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CHAPTER 5. NATURA ARTIS MAGISTRA. 
DIONYSIUS ON NATURAL STYLE, SYNTAX AND WORD ORDER 

 

5.1. Introduction 

 

In the two preceding chapters, we have examined the close connections between 

grammar, rhetorical theory and literary analysis in Dionysius’ treatises. In the present 

chapter, which will concentrate on Dionysius’ views on natural style, syntax and word 

order, the fruitful cooperation between these disciplines will become even more 

manifest. Apart from rhetoric and grammar, philosophy will also play a significant 

role in this chapter. Our investigations will depart from the observation that ‘the 

natural’ (tÚ fusikÒn) is a recurrent theme throughout Dionysius’ rhetorical works 

(see also section 2.5.2). On closer inspection, it becomes manifest that we find two 

different concepts of nature (fÊsiw) in his treatises. On the one hand, nature 

corresponds to the artless and the usual. On the other hand, there is a passage in which 

Dionysius adopts a philosophical concept of nature: in this case, nature corresponds to 

the rules of logic.  

 

Throughout his works, Dionysius uses the terms fÊsiw and fusikÒw in the sense of 

the ‘usual’ and ‘normal’: according to this concept, natural expression imitates the 

language of laymen, who are not trained in the use of rhetorical expression. The term 

fÊsiw is here opposed to t°xnh (see also section 2.5.2).
1
 This concept of nature is 

applied to various aspects of writing: not only word order can be natural, but also 

syntax (grammatical constructions), style in general and even the organisation of the 

ideas in a speech. Dionysius’ ideas on natural style, syntax and word order are of 

course closely related: they will be discussed in section 5.2. I will argue that we can 

trace a development in Dionysius’ analysis of the styles that he regards as natural or 

unnatural. In the early works, Dionysius merely describes certain plain and simple 

passages (in particular those of Lysias) as natural, and he characterises the more 

figured style as ‘unnatural’. In the later works, Dionysius adopts a syntactic 

framework, including a technical terminology, which allows him to be more precise 

about the exact nature of the passages that he considers to be natural or unnatural. 

Thus, syntactic theory contributes to the analysis of style. 

 

A different concept of nature is adopted in Comp. 5. Here, Dionysius conducts an 

experiment by which he aims to discover whether attractive and beautiful composition 

                                                
1
 Untersteiner (1959) discusses the contrast fÊsiw and t°xnh in Dionysius’ works, but his discussion is 

not in all respects satisfactory: see section 5.2. 
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depends on the arrangement of words that ‘nature demands’. Natural word order is in 

this case determined by a number of logical rules, which claim that the parts of speech 

(tå mÒria toË lÒgou) should be arranged according to a fixed order.
2
 Because the 

experiment proves that Homer’s verses do not always follow the rules of nature, 

Dionysius decides to reject the natural principles. In section 5.3, I will argue that the 

concept of natural word order in Comp. 5 is largely determined by Stoic ideas. In the 

final part of this chapter, I will compare Dionysius’ ideas with some other ancient 

views on natural word order, namely those of the rhetoricians and critics ‘Demetrius’ 

(section 5.4.1), ‘Longinus’ (section 5.4.2) and Quintilian (section 5.4.3). 

 

Since part of this chapter concentrates on natural word order, I should add some 

introductory remarks on the importance of order in the ancient language disciplines. 

Order (tãjiw, ordo) is a central concept in ancient rhetorical theory, both in the 

organisation of arguments (dispositio) and in the treatment of expression (elocutio).
3
 

In the latter department, aspects of word order can be discussed in connection with 

euphony, rhythm and figures of speech.
4
 In grammatical theory, order plays an 

equally important role, not only on a practical, but also on a theoretical level. On the 

one hand, grammarians are concerned with the correct order of words in a sentence.
5
 

On the other hand, they discuss the theoretical order in which the parts of speech and 

their accidentia should be treated in a grammar.
6
 The idea that there is one particular 

order that is natural (fusikÒw, naturalis) occurs in both grammatical and rhetorical 

discussions of tãjiw (ordo), on all the levels mentioned. In rhetoric, the distinction 

between an ordo naturalis and an ordo artificialis occurs both on the level of thoughts 

                                                
2
 On ancient ideas on natural word order (esp. in Dionysius), see also Scaglione (1972) 74-96, 

Schenkeveld (1983) 85-89 and De Jonge (2001). 
3
 On ordo and related Greek concepts (tãjiw, kÒsmow, ofikonom¤a) in ancient rhetoric, see Ernst (2003), 

esp. 416: ‘In der Rhetorik erscheint [ordo] überall dort, wo es gilt, größere oder kleinere gedankliche 

(dispositio) bzw. sprachliche (elocutio) Einheiten der Rede (partes orationis, Argumente, Stadien eines 

erzählten Vorganges bzw. Sätze, Wörter, Silben) in eine sachlich angemessene, taktisch zweckmäßige 

oder ästhetisch ansprechende Reihenfolge zu bringen.’  
4
 In grammar, the order of words in a sentence is mainly discussed in the context of syntax (sÊntajiw). 

In rhetorical theory, word order generally belongs to the field of composition (sÊnyesiw). SÊnyesiw and 

sÊntajiw are complex terms, both of which are used with different meanings. Although sÊnyesiw is 

more frequent in rhetoric, it also occurs in the works of grammarians (e.g. [D. Thrax], G.G. I 1, 22,5: 

lÒgow d° §sti pez∞w l°jevw sÊnyesiw diãnoian aÈtotel∞ dhloËsa). Likewise, sÊntajiw is more 

frequent in grammar, but it is also used in rhetorical theory (e.g. DH, Comp. 5.24,14 and Dem. 
27.188,3). Both sÊnyesiw and sÊntajiw are used not only for the composition of sentences, but also for 

the internal composition of words. For the terms sÊnyesiw and sÊntajiw, see also Donnet (1967) 24-

30. Donnet shows that sÊntajiw refers both to grammatical constructions and to the order of words in a 

sentence. SÊnyesiw is similarly complex: on this term, see Rhys Roberts (1910) 326-327, Pohl (1968) 

1-8, Scaglione (1972) 24-26 and Aujac & Lebel (1981) 9 n. 1. 
5
 See e.g. Apollonius Dyscolus, Synt. I.132. Cf. Sluiter (1990) 61-69 and Lallot (1997 II) 68 n. 281. 

6
 For the theoretical order of the parts of speech, see Apollonius Dyscolus, Synt. I.13-29. For the order 

of the moods, see Synt. III.59 and III.62. For the order of the voices, see Synt. III.87. On these lists, see 

esp. Lallot (1997 II) 19 n. 51. 
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(the order of the parts of a speech, the arguments, and the narrated events) and on the 

level of expression (the order of letters, syllables, and words). In grammar, the 

concept of natural order pertains not only to the actual sequence of words in a 

sentence, but also to the theoretical lists of the parts of speech and their accidentia.
7
 

Before we focus on Dionysius’ concept of natural word order, we will first turn to his 

views on natural style and its relation to syntactic theory. 

 

5.2. Dionysius on natural style,  ékolouy¤a and ı katãllhlow lÒgow 
 

Central to all of Dionysius’ rhetorical teaching is the (Aristotelian) idea that writers 

should primarily pay attention to clarity of style, while avoiding the use of too many 

obscure periphrases and figures of speech.
8
 It is for this reason that Dionysius 

frequently criticises authors like Thucydides, Isocrates, Isaeus and Plato (in his more 

‘poetic’ passages): when discussing the style of these writers, Dionysius constantly 

points out that their expressions deviate from normal and customary language. We 

should realise that Dionysius’ criticism is not a purpose in itself, but serves to 

underline his instructions to future orators: Dionysius’ main concern is that his 

students and other readers should learn to write in a clear and perspicuous style. In 

many cases, Dionysius rewrites the obscure expressions of classical writers in the 

style of ‘those who construct the expression in conformity with common usage’ (see 

sections 4.4.2 and 7.3.1).
9
 The distinction between fÊsiw and t°xnh, two notions that 

heavily determine Dionysius’ thoughts about language in general, regularly leads to 

the identification of normal and customary expressions with ‘the natural’.
10

 Although 

tÚ fusikÒn is an important concept throughout Dionysius’ works, the treatment of 

this concept in his earlier works differs from that in his later works.
11

 In the treatises 

from the earliest period (in particular the first three books of On the Ancient Orators), 

Dionysius regularly refers to the existence of a ‘natural’ style, which is in his view 

most clearly represented by Lysias. But in these works the concept of natural style is 

still very general and not so well defined: Dionysius does not discuss the syntax that 

characterises natural composition, nor does he point to the grammatical particularities 

of the opposite type of sÊnyesiw, which he regards as artificial. In his later works, 

however, the concept of ‘the naturalness’ of style and word order is applied in a more 

                                                
7
 On a practical level, Apollonius Dyscolus speaks of ≤ katå fÊsin ékolouy¤a (see section 5.2). His 

theoretical hierarchy of the parts of speech is also supposed to be in accordance with nature: see esp. 

Synt. I.26.  
8
 On the importance of the Aristotelian concept of safÆneia, see sections 1.5 and 7.3.1. 

9
 Amm. II 11.430,18-20. For the text, see section 4.4.2. 

10
 Cf. Schenkeveld (1983) 91. For a similar idea in Apollonius Dyscolus, see Lallot (1997 II) 68 n. 281. 

On the role of fÊsiw in Dionysius’ discussion of mimetic words, see section 2.5.3. 
11

 On the relative order of Dionysius’ rhetorical works, see section 1.3. 
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specific way. In On Demosthenes, On Thucydides, and the Second Letter to Ammaeus, 

there are two things in particular that enable Dionysius to be more precise about 

natural style and word order than in his earlier works. First, he introduces the 

technique of metathesis (rewriting), which makes it possible to compare the ‘artifical’ 

style of Thucydides with a more ‘natural’ version that expresses the same idea (see 

section 7.3.1). Second, Dionysius adopts a grammatical framework, including a more 

sophisticated terminology: technical grammatical terms like ékolouy¤a, referring to 
the ideal combination of logical order and correct syntax, katãllhlow, ‘congruent’, 

and soloikismÒw, ‘grammatical irregularity’, allow Dionysius to give a more precise 

description of what he considers to be natural or deviant. Dionysius’ views on 

ékolouy¤a and katallhlÒthw in his later works seem to foreshadow the important 

role that these terms will play in Apollonius Dyscolus’ Syntax.
12

 In this section, I will 

first deal with the general concept of natural style in Dionysius’ earlier works, and 

then turn to the more technical ideas on ékolouy¤a and katallhlÒthw in his later 

works. 

 

In order to understand what Dionysius means by a ‘natural’ style and ‘natural’ 

composition, we should pay close attention to Dionysius’ discussion of Lysias, the 

author who was universally considered to be the champion of ‘the natural’. In the 

Lysias, Dionysius points out that among the most important characteristics of Lysias’ 

style are the purity of his vocabulary, the expression of ideas in everyday language, 

and his lucidity (safÆneia).
13

 Dionysius regularly refers to these qualities in terms of 

nature (≤ fÊsiw) and the natural (tÚ fusikÒn): Lysias’ style in general is described as 

‘displaying the natural to a high degree’ (polÁ tÚ fusikÚn §pifa¤nousa), which 

makes it suited to the portrayal of ‘the reality of human nature’ (élÆyeian ... 
fÊsevw).

14
 Further, Lysias’ composition is said to be natural (sÊnyesin ... fusikÆn), 

and his speeches display an ‘uncontrived, natural moral tone’ (∑yow te oÈ 
peplasm°non éllå fusikÒn).

15
 Thus, Lysias’ naturalness pertains to many different 

aspects of his writings, which are, however, all related to each other: the naturalness 

of his composition (sÊnyesiw) and word order is an aspect of his natural style (l°jiw) 

in general, which in its turn is part of the natural (in the sense of ‘realistic’) portrayal 

                                                
12

 Cf. Schenkeveld (1983) 91-92. 
13

 See esp. Lys. 2-4. 
14

 Lys.10.17,12-13; Lys. 13.23,14-15. 
15

 Isoc. 2.57,3-4; Is. 9.103,8-9. See also Is. 3.95,4-7 (a comparison between the styles of Lysias and 

Isaeus): ∂ m¢n går [i.e. ≤ Lus¤ou l°jiw] éfelÆw te ka‹ ±yikØ mçllon §sti sÊgkeitai te fusik≈teron ... 
‘The style of Lysias is plainer and has a stronger moral flavour and its composition is more natural 

(...).’ Is. 7.100,3-5: parå Lus¤& m¢n ≤de›ã §stin ≤ efisbolØ ka‹ di' oÈd¢n êllo mçllon μ ˜ti fusik«w 
pvw e‡rhtai ka‹ éfel«w. ‘In Lysias, the introduction is pleasant and the main reason for this is that its 

expression is natural and simple.’ There are many more passages in which some aspect of Lysias’ 

speeches is described as natural. 
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of the speaker’s character. The concept of fÊsiw behind these ideas is complex. What 

does Dionysius mean when he describes Lysias’ style as ‘natural’? He does not mean 

to say that Lysias’ composed his speeches instinctively, nor that he did not make use 

of artistic techniques. In fact, Lysias’ speeches are supposed to be the product of an 

art (t°xnh) that imitates nature (fÊsiw).
16

 Dionysius does not always make it very 

clear in which sense he regards Lysias’ style as natural. In most cases, it is simply 

implied that natural speech corresponds to the speech of a layman, who is not trained 

in rhetorical skills:
17

 correspondingly, natural word order is just an order of words 

found in everyday language. Dionysius’ preference for this kind of language is based 

on very practical considerations: the orator is supposed to speak in the assembly, 

before an audience that mainly consists of laymen (fidi«tai).18
 Therefore, if the orator 

                                                
16

 In Is. 16.114,9-13 (already cited above), Dionysius points out that Lysias’ narratives are not really 

natural, but that they are the product of t°xnh, ‘whose greatest achievement was to imitate nature’ (tÚ 
mimÆsasyai tØn fÊsin aÈt∞w [sc. t∞w t°xnhw] m°giston ¶rgon ∑n). ‘Longinus’, Subl. 22.1 expresses the 

same idea: see section 5.4.2. In spite of Dionysius’ clear statements on art imitating nature, it has been 

wrongly supposed that Dionysius is guided by the idea that speeches are the product of an instinctive 

and irrational process. See Untersteiner (1959) 80-81, who points to Thuc. 34.381,17-25. In that 

passage, Dionysius distinguishes two stages in the treatment of content: first, the invention (eÏresiw) of 

ideas, which depends for the most part on talent (fÊsiw); second, the employment (xr∞siw) of the 

material, which depends on art (t°xnh). It is true that Dionysius assigns a certain role to ‘talent’ in the 

field of content (tÚ pragmatikÚn m°row), but it is also clear from the same passage and from his other 

works that tÚ texnikÒn is indispensable in all rhetorical and historical writing, especially in the field of 

style (tÚ lektikÚn m°row). Invention depends more on fÊsiw because it does not pertain to the form of a 

text. As Goudriaan (1989) 237-238 points out, Untersteiner’s translation of fÊsiw as ‘libera ispirazione’ 

and ‘individualità’ refers to a romantic ideal that does not fit with Dionysius’ theories. Untersteiner’s 

interpretation is governed by a tradition of Italian scholars, to which Pavano (1936) also belongs. These 

scholars divide ancient theories of art and literary criticism into two approaches, namely a t°xnh-

related rationalism and a fÊsiw-related irrationalism, the latter of which is supposed to be superior. 

Unlike his Italian colleagues, Untersteiner regards Dionysius as an exponent of the school that 

emphasised the role of irrationalism in the creation and evaluation of art. (He refers in particular to 

Dionysius’ method in On Dinarchus, on the authenticity of the speeches handed down under the name 

of Dinarchus.) In my view, it is better to avoid unspecific terms like irrationalism and rationalism (cf. 

Goudriaan [1989] 467). Dionysius clearly supposes that both in the production and in the reception of a 

text, ‘nature’ and ‘art’ work together. Thus, in Dem. 47.232,4-6, it is said that nature (fÊsiw) is the 

creator (dhmiourgÒw), while the arts (afl t°xnai) are the mothers (mht°rew) of every work (¶rgon). With 

regard to the judgement of works of arts, Dionysius (Thuc. 27.371,20-22) states that the rational 

criterion (of the expert critic) and the irrational criterion (of the layman), although they can be applied 

separately, will lead to the same evaluation: sunƒdÚn ¶stai tÒ te logikÚn ka‹ tÚ êlogon kritÆrion. 
‘Reason and instinct will combine in one voice.’ On the two criteria, see section 7.3.2. On the two 

criteria and Dionysius’ alleged rationality or irrationality, see further Goudriaan (1989) 142-154, 230-

240 and 466-468. 
17

 See e.g. Is. 9.103,7-12: according to Dionysius, Lysias’ opening words display a moral flavour that is 

not contrived (peplasm°non) but natural (fusikÒn): ‘nobody would say that these are the words of an 

orator, but only that it is the language of any ordinary person who is exposed to unjust litigation’ 

(oÈde‹w ín e‡poi =Ætorow e‰nai, éllå pantÚw fidi≈tou katastãntow efiw ég«na êdikon). For the natural 

speech of the layman (fidi≈thw), see also e.g. Is. 11.107,5.  
18

 See esp. Dem. 15, where Dionysius points out that a speech should not only address the well-

educated few, but also ‘the majority of ordinary men’ (to›w pollo›w ka‹ fidi≈taiw). Therefore, the 

middle style, which avoids the excesses of the plain and the grand style, is to be preferred: its mixed 

character corresponds to the mixed nature of the audience, which consists of both specialists and 

laymen. See also Lys. 3.10,13-21: predecessors of Lysias, like Gorgias, confused ‘the ordinary man’ 
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wishes to be heard and understood, he should to a certain extent adopt the language of 

ordinary people, in order to avoid offending the ears of the audience.
19

 

 

In some cases, Dionysius gives a more sophisticated explanation of the ‘naturalness’ 

of Lysias’ style, as in the following passage: ‘the most effective style (...) is that 

which most resembles natural speech; and nature demands that the expression should 

follow the thought, not that the thoughts should follow the expression’ (krãtiston d¢ 
§pitÆdeuma (...) tÚ ımoiÒtaton t“ katå fÊsin. boÊletai d¢ ≤ fÊsiw to›w noÆmasin 
ßpesyai tØn l°jin, oÈ tª l°jei tå noÆmata) (see also section 2.3).

20
 According to 

the latter explanation, natural language is language that directly expresses the 

thoughts (tå noÆmata), without adding ornaments or changing the order in which the 

ideas occur. This concept of natural order, as one that closely follows the (logical or 

chronological) order of the ideas, holds both on the level of the sentence (sÊnyesiw) 

and on the level of the text (ofikonom¤a). Thus, in Lysias’ narratives the events are 

reported in the order in which they actually happened: in a natural style, the 

organisation of the text mirrors the chronological order of events.
21

 The narratives of 

Isaeus, on the other hand, are characterised by (among other things) ‘the fact that 

things that were done are told in other than their chronological order’ (t“ mØ katå 
toÁw xrÒnouw tå praxy°nta efir∞syai), and by ‘the fact that everything is told neither 

as it was natural to have been done nor as a layman would recount it’ (t“ […w] mØ 
pãnta mhdÉ ëmÉ …w fÊsin e‰xe praxy∞nai mÆdÉ …w ín fidi≈thw tiw e‡poi l°gesyai).22

 

From the latter passage it becomes clear that, according to Dionysius, a style in which 

‘expression follows the ideas’ coincides with the language of laymen.
23

 We may 

                                                                                                                                       
(tÚn fidi≈thn) with their artificial expressions. Goudriaan (1989) 510-521 convincingly argues that 

Dionysius’ view that the middle style addresses a mixed audience is influenced by Peripatetic ideas. 

One may doubt whether the role of the assembly in Dionysius’ time was as important as in the classical 

period, but Goudriaan (1989) 29-38 points out that meetings of §kklhs¤ai were still frequently held in 

the east of the Roman world at the beginning of the principate, even if the most important issues were, 

of course, not decided there. Ordinary people also attended these assemblies, and orators had to address 

them in an appropriate way. 
19

 Mutatis mutandis, the same thing is true for a historian like Thucydides: in Dionysius’ view, history 

is not the property of a few well-educated specialists. Therefore, Thucydides should have written in a 

more accessible style, instead of producing such obscure passages that cannot be understood without a 

linguistic commentary. See Thuc. 51 and cf. Grube (1950) 108. 
20

 Isoc. 12.72,4-6. A similar idea is found in Plato, Republic 400c12-d4, where it is said that rhythm 

and harmony should follow the words (lÒgƒ ékolouyht°on), not vice versa. 
21

 Cf. Is. 11.106,15-16: ka‹ tÚ metå toËto, …w fÊsin e‰xe gen°syai te ka‹ =hy∞nai, l°gei. ‘And he 

reports what follows as it was natural for it to happen and to be described.’ 
22

 Is. 15.113,17-114,1. 
23

 We may compare Horace’s advice on ordo in Ars Poetica 42-44: ordinis haec virtus erit et venus, aut 
ego fallor, | ut iam nunc dicat iam nunc debentia dici, | pleraque differat et praesens in tempus omittat. 
‘This, or I am mistaken, will constitute the merit and beauty of order, that the poet just now say what 

ought just now to be said, put off most of his thoughts, and waive them for the present.’ (Translation 

adapted from Smart.) 



NATURA ARTIS MAGISTRA 227 

conclude, then, that a natural style is a style that presents the ideas in a straightforward 

way; at the same time, Dionysius supposes that this is also the way in which ordinary 

people would express themselves. 

 

The concept of natural style is closely connected with the rhetorical theory of the 

three styles (see section 1.5). In his treatise On Demosthenes, Dionysius includes a 

discussion of the grand style (Dem. 1), the plain style (Dem. 2) and the middle style 

(Dem. 3ff.). The grand style is described as ‘unusual, redundant, elaborate, and full of 

every kind of additional ornaments’ (§jhllagm°nh ka‹ perittØ ka‹ §gkatãskeuow 
ka‹ to›w §piy°toiw kÒsmoiw ëpasi sumpeplhrvm°nh).

24
 The opposite style, 

represented especially by Lysias, is ‘simple and plain’ (litØ ka‹ éfelÆw), and its 

power consists in its ‘resemblance to the language of ordinary speech’ (tØn prÚw 
fidi≈thn ¶xein lÒgon [ka‹] ımoiÒthta).

25
 The middle style, finally, is formed by a 

combination of the other two styles.
26

 In his treatment of the three xarakt∞rew t∞w 
l°jevw, Dionysius frequently describes the difference between the plain and the 

grand style in terms of fÊsiw.
27

 While Lysias is the champion of ‘the natural’, 

Thucydides is Dionysius’ favourite example of an unnatural and artificial style.
28

  

 

Having examined the most important characteristics of Dionysius’ concept of natural 

style, I will now focus on the grammatical terminology that he adopts in order to trace 

the precise causes of natural and unnatural composition. An illuminating passage is 

On Demosthenes 9, where Dionysius summarises the aspects that distinguish 

Thucydides’ style from that of others (see also section 2.5.5): the most characteristic 

aspect of Thucyiddes’ style is ‘that the thoughts are not expressed by direct means and 

not in a simple and plain way, as is the normal practice of other writers, but that the 

language is removed and turned away from what is customary and natural (katå 
fÊsin) towards expressions that are unfamiliar to most people and different from 

what nature (≤ fÊsiw) demands’.
29

 Here we do not only have a clear link between that 

which is customary (§n ¶yei) and that which is according to nature (katå fÊsin), but 

                                                
24

 Dem. 1.130,1-3. 
25

 Dem. 2.130,6-8. I follow the text of Usher (1974) and Aujac (1988), who delete ka¤. 
26

 Although Dionysius calls the middle style ≤ miktÆ te ka‹ sÊnyetow §k toÊtvn t«n due›n (‘the style 

that is mixed and formed by combining the other two’), it is not entirely clear whether Dionysius 

regards this style as an Aristotelian mean or as a mixture of the grand and the plain style: see 

Hendrickson (1904), Bonner (1938), Grube (1965) 221, Goudriaan (1989) 504-510 and Wooten (1989) 

576-580. 
27

 See e.g. Dem. 9.145,7-11 (below), Dem. 9.147,9: tØn katå fÊsin épaggel¤an, ‘the natural 

expression’. Dem. 13.157,16-17: fusikÆ tiw §pitr°xei to›w Lus¤ou lÒgoiw eÈstom¤a ka‹ xãriw ... ‘A 

certain natural euphony and charm flows over the speeches of Lysias (...).’ 
28

 Cf. Dem. 2.130,25-131,3. For Dionysius’ evaluation of Thucydides, see section 4.4.1 and the 

literature mentioned there. 
29

 Dem. 9.145,6-11. For the Greek text, see section 2.5.5. 
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it is also implied that natural use of language is simple (èpl«w) and plain (éfel«w). 

On Demosthenes belongs to the works of Dionysius’ middle period, in which his 

technique of literary analysis has considerably developed (see section 1.3).
30

 Thus, no 

longer does Dionysius restrict himself to describing the artificial style as ‘unnatural’, 

but he illustrates his point with a metathesis (rewriting) of a passage from 

Demosthenes, which he thinks much resembles the style of Thucydides:
31

 

 

Demosthenes, Philippics 3.110: 

poll«n, Œ êndrew ÉAyhna›oi, lÒgvn 
ginom°nvn Ùl¤gou de›n kay' •kãsthn 
§kklhs¤an per‹ œn F¤lippow, éf' o tØn 
efirÆnhn §poiÆsato, oÈ mÒnon Ímçw éllå 
ka‹ toÁw êllouw <ÜEllhnaw> édike› ... 
 

 

‘Many speeches, Athenians, are made in all 

but every assembly about the outrages that 

Philip, ever since he made peace with us, has 

been committing not only against you but 

also against the rest of the Greeks (...).’ 

Dionysius’ metathesis: 

poll«n, Œ êndrew ÉAyhna›oi, lÒgvn 
gignom°nvn kay' •kãsthn sxedÚn 
§kklhs¤an, per‹ œn édike› F¤lippow Ímçw 
te ka‹ toÁw <êllouw> ÜEllhnaw, éf' oÈtØn 
efirÆnhn §poiÆsato ... 
 

 

‘Many speeches, Athenians, are made in 

almost every assembly about the outrages 

that Philip has been committing against you 

and the other Greeks ever since he has made 

peace with us (...)’ 

 

Dionysius’ remarks on his metathesis further clarify his ideas on natural style and 

word order. According to Dionysius, there are three devices that have made 

Demosthenes’ style ‘removed from the customary’ (toË sunÆyouw §jhllagm°nhn) 

and ‘laboured’ (per¤ergon). First, Demosthenes uses Ùl¤gou de›n instead of the more 

usual sxedÒn. Second, the pair édike› F¤lippow has been broken up and has ‘carried 

away the ékolouy¤a over a long distance’.
32

 Third, the phrase ‘not only against you 

but also against the rest of the Greeks’ (oÈ mÒnon Ímçw éllå ka‹ toÁw êllouw 
ÜEllhnaw) could have expressed the sense by means of the simple connection (diå 
t∞w sumplok∞w mÒnhw), that is, without the extra negation: therefore, Dionysius has 

simplified this phrase by using the connectives te ka¤.33
 From this analysis it appears 

that Dionysius’ concept of customary and natural expression is related to vocabulary 

(Ùl¤gou de›n), sÊndesmoi (oÈ mÒnon ... éllå ka¤) and word order (Demosthenes’ 

hyperbaton F¤lippow ... édike› has interrupted the logical order of the sentence). 

Now, it is important to notice that Dionysius presents his own metathesis as the basic 

form of language, from which Demosthenes’ sentence deviates (see also section 

                                                
30

 Cf. Bonner (1939) 59-80. 
31

 Dem. 9.144,14-145,24. For a discussion of the method of metathesis in general I refer to chapter 7 

and to De Jonge (2005b). On Dionysius’ analysis of Phil. 3.110, see also Bonner (1939) 68-69. 
32

 For the expression kom¤zesyai tØn ékolouy¤an, see also Thuc. 53.413,8. 
33

 See Dem. 9.145,18-24. 
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7.3.2). Dionysius points out that in Demosthenes’ version, Ùl¤gou de›n ‘has been 

adopted instead of’ (paralhfy¢n ént¤) the more customary word sxedÒn: this 

formulation reveals Dionysius’ view that the natural and normal expression used in 

his paraphrase ‘underlies’ the artificial expression of Demosthenes. Similarly, 

Dionysius tells us that édike› F¤lippow ‘has been split up’ (diairey°n) in 

Demosthenes’ version; Dionysius presents his metathesis as the basic and natural 

order, from which Demosthenes has consciously deviated, thus interrupting the 

ékolouy¤a.
34

 

 

The use of the term ékolouy¤a (‘logical order’), which appears only in the works of 

his middle and later period, marks a significant development in Dionysius’ treatment 

of style in general and that of natural word order and syntax in particular. Apart from 

ékolouy¤a, the term katãllhlow (‘syntactically congruent’) should be mentioned as 

an important term in Dionysius’ more developed syntactic analyses.
35

 We have 

already encountered both terms in our discussion of Dionysius’ grammatical notes on 

Thucydides (section 4.4.2). The terms ékolouy¤a and katãllhlow occur in both 

philological and philosophical contexts, but the author that makes the most systematic 

use of these terms is the technical grammarian Apollonius Dyscolus (second century 

AD). The question presents itself how Dionysius got to know these terms and the 

grammatical theory behind them. He may have acquired his knowledge from the 

grammarians who were active in Augustan Rome, or he may have studied the works 

of earlier philologists, grammarians or philosophers (see section 1.4). But the 

interesting thing is that Dionysius’ contemporary Tryphon, who is often considered to 

have been the great model of Apollonius Dyscolus, presumably did not use the terms 

ékolouy¤a and katãllhlow. Having closely examined the fragments of Tryphon, 

Matthaios argues that Tryphon did not deal with the concept of katallhlÒthw: 

‘Ausblickend dagegen unterscheidet sich Tryphon vom Syntaxtheoretiker Apollonius 

Dyskolos dadurch, daß er die für den syntaktischen Bereich wesentliche Frage nach 

der katallhlÒthw und nach ihren Bedingungen nicht stellte.’
36

 The term ékolouy¤a 
is not found in the extant fragments of Tryphon either.

37
 Given the fact that both 

Apollonius and Dionysius are interested in Stoic ideas, we might suppose that they 

have borrowed the syntactical terminology from the philosophers: both ékolouy¤a 

                                                
34

 A similar case is discussed in Comp. 9.35,7-16: see section 7.3.2. 
35

 The term soloikismÒw (‘solecism’) is also important, but this seems to have been a more common 

term among philosophers and grammarians and even in common language. 
36

 Matthaios (2003) 128. 
37

 Von Velsen (1965) reads ékolouy¤an in Tryphon fr. 33, but here we should read ékoloÊyvw: see 

Matthaios (2003) 104-105. 
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and katãllhlow are found in Stoic works (see below).
38

 The term katãllhlow also 

occurs in the scholia on Homer, so Dionysius may also have found the terms in the 

works of Alexandrian philologists (cf. section 4.4.1).
39

 But because of the limited 

number of fragments of Tryphon and grammarians like Tyrannion and Asclepiades, 

we should be cautious and avoid drawing sweeping conclusions about the discipline 

from which Dionysius borrowed the syntactic terminology and the theory behind it. 

 

Blank and Sluiter have usefully analysed Apollonius Dyscolus’ use of the terms 

ékolouy¤a and katallhlÒthw.
40

 KatallhlÒthw, ‘syntactical congruence’, denotes 

the mutual agreement between the parts of a sentence: a sentence is katãllhlow if all 

the words agree with each other, both syntactically and semantically.
41

 A sentence 

that is completely katãllhlow, is called tÚ •j∞w or ékolouy¤a: the latter terms 

indicate the correct, grammatical order of a sentence whose words agree with each 

other and at the same time occupy their proper places.
42

 In Stoic philosophy, the term 

ékolouy¤a was used to denote the rational order that pervades the whole cosmos.
43

 

This idea of cosmic orderliness is implicitly preserved in Apollonius’ grammatical 

works, for he seems to have thought that the rational order of the universe was 

reflected in the orderly structure of language.
44

 ÉAkolouy¤a therefore denotes not 

only a logical, but also a natural order;
45

 in some cases, the latter aspect of the 

concept of ékolouy¤a is made more explicit by the addition of the words katå 
fÊsin.

46
 Where tãjiw designates the order as such, ékolouy¤a implies that the 

constituents of the order follow from each other, so that the order may be regarded as 

logical or natural. 

                                                
38

 For the Stoic use of the term katallhlÒthw, see Blank (1982) 31. According to Diogenes Laertius 

VII.59, the Stoics defined solecism as lÒgow ékatallÆlvw suntetagm°now. 
39

 Cf. Blank (1982) 55-57. 
40

 For katallhlÒthw, see Blank (1982) 24-39, Sluiter (1990) 50-52 and 61-69, Lallot (1997 I) 45-47, 

and Luhtala (2000) 163-167. For ékolouy¤a, see esp. Sluiter (1990) 13-16.  
41

 Cf. Sluiter (1990) 50: ‘KatallhlÒthw refers to the mutual relationships of the constituents of a 

sentence; it is the notion into which symmetry of structure and semantics merge.’ Blank (1982) 28 

suggests that katallhlÒthw is the term that represents énalog¤a in syntax. For the use of katãllhlow 
in writers before Apollonius (including Dionysius), see Blank (1982) 55-57. 
42

 See Sluiter (1990) 61-62. In his Syntax, Apollonius normally uses the expression tÚ •j∞w: see e.g. 

Synt. I.132 and cf. Lallot (1997 II) 68 n. 281. For ékolouy¤a as the rational order of words, see Pron., 
G.G. II 1, 42,8-9. ÉAkolouy¤a can also refer to a group of correlative words: see Steinthal (1891 II) 346 

and Sluiter (1990) 84 and 130. 
43

 See Sluiter (1990) 13-16. 
44

 See Blank (1982) 31. This idea is implicitly present in various ancient accounts of natural word 

order: see especially sections 5.3 and 5.4.3 (on Dionysius, Comp. 5 and ‘Longinus’, Subl. 22.1). 
45

 See Blank (1982) 16-17 and Lallot (1997 II) 68 n. 281. 
46

 For ≤ katå fÊsin ékolouy¤a, see Apollonius Dyscolus, Pron., G.G. II 1, 42,8-9; Dionysius, Thuc. 
24.362,6, Thuc. 53.413,3 and Amm. II 2.423,12-13. See also section 5.4.2 for ‘Longinus’, Subl. 22.1: 

tØn §k toË katå fÊsin eflrmoË panto¤vw prÚw mur¤aw tropåw §nallãttousi tãjin.  
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Coming back to Dionysius, we can observe that in his rhetorical works of the middle 

and later period (see section 1.3), he makes use of ideas on syntax that are related to 

Apollonius’ views mentioned above.
47

 In his earlier works, Dionysius merely points 

to the naturalness of Lysias’ composition in a general way, and he criticises the 

artificiality of authors like Isaeus; but he does not yet describe the grammatical order 

and syntax that characterises the natural and artificial styles. In his later works, 

however, he develops a grammatical apparatus that describes the unnatural style in a 

more precise way. In particular, Dionysius frequently points out that a passage 

deviates from ékolouy¤a because the construction of the parts of speech is not 

congruent katãllhlow). We have already encountered some interesting illustrations 

of this approach in the preceding chapter (section 4.4.2). For example, we have seen 

that Dionysius points out that a participle should have had the feminine instead of the 

masculine form in order to agree with a corresponding feminine noun.
48

 With regard 

to a sentence that combines a future (in fact an optative present) and a present tense, 

he describes the style as ‘deviating from the syntactical congruence’ (§kbebhku›a tÚ 
katãllhlon).

49
 He also points to the fact that a pronoun and a participle that should 

agree with each other are expressed in two different cases, thus forming an 

‘incongruent construction’ (sxhmatismÚw ékatãllhlow).
50

 Thus, by combining the 

grammatical theory of the parts of speech with an implicit theory of syntax (indicated 

by the terms ékolouy¤a and katãllhlow), Dionysius has found a useful tool for 

analysing the precise character of different styles and composition types. In particular, 

the syntactic analysis enables him to pin down the causes of the style that he regards 

as ‘unnatural’. 

 

Another tool that enables Dionysius to be more precise about the defects of unnatural 

composition is the method of metathesis (rewriting) (see section 2.3 and chapter 7). In 

the first instance, it might seem attractive to compare Dionysius’ rewritings with the 

paraphrases that we find in Apollonius Dyscolus. However, there is an important 

difference between the rewriting techniques of the rhetorician and the grammarian. 

Apollonius frequently rewrites sentences from daily usage or literary texts in order to 

                                                
47

 The adjective katãllhlow occurs four times in Dionysius: Dem. 27.189,9; Thuc. 31.378,9; Thuc. 
37.389,21; Amm. II 12.431,17. The opposite ékatãllhlow occurs twice: Dem. 27.188,3 and Amm. II 

12.432,9 (for the latter passage, see section 4.4.2). The substantive katallhlÒthw, which we find in 

Apollonius, does not occur in Dionysius’ works. The term ékolouy¤a is rather frequent in Dionysius’ 

later works; it only occurs in Dem., Thuc., Amm. II and Comp. Dionysius uses the word •j∞w only in the 

sense of ‘following’ or ‘in close succession’, not with the technical meaning that the term has in 

Apollonius. 
48

 Amm. II 11: see section 4.4.2. 
49

 Amm. II 12: see section 4.4.2. 
50

 Amm. II 12: see section 4.4.2. 
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bring out their meaning.
51

 Sluiter has pointed out that these paraphrases are primarily 

intended as interpretations of the original sentences.
52

 Apollonius’ paraphrases often 

contain ungrammatical Greek: they bring out the meaning of an utterance without 

pretending to give the normal expression: thus, Apollonius’ paraphrases are 

theoretical constructions.
53

 Dionysius’ rewritings, on the other hand, show the future 

orator how he should write himself: they are practical models of correct writing, 

which are intended to correct the artificial and obscure writings of authors like 

Thucydides.
54

 Thus, while Apollonius’ paraphrases sometimes produce unfamiliar or 

even ungrammatical Greek, Dionysius’ metatheses intend to correspond to the regular 

structure of ordinary Greek.
55

 

 

In order to illustrate further how Dionysius’ employs syntactic theory in his analyses 

of ‘natural’ style and word order, I will discuss two more passages, one from On 
Demosthenes and one from On Thucydides. My discussion of these passages aims to 

show that the grammatical framework on the one hand and the method of metathesis 

on the other enable Dionysius to give a more detailed analysis of what he regards as 

‘(un)natural’ style.  

 

In On Demosthenes 23-32, Dionysius draws a comparison between the funeral speech 

in Plato’s Menexenus and the encomium of Athens in Demosthenes’ On the Crown. It 

has been pointed out that this comparison is rather unfair, since Plato probably 

                                                
51

 The grammarian Nicanor (first half of the second century AD) held that one could remove all 

grammatically unnecessary words in order to bring out the basic structure of the sentence (tÚ •j∞w). 

Nicanor called the unnecessary parts of the sentence diå m°sou: see Sluiter (1990) 68-69. The 

expression diå m°sou also occurs three times in Dionysius’ works, but he does not use it to denote 

‘unnecessary parts’: (1) In Thuc. 25.365,9-13, Dionysius objects to the arrangement of a sentence from 

Thucydides 4.34.1: he says that the last part (of the sentence) should immediately follow the first part, 

and that ‘the intervening parts’ (t«n d¢ diå m°sou) should take the next place. (2) In Dem. 38.210,22-

211,2, hiatus is described as the pause that exists in the middle between (diå m°sou) the vowel at the 

end of one word and the vowel at the beginning of the next word. (3) In Comp. 25.129,6-7 (ka‹ t¤ ge dØ 
diå m°sou parempesÚn tÚ ‘ka‹ skop«’ according to Usener-Radermacher), Dionysius seems to use the 

expression diå m°sou for the words ka‹ skop« (quoted from Demosthenes’ Against Aristocrates), 

which he considers an intrusion that rightly obscures the metre of the rest of the passage; without the 

intrusion, the passage would have been ‘in rhythm’ rather than rhythmical. Aujac & Lebel (1981) 181 

however, following the MSS, read ka‹ ¶ti ge, nØ D¤a, m°sou parempesÒntow toË ‘ka‹ skop«’ etc. 
52

 Sluiter (1990) 65-69. 
53

 Cf. Lallot (1997 I) 59: ‘Il va sans dire qu’il s’agit, dans tous ces exemples, d’un ordre théorique (ou 

“profond”, pour parler comme Householder), celui de la “séquence normale” (tÚ •j∞w), qui peut 

toujours être altéré par transposition (...), hyperbate.’ 
54

 As I have pointed out before, Dionysius’ criticism of Thucydides is not an aim in itself, but serves to 

guide future orators and historians (like Tubero). With regard to Thucydides’ style, Dionysius’ message 

is: ‘Do not try this at home!’  
55

 On the ungrammatical Greek of Apollonius’ paraphrases, see Sluiter (1990) 65-68.   
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intended Aspasia’s funeral speech as a satirical parody of contemporary rhetoric.
56

 

Dionysius could have selected a more typical passage from Plato’s work, if he had 

wished to present a text that could really challenge Demosthenes’ superiority.
57

 It is 

important to realise, however, that Dionysius’ aim in this treatise is to present 

Demosthenes as the greatest model for all rhetorical writing. Thus, Dionysius first 

argues that the middle style is to be preferred to the grand and simple styles. Next, he 

points out that among the authors who applied the middle style Demosthenes was the 

most successful orator. Therefore, Dionysius has to prove that Demosthenes’ style is 

superior to that of two other representatives of the middle style, namely Isocrates and 

Plato. His analysis of the Menexenus serves the purpose of showing that Plato does 

not in all respects succeed in applying the middle style: in many cases, Plato uses too 

artificial expressions, which belong to the grand rather than the middle style.
58

 Plato is 

criticised for his obscurity, his excessive use of figures of speech, in particular the 

theatrical figures of Gorgias such as antitheses and balanced clauses, his periphrases, 

and his bombastic language.
59

 Dionysius’ objections to Plato’s style closely 

correspond to his criticism of Thucydides’ unnatural style (see above). Just as he did 

with regard to Thucydides, Dionysius also rewrites some sentences from the 

Menexenus in a clearer and more straightforward style.
60

 In On Demosthenes 27, 

Dionysius analyses a sentence from the Menexenus that he describes as ‘prolonged, 

grammatically irregular, and having neither force nor coherence’ (diå makroË te går 

                                                
56

 See e.g. Blass, DAB II (1979
3
 [1874]) 469 and Walsdorff (1927) 18-21. For the parodic character of 

the funeral speech in the Menexenus, see Blass DAB II (1979
3
 [1874]) 464 and Tsitsiridis (1998) 88-92, 

who prefers the term ‘pastiche’. For Dionysius’ analysis of the Menexenus, see Clavaud (1980) 25-29, 

who points to ‘le peu d’aptitude de Denys à saisir l’humour de Platon’. 
57

 See Bonner (1939) 67 and Usher (1974) 234 and 359 n. 1. In Dem. 23.179,17-23, Dionysius objects 

to the habit of other critics, who select the worst passage from Plato and compare it with the finest 

passage from Demosthenes. Dionysius promises that, unlike these other critics, he will draw a fair 

comparison. The promise turns out to be empty: Dionysius was probably too eager to convince his 

audience of the superiority of his great model Demosthenes. He may have selected the Menexenus 

because of the popularity of the funeral speech that it contains: see Cicero, Orator 151 and cf. Blass, 

DAB II (1979
3
 [1874]) 469. But it is remarkable how easily Dionysius (Dem. 23.180,1-4) rejects the 

possibility of comparing Demosthenes’ speech with Plato’s Apology: the Apology ‘never saw even the 

threshold of a law-court or an open assembly, but was written for another purpose and belongs to the 

category neither of oratory nor of dialogue.’ For a discussion of this ‘tantalizingly cryptic’ argument, 

see Reid (1997). Many modern scholars have sharply rejected Dionysius’ biased attitude towards Plato. 

The classicist and composer Diepenbrock (1911) 164, who speaks of a ‘dwaling’ (‘aberration’), 

belongs to a long tradition of scholars who denounced Dionysius’ treatment of Plato. At the beginning 

of this tradition stands Gnaeus Pompeius Geminus, who forced Dionysius to defend his criticism of 

Plato in the letter that is addressed to him. 
58

 On Dionysius’ evaluation of Plato’s style, see Walsdorff (1927) 9-24. 
59

 See Dem. 24.183,1-10; Dem. 26.187,5-10; Dem. 25.184,16-19; Dem. 29.192,5-11. 
60

 Dem. 24.183,1-10; Dem. 27.188,12-189,16. 
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ka‹ ékatãllhlon ka‹ oÎte deinÒthta ¶xon oÎte sÊntajin).
61

 His criticism is 

mainly directed at the first part of the sentence:
62

 

 

t∞w d' eÈgene¤aw pr«ton Íp∞rje to›sde ≤ <t«n progÒnvn> g°nesiw, oÈk ¶phluw 
oÔsa oÈd¢ toÁw §kgÒnouw toÊtouw épofhnam°nh metoikoËntaw §n tª x≈r&, 
êlloyen sf«n ≤kÒntvn, éll' aÈtÒxyonaw ... 
 

‘The first factor of their nobility was their birth, which was not foreign nor did it 

reveal these descendants as immigrants to the land, their parents having come from 

abroad, but as natives (...).’ 

 

According to Dionysius, this sentence contains a number of shortcomings, which 

would not occur in the language of people who practice ‘pure language’ (kayarò 
dial°ktƒ). First, he points to some instances of the abnormal usage of words. For 

example, Dionysius objects to the combination of g°nesiw with épofhnam°nh: ‘for it 

is not natural for birth in itself to reveal something’ (...), but ‘it is we who reveal a 

statement.’
63

 Next, he focuses on the grammatical construction: 

 

t¤w d¢ boulÒmenow s–zein tØn ékolouy¤an, efipΔn tØn g°nesin ka‹ per‹ taÊthw tÚn 
lÒgon épodidoÁw §pizeÊjeien ín tÚ êlloyen sf«n ≤kÒntvn, tÚ érrenikÚn t“ 
yhluk“ ka‹ t“ •nik“ tÚ plhyuntikÒn;  
 
‘What writer who was concerned with preserving the grammatical sequence would 

first speak of ≤ g°nesiw and then, while developing his account of this, connect to it 

êlloyen sf«n ≤kÒntvn, linking masculine to feminine and plural to singular?’ 

 

                                                
61

 Dem. 27.188,1-189,16. The text is uncertain: sÊntajin is the reading of one of the MSS, which is 

followed by Radermacher. Aujac (1988) follows the reading of another manuscript, safÆneian, which 

may well be correct. Other MSS have a lacuna here. 
62

 Plato, Menex. 237b2-c3. 
63

 Dem. 27.189,1-3: oÎte går ≤ g°nesiw aÈtÆ ti épofa¤nesyai fÊsin ¶xei ... éllÉ épofainÒmeya m¢n 
≤me›w tå lektã ... Dionysius seems to think that épofa¤nesyai is wrong because he interprets the verb 

as ‘to point out’; Tsitsiridis (1998) 199 translates the word as ‘erscheinen lassen’, and rejects 

Dionysius’ criticism. Dionysius has two more objections. First, the combination of the word g°nesiw 
with the adjective ¶phluw is obscure, since ‘foreign’ is an attribute of ourselves, not of our birth. 

Tsitsiridis (1998) 199 points out that g°nesiw ¶phluw is actually not an unusual hypallage. Further, 

Dionysius objects to Plato’s formulation ‘birth did not reveal the descendants as immigrants’. He 

remarks that people cannot be said to be ‘immigrants’ in the land in which they were born: ‘people are 

only immigrants if they come from elsewhere to the land that receives them.’ Dionysius’ point seems to 

be that ‘birth’ (g°nesiw) automatically happens in the land where one is born, so that it necessarily 

assigns children to the land where they are born. Plato, however, seems to use the word g°nesiw in the 

sense of ‘descent’ (corresponding to prÒgonvn): see Tsitsiridis (1998) 199 and, differently, Aujac 

(1988) 170. 
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Dionysius’ objection concerns what we would call a constructio ad sensum: Plato 

uses the pronoun sf«n, as if the subject had been ofl prÒgonoi, and not ≤ t«n 
progÒnvn g°nesiw.

64
 Of course, we do not have to agree with Dionysius that Plato is 

wrong in applying this construction. What matters for our purpose is that Dionysius’ 

grammatical terminology proves to be an effective tool in analysing the specific 

character of a style that he considers unusual and unnatural.
65

 For, instead of merely 

pointing to the ‘unnaturalness’ of the composition, as he did in his early works, 

Dionysius is now able to offer a more precise description of Plato’s expression: the 

combination of a masculine plural with a feminine singular has ruined the ékolouy¤a. 

As we have pointed out above, the term ékolouy¤a describes a sentence whose 

construction is grammatically correct and whose words are all put in their proper 

place.
66

 In some cases, the aspect of word order is dominant, as in Dem. 9 (see above), 

where Dionysius objected to a hyperbaton that splits up the corresponding noun and 

verb F¤lippow ... édike›. In other cases, as in Dem. 27, it is the other aspect of 

ékolouy¤a that is more relevant, namely correct syntax: in this case, the point is that 

Plato has failed to preserve the correct construction. Dionysius proceeds by saying 

that ‘the sentence would have been syntactically correct (katãllhlow) if Plato had 

referred back to g°nesiw, which was the subject of the sentence (Íp¢r ∏w ı lÒgow ∑n) 

and had added êlloyen aÈt∞w ≤koÊshw’.
67

 The term katãllhlow does not so much 

refer to ‘coherence’ (Usher), but rather to the syntactic agreement between g°nesiw 
and aÈt∞w. The problem of incongruity could of course also be solved in another way, 

namely by substituting ofl prÒgonoi for ≤ t«n progÒnvn g°nesiw, so that êlloyen 
sf«n ≤kÒntvn would agree with the subject of the sentence. Dionysius adopts this 

second solution and rewrites the sentence with a correct syntactic structure. His 

metathesis at the same time solves the other shortcomings of the sentence (concerning 

the abnormal usage of g°nesiw), to which Dionysius has objected earlier on (see 

above):  

 

t∞w d' eÈgene¤aw pr«ton Íp∞rjan to›sde ofl prÒgonoi, oÈx‹ §pÆludew ˆntew oÈd¢ 
toÁw §kgÒnouw toÊtouw épofÆnantew metoikoËntaw §n tª x≈r&, êlloyen sf«n 
≤kÒntvn, éll' aÈtÒxyonaw. 
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 Cf. Tsitsiridis (1998) 199. In Amm. II 13, Dionysius objects to constructiones ad sensum in 

Thucydides: see section 4.4.2. 
65

 Dionysius mentions the word fÊsiw in Dem. 27.189,2. 
66

 Cf. Blank (1982) 27 and Sluiter (1990) 61-62. 
67

 Dem. 27.189,9-11: ∑n går dÆ pou katãllhlow ı lÒgow, efi prÚw tØn g°nesin énaf°rvn, Íp¢r ∏w ı 
lÒgow ∑n, §p°yhken: 'êlloyen aÈt∞w ≤koÊshw.' 
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Finally, we turn to On Thucydides, which belongs to Dionysius’ latest works. We 

have already seen that Dionysius regards Thucydides’ style as unnatural, because it 

deviates from the ordinary use of language.
68

 At the end of On Thucydides, Dionysius 

again summarises the historian’s most distinctive qualities in terms of the ‘unusual’ 

and ‘unnatural’: one of the items in a long list of Thucydidean characteristics is the 

use of ‘figures that are awkward and moved away from natural collocation, and which 

would not even find a place in any kind of poetry’ (toÁw skaioÁw ka‹ peplanhm°nouw 
§k t∞w katå fÊsin suzug¤aw ka‹ oÈd' §n èpãs˙ poihtikª x≈ran ¶xontaw 
sxhmatismoÊw).

69
 Earlier in the same treatise, Dionysius describes the unnatural 

composition of Thucydides in a more specific way, by pointing to irregularities in his 

syntactic constructions. A good example is Thuc. 37: in that chapter, Dionysius starts 

a discussion of the Melian dialogue, and analyses the first sentence of the Melian 

representatives, which runs as follows:
70

 

 

ÑH m¢n §pie¤keia toË didãskein kay' ≤sux¤an éllÆlouw oÈ c°getai: tå d¢ toË 
pol°mou parÒnta ≥dh ka‹ oÈ m°llonta diaf°ronta aÈtoË fa¤netai.  
 
‘The reasonableness of instructing each other at leisure is not open to objection. But 

the acts of war, which are not in the future but already here at hand, manifestly differ 

from this.’ 

 

                                                
68

 See section 4.4. In On Thucydides, there are several aspects of Thucydides’ work (concerning both 

style and content) that are described as ‘unnatural’: (1) in Thuc. 11.341,5-7, Dionysius objects to the 

unnatural order in which Thucydides reports the events, and to the fact that he mentions first the false 

and then the true cause of the Peloponnesian war: ¥ te går fÊsiw épπtei tå prÒtera t«n Íst°rvn 
êrxein ka‹ télhy∞ prÚ t«n ceud«n l°gesyai (cf. Is. 11.106,15-16); (2) in Thuc. 12.342,1, Dionysius 

remarks that Thucydides’ narrative has an unnatural starting-point: tÚ mØ tØn katå fÊsin ¶xein érxÆn; 

(3) in Thuc. 24.362,6-7, Dionysius points out that Thucydides changes the natural uses of gender and 

number, so that the natural word order is ruined: ≤ katå fÊsin ékolouy¤a plançtai; (4) in Thuc. 
53.413,2-4, Dionysius objects to the fact that Thucydides ‘figures’ stray from the natural order and 

make the impression of solecisms: t«n sxhmãtvn tÚ peplanhm°non §k t∞w katå fÊsin ékolouy¤aw ka‹ 
tÚ soloikofan¢w. An exception is Thuc. 42.398,8-11: in that passage, Dionysius praises the speech of 

the Plataeans in Thucydides 3.53-59 because it is ‘adorned with authentic natural colouring’ (élhye› d° 
tini ka‹ fusik“ kekosm∞syai xr≈mati). Dionysius’ criticism of Thucydides’ style should be seen as a 

contribution to the debate among critics of the first century BC in Rome on the usefulness of 

Thucydides as a model for the writing of history (see also section 4.4). Dionysius (Thuc. 50.409,8-

410,7) disagrees with those critics who approve of imitation of Thucydides’ style. See Leeman (1955). 
69

 See also section 6.4. The text of the complete list is as follows: Thuc. 52.412,6-17: Youkud¤dou 
mimhtØw <oÈde‹w> §g°neto katå taËtã ge, kay' ì doke› mãlista t«n êllvn diaf°rein, katå tØn 
glvsshmatikØn ka‹ éphrxaivm°nhn ka‹ poihtikØn ka‹ j°nhn l°jin, ka‹ katå tåw ÍperbatoÁw ka‹ 
poluplÒkouw ka‹ §j épokop∞w pollå shma¤nein prãgmata boulom°naw ka‹ diå makroË tåw épodÒseiw 
lambanoÊsaw noÆseiw, ka‹ ¶ti prÚw toÊtoiw katå toÁw skaioÁw ka‹ peplanhm°nouw §k t∞w katå fÊsin 
suzug¤aw ka‹ oÈd' §n èpãs˙ poihtikª x≈ran ¶xontaw sxhmatismoÊw, §j œn ≤ pãnta lumainom°nh tå 
kalå ka‹ skÒton par°xousa ta›w éreta›w ésãfeia par∞lyen efiw toÁw lÒgouw. 
70

 Thucydides 5.86. Dionysius’ discussion of the Melian dialogue (Thucydides 5.84-111) covers Thuc. 
37-41. 
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The analysis of this sentence adopts the same procedure as that of the passage from 

the Menexenus, which I have discussed above:
71

 first, Dionysius points to the 

grammatical irregularity, subsequently he analyses the exact nature of the 

incongruence, and finally he rewrites the sentence with a correct syntactical 

structure.
72

 However, Dionysius’ remarks on this text have puzzled modern scholars 

to a great extent. Dionysius objects to Thucydides’ use of the genitive singular aÈtoË 
(•nikÚn ka‹ katå tØn genikØn §sxhmatism°non pt«sin ... tÚ aÈtoË).

73
 This word, he 

thinks, fails to preserve the ékolouy¤a, because it does not agree with the feminine 

singular §pie¤keia, ‘nor with the accusative plural neuter’ (toËto d¢ oÎte t“ yhluk“ 
ka‹ •nik“ ka‹ Ùnomatik“ prosarmottÒmenon s–zei tØn ékolouy¤an oÎte t“ 
plhyuntik“ ka‹ oÈdet°rƒ <ka‹> katå tØn afitiatikØn §sxhmatism°nƒ pt«sin). The 

problem is that Thucydides’ sentence does not contain any accusative plural neuter. 

For that reason, it has been suggested that Dionysius did not read fa¤netai but 

fa¤nete, and that the ‘accusative plural neuter’ was tå d¢ toË pol°mou parÒnta ≥dh 
ka‹ oÈ m°llonta diaf°ronta, which would have been the direct object of fa¤nete.

74
 

Both Usener and Pavano adopt this conjecture for the text of Dionysius.
75

 Some other 

scholars think not only that Dionysius read fa¤nete, but also that this was actually 

what Thucydides himself had written.
76

 But Classen has convincingly argued that this 

cannot have been the case: Thucydides uses the active verb fa¤nein nowhere else.
77

 

In my view, the conjecture fa¤nete is not only wrong for Thucydides’, but also for 

Dionysius’ text, for the following reason. In his metathesis, Dionysius rewrites 

Thucydides’ sentence by substituting aÈt∞w for aÈtoË, thus making the pronoun agree 

with §pie¤keia; but he does not change anything else, and writes fa¤netai, according 

to all manuscripts.
78

 Now, if he had read fa¤nete in the first instance, then he should 

also have written it in his metathesis: there is no reason whatsoever to believe that 

Dionysius rewrites fa¤nete as fa¤netai, for his metathesis exclusively serves the 

purpose of correcting the supposedly wrong form aÈtoË.
79

 Therefore, I think that the 

                                                
71

 See Thuc. 37.389,5-390,3. 
72

 For Dionysius’ analysis of this sentence, see also Bonner (1939) 91 and Grube (1950) 107. 
73

 For Dionysius’ classification of aÈtoË as either a ‘deictic article’ or a ‘pronoun’, see section 3.6.3. 
74

 See Classen (1912) 285: Bücheler suggested the conjecture. 
75

 Usener: Thuc. 37.389,7; Pavano (1958) 152. 
76

 Stahl and Van Herwerden read fa¤nete in Thucydides 5.86: see Classen (1912) 285. 
77

 Classen (1912) 285 also argues that fa¤nete would break the parallellism with c°getai, but this is not 

a very strong argument in view of Thucydides’ preference for variation. 
78

 Thuc. 37.390,1-3: ≤ m¢n §pie¤keia toË didãskein kay' ≤sux¤an éllÆlouw oÈ c°getai, tå d¢ toË 
pol°mou parÒnta ≥dh ka‹ oÈ m°llonta diaf°ronta aÈt∞w fa¤netai. 
79

 I agree with Aujac (1991) 99, who reads both times fa¤netai. Pavano (1958) 246 also realises the 

difficulty of reading fa¤nete in the first instance and fa¤netai in the second and hesitates whether 

Dionysius consciously or unconsciously misread Thucydides: ‘Utrum ille igitur incuriose ap. Thuc. 

fa¤nete pro fa¤netai re vera legerit, an potius verbum a Thucydide prolatum malitia immutaverit, 

dubitare licet.’ 
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correctness of the manuscripts should in this case not be doubted: both Dionysius’ 

quotation of Thucydides and his own metathesis contain the form fa¤netai.80
 What 

‘accusative neuter plural’ did Dionysius then think of? One might consider the 

possibility that diaf°ronta was used as a transitive verb (‘to carry away’), which 

could be combined with an accusative. However, such a construction would not make 

any sense, and aÈtã could not be used by itself without agreeing with another word. 

The conclusion should be that Dionysius was just mistaken in this case, and that he 

meant to say ‘nominative’ where he wrote ‘accusative’.
81

 In any case, his objection to 

Thucydides’ construction is not correct: as many modern commentators have pointed 

out, the word aÈtoË refers to toË didãskein kay' ≤sux¤an éllÆlouw.
82

 But even if 

Dionysius is wrong, it is worth observing how his method of stylistic analysis has 

developed.
83

 The use of syntactic theory and technical terminology has enabled him to 

put his finger on what he regards as the cause of the alleged unnaturalness of 

Thucydides’ style. 

 

Dionysius states that Thucydides’ sentence fails to preserve the ékolouy¤a, and he 

points out how it should be constructed (sxhmatisye¤w) in order to be syntactically 

congruent (katãllhlow). As I have pointed out before, ékolouy¤a is characteristic 

of a sentence whose parts occupy their proper places, while at the same time being in 

grammatical agreement with one another. It is the latter condition of ékolouy¤a that 

Thucydides has not satisfied, according to Dionysius. In the same passage, we also 

found another important grammatical term, namely soloikismÒw (solecism), which 

we already encountered in our discussion of Dionysius’ grammatical notes on 

Thucydides in the Second Letter to Ammaeus (section 4.4.2). In Thuc. 37, Dionysius 

points out that ‘if one would propose to assign Thucydides’ sentence to the figures 

(sxÆmata), then one should call all the solecisms (soloikismo¤) of number and case-

usage “figures”’.
84

 The boundaries between figures and solecisms were indeed rather 

                                                
80

 See also Pritchett (1975) 123-124. I would like to add that there are some interesting textual 

uncertainties in this passage, esp. in Thuc. 37.389,12-13 (¶peita sunãcaw t“ •nik“ ka‹ katå tØn ÙryØn 
§jenhnegm°nƒ pt«sin ‘tå d¢ toË pol°mou parÒnta ≥dh ka‹ oÈ m°llonta’). The first ka¤ is not in all 

MSS, and §jenhnegm°nƒ is an emendation by Sylburg: the MSS have §jenhnegm°na. Thus, perhaps one 

should read ¶peita sunãcaw t“ •nik“ katå tØn ÙryØn §jenhnegm°na pt«sin 'tå d¢ toË pol°mou 
parÒnta ≥dh ka‹ oÈ m°llonta', in which case Dionysius classifies the neuter plurals as nominatives. 
81

 This is of course a solution that I would rather avoid, for I would prefer applying the principle of 
charity. However, it seems that one has to choose between two evils: either one radically changes the 

text and ignores the unanimity of the MSS at two places (Thuc. 37.389,7 and 37.390,3), or one assumes 

that Dionysius, who was not a grammarian and had presumably obtained his linguistic knowledge only 

recently, was in this case inaccurate in his use of grammatical terminology. 
82

 See e.g. Classen (1912) 285 and Pritchett (1975) 123. 
83

 Cf. Bonner (1939) 91. 
84

 Thuc. 37.389,7-10: toËto tÚ teleuta›on e‡ tiw §n to›w sxÆmasin éji≈sei f°rein, oÈk ín fyãnoi 
pãntaw toÁw soloikismoÊw, ˜soi g¤gnontai parå toÁw ériymoÁw ka‹ parå tåw pt≈seiw, sxÆmata 
kal«n; 
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vague in ancient rhetorical theory. The term sx∞ma has a wide range of meanings, but 

it specifically refers to a form of expression that deviates from the normal style of 

speaking.
85

 As such, it refers to both grammatical figures and rhetorical figures (of 

speech and thought). Now, deviation can be considered either a quality or a mistake: 

in the former case it is called a sx∞ma, but in the latter case it is called a 

soloikismÒw.
86

 It is this ambiguous status of deviating expressions, between ‘figures’ 

and ‘grammatical irregularities’, to which Dionysius refers when objecting to 

Thucydides’ use of numbers and cases. The term soloikismÒw (or soloik¤zein) 
appears five times in Dionysius’ works, all in two treatises belonging to the later 

period, namely On Thucydides and its appendix, the Second Letter to Ammaeus.
87

 He 

uses the word soloikismÒw exclusively to describe Thucydides’ use of language: 

other authors are never criticised for their soloikismo¤. In some cases Dionysius 

explicitly hesitates whether Thucydides’ unusual language is figurative or 

ungrammatical. Thus, he refers to figures that ‘make the impression of solecisms’.
88

 

In four cases, he expresses that same idea by using the adjective soloikofanÆw 
(‘appearing to be a solecism’) to describe the historian’s constructions 

(sxhmatismo¤).89
 We can explain this term as follows. On the one hand, Dionysius 

wants his readers to avoid the obscurity of Thucydides’ style. On the other hand, the 

authority and status of the historian presumably makes that Dionysius tries to avoid 

characterising his language as ungrammatical. The term soloikofanÆw is the solution 

for this ambiguous attitude towards the historian. For Dionysius’ audience the 

deviating expressions would be solecisms, but when Thucydides uses them they just 

make the impression of being ungrammatical.  

                                                
85

 See Lausberg 499. A discussion of Dionysius’ views on figures falls outside the scope of this study. I 

will restrict myself to a few remarks on the linguistic aspects of sxÆmata. 
86

 See Lausberg 498. For the ambiguous status of sxÆmata between grammar and rhetoric, see 

Schenkeveld (1991). For Dionysius’ views on figures of speech and solecisms, see also Schenkeveld 

(1983) 90-92.   
87

 Thuc. 24.362,13-16 (= Amm. II 2.424,2-6): see section 4.4.2. Thuc. 33.381,6-7: sxÆmata, œn ¶nia 
soloikism«n par°xetai dÒjan, ‘figures some of which have the appearance of solecisms’. Thuc. 
37.389,9: see above. Amm. II 2.424,2-6 (= Thuc. 24.362,13-16): see section 4.4.2. Amm. II 11.431,9 

(soloik¤zein): see section 4.4.2. In Comp. 18.82,6, the word soloikismÒw is part of a citation from 

Hegesias. 
88

 See Thuc. 33.381,6-7 (preceding note). 
89

 Thuc. 29.373,2: tåw t«n sxhmatism«n plokåw soloikofane›w, ‘combinations of figures that verge 

upon solecism’. Thuc. 53.413,2-4: tÚ peplanhm°non §k t∞w katå fÊsin ékolouy¤aw ka‹ tÚ 
soloikofan°w, ‘that which strays from the natural sequence and that which makes the impression of 

solecism’. Thuc. 55.417,24: tÚ soloikofan¢w §n to›w sxhmatismo›w, the apparently ungrammatical 

construction in his figures’. Din. 8.308,3: toÁw d¢ soloikofane›w sxhmatismoÊw, the figures make the 

impression of solecism’. Dionysius uses the term soloikofanÆw only in his discussions of Thucydides. 

SoloikofanÆw is further found only in later writers: see Galenus 16.512,3 and Eustathius 630.46. 

Dionysius’ term sxhmatismÒw (‘configuration’) refers both to the grammatical formation of a word 

(with the correct gender, case, number, tense, etc.) and to the formation of clauses and periods: see 

sections 3.7 and 4.3.1.   
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Apart from the passage discussed above, there are many more cases in which 

Dionysius describes Thucydides’ deviations (§jallaga¤) as failing to preserve the 

ékolouy¤a. In the discussion of the three composition types in On Composition, the 

austere composition type (sÊnyesiw aÈsthrã), of which Thucydides is one of the 

main representatives, is described as ‘in many cases neglecting the logical order’ (§n 
pollo›w ÍperoptikØ t∞w ékolouy¤aw) (see section 4.3.2).

90
 In three cases, Dionysius 

points out that Thucydides’ expressions violate ‘the natural order’ (≤ katå fÊsin 
ékolouy¤a).

91
 

 

Dionysius’ discussions of passages from Demosthenes, Plato and Thucydides allow 

us to conclude the following. We have seen that in the descriptions of style (and its 

various aspects) in his earlier works, Dionysius frequently uses the concept of the 

‘natural’ (fusikÒn), arguing that some sentence or composition is or is not written 

‘according to nature’ (katå fÊsin): fÊsiw is here used as opposed to t°xnh and refers 

to the expression that imitates the artless language of laymen. This concept remains 

very important in Dionysius’ later works, but he also develops a more effective way 

of analysing the exact character of what he regards as natural (and unnatural) style, 

syntax, and word order. There are two things that have brought Dionysius’ 

observations on a higher plane. First, he adopts a grammatical framework, including 

not only the theory of the parts of speech and its accidentia, but also some interesting 

ideas on syntax: what he used to label as ‘natural’ or ‘unnatural’ can now be described 

as (é)katãllhlow, and, what is more, the exact causes of incorrect syntax or illogical 

word order can be identified. Second, the method of metathesis enables Dionysius to 

compare a passage that does not preserve the ékolouy¤a with a version whose syntax 

and word order is clear and correct. In chapter 7 of this study, I will return to the 

procedure of metathesis. The following section, however, will be devoted to a concept 

of natural word order that differs from the ideas that we have discussed so far. 

  

5.3. Dionysius’ experiment concerning natural word order (Comp. 5) 

 

In On Composition 5, Dionysius reports on an experiment by which he investigated 

the effects of natural word order.
92

 In this experiment, ‘nature’ (fÊsiw) does not refer 

to everyday language or artless expression, but rather to the rules of logic. In this 

section, I will examine the philosophical background of Dionysius’ discussion. I will 

first discuss the possible connection between his remarks on Stoic treatises on syntax 
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 Comp. 22.98,2-3. 
91

 Thuc. 24.362,6, Thuc. 53.413,3 and Amm. II 2.423,12-13 
92

 On this passage, see also Scaglione (1972) 77-79, Schenkeveld (1983) 85-89, Paximadi (1989) and 

De Jonge (2001) 160-162. 
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(Comp. 4) on the one hand and his experiment on natural word order (Comp. 5) on the 

other. Then, I will analyse Dionysius’ experiment, paying close attention to the 

philosophical background of the ideas involved in this passage. I will argue that 

Dionysius’ experiment is partly based on the Stoic theory of categories. 

 

5.3.1. The Stoic treatises and Dionysius’ natural starting point 

 

Before we turn to a discussion of Dionysius’ experiment, we should first consider his 

remarks at the end of On Composition 4. In that passage, Dionysius prepares the way 

for his investigations into natural word order. First, he comments on the 

(disappointing) contributions of previous writers to the theory of composition, in 

particular the Stoic treatises on syntax with their dialectical approach. Subsequently, 

Dionysius tells us that, disappointed by the Stoic books, he himself tried to find a 

‘natural starting point’ for his investigations. It is important to pay close attention to 

Dionysius’ words in Comp. 4, because many scholars have suggested that the Stoic 

treatises that he mentions are actually the source of the experiment on natural word 

order in Comp. 5. 

 

Having criticised a number of Hellenistic writers (Polybius, Hieronymus, Hegesianax, 

etc.) for their neglect of the art of composition, Dionysius adds that we should not be 

surprised about the poor composition of these literary writers: for even philosophers, 

who publish dialectical treatises (dialektikåw t°xnaw), are inept in the arrangement 

of their words, and the worst specimens of composition are the works of the Stoic 

Chrysippus.
93

 The disappointing quality of the Stoic texts is the more remarkable, 

Dionysius says, since some of these philosophers themselves made a study of the 

subject of composition, and even wrote handbooks on the syntax of the parts of 

speech (t°xnaw ... Íp¢r t∞w suntãjevw t«n toË lÒgou mor¤vn).
94

 In other words, 

even those people who studied the syntax (sÊntajiw) of the parts of speech did not 

compose (suntiy°nai) satisfactory texts themselves.
95

 Next, Dionysius turns from 

practice to theory: he now focuses on predecessors who wrote treatises on the theory 

of composition. He reports that, when he had decided to write a treatise on 

composition (sÊnyesiw), he first investigated what earlier writers had said about the 

subject.
96

 In particular, he consulted the works of the Stoic philosophers, because he 
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 Comp. 4.20,19-21,15 (Chrysippus fr. 25 Dufour). See section 3.3.1. 
94

 Comp. 4.21,15-22,3. See section 3.3.1. 
95

 Note that in this passage Dionysius equates sÊntajiw with sÊnyesiw, which seems to pave the way 

for his philosophical approach to composition in Comp. 5. On sÊntajiw and sÊnyesiw, see section 5.1.  
96

 Comp. 4.22,3-5. 
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knew that they paid much attention to ı lektikÚw tÒpow.
97

 However, it turned out that 

the Stoic works did not contribute anything useful. The title of the two books by the 

Stoic philosopher Chrysippus, Per‹ t∞w suntãjevw t«n toË lÒgou mer«n (On the 
Syntax of the Parts of Speech), turned out to be misleading: Chrysippus’ books did not 

contain a rhetorical, but a dialectical investigation (see also section 3.3.1).
98

  They 

dealt with ‘the combination (sÊntajiw) of true and false propositions, possible and 

impossible ones, propositions that are contingent, changing their truth value, 

ambiguous ones and others of such a kind’.
99

 Dionysius’ judgement is clear: ‘These 

works contribute nothing helpful or useful to civil oratory, at least as far as the 

attractiveness and beauty of style (≤donØn ka‹ kãllow •rmhne¤aw) are concerned; and 

these qualities should be the aim of composition.’
100

 Therefore, Dionysius put the 

Stoic treatises aside (at least, that is what he says), and tried to find a different 

approach to the art of composition:
101

 

 

taÊthw m¢n t∞w pragmate¤aw ép°sthn, §skÒpoun d' aÈtÚw §p' §mautoË genÒmenow, e‡ 
tina duna¤mhn eÍre›n fusikØn éformÆn, §peidØ pantÚw prãgmatow ka‹ pãshw 
zhtÆsevw aÏth doke› krat¤sth e‰nai érxÆ. 
 

‘I abandoned this enquiry and, independent and relying on myself, I considered 

whether I could find some natural starting point, since that seems to be the best 

beginning of every operation and every enquiry.’   

 
So, after he had concluded that the Stoic treatises were useless for his purposes, 

Dionysius started looking for a fusikØ éformÆ, ‘a natural starting point’. According 

to Rhys Roberts, the latter words suggest a ‘Stoic point of view’.
102

 Likewise, Aujac 

& Lebel remark: ‘La recours à la nature est un démarche typiquement stoïcienne.’
103

 

However, the search for a natural starting does not necessarily point to Stoic 

influence. Of course, a Stoic philosopher would have appreciated Dionysius’ 
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 Comp. 4.22,5-8. 
98

 Comp. 4.22,8-23,1 (Chrysippus fr. 199 Dufour). On Dionysius’ reference to Chrysippus’ works on 

syntax, see Kroll (1907) 91 n. 2, Barwick (1957) 21, Frede (1987a) 324-325, Baratin (1989) 217-218, 

Atherton (1993) 142 n. 7, Luhtala (2000) 24 and Van Ophuijsen (2003) 81 and 93. The misleading 

character of some philosophical book titles is a phenomenon that also annoyed Antonius in Cicero’s De 
oratore 2.61: ‘Whenever I happen to come across your philosophers, misled by the labels of their 

books (because they almost always bear titles derived from familiar and important subjects, for 

example, on virtue, on justice, on the honorable, on pleasure), then I don’t understand a single word — 

so entangled are they by their narrow and minutely detailed discussions.’ (Translation May & Wisse.)   
99

 Comp. 4.22,14-17: for the Greek text, see section 3.3.1. 
100

 Comp. 4.22,18-23,1: for the Greek text, see section 3.3.1. 
101

 Comp. 4.23,1-5. 
102

 Rhys Roberts (1910) 97. 
103

 Aujac & Lebel (1981) 204. 
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method;
104

 but many Stoic ideas had become part of the general intellectual discourse 

of the first century BC, and this is particularly true of the idea that one should take 

nature as one’s model. Besides, the view that one should be guided by nature can be 

found in almost all Hellenistic philosophies.
105

 Therefore, Dionysius’ search for a 

‘natural’ point of departure fits into a Stoic context, but it does in itself not prove that 

the experiment concerning natural word order was influenced by Stoic philosophy. 

    

We should notice how strongly Dionysius emphasises that his new approach is his 

own idea, and that it does not depend on the work done by his predecessors: he 

abandoned the Stoic treatises, and relying on himself (aÈtÚw §p' §mautoË genÒmenow), 

he looked for a natural starting point. In spite of this clear statement, many scholars 

have assumed that Dionysius borrowed his chapter on natural word order (Comp. 5) 

from the Stoic sources that he had criticised earlier on.
106

 Although I will argue that 

Dionysius’ experiment in Comp. 5 is indeed partly based on Stoic views, I do not 

think that Dionysius copied the entire chapter from Chrysippus, as some scholars have 

suggested.
107

 I rather think that Dionysius combined some Stoic ideas on language 

with his own rhetorical approach to word order. Before I illuminate my interpretation, 

I will first point out which indications make us believe that Dionysius’ experiment 

concerning natural word makes use of Stoic ideas. Modern scholars have pointed to 

three elements in particular, namely the ‘natural starting point’, the repeated reference 

to Stoic treatises at the end of Comp. 5, and the Stoic terminology of the passage. I 

will briefly examine the value of these three possible indications.  

 

First, Dionysius does not only speak of a ‘natural’ starting point, but at the beginning 

of Comp. 5 he also states that the arrangement of words should be ‘as nature 

demands’.
108

 As I have already pointed out, this fact is not decisive in itself, since the 

importance of nature was generally acknowledged among intellectuals of the first 

century BC. In section 5.2, we have seen that the concept of nature is very prominent 

in all Dionysius’ rhetorical works. The second argument for the Stoic character of the 

experiment on natural word order concerns the fact that Dionysius refers to the Stoic 

treatises not only before he turns to his experiment (at the end of Comp. 4), but also 

after the passage on natural word order (at the end of Comp. 5). There, Dionysius 
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CHAPTER 5 244 

summarises both his study of the dialectical treatises and his own experiment on 

natural word order together in one concluding remark:
109

 

 

diå taÊtaw m¢n dØ tåw afit¤aw t∞w toiaÊthw yevr¤aw ép°sthn. §mnÆsyhn d' aÈt«n 
ka‹ nËn oÈx …w spoud∞w éj¤vn, ka‹ tåw dialektikåw parey°mhn t°xnaw oÈx …w 
énagka¤aw, éll' ·na mhde‹w dok«n ¶xein ti aÈtåw xrÆsimon efiw tØn paroËsan 
yevr¤an per‹ polloË poi∞tai efid°nai, yhreuye‹w ta›w §pigrafa›w t«n 
pragmatei«n ımoiÒthtã tina §xoÊsaiw ka‹ tª dÒj˙ t«n suntajam°nvn aÈtãw.   
 

‘For these reasons I abandoned such a theory. I have recalled these ideas at the present 

time not because they deserve serious attention, and I have cited the dialectical 

handbooks not because they are essential reading, but in order to dissuade anyone 

from supposing that they contain anything useful for the present enquiry, and hence 

regarding it as important to know about them, because he has been captivated by the 

titles of their works, which have some affinity with the subject, and by the reputation 

of their authors.’ 

 

The word parat¤yemai can mean both ‘to quote’ a text and ‘to cite’ the title of a 

book.
110

 Now, does this word refer to the fact that Dionysius has mentioned 

Chrysippus’ writings on the parts of speech at the end of Comp. 4, or does he mean 

that he has quoted these Stoic texts in Comp. 5? On the one hand, it is possible that at 

the end of Comp. 5 Dionysius summarises two useless projects, namely both his study 

of the Stoic t°xnai and his experiment concerning the natural ordering of the parts of 

speech. On the other hand, since Dionysius refers in one breath both to the yevr¤a on 

natural word order and to the dialectical handbooks, it seems reasonable to suppose 

that the theory of natural word order was at least related to the ideas that Dionysius 

found in the Stoic treatises. This does not necessarily mean that the philosophical 

handbooks were the ‘source’ of Dionysius’ text. It is also possible that Dionysius 

borrowed some philosophical ideas from the Stoic t°xnai and that he developed his 

own theory of natural word order on the basis of these Stoic ideas. In that case, we 

might say that the Stoic treatises were the source of inspiration rather than the source 

of Dionysius’ experiment in Comp. 5. It should be noted that both projects (the study 

of Stoic works and the experiment concerning natural word order) are rejected for 

exactly the same reasons: Chrysippus’ treatises turned out not to contain anything 

useful to civil oratory as far as ‘attractiveness and beauty of expression’ (≤donØn ka‹ 
kãllow •rmhne¤aw) was concerned; and, likewise, the experiment on natural word 
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order is abandoned because in many cases the logical rules do not lead to a 

composition that is pleasing (≤de›a) and beautiful (kalÆ):
111

 according to Dionysius, 

attractiveness and beauty are the two aims of composition, and neither the Stoic books 

on syntax nor the experiment on natural word order could help the future orator to 

achieve these aims.  

 

Apart from the fusikØ éformÆ and the summary of the two projects at the end of 

Comp. 5, there is a third indication that makes modern scholars believe that the 

passage on natural word order is influenced by Stoic ideas: the terminology that 

Dionysius uses in Comp. 5 displays a Stoic flavour. We may especially think of the 

terms oÈs¤a, sumbebhkÒw, and the pair tÚ poioËn μ pãsxon.  Although Ildefonse has 

interpreted oÈs¤a and sumbebhkÒw as Peripatetic terms, I think that Schenkeveld was 

right in pointing to the Stoic background of these terms in Comp. 5.
112

 I will discuss 

these and other relevant terms in the subsequent sections (see especially sections 5.3.3 

and 5.3.4).  

 

It is on these grounds that scholars have argued that Comp. 5 has a Stoic background 

or, according to some, even a Stoic origin. The three arguments mentioned (the 

natural starting point, the reference to the Stoic treatises at the end of Comp. 5, and the 

Stoic terminology) are all relevant, but the most important thing, in my view, has so 

far been ignored. I think that there is one more reason to believe that Comp. 5 was 

inspired by Stoic ideas: I will argue that a number of ‘natural’ (that is, ontological and 

logical) rules that Dionysius discusses in Comp. 5 can only be explained when we 

take into account the theory of the Stoic categories.
113

 Dionysius discusses a number 

of rules that allegedly determine the word order of the parts of speech: for example, 

nouns precede verbs, and verbs precede adverbs. Some of these rules can be explained 

on the basis of Aristotelian logic, but in some cases the Stoic categories account for 

the order that Dionysius proposes. In particular, the order of pronoun and appellative 

noun and the order of appellative noun and proper noun seem to be based on the order 

of the corresponding Stoic categories: substance precedes common quality and 

common quality precedes individual quality.
114

 In my discussion of Dionysius’ 

experiment, I will point out how the Stoic categories are related to the principles that 

determine Dionysius’ natural word order (see especially sections 5.3.3 and 5.3.6). 
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Kroll and Barwick argued that Dionysius copied the entire chapter on natural word 

order, including the Homeric examples, from Chrysippus’ books Per‹ t∞w suntãjevw 
t«n toË lÒgou mer«n.

115
 However, although Dionysius’ experiment concerning 

natural word order is definitely inspired by Stoic ideas, it is doubtful that Comp. 5 as a 

whole has been taken over from these Stoic treatises. Some aspects of Dionysius’ 

experiment seem to be based on grammatical and rhetorical rather than philosophical 

ideas.
116

 Therefore, I believe that Dionysius has combined certain philosophical views 

from Stoic treatises with theories that he derived from the grammatical and rhetorical 

traditions, if he did not develop these ideas himself.
117

 In the course of this study, we 

have seen that the combining of approaches from different language disciplines is 

typical of Dionysius’ method in general. Besides, this interpretation would avoid 

making nonsense of Dionysius’ claim that he, having abandoned the Stoic sources, 

independently tried to find a natural starting point.
118

 In any case, Dionysius’ new 

approach did not lead to the results he had hoped for: right from the start, Dionysius 

makes clear that he merely reports the experiment concering natural word order so 

that no one may think that he omitted it through ignorance: ‘Applying myself to 

certain speculations, I was beginning to think that my operation was making some 

progress, when I realised that my path was leading me somewhere quite different, and 

not in the direction I had prescribed for myself, and in which I felt I had to proceed; 

and so I gave up. I suppose there will be no objection if I touch upon that enquiry 

also, and state the reasons that caused me to abandon it, so that I may avoid the 

suspicion of having passed it by through ignorance and not from choice.’
119
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5.3.2. Natural word order 

 

The central question in Dionysius’ experiment on natural word order is the following: 

will a word order that is based on natural principles always result in an attractive and 

beautiful composition? In fact, however, Dionysius turns this question around, for his 

analysis aims to answer another question: is an attractive and beautiful composition 

always based on natural principles? The answer to the latter question turns out to be 

that effective composition is in some, but not in all cases in accordance with natural 

word order. Dionysius concludes, therefore, that the principles of nature are worthless 

for someone who wants to compose a text.
120

 Dionysius arrives at this conclusion by 

testing a number of verses from Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey (his corpus for this 

experiment) against the rules of nature.
121

 Although Dionysius primarily intends to 

teach future orators (writers of prose), Homer is his ideal model for this experiment, 

for several reasons. First, according to Dionysius, prose and poetry are not essentially 

different: they both aim to achieve the same effects (see section 6.5).
122

 Second, the 

ancient rhetoricians generally regarded Homer as the great model for authors of both 

prose and poetry. Moreover, no reader would doubt the beauty of the Homeric poems. 

Therefore, there was no source that could more easily falsify the correctness of the 

principles of ‘nature’: to be in harmony with nature was generally considered to be 

right; but if Dionysius could show that Homer did not stick to nature, he would 

automatically prove that the natural principles were not the best guide in the art of 

composition. The following introduction illuminates the general idea behind the 

theory of natural word order in Dionysius’ experiment:
123

 

 

ÉEdÒkei dÆ moi tª fÊsei mãlista ≤mçw •pom°nouw oÏtv de›n èrmÒttein tå mÒria 
toË lÒgou, …w §ke¤nh boÊletai. 
 

‘Well, it seemed to me that we, following nature as much as possible, should fit 

together the parts of speech so as she demands.’ 

  

The double character of Dionysius’ concept of tå mÒria toË lÒgou, which I have 

discussed in section 3.4, is also relevant in this passage. The mÒria lÒgou are here 

both ‘parts of the phrase’ and ‘word classes’, for the focus is on the position of the 

parts of speech in their context. But, as we will see, Dionysius will be concerned not 

only with a word order that reflects the logical order of nouns, verbs and adverbs, but 
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also with a word order that mirrors the chronological order of the events. Dionysius’ 

expression tª fÊsei mãlista ≤mçw •pom°nouw has given rise to some interesting 

speculation. Aujac & Lebel translate these words as follows: ‘nous surtout qui nous 

conformons à la nature’, and, in a footnote, they pose the question whether we should 

interpret this expression as a Stoic profession of faith.
124

 However, Goudriaan has 

rightly pointed out that the French translation is inaccurate, since Dionysius did not 

write tª fÊsei mãlista ≤mçw toÁw •pom°nouw.
125 Apart from that, ‘une profession de 

foi stoïcienne’ seems to be impossible for other reasons as well: Dionysius’ objections 

to Chrysippus and other philosophers in Comp. 4 are quite incompatible with a 

supposed adherence to Stoic philosophy. Instead of taking mãlista with ≤mçw, as 

Aujac & Lebel do, we could also connect mãlista with tª fÊsei, or with •pom°nouw, 

as Usher does: ‘that we should follow nature as much as possible’.
126

 In any case, 

although the words tª fÊsei mãlista ≤mçw •pom°nouw fit into a Stoic context, they 

do not prove a direct dependence upon Stoic sources: as I have pointed out above 

(section 5.3.1), the view that one should be in harmony with nature was quite 

common, and the importance of fÊsiw in Dionysius’ works has sufficiently been 

shown in section 5.2.
127

 

 

In the course of Comp. 5, Dionysius mentions eight natural principles that supposedly 

determine the order of words in a verse or sentence: 

 

(1) Nouns precede verbs (Comp. 5.23,15-18) 

(2) Verbs precede adverbs (Comp. 5.24,15-20) 

(3) Earlier events are mentioned earlier than later events (Comp. 5.25,11-14) 

(4) Substantives precede adjectives (Comp. 5.26,11-12) 

(5) Appellative nouns precede proper nouns (Comp. 5.26,12-13) 

(6) Pronouns precede appellative nouns (Comp. 5.26,13-14) 

(7) Indicatives precede other moods (Comp. 5.26,14-15) 

(8) Finite verb forms precede infinitives (Comp. 5.26,15-16) 

 

Dionysius explains and tests only the first three principles. When he has shown that 

Homer does not stick to these three rules, he rejects also the remaining five principles, 
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without examining their validity for his audience. Therefore, it is difficult for us to 

determine what exactly is ‘natural’ about the last five principles. I will argue that in 

Comp. 5, Dionysius uses the term ‘natural’ (fusikÒw) in at least two different ways. 

First, one of the principles (nr. 3) refers to the chronological sequence in which events 

take place in reality. The rest of the rules adopt a logical concept of nature. The idea 

behind these rules is that the different mÒria lÒgou correspond to the different 

features of entities in reality; the logical (and ontological) hierarchy between these 

different features of entities (substance, quality, accident) is supposed to be mirrored 

in the hierachy of the corresponding parts of speech. Thus, the noun must precede the 

verb because accident (or predicate) presupposes substance (principle nr. 1), and the 

verb must precede the adverb because the circumstances of an action presuppose 

(active or passive) action (principle nr. 2). I will argue that principles nrs. 4 

(substantives precede adjectives), 5 (appellative nouns precede proper nouns) and 6 

(pronouns precede appellative nouns) are also based on the idea of logical and 

ontological priority: in my view, the order of these parts of speech rests on the 

hierarchy of the corresponding Stoic categories. The background of principles nrs 7 

(indicatives precede other moods) and 8 (finite verb forms precede infinitives) is more 

obscure, but it seems possible to explain them in the same way as the others. I will 

now proceed to discuss the natural principles one by one, giving text, translation and 

commentary on Dionysius’ views. 

 

5.3.3. Nouns precede verbs 

 

The first rule of nature concerns the order of nouns and verbs:
128

 

 

aÈt¤ka tå ÙnÒmata prÒtera ±j¤oun tãttein t«n =hmãtvn (tå m¢n går tØn oÈs¤an 
dhloËn, tå d¢ tÚ sumbebhkÒw, prÒteron d' e‰nai tª fÊsei tØn oÈs¤an  
t«n sumbebhkÒtvn), …w tå ÑOmhrikå ¶xei taut¤:  

êndrã moi ¶nnepe MoËsa polÊtropon129  
ka‹  

m∞nin êeide, yeã130
 

ka‹  
±°liow d' énÒrouse lip≈n131  

ka‹ tå paraplÆsia toÊtoiw: ≤ge›tai m¢n går §n toÊtoiw tå ÙnÒmata, ßpetai d¢ tå 
=Æmata. piyanÚw ı lÒgow, éll' oÈk élhyØw ¶dojen e‰na¤ moi. ßtera goËn parãsxoi 
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tiw ín parade¤gmata parå t“ aÈt“ poihtª ke¤mena §nant¤vw suntetagm°na μ 
taËta sunt°taktai, kalå d¢ oÈx ∏tton ka‹ piyanã. oÂã tinã §sti taËta:  

klËy¤ meu afigiÒxoio DiÚw t°kow ÉAtrut≈nh132
  

ka‹  
¶spete nËn moi MoËsai ÉOlÊmpia d≈mat' ¶xousai ... 133  
mn∞sai patrÚw se›o, yeo›w §pie¤kel' ÉAxilleË.134  

§n går toÊtoiw ≤ge›tai m¢n tå =Æmata, Ípot°taktai d¢ tå ÙnÒmata: ka‹ oÈde‹w ín 
afitiãsaito tØn sÊntajin taÊthn …w éhd∞. 
 

‘For example, I thought that I should place nouns before verbs (since the former 

indicate the substance, and the latter the accident, and the substance is naturally prior 

to its accidents). Thus Homer has these lines: 

 A man — tell me, o Muse, his story, a man of many wiles 
And 

 Wrath, sing, o goddess 
And 

 The sun arose, abandoning 
 And similar verses: in these lines, the nouns lead, and the verbs follow. The theory is 

persuasive, but I decided that it was not true. At any rate, one could furnish other 

examples in the same poet of which the arrangement is the opposite of this, and yet 

these lines are no less beautiful and convincing. Such lines are these: 

 Hear me, daughter of aegis-bearing Zeus, the Unwearied 
And 

 Tell me now, ye Muses, who in Olympian mansions dwell 
And 

 Recall your father, godlike Achilles. 
For in these examples the verbs lead, and the nouns are placed behind; yet no one 

would criticise this arrangement as unpleasant.’
135

 

 

The order of nouns and verbs is explained in philosophical terms: nouns indicate the 

substance (oÈs¤a), while verbs indicate the accident (sumbebhkÒw), and the substance 

(oÈs¤a) is naturally prior to its accidents (sumbebhkÒta). In Comp. 5.23,16, 

manuscript P reads afit¤an instead of the first oÈs¤an. Aujac & Lebel follow the 
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reading of P, but Usener prints oÈs¤an (manuscript F).136
 Schenkeveld also defends 

the reading of P (afit¤an), for the reason that the combination of oÈs¤a and 

sumbebhkÒw only occurs in later grammatical texts. Schenkeveld points out that the 

terms a‡tion (not afit¤a) and sumbebhkÒw are mentioned in a fragment of the Stoic 

philosopher Zeno, which according to Schenkeveld offers a ‘close parallel’ to the text 

of Dionysius:
137

 

 
ZÆnvnow. A‡tion d' ı ZÆnvn fhs‹n e‰nai di' ˜: o  d¢ a‡tion sumbebhkÒw: ka‹ tÚ 
m¢n a‡tion s«ma, o d¢ a‡tion kathgÒrhma: édÊnaton d' e‰nai tÚ m¢n a‡tion 
pare›nai, o d° §stin a‡tion mØ Ípãrxein. TÚ d¢ legÒmenon toiaÊthn ¶xei dÊnamin: 
a‡tiÒn §sti di' ˘ g¤neta¤ ti, oÂon diå tØn frÒnhsin g¤netai tÚ frone›n ka‹ diå tØn 
cuxØn g¤netai tÚ z∞n ka‹ diå tØn svfrosÊnhn g¤netai tÚ svfrone›n. édÊnaton 
går e‰nai svfrosÊnhw per¤ tina oÎshw mØ svfrone›n, μ cux∞w mØ z∞n, μ 
fronÆsevw mØ frone›n. 
 

‘From Zeno: Zeno says that the cause (a‡tion) is “the thing because of which”: and he 

says that that of which it is a cause is an accident (sumbebhkÒw): and the cause is a 

body, but the thing of which it is a cause is a predicate. And it is impossible that the 

cause is present, while the thing of which it is a cause does not exist. The saying has 

the following meaning: a cause is the thing because of which something happens, as 

being prudent happens because of prudence and living happens because of the soul 

and having self-control happens because of self-control. For it is impossible when 

self-control is present in someone that he does not have self-control, or when there is 

a soul in someone that he does not live, or when there is prudence in someone, that he 

is not prudent.’ 

 

On the basis of this text, Schenkeveld concludes that Comp. 5.23,15-18 contains a 

‘reminiscence of what in a Stoic treatise was said about ˆnoma and =∞ma’.
138

 This may 

be true, but I doubt that the passage from Zeno has anything to do with it.
139

 

Schenkeveld says: ‘Zeno’s examples (frÒnhsiw, frone›n) agree with how DH would 

have classified them.’ However, I think that Dionysius’ classifications are a bit 

different. According to Dionysius’ statements, the nouns énÆr and m∞niw would 
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indicate the oÈs¤a (or afit¤a, when we follow Schenkeveld), and ¶nnepe and êeide 
would indicate the sumbebhkÒw. But is the ‘wrath’ (m∞niw) then a ‘cause’, the 

consequence of which is the ‘singing’ (êeide)? And is the ‘man’ (énÆr) the cause of 

the ‘telling’ of a story (¶nnepe)? In fact, the examples mentioned in the Stoic fragment 

are not very compatible with the Homeric verses that Dionysius cites. Besides, it is 

true that manuscript P has afit¤an in Comp. 5.23,16, but it reads oÈs¤an in the next 

line (Comp. 5.23,17). So, even if one reads afit¤an with P, one will have to retain the 

term oÈs¤a in the same passage. But the juxtaposition of afit¤a and oÈs¤a in one 

sentence does not produce a satisfactory text.
140

 Furthermore, Schenkeveld too easily 

equates the terms a‡tion and afit¤a. In fact, there was an important difference 

between these terms in Stoic philosophy: according to Chrysippus, an afit¤a is a 

lÒgow of an a‡tion, or a lÒgow about the a‡tion as a‡tion.
141

 Whereas a‡tion is a 

(corporeal) cause in the real world, afit¤a is its incorporeal representation in 

language.
142

 Therefore, it would be dangerous to use a fragment on a‡tion to explain 

Dionysius’ alleged use of afit¤a. Finally, Schenkeveld’s suggestion that the 

combination of the terms oÈs¤a and sumbebhkÒw only occurs in later grammatical 
texts may be right, but that does not imply that the combination was not used by 

earlier thinkers: in any case, Dionysius mentions the combination of oÈs¤a and 

sumbebhkÒw according to all manuscripts in Comp. 5.23,17. 

 

There is a further reason to believe that the term that Dionysius uses is oÈs¤a 
(substance) and not afit¤a. There is a remarkable parallel in a passage from the Roman 

grammarian Priscian. He argues that, in the theoretical order of the parts of speech, 

the noun precedes the verb ‘because the substance (substantia) and person of the one 

who acts or suffers, which is designated through the pronoun or the noun, must 

naturally be earlier (prior esse debet naturaliter) than the act itself (ipse actus), which 

is an accident of the substance (accidens substantiae).
143

 Priscian is a relatively late 

source, but it is clear that he preserves the same idea that we find in Dionysius: the 

noun precedes the verb because substance (substantia) precedes accident (accidens).  

In a context that is similar to that of Priscian, Apollonius Dyscolus argues that the 

noun precedes the verb because ‘body’ (s«ma) is prior to ‘disposing or being 

                                                
140

 See the translation by Aujac & Lebel (1981) 77: ‘les premiers indiquent l’auteur (afit¤a), les seconds 

l’événement et, par nature, l’être (oÈs¤a) précède l’événement.’ 
141

 Cf. FDS 762 (≈ SVF II.336): Afit¤an d' e‰nai lÒgon afit¤ou, μ lÒgon tÚn per‹ toË afit¤ou. 
142

 Cf. Sluiter (1990) 134 n. 368. 
143

 Priscian, G.L. III 164,16-21: Sciendum tamen, quod recta ordinatio exigit, ut pronomen vel nomen 
praeponatur verbo, ut ‘ego et tu legimus, Virgilius et Cicero scripserunt’, quippe cum substantia et 
persona ipsius agentis vel patientis, quae per pronomen vel nomen significatur, prior esse debet 
naturaliter quam ipse actus, qui accidens est substantiae. licet tamen et praepostere ea proferre 
auctorum usurpatione fretum. Cf. Weil (1978 [1844]) 18 n. 3. 
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disposed’ (tÚ diatiy°nai ka‹ tÚ diat¤yesyai).144
 Luhtala thinks that Priscian has 

modified Apollonius’ theory, substituting ‘Peripatetic colouring’ for ‘Stoic 

materialism’.
145

 In my view, however, the distinction between substance and accident 

can be Stoic as well as Peripatetic. Given the fact that Dionysius adopts some 

specifically Stoic ideas in the course of his experiment concerning natural word order, 

I would prefer to interpret the distinction between substance and accident also as 

Stoic. The terms oÈs¤a and sumbebhkÒw appear together not only in Aristotelian but 

also in Stoic texts. I will briefly discuss the Aristotelian and Stoic background of these 

terms.
146

 

 

Wouters has suggested that the term oÈs¤a in the definition of the noun in the Technê 
Grammatikê points to Peripatetic influence.

147
 We have seen that Dionysius of 

Halicarnassus’ rhetorical works show Aristotelian influence (see sections 1.5 and 

3.3.1).
148

 Therefore we should not exclude the possibility that his use of the terms 

oÈs¤a and sumbebhkÒw in Comp. 5 has a Peripatetic background. Indeed, Ildefonse 

has expressed the view that Dionysius’ idea on the priority of nouns over verbs is 

connected to the Aristotelian concept of accidence.
149

 How does Aristotle use the 

terms oÈs¤a and sumbebhkÒw?
150

 In his Metaphysics, Aristotle offers a definition of 

sumbebhkÒw: ‘Accident (sumbebhkÒw) means that which belongs to something and 

can be truly said of it, but which belongs to it neither necessarily nor for the most 

part.’
151

 For example, the finding of a treasure is an accident of someone who is 

digging a hole for a plant. Elsewhere, Aristotle explains the difference between oÈs¤a 
and sumbebhkÒw: ‘for it is in this way that the “substance” (oÈs¤a) of a thing is 

distinguished from the “attribute” (sumbebhkÒw) of it; for example, whiteness is an 

accident of man, in view of the fact that he is white, but he is not just whiteness. If 

everything were an attribute of something, there would be no first subject of which 

                                                
144

 Apollonius Dyscolus, Synt. I.16. 
145

 Luhtala (2005) 86: ‘When the noun is said to signify substance and the verb its accidents (...), the 

description of the principal parts of speech has been reinterpreted in terms of Peripatetic / Platonic 

philosophy.’ 
146

 See also section 3.7, where I have discussed the term sumbebhkÒta, which various early sources use 

for the accidentia of the parts of speech. 
147

 Wouters (1979) 179. 
148

 For the Aristotelian influence on Dionysius’ rhetorical works, see also Wooten (1994). I do not 

agree with Pinborg’s view that Dionysius’ use of the term sumbebhkÒta for the accidentia of the parts 

of speech points to Aristotelian influence: see section 3.7. 
149

 Ildefonse (1997) 290. Cf. Luhtala (2005) 87 n. 3. 
150

 This is, of course, ‘ein weites Feld’, and I will only deal with those aspects that are necessary for our 

understanding of Dionysius. The same caveat holds for my discussions of the philosophical 

terminology in the rest of Comp. 5.   
151

 Aristotle, Metaph. 1025a14-19: SumbebhkÚw l°getai ˘ Ípãrxei m°n tini ka‹ élhy¢w efipe›n, oÈ m°ntoi 
oÎt' §j énãgkhw oÎte <…w> §p‹ tÚ polÊ, oÂon e‡ tiw ÙrÊttvn fut“ bÒyron ere yhsaurÒn. The translation 

is based on Apostle (1966). 
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something would be attributively a predicate (that is, if “an attribute” always signifies 

that something is attributively a predicate of a subject).’
152

 Outside the Metaphysics, 

the term sumbebhkÒw also plays a role in Aristotle’s theory of propositions.
153

  

 

The opposition between oÈs¤a and sumbebhkÒw seems to originate in Aristotelian 

philosophy. However, this does not imply that Dionysius’ use of the terms must be 

based on Peripatetic sources, for oÈs¤a and sumbebhkÒw also occur in Stoic texts. The 

word sumbebhkÒw is mentioned several times in the Stoic fragments (see section 3.7), 

and it is explicitly associated with the predicate (kathgÒrhma).
154

 This use of the term 

sumbebhkÒw reminds us of the fact that the Stoics also use the word sÊmbama in their 

grammatical observations. The latter term, which is just like sumbebhkÒw derived 

from the verb sumba¤nv, is used for certain types of predicates.
155

 Now, Müller has 

rightly drawn attention to a passage from Stobaeus, who reports that, according to 

Chrysippus, only those predicates ‘materially exist’ (Ípãrxein) that are 

sumbebhkÒta:
156

 

  

MÒnon d' Ípãrxein fhs‹ tÚn §nest«ta, tÚn d¢ parƒxhm°non ka‹ tÚn m°llonta 
Ífestãnai m°n, Ípãrxein d¢ oÈdam«w, efi mØ …w ka‹ kathgorÆmata Ípãrxein 
l°getai mÒna tå sumbebhkÒta, oÂon tÚ peripate›n Ípãrxei moi ˜te peripat«, ˜te 
d¢ katak°klimai μ kãyhmai oÈx Ípãrxei <...> 
 

‘He [i.e. Chrysippus] says that only the present exists, and that the past and the future 

subsist but that they do not exist, except in the way in which only the sumbebhkÒta 
are said to exist as predicates: for example, ‘walking’ exists for me when I walk, but it 

does not exist when I am lying or when I am sitting down’ ... (lacuna)      

                                                
152

 Aristotle, Metaph. 1007a31-36: toÊtƒ går di≈ristai oÈs¤a ka‹ tÚ sumbebhkÒw: tÚ går leukÚn t“ 
ényr≈pƒ sumb°bhken ˜ti ¶sti m¢n leukÚw éll' oÈx ˜per leukÒn. efi d¢ pãnta katå sumbebhkÚw 
l°getai, oÈy¢n ¶stai pr«ton tÚ kay' o, efi ée‹ tÚ sumbebhkÚw kay' Ípokeim°nou tinÚw shma¤nei tØn 
kathgor¤an. The translation is based on Apostle (1966). 
153

 See Aristotle, Int. 21a5-14 (cf. Cat. 7a25-41). Here, Aristotle points out that if two propositions 

about the same subject are true, a combination of the two will not necessarily be true. For example, if it 

is true to say that ‘a man is white’ and that ‘ a man is musical’, it does not follow that ‘musical is 

white’; and even if that is true, ‘musical white’ is not one thing. For ‘musical’ and ‘white’ are not 

essential, but they only belong to the subject ‘man’ katå sumbebhkÒw (‘accidentally’). See also 

Whitaker (1996) 153: ‘subjects and predicates which are only clusters of accidents should not be 

considered as forming unities: the fact that they can be said to hold separately therefore does not imply 

that they can [may] be said to hold together.’ 
154

 See FDS 762 (cited above), FDS 746 (bodily accidents), FDS 695 (predicates). 
155

 See FDS 696 (Diogenes Laertius VII.64), where the introduction of the sumbãmata is followed by a 

lacuna in our text. See also FDS 789-799. Luhtala (2000) 94-100 points out that sumbãmata 
(‘congruities’) are ‘congruent’ predicates, which means that the nominative case corresponds to a 

simple predicate (e.g. otow peripate›). Müller (1943) 54-55 points out that every case of the congruity 

between a nominative case and a predicate (active, passive, or neuter) is a sÊmbama.   
156

 Stobaeus, Anthologium I.8.42 (106,5-23 Wachsmuth). Cf. Müller (1943) 60-61. 
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The Stoics use the verb Ípãrxein (‘to exist’) only for material things: the immaterial 

things (namely kenÒn, tÒpow, xrÒnow and lektÒn, void, place, time and ‘sayable’) are 

‘something’ (ti), but they do not ‘exist’ (Ípãrxein); they can at the most be said to 

‘subsist’ (Íf¤stasyai).157
 Unfortunately, there is a lacuna at the end of the text of 

Stobaeus; but Müller has convincingly argued that Chrysippus could have added that, 

unlike the sumbebhkÒta, the sumbãmata do not ‘materially exist’ (Ípãrxein).
158

 In 

other words, there are two types (or rather aspects) of predicates (kathgorÆmata): on 

the one hand, there is the sumbebhkÒw, which represents the predicate in the physical 

world: it is that which is said about something qua physical fact.
159

 On the other hand, 

there is the sÊmbama, which represents the predicate in the field of lÒgow: it is that 

which is said about something qua lektÒn.
160

 The lektÒn is immaterial and can 

therefore not be said to ‘exist’. The following example may illuminate the difference 

between sumbebhkÒw and sÊmbama: in the factual event that Socrates walks, 

‘walking’ is a sumbebhkÒw; in the spoken sentence Svkrãthw peripate›, however, 

peripate› is a sÊmbama.
161

 

 

Before I point out how this Stoic concept of sumbebhkÒw corresponds to Dionysius’ 

use of the term in Comp. 5, I will first add some words on the Stoic use of the term 

oÈs¤a, which, according to Dionysius’ statements, is prior to sumbebhkÒw. According 

to Stoic ontology, there are two principles, namely the active principle, which is the 

divine lÒgow, and the passive principle, which is the oÈs¤a (substance). These 

principles constitute the basis of all entities in reality:
162

 

 

Doke› d' aÈto›w érxåw e‰nai t«n ˜lvn dÊo, tÚ poioËn ka‹ tÚ pãsxon. tÚ m¢n oÔn 
pãsxon e‰nai tØn êpoion oÈs¤an tØn Ïlhn, tÚ d¢ poioËn tÚn §n aÈtª lÒgon tÚn 
y°on. 
 
‘They [the Stoics] hold that there are two principles in the universe, the active 

principle and the passive. The passive principle, then, is substance without quality, 

                                                
157

 See SVF II.329-332. Cf. Long & Sedley (1987 I) 162-166. The term ‘to subsist’ (which Galen, SVF 
II.322, regards as a case of ‘over-refined linguistic quibbling of some philosophers’) is illuminated by 

Long & Sedley (1987 I) 164: ‘There’s such a thing as a rainbow, and such a character as Mickey 

Mouse, but they don’t actually exist.’ 
158

 Müller (1943) 60-61: ‘Man könnte sinngemäss fortfahren: ein Ípãrxein kommt dagegen nicht 

denjenigen kathgorÆmata zu, die sumbãmata sind, d.h. den Praedikaten im Satz im Bereich der 

menschlichen Rede.’ 
159

 Cf. Müller (1943) 60. See also Ildefonse (1997) 173. 
160

 For the Stoic lektÒn, see Sluiter (2000a). 
161

 Cf. Müller (1943) 60. 
162

 FDS 744 (= Diogenes Laertius VII.134). 
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that is matter, whereas the active is the reason inherent in this substance, that is 

God.’
163

  

 

OÈs¤a (substance) is also the first ‘category’, which is sometimes also named 

Ípoke¤menon (substrate).
164

 Through the divine pneËma, the oÈs¤a, which is in itself 

without quality (êpoion), receives a certain quality (poiÒn), the second category; the 

third category is the disposition (p«w ¶xon), and the fourth category is the relative 

disposition (prÚw t¤ pvw ¶xon). The exact meaning of these four ‘categories’ is a 

complex problem, but it seems clear that the Stoics used them both in their dialectical 

and in their physical observations.
165

 In other words, the categories are both logical 

and ontological items, and each entity belongs to all categories, consisting of 

substance and quality with a certain disposition.
166

 The categories are used as 

headings that make it possible to analyse and describe the entities that exist in 

reality.
167

 

 

Coming back to Dionysius, we can now better understand the philosophical 

background of his ideas on the order of noun and verb. According to Dionysius, a 

noun indicates the oÈs¤a, whereas a verb indicates the sumbebhkÒw and substance is 

prior to accidents. If my interpretation of the Stoic use of sumbebhkÒw is correct, it 

seems reasonable to believe that the Stoics would say that accident in reality 

(sumbebhkÒw) presupposes substance (oÈs¤a): according to Müller’s explanation, a 

sumbebhkÒw is the physical representation of the (incorporeal) predicate, which would 

be said about an entity. The entity itself is designated by a noun: the noun refers to 

quality (poiÒn), which in its turn belongs to substance (oÈs¤a). In this way, it seems 

possible to connect Dionysius’ statement to Stoic theories. It is true that the priority of 

substance over accident could in itself be based on Aristotelian ideas on accidence, 

such as we have discussed above.
168

 However, in view of the natural rules that 

Dionysius will discuss in the remaining part of Comp. 5 (see especially sections 5.3.4 

and 5.3.6), it is more probable that Dionysius’ statement about nouns and verbs rests 

on Stoic views on oÈs¤a and sumbebhkÒw. For not only the latter terms, but also the 

expression tÚ poioËn μ pãsxon can be related to Stoic philosophy (see FDS 744 
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 The translation is by Hicks (1925). 
164

 For the Stoic theory of ‘categories’ (which the Stoics did not call categories), see FDS 827-873. See 

also Long & Sedley (1987 I) 165-166, who, referring to Simplicius’ g°nh in SVF II.369, point out that 

the ‘categories’ are actually genera of the existent.  
165

 On the Stoic categories, see Rist (1969) 152-172, Long (1974) 160-163, Sandbach (1975) 93-94, 

Hülser (1987 III) 1008-1009 and Menn (1999) 215-247. On the connection between the Stoic 

categories and grammatical theory, see Luhtala (2005) 21-22. 
166

 See L&S 28A6. 
167

 Cf. De Jonge (2001) 163.  
168

 Cf. Ildefonse (1997) 290. 



NATURA ARTIS MAGISTRA 257 

above), and the order of pronouns and common nouns and the order of common and 

proper nouns will turn out to be based on the Stoic categories.   

 

When we focus on Dionysius’ experiment, we observe that he mentions three 

Homeric lines that support the natural order of nouns and verbs, after which he quotes 

three other verses in which the opposite order (verbs precede nouns) is used. It is 

interesting to notice that the nouns (ÙnÒmata) in the first three examples include one 

nominative (±°liow) and two accusatives (êndra and m∞nin).
169

 In the three 

counterexamples, all nouns are vocatives: t°kow (or ÉAtrut≈nh), MoËsai and 

ÉAxilleË. In other words, Dionysius does not care about the syntactic functions that 

the various nouns perform in the sentence: the oÈs¤a indicated by a noun is not 

necessarily the ‘subject’ of the sentence: in antiquity, the concept of syntactic subject 

is not used. Therefore, Baldwin was wrong in stating that Dionysius argues for 

‘putting the subject before the predicate’.
170

 Modern readers would presumably not 

see much difference between the word order in êndrã moi ¶nnepe MoËsa 
polÊtropon (Od. 1.1) and m∞nin êeide, yeã (Il. 1.1) on the one hand, and klËy¤ meu 
afigiÒxoio DiÚw t°kow ÉAtrut≈nh (Il. 5.115) and ¶spete nËn moi MoËsai ÉOlÊmpia 
d≈mat' ¶xousai (Il. 2.484) on the other hand: in all these verses, an imperative verb 

is followed by a vocative expression. For Dionysius, however, the first position in the 

verse seems to be the most important thing: the first three examples all start with a 

noun, whereas the three counterexamples start with a verb. Dionysius’ formulation 

also indicates that the examples are chosen because they start with nouns or verbs: in 

the first three examples, the nouns ‘lead the way’ (≤ge›tai m¢n går §n toÊtoiw tå 
ÙnÒmata), while in the three counterexamples the verbs ‘lead the way’ (§n går 
toÊtoiw ≤ge›tai m¢n tå =Æmata). Except for one (énÒrouse), all verbs in the six 

examples are imperatives. Perhaps Dionysius’ refutation would have been more 

convincing if he had also given one example of the order verb - noun with an 

indicative instead of an imperative. But for Dionysius the three counterexamples 

sufficiently prove that the first natural principle (nouns precede verbs) is piyanÒw, but 

not élhyÆw. The difference between a piyanÒw and an élhyØw lÒgow is a rhetorical 

                                                
169

 We have already observed (section 3.6.1) that Dionysius uses the term ˆnoma here in a general 

sense: it includes both appellative nouns (like ±°liow, êndra and m∞nin) and proper nouns (MoËsai 
and ÉAxilleË). The sixth noun is either t°kow or ÉAtrut≈nh, or perhaps Dionysius includes both of 

these words among the nouns that are ‘placed behind’. As I have pointed out, Dionysius only adopts 

the distinction between ˆnoma and proshgor¤a when it is relevant. Thus, ˆnoma can refer either to a 

noun in general or to a proper noun: the latter is only the case when a proper noun is regarded as 

opposed to an appellative noun. We may add that the classification of MoËsai and ÉAxilleË as 
ÙnÒmata proves that Schenkeveld (1983) 72 is wrong in suggesting that Dionysius never classifies 

proper nouns. 
170

 Baldwin (1959) 110. 
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topos, to which Dionysius appears to allude.
171

 His conclusion is, then, that nobody 

would criticise the arrangement (tØn sÊntajin) of the counterexamples. In 

Dionysius’ works, the term sÊntajiw is rather unusual in the sense of ‘composition’ 

or ‘arrangement’, for which he normally uses the term sÊnyesiw. For the Stoics, 

however, sÊntajiw was the normal term, which also appears in the title of 

Chrysippus’ works mentioned in Comp. 4 (see sections 1.5, 3.3.2 and 5.3.2). Later 

grammarians like Apollonius Dyscolus also wrote treatises Per‹ suntãjevw, but 

rhetoricians use the term less frequently.
172

 Therefore, the occurrence of the term in 

this passage might be another indication that Dionysius’ experiment is based on ideas 

that originate in either Stoic philosophy or technical grammar (which was in its turn 

influenced by Stoic ideas). 

 

5.3.4.Verbs precede adverbs 

 

Dionysius’ second natural rule demands that verbs precede adverbs:
173

  

 

¶ti prÚw toÊtoiw êmeinon §dÒkoun e‰nai tå =Æmata protãttein t«n §pirrhmãtvn, 
§peidØ prÒterÒn §sti tª fÊsei tÚ poioËn μ pãsxon t«n sunedreuÒntvn aÈto›w, 
trÒpou l°gv ka‹ tÒpou ka‹ xrÒnou ka‹ t«n paraplhs¤vn, ì dØ kaloËmen 
§pirrÆmata, parade¤gmasi xr≈menow toÊtoiw: 

tÊpte d' §pistrofãdhn, t«n d¢ stÒnow »rnut' éeikÆw ...174
  

≥ripe d' §jop¤sv, épÚ d¢ cuxØn §kãpussen ...175  
§kl¤nyh d' •t°rvse, d°paw d° ofl ¶kpese xeirÒw.176

  
§n ëpasi går dØ toÊtoiw Ïstera t°taktai [ëma] t«n =hmãtvn tå §pirrÆmata. ka‹ 
toËto piyanÚn m¢n …w tÚ pr«ton, oÈk élhy¢w d¢ …w oÈd' §ke›no. tãde går  
dØ parå t“ aÈt“ poihtª §nant¤vw e‡rhtai:  

botrudÚn d¢ p°tontai §p' ênyesin efiarino›si ...177
  

sÆmeron êndra fãosde mogostÒkow Efile¤yuia | §kfane›.178 
îr' oÔn ti xe¤rv g°gone tå poiÆmata Ípotaxy°ntvn to›w §pirrÆmasi t«n =hmãtvn; 
oÈde‹w ín e‡poi. 
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 Cf. Aujac & Lebel (1981) 204. 
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 On the terms sÊnyesiw and sÊntajiw, see Donnet (1967). 
173

 Comp. 5.24,15-25,11. 
174

 Iliad 21.20. 
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 Iliad 22.467. 
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 Odyssey 22.17. 
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 Iliad 2.89. 
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 Iliad 19.103-104. 
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‘Besides, I thought that it was better to place verbs before adverbs, since that which 

acts or is acted upon is prior to the things that accompany them, I mean circumstances 

of manner, place, time, and the like, which we call adverbs. I relied on the following 

examples: 

 He struck in a circle around him, and their shameful groaning rose (...) 
 She fell backward and gasped her life breath from her (...) 
 He fell to one side, and the cup fell from his hand. 
In all these cases the adverbs are placed after the verbs. This principle, like the first 

one, is also persuasive, but it is just as untrue as that one. For the following verses, in 

the same poet, have been expressed in the opposite way: 

 In clusters together they fly above the flowers of spring (...) 
 Today Eileithyia of women’s child-pains shall bring forth a man to light. 
Well, are the verses at all inferior when the verbs have been placed after the adverbs? 

No one would say so.’ 

 

Just like the first principle, the second principle of natural word order is based on a 

logical priority: tÚ poioËn μ pãsxon (‘that which acts or is acted upon’) naturally 

precedes tå sunedreÊonta aÈto›w (‘the things that accompany them’). To start with 

the latter term, tå sunedreÊonta is often found in medical treatises, where it refers to 

the ‘symptoms’ of diseases.
179

 The term is not found in technical grammatical texts, 

but ‘Longinus’ uses the verb sunedreÊv when discussing how one can make style 

sublime by choosing and combining certain ‘constituent features’ and circumstances 

from reality:
180

  

 

oÈkoËn §peidØ pçsi to›w prãgmasi fÊsei sunedreÊei tinå mÒria ta›w Ïlaiw 
sunupãrxonta, §j énãgkhw g°noit' ín ≤m›n Ïcouw a‡tion tÚ t«n §mferom°nvn 
§kl°gein ée‹ tå kairi≈tata ka‹ taËta tª prÚw êllhla §pisuny°sei kayãper ßn ti  
s«ma poie›n dÊnasyai: 
 

‘Since with all things there are associated certain elements, inherent in their 

substance, it follows of necessity that we shall find one factor of sublimity in a 

consistently happy choice of these constituent elements, and in the power of 

combining them together as it were into an organic whole.’
181
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 See Gippert (1997) 1060 on Galenus. 
180

 ‘Longinus’, Subl. 10.1. 
181

 The translation is by W.H. Fyfe / Donald Russell (1995). 
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‘Longinus’ illustrates his point with the famous poem Sappho fr. 31 (fa¤netai moi 
k∞now ...). In that poem, he argues, Sappho has excellently expressed the emotions 

that ‘accompany’ (sumba¤nonta) the passion of love, emotions that she has taken 

from the ‘attendant symptoms’ (§k t«n parepom°nvn) and from real life (§k t∞w 
élhye¤aw).

182
 Thus, like Dionysius, ‘Longinus’ uses the word sunedreÊv with regard 

to the circumstances that accompany certain events in reality. Interestingly, 

‘Longinus’ also uses the terms sumba¤nonta and parepÒmena in this context. These 

words, too, point to certain ‘accidental features’: in grammatical texts, both sumba¤nv 
and par°pomai are used for the accidentia of the parts of speech, as we have seen in 

section 3.7. The word sumba¤nonta is, of course, derived from the same verb as the 

term sumbebhkÒw, which we have encountered in Dionysius’ discussion of the first 

principle of natural word order (section 5.3.3). The passage from On the Sublime, 

then, seems to reveal that the word sunedreÊv belongs to the same word field as 

sumba¤nonta, sumbebhkÒta and parepÒmena: all these words are related to the idea 

of a distinction between substance (cf. ‘Longinus’’ Ïlaiw) on the one hand, and 

accidents or attributes on the other hand. 

 

Another parallel for tå sunedreÊonta is found in the treatise under discussion, 

namely in On Composition 16. In that passage, Dionysius deals with the combination 

of letters and syllables. He tells us that ‘(...) attractiveness of language is due to 

words, syllables and letters that please the ear by virtue of some affinity; and that the 

difference in detail between these, through which are revealed the characters, feelings, 

dispositions and actions of persons and their attendant qualities (... tå ¶rga t«n 
pros≈pvn ka‹ tå sunedreÊonta toÊtoiw) are made what they are through the 

original grouping of the letters.’
183

 Again, the expression tå sunedreÊonta refers to 

the accompanying accidents of ‘actions’ (¶rga), and perhaps also those of characters 

(≥yh), feelings (pãyh) and dispositions (diay°seiw). Thus in Comp. 16, tå 
sunedreÊonta are connected with (at least) ‘actions’ (¶rga). In Comp. 5 they are 

                                                
182

 ‘Longinus’, Subl. 10.1: oÂon ≤ SapfΔ tå sumba¤nonta ta›w §rvtika›w man¤aiw payÆmata §k t«n 
parepom°nvn ka‹ §k t∞w élhye¤aw aÈt∞w •kãstote lambãnei. ‘Sappho, for instance, never fails to take 

the emotions incident to the passion of love from its attendant symptoms and from real life.’ Cf. 

Russell (1964) 100. 
183

 Comp. 16.63,11-18: ≤de›an d¢ diãlekton §k t«n ≤dunÒntvn tØn ékoØn g¤nesyai katå tÚ 
paraplÆsion Ùnomãtvn te ka‹ sullab«n ka‹ grammãtvn, tãw te katå m°row §n toÊtoiw diaforãw, 
kay' ìw dhloËtai tã te ≥yh ka‹ tå pãyh ka‹ afl diay°seiw ka‹ tå ¶rga t«n pros≈pvn ka‹ tå 
sunedreÊonta toÊtoiw, épÚ t∞w pr≈thw kataskeu∞w t«n grammãtvn g¤nesyai toiaÊtaw. Usher (1985) 

translates ‘actions and the attendant qualities of the persons described’, but I prefer ‘actions of persons 

and the attendant qualities [of those actions]’: in my view, the pronoun toÊtoiw in tå sunedreÊonta 
toÊtoiw refers back to tå ¶rga (or to the entire word group tã te ≥yh ka‹ tå pãyh ka‹ afl diay°seiw ka‹ 
tå ¶rga), while t«n pros≈pvn must be connected with tå ¶rga (and the rest), not with tå 
sunedreÊonta. Cf. Aujac & Lebel (1981) 116: ‘les actions des personnages et toutes les circonstances 

annexes’. 
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connected with tÚ poioËn μ pãsxon (‘that which acts or is acted upon’), and although 

this expression seems to designate the subject of an action, Dionysius appears to be 

thinking of the action itself: For strictly speaking, verbs do not indicate ‘that which 

acts or is acted upon’, but rather ‘the acting or being acted upon’: tÚ poie›n μ 
pãsxein. Correspondingly, Aujac & Lebel (1981) have silently ‘corrected’ Dionysius 

in their translation: ‘par nature, ce que l’on fait ou ce que l’on subit est antérieur aux 

circonstances (...).’
184

 Again, the background of Dionysius’ terminology may be either 

Aristotelian or Stoic. We will discuss both possibilities. 

 

Arisotle includes poie›n (‘acting’) and pãsxein (‘being affected’) among his ten 

categories: ‘of things said without any combination, each signifies either substance 

(oÈs¤a) or quantity (posÒn) or quality (poiÒn) or relation (prÒw ti) or where (poÊ) or 

when (pot°) or being in a position (ke›syai) or being in a condition (¶xein) or doing 

(poie›n) or being affected (pãsxein).’
185

 Examples of ‘doing’ (poie›n) are ‘(he) is 

cutting’ (t°mnei) or ‘(he) is burning’ (ka¤ei), while examples of ‘being affected’ 

(pãsxein) are ‘(he) is being cut’ (t°mnetai) or ‘(he) is being burned’ (ka¤etai).186
 

Aristotle’s examples would more or less fit the ideas of Dionysius, who also points to 

verbs as the words that indicate tÚ poioËn μ pãsxon.  

 

The expression that Dionysius uses, tÚ poioËn μ pãsxon, also reminds us of the two 

Stoic principles, which I have mentioned above (section 5.3.3): the Stoics distinguish 

between the active principle (tÚ poioËn), namely the divine lÒgow, and the passive 

principle (tÚ pãsxon), namely substance without quality.
187

 Apart from that, the 

Stoics also use the terms poie›n and pãsxein in order to distinguish between physical 

objects and immaterial things (such as the lektÒn). Only material objects (s≈mata) 

are able to act or to be acted upon.
188

 Besides, the terms poie›n and pãsxein are not 

only used in the ontology of the Stoics, but they also play a role in their logic and 

semantics. Poie›n and pãsxein seem to be connected to the ‘active’ or ‘direct’ (Ùryã) 

predicates and the ‘passive’ or ‘reversed’ (Ïptia) predicates respectively, although the 
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 Aujac & Lebel (1981) 78. 
185

 Aristotle, Cat. 1b25-27: T«n katå mhdem¤an sumplokØn legom°nvn ßkaston ≥toi oÈs¤an shma¤nei 
μ posÚn μ poiÚn μ prÒw ti μ poÁ μ pot¢ μ ke›syai μ ¶xein μ poie›n μ pãsxein. My translation is based on 

Cooke (1949) and Ackrill (1963). 
186

 Aristotle, Cat. 2a3-4. Aristotle returns to these categories in Cat. 11b1-8. For poie›n and pãsxein, 

see also Physica 225b1ff. and De generatione et corruptione 322b11. 
187

 FDS 744 (Diogenes Laertius VII.134): see section 5.3.3. 
188

 See SVF I.90; I.518; II.363. Cf. Long & Sedley (1987 I) 165: ‘Since interaction is exclusively the 

property of bodies, the Stoics cannot allow these incorporeals to act upon bodies or be acted upon by 

them. How then do they play a part in the world? No satisfactory discussion of the problem has 

survived.’ For the problematic character of the lektÒn in this respect (which is incorporeal but 

nevertheless transfers meaning between speaker and listener), see Sluiter (2000a).  
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direct evidence for the connection is limited.
189

 Apart from ‘direct’ or ‘active’ (Ùryã) 

predicates (e.g. ékoÊei, ırò) and ‘reversed’ or ‘passive’ (Ïptia) predicates (e.g. 

ékoÊomai, ır«mai), the Stoics distinguish also ‘neuter’ (oÈd°tera) predicates (e.g. 

frone›, peripate›).190
 Müller has convincingly analysed the Stoic ideas in the 

following way: the active predicates signify a poie›n prÒw ti, the passive predicates 

signify a pãsxein ÍpÒ tinow, and the neuter predicates signify ‘das “reine” poie›n 
bzw. pasxein ohne Bezug auf eine pt«siw plag¤a’.

191
 Each of the three types of 

predicates corresponds to a nominative case: (1) a kathgÒrhma ÙryÒn corresponds to 

a pt«siw ÙryÆ that indicates tÚ poioËn prÒw ti, (2) a kathgÒrhma Ïption corresponds 

to a pt«siw ÙryÆ that indicates tÚ pãsxon ÍpÒ tinow, and (3) a kathgÒrhma 
oÈd°teron corresponds to a pt«siw ÙryÆ that indicates a ‘pure’ poioËn or pãsxon, 

that is, an acting or being acted upon without any connection to an oblique case. The 

correspondence (or congruence’) between the predicate and the pt«siw ˆryh is called 

sÊmbama.
192

 

 

Having taken these Stoic ideas into account, we may well argue that Dionysius’ 

statement about the priority of tÚ poioËn μ pãsxon over tå sunedreÊonta reflects 

Stoic ideas on predicates; but we cannot exclude the possibility that the use of the 

term tÚ poioËn μ pãsxon is inspired by the Aristotelian categories mentioned earlier. 

However, in view of the explanation that we will give of some of the remaining 

principles of natural word order (see section 5.3.6), it seems more probable that 

Dionysius’ statement is based on Stoic ideas.   

 

In section 3.6.5, I have already discussed the three types of adverbs that Dionysius 

mentions in this passage: §pirrÆmata trÒpou (adverbs of manner), tÒpou (place), and 

xrÒnou (time). Here, it should be emphasised that the Stoics did not use the term 

§p¤rrhma, but mesÒthw for the adverb.
193

 Antipater of Tarsos introduced the term 

mesÒthw in the Stoic theory of the parts of speech. The earlier Stoics, however, 

including Chrysippus, did not distinguish the adverbs among their m°rh lÒgou. For 

this reason, it seems very unlikely that Dionysius copied the complete passage on 

natural word order from Chrysippus’ treatises on the syntax of the parts of speech, or 

from any Stoic source for that matter. Thus, although I think that Dionsyius’ 

                                                
189

 See FDS 801 and cf. FDS 696 (Diogenes Laertius VII.64). 
190

 Cf. Müller (1943) 52-62 and Luhtala (2000) 88-100. Luhtala (2000) 88-94 argues that the notion of 

‘action’ is almost absent from the sources on the Stoic theory of the predicate for the reason that 

predicates signify something incorporeal, while ‘acting’ or ‘being acted upon’ is characteristic of 

bodies alone. 
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 Müller (1943) 58. 
192

 Cf. Müller (1943) 54-55 and Luhtala (2000) 94-96. 
193

 See Diogenes Laertius VII.57. Cf. section 3.2. 
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principles of natural word order are somehow based on Stoic ideas, I do not agree 

with Kroll and Barwick that Chrysippus was the ‘source’ of Comp. 5. I rather suppose 

that Dionysius made use of grammatical ideas (either or not taken from a specific 

treatise) that were connected with or based on Stoic theories of logic.
194

     

 

Just as in his discussion of the first principle Dionysius chose examples that start with 

nouns and verbs respectively, he now chooses verses that start with verbs and adverbs 

respectively. And again, the principle is rejected, because, though it seems persuasive, 

it is not true. 

 

5.3.5. Prior in time is prior in word order 

 

The third principle of natural word order is different from the preceding ones. In this 

case, it is the chronological order of events that is to be reflected in the order of 

words:
195

 

 

¶ti ka‹ tÒde ’mhn de›n mØ par°rgvw fulãttein, ˜pvw tå prÒtera to›w xrÒnoiw ka‹ 
tª tãjei prÒtera lambãnhtai: oÂã §sti taËta: 

aÔ ¶rusan m¢n pr«ta ka‹ ¶sfajan ka‹ ¶deiran196
  

ka‹  
l¤gje biÒw, neurØ d¢ m°g' ‡axen, îlto d' ÙistÒw197

  
ka‹ 

sfa›ran ¶peit' ¶rrice met' émf¤polon bas¤leia:  
émfipÒlou m¢n ëmarte, baye¤˙ d' ¶mbale d¤n˙.198  

nØ D¤a, fa¤h tiw ên, e‡ ge mØ ka‹ êlla ∑n pollå oÈx oÏtv suntetagm°na poiÆmata 
oÈd¢n ∏tton μ taËta kalã: 

pl∞je d' énasxÒmenow sx¤z˙ druÒw, ∂n l¤pe ke¤vn199
 

prÒteron går dÆ pou tÚ §panate¤nasya¤ §sti toË pl∞jai. ka‹ ¶ti  
      ≥lasen êgxi stãw, p°lekuw d' ép°koce t°nontaw | aÈxen¤ouw200

  
pr«ton går dÆ pou pros∞ken t“ m°llonti tÚn p°lekun §mbãllein efiw toÁw 
t°nontaw toË taÊrou tÚ st∞nai aÈtoË plhs¤on. 
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 For the influence of Stoic philosophy on grammarians of the first century BC, see section 3.2 and 

the literature mentioned there. 
195

 Comp. 5.25,11-26,11. 
196

 Iliad 1.459 and 2.422. 
197

 Iliad 4.125. 
198

 Odyssey 6.115-116. 
199

 Odyssey 14.425. 
200

 Odyssey 3.449-450 
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‘Yet again, I thought that I should never relax my efforts to guard that things that are 

prior in time should also be taken prior in order, as in the following cases: 

 First they drew back [the victims’ heads] and slaughtered and skinned them 
and 

 The bow groaned and the string twanged loud and the arrow leapt away 
and 

 Then the princess threw the ball to a maid: 
 the maid indeed she missed, but threw it into a deep eddy. 
 “Certainly”, someone might say, “if only there were not many other lines not 

arranged in this order, and yet no less beautiful than these:” 

And he struck, having raised himself up, with an oak-block, which he had left | 
uncut 

For evidently the stretching out is prior to the striking. And again: 

He dealt the blow, standing near, and the axe cut through the sinews | of the 
neck 

Surely it would fit someone who was about to drive the axe into the bull’s sinews to 

have taken his stand near it first.’ 
  

According to Dionysius’ third principle of natural word order, that what is prior in 

time should also be prior in word order: tå prÒtera to›w xrÒnoiw ka‹ tª tãjei 
prÒtera.

201
 Again, Dionysius proves that Homer sticks to this principle in some, but 

not in all cases. The term prÒtera in Comp. 5.25,13 is used in a different way than 

prÒteron in Comp. 5.23,17 and prÒteron in Comp. 5.24,17. When Dionysius stated 

that the oÈs¤a is ‘prior’ to tÚ sumbebhkÒw and tÚ poioËn μ pãsxon is ‘prior’ to tå 
sunedreÊonta, he was referring to a logical priority. The formulation tå prÒtera 
to›w xrÒnoiw, however, refers to the chronological order of events in reality. These 

two different ways of using the word prÒteron were already distinguished in 

Aristotle’s Categories.
202

 Aristotle lists five ways in which people say that one thing 

is called ‘prior’ to another thing: (1) ‘in respect of time’ (katå xrÒnon), when one 

thing is older than the other; (2) ‘as to implication of existence’ (katå tØn toË e‰nai 
ékoloÊyhsin): for example, one is prior to two because two implies one; (3) with 

regard to some order (katå tina tãjin), as in sciences and speeches: in grammar the 

letters are prior to the syllables, and in speeches the introduction is prior to the 

                                                
201

 As we have seen in section 5.2, Dionysius frequently expresses the view that in a natural style the 

order of events as reported corresponds to the order of events in reality: in a more artificial style, the 

order can be reversed. I add one more example: in Thuc. 11.341,5-6, Dionysius objects to the fact that 

Thucydides departs from the chronological order of the events: ¥ te går fÊsiw épπtei tå prÒtera t«n 
Íst°rvn êrxein ... ‘Nature required that prior events should have precedence over later ones (...).’ 
202

 Aristotle, Cat. 14a26-b23. 
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exposition; (4) what is better and more valued (tÚ b°ltion ka‹ tÚ timi≈teron) is also 

thought to be ‘prior by nature’ (prÒteron tª fÊsei; this is the strangest use of 

prÒteron, according to Aristotle); (5) finally, in the case that the existence of one 

thing implies the other (see nr. 2), that which is the cause (tÚ a‡tion) of the existence 

of something may also be called ‘naturally prior’ (prÒteron tª fÊsei). When we 

compare this list with Dionysius’ first three principles of natural word order, we can 

observe how Dionysius’ ways of using the term prÒteron correspond to some of the 

usages mentioned by Aristotle: in the discussion of the first and second principles, 

Dionysius’ use of the term prÒteron corresponds to Aristotle’s second use: for an 

accident implies a substance, and circumstances of an action imply an acting or being 

acted upon. In his discussion of the third principle, however, Dionysius’ use of 

prÒtera agrees with Aristotle’s first use: priority in respect of time (katå xrÒnon). 

We do not have to suppose that Dionysius himself was directly thinking of Aristotle’s 

account of different kinds of priority, for he nowhere makes explicit that he is using 

the word prÒteron in different ways. However, Aristotle’s distinctions illustrate that 

Dionysius may have been aware of the fact that he was referring to different types of 

priority. 

 

In spite of the divergent concepts of prority behind Dionysius’ principles of natural 

word order, they all presuppose the same underlying idea, namely that language 

should ideally be a perfect representation of reality. Priorities that exist in reality, 

whether logically or chronologically, should be similarly expressed in language, so 

that language perfectly mirrors reality. This idea, which underlies the entire 

experiment on natural word order, might be related to Stoic views on language: 

according to the Stoics, there was a mimetic relationship between the form and 

meaning of the first words (see section 2.5.3). It is remarkable that Dionysius has 

taken three of the five Homeric examples in this passage from Homeric scenes that 

deal with the sacrifice of animals. The reason for his selection of these examples is 

presumably that the various actions of which a sacrifice consists are performed in a 

clearly fixed sequence. In particular, the killing of the animal and the preparations that 

lead to it cannot be performed in the opposite order; this fact seems to make the 

sacrifice scenes particularly useful for Dionysius’ refutation of the third principle of 

natural word order. 
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5.3.6. The remaining principles of natural word order 

 

Having tested three principals of natural word order, Dionysius now decides to reject 

the remaining rules as well, without commenting on them:
 203

 

 

¶ti prÚw toÊtoiw ±j¤oun tå m¢n Ùnomatikå protãttein t«n §piy°tvn, tå d¢ 
proshgorikå t«n Ùnomatik«n, tåw d' éntonomas¤aw t«n proshgorik«n, ¶n te to›w 
=Æmasi fulãttein, ·na tå Ùryå t«n §gklinom°nvn ≤g∞tai ka‹ tå paremfatikå t«n 
éparemfãtvn, ka‹ êlla toiaËta pollã. pãnta d¢ taËta diesãleuen ≤ pe›ra ka‹ 
toË mhdenÚw êjia ép°faine. tot¢ m¢n går §k toÊtvn §g¤neto ka‹ t«n ımo¤vn aÈto›w 
≤de›a ≤ sÊnyesiw ka‹ kalÆ, tot¢ d' §k t«n mØ toioÊtvn éll' §nant¤vn. 
 

‘And still further, I thought it right to put the nouns before the adjectives, the 

appellative nouns before the proper nouns, and the pronouns before the appellative 

nouns; and with verbs, to take care that the indicatives should precede the other 

moods, and finite verb forms the infinitives, and many more similar rules. But the 

experiment upset all these assumptions and showed them completely worthless. For in 

some cases the composition was rendered attractive and beautiful by these and similar 

arrangements, but in other cases not by these but by opposite arrangements.’ 

 

I summarise the remaining rules of natural word order: 

(4) Substantives precede adjectives
204

 

(5) Appellative nouns precede proper nouns 

(6) Pronouns precede appellative nouns 

(7) Indicatives precede other moods 

(8) Finite verb forms precede infinitives 

 

Since Dionysius neither explains these rules nor illustrates them by giving examples, 

the reader himself has to understand why this particular order of words would be 

natural. In the present study, it will be argued that the principles (4), (5) and (6) are 

based on the same logical (and ontological) priority that underlies the principles (1) 

and (2): they can be explained by taking into account the Stoic theory of categories, 

which we have already mentioned above (section 5.3.3). The two final principles (7) 

and (8) are less clear, but I will argue that they can also be explained with the concept 

of logical priority that underlies most of the other rules. 

                                                
203

 Comp. 5.26,11-20. 
204

 For Dionysius’ use of the term §p¤yeton, see section 3.6.1. When I translate this term as ‘adjective’, 

I do not mean to say that the §p¤yeton is a separate word class for Dionysius. The §p¤yeton should 

presumably be classified as an ˆnoma, but its particularity is that it qualifies other nouns.  
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The fourth principle (tå m¢n Ùnomatikå protãttein t«n §piy°tvn) can easily be 

understood on the basis of the explanation that Dionysius has offered concerning the 

first and second principles. Just like the order noun – verb and the order verb – 

adverb, the order substantive – adjective seems to be based on the logical priority of 

substance over accident. If Dionysius had commented on this principle, he could have 

said that the oÈs¤a indicated by a substantive is ‘earlier’ than the accident or the 

quality (poiÒn) indicated by an adjective (§p¤yeton).
205

 

 

For the explanation of the fifth principle (tå d¢ proshgorikå [protãttein] t«n 
Ùnomatik«n), it is important to remember that the distinction between proper noun 

(ˆnoma) and appellative noun (proshgor¤a) goes back to the Stoic philosophers (see 

section 3.2). According to the Stoics, proshgor¤ai (appellative nouns) signify a koinØ 
poiÒthw (common quality), whereas ÙnÒmata (proper nouns) signify an fid¤a poiÒthw 
(individual quality).

206
 Therefore, Schenkeveld suggests that Dionysius’ rule of 

putting appellative nouns before proper nouns is based on the order of koinã - ‡dia, 
and he adds ‘but I have yet to find an exact parallel’.

207
 I think that this parallel can be 

found in the following text, in which Syrianus comments on the Stoic order of 

common and individual qualities:
208

 

 

ka‹ ofl StvÛko‹ d¢ toÁw koin«w poioÁw prÚ t«n fid¤vw poi«n épot¤yentai. 
‘Even the Stoics place the commonly qualified individuals before the peculiarly 

qualified individuals.’
209

  

  

In Stoic philosophy, the poiÒn (‘quality’, or rather ‘the qualified’) is the second of the 

four ‘categories’:
210

 while the first category (substance) indicates that an entity exists, 

the second category indicates an entity as a qualified substance. The poiÒn consists of 

two parts, namely the ‘commonly qualified’ (koin«w poiÒn) and the ‘peculiarly 

qualified’ (fid¤vw poiÒn). The former corresponds to appellative nouns (proshgor¤ai) 
such as ‘man’ or ‘horse’, while the latter is represented by proper nouns (ÙnÒmata).

211
 

The text cited above tells us that the ‘commonly qualified’ precedes the ‘peculiarly 

qualified’: so, Socrates is first a man and only then is he Socrates.
212

 We may 
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 For the terminology of Ùnomatikã and §p¤yeta (substantives and adjectives), see section 3.6.1. 
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 FDS 536 (Diogenes Laertius VII.58). See also FDS 562a-569b. 
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 Schenkeveld (1983) 89. 
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 FDS 849. 
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 Translation by Long & Sedley (1987 I) 169. 
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 See FDS 852-865 and Long & Sedley (1987 I) 166-176. 
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 FDS 536 (see above). 
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 Cf. Long & Sedley (1987 I) 173-174: ‘This [i.e. ‘the qualified’] divides up into the “commonly 

qualified”, i.e. anything as described by a common noun or adjective; and the ‘peculiarly qualified’, i.e. 

qualitatively unique individuals, as designated by proper names like ‘Socrates’. The former are prior to 
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conclude that the Stoic theory of the categories explains Dionysius’ order of 

appellative and proper nouns: the order of proshgorikã and Ùnomatikã is clearly 

based on the natural order of the corresponding categories, the commonly qualified 

and the peculiarly qualified.
213

 It should be noted that this principle could not be 

explained on the basis of Aristotelian philosophy. This fact sheds light on our 

interpretation of some of the earlier rules of natural word order, which we were able 

to explain both from an Aristotelian and from a Stoic perspective. Since it seems to be 

certain that the order of proper and appellative noun is based on Stoic logic, it is 

preferable to assume that the order of nouns and verbs (section 5.3.3) and the order of 

verbs and adverbs (section 5.3.4) are also inspired by Stoic rather than Peripatetic 

theories. 

 

The sixth principle (tåw dÉ éntonomas¤aw [protãttein] t«n proshgorik«n) seems in 

the first instance difficult to explain. In my view, however, the Stoic theory of the 

categories can again provide the solution. Why should pronouns precede appellative 

nouns in particular, and not nouns in general? The answer is probably that Dionysius 

is thinking of what we call demonstrative pronouns, which are normally combined 

with appellative nouns. The only pronoun that Dionysius classifies as such in his 

works is indeed a demonstrative pronoun, namely touton¤ in the expression efiw 
touton‹ tÚn ég«na (see sections 3.6.3 and 7.3.2).

214
 Now, the Stoics argued that only 

a demonstrative reference (de›jiw) indicates that something (corporeally) exists in 

reality: therefore, simple affirmative propositions are only ‘definite’ (…rism°na) if 

they contain a demonstrative pronoun:
215

 ‘this one is walking’ (otow peripate›), for 

example, is a definite proposition. ‘Someone is walking’, however, is an indefinite 

proposition, while ‘Socrates is walking’ is an ‘intermediate’ proposition.
216

 In other 

words, the demonstrative reference indicates that an entity is a substance (oÈs¤a). As 

Long & Sedley put it, ‘it [the demonstrative reference] is the most direct way of 

indicating, without describing, something a speaker knows or believes to exist.’
217

 It 

seems clear then, that there is a connection between the Stoic part of speech êryron 

and the first category, substrate (Ípoke¤menon) or substance (oÈs¤a): something 

belongs to the first category if it exists as a material object.
218

 The grammarian 

                                                                                                                                       
the latter, no doubt because to be a man, or white, is part of what it is to be Socrates, and not vice 

versa.’ 
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 For this explanation, see also De Jonge (2001) 164. 
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 Comp. 6.29,20. The quotation is from Demosthenes, On the Crown 1. 
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 FDS 916 (= Sextus Empiricus Adv. Math. VIII.96-100). Cf. Lloyd (1978) and Graeser (1978) 206. 
216

 For the differences between an éj¤vma …rism°non (definite proposition), éÒriston (indefinite 

proposition) and m°son (intermediate proposition), see FDS 916.  
217

 Long & Sedley (1987 I) 207. 
218

 Cf. Luhtala (2000) 81 and De Jonge (2001) 164. 
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Apollonius Dyscolus seems to preserve the Stoic views on the connection between the 

parts of speech and the categories: he points out that ‘pronouns (éntvnum¤ai) indicate 

substance (oÈs¤an), and nouns indicate substance together with quality (oÈs¤an metå 
poiÒthtow)’.

219
 The Stoics did not use the term éntvnum¤a (or éntonomas¤a) (see 

section 3.2), but their êryron probably had exactly the function that Apollonius 

Dyscolus attributes to the pronoun:
220

 by using an êryron, one assigns something to 

the first category, thus indicating that it ‘exists’, without saying anything about its 

quality. Since the ‘substance’ (oÈs¤a) is ontologically prior to the ‘quality’ (poiÒn), 

the order of these categories explains why Dionysius suggests putting pronouns before 

appellative nouns. For pronouns indicate ‘substance’, while appellative nouns indicate 

the ‘common quality’.
221

 

 

There are two remaining principles of natural word order in Dionysius’ account, both 

of which deal with the forms of verbs: ¶n te to›w =Æmasi fulãttein, ·na tå Ùryå 
t«n §gklinom°nvn ≤g∞tai ka‹ tå paremfatikå t«n éparemfãtvn (principles 7 and 

8). The distinction between Ùryã and §gklinÒmena (or, when we follow P, 

§gkeklim°na) has mostly been interpreted as one between indicatives and non-

indicatives (see also section 3.8).
222

 Steinthal, however, argues that the opposition 

between Ùryã and §gkeklim°na is one between present indicatives on the one hand 

and all other tenses and moods on the other hand.
223

 He attempts to equate the 

distinction between Ùryã and §gkeklim°na (Comp. 5.26,14-15) with the disctinction 

between Ùryã and Ïptia that Dionysius mentions elsewhere (Comp. 6.29,8): with 

regard to the latter distinction, Steinthal again interprets Ùryã as present indicatives, 

and Ïptia (= §gkeklim°na) as all other tenses and moods. He thinks that tå Ïptia in 

Comp. 6 are divided into moods (§gkl¤seiw) on the one hand, and tenses (xrÒnoi) on 

the other hand. However, we have already seen that Ùryã and Ïptia refer to the 

voices ‘active’ and ‘passive’ (sections 3.8 and 4.3.1).
224

 This is the originally Stoic 

terminology: the Stoics distinguish between active (Ùryã), passive (Ïptia) and neuter 
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 Apollonius Dyscolus, Pron., G.G. II 1, 27,9-10: oÈs¤an shma¤nousan afl éntvnum¤ai, tå d¢ 
ÙnÒmata oÈs¤an metå poiÒthtow. See also Apollonius Dyscolus, Pron., G.G. II 1, 9,9: <éntvnum¤ai> ... 
oÈs¤an te mÒnon dhloËsin. According to Luhtala (2000) 80, this is the original Stoic definition of the 

êryron. See also Pinborg (1975) 114-115. 
220

 See Luhtala (2000) 80-82. 
221

 For this explanation, see also De Jonge (2001) 164. 
222

 See Schenkeveld (1983) 84, Usher (1985) 53. Aujac & Lebel (1981) 80 offer a less specific 

translation: ‘que les formes simples précèdent les formes infléchies (...).’ 
223

 Steinthal (1891 II) 274. 
224

 I agree with Schenkeveld (1983) 84, who argues that the distinction between Ùryã and Ïptia 
(Comp. 6.29,8) is one of ‘gender’ [i.e. voice] alone, whereas the distinction between Ùryã and 

§gkeklim°na (Comp. 5.26,14-15) ‘may well be one of indicatives v. non-indicatives’. 
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(oÈd°tera) predicates.
225

 Although their theory of predicates was not taken over, it 

seems that their terminology for ‘active’ and ‘passive’ influenced the scholars of other 

language disciplines. I conclude that Steinthal was wrong in equating §gkeklim°na 
with Ïptia. But how should we then interpret the distinction between Ùryã and 

§gkeklim°na (or §gklinÒmena) in Comp. 5? In grammatical texts, the distinction 

between ÙryÒw and §gklinÒmenow (§gkeklim°now) normally refers to the opposition 

between the nominative case and the oblique cases of the nominal parts of speech.
226

 

But since Dionysius explicitly refers to the order of the ‘direct’ and ‘inflected’ forms 

of verbs (not nouns), it is clear that he is not thinking of the nominative and oblique 

cases.
227

 In Comp. 6 however, Dionysius tells us that some people refer to the 

§gkl¤seiw (moods) as ‘verbal cases’ (pt≈seiw =hmatikåw) (see sections 3.8 and 

4.3.1).
228

 We have related Dionysius’ remark to Macrobius’ statement that the Stoics 

call the indicative modum rectum, thus comparing the indicative to the nominative.
229

 

All this seems to support the interpretation of Ùryã and §gklinÒmena as indicatives 

(the ‘direct case’ of the verb) and other moods (‘oblique cases’) respectively.  

 

Before elucidating my interpretation of Ùryã and §gklinÒmena as indicatives and 

non-indicatives, I will briefly mention one other explanation that might seem to be 

attractive:
230

 one might suppose that Ùryã and §gklinÒmena refer to the active verbs 

and other voices respectively. The term §gklinÒmena is not attested in this sense, but 

the use of Ùryã in the sense of ‘active’ is very common in Stoic logic, which, as we 

have seen, distinguishes between active (Ùryã), passive (Ïptia) and neuter 
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 See Müller (1943) 52-59 and Luhtala (2000) 94-96. In my view, Steinthal (1891 II) 274 is wrong in 

thinking that, in Comp. 6.29,7-12, Dionysius proceeds from more general items (non-indicatives) to 

more specific items (first moods and then tenses): ‘da er aber (...) vom Allgemeinsten ins Besondere 

hinabsteigend von den Ïptia zu den §gkl¤seiw und dann zu den diafora‹ xrÒnvn gelangt (...)’. In fact, 

Dionysius deals with three equally specific accidentia, all of which he presents at the same level, 

namely voices, moods, and tenses: see section 4.3.1.  
226

 In Apollonius Dyscolus, Synt. II.106, afl §gklinÒmenai pt≈seiw are the inflected cases of the 

pronoun. In Synt. I.49, t«n §gklinom°nvn (textual variant klinom°nvn) are ‘declinables’ (nouns etc.) as 

opposed to êklita, i.e. words that do not have inflection (namely letters, such as a). Further, ÙryÒn 
and §gkeklim°non are found in discussions of rhetorical exercises (progymnasmata), indicating two out 

of five ‘forms of narratives’ (sxÆmata dihghmãtvn): the ÙryÚn épofantikÚn sx∞ma only uses the 

nominative case, whereas the épofantikÚn §gkeklim°non sx∞ma uses also the other cases. See 

Hermogenes, Progymnasmata 2.4,21-5,9 Rabe. 
227

 In some instances, Dionysius also refers to participles as =Æmata (see section 3.6.2), but it is 

unlikely that he is thinking of the cases of participles here. 
228

 Comp. 6.29,9-10. 
229

 Macrobius, De diff., G.L. V, 611,36. Cf. Schenkeveld (1984) 335. 
230

 In theories of accentuation, ÙryÒw and §gklinÒmenow form a common pair, referring to accented 

words and enclitic words respectively: ı ÙryÚw tonÒw or ≤ ÙryØ tãsiw is the ‘straight’, that is acute 

accent, which is opposed to ı §gklinÒmenow tonÒw or ≤ §gklinom°nh tãsiw, the grave accent. But this 

distinction is irrelevant to Dionysius’ discussion of word order. 
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(oÈd°tera) predicates.
231

 At the level of l°jiw, the three predicate types correspond to 

three types of constructions, namely (1) a =∞ma (verb) with an oblique case, (2) a 

=∞ma (verb) with ÍpÒ and an oblique case, and (3) an intransitive =∞ma (verb), without 

an oblique case.
232

 Is it possible that Dionysius’ Ùryã are ‘active’ verbs, and that the 

§gklinÒmena correspond to passives?
233

 A difficulty of this interpretation is that, in 

Stoic logic, passive and intransitive verbs are not regarded as ‘inflected’ 

(§gklinÒmena) forms of the active forms: the terms Ùryã, Ïptia and oÈd°tera do not 

refer to the forms of words, but to the meaning that they carry.
234

 In technical 

grammar, however, the terms ÙryÆ (= §nergetikØ diãyesiw) and Ípt¤a (= payhtikØ 
diãyesiw) might be taken to refer not only to the meaning but also to the forms of 

active and passive verbs.
235

 Thus, the passive voice and the middle voice (e.g. 

§lÊyhn, lÊomai) might be considered inflected forms of the active verb form (e.g. 

lÊv). In this context we should also mention the fact that in certain sources, the 

nominative case (pt«siw ÙryÆ), ‘which indicates the substance’ is associated with the 

active verbs (=Æmata Ùryã).
236

 It seems, then, that we should not directly exclude the 

possibility that Dionysius’ seventh principle of natural word order (tå Ùryå t«n 
§gklinom°nvn ≤g∞tai) refers to the order of active verb forms and the other voices; 

nevertheless, I will not follow this interpretation, for reasons to be given below.
237

 

 

To summarise, Dionysius’ Ùryã and §gklinÒmena (or §gkeklim°na) could 

theoretically refer to either active and non-active verbs, or indicatives and non-

indicatives. As I pointed out above, I will here adopt the interpretation of these terms 

as indicatives and non-indicatives. The following arguments are decisive. First, 

Dionysius’ view that the moods (§gkl¤seiw) are ‘verbal cases’ (see above and section 

3.8) supports the interpretation of Ùryã and §gklinÒmena as indicatives and other 

                                                
231

 The active predicate indicates a poie›n prÒw ti, the passive predicate indicates a pãsxein ÍpÒ tinow, 

and the neuter predicate indicates a pure acting or being acted upon. 
232

 Cf. Müller (1943) 66-70. 
233

 The middle voice was not yet distinguished in Dionysius’ time: see section 3.8. and the literature 

mentioned there. 
234

 Cf. Müller (1943) 67: ‘Die Verb-Form selbst hat also nichts mit der Kennzeichnung als “Aktiv” zu 

tun: dial°getai tini ist Aktiv!’ 
235

 See Rijksbaron (1986) 433. For =Æmata Ùryã and Ïptia, see Sch. D. Thrax, G.G. I 3, 548,34-37. For 

ÙryÆ and Ípt¤a diãyesiw, see Sch. D. Thrax, G.G. I 3, 247,10-13 and G.G. I 3, 401,1-10. 
236

 Sch. D. Thrax, G.G. I 3, 546,5-14 (= FDS 780). On this text, see Luhtala (2000) 105-107. See also 

Sch. D. Thrax, G.G. I 3, 230,24-30. 
237

 Another possibility, not mentioned yet, would be that Ùryã and §gklinÒmena refer to the present 

tense and other tenses respectively. According to Aristotle, Int. 16b16-18, only present tenses are really 

‘verbs’, whereas past and future tenses are ‘cases of the verb’ (see above and section 3.8). Ildefonse 

(1997) 205-210 observes that there are parallels between the Stoic theory of cases and the theory of 

tenses. As far as I know, however, the terms Ùryã and §gklinÒmena are never used in the context of 

tenses. The suggestion of Steinthal (1891 II) 274 that the opposition is between present-indicatives and 

all other tenses and moods is based on the wrong assumption that the Ùryã (as opposed to Ïptia) in 

Comp. 6.29,8 are present indicatives: see above and section 3.8. 
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moods:
238

 Dionysius seems to have borrowed the terms of the ‘direct’ and ‘inflected’ 

cases of nominal parts of speech for the moods of verbs. Second, the rule that 

indicatives should precede the other moods would fit with the other logical principles 

that Dionysius mentions: the idea that underlies the supposed order indicatives – non-

indicatives would probably be that indicatives refer to a situation that exists in reality, 

whereas subjunctives, imperatives and optatives refer to situations that do not ‘exist’, 

but are only hypothetical, wished (prayed), or commanded. Thus, the seventh 

principle of Dionysius’ experiment concerning natural word order could be 

interpreted in accordance with the rules that indicate the priority of substance over 

accident. But there is a third argument. Important evidence that supports my 

interpretation comes from Priscian. According to the Roman grammarian, the 

indicative is (in a theoretical list) the first mood because, unlike the other moods, it 

designates the substance or essence of the content (substantiam sive essentiam rei 
significat):239

 therefore, the indicative may be compared to the nominative, which 

takes the first place among the cases.
240

 Priscian’s views correspond to Macrobius’ 

information about the Stoics, who are said to have regarded the indicative as modum 
rectum and to have related it with the nominative as the ‘direct case’. We may 

conclude that the statements of Macrobius and Priscian strongly suggest that 

Dionysius’ order of Ùryã and §gklinÒmena is based on Stoic view that the indicative, 

which indicates substance, is the first of the moods. Just like most other principals of 

natural word order, this order is based on the logical precedence of substance over 

accidents.  

 

Finally, there is the natural order of paremfatikã and émpar°mfata (principle nr. 8). 

Manuscript F reads tå paremfatikå t«n éparemfãtvn, whereas P has tå 
éparemfatikå t«n paremfatik«n. With Usener and Aujac, I adopt the order of F, 

because the word éparemfatikÒw (only in P) is not attested in any ancient Greek text, 

whereas épar°mfatow is the normal grammatical term for ‘infinitive’. The form 
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 The grammatical term for indicative is ıristikØ (¶gklisiw) or ıristikÒn. 
239

 The term res is presumably a translation of prçgma, which refers to the content (meaning) of verbs: 

see Sluiter (2000a).  
240

 Priscianus, Inst. VIII.12.63, G.L. II, 421,20-422,2: Indicativus, quo indicamus vel definimus, quid 
agitur a nobis vel ab aliis, qui ideo primus ponitur, quia perfectus est in omnibus tam personis quam 
temporibus et quia ex ipso omnes modi accipiunt regulam et derivativa nomina sive verba vel 
participia ex hoc nascuntur, (...) et quia prima positio verbi, quae videtur ab ipsa natura esse prolata, 
in hoc est modo, quemadmodum in nominibus est casus nominativus, et quia substantiam sive 
essentiam rei significat, quod in aliis modis non est. Neque enim qui imperat neque qui optat neque qui 
dubitat in subiunctivo substantiam actus vel passionis significat, sed tantummodo varias animi 
voluntates de re carente substantia. Deinde hunc primum auctoritas doctissimorum tradidit modum in 
decliantione veborum. Cf. Steinthal (1891 II) 288. It is possible that Priscian draws on a discussion in 

Apollonius’ On Verbs, which contained a passage on the order of the moods:  see Lallot (1997 II) 193 

n. 148 and see below. 
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éparemfatikã seems to be either a mistake or the hypercorrection by a scribe who 

wanted to give the two words the same ending.
241

 Apart from Dionysius of 

Halicarnassus (who uses the word only in Comp. 5.26,15), Apollonius Dyscolus 

seems to be the only ancient author in whose works the word paremfatikÒw has been 

preserved.
242

 Apollonius, however, never uses paremfatikÒw on its own, but always 

in combination with an object in the genitive: paremfatikÒw tinow means ‘indicative 

of something’, such as person (pros≈pou), place (tÒpou), or manner (poiÒthtow).
243

 

But what do Dionysius’ paremfatikã (‘co-indicatives’) indicate?
244

 The other 

technical term that he mentions here, épar°mfaton, leads us to the answer. The term 

épar°mfaton, which literally means ‘not-co-indicative’, is the word that Apollonius 

Dyscolus and other grammarians use as their technical term for the ‘infinitive’. The 

infinitive is ‘not-co-indicative’ for the reason that it does not indicate anything except 
for the minimal verbal accidentia: unlike the finite verb forms, the infinitive does not 
express person and number, but it does express the general verbal accidentia tense 

(xrÒnow) and voice (diãyesiw).
245

 Concerning these matters, Apollonius Dyscolus 

states the following:
246

 

 

ÖIdion oÔn =ÆmatÒw §stin §n fid¤oiw metasxhmatismo›w diãforow xrÒnow diãyes¤w te 
≤ §nerghtikØ ka‹ payhtikØ ka‹ ¶ti ≤ m°sh: œn pãntvn met°laben tÚ genik≈taton 
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 Schenkeveld (1983) 89 wrongly states that the order of F is paremfatikã – éparemfatikã: it is 

paremfatikã – épar°mfata. The shorter form (épar°mfata) corresponds to the term that 

grammarians use for the ‘infinitive’, while the longer form (éparemfatikã) is not attested in any other 

text. Further, Schenkeveld (1983) 86 n. 75 incorrectly suggests that Aujac & Lebel (1981) adopt the 

order of P. In fact, Aujac & Lebel read paremfatikã – épar°mfata (F), just like Usener. 
242

 For Apollonius Dyscolus’ use of paremfatikÒw, par°mfasiw and paremfa¤nein, see Van Ophuijsen 

(1993) 764-767. 
243

 For paremfatikå pros≈pou, see Apollonius Dyscolus, Pron., G.G. II 1, 63,10. For paremfatikå 
tÒpou, see Adv., G.G. II 1, 180,20. For poiÒthtow paremfatikÒn, see Apollonius Dyscolus, Adv., G.G. 
II 1, 205,3-4. Cf. Schneider, G.G. II 3, 242 (index vocabulorum): paremfatikÒw tinow indicans alqd. 

See also Van Ophuijsen (1993) 766-767, who translates the term as ‘co-indicative’. He points out that 

the prefix para- in paremfatikÒw can mean either ‘besides another subject’ (i.e. besides another 

subject that indicates something) or ‘besides another object’ (i.e. besides another object that is 

indicated). 
244

 ParemfatikÒw does not seem to be equivalent to the mood ‘indicative’ (at least, it does not refer to 

this mood alone), for which Apollonius Dyscolus uses the term ıristikØ (¶gklisiw) or ıristikÚn 
(=∞ma). 
245

 Cf. Steinthal (1891 II) 286, Lallot (1997 II) 192 n. 143 and Sluiter (1990) 86-87. On the history of 

the term épar°mfaton, which is probably of Stoic origin, see also Matthaios (1999) 361-362. It is 

possible that Aristarchus was the first who used the term for the infinitive: in fr. 72 Matthaios, 

Aristonicus reports that Aristarchus pointed to the infinitivus pro imperativo (tÚ épar°mfaton instead 

of tÚ prostaktikÒn) in Iliad 3.459. But we cannot prove that the use of these terms in the scholia can 

be traced back to Aristarchus himself. This problem is connected to the status of Aristonicus as a 

source for Aristarchus (see Matthaios [1999] 43-46). Aristonicus, who was active in the Augustan 

period, preserved parts of Aristarchus’ ÍpomnÆmata, but it is possible that he added his own 

terminology. See esp. Matthaios (1999) 45. 
246

 Apollonius Dyscolus, Syntaxis III.60. 
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=∞ma, l°gv tÚ épar°mfaton, §pe‹ e‡per tª fÊsei ∑n épar°mfaton, p«w taËta 
paremfa¤nei; 
 

‘The essential features of a verb lie in the special inflections for different tenses and 

diatheses [voices] — active, passive and middle. The most general verb form, the 

infinitive [‘non-(co)-indicative’], has part in all of these features. For if the infinitive 

was really naturally ‘non-indicative’, how could it indicate these?’
247

 

 

Apollonius’ explanation of the term ‘infinitive’ makes clear that it is called 

épar°mfatow (¶gklisiw) because it does not indicate the accidentia that are expressed 

by finite verb forms (indicative, subjunctive, optative and imperative), namely number 

and person. Therefore, I think that we are justified in concluding that Dionysius of 

Halicarnassus’ opposition between paremfatikã and épar°mfata is an opposition 

between ‘finite verb forms’ and ‘infinitives’.
248

 Dionysius’ paremfatikã are those 

verbal forms that indicate number and person, namely the forms of the indicative, 

subjunctive, optative and imperative. Apollonius’ ideas on the infinitive may also 

provide the explanation for the order of paremfatikã and épar°mfata that 

Dionysius suggests: finite verb forms co-indicate number and person, while infinitives 

only indicate voice and tense: thus, the finite verb forms point to the existence of one 

or more persons (I, you, he, etc.), and indirectly indicate ‘substance’.
249

 When we 

interpret the order of finite verb forms and infinitives in this way, we are able to 

connect the last principle (<≤g∞tai> tå paremfatikå t«n éparemfãtvn) with the 

logical rules that Dionysius discussed earlier in his experiment concerning natural 

word order: again, those words that (indirectly) point to a substance precede the forms 

that only point to certain accidents.
250

 

 

Apollonius Dyscolus himself also discusses the place of the infinitive in the order of 

the verbal moods. Unlike Dionysius, however, Apollonius does not refer to the order 
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 I have adapted the translation of Householder (1981). 
248

 Cf. Aujac & Lebel (1981) 80, Usher (1985) 53, Aujac (1992) 258. See also Apollonius Dyscolus, 

Pron., G.G. II 1, 63,9-11, where épar°mfatow and paremfatikÒw (pros≈pou) appear in the same 

context: ka‹ d∞lon §k t«n éparemfãtvn, ëper éntvnum¤& suntassÒmena paremfatikå g¤netai 
pros≈pou: tÚ går ‘§m¢ grãfein’ pr≈tou ka‹ tÚ ‘s¢ grãfein’ deut°rou. ‘This is also clear from the 

infinitives, which become indicative of person when they are constructed with a pronoun: for “§m¢ 
grãfein” [“that I write”] indicates the first person, and “s¢ grãfein” [“that you write”] indicates the 

second person.’ 
249

 See also Ildefonse (1997) 199 on the Stoic views concerning the difference between predicates and 

infinitives: ‘(...) si tout prédicat est un prédicat déterminé, l’infinitif n’est pas encore un prédicat; 

abstrait de toute actualité sensible, abstrait de toute combinaison syntaxique, il est le prédicat en tant 

qu’il n’ existe pas.’ 
250

 In De Jonge (2001) 160, I interpreted the order of paremfatikã and épar°mfata as ‘indicatives 

before infinitives’, but I now think that it should be ‘finite verb forms before infinitives’.   
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of the infinitive and other moods in a sentence, but rather to a theoretical order, 

according to which the moods should be treated in a grammar. In his Syntax, 

Apollonius points out that indicatives, optatives and the other moods are ‘subtypes of 

the general verb’ (tå ÍpÒloipa e‡dh toË genikoË =Æmatow), the general verb itself 

being the infinitive.
251

 Therefore, the infinitive is the basis for each of the other 

moods: in fact, every verbal form of one of the moods corresponds to a combination 

of the infinitive with a word that conveys the meaning of the particular mood. For 

example, peripat« (‘I am walking’; indicative) corresponds to …risãmhn peripate›n 
(‘I indicated that I was walking’), while peripato›mi (‘may I walk’; optative) 

corresponds to hÈjãmhn peripate›n (‘I prayed that I would walk’), etc.
252

 In other 

words, the infinitive is the basis of all the other moods, and therefore it occupies the 

first place in the hierarchy of verbal forms. Apollonius also tells us that he has not 

forgotten that he has argued elsewhere that the indicative (and not the infinitive) is the 

primary verb form:
253

 he has now changed his mind about the order of the moods, 

although he still allows that, for pedagogical reasons, the indicative is treated first, in 

spite of the fact that it is not the primary mood.
254

 It is the infinitive that takes the first 

place. Lallot has suggested that Apollonius’ change of mind may be related to the fact 

that in an earlier period he was interested in morphological aspects, whereas in the 

Syntax he focused on the syntactical functions of moods.
255

 It is interesting that 

Apollonius compares the relationship between the infinitive and the other moods on 

the one hand to that of the primary word forms (tå prvtÒtupa) and the derived word 

forms (t«n paragvg«n) on the other hand. This seems to suggest that the infinitives 

are not only theoretically prior to the other moods, but that they have also been 

invented earlier; in the same way, the primary word forms are supposed to have 
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 Apollonius Dyscolus, Synt. III.60. 
252

 Apollonius Dyscolus, Synt. III.61. 
253

 Apollonius probably defended this order of moods in his work On Verbs. Choeroboscus, who read 

this work, reports that Apollonius’ order of moods was indicative, infinitive, optative, imperative, 

subjunctive: see Lallot (1997 II) 193 n. 148. 
254

 Apollonius Dyscolus, Syntax III.62: OÈ l°lhsmai …w §n •t°roiw sumferÒmenÒw tisi tØn ıristikØn 
¶gklisin paredexÒmhn …w prvteÊousan t«n êllvn. éll' oÔn ge ≤ ékribØw §j°tasiw toË lÒgou 
kathnãgkase tÚ metay°syai, sugxvroum°nou §ke¤nou, …w deÒntvw épÚ t∞w ıristik∞w §gkl¤sevw 
érxÒmeya, oÈx …w pr≈thw oÎshw, …w d¢ §kfanestãthw oÎshw ka‹ poll∞w ka‹ dunam°nhw didãjai ka‹ 
tåw §ggenom°naw sunempt≈seiw ka‹ tå §ggenÒmena pãyh ka‹ paragvgãw, oÈd¢ toË toioÊtou maxom°nou, 
kayÚ §n to›w toioÊtoiw §lleipest°ra ≤ épar°mfatow ¶gklisiw, e‡ge ka‹ tå prvtÒtupa t«n l°jevn §n 
§lãttoni katag¤netai Ïl˙ t«n paragvg«n. ‘I have not forgotten that I elsewhere picked the indicative 

as the primary verb form, in agreement with other scholars. But a more careful study of the argument 

has forced me to change my mind, although I allow that we begin [discussion of the verbal system] 

necessarily with the indicative mood, not because it is indeed primary, but because it is the most 

transparent, occurs frequently and can teach us the occurring similarities of form, phonological changes 

and derivations; the fact that the infinitive does not have the same richness of forms is not incompatible 

with the fact that it occupies the first place, for primary forms of words are also less bulky than 

derivatives.’ I have adapted the translation of Householder (1981). 
255

 Lallot (1997 II) 193-194 n. 149. 
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existed earlier than the derived word forms. In his discussion of the (theoretical) order 

of the parts of speech, Apollonius also uses the argument that some parts of speech 

‘were invented earlier’ than other parts of speech.
256

 In those cases, chronological 

priority corresponds to the hierarchical priority in the list of the parts of speech. 

 

5.3.7. Stoic logic and Dionysius’ experiment concerning natural word order 

 

In the preceding sections, I have tried to illuminate the theoretical background of the 

principles of natural word order that Dionysius mentions in De compositione 
verborum 5. I have not only attempted to reconstruct the philosophical ideas that 

underlie the terminology that he uses, but also to supply an explanation for those rules 

that Dionysius himself does not illustrate. The experiment concerning natural word 

order as a whole shows a particular view on the relation between language and reality. 

The entire experiment is based on the implicit idea that language should represent 

reality as close as possible: therefore, it is supposed that priorities that exist in reality 

should also be expressed in the order of words.  

 

The eight principles that Dionysius mentions refer to at least two different types of 

priority. The third principle (prior in time is prior in word order) supposes that the 

chronological order of events in reality should correspond to the order in which these 

events are reported in language. Most other principles (1, 2, 4, 5, 6; presumably also 7 

and 8) refer to a logical and ontological priority, which differentiates between more 

and less essential features of an entity or situation. Dionysius himself provides the 

explanation for two of the principles: (1) nouns precede verbs because an accident 

(sumbebhkÒw) presupposes a substance (oÈs¤a), and (2) verbs precede adverbs 

because circumstances (sunedreÊonta) presuppose acting or being acted upon. I have 

argued that the order of (4) substantive and adjective, (5) appellative noun and proper 

noun and (6) pronoun and appellative noun should also be explained as based on a 

logical and ontological priority. Concerning the order of (7) indicatives and other 

moods and (8) finite verb forms and infinitives, we cannot be absolutely certain about 

the reason why these orders are natural. However, I have suggested that these 

principles, too, may be based on the idea that those verbal forms that (indirectly) 

indicate substance in reality are prior to other forms: the indicative points to the action 

of something or someone existent in the real world, other moods indicate the action 

that is only hypothetical, wished, or commanded, while infinitives do not indicate 

person and number, so that they do not point to any substance at all. The two types of 
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 See Apollonius Dyscolus, Synt. I.21 and I.25-26. Cf. De Jonge (2001) 162 and Grintser (2002) 91-
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priority to which Dionysius refers correspond, as we have seen (section 5.3.5), to 

some of the different uses of the word ‘prior’ (prÒteron) that Aristotle distinguished 

in his Categories.  

 

Our analysis of Dionysius’ principles of natural word order has shown that these 

principles depend to a large extent on Stoic ideas. Two principles (appellative nouns 

precede proper nouns and pronouns precede appellative nouns) can only be explained 

by taking into account the Stoic categories. The order of the Stoic categories 

(substance, common quality, individual quality, disposition and relative disposition) 

underlies the natural order of the parts of speech (pronoun, appellative noun, proper 

noun, verb) as Dionysius presents it. The order of substantives and adjectives, 

indicatives and other moods, and finite verbs and infinitives can also be related to 

Stoic ontology. It is certain, then, that Dionysius’ experiment concerning natural word 

order has a Stoic background. 

 

However, the Stoic character of the chapter on natural word order does not imply that 

Dionysius borrowed or copied that chapter from Stoic sources. As we have seen 

before, some modern scholars (in particular Barwick and Kroll) have suggested that 

Dionysius took Comp. 5 over from Chrysippus’ treatises Per‹ t∞w suntãjevw t«n 
toË lÒgou mer«n (On the Syntax of the Parts of Speech). As I have pointed out in 

section 5.3.1, these scholars use three arguments that would indicate Dionyius’ 

dependence of Stoic sources. I will now briefly re-examine these three supposed 

indications. (1) First, there is the reference to the dialektika‹ t°xnai at the end of 

Comp. 5:
257

 when he has rejected the theory of natural word order, Dionysius 

mentions both the experiment on natural word order and the dialectical treatises in one 

breath, telling us that he only mentioned them so that nobody, misled by the titles of 

the dialectical works, would think that they contained anything useful for the theory 

of rhetorical composition. This remark might indicate that Dionysius has borrowed 

the theories of natural word order from the Stoic treatises. However, in an earlier 

passage, he has claimed that he had put the Stoic works on syntax aside, and that he 

himself had looked for a natural starting point.
258

 If we take this remark seriously, we 

may also conclude that, at the end of Comp. 5, Dionysius summarises two 

unsuccessful projects, namely the experiment concerning natural word order on the 

one hand, and the study of the Stoic treatises on the other hand. (2) It has also been 

thought that the search for a natural starting point betrays the Stoic origin of Comp. 5. 

However, the idea that nature should be the guide and model for everything was a 
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 Comp. 5.26,21-27,6. 
258

 Comp. 4.23,1-5. 
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common idea among intellectuals of the first century BC, and it does not necessarily 

point to a Stoic source. Besides, Dionysius points to the importance of nature in a 

number of other passages of his rhetorical works: this seems to be a general view of 

Dionysius rather than the sign of a specific Stoic theory. (3) Finally, scholars have 

suggested that the terminology of Comp. 5 proves the Stoic origin of the chapter.
259

 It 

is true that oÈs¤a, sumbebhkÒw and tÚ poioËn μ pãsxon can probably be traced back 

to Stoic philosophy, as I have shown. However, Dionysius also uses a number of 

grammatical terms that did not have a place in Stoic logic. The Stoic system of the 

m°rh lÒgou did not include the éntonomas¤a (or éntvnum¤a), and the Stoics called 

the adverb mesÒthw, not §p¤rrhma (see sections 3.2 and 3.6.5). These facts weaken the 

argument that the entire chapter Comp. 5 was taken over from Chrysippus. Further, it 

is doubtful whether the Stoics themselves would have discussed the order of the parts 

of speech in a sentence or Homeric verse. Although Frede thinks that Dionysius’ 

words imply that the Stoics dealt with practical word order in their works on syntax, 

we can also imagine that the Stoics merely argued for a natural hierarchy of the parts 

of speech (namely pronoun, appellative noun, proper noun, verb, adverb), without 

implying that this should be the word order of a Greek sentence.
260

 In that case, 

Dionysius would have adopted a Stoic idea on the natural hierarchy of the parts of 

speech, which he himself applied to the order of words in Homeric verse: according to 

this interpretation, Dionysius would have gone one step further than the Stoics, by 

giving a rhetorical application to their philosophical hierarchy of the parts of speech. 

 

I conclude that, although the experiment concerning natural word order is to a large 

extent based on Stoic ideas (especially their theory of categories), it is unlikely that 

Dionysius directly copied this passage from a Stoic source. The chapter on natural 

word order combines Stoic philosophical and technical grammatical ideas with a 

rhetorical approach to composition. In any case, the experiment did not lead to the 

results that Dionysius had hoped for. It turned out that the beauty of Homeric verse 

did not depend on the adoption of the principles of nature. Therefore, Dionysius 

rejected the theory: nature may be a good guide, but Homer is the best. 
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 According to Pohl (1968) 79, the Homeric examples are also an indication for the Stoic origin of 

Comp. 5. She regards Pseudo-Plutarch, On Homer as a parallel. However, not only Stoic philosophers, 

but also grammarians and rhetoricians constantly used Homer as their main text of reference.    
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5.4. Natural word order according to ‘Demetrius’, ‘Longinus’, and Quintilian 

 

The concept of a natural word order does not only appear in the work of Dionysius of 

Halicarnassus, but also in that of other rhetoricians, literary critics and grammarians. 

Although the concept of natural word order is widespread in ancient rhetorical texts, 

there are interesting differences between the views of various rhetoricians, critics and 

grammarians. In this section, I will briefly discuss the ideas on natural word order of 

three ancient colleagues of Dionysius: ‘Demetrius’ (5.4.1), ‘Longinus’ (5.4.2) and 

Quintilian (5.4.3). 

 

5.4.1. Natural word order according to ‘Demetrius’  

 

The rhetorician ‘Demetrius’ discusses ‘the natural order of words’ (≤ fusikØ tãjiw 
t«n Ùnomãtvn) in his account of the simple style (xaraktØr fisxnÒw):

261
 

 

 (199) Ka‹ ˜lvw tª fusikª tãjei t«n Ùnomãtvn xrhst°on, …w tÚ “ÉEp¤damnÒw §sti 
pÒliw §n dejiò §spl°onti efiw tÚn ÉIÒnion kÒlpon”:262

 pr«ton m¢n går »nÒmastai 
tÚ per‹ o, deÊteron d¢ ˘ toËtÒ §stin, ˜ti pÒliw, ka‹ tå êlla §fej∞w. (200) 
G¤gnoito m¢n oÔn ín ka‹ tÚ ¶mpalin, …w tÚ “ÖEsti pÒliw ÉEfÊrh.”263 oÈ går pãnth 
taÊthn dokimãzomen tØn tãjin, oÈd¢ tØn •t°ran épodokimãzomen, kayå §ktiy°meya 
mÒnon tÚ fusikÚn e‰dow t∞w tãjevw. (201) ÉEn d¢ to›w dihgÆmasin ≥toi épÚ t∞w 
Ùry∞w érkt°on: “ÉEp¤damnÒw §sti pÒliw,” μ épÚ t∞w afitiatik∞w, …w tÚ “l°getai 
ÉEp¤damnon tØn pÒlin.” afl d¢ êllai pt≈seiw ésãfeiãn tina par°jousi ka‹ 
bãsanon t“ te l°gonti aÈt“ ka‹ t“ ékoÊonti. 
 

‘(199) In general, follow the natural word order, for example “Epidamnos is a city on 

your right as you sail into the Ionian gulf.” The subject is mentioned first, then what it 

is (it is a city), then the rest follows. (200) The order can also be reversed, for example 

“There is a city, Ephyra.” We do not rigidly approve the one nor condemn the other 

order; we are simply setting out the natural way to arrange words. (201) In narrative 

passages begin either with the nominative case (e.g. “Epidamnus is a city”) or with 

the accusative (e.g. “It is said that the city Epidamnus...”). Use of the other cases will 

cause some obscurity and torture for the actual speaker and also the listener.’
264
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 ‘Demetrius’, Eloc. 199-201. For date and authorship of ‘Demetrius’, On Style, see the literature 

mentioned in section 1.5.  
262

 Thucydides 1.24.1 
263

 Homer, Iliad 6.152. 
264

 The translation is by Innes (1995). 
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Unlike Dionysius of Halicarnassus, ‘Demetrius’ presents an account of natural word 

order that is pragmatic rather than grammatical. ‘Demetrius’ states that one should 

first mention tÚ per‹ o, ‘the matter about which’: the topic.
265

 This approach to word 

order strikingly resembles the descriptions of Greek word order that have been 

developed in recent years. In particular, ‘Demetrius’’ formulation reminds us of the 

ideas of Helma Dik, who has argued that a Greek sentence normally starts with the 

‘Topic’.
266

 In Functional Grammar, the Topic presents ‘the entity “about” which the 

predication predicates something in the given setting’.
267

 Whereas Dionysius’ natural 

word order in Comp. 5 was determined by logical and chronological arguments, 

‘Demetrius’’ fusikØ tãjiw seems to be entirely based on pragmatic considerations, 

which aim to present the information clearly to the audience.
268

 Even his grammatical 

statements on the use of the cases (Eloc. 201) are not based on logical ideas, but only 

on the rhetorical view that one should always (at least in the simple style) avoid 

obscurity (ésãfeia): the use of other cases than the nominative and accusative at the 

beginning of a sentence would torture both speaker and listener.
269

 In short, 

‘Demetrius’’ perspective, which concentrates on the clear communication and 

presentation of a narrative, is completely different from the logical perspective that 

determines Dionysius’ experiment in Comp. 5.  

 

Another difference between ‘Demetrius’ and Dionysius is related to these divergent 

approaches, namely the position that the theory of a natural word order occupies in 

their work. Dionysius’ experiment concerning natural word order falls outside his 

actual treatment of composition, since he rejects the natural principles before he starts 

his discussion of the functions, means and aims of sÊnyesiw. ‘Demetrius’, however, 

deals with natural word order in his treatment of the simple style.
270

 The simple style 
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 Dover (1960) 9 wrongly states that ‘Demetrius’ argues for the order ‘subject – verb’, which he 

compares to Dionysius’ remark (Comp. 5) on the order of nouns and verbs. Although he acknowledges 

that ‘Demetrius’’ remark on tÚ per‹ o and ˘ toËto §stin does not mean that ‘the syntactical subject 

precedes the syntactical predicate’, Dover fails to observe the fundamental difference between the 

grammatical approach of Dionysius and the pragmatic approach of ‘Demetrius’. 
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 Dik (1995) 12. I emphasise that I do not claim that the theories of ‘Demetrius’ and Dik are the same: 

there are many differences, and ‘Demetrius’ does not use the expression tÚ per‹ o in the technical 

sense in which Dik uses the term ‘Topic’. My point is rather that if one looks at ancient theory from a 

modern perspective, it is ‘Demetrius’ whose views are most similar to the modern pragmatic views on 

word order. A comparison with modern pragmatic theory can help us to see the differences between 

‘Demetrius’ and Dionysius, but we should not read modern theories into ‘Demetrius’’ text. 
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 Simon C. Dik (1978) 19. 
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 The emendation by Piero Vettori (1499-1585) in Eloc. 199 (fusikª tãjei instead of fÊsei ka‹) is 

without any doubt correct, as the formulation in Eloc. 200 (tÚ fusikÚn e‰dow t∞w tãjevw) indicates. 
269

 ‘Demetrius’’ metathesis of Thucydides 1.24.1 (Eloc. 201), which makes the sentence start with the 

accusative instead of the nominative, seems to reflect the exercises (progymnasmata) that were used in 

schools of rhetoric: see section 7.3.2.  
270

 It is important to remember that ‘Demetrius’’ views on natural word order are part of his discussion 

of the simple style: he does not say that every sentence in any passage should start with tÚ per‹ o. 
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(xaraktØr fisxnÒw) differs from the other styles in the use of normal words and clear 

constructions. In some cases, ‘Demetrius’ describes the simple style with the term 

sunÆyhw, which means ‘usual’, ‘customary’, or ‘familiar’.
271

 It seems clear, then, that 

his ‘natural word order’ is nothing more than the word order of everyday language. 

While hyperbaton fits the elevated style, the fusikØ tãjiw is appropriate for the 

simple style.
272

 In other words, ‘Demetrius’’ concept of ‘nature’ does not correspond 

to the concept of ‘nature’ in Dionysius’ Comp. 5 but rather to his use of fÊsiw in other 

parts of his work (see section 5.2). In Dionysius’ experiment, the natural order 

represented logical and chronological priorities that can be found in reality. In 

‘Demetrius’’ account, however, ‘natural’ means ‘normal’ and ‘unmodified’, and his 

natural order contributes to the clarity of the information that is to be communicated.   

 

It should be noted that ‘Demetrius’ does not strictly adhere to the natural order of 

words, but makes clear that the reversed order is also allowed. This attitude points to a 

similarity between ‘Demetrius’ and Dionysius: both rhetoricians conclude, on the 

basis of literary examples, that there is more than one possible word order. And in 

both accounts, Homer is the authority that proves that one should not rigidly stick to 

one single arrangement of words. 

 

5.4.2. Natural word order according to ‘Longinus’ 

 

‘Longinus’, the author of On the Sublime, touches on the subject of natural word order 

in his discussion of hyperbaton:
273

 

 

‘Longinus’, On the Sublime 22.1: 

T∞w d¢ aÈt∞w fid°aw ka‹ tå Íperbatå yet°on. ¶sti d¢ l°jevn μ noÆsevn §k toË kat' 
ékolouy¤an kekinhm°nh tãjiw ka‹ oflone‹ <...> xaraktØr §nagvn¤ou pãyouw 
élhy°statow. …w går ofl t“ ˆnti ÙrgizÒmenoi μ foboÊmenoi μ éganaktoËntew μ ÍpÚ 
zhlotup¤aw μ ÍpÚ êllou tinÚw (pollå går ka‹ énar¤ymhta pãyh ka‹ oÈd' ín 
efipe›n tiw ıpÒsa dÊnaito) •kãstote parap¤ptontew êlla proy°menoi pollãkiw §p' 
êlla metaphd«si, m°sa tinå parembãllontew élÒgvw, e‰t' aÔyiw §p‹ tå pr«ta 
énakukloËntew ka‹ pãnth prÚw t∞w égvn¤aw, …w Íp' éstãtou pneÊmatow, tªde 
kéke›se égxistrÒfvw éntisp≈menoi tåw l°jeiw tåw noÆseiw tØn §k toË katå fÊsin 

                                                                                                                                       
Therefore, I do not agree with the analysis of Weil (1978 [1844]) 14, who remarks that ‘Demetrius’ 

‘uses exaggerated expressions to establish a theory which he has not himself practiced in the treatise 

which contains it.’  
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 See esp. ‘Demetrius’, Eloc. 60 and 190.  
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 Cf. Rhys Roberts (1969) 245. 
273

 For date and authorship of ‘Longinus’, On the Sublime, see the literature mentioned in section 1.5.  
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eflrmoË panto¤vw prÚw mur¤aw tropåw §nallãttousi tãjin, oÏtvw parå to›w 
ér¤stoiw suggrafeËsi diå t«n Íperbat«n ≤ m¤mhsiw §p‹ tå t∞w fÊsevw ¶rga 
f°retai. tÒte går ≤ t°xnh t°leiow ≤n¤k' ín fÊsiw e‰nai dokª, ≤ d' aÔ fÊsiw 
§pituxØw ˜tan lanyãnousan peri°x˙ tØn t°xnhn. 
 
‘In the same category we must place hyperbaton. This figure consists in arranging 

words and thoughts out of the logical sequence, and is, as it were, the truest mark of 

vehement emotion. Just as people who are really angry or frightened or indignant, or 

are carried away by jealousy or some other feeling — there are countless emotions, no 

one can say how many — often put forward one point and then spring off to another, 

irrationally inserting some remark, and then wheel round again to their original 

position and are all the time dragged rapidly about, this way and that, by their 

excitement, as by a constantly veering wind, and vary their words, thoughts and the 

order that springs from the natural sequence in innumerable ways — so, too, in the 

best prose writers the use of hyperbata allows imitation to approach the effects of 

nature. For art is only perfect when it looks like nature and nature succeeds only when 

she conceals latent art.’
274

 

 

The obscurity of this exposition on hyperbaton is not only caused by ‘Longinus’’ 

illustration of this figure by a leçon par l’exemple, but also by the fact that he uses the 

term ‘nature’ in two different ways.
275

 We have seen that for ‘Demetrius’ the ‘natural’ 

order was in fact the usual and unmodified word order. Likewise, ‘Longinus’ regards 

hyperbaton as a departure from the ‘logical order’ (ékolouy¤a) or from ‘the order 

that springs from the natural sequence’ (tØn §k toË katå fÊsin eflrmoË tãjin).
276

 On 

the other hand, the departure itself is also a natural phenomenon, both in reality and in 

language: the order in reality can be disturbed by a veering wind; in language, 

inversion of the natural order occurs when people speak with emotion.
277

 Thus, when 

prose writers consciously use the figure of hyperbaton, they in fact imitate ‘the effects 

of nature’ (tå t∞w fÊsevw ¶rga): their artistic use of hyperbaton imitates the natural 

type of expression of people who are carried away by emotion.
278

 The difference 

between the approaches of ‘Demetrius’ and ‘Longinus’ concerning natural word order 

can be explained in the following way. ‘Longinus’ is interested in the ‘sublime’ 
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 The translation is based on those of Russell (1964) 138 and Fyfe / Russell (1995). 
275

 On theory and example in ‘Longinus’ and ‘Demetrius’, see Innes (2002). 
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 For the term ékolouy¤a, see Sluiter (1990) 13-16 and section 5.2 of this study. 
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 The view that emotions influence the order of words is also found in the works of French 

grammarians of the eighteenth century, who borrowed their ideas partly from ‘Longinus’ and 

Dionysius of Halicarnassus. See Scaglione (1972) 222-282. 
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 Compare Dionysius’ idea (Is. 16.114,9-13) that natural style is the product of art imitating nature: 
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(Ïcow) rather than in different styles of writing. In On the Sublime, he lists five 

sources of the sublime: great thoughts, strong emotion, figures of thought and speech, 

noble diction and dignified word arrangement.
279

 The exposition of hyperbaton (Subl. 
22) is part of the discussion of figures (Subl. 16-29), but it is clear that for ‘Longinus’ 

this figure is also related to emotion and dignified composition: thus, hyperbaton is 

for several reasons a very effective technique for writers who want to achieve sublime 

expression. Therefore, the deviant word order is much more interesting for ‘Longinus’ 

than the fusikØ tãjiw that ‘Demetrius’ assigned to the simple style. It seems that 

‘Longinus’ has made an effort to prove that hyperbaton, although it differs from the 

‘natural’ order in a strict sense, is in fact not unnatural:280
 the idealistic view of nature 

(fÊsiw), according to which everything that is good is also natural, seems to have 

caused ‘Longinus’ to state that the order of words that is normally considered to be 

deviant, is in fact in agreement with nature.
281

 

 

Just like Dionysius, ‘Longinus’ uses a terminology that is philosophically coloured. 

Terms like ékolouy¤a (see section 5.2 above) and eflrmÒw are typically Stoic; and so 

is the word ≤nvm°na, which occurs in the subsequent passage, where ‘Longinus’ adds 

that hyperbaton is used to separate tå fÊsei ≤nvm°na (‘things that are unite by 

nature’).
282

 In Stoic philosophy, the word eflrmÒw occurs in the discussion of fate: fate 

(eflmarm°nh) is a ‘concatenation of causes’ (eflrmÒw afiti«n), which is explained as ‘an 

inescapable ordering and interconnexion’ (tãjiw ka‹ §pisÊndesiw éparãbatow).
283

 

The Stoics thought that a certain rational order, which was created by the divine 

lÒgow, was present in the entire cosmos.
284

 The words tãjiw, ékolouy¤a and eflrmÒw 
refer to this rational order, indicating that each thing follows logically from another 

thing (see also section 5.2).
285

 These philosophical ideas seem to have left some traces 

in ‘Longinus’ terminology. When he mentions ‘the (word) order that springs from the 

natural sequence’ (tØn §k toË katå fÊsin eflrmoË tãjin), ‘Longinus’ seems to be 
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 Quintilian (Inst. 9.4.26) seems to struggle with the same problem, and he therefore emphasises that 
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thing follows another, ékolouy¤a adding the idea that one thing follows from another, i.e. introducing a 

notion of causal nexus. Often, however, these words seem to be used as mere synonyms.’ 
285

 See SVF II.920.  



CHAPTER 5 284 

thinking of a use of language that perfectly mirrors the reality to which it refers. In 

this respect, his concept of natural word order corresponds to that of Dionysius of 

Halicarnassus, who, as we have seen, experimented with verses that reflected as much 

as possible the logical order of things in reality. 

 

In the rhetorical debate on the natural order of words, ‘Longinus’ takes a special 

stand. We recall that Dionysius of Halicarnassus altogether rejected his logical 

concept of natural word order, because it turned out to be useless. ‘Demetrius’ 

adopted ≤ fusikØ tãjiw in his rhetorical theory: for him, natural word order was 

identical with the unmodified word order of normal language, which belonged to the 

simple style. ‘Longinus’, however, goes even further. He agrees that there is a certain 

normal or logical order that can be called ‘natural’, but at the same time he argues that 

the departure and variation from the normal order is also in a certain way in 

agreement with nature: thus, the unnatural order (both in reality and in language) is in 

fact also natural. 

 

5.4.3. Natural word order according to Quintilian 

 

Having dealt with three different approaches to natural word order found in Greek 

rhetoric and literary criticism, we finally turn to Roman theory. Quintilian’s treatment 

of naturalis ordo is part of his account on compositio. According to Quintilian, 

composition consists of three necessary elements, namely word order (ordo), linkage 

(iunctura) and rhythm (numerus).
286

 In his discussion of ordo, Quintilian first 

explains that ‘sentences should grow and rise’ (augeri enim debent sententiae et 
insurgere): stronger words should follow weaker words, so that the sentence does not 

end in an anticlimax. Next, there follows a passage on natural word order:
287

 

 

 (23) Est et alius naturalis ordo, ut ‘uiros ac feminas’, ‘diem ac noctem’, ‘ortum et 
occasum’ dicas potius, quamquam et288 retrorsum. (24) Quaedam ordine permutato 
fiunt superuacua, ut ‘fratres gemini’: nam si ‘gemini’ praecesserint, ‘fratres’ addere 
non est necesse. Illa nimia quorundam fuit obseruatio, ut uocabula uerbis, uerba 
rursus aduerbiis, nomina adpositis et pronomin<a nomin>ibus289 essent priora: nam 
fit contra quoque frequenter non indecore. (25) Nec non et illud nimiae superstitionis, 
uti quaeque sint tempore, ea facere etiam ordine priora, non quin frequenter sit hoc 
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melius, sed quia interim plus ualent ante gesta ideoque leuioribus superponenda sunt. 
(26) Verbo sensum cludere multo, si compositio patiatur, optimum est: in uerbis enim 
sermonis uis est. Si id asperum erit, cedet haec ratio numeris, ut fit apud summos 
Graecos Latinosque oratores frequentissime. Sine dubio erit omne quod non cludet 
hyperbaton, sed ipsum hoc inter tropos uel figuras, quae sunt uirtutes, receptum est. 
(27) Non enim ad pedes uerba dimensa sunt, ideoque ex loco transferuntur in locum, 
ut iungantur quo congruunt maxime, sicut in structura saxorum rudium etiam ipsa 
enormitas inuenit cui adplicari et in quo possit insistere. Felicissimus tamen sermo 
est cui et rectus ordo et apta iunctura et cum his numerus oportune cadens contigit. 
 
‘(23) There is also a natural order: “men and women”, “day and night”, “rising and 

setting”, though the reverse does occur also. (24) Some words become superfluous 

when you change the order. Take fratres gemini, “twin brothers”: if gemini has come 

first, there is no need to add fratres. The rule given by some theorists, that nouns 

should precede verbs, verbs adverbs, nouns adjectives, and pronouns nouns, is much 

too rigid, for the contrary order is often excellent. (25) Another piece of gross 

superstition is the idea that as things come first in time, so they should also come first 

in order. It is not that this is not frequently the better course, but earlier events are 

sometimes more important and so have to be given a position of climax over the less 

significant. (26) If composition allows, it is much best to end with a verb, for the force 

of language is in the verbs. If this proves harsh, the principle will give way to rhythm, 

as often happens in the greatest orators, both Greek and Latin. Of course, every verb 

which does not come at the end will give us a hyperbaton; but this itself counts as a 

trope or a figure, and these are good features. (27) The point is that words are not 

measured according to metrical feet; they are therefore moved from one place to 

another so as to join where they fit best, just as, in constructions made of unhewn 

stones, the irregularity itself suggests the right stones which each piece can fit or rest 

upon. However the most successful style is that in which natural order, well-fitting 

linkage and appropriate rhythm are all found.’   

 

Quintilian’s treatment of word order has been described as ‘scanty and 

unsystematic’.
290

 I do not agree with this conclusion, at least not as far as his 

discusion of naturalis ordo is concerned. Part of the confusion on the side of modern 

interpreters may have been caused by the fact that Quintilian is doing two things at the 

same time. On the one hand, he seems to be reacting to Dionysius of Halicarnassus, 

whose logical principles of natural word order are refuted in Inst. 9.4.24-25. On the 

other hand, Quintilian himself offers a more pragmatic account of natural word order, 
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which is closely connected to his earlier view that ‘sentences should grow’, and which 

implies that the most forceful words should be placed at the end of the sentence. We 

will first deal with Quintilian’s refutation of the rigid, logical principles of natural 

word order that he probably found in Dionysius, and next with his own, more 

pragmatic ideas. 

 

In Inst. 9.4.24, Quintilian rejects the theory of ‘certain people’ (quorundam) that 

nouns should precede verbs, verbs adverbs, substantives adjectives, and pronouns 

nouns: ‘for the contrary order is often not unbecoming’ (nam fit contra quoque 
frequenter non indecore). This passage appears like a perfect summary of Dionysius’ 

chapter on natural word order, where, as we have seen, Homeric verses proved that 

beauty and attractiveness do not depend on the order of grammatical unities. 

According to the manuscripts, the idea of some people was that ‘nouns should be 

placed before adjectives and pronouns’ (nomina adpositis et pronominibus essent 
priora). However, if we compare this statement with Dionysius’ rule tåw 
dÉéntonomas¤aw <protãttein> t«n proshgorik«n, we will easily see that Naylor’s 

simple correction (... pronomina nominibus essent priora) is without any doubt 

correct.
291

 It seems clear, then, that Quintilian’s quorundam obseruatio (‘the theory of 

some people’) refers directly to Dionysius’ experiment concerning natural word order. 

Quintilian refers to Dionysius three times in total, and two of these references occur in 

book 9 of the Institutio oratoria, namely in the sections on figures and on prose 

rhythm.292
 Besides, Quintilian’s comparison between rhetorical composition and a 

construction of stones (structura saxorum, Inst. 9.4.27) seems to be based on the 

analogy that Dionysius draws in Comp. 6 (see below).  

 

Apart from the grammatical rules (nouns before verbs, verbs before adverbs, etc.), 

Quintilian also refutes Dionysius’ third principle of natural word order, according to 

which things that are prior in time should also be prior in word order (see section 

5.3.5 above). Quintilian’s formulation (uti quaeque sint tempore, ea facere etiam 
ordine priora) closely resembles Dionysius’ rule: ˜pvw tå prÒtera to›w xrÒnoiw ka‹ 
tª tãjei prÒtera lambãnhtai.293

 Like Dionysius, Quintilian rejects this piece of 

‘superstition’, but his argument has often been misunderstood. He states that the idea 

that word order should follow the chronological sequence of events is wrong, non 
quin frequenter sit hoc melius, sed quia interim plus ualent ante gesta ideoque 
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leuioribus superponenda sunt. Many modern scholars have thought that superponere 
means ‘to put before’.

294
 Thus, according to Scaglione, Quintilian states that ‘certain 

events which occurred earlier must be mentioned first not really for that reason [sc. 

that they occurred earlier], but because they happen to be more important.’
295

 This 

interpretation is wrong, for superponere does not mean ‘to place before’, but ‘to place 

after’.
296

 In fact, Quintilian says that earlier events, if they are more important, should 

be placed after the later events: this argumentation perfectly fits his view that stronger 

words should be placed at the end of a sentence, and that sentences should ‘grow and 

rise’.
297

 Again, Quintilian prefers a pragmatic approach to the ‘superstitious’ idea that 

language should perfectly mirror the order of reality. For Quintilian, word order is not 

the representation of a logical or chronological order in the real world; it should not be 

based on priorities that exist in reality, but rather on the requirements of clear 

communication and on the rhetorical effects that one wishes to achieve. Quintilian is 

more explicit about this kind of considerations than Dionysius. The differences 

between the approaches of the two rhetoricians are of course also related to the fact 

that they focus on two different languages: it should be noted that Quintilian’s view 

that the most important information should be placed at the end of the sentence fits 

only Latin, and not Greek syntax.
298

 

 

Quintilian rejects the logical and chronological principles that Dionysius discussed in 

Comp. 5, but he also expresses his own views on naturalis ordo. To begin with, 

Quintilian refers to a number of fixed expressions, each of which consists of two 

opposed notions: ‘men and women’, ‘day and night’, and ‘rising and setting’. Why is 

the word order in these expressions natural? In the first instance, the answer seems to 

be that this is the customary way of speaking. But there might be still another factor at 

work, namely the implicit view that in each of the formulas mentioned a positive 

notion precedes a negative notion. In that case, this implicit idea of natural order 

would correspond to one of the distinctions that Aristotle made concerning the use of 

the word ‘prior’ (which we have discussed in section 5.3.5 above):
299

 Aristotle tells us 

that ‘what is better and more valued’ (tÚ b°ltion ka‹ tÚ timi≈teron) is often thought 
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to be ‘prior by nature’ (prÒteron tª fÊsei). We have already seen that Dionysius of 

Halicarnassus’ principles corresponded to two other usages of the word ‘prior’ that 

Aristotle distinguishes. Whether the order of uiros ac feminas, diem ac noctem and 

ortum et occasum is based only on customary usage or on a supposed priority of 

positive over negative notions, it is clear that Quintilian does not rigidly stick to this 

‘natural’ order of words. Just like ‘Demetrius’ (ka‹ tÚ ¶mpalin, Eloc. 200), Quintilian 

explicitly mentions that the reversed order is also possible: quamquam et 
retrorsum.

300
 

 

Next, Quintilian remarks that, in some cases, change of the natural word order will 

make certain words superfluous: fratres gemini seems to be the natural order, because 

after gemini the word frates is not anymore necessary. Dionysius of Halicarnassus did 

not discuss this aspect of word order, but it is possible that Quintilian’s remark is 

somehow related to Dionysius’ order of appellative and proper nouns.
301

 Gemini is not 

a proper noun, but it is more specific than fratres. Dionysius’ order of appellative 

noun and proper noun was, as we have seen, based on the Stoic idea that the 

‘commonly qualified individuals’ precede ‘the peculiarly qualified individuals’.
302

 It 

is possible that Quintilian thought that the order of appellative nouns and proper 

nouns, mentioned by Dionysius, was based on the idea that a general qualification 

would become superfluous (supervacua) if a more specific qualification preceded it. 

If this is true, Quintilian’s example of ‘twins’ and ‘brothers’ may be considered a 

reformulation of Dionysius’ rule concerning appellative and proper nouns. 

 

Having rejected the useless grammatical rules that Dionysius had tested in his 

experiment, Quintilian draws up a grammatical principle of his own, which is 

particularly appropriate to the Latin language:
303

 verbs should be placed at the end of 

the sentence, ‘because the force of language is in the verbs’ (in verbis enim sermonis 
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vis est).304
 By consequence, he adds, every sentence that does not end with a verb will 

be a case of hyperbaton. But Quintilian hastens to say that hyperbaton belongs to the 

tropes or figures, which are ‘good features’ (virtutes). Here, Quintilian seems to 

struggle with the same problem as ‘Longinus’: if hyperbaton is a departure from the 

natural order, it might easily appear to be wrong. ‘Longinus’ solved the problem by 

pointing out that the deviant order is also natural (since it occurs when people are 

moved by emotions); in a similar way, Quintilian emphasises that hyperbaton is a 

virtus, and that it occurs in the greatest orators, both Greek and Latin.
305

 We may 

compare the passages in which Dionysius hesitates whether a deviating expression is 

a figure or a solecism (section 5.2). It is for the sake of rhythm that one could break 

the rule of ending the sentence with a verb, according to Quintilian. His 

argumentation for the precedence of rhythm over natural word order strongly reminds 

us of Dionysius’ ideas on prose rhythm. Words have to be transposed from one place 

to another for the reason that ‘they are not measured according to metrical feet’ (non 
ad pedes verba dimensa sunt).306

 This statement is then illustrated with the analogy of 

a construction of unhewd stones (structura saxorum rudium), which evokes 

Dionysius’ views on the architectural character of composition (see sections 4.3.1 and 

4.3.2).
307

 Quintilian concludes that the ideal style is the one in which the three aspects 

of composition, rectus ordo, ‘well-fitting linkage’ (apta iunctura) and ‘appropriate 

rhythm’ (cum his numerus oportune cadens) are all present. Rectus ordo seems to be 

identical with the naturalis ordo.
308

 Another passage where the expression rectus ordo 
occurs suggests that this is the normal and unmodified order of words, as it occurs in 

everyday language.
309

 Thus, for Quintilian, natural word order seems to be the 

unmodified and customary order of words: rectus ordo entails that verbs are placed at 

the end of the sentence, but the order can be changed for the sake of rhythm and 

effective linkage (iunctura).  

 

To conclude this discussion, I would like to emphasise that Quintilian’s view on the 

position of verbs is not based on any logical consideration, but rather on the more 

general idea that in Latin the most significant information should have its place at the 
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end of the sentence.
310

 In other words, Quintilian, just like ‘Demetrius’, presents a 

pragmatic account of natural word order, which may indeed be regarded as more 

useful for rhetorical writing than the logical approach that Dionysius of Halicarnassus 

had proven to be wrong. 

 

5.5. Conclusion  

 

In this chapter, I have discussed Dionysius of Halicarnassus’ views on natural style 

and syntax in general, and natural word order in particular. I have distinguished 

between two concepts of the ‘natural’ that we find in Dionysius’ works.  

 

First, we have dealt with Dionysius’ general ideas on natural style, syntax and word 

order. We have seen that ‘the natural’ (tÚ fusikÒn) is a central concept throughout 

his works. Many aspects of texts are described in terms of ‘natural’ or ‘unnatural’, 

both on the level of thoughts and on the level of expression. Dionysius frequently 

objects to a style that he regards as unnatural, by which he means that a writer 

deviates too much from normal usage; this can be the case both in vocabulary and in 

aspects of word order and syntax. In Dionysius’ view, orators should always make 

themselves clear, and not only to the intellectual few. In his later works, Dionysius 

adopts a grammatical framework, including ideas on ékolouy¤a and ı katãllhlow 
lÒgow which enables him to analyse more closely the particular aspects of unnatural 

compositions. At the same time, he usefully applies the method of metathesis, by 

which he is able to point out the exact differences between a deviating and a more 

customary style.     

 

Next, we have focused on On Composition 5, in which Dionysius uses a different 

concept of natural word order. Here, word order is mainly determined by the rules of 

logic and ontology. I have argued that Dionysius’ experiment on natural word order is 

largely inspired by Stoic ideas on language. In particular, the order of the Stoic 

categories seems to underlie the supposedly natural order of the parts of speech in 

Comp. 5. Finally, we have compared Dionysius’ views with the ideas of three other 

critics and rhetoricians. This comparison has once more made it clear that the term 

‘nature’ can be used in very different ways. ‘Demetrius’ takes a more pragmatic 

approach to the concept of natural word order than Dionysius. ‘Longinus’ is 

determined to show that deviating word order is in fact also natural. And Quintilian 

not only rejects the ‘superstitious’ ideas with which Dionysius experimented, but also 

argues for a word order that is rhetorically efficient. 
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Our examinations in this chapter have clearly illustrated the close connections 

between grammar, philosophy and rhetoric in Dionysius’ works. In On Composition 
5, Dionysius decides to reject the logical approach to the problem of word order. But 

his analyses of style in other parts of his work make use of a grammatical apparatus 

that foreshadows the syntactic work of Apollonius Dyscolus. It has become manifest 

that Dionysius’ discussions of natural style and syntax are built on a sophisticated 

knowledge of linguistic matters, which combines ideas from grammar and Stoic 

philosophy. With this observation we conclude our investigations into Dionysius’ use 

of the parts of speech, which has been the object of our attention in chapters 3-5. In 

order to illuminate Dionysius’ integration of language disciplines further, we will now 

turn to his views on prose, poetry and poetic prose. 




