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A Note on Names, Spellings and Dates



The question of Greek and Persian names transliterated into English presents an insoluble problem. The Persian sources are often written in multiple languages, so the ruler commonly known as Darius was Dāra yavauš, sometimes shortened to Dārayauš in Old Persian, Da-ri-(y)a-ma-u-iš or Da-ri-ya-(h) u-(ú-)iš in Elamite, Da-(a-)ri-ia-(a-)muš or Da-(a)ri-muš in Babylonian, tr(w)š, trjwš, intr(w)š or intrjwš in Egyptian, and Dareios in Greek. Greek names are commonly Latinised into slightly more familiar-looking English equivalents, so that Alexandros (the direct transliteration from the Greek) becomes Alexander, Themistokles becomes Themistocles, Peististratos becomes Peisistratus or Pisistratus, etc. Our Greek sources are also written in different dialects, so the Spartan Leotychidas (Leotykhidas) also appears as Leotychides, Latychidas and Leutychides, and sometimes there is just confusion over what the correct form of the name should be, as with the Persian Artaphernes/Artaphrenes. There are frequently multiple names for the same place: the island of Keos can appear as Ceus, Ceos, Cea, Kea, Zea and Tzia. With this in mind, I have, for the most part, followed the convention of Latinising the Greek names, and using the Greek renderings of Persian names, but there will inevitably be inconsistencies.


All the dates in the text are BCE unless it is obvious or otherwise specified. To avoid causing religious offence, the neutral expressions BCE and CE, ‘Before the Common Era’ and ‘Common Era’, are used instead of BC and AD respectively.


Translations


All the translations and paraphrases are my own, unless otherwise indicated and acknowledged.
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CHAPTER 1



Athens: The World’s First Democracy




Athenians are here, whose city is thought to have developed civilisation, learning, religion, crops, justice, and laws, and disseminated them across the entire world.


Cicero1





Astonishing Elections


As winter was turning into spring in the year they called ‘The Archonship of Hybrillides’ (490 BCE), the free, native-born, adult, male Athenians did something utterly extraordinary. They went to the polls to elect their annual military officers and civilian magistrates for the next year. Hardly anyone else anywhere in the ancient world had a democratic political process like this, and the outcome of the election is sometimes felt to have determined the entire history of the Western world.


Hybrillides and his fellow citizens certainly knew it was important. Athens was under threat from the might of the Persian Empire of King Darius I. Persian forces had already made one attempt at invading Greece, which had come to grief in the rough seas off the Mt Athos peninsula about eighteen months before, and Darius had demanded ‘earth and water’ as tokens of submission from the Athenians, which they had unceremoniously refused to provide. They knew what was coming.


Standing for election was a charismatic and controversial figure, Miltiades (‘Son of the Red Earth’/‘Redearthson’) son of Cimon. He was an Athenian aristocrat with many domestic enemies; he had operated as a tyrant, admittedly on Athens’s behalf, in the Thracian Chersonese (Gallipoli peninsula); he had close and possibly ambiguous relations with the Persians; and he had narrowly escaped death on two recent occasions, first when he evaded the Persian invasion force by the skin of his teeth as it was heading for Greece, and second when he had arrived in Athens, only to be put on trial for his tyranny in the Chersonese. He had been acquitted then, and he was elected now, as one of the ten strategoi (generals) who would command their respective tribal contingents in the inevitable war. It was one of the most politically and militarily significant decisions ever made. An equally important choice was the appointment alongside Miltiades of Callimachus (‘Beautiful-Fighter’) of Aphidnae as the polemarkhos (‘polemarch’ or ‘war leader’). The two men would take up office in the summer of 490 BCE.


Mythical Athens


Ancient Athens has become synonymous with democracy, and the exploits of the Greeks at the three epic battles of Marathon, Thermopylae and Salamis are lauded for saving the world from tyranny. Yet Athens had not always had a democratic system of government. In the mythical tradition the city was ruled by kings, who had a zero-tolerance policy when it came to democracy. In Homer’s Iliad, Odysseus is said to put any ‘man of the people’ firmly in his place: ‘sit still,’ he says, ‘listen to men who are better than you; you are unwarlike; you are impotent; you are an irrelevance in combat and in counsel; we can’t all be kings; the rule of many is a bad thing; there should just be one king and commander who takes the decisions on behalf of his people.’2 No ordinary person should ever challenge the authority of a mythical king, and when a common soldier, who is incredibly ugly, bandy-legged, lame in one foot, round-shouldered, pointy-headed and never shuts up, criticises the supreme commander Agamemnon, Odysseus thrashes the unfortunate man with his golden staff, making him cringe and cower, burst into tears, and break out into livid bruises. The army think it is the best thing that Odysseus has ever done.3


A defining element in the self-image of the Athenians, which undoubtedly played a key role in stiffening their resistance to the Persians, was the idea that they were autochthonous, i.e. the aboriginal inhabitants of their land (Greek: khthon = ‘earth’). This defined them as definitively different from the Spartans, whose traditions expressed their nature as incomers equally strongly.4 The second-century CE travel writer Pausanias informs us that Actaeus was the first king of Attica (the region of which Athens was the main city).5 However, an inscription known as the Parian Chronicle,6 which records a selection of key dates in Greek history/mythology, calculated from a baseline date of 264/263 BCE when it was inscribed, takes its starting point as the reign of Cecrops I, who it describes as ‘the first King of Athens’: ‘From when Cecrops became king of Athens, and the land previously called Actica after the earth-born Actaeus was called Cecropia: 1318 years [i.e. 1581/1580 BCE7].’8 The date can doubtless be taken with a pinch of salt, but the fact that Actaeus was born of the very soil of his land was crucial.


Some of Athens’s mythical kings rank among the weirdest characters in the whole of Greek mythology, and Cecrops was no exception. He too was truly autochthonous, having been born literally from the earth with no recorded parents. He had a human body with a serpent’s tail, and was a civilising figure whose reign witnessed a widespread modernising of social customs and one of the most important incidents in Athenian mythology – a divine dispute between Poseidon and Athena for possession of Attica.9 To stake his claim Poseidon smashed his trident into the Acropolis and a saltwater spring came into being,10 but Athena trumped this with the infinitely superior gift of an olive tree.11 She took possession of Attica, and called the city Athens after herself.


A succession of usually earth-born and sometimes semi-serpentine kings ruled the city, including Cranaus, who was also said to have been on the throne when the Great Flood (kataklysmos) associated with Deucalion (the ‘Greek Noah’) occurred, dated by the Parian Chronicle to 1528/1527,12 Erikhthonius, who was born from the sordid aftermath of Hephaestus’s attempt to rape Athena, and Erekhtheus, in whose reign the Parian Chronicle records that the fertility goddess Demeter first came to Attica (1409/1408), the first corn was sown by Triptolemus (1408/1407), and the Eleusinian Mysteries were first celebrated (date unclear).13


Further down the Athenian mythical king-list, their great monarch Theseus took the throne after his various impressive monster-slaying feats, Minotaur included. Plutarch says that Theseus was a big admirer of Heracles and performed these deeds in emulation of his Labours,14 and the Athenians may well have constructed the story to provide themselves with an ‘Attic Heracles’, probably as late as the last quarter of the sixth century, when Athens was making its final steps towards democracy. In the historical period, Athens’s number-one hero certainly needed to be given democratic credentials: although he was a monarch, he was made into a political reformer with democratic leanings. His greatest achievement was said to be the synoecism of Attica: ‘From when Thes[eus . . . became king] of Athens and amalgamated [synoikisen] the 12 communities [poleis] and grant[ed] the constitution [politeian] and the democracy [demokratian] . . . of Athens [. . .] 995 years [i.e. 1258/1257].’15


This synoecism was the amalgamation of all the small independent communities of the region into one state, with Athens as its capital – one people, one city, one town hall and council chamber, and one common set of interests. As Plutarch wrote: ‘Theseus promised both a kingless constitution and a democracy to the powerful, with himself as the only commander in war and guardian of the laws, while in other respects everyone would have equal shares.’16 This is historically false, but mythologically interesting: even mythical Athenians came to be seen as democrats.


Theseus was also credited with establishing the Panathenaia Festival to Athena, fighting off a major assault on Athens by the Amazons,17 and then laying aside his royal power. In Homer’s Catalogue of Ships in the Iliad, the Athenians take fifty ‘black ships’ from their ‘well-built citadel’ to Troy,18 but it is notable that they are the only contingent who are described as a ‘people’ (demos).19 The Iliad was edited at Athens in the sixth century, and this pointed reference to their democratic credentials might also reflect contemporary preoccupations. That is certainly the case in Euripides’ tragedy Suppliant Women, first performed in about 423, where Theseus has a spat with a herald from Thebes. When the Theban asks, ‘Who is the ruler (tyrannos) of the land?’ Theseus gives him a lecture on Athenian politics: don’t ask for a tyrannos here; the city is free, not subject to one-man rule; the people (demos) are sovereign; political office is held on an annual basis; rich and poor are equally honoured. The herald is unimpressed: his city is ruled by one man, he says, not by a mob (okhlos); no one can trick the city with weasel words and manipulate it to his own advantage; the common people (demos) are incapable of making a proper speech, so they can’t possibly know how to govern a city effectively; time, not speed, gives superior understanding; a farmer might not be stupid, but his workload doesn’t allow him to look at the common good; and anyway, the better people think it’s a sad state of affairs when a low-born nonentity becomes well known by seducing the common people with his slick tongue. Theseus rises to the bait: this doesn’t seem to have much to do with your errand, he says; you started this argument; listen to me; there’s nothing more hostile to a city than a tyrant; to have one man controlling all the laws is unjust; written laws allow both the weak and the rich equal access to justice; the little guy can get the better of the bigwig, if he has right on his side; freedom is the right to be able to put proposals to the city and have them debated; if you want to be famous, you can be, and if you don’t, you can keep quiet; what is fairer for a city than that? The herald never gets the chance to respond because Theseus makes him deliver his message, although he starts by saying, ‘OK. I’ll speak. But as far as our argument goes, you can have your views and I’ll think the opposite.’20


Theseus’s mythical democracy was not quite the classless society of its onstage incarnation, however: Plutarch tells us that rather than allowing ‘his democracy [demokratia] to become disorderly or diverse because of a random multitude pouring into it’,21 he segregated the Athenians into three privilege groups: the nobles (Eupatridai), who excelled in dignity; the landowners, who excelled in usefulness; and the artisans, who excelled in numbers.


Theseus is also said to have made a clear-cut ethnic and geographical division between the Ionian Athenians and the Dorian Peloponnesians, who derived the name of their land from the mythical King Pelops: Peloponnese = ‘Island of Pelops’. Theseus erected a pillar at the Isthmus of Corinth with a two-line verse inscription: the one facing east said, ‘Here is not the Peloponnese, but Ionia’; the west-facing one read, ‘Here is the Peloponnese, not Ionia.’22 Their Ionian ethnicity was very important to the Athenians, and the fact that Theseus reputedly established various rituals including the ‘Crane Dance’ at the Ionian cult-centre of Delos on his way back from slaying the Minotaur was exploited by them as they asserted their leadership of the Ionian world.23


Not all of Theseus’s personal dealings, however, were consensual. Prior to the events that triggered the Trojan War24 he kidnapped Helen of Sparta – he was already fifty years old and she was still a child.25 Outrage at this caused political chaos, which gave his domestic opponents, led by Menestheus, their chance.26 Menestheus was said to be the first person to ‘set himself up as a demagogue, and ingratiate himself with the multitude’,27 and he played on the ill feelings generated by Theseus’s reforms: the nobles thought that he had robbed them of their local royal powers (whatever they might have been), and had treated them as subjects and slaves; the hoi polloi felt they had been robbed of their native homes and religions, and that the various ‘good kings who were their own kinsmen’, i.e. the nobles, had been supplanted by ‘one master who was an immigrant and a foreigner’.28 The power of local loyalties in Attica was strong, and would in due course be a major factor in the Athenian success in repulsing the Persian invasions, but on this occasion it led to factional infighting and political chaos in which Theseus lost control. He fled to the island of Scyros, where, so he thought, the people were friendly to him. But he had misjudged the situation badly, and King Lycomedes pushed him off a cliff. So Athens went back to being a monarchy, and the Athenians, ‘masters of noise of battle’,29 duly fought at Troy under their new King Menestheus, ‘son of Peteos, driver of horses’.


Proto-historic Athens


There is a sense in which, for the Greeks, the Trojan War marks the transition between myth/prehistory and what we might call proto-history. The Parian Chronicle tells us that Menestheus set off for the war in the thirteenth year of his reign in 1218/1217, and that Troy fell in 1208/1207.30 After that there is a space of between three and five letters, indicating a new section: it is rather like the modern BC/AD (or BCE/CE) distinctions.


The Greek tradition places the Trojan War towards the end of what we call the Mycenaean Period (c. 1600–1200 BCE). The archives of clay tablets, written in a script called Linear B, enable us to reconstruct details of the Mycenaean social and political hierarchy. Athens was an important Mycenaean centre, and A-TA-NA (Athena) appears to have been a significant Mycenaean deity. Although, despite one clever ‘April Fool’ joke played in 2017,31 there have been no finds of tablets from Athens itself, we can extrapolate the information from other sites to reconstruct Athens’s Bronze Age political structures. In the Iliad there is a moment where Menestheus fails to respond to Agamemnon’s instructions quickly enough, much to his annoyance:




Son of King [Greek: basileus] Peteus [. . .] why are you standing back, cowering, and waiting for the others? You ought to be properly taking your stand in the front line, confronting the blazing battle! You are the first to hear when I call people to my banquets [. . .] You’re happy enough to wolf down the roast meat and quaff goblets of honey-sweet wine for as long as you like! But now you’d gladly just watch, even if ten contingents of the Greeks were to fight ahead of you with pitiless bronze.32





However, the real-life Mycenaean situation seems rather more organised. We are not looking at high-maintenance, temperamental, honour-obsessed, quarrelling warlords, but at a bureaucratic system in which officials and administrators are possibly at least as powerful as the aristocrats (although there may have been some overlap between the groups). We know the names of some ordinary people – KA-RA-U-KO = Glaukos; A-RE-KA-SA-DA-RA = Alexandra (female); A-RE-KU-TU-RU-WO E-TE-WO-KE-REWE-I-JO = Alektryon, son of (the -I-JO ending) Eteokles; E-KE-A = ‘Mr Spears’; MO-RO-QO-RO = Molobros (literally ‘devourer of excrement’, a word used as an insult against Odysseus); and also of some cattle, such as KE-RA-NO = Kelainos (‘black’), PO-DA-KO = Podargos (‘white-’ or ‘swift-footed’), and WO-NOQO-SO = Woinokws (‘Wine-Dark’)33 – but the kings and other leaders are completely anonymous.34


At the top of the hierarchy was the WA-NA-KA (wanax/anax), who was the ruler of the kingdom and occasionally oversaw religious rituals. Next in status and power was the RA-WAKE-TA (lawagetas), the ‘Leader of the Warriors’, possibly the military commander-in-chief, rather than the anax. In classical Greek, the word basileus means ‘king’, including later the Great King of Persia, but in Linear B the QA-SI-RE-U (basileus) is a local chieftain of lesser status, controlling a group of people rather than a whole kingdom. So Mycenaean Athens was not an egalitarian society of the type attributed to Theseus. There was a DA-MO (damos/demos), a word that is used of both the common people and the land they held, rather like the English ‘village’, which seems to have had its own organisation, spokesmen and the right to own land, but no democracy. And, whether their city was democratic or not, the Athenians also owned slaves who could be bought and sold. The words they used are DO-E-RO (male) and DO-E-RA (female), giving us the classical Greek doulos/doule = ‘slave’.35


Historical Athens


At some point shortly after the supposed date of the supposed Trojan War the Mycenaean world transitioned into what is conventionally called the Dark Age.36 Events between the twelfth and eighth centuries are difficult to trace, but what emerges towards the end of that era is a people who are divided into a large number of independent communities which they called poleis (singular: polis). There was no such thing as Greece in the sense of the twenty-first-century nation state. The primary identity was centred on the polis: they were Athenians, Spartans, Corinthians, Thebans, Samians, Milesians, and so on, before they were Hellenes/Greeks – indeed ‘Greece’ is a Roman designation.37


Polis is practically impossible to translate into English. ‘City state’ is the most common solution, but there is a sense in which it is both and neither of those things. A polis is not just a place or a community of people. It is a civic and religious centre, a town or city, its surrounding villages and countryside, the people who live there, and their moral, cultural, political, economic and religious way of life. The poleis were small by modern standards. In his Republic, Plato said the ideal size was 5,000 citizens,38 and Aristotle felt it was about right if all the citizens knew each other’s personal characteristics.39 Only three of them – Athens and the Sicilian cities of Acragas and Syracuse – had more than 20,000 citizens, and the rest could be numbered in the low thousands, or even hundreds.


The geography of Greece was crucial to the lifestyle of its people and would be a vital factor in their attempts to defend that lifestyle from the Persian menace. The environment is ruggedly mountainous, which makes land-based communication awkward. The mountains often acted as cultural as well as physical barriers between the communities, who were not necessarily inclined to unite or cooperate with one another. On the contrary, they developed separately and lived separately, cherished their isolation, and put a high value on their independence, autonomy, freedom, civic pride and self-sufficiency. This segregation was both a blessing and a curse: if the mountains provided awesome natural fortifications against alien invaders, they also fostered disunity, jealousy and hostility between the communities who would need to man those defences in the early years of the fifth century.


The Mycenaean system of a king, warrior elite and highly developed bureaucracy controlling the wider population, along with the slaves or serfs, was well suited to make the transition from the mythical monarchies to the aristocracies that are in place when we start to get our first historical records. The aristocrats were hereditary groups, and the Athenian ones called themselves Eupatridai (‘Sons of Good Fathers’). They justified their supremacy on the prestige of their families, which conferred the status of being the aristoi, the ‘best’ men, and as such they dominated all the political, legal, military, social and religious aspects of the polis.


Some of the poleis of this period flourished under these rulers, but the aristocrats’ success was often their undoing, unleashing unforeseen forces that they could not control. Greece only had limited amounts of arable land, and much of that was of poor quality, and a combination of population increase and subsequent food shortages led to quests for new lands. An extensive colonising movement got under way in the eighth and seventh centuries, in which the Greeks established settlements as far afield as Italy, Sicily, the Black Sea, North Africa and Spain. However, this expansion gave new wealth-creation opportunities to enterprising non-nobles, who started to resent the fact that the aristocratic system did not allow them to cash in their wealth for political influence. There was also often a good deal of rivalry within the aristocratic groups themselves, and some Eupatrid families exploited popular discontent to try to subvert the dominance of their rivals. Disaffected nobles or wealthy non-nobles emerged (or posed) as ‘champions’ of the masses, and manipulated the situation to seize personal control.


The word used for someone who took over like this was a non-Greek term which might be of Lydian origin: tyrannos, ‘tyrant’/‘dictator’.40 Tyrannos did not initially carry the overtones that ‘tyrant’ now does, although it came to do so later thanks to Plato and Aristotle, who regarded tyranny as the worst form government, and the behaviour of the likes of Periander of Corinth who indulged in sex with his dead wife and had all the women of Corinth stripped naked to appease her ghost, and Phalaris of Acragas (modern Agrigento) in Sicily, who roasted his enemies alive in a bronze bull.41 At the time of the Persian Wars, however, tyrannos simply distinguished a usurper (or his successors) from a hereditary king.


The prospect of tyranny at Athens materialised just after 640 when a man called Kylon tried to effect a coup d’état with Megarian troops and Athenian collaborators. He seized the Acropolis but the involvement of foreign troops alienated most Athenians, who rallied against him. Kylon himself escaped, but his followers took refuge in a temple, only to be summarily executed by the magistrate Megacles of the aristocratic Alcmaeonid family. This sacrilegious act brought religious pollution on the entire polis, and the Alcmaeonids were condemned before a court of 300 fellow (and rival) aristocrats, cursed and exiled for eternity (although they would be back within a generation), while their dead ancestors were exhumed and cast beyond the frontiers of Attica.42 In April 2016, archaeologists working at Phalerum discovered a mass grave containing the skeletons of eighty bodies, thirty-six of whom had been restrained by iron shackles at the wrists. The fact that pottery fragments found near them date from between c. 650 and 625, and many of them show signs of being killed by violent blows to the head, has led to suggestions that the victims may have been followers of Kylon.43


The Kylon affair illustrates the hostility of the wider Athenian population to any semblance of foreign dominance. But there was clearly social unease, and the Eupatridai were aware of it. Around a decade later they appointed Drako as Thesmothetes (‘Law-Recorder’) in an attempt to defuse some of the discontent. A tyrannos was the last thing they wanted, and they were prepared to compromise. The laws which Drako put in place were literally and figuratively ‘draconian’: although Drako thought they were harsh but fair, Demades quipped that they were written not in ink, but in blood.44 Death was the penalty for everything from sacrilege and murder to idleness and stealing salad or fruit, and the provisions for debt were particularly oppressive: creditors were entitled to seize debtors and their families as slaves.45 It gradually became obvious that if the aristocrats wanted to maintain their grip on power, they would have to do more to rectify Athens’s internal dissentions.


The Eupatrids’ risk assessment came down to a simple cost/benefit analysis: the new non-noble rich want a say in politics, and will support a tyrant to get it; so will the poor, who are demanding release from the oppression of debt and slavery; so how much power are we prepared to give away in order not to lose it all? Ultimately, in c. 594/593, it was decided that Solon, son of Exekestides, should be appointed as ‘mediator and archon’46 to ease the tensions. He was from a noble background; ‘he had no involvement in the injustices committed by the rich, and no part in the deprivations suffered by the poor’;47 and his integrity and moderation were public knowledge.48


One of the first problems Solon had to address was that Athens had two types of landowner: the orgeones (members of guilds), whose property was alienable; and members of the gene (‘clans’), men of pure Athenian descent, whose estates were not. This meant that the clansmen were not able to use land as the security for a loan. However, they could use its produce, and if they became bankrupt they were forced to pay one-sixth of this to the creditor, and became known as hektemoroi (‘sixthparters’). The orgeones were able to mortgage their property, as well as themselves and their wives and children if necessary, although in that case bankruptcy could result in slavery. Solon’s package of measures to solve these inequalities became known as the seisakhtheia (‘shaking off of burdens’). It became illegal to secure a loan of someone’s personal freedom, the status of hektemoroi was abolished, all debts were cancelled, and anyone who had been enslaved for debt was freed. In Solon’s own words,




The black Earth, greatest mother of the Olympian Gods,


Who was once enslaved, is now free.


I brought back many who had been sold,


This one unjustly, that one justly,


To Athens, their divinely created fatherland,


And some who had fled out of terrible necessity,


Who had wandered far and wide


And no longer spoke their Athenian language,


And others, who suffered shameful slavery right here,


Shuddering before the whims of their masters.


I liberated them.49





Athenians would never again be kept as slaves at Athens.


Political measures were then introduced which smashed the aristocratic monopoly on holding office. The Athenians were now divided into four census classes based on the number of medimnoi (approximately 52-litre measures) of corn or oil that their land produced. This was a seismic shift. Athens moved from an aristocracy, where political power was based on birth, to a timocracy where it was based on property and/or wealth. The highest offices in the state were open to the Pentakosiomedimnoi (whose estates produced over 500 medimnoi per annum) and the Hippeis or Knights (wealthy enough to equip themselves as cavalry and generating 300 medimnoi); minor offices were available to the Zeugitai (200 medimnoi, wealthy enough to equip themselves as hoplite soldiers); and everyone else, who were the vast majority, were known collectively as the Thetes (sing. Thes) or ‘labourers’, and had what Aristotle dubbed ‘the barest minimum of power’: ‘that of electing the magistrates and calling them to account (because if the people were not to have total power over this, they would be the same as slaves and enemies)’.50 Solon was planting the fragile roots of Athens’s democratic system, albeit probably unwittingly. But a century or so later it would be the lower two economic classes, the Zeugitai fighting in the close-knit hoplite phalanx, and the Thetes providing the muscle power to propel Athens’s warships, whose commitment to the fully grown democracy would save Athens, Greece, and indeed democracy itself, from Persian domination.


Prior to Solon’s reforms, Athens’s highest magistrates were the nine archons (arkhontes), made up of the arkhon eponymos (the ‘eponymous archon’ who gave his name to the year), the arkhon basileus (‘magistrate-king’) and the polemarkhos (‘war leader’), plus six thesmothetai (‘law recorders’/‘statute setters’). Solon removed the nobles’ exclusive right to this office by opening it to the top two wealthy classes, and therefore to non-nobles too. The author of The Constitution of the Athenians tells us that ‘[Solon] made the selection of state officials happen by a process of a lottery out of a shortlist elected by each of the [four] tribes.51 For the nine archons, each tribe first elected ten candidates, and lots were drawn out of those.’52 There is enormous scholarly dispute about whether the lottery element of this is accurate,53 but ex-archons became life members of the Council of the Areopagus after their year of office expired. This august body had been a very powerful and exclusive vehicle for aristocratic rule, but under Solon, although it remained prestigious, its pre-eminent constitutional place was taken by a Council of 400 (Greek: Boule) chosen by lot from members of the four Athenian tribes, although the Thetes were excluded.54 This now handled the discussion and presentation of business for the Assembly of the People (Ekklesia) to vote on – legislation, matters of war and peace, key questions of public policy, and the selection of magistrates – and became the fulcrum of the entire constitution. These were only incremental steps towards the democracy of the future, but the lowest class was acquiring a stake in the system.


Solon left Athens to avoid endless awkward questions on points of detail.55 But his ‘end-of-term report’ was favourable:




Some people think that Solon was a good lawgiver, because he terminated an oligarchy that was too unqualified, stopped the people being enslaved, and set up our traditional democracy in a neatly mixed constitution: the Areopagus Council was oligarchic, the elected magistracies aristocratic, and the law-courts democratic.56





Solon’s own assessment was that these laws were only the best that the Athenians would accept.57


However, the reforms also had unintended consequences. New forms of political unrest occurred, in which the old aristocratic inter-family tussles became mixed up with class struggles that were played out in a localised way. The turmoil led the Athenians to split into three factions: the Plain, led by Lycurgus, comprising oligarchic-leaning Eupatrids; the Coast, led by Megacles of the Alcmaeonids, formed from the orgeones, who sought a ‘middle form’ of constitution; and the Hill, led by Peisistratus and dominated by Thetes, which seemed to aim at democracy.58


None of the groups was prepared to compromise. In 561/56059 Peisistratus pre-packed the Assembly with his supporters, claimed to have been wounded by a political opponent, and arranged to be voted a bodyguard. He used this to take the Acropolis and control of Athens with it.60 However, this simply united Lycurgus and Megacles, who drove him out almost immediately.61 But in 557/556 or 556/555 Megacles joined his erstwhile rival to play what Herodotus described as ‘the silliest trick I’ve ever come across’.62 They dressed up a tall, strikingly beautiful woman as Athena and drove her into Athens in Peisistratus’s chariot, saying that the goddess was bringing him home. The supposedly intelligent Athenians fell for it.63 Unfortunately, although Peisistratus had married Megacles’s daughter as part of their deal, he didn’t want to add to his sons from a previous union, so he ‘had sex with her in a way that wasn’t normal’.64 Herodotus leaves his readers to imagine what this involved, but the girl told her mother, who told Megacles, who immediately reunited with Lycurgus and expelled the man who had violated his beloved child.65


Peisistratus spent about a decade planning another coup d’état, and in c. 546/545, backed by foreign money and mercenaries, he struck. It was third time lucky: he landed close to Marathon and crushed his enemies’ forces near the sanctuary of Athena at Pallene in a surprise attack, catching them unawares when they were snoozing or playing dice after their lunch.66 Interestingly, a brand new subject appears on Attic pottery at around this time, first painted by the brilliant Exekias and featured on over 150 vases in the next fifty years or so:67 Achilles and Ajax, both fully armed, are playing dice, in some versions blissfully unaware of the fighting going on around them, and with Athena in agitated attention. No literary version of this scene survives, and it has been suggested that it is a parable to comfort the losers: even the mightiest heroes of the Trojan War can be taken off their guard.68


Peisistratus’s opponents were murdered, exiled or kept as hostages, and the appointment of the archons was tightly controlled,69 notably by removing the lottery element in their selection, allowing him to choose the candidates, who duly administered his policies and entered the Areopagus. Much of Solon’s legislation was consigned to the dustbin of history through not being used,70 but Peisistratus observed enough of the Athenian civil and constitutional legal protocols to allow the nascent democracy to hibernate rather than die under his regime,71 and Athens flourished economically. His period of rule was dubbed ‘The Age of Cronus’ (a mythical Golden Age).72


When Peisistratus died in 527, his sons Hippias and Hipparchus took over.73 A vibrant cultural and building programme flourished, with first-rate artists and architects invited to Athens, and new silver coins known as ‘Athenian Owls’ enhancing Athenian trade and prestige throughout the Hellenic world and beyond. But in 514/513, things unravelled. Hipparchus developed a same-sex passion for an exquisitely beautiful young man called Harmodius.74 The ancient Greeks had developed homosexual relationships in a uniquely elaborate way,75 and Herodotus tells us that they taught having sex with boys to the Persians.76 Yet they did not categorise anyone as ‘a homosexual’ despite giving us the ‘homo-’ part of the word: Greek homos = ‘one and the same’; the ‘-sexual’ part is Latin, from sexus = sex (as in male/female, be this in humans or animals). The Greek vocabulary focused on the erastes (‘lover’), who was generally a mature man, and the eromenos (‘beloved’), who was usually someone between their late teens and early twenties – Harmodius in this case. This was seen as typically Greek: the Persian King Cyrus the Great allegedly joked that getting yourself a beautiful young boyfriend was ‘the Greek way’,77 although making sexual advances towards underage boys was both morally unacceptable and illegal. The ‘Greek way’ of sex between males was not usually bending over, but face-to-face and non-penetrative, particularly diamerion (‘between the thighs’: Greek, dia = through; meros = thigh). You can have diamerion sex with a man or a woman, but any male who enjoyed receiving anal sex was mocked as being euryproktos (‘having a wide arsehole’) or katapygon (‘a down-into-the-arse man’), which was also the word used for the middle finger used in obscene gestures.


Unfortunately for whatever Hipparchus would have liked to have done with Harmodius, the youth was not available – he was already in a relationship with an erastes called Aristogeiton. Having been rejected twice, Hipparchus insulted Harmodius by denying his sister the honour of being a basket-bearer at the Great Panathenaia of 514/513. Aristogeiton feared that Harmodius might be taken from him by force, so the two of them plotted to exploit the chaos of the festival and get their retaliation in first. But things went wrong for everyone. Hipparchus ignored an ill-omened dream, and the lovers botched their attack. They did succeed in killing the unwelcome suitor, but his brother Hippias got away, Harmodius was killed, and Aristogeiton was tortured to death.


In later times statues would be erected of the ‘Tyrannicides’ as symbols of liberty, showing the bearded Aristogeiton and the young beardless Harmodius advancing into action, and, in a patriotic distortion of the facts, drinking songs proclaimed that they ‘killed the tyrant, a man called Hipparchus [and] made Athens a land of equality under the law’.78 However, Herodotus and Thucydides saw the historical reality: the motive was not political, but ‘erotic grief’;79 ‘assassinating Hipparchus simply angered the surviving Peisistratids’;80 ‘the tyranny became harsher’;81 and ‘in the fourth year [the tyranny] was terminated by the Spartans and exiled Alcmaeonids’.82


The Alcmaeonids had been exiled during Hippias’s post-assassination purges. In exile they secured the contract for the construction of the Temple of Apollo at Delphi,83 and deployed their great wealth to upgrade the specifications of the facade from tufa to Parian marble. This gave them sufficient leverage to bribe the oracle to pressurise the Spartans into ‘liberating Athens’. The Spartans put religion above their guest-friendship with the Peisistratids, and sent a seaborne task force led by Anchimolius (Close-at-Hand), son of Aster (Star Man). When he failed, the Spartans upped the ante and despatched King Cleomenes by land with a much greater army, which forced the tyrant’s family to take refuge on the Acropolis. Some of the Peisistratids’ children were captured as they were being smuggled away, and Hippias came to terms in order to get them back. Despite the drinking songs, Thucydides says that the Athenians really knew it was the Spartans, not they and Harmodius, who had ended the tyranny,84 and in Aristophanes’ comedy Lysistrata, Lysistrata robustly told her Athenian audience that the Spartan involvement was crucial:




Don’t you remember how, when you were wearing slaves’ sheepskin jackets, the Spartans arrived with their spears and annihilated many [. . .] of Hippias’ comrades and allies? How on that day they were the only ones that helped you to expel him? And how they set you free, and [. . .] clothed you in democratic cloaks again?85





Hippias left the country. He made his way to Sigeum in the Troad, from where he maintained communications with his friends in Athens and Sparta, as well as cultivating a relationship with the Persians that would contribute to their hostility and conflict with Greece.


Democratic Athens


The expulsion of Hippias from Athens led eventually to democracy. Ironically the Peisistratid tyranny had probably created a situation in which democracy could flourish, principally by replacing the aristocratic infighting and class struggle with thirty-six years of stable government. Herodotus’s verdict is that Athens, which had been great once upon a time, now became even greater.86 Elsewhere in Greece, the normal post-tyranny backlash was for aristocratic regimes to reassert themselves, and this was initially the case at Athens. The Eupatrids took control for a couple of years, but then quickly descended into factional feuding again. This came to a head when Cleisthenes, the leader of the Alcmaeonids, was frustrated by Isagoras, another aristocrat (of unknown family87) who had ties of hospitality with King Cleomenes of Sparta, and also connections with Hippias. Cleomenes was also rumoured to have ‘connections’ with Isagoras’s wife.


There was a bitter clash in the first half of 508 over who should become archon for the coming Athenian year 508/507. Isagoras stood, but because Cleisthenes had already held the office in 525/524 he could not do so again. He put up his nephew Alcmaeon instead, but amid vicious hostility it was Isagoras who was elected. The outcome of this setback was that ‘the people put their trust in Cleisthenes’, and that he ‘went into partnership with the people’.88 He proposed radical, democratically orientated reforms to the constitution, even though such populist proposals went against his own aristocratic vested interests. Isagoras feared that his rival was trying to re-establish the tyranny, and so invoked his guest-friendship with Cleomenes and asked him to intervene.89 This he did, and he successfully engineered a bloodless coup by invoking the ‘Curse of the Alcmaeonids’ from the time of Megacles90 to banish Cleisthenes and 700 households of his supporters. He also tried to replace the Council of 400 (Boule) with a junta of 300 of Isagoras’s supporters. However, Cleomenes underestimated the opposition and came with insufficient resources: his and Isagoras’s supporters occupied the Acropolis in the face of resistance from the Boule and the demos; the priestess of Athena Polias officially opposed the occupation; and a brief siege ended with the Spartans being allowed to leave, taking Isagoras with them, although his supporters were put to death two years later.


Cleisthenes returned with the 700 families. The Alcmaeonids cast themselves as patriotic liberators of Athens from the oppression of tyrants (Hippias), oligarchs (Isagoras) and foreigners (Sparta), and the whole episode became something that later Athenians could laugh about, as when the Chorus of Old Men in Aristophanes’ Lysistrata sang:




Cleomenes, who was the first to occupy the Acropolis,


Went away without me grabbing him by the balls.


Oh no! He might have farted like a true Spartan,


But he went away after he’d surrendered his weapons to me,


Wearing only his little threadbare Spartan cloak,


Hungry, filthy, unshaven,


And he hadn’t washed for six years!91





Whether Cleisthenes was cynically furthering his own power-seeking ends or truly committed to widening participation in the running of the state, he gave Athens the world’s first truly democratic system of government, built on the three pillars of isonomia (= ‘equality under the law’), isegoria (= ‘equality of speech’) and isokratia (= ‘equality of power’), which together added up to demokratia (= ‘rule of the people’).92 Admittedly the system excluded women, resident foreigners and slaves, but the average Athenian adult male now possessed greater political power than any citizen of a modern democracy.


Cleisthenes achieved demokratia by replacing Athens’s four old Ionian tribes with ten new ones, created specifically for political purposes, and making small localities called ‘demes’ (pl. demoi, sing. demos) the basic unit of local government. Each deme had its own Boule, Demarkhos (‘Demarch’, Chief Magistrate), Treasurers and Assembly of nominally equal demesmen, mimicking in miniature, and linking with, the hands-on, face-to-face, participatory central organisation of Athens.93 The demesmen were hereditary groups and comprised a social unit with virtually a family feeling.94 People were now officially identified by three names: given name, patronymic and deme-surname – Themistocles (‘Glory of the Law’) son of Neocles, from Phrearrhioi; Miltiades (‘Son of the Red Earth’) son of Cimon, from Lakiadai; and so on.


There were 139 demes, based either on the urban neighbourhoods of central Athens or on groups of villages in the countryside of Attica, and varying considerably in size and population from small hamlets to large towns.95 The mountainous nature of Attica meant that many of the demes were quite isolated from one another, especially in the rural areas, which fostered an exceptionally strong and cohesive deme-identity:96 the demesmen lived close by one another, cooperated in local government, celebrated communal religious rituals, and helped one another out at demanding times of the agricultural cycle. They controlled their own membership;97 their interactions were face to face; they were neighbours, friends, relatives, sometimes lovers,98 and they all knew each other; and they saw themselves as truly autochthonous, because they and their ancestors had always lived in the land where they originated. They were proud of their demes, and in around twenty years’ time, when the Persians invaded their land, they would be prepared to fight, kill and die for them.


Democratic Warriors


Along with the coveted rights of Athenian citizenship came duties, one of which, for men of the Zeugitai class or higher, was to serve as a hoplite soldier in the Athenian phalanx. Enfranchisement equalled military recruitment and call-up when necessary,99 and when they went to war, they did so as a community. An average-sized deme, such as Prasiai or Steiria in the coastal area, would probably have sent 56 hoplites to fight at Marathon in 490, and although the large urban deme of Kydathenaion would have sent around 276, the small rural deme of Konthyle would only have contributed 18.100


These small, unified groups of demesmen-warriors would have constituted what in modern military parlance is a ‘primary group’, a band of fighters ‘characterized by intimate face-toface association and cooperation’.101 On the battlefield this is crucial: ‘acting in congruence with group norms not only maintains or enhances the soldier’s status, but also ensures continued access to physical and psychological support. Conversely, deviance reduces the deviant’s status and leads to reduced access to support.’102 Reputation in the public arena was everything to these men. They operated as a socially, politically, religiously, physically, emotionally and tactically unified group; they scrutinised each other’s attitudes and performance; they jealously guarded their own andreia (‘manly reputation’), which only had value if it was seen by their peers; they were acutely aware of manifestations of weakness or cowardice; and they were sensitively attuned to the power of village gossip, be this good or bad.103 They were amateur warriors full of their own native spirit, not professional soldiers like the Spartans, whose ‘artificial manliness’ they disparaged,104 and as such their capacity ‘to endure sustained and savage close-quarter combat was, in every way, exceptional’.105 It could be said that the Athenian success in the Persian Wars was achieved not with a superhuman effort of Greek national unity, but by the everyday local interactions of life in Cleisthenes’ demes.


The demes needed to be linked to the ten new tribes, and Cleisthenes did this by dividing each of the three areas of Attica (i.e. the Coast, Inland and City) into ten, taking groups of between one and ten (usually) neighbouring demes from each area, and amalgamating them to form a trittys (pl. trittyes = ‘third’). Three (probably non-adjacent106) ‘thirds’ were then artificially united to form a tribe. This complex arrangement meant that each tribe contained demesmen from across the coastal, inland and urban areas, giving it, in theory, a cross-section of the community, with the intention of eradicating the party strife based on local differences which had dogged Athens for so long.107


The ten tribes were named after Athenian mythical heroes and they came to have an official order: 1: Erekhtheis (named after Erekhtheus); 2: Aigeis (after Aigeus); 3: Pandionis (after Pandion); 4: Leontis (after Orpheus’s son Leos); 5: Acamantis (after Acamas); 6: Oineis (after Oineus); 7: Cecropis (after Cecrops); 8: Hippothontis (or Hippothoontis, after Hippothoon); 9: Aiantis (after Ajax); and 10: Antiochis (after Heracles’ son Antiochus).108


Much of Athens’s military and political organisation now came to centre on these ten tribes. Their hoplite phalanx, which usually went into combat several thousand men strong, would have been far too unwieldy without more flexible sub-units, so the Athenians organised it on a tribal basis into ten units known as taxeis (sing. taxis), each commanded by a taxiarkhos.109 Even then, with the taxeis each comprising as many as around 900 men, they were still too big for effective tactical operations, so they were further subdivided into lokhoi (sing. lokhos, literally ‘the men who form an ambush’, and hence simply ‘a band of armed men’), commanded by a lokhagos (= ‘lokhos-leader’).110 The number of lokhoi per taxis varied, and the lokhoi possibly had a loose relationship with the demes.111 The overall command of this non-professional army seems to have been entrusted to the equally non-professional polemarch at this point, although in due course it was transferred on an ad hoc basis to the strategoi (‘Generals’, sing. strategos).112 However, in 501/500 isonomia began to infiltrate the armed forces when the Athenians started democratically electing the generals on a one per tribe basis, even though the entire army remained under the polemarch’s authority.113


The taxis ‘was not a regiment [. . .] It was [. . .] little more than an administrative and tactical convenience. Therefore, when the Athenian hoplite met his enemy [. . .] he did so without the benefit of military unit cohesion.’114 The taxeis were disbanded as soon as the war was over, but their tribes remained central to the commemoration of the war dead:




The bones of the deceased lie in state for three days in a specially erected tent, and everyone brings whatever offerings they want to their own dead. When the day of the funeral arrives, cypress-wood coffins are borne on wagons, one per tribe, and each person’s bones are in their tribe’s coffin. One empty funerary couch, covered with a pall, is carried in the procession for the ‘unknown soldiers’ [. . .] Anybody who wants [. . .] can take part, and the female relatives of the deceased are present and make lamentation at the burial. The coffins are placed in the public tomb, which is located in the city’s most beautiful suburb,115 where they always bury those killed in combat, apart from the ones who fell at Marathon.116





When they had been laid to rest, a state-appointed orator delivered a eulogy, and the people departed.


The fellow tribesmen of the fifty-two members of the Aiantis tribe who fell at Plataea regularly honoured them with state-funded sacrifices,117 and on the official funeral memorials the deceased were identified by their tribe and name, not by their patronymic and deme:




These Athenians died:


Epiteles, general


Of Erekhtheis: Pythodorus, Aristodicus, Telephus, Pythodorus


Of Aigeis: Epichares, Mnesiphilus, Pheidimides, Laches, Nicophilus


Of Pandionis: Lysicles


Of Leontis: Khaires


Of Oineis: Rhodocles, Eurybotus, Polites, Herokleides


Of Cecropis: Aristarchus, Carystonicus, Theomnestus, Aristarchus, Eucrates, Nicomachus


Of Hippothontis: Sotelides, Poseidippus Of Aiantis: Diphilus


Of Antiochis: Craton, Anticrates, Eudoxus.


These [. . .] lost their shining youth


Fighting together, bringing glory to their fatherland,


So that the enemy groaned, bringing in the harvest of war,


And they erected an immortal memorial of their virtue.118





In the political reorganisations of Cleisthenes, membership of the Boule was increased to 500, with 50 councillors per tribe selected by election, then lottery. So, for instance, the Pandionis tribe’s 50 councillors were made up of 12 from the deme of Kydathenaion, which was so large that it also comprised all of the City trittys; the Coastal trittys contributed 2 councillors from the deme of Angele, 6 from Myrrhinous, 3 from Prasiai, 5 from Probalinthus and 3 from Steiria; and the Inland trittys sent 1 from Konthyle, 2 from Cytherus, 4 from Oa, 1 from Upper Paiania and 11 from Lower Paiania. These councillors had to be thirty years old, but all classes were eligible. The Boule effectively became the supreme administrative authority of the Athenian state, preparing the agenda for the Assembly, ensuring its decisions were carried out, scrutinising new magistrates before they took up office, handling its own internal discipline, practically controlling all the state finances, and conducting relations with foreign officials and envoys. The impracticality of keeping the entire Boule together 24/7 led to the establishment of a system in which a smaller sub-committee was authorised to act for the whole group in certain circumstances. Its members were called Prytaneis (sing. Prytanis) and each tribe took it in turn to act ‘in prytany’ for one of the ten months of the Athenian year.


Cleisthenes is also credited with the remarkable innovation of ostracism. This was an optional, annual ‘unpopularity contest’, at which all Athenian citizens could write the name of one person on a piece of broken pottery known as an ostrakon. Subject to a rule of 6,000 votes, the person who polled the highest had to leave the state for ten years. The intention behind ostracism was to prevent tyranny, but the process eventually became a somewhat cynical tool of party politics. Hipparchus son of Charmus was the first man to be ostracised, but not until 488/487, in the aftermath of the Athenian victory at Marathon.119



Athens, Sparta, Thebes, Aegina, Persia, Earth and Water


Although the majority of Athens’s citizens clearly enjoyed their newfound equalities, there was still some resistance to Cleisthenes and his ideologies, both at home and abroad. Cleomenes still bore a grudge for his ignominious expulsion from the Acropolis, and his attempts to avenge his humiliation and to restore Isagoras had ramifications that affected the relationships of Sparta, Athens and Persia.


The Athenians knew that war with Sparta was a strong possibility. They needed powerful allies, so they looked beyond the Hellenic world to King Darius’s paternal half-brother Artaphernes son of Hystaspes, the powerful Persian satrap of Sparda/Lydia, based at Sardis (modern Sart, Turkey), and sought an alliance with Persia. Herodotus calls him Artaphrenes, probably seeing the Greek phren (= ‘spirit’, ‘soul’) in his name, but he should properly be Artaphernes, corresponding to the Old Persian Artafarnah- (= ‘Endowed with the Glory of the Right’).120 While the envoys were delivering their message, possibly through interpreters, Artaphernes interrupted them and asked who they were, where they were from, and why they wanted to be Persia’s allies. This was disingenuous: he knew full well who they were, and their ex-tyrant Hippias was probably already at his court. But he put the Persian case in a nutshell, and made a crucial demand: ‘If the Athenians give both earth and water to King Darius, he will conclude an alliance with them; but if they do not, he commands them to leave.’121 The poetic words ‘both earth and water’ form the end of a line of hexameter verse in Greek, but earth and water were also tokens of submission to the Persian king.122 However, the Athenian envoys were keen to close the deal, so they acted on their own initiative and said that they would do this. Herodotus dryly observes that they ‘got into a lot of trouble’ when they arrived home,123 but this drastically underplays the significance of what they had done. They had promised Athenian submission to Persia, and their offer had been accepted. The greatest betrayal of the Greek cause during the future Persian invasions was ‘Medism’, submission or collaboration with ‘the Mede’, as the Greek frequently called the Persians. Athens had Medised.124 The Athenians had technically become subjects of the Great King, and they did nothing to reverse their envoys’ actions.


Back in Sparta, in c. 505,125 Cleomenes was stoking his resentment and mobilising an army from every part of the Peloponnese.126 His forces got as far as Eleusis,127 and in a simultaneous attack from the north, the Boeotians seized two outlying Attic villages and a frontier fort,128 while the Chalcidians broke in from the island of Euboea in the east. The Athenian response was confidently casual: they decided just to confront the Spartans, and to worry about the Boeotians and Chalcidians later. But just before the forces engaged, Sparta’s Corinthian allies withdrew. Herodotus ascribes this to a feeling that they were in the wrong, although it could be that news of Athens’s recent Medism deterred them from attacking an ally of Persia.129


The Corinthian withdrawal was immediately followed by that of Cleomenes’ fellow king and joint commander, Demaratus the son of Ariston.130 The two had never quarrelled before, but the shockwaves of their split, and the hatred it instilled, would resonate throughout the Greek and Persian world for a generation. Crucially, the Spartans passed a law that from now on only one of their kings should go on campaign with the army. This increased the potential for further friction between the kings and would have a significant bearing on how Spartan operations were carried out during Xerxes’ invasion, as did the decision taken a year or two later to allow collective decision-making within the Peloponnesian League, effectively allowing Sparta’s allies a veto over matters of foreign policy.131


When Sparta’s other allies joined the ‘ignominious dispersal’132 of the invasion force, the Athenians looked to gain their revenge. They marched against the Chalcidians, defeating the Boeotians and taking 700 prisoners on the way, and hammered them in battle. The lands of the aristocratic Chalcidian Hippobotai (‘Horse-feeders’) were appropriated and allocated to 4,000 Athenian settlers, the prisoners were ransomed, and their fetters were displayed on the Athenian Acropolis.133


Fighting tribally as democratic demesmen, and exercising their freedom and equality of speech, the Athenians had triumphed. Herodotus felt that this was no accident:




The Athenians went from strength to strength. It is obvious [. . .] that freedom of speech (isegoria) is an excellent thing. Here is the proof: when they were under tyrannical rule they were no better in the military sphere than any of their neighbours, but once they had freed themselves from their tyrants they became far and away the best.134





Interestingly, a fragmentary dedication found at Thebes spins these events somewhat differently: ‘Capturing Oinoe and Phylai [. . .] and Eleusis [. . .] Chalcis [. . .] ransoming [. . .] dedicated.’135 This is history written by losers putting a positive gloss on a failure that was costly in both lives and cash, but the Thebans did not fully accept defeat and asked their friends on the island of Aegina to help them.136 The Aeginetans’ friendship with Thebes was matched by their longstanding hostility to Athens: the two enemies were visible to one another across the waters of the Saronic Gulf; the Aeginetans were capable and assertive seafaring traders; their island was an important mercantile hub; and aggression, counter-aggression and mutual blame-games had been a feature of their relations with Athens ever since ‘once-upon-a-time’.137


Atheno-Aeginetan relations had led to Athenian women adopting an Ionian/Carian style of dress, and in due course would be a major factor in the outcome of the Persian Wars, but in c. 504 the Thebans, carrying images of Aeginetan heroes, invaded Attica.138 When they received a savage mauling they asked to swap the statues for real men, whereupon the Aeginetans initiated the ‘Unheralded War’ and launched their warships against Phalerum and other Attic maritime communities. The Athenians took to the field, but their preparations were immediately stymied by another anti-democratic intervention by the Spartans, who had now found out that the Alcmaeonids had been manipulating the Delphic oracle. They resented being duped into driving their Peisistratid guest-friends out of Athens, thought that freedom would allow the Athenians to challenge Spartan supremacy but oppression under tyranny would not, and regretted delivering Athens to a ‘thankless mob’.139 So they sent for Hippias from Sigeum.


Now, though, the Corinthians put a stop to Spartan intentions for a second time. Their spokesman gave the Spartans a detailed and impassioned lesson in Corinthian history, explaining why they had zero tolerance for tyranny, and persuaded the Peloponnesian League Congress that Hippias the tyrant should be sent back to Sigeum.140 Hippias’s journey back had important repercussions on future relations between Athens and Persia. En route he received favourable offers from the Macedonian King Amyntas and from the Thessalians, both of which he turned down.141 However Hippias, the Macedonian kings and the Thessalians would all have Medising futures. Hippias spent over a decade cultivating friendly relations with Persia and bad-mouthing the Athenians to Artaphernes. Hippias did everything he could to engineer the subjection of Athens to himself, and Artaphernes was insistent that the Athenians should take him back. Given that they had recently promised earth and water to Darius, their refusal was regarded as an act of war.142 The processes that would drive Greece and Persia to their momentous conflict were now under way. There could be no stopping them.










CHAPTER 2



Persia: The World’s Most Powerful Empire




If you should now wonder, ‘How many are the lands that Darius the King held?’, behold the sculpted figures who bear the throne, then you shall learn, then it shall become known to you that the spear of the Persian man has gone forth a long way, then shall it become known to you that the Persian man has given battle far afield from Persia.


Darius I of Persia1





Medes and Persians on the Rise


The Persian Empire which was threatening Greece was ruled by Darius I (Old Persian: Dārayavauš, sometimes shortened to Dārayauš;2 Greek: Dareios), whose name means ‘He Who Holds Fast to the Good’, not, as Herodotus thought, ‘Doer of Deeds’.3 His vast multicultural realm covered no less than 5.2 million km2 between the rivers Indus in the east and Danube in the west, and from the Himalayas in the north to the Sahara Desert in the south. Strictly speaking, ‘Persian’ describes the ethnicity of the empire’s ruling elite, but the Greeks were somewhat imprecise and tended to conflate the Persians with the Medes, both of whom they usually regarded as generic Eastern Barbarians. But their impact on the Greeks was still such that they referred to the ruler of Persia simply as ‘King’ without the definite article: there was no need to specify what he was ‘King’ of.


The Persians may have begun to migrate into what is now south-western Iran in the middle of the second millennium, but archaeologically they are practically invisible, and the dates and itinerary of their movements are obscure. Their first appearance in our written records is in the reign of the bellicose Assyrian King Shalameser III (r. 858–824 BCE),4 who raided their homelands of Parsua or Parsu(m)aš in the central-western Zagros Mountains, and started to exact tribute from twenty-seven kinglets in his province of Parsua. The Medes are also somewhat elusive: they do not provide us with any documentary material about themselves, and Herodotus’s entertaining account of their history seems to contain as much myth as fact.5 They first crop up in Assyrian records for 836 BCE, and around 700–675 they seem to have come together into a united kingdom under the powerful and energetic Deioces (Iranian: Dahyu-ka), who built both a reputation for justice and a stunning royal palace at Ecbatana (Old Persian: Hagmatāna; modern Hamadan in Iran).6 It had mighty walls constructed in seven concentric circles of coloured stone, the inner two being overlaid with silver and gold, which ascended in height towards to centre, where the palace itself was located.7


Fact and fantasy are hard to disentangle here: most of the city now lies under modern Hamadan, and we could be dealing with a stereotyped Greek image of Barbaric excess. Herodotus certainly makes Deioces act like a Greek tyrant on steroids – aloof, suspicious and luxurious.8 But after a reign of over fifty years,9 perhaps 727–675, Deioces was succeeded by his son Phraortes (Iranian: Fravartiš), who confirmed the unification of the Median tribes, subjugated the Persians and conquered other Asian communities before dying in battle against the Assyrians in either 653 or 625.10 His son Cyaxares (Old Iranian: Uvaxštra)11 took the Medes to the zenith of their power, which lasted for a century or so between c. 650 and 55012 at a time when the Assyrian King Ashurbanipal (r. 669–c. 630) brought the Persians and their ruler Cyrus I under his subjection. As Ashurbanipal boasted:




Cyrus, the King of Parsumash [Akkadian for Persia], heard about my victory. He became aware of the might that I wielded with the aid of Ashur, Bel, and Nabu, the great gods my lords [. . .] He sent Arukku, his eldest son, with his tribute to Nineveh, the city of my lordship, to pay homage to me. He implored my lordship.13





After Ashurbanipal’s reign his successors’ hold over their dominions began to loosen. The Babylonians started to break free, and an important source called the Babylonian Chronicle shows that the Medes were an essential element in Assyria’s demise. In 614 the Mede Cyaxares made an alliance with the Babylonian Nabopolassar which, tradition has it, was sealed by the marriage of Nebuchadnezzar/Nebuchadrezzar II to a Median princess called Amyntis, for whom he built the Hanging Gardens of Babylon:




Within his palace he erected lofty stone terraces, in which he closely reproduced mountain scenery, completing the resemblance by planting them with all manner of trees and constructing the so-called Hanging Garden; because his wife, having been brought up in Media, had a passion for mountain surroundings.14





Herodotus’s visit to Babylon was one of the highlights of his travels. He was impressed by its size and splendour, and particularly its walls, which were named in our first list of the Seven Wonders of the World before being supplanted by the Lighthouse at Alexandria:




I have set eyes on the wall of lofty Babylon on which is a road


for chariots, and the statue of Zeus by the Alpheus, and the hanging gardens, and the colossus of the Sun, and the huge labour of the high pyramids, and the vast tomb of


Mausolus;


but when I saw the house of Artemis that mounted to the clouds, those other marvels lost their brilliancy.15





Cyaxares and Nabopolassar went on to sack the great Assyrian capital of Nineveh, smashed the army of the last Assyrian king, Ashuruballit II, and terminated the Assyrian Empire. For their part, the Persians, albeit under the suzerainty of the Medes, took over what had been the kingdom of Elam at the head of the Persian Gulf, with its capital at Susa, the ‘City of Lilies’.


Persians and Lydians: ‘You Will Destroy a Mighty Empire’


Cyaxares was still ruling as a venerable old man when his Medes fought the so-called ‘Battle of the Solar Eclipse’ in 585 against the Lydians, who occupied the western end of Anatolia. The Lydians are an important element in the web of people involved in the Persian Wars, and Herodotus devotes considerable attention to their story. He tells us that a courtier called Gyges overthrew the Lydian king Candaules.16 Gyges (r. c. 680–645) appears as King Gugu of Lydia in one of Ashurbanipal’s inscriptions, where not a single person at the Assyrian court could understand a word his ambassador said, but Gyges started to attack the Greek cities of the Asia Minor coast. Although unsuccessful against Miletus and Smyrna, he did take Colophon and was, apparently, the first foreigner to send gifts to Delphi since the mythical Phrygian king Midas – he of the ‘Golden Touch’.17 One of the Lydians’ key resources was the gold that was washed into their territory by the River Pactolus (modern Sart Çayı, Turkey), bringing staggering wealth to their rulers. Herodotus also credits them with being the first known people to use both gold and silver currency, and to sell by retail.18


Herodotus skips over the reigns of Ardys and Sadyattes to that of Alyattes19 (r. c. 618–561), who brought most of the Greek cities of Asia Minor under his control, with the notable exception of Miletus, under its enigmatic tyrant Thrasybulus.20 On his eastern borders Alyattes also came into conflict with Cyaxares in bizarre circumstances when some Scythian guests at Cyaxares’ court slaughtered a Median boy, served him to the unsuspecting king for his dinner, and immediately fled to Alyattes.21 When the Mede refused to hand them over, Cyaxares declared war, which culminated in the aforementioned ‘Battle of the Solar Eclipse’ in Cappadocia.22 The eclipse had been predicted by Thales of Miletus, but when day was turned to night it was felt to be such an extraordinarily bad omen that both sides concluded a peace and fixed the River Halys (modern Kızılırmak, Turkey) as the boundary between their two realms. Lydia thrived under Alyattes’ rule, and when he died in c. 560 he was laid to rest in an immense tumulus on the plain to the north of Sardis, which was excavated in the nineteenth century:




It was constructed by the men who visit the market, the artisans and the sex-workers [. . .] and measurements showed that the latter did most of the work. All the daughters of the ordinary Lydians work as prostitutes to collect dowries for themselves, until they can find husbands; and they give themselves away in marriage.23





Alyattes was succeeded by his son Croesus (r. c. 560–546). He captured the Greek city of Ephesus, although he treated its temple of Artemis with great respect, and had his name inscribed in Greek and Lydian on its columns. He eventually compelled all the Greek cities of Asia Minor apart from Miletus to pay tribute,24 although he did allow the Greeks a certain degree of economic freedom and donated generously to Greek sanctuaries such as Didyma, and consulted the Delphic oracle.


Lydia was at its peak, and Croesus was probably the wealthiest man alive and felt that he was the happiest.25 However Solon, travelling after his reforms, told him otherwise, and warned him that ‘the gods are envious and disorderly’.26 Croesus was dismissive of Solon’s wisdom, but his hubris would be his undoing. His nemesis was Cyrus II ‘the Great’ of Persia (Old Persian: Kuruš = ‘Young/Child/Adolescent’ or ‘Humiliator of the Enemy in Verbal Contest’; Greek: Kyros, r. 559–529).27 The first reference we have to him comes from the Nabonidus Cylinder from Sippar, now in the Pergamon Museum in Berlin. The Babylonian King Nabonidus (r. 556–539) had dreamed that the Medes were a threat, but the god Marduk had reassured him:




The umman-manda [literally ‘Troops of Manda’: a very disparaging term in Akkadian for military entities and/or foreign people = the Medes here] who you speak of [. . .] are no longer a threat’ [said the god]. At the beginning of the third year [553], the gods roused Kurash [Cyrus], king of the country Anshan, his second in rank, against the ummanmanda. With his small army he decisively defeated the vast hordes of umman-manda. Cyrus seized Ishtumegu [Astyages son of Cyaxares], the king of umman-manda, and brought him in chains to his land.28





The Babylonian Nabonidus Chronicle in the British Museum dates Cyrus’s victory to 550, and relates how Astyages the Mede attacked Cyrus, only for his army to defect, handing victory to Cyrus.29 But whatever the precise date, the Persian King Cyrus had conquered the Medes.


Cyrus was born in 600 and lived seventy years. On the Cyrus Cylinder, a fragmentary clay cylinder with an Akkadian inscription of forty-five lines composed by priests of Marduk and containing an account of Cyrus’s conquest of Babylon,30 he claimed that he was ‘the son of Cambyses, the Great King, King of Anshan, grandson of Cyrus, the Great King, King of Anshan [. . .] from a family [that] always [exercised] kingship’.31 An inscription from the Babylonian city of Ur is even less lacking in self-effacement: ‘Cyrus, King of all the World, King of the land of Anshan, son of Cambyses, King of the land of Anshan’.32 According to Herodotus and Xenophon his mother was Mandane, a daughter of the Median king Astyages, who had weird dreams about her: she urinated so much that she flooded the whole of Asia, and a vine that grew from her genitals overshadowed the entire Asian continent, signifying that Cyrus would take his place as king.33 So Astyages ordered that Cyrus should be killed the moment he was born. A Mede called Harpagus was given the unwelcome job, but gave the baby to one of Astyages’ shepherds, who decided to raise the child as his own. Astyages eventually discovered the truth and sent Cyrus back to his birth parents in Persia, where he married the Achaemenid princess Cassandane, who gave birth to Cambyses II, Bardiya (Smerdis in Greek), Atossa, Artystone and probably Roxane.34


Ten years after his accession in 559, Cyrus’s Persians probably occupied Parthia, Hyrcania and Armenia, which had all been parts of the Median kingdom.35 But in 547 or thereabouts Croesus found a casus belli and decided to attack him.36 The precise dating hinges on one of the Babylonian Chronicles, which is unfortunately cracked in the crucial place,37 but the campaign became the subject of a famous oracular story.38 Croesus asked both the Delphic oracle and the oracle of Amphiaraus at Thebes, ‘whether he should march against the Persians and whether he should make an alliance with any other military force’.39 Both oracles were in agreement: ‘If he marched against the Persians, he would destroy a great empire, and they advised him to ascertain who were the most powerful of the Greeks and make an alliance with them.’40 Croesus wrongly took this to mean that he would be victorious, and of course the oracles came true. His Lydian troops invaded the Median province of Cappadocia and enslaved its people; Cyrus hit back swiftly, enjoying a numerical advantage from the newly conquered Medes; and a savage but inconclusive battle took place by the River Halys.41 Croesus did not expect Cyrus to carry on campaigning in the winter, and made the mistake of pulling back and disbanding his mercenary troops. But Cyrus pursued him to Sardis, where he comprehensively defeated the Lydian forces. Two weeks later, probably in mid-December, his troops captured Sardis and Croesus with it.42 Croesus had indeed destroyed a great empire – his own.43


Croesus’s fate made a big impression on the Greeks. But for Cyrus this was just the beginning. A Lydian called Pactyes was given the massive task of collecting Croesus’s gold,44 but he used it to fund an anti-Persian rebellion. Captive Croesus advised Cyrus to focus his wrath on Pactyes personally, not the Lydians in general, and suggested an innovative solution:




Pardon them [. . .] but do not allow them to possess weapons of war. Order them to wear unisex tunics under their cloaks, put high boots on their feet, and teach their sons to twang away on stringed instruments, and to become small-scale retailers. Then, your Majesty, you’ll quickly see them become women instead of men. That way they won’t be frightening to you, and they won’t rebel.45





Cyrus loved the idea, and, duly emasculated by singing, dancing and shopping, the Lydians ceased to be a threat.46


Pactyes was brought to heel; Sardis was retaken; the Greek poleis of Priene and Magnesia were reduced to slavery; Cyrus’s general Harpagus brought further Ionian Greek cities under Persian control; the people of Phocaea and Teos took to their ships and escaped; the islands of the Ionian coast surrendered too; but Miletus made a treaty with Cyrus and escaped destruction for the time being. Harpagus added the Carians and Lycians to the Persian realms; the people of Cnidus capitulated; the Pedasians were also overcome; and the inhabitants of Xanthus and Caunus died to the last man, woman and child in frenzied, futile resistance.47 Heavy tribute was now imposed on the Greek cities, and they were expected to contribute forces to Persia’s army and came to be governed by pro-Persian tyrants.


Greeks in the Persian World


The western fringes of the area that came under Persian control in the mid-sixth century had been populated by Hellenic people for centuries. This territory is now in Turkey, but the parameters of modern nation states are largely irrelevant to the ancient world: in antiquity you find Greece wherever you find Greeks. In the Bronze Age one of the most strategically important settlements was a city whose mythical past was stoking the historical hatred that was used as justification for the forthcoming Greek versus Persian conflicts in the early fifth century. Its remains now stand at Hisarlık, 6 km east of the Aegean coast and 4.5 km south of the Hellespont in modern Turkey. The Greeks called it Troia, (W)Ilios or (W)Ilion; its inhabitants were called Troes (Trojans); their territory was known as the Troia or Tro(i)as (‘the Troad’); and we call it Troy.


Whether in some sense the Trojan War – which provided the raw material for Homer’s epic poem the Iliad, in which the mighty Greek coalition assembled by Agamemnon ‘Lord of Men’, the king of Mycenae ‘Rich in Gold’, was pitted against ‘Well-built’ Troy ruled by ‘Godlike’ Priam – was a historical event has long been a matter of controversy.48 But for many Greeks it was, and some writers went as far as providing dates:49 1334/1333 BCE (Douris of Samos50); 1291 (Eretes51); ‘about 800 years before my time’, so roughly 1250 (Herodotus52); 5 June 1208 for the city’s destruction (the Parian Chronicle53); 1193 (Timaeus54); 1184/1183 (Eratosthenes, for whom the Fall of Troy marks the beginning of computable time55); 6 or 7 May 1135 (Ephorus56); and 966 (Pherecydes the Athenian57), to name but a few. Clearly there are major discrepancies here, which is unsurprising given that these are effectively based on ‘creative calculations’ that show that the Greeks had no secure definitive knowledge about when the fall of Troy might have taken place.


Troy had trading relations with the Aegean region from the very first phase of its settlement in the archaeological level known as Troy I (c. 3000–2500 BCE).58 During roughly the same era that the Minoan culture based on Crete flourished and then merged into that of the Mycenaeans, we really see the zenith of Trojan culture with the rise of Troy VI (c. 1700–1250),59 with the city possibly governed by rulers of Luwian60 ethnic origin using it as the capital of the kingdom known to the Hittites as Wilusa. The people of Troy VI forged trade and cultural relations with the Mycenaean cities of mainland Greece, the Aegean islands, Crete, Cyprus and the Hittites of central Anatolia, until their city was severely damaged by a hotly disputed possible combination of earthquake and/or human internal or external agency. The subsequent Troy VII settlement (c. 1250–1000)61 looks like a city still occupied by the same people, but with considerably less prosperity. If the contemporary written records from the Hittite archives discovered at Hattusa are a reliable guide,62 they lived in a deeply unsettled environment. Whether the Hittite activities of this period can be made to support the seductive idea of an historical Trojan War in the Homeric sense remains doubtful, however, with the scholarly consensus leaning heavily against it. We do hear of Hittite hostilities with the aggressively annoying Ahhiya, or Ahhiyawa, which could be located in Greece or Anatolia and which sounds similar to Homer’s Akhaioi (Achaeans), who come from the land of Akhaiis (Achaea) to attack Troy;63 the Hittite references to Wilusa and Taruisa suggest they are talking about the Greek ‘Wilios’ and ‘Troia’;64 the Hittite High King Muwattalli II (r. c. 1295–1272) interacts with Alaksandu of Wilusa (likely to be the same name as Alexandros, which is the proper name Paris, the Prince of Troy), and a pest called Piyamaradu (possibly the same name as Priamos/Priam);65 and a tiny fragment of a sixteenth-century song, written in Luwian, that has the line, ‘when they came from steep Wilusa’,66 has led to suggestions that this might be a fragment of a pre-Homeric Wilusiad epic. All of this, however, is tantalisingly inconclusive.


Following the violent destruction of Troy VII in c. 1000 there was a hiatus with Troy only sparsely – if at all – populated, until Aeolian Greeks occupied Troy VIII in the late eighth century, roughly when Homer’s epics were being committed to writing. The poems are less interested in recording historical fact than in presenting a version of the past that legitimises the present, and the Trojan War serves to define Greekness in a positive, warlike way and to justify Greek military encroachment into Asia Minor – rescuing Helen makes it a ‘Just War’, and therefore a crucial tale for Greek colonists moving into the region. Troy is a real city in an unsettled, interconnected and violent world, which has become the setting for the incredibly old Indo-European ‘myth of the abduction of the beautiful wife’ (Helen by Paris), and ‘the twins who must rescue their sister/wife’ (Agamemnon and Menelaus, and Helen).67 The story of the Trojan War is not as historical as it might seem.


Whether the Trojan War was historical in a Homeric sense or not, there is certainly evidence of destruction throughout the eastern Mediterranean, and as the Greek world moved into the Iron Age we start to see Hellenic people migrating eastwards across the Aegean Sea. As the Parian Chronicle puts it: ‘From the time Neileus founded Miletus [. . .] Ephesus, Erythrae, Clazomenae, Priene, Lebedus, Teos, Colophon, Myus, Phocaea, Samos, Chios, and the Panionia came into being, 813 years [= 1077/1076], when Medon was king of Athens.’68 Aeolian Greeks settled in the area north of Smyrna (modern İzmir, Turkey), including at Troy; importantly, if bogusly, Athens claimed to be the mother-city of the Ionians, who settled to the south of the Aeolians as far as the River Maeander (also spelled Meander; Greek Maiandros; Turkish Büyük Menderes); and Doric dialect speakers established themselves south of the Maeander and in the islands of Rhodes and Kos. All the cities founded in this migration were on or near the coast, and although there was inevitably plenty of ethnic intermingling with the local populations, they all regarded themselves as quintessentially Greek, united by their institutions, language, literature and religion, and living in a highly beneficial natural environment:




The communities who live in the cold regions and those of Europe are full of energy, but rather lacking in intelligence and skill, so they maintain a degree of freedom, but are politically disorganised and do not have the ability to rule their neighbours. However, the Asians have souls that are intelligent and skilful, but they are indolent, which is why they always live under conditions of subjection and slavery. But the Greek race has a 50/50 share in both these characteristics, just like it occupies the geographical midpoint: it is both energetic and intelligent, so it maintains its freedom, has the best political institutions, and has the ability to rule all of humanity.69





Giving specifics about this, Herodotus says that the Ionians founded their cities in the world’s finest climatic environment: nowhere to the north, south, east or west had a better balance between cold and wet, or heat and drought. The Aeolians’ climate was not quite so good, but their land was better,70 and certainly the history of the eastern Greeks is one of quite exceptional cultural brilliance. The number-one figure was Homer, who the Ionians claimed as their own, but in the sixth century their prosperous and dynamic cities, along with those of the adjacent islands, were the homes of some of the world’s most important early thinkers.


The epicentre of this intellectual flowering was Miletus. In one mythical tradition Cretans led by either Sarpedon or Miletus (grandson of King Minos) founded the city, although in Homer the people of Miletus were Carians who fought against the Greeks in the Trojan War.71 Herodotus endorses the Ionian version in which settlers under Neileus, son of King Codrus of Athens, seized Miletus from the Carians, killed the adult population and married the Carian girls.72 Miletus would certainly have been a culturally diverse environment, and by the seventh century it was as impressive as any other city in the Greek world. The Milesians founded numerous colonies in the Black Sea region, had close contacts with Sybaris in Italy, and pioneered the Greek presence of Ionian ‘bronze men from the sea’ in Egypt.73 Their tyrant, Thrasybulus, who seized power in c. 610, was notable for recommending a ruthless application of ‘tall poppy syndrome’ against one’s political opponents;74 Milesian wool, furniture and sex toys became world famous;75 and the city became a hothouse of science and philosophy.


Diogenes Laertius began his Lives of Eminent Philosophers in polemical style:




Some people say that the study of philosophy began among the barbarians. They say that there have been the Magi among the Persians, the Chaldaeans among the Babylonians or Assyrians, and the Naked Wise Men among the Indians; and among the Celts and Gauls are those who are called Druids or Holy Ones [. . .] The Egyptians assert that Hephaestus was the sovereign of the Nile, and that philosophy started with him [. . .] However [the authors who give this information] forget that they are assigning successful accomplishments to the barbarians that actually belong to the Greeks, who are responsible not just for the birth of philosophy, but the human race itself [. . .] It was from the Greeks that philosophy originated: you can’t translate ‘philosophy’ into any barbarian language.76





Whether or not there is any truth in Diogenes’ nationalistic assertions, we start to encounter in Ionia a great range of thinkers who were sceptical of traditional mythology and who started to engage in vibrant debates about mythology versus science as they developed radical astronomical, allegorical, historical and mathematical theories about the origins of the gods and the Universe.77


The first of the ancient Greece cosmological theories that we know of was put forward in around 585 by Thales of Miletus, one of the Seven Sages of Greece who between them became associated with numerous important sayings of Spartan-style brevity, variously attributed, such as ‘painted wood [i.e. the law] is the best protector of the city’, ‘nothing in excess’ and ‘know thyself’.78 Where others saw divine action, Thales saw natural processes, although his statements ‘all things are full of gods’ and ‘god is the mind of the Universe’ show that he did not reject the gods entirely.79 But his startling assertion that water is the arkhe, the ‘beginning’ or ‘first principle’ of all things, was a radical departure from any previous speculation about the nature of the world. In Plato’s Theaetetus there is an anecdote that casts Thales as a stereotypical ‘mad professor’, so focused on the sky that he didn’t notice a well beneath his feet and fell into it.80 But his skygazing was outstanding, especially when he predicted the solar eclipse that took place on 28 May 585.81 The Babylonians had established that eclipses tend to repeat themselves on the so-called Saros cycle of just over eighteen years; Thales had that information; he knew of an eclipse in Egypt in 603; so he put two and two together, made 585, and risked the prediction. His luck was in, since an eclipse that year was visible in the Greek world, but more important than the accuracy of his prediction was his mental attitude. About a century earlier, the poet Archilochus had reacted very differently to a solar eclipse: ‘Nothing is unexpected, or impossible, or amazing any more, now that Zeus has replaced midday with night, and hidden the light of the sun.’82 Moving away from superstition in an attempt to understand things in terms of natural cycles was an epoch-making change of outlook.


Thales’ rough contemporary Anaximander of Miletus (611– 546) was said to have been the first person to dare to make a map of the inhabited world. Anaximander also believed in infinity. Rejecting Thales’ primacy of water, he argued that to apeiron, ‘The Boundless’/‘The Unlimited’, which was ageless, deathless, eternal and, unlike the anthropomorphic gods, ungenerated, was the key principle:




It is neither water nor any other of the so-called elements, but some other boundless nature, from which all the heavens and the world orders in them originate. Everything that exists is both created and destroyed out of this according to necessity.83





Anaximander’s world was created out of a ‘cosmic vortex’ operating within The Boundless, which resulted in four major ‘opposite’ powers: Hot, Cold, Wet and Dry. These interacted like hostile forces trying to conquer one another: the sun’s heat dries up water; water extinguishes fire; and on a world level, Cold and Wet gain a temporary ascendancy in winter before the balance swings back in favour of Hot and Dry in summer. The whole process is self-regulating, since no single opposite can ever gain total ascendancy as this would destroy the balance of the Universe. As he expressed it in what is perhaps the earliest surviving sentence of European prose: ‘Things give recompense and pay reparations to each other for their injustice, according to the ordering of time.’84


Anaximander regarded the earth as rather like the drum of a column three times as broad as it is deep, which sat in the exact centre of the Universe. For him, this solved the age-old problem, ‘What does the earth rest on?’ If it sits on water, as Thales said, what did the water rest on? ‘It rests on nothing,’ said Anaximander, ‘stays there because it maintains an equal distance from everything’,85 and has no reason for falling in one direction rather than another. He also wrote the first Greek prose treatise, On the Nature of Things, in which he stated his belief that animals first arose from primeval moisture in a kind of embryo form inside fishes (or animals quite like them), before moving on to dry land, where they changed shape: ‘When these animals split open, men and women emerged who were capable of looking after themselves.’86 The divine forces that we find in the myths were not necessary in Anaximander’s universe. Natural philosophy was here to stay.


The great triumvirate of Milesian thinkers was completed by Anaximenes (traditional floruit 546–525). He was a student of Anaximander but rejected his idea of The Boundless. Anaximander’s primary element was aer, ‘Cosmic Air’, which supported the world from below. His other elements were formed and modified by rarefaction and condensation: fire is highly rarefied air; air becomes wind when it moves; water is condensed air; water congeals into ice when it is cooled (i.e. condensed); and if you condense it further it becomes earth and rocks. He also argued that different densities of air caused the qualities of hot and cold, as he showed empirically by breathing out with his mouth open (the rarefied air feels warm on the hand), and then blowing out through compressed lips (the compressed air feels cold). Attempting to explain differences of quality by differences of quantity was a major innovation in scientific thought.


A few years after Cyrus the Great defeated Croesus of Lydia, the Ionian world witnessed the birth of the famously grumpy, aristocratically born Heraclitus of Ephesus (c. 540–480). He became known as ‘The Riddler’ because he regarded riddles as good vehicles for expressing the paradoxical nature of the truth of things. Heraclitus felt that Homer ‘deserves to be ejected from the contests and beaten with a stick’ because his understanding of cosmology was so weak, and had a similarly dim view of Hesiod: ‘Hesiod is the teacher of the masses. They are certain that he had the greatest knowledge – he who failed to understand day and night! For they are one.’87 Heraclitus’s point is that night does not ‘produce’ day, because the only difference between them is the presence or absence of sunlight. He was similarly astonished that people worshipped the gods, noting that people believed themselves to be purified with the blood from sacrifice ‘as if someone who had trodden in mud should bathe in mud to wash himself’,88 and effectively saying that praying to a statue was like having a conversation with your house. However, he did recognise a divine presence in the cosmos, and his central philosophical insight was to reject the validity of binary distinctions: ‘God is day [and] night, winter [and] summer, war [and] peace, satiety [and] famine, and changes in the way that olive oil, when it is blended with spices, is named according to the aroma of each of them.’89 Heraclitus’s opposites cannot exist without the other: each pair is basically one, not two, and each term is only meaningful in the light of the other: ‘[Harmony] is backward-turning like the structure of a bow or a lyre.’90
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