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Some Techniques in the Latin Study Design

 L.INDSAY ZOCH

The list of techniques in the VCE Latin 
Study Design was substantially revised 
in 2011, and promulgated in 2012, and 

whatever its shortcomings it is fixed for the next 
few years at least. Teachers are free to mention 
other techniques in their own classrooms, 
of course, and indeed to test them in their 
school-based assessments during the year; but 
only those on the official list can appear in the 
examination in November. 

Likewise, we are bound by the definitions 
provided in the Study Design, and it is these 
definitions which I want consider in this essay. 
I have no problem with the definitions as such, 
though one or two of them are vague and open 
to interpretation. The difficulty is that in some 
cases the same terms are defined differently 
elsewhere, and while some of these differences 
are trivial or purely semantic, others are more 
significant. Moreover, some of the alternative 
definitions appear in works which we use 
ourselves or recommend to our students, for 
example the recent editions of Books 1, 4 
and 6 of the Aeneid by Keith Maclennan. The 
plan is to consider four techniques on this 
occasion - alliteration, assonance, chiasmus 
and apostrophe - and then in a future paper to 
look at one or two others which present similar 
difficulties, in particular hendiadys and tricolon.

1. Alliteration and Assonance 

Our definitions state that alliteration is ‘the 
repetition of a consonant’ and assonance ‘the 
repetition of vowel sounds’. James Morwood 
agrees in his 1999 Latin grammar book, but 
Keith Maclennan has something different in 
his edition of Aeneid 4, and so does Peter Jones 
in his recent book Reading Virgil. Neither of 
these writers distinguishes, as we do, between 
consonants and vowels, the former talking only 
about similar letters and sounds, the latter, for 
the most part, about similar sounds or syllables. 
They are not alone; many other writers define 
alliteration in the same way, and either fail to talk 
about assonance at all, or reserve the term for 
cases of non-initial vowel repetition. Glancing 

back at Roger Hornsby’s 1967 book Reading 
Latin Poetry, we find that alliteration is ‘repetition 
of the same sound, usually the consonant, at 
the beginning of two or more words’, and the 
Macquarie Dictionary states that alliteration is ‘the 
commencement of two or more words of a word 
group with the same letter, as in [the phrase] 
apt alliteration’s artful aid.’ L.P. Wilkinson gives a 
similar case of ‘alliteration’ in his book Golden 
Latin Artistry, a case from Ennius involving three 
successive E words (eum esse exitium, p25).1

The discrepancy is important and to be noted 
by practising teachers. It caused a problem 
for some students in the 2012 examination, 
which contained a question on Aeneid 12.731. 
The question required students to explain the 
technique ‘of which arrectaeque amborum acies…is 
an example’. The correct answer (assuming it 
had to be a non-metrical technique) had to be 
assonance, not alliteration, because the repeated 
letter is a vowel not a consonant. But Maclennan 
would have to say alliteration, or whichever 
one you like, take your pick, because both his 
definitions are satisfied: adjacent words begin 
with the same letter, and words which are close 
to each other have identical or similar sounds. If 
pressed, he might well say alliteration, as a few 
students did, since he uses this term to describe 
the similar case provided by Dido’s words 
about Sychaeus at 4.28-29, amores / abstulit. 

2. Chiasmus 

The definition of chiasmus is also problematical, 
and there are two problems. One is that our 
definition is brief and consequently a little vague; 
the second is that other definitions are broader 
than ours, and allow for cases which certainly 
occur here and there in the Aeneid, and which 
teachers might naturally wish to mention in 
their classrooms if they occur in the prescribed 
lines. Let’s consider these two problems in turn. 
Neither poses a major difficulty, but like those 
mentioned above they need to be understood 
and kept in mind, especially in the lead up to 
the examination in November.

1  Wilkinson (1963), 25.
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Our definition states that chiasmus occurs when 
we have ‘pairs of words where the order of the 
second pair reverses the order of the first’. This 
is fine as far as it goes, since it clearly entails 
the necessary criss-crossing pattern AB-BA. But 
what might count as a pair of words, AB or BA? 
Well, presumably pairs of similar words, that is 
to say pairs with similar parts of speech, or else 
it would not make sense to talk about reversing 
the order. But is this the only restriction, or can 
any criss-crossing word pattern involving similar 
parts of speech count as an instance of the 
figure? The answer is no, and the reason is that 
the pairs of words must form phrases or clauses 
and not just be isolated words, or word types, 
which happen to be repeated in the reverse 
order later in the line or sentence. The point 
can be illustrated by looking at the opening 
lines of Aeneid 4:

at regina gravi iamdudum saucia cura,
vulnus alit venis et caeco carpitur igni.

In the first line here, we have a noun, regina, 
followed by an adjective, gravi, and then an 
adjective, saucia, followed by a noun, cura. This is 
not, however, an instance of chiasmus, since the 
words are not pairs in the strong sense required, 
that is to say, not meaningful combinations of 
words or phrases. In fact, what we have in the 
opening line is an example of synchisis, another 
technique on our list, since saucia agrees with 
regina, and gravi agrees with cura, so that the pairs 
of words are interwoven. Whether regina…saucia 
and the noun and adjective pair in the next 
line, caeco…igni, give an example of chiasmus 
is another question. Perhaps they do not, since 
they are separated by an independent clause 
(vulnus alit venis). On the other hand, perhaps 
they do, if only a weak or borderline example, 
since they are both genuine word pairs, and 
since they at least occur in the same sentence. 

The last question is relatively unimportant, 
since all techniques, however carefully defined, 
have clear and less clear cases, and then again 
borderline or doubtful cases which we might 
want to argue about. Personally I would like to 
exclude the last case, for the reason mentioned, 
and yet it has to be admitted that the definition 

in the Study Design does not actually state that 
the two pairs of words have to be in adjacent 
clauses or grammatical units. Perhaps we 
should call it a weak case, just as we would call 
a case of alliteration weak if there was some 
considerable distance – say half a line or more - 
between the repeating consonants. In any event, 
the critical point is that the pairs of words must 
really be pairs of words, words which jointly 
form phrases or clauses of the same kind, and 
not just random groups with individual words 
of the same kind, chosen because they occur 
together on the page, as with the false example 
concocted above. This point, which I take to 
be implicit in our definition, is often made in 
a more explicit way, as when James Morwood 
defines chiasmus in terms of ‘balanced phrases’ 
in his Latin Grammar;2 or as when Chris Baldick 
talks about the reversing of terms in ‘parallel 
clauses’ in his description of the device in The 
Oxford Dictionary of  Literary Terms.3 Maclennan, 
for his part, talks about ‘parallel clauses or 
phrases’ in his edition of Aeneid 1,4 though in 
his earlier work on Aeneid 4 he only talks about 
‘successive pairs of words’.5 

This brings us to the second problem; for 
Maclennan qualifies his description of chiasmus 
in the earlier work by saying that this is only 
the technique ‘at its simplest’. He does not 
explain what he means by this, but in some of 
his notes (e.g. on line 73) he speaks of ‘chiastic 
alliteration’, and other writers allow for the 
same kind of thing, or indeed for a range of 
other types of cases. To give some examples: 
L.P. Wilkinson talks about ‘chiasmus of sound’ 
at one point in Golden Latin Artistry;6 Roger 
Hornsby suggests in Reading Latin Poetry that 
chiasmus can apply to ‘case-endings’ and ‘ideas’ 
as well as to words or parts of speech;7 while 
Peter Jones, in his book Reading Virgil, allows for 
chiasmus involving pairs of phrases as well as 

2  Morwood (1999), 151.

3  Baldick (2008), 52.

4  Maclennan (2010), 78.

5  Maclennan (2007), 170.

6  Wilkinson (1963), 31

7  Hornsby (1967), 261.
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pairs of words.8 The idea is taken to the limit 
by John Hollander, who writes in his book on 
English poetry, Rhyme’s Reason, that chiasmus 
is ‘a general scheme of patterning two pairs of 
elements’, where the paired elements might be 
single words, but equally larger elements such 
as phrases or clauses – what he calls ‘syntactical 
elements’ – or again smaller elements like vowel 
or consonant sounds.9

What are we to make of these broader 
conceptions of the figure, and do we need to 
take account of them in our teaching? There 
are three or four points to make here. First, 
these other forms of the technique certainly 
occur in the Aeneid, and teachers may want 
to point them out to their students in passing; 
very likely the keener students will find some 
of them unassisted. They will not, however, 
be asked to produce such cases in the Unit 4 
examination, because the examiners are bound 
by the definitions in the Study Design, and the 
definition of chiasmus therein speaks only of 
pairs of words. Conceivably the definition might 
be stretched a little in one direction to include 
examples involving simple phrases, since 
phrases are after all combinations of words. But 
these larger examples, which would typically 
involve six or eight words rather than four, are 
unlikely to turn up in November, since there 
are plenty of four-word cases for the examiners 
to choose from. They chose one for Question 
12 on the 2013 paper, fracti bello fatisque repulsi, a 
neat arrangement of nouns and verbs from the 
opening lines of Book 2.

It is even less likely that students would be 
asked to identify a chiastic arrangement of 
smaller linguistic elements like sounds or case-
endings.  For a start, it is hard to see how these 
types of examples are allowed by our definition 
as it stands, since they don’t involve the pairing 
up of words as such, only bits of words.  But the 
point would stand, even if one wanted to deny 
this and say that words are still being paired 
up in these cases in virtue of the fact that bits 
of them are being paired up.  For these cases 

8  Jones (2007), 33.

9  Hollander (2001), 49.

necessarily involve other techniques, most 
obviously alliteration and assonance, which 
the examiners are more likely to want to test 
separately and in other ways.  So in 2013, for 
example, students were expected to answer 
Question 10b by pointing to an instance of 
alliteration or assonance in a given line, and 
then to answer Question 12, mentioned above, 
by noticing something about the grammar and 
the order of the words, something about the 
word group as a whole, and not just that two 
of the words begin with the letter F, or that 
some of them contain similar vowel sounds.  
Likewise, most students answered the relevant 
part of Question 15 by pointing to separate 
figures of sound and/or word order, and there 
was no need to do otherwise as the chosen 
lines contained simple examples of both types.  
There was no need to notice, for example, 
that line 19, which contains a simple example 
of synchisis (omnis longo…Teucria luctu), also 
contains a chiastic arrangement of consonants 
(longo solvit se…luctu); and there was surely no 
expectation on the part of the examiners that 
any student would do so.  

It is worth adding that all the points made here 
about chiasmus would seem to apply equally to 
the technique just mentioned, synchisis, since 
the definition in the Study Design only speaks 
of interlocking word order. Of course, as with 
chiasmus, both larger and smaller units might 
be interlocked in a given line or sentence, and 
indeed the intertwining of smaller elements, 
especially sounds, is very common in Virgil 
and other Latin poets. An alliterative example 
occurs at the start of the 2013 passage (et iam nox 
umida Caelo / praeCipitat Suadentque Cadentia Sidera 
Somnos); and cases involving assonance (O, I 
and E sounds), and assonance and alliteration 
together (O and L sounds), occur in lines 18 
and 21 respectively. But to repeat, these types 
of cases are, as I see it, beyond the scope of 
the VCE syllabus, strictly speaking, and highly 
unlikely to be examined in November. Whether 
a student who does mention them can gain credit 
for doing so is another matter. It would depend, 
I should think, on the wording of the question, 
on the quality of the response as a whole, and 
on whether the writer has overlooked some 
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other technique which might be deemed to be 
more important in the context. 

3. Apostrophe

Lastly apostrophe, a technique which is also 
defined differently by different writers. Our 
definition is a double-barrelled affair: it says that 
apostrophe occurs ‘when the author directly 
addresses one of his characters’, and also ‘when 
a character addresses a thing or person not 
expected to hear the address’. The wording 
could be fuller in both parts, but it is pretty 
clear all the same, and it is consistent with what 
we find in most dictionaries, for example The 
Oxford Dictionary of  Literary Terms and The Penguin 
Dictionary of  Literary Terms and Literary Theory. 
The former states that apostrophe is a rhetorical 
figure ‘in which the speaker addresses a dead 
or absent person, or an abstraction or inanimate 
object’, while the latter calls it a figure of speech 
‘in which a thing, a place, an abstract quality, an 
idea, [or] a dead or absent person, is addressed 
as if present and capable of understanding’. On 
this view, the speaker might be any speaker, 
either the writer or one of his characters, and 
the technique is a type of personification, since 
the speaker talks to something or nothing as if 
to a person in the usual way. 

Other definitions, however, are broader or 
narrower, and a brief survey may be useful. 
The broader ones rely on the literal meaning 
of the term - ‘to turn away’ - and allow that 
where a person is addressed that person may 
be alive and present, so long as the speaker 
‘turns’ from his narrative to make the address. 
So Richard Lanham, for example, talks about 
a speaker ‘breaking off a discourse’ to speak to 
a person or thing, while the New Shorter Oxford 
English Dictionary has something very similar, 
only noting that when persons are addressed 
in this fashion they are ‘frequently absent or 
dead’ (so generally but not always absent or 
dead). Peter Jones also offers a broad definition 
of the term, requiring only a grammatical 
change in the speaker’s language. Apostrophe, 
he claims, is ‘a figure of speech in which a 
third person narrative reverts to the second 

person’.10 Actually, this formula looks a little 
narrow in one respect, since it would appear 
to rule out second person addresses which do 
not spring from third person narratives. It does 
not, however, like our definition, rule out cases 
where the second person is present and able to 
hear the speaker.    

Narrower definitions are also easy enough to 
find, and these tend to focus on cases where 
the speaker is the poet or writer, and to ignore 
the other type of case, certainly allowed by 
our definition, where the speaker is one of 
the characters in the work. So in The Oxford 
Companion to English Literature we read that 
apostrophe is ‘a figure of speech in which the 
writer rhetorically addresses a dead or absent 
person or abstraction’; Keith Maclennan tells 
us in his edition of Aeneid 4 that apostrophe 
occurs ‘when an author addresses one of his 
own characters or a personification of one of his 
themes’;11 and James Morwood has expressed 
the same kind of view. In the glossary at the back 
of his grammar book, Morwood talks about ‘the 
writer’ turning away from his narrative;12 and in 
his 2008 book on Virgil he defines apostrophe, 
at least in one place, as ‘the literary device by 
which an author turns away from his audience 
to speak to one of his characters’.13

The diversity here is significant and potentially 
confusing, but if it’s any consolation some of 
those responsible for the various definitions 
seem to be a little confused themselves. It is 
not clear, for a start, that those who insist upon 
the literal meaning of the term can only include 
cases which occur inside third person narratives; 
for a speaker can turn from an audience as 
well as from a narrative, and apostrophe might 
therefore be allowed to occur at the start of a 
speech, as for example at 1.94 where Aeneas 
addresses his dead comrades rather than his 
fellow sailors during the storm, and at 4.675 
where Anna addresses Dido rather than Dido’s 
maids or other mourners after her suicide. 

10  Jones (2011), 33.

11  Maclennan (2007), 169.

12  Morwood (1999), 150.

13  Morwood (2008), 83.
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Nor is it clear that those who define the term 
narrowly really want to exclude cases where 
the speaker is a character rather than the writer. 
Morwood, for example, does not consistently 
take the view mentioned at the end of the 
previous paragraph. He is happy to count the 
case at 2.56 where the speaker is Aeneas and 
not Virgil,14 and indeed he allows for this type 
of case earlier in the same work. Discussing the 
lines where Virgil addresses Eurydice in the 
Georgics (4. 464-66) he offers another definition 
of apostrophe, suggesting that it occurs any time 
a character is addressed in the second person 
by ‘the deliverer of a third-person narrative’.15 

Maclennan is also inconsistent on this point. In 
his edition of Aeneid 4 he associates apostrophe 
with authorial address, but then proceeds to 
give as his first example the case at 4.27 where 
Dido addresses her pudor.16 He then changes 
his definition in his edition of Book 1, having 
perhaps noticed the earlier inconsistency. In 
this later work, he no longer talks about direct 
address by the writer or author, but only by 
a speaker. Apostrophe, he says, is where ‘the 
speaker turns to address a dead or absent 
person, or an abstraction or inanimate object’.17 
This new definition occurs in his note on line 
555 where the Trojan Ilioneus addresses his 
absent leader Aeneas - so where the speaker is a 
character - and it is a better definition, or at any 
rate a better one for our students to be looking 
at. It is essentially the same as Chris Baldick’s 
definition in The Oxford Dictionary of  Literary 
Terms, and almost the same as ours in the Study 
Design. It allows for examples in speeches as 
well as in the main narrative of a work, and it 
does not require a grammatical change of the 
kind described by Peter Jones, only use of 
the second person or vocative case where it is 
inappropriate or pointless in the context. So, 
in the case of the Aeneid, examples like those 
at 1.94, 2.56 and 4.27, as well as examples like 
those at 4.408, 9.446 and 10.514 which satisfy 
every definition.     

14  Morwood (2008), 53.

15  Morwood (2008), 35.

16  Maclennan (2007), 169.

17  Maclennan (2007), 141.

In fact, the Aeneid boasts many other examples 
of both types, and this is the main reason why 
the technique was added to the list in the 2011 
review. Authorial apostrophes are particularly 
common in Book 10, where there are fifteen 
or so, but there are striking examples here and 
there in most other books, for example at 5.840, 
6.30, 7.759 and 11.664. Character apostrophes 
can also be found throughout the poem, 
generally where there is heightened emotion, 
and most obviously in laments for the dead, as 
at 4.675, 6.882, 9.481, 10.825, 11.152 and 12.872. 

Two more points very briefly.  The dead in 
this context, so-called, can just be dying or 
doomed, so long as they are not expected to 
hear the address, as with Anna’s lament for 
Dido and Juturna’s for Turnus. Conversely, not 
all speeches to the dead are apostrophes by our 
definition, even when the persons in question 
have actually died, since dead persons in the 
Aeneid sometimes reappear as intelligent ghosts 
or spirits. So in Book 6, for example, Aeneas 
apostrophises his dead comrade Misenus early 
on, at 189, but not Dido or any of the other dead 
characters to whom he speaks subsequently in 
the underworld, who are all present when he 
speaks and able to hear him.  
 

L. N. Zoch,
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