Alliteration in Demosthenes 


In Greek Prose Style J. D. Denniston declared that he could perceive “hardly a trace of alliteration” in “Herodotus, Xenophon, and the orators,” while on the other hand he observes abundant examples in the pre-Socratics and a “fair number” of instances of the device in Thucydides and Plato (Denniston 1952, 127–8). In general he is highly sceptical as to whether any but the earliest prose authors ever deliberately employed alliteration, and he would tend to regard most later passages with concentrations of particular consonants as accidental or unintentional. Recent work on the rhetorical technique of the orators tends to follow Denniston’s lead. For example, in Stephen Usher’s recent survey of rhetorical technique in the orators I can find only a single mention of alliteration (Usher 1999, 63 n.36), and Harvey Yunis’ recent commentary on On the Crown, which is also especially attentive to rhetorical issues, doesn’t comment on alliteration at all, as far as I can see (whereas his predecessors did; see for example Goodwin 1904 on Dem. 18.133: “all notice the intentional alliteration”).   


This paper focuses on the phenomenon of alliteration in Demosthenes and argues that the orator did occasionally employ the device, and that he used it in his deliberative oratory to link key themes or to mark an emphatic crescendo. I have used a computer to search for particular consonants at word beginnings, and to generate a graph plotting the results so that a quick visual scan can identify the densest initial-consonantal clusters across the entire Demosthenic corpus (and for comparison, the full corpora of Plato, Isocrates, and Isaeus). I make two assertions based upon this data (I will distribute a handout with examples): first, that to a certain extent (for example, three words in a row with the same initial consonant) alliteration is extremely common and should probably be regarded as random or accidental; second, that beyond a certain level of density, alliteration is very rare and should be regarded as intentional and significant. For example, there are very few instances in the Demosthenic corpus in which five of six (or of five) words begin with the same consonant. I suggest that the π alliteration in Dem. 2.23 (εἰ μηδὲν ποιοῦντες ἡμεῖς ὧν τοῖς πολεμοῦσι προσήκει τοῦ πάντα ποιοῦντος περιῆμεν) intentionally links the notions of war, duty, energetic activity, and success, and that the alliteration of κ in 3.36 (τῆς τάξεως, ἣν ὑμῖν οἱ πρόγονοι τῆς ἀρετῆς μετὰ πολλῶν καὶ καλῶν κινδύνων κτησάμενοι κατέλιπον) deliberately underlines the culmination of the speech.   


Recent scholarship has emphasized that alliteration binds together key themes in Aeschylus (Garvie 2002 and 2009 (see the index s.v. “alliteration”); cf. Silk 1974, 173–87 on alliteration as a linking device between pairs of interactive poetic elements). This paper considers how those interpretations of the device’s function in poetry can be applied more widely to previously unnoticed examples of alliteration in Demosthenes.    
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