
striking. Visitors enjoy the sight of Praxiteles’ Aphrodite, who is naked plh̀n o� sa t}̃
e� tér} ceirì th̀n ai� dw̃ lelhqótwv e� pikrúptein. It is possible that Ovid too was thinking
of such a statue when he wrote: ‘ipsa Venus pubem, quotiens velamina ponit/prote-
gitur laeva semireducta manu’ (AA 2.613–14).17

The play of allusions is stunning: the girl, analogized to a statue, hides her
Eu� rẃtav, even as the description of her supple buttocks summons up descriptions

of a statue of that very river. What she hides, however, is a part that is dank in
another and, for the poet, less appealing way—and this too lies hidden in the
river’s name.
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POLYBIUS ON ‘SEEING’ AND ‘HEARING’: 12.271

(§1) dueĩn gàr o� ntwn katà fúsin w� v a� n ei� tinwn o� rgánwn h� mĩn, oi� v pánta punqanómeqa kaì
polupragmonoũmen [a� koh̃v kaì o� rásewv], a� lhqinwtérav d� ou� shv ou� mikrw̃¼ th̃v o� rásewv katà
tòn �Hrákleiton – o� fqalmoì gàr tw̃n w� twn a� kribésteroi márturev – (§2) toútwn Tímaiov th̀n
h� díw mén, h� ttw dè tw̃n o� dw̃n w� rmhse pròv tò polupragmoneĩn. (§3) tw̃n mèn gàr dià th̃v
o� rásewv ei� v télov a� pésth, tw̃n dè dià th̃v a� koh̃v a� ntepoih́sato. kaì taúthv (di)mer(oũv) ou� shv
tinóv, toũ mèn dià tw̃n u� pomnhmátwn ���2 tò dè perì tàv a� nakríseiv r� a¼qúmwv a� nestráfh,
kaqáper e� n toĩv a� nẃteron h� mĩn dedh́lwtai. (§4) di� h� n d� ai� tían taúthn e� sce th̀n ai� resin eu� cerèv
katamaqeĩn. o� ti tà mèn e� k tw̃n bublíwn dúnatai polupragmoneĩsqai cwrìv kindúnou kaì
kakopaqeíav. e� án tiv au� tò toũto pronohq}̃ mónon w� ste labeĩn h� pólin e� cousan u� pomnhmátwn
plh̃qov h� bublioqh́khn pou geitniw̃san. (§5) loipòn katakeímenon e� reunãn deĩ tò zhtoúmenon kaì
sugkrínein tàv tw̃n progegonótwn suggraféwn a� gnoíav a� neu páshv kakopaqeíav. (§6) h� dè
polupragmosúnh pollh̃v mèn prosdeĩtai talaipwríav kaì dapánhv, méga dé ti sumbálletai kaì
mégistón e� sti mérov th̃v i� storíav. Polybius 12.27.1–6 (ed. Büttner-Wobst)

(§1) We naturally have two, as it were, tools, by which we learn and research everything,
[hearing and sight,] but of these the sight is by a long way more truthful, according to
Heraclitus—for the eyes are more accurate witnesses than the ears. (§2) Of these Timaeus
embarked on his research by the more pleasant but lesser route. (§3) For he completely
avoided the things done through sight, but applied himself to the things done through
hearing. And given that the latter has two parts, <he engaged in> the part that is done
through documents, but acted lazily in the part involving examining witnesses, as I showed
earlier. (§4) It is easy to understand his reason for making this choice. Things from books
can be researched without danger and hardship, if the person simply has the foresight to
adopt a city well-supplied in documents or a library somewhere nearby. (§5) All that is left
is to lie back and search out what one is looking for and compare the mistakes of previous his-
torians without any hardship. (§6) But polypragmosyne3 needs a great deal of labour and
expense, but is immensely useful and is the most important part of history.

In this famous passage Polybius, like various other ancient historians, distinguishes
between two methods of researching history: by the ‘eyes’—primarily personal

17 M. Janka, Ovid Ars Amatoria. Buch 2. Kommentar (Heidelberg, 1997), ad loc. suggests
that the reference is to the Cnidian Aphrodite of Praxiteles or, more probably, to a statue that
stood on the Capitoline hill.

1 My thanks to Roger Brock, Malcolm Heath and Chris Pelling for their comments on earlier
drafts of this note.

2 The lacuna must cover some phrase like ‘engaged in’: Büttner-Wobst proposes mérouv
filopónwv a� nteíceto, Pédech suggests h� yato.

3 For the significance of this word see below.
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autopsy—or by the ‘ears’—hearsay, including reading earlier accounts.4 But Frank
Walbank has recently claimed that the argument here is internally contradictory:5

Polybius, while initially (§1) asserting the superiority of ‘seeing’ over ‘hearing’,

goes on (§3) to identify interrogating eye-witnesses as part of the function of the
‘hearing’, and then (§6) to call it ‘the most important part of history’ (mégistón
e� sti mérov th̃v i� storíav).6 However, Walbank’s interpretation is based on a misreading

of the argument of the passage—albeit an understandable one, given the looseness of
Polybius’ wording. It is worth setting out both the error and the solution in a little
detail, since the logic of the passage has never received a proper analysis.

Walbank appears to assume the following analysis:

(A) Polybius (§1) distinguishes ‘seeing’ from ‘hearing’, but claims (§2) that Timaeus

(his target here, as elsewhere in Book 12) only engaged in the latter.
(B) Polybius then (§3) divides hearing into (i) that involving reading documents (toũ
mèn dià tw̃n u� pomnhmátwn) and (ii) questioning eye-witnesses (tò dè perì tàv
a� nakríseiv), and here too Timaeus (he alleges) engaged only in (i).
(C) In order to explain Timaeus’ choice, Polybius introduces an elaborate antithesis:
reading documents (tà mèn e� k tw̃n bublíwn) can be done safely (§§4–5), whereas (§6)
h� dè polupragmosúnh pollh̃v . . . prosdeĩtai talaipwríav kaì dapánhv; this is mégistón
. . . mérov th̃v i� storíav.

Thus it is natural, as Walbank does, to take the antithesis in (C) as elaborating on
the division in (B), with tà mèn e� k tw̃n bublíwn corresponding to toũ mèn dià tw̃n
u� pomnhmátwn, and h� dè polupragmosúnh to tò dè perì tàv a� nakríseiv. According to
this, h� polupragmosúnh refers to questioning eye-witnesses, and it is that which is

being described as ‘the most important part of history’.
However, although Polybius’ antitheses appear naturally to invite such a reading, it

is not a possible one, for two reasons:

(a) Earlier in the passage (§§1, 2, 4) Polybius three times uses polupragmoneĩn to
describe any form of historical research, including through reading books—he

indeed uses it in the first part of the antithesis in (C) to describe Timaeus’
own activity. And this is entirely consistent with Polybius’ usage elsewhere
(see esp. 12.25e.1, 12.25i.2, 12.26.9, 12.27a.3, 12.28a.3–4).7 Hence it cannot

4 On this distinction see J. Marincola, Authority and Tradition in Ancient Historiography
(Cambridge, 1997), 63–86.

5 F. W. Walbank, Polybius, Rome and the Hellenistic World (Cambridge, 2002), 10.
Walbank had thirty years earlier (Polybius (Berkeley, 1972), 72–3) identified the same contra-
diction as arising, not within 12.27, but between 12.4c.3 (in which questioning eye-witnesses is
described as kuriẃtaton th̃v i� storíav) and 12.28a.7 (in which punqánesqai parà tw̃n ei� dótwn
e� kasta tw̃n pragmátwn is implied to be tò pántwn e� láciston kaì r� ã¼ston). In this case,
however, the reason for the discrepancy appears to be that in the latter passage Polybius is
making a distinction between the mere listening to witnesses and the background knowledge
which gives one the ability to cross-examine them properly—the former is easy and unimpor-
tant, the latter is vital. Cf. G. Schepens, ‘Some Aspects of Source-Theory in Greek
Historiography’, Ancient Society 6 (1975), 257–74 [at 268–72]; K. Sacks, Polybius on the
Writing of History (Berkeley, 1981), 203–9.

6 The question of whether there is an internal contradiction in 12.27 is separate from the more
commonly discussed question of whether the argument in 12.27 is compatible with the position
that Polybius adopts elsewhere, especially 12.25e: on this see e.g. G. Schepens. ‘The Bipartite
and Tripartite Divisions of history in Polybius (XII 25e & 27)’, Ancient Society 5 (1974), 277–
87; Sacks (n. 5), 21–66, especially 24–6.

7 Contra Sacks (n. 5), 56–8, who denies that there is any consistency in Polybius’ use of the
word, except that it is ‘throughout book xii. . . associated with toil, expense, and danger’ (57).
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be the case that the cognate noun is here used to mean the questioning of eye-wit-
nesses specifically as opposed to other forms of investigation.

(b) In order to demonstrate the truth of his contention here, Polybius goes on

(12.27.7–11) to cite in support Ephorus, Theopompus, and Homer. But he
does not cite them because they endorse the importance of questioning witnesses,
but because they support the importance of the historian’s possession of personal

knowledge, both in terms of autopsy of the specific events (which is Ephorus’
point) and wider experience of such things as warfare and oratory (which is
what he derives from Theopompus and Homer). §6 must therefore include

these aspects of historical writing.

The real interpretation is ready to hand. The antithesis in (C) does not in fact elab-

orate on the division in (B). What it rather does is introduce a new contrast between
Timaeus’ lack of effort and research, and the hard work of the good historian. Thus h�
polupragmosúnh in §6 refers to all the historian’s activities in research, exactly as it

does elsewhere in the passage. But, crucially, it is prescriptive rather than descriptive
(hence prosdeĩtai)—this is the sort of effort that is required if research is to be done
properly.8 And it is research involving such effort—which thus includes both ques-
tioning eyewitnesses and autopsy—which is described as mégistón . . . mérov th̃v
i� storíav, and which is then justified by reference to Ephorus, Theopompus, and
Homer. This is loose phrasing on Polybius’ part, since it is not h� polupragmosúnh
as a whole which is the subject of the second half of the sentence, as the strict

grammar implies, but only the type of polupragmosúnh which conforms to the con-
ditions set out in the first part of the sentence. It is however comprehensible, and
the only reading which makes sense of both the logic and the wording.

Consequently Polybius’ reasoning in this passage is entirely consistent. History-
writing can be divided into that requiring effort (including both autopsy and interro-
gating witnesses), and that which does not (using books). The former is ‘the most
important part of history’. But the history-writing which requires effort can itself

be further subdivided into that which involves ‘seeing’ and that which involves
‘hearing’, and of those, the former is more accurate than the latter. The inferior effort-
less research, on the other hand, is all done by ‘hearing’.
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The king of Assyria has ordered his friend Combabus to accompany queen Stratonice
to the Holy City and there to help her to build a votive temple to Hera. Immediately

This is doubly wrong. Polybius uses the term in this context to refer to research (of any sort), and
the examples that Sacks gives of different meanings are simply specific applications within that
general semantic range. And Polybius explicitly uses the term of the researches of Timaeus,
which he directly says did not involve toil, expense, and danger.

8 With Polybius’ sentiments here one can compare Thucydides 1.20.3, who likewise points
out the general need for talaipwría if one is to determine the truth; so too Theopompus FGrH
115F26 (¼ Dion. Hal., Pomp. 6) emphasizes the importance to the historian of paraskeuh́ and
dapánh.

1 I am grateful to Professor Donald Russell for helpful comments.
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