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For Eve, Abby, and Jonah






The only general who’s never been beaten is Eros.

—Pammenes, leader of Thebes (as quoted by Plutarch)
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Stamatakis’s plan of the mass grave, with each dot standing for a member of the Sacred Band. The larger shapes at bottom are labeled by Stamatakis “pieces of the lion,” since the marble statue had not yet been reconstructed.








A Note on the Archival Drawings

The discovery of a mass grave is a rare event in archaeology, often publicized by dramatic photographs. Yet somehow during the brief time in 1880 when the grave of the Sacred Band, at Chaeronea near Thebes, was open to view, no photos were taken. With 254 skeletons laid out in rows, this was the largest, most vivid mass burial known from the ancient world. The grave was soon covered over again, most likely forever.

The chief excavator at Chaeronea, Panagiotis Stamatakis, never published his findings, and the notebooks he had kept soon disappeared from view. While working for this book, researcher Brady Kiesling spotted a fleeting reference to these excavation notes and discovered that the archivists of the Greek Archaeological Service had located and inventoried them. We were astonished to find, as we examined them, that Stamatakis had made detailed drawings of every skeleton, marking their many wounds and fractures, and had also depicted the layout of the entire grave. With generous help from a branch of the Hellenic Ministry of Culture and Sports, the Department of Historical Archive of Antiquities and Restorations, good-quality photographs of these drawings were obtained. A selection of these are presented in this book—their first time in print.

The final image in this series (page 218) presents a composite made by digital illustrator Markley Boyer, in which all the remains drawn by Stamatakis have been reassembled in their findspots. This painstaking work of reconstruction, based on notes and measurements found in the log, allows us to see the grave of the Sacred Band as it was laid out by the Thebans in 338 BC and as it was revealed, briefly, in 1880.






Preface

To visit Thiva in modern Greece, the site of ancient Thebes, is a lonely journey for modern tourists. They’ll likely be the only out-of-towners leaving the train there or driving up the hill of its Cadmea, the city center. They’ll find no tourist maps or postcards in its kiosks, no multilingual menus in its cafés. As they walk down the strangely named streets—Pelopidas Street, Epaminondas Street—they’ll have to look hard to find any trace of the city’s classical past.

Meanwhile in the Plaka of Athens, a thousand T-shirts flutter on the walls of a hundred souvenir shops. The Athenian owl is seen on them in every conceivable pattern, as is the crested helmet of the Spartan infantry soldier. No icon evokes the memory of Thebes. Athens and Sparta, the antagonists of the great Peloponnesian War, loom over our imaginative landscape like twin colossi. Yet Thebes, which once held its own against those two cities combined, is nearly absent from that landscape.

The eclipse of Thebes from the modern mind would delight a man named Xenophon, an ancient Athenian soldier and essayist, who did much to bring it about. Xenophon chronicled the era of Theban greatness in his Hellenica, the sole surviving history composed in this time. But he was hardly an impartial observer. He was repelled by Thebes, since it had dared to challenge Sparta, the state he saw as Greece’s natural leader. In his writings he downplayed Theban successes or, often, omitted them altogether. The single greatest triumph of Thebes over Sparta—its founding of Messene, a city that sheltered Sparta’s escaped slaves—is not even mentioned in Hellenica.

Xenophon also obscured another Theban achievement, its creation of a unique infantry corps composed of male lovers fighting in pairs. The Greeks called this corps the Sacred Band, but Xenophon refused to use that inspiring name. Instead he referred vaguely in Hellenica to the “chosen men” of the Thebans and mentioned them only once. He passed in silence over their first major action, a battle in which, as another historian claimed, they astonished all Greece by defeating a Spartan force that outnumbered them two to one. In another work, Symposium, Xenophon disparaged the Theban strategy of stationing lovers side by side in battle, claiming this showed only that both members were tempted to turn and run.

Fortunately Xenophon’s silence and scorn are partly offset by Plutarch, author of the famous Parallel Lives, a set of paired biographies contrasting Greeks and Romans. Two of those biographies concerned Theban leaders who commanded the Sacred Band and led it in its victories over Sparta. One of those two biographies, of Epaminondas, has been lost to the ravages of time, but the other, of Pelopidas, survives. Two precious paragraphs of that work describe the Band and trace its origin to 378 BC, the start of Thebes’s rise to superpower status. For forty years thereafter, Plutarch claimed, the Band remained undefeated in combat, until in 338 it faced an implacable foe, Alexander the Great.

Those four decades—the age of the Sacred Band, as I’ll call them—are the focus of this book. These were years of crisis and decline in mainland Greece. Leadership shifted unpredictably among Athens, Sparta, and Thebes; the turbulence aided warlords and dictators in smaller cities, some of whom attained enormous strength by hiring mercenaries. War-ravaged, the Greeks sought a security framework, a Common Peace in their terms, but each of half a dozen efforts came to naught. The Great King of Persia intervened to stop the unraveling, but he himself was weakened by rebellion and palace intrigues.

Amid the confusion, democracy somehow flourished. The uniquely Greek system of assembly rule had arisen at Athens in the fifth century BC, but in the fourth it spread as never before. Hopes for Greek freedom were never higher, but dangers were never greater. The science of war was evolving, and innovations created instabilities. Philip of Macedon, father of Alexander the Great, developed new tactics that allowed him to control all of mainland Greece, but his inspiration, in part, came from the years he had spent in Thebes.

It’s often said that history is written by the victors, but the case of Thebes defies that axiom. Xenophon, in Hellenica, wrote of the Theban ascendance from a Spartan viewpoint; other accounts of the era, both ancient and modern, tend to center on Athens. My admittedly narrow focus on Thebes, and on its Sacred Band, springs from my sense that little-told stories are the ones that most need to be told, especially when—as in the Theban case—the protagonists had no historians of their own.

Xenophon himself, ironically, supports me in this approach. “If one of the great cities has done something noble, all the historians record it,” he wrote in Hellenica. “But it seems to me that, if some small city has accomplished many noble deeds, this is even more worthy of being made public.” Thebes was not a small city in his day, but it has become one in ours. I hope in what follows to partly restore what’s been lost.
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CHAPTER 1 Love’s Warriors (August 382–January 378 BC)


Like many a traveler in modern Greece, George Ledwell Taylor carried with him a copy of Pausanias on June 3, 1818, when he rode out on horseback from the village of Lebadea. An Englishman on the grand tour, an architect with a special interest in antiquities, Taylor was looking for ancient Chaeronea,I site of the most consequential battle fought on Greek soil. Three English friends and one Greek acquaintance accompanied Taylor. Suddenly his horse stumbled over a stone.
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Taylor made this sketch of the lion’s head at Chaeronea before he and his friends had it reburied.



The stone had a curious, whitish appearance, so the party dismounted and started to dig, using their riding crops for lack of better tools. As they dug, one of the party read aloud from the notes they had copied the previous night out of Pausanias. In that ancient Greek travelogue, they had seen the following passage:


As one approaches Chaeronea, there is a tomb of the Thebans who died in the battle with Philip. No inscription adorns it, but a monument stands over it in the form of a lion, the best emblem of the spirit of those men. It seems to me the inscription is lacking because their fortunes were not equal to their courage.



Bit by bit, with the help of nearby “peasants” (as Taylor termed them), a giant carved stone was cleared from the soil. It was indeed the head of an enormous lion, nearly six feet high from the shoulder to the forehead, hollow yet weighing perhaps three tons. Several previous British travelers had searched for this statue in vain. Taylor’s horse and Pausanias’s text had led to the discovery of a lifetime.

“Their fortunes were not equal to their courage”: any British antiquarian knew what that meant. Ancient armies of enormous size had clashed at this spot, in 338 BC, and that of the Greeks had lost. The destiny of Hellas had changed forever; its city-states, small, independent units, had knuckled under to a single ruler, an imperious warrior-king. In their own eyes, their freedom had been lost. This lion was a signpost of defeat.

Unable to transport the huge stone fragments, Taylor simply had them reburied and went on his way. But they came to light again and were seen by other nineteenth-century tourists. Several noted that the pieces were large and could be reassembled with ease. There was talk of restoration, even offers from Britain to subsidize the project. These were rejected by the Greeks; the lion, after all, was a symbol of Hellenic resistance to foreign domination.

Local lore sprang up around the broken lion. It was said that during the Greek War of Independence, in the 1820s, a general had smashed the statue’s base, looking for treasure or weapons to fight the Turks. Inside, the legend went, he’d found a scroll with this mysterious sentence: “The lentils need some oil.” That showed, the rumors said, that the stonecutters who built this monument had not been adequately provisioned.

As the modern state of Greece connected to its past, the lion assumed new importance. In 1880, a sculptor was sent to Chaeronea, in hope that the lion could be reconstructed. Testing the firmness of the ground beneath, he found rows of skeletons, a few of which he removed for further study. An archaeologist, Panagiotis Stamatakis, was put in charge of excavating the site. Soon a startling set of finds was announced.

The lion had stood in the center of an enclosure formed by low stone walls, a rectangle seventy-four feet long and forty-four wide. Within that space, Stamatakis uncovered a polyandrion, or mass grave. Two hundred fifty-four men had been buried there in seven rows, as though formed up for combat in an infantry phalanx. Few weapons were found with them, but many strigils, metal scrapers for removing sweat and oil from the skin, and hundreds of tiny bone circles, apparently the eyelets from long-decayed sandals. A few ceramic cups had been buried there too, as though to nourish the dead in the afterlife.

The skeletons revealed the marks of violent deaths. One skull showed a laceration all across its forehead, suggesting the man’s face had been sheared clean off. Another bore a squarish hole where a sharp object had been driven into the brain. On shinbones and arm bones, gouges, grooves, and hacks spoke of the strokes of swords and spears. Clearly, these men had died amid the fury of all-out war.

The New York Times, on January 8, 1881, reported to the English-speaking world “the discovery of 260 corpses” at Chaeronea, then added a mysterious clause: “Some forty only of the glorious dead are missing.” The full complement, the Times implied, ought to have been three hundred. Already the remains had been linked to the Sacred Band, an elite corps of Theban infantry, three hundred strong, who died fighting at Chaeronea. Their valor, celebrated by ancient writers, seemed to be reflected in the marble lion—“the best emblem of the spirit of those men,” as Pausanias put it.

Ancient writers claimed the Band was destroyed to the last man, but the group in the grave, as the Times pointed out, was well shy of three hundred. That left room for doubt. With so few grave goods to go by and no inscription, the tomb’s occupants could not be identified with certainty. But over the decades, most scholars have agreed they are indeed the Sacred Band of Thebes.

A few pairs of skeletons were found with arms linked at the elbow, an intriguing arrangement given the nature of the Sacred Band. Ancient reports of the Band—largely accepted today, though occasionally doubted—say that it was composed of male couples, stationed in pairs such that each man fought beside his beloved. The erôs or passionate love they felt was a spur to their courage in battle, as each sought to excel in his partner’s eyes.

The story of this corps began exactly twenty-two hundred years before Taylor’s horse kicked that fateful stone. On a summer morning in 382 BC, in the city of Thebes, an episode unfolded that stunned the Greek world, all except those who had planned it. On that day a Spartan army seized control of Thebes in a sudden coup, setting off a forty-four-year chain of conflicts and struggles, of sporadic and futile attempts at peacemaking, and of power grabs by warlords with hired militias, leading finally to the decline and demise of the freedom of Greece.

That morning began the age of the Sacred Band.



It was a hot day. Thebes was in the midst of the Thesmophoria, a summer festival in honor of Demeter, goddess of grain and agriculture. The citadel called the Cadmea, the Theban acropolis, had been cleared of all men; only women could celebrate the secret rites or make offerings of phallus-shaped cakes, tokens of fertility, to the goddess. The governing council of Thebes, which normally met on the Cadmea, had to shift ground that day and meet in the marketplace, well below the fortified hilltop. This change of venue was crucial to what was about to take place.

Ismenias led the council that day, as he had for the past two decades. Thebes had changed course under his leadership, tilting away from Sparta, its long-standing ally, in the direction of Athens, its former foe. A cadre of young progressives had backed this policy shift, looking to Athens as the beacon of democracy and resenting Sparta, the reigning superpower, for bullying the Greeks. But others in Thebes despised this new alignment. These Laconists, as they were known,II had gone along, grudgingly, as their city dealt insults and slights to the Spartans they favored.

One such insult was being delivered that very day. A Spartan army, commanded by a certain Phoibidas, was camped outside the walls, headed north to Olynthus, its apparent target. Olynthus had defied the terms of a Spartan-led treaty, and Sparta had declared war on behalf of the treaty’s signers, including Thebes. Troops had been requested from all quarters, but Thebes had forbidden its citizens to serve. Now that the enforcement squad was on their very doorstep, the Thebans continued to ignore it, but also made no effort to block its passage. Ismenias and his party might resent Spartan power, but they were not strong enough to challenge it—not yet.

Ismenias was one of three Theban polemarchs, magistrates who, by yearly election, were chosen to run the city. This triumvirate had, in recent years, been politically split. A staunch pro-Spartan, Leontiades, was also part of that board and had been since well before Ismenias came on the scene. Son of a Laconist father, grandson of a great war hero, this man had watched in dismay the rise of an opposition that leaned toward Athens. He did not like sharing power, especially when his own share was on the wane. He needed a bold stroke to regain control and bring Thebes back to the Spartan fold. So, with Spartan help, he’d devised one of history’s boldest.

By a prearranged plan, Phoibidas and his Spartans, in the plains outside Thebes, began marching off that morning, heading for Olynthus. Then around midday they turned and dashed toward a gate in the walls of Thebes. Leontiades was waiting there to admit them. He ushered the troops through streets made nearly empty by summer heat. Up they ran toward the Cadmea, a stronghold unguarded on this day alone. Once inside, they were handed a balanagra or “bolt puller”—a metal sleeve that slid over the bolt that secured the Cadmea’s gate, then caught it with a protruding stud and pulled it free. In modern terms, this was the key to the city. The Spartans cleared the women from the Cadmea, then locked themselves in and locked all opponents out.

The takeover happened so fast that, down in the lower city, the council meeting went on undisturbed in the market square. Suddenly Leontiades appeared to announce the change of regime. A few of his fellow Laconists had arrived shortly before and quietly stationed themselves—with armor and weapons—around the council venue.

“Do not despair that the Spartans have seized our acropolis,” Leontiades intoned, meaning the Cadmea. “They are enemies only to those who are eager to fight them.” Then he pointed to his rival Ismenias. “The law allows polemarchs to arrest anyone who does things that merit death. Therefore I arrest this man, on the grounds that he fomented war. You captains there, get up and seize him and take him away to the place we discussed.” Ismenias was led off to the Cadmea, now the headquarters of a Spartan army of occupation. Leontiades and his Laconist friends took control of Thebes.

Greek cities had known overthrows before, even covert troop insertions by “foreign” powers—that is, by other Greek cities. No previous coup had had such complete success. In only an hour or two, the new regime was installed, backed by an unassailable garrison force. Not a single blow had been struck.

The followers of Ismenias, those who’d “Atticized,” or sided with Athens, had suddenly become enemies of the state. Many made haste to flee, in a pattern seen often in Greek party strife: losing factions went into exile in cities that shared their views. In this case, Athens, the obvious place to seek refuge, could be reached by a two days’ walk or a single day’s ride. Three hundred Thebans made their way there, including Androclidas, a leading Atticizer who’d escaped arrest, the fate that awaited hundreds of his comrades.

Among these exiles was one whose name, though yet obscure, was soon to be heard everywhere. At around thirty years old, Pelopidas was among the youngest and most ardent of the group—a man of thumos, high-spirited anger and pride, as Plutarch termed him. Appalled by the Spartan seizure of his city, he longed to strike back, even if the effort took years—as indeed it would.

Messengers from the Spartans arrived at Athens, demanding Athenians banish the Theban exiles. To these envoys Athens turned a deaf ear. It welcomed the Thebans by official decree and made room for them amid its broad porticoes, bustling streets, and crowded agora, or marketplace. In those venues the exiles gathered and talked of events back home. Through friends and allies in Thebes, they kept a close eye on Leontiades—while he, as they would soon enough learn, was keeping an eye on them.



The Cadmea, the hill that now housed a force of fifteen hundred armed men, had been named for Cadmus, the mythic founder of Thebes. A prince of Phoenicia (in modern Lebanon), he had arrived in the region, according to legend, pursuing his sister Europa, abducted by Zeus. The oracle of Delphi told him to give up that quest and instead find a cow with moon-shaped marks on its flanks, follow its wanderings, and settle on the spot where it first lay down. That cow, called bous in Greek, led Cadmus to a region that then got the name it still bears today, Boeotia.III Cadmus made his home where the cow took its rest and set in motion the tragic history of Thebes.

A nearby spring, the best source of water, was guarded by a dragon, so Cadmus slew the monster and planted its teeth in the ground. From those teeth sprang a crop of armed warriors, who fought one another until only five were left. (Some of the same teeth found their way to Colchis, land of the Golden Fleece, where they again sprouted armed men in the tale of Jason and the Argonauts.) Those five, the Spartoi or “sown men,” begot the lines of the leading families of Thebes. With the help of these dragon-teeth men, Cadmus built the enormous walls of the Cadmea and, at the top of the hill, a palace for himself.

Cadmus was now king of the land, and the gods gave him a queen, Harmonia, daughter of the adulterous union of Ares and Aphrodite. The Muses themselves sang the couple’s wedding hymn, at a spot later shown to tourists by Theban guides. But Harmonia brought a curse as her dowry. Aphrodite’s husband, the blacksmith god Hephaestus, hated the offspring of his wife’s love affair. He crafted a charmed necklace for Harmonia’s wedding gift that would bring youth and beauty, but also dreadful misfortune, to those who owned it.

This necklace would pass through the hands of generations of Theban rulers, enacting its doom on each in turn. The sufferings of this royal line became famous throughout Greece. Their horrific fates were staged, over and over, in tragedies composed by playwrights in classical Athens. Thanks to the survival of those plays, the myths of Thebes still claim a place in our collective consciousness.

The necklace passed first to Semele, daughter of Cadmus and Harmonia, a beautiful young woman whom Zeus took to bed. Semele conceived a child by Zeus, but after jealous Hera planted doubts in her mind, she worried that her “divine” lover was only an ordinary man. She demanded that Zeus appear to her in his true form, and the god obliged by descending as a thunderbolt—instantly scorching her to death. Her fetal child was rescued from the ashes and sewn into Zeus’s thigh. It matured there into Dionysus, a god who was thus, in a sense, born at Thebes. Euripides opened his play The Bacchae with the return of Dionysus to his native city, where his mother’s grave was still smoldering, many years later.

Next the necklace came to Agave, Semele’s sister, whose son, Pentheus, had come to the throne of Thebes. The Bacchae tells the story of this wretched pair, aunt and cousin, respectively, to the god Dionysus. Though Agave believed her sister’s son had been fathered by Zeus, Pentheus scoffed, declaring that Semele had only invented the tale to explain her pregnancy. Dionysus was determined to prove his divinity. Working a spell on both Agave and Pentheus, he caused the mother to see her son as a lion and hunt him to his death on Mt. Cithaeron, then tear him apart with her hands. In the play’s harrowing last scene, she awakes from her dream and sees that the trophy she holds is her son’s severed head.

The necklace came next to Jocasta, wife of King Laius (great-grandson to Cadmus), who gave birth to a doomed son, Oedipus. Frightened by a prophecy about the boy’s future, the royal couple exposed him as an infant. Rescued by a shepherd and reared by adoptive parents, Oedipus grew up unaware of his origins. To avoid a prophecy that he’d kill his father and marry his mother, he ran away from those he thought had given him birth. An old man he slew in a chance encounter on the road turned out to be his father, King Laius, and the woman he married—her youthful appearance preserved by the necklace—was Jocasta. In Sophocles’ immortal drama Oedipus Rex, he discovers the truth and, in anguish, puts out his own eyes.

The two sons of the blinded Oedipus fought for the right to succeed their father. A war began for the right to rule Thebes, stoked in part by the necklace. One son, Polynices, used the necklace to bribe an ally to help him invade Thebes, where his brother, Eteocles, reigned. In the ensuing battle—imagined by Aeschylus in his play Seven against Thebes—the two brothers killed one another in single combat, leaving the city leaderless. That brought an interim ruler, Creon, to power.

Creon sought to reestablish order after this civil war. Unsure of support, he adopted a desperate measure: he decreed that the body of the invading brother, Polynices, be left unburied, a putrescent warning to other attackers and rebels. But the sister of Polynices defied the edict and tried to bury the corpse. Creon shut her in a prison of rock to starve, but she hung herself there instead. Her story inspired another timeless Greek play, Sophocles’ Antigone.

The royal line begun by Cadmus thus came to an end, and so, for a long time, at least, did the trail of destruction wrought by Harmonia’s necklace. Those who received it next sought to quash its power forever: they dedicated it to Athena in her shrine at Delphi, as one of the sacred treasures set aside for the goddess. There it remained, safely out of circulation, for centuries. But it finally emerged, as we’ll see, to add further disasters to the story of Thebes.

Through the legends of Cadmus’s line, Thebes became known as a landscape of suffering. Visitors were shown the grave of Semele, the fountain where Oedipus washed off the blood of his murdered father, the seven gates where the Seven against Thebes had perished in combat, one at each gate. A rut in the ground came to be called Antigone’s Drag Track: here the intrepid girl had supposedly dragged the body of her brother, too heavy to lift, in an effort to get it onto a nearby pyre. And towering in the distance, looming over the whole region, was the savage mountain, Cithaeron, where Agave, driven mad by Dionysus, had dismembered her own son with her bare hands.

Other mythic figures too had landmarks at Thebes. Heracles (called Hercules by the Romans) was thought to have been born there, and the ruined house of his parents stood outside a southern gate. The graves of Heracles’ children—killed by their father in a fit of madness—were found there as well, as was the stone called Sophronistêr, “Wiser-Upper,” allegedly thrown at Heracles by Athena to stop him from also killing his father. Penance for these murders took Heracles south, to the Peloponnese, so cities in that region also thought Heracles was “one of their own.” But only the Thebans could boast he was born and bred among them.

Thebans also claimed the tomb of Iolaus, the nephew of Heracles and, as many thought, his erômenos, younger beloved. The two men had sojourned together on many adventures, with Iolaus squiring for Heracles, driving his chariot, or aiding him in combat. Iolaus stood beside Heracles in the battle with the Lernaean Hydra, cauterizing the creature’s necks as Heracles lopped off its heads, thereby preventing two new ones from growing out of each wound. The Thebans honored this heroic/erotic partnership with a set of athletic games, and the tomb of Iolaus became a pilgrimage site for male couples. According to Plutarch, who cites Aristotle as his source, men pledged their love for one another beside that tomb, as if the bond between Heracles and Iolaus were their model.



In no other Greek city do we hear of such vows, but then, Thebes was unique in how it regarded erôs, sexual love, between men. Male erôs took many forms across the Greek world, as Plato attests in his meditation on the subject, Symposium. In Athens and Sparta, male erôs was “complicated,” as Plato has one of his speakers, Pausanias, declare. But among the Boeotians, Pausanias claims—referring principally to the Thebans—male pair bonding was embraced and even encouraged by law. “No one there, neither young nor old, would say it is shameful,” Pausanias says, adding that this cheerful acceptance was also seen in Elis, in the Peloponnese.

Two other Greek writers, our principal sources for classical Thebes, confirm this phenomenon. Xenophon, a contemporary of Plato’s, claims that “among the Boeotians, a man and a youth live together suzugentes”—“yoked together,” a word that elsewhere refers to a bond of lifelong marriage. Many centuries later, Plutarch, himself a Boeotian, gave a similar account. Theban lawgivers, he says, “gave erôs an outstanding place in the palaestras”—athletic arenas where men wrestled and courtship often took place. This official support of male erôs improved all of Theban society, Plutarch says, since the ardor of younger partners, the erômenoi, was mixed with the wisdom of older lovers, whom the Greeks called erastai.


[image: Classical Thebes]
Classical Thebes, with the Cadmea at center and crucial sites highlighted: (1) the ancient palace of Cadmus, already in ruins by this time; (2) the temple of Zeus Hypsistos at the Cadmea’s highest point; (3) the agora; (4) the district sacred to Heracles, with temple, athletic complex, and Sophronistêr stone; (5) Antigone’s Drag Track; (6) the tomb of Iolaus and fountain of Oedipus (likely locations).



Who were these lawgivers, whom Plutarch does not name? Aristotle tells of an early statesman, Philolaus, who’s a likely candidate. This man emigrated to Thebes along with his erômenos, an Olympic athlete, Diocles. The pair had fled their native Corinth to protect their bond when it was threatened by Diocles’ mother (we’re not told how). In Thebes the pair lived out the rest of their lives and after death were buried together, in graves that, on their instruction, faced each other. These graves were later shown to visitors at Thebes. Perhaps it was Philolaus, so devoted to erôs himself, who drafted the laws that encouraged it in others.

Tombs, monuments, and landmarks kept the myths of Thebes alive and also channeled for Thebans the power of erôs. Only in Thebes, it seems—some sources name the Peloponnesian city of Elis as well—did men make vows to each other, live together as though wed, and seek to preserve their union even in death. While in Athens and Sparta erôs was “complicated,” in Thebes it was natural, straightforward, and bolstered by solemn vows.

Such was the city the Spartans entered in 382 BC, and such was the fortified site they occupied. Phoibidas had evicted the “sown men” from the hill that had nurtured their “roots,” where the charred ruins of Cadmus’s palace—set afire, it was said, when Zeus came to Semele as a thunderbolt—still stood after centuries. Such moves, in the Greek mind, were demonstrations of hubris, arrogant pride. If they succeeded, they called down the wrath of the gods.



“One might tell many stories, of both Greeks and non-Greeks, that show how the gods do not ignore the wicked or those who do unholy things,” Xenophon writes, in a solemn passage of Hellenica, his history of these times. The “story” he then tells is the sequel to the Spartan takeover of Thebes. It’s clear from his context who had done the “unholy things”: Phoibidas, first and foremost, and his Theban collaborators. And along with these, perhaps, Xenophon meant to accuse Agesilaus,IV one of Sparta’s two kings and, quite likely, the architect of the invasion of the Cadmea.

Agesilaus despised the Thebans, who had dealt him a personal blow (as we shall see in the next chapter). He was also a strong proponent of Spartan machtpolitik—expansion of influence, or of empire (as some saw it), by military force. He’d carried Spartan arms farther in mainland Greece than any monarch before him, and even beyond the Aegean, into lands of the Persian Great King. The seizure of Thebes fit in perfectly with his ambitions, and many suspected he had planned and authorized it, using Phoibidas as his agent. Today’s scholars largely concur with that view, though the truth may never be known.

Not all Spartans admired Agesilaus or approved of the Cadmea seizure. The Spartan ephors, a board of five who guided policy, were outraged that Phoibidas had acted without their approval. They summoned him back to Sparta for trial, a proceeding watched intently by Greeks everywhere, most of all by the Thebans. Would Sparta punish one of its own for an act of aggression and a violation of standing treaties? Would it give back control of the Cadmea and remove its choke hold from Thebes?

At the trial the ephors kept asking who had given the orders, perhaps expecting the answer “Agesilaus.” But Phoibidas took sole responsibility for his act. The court seemed inclined to convict him, as clearly it should have, but then, Agesilaus intervened. “If what he did was bad for Sparta,” the king told his countrymen, “he could be justly punished; if it was good, there’s an ancient law that permits him to act on his own authority. We must look only to whether the things he did are good or bad.” This naked appeal to self-interest, and expansion of Spartan power, carried the day. Phoibidas was let off with only a fine, and Agesilaus (according to some reports) obligingly paid it for him.

With a lack of contrition that shocked later ages, Sparta retained possession of the Theban citadel. What was more, it put the whole region under its power, setting up garrisons and installing puppet regimes in the cities surrounding Thebes. The Spartan lion, it seemed, meant to swallow Boeotia whole. With bases in Plataea, Thespiae, and Orchomenus,V the Spartans established a ring of force around occupied Thebes.

Ismenias, leader of Thebes’s pro-Athenian faction, was put on trial in Thebes by Spartan judges. Accused of misdeeds that went back decades, he was convicted and summarily executed. Taking his place was a Laconist named Archias, a henchman serving Leontiades. New tools of repression kept the city in line: spies and secret police, arrests and detentions, torture of dissidents. But three hundred Thebans had escaped before those weapons were deployed. Living in exile in Athens, official guests of the state, they planned and bided their time.



It must have seemed to many Athenians that history was repeating, but in reverse. Twenty years earlier, just after the war they’d lost to the Spartans—the Peloponnesian War—they too had endured a Spartan garrison force and a puppet regime, called the Thirty. Their dissidents too had gone into exile, and most had landed at Thebes. Now Theban exiles had fled Spartan puppets and landed in Athens, a mirror-image inversion of those events. The symmetry was clear to the Thebans as well, and it gave them hope.

In the earlier episode (403 BC), Athenian exiles had staged a covert incursion to retake their city. With help from the Thebans, a squad of seventy had struck out across the border and seized a fort in the Attic countryside. The Athenian people had rallied to their cause, for the Thirty were widely disliked. Supporters soon gathered in numbers such that even the Spartans could not oust them. The Thirty were driven from power and democracy was restored, less than a year after it had fallen.

If such a thing could be done by Athenians leaving from Thebes, perhaps a similar plan could work for Thebans leaving from Athens. The Theban exiles began to talk in secret of a mission to retake their city. Fast walkers, after all, could get from Athens to Thebes within a long day, or, more to the point, a long night. Sympathizers in Athens would help them, just as, two decades earlier, supporters in Thebes—Ismenias, now executed—had helped the Athenians.

The exiles’ plans took on new urgency when, in their third year in Athens, a team of dagger men arrived to attack them. The junta back in Thebes, headed by Leontiades, had sent these men to rub out the most prominent exiles, launching what he must have seen as a preemptive strike. Several exiles were targeted, but in the end only one life was lost—that of their senior member, Androclidas. Among those who escaped was Pelopidas, the high-spirited man of thumos, and he now stepped into the vacant leadership role.

Foreseeing that more attacks might be coming, the exiles decided to act. Thirty signed on for the mission, led by Pelopidas and another young firebrand, Melôn. Winter, with its long nights, was then approaching. The winter solstice, the longest of nights, was a festal day in Thebes, the Aphrodisia—a day to honor Aphrodite, goddess of sexual love. That day would serve the plotters well, for they knew how the junta liked to celebrate it.

Sympathizers in Thebes were informed of the plot and given supporting roles. A man called Charon—ominously named for the ferryman of the underworld—would conceal the returning exiles at his home. Others in Charon’s circle would lend their hands: Gorgidas, Simmias, Epaminondas, men respected in Thebes for authority and sound judgment. One man in particular, Phyllidas, would play a critical part; by concealing his Atticist leanings, he’d risen to high rank within the junta, as chief of staff to the polemarchs themselves.

Secrecy was paramount, for such plots often failed when betrayed by informers. In this case, a leak did occur, just as the exile squad was making its way toward Thebes. An Athenian priest in Eleusis, not far from Attica’s border with Boeotia, somehow learned where these Thebans were headed and what they intended. He scrawled a quick message and sent it on to Thebes, with instructions that the polemarchs there must read it immediately. None of the exiles guessed they had been detected.

Pelopidas and his small column halted as they crossed into Boeotia. Only a dozen would go forward from there, a group small enough to attract little notice; the rest would wait until sent for. These twelve dressed as hunters and shouldered gear—poles for beating brush and nets for snaring game—so their presence in open country would not seem odd. Other disguises awaited them at their destination: women’s dress and veils, secured at the home of Charon.

Then, bidding their comrades take care of their parents and children in case they never returned, the twelve set out for seven-gated Thebes.



A cold wind was blowing that day in Thebes, and a thin snow was falling. For those gathered at Charon’s house, a half dozen or so, there was little to do but wait—and worry. Spartan troop movements in the region gave hints their plot was known or at least suspected. Yet neither the polemarchs nor their Spartan masters had made any move against them. There had been no dread knock on the door—though one was soon coming.

The events in Thebes on that day and the one that followed, in late December of 379 BC, were described, five centuries later, by Plutarch, a native Boeotian, in two different works. His accounts were no doubt embellished, but also, quite likely, informed by primary sources he’d read and researched. The same two days were also recounted by Xenophon in Hellenica. The three versions, taken together, give us more detail about these forty-eight hours than any other similar span in all Greek history, but they differ among themselves on various points. What follows is based largely on Plutarch’s texts.

One member of Charon’s group was more worried than the rest. A friend had told him of a strange dream he’d had the previous night: Charon’s house had appeared to be pregnant and laboring to give birth, but instead of a child, it produced a jet of flame. That fire spread and consumed all of Thebes, except, significantly, the Cadmea, the hill where the Spartans were camped. In the dream, that fortified base had survived, wreathed in black smoke, while the rest of the city burned—an omen perhaps of disaster for Thebes and victory for the Spartans.

The group around Charon was unaware of this dream and of what was taking place elsewhere in Thebes at that moment. The man who had learned of the dream was attempting to call off the plot. He’d ordered a neighbor and confederate, a man named Chlidon, to ride out into the plain, find the exiles making their way from Athens, and tell them to turn back. Chlidon was just then searching for his horse’s bridle but failing to find it. His wife finally told him she’d lent it to a neighbor. Chlidon was cursing and shouting, and his wife was shouting back, attracting a small crowd of curious onlookers.

While the couple bickered, the group at Charon’s house went out and headed for the home of Simmias, not far away, to join another cell of conspirators. As they walked through the streets of Thebes, they ran into two men they dreaded: Archias, one of the Laconist polemarchs, and Lysanoridas, the Spartan garrison chief. The pair were walking down from the Cadmea, attended by soldiers. Archias called out to one of the group, the seer Theocritus, and drew him apart in private conversation. The others looked on nervously, but Archias was merely seeking advice about a religious rite. Theocritus explained the whole tale to the group as they walked on together:

It seems that the Spartans based at nearby Haliartus, acting on orders of King Agesilaus, had opened the tomb of Alcmene, the mother of Heracles. The king wanted the woman’s remains brought to Sparta, so he could tap into the mystical powers he thought they possessed. No bones had been found in the tomb, but several strange objects emerged, including a bronze tablet inscribed with an unknown script. Soon after this exhumation, the crops had failed in Haliartus and a flood had ruined the fields. Now the garrison chief, Lysanoridas, was setting off to Haliartus, to close the tomb and appease the ghost of Alcmene. Clearly Spartan overreach, Theocritus said, had angered the gods.

Charon’s group arrived at their destination and greeted Simmias. He too, they learned, had just had an anxious encounter: Leontiades, chief of the junta, had come to his home that morning to discuss a detainee, Amphitheus, an Atticist rounded up in a recent purge. Simmias had pleaded for leniency—banishment rather than death—but Leontiades had stood firm. The man was scheduled to die the following morning. “What cruel and barbarous natures!” Simmias exclaimed, in disgust, to the others.

Simmias then told his guests of a curious stranger seen in Thebes the previous day. The man had performed a sacrifice at the tomb of Lysis, a sage of the Pythagorean school, and had slept by that grave, in the open, on a bed of heaped-up branches. No one knew of this man, and his arrival in Thebes, at such a tense moment, seemed somehow significant. One of the plotters, Epaminondas, was sent out to find this man at Lysis’s tomb. Epaminondas and his brother Caphisias, who was also there at the house, had grown up as students of Lysis and knew where the grave was; indeed they had dug it themselves, not long before.

These two brothers were at odds over the plot now in motion. Caphisias had joined eagerly and was ready to act, though action, he knew, would require the shedding of blood. Epaminondas disliked the Spartan occupation as much as his brother but did not approve of bloodshed. Epaminondas explained his demurral in medical terms: No doctor would resort to surgery, or to painful cauterizations, if a disease could be cured with drugs or diet instead. Just so, Epaminondas believed, the ills of Thebes could be cured without knives and flames. He sought a gentler remedy, though what this might be was unclear.

Not present at the home of Simmias, but foremost in everyone’s thoughts, was Phyllidas, the mole. He was on duty at the polemarcheion, headquarters of the regime, arranging the schedule for the upcoming fest. He’d told his fellow plotters just what those arrangements were. Archias, one of their targets, would drink and carouse with his cronies, and with women, at the polemarcheion. But one of the women was a respectable lady who insisted on discretion. To avoid embarrassing her, Leontiades, the head of the junta, would stay home. That divergence would complicate the task ahead.

Epaminondas returned to Simmias’s house, accompanied by the stranger he’d found at Lysis’s tomb. This man was Theanor, a Pythagorean from south Italy, who’d come to ensure that Lysis received proper burial rites. He’d been relieved to learn that these had duly been performed by Epaminondas and his brother. Theanor offered the youths a cash reward for this service, and for their care of Lysis in old age, but the two refused to accept it. Though their family was not well-off, the brothers were known for restraint and moderation, qualities learned not only from Lysis but from their sober-minded father.

Then Chlidon arrived, in a fret over his missing bridle and the noncompletion of his assignment. So the plotters just then learned of how one of their number had nearly gotten the mission scrubbed before it began. A force that we might call luck, but the Greeks would link to the gods, had seen to it the bridle was not where it ought to have been, so the plot could go forward. The exiles were still on their way, and nothing could stop them.



As they crossed Mt. Cithaeron, Pelopidas and the exiles he led abandoned their hunting gear, changed into peasant clothes, and divided into groups of two and three. The gates of Thebes would be watched, but small groups such as these, apparently coming back from work on nearby farms, would be inconspicuous. The wind and blowing snow allowed them to wrap up their faces, and they passed through the gates undetected. Some saw a flash of lightning, not followed by thunder, just as they entered the city—an omen, they thought, of their mission’s “brilliant” future.

Inside the walls, confederates were waiting. Guided by these men, the exiles slipped through the streets to their rendezvous point, Charon’s house. At last all twelve had arrived. Some three dozen others were gathered there too, the inner circle of anti-Spartan resistance.

Just then a pounding was heard at the door. Two of the junta’s soldiers were outside, demanding that Charon accompany them to the polemarcheion. It seemed that something had leaked. Charon would have to obey the summons, but his comrades worried he’d give them away under torture. Charon produced his fifteen-year-old son and offered the boy as a hostage, but Pelopidas, seizing the leadership role as his thumos bid him, dismissed the need for such pledges. So Charon went off with the soldiers, while those in the house grew more tense. One of their circle, they noted, was missing—the same man who’d earlier tried to abort the plot—and they assumed he’d betrayed them to save his own life.

At the polemarcheion, Archias was already drunk and anointed with scented oil; the Aphrodisia was getting underway. A highborn woman was soon to be brought to him, one he had long desired; Phyllidas, his trusted aide, had arranged the assignation. Other willing partners—beauties and women of standing—would pleasure his staff. The regime’s top command would enjoy a night of carefree carousal, in honor of Aphrodite. “That’s the kind of men they were,” remarks Xenophon, with disapproval. Lack of self-restraint, as he saw it, was the downfall of leaders and soldiers, especially when it came to the sex drive.

“We hear some exiles have entered the city and are being hidden here,” said Archias as Charon came into the room. Archias’s speech was sloppy, as was his strategy, for he’d given away what he knew—and that wasn’t much. His informants had spotted exiles arriving but did not know their purpose. Charon, relieved, feigned outrage: “Who are they?” He promised to report any news he could find of such men. Phyllidas, standing by nervously, chimed in, “Yes, do that, Charon, and leave no stone unturned.” With that, Charon was dismissed. Phyllidas hastened to bring Archias back to the business at hand: feasting and drinking, and then, the rites of Aphrodite.

As Charon departed, a messenger from Athens was brought in. He carried the letter from the Athenian priest who had somehow learned of the plot. The messenger tried to convey the letter’s timeliness: “The sender bids you read this right away, for it concerns urgent matters.” “Urgent matters tomorrow!” said Archias merrily, tucking the note beneath the pillow of his banqueting couch. He was too intent on the coming carousal to read it.

Soon after, the women arrived.

Claps and cheers rang out from those in the polemarcheion as finely dressed women came into the room, accompanied by what seemed to be their maids. But as the group entered, a certain Cabirichus, who held a ceremonial priesthood, recognized a male form beneath the female clothing. “Isn’t this Melôn?” he asked, grabbing an arm.

It was indeed Melôn. He spun away from Cabirichus, drew a dagger, and charged straight at Archias, his target. Drunk as he was, Archias had barely discerned what was wrong before Melôn cut him down with a heavy blow. All over the room, as junta officers dropped their goblets and reached for weapons, the conspirators threw off disguises and went on the attack.

By chance, Cabirichus was holding the sacred spear, a Theban emblem of priestly authority. One of the plotters seized this weapon and tried to wrest it away, while urging Cabirichus to join the liberation. But Cabirichus too was drunk, and in his confusion he held stubbornly on to the spear. Another plotter came up from behind and stabbed him to death, then snatched the hallowed staff from a pool of blood.

The hall quickly turned into a slaughterhouse. On one blood-spattered couch lay the letter, still unopened, that would have revealed the plot and changed history. But power and pleasure had made Archias blind to approaching danger. “Urgent matters tomorrow!” had been his reply. The phrase became a popular tagline, repeated by devil-may-care Greek revelers for centuries after this night.



Elsewhere in Thebes, Pelopidas was leading a second squad of commandos to the house of Leontiades. This group had but a short time to act. Word of the attack at the polemarcheion would quickly spread. It had not yet arrived, though, when Pelopidas reached the house and found it locked, but fortunately not guarded.

With grim double meaning, Pelopidas announced himself as an envoy come from Athens. A slave undid the bolt and opened the door a crack. Pelopidas and his companions threw it wide and rushed in, then hurried toward the andreion, the men’s quarters. There, Leontiades was already arming himself and preparing to meet them with force.
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This gold vessel of the fourth century BC, found in Bulgaria in a large cache of such vessels, may well depict Pelopidas’s attack on the house of Leontiades, though other theories have been proposed.



A plotter named Cephisodorus was first through the door to that room. Leontiades dispatched him with a sword thrust to the side. Pelopidas entered second and began tussling with Leontiades, who was shouting for his household slaves to come to his aid. But Cephisodorus’s body blocked the door, leaving the two to fight it out unaided. After taking a blow to the head, Pelopidas drove his blade home. Leontiades, mastermind of the Spartan takeover and head of the rightist regime, fell dead at Pelopidas’s feet.

By prearranged plan, the groups led by Melôn and by Pelopidas, their targets eliminated, rendezvoused in the street and made their way to the prison. Over a hundred members of their faction were confined there. Phyllidas, not yet revealed as a mole, tried to gain the prisoners’ release by staying in character as a junta official. “Archias orders you to bring Amphitheus to him,” he said to the jailer, naming the dissident due to die the next day. But the jailer grew suspicious and demanded some token of authority. “Here’s my authority!” Phyllidas cried, as he ran the man through with a spear. Then all the internees were set free.

The plotters now made their first public pronouncement, crying aloud in the streets that “the tyrants” were dead. They asked all Theban patriots to come out of their homes. Some did so; the plotters issued them weapons taken from smithies and from the market square, where arms captured in a long-ago battle were hung as a memorial. Others held back and stayed indoors, uncertain of the plot’s chances or, perhaps, supporting the Spartan side.

The shouts reached the Cadmea, two hundred feet above, and alerted the Spartan garrison troops encamped there. From their lookout posts they could see lights inside homes, torches carried through the streets, dusky shapes gathering in the marketplace—the signs of a revolution in progress. The time had come for them to do their duty. Yet as crucial hours slipped past, the gates of the Cadmea stayed shut. The garrison chief, Lysanoridas, was away at Haliartus, resealing Alcmene’s tomb; his two officers, Herippidas and Arcesus, were frightened by the commotion and unwilling to act without their superior’s orders.

By the time the sun rose, the Spartan position was clearly deteriorating. A squad of Thebans who helped guard the Cadmea, the Kreittones (“Mighty Men”), deserted and went over to the insurgents. Some sort of smoke screen was used to conceal the plotters’ movements; in this way, the dream that preceded the coup was fulfilled, in a different way than expected. The Cadmea was wreathed in smoke, but the “flames” that consumed the city were the ardor of Pelopidas and his comrades.

The Cadmea was by now surrounded and under siege. The question of outside intervention became paramount. During the night the Spartan chiefs had sent a distress message to Plataea, a garrisoned town ten miles away, perhaps by fire signals. Cavalrymen had ridden out from Plataea to help, but Theban horsemen had stopped these troops and turned them back to their base. Meanwhile, the besiegers, Pelopidas and his crew, had sent messages of their own. As the day wore on and the siege cordon tightened, fresh forces arrived to help the Thebans maintain it—an army from Athens.

Athenians had been of two minds about helping liberate Thebes. They wanted to pay back the help Thebes had lent to their own liberation two decades before, an effort they saw as the “sister” of this one. But they also did not want to risk a clash with Sparta. It’s not clear whether they authorized these troops or whether their generals, informed of events in Thebes, took matters into their own hands. However that was, the troops were invaluable now. They crossed the border, where they’d been awaiting a summons, marched into Thebes, and took up siege positions, preparing to assault the Cadmea’s walls and offering rich rewards to the first man to break through.

The siege went on for days, perhaps a week. The garrison might have held out had it been made up solely of Spartans, famous for preferring death to defeat. But most of the Cadmea troops were conscripts from Sparta’s allies who had no hatred of Thebes. Finally the two Spartan chiefs agreed to withdraw from the region under a truce. Accompanied by a column of their Theban collaborators, they led their forces off the Cadmea and out through the gates of Thebes. The families of those they’d killed or imprisoned stood by as they left; some could not help lashing out in revenge, despite an official promise of safe passage.

A gloomy march took these troops over Cithaeron and onto the Isthmus, their route back to the Peloponnese. At Megara they encountered a Spartan army heading north, led by a young Spartan king, Cleombrotus, less than a year on the throne and conducting his first known campaign. This force had been sent out a few days before, by Sparta, to break the Cadmea siege and rescue the garrison troops. Relief, these troops now saw, had been one day away when they chose to surrender.

After exchanges of news, each army went on its way, in opposite directions. The garrison troops headed south to the Peloponnese, to face the wrath of the Spartans. Their two commanders, Herippidas and Arcesus, were arrested in nearby Corinth, evidently trying to flee. Cleombrotus meanwhile continued on toward Cithaeron with the relief force. His goal was no longer rescue but reinforcement of Spartan posts in Boeotia, and, if possible, punishment of Thebes. (We’ll pick up his trail in the chapter that follows.)

In Sparta, Agesilaus had a cold welcome prepared for the garrison chiefs. Herippidas and Arcesus, whose inaction was held to blame for the loss of Thebes, were tried and executed. No doubt they were hurled into Caeadas chasm, a grim abyss outside Sparta, its floor by this time strewn with human remains. The officer in charge, Lysanoridas, was assessed a fine too great to be paid and went into exile. He’d been off the scene on the solstice night, but the ire of the king demanded that scapegoats be found. It seems that the Spartans took further revenge by killing the man’s mother, Xenopeitheia, considered the most beautiful woman in the Peloponnese.

Sparta’s anger inspired fear in all who had aided the Thebans. The Athenians quickly took steps to repudiate their involvement. In a move that oddly mirrored the executions at Sparta, they condemned to death the two generals who had led their troops into Thebes. The Athenians’ support of the liberation movement had lasted a week, perhaps two, before a total reversal. Thebes would stand alone, without their support, to face future Spartan armies. In time, as we’ll see, Thebes would face those of Athens as well.



At Thebes, Pelopidas and his comrades reckoned up their stunning success. They had retaken their city from a Spartan-led army, in a short time, with light losses. Their plot had barely escaped discovery when Archias put aside his urgent letter, yet had succeeded completely. It was, wrote Plutarch in one of his loftiest sentences, “the night when Pelopidas, with no fort, no walls, no citadel, but merely by bringing twelve men home, loosed and struck off the shackles of Laconian power, which had seemed impossible to loosen or break.”

A counterblow, however, was surely coming. The new regime turned its attention to defense. One leading member, Gorgidas, stepped forward with a remarkable proposal.

Gorgidas had served as a Theban hipparch, or cavalry commander, before the Spartan takeover and had stayed in Thebes during the occupation. His unyielding spirit had helped inspire the resistance. Though he knew the site of a sacred Theban landmark, the tomb of Dirce—a secret place revealed only to hipparchs at their swearing in—he refused to take the Spartans to it when they wanted to open the tomb to harness its power. As Plutarch reports, the Spartans were so awed by his proud bearing, they did not even try to interrogate him.

Though he’d trained as a cavalryman, Gorgidas knew any struggle with Sparta would be an infantry match. The heavily armed foot soldier, or hoplite, was the Spartans’ main combat weapon, honed to a razor edge by rigorous training and drill. Thebes could not compete with that training program, the agôgê as it was called, which relied on a huge number of helots, or state-owned slaves. But the Thebans could draw on a strength of their own, state-sponsored male erôs.

Just as Gorgidas had sworn his oath of office at Dirce’s tomb, so Theban male lovers swore oaths of loyalty at the tomb of Iolaus. Their pledges were sober commitments, made in the presence of a powerful ghost. A pledge of love, Gorgidas reasoned, might support the new Theban state as much as his old pledge of service. Thinking along these lines, he embarked on an experiment. He recruited male couples, three hundred men altogether, and formed them into an infantry corps: the Sacred Band of Thebes.

Thebes housed the Band on the Cadmea, the innermost part of the city, so some called them the City Band. Their upkeep and training were provided at state expense. Initially, Gorgidas served as their captain; later, Pelopidas, whose high spirit fitted him for command, would take over that role and reorganize the Band into new formations. A third Theban leader, Pammenes, contributed to the endeavor and put into words the concept behind the Band: “A squad held together by erôs cannot be dispersed or fragmented, since lovers and their beloveds feel shame if they disappoint one another; they stand firm against all dangers on one another’s behalf.”

Plutarch deploys an equine metaphor to explain the strength of the Band. He notes that, contrary to what one might think, chariots pulled by two-horse teams run faster than single horses. The reason lies in the rivalry of the team. As they run side by side, the chariot horses spur one another’s thumos—the part of the soul that seeks honor, victory, and glory. Thumos, Plutarch claimed, could be spurred in paired soldiers as well as paired horses. When that happened, both men became braver and fiercer than either would be on his own.

The Sacred Band of Thebes was formed in the wake of the solstice plot and drew on energies unleashed by that liberation. It posed a distinctively Theban answer to Spartan values: instead of machtpolitik and the cult of the state, the Band relied on a native tradition, the view of male erôs as a long-lasting, privileged bond. The Band was built to defend a new government, run by young men who’d succeeded against all odds but who knew that those odds were still against them. Its strength would be tested, and soon, against Sparta, the sternest test any army could face.

I. Pronounced “kay-roe-NAY-ah,” with four syllables.

II. So called after Laconia, the Spartans’ home region.

III. Pronounced “bee-OH-sha,” with the first o silent. The Greeks called it Boiotia (first syllable “boy”); place names are given here in their more familiar latinized versions.

IV. Pronounced as five syllables (“ah-gess-i-LAY-us”); either a hard or soft g is correct.

V. All principal Greek sites are shown in the maps at the start of this book.
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CHAPTER 2 Boeotia Rising (378–375 BC, plus background 400–382 BC)


At the center of ancient Boeotia stood an enormous lake, Lake Copais, supposedly created by the god Heracles. From it came two products for which Boeotia was famous: a species of eel the Greeks found delicious, and a variety of reed that, when cut into strips and treated, gave to the aulos, a sort of double-chambered oboe, its finest musical tone. But the lake also made the surrounding air heavy and humid, and this was thought to affect the brains of Boeotians. Other Greeks found them slow or blockheaded and sometimes spoke with contempt of “Boeotian swine.”

The Athenians, known for their quickness of wit, were especially harsh on this score. Even the orator Demosthenes, generally well disposed toward the Thebans, nonetheless calls them anaisthêtoi, lacking in perception or insight, and bareis, literally “heavy,” overbearing in a sluggish sort of way. Plato lampoons them for lacking fine words, though he also puts two Thebans, Simmias and Cebes, into a dialogue with Socrates about the immortality of the soul (the Phaedo). The comic playwrights spoofed the Boeotians for eating too much and thinking too little, and called them kroupezophoroi, “clog wearers,” a hit on their rustic wooden shoes, designed for crushing olives to render oil.
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