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DIONYSIUS OF HALICARNASSUS AND THE 
METHOD OF METATHESIS 

I. INTRODUCTION 

463 

In the fourth chapter of his work On Composition, Dionysius of Halicamassus com­
pares the subject of this treatise (composition, avv8w<c;) to the Homeric goddess 
Athena.1 Just as Athena makes the same Odysseus appear now in one form, now in 
another, so composition, taking the same words, makes the ideas ( -nx vo�!Lam) 
appear at one time 'unlovely, mean and beggarly', and at another time 'sublime, 
rich and beautiful' (Camp. 4.19.18-20.10). This elegant comparison, which illus­
trates the power of composition, also offers an instructive background to one of the 
most interesting aspects of Dionysius' rhetorical works, namely his method of metath­
esis (�Lmi8w<c;).2 The rearrangement of texts, which changes their character just as 
Athena can change the form of Odysseus, is one of the three methods of literary criti­
cism of which Dionysius makes use, besides the analysis of longer text fragments and 
the comparison ( avyKpw<c;) of two or more authors. 3 The method of metathesis can be 

1 An earlier version of this paper was presented at the XIVth Biennial Conference of the 
International Society for the History of Rhetoric held in Madrid and Calahorra (July 2003). 
I wish to thank Ineke  Doreen Innes, Jeroen Bons, Jan van Ophuijsen, Dirk 
Schenkeveld, and Stephen Usher for their valuable suggestions. References to the works of 
Dionysius of Halicarnassus (Dion. Ha!.) are to the chapter, page, and line number of the 
edition by H. Usener and L. Radermacher, Dionysii Halicarnasei quae exstant 5 and 6 
(Stuttgart and Leipzig, 1 899 and 1 904  1 929). The English translations of Dionysius and of 
the passages cited in his works have been taken from S. Usher, Di onysius of Halicarnassus, 
Critical Essays I and 2 (Cambridge, MA and London, 1 974 and 1 985). In many cases, 
however, his translations have been adapted. Apart from Usher ( 1 974) and Usher ( 1 985), the 
following works are referred to by abbreviations: S. F. Bonner, The Literary Treatises of 
Di onysius of Ha licarnass us, A St udy in the Devel opment of Critical Method (Cambridge, 
1 939); C.  'Aesthetic response and technical analysis in the rhetorical writings of 
Dionysius of Halicarnassus', M use um Helveticum 48 ( 1 99 1 ), 33 58; N. A. Greenberg, 
'Metathesis as an instrument in the criticism of poetry', TAPA 89 ( 1 958), 262 70; R. Janko, 
Phil odemus On Poems B o o k  I ,  E dited with  Translati on, an d Commentary 
(Oxford, 2000). 

2 While preparing this paper for publication, I received a special issue of the journal 
Linguistica e Letteratura 29. 1 2 (2004), in which the procedure of rewriting texts is discussed 
from various angles. See esp. the contributions by L. Spina, 'Esercizi di stile: riscritture e meta
morfosi testuali. Un'introduzione' (9  1 2), and by M. Grimaldi, 'A proposito dell'esegesi retor
ico-grammaticale: quale he esempio di metafrasi/riscrittura' (2 1 49). On the various 
applications of the term 'metathesis' in ancient grammar and rhetoric, see U. Schindel, 
'Enargia, Metathesis, Metastasis: Figurendefinitionen bei Isidor und Quintilian', Gl otta 7 1  
( 1 993), 1 1 2  19 at 1 1 3. In this paper, the word 'metathesis' refers to the technique of rewriting 
a given text, whether in prose or poetry, in order to make a comparison between the first and 
second version, thereby pointing to certain virtues, faults or particularities in the style of the 
original. Dionysius of Halicarnassus usually refers to this technique with the verb f1-EmTi8"lf1-' 
('to change', 'to transpose', 'to place differently'), but he also uses other verbs, such as 
aAAUTTw ('to change', 'to alter') and other compound verbs with fLETa , including fLETaKw€w 
('to change', 'to change places'), fl-ETarrirrTw ('to undergo a change') and fLEmppvB,.i�w ('to 
change the form'). 

3 The standard work on Dionysius' critical methods is that ofBonner ( 1 939), who has shown 
that Dionysius' use of these methods became increasingly sophisticated in the course of his 
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considered a language experiment intended to demonstrate the merits and defects, or 
more generally the particularities of a text.4 

Dionysius' use of metathesis seems to belong to a tradition of ancient 'language 
experiments'.5 Early examples of the rewriting of texts can be found in Plato and 
Aristotle.6 Pseudo-Demetrius and, less frequently, pseudo-Longinus and Cicero 
employ metathesis to illustrate the virtues or faults of a text. 7 Finally, the so-called 
kritilwi who appear in Philodemus' On Poems used metathesis to prove that the 

career. Although Bonner points to some interesting cases of the rewriting method, he does not 
give a systematic analysis of Dionysius' use of metathesis. A detailed study is lacking, although 
many scholars have observed the importance of the metathesis procedure in Dionysius' rhetori
cal works. See, e.g., W. Rhys Roberts, Dionysius of Halicarnassus, The Three Literary Letters 
(Cambridge, 1 90 I), 1 1 12; W. Rhys Roberts, Dionysius of Halicarnassus, On Literary 
C omp osition (London, 1 9 1 0), 30 1 ;  G. M. A. Grube, The Greek and Roman Critics 
(London, 1 965), 1 96 and 224; Damon ( 1 99 1 ), 50 2; C. J. Classen, 'Rhetorik und 
Literaturkritik' ,  in F. Montanari (ed.), La philol ogie grecque a l'epoque hellenistique et 
r omaine, Entretiens sur l 'Antiquite classique 40 (Geneve, 1 994), 338 47; L. Spina, 
'Riscrivere "Candaule" ', Rhet orica 1 7  ( 1 999), 1 25 7; L. Pemot, La Rhet orique dans 
l 'Antiquite (Paris, 2000), 1 82. 

4 A modem example of the method of metathesis can be found in J. Denniston, Greek Prose 
Style (Oxford, 1 952), 7, who intends to prove the power of the first sentence of Herodotus' 
Histories by changing the order of the first five words: 'Put the first five words in any other 
order, and the thing is ruined. ' The formulation of this analysis, which clearly echoes the 
story about the opening words of Plato' s  Republic (see n. 6), resembles the conclusions that 
Dionysius derives from rewriting Homer or Herodotus in order to prove the quality of their 
texts: compare, e.g., Comp . 4. 1 7.6 1 4  (paragraph II below). 

5 I hope to present a more detailed discussion of this tradition of ancient language exper
iments in my Ph.D. thesis 'Between rhetoric and grammar. Dionysius of Halicamassus on 
language, linguistics, and literature' .  

6 Somewhere at the beginning o f  this tradition stands Socrates' criticism o f  the 'Midas 
epigram' in Plato' s  Phaedrus (264D). There, Socrates states that a rearrangement of the verses 
of this poem would not affect its quality, which proves that it is a bad poem. Although Plato 
does not use the word metathesis, it is clear that Socrates is thinking of rearrangement as a test 
of the quality of a text. The idea is that it would be impossible to change the order of the elements 
of a good poem or a good speech. On this passage and the Platonic notion of 'organic compo
sition' ,  see C. M. J. Sicking, 'Organische Komposition und Verwandtes ' ,  Mnemos . 1 6  ( 1 963), 
225 42; M. Heath, Unity in Greek P oetics (Oxford, 1 989), 12 27; D. Armstrong, 'The impossi
bility of metathesis: Philodemus and Lucretius on form and content in poetry',  in D. Obbink ( ed. ), 
Philodemus and P oetry: P oetic The ory an d Practice in Lucretius, Phil odemus, an d H orace 
(New York and Oxford, 1 995), 2 10 32 at 222 n. 32; A. Ford, The Origins of Criticism, 
Literary Culture and P oetic Theory in Classical Greece (Princeton and Oxford, 2002), 240 4. 
Another early example of the rewriting of texts is Socrates' metathesis of the opening of the 
Ilia d into prose (R. 3.392ff.), which shows how Homer would have spoken himself, if he had 
not impersonated Chryses. On this passage, see G. R. F. Ferrari, 'Plato and poetry' ,  in G. A. 
Kennedy ( ed. ), The Cambridge History of Literary Criticism, 1 :  Classical Criticism 
(Cambridge, 1 989), 92 148; L. Spina, 'Platone "traduttore" di Omero' ,  Eikasmos 5 ( 1 994), 
173 9. Dionysius himself refers to the famous story about the writing tablet on which Plato 
wrote down various arrangements of the opening words of the Republic (Comp . 25. 1 33.7 1 3); 
on this story,  L. Spina, 'Riscrivere "Candaule"', Rhet orica 17 ( 1 999), 1 1 1 36 at 1 1 1 1 5 . 
In Aristotle, we find the first instances of metathesis as a didactic method, employed to point 
out the difference between deliberative and epideictic rhetoric (Rhet . 1 367b 1 368a), and the 
difference between loan-words and standard terms (Poet . 22. 1458b l 5 1459a4). There also 
seems to be an interesting connection between the critical method of metathesis and the prelimi
nary rewriting exercises that were part of the educational system. See below, paragraph III.2. 

7 Janko (2000), 227 n. 2 lists all the instances of metathesis in pseudo-Demetrius' On Style. 
See also Damon ( 1 99 1 ), 52 n. 1 00. Pseudo Longinus employs metathesis e.g. in Sub/ . 39.4 and 
40.2 3 (where the procedure is left to the reader), and Cicero uses the same method in Orat or 
8 1 ,2 14 1 5  and 232 3. Similar to the rhetoricians' method of metathesis is the technique of 
f.'ET<I,\'7\jl's (paraphrasing) that is employed by the grammarian Apollonius Dyscolus: see 
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quality of poetry does not depend on content or words, but only on word order and the 
sound that supervenes upon it. 8 The possibility of metathesis played an important role 
in the exciting debate between Philodemus and his opponents, the kritikoi, whose the­
ories on composition seem to have influenced Dionysius of Halicamassus.9 The 
reasoning of these critics seems to have been that if the composition of a verse is 
changed, the idion (the particularity) of poetry, that is the euphony that supervenes 
on the composition, will be lost, although the meaning and the words have not 
changed. 10 Philodemus, however, objected that, if the composition is altered, the 
meaning of a verse will change as well. 11 

In this article, I will focus on the use of metathesis by Dionysius of Halicamassus. 
I will argue that, in the rhetorical works of this author, metathesis is a very useful and 
versatile method, which he applies in order to point out the virtues, faults, or particu­
larities of certain original texts. Metathesis enables Dionysius and his readers to 
compare such an original text with a new formulation of the same thought. 
Therefore, it is an important didactical instrument for Dionysius, whose aim it is to 
teach his audience to write in a correct and convincing style. 

II. METATHESIS IN PHILODEMUS' ON POEMS AND 
DIONYSIUS' ON COMPOSITION 4 

While modem scholars have paid due attention to the views of Philodemus and his 
opponents on metathesis, they seem to underestimate the usefulness of Dionysius' 
language experiments. Although Bonner (1939) has already shown how important 
Dionysius' rewritings are with regard to his critical method, these language exper­
iments have been the target of criticism in more recent publications. 12 When 

I. Sluiter, Ancient Grammar in Context, Contributi ons t o  the Study of Ancient Linguistic 
Th ought (Amsterdam, 1 990), 1 1 1 1 7 .  

8 Cf. Janko (2000), 226 7. 
9 Cf. D. M. Schenkeveld, 01 KpmKo[ in Philodemus ' ,  Mnemos. 2 1 ( 1 968), 1 76 2 1 5 .  

Although K .  Goudriaan, O ver Classicisme. Dionysius van Halicarnassus en zijn program 
van we lsprekendheid, cu ltuur en  (Amsterdam, 1989), 153 4 has objected that 
Dionysius nowhere mentions the kritikoi, Janko's  edition of Philodemus' On P oems 1 shows 
that there are many resemblances between the theories of the kritikoi and the doctrine of 
Dionysius' On C omp ositi on. Compare, for example, their ideas on the hierarchy of sounds 
(Janko [2000], 178) and on the distinction between rational and irrational judgement (Janko 
[2000], 12 1 ). On the kritik oi, see now also J. I. Porter, 01 KpmKoi: a reassessment' ,  in J. G. 
J. Abbenes, S. R. Slings, and I. Sluiter (edd.), Gree k Literary The ory after Arist ot le, A 
Co llection of Papers in Hon our of D. M. Schen ke ve ld (Amsterdam, 1 995), 83 1 09 and 
Janko (2000), 1 20ff. On the discussion between Philodemus and his opponents about the possi
bility or impossibility of metathesis, see Armstrong (n. 6), and S.  Oberhelman and 
D. Armstrong, 'Satire as poetry and the impossibility of metathesis in Horace's Satires', in 
D. Obbink (ed.), Phi lodemus and  Poetic The ory and Practice in Lucretius, 
Phi lodemus, an d Horace (New York and Oxford, 1 995), 233 54. 

1° Cf. Porter (n. 9), 88. In an ironical context, Horace (Sat. 1.4 .53 62) turns things around by 
employing metathesis to prove the irrele vance, instead of the power, of composition: see 
K. Freudenburg, 'The satires in the context of late Republican stylistic theory', in id., The 
Wa lking Muse: Horace and the The ory of Satire (Princeton, 1 993), 1 09 84, at 146 7, and 
Oberhelman and Armstrong (n. 9), 242 4. 

11 Cf. F. Sbordone, Sui papiri del/a P oetica di Fi lodemo (Naples, 1 983), 36; Janko (2000), 
2 1 7  n. 7 and 227 n. 2. 

12 Bonner ( 1 939), 92 3: 'It has already been observed that the method of recasting an 
author' s  remark in order to bring home a criticism is among the most satisfactory methods of 
critical exposition, and one which calls for most exertion on the part of the critic. ' Apart 
from Greenberg ( 1 958), who thinks that the kritikoi in Philodemus were more successful in 
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discussing Dionysius' method of metathesis, modem scholars usually refer to an 
article by Greenberg (1958), who treated 'metathesis as an instrument in the criticism 
of poetry'. Greenberg holds the view that the kritilwi who are cited by Philodemus 
were much more successful in their application of metathesis than Dionysius. He 
draws this conclusion after having discussed only one instance of this method from 
Dionysius' works, namely the rewriting of some verses from the Iliad in Comp. 4: 

1. Dion. Hal. Comp. 4.15.3- 16.6 

Homer, Iliad 12.433-5: 
&,,\,\' �xEv wCJTE ra.\avm yvv� XEpvfJn> 

&.A-'18�,. 
� rE CJTa8p.ov �xovaa Kat Elpwv &.p.rf>k &.veAKEL 
laa�ova: iva 1TaLGtV a€tKea p.ta8ov iJ.pOLTO. 

Firmly they stayed like the scales in the 
hands of a labouring woman 
Carefully holding the balancing arm and 
weighing the wool 
Poising it level, to earn for her children a 
beggarly pittance. 

2. Dion. Hal. Comp. 4.16.7-18.3 

Homer, Iliad 13.392-3: 
w<; o 1rp6a8' i1T1TWV Kat Strf,pov K€LTO 

ravva(h[<;, 
f1€{3pvxws, KOVLOS odipayp.evos 

alp.aToeaGTJ>· 

So there outstretched was he lying, 
his steeds and his chariot before, 
Groaning, convulsively clutching the 
dust that was red with his gore. 

Dion. Hal. 's metathesis: 
&.,\,\' �XEV warE yvv� XEpvfJn> TaAavr' 

&..\"18�>. 
� Tt<; Elpwv ap.r/>t Kat CJTa8p.ov �XOVU aveAKH 
laa�ova: iv' aHKea 1TaLGtV iJ.potTO p.ta8ov. 

They stayed firmly like the scales in the 
labouring woman's hands 
As she carefully held the balancing arm 

aloft and weighed the wool, 
Level-poised, that her children might a 
beggarly pittance receive. 

Dion. Hal.'s metathesis: 
ws o 1rp6a8' i1T1TWV Kat Strf,pov K€LTO 

ravva8Et<;, 
alp.aro£aG'T]> KOVLO<; O€Opayp.£vos, 

{1€{1pvxw>. 

So there outstretched was he lying, his 
steeds and his chariot before, 
At the dust that was red with his gore 
clutching convulsively, groaning. 

In order to prove the power of composition, Dionysius changes not only the word 
order, but also the metre of the Homeric verses. In text 1, the dactylic hexameters are 
changed into so-called 'prosodiacs', which Dionysius compares to the 'Priapean' or 
'ithyphallic' lines of Euphorion. In text 2, he rewrites the hexameters in 'Ionic tetra­

meters', which he compares to the effeminate lines of the Hellenistic poet Sotades. In 
linking specific metres with a specific ethos, Dionysius is, of course, in line with other 
ancient critics.13 He concludes that 'when the choice of words remains unchanged and 

their application of metathesis than Dionysius, other scholars have criticized Dionysius' method 
as well. E. Gabba, Dionysius and The History of Archaic Rome (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and 
Oxford, 1 99 1 ), 66 remarks that Dionysius' ' stylistic criticism of Thucydides brings him to 
the point of daring to rewrite the text of Thucydides in a fuller and more normal style' (my 
emphasis). With regard to Dionysius' recasting of Thucydides 3.8 1ff.,  Usher ( 1 974), 458 
remarks that ' Some modem students might prefer Dionysius' s  version, but if they were to do 
so they would be seen to share his incomplete understanding of Thucydides's view of history. ' 

13 Cf. the 'effeminate' rhythm that, according to Pseudo-Demetrius 1 89, characterizes the 
Sotadean metathesis of a Homeric verse. 
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only the arrangement is altered, the rhythm and the metre is changed, and with it the 
structure, the complexion, the character, the feeling and the general effectiveness of 
the lines'. 14 Greenberg opposes this technique of rewriting to the metathesis practised 
by the critics who appear in Philodemus' On Poems. He points to a fragment of this 
work that Janko (2000) has attributed to the critic Heracleodorus. In this fragment, the 
importance of word order (and the supervening sound) is proven by a rearrangement 
(metathesis) of Iliad 16.112-14, which preserves the dactylic hexameter of the 
original: 15 

3. Philodemus, Po. 1.39; Heracleodorus F 39 (Janko) 

Homer Iliad 16.112-14: 
Eu71"ETE vvv fLO' Movuat 'O)u)fL71"ta OwfLar' 

Exovaat, 
cm7rwr; o� 7rpwrov 7rvp EfL71"EUE V"Y}Vuiv )J.xmwv. 

'EKTWP A!avro<; oopv fLEtAtvOV ayx• 
7rapaurar; 71"A�f ... 

Tell me now, ye Muses, that have 
dwellings on Olympus, how fire was first 
flung upon the ships of the Achaeans. 
It was Hector that drew nigh to Aias and 
smote his ashen spear ... 
(Translation Murray [ 1957]) 

Heracleodorus' metathesis: 
f.u71"ETE Mov(u)at '0/.vfLma OwfLara 

vvv fLO' f.xovuat 
CJ71"71"W<; 7rpWTOV 0� V"Y}VULV 7rVp EfL71"EU' 

)J.xatwv 
A!avror; oopv fLEtAtvov 'EKrwp 

Tell, Muses, me who now Olympus haunt, 
how first the Grecian ships assailed the 
fire. 
Hector of Aias on the ashen spear ... 
(Translation Janko [2000]) 

We should observe, though, that Heracleodorus' hexameters contain serious errors. 
The normal caesura (the penthemimeral caesura after the fifth verse-element or the 
trochaic caesura after the first short of the sixth verse-element) is lacking in lines 
one and three.16 Of Homer's hexameters without caesura, most have word-end after 
the fourth marked element, which Heracleodorus' verses do not have either.17 
Besides, the distribution of information is very strange. After he has compared the 
use of metathesis by Dionysius, who changes the metre of the original, and the kriti­
koi, who preserve dactylic hexameters (deficient as they may be), Greenberg draws the 
following conclusion: 

14 Dion. Ha!. Camp. 4. 1 7.6 14: EOVVafHJV o'O.v ETL 7TOAA<ls"L0Ea<; f.J-ETpwv Kat Otarpopov<; EL<; TOV 
�pwi:KOv Ef-L1TLTTToVaa'; arLxov E1n8EtKvVvat, rO 0' aVrO KaL Tois CiAAots- OA[yov Oti:v TTiiat GUf-L�E/3YJK0s 
J.rpots TE KaL Pv8f-Lols flTTtt/JalvELv, Wsr£ T'ijS fL€v EKAoyf]s rWv OvoJ.LO.rwv ri]s airfjs f-tEVtVaY]s, rijs OE 
avvfJfaEWS' (.Lf)VTJS' f-LETU7Tf.GOUGYJS' ni TE f-LfTpa f-LETappufJf-L[�Eaflat Ka£ GVfLf-LE'TaTT{'TTEtV aUroir; rU. 
ux�fl-am, -ra xpw!J-am, ni �&YJ, -ra 1T(J.&'7, -r�v oAYJV -rwv 1TOLYJ!J-6.-rwv a.gtwuw. ('I could illustrate 
many further different types of metre, all falling under the category of the heroic line, and 
showing that the same thing is true of almost all the other metres and rhythms-that when 
the choice of words remains unchanged and only the arrangement is altered, the rhythm and 
the metre is changed, and with it the structure, the complexion, the character, the feeling and 
the general effectiveness of the lines. ' )  

15 Cf. Greenberg (I 958), 264 5 and Janko (2000), 226-7. In his  review of Janko' s  edition of 
Philodemus' On P oems I, D. Sider, B M CR 2002.06. 1 6, falsely attributes the metathesis of I!. 
1 6. 1  12 14  (On P oems 1 . 39 Janko) to Philodemus himself. Philodemus, however, objected 
that metathesis is impossible, because any change in the composition of a verse will also 
alter its meaning: see Janko  2 I 7 n. 7 and 227 n. 2. 

16 Cf. M. van Raalte, Rhythm an d Metre, Towards a Systematic Description of Greek Stichic 
Verse (Assen, 1 986), 70 83 and C. M. J. Sicking, Griechische Verslehre (Mtinchen, 1 993), 75-8. 

17 Cf. M. van Raalte (n. 1 6), 81 2. 
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Comparison of relevant passages from Philodemus' treatise shows that the device of metathesis 
has not been employed with full rigor by Dionysius, that metathesis was employed more often 
by ancient critics than might be supposed from Dionysius' account, and that these critics derived 
conclusions from the device which were more sweeping than those of Dionysius.18 

We could wonder, however, whether such a conclusion, based on one instance of 
Dionysian metathesis, is justified. First, Greenberg pays no attention to Dionysius' 
many metatheses of prose, which fall outside the scope of his article. 19 Second, he 
seems to ignore the fact that Dionysius' language experiments have a much wider 
application than those of the kritikoi who are discussed by Philodemus. I do not 
agree with Greenberg that the conclusions that the kritikoi derived from the method 
of metathesis were in general more 'sweeping' than those of Dionysius.2° For, as I 
intend to point out, Dionysius' reargements have many more purposes than just 
to establish the general importance of composition. His method of metathesis is a ver­
satile instrument, which he uses to point to specific merits, defects or particularities of 
classical texts, in order to teach his readers how to write convincingly. 

Ill. THE VERSATILITY OF DIONYSIUS' METHOD OF METATHESIS 

When discussing Dionysius' language experiments, it seems useful to distinguish 
between three categories of metatheses:21 first, the rewritings that claim to surpass 
the quality of the original text, by the correction of certain faults (111.1). Second, 
the rewritings that are inferior to the original, proving certain virtues of that original 
text (III.2). Third, the rewritings that are of equal value to the original text, illustrating 
alternative compositions that are neither better nor worse than the original (III.3). In 
this paper, I can only deal with a few examples of each category. 

///.1 Metatheses correcting faults of the original 

The majority of Dionysius' reargements belong to the first group: they bring out 
stylistic defects in the original. In his early works, Dionysius uses this first type of 
metathesis exclusively, and it remains the most common technique in his later 

18 Greenberg (1958), 262 . In fact, Dionysius nowhere says that other critics did not employ 
the method of metathesis. Besides, when Greenberg (1958), 265 6 states that 'Dionysius is 
demonstrating in effect the efficacy of the meter rather than the primacy of synthesis', he 
seems to forget that for Dionysius a6vfJnns is far more than word order alone, and that 
rhythm is in fact one of the many aspects that comprise the Dionysian concept of a6vfJ£ats. 
Dionysius does not say that he is discussing the importance of word order, but of synthesis 
in general. Therefore, it seems to me that his metathesis of the verses from Iliad 12 is not as 
unsatisfactory as Greenberg thinks . 

19 Greenberg (1958), 265 n. 11 correctly states that 'Unlike poetic metathesis, not all prosaic 
metatheses are bad.' In other words, whereas the metathesis of a line of poetry is always pre­
sented as inferior to the original, the rewriting of a prose text can be presented as surpassing 
the original in quality. See my paragraph III. l . 

20 Greenberg (1958), 262. 
2! Damon (1991), 51 2, who focuses on the evaluative aspect of the method, seems to make 

a distinction between only two groups: 'The majority (33) of the rewritten sentences point out 
stylistic faults in the original by providing simple, unambiguous and otherwise unobjectionable 
renderings of the same idea. Ten of the metatheses, however, are intended to show that by chan­
ging the word arrangement in a passage of good writing one can either produce a different style 
of equal acceptability, or destroy its effectiveness altogether. '  It seems useful, however, to dis­
tinguish between the rewritings that are inferior to the original version on the one hand, and the 
rewritings that are of equal value on the other hand. Th. Hidber, Das klassizistische Manifest des 
Dionys von Halikamass, Die praefatio zu De oratoribus veteribus (Stuttgart and Leipzig, 1996), 
66 ignores the metatheses that provide alternatives of equal quality. 
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works, such as the second letter to Ammaeus, in which Dionysius illustrates his criti­
cism of the style of Thucydides. In most cases, the rewritings of this type prove the 
artificiality and 'unnaturalness' of a certain passage: the original texts are criticized 
because they contain hyperbaton, anacolutha, obscure words, complex constructions, 
long-windedness, redundancy, periphrases, grammatical irregularities, unclear 
figures, or 'theatrical' parallelisms. Dionysius removes these defects and rewrites 
the passage in everyday language, or, as he says, in the style of 'those who construct 
their sentences in conformity with generally recognised usage' ?2 

In Dem. 18 and 19, for example, Dionysius intends to show that the style of 
Isocrates is not perfect, and contains serious deficiencies, in particular long-winded­
ness by the use of repetitions, lack of compactness and the inappropriate use of soft­
sounding words (Dem. 18.166.5-8). The way in which Dionysius introduces his 
metathesis of a passage from Isocrates' On the Peace is characteristic of his appli­
cation of the rewriting method, in that he explicitly involves the reader in his analysis: 

4. Dion. Ha!. Dem. 19.167.14-17: 

El DE Op8W� E1nAoy[�O!J-UL TaiJr' EyW Kat Eanv Ev TaVTat':) TaL� &pETaL� EvOEEaTEpo� 0 av�p, 7T6.pEUTL 
T<{! f3ov>.of-'EV4J OK07TELV E7TL Tijs apTtWS 7TapaTE8EtaT)<; MgEWS 7TOlOVfLEV4J Tryv €g€Taatv. 
Whether my argument is sound and Isocrates is inferior in these qualities, any reader can judge 
for himself by examining the passage which I have just quoted. 

Dionysius then rewrites a sentence oflsocrates' On the Peace, 'making one period out 
of two': he simplifies the original,  order to make it 'more compact' ( avvTDfLWTEpav) 
and 'more elegant' (xaptwTkpav):23 

5. Dion. Ha!. Dem. 19.167.14-168.12: 

Isocrates, On the Peace 41: 
T!s yap av iL\AoiJEv €rrEI.IJwv Ka1 ,.,.� 
avvtmcpiJapfJ-EVOS �f.LLV at\A' €ta£cpv1]s 
E7TLGTa<; TOLS" YLYVOfJ-EVOLS" OVK av fJ-ULVEaiJat 
Ka1 7TapacppoVELV �f.LOS VOfJ-LGHEv; oi' 
fj>tA.ortp.,oVfLEfJa p.Ev Errl ro'is rWv rrpoyOvwv 
Epyots Kat r�v 7TOAtv EK rWv rOrE 
rrpaxiJkvTWV EYKWfJ-UJ.�ELV atwvwv, ovDEV 
DE TWV UVTWV EKELVOLS" rrpaTTOfJ-EV aAAa miv 
roVvavr[ov. 
What stranger, coming from abroad and 
suddenly finding himself embroiled in our 
affairs before having the time to become 
corrupted by our depravity, would not 
think us insane and beside ourselves, 
when we glory in the deeds of our 
ancestors, and think it right to sing the 
city's praises by recounting  achieve­
ments of their day, and yet act in no way 
like them but do exactly the opposite? 

Dion. Ha!. 's metathesis: 
Tt<; yap av aAAoiJEv €rrEI.IJwv OVK av 
fJ-ULVEaiJat VOfJ-[GHEV �f.LUS, oi' 
cptAOTLfJ-OVfJ-EIJa f.LEV €rr1 To!s Twv 1rpoyovwv 
iipyots, ovDEV DE TWV QVTWV EKELVOLS 
7TpUrTOfLEV; 

What stranger from abroad would not 
think us insane, when we glory in the 
deeds of our ancestors, but act in no way 
like them? 

22 Amm . 2.1 1 .430.1 8 20. Cf. Damon ( 1 99 1 ), 52. 
23 On this passage, see also Banner ( 1 939), 69 70. 
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In this case, Dionysius has merely shortened the original passage, leaving out all rep­
etitions and ornaments. All amplifications in Isocrates' sentence, three of which start 
with Kat (namely Kat f.L� ... ytyvof.LEVOt>, Kat 1Tapa</JpovEtv and Kat T�v mS..\tv ... 
a.gwvf.LEv), one with O.Ua (namely O.Ua 1rav TolivavTlov), have been removed. He 
has, however, also changed the word order of �f.La> vof.LlaEtEv into vof.LtanEv �f.La>, 
probably in order to avoid the ugly hiatus of f.La[vw8at �f.La>. In the subsequent 
passage, Dionysius goes on rewriting Isocrates, not only shortening the original, 
but also changing certain words and simplifying periphrastic formulas. Thus in On 
the Peace 42 he rewrites Ta> mS..\Et> Ta> 'EUrwtoa,; (the Greek cities) as T�v 'E..\..\aoa 
(Greece) and in On the Peace 43 he changes 'TWV KaT' EKEtVOV 'TtJV xp6vov YEVOf.LEVWV 
(the men who lived in that time) into Twv 1rpoy6vwv (our ancestors): 

6. Dion. Hal. Dem. 19.168.12-169.11: 

Isocrates, On the Peace 42: 
KaKEI.vot f.LEv €..\Ev8EpovvTE> Ta> 1r6..\n,; Ta> 

 Kat {3o1J8ovvTE> al!m'i,; TTJ> 
�YEf.LOV[a,; �gt6J8'1]aav, �f.LEL>; OE [Kat] 
KaTaOoVAOVf.LEVOt Kat TavavT[a TOt>; T6TE 

 ayavaK'TOVf.LEV, El f.L� 'T�V alJT�V 
Ttf.L�V EKE[vot,; €gof.LEV. 
They liberated the cities of Greece and 
came to their aid, and so earned the right 
to be their leaders, while we try to enslave 
them, doing the opposite of what they did 
at that time, and then feel aggrieved when 
we are not honoured as they were. 
Isocrates, On the Peace 43: 
ot TOUOV'TOV  Kat Ta'i,; 
otavolat> Kat TO'i> �pyot>; Twv KaT' EKE'ivov 
'TtJV xp6vov YEVOf.LEVWV, 5aov oi' f.LEV {m€p TTJ> 
Twv 'E..\..\�vwv €..\w8Ep[a,; T�v TE 1TaTp[oa 
T�V €avTwv EKAt1TE'iv h6Af.L1JUav Kat 

 Kat  TOV> 
{3ap{3apov> €vlK'1)aav, 
We who fall so far short of the men of 
those times in both our deeds and our 
aspirations that, whereas they had the 
courage to leave their country in order to 
save Greece, and fighting on both land and 
sea conquered the barbarians, . . .  

Dion. Hal. 's metathesis: 
KaKE'ivot f.LEV f:Aw8EpovvTE>  'EUaoa Kat 
acfi�ovTE> E7Tt T�v �YEf.LOV[av 1rpof]..\8ov, 
�f.LEL> o€ Ka'TaOOVAOVf.LEVOt Kat OWAAVV'T€>; 
ayavaKTOVf.LEV, d f.L� 'TWV fawv 'T€Vg6f.LE8a. 

They attained to the leadership of Greece 
by freeing her and saving her, while we, 
who are trying to enslave and destroy her, 
are aggrieved that we are not to be 
accorded equal honour. 

Dion. Hal. 's metathesis: 
C\ I I ) \ ,. I ot ToaovT<p   Twv 1rpoyovwv, 

5aov oi' f.LEV im€p TOv awaat TOV> 'E..\..\11va,; 
T�v TE 1TaTp[oa T�v €avTwv €g£..\t7Tov Kat 

 1rp6,; Tov,; {3ap{3apov,; €vlK1Jaav, 

We who are so much worse than our 
ancestors that, whereas they, in order to 
save the Greeks, abandoned their country, 
and fighting the barbarians conquered 
them, . . .  

Dionysius seems to object in particular to rhetorical pleonasms; so he interprets the 
expression TavavTta Tot> T6TE 1TpaTTovTE> (doing the opposite of what they did at 
that time) as ow..\..\vvTE> (destroying), thus clarifying the antithesis with f3o1J8ovvTE> 
(or acfi�ovTE>, which he uses instead of f3o'1J8ovvTE>, possibly in order to avoid asso­
nance of {3o118ovvTE> with €..\ev8epovvTe>). He also changes f.Lax6f.Levot Kat 
vavf.LaxovvTe> (fighting on both land and sea) into the simple f.Lax6f.Levot (fighting). 
Besides, Dionysius rewrites some of Isocrates' synthetic expressions in an analytical 
way, which seems to be characteristic of later Greek. So he resolves the verb 
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�guf.J8TJaav into a preposition and a verb, namely �7Tt ... 7Tpoi]A8ov, and he changes the 
perfect a7TOAEAELJLJLE8a into XE[pov<; �UJLEV, leaving out the pleonastic Kat Ta'i<; ?ltavo[at<; 
Kat To'is �pyots (in both our deeds and our aspirations).24 Dionysius also changes the 
arrangement of clauses: in his version, 1rpos Tovs {3apf3apovs belongs to JLax6JLEVot, 
whereas Isocrates' Tovs {3ap{3apovs is the object of �v[KTJaav. This change is pro­
bably suggested by the disappearance of Kat vavJLaxovvTE<;. In many cases we 
may disagree with Dionysius, for his changes do not preserve the exact meaning 
of the original. 'The cities of Greece', for example, are not identical with 
'Greece', and Isocrates' addition of vavJLaxovvTE<; ('even on the sea') is surely not a 
useless one. 

A constant theme in Dionysius' discussions of the passages that he tries to correct is 
the idea that one should avoid obscurity. Lucidity ( aa,P�vEta) and the use of standard, 
ordinary words (Kvpta ov6JLaTa) are qualities that Dionysius holds in constant regard, 
from his early essays (especially On Lysias) onwards (Lys. 2-4). The view that poe­
tical language and periphrasis should be avoided seems to be central to the metatheses 
of the first type. Apart from Isocrates, Thucydides is an important target for 
Dionysius' criticism of obscure language. In his treatise On Thucydides, he constantly 
criticizes the style of Thucydides, some of whose passages 'cannot be understood 
without a linguistic commentary' (Thuc. 51.410.15-17). Dionysius illustrates his 
remarks by offering a clearer version of Thuc. 3.82, removing strange words, peri­
phrases, and figures of speech, 'which have the appearance of solecisms' {Thuc. 
28-33). Similar objections to Thucydides' style are found in Dionysius' second 
letter to Ammaeus, where he focuses on grammatical irregularities in the use of the 
parts of speech, gender, cases, tenses, voice and number (Amm. 2.8-15). Again, 
the rewriting of several passages from Thucydides serves to illustrate the ways in 
which one could avoid obscurity and artificiality. 

III2 Metatheses bringing out virtues of the original 

The second type of metathesis, which is intended to bring out the virtues of an orig­
inal text, is only found in De Compositione Verborum.25 We have already observed 
that the purpose of Dionysius' rewriting of the lines from Iliad 12 and 13 in 
Comp. 4 (texts 1 and 2 above) was to prove that composition in general is more 
important than the selection of words. Apart from establishing the primacy of 
avv8wts in general, however, the second type of metathesis can also point to 
particular virtues of certain texts. The virtues that Dionysius analyses in this way 
are (i) the euphonious effects of certain letters or combinations of letters, (ii) the 
effects of certain rhythms, and (iii) the proper arrangement and length of certain 
clauses. I will give one example of each of these subtypes. 

In text 7, Dionysius shows that the addition of one letter can make a composition 
more charming (or, rather, that the omission of one letter can make it less eupho­
nious). Here, as in text 8 below, Dionysius presents his own metathesis as the standard 
version, from which the original text deviates. At the beginning of his De Corona, 
Demosthenes has written TOVTOVt TOV aywva instead of TOVTOV TOV aywva, which 
would be the standard expression. 

24 Cf. C. M. J. Sicking and P. Stork, Tw o Studies in the Semantics of the Verb in Classical 
Gree k (Leiden, New York and Koln, 1 996), 1 2 1  on the disappearance of the synthetic perfect in 
later Greek. 

25 Bonner ( 1 939), 76 7 remarks that in Camp . 'the method of recasting is used in a novel and 
most convincing manner'. 
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7. Dion. Hal. Comp. 6.29. 19-30. 1: 

Demosthenes, De Corona 1: 
' ' ' , " 

EIS -rov-rovt -rov aywva 
to the trial here 

Dion. Hal.'s metathesis: 
Els -rofrov -r6v &.ywva 
to this trial 

Although Dionysius does not explain why Demosthenes' version is more harmo­
nious than his metathesis, we can easily supply his argument from other chapters 
of De Compositione: according to Dionysius, the combination of the semivowel 
(�p.[cpwvov) v and the voiceless (5.cpwvov) -r produces a dissonant effect.26 Therefore, 
the addition of the t, between the v and the -r, has made the composition more 
euphonious. 27 

In text 9, Dionysius shows that, in a chapter of his speech Against Leptines, 
Demosthenes has made his composition charming, by paying more attention to the 
rhythmical quality (d,pv8p.£a) than to the explicitness (&.Kpt�Ela) of his clauses: 

8. Dion. Hal. Comp. 9.35.7- 16: 

Demosthenes, Against Leptines 2: 
�yw S' 8n p.f:v nvwv Ka-r7Jyopovv-ra miv-ras 
&.cpatpE'ia8at -r�v &.-r�Aetav -rwv &.FJ[Kwv 
, , ,, EU'TLV, EaUW. 

As for me, the fact that it is a case of 
injustice that, when someone is accusing 
certain individuals, he tries to deprive all 
of exemption, I shall pass over. 

Dion. Hal.'s metathesis: 
�yw S' 8n p.f:v nvwv Ka-r7Jyopovv-ra ws ovK 
�7TLTT)De[wv EXHV -r�v &.-r�AEtav ml.v-ras 
&.cpatpe'ia8at Kat 'TOVS DtKa[ws av-ri]s 
-rvxov-ras -rwv &.S£Kwv �a-r[v, Maw. 
As for me, the fact that it is a case of 
injustice that, when someone is accusing 
certain individuals of being unfit for 
exemption, he tries to deprive all of 
exemption, even those who receive it by 
right, I shall pass over. 

Although Dionysius tells us that the rhythm makes the original text preferable to the 
rewritten version, he is not explicit about the precise character of that rhythm. It is 
interesting, however, that he describes his OWU metathesis as the av-ro-re..\1] (complete, 
self-sufficient) version: here we have his recurring idea of a basic, natural form of 
language, in which each sentence is complete in itself.28 Authors can deviate from 
this basic form by shortening or expanding their clauses. The term av-ro-re..\�s 

26 Cf. C omp. 22 .1 04 .14 l 05 .13 where Dionysius discusses the dissonanc!i of the combi­
nations v 0 and v T in Pindar's &JLcf>a/.ov Ovoev-ra and 7Tav8al8a/.6v -r'el!K/.e' ayopav with 
regard to the latter case, Dionysius actually says that the removal of the t (which would also 
involve a change of metre) would make the composition more euphonious. See J. Vaahtera, 
'Phonetics and euphony in Dionysius of Halicamassus' ,  Mnemos. 50 (1997), 586 95 at 593, 
where all the combinations of a �JLlcf>wvov and an llcf>wvov in the texts discussed by Dionysius 
are counted. According to Vaahtera, the texts of Isocrates that are quoted by Dionysius 
contain forty-one combinations of words ending on v and words beginning with -r , which is 
far more than the passages by other authors. Isocrates, however, belongs to the smooth compo
sition type, so in fact he should have fewest of these combinations. This fact seems to support 
Vaahtera' s conclusion that Dionysius' theory is not fully consistent with the reality of the texts 
that he used. 

27 Dionysius may also object to the stamping repetition 'TON TON'.  
28 On Dionysius' views on natural configuration of language, see D. M. Schenkeveld, 

'Linguistic theories in the rhetorical works of Dionysius of Halicamassus' ,  Glotta 61 (1983), 
90 2; C. C. de Jonge, 'Natura artis magistra: ancient rhetoricians, grammarians and philoso­
phers on natural word order' ,  in T. van der Wouden and H. Broekhuis ( edd. ) , Linguistics in the 
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(having its own TD.os, ending) points to the idea that a clause embraces a complete 
thought and is, therefore, independent.29 Thus, Dionysius assumes that we can 
isolate a basic, grammatically complete sense-structure, on which supplements can 
be added or from which items can be removed. The remarkable consequence of 
this view is that Dionysius describes Demosthenes' original sentence as the adap­
tation of his own version: according to Dionysius, the two first clauses have been 
'shortened' (t-tEfLEtwmt) by Demosthenes. This kind of what we would regard as 
turning things around appears in many of his discussions of metathesis; Dionysius 
often presents his own rearrangement as the natural or standard version, from 
which the original text deviates. 

In text 9, Dionysius' metathesis of a sentence from Thucydides proves the import­
ance of the proper arrangement of clauses:30 

9. Dion. Hal. Camp. 7.31.5-17: 

Thuc. 3.57.4: 
VfLEt<; TE � AaKEOatfLDVWt � fLDVYJ El\7Tt<;, 
OEOLfLEV, fL� ov {3E(3awt :frE. 
And we fear, men of Sparta, lest you, our 
only hope, may fail in resolution. 

Dion. Hal. 's metathesis: 
VfLEt<; TE, � AaKEOatfLOVWt, OEOtfLEV fL� ov 

{3E(3awt �TE, � fLDVYJ €i\7r[c;. 
And we fear, men of Sparta, lest you may 
fail in resolution, that are our only hope. 

In the metathesis of this passage from the speech of the Plataeans, the shift of the words 
� fLDVYJ €h[c; removes the charm (xaptc;) and feeling ( rrMioc;) of the origina1.31 We could add 
that Dionysius' change does not make the sentence more understandable.32 

As has been pointed out by Damon, Dionysius is less explicit about the precise 
nature of the virtues that his metatheses prove than about the defects that he corrects. 33 
I think that there are at least two explanations for this habit: on the one hand, we may 
point to the didactic nature of Dionysius' literary analysis; on the other hand, we 
should take into account Dionysius' views on the so-called (L\oyos ara6YJats, the 
instinctive feeling that enables any person to appreciate and judge a work of art. 34 

Netherlands, AVT  18 (2001), 159 66. The idea of a natural, basic form of 
language is probably influenced by Stoic philosophy. 

29 On the idea that a colon indicates the conclusion of a thought, see Pseudo Demetrius, Eloc . 
2, with the remarks by D.  Schenkeveld, St udies in Demetr ius On Style (Amsterdam, 1964), 
23 5, and D. C. Innes, 'Period and colon: theory and example in Demetrius and Longinus', in 
W. W. Fortenbaugh and D. C. Mirhady (edd.), Peripatet ic Rhet oric after A rist otle , Rutgers 
Un ive rs ity St udies in Class ica l H uman it ies 6 (New Brunswick, 1994), 36 53. The word 
avTonl.�, was also important for the Stoic philosophers, who introduced the notion of 
avToTEA�' ouivow, 'a complete, independent thought', which is the closest definition of a sen­
tence in ancient linguistics: see D. M. Schenkeveld, 'Language', in K. Algra, J. Bames, 
1. Mansfeld, and M. Schofield (edd.), Cambridge H ist ory of Hellen ist ic Ph il os ophy 
(Cambridge, 1999), 177 225 at 184 . 

30 On this case of metathesis, see also Bonner (1939), 76. 
31 The original is 'a very felicitously (xaptevTw<;) composed sentence, full of feeling (P-EaT� 

1Hilovs-)'. 
32 Dionysius may be thinking that 'you who are our only hope' is logically last as providing 

the cause of the fear: Pseudo-Longinus 2 2.2 discusses a hyperbaton in Herodotus 6.11, where 
the historian is said to have inverted the natural order of words by putting the reason ( al Tia) in 
the first place. 

33 Damon (1991), 52: '[A]ll Dionysius does is label the various stylistic characters, never 
putting his finger on that wherein the character lies .... Metathesis, then, though an eminently 
satisfactory means of locating a passage's faults, is not used by Dionysius to explain its 
virtues in any but the most ,general terms.' 

34 On the theory of the al.oyos- a<aiJ1Jat<;, see the literature cited in n. 42. 
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First, we should consider the didactic character of Dionysius' work On 
Composition, to which the instances of the second type of metathesis are confined. 
It is true that in all his treatises, literary criticism is subservient to the actual pro­
duction of texts: in that sense, all his critical works have an educational purpose. 
However, the treatise On Composition is in particular characterized by a didactic 
approach. In this work, Dionysius intends to teach his pupil Rufus Metilius, and 
other young boys who are beginning to take up the study of civil oratory, the art of 
composition (Comp. 1.4.3-5). The person of the addressee and the intended audience 
in general clearly involve a specific presentation of Dionysius' ideas. This might 
explain why he uses the second type of metathesis (bringing out virtues of the original 
text) only in De Compositione Verborum, and not in the works dedicated to his friends 
and colleagues. 35 It may be significant that the methodological treatise of Pseudo­
Demetrius On Style, which clearly has a didactic character, applies the technique 
of illustrating the quality (rather than the faults) of a text very frequently: this type 
of metathesis is apparently more appropriate to a practical handbook for students 
than to literary treatises dedicated to competent 'scholars'.36 The intended audience 
of On Composition might also explain the fact that Dionysius is not always explicit 
on the virtues that his metatheses bring out: instead of analysing the exact causes 
of the supreme quality of the original text that he rewrites, Dionysius often invites 
his readers (or pupils) to draw their own conclusions on the basis of his metathesis. 
He asks, for example: 'Would the sentence have been composed with the same ele­
gance as in the form in which it was actually written?' (Comp. 8.32.21-2). Such 
repeated didactic questions are absent from the treatises that are addressed to 
Ammaeus, Pompeius Geminus, and Quintus Aelius Tubero, where Dionysius seems 
to have in mind an audience of scholars rather than pupils.37 The didactic aspect of 
the rewriting technique in On Composition is also indicated by the cases in which 
Dionysius does not carry out the metathesis, but leaves it to the reader. In Comp. 3, 
for example, Dionysius invites the reader to put the method of metathesis into prac­
tice, if he wants to see that the quality of Herodotus' 'Gyges and Kandaules' story is 
not due to the selection of words, but to the composition: 

10. Dion. Hal. Comp. 3.14.16-18: 

Drt SE oVOEv Ev aVTo'is €a·n UEfLvOv oiJO€ 7TEptT-r6v, 0 j3ouA61J-EVOS EraETaL fLETa8Els oVOEv 0 Tt fL� T�v 
O.p�-tovlav. 
That there is no grand or striking word in the present passage, anyone who wishes may discover 
by changing nothing but the arrangement. 

Evidently, Dionysius supposes that his readers are used to the technique of rewriting 
texts, and he is even confident that they can employ the method of metathesis them­
selves. 38 We can explain this by pointing to the importance of the paraphrases in the 
'preliminary training exercises' (progymnasmata) that were part of the educational 

35 On the addressees of Dionysius' rhetorical works, see W. Rhys Roberts, 'The literary 
circle of Dionysius of Halicamassus' ,  CR 1 4  ( 1 900), 439 42, and Bonner ( 1 939), 3-6. 

36 On the didactic nature ofDemetrius On Style, cf. D.M. Schenkeveld, Studies in Demetrius 
On Style (Amsterdam, 1 964), 22. For the use of metathesis in that work, see Damon ( 1 99 1 ), 52 
n. 1 00. 

37 See e.g. Thuc. 25.364. 10- 1 1 ,  where Dionysius addresses Tubero and 'other scholars 
( cp<l.ol.oywv) who should happen to read this treatise' .  Likewise, the treatise On Demosthenes 
was primarily intended for an audience of competent readers who already knew the orator' s 
work: cf. Dem. 46.23 1 .22-4. 

38 A similar procedure can be found in Pseudo-Longinus 40.2-3, where it is said that a 
metathesis of Eur. HF 1 245 (a verse consisting of simple words), would prove that 
'Euripides is a poet of word arrangement more than of ideas' .  
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system of Dionysius' time. 39 In his treatise on progymnasmata, The on defines para­
phrase as 'changing the form of expression while keeping the thoughts'.4 0 He dis­
tinguishes four main kinds of paraphrasis, namely variation in syntax, by addition, 
by subtraction and by substitution. Dionysius' readers were certainly used to the 
rewriting of texts because of their daily exercises at school. Therefore, he can 
assume that his audience is familiar with his technique of metathesis.4 1 

However, the didactic character of his works does not offer the complete expla­
nation for the fact that Dionysius is almost never explicit about the virtues of the 
texts that his metatheses prove. The second aspect that has to be taken into account 
here is the irrational, instinctive criterion (TO a.\oyov TYJ<; OtaVOta<; KpLT�pwv ) , which 
is, besides the rational criterion (To .\oytKov KptT�pwv ), one of the two faculties by 
which literature is judged.42 According to Dionysius, everyone has an instinctive 
feeling (0..\oyo> a!aOY/cn>), on which one can rely to judge literature. It seems that 
Dionysius therefore supposes that the virtues that his metatheses prove are self­
evident and do not need a lengthy explanation. In many cases, the rearrangement is 
directly followed by a rhetorical question, in which Dionysius makes it clear that 
he expects everyone to agree with him that the original text is better than his own 
version: 'When the clauses are arranged in this way, does the same charm still 
remain, or the same feeling? No one would say so' (Comp. 7.3 1. 16- 17). 

III.3 Metatheses  alternative compositions or showing certain 
particularities 

The third type of metathesis produces a text that is neither preferable nor inferior to 
the original, but offers an alternative that can exist beside the original. This type is 
only found in Dionysius' later writings. This may be explained by the fact that in 
De Compositione Verborum and De Demosthene Dionysius develops a theory of 
different valid composition types ( avvOEan<; or ap!Lov{at ), whereas in his earlier 
works he uses a theory of antithetical good and bad qualities ( apEmt), which 
sharply distinguish good and bad versions of a text. The metathesis illustrating 
alternative compositions seems to be a more original approach than the other two 
types of rewriting, which I have dealt with before. The use of this metathesis also cor­
responds to the more aesthetic approach and the generally more detailed analysis that 
set Dionysius' later works apart from his earlier writings. Within the third type of 
metathesis, we can distinguish between three subtypes: (i) conversions of the Ionic 

39 The progymnasmata fell under the teaching of the rhet or, but some elementary exercises 
were already taught by the grammaticus. On these preliminary exercises, and the paraphrasis in 
particular, see Quint. 1.9.2 and Theon 2.62.10ff. Cf. H. I. Marrou, Histoire de !'educati on dans 
l 'Antiquite (Paris, 19656), 259 64 and 410 11; S. F. Bonner, Education in Ancient Rome, From 
the Elder Cat o to the Y ounger Pliny (London and Cambridge, 1977 ), 250 76; T. Morgan, 
Literate Educati on in the Hellenistic and Roman W orlds (Cambridge, 1998), 198 226; G. A. 
Kennedy, Progymnasmata: Greek Textbooks of Prose Composition: Introductory t o  the Study 
of Rhetoric (Fort Collins, 2000 ); J. J. Murphy, 'Grammar and rhetoric in Roman schools', in 
S. Auroux, E.F.K. Koerner, H.-J. Niederehe, and K. Versteegh  History of the 
Language Sciences, Geschichte der Sprachwissenschaften, Histoire des sciences du langage 
I (Berlin and New York, 2000 ), 484 92. 

40 Kennedy (n. 39), 51 2. 
41 Similarly, the grammarian Apollonius Dyscolus supposes that his audience is familiar 

with his method of /-'ET6).ry</H> (paraphrasing): see Sluiter (n. 7 ), 11 1 17 . 
42 See Thuc. 27.371.5 10 . Cf. D. M. Schenkeveld, 'Theories of evaluation in the rhetorical 

works of Dionysius of Halicarnassus', MPhL I (1975 ), 93 107; Goudriaan (n. 9 ), 142 54; 
Damon (1991), 44 5. 
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dialect, (ii) metatheses pointing out differences between various styles of composition, 
and (iii) metatheses illustrating the poetical character of clauses in a prose text. 

First, we can place in this category those cases where Dionysius changes the Ionic 
of Herodotus into the Attic dialect. According to Usher, Dionysius was forced to do 
this, because in the Ionic dialect Herodotus could never be a satisfactory model.43 

However, there seems to be a second reason why Dionysius converts the dialect of 
Herodotus. In Comp. 3, Dionysius quotes the famous story of 'Gyges and 
Candaules' in the Attic dialect.44 As he explains himself, Dionysius changes the 
Ionic into Attic in order that 'no one may imagine that the passage owes its attractive­
ness to the dialect' (Comp. 3.12.18-13.2). In other words, Dionysius wants us to 
believe that the charm of the story is due to the composition, and not to the Ionic 
dialect. Therefore, he has to show that the passage preserves its pleasing form 
when rewritten in the Attic dialect. It remains remarkable, however, that it does not 
seem to bother Dionysius that, together with the dialect, he also changes the 
sounds of the original text, in spite of the fact that euphony is such an important 
aspect of avv8wts. 

In a few cases, Dionysius rewrites a passage in order to show the differences 
between various composition styles.45 The most interesting example of this subtype 
is his dual metathesis of Herodotus 1.6 in Comp. 4. The first rearrangement is in 
the style of Thucydides, the second is that of Hegesias, the archetype of Asiatic 
perversity: 

11. Dion. Hal. Comp. 4.18.4-19.18 : 

Herodotus 1.6 : 

Kpoi.aos �v Auoos f.LEV 
y£vos, 7Ta"is c' il.,\uarrou, 
rvpawos c' �8vwv TWJJ �JJTOS 
.74Auos 7TOTaf.LOV· 8s p€wv 
&. m) f.LE r1TJ f.Lf3 p[as f.LETagv 
l:vpwv TE Kat IlarpAay6vwv 
�glTJat TTpos {3op€av livEf.LOV 
Els rov EvgEtvov KaAovf.LEvov 

I 7TOJJTOJJ. 

Dion. Hal. 's first metath­
esis: 
the style of Thucydides: 
Kpoi.aos �v ulos f.LEv 
ii.AuaTTOU, y€vos o€ AuMs, 
rvpavvos c€ TCl)J) �J)TOS 
.74Auos 7TOTaf.LOV MJvwv· ils 
aTTo f.LEUTJf.Lf3p[as pewv 
f.LEmgv l:vpwv Kat 
IlarpAay6vwv Els rov 
EvgELvov KaAovf.LEvov 
7T6vrov �Kclcwat 7Tpos 
{3op€av livEf.LOV. 

Dion. Hal. 's second 
metathesis: 
the style of Hegesias: 
il.,\uarrou f.LEV ulos �v 
Kpoi.aos, y€vos o€ AuMs, 
TWJ) c' �JJTOS .74Auos 7TOTaf.LOV 
rvpavvos MJvwv· ils a7To 
f.LWTJf.Lf3plas p€wv l:vpwv 
TE Kat Ilarf>Aay6vwv f.LETagv 
7Tpos {3opeav �g[TJatv livEf.Lov 
�s rov KaAovf.LEVOJJ TT6vrov 
EvgE,vov. 

43 Usher ( 1 974), 398 9 n. 1 (on the rewriting of Hdt. 7 .8  in Dem. 4 1 .220.23-223 .4) : 
'Herodotus was something of an embarssment to Dionysius' .  Dionysius did not have the 
same problem with Homer, because Homer was considered the model of all dialects, including 
Attic: see Pseudo Plutarch, De H omero 8 1 3 .  According to the author of this treatise, Homer 
p.O.>.urra lle r� Jtr(J[I), lltaMKrcp KEXPTJTaL (De H omero 1 2) .  Cf. M. Hillgruber, Die pseud oplu
tarchis che Schrift De Homero (Stuttgart and Leipzig, 1 994), 1 14ff. For writing prose, Attic 
was the model, but for poetry the dialect depended on genre requirements. Therefore, 
Dionysius quotes not only Homer, but also Sappho and Pindar in their own dialect. 

44 On the many different rewritings of the story of 'Gyges and Candaules' in the rhetorical 
tradition, see Spina (n. 6 1 999). 

45 Apart from the metathesis of Herodotus 1 .6 in Comp. 4 (below), there is the rewriting of a 
verse by Pindar in C omp. 22. 1 05.2 1 3 ,  which illustrates the difference between the austere and 
the smooth composition type by removing the dissonant combination -v r- (cf. n. 26) . Pseudo­
Demetrius 296 8 uses this type of metathesis to illustrate the differences between styles that are 
specific to individual authors, such as Aristippus, Xenophon, Aeschines, and Plato. 
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Croesus was a Lydian by 
birth and the son of 
Alyattes. He was king of 
the nations on this side of 
the river Halys, which 
flows from the south 
between Syria and 
Paphlagonia and dis­
charges itself into the sea 
to the north, which is 
called the Euxine. 

Croesus was the son of 
Alyattes, and by birth a 
Lydian. He was king, on 
this side of the Halys, 
over nations; which river 
from the south flowing 
between Syria and 
Paphlagonia runs into 
the sea which is called 
the Euxine and issues 
towards the north. 

Alyattes' son was Croesus, 
by birth a Lydian. King 
over all nations was he, 
on this side of the river 
Halys; which river from 
the south flowing 
between Syria and 
Paphlagonia discharges 
itself to the north, into 
the Euxine-called sea. 

Dionysius describes the original version as 'leisurely ' (v1TaywytKov) and 'history-like' 
(/aToptKov), the second as 'straightforward' or 'systematic' (op86v) and 'forensic' 
( €vaywvwv ). The third version, in the style of Hegesias, is 'precious' (fL<KpoKofL.fiov ), 
'degenerate' (ayEvvE\-) and ' effeminate' (t-LaA8aK6v). There is much to say on these 
rewritings, but I can here only briefly comment on some aspects. The reason why 
the Thucydidean version is described as op86v is probably that it has a more systematic 
way of distributing its information than the original. In 'outward expansion' ,  
Thucydides' first deals with Croesus' family, then his Lydian birth, and finally his 
kingship; likewise, the relative clause flows together with the river Halys, beginning 
in the south (a ?To fLEUYJfLf3p[a<;) and ending in the north ( 1Tpo<; {3opf:av avEfLOV ). Dionysius 
has also altered some words.4 6 For example, he has observed that ?Tat<; is more 
common in Herodotus, whereas Thucydides and Hegesias would rather use v 16,. 47 
In the composition of this version, I think that we can observe some characteristics 
of the austere avv8wt<;, the composition type to which Thucydides belongs, according 
to Dionysius.48 The displacement of Avb6, breaks the parallelism between Avb6,, 
1Tai<; (u16,), and Tvpavvo<;, and creates anastrophe . In the Thucydidean version, there 
are also more clashes of consonants and semivowels at word boundaries, such as 
fLEUYJfLf3p£a<; pf:wv and pf:wv fLEmtv. Next, the postponement of €8vwv creates a 
hiatus between 1TOTafLov and €8vwv. Hiatus and clashes of consonants or semivowels 
are typical of the austere composition as Dionysius conceives it.49 Further, instead 
of eight, there are now twelve words between the relative pronoun o<; and the 
verb €Ko[owat ( €t£YJa<), a hyperbaton which also appears to suit the avv8wt<; 
avaTYJp6..5° Finally, the removal of the word TE from TE Ka[ might be explained by 

46 In fact, Dionysius had said that he would not change the words, but only their order: 
f.LEVOVTWV ftEV TWV OVOftUTWV al.l.aTTOftEV1J<; 8€ TTJ<; avviJ£aEW<; (Comp . 4 . 18.5 6). 

47 See LSJ s.v. v16,. The change of Trat<; into v16, may also be explained by the fact that the 
latter word is more familiar in later Greek: Pseudo Demetrius 1 1  (on period theory) makes the 
same change in his metathesis of Demosthenes, Lept . l .  

4 8  Cf. Comp . 22.98 . 1 1  and 22 . 1 06 . 15 1 1 1. 17. On the three composition types (avviJEU<<; 
a'vaT1Jp6., y/.a<f>vp6. and Ei'!KpaTo<; or Kowry), which should not be confused with the three 
'styles', see K. Pohl, Die Lehre vo n den drei Wo rtfiigungsa rt en. Unt ersuchu ng en zu 
Dionys ios vo n Ha lika rnafi, De comp os it ione verborum (Tubingen, 1968) and F. Donadi, ' I! 
«bello» e il «piacere» ( osservazioni sui De c omp os it ione verborum di Dionigi 
d' Alicamasso )', Studi lta lia ni di Filo log ia C lass ica 4 ( 1986), 42 63. 

49 Dem . 38 .2 10. 14ff. and Comp . 22 .96. 13 14: 'the parts of the sentence shall be at consider­
able distances from one another, separated by perceptible intervals'. 

50 The austere composition is in many cases lmEpoTrnK� TTJ> aKol.oviJia<; ('neglecting gram­
matical sequence' ) :  Comp . 22 .98.2 3 . 
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the fact that the austere composition contains fewer avvoeaf.A-ot than the smooth 
composition. 51 

Unfortunately, Dionysius does not tell us why the austere composition is 
&>.tyoavvowf.A-o; (containing few connectives), but we can think of two explanations. 
Either Dionysius' idea may be that avvoeaf.A-ot are sometimes used to avoid hiatus, 
whereas hiatus is characteristic of the austere composition. Or he may reason that con­
nectives can make the structure of a text more explicit, whereas the austere compo­
sition should aim to 'emphasize its unstudied and simple character', without 'using 
any additional words which contribute nothing to the sense'.52 This second expla­
nation may be related to Aristotle's view that asyndeton is appropriate to the Mgt; 
ayWVtU'TtK� (that iS, the style Of an Oral Speech), Whereas it Should be absent from 
the Mgt; yprujJtK� (the style of a written composition) (Rhet. 1 4 1 3b3- 1 4 1 4a28). 

According to Aristotle, asyndeton creates amplification (a�g1Jat;), 'because many 
things seem to be said at the same time', whereas the use of connectives makes 
'many things seem one'. Although the removal of T€ from T€ Kat in the first metathesis 
of Herodotus 1 .6 does, of course, not produce asyndeton, Dionysius may have been 
guided by the idea that his austere composition, just like Aristotle's Mgt; 
aywvtaTtK�, avoids the use of many connectives. And we may notice that 
Aristotle's views on the use of asyndeton in the 'agonistic' style fit well into 
Dionysius' description of the Thucydidean version as 'forensic' (�vaywvwv). 

Dionysius' second metathesis of Herodotus 1 .6 is a clear example of a defective 
style, which pays no attention to the systematic distribution of information. 53 The 
opening with the genitive il.>.vaTTov is strange, the position of f.A-EV after il.>.vaTTov 
puts the reader on the wrong track, the word Tvpavvo; is concealed at an unnatural 
place, and the congruent pair {3op€av and livef.A-ov have been separated. This metathesis 
is associated with the 'Asianic' style, to which the Atticist Dionysius strongly 
objects. 54 

5! Comp . 22.98. 1 -2; cf. Dem . 29.2 1 3 .6ff. In Dionysius' works, the word class avviJeaf.Lo> 
includes not only connectives, but also prepositions like £TT[ and £v: see Schenkeveld (n. 28), 74. 

52 Comp . 22.97. 1 1 1 8 . Cf. I. Sluiter, 'Parapleromatic lucubrations' ,  in A. Rijksbaron (ed.) ,  
New Approaches to Gree k Par ticles (Amsterdam 1 997), 233 46 at 240 1 .  It  may be interesting 
to note that, according to S. Usher, 'The style ofDionysius ofHalicarnassus in the "Antiquitates 
Romanae" ' ,  ANRW Principat Band 30. 1 (Berlin and New York, 1 982), 8 1 7 38 at 829 30, 
Dionysius himself has a 'great partiality' for the particle te, which Usher explains as an 
aspect of his archaizing tendency. 

53 One could argue that this second metathesis, being inferior to the original, should be 
treated under the second category (metatheses bringing out virtues of the original) .  The 
Thucydidean metathesis, however, is not presented as inferior to the original. Dionysius' 
purpose in this passage is to show the various ways in which one idea can be expressed, 
rather than to prove the quality of Herodotus' version. I have therefore chosen to deal with 
both the Thucydidean and the Asiatic metathesis in the third category (metatheses illustrating 
alternative compositions). 

54 On Hegesias and his alleged corrupt style, see S.  Swain, Hellenism and Empire. Language, 
Classicism, and Power in the Greek World A . D. 50 250 (Oxford, 1 996), 22. A third metathesis 
of Herodotus 1 .6 can be found in Hermogenes, On Types of Style 1 .3 (p. 203 Rabe). According 
to Hermogenes, Herodotus' original sentence is a model of purity (KaiJaponJ>), which would be 
lost if the sentence started with a genitive absolute subordinate construction: Kpolaov llvTo> 
AviJov f.Ltv y£vo>, TratM> i3t .:4.\vaTTew, Tvpavvov i3t £1Jvwv Twv £vTo> 'i1Avo> TTOTaf.Lov . . .  : ' Since 
Croesus was a Lydian by birth, and since he was the son of Alyattes, and since he ruled 
those nations on this side of the Halys River. ' (trans. C. W. Wooten, Hermogenes ' On Types 
of Style[ Chapel Hill and London, 1 987]). Pseudo Demetrius 45 6 rewrites a comparable sen
tence from Thucydides 2 . 1  02, in which the course of the river Achelous is described. 
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There remains one sub-type of metathesis to be discussed, namely the rewriting of 
passages from prose texts in order to illustrate their poetical character. We find these 
rewritings in the twenty-fifth chapter of De Compositione Verborum, which deals with 
the question how prose can be made to resemble poetry. 5 5  By adding one or two words 
to a certain clause of Demosthenes, Dionysius shows that this clause almost corre­
sponds to a trimeter, tetrameter or pentameter. In texts 12 and 13, Dionysius com­
pletes two iambic trimeters by adding nva to the first, and Ev p.f:pn to the second 
clause: 

12. Dion. Hal., Comp. 25.128.14-18 : 

Demosthenes, Against Aristocrates 1: 
7rpoaynv EfJ-UV'TOV El> cJ.Trf:xOnav 
expose myself to his hostility 

13 .  Dion. Hal., Comp. 25.129.16-20: 

Demosthenes, Against Aristocrates 1 : 
cmoanpTJOfJvat Tra..\tv atrrf]s 
and once again be taken from you 

Dion. Hal. 's metathesis: 
7rpoaynv EfJ-UV'TOV Els cJ.Trf:xOnav nva 
expose myself to some hostility of his 

Dion. Hal. 's metathesis: 
iiTroarEp'YJOfJvat Tra..\tv a!Jrf]s Ev p.f:pEt 
and once again be taken from you in 
return 

We should not assume, of course, that Dionysius really suggests changing the original 
texts in these cases. Rather, he intends to prove that, in many cases, Demosthenes' 
prose texts resemble poetry. His writings are not actually 'in rhythm' (�ppvOp.ov) or 
'in metre' ( �p.p.Erpov ), but they appear rhythmical ( EiJpvOp.ov) and metrical ( EiJp.Erpov ), 
which is to be preferred (Comp. 25.124.10-125.6) :  they are poetical though not actu­
ally a poem (Comp. 25.125.6-7). By completing the latent metres in Demosthenes' 
text, Dionysius simply wants to prove that the poetical ways of expression are there. 

IV. CONCLUSION 

Having shown the many different ways in which Dionysius applies his method of 
metathesis, I hope to have made clear that this technique is more useful and successful 
than is supposed by Greenberg (1958), whose article on this subject is the standard 
work of reference for modem scholars who discuss metathesis. 

Although Dionysius' rewritings resemble those of Heracleodorus and the kritikoi in 
some instances, they serve other purposes besides that of establishing the importance 
of composition. Analysing prose as well as poetry, Dionysius employs metathesis not 
only to show that composition ( auvOwt>) in general is more important than choice of 
words (EKAoy�), but also (i) to correct the artificiality of certain passages, thus 
showing ways to avoid 'unnatural' composition, (ii) to trace specific effects of 
sound, rhythm and clause arrangement, and (iii) to illustrate the differences 
between various styles of composition, or to point to the poetical character of prose 
texts. The method of metathesis thus offers a versatile instrument enabling 
Dionysius to isolate and highlight characteristics of a given text under one aspect, 
while leaving other aspects unaffected. 

55 On the differences between Aristotle and Dionysius in their treatment of this subject, see 
H. P. Breitenbach, 'The De C omp os it ione Verbor um of Dionysius of Halicarnassus considered 
with reference to the rhetoric of Aristotle ' ,  CPh  6 ( 1 9 1 1 ), 1 63 1 79 at 1 75 6. 
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Dionysius' language experiments are in no way theoretical exercises. They have a 
very pmctical aim, namely to teach the reader how to write in a correct and convincing 
style. In accordance with the principles of Atticism and classicism, the classical lit­
emture is taken as the model for new writing; the method of metathesis shows the 
merits, defects and particularities of the classical examples. 56 Metathesis offers 
Dionysius and his audience the opportunity to compare two formulations of the 
same thought, and, as Dionysius himself has observed, 'the best method of assessment 
is the compamtive'.  57 
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56 For the relation between p.£p.'T}ats and p.mHieats, see the contribution of M. Hurst to the 
discussion of a paper by H. Flashar, 'Die klassizistische Theorie der Mimesis ' ,  in id. (ed.), 
Le c lassicisme a Rome awe 1 ers si ec les avant et apres J. C, Entretiens sur 1 '  Antiquite classique 
25 (Geneve, 1 979), 79 1 1 1  at 1 09 .  

5 7  Ad P omp. 1 .224.9 10 :  Kpd:TUJ'TOS €Myxov Tpfmos 0 KaTa avyKp!U!V ytyvop.evos. Dionysius 
here refers to the method of comparing two or more authors, not to the method of metathesis. 
The essence of metathesis, however, is also that it enables Dionysius and his readers to c ompare 
the original text with a new phrasing of the same idea. In that sense, metathesis is also a form of 
sunkrisis . 




