Expansion and contraction in Thucydides
A case Study  3.98.4
Tedd Wimperis an entering graduate student at Chapel Hill emailed me a good question. Here’s my response:

Dear Tedd:

At the very beginning of your graduate education you  really went to my web site and  read my draft on the Mycalessus episode.  Thanks for taking the time and for asking a good question: “…  [Thucydides]  discusses events sometimes in great detail and sometimes with only the bare minimum, varying the emotional force of his account.  … what do you think is his purpose in crafting his History in such a way?” That’s the sort of Big Question run-of-the-mill academics make their living by avoiding.   Good for you for posing it .  You are right, too, in pointing to the contrast between Thucydides’ carefully shaped  narrative and modern historical writing where proportion is often governed by the quantity of available documentation. 
Let me try to answer your question by zooming in to a couple of sentences in  his account of the Aetolian disaster in book three.  On a very small scale it seems to me revealing about a pattern that recurs throughout the History and hence may tell us a lot about Thucydides. 

Everything has gone wrong with the Athenian plan; their Locrian allies don’t arrive; the Aetolians are much fiercer than the Athenians  had been led to expect; the archers on the Athenian side run out of arrows; their captain is killed; finally the Athenian line breaks and the fleeing troops are slaughtered.  Thucydides describes the rout in vivid detail and then seems to draw his narrative to a close.
Many of the allies were killed, and about one hundred and twenty Athenian heavy infantry, (3.98.4, trans Crawley)
That should do it.  Following his usual practice he should report the death of a senior officer, “Among the slain was also Procles, ther colleague of Demosthenes,” and get on with the story.    But for Thucydides the numbers do not suffice; he has to expand.  “Such was the number (tosouton men to plethos)”, he writes, and we expect  from the men that a contrast is coming.  But there is no counterbalancing de. It’s not a contrast but an extension of the assessment of the loss:
…and in the very prime of life.

Why does he add that detail?   Thucydides has given us no reason to doubt that the Athenians sent first rate troops on this important  expedition.  Of course they were young and strong. 

In any case, nothing more is necessary; but Thucydides  still can’t let go.   The intensity of the loss demands something more,  the sort of superlative one might hear in an epideictic speech, a funeral oration back home in the Ceramicus.:
These were by far the best men (beltistoi de andres)  during  this war to have fallen.  

Even that is not quite sufficient; rather awkwardly, he inserts another prepositional phrase, “from the city of the Athenians”.  Needles, someone might object; of course, they were from Athens.  Verbose, someone might complain: no need to say ‘the city of the Athenians’ when ‘Athens’ would do perfectly well.  But the expansion does its work; it turns the reader’s eyes from the grisly battle slaughter back to the city from which these brave young men marched out not so long before.

I can’t explain the movement of this passage except by using the word pathos,; every detail heightens the feeling of loss.   Maybe as you read and re-read Thucydides you will test out this hypothesis – when the normally succinct Thucydides expands his narrative, he does so to focus on the pathos of the situation.  That may not be right; it may be only partially right; but it seems to me worth testing.

 But let me suggest something beyond that and ask how we should visualize Thucydides .  It is one of those unanswerable questions that have to be asked.

 Is he old Professor Dry-as-Dust, in  his cluttered study, surrounded by little slips of papyrus , the remnants of conversations, transcriptions of documents gathered over a life time, drafting a book that refuses to flow smoothly from his stylus?  Shall we see him late in life, worn down by years of exile, difficulties,  imagined and unimagined, struggling to get the book done and out? An old scholar, still hard at work?: Maybe, that’s not so far from the way an ancient sculptor represented him in a portrait bust, one that has, I think,   fixed the image of Thucydides in  our minds.

But to me that  is too easy, too familiar, too contemporary.   Better to imagine him  as a young man caught in war -- not the old man he  became all too swiftly, but  someone  just old enough to recognize at the very beginning of the war that it would be something great (1.1.1.).  All we know for sure is that he must have been at least thirty to be elected a general in 424. But perhaps he was not born much before 454.  That would make him a fast rising aspirant to command in the early years of the war, probably in  his early or mind  twenties when the war broke out in 431.  
Your age, not mine. 
And he would still have been in his twenties when the Aetolian disaster took place.  Those who died were his comrades in arms, men with whom  he was bonded in the depths of his soul.  
What can one do in the face of such loss?  Carry on, as valiantly as possible. Yes, of course. But for some of us, under any shadow of such circumstances one has to write. Write, as honestly as one can,  write with constraint but also with passion . Write.
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