sides.  And  at  every  tenth  battlement,  there  were  (impf.)  high  towers  of  the  same  width  

as   the   wall,   extending   both   to   the   inner   and   outer   faces   of   it,   so   that   there   was   no  

passage  left  at  the  sides  of  the  towers,  but  the  guards  had  to  go  through  the  middle  of  

them.  Now  during  the  nights,  whenever  the  weather  was  rainy,  the  guards  left  (impf.)  

the  battlements  and  kept  (impf.)  watch  from  the  towers,  which  were  not  far  apart  and  

were   roofed   overhead.   Such,   then,  was   (impf.)   the  wall   by  which   the   Plataeans  were  

beleaguered.  

Many  of  the  main  clause  verbs  in  this  paragraph  are  stative  verbs  (ἦν  'ʹto  be'ʹ,  εἶχε  'ʹto  

have'ʹ,  διεῖχον   'ʹto  be  distant'ʹ,  ἦν   'ʹto  be'ʹ,  ἦσαν   'ʹto  be'ʹ,  ἦν   'ʹto  be'ʹ),  and  ἀπέέλειπον   'ʹto  

leave'ʹ  and  ἐποιοῦντο  'ʹto  make,  to  do'ʹ  are  habitual  states  of  affairs  (indicated  by  the  

plural  accusative  of  duration  of  time  τὰς  ...  νύύκτας  'ʹduring  the  nights'ʹ  and  the  past  

general   temporal   clause   introduced   by   ὁπόότε   +   optative   'ʹwhenever'ʹ).   One   could  

argue,   therefore,   that   the   ideational  metafunction   is  at  work  here.  Sure  enough,   the  

imperfect   tense   is   the   most   natural   option   for   all   of   these   verbs,   since   it   conveys  

unboundedness:  every  state  of  affairs  in  this  paragraph  is  presented  as  viewed  in  its  

progress.  As  a  result,  they  are  all  valid  at  the  same  time:  they  occur  simultaneously,  

not  in  sequence.  

Be  that  as  it  may,  we  have  to  bear  in  mind  that  Ancient  Greek  features  an  abundant  

thesaurus  with  plenty  of  alternatives   for  εἰµμίί  and  ἔχω  from  which  Thucydides  had  

but   to   choose,   alternatives   that   belong   to   other   (telic)   verbal   classes   as  well.   If  we  

consider,   therefore,   that  Thucydides'ʹ   choice   for   the   imperfect   tense   throughout   this  

paragraph  is  far  from  unintentional,   then  that  choice  has  a  significant  consequence:  

in   addition   to   the   ideational  meaning,   the   aspectual   choice   for   the   imperfect   gives  

rise   to   an   explicit   interpersonal  meaning.   The   continued  use   of   one   tense  with   the  

(aspectual)  meaning  potential  of  internal  perspective,  i.e.  the  idea  that  we  are  looking  

at   the   Spartan  wall   through   a   virtual   camera-­‐‑eye   on   the   spot,   as   if  we  were   there  
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ourselves,   cannot   be   neglected:   if   Thucydides   did   not   want   us   to   experience   this  

paragraph   as   such,   he   would   have   inserted   an   aorist   somewhere   along   this  

description,  but  clearly  that  would  not  have  made  much  sense  here.34  

We   already   saw   that   the   historical   present   tense   can   receive   an   interpersonal  

meaning   of   internal   perspective   based   on   its   ideational   temporal   value   (present)  

while  its  aspectual  value  is  neutral  rather  than  unbounded.  The  imperfect  tense  can  

be   endowed  with   the   same   interpersonal   value,   but   the   ideational   source   for   it   is  

quite   different:   the   aspectual   value   of   unboundedness   means   viewing   a   state   of  

affairs   from  within,  as   it   is  unfolding.  Therefore,   the  crucial  difference  between   the  

historical   present   and   imperfect   tenses   is   the   fact   that   the   former   implies  

sequentiality,   while   the   latter   implies   simultaneity.   As   far   as   the   verb   tenses   are  

concerned,  that  is  the  only  noticeable  difference  between  Allan'ʹs  immediate  diegetic  

and   descriptive   modes.   As   a   result,   we   will   no   longer   be   referring   to   Allan'ʹs  

distinction  between  the  immediate  diegetic  mode  and  the  descriptive  mode  as  such:  

for  the  present  paper,  the  only  relevant  element  is  the  internal  perspective  conveyed  

by  both  the  historical  present  tense  and  the  imperfect  tense.  

Let   us   return   to   the   discussion   of   3.21.   Although   the   interpersonal   dimension   is  

clearly   at   work   here,   it   may   not   be   Thucydides'ʹ   only   motive   for   employing   the  

imperfect  tense  here.  Despite  the  absence  of  an  aorist  verb  in  the  immediate  vicinity,  

there  is  a  good  reason  to  assume  that  the  textual  meaning  of  grounding  can  be  found  

here  as  well.  But   if   the  description  of  3.21   is  a  background  to  a  certain   foreground,  

where  are  the  time-­‐‑line  events?  Again,  it  is  important  not  to  focus  on  the  'ʹparagraph'ʹ  

as  a  separate  whole  within  the  narrative:  the  foreground  to  3.21  is  to  be  found  in  3.22,  

where  it   is  narrated  how  some  of  the  Plataeans  escape  the  city  by  crossing  the  wall  

                                                
34  Note   also   the   richly   descriptive   vocabulary:   δύύο   τοὺς   περιβόόλους   'ʹtwo   encircling   lines'ʹ,  
ἑκκαίίδεκα  πόόδας  'ʹsixteen  feet'ʹ,  ξυνεχῆ  'ʹcontinuous'ʹ,  παχὺ  'ʹthick'ʹ,  διὰ  δέέκα  δὲ  ἐπάάλξεων  'ʹat  
every   tenth  battlement'ʹ,  µμεγάάλοι   'ʹhigh'ʹ,   ἰσοπλατεῖς   'ʹof   the  same  width'ʹ,  δι᾿  ὀλίίγου   'ʹnot   far  
apart'ʹ,  ἄνωθεν  στεγανῶν  'ʹroofed  overhead'ʹ.    
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described   in   3.21   (cf.   infra).   Therefore,   the   imperfect   tense   forms   in   3.21  may   very  

well  have  a  (macro-­‐‑)textual  value  in  addition  to  an  interpersonal  one.35  

Two  main   conclusions  may  be  drawn   from   the  discussion  of   this  paragraph.   First,  

because  of  its  ideational  aspectual  value  of  unboundedness,  the  imperfect  tense  lends  

itself  perfectly  to  the  narration  of  internally  perspectivised  states  of  affairs  that  occur  

simultaneously.   The   audience   gets   the   impression   of   looking   through   a   virtual  

camera-­‐‑eye  on   the   spot   that   scans   the  various   elements   that   constitute   the  wall.   In  

this   respect,   I   agree  with   de   Jong   –   van   den   Berg   (2000:   102-­‐‑103)   that   the   internal  

perspective  from  which  the  wall  is  viewed  does  not  necessarily  have  to  be  a  vantage  

point  endowed  with  human  consciousness:  there  is  no  reason  to  assume  that  we  are  

looking  through  the  eyes  of  a  certain  character  or  group  of  characters.36  

Second,  aspectual  choice  may   involve  an   interaction  of  meanings  on  the   ideational,  

textual  and   interpersonal   level.  While   ideational  meaning  (here:  unboundedness)   is  

always   present   as   the   basic   value   of   the   imperfect,   we   are   often   dealing   with   an  

interplay   of   (macro-­‐‑)textual   (here:   background)   and   interpersonal   meanings   (here:  

internal  perspective).  It  is  often  difficult  to  exclude  one  metafunction  completely,  and  

often   we   cannot   point   out   the   dominant   one.   Native   speakers   of   Ancient   Greek  

probably  thought  of  a  range  of  potential  values  when  they  heard  the  imperfect  tense,  

from  which  they  made  a  selection  after  hearing  the  context.  For  all  we  know,  at  the  

end  of  3.21  they  felt  like  they  could  see  the  Spartan  wall  in  front  of  them,  while  in  the  

middle  of  3.22  they  remember  3.21  as  the  background  to  the  current  action.  Perhaps  

any  attempt  by  non-­‐‑native  speakers  to  single  out  a  single  dimension  as  the  dominant  

one  at  many  occasions  derogates  the  metafunctionally  diverse  nature  of  the  category  

aspect.  

  

                                                
35  See  also  Bentein  (2016).  
36  See  note  25.    
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[4]    

οἱ   δ᾿,   ἐπειδὴ  παρεσκεύύαστο  αὐτοῖς,   τηρήήσαντες  νύύκτα  χειµμέέριον  ὕδατι  καὶ  ἀνέέµμῳ  

καὶ   ἅµμ᾿   ἀσέέληνον   ἐξῇσαν·∙   ἡγοῦντο   δὲ   οἵπερ   καὶ   τῆς   πείίρας   αἴτιοι   ἦσαν.   καὶ  

πρῶτον   µμὲν   τὴν   τάάφρον   διέέβησαν   ἣ   περιεῖχεν   αὐτούύς,   ἔπειτα   προσέέµμειξαν   τῷ  

τείίχει  τῶν  πολεµμίίων  λαθόόντες  τοὺς  φύύλακας,  ἀνὰ  τὸ  σκοτεινὸν  µμὲν  οὐ  προϊδόόντων  

αὐτῶν,   ψόόφῳ   δὲ   τῷ   ἐκ   τοῦ   προσιέέναι   αὐτοὺς   ἀντιπαταγοῦντος   τοῦ   ἀνέέµμου   οὐ  

κατακουσάάντων·∙  ἅµμα   δὲ   καὶ   διέέχοντες  πολὺ  ᾖσαν,   ὅπως   τὰ   ὅπλα  µμὴ  κρουόόµμενα  

πρὸς   ἄλληλα   αἴσθησιν   παρέέχοι.   ἦσαν   δὲ   εὐσταλεῖς   τε   τῇ   ὁπλίίσει   καὶ   τὸν  

ἀριστερὸν  µμόόνον  πόόδα  ὑποδεδεµμέένοι  ἀσφαλείίας  ἕνεκα  τῆς  πρὸς  τὸν  πηλόόν.  κατὰ  

οὖν  µμεταπύύργιον  προσέέµμισγον  πρὸς  τὰς  ἐπάάλξεις,  εἰδόότες  ὅτι  ἐρῆµμοίί  εἰσι,  πρῶτον  

µμὲν  οἱ  τὰς  κλίίµμακας  φέέροντες,  καὶ  προσέέθεσαν·∙  ἔπειτα  ψιλοὶ  δώώδεκα  ξὺν  ξιφιδίίῳ  

καὶ  θώώρακι  ἀνέέβαινον,  ὧν  ἡγεῖτο  Ἀµμµμέέας  ὁ  Κοροίίβου  καὶ  πρῶτος  ἀνέέβη·∙  µμετὰ  δὲ  

αὐτὸν   οἱ   ἑπόόµμενοι,   ἓξ   ἐφ᾿   ἑκάάτερον   τῶν  πύύργων,  ἀνέέβαινον.   ἔπειτα  ψιλοὶ   ἄλλοι  

µμετὰ   τούύτους   ξὺν   δορατίίοις   ἐχώώρουν,   οἷς   ἕτεροι   κατόόπιν   τὰς   ἀσπίίδας   ἔφερον,  

ὅπως   ἐκεῖνοι   ῥᾷον  προσβαίίνοιεν,   καὶ   ἔµμελλον   δώώσειν   ὁπόότε   πρὸς   τοῖς   πολεµμίίοις  

εἶεν.  ὡς  δὲ  ἄνω  πλείίους  ἐγέένοντο,  ᾔσθοντο  οἱ  ἐκ  τῶν  πύύργων  φύύλακες·∙  κατέέβαλε  

γάάρ   τις   τῶν   Πλαταιῶν   ἀντιλαµμβανόόµμενος   ἀπὸ   τῶν   ἐπάάλξεων   κεραµμίίδα,   ἣ  

πεσοῦσα   δοῦπον   ἐποίίησεν.   καὶ   αὐτίίκα   βοὴ  ἦν,   τὸ   δὲ   στρατόόπεδον   ἐπὶ   τὸ   τεῖχος  

ὥρµμησεν·∙  οὐ  γὰρ  ᾔδει  ὅτι  ἦν  τὸ  δεινὸν  σκοτεινῆς  νυκτὸς  καὶ  χειµμῶνος  ὄντος,  καὶ  

ἅµμα   οἱ   ἐν   τῇ   πόόλει   τῶν   Πλαταιῶν   ὑπολελειµμµμέένοι   ἐξελθόόντες   προσέέβαλον   τῷ  

τείίχει   τῶν  Πελοποννησίίων   ἐκ   τοὔµμπαλιν   ἢ   οἱ   ἄνδρες   αὐτῶν   ὑπερέέβαινον,   ὅπως  

ἥκιστα  πρὸς  αὐτοὺς  τὸν  νοῦν  ἔχοιεν.  ἐθορυβοῦντο  µμὲν  οὖν  κατὰ  χώώραν  µμέένοντες,  

βοηθεῖν  δὲ  οὐδεὶς  ἐτόόλµμα  ἐκ  τῆς  ἑαυτῶν  φυλακῆς,  ἀλλ᾿  ἐν  ἀπόόρῳ  ἦσαν  εἰκάάσαι  τὸ  

γιγνόόµμενον.  καὶ  οἱ  τριακόόσιοι  αὐτῶν,  οἷς  ἐτέέτακτο  παραβοηθεῖν  εἴ  τι  δέέοι,  ἐχώώρουν  

ἔξω   τοῦ   τείίχους   πρὸς   τὴν   βοήήν,   φρυκτοίί   τε   ᾔροντο   ἐς   τὰς   Θήήβας   πολέέµμιοι·∙  

παρανῖσχον  δὲ  καὶ  οἱ  ἐκ  τῆς  πόόλεως  Πλαταιῆς  ἀπὸ  τοῦ  τείίχους  φρυκτοὺς  πολλοὺς  

πρόότερον   παρεσκευασµμέένους   ἐς   αὐτὸ   τοῦτο,   ὅπως   ἀσαφῆ   τὰ   σηµμεῖα   τῆς  

φρυκτωρίίας  τοῖς  πολεµμίίοις  ᾖ  καὶ  µμὴ  βοηθοῖεν,  ἄλλο  τι  νοµμίίσαντες  τὸ  γιγνόόµμενον  

εἶναι   ἢ   τὸ   ὄν,   πρὶν   σφῶν   οἱ   ἄνδρες   οἱ   ἐξιόόντες   διαφύύγοιεν   καὶ   τοῦ   ἀσφαλοῦς  

ἀντιλάάβοιντο.  (3.22)  
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After  they  had  finished  their  preparations,  the  Plataeans,  having  waited  for  a  night  that  

was  stormy  with  rain  and  wind  and  at  the  same  time  moonless,  went  forth  (impf.).  The  

men   who   were   the   authors   of   the   enterprise,  were   their   leaders   (impf.).   First   they  

crossed  (aor.)  the  ditch  that  surrounded  the  town,  then  approached  (aor.)  the  foot  of  the  

enemy'ʹs  wall  unobserved  by  the  guards,  who  in  the  all-­‐‑pervading  darkness  could  not  

see  ahead  and  could  not  hear  because  the  clatter  of  the  wind  drowned  the  noise  of  their  

approach;   and  besides,   they  marched   (impf.)  with  broad   intervals,   in   order   that   their  

arms  might  not   clatter  against  each  other  and  cause  detection.  And   they  were   (impf.)  

not  only   lightly  armed  but  also   [had  been]  sandaled  at   the   left   foot  only,   for  security  

against   slipping   in   the   mud.   So   they   approached   (impf.)   the   battlements   at   a   space  

between   two   towers,  knowing   that   the  battlements  were  deserted,   first   the  men  with  

the  ladders,  and  they  set  them  against  (aor.)  the  wall;  next  did  twelve  light-­‐‑armed  men  

ascend   (impf.),   with   dagger   and   corselet   only,   whom   were   led   by   Ammeas   son   of  

Coroebus,   and   of   whom   that   man   was   the   first   to   ascend.   After   him   his   followers  

ascended  (impf.),  six  men  going  against  each  of  the  adjoining  towers.  Next  after  these  

went   (impf.)  other   light   troops   armed  with   short   spears,   for  whom   the   shields  were  

borne  by  another  group  which   followed,   that   the   former  might  advance  more  easily,  

and  to  whom  the  shields  were  to  be  handed  when  they  were  close  to  the  enemy.  Now  

when   several   had   got   up,   the   sentinels   on   the   towers   became   aware   (aor.)   of   their  

presence;  for  one  of  the  Plataeans  in  laying  hold  of  the  battlements  threw  down  (aor.)  a  

tile,   which   fell   with   a   thud.   And   immediately   there  was   (impf.)   an   outcry,   and   the  

garrison  rushed  (aor.)  to  the  wall;   for  they  did  not  know  what  the  danger  was,  as  the  

night   was   dark   and   stormy,   and   at   the   same   time   the   Plataeans   who   had   been   left  

behind   in   the   town,   having   departed   made   an   attack   on   (aor.)   the   wall   of   the  

Peloponnesians   on   the   side   opposite   that   over   which   their   men   were   climbing,   to  

distract   attention   from   them   as   far   as   possible.   Now   the   sentinels   were   confused  

(impf.),  remaining  at  their  several  posts,  and  no  one  dared  (impf.)  to  lend  aid  away  from  

his   station,   but   all  were   (impf.)  at   a   loss   to   conjecture  what  was   going   on.   The   three  

hundred   of   them,   who   had   been   appointed   to   bring   aid   wherever   it   was   needed,  

proceeded   (impf.)   outside   the   wall   in   the   direction   of   the   outcry,   and   beacon   fires  

indicating   danger   from   the   enemy   were   flashed   (impf.)   towards   Thebes.   But   the  
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Plataeans   in   the   town   at   the   same   time   raised   in   answer   (impf.)  many   beacons   from  

their   wall,   which   had   been   prepared   beforehand   with   this   very   purpose,   that   the  

enemy'ʹs   beacon   signals   might   be   rendered   unintelligible   and   that   the   Thebans,  

thinking  that  the  situation  was  different  from  what  it  really  was,  might  defer  bringing  

aid   until   the   Plataeans   who  were   leaving   should   have  made   good   their   escape   and  

reached  safety.  

After   the   description   of   the   Spartan   wall   in   the   previous   paragraph,   Thucydides  

continues   his   narrative   with   the   Plataean   attempt   to   break   through   that   wall   and  

escape   the   besieged   city.   The   first   main   clause   event   in   this   paragraph   is   the  

imperfect   verb   ἐξῇσαν   'ʹto   go   forth'ʹ.   Its   aspect   conveys   the   ideational   meaning   of  

unboundedness,   indicating   that   this   telic   accomplishment   has   not   yet   reached   its  

culmination  phase,  i.e.  that  the  intended  destination  has  not  yet  been  reached.  Rather  

than  describing  the  background,  the  imperfect  here  has  the  function  of  anticipation:  

the  completion  of   the  Plataeans'ʹ   journey   from  the   town   towards   the  siege  works   is  

postponed  but  already  suggested  by  Thucydides'ʹ  choice  of  aspect.  

The   next   important   verb   is   ἡγοῦντο.   Here,   the   choice   for   the   imperfect   tense   has  

again  ideational  and  textual  reasons:  ἡγέέοµμαι  with  the  genitive  case  has  the  meaning  

'ʹto  be   the   leader  of'ʹ37,  and   is   therefore  a  stative  verb,   for  which   the   imperfect   is   the  

most   obvious   choice.   In   addition,   the   information   provided   in   this   sentence   is  

backgrounded  material:   the   fact   that   'ʹthe  authors  of   the  enterprise'ʹ  were   its   leaders  

does  not  move  the  time-­‐‑line  forward,  since  it  is  valid  the  entire  time.    

The  aorist  verbs  διέέβησαν  'ʹto  cross'ʹ  and  προσέέµμειξαν  'ʹto  approach'ʹ  indicate  that  the  

Plataeans   have   reached   the   destinations   anticipated   by   ἐξῇσαν:   the   'ʹgoing   forth'ʹ  

lasted  until   the  moment  when  the  Plataeans  crossed  the  ditch  (the  first  destination)  

and  approached   the   foot  of   the  wall   (the   second  destination).  Note   that  both  verbs  

are   also   telic   accomplishments   and   foregrounded   states   of   affairs,   both   of   which  

naturally   prefer   the   aorist   aspect.  Combined  with   the  Aktionsart/situation   type,   the  
                                                
37  "ʺἡγέέοµμαι."ʺ  A  Greek-­‐‑English  Lexicon  (1940).  
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aorist  aspect  indicates  that  the  'ʹcrossing'ʹ  of  the  ditch  and  the  'ʹapproaching'ʹ  of  the  wall  

has  been  completed,  so  that  the  latter  may  be  interpreted  as  'ʹreached  the  wall'ʹ.    

The   next   two   verbs,   ᾖσαν   'ʹto  march'ʹ   and   ἦσαν   'ʹto   be'ʹ,   are   again   in   the   imperfect  

tense,   an   obvious   choice   on   both   the   ideational   level   and   the   textual   level.   The  

'ʹmarching'ʹ   is   not   telicised   by,   for   instance,   the  mention   of   a   destination,   and   thus  

remains  an  atelic  activity,  which  makes  it  very  suitable  as  a  background  element.38  

Next,  Thucydides  continues  with  another  imperfect  verb  that  is  actually  a  repetition  

of  something  he  said  before:  προσέέµμισγον  repeats  προσέέµμειξαν,  which  is  the  same  

verb   in   the   aorist   aspect.   The   explanation   for   this   difference   in   aspect   is   quite  

straightforward:   since   προσέέµμειξαν   is   a   foregrounded   event,   its   repetition   cannot  

move  the  time-­‐‑line  forward  as  well,  both  verbs  referring  to  the  same  state  of  affairs.  

Therefore,   the   imperfect   is   necessary   to   indicate   that   προσέέµμισγον   is   now   the  

background   to   what   happens   next.   On   the   ideational   level,   this   implies   that   the  

'ʹapproaching'ʹ  of  the  wall  has  not  yet  been  completed  here,  i.e.  the  Plataeans  have  not  

reached  it  yet.  This  seems  odd,  since  Thucydides  has  already  narrated  the  completion  

of  their  march  to  the  wall  a  few  lines  higher.  In  fact,  ᾖσαν  and  ἦσαν  describe  what  is  

going   on   prior   to   the   'ʹreaching'ʹ   of   the  wall,39  while   προσέέµμισγον   recapitulates   the  

'ʹapproaching   of   the   wall'ʹ   up   until   (but   not   including)   the   moment   of   the   actual  

'ʹreaching'ʹ.  Allan  (2013:  373),  however,  explains  such  'ʹanachronies'ʹ  as  perfectly  normal  

for  his  displaced  diegetic  mode,  due  to  the  narrator'ʹs  omniscience  which  results  from  

his   hindsight   on   the   narrated   events.   Therefore,   the   external   perspective   of   the  

narrator   is   manifest   here,   both   through   his   use   of   the   imperfect   and   aorist   as  

background  and  foreground  tenses,  and  through  his  ability  to  narrate  the  events  out  

of  their  chronological  order.  

                                                
38  The   verb   εἰµμίί   has   already   been   proven   to   be   perfectly   suitable   to   describe   background  
situations  (cf.  supra,  p.  37).    
39  Note  that  ᾖσαν  and  particularly  ἦσαν  also  last  beyond  that  moment.  
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With  προσέέθεσαν  'ʹto  set  against'ʹ  we  return  to  the  action:  the  aorist  indicates  that  the  

'ʹsetting  against   the  wall'ʹ  of   the   ladders  resumes   the   time-­‐‑line.  Note   that   there   is  no  

ideational   reason   to   alter   the   aspect   here:   προσέέθεσαν   is   clearly   a   telic   state   of  

affairs,  for  which  the  aorist  is  the  default  choice.  

The  next  three  main  clause  verbs  (ἀνέέβαινον  'ʹto  ascend'ʹ,  ἀνέέβαινον  'ʹto  ascend'ʹ,  and  

ἐχώώρουν   'ʹto   go'ʹ)   are   all   imperfect   forms   denoting   the   same   action   by   three  

subsequent   waves   of   soldiers,   viz.   the   'ʹgoing   up   the   ladders'ʹ.   These   are   not  

particularly   backgrounded   situations,   but   much   like   the   first   verb   (ἐξῇσαν)   they  

convey  unboundedness,  i.e.  that  their  culmination  phase  has  yet  to  follow.  Again  we  

see,  therefore,  a  textual  meaning  of  anticipation  derived  from  an  ideational  meaning  

of   'ʹongoingness'ʹ.  The   completion  of   the  ascension   is  not  narrated  by  a  main   clause  

verb40,  but  rather  by  an  aorist  in  a  temporal  subordinate  clause,  ἐγέένοντο.    

The   foreground   then   continues   with   two   aorist   verbs,   ᾔσθοντο   'ʹto   perceive'ʹ   and  

κατέέβαλε   'ʹto   throw  down'ʹ.  The   latter  of   these  achievements   is   (as   indicated  by   the  

particle  γάάρ)  an  explanation  for  the  former,  and  therefore  necessarily  happens  first.  It  

would  seem,  then,  that  in  Allan'ʹs  displaced  diegetic  mode  not  only  the  imperfect  can  

be   used   for   anachronies   in   the   narrative,   but   the   aorist   as   well.   Therefore,   it   is  

important   to   bear   in   mind   that,   although   there   cannot   be   any   overlap   between  

foregrounded  events  in  the  aorist,  sequentiality  is  not  obligatory.    

The  next  verb  is  very  interesting.  The  signal  given  in  the  form  of  'ʹan  outcry'ʹ  is  rather  

important  to  the  story,  and  certainly  not  meant  to  be  a  background  situation.  Smith'ʹs  

translation  suggests  that  a  certain  outcry  'ʹwas'ʹ  only  very  briefly,  and  had  immediate  

results  after  its  completion.  The  obvious  choice  would  then  have  been  an  aorist  verb  

denoting   a   foregrounded   event,   such   as   ἐβόόησαν   'ʹthey   cried   out'ʹ.   However,  
                                                
40  Note   that  ἐχώώρουν,  unlike  ἀνέέβαινον,   is  an  atelic  activity,  and  therefore  has  no   inherent  
endpoint  or  destination,  nor  is  there  an  explicit  mention  of  a  destination  by,  for  instance,  an  
adverbial  phrase.  However,  the  current  context  does  limit  the  extent  of  this  movement:  it  is  
clear   that   the   intended   destination   is   implied   to   be   the   same   as   for   ἀνέέβαινον   and  
ἀνέέβαινον.    
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Thucydides   chose   for  βοὴ   'ʹan  outcry,   shouting'ʹ   (without   an  article)   combined  with  

εἰµμίί,   a   verb   with   no   aorist   form.   As   we   saw   earlier,   such   an   explicit   choice   for   a  

lexeme   that   can   only   occur   in   the   imperfect   tense   is   especially   significant   for   its  

interpretation:  since  the  importance  of  the  tense  is  emphasised,  its  meaning  is  as  well.  

That   meaning   should   be   looked   for   on   both   the   ideational   and   the   interpersonal  

level:   on   the   former,   the   imperfect   tense   indicates   that   there   was   no   single,   brief  

outcry,  but  rather  an  extended  period  of  shouting  that  continued  in  part  beyond  the  

logical  reaction  to  the  shouting,  ὥρµμησεν  'ʹto  rush'ʹ.  On  the  latter,  (βοὴ)  ἦν  constitutes  

a   single   state   of   affairs   that   is   described   from   an   internal   perspective.   A   virtual  

camera-­‐‑eye  momentarily  zooms   in  on   the  action,   rendering   the  shouting  visible   (or  

hearable)  for  the  reader/hearer  as  if  he  is  there  himself.  The  imperfect  indicates  that  

(βοὴ)  ἦν  is  an  important  event  on  the  time  line  and  at  the  same  time  (at  least  partly)  

simultaneous  with  ὥρµμησεν.  

The  aorist  aspect  of  ὥρµμησεν  carries  the  ideational  meaning  that  the  accomplishment  

'ʹrushing  towards  the  wall'ʹ  has  been  completed,  as  well  as  the  textual  meaning  that  it  

is  an  important  event  on  the  narrative  time-­‐‑line.  The  next  aorist  verb,  however,  has  

an   additional   meaning:   apart   from   being   a   foregrounded,   completed  

accomplishment,   προσέέβαλον   'ʹto   make   an   attack   on'ʹ   also   serves   as   one   of   the  

reasons   for   ὥρµμησεν.   Such   an   explanation   is   a   typical   indication   of   the   narrator'ʹs  

hindsight  on   the  events,   i.e.  his  external  perspective.  Although  an  external  point  of  

view   in  narrative   is  usually  not  particularly   conspicuous,   it   is  quite   relevant   in   the  

vicinity  of  verbs  that  indicate  an  internal  perspective.  

With   ἐθορυβοῦντο,   an   imperfect   verb   and   the   first  word   in   its   sentence,   the   focus  

shifts   dramatically   to   a   new   centre   of   attention:   the   point   of   view   of   the   Spartan  

sentinels  on  the  wall.  We  are  informed  about  their  thoughts,  fears,  and  confusion  by  

three   imperfect  verbs   that  clearly   indicate  an   internal  perspective.  ἐθορυβοῦντο   'ʹto  

be  confused'ʹ,  ἐτόόλµμα  'ʹto  dare'ʹ,  and  ἦσαν  'ʹto  be'ʹ  are  all  states  that  naturally  select  the  

imperfect   tense,   and   therefore   typical   background   elements   that   do   not   carry   the  
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time-­‐‑line  forward.  But  more  importantly,  they  denote  states  of  affairs  that  provide  us  

with   information   on   the   sentinels'ʹ   state   of   mind:   their   thoughts   and   feelings   are  

internally  perspectivised  as  a  result  of  the  unboundedness  indicated  by  the  imperfect  

tense.    

The  paragraph  ends  with  three  other  imperfect  verbs:  ἐχώώρουν  'ʹto  proceed'ʹ,  ᾔροντο  

'ʹto  flash'ʹ,    and  παρανῖσχον  'ʹto  raise  in  answer'ʹ.  The  first  one  denotes  the  movement  

of  three  hundred  soldiers  selected  from  the  Spartan  garrison  (οἱ  τριακόόσιοι  αὐτῶν),  

who  are  differentiated  from  the  sentinels  on  the  wall,  whose  internal  perspective  has  

just  shown  us  their  thoughts.  That  elite  group  of  three  hundred  Spartans  marches  in  

the  direction  of   the  shouting   (ἐχώώρουν),  but   the  sentinels  are  still  utterly  confused.  

The  'ʹraising'ʹ  of  the  fire  beacons  is  expressed  by  a  passive  verb  (ᾔροντο):  the  sentinels  

have  no  part   in   that  action,   they  merely  perceive   it  as   it  happens  before   their  eyes.  

The  same  holds  for  all  three  verbs:  the  marching  of  the  three  hundred,  the  lighting  of  

the  Spartan  beacons,  and  the  raising  of  the  Plataean  beacons  in  reply  (παρανῖσχον)  

are   all   experienced   by   the   Spartan   sentinels   on   the  wall   and   presented   from   their  

internal  point  of  view.  

Although   the   interpersonal   dimension   may   therefore   be   dominant   here,   it   is   not  

always   possible   to   rule   out   the   other   dimensions   entirely.   ἐχώώρουν   is   a   verb   of  

movement  in  the  imperfect  tense,  so  the  textual  value  of  anticipation  is  possible,  and  

then   the   ideational   metafunction   always   plays   a   part   as   well:   together   with   the  

adverbial  phrase  πρὸς  τὴν  βοήήν   'ʹin   the  direction  of   the  shouting'ʹ   (i.e.   the   intended  

destination),  ἐχώώρουν  is  a  telic  accomplishment  viewed  as  unbounded,  which  means  

that   the  source  of   the  shouting  will  be   reached   later.41  However,   since  παρανῖσχον  

'ʹto  raise  in  answer'ʹ  can  only  occur  when  ᾔροντο  'ʹto  raise'ʹ  has  been  completed,  these  

events  cannot  be  seen  as  unbounded  if  they  are  interpreted  as  single  events.  Rather,  

the   plural   indefinite   subject   of   ᾔροντο   (φρυκτοίί   'ʹbeacon   fires'ʹ)   and   the   plural  

                                                
41  Cf.  3.23.3:  καὶ  ἐν  τούύτῳ  οἱ  τριακόόσιοι  αὐτοῖς  ἐπεφέέροντο  λαµμπάάδας  ἔχοντες  'ʹand  at  the  
same  time  the  three  hundred  bore  down  upon  them,  carrying  torches'ʹ.  
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indefinite   object   of   παρανῖσχον   (φρυκτοὺς   πολλοὺς   'ʹmany   beacon   fires'ʹ)   indicate  

that  both  states  of  affairs  are  to  be  regarded  as  iterated  over  a  certain  period  of  time.  

Together,  ᾔροντο  and  παρανῖσχον  form  a  recurring  cycle  of  foregrounded  events  on  

the   ideational   level,   which   is   perfectly   suited   to   be   described   from   an   internal  

perspective.42  

After  a  lengthy  discussion  of  paragraph  3.22,  we  can  draw  the  following  conclusions.  

First,   the   textual   value   of   anticipation   is   always   derived   from   the   combination   of  

unboundedness  and  telic  Aktionsart.  Second,  states  and  activities  are  very  suitable  as  

background  material,   while   telic   states   of   affairs   are   likely   to   be   on   the   time-­‐‑line.  

Third,   the   external   perspective   of   the   narrator   is   often   indicated   by   a   distinction  

between   foreground   and   background,   and   by   narrating   the   events   out   of   their  

chronological  order.  Fourth,   the   choice   for  verbs  without  an  aorist  declination,   like  

εἰµμίί,  emphasises  the  use  of  the  imperfect  and  thereby  its  meaning  as  well.  Fifth,  the  

imperfect   tense   cannot   indicate   sequentiality   due   to   its   ideational   value   of  

unboundedness.  However,   simultaneity  does  not   exclude   foregrounding:   recurring  

cycles   of   events   in   the   imperfect   tense  may   carry   the   narrative   time-­‐‑line   forward.  

Sixth,   on   the   interpersonal   level,   the   imperfect   can   be   used   to   convey   either  

backgrounded   situations   (e.g.   thoughts,   fears,   confusion)   or   recurring   cycles   of  

foregrounded  events,  as  long  as  these  states  of  affairs  are  unbounded  and,  therefore,  

simultaneous.  

[5]    

οἱ   δ᾿   ὑπερβαίίνοντες   τῶν  Πλαταιῶν   ἐν   τούύτῳ,  ὡς  οἱ  πρῶτοι  αὐτῶν  ἀνεβεβήήκεσαν  

καὶ   τοῦ   πύύργου   ἑκατέέρου   τοὺς   φύύλακας   διαφθείίραντες   ἐκεκρατήήκεσαν,   τάάς   τε  

διόόδους   τῶν   πύύργων   ἐνστάάντες   αὐτοὶ   ἐφύύλασσον   µμηδέένα   δι᾿   αὐτῶν   ἐπιβοηθεῖν,  

καὶ   κλίίµμακας   προσθέέντες   ἀπὸ   τοῦ   τείίχους   τοῖς   πύύργοις   καὶ   ἐπαναβιβάάσαντες  

                                                
42  Note   that   the   adverbial   clause   following   παρανῖσχον   need   not   indicate   the   narrator'ʹs  
hindsight  or  external  perspective:  the  information  in  that  clause  may  very  well  have  been  an  
insight  on  the  part  of  the  sentinels.  



 48 

ἄνδρας   πλείίους,   οἱ   µμὲν   ἀπὸ   τῶν   πύύργων   τοὺς   ἐπιβοηθοῦντας   καὶ   κάάτωθεν   καὶ  

ἄνωθεν  εἶργον  βάάλλοντες,  οἱ  δ᾿  ἐν  τούύτῳ  οἱ  πλείίους  πολλὰς  προσθέέντες  κλίίµμακας  

ἅµμα   καὶ   τὰς   ἐπάάλξεις   ἀπώώσαντες   διὰ   τοῦ   µμεταπυργίίου   ὑπερέέβαινον.   ὁ   δὲ  

διακοµμιζόόµμενος  αἰεὶ  ἵστατο  ἐπὶ  τοῦ  χείίλους  τῆς  τάάφρου  καὶ  ἐντεῦθεν  ἐτόόξευόόν  τε  

καὶ   ἠκόόντιζον,   εἴ   τις   παραβοηθῶν   παρὰ   τὸ   τεῖχος   κωλυτὴς   γίίγνοιτο   τῆς  

διαβάάσεως.   ἐπεὶ   δὲ   πάάντες   διεπεπεραίίωντο,   οἱ   ἀπὸ   τῶν   πύύργων   χαλεπῶς   οἱ  

τελευταῖοι   καταβαίίνοντες   ἐχώώρουν   ἐπὶ   τὴν   τάάφρον,   καὶ   ἐν   τούύτῳ   οἱ   τριακόόσιοι  

αὐτοῖς   ἐπεφέέροντο   λαµμπάάδας   ἔχοντες.   οἱ   µμὲν   οὖν   Πλαταιῆς   ἐκείίνους   ἑώώρων  

µμᾶλλον  ἐκ  τοῦ  σκόότους  ἑστῶτες  ἐπὶ  τοῦ  χείίλους  τῆς  τάάφρου,  καὶ  ἐτόόξευόόν   τε  καὶ  

ἐσηκόόντιζον  ἐς  τὰ  γυµμνάά,  αὐτοὶ  δὲ  ἐν  τῷ  ἀφανεῖ  ὄντες  ἧσσον  διὰ  τὰς  λαµμπάάδας  

καθεωρῶντο,  ὥστε  φθάάνουσι  τῶν  Πλαταιῶν  καὶ  οἱ  ὕστατοι  διαβάάντες  τὴν  τάάφρον,  

χαλεπῶς   δὲ   καὶ   βιαίίως·∙   κρύύσταλλόός   τε   γὰρ   ἐπεπήήγει   οὐ   βέέβαιος   ἐν   αὐτῇ   ὥστ᾿  

ἐπελθεῖν,   ἀλλ᾿   οἷος   ἀπηλιώώτου   [ἢ   βορέέου]   ὑδατώώδης   µμᾶλλον,   καὶ   ἡ   νὺξ   τοιούύτῳ  

ἀνέέµμῳ   ὑπονειφοµμέένη   πολὺ   τὸ   ὕδωρ   ἐν   αὐτῇ   ἐπεποιήήκει,   ὃ   µμόόλις   ὑπερ   έέχοντες  

ἐπεραιώώθησαν.   ἐγέένετο   δὲ   καὶ   ἡ   διάάφευξις   αὐτοῖς   µμᾶλλον   διὰ   τοῦ   χειµμῶνος   τὸ  

µμέέγεθος.  (3.23)  

Meanwhile,  when  the  foremost  of  the  Plataean  scaling-­‐‑party  had  mounted  and,  having  

slain   the   guards,   got   possession   of   the   two   towers,   they   themselves,   having   taken  

position  inside  the  towers,  guarded  (impf.)  the  passageways,  that  no  one  might  come  to  

aid   against   them,   and,   having   placed   ladders   from   the   top   of   the   wall   against   the  

towers  and  having  made  a  number  of  men  mount  them,  some  of  the  Plataeans  kept  the  

assailants  away  (impf.)   from  the  towers,  shooting  at  them  from  below  and  above,  and  

meanwhile   the  others,   the  main  body,  having  put  up  a   large  number  of   ladders   and  

having  thrown  down  the  battlements,  climbed  over  (impf.)  through  the  space  between  

the  towers.  And  as  each  one  got  over  he  halted  (impf.)  on  the  edge  of  the  ditch  and  shot  

arrows   (impf.)  and  hurled   javelins   (impf.)   from  there,   if  any  enemy  tried   to  approach  

along   the  wall  and   interfere  with   their  crossing.  And  when  all   these  had  reached   the  

other   side,   the   men   from   the   towers,   the   last   of   whom   descended   with   difficulty,  

advanced  (impf.)  toward  the  ditch.  And  at  the  same  time  the  three  hundred  bore  down  

(impf.)  upon   them,  carrying   torches.  Now  the  Plataeans,  as   they  stood  on   the  edge  of  

the   ditch,   saw   (impf.)   them   better   out   of   the   darkness,   and   shot   arrows   (impf.)   and  
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hurled   javelins   (impf.)   at   their   uncovered   sides,  while   they   themselves,   being   in   the  

shadow,  were  spotted   (impf.)   less   easily  because  of   the  enemy'ʹs   torches,   so   that   even  

the   last   of   the   Plataeans   got   safely   across   the   ditch,   though   only  with   difficulty   and  

after  a  hard  struggle.  For  in  the  ditch  ice  had  formed  that  was  not  firm  enough  to  walk  

on  but  mushy,  such  as  is  formed  when  the  wind  is  east  instead  of  north,  and  the  night,  

being  somewhat  snowy  because  of  such  a  wind,  had  formed  a  lot  of  water  in  the  ditch,  

for  which  reason  they  crossed  scarcely  keeping  there  heads  above  it.  Their  escape  took  

place  (aor.)  chiefly  because  of  the  violence  of  the  storm.  

When   we   look   at   the   aspect   distribution   in   this   paragraph,   it   is   obvious   that   the  

imperfect  tense  is  dominant  here.  However,  it  is  essential  not  to  jump  to  conclusions  

based  on  the  sheer  number  of  imperfect  verbs  in  a  paragraph:  we  must  examine  each  

verb  one  by  one,  and  analyse  the  metafunctionally  diverse  semantic  potential  of  each  

individual  verb.  Only   then  will   it  be  possible   to  appreciate   the   full  meaning  of   the  

interaction  between  aspect,  lexeme,  and  context.  

First,   the   aspectual   choice   for   ἐφύύλασσον   'ʹto   guard'ʹ   and   εἶργον   'ʹto   keep   away'ʹ   is  

perfectly  normal  on  the  ideational  level:  as  activities,  states  of  affairs  with  no  inherent  

endpoint,  they  prefer  the  imperfect  tense.  As  a  result  of  their  ideational  meaning  of  

unboundedness,   they   are   very   well   suited   to   form   the   background   against   which  

ὑπερέέβαινον   occurs.   However,   the   most   important   implication   of   the   use   of   the  

imperfect  tense  is  here  that  we  are  viewing  these  events  as  they  take  place,  i.e.  from  

an   internal   perspective:   ἐφύύλασσον   and   εἶργον   are   presented   as   unfolding   before  

the   eyes   of   a   human   or   non-­‐‑human   observer   on   the   spot.   In   fact,   it   is   not  

inconceivable  that  the  point  of  view  adopted  in  3.22  (i.e.  the  point  of  view  of  all  of  the  

Spartan   sentinels   on   the   entire  wall)   endures   in   the   current   paragraph,   although   a  

virtual  camera-­‐‑eye  is  also  a  possibility.  

The  next  verb,  ὑπερέέβαινον  'ʹto  climb  over'ʹ,   is  a  telic  accomplishment,  but  since  the  

whole  of  οἱ  πλείίους  'ʹthe  main  body'ʹ  obviously  cannot  cross  such  a  narrow  space  as  a  

single   body,   that   plural   subject   indicates   that   ὑπερέέβαινον   is   an   iterative   state   of  



 50 

affairs.  Therefore,  the  imperfect  tense  is  obligatory  on  the  ideational  level.  However,  

unlike   ἐφύύλασσον   and   εἶργον,   the   'ʹclimbing   over'ʹ   is   an   important   event   on   the  

narrative  time-­‐‑line.  If  we  look  at  the  sentence  with  the  next  three  main  clause  verbs,  

there   is   one   important   word   that   sheds   light   on   this   passage:   αἰεὶ   'ʹeach   time'ʹ  

explicitly   indicates   that   ὑπερέέβαινον,   ἵστατο   'ʹto   halt'ʹ,   ἐτόόξευόόν   'ʹto   shoot   with   a  

bow'ʹ,   and  ἠκόόντιζον   'ʹto   throw  a   javelin'ʹ   (normally   all   telic   states   of   affairs,   except  

ἐτόόξευόόν,   which   is   an   atelic   activity)   constitute   a   pattern   of   iterated   events43  that  

keeps   repeating   itself   until   the   last  Plataean  has   reached   the   other   side.  Earlier  we  

argued  that  such  recurring  cycles  of  foregrounded  events  are  typical  of  Thucydidean  

descriptions   of   battle   scenes   (cf.   supra,   p.   26).   It   would   seem,   therefore,   that   the  

function  of  the  imperfect  verbs  in  this  paragraph  up  until  now  has  been  primarily  to  

signal  the  perspective  of  an  internal  observer  on  the  spot  through  whose  eyes  we  are  

viewing  the  Plataean  breakout.  

The  next  verb,  ἐχώώρουν  'ʹto  advance'ʹ,  is  a  verb  of  movement  in  the  imperfect  tense.  It  

can  be  said  to  have  textual  meaning,  though  not  as  background  material.  Rather,  the  

ideational   meaning   of   unboundedness   signals   that   the   destination   given   by   the  

adverbial  phrase   ἐπὶ   τὴν   τάάφρον   'ʹtoward   the  ditch'ʹ,  which  makes   ἐχώώρουν  a   telic  

accomplishment,   is   anticipated   and   will   be   reached   later. 44   However,   the  

interpersonal   dimension   is   equally   important   here,   if   not   more:   ἐχώώρουν   may   be  

seen   as   internally   perspectivised   by   the   same   human   or   non-­‐‑human   "ʺeyes"ʺ   as   the  

other   imperfect  verbs   in   this  paragraph.   In  any  case,   the   'ʹadvancing'ʹ   is  unbounded  

and  therefore  simultaneous  not  with  ὑπερέέβαινον,  ἵστατο,  ἐτόόξευόόν,  and  ἠκόόντιζον  

(as   indicated   by   the   temporal   subordinate   clause   ἐπεὶ   δὲ   πάάντες   διεπεπεραίίωντο  

'ʹwhen  all  these  had  reached  the  other  side'ʹ),  but  with  ἐπεφέέροντο,  ἑώώρων,  ἐτόόξευόόν,  

                                                
43  Note  that  ἐτόόξευόόν,  being  an  atelic  activity,  is  not  iterated  but  occurs  simultaneously  with  
ὑπερέέβαινον,  ἵστατο,  and  ἠκόόντιζον  nonetheless.  
44  Cf.  3.23.4:  ὥστε  φθάάνουσι  τῶν  Πλαταιῶν  καὶ  οἱ  ὕστατοι  διαβάάντες  τὴν  τάάφρον  'ʹso  that  
even  the  last  of  the  Plataeans  got  safely  across  the  ditch'ʹ.  
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ἐσηκόόντιζον,   and  καθεωρῶντο   (as   indicated  by   the   adverbial  phrase   ἐν   τούύτῳ   'ʹat  

the  same  time'ʹ).    

Indeed,  as   the  remainder  of   the  Plataeans  are  advancing  toward  the  ditch,   they  are  

attacked  (ἐπεφέέροντο)  by  the  three  hundred  Spartans  who  were  seen  'ʹproceeding  for  

the   source   of   the   shouting'ʹ   (by   their   allied   sentinels   on   the   wall)   at   the   end   of  

paragraph  3.22.  It  is  not  unlikely  that  these  sentinels  are  still  the  spectators  through  

whose   eyes   we   are   experiencing   the   current   events.   On   the   ideational   level,  

ἐπεφέέροντο   'ʹto   bear   down   upon'ʹ   is   an   atelic   activity:   the   imperfect   tense   very  

naturally  presents  it  as  unbounded,  and  simultaneous  with  the  other  imperfect  verbs  

in  its  immediate  context  (cf.  supra).  

As  a  stative  verb,  ἑώώρων  'ʹto  see'ʹ  naturally  occurs  in  the  imperfect  tense  as  well:  there  

is  no  prefix   as   in  καθεωρῶντο   'ʹto  perceive'ʹ   (a   few   lines  below)   that   turns   it   into  a  

telic  state  of  affairs.  Sure  enough,  it  seems  that  ἑώώρων  can  be  background  material:  it  

does  not  advance  the  narrative  time-­‐‑line,  but  rather  serves  as  the  background  against  

which   ἐτόόξευόόν   'ʹto   shoot  with   a   bow'ʹ   and   ἐσηκόόντιζον   'ʹto   throw   javelins'ʹ45  occur.  

The   reason  why   these   two   foregrounded  events  are  not   in   the  aorist  aspect,   is   that  

they  are  again  narrated  from  an  internal  point  of  view:  the  audience  experiences  the  

Plataeans'ʹ   bombardment   of   the   three   hundred   Spartans   as   if   they   see   it   unfolding  

themselves,  i.e.  through  the  eyes  of  either  a  virtual  camera-­‐‑eye  or  indeed  the  Spartan  

sentinels   on   the  wall.  Note   that   ἐτόόξευόόν   and   ἐσηκόόντιζον,   being   atelic   activities,  

form  a   cycle  of   recurring   foregrounded  events   that   is   simultaneous  with   ἐχώώρουν,  

ἑώώρων,  and  καθεωρῶντο.      

Just  like  ἑώώρων,  καθεωρῶντο  fulfils  more  of  a  background  function  to  these  iterated  

foregrounded   events.  However,   the   (in)visibility   of   both   parties  may   very  well   be  

thought  of  as  being  'ʹperceived'ʹ  (mentally)  as  an  explanation  for  the  Plataeans  victory,  

                                                
45  Apparently,  the  prefix  εισ-­‐‑  turns  ἀκοντίίζω  into  an  atelic  activity  ("ʺεἰσακοντίίζω."ʺ  A  Greek-­‐‑
English  Lexicon,  1940).  
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not   by   the   narrator   with   hindsight,   but   by   the   internally   perspectivised  

consciousness.46  In   that   case,   however,   a   virtual,   non-­‐‑human   camera-­‐‑eye   is   not   an  

option  anymore;   it  would  seem  that   the  events  of  3.23  are   indeed  perceived  by   the  

same  sentinels  as  in  3.22.    

However,  Thucydides  apparently  does  not  fully  agree  with  these  Spartan  sentinels:  

the  actual  reason  for  the  Plataeans'ʹ  escape  was  not  the  favourable  lighting,  but  rather  

the  condition  of  the  ditch  as  a  result  of  the  bad  weather.  The  fact  that  the  main  clause  

verb  at  the  centre  of  this  authorial  explanation  (ἐγέένετο  'ʹto  happen,  to  take  place'ʹ)  is  

an  aorist  verb47,  gives  only  the  more  weight  to  our  analysis  of  this  paragraph:  by  his  

aspectual  choice,  the  narrator  indicates  that  his  explanation  is  more  truthful  because  

it   is   an   explanation   with   hindsight,   i.e.   an   analysis   made   from   an   external  

perspective,   with   full   knowledge   of   the   situation   and   its   circumstances.   On   the  

textual   level,   there   is  no  value  of   foregrounding:  ἐγέένετο   is  not  on   the   time-­‐‑line  of  

the  story,  but  rather  a  concluding  authorial  comment  on  this  episode  that  serves  as  

background  to  the  foregrounded  events  in  the  imperfect  tense.48  

We  can  draw  the  following  conclusions  from  the  discussion  of  this  paragraph.  First,  

the  importance  to  analyse  each  verb  form  individually,  has  been  confirmed.  Second,  

an  internal  perspective  can  describe  two  different  types  of  entities:  static  entities  and  

dynamic   entities.   The   latter   includes   battle   scenes,   and   cannot   be   said   to   lack  

temporal   progression,   albeit   in   the   form   of   recurring   cycles   of   events.   Third,  

background   and   foreground   can   be   distinguished   by   an   internal   observer   as  well,  

provided  that   the  backgrounded  explanations,  motivations,  etc.  are   to  be  attributed  

                                                
46  See  also  note  42. 
47  Note   that  ἐγέένετο   is  also  an  achievement,   for  which   the  aorist   is   the  most  natural  aspect  
(ideational  level).  
48  Cf.  Bakker  (1997:  43):  "ʺTo  [the]  flow  of  visual  information,  commentary  may  then  be  added,  
as   background   explanation,   as   "ʺregulatory"ʺ   information,   or   as   argumentative   information.  
The   result   is   a  mixture  of   "ʺshowing"ʺ   and   "ʺtelling"ʺ   in  which   the   relation  between   the   aorist  
and   the   imperfect   is   reversed  with   respect   to   the   [displaced]   diegetic  mode   ...   :   the   aorist  
serves  as  background  to  a  descriptive,  visualizing  foreground  carried  by  imperfect  verbs."ʺ 
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to   the   insights   of   that   internal   observer.   If   the   author   does   not   agree   with   that  

opinion,  he  is  able  to  present  his  own  view  as  more  truthful  by  means  of  the  aorist  

aspect,   which   conveys   external   perspective,   i.e.   hindsight   on   the   events   and   full  

knowledge  of  their  circumstances.  

[6]    

After  their  escape,  the  Plataeans  reached  Athens  safely  by  a  road  the  Spartans  did  not  

expect   them   to   take   (3.24).   Thucydides   then   shifts   the   narrative   back   to   the  

Mytilenean   revolt:   the   Spartans   sent   an   ambassador   to   encourage   the   Mytilenean  

people  with   promises   of   help   (3.25),   which   took   the   form   of   a   reinforcing   fleet   of  

forty   ships   and   another   devastating   invasion   of   Attica   (3.26).   However,   since   the  

Spartan   reinforcements  were   delayed,   the  Mytileneans  were   forced   to  make   terms  

with  the  Athenians  (3.27-­‐‑28).  The  conditions  were  that  they  could  send  an  embassy  to  

Athens,  Paches  agreeing  not  to  harm  any  Mytilenean  until  there  was  a  response  from  

Athens  (3.28).  When  the  Spartan  fleet  learned  about  the  taking  of  Mytilene,  they  took  

counsel  on   the  present   situation,   after  which   their   admiral  decided   to   sail  home   to  

Sparta   (3.29-­‐‑31).   They   lingered   for   a   while   in   Ionia,   and   word   of   their   presence  

reached  Paches,  who   set  off   in  pursuit,   fearing   for   the  vulnerable   Ionian   cities;  but  

the  Spartans  escaped   through  open  sea,  after  which  Paches'ʹ   fleet  began   the  voyage  

back   to   Lesbos   (3.32-­‐‑33).   Before   returning   to   the   Mytilenean   revolt,   however,  

Thucydides  devotes  a  paragraph  to  Paches'ʹ  intervention  in  Notium  (3.34).  

παραπλέέων   δὲ   πάάλιν   ἔσχε   καὶ   ἐς   Νόότιον   τὸ   Κολοφωνίίων,   οὗ   κατῴκηντο  

Κολοφώώνιοι   τῆς  ἄνω  πόόλεως  ἑαλωκυίίας  ὑπὸ  Ἰταµμάάνους  καὶ   τῶν  βαρβάάρων  κατὰ  

στάάσιν   ἰδίίαν   ἐπαχθέέντων·∙   ἑάάλω   δὲ  µμάάλιστα  αὕτη   ὅτε  ἡ   δευτέέρα  Πελοποννησίίων  

ἐσβολὴ   ἐς   τὴν   Ἀττικὴν   ἐγίίγνετο.   ἐν   οὖν   τῷ   Νοτίίῳ   οἱ   καταφυγόόντες   καὶ  

κατοικήήσαντες  αὐτόόθι  αὖθις  στασιάάσαντες,   οἱ  µμὲν  παρὰ  Πισσούύθνου   ἐπικούύρους  

Ἀρκάάδων  τε  καὶ  τῶν  βαρβάάρων  ἐπαγαγόόµμενοι  ἐν  διατειχίίσµματι  εἶχον  (καὶ  τῶν  ἐκ  

τῆς   ἄνω   πόόλεως   Κολοφωνίίων   οἱ   µμηδίίσαντες   ξυνεσελθόόντες   ἐπολίίτευον)   οἱ   δὲ  

ὑπεξελθόόντες   τούύτους   καὶ   ὄντες   φυγάάδες   τὸν   Πάάχητα   ἐπάάγονται.   ὁ   δὲ  
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προκαλεσάάµμενος   ἐς   λόόγους   Ἱππίίαν   τῶν   ἐν   τῷ   διατειχίίσµματι   Ἀρκάάδων   ἄρχοντα,  

ὥστε,  ἢν  µμηδὲν  ἀρέέσκον  λέέγῃ,  πάάλιν  αὐτὸν  καταστήήσειν  ἐς  τὸ  τεῖχος  σῶν  καὶ  ὑγιᾶ,  

ὁ   µμὲν   ἐξῆλθε   παρ᾿   αὐτόόν,   ὁ   δ᾿   ἐκεῖνον   µμὲν   ἐν   φυλακῇ   ἀδέέσµμῳ   εἶχεν,   αὐτὸς   δὲ  

προσβαλὼν   τῷ   τειχίίσµματι   ἐξαπιναίίως   καὶ   οὐ   προσδεχοµμέένων   αἱρεῖ,   τούύς   τε  

Ἀρκάάδας   καὶ   τῶν   βαρβάάρων   ὅσοι   ἐνῆσαν   διαφθείίρει·∙   καὶ   τὸν   Ἱππίίαν   ὕστερον  

ἐσαγαγὼν   ὥσπερ   ἐσπείίσατο,   ἐπειδὴ   ἔνδον   ἦν,   ξυλλαµμβάάνει   καὶ   κατατοξεύύει.  

Κολοφωνίίοις  δὲ  Νόότιον  παραδίίδωσι  πλὴν  τῶν  µμηδισάάντων.  καὶ  ὕστερον  Ἀθηναῖοι  

οἰκιστὰς   πέέµμψαντες   κατὰ   τοὺς   ἑαυτῶν   νόόµμους   κατῴκισαν   τὸ   Νόότιον,  

ξυναγαγόόντες  πάάντας  ἐκ  τῶν  πόόλεων,  εἴ  πούύ  τις  ἦν  Κολοφωνίίων.  (3.34)  

On  the  way  back  as  he  sailed  along  the  coast,  he  put  in  (aor.)  at  Notium,  the  port  of  the  

Colophonians,   where   the   Colophonians   had   settled  when   the   upper   town   had   been  

taken   by   Itamenes   and   the   barbarians,   who   had   been   called   in   on   account   of   party  

discord   by   one   of   the   factions.   And   this   place  had  been   taken   (aor.)   about   the   time  

when   the   second  Peloponnesian   invasion   of  Attica  was  made.  When   those  who   had  

fled   for   refuge   to   Notium   and   settled   there   had   fallen   in   sedition   again,   one   party,  

having  hired  mercenaries,  both  Arcadian  and  barbarian,  from  Pissuthnes,  kept  (impf.)  

these   in   a   space  walled  off   from   the   rest   of   the   city   (and   the  Colophonians   from   the  

upper   town   who   sympathised   with   the   Persians,   having   joined   them   there,   were  

admitted  to  citizenship  (impf.));  the  other  party,  having  secretly  made  their  escape  and  

being  now  in  exile,  called  in  (pres.)  Paches.  And  when  he  had  summoned  Hippias,  the  

commander  of  the  Arcadians  in  the  fortified  quarter,  to  a  conference,  on  condition  that  

if   his   proposals   were   unsatisfactory   he   would   restore   him   safe   and   sound   to   the  

fortress,  Hippias  came  out  (aor.)  to  him,  and  Paches  kept  (impf.)  him  under  guard  but  

unfettered,   and   he   himself,   having  made   a   sudden   and   unexpected   attack   upon   the  

fortress,   captured   (pres.)   it,   and  put   to  death   (pres.)  all   the  Arcadians   and  barbarians  

that  were  in  it.  As  for  Hippias,  when  he  had  taken  him  into  the  fortress  afterwards,  just  

as  he  had  agreed   to  do,  and  when  he  was   inside,  he  seized   (pres.)  him  and  shot  him  

down  (pres.).  He  then  delivered  (pres.)  Notium  over  to  the  Colophonians,  excepting  the  

Persian   sympathisers.   Afterwards   the   Athenians,   having   sent   a   commission,  

recolonized   (aor.)   Notium   according   to   their   own   institutions,   after   they   had   first  

brought  together  all  the  Colophonians  from  cities  where  any  of  them  were  to  be  found.    
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The  first  main  clause  verb  of  this  paragraph  is  ἔσχε,  the  aorist  form  of  ἔχω  'ʹto  have,  

to  hold'ʹ,  which   is  usually  an  atelic  activity.  However,   the  context  here  suggests   the  

meaning   'ʹto   put   in,   land'ʹ   at   a   certain   location,   which   is   a   telic   accomplishment.  

Therefore,   the  aorist   is   the  default  aspect   for   this  verb,   indicating   that   the  action   is  

viewed   as   complete.   Not   surprisingly,   A   Greek-­‐‑English   Lexicon   mentions   that   this  

meaning   of   ἔχω   occurs   especially   in   the   aorist.49  Moreover,   this   ideational   value   is  

compatible  with   the   fact   that   ἔσχε   is   also   a   foregrounded   event   that   advances   the  

plot.    

The   next   verb,   however,   does   not   carry   the   time-­‐‑line   forward,   although   it   is   an  

accomplishment   in   the   aorist   aspect.   Rather,   ἑάάλω   takes   a   step   back   in   the  

chronology   of   the   historical   events   and   explains   something   that   happened   some  

years  before  ἔσχε  (viz.  in  430  BC).50  Nevertheless,  the  capture  of  Notium  is  not  seen  

by  Thucydides  as  a  mere  background  to  the  current  events,  for  which  he  could  have  

used   the   pluperfect   or   another   (atelic)   verb   in   the   imperfect   tense:   the   use   of   the  

aorist  aspect  indicates  the  importance  attributed  to  ἑάάλω  as  an  independent  event  on  

the   time-­‐‑line.   Remember   that   we   have   already   established   such   anachronies   as  

compatible  with  the  Ancient  Greek  aorist  and  as  typical  of  Allan'ʹs  displaced  diegetic  

mode  (cf.  supra,  p.  44).    

The   next   two   verbs,   εἶχον   and   ἐπολίίτευον,   are   in   the   imperfect   tense.   On   the  

ideational  level,  this  is  the  most  natural  option,  since  'ʹto  keep'ʹ  and  'ʹto  act  as  a  citizen'ʹ  

are  both  atelic   activities:   the  present   aspect   indicates   that   they  are  unbounded  and  

still  going  on.  On  the  textual  level,  this  ideational  meaning  has  the  effect  that  εἶχον  

and  ἐπολίίτευον  are  well  suited  to  describe  the  background  against  which  the  main  

events  of  this  episode  are  about  to  happen.  

                                                
49  "ʺἔχω."ʺ  A  Greek-­‐‑English  Lexicon  (1940).  
50  The  use  of  an  aorist   form   instead  of  a  pluperfect   form   is  not  an  unusual  phenomenon   in  
Ancient  Greek.  Cf.  Smyth  (1920:  433).  
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Those  main  events  are  mostly   in   the  historical  present   tense,  which  often   indicates  

the   textual   value   of   decisiveness,   i.e.   that   the   state   of   affairs   in   question   is   of  

particular   relevance  with   respect   to   the   further  development  of   the   story.  The   first  

present  verb,  ἐπάάγονται   'ʹto  call   in'ʹ,  could  very  well  be  explained  as  such:  we  have  

already  seen  that  Paches'ʹ  intervention  in  Mytilene  -­‐‑  also  introduced  by  an  historical  

present   -­‐‑  was  an   important   factor   in   the  solution  of   the  Lesbian  crisis   (cf.   supra,  p.  

34).  In  much  the  same  way,  Paches'ʹ  employers  make  the  right  decision  by  hiring  him,  

contrary   to   the   other   faction   in   Notium,   whose   saviours   are   to   be   Arcadian   and  

Persian  (!)  mercenaries.    

The   next  main   clause   verb,   ἐξῆλθε,   is   an   aorist   verb   that   informs   us   of   an   action  

undertaken  by  the  leader  of  the  mercenaries,  Hippias.  There  are  a  number  of  ways  to  

explain  the  use  of  the  aorist  aspect  here.  First,  the  accomplishment  'ʹto  go  out  to  him'ʹ  

is  viewed  in  its  entirety,  i.e.  as  a  completed  whole.  Second,  there  is  no  textual  reason  

to  use  another  tense  here:  the  imperfect  would  have  meant  that  Hippias  was  still  on  

his  way  to  Paches,  or  that  his  move  does  not  carry  the  time-­‐‑line  forward,  while  the  

historical   present   would   have   implied   that   Hippias   somehow   had   the   ability   to  

influence   the   further   development   of   the   story.   The   opposite   is   true   of   εἶχεν:   the  

imperfect  is  necessary  on  the  ideational  level,  since  'ʹto  keep  under  guard'ʹ  is  an  atelic  

activity,   and   also   on   the   textual   level,   since   it   is   the   background   to   αἱρεῖ   and  

διαφθείίρει:   the   mercenaries   were   defeated   while   their   leader   was   being   held   in  

custody.  

The  next   five  verbs  are  all   in   the  historical  present   tense.  Together,   they  form  what  

Longacre   (1983:   25)   calls   the   "ʺPeak"ʺ   of   this   small   episode,   i.e.   its   "ʺClimax"ʺ   and  

"ʺDenouement"ʺ51:  the  episode  reaches  its  pinnacle  (αἱρεῖ  'ʹto  take'ʹ,  διαφθείίρει  'ʹto  slay'ʹ)  

and  the  situation  is  resolved  (ξυλλαµμβάάνει   'ʹto  seize'ʹ,  κατατοξεύύει   'ʹto  shoot  down'ʹ,  

παραδίίδωσι  'ʹto  deliver  over'ʹ).  According  to  Longacre,  such  a  "ʺzone  of  turbulence"ʺ  is  

                                                
51  Longacre'ʹs  theory  of  discourse  structures  is  considerably  more  nuanced  than  the  way  it  is  
presented  here,  but  a  more  extensive  description  would  lead  us  to  far  at  present.  
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typically   marked   by   a   change   to   the   present   aspect,   resulting   in   a   "ʺheightened  

vividness"ʺ  (1983:  28)  or  "ʺchange  in  vantage  point"ʺ  (1983:  35).  

All  of  the  above  features  of  Peak  are  also  typical  of  Allan'ʹs  immediate  diegetic  mode:  

the   historical   present   induces   a   "ʺHaltung   der  Gespanntheit"ʺ   on   the   account   of   the  

audience  (Weinrich,  1964,  as  cited  in  Allan,  2013:  375)  because  it  is  viewing  the  events  

through  the  eyes  of  an  internal  observer  present  at  the  scene.52  Therefore,  what  Allan  

calls  the  immediate  diegetic  mode  seems  highly  compatible  with  Longacre'ʹs  Peak.  

If   we   look   at   the   historical   present   verbs   in   question,   they   strike   us   as   having   a  

considerable  psychological  impact  on  the  audience:  Paches  has  tricked  Hippias  into  a  

trap,  and  most  shockingly  breaks  the  truce  and  ends  the  conflict  with  bloodshed.  The  

last  verb,  παραδίίδωσι,  is  less  shocking,  but  reveals  the  internal  perspective  observing  

the   events:   the   Colophonians   to  whom   Paches   hands   over  Notium   after   the   other  

faction  has  been  defeated.  They  spectate  as  their  hero  saves  them  from  the  barbarian  

mercenaries  and  restores  their  rule,  while  the  audience  spectates  with  them,  through  

their  eyes.  

Apart   from   this   interpersonal   meaning   of   internal   perspective,   what   other   values  

may   be   attributed   to   αἱρεῖ,   διαφθείίρει,   ξυλλαµμβάάνει,   κατατοξεύύει,   and  

παραδίίδωσι?   On   the   ideational   level,   they   are   all   telic   states   of   affairs   that   are  

presented  by  the  historical  present  tense  as  bounded.53  On  the  textual  level,  they  are  

foregrounded  and  decisive  for  the  resolution  of  the  situation:  all  of  them  occur  on  the  

narrative  time-­‐‑line  sequentially,  in  that  particular  order.    

Let   us   turn   to   the   last   verb   of   this   paragraph,   κατῴκισαν   'ʹto   colonise'ʹ.   Its   aorist  

aspect   indicates   that   we   are   again   in   the   displaced   diegetic   mode,   i.e.   the   default  

narrative  mode:   the  narrator   is  once  again  writing   from  the  external  perspective  of  

                                                
52  Remember   that   the   value   of   internal   perspective   is   my   own   replacement   of   Allan'ʹs  
'ʹpanoramic'ʹ  perspective  (cf.  supra,  p.  26,  34).  
53  For  an  explanation  of  the  aspectual  value  of  the  historical  present  tense,  see  p.  34.  
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his  writing  desk,  from  where  he  is  able  to  narrate  –  with  hindsight  –  what  happened  

after  the  resolution  of  the  situation  at  Notium  (note  the  explicit  use  of  the  adverbial  

ὕστερον  'ʹlater'ʹ).  Apart  from  clearly  indicating  external  perspective,  the  aorist  aspect  

also  indicates  that  the  telic  accomplishment  κατῴκισαν  is  viewed  as  a  whole,  i.e.  as  a  

bounded   state   of   affairs,   and   that   it   is   another   step   on   the   narrative   time-­‐‑line.  

However,   the   interpersonal  meaning  seems  to  be   the  primary  reason  for   the  choice  

for  the  aorist  aspect  here.  

Two  main  conclusions  can  be  drawn  from  the  analysis  of   this  paragraph.  First,   the  

textual   value   of   decisiveness   is   one   of   the   possible   reasons   for   employing   the  

historical  present   tense,   but   it   can   also  be   subordinate   to   an   interpersonal  value  of  

internal  perspective,  i.e.  the  sense  that  we  are  viewing  the  events  through  the  eyes  of  

an  observer  present  at  the  scene.  Second,  it  has  been  confirmed  that  the  interpersonal  

meaning   of   the   historical   present   tense   is   based   on   the   ideational   meaning   of   the  

present  tense,  since  the  aspectual  value  of  the  historical  present  tense  is  neutral  rather  

than  unboundedness.  Therefore,  events   in   the  historical  present   tense  always  occur  

sequentially   as   foregrounded   events,   and   never   simultaneously   as   backgrounded  

events:  that  is  the  function  of  the  imperfect  tense.  

After   Paches   had   returned   to  Mytilene,   he   sent   some   of   their   men   as   hostages   to  

Athens  (3.35).  When  these  arrived,  the  Athenians  made  a  rash  decision  to  put  them  

to   death,   as   well   as   the   other   adult   men   of   Mytilene,   and   to   enslave   the   rest.   A  

trireme  was  sent  to  Paches  in  Mytilene  to  inform  him  of  their  decision.  However,  the  

next  day  they  repented  their  rashness,  and  the  case  was  brought  before  the  assembly  

again   (3.36).   A   certain   Cleon   argues   in   favour   of   severe   punishment   (3.37-­‐‑40),   but  

Diodotus  is  able  to  convince  the  Athenians  to  reconsider  their  verdict  (3.41-­‐‑48),  and  

they   sent   a   second   trireme   to   cancel   the   command   they   had   sent   to   Paches   the  

previous  day  (3.49).  However,  the  Mytilenean  hostages  in  Athens  were  put  to  death,  

and  Lesbos  was  made  a  colony  of  Athens  (3.50).     
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3.2.     The  Corcyrean  revolution  (3.69-­‐‑81)  

[7]  

The   forty  Spartan  ships   that  had  been  chased  by  Paches   regrouped  and  decided   to  

sail  to  Corcyra,  which  was  on  the  brink  of  revolution  from  Athens  (3.69).  Supporters  

of   Athens   were   killed   in   the   senate   of   Corcyra   (3.70),   and   the   ones   responsible  

convinced  the  people  to  remain  neutral  henceforth  (3.71).  Envoys  to  Athens  carrying  

this  message  were  detained  there  as  revolutionists,  and  in  Corcyra  civil  war  erupted  

between   the  oligarchs  and   the  people   (3.72).  The   latter  prevailed,  but   the  oligarchs  

retaliated  by  setting  fire   to   their  houses   (3.73-­‐‑74).  Nicostratus,  an  Athenian  general,  

intervened   and   negotiated   a   truce   between   the   two   factions   which   included   an  

alliance  with  Athens   (3.75).   A   few   days   later,   the   Spartan   fleet   arrived   at   Corcyra  

(3.76).  The  Corcyreans  launched  sixty  ships  in  all  haste,  some  with  divided  crews,  so  

that  the  Spartans  saw  fit  to  array  only  twenty  ships  against  these  and  the  rest  against  

the  twelve  Athenian  ships  (3.77).  

καὶ  οἱ  µμὲν  Κερκυραῖοι  κακῶς  τε  καὶ  κατ᾿  ὀλίίγας  προσπίίπτοντες  ἐταλαιπώώρουν  τὸ  

καθ᾿  αὑτούύς·∙  οἱ  δ᾿  Ἀθηναῖοι  φοβούύµμενοι  τὸ  πλῆθος  καὶ  τὴν  περικύύκλωσιν  ἁθρόόαις  

µμὲν   οὐ   προσέέπιπτον   οὐδὲ   κατὰ   µμέέσον   ταῖς   ἐφ᾿   ἑαυτοὺς   τεταγµμέέναις,  

προσβαλόόντες   δὲ   κατὰ   κέέρας   καταδύύουσι   µμίίαν   ναῦν.   καὶ   µμετὰ   ταῦτα   κύύκλον  

ταξαµμέένων   αὐτῶν  περιέέπλεον   καὶ   ἐπειρῶντο   θορυβεῖν.   γνόόντες   δὲ   οἱ   πρὸς   τοῖς  

Κερκυραίίοις   καὶ   δείίσαντες   µμὴ   ὅπερ   ἐν   Ναυπάάκτῳ   γέένοιτο,   ἐπιβοηθοῦσι,   καὶ  

γενόόµμεναι   ἁθρόόαι   αἱ   νῆες   ἅµμα   τὸν   ἐπίίπλουν   τοῖς   Ἀθηναίίοις   ἐποιοῦντο.   οἱ   δ᾿  

ὑπεχώώρουν   ἤδη   πρύύµμναν   κρουόόµμενοι   καὶ   ἅµμα   τὰς   τῶν   Κερκυραίίων   ἐβούύλοντο  

προκαταφυγεῖν   ὅτι   µμάάλιστα,   ἑαυτῶν   σχολῇ   τε   ὑποχωρούύντων   καὶ   πρὸς   σφᾶς  

τεταγµμέένων   τῶν   ἐναντίίων.  Ἡ   µμὲν   οὖν   ναυµμαχίία   τοιαύύτη   γενοµμέένη   ἐτελεύύτα   ἐς  

ἡλίίου  δύύσιν.  (3.78)  

Now  the  Corcyreans,  attacking  in  disorder  and  with  few  ships  at  a  time,  were  having  

trouble   (impf.)   in   their   part   of   the   battle;   and   the   Athenians,   fearing   the   enemy'ʹs  

superior  numbers   and   the  danger  of   being   surrounded,  did   not   fall  upon   (impf.)   the  
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whole  body   together  nor   the   centre  of   the   ships   that  were  arrayed  against   them,  but  

charging  upon   one   of   the  wings   they   sank   (pres.)  a   single   ship.  And   then,  when   the  

Peloponnesians  after  this  move  formed  their  ships  in  a  circle,  they  sailed  round  (impf.)  

the  Peloponnesian  fleet  and  tried  (impf.)  to  throw  it  into  confusion.  But  those  who  were  

facing   the   Corcyreans,   perceiving   this   manoeuvre   and   fearing   a   repetition   of   what  

happened  at  Naupactus,  came   to   the   rescue   (pres.),   and   the  whole   fleet,   now  united,  

made   (impf.)   the   approach   towards   the   Athenians   simultaneously.   Thereupon   the  

Athenians   retired   (impf.),   backing  water,   and  hoped   (impf.)  at   the   same   time   that   the  

Corcyrean  ships  might  as   far  as  possible  escape   into   the  harbour,  as   they   themselves  

retired   slowly   and   the   enemy'ʹs   attacks  were   directed   only   against   them.   The   battle,  

which  took  place  in  that  fashion,  came  to  an  end  (impf).  toward  sunset.  

The  first  main  clause  verb,  ἐταλαιπώώρουν  'ʹto  suffer  distress'ʹ,  is  an  atelic  activity,  for  

which   the   present   aspect   is   the   default   choice   on   the   ideational   level.   The   second  

verb,  προσέέπιπτον  'ʹto  fall  upon'ʹ,  is  basically  a  telic  accomplishment,  but  its  negation  

turns  it  into  an  atelic  activity:  'ʹnot  falling  upon'ʹ  has  no  inherent  endpoint.  As  we  have  

seen  earlier,  ongoing  activities  are  usually  very  suitable  as  background  material.  Sure  

enough,  ἐταλαιπώώρουν  and  προσέέπιπτον  can  be   interpreted  as   the  background  to  

καταδύύουσι.   In   that   case,   the   historical   present   verb   καταδύύουσι   'ʹto   sink'ʹ   is   a  

foregrounded  accomplishment  that  occurs  at  the  time  of  the  Corcyreans'ʹ  distress  and  

the  Athenians'ʹ   resolution  not   to  attack   the  whole  body  of  Spartan  ships.  Moreover,  

καταδύύουσι  can  also  receive  the  textual  value  of  decisiveness:  the  sinking  of  this  one  

ship  is  regarded  by  Thucydides  as  an  essential  event  in  the  course  of  the  battle.  

Next,   περιέέπλεον   'ʹto   sail   round'ʹ   and   ἐπειρῶντο   'ʹto   try'ʹ   can   be   interpreted   as  

background   to   ἐπιβοηθοῦσι   'ʹto   come   to   aid'ʹ.   Since  περιέέπλεον   is   basically   a   telic  

accomplishment,  the  imperfect  tense  indicates  that  the  culmination  phase  has  not  yet  

been  reached.  Because  'ʹto  sail  round'ʹ  is  a  volitional  action,  i.e.  its  culmination  phase  is  

the  goal  consciously  aimed  at  by  the  Athenians,  the  combination  with  the  imperfect  

tense  may   be   explained   as   conveying   conativity:   the   Athenians   do   not   succeed   in  

sailing   round   the   Spartan   fleet,   but   get   stuck   in   the   attempt.   The   imperfect   verb  
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περιέέπλεον   emphasises   the   unboundedness   of   that   attempt,   and   together   with  

ἐπειρῶντο,  an  atelic  activity  which  occurs  in  the  imperfect  by  default,  it  lends  itself  

perfectly   to   constitute   the   background   for   ἐπιβοηθοῦσι:   while   the   Athenians   are  

trying  to  outmanoeuvre  one  part  of  the  Spartan  fleet,  the  other  interferes  and  decides  

the  outcome  of   the  battle.  Note   that   the  decisiveness  of  ἐπιβοηθοῦσι   is  stressed  by  

the  use  of  the  historical  present  tense.  

The  next   four   imperfect  verbs  can  by  analysed   in  much   the  same  way.  First,  as  we  

have  seen  before,  ἐποιοῦντο  'ʹto  make'ʹ  is  an  atelic  activity  that  is  often  turned  into  a  

telic   accomplishment   by   a   specific,   definite   object.   In   this   case,   τὸν   ἐπίίπλουν   τοῖς  

Ἀθηναίίοις   'ʹthe   sailing   against   the   Athenians'ʹ   acts   as   the   object   that   provides  

ἐποιοῦντο   with   an   inherent   endpoint.   Once   again   this   accomplishment   in   the  

imperfect   tense   may   indicate   conativity:   the   Spartans'ʹ   intended   goal   cannot   be  

reached  because  that  goal,  i.e.  the  Athenians,  is  falling  back  to  the  harbour.  Second,  

ὑπεχώώρουν  'ʹto  retreat'ʹ  is  an  atelic  activity  without  a  destination  to  make  it  telic.  The  

implication   of   Thucydides'ʹ   silence   about   the   destination,   which   is   obviously   the  

safety  of  the  harbour,  is  that  ὑπεχώώρουν  cannot  possibly  be  interpreted  as  conative,  

because   such   an   interpretation   would   imply   something   contrary   to   reality.   The  

Athenians  will  reach  the  harbour  in  the  end,  but  for  now  they  are  still  retreating  from  

the  approaching  Spartans.  Third,  ἐβούύλοντο  'ʹto  wish'ʹ,  is  a  stative  verb  expressing  the  

hopes   of   the   Athenians  which  motivate   the  manner   of   their   retreat,   and   therefore  

occurs  naturally   in  the   imperfect   tense  on  the   ideational   level.  Finally,  ἐτελεύύτα   'ʹto  

come  to  an  end'ʹ  is  a  telic  accomplishment,  but  note  that  there  is  no  volition  or  agency:  

the  battle  did  not  consciously  come  to  an  end  of  its  own  accord.  Therefore,  conativity  

is  not  an  option  here.  Rather,  the  imperfect  tense  presents  the  'ʹcoming  to  an  end'ʹ  as  

unbounded,   leaving   the   culmination   phase   out   of   consideration:   a   more   accurate  

translation  would  read  the  battle  was  coming  to  an  end.  

The   ideational   values   of   these   last   four   verbs   very  naturally   lead   them   to   serve   as  

background   material   on   the   (macro-­‐‑)textual   level:   the   Spartans'ʹ   pursuit   of   the  
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Athenians,  who  hope  to  save  the  Corcyrean  ships  by  retreating  slowly,  is  exactly  the  

way  the  battle  is  ending  when  the  events  of  the  following  paragraph  take  place.  The  

fact  that  the  OCT  edition  of  Thucydides'ʹ  Histories  places  a  comma  at  the  end  of  3.7854  

emphasises  the  continuity  of  the  narrative:  the  aorist  verbs  of  3.79  move  the  narrative  

time-­‐‑line   forward   against   the   background   depicted   by   ἐποιοῦντο,   ὑπεχώώρουν,  

ἐβούύλοντο,  and  ἐτελεύύτα.  

However,   in   addition   to   the   textual   structure   provided   by   the   imperfect   and  

historical   present   tense   forms,   the   entire   paragraph   may   receive   an   interpersonal  

meaning   of   internal   perspective:   a   virtual   camera-­‐‑eye   shifts   over   the   battle   map,  

zooming  in  on  the  action  and  the  thoughts  and  feelings  of  the  participants55,  making  

the   audience   spectate   both   background   and   foreground   as   if   they   were   there  

themselves.  Note  once  again  that  the  unbounded  states  of  affairs  are  narrated  in  the  

imperfect  and  the  bounded  states  of  affairs  in  the  historical  present  tense.56  

Tho   main   conclusions   can   be   drawn   from   the   analysis   of   this   paragraph.   First,  

foregrounded  events  may  occur  in  the  historical  present  tense  as  well,  but  then  they  

receive  in  addition  either  the  (textual)  value  of  decisiveness,  the  (interpersonal)  value  

of  internal  perspectivization,  or  both.  Either  way,  they  indicate  bounded  events  that  

carry  the  narrative  forward.  Second,  the  imperfect  verbs  constitute  the  background  in  

both  of  those  cases,  conveying  the  various  states  of  affairs  that  form  the  situation  as  it  

was   at   the   time   of   the   foregrounded   events:   whether   they   are   internally  

perspectivised  or  not,  they  are  always  unbounded.  

[8]  

When   the   Corcyreans   in   the   city   saw   the   enemy   winning,   they   took   measures   to  

protect   the   city,  but   the  Spartans  decided  not   to  attack   them   in   the  end   (3.79).  The  
                                                
54  See  Jones  (1900).  
55   Note   the   use   of   emotive   and   cognitive   vocabulary:   φοβούύµμενοι   'ʹfearing'ʹ,   γνόόντες  
'ʹperceiving'ʹ,  δείίσαντες  'ʹfearing'ʹ,  ἐβούύλοντο  'ʹto  hope'ʹ.  
56  Cf.  supra,  p.  34.  
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next   day,   the   Corcyrean   people   persuaded   some   of   the   opposite   faction   to   go   on  

board   the   ships,   and   then   word   arrived   that   Athenian   reinforcements   were  

approaching  Corcyra  (3.80).    

οἱ   µμὲν   οὖν   Πελοποννήήσιοι   τῆς   νυκτὸς   εὐθὺς   κατὰ   τάάχος   ἐκοµμίίζοντο   ἐπ᾿   οἴκου  

παρὰ   τὴν   γῆν·∙   καὶ   ὑπερενεγκόόντες   τὸν   Λευκαδίίων   ἰσθµμὸν   τὰς   ναῦς,   ὅπως   µμὴ  

περιπλέέοντες  ὀφθῶσιν,  ἀποκοµμίίζονται.  Κερκυραῖοι  δὲ  αἰσθόόµμενοι  τάάς  τε  Ἀττικὰς  

ναῦς   προσπλεούύσας   τάάς   τε   τῶν   πολεµμίίων   οἰχοµμέένας,   λαθόόντες   τούύς   τε  

Μεσσηνίίους  ἐς  τὴν  πόόλιν  ἤγαγον  πρόότερον  ἔξω  ὄντας,  καὶ  τὰς  ναῦς  περιπλεῦσαι  

κελεύύσαντες  ἃς  ἐπλήήρωσαν  ἐς  τὸν  Ὑλλαϊκὸν  λιµμέένα,  ἐν  ὅσῳ  περιεκοµμίίζοντο,  τῶν  

ἐχθρῶν   εἴ   τινα   λάάβοιεν,   ἀπέέκτεινον·∙   καὶ   ἐκ   τῶν   νεῶν   ὅσους   ἔπεισαν   ἐσβῆναι  

ἐκβιβάάζοντες  ἀπεχρῶντο,   ἐς   τὸ  Ἥραιόόν   τε   ἐλθόόντες   τῶν   ἱκετῶν  ὡς  πεντήήκοντα  

ἄνδρας  δίίκην  ὑποσχεῖν  ἔπεισαν   καὶ  κατέέγνωσαν  πάάντων  θάάνατον.  οἱ  δὲ  πολλοὶ  

τῶν   ἱκετῶν,   ὅσοι   οὐκ   ἐπείίσθησαν,  ὡς   ἑώώρων  τὰ  γιγνόόµμενα,  διέέφθειρον   αὐτοῦ   ἐν  

τῷ   ἱερῷ   ἀλλήήλους,   καὶ   ἐκ   τῶν   δέένδρων   τινὲς   ἀπήήγχοντο,   οἱ   δ᾿   ὡς   ἕκαστοι  

ἐδύύναντο  ἀνηλοῦντο.  ἡµμέέρας  τε  ἑπτάά,  ἃς  ἀφικόόµμενος  ὁ  Εὐρυµμέέδων  ταῖς  ἑξήήκοντα  

ναυσὶ   παρέέµμεινε,   Κερκυραῖοι   σφῶν   αὐτῶν   τοὺς   ἐχθροὺς   δοκοῦντας   εἶναι  

ἐφόόνευον,  τὴν  µμὲν  αἰτίίαν  ἐπιφέέροντες  τοῖς  τὸν  δῆµμον  καταλύύουσιν,  ἀπέέθανον  δέέ  

τινες   καὶ   ἰδίίας   ἔχθρας   ἕνεκα,   καὶ   ἄλλοι   χρηµμάάτων   σφίίσιν   ὀφειλοµμέένων   ὑπὸ   τῶν  

λαβόόντων·∙   πᾶσάά   τε   ἰδέέα   κατέέστη   θανάάτου,   καὶ   οἷον   φιλεῖ   ἐν   τῷ   τοιούύτῳ  

γίίγνεσθαι,  οὐδὲν  ὅ  τι  οὐ  ξυνέέβη  καὶ  ἔτι  περαιτέέρω.  καὶ  γὰρ  πατὴρ  παῖδα  ἀπέέκτεινε  

καὶ   ἀπὸ   τῶν   ἱερῶν   ἀπεσπῶντο   καὶ   πρὸς   αὐτοῖς   ἐκτείίνοντο,   οἱ   δέέ   τινες   καὶ  

περιοικοδοµμηθέέντες  ἐν  τοῦ  Διονύύσου  τῷ  ἱερῷ  ἀπέέθανον.  (3.81)  

The  Peloponnesians  accordingly  set  sail  (impf.)  that  very  night  for  home,  going  with  all  

speed   and   keeping   close   to   the   shore;   and   hauling   their   ships   across   the   Leucadian  

isthmus  so  as  not  to  be  seen  sailing  around,  they  got  away  (pres.).  Now  the  Corcyreans,  

when  they  had  seen  that  the  Athenian  fleet  was  approaching  and  the  enemy'ʹs  fleet  had  

gone,   they  secretly  brought   (aor.)   the  Messenians,  who  had   till   then  been  outside   the  

walls,  into  the  city;  and  having  ordered  the  ships  which  they  had  manned  to  sail  round  

into  the  Hyllaic  harbour,  while  these  were  on  their  way,  they  slew  (impf.)  any  of  their  

personal   enemies  whom   they   could   lay  hands  upon;   and  putting  ashore  all   those  on  
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board  the  ships  whom  they  had  persuaded  to  go  aboard,  they  despatched  (impf.)  them,  

and   having   gone   into   the   temple   of   Hera,   they   persuaded   (aor.)   about   fifty   of   the  

suppliants  to  submit  to  trial,  and  condemned  (aor.)  them  all  to  death.  But  most  of  the  

suppliants,   who   had   not   been   persuaded,   when   they   saw   what   was   happening,  

destroyed   (impf.)   one   another   in   the   sacred   precinct   itself,   while   a   few   hanged  

themselves  (impf.)  on  trees,  and  still  others  made  away  with  themselves  (impf.)  as  best  

they  could.  And  during  the  seven  days  that  Eurymedon,  after  his  arrival,  stayed  there  

with  his  sixty  ships,  the  Corcyreans  slaughtered  (impf.)  such  of  their  fellow  citizens  as  

they   considered   to   be   their   personal   enemies,   bringing   the   charge   of   conspiring   to  

overthrow   the   democracy,   but   some   in   fact  perished   (aor.)  merely   to   satisfy   private  

enmity,  and  others,  because  money  was  owing  to  them,  at  the  hands  of  those  who  had  

borrowed  it.  Death   in  every  form  ensued  (aor.),  and  whatever  horrors  are  wont   to  be  

perpetrated  at  such  times,  it  all  happened  (aor.)  then  –  aye,  and  even  worse.  For  father  

slew   (impf.)   son,   men  were   dragged   (impf.)   from   the   temples   and  were   slain   (impf.)    

near   them,   and   some   even   perished   (aor.)   having   been   walled   up   in   the   temple   of  

Dionysus.    

The   events   in   this   paragraph   clearly   have   a   huge   psychological   impact   on   the  

audience  as  well  as  the  participants  who  experienced  them.  As  we  have  seen  earlier,  

a   passage   with   such   an   emotional   charge   tends   to   be   narrated   from   an   internal  

perspective.  However,  we  must  remember  to  analyse  each  verb  form  individually  so  

as   to   be   able   to   appreciate   the   full,  metafunctionally   diverse  meaning   potential   of  

Thucydides'ʹ  aspectual  choices.  

The  first  verb  form,  ἐκοµμίίζοντο  'ʹto  go  back'ʹ,  is  an  imperfect  verb  of  movement  with  

the   primary   (textual)   function   of   anticipation.   Due   to   its   ideational   value   of  

unboundedness,   the   reaching   of   the   destination   (i.e.   the   culmination   phase)   of   the  

accomplishment   ἐκοµμίίζοντο   (ἐπ᾿   οἴκου)   'ʹto   go   back   (home)'ʹ   is   left   out   of  

consideration:  the  Spartans  are  still  on  their  way  there  for  now.  With  ἀποκοµμίίζονται  

'ʹto   get   away,   to   return'ʹ,   their   journey   home   is   presented   as   completed,   since   the  

historical  present  indicates  that  the  event  has  occurred.  In  addition,  ἀποκοµμίίζονται  
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receives   an   interpersonal   value:   rather   than   being   decisive   for   the   outcome   of   the  

story,   the  Spartans'ʹ   escape   from   the  precarious   situation  near  Corcyra   is  presented  

from  their  own  internal  perspective,  indicating  their  psychological  relief.  

The  next  verb,  ἤγαγον   (ἐς  τὴν  πόόλιν)   'ʹto  bring   (into   the  city)'ʹ,  occurs   in   the  aorist  

aspect   for   three   reasons.   First,   as   a   completed   telic   accomplishment   it   needs   to   be  

presented   as   bounded.   Second,   it   is   an   event   that   carries   the   narrative   time-­‐‑line  

forward.  Third,  it  cannot  be  presented  from  an  internal  perspective,  since  no  one  saw  

the   Corcyrean   people   bringing   the   Messenians   into   the   city   (λαθόόντες:   'ʹwithout  

being  noticed'ʹ):  only  the  narrator  with  hindsight  can  tell  what  happened  in  secret.57  

With   the   following   two   imperfect   verbs,   ἀπέέκτεινον   'ʹto   kill'ʹ   and   ἀπεχρῶντο   'ʹto  

despatch'ʹ,  the  monstrosities  that  will  dominate  the  rest  of  the  paragraph,  begin.  Such  

important   events   cannot   be   regarded   as   background   material,   although   they   are  

presented  as  unbounded  by  the  present  aspect.  Since  ἀπέέκτεινον  should  be  regarded  

as   iterative   (as   indicated   by   the   past   general   conditional   clause   εἴ   τινα   λάάβοιεν  

'ʹwhenever   they   could   lay   there   hands   on   someone'ʹ),   and   ἀπεχρῶντο   as   well   (as  

indicated  by   the  plural  direct  object  ὅσους  ἔπεισαν  ἐσβῆναι   'ʹas  many  as   they  had  

persuaded  to  go  aboard'ʹ),  we  are  again  dealing  with  a  recurring  cycle  of  events:  even  

though  Thucydides   situates  ἀπέέκτεινον   'ʹto  kill'ʹ   ἐν  ὅσῳ  περιεκοµμίίζοντο   'ʹwhile   the  

ships  were  on  their  way'ʹ,  and  ἀπεχρῶντο  'ʹto  despatch'ʹ  ἐκβιβάάζοντες  'ʹwhile  they  put  

them  ashore'ʹ,  it  seems  more  than  likely  that  part  of  the  'ʹkilling'ʹ  continued  while  the  

'ʹdespatching'ʹ  had  already  begun.  These  unbounded,  simultaneous,  but  foregrounded  

events   receive   the   additional   meaning   of   internal   perspective:   they   are   presented  

from  the  point  of  view  of  an  observer  on  the  spot,  possibly  the  people  of  Corcyra  not  

                                                
57  One   could  argue   that   events   carried  out   in   secret  may   still   be  narrated   from   the   internal  
perspective   of   a   virtual   observer,   i.e.   a   non-­‐‑human   camera-­‐‑eye.   However,   I   believe   that  
expressions  such  as  λαθόόντες  explicitly  indicate  that  such  events  are  not  observable  by  any  
observer  on  the  spot,  either  character  or  camera-­‐‑eye,  and  that  knowledge  of  them  is  restricted  
to   a   narrator   with   full   knowledge   of   what   happened,   even   beyond   the   awareness   of   the  
participants.  
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participating  in  the  slaughtering  (either  as  perpetrators  or  as  victims),  or  alternatively  

a  virtual  camera-­‐‑eye  scanning  the  city.  

The  aorist  aspect  of  the  next  verb,  ἔπεισαν  'ʹto  persuade'ʹ,   indicates  that  ἀπέέκτεινον  

and  ἀπεχρῶντο  have  now  stopped:  if  it  would  have  occurred  in  the  imperfect  tense,  

ἔπεισαν  would   have   been   simultaneous  with   ἀπέέκτεινον   and   ἀπεχρῶντο,  which  

would  have  been  contrary  to  reality.  Rather,  ἔπεισαν  is  a  bounded  accomplishment,  

and  therefore  a  completed,  foregrounded  state  of  affairs.  However,   it   is  not  viewed  

from   an   internal   perspective,   which   would,   ceteris   paribus,   have   necessitated   the  

historical  present  tense.  The  reason  why  Thucydides  adopts  an  external  perspective  

here,  may  be  clear  from  his  aspectual  choice  for  the  next  (telic  and  momentaneous)  

verb,  κατέέγνωσαν  'ʹto  condemn'ʹ.  Obviously,  there  had  to  be  a  certain  interval  of  time  

between   'ʹpersuading   them   to   go   to   trial'ʹ   and   'ʹcondemning   them   at   the   end   of   the  

trial'ʹ.   However,   the   events   that   follow   κατέέγνωσαν   in   the   text   do   not   follow  

κατέέγνωσαν   in   reality,   but   occur   after   these   fifty   people   had   been   persuaded   to  

leave   the   temple.   The   external   perspective   from   which   these   two   foregrounded  

events  are  narrated   is   typical   for  Allan'ʹs  displaced  diegetic  mode,  which  allows  for  

such  deviations  from  the  chronological  order  of  events.  

According   to   Smith'ʹs   translation,   the   next   three   imperfect   verbs,   διέέφθειρον   'ʹto  

destroy'ʹ,  ἀπήήγχοντο  'ʹto  hang  oneself'ʹ,  and  ἀνηλοῦντο  'ʹto  make  away  with  oneself'ʹ,  

began  when  the  remaining  suppliants  in  the  temple  ἑώώρων  τὰ  γιγνόόµμενα  'ʹsaw  what  

was   happening'ʹ.   However,   such   an   interpretation   implies   that   the   sentence   had  

already   been   passed   and   the   execution   (which   is   not   mentioned   by   Thucydides)  

carried  out  when  διέέφθειρον,  ἀπήήγχοντο,  and  ἀνηλοῦντο  occurred.  In  my  opinion,  

ἑώώρων   should   be   translated   as   'ʹrealized'ʹ:   the   suppliants   in   the   temple   understood  

what  was  going  on  and  what  it  would  lead  to  in  the  end.  Now,   just  as  ἀπέέκτεινον  

and  ἀπεχρῶντο,  διέέφθειρον,  ἀπήήγχοντο,  and  ἀνηλοῦντο  form  a  recurring  cycle  of  

foregrounded  events  viewed  from  an  internal  perspective:  they  are  all  achievements  

that  should  be  interpreted  as  iterative  due  to  the  plural  direct  object  ἀλλήήλους  'ʹeach  
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other'ʹ,  and  the  plural  subjects  τινὲς  'ʹsome'ʹ  and  οἱ  δὲ  'ʹothers'ʹ.  Moreover,  the  next  (telic  

and  momentaneous)  verb,  ἐφόόνευον  'ʹto  murder'ʹ,  is  even  more  clearly  an  unbounded  

and   therefore   iterative   state   of   affairs,   because   of   the   plural   direct   object   τοὺς  

ἐχθροὺς   'ʹtheir   enemies'ʹ   and   particularly   the   adverbial   phrase   ἡµμέέρας   τε   ἑπτάά  

'ʹduring   seven   days'ʹ.   Therefore,   it   is   part   of   the   recurring   cycle   of   διέέφθειρον,  

ἀπήήγχοντο,   and   ἀνηλοῦντο,   as   well   as   a   foregrounded   event   narrated   from   an  

internal  perspective.  

The  reasons  for  ἐφόόνευον  are  internally  perspectivized  as  well:  the  common  people  

of   Corcyra   that   did   not   participate   in   these   events,   thought   that   people  murdered  

each  other  out  of  personal  enmity  or  on  the  charge  of  revolutionary  ideas.  However,  

the   aorist   aspect   of   ἀπέέθανον   'ʹto   perish'ʹ   indicates   that   Thucydides   did   not   fully  

agree   with   these   people:   from   his   external   hindsight   he   is   able   to   tell   that   some  

people  were   being   killed   because   of   debts   as  well.   This   extra  motivation   is   one   of  

Thucydides'ʹ   interventions   in   the  narrative:   since   the   internal   observers  on   the   spot  

could  not  have  known  this  reason,  Thucydides  had  to  add  it  himself.  Note  that  the  

aorist   aspect   also   presents   ἀπέέθανον,   an   achievement,   as   bounded:   it   is   not   a  

separate   event   occurring   simultaneous   with   ἐφόόνευον,   but   rather   summarises   or  

retells  it,  giving  a  different  explanation.  Therefore,  ἀπέέθανον  is  not  an  event  on  the  

narrative  time-­‐‑line,  but  rather  a  backgrounded  authorial  comment.58  

Likewise,  the  next  two  aorist  verbs  are  Thucydides'ʹ  own  thoughts  and  comments  on  

the   events:   κατέέστη   'ʹto   ensue'ʹ   and   ξυνέέβη   'ʹto   happen'ʹ   are   not   internally  

perspectivised,   but   explicitly   convey   the   external   point   of   view   of   the   narrator.  

Moreover,  like  ἀπέέθανον,  they  are  bounded,  telic  states  of  affairs  that  do  not  narrate  

new  events,  but  rather  summarise  or  retell  the  previous  and  following  events.  

In  that  light,  ἀπέέκτεινε  'ʹto  kill'ʹ,  ἀπεσπῶντο  'ʹto  drag  away  from'ʹ,  and  ἐκτείίνοντο  'ʹto  

kill'ʹ   should   be   seen   as   belonging   to   the   same   cycle   of   recurring   internally  

                                                
58  Cf.  note  48.    
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perspectivized   foregrounded   events   as   διέέφθειρον,   ἀπήήγχοντο,   ἀνηλοῦντο,   and  

ἐφόόνευον   that   are   summarized   by   κατέέστη   and   ξυνέέβη:   all   these   events   'ʹensued'ʹ  

and   'ʹhappened'ʹ   in   the   aforementioned   time   span   of   seven   days.   Not   surprisingly,  

ἀπέέκτεινε,   ἀπεσπῶντο,   and   ἐκτείίνοντο   are   again   iterated   telic   states   of   affairs:  

πατὴρ   'ʹfather'ʹ   and   παῖδα   'ʹson'ʹ   indicate   generalization,   the   ending   of   ἀπεσπῶντο  

implies  an  unspecified  plural  subject,  as  is  οἱ  δέέ  τινες  'ʹsome'ʹ.  

Finally,  the  aorist  aspect  of  ἀπέέθανον  'ʹto  perish'ʹ  can  be  explained  on  the  same  levels  

of  meaning.  Ideationally,  ἀπέέθανον  is  a  bounded  state  of  affairs  because  it  does  not  

occur  simultaneously  with  the  imperfect  verbs  that  precede  it.  Rather,   it   is  narrated  

as  a  completed  and  separate  event  because  of  the  manner  in  which  they  are  killed.  If  

'ʹto  wall   them  up'ʹ  would  have  been  a  main  clause  event,   it  would  have  been   in   the  

imperfect  tense,  but  death  as  a  result  of  starvation  usually  occurs  after  an  extended  

period  of  time.  Similarly,  the  deaths  of  these  people  cannot  have  been  perceived  by  an  

internal   observer,   only   the   act   of   erecting   the  wall   that   removed   them   from   sight.  

Therefore,  the  aorist  conveys  both  boundedness  and  external  perspective  here.  

Three  main  conclusions  may  be  drawn  from  the  discussion  of  this  paragraph.  First,  

events  with  a  considerable  psychological  impact  tend  to  be  narrated  from  an  internal  

perspective.   Second,   it   has   been   confirmed   that   the   imperfect   tense   can  be  used   to  

narrate  recurring  cycles  of  foregrounded  events  from  an  internal  perspective;  in  this  

case,   there   is   no   textual   value   (grounding)   attributed   to   the   imperfect   tense,   only  

ideational  (unboundedness)  and  interpersonal  (internal  perspective)  values.  Finally,  

the   aorist   can   be   used   to   explicitly   indicate   external   perspective   in   the   form   of  

authorial  comments  or  summaries.  
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3.3.     The  battle  of  Aegitium  (3.94-­‐‑98)  

In   the   summer  of   426  BC,   the  Athenians   sent   thirty   ships   round   the  Peloponnesus  

under   the   command   of   Demosthenes   (3.91),   aided   by   allied   Acarnanians,  

Cephallenians,   Messenians,   and   Zacynthians.   The   Messenian   troops   persuaded  

Demosthenes   to   attack   the   Aetolians,   because   they   were   hostile   to   Athens'ʹ   ally  

Naupactus   (3.94),   but   the  Acarnanians  did  not   agree   and  desisted   from   the   attack.  

The  Locrians,   neighbours   of   the  Aetolians,  were   rallied   to   fight  with   the  Athenian  

army  (3.95).  Demosthenes  decided  to  take  the  smaller  settlements  in  the  country  first,  

but  this  did  not  go  unnoticed  by  the  Aetolians,  who  started  to  rally  their  forces  (3.96).  

[9]  

τῷ   δὲ   Δηµμοσθέένει   τοιόόνδε   τι   οἱ   Μεσσήήνιοι   παρῄνουν,   ὅπερ   καὶ   τὸ   πρῶτον·∙  

ἀναδιδάάσκοντες   αὐτὸν   τῶν   Αἰτωλῶν   ὡς   εἴη   ῥᾳδίία   ἡ   αἵρεσις,   ἰέέναι   ἐκέέλευον   ὅτι  

τάάχιστα   ἐπὶ   τὰς   κώώµμας   καὶ   µμὴ   µμέένειν   ἕως   ἂν   ξύύµμπαντες   ἁθροισθέέντες  

ἀντιτάάξωνται,  τὴν  δ᾿  ἐν  ποσὶν  αἰεὶ  πειρᾶσθαι  αἱρεῖν.  ὁ  δὲ  τούύτοις  τε  πεισθεὶς  καὶ  τῇ  

τύύχῃ  ἐλπίίσας,  ὅτι  οὐδὲν  αὐτῷ  ἠναντιοῦτο,  τοὺς  Λοκροὺς  οὐκ  ἀναµμείίνας  οὓς  αὐτῷ  

ἔδει   προσβοηθῆσαι   (ψιλῶν   γὰρ   ἀκοντιστῶν   ἐνδεὴς   ἦν   µμάάλιστα)   ἐχώώρει   ἐπὶ  

Αἰγιτίίου,  καὶ  κατὰ  κράάτος  αἱρεῖ  ἐπιώών.  ὑπέέφευγον  γὰρ  οἱ  ἄνθρωποι  καὶ  ἐκάάθηντο  

ἐπὶ   τῶν  λόόφων  τῶν  ὑπὲρ  τῆς  πόόλεως·∙  ἦν  γὰρ  ἐφ᾿  ὑψηλῶν  χωρίίων  ἀπέέχουσα  τῆς  

θαλάάσσης   ὀγδοήήκοντα   σταδίίους   µμάάλιστα.   οἱ   δὲ   Αἰτωλοίί   (βεβοηθηκόότες   γὰρ   ἤδη  

ἦσαν   ἐπὶ   τὸ   Αἰγίίτιον)   προσέέβαλλον   τοῖς   Ἀθηναίίοις   καὶ   τοῖς   ξυµμµμάάχοις  

καταθέέοντες  ἀπὸ  τῶν  λόόφων  ἄλλοι  ἄλλοθεν  καὶ  ἐσηκόόντιζον,  καὶ  ὅτε  µμὲν  ἐπίίοι  τὸ  

τῶν   Ἀθηναίίων   στρατόόπεδον,   ὑπεχώώρουν,   ἀναχωροῦσι   δὲ   ἐπέέκειντο·∙   καὶ  ἦν   ἐπὶ  

πολὺ  τοιαύύτη  ἡ  µμάάχη,  διώώξεις  τε  καὶ  ὑπαγωγαίί,  ἐν  οἷς  ἀµμφοτέέροις  ἥσσους  ἦσαν  οἱ  

Ἀθηναῖοι.  (3.97)  

The  Messenians,   however,   advised   (impf.)  Demosthenes   in   the   same  way   as   at   first:  

informing  him  that   the  conquest  of   the  Aetolians  was  easy,   they  urged   (impf.)  him  to  

proceed  as  quickly  as  possible   against   the  villages,   and  not   to  wait  until   all   of   them,  

having  united,  should  array  themselves  against  him,  but  to  try  to  take  always  the  first  
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village  in  his  way.  Having  been  persuaded  by  these  people,  and  being  hopeful  because  

of   his   good   fortune,   since   he   was   meeting   with   no   opposition,   he   advanced   (impf.)  

against   Aegitium  without   waiting   for   the   Locrians,   who   were   to   have   brought   him  

reinforcements  (for  he  was  (impf.)  greatly  in  need  of  light-­‐‑armed  men  that  were  javelin-­‐‑

throwers),  and  took  (pres.)  it  by  storm  at  the  first  onset.  For  the  inhabitants  fled  (impf.)  

and   took  post   (impf.)  on   the  hills   above   the   city;   for   it   stood   (impf.)  on  high  ground,  

being  about  eighty  stadia  removed  from  the  sea.  But  the  Aetolians  (for  they  had  come  

to   the  aid  of  Aegitium)  attacked   (impf.)  the  Athenians  and   their  allies,   running  down  

from   the   hills   on   every   side,   and   threw   javelins   (impf.)   at   them,   and   whenever   the  

Athenian   army   advanced,   they   retreated   (impf.),   but   when   the   Athenians   retreated,  

they  pressed  upon   (impf.)   them.  And   the   battle  was   (impf.)   like   this   for   a   long   time,  

alternate  pursuits  and  retreats,  in  both  of  which  the  Athenians  were  weaker.  

The  first  three  verbs  in  this  paragraph,  παρῄνουν  'ʹto  advise'ʹ,  ἐκέέλευον  'ʹto  urge'ʹ,  and  

ἦν  'ʹto  be'ʹ,  occur  in  the  imperfect  tense  by  default:  the  former  two  are  atelic  activities,  

since   they   have   no   inherent   endpoint   that   needs   to   be   reached   before   the   state   of  

affairs  can  be  said  to  have  occurred;  the  latter  is  a  state.  As  a  result,   they  constitute  

the  background  of  unbounded,  simultaneous  states  of  affairs  against  which  ἐχώώρει  

'ʹto  advance'ʹ  occurs.  The  imperfect  tense  of  ἐχώώρει  can  be  said  to  have  textual  value  

as  well,  though  not  as  background,  since  it  is  on  the  narrative  time-­‐‑line.  Rather,  the  

unboundedness  of  the  telic  accomplishment  ἐχώώρει  ἐπὶ  Αἰγιτίίου  'ʹto  advance  against  

Aegitium'ʹ  indicates  anticipation  of  the  intended  destination,  which  has  not  yet  been  

reached  for  now.59  

The   only   verb   in   this   paragraph   that   occurs   in   a   tense   other   than   the   imperfect,   is  

αἱρεῖ.  As  we  saw  earlier,  I  concur  with  Fanning  (1990:  228)  on  denying  the  historical  

present   any   aspectual   value   of   unboundedness:   events   in   the   historical   present  

simply  occur,  one  after  another.  The  reason,   then,  why  Thucydides  did  not  use   the  

aorist  for  the  'ʹtaking'ʹ  of  Aegitium,  could  be  looked  for  on  two  levels  of  meaning:  on  

                                                
59  The   actual   arrival   at   Aegitium   is   conveyed   by   the   participle   ἐπιώών,   which   can   more  
accurately  be  translated  as  'ʹupon  arriving'ʹ.    
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the  textual  level,  the  capture  of  this  city  could  have  been  regarded  by  Thucydides  as  

decisive   or   unexpected.60  On   the   interpersonal   level,   he   might   have   wanted   to  

present  this  event  from  the  internal  perspective  of  the  inhabitants  of  Aegitium:  they  

were  in  a  position,  as  will  become  clear  in  the  following  sentence,  from  which  they  

could  watch  as  the  Athenian  forces  entered  their  hometown.  

The   next   three   verbs,   ὑπέέφευγον   'ʹto   flee'ʹ,   ἐκάάθηντο   'ʹto   take   post'ʹ,   and   ἦν   'ʹto   be'ʹ,  

explain   why   the   Athenians   could   seize   Aegitium   so   easily   (indicated   by   the  

explanatory   particle   γὰρ):   as   they   entered   the   city,   the   inhabitants   fled   and   were  

taking  post  on  the  neighbouring  hills,  provided  by  the  geographical  position  of   the  

city.   The   background   function   of   ὑπέέφευγον,   ἐκάάθηντο,   and   ἦν   stems   from   their  

ideational   function:   ὑπέέφευγον   is   an   atelic   activity,   ἐκάάθηντο   ἐπὶ   τῶν  λόόφων   'ʹon  

the  hills'ʹ   is   a   telic   accomplishment  presented   as  unbounded,   and  ἦν   is   a   state   that  

was  true  long  before  and  long  after  these  events.  Together,  they  describe  the  different  

states  of  affairs  that  were  taking  place  at  the  time  of  αἱρεῖ.61  

The   next   four   verbs,   προσέέβαλλον   'ʹto   attack'ʹ62,   ἐσηκόόντιζον   'ʹto   throw   javelins'ʹ,  

ὑπεχώώρουν   'ʹto   retreat'ʹ,   and   ἐπέέκειντο   'ʹto   press   upon'ʹ,   are   separated   from   the  

foregrounded   event   αἱρεῖ   (and   its   satellites   ὑπέέφευγον   and   ἐκάάθηντο)   by   the  

parenthesised   pluperfect   βεβοηθηκόότες   ἦσαν   'ʹthey   had   come   to   aid'ʹ:   it   was   only  

after  the  taking  of  Aegitium  that  the  Aetolians  arrived  at  the  scene.  The  events  that  

                                                
60  Cf.  Basset  (2011:  160).  
61  In  this  reading  of  the  text,  the  inhabitants  of  Aegitium  were  fleeing  at  the  moment  of  αἱρεῖ.  
However,  Herwerden  (1877)  reads  the  aorist  ὑπέέφυγον  instead  of  the  imperfect  ὑπέέφευγον.  
If   he   is   correct,   ὑπέέφυγον   'ʹthey   had   fled'ʹ   is   a   foregrounded   activity  with   a   activity   phase  
limited   in   time   that   occurred   before   (and   not   during)   the   taking   of   Aegitium;   ἐκάάθηντο  
would  then  be  interpreted  as  the  activity  'ʹto  hold  a  position'ʹ  and  as  the  background  to  αἱρεῖ,  
which  in  turn  would  then  be  even  more  suited  for  perception,  i.e.  from  the  perspective  of  the  
inhabitants  of  Aegitium  on  the  hill.  However,  the  accuracy  of  this  reading  is  unclear:  Smith  
defended   Herwerden'ʹs   interpretation   in   his   commentary   on   Thucydides'ʹ   narrative   (1894),  
but  disregarded  any  dispute  on  the  matter  in  his  edition  of  the  same  (19756).  
62  Note  that  we  translated  προσβάάλλω  earlier  as  the  accomplishment  'ʹto  make  an  attack  on'ʹ  
(cf.   supra,   p.   45).   However,   προσβάάλλω  may   also   be   translated   as   the   activity   'ʹto   attack'ʹ  
("ʺπροσβάάλλω."ʺ  A  Greek-­‐‑English  Lexicon,  1940).  
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occured   next   primarily   have   an   interpersonal   meaning:   they   are   perceived   by   the  

inhabitants   of   Aegitium   from   their   position   on   the   hills   that   tower   over   the   land.  

Ideationally,   the   latter   two   constitute   a   recurring   cycle   of   events   that   is   to   be  

regarded  as  simultaneous  with  the  atelic  activities  προσέέβαλλον  and  ἐσηκόόντιζον:  

the   attack   of   the   Aetolians   consisted   of   constant   javelin-­‐‑hurling   and   a   repeating  

pattern   of   retreating   and   pressing   on,   as   indicated   by   the   past   general   temporal  

clause   introduced   by   ὅτε   +   optative,   'ʹwhenever'ʹ.   As   we   have   shown   before,   this  

simultaneity  results  from  the  value  of  unboundedness.  

Finally,   ἦν   'ʹto   be'ʹ,   is   a   state   that   encompasses   and   summarises   the   previous   four  

verbs.  The  imperfect  tense63  can  be  explained  on  two  levels  of  meaning.  Ideationally,  

its  value  of  unboundedness  signifies  that  the  battle  was  not  over  yet,  which  leads  to  

the   (macro-­‐‑)textual   value   of   backgrounding:   the   foreground   continues   in   the   very  

next  paragraph,  and  the  way  this  battle  was  progressing  conveys  the  framework  for  

the  events  to  come.  

As   a   concluding   statement,   it   only   remains   to   observe   that   none   of   our   previous  

conclusions  have  been  refuted.  They  will  be  recapitulated  in  the  final  chapter  of  this  

paper.  

[10]  

µμέέχρι  µμὲν  οὖν  οἱ   τοξόόται   εἶχόόν  τε   τὰ  βέέλη  αὐτοῖς  καὶ  οἷοίί   τε  ἦσαν  χρῆσθαι,   οἱ   δὲ  

ἀντεῖχον   (τοξευόόµμενοι  γὰρ  οἱ  Αἰτωλοὶ  ἄνθρωποι  ψιλοὶ  ἀνεστέέλλοντο)·∙   ἐπειδὴ  δὲ  

τοῦ  τε   τοξάάρχου  ἀποθανόόντος  οὗτοι   διεσκεδάάσθησαν  καὶ  αὐτοὶ   ἐκεκµμήήκεσαν  καὶ  

ἐπὶ   πολὺ   τῷ   αὐτῷ   πόόνῳ   ξυνεχόόµμενοι,   οἵ   τε   Αἰτωλοὶ   ἐνέέκειντο   καὶ   ἐσηκόόντιζον,  

οὕτω   δὴ   τραπόόµμενοι   ἔφευγον,   καὶ   ἐσπίίπτοντες   ἔς   τε   χαράάδρας   ἀνεκβάάτους   καὶ  

χωρίία   ὧν   οὐκ   ἦσαν   ἔµμπειροι   διεφθείίροντο·∙   καὶ   γὰρ   ὁ   ἡγεµμὼν   αὐτοῖς   τῶν   ὁδῶν  

                                                
63  Remember   that,   although   εἰµμίί   has   no   aorist   form,   the   aspectual   choice   for   the   imperfect  
tense   is   far   from   insignificant:  Thucydides  had  plenty  of   other  options   to   chose   from   if  he  
wanted  to  convey  boundedness  (cf.  supra,  p.  37).  
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Χρόόµμων  ὁ  Μεσσήήνιος  ἐτύύγχανε64  τεθνηκώώς.  οἱ  δὲ  Αἰτωλοὶ  ἐσακοντίίζοντες  πολλοὺς  

µμὲν   αὐτοῦ   ἐν   τῇ   τροπῇ   κατὰ   πόόδας   αἱροῦντες   ἄνθρωποι   ποδώώκεις   καὶ   ψιλοὶ  

διέέφθειρον,   τοὺς   δὲ   πλείίους   τῶν   ὁδῶν   ἁµμαρτάάνοντας   καὶ   ἐς   τὴν   ὕλην  

ἐσφεροµμέένους,  ὅθεν  διέέξοδοι  οὐκ  ἦσαν,  πῦρ  κοµμισάάµμενοι  περιεπίίµμπρασαν·∙  πᾶσάά  

τε  ἰδέέα  κατέέστη  τῆς  φυγῆς  καὶ  τοῦ  ὀλέέθρου  τῷ  στρατοπέέδῳ  τῶν  Ἀθηναίίων,  µμόόλις  

τε  ἐπὶ  τὴν  θάάλασσαν  καὶ  τὸν  Οἰνεῶνα  τῆς  Λοκρίίδος,  ὅθεν  περ  καὶ  ὡρµμήήθησαν,  οἱ  

περιγενόόµμενοι   κατέέφυγον.   ἀπέέθανον   δὲ   τῶν   τε   ξυµμµμάάχων   πολλοὶ   καὶ   αὐτῶν  

Ἀθηναίίων   ὁπλῖται   περὶ   εἴκοσι   µμάάλιστα   καὶ   ἑκατόόν.   τοσοῦτοι   µμὲν   τὸ   πλῆθος   καὶ  

ἡλικίία   ἡ   αὐτὴ   οὗτοι   βέέλτιστοι   δὴ   ἄνδρες   ἐν   τῷ   πολέέµμῳ   τῷδε   ἐκ   τῆς   Ἀθηναίίων  

πόόλεως   διεφθάάρησαν·∙   ἀπέέθανε   δὲ   καὶ   ὁ   ἕτερος   στρατηγὸς   Προκλῆς.   τοὺς   δὲ  

νεκροὺς   ὑποσπόόνδους   ἀνελόόµμενοι   παρὰ   τῶν   Αἰτωλῶν   καὶ   ἀναχωρήήσαντες   ἐς  

Ναύύπακτον   ὕστερον   ἐς   τὰς   Ἀθήήνας   ταῖς   ναυσὶν   ἐκοµμίίσθησαν.   Δηµμοσθέένης   δὲ  

περὶ  Ναύύπακτον  καὶ  τὰ  χωρίία  ταῦτα  ὑπελείίφθη,   τοῖς  πεπραγµμέένοις  φοβούύµμενος  

τοὺς  Ἀθηναίίους.  (3.98)  

Now  so   long  as   their  bowmen  had  arrows  and  were  able   to  use   them,   the  Athenians  

held   out   (impf.)   (for   the  Aetolian   troops,   light-­‐‑armed  men,   being   shot   at,  were   kept  

back   (impf.)).   But  when   the   captain   of   the   archers   had   been   killed   and   his  men   had  

been   scattered,   and   when   the   hoplites   were   worn   out,   having   been   engaged   in   the  

unremitting  struggle  for  a  long  time,  and  since  the  Aetolians  were  pressing  them  hard  

and   hurling   javelins   upon   them,   the   Athenian   hoplites,   having   turned   around,   fled  

(impf.);  and  falling  into  ravines  from  which  there  was  no  way  out  and  into  places  with  

which  they  were  unacquainted,  they  were  slain  (impf.).  For  Chromon,  the  Messenian,  

who  had  been  their  guide  on  the  way,  had  unfortunately  been  killed.  The  Aetolians,  

plying  their  javelins  and  catching  many  there  in  the  rout,  being  swift  of  foot  and  lightly  

equipped,  slew   (impf.)   them.  But   the  greater  number,  who  had  missed   the   roads  and  

had  got  into  the  forest,  from  which  there  were  no  paths  out,  having  brought  fire,  they  

set   on   fire   (impf.).   Then   every  manner   of   flight   ensued   (aor.),   and   every  manner   of  

destruction  for   the  army  of   the  Athenians,  and  the  survivors  escaped  (aor.)  only  with  

                                                
64  Because  of   the   idiomatic  nature  of   this  verb,   it  will  not  be  analysed   in   the  current  paper.  
("ʺτυγχάάνω."ʺ  A  Greek-­‐‑English  Lexicon,  1940).  
 



 74 

difficulty   to   the   sea   at  Oeneon   in   Locris,   from  where   they   had   set   out.  Many   of   the  

allies  perished  (aor.),  and  of  the  Athenians  themselves  about  one  hundred  and  twenty  

hoplites.  So  great  a  number  of  men,  and  all  of   the  same  age,  were  destroyed   (aor.)   in  

this   war,   the   best  men   in   truth   from   the   city   of   Athens;   and   Procles,   on   of   the   two  

generals,  perished  (aor.)  also.  Having  received  back  their  dead  from  the  Aetolians  and  

having  retreated  to  Naupactus,   they  were  afterwards   taken  back   (aor.)  by  the  fleet   to  

Athens.  Demosthenes,   however,  was   left  behind   (aor.)   in  Naupactus   and   the   region  

round  about,  being  afraid  of  the  Athenians  because  of  what  had  happened.  

The  first  part  of   this  paragraph  is  narrated  in  the   imperfect   tense,  while   the  second  

part   features  only  aorist  verbs.  The  main   reason   for   this  division  of   aspect   is   to  be  

found   on   the   interpersonal   level:   the   imperfect   verbs   convey   internally  

perspectivized   states   of   affairs,   whereas   the   aorist   verbs   indicate   the   narrator'ʹs  

external  point  of  view.  However,  let  us  first  analyse  each  verb  form  individually  with  

respect  to  the  other  metafunctions  as  well.  

The   first   two   imperfect   verbs,   ἀντεῖχον   'ʹto   hold   out'ʹ   and   ἀνεστέέλλοντο   'ʹto   keep  

back'ʹ  are  both  atelic  activites,  naturally  presented  as  unbounded,  and  simultaneous  

with   the   last   five   imperfect   verbs   of   the   previous   paragraph.65  The   foregrounded  

events   that   occur   against   that   entire   internally   perspectivised   background   of  

simultaneous   states  of   affairs,   however,   are  narrated   in   a  genitive   absolute   (τοῦ   τε  

τοξάάρχου   ἀποθανόόντος   'ʹwhen   the   captain   of   the   archers   had   been   killed'ʹ)   and   a  

number  of  temporal  subordinate  clauses  introduced  by  ἐπειδὴ  'ʹwhen'ʹ  (the  pluperfect  

forms   διεσκεδάάσθησαν   'ʹhad   scattered'ʹ   and   ἐκεκµμήήκεσαν   'ʹhad   been   worn   out'ʹ).  

Apparently,  there  is  a  difference  between  sequential  events  that  are  important  to  the  

story,  and  events  that  merely  occur  in  chronological  order,  such  as  these  three  states  

of  affairs.  

                                                
65  Note   the   importance   to   analyse   verb   forms   across   paragraph   borders,  which   have   often  
been  artificially  imposed  on  classical  texts  by  editors  in  later  times.  
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As   a   result   of   the   death   of   the   captain   of   the   archers,   their   confusion,   and   the  

weariness  of  the  hoplites,  and  at  the  same  time  because  of  the  length  of  the  battle  and  

the   continuous   activity   of   the   Aetolians,   the   Athenian   forces   fled.   Indeed,   the  

imperfect  verbs  ἔφευγον  'ʹto  flee'ʹ,  διεφθείίροντο  'ʹto  be  slain'ʹ,  and  διέέφθειρον  'ʹto  slay'ʹ  

occur  simultaneously  with  respect  to  each  other  (as  a  result  of  their  unboundedness),  

but  only  after  the  'ʹforegrounded'ʹ  events  (i.e.  events  on  the  narrative  time-­‐‑line)  of  the  

preceding   subordinate   clauses,   which   separate   them   from   the   previous   series   of  

imperfect  verbs.  While  they  'ʹwere  fleeing'ʹ  (atelic  activity),  they  were  'ʹslain'ʹ  and  'ʹslain'ʹ  

(iterated  achievements,   once  passive   and  once   active)  by   the  Aetolians.  Again,   this  

ideational  value  of  unboundedness  does  not  lead  to  a  textual  value  of  grounding,  but  

to  an  interpersonal  meaning  of  internal  perspective:  the  events  continue  to  be  viewed  

through   the  eyes  of  our  observers  on   the   spot,   the   inhabitants  of  Aegitium.  Rather  

than   constituting   the   background   to   a   certain   foreground,   the   slaying   of   the  

Athenians  is  described  as  they  are  unfolding  before  their  eyes.    

In   that   light,   the   last   imperfect   verb   of   this   paragraph,  περιεπίίµμπρασαν   'ʹto   set   on  

fire'ʹ,  has  an  even  greater  pyschological  impact  on  both  observers  and  audience.  The  

direct  object  of  περιεπίίµμπρασαν   is   explicitly   identified  as   the  Athenian   soldiers   in  

the  forest,  and  not  the  forest  itself  (τοὺς  δὲ  πλείίους  τῶν  ὁδῶν  ἁµμαρτάάνοντας  καὶ  ἐς  

τὴν  ὕλην  ἐσφεροµμέένους   'ʹthe  ones  who  had  missed  the  roads  and  had  got   into   the  

forest'ʹ).   Therefore,   the   combination   of   the   imperfect   tense   with   the   achievement  

περιεπίίµμπρασαν  should  be   interpreted  as   iterativity:   the  Aetolians  set   fire   to  all  of  

these  individual  soldiers.  Again,  the  ideational  value  of  unboundedness  leads  to  the  

interpersonal  meaning  of   internal  perspective:   the  people  on  the  hills  perceive  how  

the  Athenian  forces  were  killed  by  arms  and  fire  at  the  same  time.  

The   remainder   of   this   paragraph   is   narrated   from   the   external   perspective   of   the  

narrator,  as   indicated  by  the  aorist  aspect.  First,  κατέέστη   'ʹto  ensue'ʹ  summarises  the  
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various  ways  in  which  the  Athenians  perished.66  Next,  κατέέφυγον  'ʹto  escape'ʹ  cannot  

be  in  the  line  of  sight  of  our  internal  observers  on  the  spot,  and  is  only  known  to  the  

narrator.   Similarly,   it   is  only   the  narrator  himself  who  possesses   the  hindsight  and  

the  knowledge   required   to  give   the   exact  numbers  of  how  many  hoplites  perished  

(ἀπέέθανον).  Next,  διεφθάάρησαν  'ʹto  be  slain'ʹ  is  an  explicit  authorial  comment  on  the  

special   valour   of   the   ones  who  were   killed   in   this   entire   expedition.   The   death   of  

Procles,  ἀπέέθανε,  is  presented  as  a  mere  afterthought.  In  fact,  κατέέστη,  κατέέφυγον,  

ἀπέέθανον,  and  διεφθάάρησαν67  constitute  some  kind  of  report  of  the  casualties  and  

survivors  of  this  battle:  these  events  do  not  carry  the  narrative  time-­‐‑line  forward,  but  

rather   convey   the   events   that   accompanied   the   foregrounded   events,   i.e.   the  

preceding  imperfect  verbs,  but  that  could  only  be  known  to  an  external  narrator  who  

looks  back  on  the  events.68  

The  accomplishment69  ἐκοµμίίσθησαν   'ʹto   take  back'ʹ  and   the  achievement  ὑπελείίφθη  

'ʹto   leave   behind'ʹ,   do   carry   the   narrative   time-­‐‑line   forward:   in   addition   to   an  

interpersonal   value   of   external   perspective,   they   receive   a   textual   value   of  

foregrounding,   based   on   their   ideational   value   of   boundedness,   which   occurs  

naturally  with  their  telic  Aktionsart.  

One   main   conclusion   can   be   drawn   from   the   discussion   of   this   paragraph.  

Foregrounded  states  of  affairs,  insofar  as  they  move  the  narrative  time-­‐‑line  forward,  

can  occur  in  subordinate  clauses  (often  temporal)  as  well.  Although  the  scope  of  the  

present   paper   is   limited   to   main   clause   events   only,   the   inclusion   of   these  

'ʹforegrounded'ʹ  events  is  sometimes  necessary  to  be  able  to  account  for  the  aspectual  

choices  for  the  main  clause  verbs.  

     
                                                
66  Compare  with  the  analysis  of  the  previous  instance  of  this  verb  on  p.  67.  
67  All   of   these   states   of   affairs   are   telic,   and   occur   naturally   with   the   aorist   aspect,   which  
conveys  boundedness.  
68  Cf.  note  48.  
69  The  plural  subject  is  viewed  collectively  by  Thucydides.  Cf.  Fanning  (1990:  166-­‐‑167).    
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4.     General  conclusions  

In  this  Master'ʹs  dissertation,  an  attempt  was  made  to  ascertain  the  metafunctionally  

diverse  nature  of  the  grammatical  category  aspect  in  Ancient  Greek  historiographical  

narrative.  The  corpus  material  for  this  linguistic  investigation  was  the  third  book  of  

Thucydides'ʹ  Histories,  and   from  it  were  selected   ten  paragraphs   for  discussion.  The  

analysis   focussed   on   the   aspectual   nature   of   main   clause   verbs,   insofar   as   they  

occurred  in  the  aorist,  imperfect,  or  historical  present  tense.  

The  general  framework  for  this  research  was  Systemic  Functional  Linguistics,  which  

postulates   a   three-­‐‑dimensional   semantic   approach   of   language.   According   to   SFL,  

there   are   three   levels   of   meaning:   the   ideational   dimension   (the   propositional  

content),   the   textual   dimension   (the   way   a   discourse   is   organized),   and   the  

interpersonal   dimension   (concerning   the   relationship   between   speaker/writer   and  

hearer/reader).   With   respect   to   the   category   aspect,   the   ideational   dimension   is  

concerned  with  (un)boundedness  and  its  interaction  between  the  Aktionsart/situation  

type   of   individual   verbs   (resulting   in   such   interpretations   as   conativity   and  

iterativity),   the   textual   dimension   with   the   foreground-­‐‑background   distinction,  

discourse  cohesion,  anticipation,  and  decisiveness70,  and  the  interpersonal  dimension  

with  point  of  view,  i.e.  internal  or  external  perspective.71  

The  main  thesis  of  this  dissertation  was  that  all  three  metafunctions  are  necessary  but  

also  sufficient  to  account  for  all  of  the  aorist,  imperfect,  and  historical  present  verbs  

in   Thucydides'ʹ   narrative.   Especially   the   claim   for   including   the   interpersonal  

dimension  in  semantic  discussions  of  aspect  needed  support.  In  addition,  while  it  is  

                                                
70  Note  that  the  historical  present  is  not  considered  to  have  any  marked  aspectual  value,  but  
only  temporal  value.  
71  This  value  of  aspect  has  led  Allan  (2013)  to  distinguish  between  various  discourse  modes  
with   more   features   than   merely   perspective,   based   on   specific   uses   of   particles,  
subordination,   participles,   negation,   mood,   and   vocabulary.   However,   this   paper   was  
concerned  with  verbal  aspect  only,  a  category  that,  in  my  opinion,  has  the  ability  to  indicate  
only  one  of  those  features,  viz.  perspective.    
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true   that   the   ideational   dimension   lies   at   the   basis   of   textual   and   interpersonal  

dimension,  we  tried  to  ascertain  the  default  metafunction  in  narrative.  

The  extended  semantic  analysis  of  ten  excerpts  from  the  corpus  led  to  the  following  

concrete   conclusions.   First   and   foremost,   it   was   found   that   a   semantic   analysis   of  

aspect  must  always  examine   individual  verb   forms,  and  not  entire  paragraphs  as  a  

whole.  However,  it  is  also  important  to  hold  a  wider  context  into  account:  paragraph  

boundaries  are  rather  artificial  and  therefore  often  misleading.    

Second,  we  agree  with  Allan  (2013)  that  what  he  terms  'ʹthe  displaced  diegetic  mode'ʹ  

is   the   default   discourse   mode   in   historiographical   narrative.   The   result   for   the  

interpretation   of   aspect   is   that   the   default   aspectual   choice   is   based   on   the   textual  

value   of   grounding:   the   imperfect   tense   usually   depicts   the   background   to   a  

foreground   carried   by   the   aorist   tense.   The   default   perspective   is,   therefore,   the  

external   point   of   view   of   the   narrator.   Third,   the   default   aspectual   value   of  

grounding   can   be   overridden   when   there   is   a   marked   meaning   on   either   the  

ideational  or  the  interpersonal  level,  or  even  on  the  textual  level  itself.  For  example,  a  

foregrounded   event   may   be   in   the   imperfect   tense   to   indicate   iterativity,   internal  

perspective,   anticipation,   discourse   cohesion,   or   a   combination   of   these   and   other  

values.  Alternatively,  a  background  element  may  be  in  the  aorist  to  indicate  external  

perspective.    

Fourth,  it  was  found  that  the  threefold  distinction  made  by  Allan  (2013)  between  an  

external  (aorist),  a  panoramic  (historical  present),  and  an  internal  (imperfect)  point  of  

view,   should   be   reduced   to   a   distinction   between   internal   (historical   present,  

imperfect)  and  external  (aorist)  perspective.  I  agree  with  Fanning  (1990:  228)  that  the  

difference   between   the   historical   present   and   the   imperfect   tenses   lies   in   their  

ideational   meaning:   the   historical   present   derives   its   value   of   internal   perspective  

through  its  ability  to  convey  presence  at  the  scene  by  means  of  the  temporal  illusion  

of   immediacy.   As   regards   aspect,   the   historical   present   is   unmarked   for   either  
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boundedness  or  unboundedness:   the  events  simply  occur,  one  after  another,  on  the  

narrative  foreground.  The  imperfect,  on  the  other  hand,  derives  its  value  of  internal  

perspective  through  its  aspectual  value  of  unboundedness:  the  event  is  viewed  from  

within,   in   its   unfolding.   Unlike   the   historical   present,   therefore,   internally  

perspectivised   events   in   the   imperfect   tense   occur   simultaneously,   either   as  

background  or  as  recurring  cycles  of  foregrounded  events.  

Fifth,   the   internal   observer  on   the   spot   that   experiences   the   states   of   affairs   can  be  

either  a  human  participant  of   the  events,  or  a  virtual  camera-­‐‑eye.  The   former  must  

have   the   opportunity   to   perceive   the   states   of   affairs   in   order   to   be   eligible   as   the  

internal   observer.   The   latter   can   shift   over   the   different   areas   of,   for   example,   a  

battlefield,   and   has   nu   such   obligation:   it   is   omnipresent.   However,   internally  

perspectivised   states   of   affairs   must   always   be   potentially   observable   by   some  

observer  on  the  spot:  events  that  take  place  in  secret  or  excluded  from  sight  are  only  

known  to  the  narrator,  and  cannot  be  presented  from  an  internal  point  of  view.  

Sixth,   the   choice   for   a   verb   with   an   aorist   declination,   like   εἰµμίί,   only   serves   to  

emphasise  the  meaning  of  the  imperfect  tense.  Since  Thucydides  most  probably  had  

plenty  of  other   lexemes  to  choose  from,  the  imperfect  cannot  be  explained  as  being  

due  to  the  lack  of  an  aorist  form  for  εἰµμίί.    

Seventh,   the   ideational   value   of   (un)boundedness   dominates   the   textual   and  

interpersonal   dimensions   in   the   sense   that   (a)   states   of   affairs   in   the   aorist   aspect  

always   occur   sequentially,   though   not   always   in   chronological   order,   (b)   states   of  

affairs  in  the  historical  present  tense  occur  always  one  after  another,  in  the  order  in  

which   they   are   narrated,   and   (c)   states   of   affairs   in   the   imperfect   tense   are   always  

simultaneous.    

Eighth,   when   a  motivation,   reason,   or   cause   is   narrated   from   an   internal   point   of  

view,  it   is  attributed  to  the  insight  of  the  internal  observer.  When  the  narrator  does  

not  agree,  he  may  intervene  with  an  aorist  verb  that  expresses  his  own  opinion  based  
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on  full  knowledge  of  the  events  due  to  his  ability  to  view  the  events  in  retrospect,  i.e.  

from  an  external  point  of  view.  His  hindsight  also  provides  him  with   the  ability   to  

summarise   or   rephrase   the   events   with   aorist   verbs,   but   these   do   not   carry   the  

narrative  forward:  rather,  they  are  backgrounded  states  of  affairs  that  accompany  the  

foreground  conveyed  particularly  by  imperfect  verbs.  

Finally,   events   on   the   narrative   time-­‐‑line   can   occur   in   subordinate   clauses   (often  

temporal)   as   well.   Although   this   dissertation   was   primarily   concerned   with   main  

clause   events,   it  may  prove   useful   to   include   an   investigation   of   such   subordinate  

clauses   in   future   aspectual   studies   of   historiographical   narrative,   in   order   to   fully  

understand  the  influence  of  aspect  on  the  understanding  of  an  Ancient  Greek  text.  

Therefore,   it   seems   that   this  Master'ʹs   dissertation   has   found   solid   evidence   for   its  

main   hypothesis.   The   Ancient   Greek   verb   has   been   proven   to   feature   a   range   of  

meanings  due  to  the  category  of  aspect.  Three  different  levels  of  aspectual  meaning  

provide  the  verb  with  a  diverse  meaning  potential,   from  which  some  meanings  are  

emphasised   and  other   ruled  out   as   a   result   of   various   interactions  with   the   lexical  

meaning  of  the  verb  and  the  context.    

Nevertheless,   this   paper'ʹs   limitations   of   time   and   space   restrict   the   exhaustiveness  

and  accuracy  of  its  findings:  extending  the  scope  of  this  and  similar  research  to  other  

genres,  such  as  drama  and  epic,  could  broaden  our  comprehension  of  Ancient  Greek  

texts.   Are   all   three   metafunctions   always   necessary   to   account   for   the   meaning  

potential   of   aspect?   To  what   extent   do   tragedies   and   comedies,   not   coincidentally  

'ʹmimetic'ʹ   literature   in   Aristotle'ʹs   words,   feature   the   same   interpersonal   distinction  

between   internal   and   external   perspective   as   historiographical   texts,   which   as   we  

saw  in  this  paper  combine  diegesis   'ʹtelling'ʹ  with  mimesis   'ʹshowing'ʹ   in  a  very  implicit  

way  (i.e.  even  if  we  disregard  direct  speech,  Aristotle'ʹs  criterion  for  mimesis)?  And  in  

what  way  do  Homer'ʹs  epics  differ  from  historiography  in  this  respect?  Do  the  poet'ʹs  

Muses  provide  him  with   the  ability   to  narrate   the  events   from  an   internal  point  of  
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view   as   well?   More   extensive   three-­‐‑dimensional   research   on   various   verbal   (and  

other   linguistic)   categories   and   different   literary   genres   is   required   for   a   full  

understanding  of  Ancient  Greek  texts.     
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