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The Wrath, sing, Goddess, of Achilles, Peleus’ son, that dire wrath which brought countless pains upon the Achaeans, and sent to Hades many brave souls of heroes, and made their bodies prey for dogs and flocks of birds, and the will of Zeus was done.






To my teachers






INTRODUCTION

THEY LAY IN THE DARK in the temple of Ares, a brave handful led by Athens’ boldest general. Swords and daggers and javelins were their arms—nothing heavy, nothing to make a noise or slow a man. Their mission was one of secrecy and stealth, “to steal just slaughters with a crafty hand.” Beside the precinct of the war god, a fortification wall carved its arrogant course down to the water, a wall marrying a sleeping inland city to its harbor on the coast. That long wall was the Athenians’ objective.

In the hour of ghosts, the hour before dawn, the Athenians sprang alert at the groan of a dray grinding its way up from the foreshore of the Saronic Gulf. Monstrous and heavy it showed in the moonlight, for upon the wagon was lashed a large rowing boat, a cumbrous and peculiar load. The boat had made this awkward journey before, to lull the complacency of the wall’s guards. Every evening the boat was allowed to go out a gate in the long wall and down to the shore to raid the enemy—or so the crew claimed—and every dawn it was hauled back through that same gate. But this night, by secret arrangement, the boat’s crew had armed friends lurking in the temple nearby. Would the wall’s garrison suffer the boat to return on this one, most necessary night, or would they suspect a trick? Upon that the fate of a city depended.1


The ruse worked. Open swung the gate in the wall, and the tottering mass rolled halfway in, to block the closing of the door. Now the men hiding in the temple rose up to seize the obstructed portal. Grabbing their piratical armament, the crew of the boat at once cut down the gaping gate guards—those innocents who thought they were welcoming back their allies. Jolted by screams, more of the long wall’s garrison stumbled up, only to be driven back by the in-comers with a storm of javelins. And finally there was heard the characteristic clank of heavy-armed infantry running, as a large body of stalwart hoplites of Athens, emerging from their hiding place in a ditch farther away, panted up with their shields and helmets and spears to reinforce their comrades.

Now the Athenians hastened to secure the stretches of wall to the left and right of their bridgehead in the gate. Some of the wall’s garrison resisted and were killed; most fled. The defenders were confounded, for they, too, were strangers in that place. They were a mixed force of Sparta’s allies from the Peloponnese, there both to fight the Athenians and to enforce the wavering loyalty of the city under attack. Who were friends and who were enemies? Had the whole city risen against them? Their suspicion of betrayal was confirmed when a clear voice from the Athenian darkness invited any Megarian who wished to join the invaders. For the city being attacked by treachery was Megara, whose territory spanned the land bridge between Attica, the domain of Athens, and the Peloponnese, the realm of the Spartans. It was a bloody summer night in 424 BC, the seventh year of the Peloponnesian War.

Dawn broke over a Megarian shore riven between three sovereignties. To the south, the garrison of Sparta’s Peloponnesian allies held the city’s port, Nisaea, which was their base. The Athenians, by now much augmented in strength, held the two long parallel walls that stretched from the port inland to the city of Megara itself. And to the north, Megara, behind her own walls, remained the property of the Megarians—but they no longer knew which side they were on. In principle Megara was an ally of Sparta—indeed, Megara’s troubles with Athens had played a part in bringing on the great war between the two cities. But a faction in the city had schemed to bring Megara over to Athens and had connived with Athens’ generals the trick of the boat in the gate. The pro-Athenian cabal had not the strength of arm simply to open the doors of the city itself to the Athenians, nor the strength of numbers to win a vote of the Megarian democracy to do so. Instead they had plotted with the generals of Athens another, darker scheme to get the Athenians into Megara.2


An assembly of the city’s democracy was called, and the pro-Athenian cabal harangued their fellow Megarians, insisting that they must cast open the gates and march against the invading Athenians. Perhaps some of the audience noticed that the speakers’ faces seemed to shine strangely and that their hair glistened and dripped; but then, it was summer, and the city was under attack: who would not sweat at such a time?

The cabal, in fact, were not perspiring. Rather, they had anointed themselves with oil as a secret sign. The instant the Megarians opened the gates, whipped to a fury to expel the hated Athenians, the Athenians were to fight their way into the city. Many Megarians, of course, would die. But the Athenians would recognize the members of the cabal by their unction and know to spare them.

The vote to march against the Athenians was carried, and the oleaginous conspirators gathered at the gates of Megara and were perhaps drib-bling  with anticipation on the very gate bar, when a stern body of men, quite dry, came up and thrust them away. These Megarians announced firmly that the gates would remain shut. It was too dangerous, they said, to go forth against the Athenians. And if anyone insisted on a fight, these dry men would happily oblige—here, inside the closed gates.
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Megara and Its Environs, 424 BC

There were in Megara men just as anxious that the city should remain loyal to its alliance with Sparta as the pro-Athenian cabal was that Megara should defect to Athens. One of the pro-Athenian conspirators had disclosed their plot to their opponents, but those informed saw that announcing the conspiracy would reduce the city to pandemonium. So they simply pretended to know nothing about it, blandly insisting that their advice not to open the gates was better and posting reliable men at the portals to ensure that the conspirators could not let the Athenians in.

Thus the gates of Megara did not open: the Megarian betrayers were themselves betrayed. The generals of Athens waited anxiously outside, their men standing primed to charge into the city. But in time the Athenians came to guess that the plans of their allies within must have miscarried and that the gates would not be opening. Setting aside the immediate capture of Megara, then, the Athenians moved on to the next phase of their plan, the taking of Megara’s more vulnerable port, Nisaea, still defended by its Peloponnesian garrison. For this the attackers were well prepared, with tools and stonemasons and iron that had all arrived quickly from Athens.

Setting to work with their tools and cutting down trees for logs, the busy Athenians first built a cross-wall between the two Megarian long  walls—rather like the crossbar of a letter H—and then built walls outward in arcs left and right toward the sea, to isolate the port. In some places they built a stockade; in others, they simply incorporated sturdy suburban villas into the line of their wall by erecting a rampart on the roofs. In two days the port of Megara was nearly surrounded on the landward side by Athenian fortifications.

The Peloponnesian garrison in the port despaired. They thought that Megara itself was against them and foresaw no rapid succor from the states of their births, the Peloponnesian allies of Sparta that had sent them to Megara. Nor could they get away by sea: the Athenians had long blockaded Nisaea. They had no stores of food to withstand a siege because provisions had been sent down from Megara one day at a time. And so, in the evening of the second day, as the Athenian wall around them neared completion, the Peloponnesian garrison mutinied against its Spartan commanders and capitulated to the Athenians on terms, surrendering their arms and paying a ransom for the right to go free. The Athenians then moved their camp into the port itself, knocking down stretches of the long walls that connected the port to the city, so that the Megarians might not creep up on them along the wall walks.3


The Peloponnesian garrison of the port had despaired too soon, for great friendly powers were even now moving to the rescue of Megara. There abided nearby in those days a hero of the Spartans: Brasidas, son of Tellis, was his name. Brasidas was assembling an army for an expedition into distant parts, but hearing of the attack on Megara, he quickly marshaled an army of Spartan allies from both west and east and led it into the Megarid. On the way he learned that Nisaea, the port, had already fallen. Now, ahead of the rest of his force, he took three hundred picked men and marched straight for Megara, arriving from inland, unnoticed by the Athenians down by the sea. He shouted up to the walls of the city that the Megarians were to admit him forthwith, so that he might set about freeing their port from the Athenians.4


Inside the walls of Megara, all was confusion, division, and distrust. The pro-Athenian cabal dreaded the forceful Brasidas, fully expecting him to expel them as traitors to the Peloponnesian cause. Nearly as bad, Brasidas might restore the Megarians whom the Megarian democracy had exiled, the fiercest enemies of the pro-Athenian cabal, who intended to throw down the Megarian democracy and install an oligarchy—a “rule of the few”—in its place. On the other side, the opponents of the pro-Athenians feared that the cabal would resort to desperate acts to prevent that very scenario. Upon one thing, however, all the Megarians could agree: it was best, for the moment, not to let anyone inside the gates. If the great powers of their world wished to fight over the fate of Megara, let them do so outside.  After that, those friendly to the victors might trumpet their everlasting loyalty. Megara would be the trophy of the war, the Helen of Troy of the contest between Athens and Sparta. Turned away by the cautious Megarians, blustering Brasidas returned to his army.

To recover Megara for the Peloponnesian cause, Brasidas would have to win a victory over Athens. The next day the Spartan unleashed his cavalry into the plain before Megara, where the light-armed troops of the Athenians were looting, took them by surprise, and drove them in bloody flight to the sea. Then the Athenian horse came up, and there unfolded a huge, swirling cavalry battle.5


But Brasidas knew that little would be decided by the harrying of the light-armed or the inconclusive skirmishing of horsemen. To recover Megara for the Spartan alliance required some more certain triumph over the Athenians. And the curious nature of the triumph Brasidas was to achieve is a microcosm of the causes and course of the whole Ten Years’ War between Athens and Sparta.

To us, the climactic encounter between Brasidas and the Athenians on the plains of Megara seems as strange as a confrontation between tribes of hooting apes or a standoff between feathered savages in a faded documentary. Its logic was not that of modern war, in all its glistening lethality, but that of drunks in a bar, eyes locked on eyes, shouting, “What you looking at?” and inching closer to each other, knuckles gleaming, until one drops his gaze and yields the victory. Under the rapt observation of the Megarians, watching from the walls of their city, Brasidas led out his army, arraying it for battle facing the port of Megara. Out came the host of the Athenians, deploying for battle opposite Brasidas. Time passed. Each side stood regarding the other. Then, finally, the Athenians filed back within the walls of the port. Brasidas led his army back to camp. And so it was that the Megarians opened their gates to Brasidas and the Peloponnesians. For Brasidas had recovered the loyalty of Megara.

The Athenians could have attacked the army of Brasidas, but their generals chose not to. And the reasons Thucydides, the historian who recorded these events, attributes to Athens’ generals for their decision are strikingly modern. The generals had accomplished the minimum the Athenians had sent them to do—the taking of Megara’s port (taking Megara itself would have been a nice bonus, but placing the city itself in Athenian hands was primarily the ambition of the pro-Athenian Megarian cabal rather than of the Athenians). The Athenians were somewhat outnumbered and therefore at a disadvantage. But most of all, Athens’ generals were committed to force protection, to limiting their own casualties, even at the expense of full success. The army opposed to them, they reasoned, was made up of soldiers from several different Greek states: even in the event of a defeat by Athens, no one  state would suffer crippling losses of men. But nearly all the soldiers on the Athenian side were Athenians, and so, win or lose, whatever casualties the Athenian side took, Athenian citizens themselves would suffer. There was good, practical logic, then, for declining to engage the Peloponnesians.6


Brasidas understood, however, that the Megarians viewed the conflict unfolding before the walls of their city as something far different, stranger, and nobler. They saw a trial of manhood being performed before them—a trial governed by tacit rules. According to the conventions of classical Greek war, one army might challenge another to battle by drawing up in a fair and open place. Then the other army was expected to answer the challenge by moving forward to attack the challenger. Both were expected to play their different parts like knights at a tournament: the one who thumped the shield of another with his lance to call him forth to fight, and the other who came forth from his pavilion to meet the challenger in the lists. In Greece such a challenge to battle might, of course, be refused, and in many, perhaps the majority, of cases, such challenges were indeed refused because the challenged state feared a bloody defeat. But refusing to fight was an act of cowardice and proved the challengers braver. And on this occasion, there was, on the walls of Megara, a keen audience to the contest, an audience whose loyalty hung in the balance, an audience resolved to ally itself with the better men.7


When Brasidas came forth first and drew up his army in the plain, he was delivering to the Athenians a well-understood challenge. To answer that challenge the Athenians had to draw up their army against him—and attack. The Athenians drew up, but for sound, rational, modern-sounding reasons, they did not advance to fight. And so it was that Brasidas won the contest of manhood, and with it Megara, in a victory without tears. Now at last the gates of Megara flew open, and Brasidas and his captains entered the city and sat down with their friends to make quite sure that the loyalty of Megara would never quake again.

 



The historian Thucydides did not trouble to explain exactly why the Megarians rejoined the Spartan alliance. Brasidas “had won and the Athenians had declined battle” was all the explanation he needed to give. The Megarian decision arose from a set of assumptions about the ways of men and states that Thucydides knew his ancient Greek readers shared with him. It is today’s Western readers who need to fill in the logic because to us it is strange and shadowy.8


The logic of the Megarians was part of the heroic code of the Greeks. “Always to be the best and preeminent above others” was the aim of the heroes of the Iliad, and that aim was passed down the generations into later Greece, with only the respects in which an individual sought to excel  changing over time. Like our society, then, Greek society was competitive. But Greeks—at least those of the upper classes, whose wealth freed them from want—competed primarily not for money but rather for honor or glory; “worth” they called it, timē being the Greek word. Timē was how the Greeks ranked themselves against each other: to be the best was to possess the most timē, which consisted of esteem by others and others’ confirmation of one’s lofty impression of one’s own merits. Still, timē was not merely soap bubble popularity or gaseous celebrity: timē was glory made palpable and somehow separate from its possessor. Timē was thought to have a real, almost physical existence in the world: it could, for example, be taken by one man from another; it could be captured in war.9


The quest for timē drove or touched much of what we think of as characteristic of ancient Greece. Competition in athletics was propelled by lust for  timē, for games had been a source of glory since the days of Homer. Rivalry powered literature, too: the dignified writer of Athenian tragedies waited anxiously to hear whether his was judged the best play of the festival. And, of course, Greeks from the age of Homer down sought timē especially in battle, for combat always remained the special arena “where men win glory.” The ceaseless search for preeminence in timē is on display especially in Greek names, which nearly all have boastful meanings. The Peloponnesian War was populated by such characters as Pericles, “Very Glorious,” and his ward Alcibiades, “Son of Violent Strength,” whose father was Cleinias, “Famous,” and whose mother was Deinomache, “Terrible in Battle.”

Competition for timē was especially central to Greek politics. In the Iliad  the assembly of warriors had been another field where “men win glory,” and in classical times politics was still a ferociously rivalrous realm where  timē was harvested. But victory in competition for timē also carried a strong entitlement to the deference and obedience of others and, therefore, lay at the basis of the loyalty of man to man. For it was simply in the nature of things, Greeks thought, for lesser men to respect and obey persons of the highest timē, worth, inasmuch as they were “worthy” of such treatment. Both gods and men paid automatic, unthinking respect to timē, and men paid respect to the gods at least in part because of their supreme timē.10


Yet in the political dimension of timē danger lay, for one Greek’s giving a command to another usually implied the inferiority of the commanded in  timē. If the commanded did not accept that inferiority, the command was an insult, an act of belittlement, an attempt to deprive the commanded of  timē by acting as if he were of lesser rank in timē than the person who presumed to give the command. The Greeks had a fateful term for such an insult to timē, which they regarded as giving rise to much, or even most, human conflict: they called it hybris. Hybris was both the act of insult—whatever the reason for it—and the arrogant disposition that disposed a  man to the insult (it is from this second sense that the English “hubris” derives). And the normal Greek reaction to an act of hybris was overpowering wrath, which in turn propelled revenge. Only when revenge was achieved, the theory held, could the imbalance in timē be fixed; only then did wrath abate.

[image: 003]

Achilles clad as a fifth-century BC hoplite: the classical Greeks saw no sharp difference in either motives or methods between the Iliad and the wars they fought

Greeks of all generations knew well the path that led from timē to hybris  to wrath to revenge: no less a figure than Aristotle gives the standard  analysis, fifth-century Greek tragedy seems fixated upon revenge to a nearly unhealthy degree, and in surviving speeches given in the courts of Athens, mostly from the fourth century BC, the cases frequently hang on hybris. These sentiments also underlie one of the founding legends of the Greeks, the strife between Agamemnon and Achilles, the conflict that drove the Iliad  . Agamemnon claimed higher timē than Achilles—“since never equal to the rest is the portion of honor [timē] of the sceptered king to whom Zeus gives magnificence,” as one of his supporters put it—and thereby the right to command Achilles as his inferior. Achilles, however, as “the best of the Achaeans,” claimed higher timē than Agamemnon because of his undoubted supremacy as a warrior, and so refused to be commanded by him. As any Greek would, Achilles understood a command from a person without superior timē to be an insult—“I must be called of no account and a coward,” he told Agamemnon, “if I must carry out every order you happen to give me.” And when Agamemnon pressed his claim to be obeyed, Achilles was plunged into furious wrath,
that dire wrath which brought countless pains upon 
the Achaeans, 
and sent to Hades many brave souls of heroes.





Achilles sought revenge, first by trying to kill Agamemnon with his sword and then, when the goddess Athena thwarted him by grabbing the enraged hero by his hair, by angrily withdrawing himself and his retainers from the fighting and arranging for mighty Zeus to support Agamemnon’s enemies, the Trojans. Hence unfolds the plot of the Iliad. All Greeks with any education knew this tale; it was their first tool for thinking about relationships of timē, hybris, anger, and revenge. Little surprise, then, that although contradictory and cross-cutting moral principles did exist in classical Greece—conceptions that one should not become angry and seek revenge—and although modes of revenge changed over time—from the blood revenge of the Iliad to the lawsuits of classical Athens—the road from timē to hybris  to wrath to revenge remained open, well-paved, and frequently traveled by Greeks in all generations.11



Timē, hybris, wrath, and revenge played a parallel role in relations between the states of classical Greece. The Greeks had the habit of regarding their cities as gigantic conglomerate personalities, which were themselves ranked against each other by timē, timē that their citizens strove to defend and increase. This habit of ranking cities yielded a celebrated divine put-down when the tiny town of Aegium, after defeating an equally petty rival, applied to the oracle at Delphi to know who were the best of the Greeks  (hoping perhaps for some encouragement to her own pretensions). Aegium was told,
The best of all land has Pelasgian Argos,

The best of horses the Thessalians, the best women the Lacedaemonians,

Those who drink the water of fair Arethusa are better men,

But better still than they those who live between Tiryns and Arcadia rich in flocks:

The Argives, in their armor of linen, the goads of war.

But you, men of Aegium, you are neither third nor fourth

not twelfth: you are not on the list.





Regarded as humans and ranked against each other in this fashion, Greek states were naturally offended by hybris, became consumed with wrath, and sought revenge. Exactly how a collectivity could feel emotion was never a theoretical problem for the Greeks. “The Lacedaemonians were angry” and so went to war, writes a historian; “be angry,” cries an Athenian orator to his countrymen, urging them on to fight.12 We find this odd. Both the bloodless way we now write about relations between states and the whitewashed diplomatic language of our time have weakened our grasp of the power of emotion in foreign affairs. But to the ancient Greeks, affection, joy, and, especially and above all, anger were powerful and perennial forces in relations between states and men. Within the classical Greek city, there were many peaceful ways to settle conflicts over timē between individuals, many gentle sentiments opposed to settling them by violence, and many calming neighbors to urge the counsels of restraint. But outside the city, in the international arena, Greek states abided in a more primitive, Homeric world and often dealt with insults from other states as Achilles did when insulted by Agamemnon, by drawing their swords. So it is that the story told here of a ten-year-long war between states in classical Greece can share its theme with the Iliad and be called a Song of Wrath.13


Greek states went to war for many reasons. They fought for wealth, and they fought for power. They fought for freedom, and they fought to make others their slaves. But chief among the reasons that called Greeks to arms was the compulsion to determine the relative rank of two states when one felt that the other had inflicted hybris upon it. The Greeks had evolved a set of rough-and-ready rules for settling national rank in war. Victory in a stand-up battle proved the superior timē of the victor over the defeated. But frequently, fearing to lose, an army would decline to fight. And in such a case, the challenger was deemed the victor and thus the superior in timē.14


So it was that in the summer of 424 BC, Brasidas defeated the Athenians outside the city of Megara. When Brasidas drew up his army for battle, challenging the Athenians to fight, and the Athenians declined his challenge, they conceded higher rank in timē to the Peloponnesians. From this adjudication of relative timē followed the adhesion of the doubtful Megarians to the Spartan side. For just as Greek individuals were thought naturally to obey those higher in timē, Greek states naturally respected and obeyed other states that had proved their supreme rank in the contest of states. The Greek term for supreme timē among states was hegemonia, “leadership,” the origin of the modern word “hegemony.”15


In fact, hegemony, in the ancient Greek sense of superiority in rank and worth, was what the greater war between Athens and Sparta was about, the greater war of which this Megarian adventure is but a luckily fallen mirror shard: a small part, but one reflecting the whole. The greater war originated in the unwillingness of Athens to accept the superior rank of Sparta—and of Sparta to accept the equality of Athens. The struggle broke out amid an exchange of insults and was carried on by revenge and humiliation. So great was Athens’ success that for a time she raised her ambitions from equality with Sparta to superiority—to hegemony. But peace came when both Athens and Sparta were finally so humiliated by different defeats that they were both willing to accept the equality in timē that had been Athens’ ambition at the war’s outbreak.

This may all make the relations of rank between Greek states sound very neat and predictable—a useful subject, perhaps, for social science modeling, with “rank points” assigned to the various Greek states and consequences blandly predicted. The reality was far from that. Just like Agamemnon and Achilles, Greek states often did not agree on their relative timē, and unlike in Homer’s epic, there was no poet-umpire to settle the question for onlookers. Nor was there an easy way of canvassing Greek opinion about the relative standing of states. So states usually evaluated their own rank by reference to an imaginary audience—by asking themselves, What do the Greeks think of us?—and guessed the likely effect of their actions upon their rank in the same way—by asking themselves, What will the Greeks think? Naturally different states’ imaginary audiences of Greek observers often returned different answers when consulted on these questions.16


The make-up of timē, too, was a puzzle. Although all the Greeks accepted that the timē of a Greek state was a mix of its ancient glory and its current power, they would not necessarily agree on the proportion that made up the mix (those with more glory than power naturally advocating glory, and those with more power than glory, power) or whose past was the most glorious, or what tales of mythical glory were to be credited, or how present power was to be measured.

Nor was it easy to agree when timē had been attacked and what the response should be. For Greek states also did not always agree on what constituted hybris and what constituted revenge for it. They naturally tended to regard their own acts as the latter rather than the former, since  hybris was unjust but revenge for hybris was just. Moreover, although Greeks generally thought that revenge should be proportionate to hybris, they rarely agreed on when that equality was achieved. And some Greek authorities, the poet Hesiod for example, urged disproportionate, not equal, payback: “Who wrongs you first, with hateful word or deed, remember to repay him two-fold.”17


Nor was establishing superiority in timē in war without its puzzles. For although the power of various methods of assailing the timē of an enemy—victory in battle, unanswered challenge to battle, ravaging an enemy’s crops, or attacking the enemy’s allies—was accepted, there was imperfect agreement as to the relative values of such methods and how they might offset each other. If one side ravaged the crops of the other, but the other destroyed an ally of the first, who was winning the war of timē?

Finally, the reactions of states to insult were unpredictable because, ultimately, they lay in the realm of emotion. The nexus between timē, hybris, and revenge, among states as among men, was not calm calculation of advantage but fiery anger, and subject to all of anger’s chances and vagaries. “The events of war are hard to predict,” says a wise man in Thucydides.

“Sometimes great things result from small causes and enterprises arise from anger.” For its part, the Iliad is full of warriors on the same side insulting each other and calling each other cowards, but such insults rarely result in brawls. Sometimes Greek states, like Achilles, took insults to heart, were furious, and drew their swords; sometimes they did not. Certain insults to their cities Greeks statesmen ignored, especially when they came from those far inferior in timē, but which insults could and should be ignored was never entirely clear, even to the Greeks. Context was all important—especially the past relations between given heroes or states, since both heroes and states tended not to perceive hybris in the tactless acts of those they considered friends. But in Greek interstate relations, as in the Iliad, the past relations between the actors may be hard to discern.18


There were rules for the struggle over rank between states, then, but the system was not wholly rule-bound: even to the Greeks the ranked relations between Greek states constituted a book of etiquette with a great many pages left blank. And we, today, with our imperfect evidence, are often quite at a loss to determine whether a given Greek state is acting in a way all Greeks would agree was according to the rules, or violating the rules, or trying to change the rules, or trying to get a new rule accepted, or  acting in a zone where there were no rules. Part of the contest, indeed, was trying to establish one’s authority over the rules themselves.

So today’s historian must interpret, must imagine, must try to conjure sympathy for a strange and alien past from a mind in which today’s assumptions about relations between states have already carved their tunnels and constructed their viaducts. He must look at the behavior of the Greeks, and read how the Greeks describe that behavior, and try to reduce that behavior to an approximate system, understanding that an imposed system can never be an entirely satisfactory way to understand a set of social regulations that were themselves often unclear, controversial, and evolving—and in which the actual operation of the rules was shot through with, and depended upon, violent emotion. Based as it was upon passion, we must accept, too, that the system often produced different outputs from similar inputs. Sometimes when you insult Achilles, he tries to kill you. Sometimes he shouts abuse at you. Sometimes he sulks in his tent. Sometimes he explains himself, rather apologetically. Sometimes he bursts into tears. So it was as well with the city-states of fifth-century BC Greece.19
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IN THE LATE FIFTH CENTURY before Christ, ancient Greece was rent by a series of terrible wars. For ten years (431-421 BC), the Athenians and Spartans, and their respective allies, strove against each other. After those hostilities were ended by covenant, Sparta’s old rival Argos tried to seize from her weakened enemy the lordship of the peninsula that they shared, the Peloponnese (421-418 BC). The Spartans prevailed in the resulting war. Then, in 415 BC, Athens launched a great expedition against Syracuse, in Sicily, an expedition that ended in cataclysm in 413. Even as those distant battles unfolded, a second ten-year war broke out between Athens and Sparta (414-404 BC), which ended with a starving Athens prostrate and at Sparta’s mercy. To our eyes, this is a disquieting result, for Athens was a cheerful democracy, and Sparta, a grim totalitarian state. But, ultimately, Sparta was stronger.

These wars between 431 and 404 BC were given their unity by the man who first narrated them, a high-born Athenian by the name of Thucydides, son of Olorus. It was he who decided that the entire twenty-seven-year span, comprising four major wars and any number of petty ones, should be regarded as a single great war—what he called the “the war of the Peloponnesians and the Athenians,” and what we, following the lead of later Greeks, call the Peloponnesian War (431-404 BC). Thucydides united these conflicts because a longer war would give him a grander  theme about which to write. But his main reason for yoking all the wars together was that Thucydides was a student of the ways of men, and the ways of men he wished to study extended beyond the limits of any one of the lesser wars. Thucydides combined the many wars into one, then, in order to learn from the whole, and so that his readers would learn from it as well. But this book redivides Thucydides’ twenty-seven-year-long war, telling the story of the first of the wars that made it up. It does so for the same reason as Thucydides—to learn. Statesmanship is our study here. Thucydides could hardly object.
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Bust of Thucydides

This volume concerns the origins and course of what Thucydides called the “Ten Years’ War,” the first decade-long fever of Thucydides’ Peloponnesian War. Later Greeks called this conflict from 431 to 421 BC the Archidamian War, after Archidamus, the goodly Spartan king who commanded the earliest expeditions of the Spartans’ Peloponnesian confederation. Well-reported by Thucydides, this early section of the greater series of wars is more amenable to being recounted as a single story than his sprawling greater congeries of wars. Moreover, although Thucydides lived to see the final surrender of Athens in 404, death or happenstance stopped his pen, in mid-sentence, as he was writing his account of the year 411. Parts of Thucydides’ own account of the period between 421 and 411 BC  seem rough and incomplete, and lesser men took up the story thereafter. Thus we know less about the years down to 404 than we do about the period before 420.20


But the particular significance of the Ten Years’ War, and why it has been chosen as the subject of this book, is that the Ten Years’ War and the period leading up to it provide the best opportunity we have in classical antiquity (and, indeed, one of the best from all of western history) to investigate how the causes of a war manifested themselves in that war’s execution: the best place, in short, to study the relationship between foreign affairs and war strategy. It is this objective, then, that ultimately determines the chronological limits of this book.


Song of Wrath offers a narrative of the diplomatic and military history of ancient Greece from 480 BC, the year when Xerxes, the Great King of Persia, led his host into Greece, to 421 BC, when the Peace of Nicias finally brought an end to the Ten Years’ War. The book begins with portraits of the two great antagonists, Athens and Sparta, pointing especially to the extremities of individual rivalry to be found in each state. Then, after a glance at the Persian War of 480-479 BC, the narrative traces in increasing detail the growth of rivalry between Athens and Sparta in the period after the Persian War, telling how that rivalry broke into war in the mid-fifth century and again in 431 BC. The early chapters examine how a democracy enters into war and investigate the diplomacy of pride, in which getting an opponent to back down comes to eclipse any other issues at stake.

After the outbreak of the Ten Years’ War, Song of Wrath turns to the strategies, methods, and goals of the warriors. The book describes the ambition of the antagonists not to conquer but rather to humiliate the enemy: this was a war about national honor, about timē, which was carried on by acts of destructive revenge performed first by one side and then the other. Understanding the war in this way provides a compelling explanation for the general course of events, the logic behind the great motions of the conflict that generations of readers of Thucydides have found wanting in his account. The difficulty of convincing an enemy in a war without clear battle lines that he is defeated is a recurring theme, as is the dilemma of whether to persevere in a conflict when there is no easy way to judge the progress of either side. The early chapters also trace how the realities of the war changed both the aims and practices of warfare, as ancestral methods were eroded by the rough sandpaper of reality. The combatants searched for new metrics to judge who was winning this baffling struggle, and as they adapted their behavior to succeed according to those new metrics, they changed the nature of the war.

The story concludes by recounting the triumphal march of Athens and the humiliation of Sparta, Athens’ vaunting ambitions for the hegemony of  all Greece, and Athens’ ensuing defeat in great battles on land. Once Athens was again willing to admit equality in rank with Sparta, peace was made between the two equally chastened powers. The later chapters explore how the initial reasons for war conditioned the strategies of both sides through all its years, just as they did the peace that ended the war. They describe the maddening difficulty of ending war when national honor is engaged, when an enemy must not only be defeated but be made to feel defeated and, most painfully, induced publicly to admit defeat in a treaty of peace.

In this book the story of the Ten Years’ War is told by supplying to the narrative of events provided by Thucydides everyday ancient Greek assumptions about the behavior of states in the international arena—assumptions that, for the last decade or so, students of ancient Greek history have been busily excavating from the works of ancient Greek authors. Thucydides, although hoping that his book would be a “possession for all time,” naturally assumed that “all time” would be inhabited by ancient Greeks. He thus took it for granted that his reader would bring those Greek assumptions to his work.21


Thucydides lived in a world in which Greek states had not only emotions but kin—mother cities, daughter cities, siblings—and in which these relationships often determined cities’ actions and loyalties. The states of the Greeks belonged as well to one of several wider Greek “races,” like the Dorian kindred that included Sparta and the Ionian kindred that included Athens. Expected to feel a lively sympathy for cities to which they were thus linked, states thought it natural to defend their ethnic brethren against the natural hostility of the other Greek races. In the world of Thucydides, states, like people, had “friends,” one good turn from a state deserved another, and a state’s sense of gratitude (or fury at ingratitude) or kinship might be far more powerful than her formal treaty obligations. Indeed, treaty obligations were often founded in, and thus secondary to, a state’s feeling of kinship, of racial solidarity, of friendship, or its sense of gratitude. And all of this was tangled up with the ranking of Greek states against each other and their perpetual concern to defend that rank against insult, if necessary by war.22


Immersing Thucydides’ narrative into the wider stream of ancient Greek thinking about foreign relations also lends refinement to our understanding of the intellectual contribution for which Thucydides is perhaps most famous today: his realism, his emphasis on fear of the power of others as a motor for the actions of nations. Contemporary realists, who dominate the academic study of international relations, avow Thucydides the progenitor of their similar doctrines. And not without justice. Power is all, Thucydides’ characters frequently proclaim, and in relations between states, moral principles do, must, and should yield to the stark imperatives of power. “It has  always been the law that the weaker should be subject to the stronger,” Thucydides has a speaker say. Says another, “Right, as the world goes, is only in question between equals in power, while the strong do what they can and the weak suffer what they must.” By placing Thucydides in the wider context of Greek thought, we can see why he had his characters, especially his evil characters, pronounce such sentiments. Such cold-blooded views were no doubt professed by some of Thucydides’ contemporaries, but there were other, more traditional ways of thinking available, as well as other, less morally abandoned forms of realism. Thucydides wobbles between a traditional understanding of relations between states and a fatalistic, moralist realism, one that deplored the corrosive effect of fear and power on human ethics rather than crowing over their triumph. Thucydides places appalling realist sentiments in the mouths of his worst characters exactly to convince his readers that realism taken to such amoral extremes was both fruitless and wicked.23


Thucydides’ account of the Peloponnesian War speaks to every generation who live under democracy, but in describing the confrontation of a democratic sea power with an authoritarian land power, the realist Thucydides seemed to speak especially to the concerns of the Cold War, when the democratic maritime United States faced the dour continental Soviet Union. The realist Thucydides so popular in that generation seemed to offer real solutions to real modern perils—or at least a reputable intellectual ancestor for such solutions.

Yet a Thucydides restored to his place among his Greek contemporaries, a Thucydides more comfortable in his ancient Greek context, also finds himself better suited to the post-Cold War world. Thucydides the realist was useful in his day: but now we need Thucydides the student of national honor and pride and vengeance. For very similar modes of understanding relations between states prevail today, especially among the nations and international actors whose aims and actions the contemporary West finds it hardest to understand and manage: the wrathful ones, those who seek symbolic victory regardless of consequences, those who seek revenge for ancient slights. It is not, therefore, only interesting to know how the Spartans and the Athenians once fought a great war over national rank by cycles of revenge and retribution. It may, alas, be useful as well.24
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ON THE SECOND DAY OF the solemn Mysteries of Eleusis, early in the soft Athenian autumn, the initiates purified themselves in the cleansing salt sea of the ancient harbor of Athens, and each washed in the water a writhing piglet to render it pleasing to Demeter and Corē, the mother-and-daughter goddesses of wheat. Then the pigs were gutted, squealing, and their carcasses brandished high to sprinkle their sanctifying blood upon the worshippers. This last step we deduce because it was dangerous to be among the very last to scrub one’s piglet in the shallows, after the blood began to flow and sharks began to circle the slowest of the initiates.

A few days later unfolded the thousands-strong procession from Athens to holy Eleusis, when the initiates carried branches of myrtle tied with wool and bellowed as they marched the sacred roar Iaccho! Iacche! They passed by the place where Demeter gave figs to men, and the temple of bean sowing, and as they crossed into the ancient territory of Eleusis, it was the right of the local people to bind the right hand and left leg of each initiate with a yellow woolen thread. Farther along was a bridge to be crossed, and on it squatted men with veiled heads, who by curious but venerable custom made obscene mockery of any eminent person in the procession. By torchlight the votaries arrived at Eleusis—the old to sleep away the aches of the fifteen-mile walk, the young to regale themselves through the night. The next day the unutterable secrets of the goddesses would be revealed unto them.1


Visitors to Athens always remarked on the splendor of Athenian festivals. Even more splendid than the Eleusinian Mysteries was the mighty rite of the Panathenea with its pompous procession—depicted in relief on the mighty Parthenon, no less—when the new garment for the city’s special goddess Athena was borne through the city hanging from the rigging of a ship crewed by priests. Attending it were basket bearers and chair bearers     and tray bearers, and bearers of green boughs, and the fire to light the sacrifice to the goddess was brought by runners in a ginger-stepping race up to the Acropolis, for the torches bearing the sacred fire must not be allowed to go out. The festival culminated in a sacrifice of so many cattle that all the thousands of Athenians might feast upon the meat: eventually all of Athens’ subject cities, more than one hundred and forty in number, were obliged to send a cow for slaughter and a set of hoplite equipment to dedicate to the goddess. Our repulsion at such a rite—at hundreds of cattle ceremoniously killed in public, dismembered, cooked, and joyfully devoured; at the Acropolis of Athens, now so harshly white, awash with gore—serves to remind us of our distance from the rhythms of ancient life.
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FIGURE 1.1 Bust of Athena, patron goddess of Athens

Once every four years, at the Greater Panathenea, there were games, too, as well as musical contests and a regatta of war galleys. This was the greatest competition in Greece given by a city (rather than by a pan-Hellenic sanctuary, as the Olympic Games were). And at several of the annual festivals of Dionysus, plays were performed, and to one of them, the gigantic City Dionysia, foreigners flocked from all over Greece. After the Panathenea, this was the most splendid festival at Athens, with the wine god borne on a galley  on wheels and a long procession of Athenians carrying holy phalluses, the cult object of Dionysus. Athens’ many colonies, too, sent each a jutting phallus and its reverent bearer to the fest. And here the Athenians were invited to feast their eyes on the wages of their dominion, for the tribute of their maritime empire was set before them in bulging sacks, displayed in the theater of Dionysus.

The Eleusinian Mysteries, the Panathenea, and the City Dionysia were only the most opulent of Athens’ rites. Every year the Athenians celebrated also ghost festivals, and bean festivals, and moon festivals, and washing festivals, and festivals where whores consumed lewdly shaped cakes. They jubileed at carnivals where ugly men were beaten and driven out of the city bearing the city’s sins, festivals where men dressed up as women, festivals where women sat on the ground, festivals where young girls pounced like bears, festivals where young girls swung on swings, and festivals where baffled bulls were lifted bodily by teams of men before being thumped down for sacrifice upon the altar. And who knows what strange rites were performed at the altars of the Unknown Gods, or the altar of Love Avenging? At one sacrament dead piglets, snakes wrought cunningly of dough, and human penises (happily also wrought of dough) were cast into holes; at another, months later, they were dug up again to the sound of hand clapping (to drive away the snakes, not wrought from dough, who were thought to guard the holes) and placed on the altar of Demeter. And these were only the rites of the city as a whole. The many towns and villages of Attica, the territory of the state of Athens, had their own rites as well, to which they devoted care and wealth in their kind.2


At the somber city ritual of the Bouphonia, or “Ox-Slaying,” the skin of a sacrificed draft beast was stuffed with hay and yoked to a plow, while the slaughtering axe was taken up and solemnly tried in the court of law the Athenians reserved to prosecute the crimes committed by inanimate objects. Upon being convicted—we may guess that few axes won acquittal—the felonious implement was doomed to exile and cast beyond the borders of Attica. And so the Athenians’ much admired parade of festivals collided with the second thing Greeks noticed about the great city, although rarely with as much admiration: Athens’ relentless litigation, which consumed so much of the energy of the grand and the humble alike.3


In the courts of Athens, the Athenian wealthy prosecuted each other and defended their names and estates, while the poor sat in panels of hundreds as paid jurors, so many that they could be said to represent the public opinion of the whole city. Here it was that the preening grandees of Athens—many of them claiming descent from the heroes of myth—jousted with one another over property and heiresses and slights. Of lawyers there were none (although there were plenty of speechwriters for hire), nor judges. As for law  and evidence and relevance, they were no more or less than what the litigants could convince the mass jury to accept without prompting them to bellow in protest: an admirable venue, in short, for settling old scores and opening new wounds.4


In other Greek cities the rich fought out their rivalries in politics; at Athens, especially in the courts. In no other Greek state of which we know anything were the high so eager to commit their quarrels to the judgment of the horny-handed. And this is perhaps so because no other city had made governing so unsuitable for that competition instinctual to ancient Greeks. For Athens was a democracy, which to the Athenians meant that nearly all civil offices should be filled not by election but, instead, by lottery among the citizens. This aristocrats hated. With their wealth, connections, and hereditary fame, they usually won elections, but in the allocation of offices by lottery they fared no better than anyone else.

Even worse for the ambitions of the lofty to hold office, as Athens became rich in the course of the fifth century BC, Athenian office-holding by lottery was reinforced by the institution of salaries for officials, which allowed steadily humbler Athenians to offer their names to the lot; at the same time, the surviving property qualifications for office holding were increasingly ignored or swept away. Many hundreds of salaried, year-long offices filled by lot were created to administer Athens itself and its overseas dominions. Some of these officers formed committees administering Athenian festivals, providing the administrative manpower that, in addition to the wealth of the state and the piety of the Athenians, made those festivals so splendid. Finally, perhaps in the late 460s BC, pay was introduced for jurors, too, and with pay the roll of those registered as willing to serve grew to six thousand. Waged jurors were picked from these ranks in a daily lottery, to form the gigantic juries that provided a worthy audience for the battles of their betters.5


Thus the Athenian democracy excluded the aristocracy from preferential access to political office by the device of lottery and also blighted the attraction of offices themselves, since winning them was not the result of victory in competition over worthy rivals; nor were one’s colleagues in allotted, salaried offices likely to ennoble the offices they held. At Athens the link between success in aristocratic rivalry for rank and the holding of political office, taken for granted in most Greek cities, was much enfeebled. In practice, only the very top rank in Athenian politics was open to rivalry, being marked by repeated tenure of the office of general, or strategos (ten of them being chosen every year, to serve for a year), one of the few elective offices to survive in the democracy, and so a real honor to possess. Nor could an Athenian of wealth and birth luxuriate, as in so many Greek states, in the deliberative council that actually managed the affairs of the  city: at Athens, that, too, was selected by lot, and its members paid, and at Athens its functions were hardly elevated. The great decisions at Athens were made not by cozy councils of the rich and well-born but by the malodorous multitude in their assembly.

At Athens political prominence depended on speaking persuasively before that assembly and currying its favor—on being (for here was born that unlovely term) a demagogue, a “leader of the people.” “Accursed race, those who seek a demagogue’s glory. I know them not,” sang the poet. For to many of the rich, the path of the demagogue seemed undignified, and one’s rivals for the people’s affection a dubious crowd of chancers: after all, in principle, any citizen could speak before the assembly. No wonder the Athenian rich were happier to battle for status in the courts, where their rivals were usually their relative equals, where victory and defeat were clear, and where the poor were their audience, not their opponents in debate. For the Athenian rich, courts were a far better agōn, an arena for competition in timē, than politics.6


Given the limitations placed on them by the democracy, the Athenian wealthy looked to different outlets for their rivalry. They eagerly contributed their wealth to sponsoring plays and choruses and teams of dancers: all such performances were competitive, with a victor chosen and the right to dedicate a public victory monument often going to the proud sponsor. And the rich, too, contributing to the fitting-out of warships for the fleet, in exchange got to command them in war. Where their wealth and admirable qualities could win them glory and durable marks of distinction, the rich of Athens rushed in, and with particular zeal, the democracy having closed off so many other options for contention. The singular literary and intellectual contributions of classical Athens did not precipitate merrily from the free air of the democracy. They are a by-product, and a symptom, of the Athenian democracy’s constraint of the Athenian wealthy.7


The Athenian democracy was a jealous master. During the Peloponnesian War a group of rich men offered to erect a building for the democracy, but the democracy demurred. Nor could rich Athenians, so far as we can see, sponsor whole religious festivals, raise military units, or otherwise do the business the demos thought properly its own. There was a brittle intolerance in Athenian egalitarianism—as perhaps in all egalitarianism, ancient or modern—around which those who regarded themselves as the natural leaders of the Athenians had to step with a careful foot. But the greatest sign of this intolerance was the Athenian institution of ostracism, an election in reverse conducted by writing names on pieces of broken pots,  ostraca, in which the man who won the most votes was sent for ten years into honorable exile. Over time this came to serve as a sort of general election, allowing the Athenians to choose between rival politicians by exiling  the less popular. But ostracism had originated as a way to banish aristocrats whose personal might threatened the young democracy, and any Athenian, politician or not, could in principle be ostracized. Ostracism served as a perennial threat to any Athenian who raised his head higher than the jealous democracy thought fit.8


The Athenian democracy was suspicious of the rich and well-born because they were, Athenians felt, particularly disposed to hybris, the insolent and cruel behavior that rose from the rivalrousness of the Greeks. And  hybris, the taproot of political ills, was always in danger of burgeoning into stasis, or civil strife, the woeful but common sum of all dooms in Greek political thinking. “Insatiate of evils,” the poet sang, stasis made “dust drink the black blood of the citizens.” The democracy of the Athenians attempted to limit the power of those naturally disposed to hybris by making powerful elective offices as few as possible and by having as much of the state’s business as was practical done by the people directly in their council and assembly or by committees of humble functionaries chosen by lot. Hybris, an Athenian would say, was a bane eternal, the simple lot of mankind; still, its perils could be limited by good laws. Good laws fettered the hybris of the wealthy, and good laws used the love of competition that   gave rise to hybris for good ends, harnessing the wealth of the rich to the provision of thundering tragedies in peace and swift galleys in war.9
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FIGURE 1.2 View of the Pnyx at Athens, where the Athenian assembly gathered to deliberate
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A mere hundred road miles from Athens, men solved the problem of hybris  differently, for a mere hundred miles from Athens, in the realm of Laconia, lay the rambling, unwalled town of Sparta, the capital of the state of Lacedaemon (but we usually call the state Sparta as well, our spirits wilting at Lacedaemon’s maddening four syllables, and those the Greeks called the Lacedaemonians we usually call the Spartans). The plan of the Spartans was to root fatal hybris from the hearts of their men by harsh education. And so the boys of Lacedaemon were taken from their mothers at the age of seven and committed to barracks. Barefoot they went, and ill clad. They were starved and thrashed and made to kill puppies in sacrifice to the war god.10


The basis of Spartan education was relentless, brutal competition, and competition, too, was the Spartan cure for hybris. From childhood, and at every age thereafter, Spartans were set in rivalry with each other—a great part of which was in self-control, the art of beating down one’s own hybris. Schooled to silence, the boys of Sparta walked with their eyes cast down    and their hands beneath their cloaks. “You’d expect to hear a sound from a stone sooner than from one of them,” wrote a fourth-century BC visitor. “You’d sooner catch the eye of a bronze statue.” The great Spartan choral festival, the Gymnopaedia (or, the “Naked Boys”) tested the boys’ self-mastery, as they danced for hours beneath the sun of a Laconian July. Boys even competed in accepting insults from their elders with impassive calm. Spartan men of all ages competed, too, in their famous “Laconic” speaking, the technique of saying only what needed to be said, in as few words as possible. “Athens taken” would be the whole of the message sent by the Spartan admiral Lysander after the final surrender of Athens at the close of the Peloponnesian War. Whereupon the authorities back at Sparta (the story is told) frowned at his un-Spartan verbosity. “Taken” would have been sufficient.11
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MAP 1.2 The Peloponnese

Self-control, however, was merely the first and most basic of the games of Sparta: with hybris restrained from childhood by one set of competitions, other competitions, the Spartans believed, made the Spartans excellent. So Spartan boys competed to be named captains of their companies, in contests of mocking one another, and, especially, in endurance of hardship and pain. This last competition gave rise to the celebrated story of the boy who, hiding a fox under his cloak when he was addressed by an adult Spartan, calmly allowed the fox to burrow into his vitals and fell down dead without showing any sign of anguish. Spartan boys even competed in stealing (and, in fact, were fed badly, so as to encourage them in it) but were whipped if caught, in order that they should learn to steal well. At the annual festival of Artemis, her altar was piled with cheeses, and boys set to trying to filch them while others pursued the would-be thieves with whips. By Roman times, the filching had become secondary to the whipping, which was Roman Sparta’s chief tourist attraction, and a theater was built in front of the temple so that thousands could watch.12


Competition between Spartans did not end in childhood. Between the ages of twenty and thirty, Spartan men competed every year to be named among the “cavalry,” an honor roll of three hundred, who, the name notwithstanding, made war on foot. The three selectors carefully explained why they had chosen those they chose and rejected those they had rejected. During the succeeding year, the chosen often got into fights with those excluded, and the outcomes of fights between the cavalrymen and those not chosen may have been considered in the selection process the next year.13


As year chased year, so the Spartans chased each other. Thirty-year-olds competed to be named one of the five “doers of good,” sheriffs appointed from those aging out of the cavalry each year. From that age onwards, Spartans were required by law to practice gymnastics and devoted much of their time to competitive hunting (Spartan hounds being famous throughout the ancient world), offering what they killed to the common mess to display  their prowess in the hunt. Lest there be any mistake, the mess cooks carefully identified the Spartan who had supplied each chunk of meat. Spartan men competed also in obedience to the laws and the authorities, running, not walking, when summoned: when summoned by the magistrates, one king of Sparta excelled by dragging along his clubfoot at a speedy trundle. Finally, in old age, the decrepitude of their sixtieth year, Spartans faced the ultimate test of election to the Gerousia, the Spartan senate: “Of all contests among mankind, this seems to have been the most striven over.”14


The contests of Lacedaemon the Greeks traced back to the Spartans’ primeval one-eyed lawgiver, Lycurgus, the “Wolf Worker.” It was he, a twisting skein of often contradictory legends insisted, who had first created not only the singular Spartan way of life but also the peculiar Spartan constitution. From their coming into the vale of Laconia, the Lacedaemonians had rejoiced in not one but two kings, from different dynasties descended alike from the hero Heracles, son of Zeus. In classical times Sparta’s kings served as the nation’s leaders in war and were Sparta’s most important priests; otherwise, their prerogatives were strictly limited. This was because Lycurgus had, some said, vested chief civil authority in five elected ephors (or “overseers”). The ephors were judges wielding what other Greeks saw as great arbitrary power and formed the permanent administration of Lacedaemon, such as it was. They were privileged not just to receive the envoys of foreign states but also to regard the hide of the ancient Cretan sage and sorcerer Epimenides, tattooed with strange letters, which dangled as a hanging in their hall. That the Spartans should “shave off their mustaches and obey the laws” was the stern ritual utterance of each board of ephors upon taking office. Every month the kings swore to reign according to the laws, and the ephors to uphold the power of the kings if they did.15


It was Lycurgus, too, the Spartans thought, who had created the Gerousia  of twenty-eight ancients (for a total of thirty, since the kings were ancient ex officio), the council of advisors that also sat as Sparta’s highest court. And for decisions on matters such as war and peace, Lycurgus had given the Spartans also an assembly of the citizens, which voted not by show of hands, as at Athens, but by shouting, and the presiding ephor decided which shout was louder. This was a perfect method of voting for the competitive, hierarchically minded Spartans, for in the Iliad, loud shouting was the special characteristic of the greatest heroes, and so voting by shouting might be thought to give the most excellent Spartans the most power over decisions.16


With power concentrated in the hands of officials (the kings, the ephors, and the members of the Gerousia), with those officials chosen by birth or election rather than lottery, and with the views of the rest of the Spartans infrequently and oddly consulted, Lacedaemon was not, by an Athenian definition, a democracy. Athenian democrats disliked and suspected  the Spartans, and the Lacedaemonians, we may be sure, regarded the Athenian democracy with equal horror. Aristocratically minded intellectuals of Athens might admire Spartan ways, and Athenian aristocrats ape their long hair, their shoes, and their cups, but rarely did any of them take their emulation to the point of discomfort. For just about everything at Sparta was odd, and much of it highly uncomfortable. At Sparta, for example, marriage was by simulated kidnapping, yet with the bride shorn and dressed as a man for the consummation. Thereafter, young husbands had to sneak by night out of the barracks in which they lived to visit their wives: no doubt this, like the thieving of Spartan boys, was a contest of guile. Spartan men also borrowed each other’s wives for the begetting of children. At Sparta, and only at Sparta, girls practiced athletics, and any long-time bachelor was publicly humiliated—forced to parade naked in winter, singing a mocking song at his own expense.17


The warriors of Sparta ate not at home with their families but in common messes of fifteen or so, to which each Spartan had to make a contribution of food. But Spartan citizens could not buy food, because they were supposed to live proudly above any practical economy. No precious coin was permitted in Lacedaemon, and when transactions were absolutely necessary, awkward and heavy iron spits were used. Nor could Spartans grow any food, for no Spartan citizen was allowed to plow or reap or practice any handicraft. The lot of the Spartans was to compete with each other in noble accomplishments and to live the life of the city, to rule and be ruled. It was left to the miserable helots to supply the Spartans with food for their messes.18


Like a hive of slave-taking ants, classical Lacedaemon could not exist without its thousands of toiling helots. The Spartans claimed that the original helots were a folk they had conquered, and reduced to servitude, when the sons of Heracles came to the Peloponnese. When the Spartans later conquered Messenia, the territory to the west of Laconia on the other side of Mount Taygetus, they reduced the inhabitants there to helotry as well. Marked out by their humiliating dress and dog-skin caps, the helots were compelled to perform antic dances, and the Spartans made them drunk to show their sons what a terrible thing it was to fail in self-control. According to one tradition, each helot received a set quota of beatings each year, regardless of his behavior, to remind him of his place. All Greek cities had slaves; some had unhappy serfs who inhabited the netherworld between slave and free. But nowhere in Greece, thought the Greeks, was the gulf between free and unfree so bottomless as in Lacedaemon.

Slave insurrections were nearly unknown in most of classical Greece. But they happened in Lacedaemon. And at Sparta, fear of the helots, who vastly outnumbered the Spartans, was rooted deep. Every year the Lacedaemonian nation declared war upon the helot nation, so troublesome helots  could be killed as was convenient, without the killer incurring the blood guilt of murder. Young Spartans might be assigned to the krypteia, the “time in hiding,” a public service in which they would lurk about the fields and dwellings of the helots, looking for traces of rebellion, and silently extirpate with their daggers any they found. But despite Spartan cruelty, and occasional helot uprisings, the helots were usually faithful to Lacedaemon—a beaten dog’s love is so often its gift to its master. And the Spartans sometimes took advantage of this fearful loyalty: during the Peloponnesian War, the Spartans even enrolled helots as soldiers.19


The Spartans were constrained to make warriors of their slaves because the number of full Spartan citizens was in steady decline. At the exact causes of this waning, we can only guess—too much war? too much land in too few hands? too many curious customs?—but during the Great Persian War (480-479 BC), the Spartans were said to have had eight thousand full citizens, those who proudly called themselves the homoioi, the “peers” or “the similars.” By 418 BC, a few years after our Ten Years’ War ended, they probably had no more than twenty-five hundred. Fighting for Sparta alongside the Spartan citizens were also the perioeci, the “livers-around,” freeborn men who dwelt in Laconia and Messenia, and served in the Spartan army, but were not Spartan citizens.20


However few the Spartans were becoming, their ways still made them strong in war. For Spartans were raised tough and brave and to dread above all things the shame of leaving their post in battle. Samurai-like, they charged blindly to their deaths or died by their own hands to avoid the humiliation of capture. Witness Thermopylae, in 480 BC, where three hundred Spartans stood and died rather than retreat before the myriads of Xerxes, the Great King of Persia. The words on the barrow of the fallen asked the passerby to tell the Spartans, “We lie here in obedience to their orders,” because no one worthy survived to carry home the news. As for the families of Spartans who died in battle, they did not mourn but went about as proud as if they themselves were victors in public games.21


Individually brave, as a body the Spartans were even more formidable. For of the Greeks, only the Spartans all trained systematically for war, mostly by individual exercise but also with mass drill: the army of the Spartans alone was a biddable formation rather than an enthusiastic mob. In the fourth century BC, when such training was becoming more general, an observer could still note that “the Lacedaemonians conduct with the utmost ease [drill motions] that instructors in tactics regard as very difficult.”22


The success in war that followed from these habits allowed Sparta, by the beginning of the fifth century BC, to establish her predominance in war over her chief rival in the Peloponnese, Argos. Lying in the Argolid, the next major plain to the north of Sparta’s Laconia, ancient Argos had given  its name to the whole Greek army that went against Troy, the Argives. This the men of Argos had not forgotten. In their territory lay the seat of Agamemnon, leader of the Greeks before Troy, while Sparta was no more than the seat of Menelaus, Agamemnon’s weak brother, he who had allowed Helen to be seduced away from his halls. On the basis of Argos’ standing in myth, Argos could claim the highest rank of any Greek state. And the Argives were anxious to vindicate that rank in every succeeding generation. Impossibly proud, the Argives were no cheerful and forgiving folk: they worshipped Apollo as a wolf and kept the head of Medusa under a mound in their city; on their citadel, priestesses drank the red blood of lambs and babbled dooms.23


In addition to securing for Sparta a much-resented military dominance over Argos, Sparta’s success in war had allowed her, during the sixth century BC, to assemble an alliance of defeated, timid, or hopeful Peloponnesian states, what we call the Peloponnesian League (the Greeks called it “the Lacedaemonians and their allies” or “the Peloponnesians”). The members of the league were wards against the rising of the helots and allies against other enemies, especially against Argos, ever resentful, ever watchful, which they encircled. In the northwest of the Peloponnesian peninsula, Elis, home of the Olympic Games, was an ally of Sparta; in the center, the gritty towns of Arcadia, especially Tegea and Mantinea; north of Argos, there was wealthy Corinth and her western neighbor, Sicyon; and between Argos and the sea, lay sacred, medical Epidaurus. There were many other, smaller places, too, but these greater states were the brawn of the alliance. In the fifth century BC, Sparta would also extend her alliance beyond the boundaries of the Peloponnese. But the Greeks, rather confusingly, continued to call this larger body of Spartan allies “the Peloponnesians,” and so do we.

Together, Sparta’s league was stronger even than its mistress, for Sparta’s allies commanded many times more soldiers than Sparta herself. Sparta could bully one town or a few, but not all at once, and not easily the greatest among them, a city like Corinth. To lead her alliance to war, Sparta had in practice to gain her allies’ consent. Still, the consequence of Sparta’s military prowess was that by the beginning of the fifth century, most Greeks admitted that Sparta was the highest in rank of the Greek city-states, that Lacedaemon was the hegemon of Greece. And Sparta’s general hegemonia, in part the result of Sparta’s Peloponnesian alliance, also played its part in holding together that alliance, for Sparta’s allies naturally deferred to her supremacy in timē and did not feel slighted to take instructions from her. Wise, then, were the Lacedaemonians to keep at Sparta an ancient statue of the god of battles, bound in chains. If Ares could not run away, the Spartans would always be supreme in war.24
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MAP 1.3 Greece and the Aegean
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The lands of the Greeks that paid their respect to Sparta were, by the second decade of the fifth century BC, nonetheless limited in their extent. Lacedaemon was the hegemon of old Greece, but old Greece was merely a section of the horseshoe of Greek settlement around the Aegean, two-thirds of which was in thrall to the Great King of Persia. Old Greece was the left tang of the horseshoe, with Athens at the tip: a man going north from Attica walked over the hills into Boeotia, the land of Thebes, then over a second range into Thessaly, and then through the foothills of Mount Olympus into Macedonia. In Macedonia the land turned east, and the adjacent northern coast of the Aegean was also sprinkled with Greek cities, colonies of old Greece in an older time, running east to the Hellespont and Bosporus, the sea passage from the Aegean into the Black Sea. Running south from that channel were the Greek cities on the west coast of Asia Minor (today held by Turkey), also colonies of old Greece, but some of them, like Ephesus and Miletus, antique and very wealthy. Since the middle of the sixth century BC, the Persians had come by stages to rule both the Greek cities on the coast of Asia Minor and those of the northern Aegean, and the Great King had also brought most of the major islands in the Aegean, which had also been colonized by the Greeks, under his sway. It would be no great thing, then, to add the Greeks who remained, the Greeks of the old Greece, to the world-spanning empire of the Persians.
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WHEN IN 480 BC ALL the fury of the east marched against Greece, and the hosts of Xerxes marched over Hellespont on bridges of boats, the fractious Greeks saw the need to put aside their own battles and unite their efforts in the cause of Greek freedom. Great decisions would be made in great councils, yet someone must lead the allied forces to war. And the only state that could command the consent of most of the Greeks was Sparta, the hegemon of Greece. But since hegemonia was based in supremacy in rank, a state unwilling to admit its inferiority would neither enroll itself under the leader nor obey its orders, whatever the need of the rest of the Greeks.25


So it was that Argos, the ancestral rival of Sparta, refused to join the war against Persia if the Spartans were in command. Argos was not as strong as Sparta, let alone the Peloponnesian alliance Sparta had been assembling over the past decades; and some fifteen years before the Persian invasion, Sparta had defeated Argos bloodily in war. But rank depended only in part upon brute power. Great deeds in myth and history also contributed to rank, regardless of how much power might have been lost since those deeds  were done. And in the time of stories, the deeds of Argos had been second to none.
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MAP 1.4 Greece in the Persian War, 480-479 BC

Argos insisted that she was entitled to lead all the Greeks to war, as had the Argives of old. But Argos would waive her rights and settle for sharing the command with Sparta, sharing it on the basis of equality—if the Spartans also bound themselves to peace with Argos for thirty years, until a new generation of Argives had risen to manhood to replace those the Spartans had slaughtered fifteen years before.26


The Spartans knew this ploy for what it was, an attempt to extort a revision of the ranking of the two states settled in Sparta’s favor by their recent war, then freeze that revision in place until Argos was ready to joust again for outright supremacy. So the Spartans replied that, inasmuch as they possessed two kings and the Argives only one, any sharing of authority must be on the basis of two Spartan votes, and one Argive. “They would rather  be ruled by the barbarians than yield a jot to the Lacedaemonians,” replied the Argives in anger. The envoys of Sparta must leave the land of Argos before sunset, or they would be treated as enemies. Argos stood apart from the defense of Greece against the Persians.27


Athens, unlike Argos, was not a city unable to obey the Spartans out of rivalry and resentment. In the age of heroes, Athens had been a state of but second-rate glory (nothing to compare to Argos, say, or Thebes, the seat of Heracles), and she was only now emerging from a long period of shadow. In the middle years of the previous century, her tyrant Pisistratus had adorned the city with splendid works of man, but more recently Athens had been a place of no great might by land and, indeed, of great political turmoil, which had encouraged the Spartans to send armies in 511 and 508 BC. By 480 BC Athens’ internal strife was over—the establishment of democracy in 507 BC had put a stop at least to the physical battles of Athens’ aristocratic factions—and she had since enjoyed successes against her neighbors (and had a monument boasting that she had “quenched their hybris” to show for it). But Athens had unwisely supported a failed revolt by the Greek subjects of the Great King of Persia (499-493 BC), and when the Persians in 490 BC sent a punitive expedition against Athens, Athens’ position in Greece was revealed by the fact that, with the exception of a single tiny neighbor, no Greek states came to help her. Nearly alone the Athenians had to throw back the Persians at the famous battle of Marathon.28


Athens in 480 BC could hardly claim to be a rival of Sparta for the hegemony of Greece. What Athens had, however—thanks to the fortuitous discovery of a rich vein of silver in her territory in 483 BC—was a great war fleet of two hundred galleys, much the largest among the Greeks. Even so, in the war against the Persians, the Athenians yielded command at sea to the Spartans, not least because the other Greeks would not follow the Athenians. The Greeks (Argos aside) might be willing to admit they were second in rank to Sparta, and so defer to her, but they would not yield place to a runner-up in rank like Athens.29


Athens, for her part, while willing to yield place to Sparta, was not willing to yield to Gelon, tyrant of the even less venerable Syracuse, a Sicilian colony of Corinth. Rich and powerful, the tyrant offered to make gigantic contributions to the war against Persia, but only if given command of the whole Greek force. The Spartans would not hear of it. “Much would Agamemnon, the descendent of Pelops, lament,” the historian Herodotus has the Spartan envoy reply to Gelon, “if he heard of the hegemony being taken away from Sparta by Gelon and the Syracusans!” No, Gelon must place himself under Lacedaemonian command or not fight at all. So be it, rejoined Gelon: he would accept only half the command, either of the  Greek land forces or of the fleet. Since the Spartans would not give up the land command, Gelon turned his eyes on the fleet.30


Now the Athenians would not consent. Not only did they provide the largest naval contingent, they said, but “the race of the Athenians was the most ancient, and alone of the Greeks they had never changed habitation, and one of their countrymen [the very minor hero Menestheus, as any Athenian would know] Homer had identified as the best of all those who came to Troy at drawing up and disposing an army,” thereby offering a perfect summary of how Greeks measured the rank of a state, by combining present power with ancient renown. The rank of Athens, the Athenians were saying, was higher than that of Syracuse, which was, however mighty in treasure and in arms, only a lowly colony in the distant west. It was unseemly, then, for the Syracusans to presume to command Athenians. In the end, neither Sparta nor Athens would yield place to Gelon, and so Gelon abided at home, counting his men and his money. “Report to Greece,” he sniffed, “that the spring has been taken out of the year.”31


Against Xerxes, then, the Spartans commanded the Greek allies both by land and by sea. When the Greeks settled upon the narrows of Thermopylae in central Greece as a choke point where an outnumbered army could defy the world, it was the Spartan king Leonidas who commanded the contingents the Greek allies sent to defend it. It was Leonidas who led the Greeks when they threw back the Persians from Thermopylae; it was Leonidas whose position was turned when a Greek traitor led Persian soldiers over mountain paths behind him; it was Leonidas who ordered the rest of the Greeks to withdraw to safety; and it was the doomed Leonidas who led the Three Hundred Spartans in their final stand, because the code of the Spartans forbade retreat.

In addition to the army that beat against Thermopylae, the Persians had brought a great fleet into Greece, one whose passage south had to be blocked, lest it land men behind Thermopylae. Another Spartan, Eurybiades, ruled the combined Greek fleet that guarded the sea flank of Leonidas, battling the Persians to two timber-shattering stalemates in the narrows off Cape Artemisium. This was before the fall of Thermopylae rendered the Greek harbors vulnerable by land and made the Greek navy withdraw toward the south.

After forcing Thermopylae, Xerxes marched south and accepted the submission of mighty Thebes, the head city of Boeotia and one of the powers of Greece. Then he marched south again against Athens—the Athenians would not surrender but evacuated their folk to the Peloponnese—and brought his fleet, much reduced by storms, around the horn of Attica. It was the Spartan Eurybiades again who led the Greek ships to face Xerxes in  the waters off Athens. And it was the Spartan Eurybiades whom Themistocles, the guileful Odysseus of the age and admiral of the Athenians, tricked into facing the Persians in the tight strait between Attica and the island of Salamis, when Eurybiades and the rest of the admirals of the Greeks wanted to retreat. At the battle of Salamis, the Greeks prevailed, and the Great King’s fleet was driven pell-mell back into Asia. Soon the Great King himself followed with part of his army, although a smaller force remained to face the Greeks the following year (479 BC) in Boeotia, on the fatal field of Plataea.

The array of the Greeks at Plataea, the climactic battle of the war against the Persians, is the fullest catalogue we have of the ranking of the states of Greece, since it was by rank that the allies were disposed by the Spartans. Naturally the Lacedaemonians themselves, as the hegemons of Greece, held the traditional place of honor on the right of the allied line. Second in honor was the extreme left, and for this place a quarrel broke out between mid-sized Tegea, Sparta’s oldest ally in the Peloponnese, and swelling Athens.32


Tegea had brought fifteen hundred men to the battle; Athens came with eight thousand. But despite the disparity in their contributions, Tegea claimed preference because the city had always held the place of second honor in the joint expeditions of Sparta and her allies—and had held that position for a reason the Tegeans considered irrefutable. In the time before the Trojan War, the Tegeans explained, when the sons of Heracles were trying to invade the Peloponnese, the fate of all was pledged upon the outcome of a single combat between Hyllus, one of those doughty sons, and the king of Tegea. The king of Tegea had won, and so the sons of Heracles had been turned back. And in later times, the Tegeans went on to add, they had not only defeated other states in war but even prevailed several times over the Spartans themselves.33


Against the claims of Tegea to the position of honor, the Athenians urged not their eight thousand hoplites, their two hundred ships, or their chests of shining silver, but the fact that when the sons of Heracles were wandering in exile, it had been the Athenians who gave them refuge; that the Athenians had recovered by war and buried the bodies of the Seven Against Thebes; that they had prevailed over the Amazons, the appalling warrior women who invaded Attica—all this still before the Trojan War; that they had been glorious in the Trojan War (a wee fib); and that alone the Athenians had defeated the forty-six nations of Asia at Marathon eleven years before. This last achievement they mentioned not to claim any special expertise in fighting Persians but as if it were a supreme high deed that trumped the claims of Tegea to superiority in rank.34


Soberly weighing the claims of both parties, the Spartans awarded the honorable left flank to the Athenians, and the Tegeans the third place in honor, second after the Spartans on the right. To the left of the Tegeans, and so inferior to them, came the five thousand Corinthians (prominent, too, in myth and third in strength in the Peloponnese, after Sparta and Argos), then Arcadian Orchomenus, a small city that could send only six hundred men but had, in the time of heroes, been lord over Arcadia, and so still ranked high. Next came much larger Sicyon, with its three thousand men—but in myth, inferior to Orchomenus—and so on down the line, the Spartans carefully balancing the past glory of each state against its present strength. Mycenae, the seat of Agamemnon, and her neighbor Tiryns, now villages with but four hundred men between them, nonetheless ranked higher than the thousand of Phlius for their ancient fame. Finally the inglorious nadir of Corinth’s northwestern colonies, Leucas and Ambracia, was reached. For as the mainlanders had made clear to Gelon of Syracuse, colonies were by their very nature inferior to the states of old Greece. Last of all there were two hundred men from Pale (where?), on the island of Cephallenia in the Ionian Sea: a place wholly bereft of either strength or fame, although Odysseus’ Ithaca was thought to have lain nearby. But since in this array the extreme left was claimed as second in honor (this was not true in all Greek arrays), a second concentration of distinction built up beyond the men of Pale. Next to the Athenians stood the six hundred Plataeans; having the battle occur on one’s territory gave a state a claim to preferment, and they were close friends of the Athenians, the only state that had come to help Athens eleven years before at Marathon. Then came the three thousand Megarians and then the five hundred Aeginetans, next to the men of Pale but, one suspects, shying fastidiously from their lowliness.

Counting inwards from both the glorious right and the only-slightly-less-glorious left allowed the perplexed Spartans—whose task was rather like that of a young hostess trying to work out the seating plan, honoring strict precedence, for a dinner with the Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, the Graf von Kielmansegg, and the Panchen Lama—to reconcile with minimal offense the long-established relative rankings of states within the Spartan alliance and the claims of new and important allies from beyond the Peloponnese. And they seem to have succeeded, for nobody refused to fight—something that Greeks, as Argos and Gelon of Syracuse show, were perfectly willing to do if they felt their rank slighted. For this task the Spartans were actually fortunate that neither Argos nor Thebes fought on the Greek side at the battle: given the strength and ancient pomp of both of these powers, it would have been far harder to decide whom to  put in second place. And, given mid-sized Tegea’s willingness to joust for second place with enormous Athens, one suspects that those greater cities, if present, would have ranked a quarrelsome second and third, while Athens would have been pushed down to a humiliating fourth.35


Under the Spartan general Pausanias, the Greeks defeated the Persians at the battle of Plataea (479 BC), winning “the most famous victory of all those of which we know.” On the right the Spartans and Tegeans turned the Persians to flight, while the Athenians on the left flank broke the Thebans, who were present as minions of the Persians. But if the Tegeans and Athenians were brave in the battle, the Lacedaemonians were braver yet, says Herodotus, once again reaffirming their rightful hegemony over Greece.36


At Plataea, too, the Spartans had their revenge for the death of Leonidas at Thermopylae. Obedient to the oracle at Delphi, the Spartans had made a formal demand upon Xerxes to make reparations for the killing of Leonidas, a demand that the Great King sneeringly referred for satisfaction to his general, Mardonius. Mardonius, who commanded the Persians at Plataea, was cut down by a Spartan in the battle. And so the debt was paid. Or was it? For the Persians had cut off the head of the fallen Leonidas and nailed his corpse to a board. Did exact revenge, a Greek ally cheerfully suggested, not require that the Spartans do exactly the same to the body of Mardonius? No, decided the Spartan commander: the field of corpses at Plataea was in itself enough to avenge Leonidas and those who had died alongside him. A queasy-making moment, this morbid calculation of revenge to such a nicety—but such logic, as we will see, could determine the course of a war.37


On the very same day as Plataea, the Greeks believed, a second victory had been won against the Persians, when a Greek army had descended from the Greek fleet beneath Mount Mycale far across the Aegean Sea. Here, although a Spartan was once again in command, the men of Athens carried away the palm for valor. This victory encouraged a general revolt from Persia of the Greeks in the islands and on the eastern coast of the Aegean. And it was the power and glory they gathered as the eventual leaders of the cities that rebelled from Persia that, in time, raised the ambitions of Athens to joust with Sparta for rank.38
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IN THE IMMEDIATE AFTERMATH OF the Greek victory over Persia in 479 BC, Athens and Sparta were friendly. After Salamis the Spartans had honored the cunning Themistocles, who had commanded the Athenian ships, for his wise council. The Spartan “cavalry,” that honor roll of three  hundred who fought on foot around the Spartan king, escorted the striking carriage the Spartans had given Themistocles all the way to the borders of Laconia, “and of all men, he is the only one of whom we know whom the Spartans escorted in this fashion.”39


Still, the Athenians were wary. In both years of the war, the Spartans had failed to prevent the Persians from invading Attica, which meant that the Athenians had twice been forced to evacuate their entire population to the Peloponnese and the nearby islands. In the year of Salamis (480 BC), after the fall of Thermopylae, when the Athenians expected the Spartans to lead the Greek allies to meet the Persian King’s army in the field in Boeotia, safely to the north of Athens, the Athenians were appalled to discover that the Peloponnesians were instead building a wall across the narrow Isthmus of Corinth, the land bridge that connected the Peloponnese to the rest of Greece. The Peloponnesians would not protect Attica. And so, marching unhindered through Boeotia into Attica, the Persians took revenge for their humiliation at Marathon ten years before, and in the absence of the people of Athens, they took that revenge instead on its wood and stone, destroying the houses and burning the city’s temples. In their wrath, so the story goes, they even tore down the walls of the city, by hand an unimaginable labor.40


Even after the Greek victory at Salamis, the Spartans were no less untrustworthy. In the next year, 479 BC, when a smaller army of Persians marched toward Attica, the Spartans and their Peloponnesian allies again failed to come forth from the Isthmus as they had promised. Indeed, even when all the Athenians had been evacuated for a second time, and the Persians had entered Attica, wasting what remained of Athens, the Peloponnesians showed no great eagerness to move, putting the finishing touches instead to their wall on the Isthmus. Eventually (as the story comes down to us) the Athenians sent envoys to tell the Spartans that unless they marched, Athens would be forced to make a private peace with Persia. But even then the Spartan authorities tricked the Athenian ambassadors, putting off their reply day after day for ten days. Finally the Athenian envoys approached the Spartan authorities with a furious ultimatum, only to be smugly informed that no fewer than forty thousand men—five thousand Spartans and thirty-five thousand helot attendants—had departed in total silence in the dark of the previous night and were now well on their way to make war on the “strangers,” as the Spartans called the barbarians.41


The doleful lesson that Athens took from these Peloponnesian betrayals was that the Spartans could not be trusted and that states beyond the Isthmus must fend for themselves if the Persians returned—which there was every reason to suspect they would, if only to avenge their defeat. Thus it was that when the Athenians returned to Athens after Plataea, they began  to build a new circuit of walls around their city (?479 BC42). Hearing of this, the Spartans sent envoys to bid the Athenians stop. It would be safer, they said, if no city beyond the Isthmus had walls so that the Persians would have no strong places to hold. Would the Athenians join the Spartans in tearing down all the walls outside the Peloponnese?43


Sparta’s request to Athens was the instruction of a superior in rank—a  hegemon—to an inferior in rank, who could be expected to defer to her superior’s desires. But this, with her own protection at stake, Athens was no longer prepared to do. In fact, the Athenians took the opportunity to give the Spartans a gentle poke, a beautifully symmetrical jab in exchange for the trick the Spartans had played on Athens by delaying their reply to Athens’ envoys from day to day while they finished their own wall on the Isthmus earlier in the year.

Themistocles had the Athenians send him to Sparta on the instant but told them to hold back the rest of the ambassadors until the walls of the city were high enough to defend—all Athenians, even the women and children, then labored to raise them as quickly as possible. Once Themistocles had arrived at Lacedaemon, rather than presenting himself before the authorities, he put the Spartans off day after day with the excuse that he was waiting for his colleagues; he was puzzled, he professed with wide, innocent eyes, that they had not yet arrived.44


When travelers reported to the Spartans in the most positive terms that the walls around Athens were nearly finished, Themistocles still denied it and prevailed upon his hosts to send a proper Spartan committee of inspection to verify the rumors—and when they did, he sent along a message telling the Athenians to keep the Spartan inspectors in comfortable custody until he and his colleagues returned. For he feared that when the Spartans learned the truth, they might not let him go.

Finally Themistocles’ fellow envoys arrived at Lacedaemon, bearing to the cunning Athenian the happy news that the walls of Athens were, at last, high enough. Now Themistocles presented himself before the Spartans and told them the Athenians would no longer defer to Sparta on matters relating to their own safety. Hereafter Athens, Thucydides has Themistocles remark, intended to be “of equal weight in the common councils.” And whether Themistocles actually said anything of the sort, this utterance is an early appearance of the idea of Athenian equality with Sparta—an idea that would prove of immense and sorrowful significance in the future.45


 



Soon after the Persian War, the Athenians began to accumulate the practical basis of their coming sense of equality with the Spartans: an alliance of their own. After the Greek victory at Mycale on the coast of Asia Minor    (479 BC), the Greek allied fleet, surrounded on all sides by the joyful revolt of dozens of Greek cities from the Persians, sailed to the Hellespont to break down the bridges of boats that had brought the host of Xerxes across to Greece. But when the fleet arrived, it found the bridges already broken by a storm. So the Spartan king in command sailed home with the Greek ships from the Peloponnese, no doubt to the alarm of the Greeks of Asia Minor, who expected the Persians to put down their rebellion with energetic cruelty if the protection of the victorious Greek allies were withdrawn.46
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MAP 1.5 The Founding of the Delian League, 479-478 BC

Nor can the rebels have liked the tales they heard of the council the Greeks held on the Aegean island of Samos directly after their victory at Mycale, when the Peloponnesians urged that the Greek rebels of Asia Minor be uprooted and transplanted to the mainland of Greece. They were to occupy the houses of those Greeks who had given aid to the King (the Boeotians and Thessalians, in particular), with those wretches to be cast out and sent wandering shoeless through the world.47


This proposal the Athenians had defeated with vehement argument: the rebels, most of them Ionians, were their colonists, they said. They were the very children of the Athenian nation and no affair of the Peloponnesians, members of the Dorian race of the Greeks: in myth the Ionians had been driven from the Peloponnese by the Dorians and taken ship at Athens for the coast of Asia Minor, where the area of their settlement was called Ionia.

After the Peloponnesians departed the Hellespont, the Athenians, under their general Xanthippus (father of the great Pericles) remained with the rebels. The Persians had strong garrisons there—the greatest of which was Sestos, to which many Persians and their creatures had fled when they heard of the coming of the Greeks. To Sestos, then, the Athenians and their rebel compatriots laid siege, and under siege they kept it far into the winter, until those inside the city ran out of food and were reduced to gnawing on the leather straps from their beds, whereupon the Persian leaders crept out of the city, and the Greeks inside surrendered it. One of the Persians was captured by Thracians in the neighborhood and found his end as a human sacrifice in their uncouth rites. But no luckier was the Persian commander of Sestos, who had plundered temple treasures and even had knowledge of women within a holy sanctuary. Taken in flight by the Athenians, they carried him to the place where Xerxes had crossed over the Hellespont. There they nailed him to a board and, while he was still alive to see, stoned his son to death before his eyes.48


After the fall of Sestos, the season for sailing and fighting in 479 BC being long over, the Athenians returned to their city, taking with them the great cables that had held together Xerxes’ bridges of boats in order to dedicate them in their temples. In the next year (478 BC), when the seas became  friendly, the Spartans rejoined the naval campaign against Persia, although on a much smaller scale, another sign that they were losing interest in the Greek rebels against the King. To command the allied fleet, the Spartans sent Pausanias, the victor of Plataea. He led twenty Peloponnesian and thirty Athenian ships, but now a great part of the fleet was made up by the Aegean islanders and the Greeks of the coast of Asia Minor, those who had revolted against the Persians after Mycale.49


Sailing far to the south and east, Pausanias attacked Cyprus (settled by Greeks but long a possession of the Great King), and then made his way back to the Hellespont, where he assailed Byzantium, which was still under Persian control. But despite his vigor as a leader, Pausanias was still very much a Spartan. Expecting prompt obedience, when disappointed, as he often was, he turned harsh and cruel. Such discipline was foreign to the other Greeks, who regarded obedience to their military leaders much as they regarded their cities’ attention to their hegemon, Sparta: as a form of uncoerced deference, that is, a tribute willingly given to the leader’s admirable qualities. Certainly their obedience abided in a wholly different and gentler realm than Pausanias’ walking stick, which the Ionian rebels were now amazed to discover bruising their freeborn persons. This seemed to them not like the tender persuasions of a true leader but the oppression of a despot. And so complaints, many of them exaggerated, were made to Sparta, and the Spartans summoned Pausanias home to answer them.50


In the absence of a Spartan chief, the rebels had to choose a leader of their own. While the Spartans had demonstrated but tepid interest in protecting the newly revolted Greeks the year before, the Athenians had persisted long into the winter. And so the rebellious states—many of them, at least in legend, colonists of an older Athens and sharers in the common rites of the Ionians on the holy island of Delos—now turned to Athens. The Athenians, for their part, accepted this leadership initially on the same terms as the Spartans had held the power, as a position of hegemony, in which the allies would obey Athens, uncoerced, out of respect for her rank.51


By the time the Lacedaemonians had finished acquitting Pausanias of the important charges against him—one of them the outlandish accusation that he, the victor of Plataea, was conspiring with the Persians—and sent out another commander in his place, the Athenians were firmly in control of the allied fleet. The Spartans did not press their rights, and the new Spartan commander, finding no one to obey him, simply returned home. Never enthusiastic about the naval campaign to begin with, the Spartans felt confident in the friendship of the Athenians. Even after being tricked in the affair of Athens’ walls, says Thucydides, the Spartans “manifested no open anger toward the Athenians . . . because they were friendly toward  them because of their zeal in the Persian War, but nevertheless, not getting what they wanted they were secretly vexed.”52


“Open anger,” had the Spartans felt it toward Athens as the result of Athens’ behavior, might well, to Greek thinking, have resulted in war: between states, hybris produced anger that demanded a vengeance often sought in battle. And judging by the trick the Athenians used to forestall invasion while they were raising their walls, the Athenians must have considered it likely that the Spartans would interpret their disregard for Sparta’s will as hybris and go to war over it. But here “friendship” turned away Sparta’s wrath. Friendship between Greek states reduced sensitivity to acts that, on other occasions, might be considered hybris and result in war. This helps to explain why, although minor acts of disrespect between Greek states were constant and arrogant attitudes perpetual, war between Greek cities was not. States varied in their degree of sensitivity to insult, and that sensitivity depended, in large part, on the states’ overall relationship with each other.53


There are hints that Sparta was not altogether happy to give up command of the naval war against the Persians. Perhaps most worrying to the Spartans about relinquishing the protection of the rebels to the Athenians was that the Greeks might interpret it as a loss of rank: would the Athenians (as a later author thought) be deemed to be “taking that glory from the Spartans?” Indeed, there may have been controversy about this at Sparta. Centuries later a story—perhaps nothing more than an invention—swims up from the murk, claiming that in the 470s BC the Spartans debated whether Athenian supremacy at sea was to be endured, and many Spartans thought not, arguing that naval power should be wrested from the Athenians, by war if necessary. But no action was taken, and the debate was bought to an end by the laconic croak of a Spartan elder: “it does not profit Sparta to dispute for the sea.”54


While the Spartans consigned the defense of the Greeks by sea to the Athenians, there was much for the Spartans to do on the land, much unfinished business from the invasion of Xerxes. Thebes had been compelled to cleanse itself of those associated with the Persians. Not so horse-riding Thessaly, further north, which had joined the Persians with embarrassing alacrity, and where the powerful line of the Aleuadae still held sway, unashamed. And so to Thessaly the Spartans made an expedition; yet, victorious in battle, they failed to topple the Aleuadae, who were said to have bribed the Spartan king in command (certainly he went into exile after the campaign).55


Nor was Thessaly Sparta’s only frustration in the 470s BC. Delphi, the seat of Greece’s most important oracle, was a shrine rather than a city. In the absence of divine intervention (Apollo himself, the Greeks thought,  had saved Delphi and her treasures from the Persians), the protection of Delphi was invested in a committee of Greek states, the Amphictyonic League. After the Persian War the Spartans tried to expel from the Amphictyonic League those states that had not helped against the Persians in the war: Thessaly, Thebes, and Argos. As in the case of the walls of Athens and the squabble over what do with the rebels in Asia Minor, here again Athens refused to defer, Themistocles (the story has it) leading the opposition. Once again the Spartans did not get their way.56


After the Persian War, the Spartans also encountered opposition in the Peloponnese itself. Back in ?494 BC, the Argives had been humiliated by Sparta at the battle of Sepeia: so many Argive warriors were killed in this war, the story was told, that the women of Argos had to drive the Spartans away. These losses were the reason Argos demanded that Sparta make a treaty of peace with her as a condition of fighting against Persia. And to make up these losses, the Argives had even been obliged to admit to citizenship the residents of some of their subject communities (agonizing to any city in old Greece, where the citizens thought they shared common blood, and especially to the proud Argives). Argos, we may believe, was eager to take revenge against Sparta, to reassert its rank, and to reestablish its power in the Peloponnese. And after the defeat of the Persians, Argos managed to recruit to her side Sparta’s old crony Tegea—the city that had challenged the right of Athens to the position of second honor at Plataea and fought next to the Spartans in the battle—and perhaps others of the Arcadians who inhabited the mountainous center of the Peloponnese.57


The Spartans met the allies in battle in the territory of Tegea and prevailed. But although Argos now drops (briefly) out of the story, the Spartans soon had to fight another war against the better part of the Arcadians (Tegea included), defeating them as well at the battle of Dipaea. We see this Peloponnesian turmoil extremely dimly—most of this we have to deduce from a bare list of battles in which Sparta was victorious. But evidently Sparta, in the years after Plataea, was being made to fight for her lordship of the Peloponnese.58


[image: 018]

WHILE THE SPARTANS WERE FIGHTING in Greece, the Athenians were fighting in the Aegean. To protect Greece against the return of the Persians, to uproot Persia’s remaining holdings in the Aegean, and to take revenge upon the Persians for the invasion, Athens and her new allies needed to administer a common fleet, and they soon found it necessary to settle upon a quota system for contributions. The great Aegean islands—Chios, Lesbos, and Samos—contributed ships and rowers, but the great  majority of the rebels against Persia preferred to contribute in silver alone. Aristides “the Just,” an Athenian of exemplary character, assessed the contribution of each state (?477 BC). The silver was to be kept in the treasury of the temple of Apollo on the small Aegean island of Delos, a shrine sacred in common to the greater Ionian race, and was to be administered by officials from Athens called “treasurers of the Greeks.” There, too, the allies would meet to mull the common weal. And upon the isle of Delos, the league was sworn, as blocks of massy iron were cast down into the sea, the alliance to last until they should surface once again.59


The first business of this new Delian League was to winkle out the last Persian forts on the Aegean coast and to clear the sea of marauders, always remaining in readiness should the Great King make a move. A sorrowful war, too, the league made in those early years upon Pausanias, the Spartan who had led the Greeks to victory at Plataea, only to be falsely accused by his fellow Greeks when he subsequently led the Greek fleet against the Persians. Disgraced by his recall and the charges against him, he had made his way back to the Hellespont and set himself up as despot in Byzantium; and now, in truth, he was intriguing with the Persians. Driven out by the Athenians and their allies, he then made his way back to Sparta. There, his crimes proved against him—and now he was accused of planning revolution with the helots as well—Pausanias took refuge in a hut in the precinct of a temple where he could not be touched without sacrilege. The Spartans simply took the roof off the hut to expose Pausanias to the weather, walled up the door, and starved him to death.60


The basic purpose of the Delian League was to maintain a powerful fleet in being in case the Great King made a move against the Greeks. In ?467 BC the Great King finally answered the Delian League’s wondering anticipation, and a tremendous battle between Greeks and Persians was fought by land and sea at Eurymedon on the southern coast of Asia Minor. The Athenian general Cimon led the allied fleet (Miltiades, his father, had been the hero of the battle of Marathon in 490 BC). Two hundred of the King’s galleys were captured or destroyed. Afterwards, the Athenians dedicated a great bronze palm tree at Delphi to celebrate the victory: from the top, a gilt statue of Athena surveyed the world.61


In time the Delian League lost its early luster and geniality. Some states attempted to withdraw, but since the league protected all alike, its members would not allow any one state to scant its contributions. And so the league of rebels against the Persians, ever more dominated by mighty Athens, fought small wars with small rebels against the league. Indeed, over time the league began to look more and more like a miniature version of the Persian empire itself, with the Athenians borrowing Persian methods of rule and exploitation. A later author rather breathlessly points out the  implications of all these deeds for the rank of Athens: “The Athenians were far the first in glory and courage, famous through almost the whole inhabited world. They caused their hegemonia to grow to such a degree that, by themselves, without the Lacedaemonians and Peloponnesians, they defeated great Persian forces by land and by sea, and humbled the famous  hegemonia of the Persians.” The feats of the Athenians were raising the rank to which the Athenians thought themselves entitled. But what of the Spartans? An Athenian speaker much later in Thucydides draws the obvious conclusion: “After the Persian wars we had a fleet, and so got rid of the rule (archē) and supremacy in rank (hegemonia) of the Lacedaemonians, it being no more fitting for us to obey them, than they us, except insofar as they were stronger at the time.”62


But not yet. In the years of Athens’ eastern triumphs, her good relations with Sparta were preserved not least because Cimon, Athens’ hammer of the Persians, was such a convinced admirer of Lacedaemon. “That’s not how they do it at Sparta!” he would roar in frustration at his undisciplined Athenian countrymen. Playing an ever larger role in Athenian politics after the Persian War, Cimon was a political rival to Themistocles, Athens’ other champion against the Persians at a different needful hour. Eventually Cimon won the struggle, and Themistocles was ostracized (?471/470 BC), settling into exile at Argos, Sparta’s enemy. When the Spartans later brought against the exile absurd charges of conspiring with the Persians, Themistocles’ political enemies at Athens were only too delighted to cooperate, and the Athenians were persuaded to lay him under a sentence of death. Now he was harried from Greece altogether, fleeing ultimately to refuge at the court of the Great King of Persia. On this occasion, unlike when Athens had rebuilt her walls, unlike when the Peloponnesians tried to evacuate the Greeks of Ionia to the mainland, and unlike when the Spartans tried to cleanse the Delphic Amphictyony of those who had not gone against Persians, what the Spartan hegemon asked, Athens deferentially did. Two of the three acts of Athenian opposition to Sparta were associated with Themistocles. But now friendly Cimon was in charge at Athens.63
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THE FRIENDSHIP OF ATHENS AND Sparta was soon to be tested. A few years after Themistocles was driven from Greece, there was a great earthquake at Lacedaemon (?465 BC); the helots, taking this as a sign from the gods, revolted against their Spartan masters and were joined as well by some of Sparta’s subject peoples, the perioeci. The Spartans dreaded a revolt of the helots above all things, and in their time of peril, they summoned all their friends and allies to help them, the Athenians  included. The controversy that erupted at Athens over whether to send an expedition to assist the hegemon of Greece reveals the Athenians’ new attitude toward their city’s rank.64


The Athenian politician Ephialtes opposed the mission, we are told, arguing that Athens “ought not help or raise up again a city that was a rival to Athens, but to let the pride of Sparta be overthrown and be trodden underfoot.” To Ephialtes the rebellion of the helots was an opportunity to surpass Sparta in rank. But his opponent Cimon carried the Athenians with the argument that Athens should “not allow Hellas to become lame, nor Athens to be deprived of her yoke-fellow.” In Cimon’s metaphors—a man with two legs or a yoke with two oxen—Athens and Sparta were equal in rank, and that was as it should be. Neither Athenian politician, however, not even the pro-Spartan Cimon, spoke of Sparta as Athens’  hegemon, with any claim to deference. Athens’ victories over the Persians, as well as the glory she drew from being hegemon of the Delian League, had raised the Athenians’ own sense of the rank of their city. Athens would help Sparta as Sparta’s equal, not as Sparta’s subordinate. 65


Seeking symbolic equality with a hegemon—Cimon’s hope—was a characteristic ambition of Greek states. During the Persian War, both Argos and Gelon of Syracuse, as we have seen, sought equality with Sparta. And now that it had been sparked, Athenian yearning for equality with Sparta would long endure. In the next century, when Sparta was a shattered power, the Athenians were to debate how they could make an alliance with the Spartans on the basis of “perfect equality.” Should the Spartans command on the land and the Athenians on the sea? No, that would not be quite equal enough, since Athenian citizens serving in the army would have to obey Spartan commands, while Spartan citizens, none of whom served in the fleet, would not have to obey those of Athenians. The solution was to trade the leadership on both land and sea every five days. Absurd, we think: hardly a way to run a war. Yet this compromise shows how overwhelmingly important the notion of equality could be to Greek states—to those states, at least, that were not in a position to claim and defend sole hegemony. For the Spartan reactions to Argos and Gelon reveal that the normal response of a hegemon, however great her need, to another state’s request for equality was firm refusal.66


Victorious in the debate at Athens, Cimon led an Athenian army to help the Spartans, and with the aid of all their allies, the Spartans defeated the rebels in the field and besieged them upon Mount Ithome in Messenia. After their allies had departed, however, the Spartans discovered to their vexation that they could not dislodge the helots from Ithome. And so, after some years of desultory siege, they called for their allies once again, including Cimon and the Athenians (?462 BC).67


“The first open point of difference between the Lacedaemonians and the Athenians,” recorded Thucydides, “was the result of this campaign.” The Spartans besieging Ithome conceived a suspicion of the Athenians and sent them away, alone of those whom they had just summoned to help. Not that the Spartans voiced their suspicion; they politely told the Athenians that they were no longer needed. But the Athenians “took it ill and thought it unworthy of themselves to be treated so by the Lacedaemonians,” and straight away, after they got home to Athens, they renounced the old alliance against the Persians that acknowledged Sparta’s leadership and instead made a pact with Sparta’s enemies, the Argives. And both Athens and Argos also made an alliance with Thessaly. Eventually—we are not told how soon—this break with Sparta led to war between Sparta and Athens, and this is all the explanation Thucydides seems to have thought he needed to give for the cause of the conflict. Yet this would have surprised no Greek reader, who would have understood such causation implicitly. The Athenians felt they had been subjected to insult, hybris, and  hybris, the Greeks thought, was the cause of many wars in their world.68


Between cities, hybris could range from a military attack to any act of disrespect or failure to pay respect where respect was felt to be due. In the absence of any act at all, hybris could even be deduced from the suspicion that another party harbored an arrogant attitude—what the Greeks called “thinking big.” Historians are sometimes puzzled to see overt acts of national aggression interpreted by the Greeks as hybris, since today’s habit is the contrary one of interpreting insult, where possible, as aggression. We do not like to think we are going to war because we have been insulted; we prefer to convince ourselves that we are fighting a war to protect our families, our homes. But the Greeks much preferred to think in terms of wars of revenge for hybris: revenge was among the noblest possible motivations for war.69


For his Greek reader to understand the causes of the forthcoming hostilities between Athens and Sparta, then, Thucydides needed only to allude to the well-known road that led from rank to hybris to anger to revenge. The puzzle, then, concerns not the immediate cause of the trouble between Sparta and Athens: the cause fit in a well-worn Greek pattern. The puzzle is why Spartans insulted the Athenians, or if they did not mean to do so (as seems likely), why the Athenians had become so sensitive as to interpret being sent home, despite the Spartans’ trying to put a polite face on their dismissal, as an act of hybris, as a blood insult to be avenged by war. At the end of the Persian War, after all, Athens and Sparta had been “friends,” and friends ignored potentially insulting acts by their friends—as, indeed, the Spartans had done repeatedly.

In fact, since the end of the Persian War, Athens and Sparta had come to have profoundly different senses of their relative ranks. The Spartans  were still acting as supreme in rank in Greece, as hegemon. Indeed, the alliance against the Persians that manifested Spartan primacy was still, notionally, in force. And the Spartans assumed that the Athenians still respected their superiority. The Athenians had sentenced Themistocles to death when the Spartans asked, after all, and the Athenians had also twice come against the helots when the Spartans called. These were the actions of a deferential inferior, one who would not feel insulted if sent home by its hegemon. But at Athens, neither anti-, nor even pro-, Spartan sentiment now accepted that Athens was still Sparta’s inferior in rank: her successes against the Persians and her lordship over her own alliance made that impossible in Athenian eyes. Athens had come to Ithome as an equal of Sparta—so even friendly Cimon insisted. Athens saw herself as repaying a favor to Sparta or as doing a favor in order to be able to call upon Sparta in the future: that, after all, was how equals dealt with each other. And to dismiss an equal was to undercut the Athenians’ estimation of themselves, to treat them “unworthily”: in short, to inflict hybris upon them.70


Keenly did the Athenians feel the Spartan insult. Athens was unwilling to accept the Spartans’ polite pretence that the Athenians were simply no longer needed. As a power pressing a claim to a new, higher rank, the Athenians were acutely sensitive to any perceived attempt to push them back down to their traditional, humbler place. A Greek senator of Rome, many centuries later, put his finger on the dynamic at work. Those whose rank is hallowed by time are hard to offend, he said, and do not look to the world for constant reassurance. But those whose rank is recently acquired are apt to interpret even the tiniest failure to pay respect as an intolerable insult. So it was with Sparta, the old hegemon of Greece, which had proved willing to ignore Athens’ various impertinences, and up-and-coming Athens, which could not ignore even the slightest apparent lack of respect from Sparta.71


The Athenians were mortally offended by an act the Spartans did not intend as an offense. This war over rank arose not from an overt act of  hybris but rather from the interpretation of a perhaps tactless act as such. And when a city had a chip on its shoulder, as Athens now did, events in the past were subject to reinterpretation as well, as the offended party searched for yet more hybris to stoke its anger. The Greeks had an unsettling fable about this habit, in which the brindled wolf, having cornered the fuzzy lambkin, labored to justify devouring him. “You insulted me last year!” cried the wolf. “I wasn’t even born last year,” replied the lamb. “Aren’t you eating my grass?” “I’m too young to eat grass.” “Didn’t you drink from my spring?” “I drink only my mother’s milk.” But the wolf ate the lamb all the same.72


It is, therefore, like one of the suggestions of that wolf that we should probably understand the odd tale that Thucydides tells of a secret Spartan agreement to invade Attica in support of a rebellion from the Athenian alliance of Thasos, an island in the northern Aegean (?465 BC). The Spartans, he said, were conveniently prevented from keeping this engagement by the earthquake and the secession of the helots to Ithome. Thucydides no doubt thought the story true, but in fact it has all the signs of a manufactured casus belli: at once secret and stillborn, it was quite impossible to prove or disprove. Perhaps there had been messages sent between Thasos and Sparta: certainly it is easy to imagine the angry Athenian invention of, or elaboration upon, such contacts, in the hour of fury after Cimon’s dismissal from Ithome.73


Cimon’s association with the now-hated Spartans resulted in his own ostracism and exile upon his return to Athens with his insulted army (?461 BC). His rival Ephialtes, who had opposed helping the Spartans, was briefly supreme, but not long after Cimon’s exile he was mysteriously murdered. The long war in Greece touched off by Athens’ sense of insult, the war that dominated the middle years of the fifth century BC (?461- 446/445 BC), would see the rise to power of Athens’ greatest fifth-century statesman, Pericles.74







II

THE COMING OF THE TEN YEARS’ WAR


PERICLES, SON OF XANTHIPPUS, was an aristocrat of Athens. His father, whose name meant “Blond Horse” (horse names being the province of the grand since they implied the ability to afford the costly beasts), was a hero of the Persian War who had commanded Delian League expeditions in the years after Plataea and Mycale. Pericles’ mother, Agariste (or “Very Best”), was descended from the line of the Sons of Alcmeon, a family so ancient and splendid that they had a two-century-old curse attaching to them, a distinction rather like a Victorian family owning a country house haunted by a particularly eminent ghost.

The manner of Pericles, like his family’s position, was singularly lofty. He was a renowned master of the samurai-like impassivity that was a badge of rank among the Greeks. Never seen to laugh or become ruffled in any way, he did not weep at the funerals of his friends or even of his first-born son—though he did break down at the obsequies for his second, whose death threatened the extinction of his line. He dined at no man’s house, for an iron reserve was hard to keep when the wine was poured; when forced by custom to attend a kinsman’s wedding feast, he left before the drinking. Once a humble wretch was said to have shouted abuse at Pericles all day long in the market, but Pericles went about his business imperturbably and in the evening made his way home, still pursued by his screeching critic. Arriving at his own door, Pericles blandly bade a servant take a torch and escort the fellow safely home.1


A brilliant orator and hugely influential among the many, Pericles evoked mixed feelings among his peers. Some thought him arrogant, or his manner contrived simply for the sake of ambition. And so it may have been. For in early fifth-century BC Athenian politics, politicians often appear to have sought distinction by emphasizing a particularly admirable facet of their character, and Pericles’ solemnity may have been in part a gambit to distinguish himself from his rivals. Themistocles had been known  for his mētis, his cunning, the heroic quality of wily Odysseus that was so admired in ancient Greece. Aristides, who fixed the tribute of the members of the Delian League, was known for his singular justice. This was a good political choice, for it undermined Themistocles, so often Aristides’ political opponent, whose displays of mētis encouraged rumors of corruption. The wealthy Cimon, in turn, pointed to his own admirable liberality through acts of public and private generosity. But this laid him open to suspicions that he was irresponsible and louche, something of an overgrown frat boy. Trying to make his name in a political world dominated by Cimon, it made sense for the younger Pericles to emphasize his distance from Cimon, and so polish his reputation for sōphrosynē, the outward self-control thought to signal inner wisdom.2
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FIGURE 2.1 Bust of Pericles

Over both the politics and the culture of Athens, Pericles exerted a singular sway. Educated in the new way by hired intellectuals, he was a patron of advanced thinking, and indeed of advanced thinkers, especially the cosmologist Anaxagoras and the sculptor Phidias—even though, in the way of advanced thinkers, they were apt to be prosecuted for impiety and  fraud. In politics Pericles strove to close the gulf between the Athenian constitution, a participatory democracy, and Athenian reality, in which the poor were excluded from participation by virtue of their poverty. At his advice the Athenians built great structures that kept thousands in employment. It was Pericles who established pay for jurymen. Thanks to his influence, the Athenian fleet was sent out on maneuvers each year in peace, and the rowers duly paid. To far places the Athens of Pericles sent out colonies, where poor men were given land and became citizens of the newly founded cities. And Athenians were also given broad acres taken from defeated rebels from the Delian League, upon whom Athens imposed cleruchies, or “allotments,” where Athenians received land without having to yield their Athenian citizenship.3


The perfect aristocrat in manner and the perfect democrat in politics, for the last fifteen years of his life Pericles was elected general every year (443-429 BC). The historian Thucydides, an admirer, described Pericles’ reign as “a democracy in name, but in fact the rule of the first citizen.” This was high praise, for to Thucydides, the Athenian democracy was undisciplined and bestial, much in need of a firm hand. The historian thought that Pericles commanded by his “worthiness,” derived from his “rank and wisdom and outstanding integrity”—that he ruled his countrymen in the same gentle way in which a Greek hegemon was imagined to command the uncoerced respect and obedience of its allies. There was irony to this, because, however Pericles ruled at home, Athens’ Aegean allies were no longer ruled in so kindly a fashion. The empire of the Athenians had become a dark thing, and under gentle, dignified Pericles, Athens’ subjects were treated with great sternness. “Your empire,” Thucydides has him say to the Athenians with appalling frankness, “is, to speak somewhat plainly, like a tyranny. To take it perhaps was wrong, but to let it go is unsafe.”4


[image: 021]

LONG PROMINENT IN ATHENIAN DMESTIC politics, Pericles first appeared on the wider Greek stage during the war that convulsed Greece during the middle years of the fifth century BC. This war was not at first a struggle between the Athenians and Spartans; rather, it was an existing war into which both were eventually drawn. We do not know the ancient name for the whole conflict—if, indeed, it had one at all—but we call it the “First Peloponnesian War” (?461-446/445 BC) to distinguish it from the twenty-seven-year-long Peloponnesian War that began in 431 BC. That name is something of a pity, because it implies that this war was fought along the same axis of opposition—Athenians against Spartans—as the greater war. In fact, this earlier war was fought along at least two intersecting axes, 
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MAP 2.1 The First Peloponnesian War: Campaigns of ?458 and ?457 BC

Sparta against its longtime enemy Argos (with Athens as an ally of Argos) and Athens against maritime Corinth. And this was no fast-moving, targeted, toothy barracuda of a war: the First Peloponnesian War was more of a palsied octopus, with many tentacles, sometimes reaching out for enemies and sometimes at rest.

The war at mid-century arose out of local rivalries. Megara, strategically located on the Isthmus between the Peloponnese and Attica, was fighting over boundaries with Corinth, her neighbor to the west, and could get no aid or protection from Sparta, their mutual hegemon. Thus, to win help against Corinth, Megara left the Spartan alliance and joined herself instead to Athens, now—since the insult at Ithome—openly hostile to Sparta but so far (so far as we can see) inactive against Sparta in deeds.

The Athenians were delighted to accept the fealty of Megara: her adhesion added to the rank of Athens, and her defection detracted from that of Sparta. Besides, friendly control of the land bridge to the Peloponnese made an attack on Athens by Sparta and her allies substantially more complicated. The Megarians admitted Athenian garrisons to their city and its southern port of Nisaea, whereupon the Athenians built a set of long parallel walls to connect the two (the walls that they were later forced to take by  subterfuge in 424 BC). Given their new hostility to Sparta and the rapid shifting of alliances, the Athenians also began to build their own set of long walls to connect Athens herself to her port of Piraeus, a distance of some five miles, extending the fortifications erected around Piraeus by Themistocles in the 470s BC.5
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MAP 2.2 The Long Walls Between Athens and Piraeus, completed ?457 BC

Corinth was fighting on two frontiers, for she was not only at war with Megara in the east but also with Athens’ ally, Argos, across the hills to the south. Corinth and Argos had been fussing over Cleonae, a trifling enclave between them that was nevertheless desirable because it hosted the famous Nemean games, one of the four great pan-Hellenic festivals. In pursuit of her rivalry with Argos, Corinth also seems to have been supporting enemies of Argos on the Argolid peninsula, a hilly excrescence from the Peloponnesian coast that extended to the southeast of Argos and was occupied by a number of small Greek states.6


The conflict between Corinth and Argos seems the best explanation for the Athenians’ first major reported action in the war (?458 BC), an attack on small Halieis, on the Argolid peninsula, which had evidently become allied to Corinth against Argos. There the Corinthians met, and defeated, the Athenians in battle. The Corinthians were accompanied by their smaller allies Epidaurus, their neighbor to the southeast, seat of the great temple of Asclepius, the healer (although on this occasion his votaries had anything  but healing on their minds), and by Sicyon, whose special cult was that of Dionysus, the god of wine and revelry, although now the men of Sicyon had exchanged the joys of Dionysus for the stern duty of war. The trio of Corinth, Epidaurus, and Sicyon will appear again: they were one of the massive solar systems of this war. And soon another considerable power was drawn in by their gravity: Aegina, an old naval rival of Athens.7


Aegina became involved in the war when the action moved from land to sea. After Athens’ defeat by Corinth and her allies at Halieis, a naval battle was fought by the same parties in the Saronic Gulf, in which the Athenians prevailed. Aegina joined the war against Athens not long after. Aegina, an island off the Peloponnese, could be seen from Attica; Pericles therefore called it the “eyesore of the Piraeus” for its perennial hostility to Athens. Together with the feud between Sparta and Argos, that between Athens and Aegina was one of the old, fiery hatreds of Greece. Great traders, and not infrequently pirates, the Aeginetans paid special worship to Hecate, the fell goddess of magic and of ghosts. An earlier war between Athens and Aegina, and not the first, had been obliged to languish when the Greeks struck their truce to fight the Persians. But now Athens defeated Aegina at sea along with her allies, taking seventy ships.8


After besting their enemies on the water, the Athenians tackled the puzzle of landing an army on the island of Aegina itself, infamous for its rocks and reefs. Struggling ashore, the Athenians laid the city of Aegina under siege. Somehow the Corinthians and Epidaurians managed to transport three hundred mercenary hoplites into Aegina, but despite these reinforcements, they placed greater confidence in a plan to draw the Athenians away from their investment of the city. Athenian resources were stretched because, at the same time, Athens was also heavily engaged elsewhere on Delian League business, supporting a rebellion against the Great King in distant Egypt. And so, in the hope of compelling the Athenians to break the siege of Aegina, the Corinthians invaded the plain of Megara.9


The Corinthian plan failed. Rather than give up their stranglehold on hated Aegina to rescue Megara, the Athenians sent to Megara an army of boys and graybeards, those below or above the usual age of service and thus only called up in an emergency. This ragtag group fought the Corinthians, with both sides eventually retreating under the impression that they had lost. But upon realizing that the Corinthians had failed to erect a trophy to claim the victory—for such was the custom of the Greeks, and such trophies were acutely important to the rank of a state—the Athenians soon rushed out to claim it themselves. Back in Corinth the elders mocked Corinth’s warriors for allowing the Athenians such cheap-bought glory, and twelve days later the Corinthians returned to set up their own trophy. But the Athenians sallied out of Megara against them and turned them to  flight. A trivial, even comic, affair, this—but in the retreat some Corinthians strayed into a field surrounded by deep ditches, and once the Athenians had blocked the entrance with hoplites, there was no escape. Now the Athenian light-armed troops slowly stoned the imprisoned Corinthians to death: a massacre. Referring to this war against Athens, Thucydides gloomily notes that “the fierce hatred of the Corinthians for the Athenians arose first and especially from this.” And a “hatred,” in the lexicon of relations between Greek states, was a revenge owed but not yet collected.10
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