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	Areopagus
	Athenian council of former archons that served as a homicide court and, up to the 460s, supervised public officials



	Aretê
	Excellence; valor



	Basileus
	King; chieftain; Athenian archon who managed religious affairs



	Boeotarch
	Senior magistrate in the Boeotian League



	Boulê
	Council



	Choregy
	Public service by rich citizens that involved producing and financing performances in Athenian festivals



	Cleruchy
	Athenian colony



	Common Peace
	Peace agreement among Greeks imposed by hegem-onic power(s)



	Decarchy
	Government of ten men supported by the Spartans



	Demagogue
	Popular leader; leader of the people



	Demos
	The people; commoners; democracy; township (deme)



	Dikasterion
	Jury court



	Dikê
	Justice; private legal action



	Dionysia
	Athenian festival in honor of Dionysus that included dramatic performances



	Dokimasia
	Examination of an individual’s eligibility for office or Citizenship



	Eisangelia
	Legal procedure of impeachment against officials or leaders



	Eisphora
	Property tax designed to finance military projects



	Ekklesia
	Popular citizens’ assembly



	Eleutheria
	Freedom



	Ephebes
	Young adults trained by the state in the military and good citizenship



	Ephors
	Annual magistrates in Sparta



	Erastês
	“Lover,” the elder partner in a homosexual relationship



	Eromenos
	“Beloved,” the younger partner in a homosexual relationship



	Ethnos
	People, tribal state



	Eunomia
	Good order



	Euthynai (pl.)
	Giving of accounts by officials at the end of their term in office



	Gerousia
	Spartan council of elders



	Graphê
	Public legal action



	Graphê paranomon
	Legal action against decrees that allegedly contradicted existing laws



	Harmost
	Spartan governor and commander of a garrison



	Heliaea
	“People’s Court,” the largest court in Athens under the presidency of the Thesmothetae (“Lawgivers”)



	Hellenotamiai (pl.)
	Treasurers of the Greeks: Athenian officials who collected the allies’ tributes



	Helots
	People of servile status in Sparta



	Hetaira
	“Female companion,” courtesan



	Hetaireia
	Companionship



	Hetairoi (pl.)
	Companions of Homeric and Macedonian kings



	Hippeis
	Cavalry; the second richest class in Solon’s system



	Homoioi (pl.)
	“Similar ones,” Spartan full citizens



	Hoplites
	Heavy infantrymen



	Isegoria
	The equal right to speak in public



	Isonomia
	Equality before the law



	Kaloi k’agathoi (pl.)
	“The beautiful and good,” description of the elite



	Kleros
	Plot of land



	Koinon
	League, federation



	Krypteia
	Killing of helots by stealth



	Kyrios
	Head of household; husband; male guardian



	Liturgy
	Rich man’s tax designed to finance festivals (choregy) or the upkeep of a battleship (trierarchy)



	Medism
	Supporting or collaborating with the Persian enemy



	Metic
	Resident alien



	Nomos (pl. nomoi)
	Law(s), convention(s)



	Oikistês
	Leader of a new settlement; founder



	Oikos
	Household; family



	Oliganthropia
	Shortage of men (especially in Sparta)



	Ostracism
	Voting a citizen to ten-year exile



	Panathenaea
	Athenian festival in honor of Athena



	Parrhesia
	The right to speak one’s mind in a public forum



	Perioeci (perioikoi)
	“Dwellers around”: Sparta’s free subjects who provided the state with military and economic services



	Phoros
	“Tribute,” the allies’ payment to the Delian League



	Phratry
	“Brotherhood,” a social and religious association



	Phylê
	Tribe



	Polemarch
	Military leader/magistrate



	Polis
	City-state



	Politeia
	Government, constitution



	Proskynesis
	Obeisance performed in sanctuaries or for Persian superiors



	Prytany
	One-tenth of the Athenian year. During this term, fifty prytanies (presidents) per tribe presided over the Council and the assembly. The Prytaneum was the town hall



	Psephisma
	Decree



	Pythia
	Apollo’s priestess at the oracle at Delphi



	Rhetores (pl.)
	Orators, public speakers, and leaders



	Rhetra
	“Utterance,” Spartan law



	Sacred Band
	Theban elite military unit



	Sarissa
	Pike used in particular by the Macedonian phalanx



	Sophists
	Teachers of wisdom, experts



	Sophrosynê
	Self-control, moderation



	Stasis
	Civil conflict within a city-state



	Strategos
	General (an elected official in Athens)



	Symposion
	“Drinking together,” a banquet



	Synedrion
	A league’s council



	Syssition
	“Sitting together,” a common mess



	Theoric Fund
	Athenian fund for civilian projects such as festivals



	Thirty, the
	Oligarchic government in Athens (404-403)



	Trierarchy
	Public service by rich citizens that involved financing a warship (trireme) for one year



	Trireme
	Galley whose oarsmen sat in three rows



	Tyrant (tyrannos)
	Non-elected ruler or a man who ruled contrary to tradition



	Xenia, proxenia
	Guest-friendship







Greek Weights, Measures, Coins, and the Athenian Calendar

Weights

Cotylê: cup, ca. ¼ liter

Choinix (pl. choinikes): Four cups, ca. 1 liter

Medimnos: “measure,” ca. 1.5 bushels or 52 liters of grain. 1 liquid medimnos = 48 choinikes

Chous: ca. 3.25 liters

Mina: ca. 0.4 kilogram or 1 pound

Measures

Pechys: (Latin cubit) = ca. 45 cm (18 inches)

Stadion: stade, ca. 180 m or ca. 590 ft

Coins

1 drachma = 6 obols

1 stater = 2 drachmas

1 (Athenian) mina = 100 drachmas

1 talent = 60 minas = 6,000 drachmas

The Athenian Calendar

The Athenian calendar was lunar and the Attic year began in the summer.

Hecatombaeon – July/August

Metageitnion – August/September

Boedromion – September/October

Pyanepsion – October/November

Maemacterion – November/December

Poseideon – December/January

Gamelion – January/February

Anthesterion – February/March

Elaphebolion – March/April

Mounychion – April/May

Thargelion – May/June

Scirophorion – June/July



Timeline




	ca.3000-1200 BCE
	Bronze Age Greece



	ca. 1260
	Trojan War



	ca. 1200-800/700
	Dark Age



	800/700-500
	Archaic Age



	776
	First Olympic Games



	ca. 750
	Foundation of Pithecoussae



	ca. 735-650
	Sparta’s Messenian Wars



	ca. 651/0
	Foundation of Selinus



	ca. 650-625
	Cypselus’ tyranny in Corinth



	632
	Cylon’s attempt at tyranny in Athens



	631
	Foundation of Cyrene



	625-585
	Periander’s tyranny in Corinth



	621/0
	Draco’s legislation



	594/3
	Solon’s archonship



	ca. 580/575-530
	Cyrus the Great of Persia



	561/0
	Peisistratus’ first tyranny at Athens



	560-546
	Croesus of Lydia



	ca. 557-530
	Reign of Cyrus the Great of Persia



	556
	Peisistratus’ second tyranny at Athens



	ca. 550
	Sparta’s war against Tegea



	ca. 547
	Cyrus’ defeat of Croesus of Lydia



	546/5-528/7
	Peisistratus’ third tyranny at Athens



	528/7-511/0
	Hippias’ and Hipparchus’ tyranny at Athens



	522-486
	Darius (I) the Great of Persia



	ca. 520-490/89
	Cleomenes I



	513
	Darius’ Scythian expedition



	500-338/323
	Classical Age



	519
	Plataea’s alliance with Athens



	514/3
	Tyrannicides Harmodius and Aristogeiton



	511/0
	Expulsion of Hippias from Athens



	508/7
	Cleisthenes’ reforms at Athens



	499-494
	Ionian Revolt



	490
	Battle of Marathon



	486-465
	Xerxes I of Persia



	483
	Themistocles’ shipbuilding program



	480-479
	Xerxes’   invasion  of   Greece:   battles   of  Artemisium, Thermopylae, and Salamis



	479
	Battles of Plataea and Mycale



	478
	Formation of the Delian League



	477/6
	Cimon’s capture of Eion



	476/5
	Cimon’s capture of Scyros



	474-470
	Pausanias’ recall to Sparta



	ca. 472
	Carystus joins the Delian League



	471/0
	Themistocles’ ostracism



	469-466
	Battle of Eurymedon



	465-424
	Artaxerxes I of Persia



	465/4-463/2
	Thasos’ revolt



	ca. 465
	Naxos joins the Delian League



	464-460
	Helots’ revolt and Mt. Ithome



	462/1
	Ephialtes’ reforms



	461/0
	Athens’ clash with Corinth over Megara



	460
	Athenian expedition to Egypt



	458
	Building of Athens’ Long Walls; battle of Tanagra



	454/3
	First tribute quota list; transfer of league’s treasury to Athens



	453/2
	Erythraean decree



	451
	Five years’ peace



	451/0
	Pericles’ citizenship law



	450?
	Peace of Callias



	448/7-426/5
	Cleinias decree



	447-445
	Foundation of Brea



	447-432
	Building of the Parthenon



	446/5
	Peloponnesian invasion of Attica; the Thirty-Year Peace



	444/3
	Foundation of Thurii



	441/0
	Samian Revolt



	437/6
	Foundation of Amphipolis



	436-433
	Epidamnus affair



	433-432
	Potidaea affair



	432?
	Megarian decree



	432/1-424/3
	Methone decree



	431-404
	Peloponnesian War



	431-421
	Archidamian War



	430-426
	Plague at Athens



	428-427
	Mytilenean Revolt



	425/4
	Pylos campaign; Thudippus decree; coinage decree



	424
	Brasidas’ capture of Amphipolis; Thucydides’ exile



	424-404
	Darius II (Ochus) of Persia



	422
	Death of Brasidas and Cleon in Amphipolis



	421
	Peace of Nicias



	418
	Battle of Mantinea (I)



	416
	Melos’ revolt; Egesta’s request for Athenian aid



	415-413
	Sicilian expedition; Alcibiades’ exile



	415
	Herms and Mysteries affairs



	413-404
	The Decelean War



	411
	Oligarchy at Athens



	407
	Selymbrian decree



	407/6
	Lysander’s victory at Notium; Alcibiades’ second exile



	406/5
	Arginusae affair



	405
	Battle of Aegospotami



	405-359
	Artaxerxes II of Persia



	404
	Athens’ surrender and the end of the Peloponnesian War



	404-403
	The rule of the Thirty at Athens



	403
	Amnesty at Athens and restoration of democracy



	400-360/59
	Agesilaus II of Sparta



	400-399
	Expedition of Cyrus the Younger; Cinadon’s conspiracy



	399
	Socrates’ trial



	396-394
	Agesilaus in Asia Minor



	395-387/6
	Corinthian War



	394
	Battle of Cnidus



	390
	Battle of Lechaeum



	388/7
	Peace of Antalcidas



	382
	Spartan occupation of the Cadmea



	379/8
	Sphodrias’ attempt to capture Piraeus



	378/7
	Formation of the second Athenian League



	375/7
	Coinage certification decree



	374/3
	Agyrrhius’ decree



	371
	Battle of Leuctra



	370/69
	Foundation of Messene



	367
	Theban common peace



	365
	Dissolution of the Peloponnesian League; Athens’ colonization of Samos



	364
	Thebes’ destruction of Orchomenus



	362
	Battle of Mantinea II



	359-336
	Philip II of Macedonia



	359-338
	Artaxerxes III of Persia



	357-355
	Social War



	356-346
	Third Sacred War



	352
	Battle of the Crocus Field



	348
	Philip’s capture of Olynthus



	346
	Peace of Philocrates



	340
	Athens and Philip at war



	338
	Battle of Chaeronea



	ca. 338-330
	Darius III of Persia



	336
	Philip II’s death



	336-323
	Alexander (III) the Great



	335
	Destruction of Thebes



	334
	Alexander’s invasion of Asia Minor and the battle of the Granicus



	333
	Battle of Issus



	332/1
	Alexander visits the Oracle of Ammon at Siwa



	331
	Battle of Gaugamela



	330
	Alexander at Persepolis



	326
	Alexander’s invasion of India



	324
	Opis mutiny



	323
	Alexander’s death






Map 0.1 Map of Greece and the Aegean.
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Introduction


The Evidence for Greek History and Culture
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The purpose of this book is to present readers with the main evidence for Greek history from Homer to Alexander the Great (roughly 800–323). It follows the course of this history both chronologically and thematically, with each chapter introducing a period or topic. The chapters consist of sections that provide literary or material evidence related to the topic, place the evidence in its context, clarify it, and cite modern interpretations of issues raised by the chapter. Most sections and all chapters in the book are followed by questions whose aim is to help readers review the material, provide a focus, and, hopefully, trigger discussion of the documents or the topic. Some questions require a greater interpretative effort than others, and it is up to the individual’s discretion whether or not to take up the challenge. The book is accompanied by a website that includes additional chapters as well as supplementary evidence and explanations. Best results would be achieved by reading the chapters in conjunction with the website material so as to enrich and deepen familiarity with the subject. The questions and suggested readings at the close of each chapter relate to material both in the book and on the website. The book and online documents are numbered consecutively. While documents in the book are labeled without any distinguishing icon, online documents are prefixed by the term “WEB” (for example, WEB 1.3) and accompanied by a computer icon. References to external web links should not be construed as full endorsement of their contents. Unless otherwise noted, all dates in this book are BCE.

The purpose of this Introduction is to acquaint readers with the nature of the extant ancient evidence for Greek history. It discusses problems of interpreting the evidence and methods of dealing with it. The task of comprehending a civilization that existed so many centuries ago can be daunting. The evidence is often incomplete, marred by problems of transmission, and even our understanding of it may be tainted by our own experiences and perspectives. This is true for the two main categories of evidence that historians use to reconstruct Greek history: physical – including archaeological – evidence, and ancient literary accounts. In this chapter we illustrate the chief features of both types and suggest ways of using them. We shall discuss the nature of material evidence as illustrated by an archaeological survey of the Argolid and an excavation of a monumental structure on the island of Euboea. In both cases there is no literary evidence that can significantly illuminate the findings. The chapter also includes brief, illustrated discussions of pottery and coinage. The section on written evidence deals with the problems of identifying lost sources of extant ancient histories and the works of authors who are used frequently in this book, such as the historians Herodotus, Thucydides, Xenophon, and Diodorus of Sicily, the biographer Plutarch, and the Attic orators.

I The Archaeological Evidence

The physical evidence for ancient Greece comprises the geographical and climatic environments of various Greek sites and their material remains. It allows us to reconstruct historical events, and especially the technological level, material culture, and social history of the ancient Greeks. Archaeology is responsible for much of our material evidence in the form of artifacts and structures. Until recently these artifacts tended to come mostly from urban centers, and much of the evidence used in this book illustrates their value. An increasing number of archaeologists, however, are now interested in non-urban life and so add to our meager knowledge of this topic. Moreover, for a number of reasons, not the least budgetary, many archaeologists are engaged not in digs but in survey or surface archaeology.

For example, an archaeological survey of the southern Argolid in the northeastern Peloponnese has located farms, country shrines, and storehouses in addition to villages and towns. Among the finds are stone tools whose use, surprisingly, did not stop at the end of the Stone Age (ca. 3000 BCE). Archaeologists found that the residents of the region from prehistoric to historic times used flake-stone tools such as flints, sickles, scrappers as well as containers. Some were made of obsidian (volcanic glass), which is locally unavailable, and this suggests a probable trade with the closest source of this raw material, the island of Melos. Stone was also used for grinding grain and pressing oil. The finds show that in Classical times (ca. 500–323) grinders were imported ready-made from distant quarries. They also show that oil was introduced into the local economy only at the end of the Archaic period (800/700–500), but continued to thrive until the end of the Roman period (fourth to fifth centuries CE). Rotary mills that used water or wind as sources of power rather than animals were introduced into the region only around the second century BCE. Such information is helpful for the reconstruction of daily and communal life, economy, trade, and communication in a region that is otherwise poorly recorded in other sources.

Archaeological finds, however, can be puzzling, especially in the absence of other evidence. A case in point is a spectacular find in Lefkandi on Euboea, an island that stretched along the Athenian and Boeotian coasts in central Greece. An examination of the site and its modern interpretations may illustrate how to approach material evidence, as well as the limits of this evidence.

Between ca. 1125 and 950 and even later, the slopes near the settlement of Lefkandi were used for cemeteries. We do not know what made the inhabitants choose this ground for their graveyards. In fact, even the name Lefkandi is modern, although some would identify it with ancient Lelanton, which gave its name to the nearby Lelantine plain. On one of the slopes, a hill called Toumba (a modern name), a monumental structure was found (Figure I.1). Potsherds in and around it date the building to ca. 950. It measured 45 meters long by 10 meters wide, was covered by a peaked roof, and had a number of rooms, colonnades, verandas, and an eastern doorway almost 5 meters wide. The evidence shows that the structure was partly dismantled not long after it had been erected and a mound, or tumulus, was raised on its top.

The building included several rooms, the central and largest of which was over 22 meters long. It housed two box-like containers that were filled respectively with stones and ashes and burnt animal bones. The room also had two large burial shafts. One contained a Bronze Age bronze vase (amphora) of Cypriot origin which held the ashes and cremated remains of a man and a rich shroud. Next to the vase were a sword, the remains of a wooden scabbard, an iron spearhead and razor, and a whetstone. Around the vase was found the skeleton of a woman wearing a rich dress and golden jewelry. For some scholars the fact that her hands and feet were close together and that an iron knife was found next to her head suggested that she had been bound and sacrificed. Human sacrifice, however, is very rarely attested in ancient Greece. The man’s age was estimated at between 30–45 years and the woman’s teeth indicated that she was in her late twenties. Next to the grave were found a huge vase (kratêr) and an ash box. The second grave contained four horses with iron bits.




Figure I.1
 The Toumba Building. Reproduced with the permission of the British School at Athens.
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How to interpret these findings? The cemeteries in Toumba and the ones close to it, and even the Lefkandi settlement, show no comparable monumentality or riches. In fact, it is hard to find a parallel with the building elsewhere in Greece, which makes identifying its function such a challenge. The building has no central hearth and shows very little evidence of food utensils that would suggest residential use. It was therefore speculated that the structure was designed to glorify the dead man, and that the horses were supposed to accompany him in the afterlife. The practice of horse sacrifice is attested in other graves on the hill. Yet it is unclear why the structure was destroyed shortly after its construction. Equally unknown is the man’s role entitling him to such honor. Unlike later periods, Greeks of the Dark Age did not inscribe grave steles to commemorate their dead. The arms suggested that he was a warrior, but we do not really know if this was the reason for the honor accorded him. There are other warrior graves in nearby Athens, but even if they inspired the Lefkandians, no Athenian grave resembles the scale of that in Lefkandi. It was also suggested that the building was a shrine for a hero, a heroön or cult center where the community strengthened its cohesion through rituals and sacrifices. Some scholars identify the site as the house of a founder of a settlement, an oikistês (see 4.4: “The Foundation of Cyrene”). All suggestions, while attractive, are hardly more than speculative. It is unclear why the community decided to stop gathering in the building, and there are no signs of cultic activity around the mound, not to mention the fact that shrines for heroes are known only from later times. Undoubtedly, the man enjoyed posthumous prestige because later and poorer graves were dug next to the mound. Anthropological studies of societies dominated by chieftains or “big men” could be useful in identifying the status of the grave occupant as a big chief, but they still do not take us beyond the realm of supposition. In sum, archaeological evidence is informative about material context, but to attain full cultural meaning it needs to be supplemented by theories and, if one is lucky, literary evidence.


Questions


1. What are the advantages and disadvantages of material evidence in reconstructing ancient history?

2. What are the strengths and weaknesses of the different interpretations of the Toumba building?

I.1 Pottery

Pottery occupies a place of honor among ancient remains. It had practical uses in the form of containers, utensils, lamps, pipes, tiles, and other articles. Distribution of pottery is a valuable indication of production and trade and can be used for dating remains and their provenance. Especially informative are illustrated vases. They tell us about daily life and the systems of beliefs and values of their users as well as about artistic accomplishments and trends. One example (shown in Figure I.2) may illustrate the kind of information that can be elucidated from this evidence.

This famous Athenian vase of ca. 540–530 is an amphora, used as a container for liquid, mostly wine or oil, and in this case also primarily for display. It is decorated in the so-called “black-figure” technique, which portrayed figures in black against the background of the natural reddish color of the local clay, with red and white colors added. The artists scraped the paint with a graver to delineate the figures’ details and lines. Black-figure vases were popular in Athenian workshops from at least the seventh century up to around 525 when “red-figure” vases replaced them.

The vase displays two scenes. One side depicts the family of the mythological twins Castor and Polydeuces (or Pollux). The other side, shown here, depicts the Homeric heroes Ajax, on the right, and Achilles, on the left, playing dice or a board game. Their names, in the possessive genitive, are written next to their respective heads, and out of Ajax’s lips comes the word tria, “three,” while Achilles “says” tesara, “four.” Over Achilles’ back is written Exekias epoiesen, “Exekias made [me? it?],” while over Ajax’s back is written Onetorides kalos, Onetorides is beautiful.” The decorative patterns above the panel, at the base, and on the handles are generic.




Figure I.2
 Exekias Vase with Ajax and Achilles. © TopFoto.
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The scene shows two Homeric heroes, but their weapons are contemporary of the painter’s time. The helmets, spears, body armor, greaves, and the leaning shields all belong to heavy infantrymen called hoplites (see Chapter 8). No poetic tradition has survived about the episode painted here, but many other artistic depictions of it existed. It is likely, then, that artists invented the episode and contributed to its popularity. The warriors are playing a game, but the fact that they did not take off their armor shows that it is just a short respite. Scholars disagree on the suggested meaning of the scene. Their interpretations range from allusions to contemporary Athenian events (i.e., to some Athenians who were absent from a battlefield) to references to later events in the Trojan myth such as the heroes’ tragic deaths. The writing on the vase demonstrates the increased literacy of late Archaic Athens. The “signature” by Exekias indicates pride in the product by a craftsman in a society that disparaged manual workers. The inscription “Onetorides is beautiful,” which praises the beauty of this man, appears on other vases by Exekias. The term kalos, “beautiful,” was often associated in Archaic times with aristocratic lineage and homoerotic love. Lastly, the vase, now in the Vatican museum, was found in the Etruscan town of Vulci and confirms the popularity of Athenian vases and Greek mythology in Etruria.


Questions


1. What can a Greek historian learn from illustrative evidence?

2. How does the Exekias Vase appeal to its contemporary viewers?

II Coins

Like illustrated vases, ancient coins combine literary with artistic evidence. They are also useful tools for dating. Early Greek coins appeared first in Asia Minor ca. 600 and showed the influence of neighboring Lydian coinage. The date of their appearance is significant because it renders later literary traditions about pre-600 coinage unreliable. Alternatively, it could be that the sources refer to proto-coins in the form of metal bullions or spits. Many early coins were made of electrum, a natural alloy of gold and silver. Since coins could be minted by both individuals and states, each with its own weight and value system, the worth of a coin was judged by its weight, the value of its metal components, and its stamp of authority. Early coins resembled other forms of portable wealth. Many came in large denominations, which suggests that they were used for large-scale payments such as state taxes or wages for mercenaries. Yet the coexistence of smaller denominations indicates that coins could also be used for retail. Starting from ca. 580, coinage spread into Greece and the west. Greek coins were made mostly of silver. Coins of small denominations used for retail appeared as early as the late sixth century but became very common in the fourth century.

Coins were made of cast blanks that were then struck with engraved dies. They could also be struck over by new dies. The faces of coins often displayed a local divinity and/or symbols associated with it, say, a grape cluster and Dionysus. When Alexander the Great conquered Asia and Egypt, he used local mints for his coinage.

The (10.09 g) silver tetradrachm (four drachmas) shown in Figure I.3 is dated to around 332–323. It was minted in Memphis, Egypt, and like other coins of Alexander was based on the Attic standard, which made it more interchangeable than the coins of Alexander’s Macedonian predecessors. The obverse shows the head of Heracles wearing a lion skin in reference to the myth of his killing the Nemean lion. It is uncertain to what extent, if at all, the portrait bears a resemblance to Alexander. The reverse shows a crowned Zeus seated on a throne holding an eagle in his right hand and a scepter in his left. The word Alexandrou (of Alexander) is written on the right, and the monogram DI O under the throne identifies the moneyers and/or magistrates who minted the coin. The symbol on the left is of a rose, which appears on many other coins of Alexander and Ptolemy I, his successor in Egypt. Possibly the coin carried a political message. The images of Zeus and Heracles go back to earlier Macedonian coins, but also had universal Greek appeal. Zeus and Heracles were also Alexander’s ancestors.




Figure I.3
 A silver tetradrachm from Memphis, Egypt, 332–323. Reproduced with the permission of MoneyMuseum Zurich.
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Questions


1. How were coins struck and for what purposes?

2. What messages does the Alexander coin convey?

III The Written Evidence

The most informative evidence on ancient Greece comes from ancient texts. The texts can be very short, such as those written on pots or coins, but the most detailed are found in inscriptions and manuscripts.

Many extant Greek inscriptions record texts that were of an official nature and intended for public display, be they laws, treaties, or commemorations of individuals and communities. However, epigraphic evidence may be of limited value because inscriptions often record information whose larger context is unknown or unclear, or which is pertinent only to specific historical moments. When inscriptions have no date, scholars have to rely on dating methods such as letterforms which are not always accurate or universally accepted. Many inscriptions are fragmentary, and their restoration by epigraphists is speculative to varying degrees. Yet inscriptions can also provide specific information that is otherwise unknown. This book includes many inscriptions that show their evidentiary value.

The most common and informative evidence consists of literary texts. Modern historians of ancient Greece use ancient histories and supplement them with Greek fiction, drama, and poetry as well as philosophical and scientific texts. Some of these texts were found on Egyptian papyri that copied literary works or recorded public and private documents. The degree of preservation of papyri varies greatly, but the surviving texts can be invaluable. Much information on Athenian history and administration comes from a lengthy papyrus that was discovered in the nineteenth century, commonly known by the abbreviation Ath. Pol. for Athenaion Politeia, or “The Constitution of the Athenians.” The present book quotes generously from this work. It also reproduces passages from another papyrus, found in the Egyptian town of Oxyrhynchus, which has partially preserved the work of an anonymous fourth-century BCE historian commonly known as the Oxyrhynchus Historian. Other papyri used here are copies, sometimes fragmented, of Greek lyric poetry.

Greek poetry and drama are highly useful for reconstructing the cultural, social, and political environment of ancient Greece. Indeed, among the most important sources for Dark Age and early Archaic Greece are the poems of Homer and Hesiod (see Chapters 1 and 2). Shorter poetic compositions by Archaic poets are no less useful. Inspired by communal or individual experiences, or even when they are works of pure fiction, poems tell much about the city-state’s politics and society. They describe gender relationships, religious beliefs, practices, conventions, and ideals. Tragedy and comedy are equally important sources in spite of the constraints of their respective genres. Tragedy normally situates its characters in mythical times, but the plays are never far removed from the historical context in which they were written. The present collection, then, uses dramatic passages to illustrate political, social, and intellectual issues that interested ancient spectators. It includes the tragic playwrights Aeschylus (425–456), who fought the Persian invaders in Greece, the highly successful and respected Sophocles (496–406), who held important Athenian offices, and Euripides (490–406), whose plays both responded to and shaped the culture of Athens. Finally, the comic poet Aristophanes (?460–386) wrote plays that were firmly embedded in the reality and changing atmosphere of Athens. He is an excellent informant about his times, even though his comic depiction of individuals and society can distort them beyond repair.

Of the written evidence, however, the most important and informative are ancient histories. Conventionally, these accounts are divided into primary and secondary sources. A primary source is a first account of an event, actors, or topic that ideally was written by an eyewitness or a contemporary. Not that immediacy guarantees credibility, but it is potentially preferable to authors who gathered their information second hand and hence are classified as secondary sources. Such authors often wrote long after the events they described and were forced to rely on older primary sources or on oral traditions that were susceptible to changes and manipulations. Much of the information we have on the Archaic and Classical ages of Greece comes from secondary and even tertiary sources. A well-established field within the study of ancient historiography (the writing of history) deals with identifying the sources of our extant ancient accounts and assesses their value. Often these primary sources are no longer extant or have survived only in fragments.

III.1 Investigation of Sources and Fragments of Lost Historians

A major criterion in judging the value of ancient historical work is the quality of its sources. Scholars wish to know about the careers of the author and of his informants, how they obtained their information, the scope and aim of their work, their methods and historiographic guidelines, their literary tendencies, and such like. Answers to these questions will, it is hoped, help us to assess the accuracy of our extant ancient sources.

The German classicist and philologist Felix Jacoby arguably contributed more than any other modern scholar to identifying and evaluating lost historical works that survived only in fragmentary form. In his monumental seventeen-volume collection of fragments of Greek historians, Die Fragmente der griechischen Historiker (Berlin and Leiden, 1923–1957), commonly abbreviated as FGrHist, Jacoby identified and commented on historical works that were used and cited by extant ancient sources. The impact of Jacoby is attested by a new version of his project, Brill’s New Jacoby, Volume 1. An online edition (editor-in-chief Ian Worthington) offers new translations of and commentary on the historical fragments.

Jacoby called the remains of ancient texts fragments, but the term can be misleading. When an ancient historian used a previous work, he did not always cite it verbatim but more often paraphrased or summarized it. Hence Jacoby’s frequent insistence that we have the authentic remains of a lost work may be open to question. The secondary source had its own interest and perspective, not to mention a mixed loyalty to the text it used, which influenced the nature of the “fragment.” In addition, it is hard to judge where a fragment begins and ends because authors rarely bothered to mark the boundaries of their use of the original work. The following example illustrates both the advantages and pitfalls of what is known as Quellenforschung, or investigation of sources, that purports to recover lost portions of ancient histories.

In 331, Alexander the Great took his campaign to Egypt where he decided to visit an ancient oracle in the oasis of Siwa on the Libyan–Egyptian border. It was an important event because Alexander heard there that he was the son of the Egyptian god Ammon, whom the Greeks and Macedonians identified with Zeus. We shall discuss Alexander’s divine sonship and aspirations as well as their impact on him and his contemporaries in 39.6 (“Alexander Visits the Oracle of Ammon at Siwa”) and 39.11 (“Alexander Turns ‘Asian’”). Here we focus on the geographer Strabo’s depiction of Alexander’s visit to the oracle that used as its source the now lost history of Callisthenes.


Strabo Geography 17.1.43 = Callisthenes FGrHist 124 F 14

I have already spoken a great deal about Ammon, but I want to make this one point, that for the ancients prophecy as a whole and oracles were more respected, whereas these days they are much despised. The Romans content themselves with the oracles of the Sibyl and with the Tyrrhenian prophecies that derive from entrails, observing birds, and signs in the sky. This is why the oracle of Ammon has been all but abandoned, though it was formerly held in honor. This is best demonstrated by the historians of Alexander, who impose all kinds of abject flattery on their accounts, but also produce some worthwhile information.

Callisthenes, at least, states that Alexander greatly sought fame for making his way up-country to the oracle, since he had been told that both Perseus and Heracles had earlier made the journey. He set off from Paraetonium, says Callisthenes, and, despite the onset of the south winds, struggled on. He was thrown off course by a dust storm, and owed his rescue to rainstorms and two crows that led the way, though these are brought in to flatter the king, as are the details that follow. For Callisthenes claims that it was only the king that the priest allowed to enter the temple in his usual attire, and that the others changed their clothes; that they all heard from outside the oracles that were given, apart from Alexander who heard them within. The oracular responses were not delivered through words, he says, as at Delphi and among the Branchidae, but by signs and symbols, as in Homer (Iliad 1.528):

“And Cronus’ son gave the sign of assent with his dark eyebrows”

with the prophet playing the part of Zeus. And the man expressly told the king that he was the son of Zeus.

Callisthenes also adds some dramatic elaboration. Apollo had abandoned the oracle amongst the Branchidae, he says, after the temple was plundered by the Branchidae when they supported the Persians in the time of Xerxes, and the spring had also failed.1 But on that occasion the spring welled up again, and Milesian ambassadors transported many oracles to Memphis concerning Alexander’s descent from Zeus, his forthcoming victory at Arbela, the death of Darius, and the revolutionary movements in Lacedaemon.2 Callisthenes further says that the Erythraean Athenais also made an announcement about Alexander’s high birth, and notes that this woman was similar to the ancient Sibyl of Erythrae…


Notes



1. The Branchidae were priests of Apollo at Didyma, Asia Minor. The Persian king Xerxes invaded Greece in 480–479.



2. Alexander defeated Darius III at Arbela, or Gaugamela, in 331, when a Spartan insurrection against Macedonia had also failed.




We have other accounts of Alexander’s visit to Siwa according to which Alexander learned that he would be the ruler of the inhabited world and that he had punished all of his father’s murderers (see 39.6: “Alexander Visits the Oracle of Ammon at Siwa”). Strabo’s silence about these revelations makes it likely that Callisthenes did not report them. Investigation of sources may help in deciding which account is preferable.

To assess the value of Strabo’s account, we first need to investigate who he was and the nature of his work, the Geography. Briefly, Strabo lived ca. 64  BCE–19 CE, that is, about three centuries after the event described here. His work was multidisciplinary in nature and includes myths, ethnography, history, and geographical knowledge. In order to describe Alexander’s visit of the oracle, Strabo used Callisthenes, a Greek historian who joined Alexander’s campaign and was probably the first to record it (until probably 327 when he was arrested or executed). The fact that some of the details in Strabo’s story, such as the guidance rendered by the two crows, recur in other accounts makes it likely that they too relied directly or indirectly on Callisthenes as their source. But before placing trust in Strabo’s version due to its reliance on a companion of Alexander, it should be noted that Strabo records the story of Alexander’s visit not out of an interest in Alexander, but out of an interest in the oracle of Siwa and the stories associated with it. Did his focus on the oracle impact his use of Callisthenes who focused on the king? It is also uncertain how faithful Strabo was otherwise in reproducing his source, and judging his accuracy on the basis of his reproduction of sources elsewhere gives us no more than an indication. Clearly, however, Strabo’s judgment that Callisthenes flattered Alexander colored his reading and paraphrasing of this historian. Apart from Strabo’s fidelity to his sources, there is also the question of how reliable Callisthenes was as a historian. Thus we do not really know whether Callisthenes took part in the trip to Siwa or whether he learned about it from others. In addition, The Hellenistic historian Polybius criticized Callisthenes’ description of one of Alexander’s battles as inept (Polybius 12.17–22), and Strabo in the cited passage thought that he wished to flatter Alexander. Against these discouraging views of Callisthenes are many fragments attributed to him that do not always justify Strabo’s characterization of the historian as Alexander’s flatterer. Indeed, later in the campaign Callisthenes forcefully opposed Alexander’s attempt to appropriate divine honors, an opposition that does not easily tally with his reported account of the king’s visit to Siwa. As the above problems demonstrate, any investigation of a lost historian is bound to run into difficulties of assessing how reliable his account is, how authentic his fragments are, and whether his version should be preferred to others that differ from it. At least in the case of Alexander’s visit to Siwa, archaeological evidence seems to support Callisthenes’ account of the consultation of the oracle in comparison to others that describe an exchange of questions and answers between the king and the local priest. The remains of the shrine in Siwa strongly suggest that no one outside could have heard what was going on in the inner sanctum.

In sum, investigation of sources is marred by problems of restoring faithfully the remains of lost works. Nevertheless, these remains are important for reconstructing the development and range of Greek historiography and, in the absence of better evidence, suggest the reliability of the information provided by their ancient users.


Questions


1. What are the challenges of identifying a lost work from its use by later extant authors?

2. Is it possible to separate Callisthenes’ original from Strabo’s narrative? How does such an exercise impact our knowledge of the event described in the document?

III.2 Herodotus

Every modern historian of Archaic and Classical Greece has to rely extensively on the three great ancient historians of these periods, namely, Herodotus, who is often called “the father of history,” Thucydides, and Xenophon.

Our knowledge of Herodotus’ life comes from very late sources whose information is difficult to ascertain. He was born in Halicarnassus in Asia Minor around 480 and died around 420, either in Thurii in southern Italy or in Pella, Macedonia. His native town, Halicarnassus, was a Dorian Greek city with close ties to the local Carian population. The city came under Persian control around the mid-sixth century. This cultural mix, as well as the historian’s travels in Greece and the Near East, probably after he had gone into exile, accounted for much of his respectful attitude toward cultures other than Greek.

The declared aim of Herodotus’ historiai, “inquiries” or “investigations,” was to fight oblivion by recording the fame and accomplishments of Greeks and barbarians (non-Greeks). In describing the latter, he paid special attention to peoples he considered least resembling the Greeks, particularly the Egyptians and the Scythians. Herodotus’ other goal was to report on the conflict between the Greeks and the Persians, and especially the great Persian War (480–479). By recording the fame, or kleos, of the participants in the conflict, Herodotus followed Homer, who also immortalized the Trojan War and its heroes.


Herodotus’ Aims



Herodotus 1. Preface


Here the results of Herodotus of Halicarnassus’ research are laid out. My aim is to prevent the deeds of men from fading out with the passage of time, and to see that the great and amazing achievements brought off by both Greeks and barbarians not lose their fame. Amongst the material under discussion the reason for their going to war is of particular significance.



To accomplish his goal, Herodotus gathered information from what he saw, heard, and read. He was not the first Greek to write history. Others had written before him, in prose or in verse, about Greek local histories and wars, and on the Persians, Lydians, Egyptians, and other non-Greek peoples. However, there is no certainty about how much, if at all, Herodotus consulted them, with the exception of Hecataeus of Miletus who had tried to put in order and make sense of mythic genealogies. Wherever possible, Herodotus used his own observations to describe the geographical and cultural setting of peoples. At the end of his description of the Egyptian land and civilization, he states that he would write its history based on local, mostly priestly, accounts. Yet he interspersed these accounts with his own observations.


Herodotus and His Sources



Herodotus 2.99.1–4

(2.99.1) All the material that I have thus far presented derives from my own observation, judgment, and research. From this point, however, I shall be giving Egyptian accounts, which I have supplemented with what I saw myself.

(99.2) The priests said that Min was the first king of Egypt and that it was he who built the dykes to safeguard Memphis. They explained that the whole river used to flow past the sandy mountains toward Libya, but that upstream, about a hundred stades [ca. 18 km] from Memphis, Min built dams to create the bend that lies to the south. He thus dried up the old riverbed, diverting the river so that it flowed between the mountains. (99.3) Even today this bend of the Nile is still kept under strict surveillance by the Persians to insure that it keeps to its banks, the dams being strengthened every year. For should the river choose to break the dams and overflow just here, Memphis faces a threat of total inundation. (99.4) Thanks, then, to this Min, who was the first king of Egypt, what had been cut off became dry land, and on it he founded a city, which today is called Memphis – for Memphis, too, lies in the narrow part of Egypt. Outside the city, to the north and west (the Nile itself bounds the city to the east), he made a lake using the river water, and he also built within it the shrine of Hephaestus, a great and truly remarkable edifice.



Herodotus also used informants who recalled the more remote past based on oral traditions, and eyewitnesses for more recent history. He then had to decide what to include in his work and how reliable his information was. His approach to both questions can be described as inclusive. At times Herodotus incorporated in his narrative accounts of fantastic phenomena and marvelous deeds because they were good stories. They were also suitable to the parts of his history that he read in public; indeed, the performative aspect of his work is recognizable in some of its episodes. Herodotus’ inclusiveness was also based on the old Greek wisdom that one’s circumstances were transitory and that it was possible to judge only at the endpoint (telos) whether an individual or a city were great, prosperous, happy, and so on. Because this endpoint might still be in the future, Herodotus refused to limit his narrative to reports on great men or large cities. He makes this principle explicit after recounting what Greeks and Persians said on the ancient origins of their conflict.


Herodotus on the Ancient Origins of the Persian War



Herodotus 1.5.3–4

(1.5.3) Such are the accounts of the Persians and the Phoenicians. Personally, I am not going to declare things happened in one way or another, but I will put my finger on the man who I myself know first launched unjustifiable aggression against the Greeks, and then I shall go on with my narrative, devoting equal discussion to large and small communities of people. (5.4) For many of those that were great in the past have now become insignificant, and those that were great during my time were insignificant earlier. So, well aware as I am that the wealth of peoples never remains in the same place, I shall make mention of both of these alike.



Herodotus’ assessment of the information he found was similarly broadminded. When he came across contradictory reports or traditions, he often recorded both versions, leaving the reader to decide which was preferable. Although he was not gullible, he knowingly included in his work stories of dubious credibility, either because he felt that he was not qualified to disregard them, or because he thought that what people told him and how had both literary and cultural value. Besides, the information was important to the informants or to the story and so was worth recording. Herodotus clarifies his manner of handling sources in the context of his report on Argos’ neutrality during the war between the Greeks and the Persians in 480–479. There were different versions of the reasons for Argos’ controversial position, some friendlier to the city than others. Herodotus recounts them and then states the rules he followed in writing down what he had found out.


Herodotus’ Methods



Herodotus 7.152.1–3

(7.152.1) I cannot say for sure whether [the Persian king] Xerxes sent a herald to Argos with this message [affirming Argos’ friendship with him] or whether messengers from Argos went inland to Susa and asked Artaxerxes about a pact of friendship. And I am not putting forward any opinion on these events contrary to the one the Argives voice themselves. (152.2) But this much I do know. If all men brought their own troubles with them to market, wanting to make an exchange with their neighbors, every one of them would, after a close look at the troubles of those next door, be quite happy to carry back home what he had brought. (152.3) So what was done by the Argives was not the worst that could be done. I am obliged to record what I have been told, but I am certainly not obliged to believe it – and let that statement apply to all my writing. For this story is also told, that it was the Argives who invited the Persian into Greece, and that they did so because the war with the Spartans had gone badly for them, and they wanted for themselves anything other than their current misery.



Modern readers are bound to be baffled by the way Herodotus arranged the enormous amount of information he gathered. He tells stories in a linear manner, but often digresses to tell other stories in order to report on people or places his narrative has taken him to. He also travels easily in time from the present to the past. Nevertheless, there are recurrent motifs that often serve as organizing principles. These include the growth of Persian power, which eventually led to the conflict with the Greeks, and the concept of reciprocity, both negative and positive, that explains people’s actions and the course of events. For example, the mythic origins of the conflict between Greece and Persia, or Europe and Asia, went back to mutual abductions of women by both sides (1.1–5). Related to this concept were tisis, divine retribution, and hubris, human insolence, which triggered divine envy and punishment. Finally, Herodotus often discusses reversals of fortune and the operation of fate in human affairs.


Questions


1. What were Herodotus’ aims in writing his history and how did he set out to accomplish them?

2. What were Herodotus’ sources and how did they impact his work?

3. What are the advantages and disadvantages of Herodotus’ historiographical approach?

III.3 Thucydides

Thucydides was a contemporary of Herodotus. Although scholars have portrayed him as Herodotus’ polar opposite, the two shared many historiographic attributes, including an interest in military history and the psychology of actions.

Thucydides, son of Olorus, was born ca. 460 to an elite Athenian family. During the Peloponnesian War between Athens and Sparta, he served as general in 424/3 in the northern Aegean. But when the Spartan general Brasidas captured the important city of Amphipolis on Thucydides’ watch, the historian went into exile. Thucydides spent the rest of the war outside Athens until his return there at the end of the war in 404/3. He died ca. 400, or perhaps a few years later.

His work, The Peloponnesian War, is divided, probably not originally, into eight books, the bulk of which records the origins and course of the war between Athens and Sparta (431–404). The narrative was supposed to end at the conclusion of the war in 404, but it breaks off abruptly in 411, presumably due to the author’s death. In the following passage Thucydides describes how he arranged his work. He argues that the Peace of Nicias that intervened in the course of the war was not a real peace. He also recounts how his exile was conducive to his history.


Thucydides’ Inclusive View of the Peloponnesian War and His Exile



Thucydides 5.26.1–5

(5.26.1) The same Thucydides of Athens also wrote a history of these events, presenting them in chronological order, by summers and winters, down to the time when the Spartans and their allies brought the Athenian empire to an end, and captured both the Long Walls and Piraeus [404]. The years of war down to that point totaled twenty-seven; (26.2) and one would be making an error of judgment in not considering the interval of the treaty [i.e., the Peace of Nicias in 421] to be part of the war. For let someone simply consider how the peace was punctuated by military action and he will find that it is unreasonable to judge that to be peace. In that period neither side gave back or got back all that was agreed upon, and apart from that there were infractions of the treaty in the Mantinean and Epidaurian Wars and other cases, too, while the allies in Thrace did not relax their hostility to Athens, and the Boeotians had a truce that was renewed every ten days. (26.3) Thus, with the first war lasting ten years, followed by the questionable peace and then the war that came after it, one will find the aforementioned total (calculating by seasons), plus a few extra days, and that this is the only case where those who have faith in oracles turned out to be correct. (26.4) For I myself remember that, at the beginning of the war and right to its end, it was declared by many that it had to last “thrice nine years.” (26.5) I lived through it all; and I was mature enough to have understanding and also focused my attention on it so that I would acquire accurate intelligence. It also transpired that I was exiled from my country for twenty years after my time as general at Amphipolis. Thus I had contact with both sides’ affairs, especially those of the Spartans because of my exile and, having time on my hands, could acquire some better understanding of them…



Unlike Herodotus, Thucydides had little respect for accounts that could not be corroborated. This was one of the reasons he chose to focus on events of his own time rather than on the distant past. In addition, while Herodotus presented the reader with more than one version of events, Thucydides preselected and recorded only the version he deemed the correct one. His sources included his own observations, eyewitness accounts, official documents, and, at times, oral traditions. Like many other ancient historians, he was highly competitive; hence, he characterized the war he described as the greatest and most significant in Greek history, and others’ view of history and historical evidence as faulty. He describes his approach to the evidence early in his work.


Thucydides Contrasts Historical Fallacies with His Accuracy



Thucydides 1.20.1, 20.3–22.4

(1.20.1) Such are my findings on the Archaic period, although it is difficult to give credence to every single piece of evidence. For people accept from each other hearsay accounts of events of the past without questioning them, even if they concern their own country.



Thucydides goes on to criticize the Athenian collective memory of a conspiracy against the tyrants of the city in 514/3 (see WEB 10.11: “Thucydides on the Athenian Tyrannicides”).


(1.20.3) The other Greek peoples also entertain wrong-headed ideas about many other matters that actually belong in the present and have not been forgotten with the passage of time. Examples of this are the belief that the kings of the Spartans have two votes to express their opinion, not one, and that the Spartans have a “Pitane” army unit, which in fact has never existed.1 So undiscriminating are the masses in their search for the truth, preferring rather to resort to notions that are readily available.

(1.21.1) Nevertheless, on the basis of the evidence presented, one would not be mistaken in accepting my account to be quite accurate. One should not rely more on the accounts that the poets have chanted with their embellishment and exaggeration, or on those of the chroniclers whose compositions were aimed at pleasing the ear rather than reaching the truth. Such works cannot be verified, and the majority of them have, with the passage of time, won their way into the realms of mythology and become unbelievable. My findings, based as they are on the clearest evidence, should be regarded as being sufficiently reliable, given the antiquity of the period. (21.2) Men inevitably judge the war in which they are currently engaged to be the greatest war of all, but when they have finished it they regard the feats of antiquity with increased admiration. However, for he whose view of it is based on the facts, this war will be clearly seen to have been greater than all the others in the past.

(22.1) With regard to the speeches made by various people when they were about to go to war or were already in it, it was difficult for me to report from memory the exact words that were spoken, both those I heard myself and those communicated to me from different places. The speeches therefore represent the sort of things that seemed to me the most appropriate for the various speakers to say about the particular situation prevailing at the time, while I have also kept as close as possible to the general sense of what was actually delivered. (22.2) As for the actions taken [erga] in the war, I did not think it appropriate to write down what I was told by just anybody, or what to me seemed the likely scenario. Rather, after an inquiry as minute as possible into every detail, I have described events that I witnessed myself and those that I heard about from others. (22.3) The research was arduous because those present at the various events in question did not give similar accounts of the same incident, the differences arising from the witnesses’ partiality to one or other side or from their memories. (22.4) And the absence of the mythological element from my narrative will possibly make it seem less enjoyable to listen to. But there will be those wanting a clear insight into the events of the past and also of those that will happen again in more or less the same way (human nature being what it is), and it will suffice for me if these judge my work to be of use. My history has been composed as a possession for eternity, not as a prize piece that is only for immediate hearing.


Note



1. The two “mistakes” concerning Sparta are found in Herodotus (6.57.5; 9.53.2).




The most troublesome of the above statements are those regarding the speeches. It is not easy to reconcile Thucydides’ striving for an accurate, factual account with his use of speeches delivered by others but written by the historian himself. Scholarly opinion has ranged between regarding the speeches as pure inventions to viewing them as sincere efforts to reproduce the essence of what the speakers said. It may be advisable to follow Thucydides in regarding the narrative as having a better claim to accuracy than the speeches.

In many respects Thucydides’ history reflects his own times. His work shows the impact of intellectuals of the period, called sophists, whose range of teaching included philosophy, politics, rhetoric, and science (see Chapter 23). Like the sophists, Thucydides was fond of contrasting what people said (logos) with what they actually did (ergon), or showing that social conventions (sg. nomos) were weaker than, and often disguised, one’s true nature (physis). Unlike Herodotus, he refused to see divine intervention behind individual and collective conduct. Instead, he often detected in people’s behavior the motivating power of self-interest and the ambition to attain or augment power. He also observed the working of “human nature,” which revealed itself under different circumstances across time. The following example illustrates the operation of fear, honor, and self-interest in Athenian history. It comes from a speech that Thucydides ascribes to an Athenian delegation to Sparta which tried to dissuade the Spartans from going to war against Athens. The Athenians justified the way they came to hold and maintain imperial power following the Persian War.


Thucydides on Human Nature



Thucydides 1.75.1–3

(1.75.1) Men of Sparta: In view of our readiness to act at that time and the wisdom of our judgment, surely we do not deserve this excessive resentment felt for us, or at least for our empire, by the Greeks? (75.2) And, in fact, we did not acquire that empire by force. We did so after you refused to continue the fight against what remained of the barbarian forces, when the allies came to us and of their own free will asked us to assume command. (75.3) It was as a result of accepting it that we were initially constrained to enlarge our empire to its present extent, mostly from fear, then from honor, and finally from self-interest…



In the course of describing a vicious civil war (stasis) on the island of Corcyra in 427, Thucydides uses human nature to explain why it spread like a disease to the rest of Greece.


Thucydides 3.82.1–2

(3.82.1) With such cruelty did the strife [stasis] progress, and because this was one of the first instances of it, that cruelty appeared all the greater. Later, virtually the whole of the Greek world was convulsed, as conflict broke out everywhere, with the leaders of the popular parties wanting to call in the Athenians, and the oligarchs wanting to call in the Spartans. In peacetime they would have had neither the excuse nor the inclination to invite them in. Now, however, the two states were at war, and for both factions, if they were eager for revolutionary change, opportunities were readily available for bringing in allies to inflict damage on their opponents and at the same time to further their own agenda. (82.2) And many were the sufferings that befell the city-states in times of civil strife; these things happen and always will while human nature remains the same, but they can be more or less intense and different in character as circumstances vary from one case to another. For in time of peace and prosperity city-states and individuals observe a higher code of behavior through not being faced with grim necessity. But war, in taking away easy access to one’s daily needs, is a violent teacher who adapts most people’s attitudes to the prevailing circumstances…



Scholars have lauded Thucydides as the first “scientific historian.” He is still, arguably, the best extant historian to come from the Greco-Roman world, but in recent decades greater attention has been paid to his literary devices, judgmental presentation (often implicit) of individuals and events, selective points of view, biases, and even carelessness. Yet the work that continues his narrative, Xenophon’s Hellenikê (or Hellenica), causes many readers to miss him.


Questions


1. What impact did Thucydides’ career have on his history?

2. What were Thucydides’ guidelines in assessing and using historical evidence?

3. What, according to Thucydides, are the driving forces of history? Is he right?

III.4 Xenophon

Xenophon, son of Gryllus, was born ca. 430–425 to a wealthy Athenian family and studied under Socrates. In 401 he joined other Greek mercenaries in the army of Cyrus the Younger in a failed attempt to take over the Persian throne. Xenophon later wrote the story of this campaign and the return of the Greeks to Europe in Anabasis (lit. “marching up”). During the 390s Xenophon enjoyed the patronage of the Spartan king Agesilaus II, whom he praised in a number of works. He was exiled from Athens for his pro-Spartan activities and lived in Elis on an estate he obtained from the Spartans. While in exile he wrote his historical, philosophical, and educational works. After 371 he was allowed to return to Athens, but apparently preferred to move to Corinth where he died ca. 355.

Xenophon’s history of the Greek world, Hellenica, begins where Thucydides’ narrative breaks off. It describes affairs in Greece and Asia Minor from 411 to the Battle of Mantinea (II) in 362. Scholars are divided among the “unitarians,” who argue that he wrote the entire work late in life, and the “analysts,” who divide it into two parts: Books 1–2.3.10, which continues the story of the Peloponnesian War to its end and which was written early in Xenophon’s exile (ca. 380?), and the rest of the work (2.3.11–7.5.27), which Xenophon wrote in old age. The problem of the time of composition is closely linked to Xenophon’s sources. It appears that he relied on his memory, but mostly on other informants’ recollections. Such sources may explain the omission of important details and events from his narrative, although some gaps were deliberate, as when he fashioned a story to compliment his hero, Agesilaus.

Xenophon thought that his history could teach readers both practical and moral lessons. His historiographic approach resembled that of Herodotus more than that of Thucydides. (In antiquity, Xenophon was more popular than Thucydides largely because of his more accessible and engaging style.) Like Herodotus, Xenophon accorded the divine a role in shaping events. The following remarks are also reminiscent of Herodotus’ justification for writing about things big and small and about fame and human accomplishments. Xenophon makes these comments in the context of the replacement of the Spartan admiral Teleutias in 389.


Xenophon Hellenica 5.1.3–4

(5.1.3) After this the admiral Hierax arrived from Sparta. He assumed command of the fleet, and Teleutias set sail for home amidst great euphoria. As he went down to the sea to start the homeward voyage, there was not a single one of his soldiers who did not greet him, one putting a garland on him, another a headband, and the late-comers, even though he had already cast off, nevertheless threw garlands into the sea and called down many blessings upon him. (5.1.4) I realize that, in describing this incident, my subject is not expenditure of funds, a dangerous situation, or some noteworthy stratagem; but for heaven’s sake it seems to me worthwhile for a person to reflect on what Teleutias did to have such an influence on his subordinates. Indeed, for a man this is an achievement more remarkable than spending a lot of money or facing many dangers.



III.5 Diodorus of Sicily

Diodorus of Sicily (Diodorus Siculus) was a first-century historian who wrote the “Library” (Bibliotekê), a universal history that covers Greek and Sicilian history from their mythical origins to ca. 60. Only fifteen of the original forty books have survived intact; the rest are in fragments. For the period covered in this book, Diodorus is especially valuable for the Classical Age (500–323).

Like many other ancient historians, Diodorus promulgated the moral and didactic value of his history.


Diodorus of Sicily 37.4

The historian Diodorus says this: I shall mention certain men for the sake of example, because they deserve praise and also because this benefits the lives of us all. Its aim [i.e., of history] is to have the wicked amongst mankind turn away from their evil impulses through the censure of history, and the good aspire to noble behavior because of the praise that accrues to everlasting glory.



Diodorus hoped that one benefit of reading his history would be to teach people how to contend with fortune (tychê), which according to him played a significant role in human affairs.

Diodorus relies for his history on earlier written accounts. Scholars are divided about whether Diodorus preferred to use one main source or more, including his own investigations. When he supplemented his source with others, he did not always reconcile them and at times even recorded conflicting accounts. Yet the old scholarly view that regarded him as an unintelligent copier of earlier sources has been challenged by recent readers, who have pointed to his critical ability and original contributions, and who have recommended treating his history as an independent text.

For his account of the Classical Age, Diodorus chiefly used the fourth-century historian Ephorus of Cyme, who wrote a universal history from mythical times to 340. Ephorus was a highly respected historian in antiquity, and the surviving fragments of his work indicate a strong Herodotean influence and a moralistic tone. Diodorus also used Timaeus (ca. 350–260), who was arguably the most important ancient historian of Sicily and the western Mediterranean. The second-century Greek historian Polybius, however, criticized Timaeus’ methodology and describes Ephorus as a historian who sets great store by autopsy, or personal observations.


Polybius 12.27.1–7

(12.27.1) … We have from nature two devices for gaining knowledge and conducting research, hearing and sight, and of these, according to [the philosopher] Heracleitus, the more reliable by far is sight – the eyes are more accurate witnesses than the ears. (27.2) Timaeus, however, embarked on his researches by taking the more pleasant but also the inferior of the two paths. (27.3) For he totally avoided material gathered using his eyes and worked instead with hearsay. Hearsay is also of two kinds, that based on written materials … but Timaeus was careless in gathering information from witnesses, as has been demonstrated above. (27.4) The reason for his making this choice is easy to see. Research into materials in books can be done without danger or discomfort if one takes care simply to live in a town with a rich store of documents or else have a library in one’s neighborhood. (27.5) For the rest all one has to do is research the question, lying at one’s ease, and compare the mistakes of earlier historians with no discomfort whatsoever. (27.6) Personal investigation, however, calls for considerable hardship and expense, but it is very useful and is the major part of historiography. (27.7) This is clear from those who are actually engaged in the composition of historical documents. Ephorus says that if the writers could themselves be present at all the events they cover, this would be by far the best experience for them.




Questions


1. What are the purposes of writing history according to Xenophon and Diodorus of Sicily?

2. What faults does Polybius find in the sources that Diodorus would eventually use?

III.6 Plutarch

Plutarch of Chaeronea was not a historian but a biographer of historical figures. He lived in the second century CE and, in addition to biographies, wrote essays on a wide range of literary, philosophical, moral, and other issues. He published his biographies in pairs of Greek and Roman individuals and added a comparison between the two. In his biography of Alexander the Great, Plutarch insists on distinguishing between biography and history. He was well read and used a great number of sources, now lost, for his biographies.


Plutarch Alexander 1.1–3

(1.1) I shall in this book write of the life of Alexander the king and of the Caesar by whom Pompey was brought low. Because of the large number of their exploits, all I shall do by way of preface is ask my readers not to complain if I do not narrate all their famous exploits, or treat any particular one of them exhaustively, but instead deal only briefly with the majority of them. (1.2) For it is not history that I am writing, but biography. And as far as famous exploits are concerned, a man’s virtues or shortcomings are not always revealed by them; often, indeed, it is a trivial thing, a remark or a joke, that reflects character more than battles in which thousands are killed, or huge arrays of soldiers, or blockades of cities. (1.3) Painters take the likenesses of their subjects from the face and the look of the eyes, which is where character manifests itself, giving very little heed to the other parts of the body. So, too, I must be allowed to go more into the items that mirror a person’s soul, and to use these to build a picture of the life of each of my subjects, leaving to others the great exploits and the battles.



III.7 The Attic Orators

Among the most important sources for Athenian history in the fourth century are speeches that various Athenians delivered in courts and in the Athenian popular assembly. The ancients already singled out for prominence ten Attic orators, whose speeches have been preserved to varying degrees. The speeches are conventionally divided into three categories: (1) deliberative speeches that were given in the popular assembly or in the city council and which focused on public policy; (2) forensic speeches that were delivered in different Athenian courts; and (3) epideictic (display) speeches that celebrated the city or individual Athenians. The authenticity of the speeches and the value of the information they provide are not without problems. There are speeches that are wrongly attributed to a certain speaker or for which the speaker is unknown. Moreover, many speeches, and in particular forensic speeches, were written by speechwriters (logographers) for litigants, who delivered them as if they were their own creations, and their depiction of a case was highly partisan. Finally, scholars disagree on the extent to which the extant written speeches were revised for publication after their delivery. The position taken here is that most speeches were more faithful to their actual delivery than not. In spite of these and other constraints, orations are an invaluable source for the political, social, legal, and cultural history of fourth-century Athens.

The following passage is taken from a speech that the Athenian orator and politician Demosthenes delivered in 352 in the Athenian assembly. It illustrates how a speaker addresses an assembly as well as his use of information and persuasive devices to move his hearers to approve his policy. Demosthenes calls upon the Athenians to take action against the Macedonian king Philip II, whom the orator presents as a great danger to the city. He speaks as a counselor and makes efforts to present himself as better than other speakers who compete with him for political influence. He then rebukes the Athenians for their inaction over Philip, but also argues that the situation is not beyond repair. The impact of his speech on the Athenians was fairly minimal.


Demosthenes 4 First Philippic 1–3

(1) Men of Athens, were it a new subject that had been put to us for discussion, then I would have held back until most of our customary speakers had expressed their opinions. I would have held my tongue if any of their suggestions pleased me, and tried to give my own thoughts only if they did not. However, since it transpires that we are now actually considering matters on which they have often spoken in the past, I think I can reasonably expect to be pardoned for being the first to take the floor. For if in the past these men had given you the advice that was needed, it would not have been necessary for you to deliberate the issue today.

(2) First of all, Men of Athens, you should not be discouraged by the current situation, even if it seems totally desperate. For the worst of what has happened in the past is actually what gives us our best hope for the future. How is that so? It is because this dire situation is the result of your failure to do any of the things you ought to have done. For if this situation obtained even though you had taken all the appropriate action, then there would be no hope of its improving. (3) Next, you must bear in mind that you have been told by others how great Spartan power was not so long ago (and some of you actually know it from personal recollection) and how you nonetheless, with appropriate nobility, faced it with action completely worthy of your city, taking on a war against them for a just cause. Why do I make mention of this? So that you may realize and understand, Men of Athens, that you have nothing to fear as long as you are on your guard, and that you can also, if you are dilatory, expect to have none of the things you might want. As witness to this, consider the strength of Sparta, which you conquered by paying attention to your affairs, and the overconfidence of this man [Philip II] which discomforts us because we are not focusing on what we should.1



Note



1. See 
38.8

 (“Demosthenes’ War Plan Against Philip”) for other passages of this speech.





Question


1. What problems may impede historical investigation that is based solely on Plutarch’s biographies or on the Attic orators?


Review Questions


1. What aspects of a historical investigation are best served by material evidence?

2. The Greeks preserved stories of their migrations into or within Greece in prehistoric times. We know of them from much later written accounts, but in a number of cases archaeological evidence fails to show signs of the arrival of newcomers. In case of such a conflict between types of evidence, which should prevail and why?

3. Use the criteria of source investigation (III.1: “Investigation of Sources and Fragments of Lost Historians”) to assess the validity of Polybius’ criticism of Timaeus and Ephorus (III.5: “Diodorus of Sicily”).

4. Compare and contrast the aims and methods of Herodotus, Thucydides, Xenophon, and Plutarch.
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This chapter briefly surveys the so-called Homeric Question, including the relations between the Homeric epics and material evidence. Its major focus, however, is on the society and institutions depicted in the epics, which are assumed here to be largely historic. On that assumption, Homer is a valuable source for two main reasons. Firstly, the poet describes institutions and practices that were likely to have existed no later than the early Archaic period. Secondly, his heroes often served as models for generations of ancient Greeks, especially members of the elite. The Homeric value system, then, was relevant to many Greeks far beyond his age. In general, the Odyssey is more informative on Homeric society, and the Iliad on political institutions and war. The following sections discuss the Homeric family and household, their relationship to the community, political institutions and leadership, values, and social networks.

Scholarly interest in the Homeric epics goes back to ancient times. It has often focused on the so-called Homeric Question, which may be more aptly termed the Homeric Controversy. Readers have failed to agree on the identity of Homer; the time and the manner by which the Iliad and the Odyssey were composed or edited; the origins of the epics and their unique language; and the historicity of the poems.

Briefly, already in ancient times readers doubted whether Homer was a historical figure or if he wrote both the Iliad and the Odyssey. Many modern scholars would answer both questions in the positive. They assume that he wrote, or orally composed, first the Iliad, and then the Odyssey, based on oral traditions. Indeed, the epics reveal their oral origins in their language, which used a special rhythmic form, the hexameter, and many repetitive descriptive words or phrases (epithets) that were well suited to recitations.

Students of history are particularly interested in how historical the events and the society described in the epics are and to what period they should be dated. The Iliad in particular describes a long war between a large Greek expedition and a well-fortified Troy. The nineteenth-century excavator Heinrich Schliemann identified the site of Troy in the mound of Hissarlik in Asia Minor near the Dardanelles. Yet the site has revealed the existence of nine cities as well as sub-settlements dating from the Bronze Age to Roman times. Identifying which of these is the Troy of the Trojan War has been a bone of scholarly contention since Schliemann. The Greeks could not have mounted a large expedition following the destructions and consequent decline of many Bronze Age sites around 1200. This means that only Troy VIh, ca. 1300, or Troy VIi (formerly known as VIIa), ca. 1210–1180, would be good candidates. Yet both were relatively small settlements that appear to have suffered no human destruction, although recent excavators of the site interpret some findings as signs of a much larger site and even of human destruction for Troy VIi.

Many scholars agree that the Homeric epics may retain ancient memories, but that they also project on mythical times realities that better fit the poet’s own era, perhaps between the second half of the eighth century and the first half of the seventh. This does not mean that the world depicted by the poet is consistent or securely fixed in this period. The epics mix elements from different times and locales in a way that has caused some readers to regard attempts to historicize the Homeric world as futile.

The following example illustrates the complexity of attempts to compare the Homeric evidence with archaeological findings.

1.1 A Funeral Scene on a Dipylon Vase

Figure 1.1 shows a grave marker in the form of a very large crater or mixing bowl from the Dipylon cemetery in Athens. It was made ca. 750 by a potter known as the “Dipylon Master.” It depicts a dead man surrounded by more than forty male and female mourners, who are making the same gesture of (probably) tearing their hair. Chariots are driving by, and a ship is depicted under the handle. The painter is possibly describing the dead man’s military exploits. Homer describes a chariot parade around the corpse of Patrocles, Achilles’ friend (Iliad 23.12–16). It could be that Homer’s description is based on a practice current in his own day, or that he inspired the painter. No less likely, however, is that both poet and artist, in their different ways, mix fiction and reality.
Questions

1. What is the Homeric Question?

2. Can the Homeric epics be used as historical documents?

Figure 1.1 A funeral scene on a Dipylon Vase. © Photo 12 – Oronoz.


Image not available in this digital edition.



1.2 The Homeric Household (Oikos)

The historian M.I. Finley provides a definition of the Homeric household that conveys its critical importance:

The authoritarian household, the oikos, was the center around which life was organized, from which flowed not only the satisfaction of material needs, including security, but ethical norms and values, duties, obligations and responsibilities, and relations with the gods. The oikos was not merely the family, it was all the people of the household together with its lands and goods. (Finley 1978, 57–58)

When wandering Odysseus reached the blessed land of the Phaeacians, he came upon an idealized palatial home and household that belonged to their king, Alcinous. The great house is a center of political, social, and economic activity, bedecked with gold, silver, and bronze.


Homer Odyssey 7.95–132

(95) Inside, seats were installed along the walls on both sides, from the palace threshold to its center, and on them were drapes of fine embroidery, the work of the women of the house. On these seats sat the leaders of the Phaeacians, eating and drinking, and lacking nothing. (100) Golden statues of youths stood on firm pedestals, and in their hands they held blazing torches, brightening the night for the diners throughout the hall. Alcinous has in the house fifty female slaves, some of them grinding yellow grain with hand-mills, (105) and others sitting and plying the loom and spinning wool, which flutters like leaves on a lofty poplar. From the tightly woven fabric seep beads of oil. And as the Phaeacians surpass all men in the skill of sailing a ship swiftly on the sea, so their women excel in the work of the loom; (110) for to them especially has Athena granted the knowledge and wit to produce fine works of art.

    Outside the palace courtyard, close to its doors, stands a large four-acre garden encircled by a hedge. Here grow tall trees in full bloom – (115) pear and pomegranate, apple trees with glistening fruit, sweet fig and rich olive trees. Their fruit grows constantly, never dying and never failing winter or summer; and the west wind is constantly breathing on it, bringing some to birth and some to ripeness. (120) And one pear follows another pear in ripening, one apple another apple, one bunch of grapes another bunch, and one fig another fig. There, too, Alcinous has a bountiful vineyard planted, part of which is a warm area on level ground where grapes are being dried in the sun, (125) while others his people are gathering or treading. In front of this are unripe grapes that are dropping their blossom, and others that are starting to turn dark. And there, too, parallel to the last row of vines, are planted well-ordered gardens of all sorts of herbs that are constantly fresh and lush, and two springs, one diffusing water to the whole garden (130) and the other flowing toward the lofty palace, under the entranceway to the courtyard (and from this the town’s inhabitants have their water-supply). Such were the splendid gifts of the gods in the palace of Alcinous.



For women and slaves in the Homeric household, see WEB 1.3–4.

Questions

1. Describe the economic and social activities that take place in Alcinous’ household.

2. What does Homer’s description of the household suggest about the status of its head?

1.5 The Measure of Happiness

A man’s happiness was often measured by the well-being of his family and household. Thus Menelaus, king of Sparta, describes the good fortune of Nestor, the old ruler of Pylos.


Homer Odyssey 4.207–211

It is easy to recognize the son of a man whom Cronus’ son [Zeus] destined for happiness both when he married and when he produced children! Just as now to Nestor he has granted happy days everlasting, allowing him to grow old in his palace, and have sons who are wise and excellent wielders of the spear.



1.6 A Household in Trouble

While Alcinous’ and Nestor’s households were prosperous and secure, Odysseus’ house in Ithaca was in turmoil. In his absence, local nobles pressured his wife, Penelope, to marry one of them. They also invaded Odysseus’ house and squandered its resources.

In the following exchange between Odysseus’ young son, Telemachus, and the most evil of the suitors, Antinous, Telemachus articulates the notion that the male head of the oikos should have sole control over its assets. The prince tries to assert his authority, but also alludes to the unstable nature of dynastic power. In spite of Telemachus’ protests, the suitors continued to behave insolently until Odysseus exacted revenge on them.


Homer Odyssey 1.365–398

(1.365) There was a noisy response from the suitors throughout the shady hall, and they all prayed to lie in bed alongside Penelope. But quick-witted Telemachus began to address them:

    “Suitors of my mother, with your brash arrogance, let us now enjoy our feast, (370) and let there be no shouting; for it is good to listen to a singer such as this with a god-like voice. In the morning let us go and sit in the assembly so that I can tell you something straight – to leave these halls! Prepare other banquets for yourselves, (375) eating your own provisions and going from one house to another. But if you think it nicer and better to waste the possessions of a single individual without compensation, then eat up! I shall call upon the ever-living gods for Zeus to grant me my revenge, (380) with you dying in these halls – and without compensation!”

    So spoke Telemachus, and with teeth fastened in their lips they were all amazed at his confident address. Then Antinous, son of Eupeithes, spoke:

“Telemachus, those very gods certainly teach you to play the bold orator (385) and speak with confidence. May the son of Cronus not make you the king in sea-washed Ithaca, your birthright though that be!”

And quick-witted Telemachus gave him this reply:

“Antinous, I may annoy you with what I say, (390) but if Zeus granted me the throne, I would happily take it. Are you saying that this is the worst thing on earth? To be a king is not a bad thing, for the king’s house quickly gains wealth and he himself gains greater honor. However, there are many other kings of the Achaeans, both young and old, (395) on sea-washed Ithaca, and one of these may gain this prize, since noble Odysseus is dead.1 But I shall be master of my own house and of the slaves that noble Odysseus took as plunder.”

Note

1. See 1.8–9 on Homeric kingship. Telemachus presents kingship as accessible to local leaders, also called kings.



1.7 Households and Community

Telemachus’ words show how a man’s responsibility and loyalty centered on his family and household. Attitudes toward the community derived largely from these sentiments. When the Trojan hero Hector exhorts the troops to fight the enemy, this is what he proclaims.


Homer Iliad 15.494–499

And any of you meeting his death and his fate from a missile or blow, well, let him die. It is no shame for him to die defending his fatherland. Indeed, his wife and children, who live on after him, and his home and property [kleros]1 will remain inviolate if the Achaeans should reach their native country with their ships.

Note

1. Kleros, lit. “lot,” refers to an inherited land or property that was distributed among the heirs by lot.



Questions

1. Contrast the description of Nestor’s household (1.5) with that of Odysseus (1.6). What might account for the difference?

2. What distinctions does Telemachus make between domestic and public authority (1.6)?

3. How does Hector link household to country (1.7)?

1.8 Homeric Leaders

Any investigation of Homeric leadership and political institutions and their relation to history is bound to run into difficulties. In addition to the epics’ mixture of reality and fiction, the poems describe unusual circumstances, such as men at war in the Iliad and a leaderless household and community in the Odyssey, but seldom examine the operation of political institutions under more ordinary circumstances. Moreover, the epics might have artificially combined political realities from different times and locales. Nevertheless, they show that at the head of the hierarchy of power stood the king (basileus). His power was based on his large household, companions (hetairoi), and followers (and their followers), whom he had attracted. The king’s ability to exert power, however, varied. A king like Agamemnon, the leader of the Greek expedition to Troy, inherited a scepter that came from Zeus, thus indicating divine confirmation of his rule. But the competitive principle of “ever to be the best and excel among others” (Iliad 6.208) affected leadership as well. It created an expectation of kings to legitimize their power, preferred status, greater honor, and large economic assets through their personal performance. Thus, when Sarpedon, the king of the Lycians and a Trojan ally, encourages his companion Glaucus to fight the Greeks, he highlights displays of strength and courage as justifications of their leadership position.


Homer Iliad 12.310–321

(12.310) Glaucus, why is it that we two are held in the greatest honor in Lycia, with thrones, meat, and cups full of wine, while all look upon us as gods? And why do we have a large plot of land to live on by the banks of the Xanthus, well blessed with vineyards and wheat-bearing soil? (315) It is for this that we must now take our position in the front lines of the Lycians and face the raging fight, so that any man of the well-armed Lycians may say: “Our kings who rule over us in Lycia are not without fame, these men who eat fat sheep (320) and drink our sweet vintage wines. No, indeed! They have outstanding strength, for they fight in the front lines of the Lycians.”



1.9 Kings, Council, and Assembly

A leader’s authority was largely based on his wealth, his excellence in fighting, and on attracting fellowship through feasting and gift-giving. He thus resembled a type of ruler that anthropologists, and following them historians, have labeled the “big chief” (or “big man”). A king, however, was also exposed to challenges and criticism from others who saw themselves as his equals or even superior in merit and resources. Indeed, the title “king” appears to denote a level of authority rather than an office, because in Homer there are kings who are more “kingly” than others. Telemachus’ concession to others of the right to be king (1.6) shows the weakness of an inherited claim to the throne. Conversely, an inherited claim combined with a measure of divine favor legitimized Agamemnon’s leadership to some degree. It could be that the epics retained memories of leadership by “divine right,” as well as a different conception, later or coeval, based on personal performance.

Homer also described councils consisting of other “kings” or “elders” (gerontês), who were convened by the leading king to advise him and discuss mutual concerns. Ideally, all participants were supposed to agree on a common course.

The assembly was made up of adult males from both the elite and the masses. Leaders used this arena to garner public support, inform the people, and prevail upon rivals. Some scholars regard these functions as an indication of significant popular power, which Homer, who wrote for an elite audience, tried to minimize or even to denigrate. Those who put more credence in Homer note that, in the poems, members of the elite call the assembly, do most of the talking, and take no popular vote.

The following description shows the working of Homeric kingship, council, and assembly. It also describes an unusual and failed attempt by someone outside the leading elite, the Greek Thersites, to upset the political and social hierarchy of the camp. The poet is clearly hostile toward attempts to challenge those in power.

The episode commences with a dream, sent by Zeus, that urged Agamemnon to do battle with the Trojans.


Homer Iliad 2.16–59, 71–154, 182–277

(2.16) With these words, and on hearing the order, the dream went on its way. It came quickly to the swift ships of the Achaeans and went to Agamemnon, son of Atreus, whom it found sleeping in his hut wrapped in a sleep divine. (20) Standing over him in the form of Neleus’ son, Nestor – whom Agamemnon respected most among the elders – the god-sent dream addressed him:

“You are asleep, son of wise Atreus, tamer of horses. A man responsible for giving guidance should not sleep all night, (25) not when an army is under his command and so much is his concern. Now quick, listen to me! I come to you as a messenger from Zeus, who, far off though he is, has great concern and pity for you. He tells you to put the longhaired Achaeans under arms post-haste, for this is when you might take the broad-wayed city of the Trojans – (30) the immortals who have their homes on Olympus are no longer in disagreement on this. Hera has changed the minds of all with her entreaties and over the Trojans hang troubles sent by Zeus. But see that you keep this in mind and do not let forgetfulness take hold of you when honey-sweet sleep lets you go.”

(35) So saying, the dream departed, leaving Agamemnon there to ponder in his thoughts things that were not to come about. He thought he was going to the city of Priam on that day – silly man, ignorant as he was of the designs that Zeus had in mind. (40) For the god was going to bring distress and groaning on Trojans and Danaans alike in dire conflict.

    Agamemnon awoke from his sleep and the divine voice still rang about him. He sat up straight, put on his soft tunic, a handsome, newly made garment, and threw around him his great cloak. Beneath his shining feet he bound his fine sandals, (45) and over his shoulders he slung his silver-studded sword. He took up the ever-imperishable scepter of his forefathers, and with it proceeded to the ships of the bronze-mailed Achaeans.

    And so the goddess Dawn arrived on high Olympus, announcing day’s arrival to Zeus and the other gods. (50) And Agamemnon instructed the clear-voiced heralds to summon the longhaired Achaeans to an assembly, and when they summoned them the Achaeans quickly gathered.

    The king first held a council of the greathearted elders beside the ship of Nestor, the king born in Pylos. (55) Calling together the elders he devised a cunning strategy.

“Listen, friends,” he said. “A heavenly dream came to me in my sleep during the divine night, and in form, size, and stature it most resembled illustrious Nestor. It stood over me and addressed me as follows:



Agamemnon repeats the dream’s words.


(71) With these words the dream went flying away, and sweet sleep let go of me. But come now, let us try to put the sons of the Achaeans under arms. But I shall test their spirit with an address, as is appropriate, and will order them to take to flight with their many-benched ships. (75) But your task is to try to restrain them with your words from your various positions.

    With that Agamemnon sat down, and Nestor arose amongst them, the lord of sandy Pylos. He addressed them warm-heartedly. “Friends,” he said, “leaders and rulers of the Argives: (80) had it been any other of the Achaeans telling of this dream, we might call it a lie and be inclined to disregard it. But the man who saw it is he who professes to be the best of the Achaeans. So come now, let us try to put the sons of the Achaeans under arms.”

    So saying, he led the exodus from the meeting, (85) and the other scepter-bearing kings stood up and followed the lead of the shepherd of the people. The rank and file came swiftly to meet them. It was as when the thronging swarms of bees come forth from a hollowed rock in a continual stream, hovering in groups over the flowers of spring, and congregating in clusters on this side and that. (90) Just so did the numerous tribes of men come forward in companies from ships and huts to the assembly ground, before the low-lying shore. And amongst them blazed Rumor, messenger of Zeus, urging them on; and so they came together. (95) Confusion now reigned in the assembly. As the men took their seats the earth groaned beneath them, and there was general uproar. Nine heralds cried out in an attempt to restrain them, hoping to make them quell their clamor and listen to the kings who are blessed by Zeus. Only with difficulty could the common soldiers be brought to sit and keep to their seats, (100) and end their shouting. Their ruler Agamemnon then stood up, holding the scepter that was the handiwork of Hephaestus. Hephaestus had given it to lord Zeus, Cronus’ son, and then Zeus had in turn given it to the guiding god, the killer of Argos. Lord Hermes had then given it to the charioteer Pelops, (105) and Pelops had given it to Atreus, the shepherd of his people. When Atreus died he left it to Thyestes, the owner of large flocks, and Thyestes then left it to the hands of Agamemnon, for him to become ruler of many islands and all of Argos.

    Agamemnon now leaned on the scepter as he addressed the Argives.

(110) “Friends,” he said, “Danaan warriors, squires of Ares! Zeus the son of Cronus had me tightly enmeshed in terrible folly – a merciless god who earlier made me the solemn undertaking that I should return home after sacking strongly fortified Troy. Now it transpires that he has played a foul trick on me, and he bids me go back to Argos in disgrace (115) after sustaining so many losses. That is probably going to be the decision of all-powerful Zeus who has brought low the battlements of many cities, and will do so again in future, his power being the greatest. This is a disgraceful thing for future generations to hear, (120) that an Achaean force of such quality and size should be fruitlessly engaged in a hopeless fight and struggle against an inferior enemy, with no end yet in sight. For suppose we Achaeans and Trojans were prepared to establish a binding truce and be counted, (125) and the Trojans were to agree to a count of all with homes in the city and we Achaeans to be divided up into units of ten. Suppose then that each of our units should choose a Trojan to serve its wine – many such groups of ten would be without a wine-steward! Such is the numerical superiority of the sons of the Achaeans over the Trojans who live in the city. (130) However, they have allies present, spearmen from many cities, and these are a great hindrance, and do not allow me to fulfill my wish of sacking the populous city of Ilium. Nine of great Zeus’ years have already gone by, (135) and our ships’ timbers have rotted and their rigging has disintegrated. And I expect our wives and little children are sitting in our halls waiting for us, while for us the task for which we came is nowhere near to being accomplished. So come now, let us all follow my instructions. (140) Let us retreat with our ships to our own country, since we shall not now take Troy with its broad streets.”

    Such were Agamemnon’s words, and amongst the assembled multitude he stirred the hearts in the breasts of those who were not party to the plan. The meeting was moved like the towering waves of the deep – of the Icarian Sea – (145) which the east and south winds whip up, swooping down from the clouds of Father Zeus. It was as when the west wind comes and sets a deep cornfield in motion with its swift onrush, so that its corn-ears nod in the breeze. Just so was the movement of the whole assembly. They rushed to the ships with a cheer, (150) the dust rising high from beneath their feet. They urged each other to seize the ships and drag them to the divine sea, and they proceeded to clear the launching paths. Their shouts went up to heaven as they eagerly set off for home, and they began to remove the props from beneath the vessels.



The enthusiastic response to the idea of sailing home alarms the goddesses Hera and Athena. Athena urges Odysseus to put a stop to it.


(182) Such were Athena’s words, and Odysseus heard the goddess speaking to him. He began to run, throwing aside his cloak, which the herald Eurybates of Ithaca, his squire, gathered up, (185) and he came to Agamemnon, son of Atreus, from whom he received the everlasting scepter of the royal house. With that in hand he proceeded to the ships of the mail-clad Achaeans.

On coming upon a king or a man of distinction, Odysseus would stand beside him and hold him back with gentle words. (190) “My friend,” he would say, “it would be improper for me to try to intimidate you like a coward; just sit yourself down and tell the others to be seated. For you do not know yet what the son of Atreus has in mind. This is a test he is conducting, (195) and soon he will deliver a blow to the sons of the Achaeans. Did we not all hear what he had to say in the council? I am afraid that in his anger he may inflict injury on the sons of the Achaeans. Kings, cherished by Zeus, possess violent tempers; their honor comes from Zeus, and all-wise Zeus loves them.”

    When, however, he spied a member of the common people and found him shouting, he would strike him with the scepter and threaten him, saying: (200) “My friend, sit down quietly and listen to what others have to say, men better than you – you who are a cowardly weakling and never of any use in battle or debate. We Achaeans shall not all play the king here – the rule of many is not a good thing! (205) There should be one ruler, one king, the man to whom the son of cunning Cronus has granted that power.”

    Thus, with authority, he set the army back in order, and the men came swiftly streaming back to the assembly from the ships and the huts, creating a noise like that (210) when a wave of the deafening deep thunders on an open shore and a roaring comes from the sea.

The others sat down and remained in order in their seats, with the sole exception of the loudmouthed Thersites, who kept up his noisy tirade. In his mind he had a large store of indecent language with which to squabble with the kings in a reckless and unseemly manner, (215) saying whatever he thought would make the Argives laugh. He was the ugliest man who came to Troy. He was bow-legged, and lame in one foot; and his shoulders were rounded and bent down over his chest. Above that he had a pointed head with thin, straggly hair sprouting on it. (220) He more than anyone was detested by Achilles and Odysseus, whom he made a habit of reproaching, but on that occasion it was against noble Agamemnon that he directed his reproaches with piercing screams. In fact, the Achaeans were furious with him, and had indignation in their hearts. But he kept up his noisy shouts of abuse against Agamemnon.

(225) “Son of Atreus,” he said, “what are you grumbling about now and what do you want? Your huts are full of bronze and you have lots of women in them, a choice bevy which we the Achaeans grant to you first whenever we take a town. Can it be that you still need gold – (230) gold that one of the horse-taming Trojans will bring from Ilium as ransom for his son, a man that I, or another of the Achaeans, brought in irons? Or is it a young woman you need, one to make love with and keep on the side for yourself? But one who is their leader should not be bringing the sons of the Achaeans into trouble. (235) You softies, you miserable cowards, you who are Achaean women rather than Achaean men, let us go back home with our ships. Let us leave this fellow here in Troy to bask in his honors and see whether or not we are a help to him. He has even shown disrespect for Achilles, a much better man than he is – (240) he has seized Achilles’ prize for himself, and still holds on to it. And it’s not that Achilles does not feel resentment in his heart – he’s just apathetic! Otherwise, son of Atreus, this would now be the last insult of which you would be guilty!”

    Such were Thersites’ reproaches against Agamemnon, the shepherd of his people. But noble Odysseus swiftly came up to him and, (245) with a withering look, gave him a severe dressing down.

    “You loudmouth, Thersites,” he said, “you have a shrill tongue but you can stop now and put an end to your one-man rant against your leaders. In my opinion there is no more worthless being than you amongst the men who came to Ilium with the sons of Atreus. (250) So none of this chatter and talk about your kings now, and no hurling abuse at them as you seek an opportunity to get home! We do not yet have a clear picture of how these things will turn out, of whether we sons of Achaea will go home with success or failure to our credit. So there you are hurling reproaches at Agamemnon son of Atreus, the shepherd of his people, (255) because the Danaan warriors give him many presents, and your words are completely insulting. But I tell you something, and it is going to happen. If I find you once more ranting like this, (260) I shall take hold of you and strip you of your clothing, your cloak and your tunic that cover your private parts, and I shall send you weeping and wailing to the swift ships, driving you from the assembly with a shameful beating. If I do not, then let my head not remain on my shoulders and let me no longer be called the father of Telemachus!”

(265) Such were Odysseus’ words, and with the scepter he beat the man on his back and shoulders. Thersites cowered, and a large tear fell from his eye, while a bloody weal arose on his back from the golden scepter. He sat down aghast; and in pain and with a look of bewilderment he wiped away his tears. (270) Vexed though they were the soldiers laughed heartily at him and, looking at a comrade close by, one of them would say: “Good heavens! Odysseus has countless great deeds to his credit as the author of fine plans and as a leader in battle; but this is now the best thing of all that he has done amongst the Argives, (275) namely, putting a stop to this foul cheap-talker’s ranting. For sure his headstrong spirit will never again drive him to assail his rulers with insulting language.”



See WEB 1.10 for a description of a trial scene in Homer.

Questions

1. What legitimized the power of the Homeric leaders according to sections 1.8 and 1.9?

2. What does the story of Agamemnon’s dream and its consequences tell about the respective powers of the king, council, and assembly?

3. Were Thersites’ complaints justified? How were they addressed? Why did his fellow warriors not support him?

1.11 Homeric Values: Honor and Excellence

To a large extent, what separated the good man (agathos) from the bad (kakos) in the Homeric world were his social status and personal performance. Hence the importance of the concept of aretê, which equated virtue with competitive excellence and being better than another man. It also identified defeat with shame. However, this individualistic, competitive ethos did not exclude adherence to cooperative values such as aid, magnanimity, and helping the community. Honor (timê) and shame (aidos) were often functions of keeping up with society’s expectations and showing acute awareness of what others might think or say about one’s conduct. A man of honor was anxious to increase or maintain it and defend it from challenges and insults. He also looked to gain fame or glory (kleos) that could immortalize him.

All these perceptions are recognizable in the response of the Trojan hero Hector to the pleading of his wife, Andromache. She asks him to have mercy on his family and defend Troy from behind the walls instead of on the battlefield. Hector’s words evince sensitivity to public opinion as well as to his own self-image, and distinguish between the good and courageous man and the bad and cowardly one.


Homer Iliad 6.441–446

Yes, my wife, all that is on my mind, too, but I would feel deep shame [aideomai] in front of the Trojan men and the long-robed Trojan women if, like a coward [kakos], I keep out of the battle. Nor does my heart tell me to do that; for I have learned ever to be courageous and fight in the front lines of the Trojans, gaining great renown [kleos] for my father and for myself.


1.12 Reciprocity and Guest-Friendship (Xenia)

One of the governing principles of social and political interaction in Homer is reciprocity. It existed between a leader and the community when the people gave their chief material gifts, and he reciprocated in the form of common feasts, sacrifices, military and political service, and individual rewards. Reciprocity also guided the conduct of members of the elite who exchanged gifts, services, and favors with one another. The men involved in the exchange were not blind to its material value, but it was primarily designed to establish and regulate social and political relationships. Reciprocal gift-giving and hospitality were also the mark of xenia (Homeric Greek: xeinia), or guest-friendship, between prominent individuals from different places. Xenia was hereditary and, as shown in the following case, could even supersede one’s allegiance to fellow combatants. Thus, the Greek Diomedes and the Trojan ally Glaucus decide to avoid fighting each other after discovering that they are guest-friends (xenoi) through their grandfathers. They affirm their relationship with a gift exchange, in which Glaucus’ greater gift suggests perhaps his inferior status to Diomedes.

The scene commences with Diomedes, son of Tydeus, and Glaucus, son of Hippolochus, meeting in the space between the two armies. Diomedes acknowledges Glaucus’ courage and military prowess and asks for his identity. Glaucus assures Diomedes that he is not a god in disguise and identifies himself through his lineage. He focuses especially on the tale of his grandfather, Bellerophon, who was forced to leave his native land near Argos and go to Lycia. There, after performing some heroic feats, the local king “recognized him [Bellerophon] as the noble son of a god, he kept him there, giving him his daughter in marriage and half his royal honors” (6.194–196). Bellerophon fathered three children, including Hippolochus.


Homer Iliad 6. 206–236

(6.206) Hippolochus fathered me, and of him, I declare, am I born. He sent me to Troy and time and again impressed upon me ever to be the best and excel among others, and not to bring dishonor on the line of my forefathers, (210) who were by far the bravest men in Ephyra and broad Lycia. This is the family and bloodline that I declare myself to belong to.”

    Such were Glaucus’ words, and Diomedes of the great war cry was delighted. He thrust his spear into the fertile earth, and addressed the shepherd of the people with gentle words:

(215) “So then,” he said “you must have long-standing ties of guest-friendship with my father’s house. For noble Oeneus [Diomedes’ grandfather] entertained the peerless Bellerophon in his home, keeping him there for twenty days, and they exchanged fine presents to mark their friendship. Oeneus gave a belt of gleaming purple, (220) and Bellerophon gave a golden cup with two handles, which I left behind in my house when coming here. I do not remember Tydeus since I was small when he left, at the time when the Achaean army perished at Thebes. And so I am now your host in the midst of Argos, (225) and you are mine in Lycia whenever I might come to the country of those people. Let us avoid each other’s spears, even in the thick of the fray; for there are large numbers of Trojans and of their famous allies to make my victims, any that a god puts before me or I catch by the speed of my feet, (230) and for you there are many Achaeans to kill if you can. But let us exchange armor, so that men here may also know that we proudly declare that we are friends [xeinoi] through our fathers.”

    With these words they leapt from their chariots, clasped each other’s hands, and swore an oath of friendship. (235) But then Zeus the son of Cronus deprived Glaucus of his wits, for he exchanged with Tydeus’ son Diomedes armor of gold for armor of bronze, a hundred oxen’s worth in return for nine.


For a link to a Roman copy of a bust of Homer, see WEB 1.13.

Review Questions

1. What constituted a desirable, i.e., “good,” Homeric man?

2. Describe the structure and role of the Homeric household on the basis of the documents in 1.2 and 1.5, and WEB 1.3 and 1.4.

3. How was power distributed in the Greek camp and in Ithaca? Also consult the trial scene in WEB 1.10.

4. Identify Homeric ideals and explain how they were anchored in their social and economic environment.

Suggested Readings

Homer, history, and archaeology: Project Troia, http://www.uni-tuebingen.de/troia/eng/index.html; Kolb 2004 (against identifying Troy VI as Homeric Troy); Jablonka and Rose 2004 (contra Kolb); see also Strauss 2006. Homer, artistic evidence, and the Dipylon Vase: Hurwit 1985, 93–124; Snodgrass 1997. Homeric society and its historicity: Finley 1978 (highly influential and still quite valuable); see also Raaflaub 1998a. Homeric household and family: Lacy 1968, 33–50. Homeric social and political institutions: Donlan 1997; Raaflaub 1997; Hammer 2002. Homeric values: Adkins 1960, 30–60 (contra: Cairns 1993, 48–146); Donlan 1980. Homeric chiefs, friendship, and xenia: Donlan 1989, 1993; van Wees 1992; Herman 1987; Zanker 1994; Konstan 1997, 24–42. Greek concepts of reciprocity: C. Gill et al. 1998.
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This chapter examines the society depicted by the poet Hesiod in his Works and Days. It includes passages dealing with attitudes toward men of the elite and their treatment of people weaker than them, as well as perceptions of women and work. The chapter also illustrates through a vase aspects of Asian influence on Greek culture in this early period.

As with Homer, it is not certain whether Hesiod wrote the poems ascribed to him. According to one scholarly view, the ancients attributed different poetic traditions of various times to Hesiod. We shall follow the orthodox view, which largely assumes the authenticity of his authorship.

Hesiod was a contemporary or near contemporary of Homer (ca. 700). According to his own account in Works and Days, his father had emigrated from Cyme in Asia Minor to Ascra in Boeotia, where he became a farmer. When Hesiod’s father died, his inheritance was divided between Hesiod and his brother Perses, although Hesiod complained that Perses took more than his rightful share following a crooked judgment.

In his Theogony, Hesiod systematized Greek myths of heroes and gods. In his later poem, Works and Days, written around 700, he remonstrates with his brother for his misconduct over the inheritance. Yet mostly he imparts folk wisdom and advice on issues of justice, morality, religion, seafaring, and especially farming. While the Iliad and the Odyssey focus on the elite, Works and Days deals with the ways of life, beliefs, and mores of those who, while not downtrodden, are still less privileged – in other words, small to middling landholders.

Accordingly, Works and Days describes no big chiefs on the Homeric scale. Instead there are “gift-eating kings,” powerful individuals who dispense injustice. They reside in the neighboring polis Thespia, which probably controlled Ascra at that time. In his appeal to the Thespian elite and to his brother, Hesiod deifies justice (dikê) and retribution (atê), and suggests that injustice will result in suffering for the family and community. Leaders are expected to show public responsibility.

2.1 Individual, Communal, and Divine Justice


Hesiod Works and Days 213–273

(213) You, Perses, should listen to Right [Dikê]; do not promote Violence [Hubris]. Violence is bad for a poor man; (215) even a man of substance cannot bear it easily, and is oppressed by it when he meets Retribution [Atê]. Better to take the road on the other side, the one leading to righteousness, for in the end Justice prevails over Violence. The fool learns this only through suffering the consequences; for Oath straightway keeps pace with perverse judgments. (220) There is uproar when Right is forcibly dragged wherever bribe-devouring men take her, adjudicating claims with perverse verdicts. She follows in tears to those men’s abodes in their community [polis], wrapped in mist and bringing misfortune to the men who drove her out and did not dispense straightforward justice.

(225) But those who give straight judgments to foreigners and local people, and do not stray from the path of justice, these men see their community flourish, and their populations prospering in it. There is throughout their land a peace that fosters children, and never does far-seeing Zeus apportion grievous war to them. (230) Never do famine or retribution afflict men who give fair judgments, and they enjoy much feasting as they till the fields they care for. For them the earth provides a rich livelihood, and on the hills the oak tree bears acorns on the exterior and bees within. They have fleecy sheep laden with wool, (235) and their wives bear children who resemble their fathers. They always have an abundance of good things; they do not make sea journeys, and their farmland is productive and bears them fruit.

    To those who are given to iniquitous violence and evil deeds, however, far-seeing Zeus apportions punishment. (240) Often an entire community has suffered because of one man who does wrong and has iniquitous designs. On such folk the son of Cronus brings suffering from heaven in the form of famine and plague, and the people die out. The women fail to produce children, and their households fade away through the design of Olympian Zeus. (245) Sometimes, too, the son of Cronus destroys their broad army or their city wall, or wrecks their ships upon the sea.

    Oh kings, you too should take note of this punishment. For there are immortals rubbing shoulders with humans and (250) observing those who exhaust their fellow men with perverse judgments with no thought for punishment from the gods. Zeus has thirty thousand immortal spirits on the fertile earth watching mortal men, and these keep an eye on judgments and wicked deeds, (255) clothed in mist and roaming everywhere in the world.

    And there is the maiden, Justice, who is the daughter of Zeus, an illustrious maiden respected by the gods who live on Olympus. And whensoever someone does her harm with unjust censure she straightway takes a seat beside Cronus’ son Zeus (260) and apprises him of the wicked thoughts of men so that the people may pay for the iniquities of their leaders who, with evil thoughts in their hearts, make fraudulent statements and pervert the course of Justice. Be on your guard against this, you kings, and make your judgments straight, you who swallow bribes – forget all about perverse judgments.

(265) The man who inflicts wickedness on another inflicts wickedness on himself, and an evil plan turns out most evil for the planner.

    The eye of Zeus sees all things, and takes account of all things; and it looks down on these things, too, if it wishes, not failing to see the quality of the justice that a community employs within it. (270) In the present circumstances I would not myself be “righteous” amongst men, or have my son be so, for it is bad for a man to be “righteous” if the less righteous man will have the greater right.



Questions

1. What were the relationships between divine and human justice according to Hesiod?

2. What, according to Hesiod, are the incentives and deterrents that should guide the conduct of leaders? Are they effective in your opinion?

2.2 Women and Pandora’s Jar

The desirable Hesiodic oikos is relatively modest in size. It consists of a husband, wife, preferably one son, a small number of male and female slaves, and farm animals and equipment. Hesiod believes that young women who are modest, docile, and concerned about the family’s good name may turn into good wives (cf. Works and Days 519–522). However, his version of the myth of Pandora reveals masculine concerns, fears, and stereotypes of women. The speaker in lines 57–58 is Zeus, who has decided to punish Prometheus’ theft of fire from the gods by unleashing suffering on humans. Pandora (lit., “gift for all”) was given a jar, which she opened and so let loose evils on humankind.


Hesiod Works and Days 59–82; cf. 373–375

(59) So saying, the father of gods and men laughed aloud. And he ordered the renowned god Hephaestus to mix earth and water immediately, to set in the mixture the voice and strength of a human being, and to mold the delightful form of a lovely maiden with the features of the immortal goddesses. Athena he ordered to teach her handiwork, how to weave the intricate web; (65) while Aphrodite was to shower upon her head both painful desire and enfeebling cares. And he bade Hermes, the messenger god and killer of Argos, to set in her the mind of a bitch and a perfidious nature.

    Such were his orders, and the deities obeyed their master, Zeus son of Cronus. (70) The famous lame god [Hephaestus] immediately molded from clay, in accordance with the plans of the son of Cronus, the figure of a modest girl. The gray-eyed goddess Athena clothed her and decked her out; the divine Graces and Queen Seduction [Aphrodite] placed golden necklaces upon her; (75) and the lovely-tressed Seasons made a garland of spring flowers for her head. The messenger, the killer of Argos [Hermes], created in her breast lies, wheedling words, and a cunning nature, after the plans of loud-thundering Zeus. (80) And the herald of the gods also put a voice within her, and named this woman Pandora, because all those having their homes on Olympus contributed to her – a disaster for men who live on bread.



See WEB 2.3 for Hesiod on desirable household and marriage.

Questions

1. What feminine attributes are highlighted in the creation of Pandora?

2. Based on the myth of Pandora and the descriptions of household and marriage in WEB 2.3, how were men to contend with the harmful potential of women?

2.4 The Value of Labor

It may be expected that a farming community would endorse the value of hard work. Hesiod accordingly extols labor as a key to material prosperity and as a moral virtue that separates the honorable from the shameful. Homer associates excellence (aretê), fame, and competitiveness with combat, courage, and leadership qualities. Works and Days links these values to wealth that comes from labor, and contextualizes them in farming and other working environments. In spite of Hesiod’s praise of work, leisure continued to distinguish the elite from the masses and to signal the former’s social and moral superiority.


Hesiod Works and Days 299–318

(299) But you, divine-born Perses, set yourself to work so that hunger may hate you and venerable well-garlanded Demeter may love you, filling your barn with sustenance. For hunger is always the companion of the idle man. Gods and men feel rancor against the man who lives in idleness, (305) being in his nature similar to the stingless drones who, eating without working, consume the fruits of the bees’ labor. Your efforts should be directed toward putting your work in proper order, so that your barns may be full of the food of each season. It is from work that men have abundant flocks and wealth, (310) and those who work are more loved by the immortals. Work is no disgrace; disgrace lies in not working. And if you work the idle man will soon be jealous of your growing wealth; and rank [aretê] and honor [kudos] go along with wealth. But whatever your fortune, work is the better course, (315) if you direct your foolish heart away from other people’s possessions and focus on work as I tell you. A discreditable shame accompanies the man in need – shame which can harm men greatly, but also greatly benefit them.



See WEB 2.5.I–II for Hesiod on slaves and competitiveness, and WEB 2.5.III for a link to a bust of Hesiod.

Question

1. What makes working preferable to idleness according to Hesiod?

2.6 The Orientalizing Period

Occurring close to, or contemporary with, the world of Hesiod was what modern scholars have termed the “orientalizing period” (ca. 725–650). It is characterized by a strong eastern influence on Greeks in many areas, but especially in the realms of religion, myth, writing, and art. Indeed, some critics have attributed the direct or indirect origins of Hesiod’s Works and Days to the so-called wisdom literature that flourished in Mesopotamia and Egypt. Oriental influences were imported either by Greeks from the east or by Egyptians or Phoenicians who settled in and traded with the west. Cults like that of Adonis or the later Orphic religion, Greek cosmology, and the systematization of gods and heroes demonstrated similarities with more ancient Mesopotamian and Egyptian beliefs and practices. The Greeks adopted and modified the Phoenician alphabet, though it is unclear where this script was first introduced and how it was diffused. The orientalizing style in vase-painting began around 725 with what is known as the proto-Corinthian style and continued for about a century. Naturalist motifs, many of them imported from the east, replaced or supplemented earlier Geometric patterns. They included, among others, rosettes, lotus flowers, and even animals like panthers that the artists knew only from oriental art and myths.


Figure 2.1 A griffin jug from Aegina. © The Granger Collection/TopFoto.


Image not available in this digital edition.



The jug shown in Figure 2.1 exemplifies the mixture of Geometric and orientalizing elements. Produced around 675 in one of the Cycladic islands, it was found on the island of Aegina near Attica. The top is shaped like a griffin, a motif adopted from Syria and modified by Greek artists. The central panel depicts the eastern motif of a lion and its prey next to a grazing horse, which is a scene that appears already in the Geometric style. The bottom combines Geometric triangles with oriental flower patterns. It might be significant that the jug was found in Aegina, a thriving trade center, and not in an inland settlement like Hesiod’s Ascra. In an agriculture-based community, wealth and worth were probably measured differently than in towns where overseas trade constituted a major economic activity.

Review Questions

1. What were the dominant moral values in the society described by Hesiod?

2. Describe the structure and activities of the Hesiodic household based on the documents in 2.4, WEB 2.3, and WEB 2.5.I–II.

3. Describe the relations between leader and community as characterized by Hesiod. How did they resemble and differ from similar relations in Homer?

Suggested Readings

Society and politics in Hesiodic Ascra: Millett 1984; Tandy 1997; Thomas and Conant 1999, 144–161; A. Edwards 2004. Hesiod’s conflict with Perses: in addition to the above see Gagarin 1974, but also Clay 2003, 34–38. Women in Hesiod (and in other Greek authors): Arthur 1973; Zeitlin 1996, 53–86. Pandora: Ogden 1998. Hesiodic household: Hanson 1999, 90–106. Hesiod and the value of hard work: G. Nussbaum 1960. On the Hesiodic value system as the opposite of Homer’s: Zanker 1986, but also Pearson 1962, 72–73, 82–83. Orientalizing period: Burkert 1992, 2004; Murray 1993, 81–101.



3

The Early Greek Polis (City-State) and the Ethnos


CHAPTER CONTENTS

3.1 The Homeric Polis

3.2 A Walled Homeric Polis WEB

3.3 An Early Settlement on Andros (Zagora; ca. 700)

3.4 Links to Andros and the Azoria Project WEB

3.5 Ancient Views of the Origins of the Polis

3.6 Ethnos: The Ionians

3.7 Links of Interest WEB



The term polis (pl. poleis) is usually translated as city-state, although the degree of urbanization of a polis may have varied over time or from one place to another. Recent exhaustive studies of the subject have produced a definition of the Greek polis in its ideal, largely Classical Greek form as “a highly institutionalized and highly centralized micro-state consisting of one town (often walled) with its immediate hinterland and settled with a stratified population, of whom some are citizens, some foreigners and, sometimes, slaves.” The territory and the politically privileged segment of the population are small. The town is “the economic, the religious, the military, and the political center of the city-state,” and the city-state “is a self-governing polity, but not necessarily an independent and autonomous state” (Hansen 2000, 18). The definition does not fit every stage in the development of the polis, and especially not its earlier phases. Yet it shows that the Greek city-state is recognizable by its territory, community, public buildings, and urban center (asty).

This chapter examines the Greek polis from different perspectives. It presents perceptions of the polis and its origins in the writings of Homer and Aristotle. It shows the spatial dimensions of an early Greek settlement on the island of Andros, and concludes with a discussion of the Greek concept of ethnos (“tribal state”), which identified Greeks and created ties among them in ways that were unrelated to the polis.

3.1 The Homeric Polis

An early type of polis appears already in Homer. When Odysseus meets the Phaeacian princess Nausica on the island of Scheria, she describes her city through its physical attributes, which are typical of a (coastal) town: walls, harbor, assembly, and a precinct (temenos) for a god. See WEB 3.2 for the description of this walled Homeric polis and for a link discussing it.

When Odysseus wanders into the land of the Cyclopes, he describes them as lacking in all that a Greek would identify with a polis, namely, public institutions and space, common laws and customs, communal habitation and spirit, technology, and civilized existence.


Homer Odyssey 9.105–115

(9.105) From there we sailed on with heavy heart and reached the land of the insolent and lawless Cyclopes, who neither plant nor plow with their hands but leave everything to the gods. Even so everything grows for them without planting and plowing – (110) wheat, barley, and vines that produce wine from large-clustered grapes fattened by the rain of Zeus. They have no assemblies for discussion and no legal usage; rather, they live on the peaks of lofty mountains, in hollow caverns, and they all individually lay down the laws for their own wives and children and have no interest in each other’s welfare.



Question

1. What constituted a city according to Homer’s description of the Cyclopes (3.1) and of a walled city (WEB 3.2)?

3.3 An Early Settlement on Andros (Zagora; ca. 700)

The origins of the polis are unclear and the subject of a lively debate. Recent opinion suggests that the concept was imported from long-existing city-states in Phoenicia or Mesopotamia and that it was implemented in Greek colonies. Public space and common cult contributed as well to the notion of citizenship in the polis.

Archaeological finds reveal regional differences in the emergence of the polis as a focus of habitation. A polis is larger than a village, and in Attica, for example, the significant increase in the number of graves around 750 suggests a population growth (whose rate is still debated). Elsewhere in Greece, large temples were set up at the center of Greek settlements, on their frontiers, but also in territory accessible to more than one community. They were the recipients of a massive amount of votives, including some that were expensive, which formerly had been placed in individual graves. The movement toward communal space and activity was balanced in some settlements by the demarcation of the private sphere: courtyard houses gradually replaced oval huts and open space, which were typical of Dark Age villages.

Figure 3.1 shows the plan of a settlement in Zagora (a modern name) on the Aegean island of Andros. The settlement was abandoned around 700 when its inhabitants apparently moved to the nearby newer city of Palaeopolis. As with many other Dark Age settlements, Zagora was located on a high headland, probably for security reasons, with two bays in its vicinity. A massive wall guarded the main access to town, which was protected by natural barriers on its other sides. The similar alignment of the houses’ walls suggests a single planner, and streets may have existed around where houses D3 or H18 are situated. D6 and D7 have open courtyards. The temple at the center of the settlement, H30/31, is separated from the house clusters and was used even after the settlement had been abandoned. Cluster J seems to be later than clusters D and H and may be the result of population growth.

See WEB 3.4 for links to the archaeology of the island of Andros and excavations of an early settlement in Azoria, Crete.

Figure 3.1 The settlement in Zagora, Andros. Based on J.M. Coldstream, Geometric Greece 900–700 BC, 2nd ed. (London and New York: Routledge, 2003), p. 307. Plan J. Coulton apud Cambitoglou, Praktika tês Archaiologikês Hetaireias (1972), p. 260. Reprinted with kind permission of Professor Cambitoglou.
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Question

1. What public needs did the settlement in Zagora try to meet and how?

3.5 Ancient Views of the Origins of the Polis

Unlike modern scholars, ancient Greeks rarely paid attention to material evidence when they reconstructed the emergence of their respective poleis. Instead, they relied on traditions that dated the foundations of cities to mythical times. For example, the cities of Argos and Sparta in the Peloponnese attributed their foundations to Dorian Greeks. The latter were led by the Heraclidae, Heracles’ descendants, who came to reclaim the inheritance of their divine ancestor. Some ancient accounts record a process of “settling together” (synoikismos) of neighboring villages and towns that formed a polis. Thus, local traditions in Athens told of a mythical ruler, Theseus, who unified politically different poleis into a single Athenian polis. The historicity of these traditions has often been contested, but it shows how Classical Athenians imagined the origins of their state.

3.5.A Theseus’ Unification of Attica


Thucydides 2.15.1–2

(2.15.1) This had been the case with the Athenians more than with the other Greeks, and from a very early period. For in the time of Cecrops and the earliest kings, right down to Theseus, Attica had always been a collection of separate poleis with their own town halls [prytaneia] and magistrates. Whenever they were not under threat, they would not meet with the king to formulate policy; rather, they had their own government and established their own policy, some of them, on occasion, even making war on the king, as the people of Eleusis and Eumolpus did on Erechtheus.1 (15.2) But then Theseus came to the throne, and through a combination of ability and intelligence he effected a basic reorganization of the land. In particular, he made a unified body of all the poleis. He abolished all local councils [sg. boulêuterion] and magistracies and united all the various poleis into what is today’s polis, establishing a single council and a single town hall. The people all lived on their own lands as before, but Theseus obliged them to recognize only the one acropolis (that which we have today). With all the citizens now contributing to it, the city had become very great by the time it was passed on to his successors by Theseus, and because of that the Athenians even now celebrate the Unification [Synoikia] as a publicly funded festival.

Note

1. Cecrops and Erechtheus were the legendary first and sixth kings of Athens, respectively. Eumolpus was one of the mythical founders of the Mysteries at Eleusis (see 14.4: “Greek Temples and the Mysteries of Demeter in Eleusis”). Prytaneia were public buildings that in historical times were used for religious functions, as state archives, and to entertain individuals who were publicly honored.



The fourth-century philosopher Aristotle provides the most detailed ancient analysis of the formation of the polis. He envisions an evolutionary process that begins with the union of a male and female and culminates in the creation of the polis. His description is likely based on his and others’ theories of social interactions, local traditions, and perhaps contemporary or near-contemporary experiences of foundations of cities. Aristotle’s view that living in a polis was “natural,” that is, culturally desirable and correct, was typical of many Greeks.

3.5.B Aristotle on the Evolution of the Polis


Aristotle Politics 1.1.3–9 1252a24–53a7

(1.1.3) As in other matters, it is by observing the evolution of phenomena from their earliest phase that we would gain the best insight into them. (1.4) The first unions must perforce be those of people who cannot exist apart, like the male and the female who unite for the sake of reproduction. This is not a matter of choice but a natural law, which also applies to all other living beings and plants, that is the desire to leave behind another being like oneself. The same applies to the union of the natural ruler and the naturally ruled, which is for the sake of security; for the one capable of foresight – thanks to his intelligence – is a natural ruler and natural master, while the one physically able to do his bidding is the subject, and a slave by nature. (Thus the relationship is mutually beneficial to master and slave alike.) (1.5) Accordingly there is a distinction made by nature between the female and the slave (for nature never produces anything with a view to economy, like the metalworkers with their Delphic knife [i.e., having multiple uses], but creates one thing for one purpose. In this way each instrument could be best perfected, serving not a number of purposes but only one). Amongst the barbarians the female and the slave have the same status. The reason for this is that barbarians do not have a natural ruler – their unions are those of female slave and male slave, which is why the poets say that “it is right for Greeks to rule over barbarians” [Euripides Iphigenia in Aulis 1400], the barbarian and the slave being by nature the same thing.

(1.6) It is from such unions of two people that the household [oikia] is first formed, and Hesiod was right to say in his poem: “First of all <acquire> a house [oikos], a woman, and an ox for plowing” [Works and Days 405], the ox representing a slave laborer for the poor. So the union established by nature for everyday life is the household, whose members Charondas calls “table-fellows” and Epimenides the Cretan “mess-mates.”1

(1.7) The union formed from a plurality of households for needs beyond the daily is the village [komê]. More than anything the village would seem to be a colony [apoikia] of the household, and its members some call “fellow-nurselings,” namely, children and grandchildren. That is why the cities [poleis] were originally ruled by monarchs and why tribal communities [ethnê] still are, for they are an amalgam formed from peoples ruled by kings. For every household is ruled by its eldest member, and thus the “colonies” are as well, because they are all related. This is what Homer means by saying:

    “they all individually lay down the laws for their own wives and children” [Odyssey 9.114–115; see 3.1].

For they were scattered families, and that is how they were originally constituted.

In the case of the gods, too, all men claim that these have a king. The reason is that some people are still ruled by kings today, and others were in the distant past – they attribute to the gods their own way of life, just as they attribute to them their own appearance.

(1.8) The end product of the union of a number of villages is the city [polis], which now has reached the perfect state of virtually total self-sufficiency. Established merely for living, it actually serves the purpose of living well. Thus every city is a natural formation, inasmuch as the original unions are natural, too. For the city is the end result of those unions, and the end result is something’s nature. For what each thing is when its development is complete is what we call its nature, as with a man, a horse, or a household. In addition, the completed end for which something exists is also its best condition, and self-sufficiency is a completed end and the best condition. (1.9) From this it is clear that the city is a natural formation, that it is natural for a man to live in a polis,2 and that a man who is without a city thanks to his nature, not chance, is either worthless or greater than a man. He is like the man reproached by Homer – “without clan, without law, without hearth” [Iliad 9.63].

Notes

1. Charondas: the lawgiver of Sicilian Catana. Epimenides: a seer who was called to purify the city of Athens ca. 630.

2. It is common to mistranslate the phrase politikon zô(i)on as “man is a political animal.”



See WEB 3.7 for links to the Greek polis and to the rise of the polis.

Questions

1. How would Theseus’ unification of Attica (3.5.A) fit with Aristotle’s description of the evolution of the polis (3.5.B)? Can it add to Aristotle’s analysis?

2. What needs do the different kinds of partnership mentioned by Aristotle meet?

3. What are the relationships between gender and polis according to Aristotle?

3.6 Ethnos: The Ionians

The commonest way to identify a person in Greece was by his or her patronymic and polis of origin, for example, Pericles son of Xanthippus of Athens. Yet alongside the poleis, and at times preceding or incorporating them, were communities whose residents perceived themselves as members of the same ethnos, often translated as people or tribe. Ethnic identity consists chiefly of a belief in common kinship and often in past collective migration. It also comprises an affiliation with a particular region, cult, or religious sanctuary. This identity was not static but was susceptible to local and chronological variations, illustrating both its flexible nature and the fact that it was subjectively constructed and perceived. Until the Classical period, ethnic identity made only few attempts at self-definition in terms of “us” versus other ethnic groups.

The manipulability of ethnic identities and the late literary evidence for them make it difficult to trace their origins. The following example illustrates how they might be constructed. The Ionians were a prominent ethnic group of Greeks who shared a common dialect, names of months and tribes, religious cults and customs, and alleged common ancestry and history. They were located mostly in Attica and central Asia Minor. The fifth-century historian Herodotus recorded traditions that established mythological links among these communities. The first document describes how Ion, who gave his name to the Ionians, made Athens Ionian. According to some traditions, Ion was the mythical son of Apollo and Creusa, the daughter of the Athenian king Erechtheus, while according to others, he was the son of her husband Xuthus.


Herodotus 8.44.2

When the Pelasgians occupied what is now called Hellas, the Athenians were Pelasgians who went by the name of Cranae.1 In the time of king Cecrops they were called Cecropidae, and on Erechtheus’ accession to the throne they changed their name to Athenians. When Ion son of Xuthus became the leader of the army of the Athenians they were called Ionians after him.

Note

1. The Pelasgians were the pre-Hellenic inhabitants of Greece. The Athenians regarded themselves as autochtonoi, those who had occupied their land since time immemorial. It is likely, however, that this belief did not precede the fifth century.



3.6.A Ion’s Ancestors

Another tradition links Athens to Ionian settlements in Asia Minor, especially Miletus (see Herodotus 1.146.2–3: 4.7: “Settlers and Locals”). Although archaeologists have found links between Attica and Miletus that go back to the Dark Age, these links do not make the tradition recorded here more credible. There was also a tradition that the Ionians were driven out from the Peloponnese by the Achaeans.

3.6.B Ionians in the Peloponnese


Herodotus 7.94

The Ionians supplied a hundred ships and wore Greek clothes and armor. Greek tradition has it that, as long as the Ionians lived in the Peloponnese, in what is now called Achaea, before the arrival in the Peloponnese of Danaus1 and Xuthus, they were called Aegialian Pelasgians, but later they were called Ionians after Xuthus’ son Ion.

Note

1. Danaus was a mythical hero and king of Argos.



The second-century CE traveler Pausanias preserves an attempt to systematize all these tales. It is hard to assess their historicity because the archaeological evidence for an Ionian migration to Asia Minor is meager. In addition, some traditions link Ionian settlements to non-Ionian founders. It is possible, then, that the myths sought to establish a common ethnic identity between Athens and Ionian settlements in Asia Minor at times when either side deemed such links useful, politically or culturally. The author first describes Ion’s tribulations, which landed him in Elis in the Peloponnese. He became its local ruler and called those under his rule Ionians.

3.6.C The History of the Ionians


Pausanias Description of Greece 7.1.5–2.1

(7.1.5) At that time, during the reign of Ion, the Eleusinians had opened hostilities against Athens and the Athenians brought in Ion to assume leadership in the war. Ion’s fate overtook him in Attica, and his monument stands in a Potamian deme.1 Ion’s descendants held sway over the Ionians until they and the common people were driven out by the Achaeans. It transpired that, at that time, the Achaeans themselves had been driven from Lacedaemon and Argos by the Dorians.

(1.7) When the sons of Achaeus gained power in Argos and Lacedaemon, Archandrus forced the name Achaeans on the people of those regions. That was the general name for these peoples, while the Argives had their own particular name of “Danaeans.” At the time referred to above, when the Achaeans were driven out of Argos and Lacedaemon by the Dorians, they and their king, Orestes’ son Tisamenus, sent the Ionians a message in which they proposed settling amongst them without warfare.

Note

1. There were two Athenian demes (townships) called Potamion, but it is uncertain in which one the monument stood.



The Ionians refused, went to war against the Achaeans, and lost.


(1.9) The Ionians then came to Attica where the Athenians and their king Melanthus son of Andropompus welcomed them as settlers, no doubt because of Ion and what he achieved for the Athenians as their leader in war [polemarchos]. It is also said that the Athenians regarded the Dorians with suspicion, fearing that they would not be willing to leave them in peace, and they welcomed the Ionians as settlers among them more to bolster their own strength than from any kindly feelings toward them.

(2.1) Not many years later Codrus’ eldest sons, Medon and Neileus, were in dispute over the throne, and Neileus declared that he would not put up with being ruled over by Medon because the latter was lame in one foot. The two decided to refer the issue to the oracle at Delphi, where the Pythia [Apollo’s priestess at the oracle] assigned rule over the Athenians to Medon. Neileus and the rest of Codrus’ sons therefore set off to found a colony [in Asia Minor]. They took along with them any of the Athenians who wished to go, but Ionians formed the largest part of the expedition.



Questions

1. Construct the career of Ion based on the documents in 3.6A–C.

2. What established the identity of ethnic groups according to the traditions on the Ionian migrations?

Review Questions

1. How did the Greeks account for the rise of the city-states?

2. What made a polis for the Greeks?

3. What role did leadership have in the formation of city and ethnos?

4. Discuss the relationship between myth and identity based on the descriptions of polis and ethnos in this chapter.

See WEB 3.7 for links on ethnos and on the Ionians.

Suggested Readings

The Homeric polis: Scully 1981; Raaflaub 1997, 645–647, 629–630. The Copenhagen Polis Center under the directorship of M. H. Hansen has published several works on the Greek polis. Especially relevant are Hansen 1993, 2006a. The early polis: Mitchell and Rhodes 1997 (esp. chapters by Davies and Donlan). Archaeological evidence on the early polis: Snodgrass 1980, modified by Morris 1987; Coldstream 2003, esp. 303–312; Osborne 1996, esp. 70–104. Zagora: Coldstream 2003, 210–213, 304–312, 424, 430, but also Demand 1990, 21–22. Greek houses (including in this period): Nevett 1999; Ault and Nevett 2005. Thucydides and early Attica: Hornblower 1991–2008, 1: 259–269; Gouschin 1999. For opposite views of the historical validity of Aristotle’s analysis, see Coldstream 2003, 406–407 and Davies 1997, 26–27. The construction of an Ionian identity (as well as other ethnic identities): Sakellariou 1990; Hall 1997, 51–56; 2002, 67–71; cf. K. Morgan 2003, 187–188. Gorman 2001, 31–40 supports the tradition that Athens was Miletus’ mother-city.
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