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Preface

Nothing seems certain any longer in the study of archaic Greece. In recent years,
staples of older textbooks such as “tyranny,” “colonization” and “the rise of the hoplite
phalanx” have been thoroughly reconceptualized or even consigned to the dustbin
of history – at least by a few scholars. Most historical dates, beginning with the year
776 bc as marking the foundation of the Olympic Games and the start of the archaic
age, are now widely considered unreliable. Iconic events such as the Lelantine and
Messenian Wars may never have taken place. Perhaps some of the scepticism driv-
ing such reassessments has gone too far, but it is certainly an important positive devel-
opment that recent scholarship has been characterized by a more critical approach
to the literary evidence. Meanwhile, other kinds of evidence – archaeological and
iconographic – as well as numerous topics in the field of social, economic, and cul-
tural history have been demanding increasing attention. As a combined effect of these
developments, archaic Greek history has virtually been transformed beyond recog-
nition. Recent surveys by, for example, Robin Osborne (1996) or Jonathan Hall (2007),
make an admirable effort to highlight new perspectives and assessments. Still, the
task has perhaps become almost too complex for one scholar, and it is high time for
an even more comprehensive approach. As is typical of the genre, this Companion
to Archaic Greece pursues two complementary goals: to offer, from the perspective
of many specialists in various fields, a multi-authored survey of the current state of
the evidence and the latest insights on the period, and to give new impulses or sug-
gest new directions for future research.

The Introduction establishes the context of this volume in two ways. It provides
the intellectual background by tracing changes in historiography since the nine-
teenth century that have brought us to the present state of scholarship (ch. 1), 
and it lays out the physical context of geography and communications in the wider
Mediterranean world, which did so much to shape Greek history (ch. 2).

A narrative history of the archaic age has always been difficult to write, even for
those with great confidence in the accuracy of our later sources for the period. By
now it seems virtually impossible. The written record mentions very few events or
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individuals, scattered across the cities and centuries. More importantly, much that
has survived is not contemporary but represents archaic Greece as selectively remem-
bered by later generations with their own interests, agendas and presuppositions.
Nevertheless, enough contemporary texts and material remains survive to allow us
to reconstruct the history of the period in broad outline, as shown in Part II, Histories.
We begin with the long-term historical background to developments of the archaic
period in what is rightly no longer called “the Dark Age” (ch. 3) and proceed with
an analysis of the changes of the eighth century bc and the beginnings of urban-
ization which shape the fundamental structures of the archaic age (ch. 4). Alongside
the archaeological evidence on which these two chapters are based, the society and
culture of the early archaic period are potentially illuminated by the controversial
evidence of Homer and Hesiod, which is analysed next (ch. 5). The political, mili-
tary and social history of the following centuries is outlined in three chapters which
concentrate on the widespread phenomenon of tyranny (ch. 6) and on the only two
states about which we are sufficiently well informed to attempt a continuous and
coherent interpretation of developments, Athens (ch. 7) and Sparta (ch. 8), the 
latter a subject of particularly lively debate in the last decade or so. Part II closes
with a study of relations between Greece and Persia, stripped as far as possible of 
its usual Greek bias, culminating in the great war which conventionally marks the
transition to the classical period (ch. 9).

The ever bigger, better and better-published body of evidence from archaeolo-
gical excavation and survey is the main focus of Part III, Regions. As several of the
contributors note, the areas covered by each of the chapters are not always unified
and often have notable similarities to and links with other regions with which they
might profitably have been combined in a single study. In order to ensure com-
prehensive and even coverage, however, we have divided up the Greek world into
eight broad regions each of which has at least some significant distinguishing char-
acteristics. In view of their special status in Greek history, the territories of Athens
(ch. 10) and Sparta (ch. 12) deserve separate treatment, while the rest of the Greek
homeland is covered in four wide-ranging chapters on the cities of the Aegean 
(ch. 11), the Peloponnese (ch. 13), Crete (ch. 14) and northern Greece (ch. 15).
We have unfortunately been unable to include the very different world of the Greeks
in Cyprus, but the “colonial” Greek settlements receive their due in two chapters
dedicated to the western Mediterranean (ch. 16) and the Black Sea area (ch. 17).

The fourth, final and longest part, Themes, offers fourteen new perspectives on
key themes in archaic Greek society and history. The rise of a world of poleis is 
studied from several angles, taking in urbanization as well as the developments of
the concepts of “city” and “countryside” (ch. 18), the nature of the “foundation’ of
cities and the creation of Mediterranean-wide networks linking them (ch. 19), the
establishment of complex republican institutions and popular sovereignty (ch. 20),
the continuing role of charismatic political leadership in its various guises (ch. 21),
and the crucial role of sanctuaries and festivals in binding communities together at
every level (ch. 22). Basic features of archaic society are surveyed in studies of eco-
nomy (ch. 23) and class (ch. 24) as forces for historical change, and on concepts of
gender as expressed in literature and material culture (ch. 25). The symposium 
(ch. 26) and sporting and other competitions (ch. 27) not only dominated social
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life but also inspired a great deal of the literature and art of the period – among the
most remarkable achievements of Greek culture, along with the adoption of the 
alphabet and the spread of literacy (ch. 28), and, perhaps most important of all, the
spirit of critical enquiry which produced scientific, philosophical and political thought
(ch. 29). The volume closes with a look at the Greek world as an international 
system, analysing both the changing shapes of war and diplomacy (ch. 30) and the
formulation of ethnic identities in a world where many cultures met and influenced
one another across the Mediterranean and Near East (ch. 31).

Many more themes might have been added. Readers may be surprised to find no
chapter devoted to, for example, art and architecture, or lyric poetry. These and other
topics are not ignored, but discussed – albeit relatively briefly – under different head-
ings, as an aspect of, say, economic development or of sympotic culture, as well as
in the regional surveys. We believe that in such cases the loss of detail in the treat-
ment is off-set by the insights gained from looking at these subjects from a broader
historical perspective.

Not the least important feature of this Companion is that the contributing authors
represent an exceptionally wide range of scholarship and scholarly traditions: thirty-
five authors of a dozen different nationalities working in thirteen different countries,
all leading experts with innovative approaches to their subjects, including some whose
important work is rarely published in English. Both the range and the sheer size of
this volume – which could have been much larger still if we had not brutally cut large
amounts of excellent material from numerous chapters – are, we think, eloquent 
testimony to the renewed vitality and enduring fascination of archaic Greek history
and culture.

The first drafts of many of the papers in this volume were written several years ago,
and comprehensive updating has not always been possible, but authors and editors
have made every effort to include the most recent bibliography. US spelling and punc-
tuation have been adopted as standard; all ancient Greek has been transliterated, and
contributors have been allowed their own preference in rendering long vowels
(marked by circumflex, macron, or acute accent, or not marked at all). The editors
wish to acknowledge the important contributions made to this volume by David Yates
who, together with Jennifer Yates, translated a chapter and compiled the indices, by
Amy Flynn and especially by Mark Thatcher, who did most of the work towards
compiling the consolidated bibliography of more than 2,500 entries, by Al Bertrand,
who commissioned the project, and staff at Blackwell for their assistance at various
stages of the long road towards completing this Companion. We are also grateful to
Errietta Bissa for further assistance with the bibliography and to Nino Luraghi for
help with the maps, which are based on relief maps provided by C. Scott Walker of
the Harvard University Maps Collection.

Thanks for financial assistance in funding the work of graduate students are owed
to the Humanities Research Fund and the Royce Family Fund for Teaching
Excellence at Brown University.

Kurt A. Raaflaub
Hans van Wees
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Chronology

EIA Early Iron Age ca. 1100–700 bc
LBA Late Bronze Age ca. 1600–1100 bc
LG Late Geometric ca. 750–700 bc
LHIIIC Late Helladic IIIC ca. 1200–1100 bc
LMIIIC Late Minoan IIIC ca. 1200–1100 bc
MG Middle Geometric ca. 850–750 bc
PG Protogeometric ca. 1050–900 bc
SPG SubProtogeometric ca. 900–750 (in Euboea)
Archaic ca. 750–480 bc

Standard Works

DK Diels and Kranz 1951–2
DNP Der Neue Pauly
Icr Inscriptiones Creticae: Guarducci 1935–50
IG Inscriptiones Graecae
Inventory Hansen and Nielsen 2004
ML Meiggs and Lewis 1969 (1988)
Nomima van Effenterre and Ruzé 1994–5
OCD Oxford Classical Dictionary
RE Realencyclopaedie der classischen Altertumswissenschaft
SIG Sylloge Inscriptionum Graecarum
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Map 5 Messenia
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CHAPTER ONE

The Historiography of 
Archaic Greece

John K. Davies

The Trap of Terminology

“Modern convention sets the start of the Archaic period in 776 bc, the year when
the Games were said to have been officially founded at Olympia in Elis.”1 So it does:
but the convention hides a contradiction. Normal practice, as encapsulated by the
Oxford English Dictionary, uses “archaic” for whatever is “marked by the character-
istics of an earlier period; old-fashioned, primitive, antiquated” – but what the reader
will find in this book is the story of an exceptional, energetic, effervescent culture
which developed and expanded with extraordinary speed and innovative assurance,
in ways which it would be absurd to describe as “old-fashioned” or “antiquated.”
Nor is “archaic” the only metaphor in play, for “primitive Greece,” “early Greece”
and “medieval Greece” have all been in use among historians at various times to
denote the period covered by this book, while “Dark Age Greece” has come to be the
conventional label for the period between the collapse of the Mycenaean kingdoms
and the Greeks’ re-adoption of literacy by the mid-eighth century.

Such labels have three characteristics in common. First, they gaze backwards, whether
from our own modern vantage-point or from that of the higher culture or greater
sophistication which we attribute to “Classical Greece” (itself a dangerous label).
Thereby they seriously hinder our attempts to re-create the experiences of the men
and women who lived through these centuries: such people did not – could not –
think of themselves as “primitive,” “early,” or “archaic.” Second, they all imply 
comparison, whether with medieval Europe or with post-Roman “Dark Age” Britain
or with other chronologically distant civilizations. The comparison with medieval 
Europe has been especially influential, the Greek city-states being seen as politically
and economically very similar to the Hansa states, the Swiss cantons, and the Italian
communes:2 but all such comparisons are shortcuts, which mislead more than they
help. Third, they reflect decisions about periodization. Of course, all historians have
to decide where to start and stop, but it is all too easy to inherit a decision without
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4 John K. Davies

identifying and testing the criteria which underlie it. Specifically with this volume:
just as 776 is a dangerously fragile peg on which to hang the recognition of a new
period, so too the Graeco-Persian Wars of 499–479 might not nowadays be taken
as marking the break between “Archaic” and “Classical” if Herodotus’ text had not
survived.3

The traps set by terminology do not end there. “Archaic” itself may have started
off in art history, since the OED’s first citation, of 1846, comes from a book on the
Elgin Marbles.4 “Archaeology” in the sense of “ancient history” is much older, the
first citation being of 1607, but the semantic shift towards its present-day meaning
was also an early nineteenth-century affair (the two relevant pages of the OED are
most instructive for intellectual history). But in fact Greece, like all Mediterranean
countries, has a long and intricate human “pre-history,” which stretches back at 
least to ca. 40,000 bc and includes major sites of the Neolithic period as well as 
the Mycenaean age (1600–1100) with its wealth, its palaces, and its Linear B writ-
ing in Greek. As is clear from myths and allusions in historical sources, the Greek
peoples of the “Archaic” period knew perfectly well that they lived in a landscape
long moulded by previous inhabitants, with whose legacy they came to terms in 
various ways. Nor, as contact by sea with the rest of the Eastern Mediterranean 
gathered pace again after ca. 900, could they avoid awareness that out there, “beyond
the noble Ocean” (Hesiod, Theog. 215), lay cultures and societies which could look,
and in many ways were, vastly richer and older than their own: Egypt especially made
a great impression. That is not to deny that there had been significant disruption
throughout the Eastern Mediterranean between ca. 1200 and ca. 1000, or that late
Mycenaean Greece in particular had experienced some sort of systems failure, gen-
erating depopulation, political and cultural discontinuity, and the felt need to 
create a new order of society. The currently lively debate about the nature, degree,
and duration of that discontinuity is not the direct concern of this book,5 but 
the reader should bear continually in mind the tension between the new starts 
which post-Mycenaean societies had perforce been making and the antiquity of the
human landscapes which formed their backdrop. Indeed, a neglected short book 
(Ure 1921) and a now classic volume of papers (Hägg 1983b), surveying what it
calls “The Greek Renaissance of the eighth century bc,” use a much more fitting
metaphor than “Archaic,” though it too evokes perilous comparisons. Though they
are not inserted hereafter, “archaic” should always be read with mental quotation
marks.

The modern historiography of Archaic Greece6 is the product of three distinct styles.
They emerged at different dates, and remained separate for the best part of a cen-
tury, but since around 1980 have experienced a complex and very uncomfortable
process of convergence. They are, first, the long-established approach of the ancient
historians, based primarily on the historical, geographical, and antiquarian traditions
of the later Greeks themselves with some admixture from “literary” texts such as the
epic and lyric poets; second, the style adopted by cultural historians, who came to
be concerned above all with how institutions, habits, cult and mythology could be
“read,” both as reflections of a social order and as representations of the ways in
which contemporaries interpreted their world and thereby made sense of it; and third,
the approach taken by archaeologists, who until the 1970s were concerned mainly
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The Historiography of Archaic Greece 5

with establishing relative and absolute chronologies for the various genres of arti-
facts which came within their purview, but also, and derivatively, with establishing
the history of the occupation of specific sites such as the major sanctuaries (Delos,
Delphi, Olympia, etc.), since these had been the object of the earliest professional
attention. Each style has had a very different trajectory. Once their development has
been traced in outline, the processes of convergence since 1980 can be traced in
slightly more detail.

The Large-scale Narratives

The first “current” to formalize itself was that adopted by the text-based ancient 
historians, for whom the multi-volume single-authored narrative survey was adopted
right from the start as the preferred format.7 Within that format, and once the 
writing of what we now term “ancient history” became established as an art-form
in the eighteenth century, the Greek archaic period naturally required inclusion. That
task at once presented the problems of separating myth from reality and of weaving
tiny fragmentary narratives into a coherent whole. Both problems were, and remain,
ferociously intractable. Adequately to tackle the former required either formulating
usable criteria for isolating possible historical cores in the material of epic, myth, 
legend, and folktale, or developing techniques to detect symbolic “meaning.” Some
progress has been made in “reading” myths symbolically, much less in re-historicizing
them, not least because awareness that stories are preserved because they have a pur-
pose (so the purpose is what matters, not the content) has combined with a far more
detailed understanding of how the verbal transmission of narratives can transform
(or distort) the material.8 True, the temptation to take the Trojan War as history is
perennial, but the only respectable course has proved to be the drastic one taken 
by George Grote in 1846, in excluding mythic material from the historical domain
altogether. That decision drove him to begin his historical treatment in 776 and
thereby to set the convention with which this chapter began.

However, the second problem remained, viz. that of combining fragmentary nar-
ratives. Whereas, say, the history of Roman Italy or of each of the post-medieval
European powers can be presented as a narrative with a single thread (albeit at the
serious cost of marginalizing the histories of subordinated areas), not even Classical
(i.e. post-480) Greece allows its history to be presented thus, for at a minimum Sparta,
Athens, Thebes, Syracuse, Asia Minor, and Macedonia each need focused attention.
Pre-Classical Greece is even more polycentric: each island, each micro-state, each 
sanctuary presents a certain number of pieces of information – but they turn out to
be pieces from a huge number of different jigsaws. Either, then, the historian pres-
ents a set of simultaneous micro-narratives, at the cost of obscuring links and sim-
ilarities, or s/he groups them in various ways, at the cost of occluding differences,
or s/he identifies recurrent themes and patterns of behavior, at the cost of losing
the thread of processes which unfold and intersect through time.

Three multi-volume classics each provide an illustrative example of one of these
expedients, while their chronological order of publication also reveals how academic
preoccupations and styles of presentation changed over the decades between the 1840s
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6 John K. Davies

and the First World War. As is conventional, I begin with George Grote (1794–1871),
for though his History, appearing in twelve volumes in 1846–56,9 was very far from
being the first full-dress History of Greece, both its quality, as a careful account soberly
based on the critical evaluation of sources, and its tone, reflecting both moral earnest-
ness and a sympathy for democracy and the Athenian Empire, were recognized as
setting a wholly new standard of scholarship in the subject, thereby giving it wide-
spread authority and influence for the next fifty years.10 In organizing his material,
his sense that “the history of Greece, prior to 560 bc, [is] little better than a series
of parallel but isolated threads, each attached to a separate city”11 led him to begin
his Part II with three ethno-geographical chapters, and then to devote one or more
chapters to each of the main Greek-speaking polities or regions. He breaks off only
for two chapters on the Panhellenic festivals and lyric poetry before narrating sixth-
century Athenian affairs in detail, the growth of the Persian empire as far as the Battle
of Marathon, the Ionian Enlightenment and the impact of Pythagoras on the Greeks
of south Italy, the Persian wars, the Sicilian tyrannies, the growth of Athens’ Aegean
empire, and so on – noticeably marking no sharp break between “archaic” and 
“classical” in the way which has become customary. Grote’s History can still be read
with pleasure, for his style is eminently readable, weaving summaries of the primary
evidence into an exposition which always flows attractively while offering the reader
a measured interpretative reading. Of course, especially for the archaic period it 
reflected the clustering of the information available in the literary sources, for Grote
was writing just before the discoveries of inscriptions and papyri – first a trickle, then
a flood – began to make any serious impact and before the challenge of incorporat-
ing archaeological evidence became inescapable. Yet it also reflected how choices 
could still be made, e.g. by concentrating on peoples rather than on personalities,
by giving attention to Greece’s eastern Mediterranean neighbors, by offering regional
surveys, and most notably by offering a far more sympathetic reading of radical or
populist politics and politicians than his predecessors had done.

By the 1880s and 1890s, however, a younger generation of historians in Germany
was developing very different readings of pre-480 Greece. They were influenced in
part by their experiences of nation-formation and authoritarian leadership, in part
by new evidence from inscriptions and excavations, and in part by the emergence of
newer academic agendas in world history and economic history.12 Of the innumer-
able scholarly creations of this golden generation two in particular need attention here.
The first, the Griechische Geschichte of Georg Busolt (1850–1920), first appearing in
two volumes in 1885 and 1888 but best used through the four published volumes
of the second edition (1893–1904), was seen at once as the authoritative treatment of
the period,13 offering a very different balance. The archaeological work of Schliemann
and others allowed him to start with a 120-page section on the Mycenaean period,
followed by an even longer section on the emergence and expansion of the his-
torical world of the Greek states (I 127–509). Especially interesting is the third 
section of volume I, with chapters on Lykourgos and the Spartan constitution, the
Messenian Wars and Pheidon of Argos, tyranny in the Isthmos states, and the Delphian
Amphiktyony and the Peloponnesian League, for behind the preoccupation with 
state-formation and the crystallization of power-groups in this section it is hard not
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to detect a reflection of the Bismarckian power-politics which Busolt admired.
Geographically, the focus has narrowed, to concentrate above all on the better-
documented polities of Peloponnese and the Saronic Gulf with their colonial 
offshoots, at the expense of Northern Greece or the eastern Aegean. Stylistically,
too, the contrast with Grote is marked, for, to put it kindly, narrative was not Busolt’s
forte. Instead, the focus above all is on constitutional antiquities, documented in
close-packed footnotes which usually cover at least half the page. The result is a 
meticulously systematic and all-embracing but sadly static and stodgy presentation,
which traces the growth and expansion of Greek presence and culture with all the
grace of a sledge-hammer, while its unfinished state and the total absence of an index
make it a penance to consult. These are matters of much regret, for Busolt did not
just encapsulate the scholarship of his time but advanced it with critical shrewdness,
encyclopaedic knowledge of the sources, and a real if hidden interpretative agenda
which even now would deserve a measured assessment.

What it received, instead, was a fierce rejoinder from his slightly younger rival 
K. J. Beloch (1854–1929).14 As with Busolt, his Griechische Geschichte is best viewed
not via its first edition of 1893–1904 but via its second, of 1912–27, for that allows
the work as a whole, and especially the volume dealing with archaic Greece (I2, in
two parts, 1912 and 1913), to serve as the apogee of the comprehensive monograph.
Plan, style, and tone are all a world away from Busolt. Putting essays on specific prob-
lems and details into a separate volume (I2 2) allowed Beloch to minimize footnotes
and to paint a vivid picture of flow and development. His chapter headings alone
give the gist clearly: Personality in history, Transmitted information, The Aegean
coastlands, The beginnings of the Greek people, The Minoan–Mycenaean period,
Expansion across the Aegean, Myth and religion, Heroic poetry, The age of cavalry,
Sea-power, The transformation of economic life, The transformation of cultural life, The
growth of larger polities, Tyranny, The foundation of the Persian Empire and of Greek
hegemonies, Society and art in the age of the tyrants, and Religious reform and the
foundation of scholarship. Here at last was a real interpretative essay, giving the period
shape, life, and a proper sense of its intensive and rapid development.

Yet it had serious defects, which re-echo even now. One was an “Aryan” racism
which generated some stupefying paragraphs15 and led him to down-date or to 
minimize (in marked contrast to Busolt) Phoenician presence and influence in the
Aegean and the Mediterranean.16 A second, more forgivable, defect was an attitude
of deep skepticism towards the veracity of the information transmitted in the anti-
quarian tradition. It led him inter alia to down-date much of the traditional
chronology of the archaic period, a view which found some adherents17 but crumbled
once the chronology of Greek ceramic artifacts had been established and calibrated
against firm dates from eastern Mediterranean sites. A third, in itself commendable
and far-sighted, was to proclaim the importance of economic history,18 but that led
him to embrace wholeheartedly the comparison between the growth of the mini-states
of central Greece and the growth, institutions, and social dynamics of the Hansa
towns, in ways which few could now accept.

All the same, Beloch’s work offered a framework and a model. The trouble was,
as became ever clearer in the 1920s and 1930s, that the increasing flow of new 
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primary documentation, especially of inscriptions and site reports, rendered exhaus-
tive and knowledgeable coverage of the whole of Greek history by one scholar 
virtually impracticable. As a result, after Beloch the mainstream narrative genre broke
apart. One sub-form, the single-author summary narrative of Greek history as a whole,
generated authoritative textbooks, some of astonishing longevity,19 which however
inevitably summarized existing knowledge without breaking much new ground. A
second sub-form, mostly initiated by publishers for a student market, comprised a
series of monographs, each treating a major “period” of two to three hundred years
and each written by a specialist. It is this format which has provided the main nar-
rative surveys of archaic Greece since the 1920s.20 As their chapter headings show,
they all share a strong family resemblance. True, there has been evolution, as scholars
ceased to attempt to cover the Bronze Age or the Dark Age, or introduced explicit
sections on sources, or gave cultural history a higher profile, but all have clearly found
their formats being determined more by geography than by theme. Nor was any-
thing very different offered by the third sub-form, the multi-volume, multi-author
production shaped and guided by a team of editors. First applied to archaic Greece
in vols III (1925) and IV (1926) of The Cambridge Ancient History, and perpetuated
in a far more elaborate and extended form in the volumes of the second edition, the
material was again, though with a few exceptions,21 mostly distributed among a series
of narrative chapters, each embracing a geographical region. It is striking how little
this genre has changed since Grote.

The other main narrative format has addressed the history of regions and single
polities. This genre took a long time to emerge from being histories above all of
antiquarian traditions and constitutional development, a preoccupation which the 
publication of the Aristotelian Constitution of Athens in 1890 merely served to per-
petuate. What was needed was to marry that approach with a sensibility for land-
scape and settlement and for archaeological and epigraphic evidence. Perhaps not
surprisingly, the first enterprises in that direction22 reviewed areas where the paucity
of evidence from literary sources both encouraged such a marriage and required a
long chronological overview: until recently, books on the Western Greeks and on
Delos were unusual in surveying the Archaic period only.23 However, since the 1970s
a convergence of historically minded archaeologists and archaeologically minded 
historians has extended the genre both to well-documented regions24 and more recently
back to regions and epochs where the discourse still has to start from landscape,
installations, and artifacts:25 activity in northern Greece is particularly lively at pres-
ent, fuelled by surface survey, by the proliferation of local archaeological journals,
and by dedicated monograph series.26

Other forms of narrative have been marginal. Of course, the Graeco-Persian Wars
of 499–479 have been exhaustively treated, but what little is known of other wars has
rightly either been accommodated within large-scale narratives or, as with conflicts
arising from settlement overseas, been treated as elements of ongoing processes. Like-
wise, given the fragility of the source material, narratives of individual lives have been
near-impossible (Plutarch’s Lykourgos is as imaginary as his Theseus). Only for Solon,
for Peisistratos on his own or with the other pre-480 tyrants of the mainland as a
group, and for one or two major Athenian figures of the Graeco-Persian Wars has

ACA_c01.qxd  25/02/2009  02:26PM  Page 8



The Historiography of Archaic Greece 9

it been worth making the effort,27 but even here it has been more a matter of dis-
entangling the processes by which biographical information (or pseudo-information)
emerged and was transformed in later sources than of presenting a documented life
within its political context and cultural milieu, in the way that is possible for Perikles
(just about), Alkibiades, King Agesilaos, or Demosthenes.

Cultural History

Narrative history, even if envisaged within the generation-long blocks of time which
are often the smallest practicable units of description for archaic Greek history, is
essentially linear. As such it is liable to bypass the constants of life and to under-
estimate the extent to which habits, values, and expectations differed from our own.
One may, for example, take “expectation” literally, for recent studies of ancient demo-
graphic patterns suggest that average life expectancy at birth (e0) was less than 30,
with all that that implies for pressures on child-bearing and for the instability of 
households – experiences that are unfamiliar in societies which have passed through
the great demographic transition. Indeed, it is not just that a multitude of such 
stabilities and differences has to be identified, described, and knitted together before
“the narrative” can be adequately framed, but that in many ways, and for many people,
the frame is more interesting and important than the (often tentative or trivial) nar-
rative which unfolded within it.

Not surprisingly, therefore, for over two centuries scholars have been attempting
to construct that frame. That activity began by assembling the evidence for “anti-
quities” – constitutional, legal, military, social, and familial – but gradually transformed
itself from the 1860s onwards into an attempt to reconstruct the experience of the
individual person of Greek antiquity within a network of relationships that embraced
family members, neighbors and rivals, friends and enemies, formal and informal com-
munities, and gods and heroes with their powers and rituals. Of course, this scholarly
endeavor addressed ancient Greece as a whole, not just the archaic period, and since
its main source-material comprised the literary texts of all periods, including later
antiquarian writers and essayists such as Pausanias and Plutarch, archaic Greece 
was only part of the picture. Nonetheless, both because that period offered texts of 
primordial importance for cultural history (Homer, Hesiod, the lyric and elegiac poets,
the earlier Presocratic philosophers, and much of Herodotus’ material), and because
scholars rightly saw it as the paramount period during which what was distinctively
Greek (institutions, customs, mythic representations) was created and developed, the
archaic period has got its due, perhaps even more than its due. It is not chance that
Griechische Kulturgeschichte,28 the prime work of the main creator of cultural his-
tory, Jacob Burckhardt, shows precisely such a chronological bias. It used two closely
linked bodies of evidence, Greek religion with its cults and myths, and Greek art
and literature, in order to paint a portrait of Greek sensibility and experience, and
though there was a lengthy quasi-diachronic sketch of “The polis in its historical
development,” Burckhardt’s prime aim was to reject the “tyranny of the historical
fact” in favor of identifying mentalities, patterns, and beliefs.
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His approach combined with other existing genres of scholarship to generate a
hugely influential inheritance, as central to the twentieth-century study of archaic
Greece as it is impossible to map coherently. Part of that incoherence derives from
the ways in which scholarly interests and agendas have expanded, so that it has become
more and more difficult to identify themes and processes round which a unified 
picture could be drawn. Partly, also, it stems from the existence of ongoing debates
within specific subject areas. Some of these have been triggered by seemingly con-
tradictory primary evidence (as when scholars attempt to locate women within an
archaic Greek world which presents itself as unthinkingly and overbearingly male),29

while others, such as the emergence of legal enactments and the partial systematiza-
tions of custom, derive from the difficulty of identifying actors and processes through
the fog of later tradition and political myth. Partly, again, it derives from radical dif-
ferences of approach. They are nowhere more divergent than in respect of cult and
religion, which may serve as a “worked example.” One strand of scholarship, with
the Swedish scholar Martin Nilsson as its doyen, has explored and presented Greek
cults and religious practices as a more or less autonomous area of life. A second view,
influenced by Durkheim, has seen Greek religion as deeply embedded in society, 
manipulated by its politicians and serving communal interests first and foremost. A
third view, owing much first to Freud and then to Lévi-Strauss, has sought rather
to understand how rituals and myths evolve, or are constructed, so as to reflect human
desires and assuage their fears, via symbolisms which are largely timeless. A fourth
view, taking practicality to extremes, has interpreted cult and ritual above all in terms
of redistributing surplus produce, providing a locus for meetings on safe neutral ground,
and offering a sanctified mode of maximizing personal or communal prestige via 
display. In sharp contrast, a fifth view takes Greek spirituality seriously and sees its
two main manifestations as being, first, the central role which oracles came to play
in Greek public and private life in the archaic period, and, second, the evidently strong
appeal which mystery cults and ceremonies of initiation had for Greeks of all classes
and both genders. A sixth, complementary view sees the gods of the Greek poly-
theistic system above all as encapsulations of the powers – psychological as well as
external – which affected human life and which therefore had to be neutralized or 
harnessed as effectively as possible. In truth, all these views have some validity, the
proper balance among them being still a deeply elusive grail.30

While religion and gender subsequently became standard topics in cultural history,
another, more recent Kulturgeschichte (Müller 1976) offered a very different picture
of archaic Greece, focused above all on modes of production. With or without its
Marxist coloring, by the 1960s that theme had already redirected attention towards
foodstuffs, raw materials, agricultural techniques, and dietary needs, thereby bring-
ing the countryside and its inhabitants into the picture in ways which after the Second
World War came also to be influenced by the findings of anthropological fieldwork.
Likewise, the inter-war years brought awareness that substantial quantities of archaic-
period pottery made in Greece were being distributed in all directions across the
Mediterranean and that, perhaps in return, Greece was benefiting from imports both
visible (e.g. high-value bronzework) and inferred (especially iron from Etruria). Debate
about how far such movements constituted “trade,” and therefore about whether
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“traders” should be seen as economically (and perhaps even politically) significant,
began in the 1950s in belated reaction to Hasebroek’s classic statement of minim-
alism31 and has continued energetically but inconclusively ever since, generating in
its turn what was until recently the principal theoretical construct for interpreting the
ancient economy.32 Its terms were further transformed when numismatists brought
the adoption of coined money by Greek states down to after ca. 550 bc,33 which
renewed the debate about the reasons for its adoption,34 forced scholars to devise
coinage-free models of economic growth, and fostered a heightened awareness of the
symbolic weight which coinage carried in contemporary texts.35 Equally a growing
interest in consumption, the third component of elementary economic description, has
generated study of its social contexts, especially of banqueting, symposia, and feast-
ing within sanctuaries,36 and consequently also of the human relationships which such
occasions created or formalized.

Here four aspects of such relationships have attracted especial attention. Kingship
is one, in proportion as the importance of its post-Homeric survival or re-invention
has been belatedly recognized.37 The second is “aristocracy,” a term which appears
to reflect contemporary terminology from Homer onwards but has proved hard to
define save as a loosely connected set of behaviors affordable only by a rentier leisure
class.38 Apart from intermarriage and expedients aimed at retaining and maximizing
political power, the most striking among them has been seen as the emergence of
a culture of competing in various physical and paramilitary contests, a perception which
has yielded much work on the “athletic ideal” and the growth of the Panhellenic
Games.39 A third preoccupation, mainly fuelled by the antiquarian tradition about
pre-Solonian Athens, attempted to create a credible picture of archaic Greek “pre-
state” polities as composed of tribes, clans, brotherhoods, etc. Though carried out
with much elaboration and scholarship,40 the task ended in disorder when two 
studies of the 1970s exposed its illogicalities and showed that such entities, so far
from being deep-rooted, were constructs created as part of the processes of system-
atization and segmentation which yielded the well-organized micro-states of the late
archaic and classical periods.41

Instead, a fourth quest, initiated in 1937 and still in active progress, has sought
to trace and explain “the rise of the polis.” It has constructively superseded older
preoccupations with “constitutional antiquities” and has generated, in the shape of
the Copenhagen Polis Project, one of the most important and useful international
research projects in Greek studies to crystallize since the Second World War.42 It has
also focused attention on “citizenship” as an integral component of the polis as an
institution. Belated recognition that the idea is not self-explanatory and may have
no straightforward congeners elsewhere in the archaic Mediterranean has taken 
scholars back to the terminology of the Greek texts, with their repeated use of the
phrase “to have a share in the polity,” and thereby towards comparing archaic (and
later) Greek states to companies or clubs composed of shareholders who share, equally
or unequally, in the benefits and the responsibilities of membership.43

On the whole, since the 1960s cultural history has been more inquisitive about
archaic Greece, and more innovative in its techniques, than narrative history. It has
addressed at least part of the agenda of social theory by attempting to show how

ACA_c01.qxd  25/02/2009  02:26PM  Page 11



12 John K. Davies

archaic Greek societies worked as systems. Furthermore, its impact has affected both
scholarship as an activity and its modes of publication. Whereas in the 1960s the
book and the journal article (both single-authored) predominated, supplemented on
occasion by a senior scholar’s collected articles in book format, multi-authored and
jointly edited volumes of thematically linked papers (with or without a preceding
conference) are now the norm:44 the Copenhagen Polis Project’s volumes illustrate
the transformation. Even more striking have been the planning and publication 
of two major Italian-edited collective works, Ranuccio Bianchi Bandinelli’s Storia e
civiltà dei Greci and Salvatore Settis’ I Greci. The material contained in the two 
relevant volumes of the former begins with a brief section on the post-Mycenaean
transition and then offers a sequence of century-long periodizations, each interweaving
literary, artistic, and social-economic aspects. I Greci, more recent, much larger and
more complex, has a first volume, Noi e i Greci (1996), which uses a long series of
sections in order to map the complex relationships between Greece and Greeks as 
a real community in past time and Greece and Greeks as they are seen or imagined
or used. Its plan thus vividly reflects the preoccupation with the “reception” of a
culture by subsequent generations which has deeply affected classical scholarship since
the 1980s. Similarly, a second volume, Formazione (1996), focusing more precisely
on the “archaic period,” explicitly reviews the main components of archaic Greek
culture, virtually ignoring narrative as such. After a century in which Burckhardt’s
unifying vision was clouded by layers of antiquarian specialization and divergent read-
ings, these and other volumes are performing a valuable service of reunification.

The Physical Evidence

The last, but in many ways the most important and innovative, current of scholar-
ship for the understanding of Archaic Greece comprises the study of the physical
record of sites and artifacts. Here, the rhythm and trajectory of work followed a wholly
different pattern, for whereas historians have had their texts ready to hand, published
and emended by philologists and papyrologists, students of the physical record 
had first to find, study, classify, and publish the primary material themselves. While
the assumptions accepted, the processes involved, and the categories used have them-
selves become a matter of debate and analysis,45 the two main traditional focuses of
study – objects and sites – are clear enough and are best sketched separately.

Very broadly, objects came first, driven by the tastes of eighteenth-century collectors
and connoisseurs but needing over a century’s worth of assemblage and discussion
thereafter before dates and origins could be assigned, while remaining close (perhaps
too close) to art-historical agendas. From the late nineteenth century onwards the influx
of material from graves and the “big digs” (see below) helped to round out catalogues
and to allow robust classifications to be established. Because of its profusion and
indestructibility, pottery was a prime focus, and the inter-war and immediate post-
war years saw the creation and publication of authoritative guides to the main 
pottery styles of the archaic period.46 Such activity, which naturally continues,47 used
the changes in style through time of regional pottery industries in order to create
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relative chronologies for the major fabrics, while the appearance of pottery of a given
stage in such sequences at sites which were destroyed or founded at known dates48

has (after much debate) allowed the establishment of absolute chronologies which
are nowadays accepted for the major fabrics as accurate to within 10–15 years. Not
only can phases of occupation at excavated sites thereby be dated, but also the scat-
ter of pottery sherds which is visible on the ground from the field-walking technique
known as intensive surface survey can often give a clear – and sometimes surprising
– profile of when a given area was intensely or sparsely inhabited.49 As with pottery,
so also for other objects the first task had to be cataloguing and classifying by genre
of object. Much work inevitably ranged widely in time, but the archaic period espe-
cially was given system by classic older works such as those on Cretan bronze reliefs,
decorations on bronze vessels, kouroi statues, or dress pins,50 followed more recently
by comparable general works, e.g. on gems and finger rings, on armor and weaponry,
korai statues and archaic sculpture as a whole, architectural terracottas, and faience,51

and throughout by a steady stream of catalogues raisonnées of material from excava-
tions on specific sites.

Here the second traditional line of study enters. Once the initial phase of identi-
fying on the ground place-names known from literary texts had run its course, what
had largely been desultory or treasure-hunting activity was transformed after the 1870s
into the systematic exploration and excavation of accessible major sites under the
auspices of Greek and Italian authorities or of schools of archaeology sponsored in
various ways from abroad. Apart from the “holy rock” of the Athenian acropolis,
where Greek investigations go back to the 1830s, the earliest “big digs” were on
sanctuary sites – initially Olympia, Delos, and Delphi, later Isthmia, Samothrake, Nemea,
Perachora, Artemis Orthia at Sparta, Lindos, and Bassai. Cemetery sites such as Athens’
Kerameikos or Perati followed, as too did investigations of major settlements (in whole
or part) such as Priene, Pergamon, Gortyn, Akragas, Selinous, Korinth, the Athenian
Agora, Argos, and above all Olynthos.52 Nearly all of these, of course, were multi-
period sites, but especially for the high-status sites the hope of recovering some of
the major pieces of archaic or classical-period statuary mentioned by Pausanias or Pliny
was a significant factor. Partly as a result, but also because of the need to catalogue and
classify the finds, the art-historical agenda has been influential in shaping definitive
site-publications, which typically devote a separate volume to each genre of find or
each site feature.53 As a result, while there have been numerous presentations of the
(mostly figurative) creations of archaic Greek art,54 interpretative studies, which reviewed
the evidence synoptically and placed sites and artifacts within the framework of human
needs and social values, were till recently sadly sparse.

The Story Evolves

In consequence, until about the late 1970s each of the three currents of activity
described above regarded the others with polite incomprehension, not so much because
the primary evidence was diverse as because interpretative skills, intellectual agendas,
and cultural assumptions had come to diverge substantially. For “Classical” Greece,
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that is still largely true, alas, but the study of “Archaic” Greece is undergoing a 
revolution. It has become ever clearer that none of these currents can flow much
further on its own: they have to be made to converge. It is not a comfortable pro-
cess, for convergence always creates turbulence. Moreover, since it is still in train,
its history cannot yet be tidily written. All that can be offered here is a sketch of its
main components, coupled with a warning to the reader that a later sketch in fifteen
years’ time may present a very different aspect again.

First, the literary texts. As classical scholars have absorbed, and contributed to, the
general transformation of the repertoire of literary criticism by applying ideas of 
critical theory – “gaze,” “genre,” intertextuality, narratology, “voice,” and so forth
– to Greek texts, those texts have come to assume aspects ever more complex, more
remote, and less usable by the historian: few could now trustingly construct a portrait
of archaic Greece round the post-Homeric poets as Burn did in 1960, not to mention
the endless debate about “a historical Homeric society.” 55 Herodotus, too, is increas-
ingly seen primarily as a literary artist whose main concern, to construct an edifice
as complex and as grandiose as Homer’s, has rendered it very difficult to assess the
truth-value of its component narrative-units (logoi) independently of the roles which
they are accorded in his narrative. Since, moreover, the degree of difficulty increases
directly with the distance of the dramatic date of this or that episode from his own
time, while many of his logoi palpably emanate from earlier processes within Greek
communities of re-ordering or recreating their own pasts, at least for the period before
ca. 550 historians increasingly sense that they are building on sand.56 Since later 
historical texts, such as those deriving from the fourth-century historian Ephoros or
the local historians of Athens, are even less reliable, a narrative text-based history of
archaic Greece such as Jeffery’s is ceasing to be viable.

One constructive response, which cuts across individual authorial voices and there-
fore offers the cultural historian greater reliability, has been to study the uses of com-
plex words, both those, such as timê, hybris, kalokagathia, aidôs, aretê, or agôn, which
are taken to reflect the behaviors and the “values” of the leisure class57 and those such
as dikê, nomos, euthyna, eggyê, or telos, which reflect the ways in which legal and other
relationships were conceptualized and managed.58 However, such studies have also
raised the questions whether those “values” were consistent or stable, and whether
a different set of non-aristocratic values, appropriate for a yeoman or peasant society,
can be identified.59 A second response, similarly standing back from the individual
“author” or creator and assimilating the analysis of texts to that of other artifacts,
has been to view images (statuary, bas-reliefs, vase-paintings, etc) not just as illus-
trations and portrayals, whether of funerals or episodes from myth or of individual
gods or mortals, still less as stages of development in accurate anatomical rendering,
but as conscious or unconscious representations of what individuals or groups 
felt were appropriate projections of their identity.60 This development has broadened
the ways in which the relationship between “craftsman” and “patron” or “purchaser”
can be seen.61

A third response, pioneered in the 1970s and similarly viewing artifacts not as items
to be catalogued but as components of a complex interwoven culture, redefined the
term “orientalizing” to denote not so much an artistic style, as earlier scholarship
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had done, but rather a set of choices and behaviors.62 That in turn helped to start
a process of replacing Beloch’s model of largely autonomous cultural development
by one which acknowledged the extent to which archaic Greece borrowed, accepted,
adapted, and transformed a huge range of cultural goods and techniques from her
eastern (and other) neighbors. Though of course the most visible borrowing, that
of the alphabet, has always been acknowledged, and though the scholarly process
has had its excesses, it is serving to locate archaic Greece within the economic and
cultural networks of the Mediterranean and the Balkans so as to offer a radically dif-
ferent “narrative”63 and to ask how far Greek political institutions were influenced
by Levantine models.64

In turn, that relocation is now offering a very different analysis of the polis from
that described above. Partly, it challenges the conventional view of the city-state as
a Greek creation sui generis rather than as a version of a general development within
the Iron Age Mediterranean, partly it insists on the need to distinguish between 
state-formation and the growth of towns, partly it wishes to rebut the portrayal of
the ancient city as “consumer” rather than “producer” which Moses Finley influ-
entially took over from Max Weber, partly it warns against being over-influenced 
by later political theory and, therefore, undervaluing the importance of monarchic
and cantonal polities such as Macedon or Aitolia.65 As the information from survey
and rescue archaeology and epigraphy increases for patterns of settlement and state-
formation in those regions of “Greek” culture which barely feature in the textual
sources,66 this alternative analysis is likely to gather force.

In these ways our understanding is gradually emancipating itself from the inter-
pretative frameworks, amounting all too often to stereotypes, which are offered 
consciously or unconsciously by the extant source material. Fittingly (though such
preoccupations are perhaps still too influenced by Herodotus’s anachronistically 
polarized picture of sixth-century Greek politics), Athens and Sparta have been the
main focuses. Sparta has benefited most, for a simplistic reading of her society once
based above all upon Plutarch and Aristotle, obsessed with Lykourgos and the “Great
Rhetra,” and in some pre-Second World War quarters identifying politically with a
conservative militaristic society, has been able to shake off the “Spartan mirage,” focus
on Lakonia as a coherent economic region, and see Sparta’s society and government
as lying much nearer to the Greek mainstream.67 Instead, the focus of ideological
preoccupations has moved elsewhere, for while the tendency to view the history of
archaic Athens as a series of intricate and insoluble crossword-puzzles has weakened,
her later emergence as the flag-carrier of “democracy” has recently generated a torrent
of publication, the themes of which flow back at least to the pre-480 generation, if
not to Solon. Traditional work of a descriptive and largely antiquarian kind68 has
been supplemented by monographs and collective volumes which highlight the
Kleisthenic reforms and steer the reader to compare and contrast Athenian with 
modern democracy.69 Their purpose is two-fold: both to test the appropriateness of
“democracy” as a descriptive term, whether for ancient polities in general or for Athens
in particular, and (especially from within American scholarship) to hold up a mirror
for contemporary society to use and ponder. As with work on archaic colonization
(see below), the danger of collapsing the past into the present has not always been
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avoided,70 but the debate has had the merit of bringing what are often unstated but
powerful assumptions and attitudes out into the open.

Not that revisionism ends there, for other radically different (meta-)narratives 
have also emerged. Six deserve special attention. The first, Snodgrass’s Archaic Greece
of 1980, was perhaps the most important, for it took further the convergence of
textual evidence with physical evidence by marrying data from various excavated sites
or surveyed areas in order to identify various “interacting processes” (p. 55) of change,
especially those visible in the fast-moving eighth century: a rise in population, changes
in military technology, the growth of sanctuaries, the explosive rise in dedications
within them and the corresponding decline in interring valuable objects with the
deceased, the recovery of literacy, the growth of monumental temples, major changes
in settlement patterns, and so forth. Though some aspects of this portrayal have 
been challenged, overall, by showing that a unified interpretation using all genres of
evidence is both possible and essential, it provided the foundation for a far more
satisfying reading. Of especial value was his emphasis on the growth of sanctuaries,
which are now being read in terms of usage (cult acts, contests, assemblies, conflict-
resolution, statements of status, feasting), user-groups, and changing user-needs, not
just in terms of installations and finds.71

The impact of literacy has stimulated a second meta-narrative. Prompted by the
problem of how and when Homeric poetry came to be written down after a protracted
period of oral composition and revision, by the work of Goody and others on the
uses made of literacy in different societies, and by the better chronology of extant
inscriptions which distinguished epigraphists have given us,72 a coherent debate about
the extent to which being literate changed Greek society has become possible.73 In
turn, this has led to further study of the changing processes and content of formal
education, as well as to renewed awareness that effects differed significantly by region.
Spartan minimalism, for example, came to contrast strikingly with the abundant flow
of dedications set up on the Athenian acropolis before 480,74 but Crete’s many legal
texts may reflect social control and oppression rather than democratization fuelled
by literacy.75

Warfare, long taken for granted in spite of its prominence in the literary texts and
the ubiquity of weaponry in early graves and in sanctuaries, has prompted a third
narrative, not focused so much on specific wars (the “Lelantine War” of an earlier
generation has largely faded from sight)76 as on assessing the political impact of its
evolving technologies. Though there has been argument about when the trireme
emerged,77 the recognition that serious sea-power wielded by states controlling pub-
licly funded navies barely pre-dated the 540s and 530s78 and that the predominance
accorded to the “naval mob” in the 420s ([Xen.] Ath. Pol. i.2) was a fifth-century
growth channeled attention on land warfare and especially on the emergence of heavy-
armed infantry (“hoplites”) as the predominant fighting force. Here scholarly opinion
has shown an interesting evolution. Attention focused first on matters of brigading
(in what became phalanx formation) and tactics, the mid-seventh century being seen
as a major turning-point: this nurtured the hypothesis of a causal link with the emer-
gence of tyrant regimes in Korinth and elsewhere. However, increased awareness that
“hoplite” armor and weaponry were well established by the late eighth century, together
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with subsequent insistence on the importance of infantry in the narrative of the Iliad,
made the hypothesis of “political hoplites” increasingly implausible, and fostered 
an alternative interpretation, couched in social terms, which detected changes in 
masculinity and social status instead and linked the erosion of the habit of carrying
weapons with the growth of leisure class customs such as symposia and ritualized
“contesting” at Olympia and other sanctuaries. A simple, perhaps simplistic, explana-
tion has thus given way to one which locates visible behavior within a matrix of 
symbolisms and (self )-representations.79

The enlargement of geographical horizons, together with the emergence of a 
reasonably reliable chronology for the Dark Age, is beginning to provide a fourth
narrative. Not only is Iron Age and Archaic Crete at last emerging from long neglect,80

but also increasingly detailed archaeological work is bringing the northern mainland,
the islands, and the less fashionable parts of Peloponnese back to life.81 Their polities,
settlement patterns, and cults are all benefiting from such attention, in a way which
complements (but also challenges) the intense preoccupation with the polis which
has characterized recent scholarship. It is also allowing the archaic polis as an at least
proto-urban settlement to be viewed as the product of a process of concentration
of populations,82 a process which must have some connection, not as yet fully under-
stood, with the pressures which created the ethnic identities of the late Archaic and
classical periods at the expense of older labels such as Leleges or Lapithai. Indeed,
an obsession with “ethnicity” has replaced the earlier discourse about tribes.83

A fifth meta-narrative, not yet fully articulated or appreciated, highlights the 
recovery and enlargement of craftsman and technological skills, whether in building,
in stone statuary, in metalwork in precious or base metals, in ceramics, in mining,
in shipping, or in infrastructure projects.84 No economic historian of the archaic period
can now fail to acknowledge such progress, not just because it nullifies portrayals 
of this period of the ancient economy as primitive or static85 but also because it 
carried two major consequences. First, it stimulated the development of managerial
skills, whether in organizing major building projects such as temples or wall circuits
or in running workshops and workforces profitably. Second, it drove a major exten-
sion of the system of chattel slavery beyond the domestic context which is visible in
Homer, for only a bought labor force could be moved forcibly to the locations, whether
mines or workshops or households, where extra labor was needed.86 Taken together
with recent work on serf societies, both in Lakonia and elsewhere,87 and with the
substantial body of known depictions of workplaces, a much fuller view of the roles
of labor in production is beginning to emerge.

Archaeological work is also generating a sixth, and the most radical, meta-narrative.
Whereas the traditional historian’s instinct is to look backwards from the vantage-
point given by written sources, the instinct of archaeologists and of some economic
and social historians, influenced by approaches developed within archaeology or 
adapted from the social sciences, is to look forwards, to construct models which explain
development and change, to test them against extant evidence, and to compare the
trajectory of one society against that of another. Coupled with an ever more intense
interest in the post-Mycenaean “Dark Age,” in “continuity,” and in the construction
of ethnicities, it is dissolving the (never very clear) boundary between “Dark Age”
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and “Archaic” in favor of portrayals of post-Mycenaean Greece which challenge 
much conventional wisdom.88 Two final examples must suffice. The first concerns
Greek expansion and settlement overseas, traditionally known by the shorthand term
“colonization” and recognized on all sides as a core component of the crystalliza-
tion of the Greek world before Alexander. Led in part by Herodotus’ detailed nar-
rative of the foundation of Kyrene, historians have seen it as a public process steered
by “Korinthians,” “Chalkidians,” and others. However, an alternative view seeks to
dismantle it as a guided process, arguing both that historians’ terminology and atti-
tudes have been unduly influenced by nineteenth-century activities and ideologies,
that models of “cultural interactions” should replace models of invasion, occupation,
or domination, and that antiquarian traditions of datable foundations, of named
founders of colonies, and of collective acts by “Korinthians” or “Chalkidians” reflect
a later style of foundation and were applied anachronistically to actions which were
in fact far more individual and unorganized.89 A second example cuts even more deeply,
by arguing that as applied to any period before the Persian wars, perhaps even before
Herodotus’ generation, the term “the Greeks” is an anachronism, asserting a com-
mon ethnic identity vis-à-vis the rest of the world which owes more to nineteenth-
century nationalisms than to the realities of peoples’ lives and sensibilities.90 It remains
to be seen whether such constructive subversion can also be extended to what still
dominates, a reluctance to locate “archaic” “Greece” fully in a comparative perspective.
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Long before the Greeks began to actively explore the sea in the eighth century, the
Mediterranean had been a link between the peoples who inhabited its shores. In
fact, during the Bronze Age the Mycenaeans and Minoans were familiar seafarers in
both the eastern and central Mediterranean waters and may well have penetrated the
western half of the great sea as well as found their way through the Bosporus straits
into the Black Sea. During the difficult centuries of the early Iron Age, however,
Greeks like most people of the Mediterranean sphere traveled far less by either land
or water. Consequently, routes, winds, and currents had to be relearned. Peoples
along those routes would also be unfamiliar. To set the scene for this new know-
ledge, this chapter will explore, first, the nature of the Mediterranean sea and the
land that rings it; next, the inhabitants of its shores; and, finally, Greek ability to
navigate the water of the Great Sea.

The Mediterranean Sea

Although it was identifiable as a body of water 150 million years ago, the final shap-
ing of the Mediterranean occurred some fifteen million years ago. In size, the sea is
2,965,500 square kilometers. It extends 3,733 kilometers from west to east and its
width varies considerably due to the configuration of the surrounding land: the south-
ern coast is generally smooth while the northern coast is defined by jutting penin-
sulas and deep bays that are seas in their own right. The configuration draws continents
together at several points, but separates them in other regions. In the west, the Iberian
peninsula is separated from northern Africa by the Strait of Gibraltar which, at its
narrowest point, is a little more than 24 kilometers. Moving eastward, the islands
of Corsica and Sardinia are separated from the mainland by the Ligurian Sea in the
north and the Tyrrhenian Sea in the east that extends to the 1,046 kilometer long
peninsula of Italy. The toe of Italy is narrowly separated from the Island of Sicily

CHAPTER TWO

The Mediterranean World 
in the Early Iron Age

Carol G. Thomas
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which, in turn, is roughly 160 kilometers from the north coast of Africa. The 
Adriatic Sea divides the Italian from the Greek peninsula while the Aegean stands
between the Greek peninsula and Anatolia. A voyage of more than 885 kilometers,
as the crow flies, must be undertaken to reach the coast of Africa from the Northern
Aegean. Even in the more expansive eastern waters, a sailor is rarely out of sight 
of land, either a portion of the coastal ring of land encompassing the sea or one 
of the numerous islands that dot the waters of the sea (Carrington 1971: ch. 1 on
physical characteristics).

The Mediterranean is connected with other bodies of water by straits in both the
west and the east: the Strait of Gibraltar leads to the Atlantic Ocean and the Dardanelles
provide an entrance to the Propontis and ultimately to the Black Sea. Inflow of water
from these two points provides much of the replenishment of an otherwise essentially
static body of water. This contained nature of the water produces a high salinity due
to a greater rate of evaporation than precipitation of new water. The seafloor is deep,
in most parts of the Mediterranean the water’s depth is at least 10,620 feet; in the
Ionian Sea soundings have indicated a depth of twice that amount. Water tem-
perature remains quite constant at 13 degrees centigrade throughout the year.

Since it is so tightly enclosed, the water is virtually tideless. Currents, which cause
its movement, are dependent upon the inflow of water, particularly that coming 
through the Strait of Gibraltar which is stronger than the current from the Black
Sea. The current from the Atlantic continues along the north African coast, up the coast
of the Levant, and west along the southern shore of Anatolia. Moving westward, the
current flows west along the Greek coast and into the Adriatic. At Sicily, the current
turns north along the Italian coast, then it flows along the coasts of southern France
and Spain. Smaller, local currents exist in several areas such as the eastern and western
coasts of Crete and off southern France.

Prevailing winds blow from both north and south into the Mediterranean. Strongest
are the two paths of Mistral which join over southern France; second in force is 
the Bora which reaches the Adriatic in the north-east. The Meltemi push down the
Dardanelles into the Aegean in the summer months and the Scirocco winds head
northward into the Mediterranean along much of the African coast. The areas experi-
encing the strongest force of winds are the Aegean, the northern Adriatic, and the
coastal area of southern France near Marseilles. Knowing and using the winds is 
essential to navigation in the Mediterranean. Thus, if the Mistral was blowing, it
would provide power for eastward travel and if it was strong “then it and the east-
bound north African current between them would carry the ship two-thirds of the
way there, almost automatically, leaving the captain with no problem in seamanship
more profound than managing to dodge Sardinia and Sicily” (Hodge 1998: 27). In
sailing westward, on the other hand, the task was to avoid the Mistral which, com-
ing head-on, would impede rather than aid the journey.

The lands enclosing the great sea and the large number of islands in its midst
share many features. Low-lying coast is generally limestone or earth impregnated 
with lime and, thus, the soil is often thin. Certain river mouths, such as the Nile,
Po, and Rhone, are especially fertile. The coastal land does not extend deeply into
the hinterland which is regularly separated by mountains. Toward the interior, larger
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expanses of land take the opposite forms of arable plains and deserts depending on
the prevailing climate of the region; the Saharan climate of Africa produces more of
the latter while the more temperate climate of the European region results in more
arable land. In the north, extensive mountain ranges and their spurs divide the plains
from one another.

Broad regional differences exist between both the east and west basins of the
Mediterranean and the north and south coasts. The two basins divide at the Sicilian
channel between that island and the peninsula of Cap Bon in modern Tunisia. In
addition to their different configurations, the western basin is smaller in size and
more temperate in climate than the eastern. Mountains extend almost to the coast-
line leaving a narrow strip of land by the sea in the west while they do not reach so
near the shore in the east. Mountains are greater in extent and size in the northern
Mediterranean lands than in the southern, a mixed blessing since in return for the
valuable resources they provide they exact a regular toll in volcanoes and earthquakes.
The southern Mediterranean lands, by contrast, are characterized by deserts: the Sahara
desert seems endless with its 14,811,562 squares kilometers relieved only by occa-
sional oases. This contrast identifies another difference, namely in the rainfall which
is greater in the north and west than in the south and east.

Climatic and environmental conditions of lands bordering or situated in the
Mediterranean are capable of sustaining life of plants, animals, and humans. Much of
the land is maquis and garigue, that is, rough land that can support a combination
of shrubs such as laurel, myrtle, and wild olive; undershrubs including broom, daphne,
and gorse; and herbaceous plants including clovers, grasses, and asphodel. True 
forests exist in northern and eastern regions, from the cedars of the Levant through
the mountain forests of Macedonia and the Apennines to the significant forests of
southern Spain. Most dominant are varieties of oak and pine (Meiggs 1982). In addi-
tion to their fruit and timber, the forests were homes for a number of wild animals:
deer, bears, wolves, lynxes, panthers, leopards, lions, and boars as well as smaller 
animals. Regions without great forests also had a large complement of wild animals:
lions, deer and smaller animals in the north and the more exotic elephants, monkeys,
hippopotami, and camels of North Africa (Rackham 2003 on the physical setting).

Some of the once-wild animals had been domesticated: elephants and camels 
lessened the loads collected by humans in the southern Mediterranean but far more
widespread were sheep, goats, cattle, donkeys, and horses. Transhumance of flocks
of sheep and goats between summer and winter pastures was a common way of life
for people living in the northern and eastern lands of the sea. However, the land
also supported a sedentary existence even in upland areas; Fernand Braudel, who
knew and understood the Mediterranean world as well as anyone can, painted a vivid
picture with his description that “every mountain [in the Mediterranean region] has
some arable land, in the valleys or on the terraces cut out of the hillside” (1972: 42).
Basic grain crops were wheat, barley, oats and green millet; a range of legumes; orchard
fruits and nuts; grapes; and olives. In fact, the Mediterranean region can be defined
as the land in which the olive grows for, as Lawrence Durrell described this hearty
tree, “it seems to live without water although it responds readily to moisture and
to fertilizer when available . . . it will stand heat to an astonishing degree and keeps
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the beauty of its grey-silver leaf; . . . the wood . . . can be worked and has a beautiful
grain when carved and oiled. Of the fruit it is useless to speak unless it be to extol
its properties” (197: 65–6).

The sea also contributed to the livelihood of humans even though its high salinity
and exhaustion through its great longevity made it difficult for some species of 
fish to survive in its waters. Even so, a variety of marine life was present. The tunny
is perhaps the most important fish; swordfish, octopus, and squid are present along
with several varieties of shell fish.

The northern Mediterranean lands possessed much of the mineral wealth of the
region. Copper was available in Cyprus, the Balkans, northern Italy, Sardinia, Anatolia,
and southern Spain but, in the southern Mediterranean, only in the Sinai peninsula
where there were also gold resources. The Northern Aegean, Attica in Greece, and
the Cyclades had silver resources; there are gold resources in the northern Aegean,
the eastern Black Sea, Cyprus and Spain; iron was plentiful in northern Italy and
Spain; tin was rarer, although it was present in Spain, the northern Aegean, perhaps
the Levant and northern Italy. Base metals occur in much of the north as well as
along the western African coast and flint and obsidian, the black volcanic stone, are
found in Anatolia, and the islands of Melos in the Aegean, the Lipari islands north
of Sicily, and Sardinia (Lombard 1974).

Stretching between three continents where so many of the earliest developments
in human history occurred, the Mediterranean experienced and supported a human
presence even in the Paleolithic Age. As people learned to use its water for travel,
ideas as well as humans and objects moved between the northern and southern coast
and from its eastern to western extremes (Stampolidis and Karageorghis 2003). The
ecological and geological diversity of the region produced a variety of cultures; how-
ever, groups of people were not greatly distanced from one another (Horden and
Purcell 2000; Rackham 2003). Life for Greeks was changed in every fundamental
respect by the renewed skill to course through Poseidon’s realm as the Dark Age
gave way to the archaic age of revolution.

Regions and Peoples of the Mediterranean 
in the Iron Age

Well into the 1960s, the prevailing assessment of the early Iron Age in the Aegean
sphere was that it was a time of collapse, both of population and way of life char-
acterized by misery with little progress out of that miserable state. The words of 
the poet Hesiod, who lived toward the end of the eighth century and the early 
part of the seventh, neatly described the life of everyone from 1150 to 750: “now
indeed is the race of iron. By day there is no end to labor and misery, nor escape
from perishing by night” (Works and Days 176–8; author’s tr.). For his part, Hesiod
wished that he had died earlier or been born after this age of woes (175). Such a
dark picture has been lightened considerably by recent study. The Bronze Age king-
doms with their citadel strongholds, centralized administration necessitating written
records, and participation in Mediterranean affairs did collapse. And there was a 
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precipitous decline in population. However, some of that reduced population con-
tinued to live at the centers of the former kingdoms – at Athens and Thebes and
Tiryns – and archaeological evidence demonstrates sufficient continuity of culture to
establish the roots of many major features of archaic and classical culture in the Bronze
Age past (Thomas and Conant 1999).

Nor did all contact with the sea disappear although it was diminished (Stampolidis
2002; Stampolidis and Karageorghis 2003). As early as the eleventh century, inhabit-
ants of the Greek mainland sailed across the wine-dark waters of the Aegean to found
settlements on the coast of Asia Minor. To the west, ceramic evidence reveals main-
land pottery in Italy in the darkest, early centuries following the major destructions.
The enigmatic site of Lefkandi on the island of Euboea has produced imports from
Cyprus or Crete and the Levant in the eleventh and tenth centuries. Finds in the
northern Aegean attest to Euboean activity during the same period. It must be acknow-
ledged that such activity was not typical of the whole of Greece nor was it sustained
even by the first adventurers. Greece remained largely secluded, by comparison with
other Mediterranean peoples, from the eleventh century into the eighth. Then, by
contrast, the outward thrust of the Greeks expanded from the Aegean sphere south-
ward into the Eastern Mediterranean, then westward across the Adriatic and even-
tually into the waters of the western Mediterranean (see figure 2.1). This itinerary
is a useful tool to employ in identifying the “others” – both peoples and lands –
whom Greeks would come to know during the Archaic Age.
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Anatolia
The coast of the eastern Aegean was familiar to Greeks in the Bronze Age; a settle-
ment in the middle of that long strip of land had been a Mycenaean outpost in the
second half of the second millennium. It was known to the Hittites as Millawanda
and, following the difficulties of the late thirteenth and early twelfth centuries, was
resettled in the Iron Age as Miletus (as appreciated by Desborough 1972: 353ff ).
That the immigrations came from a number of parts of the mainland is shown by
linguistic and cultural differences among the settlements. In the north, the Iron Age
migrants spoke Aeolic, the dialect of Greek present in north-eastern Greece; in the
middle region, the dialect was Ionic, that of Attica and Euboea; and in the south,
it was Doric, that of the Peloponnese. Their settlements were located on a jagged
rocky coastline often on peninsulas that were easily defensible; sometimes at ports
located in the mouths of river valleys running down from the interior plateau of
Anatolia; and on offshore islands. The land was suitable for farming and herding;
the hill slopes supported trees and shrubs; clay was good for ceramic production.
Lacking were metals and sufficient fertile land for large quantities of grain.

Consequently, in addition to arriving by sea, the immigrants were encouraged to
continue their seafaring. Sailors from Kyme in the north, for example, propelled boats
for the kings of landlocked Phrygia while inhabitants of that same Greek town par-
ticipated in some of the earliest colonization in the central Mediterranean (Strabo
6.2.2). These adventurers enjoyed winds and currents that facilitated a southerly route
through the Cyclades. Those settlements that were further south were also helped
by Etesian winds that blew from the northwest while, further north, winds came in
from due north.

The Aegean was not a “Greek Lake” before the archaic age but the western and
eastern arcs of that circle had been established well before the end of the “Dark”
Age as a result of the migrations to western Anatolia. Knowledge of the Anatolian
interior, however, was minimal. Mountains that ring the upland plateau hamper com-
munications with the sea along the western, northern, and southern coasts while the
Taurus mountains on the eastern land mass are a formidable barrier. Nor would Greeks
settled on the coast be tempted to penetrate the hinterland in search of arable land
for the interior was generally less well watered than the coastal plains. A search for
other resources would have been more enticing: silver, gold, copper, and iron had
drawn others, especially the Assyrians from the northern Tigris, to establish trade
centers in southern Anatolia as early as 2000 bce. Timber in the north was another
asset.

Another deterrent was other peoples well established in the early Iron Age. Phrygians
had created a good-sized kingdom in the center of the interior after migrating into
Anatolia following the collapse of the Hittite kingdom in the late thirteenth century
(Muscarella 2003). South-eastern Europe seems to have been the homeland of the
newcomers; their language and material culture is related to that of inhabitants of
Thrace and Illyria identifying them as Indo-Europeans. The wealth of Phrygia is remem-
bered in the tale of its most famous king, Midas, who was touted as having the power
to turn everything he touched into gold. Archaeological excavation of the capital at
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Gordion substantiates the material wealth of the kingdom (Voigt and Henrickson
2000). We have seen that at least some Greeks of the coast knew the Phrygians,
who relied on the ships of Kyme for trade. A tradition tells of the marriage of Midas
to the daughter of one Agamemnon of Kyme (Julius Pollux, Onomasticon 9.83).
However, the inland kingdom would not endure to become part of the archaic Greek
horizons: new dating of the destruction of the capital suggests a date in the ninth
century rather than the eighth century.

Succeeding the Phrygians as the Greeks’ most powerful neighbors were the Lydians,
who were much closer than the Phrygians had been to the band of settlements along
the coast: the capital at Sardis was little more than fifty miles inland on the Hermus
River. Indo-European Lydians inhabited west central Anatolia during the Bronze Age;
in fact the settlements were probably on or near the Aegean coast. Arrival of Greeks
at the end of the second millennium pushed them into the hinterland. Under Phrygian
sway until the demise of that kingdom, Lydia became an independent, organized
state by the seventh century although it required outside assistance to ward off an
attack of invaders from the Black Sea region early in that century. Eventually the
Lydian kingdom would be extensive and sufficiently powerful to contend against 
major players in a bid for authority in the eastern Mediterranean. But at the start of
the archaic age, Lydia was a congeries of agricultural villages, with a single larger
center at Sardis. Part of the foundation for future expansion was based on production
of admired products, woolen textiles for example. More important was use of metals
– both native, such as gold and silver, and imported – to produce objects for trade
and to spur the invention of coinage. Greeks served the Lydians as intermediaries,
just as they had aided the Phrygians, and relations were cordial in the early decades
of the relationship. In the sixth century, King Croesus made magnificent offerings
to Delphian Apollo including a gold sculpture of a lion weighing nearly 272 kilo-
grams (Hdt 1.50–2). Shortly thereafter, relations deteriorated as Lydia determined
to return to the coast (Hanfmann 1983).

Further south were the Lycians, whose Bronze Age presence is attested archaeo-
logically and by references in Hittite records and in documents naming groups 
associated with the “Land and Sea” peoples who brought destruction to many 
eastern Mediterranean lands in the late thirteenth and twelfth centuries. One named
group is the Lukka. Herodotus wrote that they originally came from Crete when 
its population was entirely non-Greek (1.172). Linguistic theory may substantiate
Herodotus in placing roots of the Lycians in an early period when proto-Indo-European
was diverging from proto-Indo-Hittite (Bryce 1998). Their settlements were located
on the mountainous land jutting into the Mediterranean on the south-western 
coast of Anatolia. Much of the eastern shore is inaccessible; indeed Lycia was rela-
tively removed from contact with surrounding regions. Even Croesus, according to
Herodotus, was unable to subdue the Lycians (1.28).

South-eastern Europe

Intrepid seafarers determined to explore the northern Aegean would encounter descen-
dants of Trojan allies remembered in the Iliad such as:
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Rhesos their king, the son of Eïoneus.
And his are the finest horses I ever saw, and the biggest;
They are whiter than snow, and their speed of foot is the winds’ speed;
His chariot is fairly ornate with gold and with silver,
And the armor is golden and gigantic, a wonder to look on.

(10.435–9; tr. Lattimore)

Not only stalwart warriors, the Thracians were remembered as suppliers of the wine
“that Achaean ships carry day by day from Thrace” (9.71–2) and as providers of
homes for youthful Trojans such as

Iphidamus, Antenor’s son, the huge and stalwart,
Who had been reared in generous Thrace, the mother of sheepflocks.

(11.221–2; tr. Lattimore)

The home of the Thracians essentially coincides with modern Bulgaria. Two theories
of their origin are best combined into one explanation: there was continuous develop-
ment of an indigenous population as well as ongoing migration into the region which
drew immigrants through its fertile agricultural land and a range of metals – copper,
tin, lead, and gold (Hoddinott 1981). Pasturage was excellent for horse-raising. Thrace
could support a sizeable population: in his contest against Philip II of Macedon, an
Odrysian ruler raised an army of 150,000. It was not, however, a unified state; rather,
shifting relationships between various tribes led by chieftains and kings determined
its politics. The presence of Thracian names in the Mycenaean Linear B tablets indic-
ates a Bronze Age acquaintance with these horse-riders, an acquaintance that faded
in the early Iron Age.

By contrast, Greeks probably had little knowledge of the Thracians’ eastern neighbors
before the archaic age. At the bay of the western shore of the Black Sea where the
Ister/Danube joins the sea, Scythia begins (Hdt 4.99). The Scythians are akin to their
Thracian neighbors in grouping together in several diverse tribes. The three main
groups include the “royal” Scythians who dwell closest to the Black Sea; the “nomadic”
Scythians who reside north and east of the “royal” tribes; and the “sedentary” Scythians
who are located to the north and west. Herodotus’s statement that Scythians who
do business on Black Sea ports use seven different languages and require seven dif-
ferent interpreters reveals their diversity (4.24).

The region possesses rich, well-watered land with excellent pasture, rivers almost
as numerous as canals in Egypt in Herodotus’ opinion (4.48), forest steppe becom-
ing deciduous woodland in the north, and, in the south, mountains that provide 
a variety of metals. Herodotus does not believe the tradition that the Scythians 
received a gift from heaven of a golden plough, yoke, battle-axe, and cup although
one senses that he had to fight against that belief (4.5).

Hesiod is the earliest written source for the Scythians whom he knows as milk-
feeders who have wagons for houses (Catalogues of Women and Eoiae fr. 39). Greek
colonization in the northern Black Sea in the sixth century would bring direct know-
ledge – often dreaded – of these warriors whose custom was to drink the blood of
the first man each has killed.
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Just as unfamiliar during the early Iron Age were the peoples of what would become
the kingdom of Macedonia: the future subjects of Philip II and Alexander III seem
to have arrived about 700. The region bounded on the east by the Thermaic Gulf
was a crossroad between east and west, north and south and, consequently, witnessed
regular migrations and invasions. One group that decided to remain rather than 
move on settled at the end of the eighth century into a strip of land along the coast
that extended some 97 kilometers north to south between the Haliacmon and Vardar
rivers. The name of this tribal group was Makednons and they were led by a clan known
as the Argeads. Similarities of language and material culture with other peoples indic-
ates that they were Indo-European. Related tribal groups inhabiting the hinterland
were independent of one another; mountains were something of a barrier with the
northern territory of the Greek mainland.

The natural resources of the region were incentives to establish a village way of life:
there were fertile plains both in lower, coastal Macedonia and in upper regions where
the land was irrigated by more rainfall that the lower peninsula received as well as
by the water of perennial rivers. Herodotus reported that these rivers provided such
an abundance of fish that horses were fed on fish. The higher inland reaches had
excellent timber resources and could boast a plentitude of wild animals. Minerals
and metals were abundant. The combination of low-lying and more elevated land
encouraged herding that utilized summer and winter pasturage of sheep and goats
and the raising of horses.

This way of life fostered villages and upland settlements that were not tightly cohe-
sive even into the fifth century. The inhabitants, and even their kings, were regarded
as backward by Greeks to the south as late as the fourth century even though they
valued Macedonian resources (Thomas 2007).

Eastern Mediterranean

Somewhat surprising, at least initially, is the greater and earlier knowledge of peoples
of the eastern Mediterranean on the part of the Greeks. In large part, the precocious
level of culture in the Levant and Egypt led entrepreneurs from those regions into
the Aegean and, in turn, drew bold Aegean seafarers southward (Boardman 1991;
Van de Mieroop 2004).

Particularly enterprising were the Phoenician survivors from the Bronze Age 
who inhabited a coastal strip some 320 kilometers long by roughly 48 kilometers
deep. Their several city-states had played an important role in trade in the second
millennium and valuable resources had drawn other major states into the region, 
for both peaceful and covetous reasons. Both of these roles continued into the first
millennium.

The population of the independent city-states shared a common Semitic culture
and language but geography characterized by mountain spurs, river valleys, and separa-
tion from the interior by mountains fostered individual communities governed by
kings and councils composed of heads of leading families. The Lebanese mountains
provided timber, metals, and wild animals while the coast offered good harbors on
easily defended headlands or islands. Fish and purple dye from sea snails were valuable
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products together with timber, especially cedar; olives, wine, and honey; and manu-
factured items of glass, metal, and ivory. Such products and their location made the
Phoenicians the main seafarers of the early Iron Age. Eumaios, the faithful swineherd
of Odysseus was the son of a king of an island that, unfortunately for him, was visited
by “renowned seafaring men, the Phoenicians” who came ashore to trade. Part of
their gain was the kidnapped son of the king who was eventually sold to Odysseus’
father (Odyssey 15.403–84). Archaeological evidence is mounting to demonstrate the
reach of the Phoenicians into the central and western Mediterranean in the ninth
century and perhaps even earlier. Carthage was a Phoenician “new town” (Qart-hadasht)
founded according to literary sources in 814 although archaeological evidence has
not yet confirmed this dating. Much of the west African and southern Spanish coasts
would become part of an extensive trading empire quite early in the Greek archaic
age. Study of the interaction between Phoenicians and Greeks has achieved a new
sophistication as scholars examine evidence for their largely contemporaneous seafar-
ing activities. Perhaps there was collaboration between them and growing acquaint-
ance with one another was likely to result in cultural borrowings (Aubet 1993; Niemeyer
1990b).

Greeks knew people to the south of the Phoenician city-states and, in fact, may
well have been part of the formative mix of people who are known as the Philistines.
Southern Levant was as much a crossroads as the Phoenician coast in antiquity as it
is now. After the movements of various groups known collectively as the “Land and
Sea” peoples in the thirteenth and twelfth centuries, the coastal area and region some-
what inland in the southern Levant became the land of the Philistines. In the Old
Testament, they are identified by their formidable military skills and in earlier
Egyptian records they may be recognized as the “Peleset.” Following the attempted
invasions of the Egyptian delta and the destructions along the Levantine coast, a mixed
culture marks the presence of earlier and new inhabitants. Mycenaean pottery is a
strong element in this culture along with earlier Canaanite elements and Egyptian
motifs. It seems increasingly likely that Bronze Age Greeks joined with others in both
the destructions and the eventual settlement. However, continuing contact with the
Aegean is uncertain. When the mainland Greeks returned to the eastern Mediterranean,
the Philistines had been defeated by the Israelites in their consolidation of a united
kingdom (Dothan 1992).

Those Israelites inhabited an area of approximately 15,000 square kilometers 
of rocky hill country west of the Jordan river, land good for pasturage but not well
suited for agriculture except along the coastal plain. Nor was that plain blessed with
good harbors. While the region was settled much earlier, archaeological evidence
demonstrated new unwalled villages in the central hill country of the eventual state
in the early twelfth century that were abandoned in the late eleventh/early tenth
centuries with the emergence of the Israelite state. Such evidence may describe tribal
groupings under local leaders who consolidated for purposes of war – against the
Philistines and others. Unification under King David is dated to the start of the first
millennium; consolidation of a larger territory and a significant role in events of the
region persisted to the last two decades of the tenth century when the kingdom was
divided, easier prey for a more forceful power (Dever 1992).
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The Assyrians were that power. A Semitic people living in the northern reaches
of the Tigris, they had been active in Near Eastern affairs in the Bronze age, first as
traders in Anatolia in quest of metal resources and then as aggressive expansionists:
a grandson of the Assyrian king became king of Babylon in 1360. Assyria is recog-
nized as an important kingdom in the Hittite records of the second half of the second
millennium. Repercussions of the late Bronze Age disruptions were felt as far inland
as Assyria but the ninth century witnessed a renewal of their expansion in the Levant
and southern Mesopotamia. An Assyrian empire included Egypt by 745; the northern
half of Israel was subjected to Assyria in 743; Phoenicia was invaded in 727. Greeks
were defeated in battle by the Phoenicians off southern Anatolia, now part of the
Assyrian Empire, in 696. Another interface was Al Mina in the northern Levant, where
Greeks may have been active – or even among the founders – in the ninth century
(Boardman 1991; Van de Mieroop 2004).

The Assyrians did not conquer the land west of Egypt, where the nearest western
neighbors of Egypt were a people known from antiquity as Libyans. Written evidence
from late Bronze Age Egypt identifies them as Tehenyu and Libu. The first indica-
tions of Bronze Age Libyans in their homeland dates to the fourteenth century site
on Bates Island, in the lagoon of Marsa Matruk, although the larger region had human
occupants as early as one and three-quarters or one and a half million years ago.
Anthropological evidence coupled with archaeological finds indicates that the late
Paleolithic population was a hybrid of indigenous Africans and peoples from the Levant.

For most of prehistory, the basic economy of the Libyans was pastoral nomadism,
a way of life conditioned by a region in which 95 percent of the land is flat desert
elevated in three regions by mountains that reach to 1,448 meters. For the most
part, soil is arid due to rare and irregular rainfall. Large reserves of water, existing
beneath the sands, produce interior oases and support some extensive plains closer
to the Mediterranean coast. It was in these coastal regions that a sedentary life devel-
oped during the late Bronze Age and Iron Age. That these towns would be centers
in larger Mediterranean context is shown in ceramic finds from the Bates Island site
that indicate connections with both the Levant and Cyprus (Gueneron 1976).

Society was ordered by chieftains and their retinues who enjoyed the reputation of
experienced charioteers. In this capacity, Libyans were all too familiar to the Egyptians.

Armies of Pharaoh Merenptah contended with an invasion of people of Libya and
their allies in 1230 and Rameses III fought again against Libyans and cohorts of
other peoples in the first quarter of the twelfth century. Some Libyan prisoners were
conscripted and settled in forts in the eastern Nile delta. By the end of the twentieth
dynasty (1087), a Libyan population was well established in the delta and dynasties
22 and 23 are identified as the Libyan period in Egypt (Leahy 1990).

Seafarers from Aegean waters were drawn to the eastern Mediterranean for a variety
of reasons; particular reasons would determine the region to be favored. If land for
settlement were the objective, the northern coast of Libya was the most likely choice
while if trade were the incentive, the Levantine coast was preferable. For any Greeks
inclined to offer services as warriors, native Egyptian pharaohs were plausible employers
of any who might aid them in freeing Egypt from foreign control. Only incipient trade
seems to have been undertaken in Egypt earlier than the seventh century.
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Eastern Adriatic

Travel to the central Mediterranean had been attractive to Greeks in the Bronze 
Age and attractions would become apparent again in the later Dark Age. The 
route north of Corcyra via the Strait of Otranto to the eastern coast of Italy could
be accomplished in less than a day and, on arrival, the Greeks would be spared foes
akin to the Assyrians. Euboeans may have been among the first to undertake the long
and distant voyage across the Adriatic. Of mainland Greeks, the Corinthians were
particularly active in western waters. Corinthian influence begins in the Corinthian
Gulf and in the Ionian Islands, especially at Ithaca where dedications indicate 780
as a date for a Corinthian presence there. Later in the eighth century, Corinth estab-
lished new settlements in Ambrakia, Epidamnos, Apollonia, and on the islands of Leukas
and Corcyra (Morgan 1988). At the three mainland sites they would encounter 
western counterparts of the inhabitants of what would later be the kingdom of
Macedonia under Philip II, namely the Illyrians and the peoples of Epirus.

Illyrians occupied what is modern Albania but, when combined under the rule of
an energetic king, they regularly spilled in all directions. The core is west of the Balkan
watershed. Rivers that flow into the Adriatic stretch along the upland plains into 
the coastal plain. A large scale movement of tribes from the late eleventh century
into the ninth brought newcomers to this region. Divided as it was by rivers and
mountains, the location fostered continuity of the earlier way of life as semi-nomadic
pastoralists. Similarities of culture indicate that the Illyrians were related to peoples
who moved into northern Italy at the same time. Both eastern and western groups
were Indo-Europeans (Wilkes 1992).

Further south was the land of Epirus, a region west of the Pindus range char-
acterized by valleys tightly folded into limestone ranges. Comparison of the physical
culture of new people migrating into the area toward the end of the third millennium
indicates a likeness with the Indo-European culture of the northern Balkans. Initially
a pastoral life continued but toward the end of the second millennium an increasing
number of sedentary sites is attested. Movement into Epirus was frequent, bringing
Molossi, Thesprotes, and Chaones by the end of the Dark Age. Interaction between
Greeks and the Epirotes began early: one of the earliest major Greek sanctuaries –
that of Zeus at Dodona – was in Epirus and is mentioned in both the Iliad (16.233–5)
and Odyssey (14.327; 19.296). The sustained contact was beneficial to both parties: the
Greeks, primarily the Corinthians, had access to resources that were scarce in Corinth
and the Epirotes developed a sedentary way of life that allowed for consolidation
into a unified kingdom in the fourth century.

Central Mediterranean

Even earlier than the time when the Corinthians were establishing settlements on
the Adriatic coast, other Greeks – notably those from the island of Euboea – were
investigating waters of the Tyrrhenian Sea. Earlier still, the peninsula of Italy had
been familiar to Aegean seafarers of the Bronze Age and some contact persisted even
in the first centuries of the Dark Age. As we have seen, the voyage was not difficult;
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even the Straits of Messina were navigable into the Tyrrhenian Sea. It is not sur-
prising that the first Greek associations with Italy were in the south of the peninsula.
Nor did Greeks penetrate deeply into the interior, which is approximately 201 kilo-
meters wide at its greatest point (Malkin 1998).

Nature made the interior less attractive. The Apennine mountains run through
Italy’s length and shoot out spurs that divide the land into pockets much of which
is of low quality for agriculture. A shortage of navigable rivers would also have been
a deterrent. What is more, those areas with fertile plains and the rich resources of
timber, tin, iron, stone, and salt pans were already spoken for by others.

The occupants were a patchwork of peoples. A relatively homogeneous Neolithic
culture had been replaced by increasing cultural differences among regions. Along
the Apennines and eventually spreading into Campania were the Sabellian peoples,
Oscans in the south and Umbrians in the north. The east was occupied by Venetians
and Messapians, Indo-Europeans allied to the Illyrians; both groups migrated into
the Adriatic from the eleventh century branching in opposite directions at the head
of the sea. Picentines holding the east central coast were a mixture of Indo-European
and non-Indo-European peoples while Ligurians and Raetians – also Indo-Europeans
combined with an earlier substratum – shared the north of the peninsula with the
Etruscans. In the south were Sicels, whose language resembles Latin and Messapian.
They, like the Philistines, may be among the late Bronze Age “Land and Sea” peoples
identified in Egyptian records as the Sheklesh (Ridgway and Ridgway 1979).

The most powerful people of Italy in the early Iron Age may also have migrated
from the eastern Mediterranean: they are the Etruscans who held Etruria, modern
Tuscany from the Arno to the Tiber river, from the Apennines to the Tyrrhenian
Sea. The east was characterized by hills and narrow plains; low-lying plains sometimes
rocky or marshy typified the west. The region was inhabited during the Bronze Age
but witnessed major changes from the twelfth century to the tenth as people moved
from upland sites to hill summits that often were on sites of the future Etruscan cities.
While communal and social organization remained loose, dwellings became larger
and the dead received grander burials and more impressive objects. In addition to
agriculture and herding, metallurgical production increased (Torelli 2000).

Debate over the cause of these changes has been lengthy and the issue has not been
resolved. Even in antiquity there were quite different explanations for the origin of
the Etruscans: Herodotus described them as immigrants from the east (1.94), an
explanation that may be supported by the presence of “Tursha” among the pesky
“Land and Sea” peoples as well as through evidence from the island of Lemnos in
the northern Aegean in an inscription showing similarities with Etruscan. Dionysius
of Halicarnassus, on the other hand, believed that the Etruscan civilization was an
indigenous development (1.28). Somewhat ambiguous is Hesiod’s attribution of rule
over the glorious Tyrsenians to the sons of Odysseus and Circe (Theogony 1011–15).
Until the language of the Etruscans is determined, it is impossible to associate them
with any broad group of peoples.

Internal development was certainly notable in Etruria in the ninth century. Popu-
lation grew, villages coalesced and increased in size, and the Etruscan sphere expanded
south to the Campania for agricultural and commercial purposes as well as north to
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the Po valley which would quickly become a major producer of bronzes. Imported
goods are apparent among the indigenous products. Social stratification became sharper
with leadership of villages in the hands of aristocratic families in whose honor great
monumental tombs with diameters up to 265 meters were erected. In the eighth
century larger settlements took the form of cities and Etruscan influence soon extended
to the small, strategically located village of Rome. Outside contacts expanded to include
interaction with Phoenicians and Greeks, especially those from Euboea, the Cycladic
islands, and Crete. What appears to be the earliest Greek settlement in the central
Mediterranean was founded ca. 780 on the island of Pithekoussai, offshore from the
bay of Naples. Since the coast of Italy was in Etruscan hands, newly arrived Greeks
discovered an offshore location for settlement but one that would facilitate contact
with the Etruscans. Archaeological evidence does indeed reveal a mix of cultures at
Pithecoussai that served as a trade center for Greeks, Etruscans, and Phoenicians
(d’Agostino 1999b; Gialanella 2003).

Etruscan power would abide into the fifth century causing a reputation like that
rendered by Cato: “almost all of Italy was under the control of the Etruscans”
(Tuscorum iure paene omnis Italia fuerat, in Servius ad Aeneidem 11.567). Greeks
recognized the value of Etruscan resources and manufactured objects. They may also
have feared the lords of Etruria for it was believed that Greeks did not trade in Sicily
for ten generations after Trojan War due to Etruscan piracy. In return, Etruscans
imported Greek goods and customs to such a degree that present knowledge of archaic
Greek pottery depends heavily on Etruscan finds.

Sicily and Sardinia

The island of Sicily divides the eastern and western basins of the Mediterranean 
and comes close to providing a link between its northern and southern halves.
Consequently, whenever seafaring is widespread in the Mediterranean, Sicily will be
involved. In the Bronze Age, Mycenaean Greeks and Minoan Cretans were familiar
with the route to Sicily. In fact, tradition remembered that it was this island to which
the inventive Daidalos fled from King Minos of Knossos. Bronze and early Iron Age
inhabitants of Sicily were known collectively as Sicels who seemed to have arrived
from southern Italy in the eleventh century. In addition two other named groups
shared the island: Sicans who may have been earlier inhabitants, perhaps immigrants
from Iberia, and Elymi who are identified as people fleeing from Troy (Thuc. 6.2).
Archaeologically there are no major differences between them in the early Iron Age
(Brea 1957).

The fertility of Sicilian land was another attraction; it was later regarded as the
bread-basket of the Mediterranean. Gentle hills and rolling uplands in the center
and plains in the east and northwest provide arable land for cultivation of wheat,
grapes, olives, and fruit while the mountains – a continuation of the Apennines –
supply forests of oak, chestnut, pine, and fir. Metal resources are scarce but harbors
permit travel in all directions from the triangular, strategic location.

The island of Sardinia also attracted eastern visitors in the Bronze Age as Mycenaean
pottery discoveries and metalwork showing Cypriot/Levantine influences reveal. A
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Phoenician settlement in the south dates to the Iron Age and pottery finds indicate
a Greek presence on the island (Tronchetti 2003).

Western Mediterranean

When Greeks ventured into the western Mediterranean, they would encounter both
familiar and new peoples. The largest single group of unfamiliar people were the
Celts whom Greeks would meet first in the south of France and, later, in the south
of Iberia. Originating in Bohemia and Austria, tribal groups formed a confederation
in the early Iron Age, a development that fostered movement in several directions
and an acceleration of trade activity. Approximately in the mid-eighth century, Celts
arrived in what is modern France. At a site on the sea entrance of the Étang de Berre
evidence from the eighth century has been discovered and the primitive huts of the
inhabitants have been preserved. Ligurian is the name given to these inhabitants of
southern France who lived in oppida (Latin for towns) which were usually fortified
settlements on defensible hilltops directed by local chiefs. Later evidence indicates
that these oppida were numerous and varied, extending from 7 to 25 hectares. Products
of the land were diverse: grain, olives, grapes, salt, herbs, fish, animals (especially
rabbits) metals and stone, some of which were precious (Cunliffe 1994b).

When Greeks visited the Mediterranean coast of southern Iberia before the third
century, they would not have encountered the Celts but, rather, a mixed popula-
tion whose culture was akin to groups in northern and western Europe. During 
the early centuries of the first millennium, the main cultural traditions suggest an
ancestry in what is known as the Hallstatt culture of trans-Alpine Europe. From 
approximately 750, a series of immigrations brought yet another tradition into the
north-east region which is also traceable to central Europe. Advanced bronze tech-
nology characterized much of Iberia, including the lower Guadalquivir valley where
more than three hundred settlements dating to the ninth and eighth centuries have
been identified. Artifacts and language indicate a mixture of Indo-European and 
non-Indo-European elements (Castro 1995).

Readiest access to valuable minerals (including iron, zinc, lead, and copper) of the
hinterland came through the settlements along the Guadalquivir river. The interior
is a large plateau (about 40 percent of the land of modern Spain) surrounded by
rugged hills. Some 30 percent percent of the land is arable, another 21 percent sup-
plies good pasture, and more than 30 percent is forested. The valleys of the south
have especially rich soil.

Well before the Greeks began to explore southern Iberia, the Phoenicians had 
traveled there. They were drawn by metals, especially silver, to the southern region
of the peninsula know as Tartessos. At Gadir on the Atlantic coast north of the Straits
of Gilbratar, the first Phoenician imports date to ca. 770–760. A second site beyond
Gibraltar was on the southern coast at Likos. Much of the African coast was now
Phoenician. Sites in Libya were Leptis, Oia, Sabrata; in Tunisia, Carthage, Utica, Neapolis;
in Morocco, Tingis. In the north, Phoenicians were situated at Solus, Panormus, and
Nora in Italy and were, as mentioned above, involved at Pithecoussai. Melita on Malta
was Phoenician as were Malaka and Karteia in Spain (Aubet 1993).
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Like Odysseus, Greeks venturing beyond their Aegean communities would “see
the towns of many men and learn their way of thinking” and, also like the heroic
wanderer, they might “suffer many woes upon the sea” (Odyssey 1.3–4).

Greek Seamanship in the Early Iron Age

The Mediterranean and its appendages were relatively easy to navigate, once seafarers
had learned the nature of its currents, winds, and obstacles. They learned some of the
sea’s secrets very early since islands were inhabited from ca. 9000 bce (Cherry 1990).
Beyond acquisition of land, sailors ventured by sea in search of other resources for
although similarities exist in the lands that center round the Mediterranean, there
are sufficient absences of vital resources in much of the region to stimulate travel in
search for those requisites. And, as we have reviewed, there were people established
round the Mediterranean sphere who possessed raw materials and manufactured goods
that they were willing to trade for objects desirable or insufficient in their own cor-
ners of the Great Sea (see figure 2.2). If they were unwilling to barter, they might
be forced to share their native wealth. We have seen that Greeks did venture into
the Aegean and, later, into the larger Mediterranean so it is necessary to inquire after
reasons that prompted them to do so and means that enabled the seafaring.

How well did the Greeks know the realm of Poseidon? Knowledge of that realm
began far earlier than the Iron Age. Not only is the use of seacraft being pushed
earlier and earlier but certain regions are seen as “potential nurseries for the develop-
ment of maritime technology and navigation” (Rainbird 1999: 231), and the Aegean
is one of those regions. Even before the Bronze Age, travel by sea is clearly attested.
Ships brought the first settlers to the island of Crete about 6000 bce and those 
settlers continued to rely on the sea for purposes of trade. Ships also carried the first
settlers to the islands of the Aegean known as the Cyclades about 4300 bce. It is
increasingly clear that lively interaction existed within the Aegean as early as the late
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fourth and early third millennia. Initially, settlers in the Cyclades employed their long-
ships, developed around 3000 bce, among the islands and then beyond to gain goods
unavailable on their rocky homes in trade for their own craft products, like elegant
marble vessels and sculptures, and produce such as olive oil and wine. These seafarers
moved among the islands and beyond them to other parts of the Aegean. Excavations
in the summer of 2001 have uncovered remains of a flourishing, fortified settlement
on the south-western coast of Andros dating to ca. 4500–3300. The excavator, Christina
Televantou, discovered incised pictures of ten ships between 20 and 30 centimeters
in length on the outer face of the defensive wall as well as two ships on the wall’s
rock foundations (Televantou 2001). And they appear to have reached the eastern
Mediterranean. The Carmel mountain ridge in the Levant has a number of incised
pictures of boats of various forms and sizes. One boat, dated to the Neolithic period,
is an Aegean type of vessel (Artzy 2000: 444–5).

Inhabitants of Crete soon expanded this incipient trade in the Aegean attested by
great quantities of imported Minoan vases at a number of sites (Wiener 1987). Locations
in Anatolia, too, show that same presence through objects and, in several cases, 
through actual settlements (Mee 1998). Well beyond the Aegean, Minoan goods
and influence were felt in Egypt, the Levant, and the central Mediterranean (Davies
and Schofield 1995). Inhabitants of mainland Greece involved themselves in this 
intensive network of trade during the second half of the second millennium. Increas-
ing presence of mainland goods, and surely mainlanders, extends eastward from the
Aegean islands, to the Anatolian coast and neighboring islands, southward to Crete,
and on to Egypt and the Levant. Even before these eastern interests, Mycenaeans
had been active in the central Mediterranean as finds from southern Italy and Sicily
demonstrate.

Moreover, a new explanation of the history of the penteconter (a 50-oared ship)
dates its origin to the thirteenth century, that is the Mycenaean age rather than the
archaic age. Michael Wedde makes a compelling case in his study of the nature of
Bronze Age ships based on representations of ships. Evidence exists from the late
Bronze Age for partial decking to create hulls capable of carrying the greater weight
of a second level of rowers. One advantage of the decking is the greater speed pro-
duced by the additional rowers; another is that the greater weight produced by adding
a second level provided greater rigidity making the hull more resistant to impact. In
addition to decking, developments in sails and their rigging occurred at approximately
the same time. A loose-footed sail that appears to be an Aegean invention brought
greater scope for trimming the sail to suit wind conditions (Wedde 2000). Built 
according to Bronze Age techniques of construction, a 16.46-meter-long craft – named
the Argo – equipped with twenty oars and carrying a large rectangular sail on its seven
and a third meter mast completed a 1,500 nautical mile voyage from northern 
Greece to the eastern coast of the Black Sea in 1984. The feat demonstrated that it
was possible to survive the clashing rocks of the Dardanelles and reach the goal of the
original Argo associated with Jason’s search for the Golden Fleece (Severin 1985).

It is possible, of course, that these skills of construction and navigation were lost
in the period following the collapse of the Bronze Age kingdoms of the Aegean and
elsewhere in the Mediterranean. As we know, however, Greeks from the mainland
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had the ability to transport themselves to the coast of Anatolia in the eleventh cen-
tury. Nor did contact with the central Mediterranean cease; inhabitants of the Cyclades
and the Aegean island of Euboea, “famed for its ships” (Homeric Hymn to Apollo
219), were moving about by sea in the tenth and ninth centuries (d’Agostino 1999b;
Kearsley 1999).

Ships obviously figure prominently in the Homeric epics. They are of two sizes.
The smaller are twenty-oared, such as the vessel that Telemachus employs to seek news
of his father (Odyssey 1.280). Larger vessels are penteconters – they have fifty oars, like
the ships of the contingents of Achilles and Philoktetes (Iliad 16.169–70; 2.719–20).
Common adjectives describe both sizes: they are narrow, long, low, lightweight, and
have a single sail mounted on a mast (Casson 1971; Morrison and Williams 1968).

Archaeological evidence adds more detail especially through painted representations
painted on vases. Of the forty-four representations of ships from the Geometric 
Age – ca. 900–700 – forty-three date to ca. 760–710 (Morrison and Williams 1968). 
A deck became common in the eighth century when a mortise and tenon system 
for joining the planks replaced the technique of sewing the planks together with 
cords. The newer technique is far more durable over time or in storm conditions
(Dougherty 2001: 27–9). Deck area translated into quantity of cargo that could be
carried capacities ranging from nine tons of grain or 375 amphoras for the smaller
vessels and fifty tons or 1,000 amphorae for the larger (Scott 2000: 112–13). In size,
then, vessels capable of transporting people and goods were available in the eighth
century.

Hesiod also knows that men take to the sea and even offers instructions about
the proper times to sail and the cargo to carry. These instructions begin at line 
618 of his Works and Days when he speculates on the chance that “desire for rough
seafaring seizes you.” The poet describes the two seasons when seafaring is pos-
sible: the fifty days following the summer solstice and in spring when leaves at the
very top of the fig tree are as large as a crow’s footprint. One should never venture
out to sea when the Pleiades are hiding themselves. At that time, tend to your ship
and its equipment. When you do fill your ship with cargo, remember that the greater
cargo brings the greater profits. But, the advice continues, do not trust all of your
livelihood to a hollow ship but leave the larger part on shore, gambling on the smaller
portion. “You will escape grief only with great difficulty.” What is more, he recounts
that his own father took to the sea leaving his home in Asia Minor to settle in 
central Greece:

Then he came to this place, crossing the wide sea,
having left Aeolian Kyme, in a black ship (634–5) . . .
He settled close to Helikon in this wretched hamlet,
Askra, bad in winter, difficult in summer, never good.

(639–40; author’s tr.)

Evidence, then, suggests that sea travel was undertaken during the early Iron Age.
In fact, in recent studies of colonization, many scholars insert a “pre-colonization”
phase of exploration prior to the establishment of permanent settlements (Graham
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1990; Popham 1994). Moreover, the physical nature of Greece indicates incentives
to experience what Hesiod knew as stormy and rough business. Greece can support
life but it is not an easy life: as Herodotus said “poverty is always a companion in
Greece” (7.102). Mountains comprise 75 percent of the land; the islands are, in fact,
peaks of submerged mountains; consequently, plains suitable for farming are
extremely limited. The mountains also divide Greece into small pockets of territory
which have only difficult communication with one another. Nor are there perennial,
navigable rivers in the southern Greek mainland that help to link the regions. Rainfall
is restricted and uncertain, usually most plentiful in the winter when vegetation is
hibernating but ceasing during the growing season. Climate is variable to the degree
of creating micro-regions within the pockets of land encouraging farming families
to cultivate several crops in a variety of locations in hopes of being self-sufficient.
However, this strategy requires resources – especially metals and timber – that are
scarce or even absent in many parts of Greece. Hesiod’s advice was that one must
“work and then work more” (Works and Days 382). But he also knew that men take
to the sea and by this time, would-be sailors had goods in their cargo that were
likely to be welcome in other regions of the Mediterranean, among them wine and
olive oil in various forms along with their containers.

Consequently, there was great incentive to resort to the sea. Conditions in Greece
both necessitated and facilitated seafaring. Ancestors of the Iron Age inhabitants had
learned the rules of the Mediterranean as well as the Aegean and Adriatic Seas 
and that knowledge had not been lost during the darkest period of the early first
millennium. Although the Mycenaean centers had been seriously weakened if not
obliterated in the late Bronze Age, Mycenaeans lived on both in mainland Greece
and in other areas of the Aegean, and perhaps as distant as Italy and the Levant.
Strength by sea marks the periods when Greece has flourished throughout its long
history. The archaic Age is one of those periods when Greeks and non-Greeks met
face to face in remote parts of the Mediterranean, with momentous consequences
to the cultures of all the participants.
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CHAPTER THREE

The Early Iron Age

Catherine Morgan

From the collapse of the Mycenaean palaces (ca. 1200), the Early Iron Age runs to
the point, around 700, where we can begin to recognize the social and political world
attested by archaic literary sources. It was no Dark Age, even though the hindsight
which encourages us to look for signs of “progress” towards an ideal of the archaic
and classical polis may simplify approaches to it. This chapter explores the multiple
histories of traders and raiders, princes and priests, city-builders and craftsmen. Not
all prove to be the kind of supra-regional or long-term stories which demand their
place in textbooks. But 500 years is a long time, and “Greek” lands (strikingly defined
by phenomena such as the swift spread of the Greek alphabet and pantheon) exten-
sive and varied. What with hindsight may seem to be transient or distinctive to certain
periods and places is just as important in understanding this period as are the roots
of longer-term historical phenomena.

After the Palaces

Almost all of our stories start in the twelfth century, in a post-palatial (Late Helladic
IIIC) phase of what Klaus Kilian aptly termed “Late Mycenaean city life” (Kilian
1988: 135). Here he had in mind the Greek mainland, and especially the Argolid,
where almost all of the major palatial centers – Tiryns, Mycenae, and Midea included
– had substantial settlement on and/or around the earlier citadels, with earlier fortifica-
tions repaired and maintained.1 At Tiryns and Midea, the partial reconstruction of
the megaron of the previous palace was presumably intended to house the community
ruler. These new buildings incorporated the previous altar and throne (Maran 2001;
Walberg 1988), thus alluding to the authority of the Mycenaean ruler or wanax, and
similar claims can be found in other areas of elite behavior. Alongside the major changes
in burial ritual discussed below, twelfth-century cemeteries at a number of sites have
produced a small proportion of exceptionally rich graves, a significant number of
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which contained arms and armor (Papadimitriou 2006). Indeed, even below this 
super-rich elite, symbolizing male warrior status in burial is widespread during this
period – in, for example, the extensive cemeteries of western Achaia.2 Whether or
not the dead really were leading warriors (Whitley 2002), they were treated as such
in burial, and it is tempting to suggest that the practice reflects an adaptation from
the military ideology of Mycenaean kingship (Davies and Bennett 1999).

In this post-palatial world, previous symbols of authority were reused and adapted
within a wide variety of (generally geographically more extensive) political recon-
figurations. Yet the transition from Mycenaean kingdoms ruled by a wanax, with
the qa-si-re-u as a second order magistrate, to a proliferation of local basileis during
Early Iron Age, is one of the least understood aspects of our period. We do not know
exactly how the authority of a basileus was conceived (let alone how it may have dif-
fered according to place and time), and since every modern translation of the term,
apart, perhaps, from the anodyne “ruler,” carries its own connotations, care is needed.3

In most regions, there is some archaeological evidence for social hierarchy (in house
size and location as at Nichoria, Klazomenai or Thermon, for example, or in cult
roles or funerary expenditure), albeit less marked than in the Late Bronze Age. Where
we have a large enough sample of graves to make statistical analysis viable (chiefly,
but not exclusively in Athens), attention has been devoted to considering what we
can learn about communal frameworks for the expression of status and power over
time from patterns of mortuary behavior.4 Kinship was the likely basis for (and primary
means of expression of ) the “leader plus followers” structure which we commonly
infer for Early Iron Age societies across Greece. But since kinship is a social rather
than a biological phenomenon, this observation is rarely informative. Usually, we
cannot tell whether status was inherited or won by economic, military or other means
in a “big man” system.5

Burial and Society

This uncertainty largely derives from problems of interpretation which follow changes
in burial customs. The widespread (although far from universal) fashion for single
burial from Late Helladic IIIC onwards, ending multiple interments in chamber tombs
or, for the elite, tholoi, and sometimes involving the complete abandonment of earlier
cemeteries, was in many areas accompanied, or rapidly followed by, a wholesale shift
from inhumation to cremation (Lemos 2002: ch. 5). Cremation had been practiced
at various stages of the Bronze Age, but was now favored on an unprecedented scale
(Stampolidis 2001). As has commonly been observed, the relative frequency with
which favored rites changed through the Early Iron Age precludes a primarily religious
explanation: surely more significant was the social capital to be gained from the 
spectacle and investment involved in a key rite of passage (Morris 1987: chs. 3, 8).
Cremation dealt in spectacular fashion with the perishable body, and facilitated con-
spicuous consumption of other offerings. It thus gave scope to prolong celebrations
at the grave, and to draw greater attention to the deceased and his family, which
was fully exploited in the succeeding centuries as tumuli and/or grave markers became
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ever larger and more elaborate. The richness of the warrior cremation in the central
shaft of the Toumba building at Lefkandi (ca. 950) is a case in point (see below).
Usually, the major loss resulting from a switch to single burial is that of the physical
association of individuals in shared family or kin-group tombs. In some regions, mul-
tiple burials survived or were revived for varying reasons. For example, the cemetery
at Elateia in Phocis may have reached a peak of wealth in the immediate post-palatial
period, but new if smaller chamber tombs continued to be built into Protogeometric
and beyond, and remained in use even longer (Dakoronia 1993a). At Argos, the
appearance of ever-larger cist tombs with multiple burials in the eighth century prob-
ably indicates renewed emphasis on lineage among the elite (Hägg 1983a; Foley 1988:
35–40). And perhaps most strikingly, at Knossos the long-term use of chamber tombs
and shaft graves in the North Cemetery allows us to reconstruct patterns of inherited
rights and custom, such as the right to be buried with weaponry (Cavanagh 1996;
Snodgrass 1996). In regions such as Macedonia, Epirus and Thessaly, the continuing
popularity of tumuli through the Early Iron Age and beyond is usually taken to rep-
resent long-lived kin associations. This may be so, although usually only small parts
of very extensive cemeteries have been excavated, and recent discoveries in Thessaly
in particular have shown differences in age/sex representation, offerings, and spatial
arrangements of graves within individual tumuli which imply that they could contain
different forms of group. A good, archaic, example of this is an apparent military
association at Ag. Giorgios near Larisa (Tziaphalias 1994).

Nonetheless, in most parts of the southern mainland in particular, addressing 
questions of inherited versus acquired power demands that we identify and interpret
spatial associations between single burials and where possible, correlate their pattern
of offerings. The existence of family burial plots has been claimed at a number of
sites, and certain examples predate the eighth century (Lemos 2002: 187–8). A small
early/mid-ninth century grave group on the north slope of the Areiopagus in Athens,
for example, has been tentatively identified as the family plot of the Medontid genos.6

This includes the grave of the “Rich Lady” (ca. 850) whose 81 offerings included
a variety of orientalia, and a ceramic chest with five granary models on the lid which
likely symbolizes one source of family wealth (another being the eastern trade dis-
cussed below). Most groups, however, date from the eighth century onwards, when
new burial plots appear, pressure on space made the preferential use of certain parts
of existing cemeteries (such as the Athenian Kerameikos) an important issue, or when
the laying out of whole new cemetery areas (as at Eretria) allows us to trace con-
temporary perceptions of who belonged where. Such groupings vary in strength, 
and their interpretation as direct representations of family or genos is controversial.
Certainly, it is a further step to see them as simple precursors of archaic and classical
groups which present their own difficulties in interpretation (Houby-Nielsen 1995).
In the Athenian Kerameikos, for example, there is clear variation in the ties between
the burial groups represented in the great Archaic tumuli, and, for example, the largely
male dead in Grave-mound G and the South Mound who shared the symposiastic
aspects of the luxurious, Lydianizing lifestyle of tryphe (Houby-Nielsen 1995: 152–63).
The ties symbolized here span the range of elite male activities, from kinship to war-
fare and drinking and dining associations – the public virtues which played such an
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important part in constructing the reputation of the good aristocrat. For the Early
Iron Age, however, we still lack the large multi-period sample from any region neces-
sary to put such expression into context.

Settlement Histories

It was long thought that the Early Iron Age saw a major decline in population, with
small, scattered settlements coalescing into larger polis centers only from the eighth
century onwards. There was certainly a great increase in the number and size of 
archaeologically-visible settlements across the Greek world during the eighth century,
although since the EIA is more or less invisible in the majority of surface surveys, the
contrast may be exaggerated. Overall, it is now clear that earlier depopulation is largely
an artifact of archaeological research. Over the past decades, excavation and publica-
tion of material from regions as diverse as East Locris (Dakoronia 1993b) and the
Cyclades (Gounaris 1999) has confirmed the continued importance of regional central
places with associated socio-political identities focused upon them. The location of
these sites, and the way in which they operated within hierarchies, in relation to peer
sites, or as centers of territories, varied greatly, however, and in many areas is still
barely understood (C. Morgan 2003: chs. 2, 4). Across the mainland and in many
parts of Crete, there was long-term continuity in settlement at, or close by, many Late
Bronze Age big sites. This does not imply an unchanged regional role, although the
loss of the information provided by Linear B leaves us dependent on archaeological
evidence to reconstruct this. In some cases, there seems to have been a more or less
immediate decline in size and/or complexity in relation to previous second-order
sites or new foundations. Early Iron Age Pylos (Griebel and Nelson 1998) seems to
have been a notably smaller settlement than Nichoria, at least until the abandonment
of the latter sometime before the mid-eighth century, even though Bronze Age Nichoria
had previously been a substantial village incorporated into the Further Province of Pylos
as one of seven local economic centers.7 Elsewhere, however, the growth in regional
importance of sites such as Athens or Knossos, and the relegation of others such as
Mycenae or Tiryns, occurred only centuries later as part of the larger (and sometimes
violent) processes which surrounded the formation of polis hierarchies.

An important phenomenon of the first centuries of the Early Iron Age is the 
expansion of activity around the fringes of certain previous palatial centers, although
since these usually continued to be occupied, this should be seen not in terms of
“refugee” movement but rather of liberation of dependencies, with consequent free-
dom to exploit their position in key locations solely for their own advantage (Foxhall
1995: 246–7). A notable example, following the demise of the palace at Thebes, is
the expansion of settlement on Euboea,8 at the port of Pyrgos-Kynos on the Locrian
coast opposite (previously the seat of a qa-si-re-u), and along the road inland which
connects with the north-south route towards Delphi and the Corinthian Gulf (Crielaard
2006). The koine characterized by close material connections between Euboea, Thessaly,
Macedonia, Attica and the neighboring islands, usually termed “Euboean” although
without implying that Euboea necessarily initiated it, lasted from ca. 1100 into the
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ninth century (Lemos 1998). Moving inland, the cemetery at Elateia is one of a group
along this road which saw a striking wealth of investment in the immediate post-
palatial period (Dakoronia 1993a). In the midst of these cemeteries is the sanctuary
at Kalapodi, founded in Late Helladic IIIB2 as home to a large-scale festival involv-
ing the sacrifice and consumption of meat (including many wild species invoking
hunting activity favored by the male elite and appropriate to the patron deity, Artemis)
and cultivated and wild plants. The dedication of spinning and weaving equipment
reflects a further aspect of Artemis’ persona of particular relevance to women, and
small metal offerings are closely similar to their more plentiful counterparts from the
Elateia graves.9

The wealth of the Lefkandi elite reached a peak around 950, when two outstandingly
rich burials, a male cremation and a female inhumation, were placed under the floor
of a vast building (some 50 m long) at the site now named Toumba after the mound
subsequently erected over the structure. This was probably a funerary building rather
than the ruler’s own house, though the latter possibility cannot be completely discounted
(Coulton and Catling 1993; Lemos 2002: 140–6). These burials were accompanied
by rich textiles, jewelery, weapons and orientalia (including heirlooms), by four horses
in a separate pit, and by a vase as a grave marker (Lemos 2002: 166–8; Popham 1994).
Heroizing, Homeric, overtones have been widely noted (e.g. Antonaccio 1995b), and
the cemetery which rapidly formed around the structure contained the cremations
and inhumations of elite men, women and children who seemingly claimed associ-
ation with the power of the dead rulers. Was this a perhaps a basileus and his clan?
Burials continued for over a century (until ca. 825), and from ca. 950 onwards were
mirrored by rich graves and settlements on the opposite, Locrian coast (including pyres
at Tragana with oriental imports: Onasoglou 1981), and by a marked expansion at
Kalapodi, when the temenos was extended and metal dedications increased in size
and number.10 Outside Crete, Lefkandi offers perhaps the closest Greek parallel for the
princely burials which were such a feature of surrounding lands to east and west in
the eighth and seventh centuries – at Salamis on Cyprus, for example (Karageorghis
2003), and in Campania and the Bay of Naples (D’Agostino 1999a). The major dif-
ferences are the date of the Lefkandi burials and the concept of heroization which
they embody (Morris 1999b). Spectacular as these archaeological remains are, this
Early Iron Age story had limited longer term implications.

The same is true of a second distinctive phenomenon of the earliest centuries of
our period, the so-called “refuge” settlement which is most spectacularly shown in
the mountains of eastern and central Crete. Settlement of this kind was not new,
but from the end of LMIIIB (ca. 1190) it occurred on a larger scale than ever before.
It is therefore tempting to interpret it in terms of flight in the face of post-palatial
incursions. Yet the topography of Crete, the largest Aegean island, is characterized
by a sharp transition between its mountainous spine and a coastal plain, the latter
generally more extensive and hospitable in the north. This juxtaposition of ecologies,
combined with the island’s location on the major east-west trade routes of the 
southern Aegean (Jones 2000: esp. ch. 4), sustained a complex pattern of responses
to various outsider contacts. Around 120 defensible Early Iron Age sites are so far
known (Nowicki 2000). A few are true refuges in the sense of being extremely difficult

ACA_c03.qxd  25/02/2009  02:27PM  Page 47



48 Catherine Morgan

of access and only occasionally inhabited. But these tend to be closely linked to the
more common defensible upland sites, in more accessible locations, which enjoyed
vantage points over inland plains and the coast alike, and access to routes to the
shore for desirable purposes such as trade (albeit involving difficult climbs which offered
their own protection). Communities such as those at Karphi, Vrokastro, and Kavousi
had access to a wide variety of imported goods, maintained relations with lowland
settlements, were able to exploit well-watered arable uplands and to sustain often large
populations, yet were reached only via steep and often difficult paths. They formed
part of upland settlement networks, the nature and scale of which varied over time.
Kavousi Vronda, for example, was founded in Late Minoan IIIC (ca. 1190–1070)
as one of ten interdependent nucleated hamlets and villages in distinct niches around
a complex of upland valleys (Haggis 1996; 2001). Together, these sites indicate dense
settlement of the area (Haggis estimates 600–1,200 inhabitants), but since they each
maintained their own shrines and cemeteries, some form of (perhaps clan-based) divi-
sions must have precluded their amalgamation. By Protogeometric times, common
concerns are indicated by the foundation of a shrine at Makellos, roughly equidistant
between settlement clusters, which continued in use into the archaic period. But a
combination of resource constraints and the pull of the sea resulted in a reduction
in site numbers from LMIIIC into Protogeometric, yet expansion both at those which
survived and in many parts of the lowlands (including former palaces such as
Knossos, where the North Cemetery was founded in the mid-eleventh century). The
very variable history of mountain settlement across Crete reflects differences in this
balance as well as the extent of local resources. In the Lasithi area, Karphi is typical
in expanding swiftly from a village to a large town with a territory and satellite vil-
lages (Nowicki 1999; 2000: 157–64, 238), but then being abandoned at the end
of LMIIIC in favor of lower sites such as Lato, which seemed to offer a better bal-
ance of resources, protection, and access to the coast. Elsewhere, mountain sites 
closer to the coast, such as Kavousi Kastro and Vrokastro, expanded through the
Protogeometric and Geometric periods. By ca. 750, Kavousi was a densely packed
site at its peak of population; it declined markedly after 700 but was not completely
abandoned until classical times (Coulson et al. 1997). Clearly, Cretan mountain sites
were far from just the refuges of panicking coast-dwellers fleeing incursions from the
sea. They were a complex response to the opportunities and dangers involved in access-
ing upland, coastal and maritime resources, and their long-term fate depended on
the perceived advantages to be gained from the various contacts involved.

Mobility, Migration, and Trade

Until relatively recently, two common views of the Early Iron Age emphasized migra-
tion and depopulation. These rested on an unfortunate alliance of literal readings 
of archaic and later epichoric myth-histories, in which the origins of particular com-
munities were located in the supposed tribal migrations of the deep past (notoriously,
the Dorian invasion), and interpretations of the archaeological record which attempted
to define material “cultures” in terms of peoples, and accepted as meaningful what
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we now understand as mere gaps in research. This is not to imply that there were no
significant changes in population level in some areas, merely that they were fewer, less
dramatic, and less peculiar to this period than previously supposed. Demographic
mobility is certainly evident throughout our period, but in widely paralleled circum-
stances which owe nothing to great tribal migrations. Long-term cycles of settlement
movement within a relatively confined area can be seen in the pattern of creation and
abandonment of sites around the Pagasitic Gulf in Thessaly. The abrupt abandon-
ment of the major Mycenaean site at Iolkos (modern Dimini) coincides with a marked
expansion at modern Volos-Palia, which probably then assumed the name of Iolkos
(Adrymi-Sismani 2006). Sudden as this shift may seem, the longer-term perspective
of the succeeding 500–600 years reveals similar expansion and contraction and the
appearance of other new or re-foundations around the Gulf, including Demetrias
and Pagasai, which show how the relationship between Dimini and Volos-Palia fits
within larger processes (C. Morgan 2003: 95–102).

Shorter-term demographic instability is evident in the Early Iron Age settlement
history of the Cyclades and neighboring islands, long thought to have been largely
uninhabited before a general increase in archaeologically visible settlement in the eighth
century. Recent research has shown the record to be much fuller and more complex,
however, with near continuous activity at many principal settlements at least from
Protogeometric onwards,11 yet considerable variety in overall settlement strategies at
island level. This variety depended on such factors as mineral and agricultural resources
(the latter comparatively scarce on such small and rugged islands, and particularly
vulnerable to the effects of bad years), and the proximity of neighboring islands, the
mainland, and trade routes. The use of stone as a readily available building mater-
ial, combined with often confined settlement locations which made tight planning
essential, has left an unusually rich record of well preserved abandoned sites, such as
Koukounaries on Paros, Zagora on Andros, or Emborio on Chios (Coldstream 1977
(2003): ch. 12). Much can be learned, therefore, about planning in relation to com-
munity and household size and structure, but it is hard to generalize on the basis
of the knowledge so gained (C. Morgan 2003: 49–54). Prominent as these sites
may seem when studying Early Iron Age architecture and town planning, even within
their island context they need to be understood as part of the complex settlement
dynamics that were a particular feature of island history. It is therefore not surpris-
ing to find Cycladic communities prominently involved in often quite short-distance
resettlements (internal “colonizations”) in the archaic period if not earlier.12 Equally,
given the potential for conflict in such situations, it is surely no coincidence that 
the earliest polyandrion so far discovered is a construction of the end of the eighth
century near Paroikia on Paros (Zapheiropoulou 2000a). When communities did 
crystallize into poleis – a phenomenon which may have occurred relatively late, after
the Late Geometric period (as Gounaris 1999 suggests) – they did so in ways which
echoed localized patterns of cross-island and trade-route connections, producing some-
times quite high numbers of poleis in small areas (Kea, for example, had four), not
all of which survived in the longer term (Reger 1997).

More individual forms of mobility included the travels of craftsmen, traders, and
small groups of foreign settlers within established communities. The Homeric picture
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of the traveling demiourgos, touting his skills from household to household, is an
appealing one, as is the rural smithy in Hesiod’s Works and Days (493–4). Neither,
however, is easy to find in the archaeological record, where attention rather focuses
on more visible fixed installations, such as the kilns in the Potters’ Quarters at Athens
and at Torone,13 or the metalworking facilities at Geometric Argos and eighth-century
Oropos.14 Installations for crafts such as pottery or metalworking, which used readily
transportable raw materials, were certainly connected with settlement centers through-
out the Early Iron Age, and the link grew stronger as settlement expansion from the
eighth century onwards increased the local market for these products (Hasaki 2002:
285–95; C. Morgan 2003: 71–3). But this is only part of the story: sanctuaries too
were important centers of (mostly seasonal) manufacture, mainly of metalwork but
not only of votives.15 They were major economic centers, with the ability to com-
mand resources and craftsmen on a large scale, and were so deeply embedded in
most regional economies that often no meaningful distinction can be drawn
between the sacred and the secular (C. Morgan 2003: 119–20, 149–55).

Tracing the movements of individual craftsmen tends to rely on the usually highly
problematic identification of individual objects as the work of immigrant or itinerant
craftsmen, on the basis of style or the skills required to work certain imported mater-
ials (ivory, for example). Debate has long surrounded the origins of the craftsmen
who produced works such as the spectacular bronze votive shields from the Idaean
Cave on Crete16 or the five ivory female figurines from the mid-eighth-century Odos
Peiraios grave 13 in Athens (Lapatin 2001: 44–5). Was it possible to learn to work
new materials, or familiar materials in new ways, without the physical presence of
experienced craftsmen?17 Known workshop areas, such as an eighth-century gold-
smith’s shop at Eretria (Themelis 1981), reveal nothing of the ethnic origins of the
craftsmen who used them. Not until the sixth century can we trace such origins via
craftsmen’s names. Attempts to identify graves as those of craftsmen, let alone as
those of craftsmen of a certain origin, have proved even more controversial, as the
case of the Tekke tholos at Knossos shows (Hoffman 1997: ch. 4). It seems certain
that itinerant craftsmen, and specifically, itinerant specialists in handling rarer mater-
ials or producing certain artifact types, operated in many parts of Greece through-
out the Early Iron Age. But tracing individual cases in the archaeological record can
be highly problematic.

Equally, while foreigners visited and/or lived in Greek communities, their visibil-
ity largely depends on the extent to which they chose to represent their ethnicity in
an archaeologically retrievable way (e.g. Hoffman 1997: ch. 3). Prominent cases include
the late ninth- to early/mid-seventh-century Phoenician tripillar shrine in Temple B
at Kommos, which served as a facility for travelers along the trade route which passed
along the southern coast of Crete (Shaw 1998), and the distinctive Phoenician grave-
stones found at Knossos and Eleutherna.18 In other instances, hybridization, or just
simple changes in the execution of customs which probably developed over time,
may raise doubts about their origins and significance. The curious seventh-century
urn burials at Arkades are a case in point,: while anomalous on Crete, they also show
differences from their supposed North Syrian prototypes (Hoffman 1997: 165–72).
The most secure reconstructions rest on the kind of combination of clues used to
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trace the presence of Levantine residents at Pithekoussai – graffiti, distinctive forms
of ritual behavior (burials in this case), and the use in both domestic contexts and
graves of particular types of artifact. Plates, for example, were rare in the Greek home,
but at Pithekoussai, after their initial import in Phoenician red slip ware, they were
rapidly copied.19 Visible cases were likely the tip of the iceberg, and the decision to
mark a distinctive identity itself raises questions. Many migrants may have chosen 
to assimilate to a host community or to express their identity in ways which left no
material trace.

Patently, trade during the first centuries of the Early Iron Age trade differed in scale
and perhaps also nature from that of the Late Bronze Age. Yet Greece was hardly
isolated, and by the ninth century at the latest, there is plentiful evidence for rich
and complex connections (especially with the east) to rival those of the Bronze Age
(Jones 2000: 50–82; Crielaard 1998; Stampolidis and Karageorghis 2003). The notion
of elite gift exchange has been used to explain the movement of certain (usually costly
and/or antique) items treated by their recipients as luxuries (Crielaard 1998). More
generally, however, identifying the origins of traders raises problems similar to those
noted above – and this is all the more frustrating since traders were uniquely placed
not only to recognize and supply local needs, but to make markets by identifying
what might interest whom. Who but such a middleman would have known that an
Athenian potter’s malformed hydria could be transformed into a tall krater for the
Cretan market (Papadopoulos 1998), or could persuade Euboean potters that there
were customers in Tyre for plates, as well as skyphoi, with pendent semi-circle decora-
tion?20 In the later eighth and seventh century, the range of local scripts in which
graffiti were written on local pots at Kommos allows us to identify what Csapo has
termed “an international community of traders” (Csapo 1991; 1993). But usually
our only evidence is the origin of the goods carried, and while this can provide clues
as to possible carriers, it is never conclusive, as is clear from the debates surrounding
the nature and extent of “Greek” trade with the Near East (to which we will return),
or Euboean involvement in long distance trade to the north, east and west.21

Discussion of Early Iron Age trade has tended to focus on the movement of raw
material (such as metals, to which we will return), or finished goods like fine decorated
pottery which can be readily provenanced via style. But a particularly significant 
phenomenon is the use of distinctive transport amphorae, with their implications for
commodity transport, organization of shipping and marketing. The earliest post-Bronze
Age group so far identified comprises two very closely related types with semicircle
decoration, which were probably produced somewhere in southern Macedonia, and
remained in circulation for some three hundred years across a broad arc around the
northern Aegean, from Lefkandi to Troy and Lesbos (Catling 1998). The coarseware
transport amphorae so familiar in later centuries made their first appearance in the
late eighth century, on Lesbos and in Corinth and Athens.22 The most likely expla-
nation for this development is a desire on the part of shippers for a standard, readily
stackable shape to facilitate the loading of the maximum quantity of liquid. This in
turn implies the co-existence of a much larger movement of agricultural produce
(including oil and wine) in conventional containers, highlighting the importance of
long-distance trade in such commodities. It is therefore interesting to note the routes
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along which these amphorae first appeared. In the case of Corinth, a form of proto-
Corinthian A amphora developed from earlier storage jars was first found at Syracuse
and especially Otranto. In the latter case it was accompanied by Corinthian fine drink-
ing and pouring vessels which formed part of the imported drinking sets of the local
elite, marking an escalation of contacts which date far back into the ninth century.
In turn, it fed a taste for symposium equipment transmitted by the elite of Otranto
to their Messapian peers (D’Andria 1995). The absence of these amphorae at sites
en route to the Salento suggests direct trade with Corinth, but whether this was solely
in the hands of Corinthians, let alone whether Corinthians were permanently or sea-
sonally resident at Otranto, is less clear (Yntema 2000: 23–32).

Subsistence

When we consider the nature of Early Iron Age subsistence economies, it is now
clear that the world of the small farmer, so graphically described in Hesiod’s Works
and Days, probably depicted reality in most parts of Greece throughout the Early Iron
Age. Suggestions that depopulation and the collapse of palace economies fueled a
resurgence of pastoralism (Snodgrass 1987: 192–209) in part reflects over-emphasis
on apparent contrasts with the Linear B record, even though this reports only that
small portion of the Mycenaean economy in which the palaces were directly involved
(Halstead 2001; Shelmerdine 2006). Instead, the ending of upward mobilization of
subsistence commodities in the command economies of the palaces had the effect
of liberating local communities to focus on their own interests (Foxhall 1995: 244–5).
This, rather than a complete change of strategy, may explain phenomena such as the
different kill patterns evident in the herds of Early Iron Age Nichoria.23 The eleventh
to ninth centuries saw neither extensive depopulation nor a wholesale shift to specialist
pastoralism (for which evidence is generally very scarce) but, in John Cherry’s words,
“a reversion to more localized, intensive, mixed, non-specialized farming systems in
which animals served much the same functions as they had before the rise of stratified
states in the Aegean” (Cherry 1988: 28). At settlements such as Volos Palaia (Iolkos)
or Assiros (G. Jones 1982; 1987), there is ample evidence for the cultivation and
storage of a wide range of cereals, pulses and garden crops, something echoed in
the record of foodstuffs consumed during religious celebrations at Kalapodi (Kroll
1993). Storage and exchange were necessary buffers against bad years, as Hesiod
describes. But it is also worth emphasizing the central importance of animal sacrifice
and the shared consumption of a wide range of foodstuffs at Early Iron Age sanc-
tuaries across the Greek world. There are Mycenaean precedents for the practice of
burnt animal sacrifice at Pylos (Isaakidou et al. 2002), and ritual banqueting was, as
noted, a major feature of palace life.24 Yet the scale and central role of consumption
at Early Iron Age shrines is striking, and the change in setting, from the confined
context of a palace or shrine to the open air, must also have changed perceptions of
the events (Hamilakis and Konsolaki 2004). At Kalapodi, the Amyklaion, Olympia
and Isthmia, shared sacrifice and dining cemented social ties and enabled individu-
als to display their personal command of resources (Morgan 2002b). From its very
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beginning in Late Helladic IIIC, the festival at Kalapodi featured mass consumption
of a range of foodstuffs, including wild animals and plants, and a variety of grains
that led the excavator to characterize the festival as a panspermion, symbolizing both
hunting and cultivation (Felsch 1999). In most regions of Greece, figurine dedica-
tions now focused on animals and other symbols of human activity rather than the
highly abbreviated personifications of deity/worshipper current during the Late Bronze
Age (French 1981) although the image of the goddess with upraised arms lingered
somewhat longer on Crete (Nicholls 1970). As has already been noted, throughout
the Early Iron Age, sacred and secular aspects of economic activity were inextric-
ably intertwined, a situation which become ever more complex (and arguably more
skewed) with the expansion of cult systems from the eighth century onwards.

Sanctuaries

Prior to 750, the major cult centers of the southern and central Greek mainland
were open air sites without specifically religious buildings. This is not to imply that
rituals were temporally or spatially unstructured. The sacrifice and dining practiced
at open-air sanctuaries implied a recognized location and occasion (Morgan 1999a:
ch. III.2). The ever-increasing volume of dedications (the mass of tripods at tenth-
and ninth-century Olympia, for example) must have made spectacular monuments
in their own right, and required some management of display and probably recycling
(C. Morgan 2003: 153–4). The range of gender, age and status interests symbolized
in votive offerings gradually widened through the tenth and ninth centuries and
expanded markedly during the eighth, with ever greater investment differentiating
rich from poor. This is particularly evident at shrines such as the Samian Heraion,
where waterlogged conditions have preserved materials lost elsewhere, allowing us
to see the full spectrum of dedications from the gold and ivory of the wealthy to
the simplest gifts of the poor (Kyrieleis 1988; Brize 1997). At most mainland shrines
the first major building activities were landscaping operations designed to manage
space for assemblies and the display of votives – the mid-tenth-century terrace at
Kalapodi is a case in point.25 From Submycenaean onwards, large-scale images of
deities are strikingly absent on the mainland.26 They lingered longer on Crete, but
even here, there is a gap until the three late eighth- or early seventh-century sphyre-
laton figures from the altar of the Dreros temple (Prent 2005: 174–200; Romano
2000). Large-scale anthropomorphic imagery reappears with the spectacular eighth-
century amber and ivory figures which “peopled” the temenos at Ephesos, although
since the earliest temple here held a base for a cult statue, these probably represent
worshipers or cult personnel rather than the deity (Muss 1999; 2007). In general,
the rich imagery of Early Iron Age votives tends to reveal more about the interests
and social personae of worshipers than deities.

Alongside these open air sanctuaries, a number of settlements have produced evid-
ence for ritual within prominent domestic structures (“rulers’ houses”), Nichoria is
a much-cited case,27 but one might also consider Aetos on Ithaka which continued
long past the eighth century (Symeonoglou 2002: 51–3). These two models of cult
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organization were not simple alternatives, but in many regions operated in parallel.
Thus it seems likely that the Nichoria elite who reinforced their status by control of
the ritual activities in Units IV–1 and IV–5 also made offerings at Olympia, staking
their claims to recognition in a wider forum (Morgan 1990: 65–85). In the southern
and central mainland, purpose-built temples were a phenomenon of the late eighth and
seventh centuries, but they are attested much earlier elsewhere. The Protogeometric
Building Στ at Mende Poseidi in Macedonia is the earliest mainland candidate yet
discovered (Moschonissioti 1998: 265–7), but evidence from Crete is much more
plentiful (Prent 2005). Cretan settlements more commonly contained cult rooms or
complexes, as those at Karphi28 or Kephala Vasilikis (Eliopoulos 1998), and where
settlements focused on old palace sites, such as Knossos or Phaistos, cult facilities
sometimes exploited these ruined structures to create deliberate links to past author-
ity (Prent 2005: 508–54). Open-air sanctuaries are known (Kato Symi for example:
Lebessi 1981), but in general, cult activity seems more settlement-based than in much
of the mainland.

Metallurgy, Cult, and Warfare

The development which gave its name to our period and left a particularly pro-
minent mark is the acquisition of iron working technology in the Aegean. Following
the demise of the Hittite empire, which had guarded its secrets carefully, this tech-
nology was transmitted during the eleventh century via Cyprus, where it dates back
to the twelfth century, and in time allowed Greeks to transform what had previously
been a sporadic and luxury import into a central element of local economies.29 Emphasis
upon sanctuaries as centers of conspicuous consumption also extends to the use of
metals, since, together with military requirements, the manufacture of votives was
one of the principal uses of metals in the early Greek world. Admittedly, the record
is biased towards graves and sanctuaries, where recyclable metal was permanently
removed from circulation (votives could be melted down, but the metal remained
the property of the deity). But it seems unlikely that the picture is wholly inaccurate.
There is evidence of metalworking installations attached to settlements, but care was
taken to recycle where possible, and so metal finds in settlements are relatively rare.
We are dependent on Homer, and especially Hesiod, for an impression of how metals
could be used, and an understanding of the very large range of (often perishable)
alternatives. Indeed, the extent to which metal use really penetrated into the every-
day lives of all but the elite remains a matter of speculation. Unlike bronze, which
demands the import of tin from many hundreds of miles beyond Greek lands, iron
was readily available across Greece. And while 10% tin is required to create a bronze
which rivals iron in hardness, most bronze alloys during the Late Bronze and Early
Iron Ages contained a much higher proportion of copper, and were thus softer although
perfectly good for jewelery or votives such as tripods (Snodgrass 1989: 29). Yet iron
is far more complicated and time-consuming to work. There is a degree of exoticism
and mystery in Homer’s use of the verb pharmasso (to drug or bewitch) to describe
ironworking in the context of a simile in which he likens the sound of iron quenched
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in cold water to the hissing of the stake as it entered the Cyclops’ eye (Odyssey 9.391–4).
The suggestion that iron use had a democratizing effect on activities from agricul-
ture to warfare (Childe 1942: 183) therefore seems unlikely. It was hardly cheap, it
had the potential to liberate bronze for ever more luxurious uses, and in so far as
we can reconstruct its use in ritual contexts (despite problems of preservation), it
was treated as of significant value in its own right (Haarer 2000).

The decision to divert so much metal to military purposes rested on two inter-
connected factors – the importance of warrior status to aristocratic masculinity, and
the relationship between equipment and favored military tactics (Snodgrass 1999:
ch. 2, 134–6). The former can be traced throughout our period, but since expensive
equipment could be bequeathed down the generations, it is not surprising to find
offensive arms more commonly offered in graves than defensive armor. Panoply graves
are always exceptional whenever and wherever they occur, be it Submycenaean Tiryns,
eighth-century Argos or fifth-century Corinth (Morgan 2001b: 22–4). If Alcaeus’
later description is any guide (Z 34 Lobel Page), armor and weapons may rather
have been displayed in the halls of the elite (a custom attested also in Persia: Herodotos
1.34.3), although inevitably, this is hard to trace archaeologically – a rare exception
is the so-called “sanctuary” or andreion at Afrati on Crete.30 For much of our period
(at least from ca. 1100 onwards), it is clear that the mode of fighting demanded little
or no armor (presumably perishable materials like leather would have sufficed), and
just a light shield, a sword and either a pair of throwing spears or a bow and arrows.
From the last quarter of the eighth century, however, the various elements of the
hoplite panoply – the corselet, greaves, helmet, and shield (Snodgrass 1999: 48–60,
136–8) – begin slowly to appear and to be refined. Nowadays, few would subscribe
to the old notion of a hoplite reform which linked equipment and tactics in a model
of far-reaching social and political change (ultimately leading to the rise of tyranny:
for a review, see Morgan 2001b: 20–2). More plausibly, a gradual tightening of the
open warfare of earlier centuries, with a more complex mix of battlefield tactics, 
created a need for greater personal protection, and the resulting improvements in
equipment themselves speeded a process which in time produced the classical phalanx
(van Wees 2000a; 2004). Tactics aside, such evidence as we have for the causes of
early warfare and military leadership emphasizes the role of local rulers in mobilizing
their followers (sometimes supplemented by “loans” from friendly peers) in causes
of immediate concern. Thucydides’ review of the nature of early warfare (1.15), while
designed to demonstrate the unusual importance of his real subject, the Peloponnesian
War, emphasizes this local aspect. His sole exception, the Lelantine War (of which
we otherwise know little), was singled out because it drew in wider alliances rather
than for the fundamental nature of the cause or the forces involved. Localized conflicts
were not necessarily trivial; there are rare instances of wholesale destruction and/or
conquest, in the Argive sack of Asine, for example, or the first Messenian war.31 But
the fundamental role of aristocrats leading their dependants or followers can be traced
well down into the archaic period (Morgan 2001b: 27–38). Not only was the motif
of vengeance long-lived (Lendon 2000), but aristocratic self-interest was frequently
wrapped up in personal defense of what could be claimed to be wider “state” interests,
as the seventh- and early sixth-century history of Attica shows (Frost 1984).
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Eighth-century Expansion

In any account of the Early Iron Age, the eighth century stands out as a period of
transformation. At this point, we can recognize many traits familiar in the archaic
world of city-states – an extensive network of sanctuaries and temples, growing towns,
alphabetic writing, and overseas settlements. It is often seen as a “Greek Renaissance,”
although as we have come to understand the rapidly expanding archaeological record
of previous centuries, the analogy with the European Renaissance becomes less precise.
Instead, we find a more complex and regionally variable mixture of tradition, trans-
formation, and innovation. Certain continuities and transformations have already been
mentioned. Perhaps the most obvious changes in the archaeological record follow
from the expansion of settlement both in the countryside and at population centers.
Although the level of pre-eighth-century settlement in most parts of Greece has been
greatly underestimated, there was undoubtedly a significant increase in evidence for
rural settlement (chiefly burials), as well as expansion at principal sites, from the eighth
century onwards. This was initially attributed simply to population increase (Snodgrass
1980a: 20–4), although this is unlikely to be the sole explanation and no straight-
forward correlation can be made between the volume of material evidence and popu-
lation size. In the case of graves, it is essential to consider when and where particular
categories of people were granted the rite of formal burial, as well as the nature and
visibility of mortuary practices (Morris 1987). Nonetheless, in the great majority of
cases, expansion at principal settlements, like Athens or Thebes, was accompanied
by increased activity across ever-larger areas of countryside (Bintliff and Snodgrass
1988; Mersch 1997). Physical synoikism cannot be the main reason, despite later
tradition (C. Morgan 2003: 171–6), and a number of other factors may have been
in operation – residential groups may split to create temporary or permanent bases 
close to distant land, or to allow established principles of residential organization to
be maintained. Expansion at major settlements probably demanded the ranking of
available resources by distance and accessibility, and even when new settlements were
created, more land would be needed (eventually drawing in marginal land) if the
same strategies of exploitation were to be maintained without intensification.32

Population pressure and pressure on land are relative concepts. In both cases, the
desire to maintain the status quo in terms of settlement density, the residential rights
of individuals or families in particular areas, access to certain agricultural or pasture
land, or cultivation of the same crops using the same practices, could lead to extensifica-
tion before, or alongside, intensification. The movement to colonize, which in the
west began with Euboean settlement at Naxos immediately followed by Corinthian
at Syracuse (according to Thucydides 6.3), must therefore be understood within the
wider context of movement across and beyond Greek speaking lands, be it over 
relatively short distances, within what was to become the territory of the state con-
cerned (Dyme in the case of Achaia, for example: Morgan and Hall 1996: 186–9) or
further, into areas such as the northern Aegean and the islands (Snodgrass 1994b).
To some extent, the distinction between internal and external colonization rests on
the anachronism of modern national borders. Yet there were real differences in the

ACA_c03.qxd  25/02/2009  02:27PM  Page 56



The Early Iron Age 57

nature of the host populations, not only in terms of social and political organiza-
tion and attitudes to material wealth, but in their identification (however poorly 
understood) with broader notions of Hellenism, noting especially the geographical
extent of the spread of the Greek alphabet in the late eighth and seventh centuries
(Johnston 1999). Neither internal expansion nor migration commonly led to the
settlement of virgin territory. The responses of established settlers varied greatly. For
example, the custom of making offerings at conspicuously old (usually Bronze Age)
tombs is found in many parts of Greece during the eighth and seventh centuries,
chiefly in Messenia, the Argolid, and Attica, but also widely elsewhere.33 Anonymous
tomb cult has been variously interpreted as asserting rights to the land of one’s 
ancestors in the face of incomers, or establishing “ancestral” or “founder” claims in
new territory.34 Whatever the case, the desire to anchor a personal or collective past
in the landscape is clear, and there is a long-recognized conceptual link between offer-
ings to the nameless dead of the deep past, and other forms of ritual connected with
community ancestors – feasting in cemeteries, for example, as at Mycenae, Asine or
Naxos, or more rarely cults of named heroes like Helen and/or Menelaos in Sparta
(Antonaccio 1995a: ch. 3, 199–207).

Greeks Overseas

Of all the developments considered in this chapter, permanent settlement overseas,
which escalated dramatically with the beginnings of western colonization in the last
decades of the eighth century, was perhaps of the greatest long-term significance.
The full story of its motivation, development, and consequences belongs in later 
chapters. It is now clear that most of the earliest colonies attested by Thucydides
were founded within native settlements which were either destroyed (in the case of
Syracuse) or gradually displaced. They were also small-scale; the laying out of a chora
and systematic town planning on any scale lay some way ahead.35 A rather different
picture emerges from the long and complex history of overseas connections to east
and west through the Early Iron Age which formed the background to permanent
settlement. To the west, the twelfth century was a period of intensive contact with
Italy, and Apulia in particular (Jones 2000: 44–6; Fisher 1988: ch. 5). The inten-
sity and wealth of settlement around the periphery of the former kingdom of Pylos
– notably in the Patras area and the Ionian islands – created a new focus of inter-
action across the Ionian and southern Adriatic seas, indicated both by the move-
ment of pottery and by Italian emulation of Aegean ceramics. The principal Apulian
findspots, Roca Vecchia on the coast near Lecce, and Punto Melisso by Cape Leuca
(within sight of Corfu), confirm the importance of this network (Benzi 2001;
Guglielmino 1996). Thereafter, there is a hiatus in material evidence until the begin-
ning of systematic imports (initially Corinthian) into Otranto from the ninth century
onwards. Whether or not Corinthians lived at Otranto even temporarily, the Messapian
identity of the settlement, as of the entire region, is clear. When Corinth did establish
a colony along this route, it was rather on Corfu. As Douwe Yntema (2000) has emphas-
ized, the problems of interpretation surrounding imported artifacts at Otranto recur
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in even more complex form elsewhere along the Ionian coast, and attempts to char-
acterize “native” as opposed to “Greek” phases of particular settlements are fraught
with difficulty. In the case of Incoronata, for example, it is debatable whether the
quantity of Greek imports which distinguished the coastal site of Incoronata Greca
from its inland neighbor, Incoronata Indigena, should be seen as reflecting the 
distinctive identity of its inhabitants, rather than native interest in imports which 
encouraged a second settlement by the coast (Yntema 2000: 11–13).

Some Greek settlements were founded anew in areas where Greek goods, and prob-
ably also travelers, had circulated for some time. Pithekoussai on the island of Ischia
in the Bay of Naples is such a case. The settlement was clearly Euboean, both in
archaeologically visible customs and ancient tradition, although other ethnic groups
traded and probably settled there too (Ridgway 1992: 31–42, 107–20). Following
Strabo (5.4.9) and Livy (8.22.5–6), Eretrians and Chalcidians were involved in the
foundation, and the identity of the oikists of the related mainland colony of Cumae
(Megacles of Chalcis and Hippocles of Cyme) draws in Euboea’s third major settle-
ment, Cyme, now known to be an extensive eighth-century town (Sapouna-Sakelleraki
1998). The foundation of Pithekoussai consolidated Euboean engagement with 
well-established networks of Phoenician, Sardinian and various Italian groups which
extended out to Sardinia and up to Etruria and beyond, perhaps attracted by trade
in metals and metalwork.36 This multi-ethnic milieu, where Greeks and Phoenicians
traded and probably lived in close proximity, is exactly the kind of situation in which,
during the eighth century, Greeks must have learned to write their own language
using an adapted Phoenician alphabet. The role of the Phoenicians as teachers was
emphasized in antiquity (Herodotos 5.58.1–2), and its importance is clear from the
fact that the simple presence of inscribed Phoenician objects in much earlier Greek
contexts37 had no impact. The Bay of Naples is not the only candidate for the place
of transfer – Al Mina, Crete, Rhodes, or a mainland city such as Athens or the cities
of Euboea have also been proposed (Coldstream 1990). But the case is greatly streng-
thened if a graffito on a local flask in grave 482 of the Osteria dell’Osa cemetery in
Latium is accepted as Greek, as the grave can date no later than 775 (Ridgway 1996).
The reading remains controversial, however, and the wider issue unresolved (see fur-
ther ch. 28, below). A second long-term consequence of Euboean settlement in this
area stems from its proximity to the increasingly hierarchical native societies of Campania
and southern Latium (e.g. Pontecagnano: Cuozzo 2003). Following the establish-
ment of Greek settlement on the neighboring mainland at Cumae, there are indeed
similarities between the rich early seventh-century warrior and “princely” cremation
burials on the acropolis and burials of the super-elite in the Euboean homeland, such
as the West Gate at Eretria (Crielaard 2000, 500–3). Even stronger, however, are
links with the burials of the “princely” elite of Campania and Latium noted above:
the aristocracy of Cumae positioned themselves between their Euboean roots and
the values of the native elites with whom they most closely interacted.

Connections with the east were even richer and more complex, with a palimpsest
of shifting regional Greek, Cypriot, and Levantine interests moving and utilizing a
variety of products from dining pottery to gold jewelery. In the eastern Aegean, strong
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connections between Crete, Cyprus, and the Levant continued through the twelfth
and eleventh centuries, when contacts with the mainland Greek world were in tem-
porary decline (Stampolidis 2003b: 48–55). By the tenth century, oriental imports
were plentiful in elite burials at Lefkandi too (Stampolidis 2003b: 51; Popham 1994),
and they increased in number in the following centuries. From this time, pottery of
probable Euboean origin is also found in Cyprus and in very small quantities in the
Levant, notably at Tyre and Ras al Bassit/Posideion (Lemos 2001). Yet when one
examines find-contexts, the nature and purpose of import seems somewhat different.
On Cyprus, Greek pottery (mostly Euboean and some Attic drinking vessels and other
tableware) circulated as exotica in local elite-controlled exchange systems from the
later tenth century until ca. 700. Together with a range of other non-Greek imports,
these vessels formed part of the banqueting sets found mostly in funerary contexts
and certain sanctuaries, and seem, therefore, to have answered a specific desire among
the Cypriot elite to command imports from far and wide (Crielaard 1999a). In the
Levant, by contrast, tenth-century imports at Tyre and Ras al Bassit were initially
closed container vessels, implying the movement of commodities (perhaps fine-
quality olive oil), with a full table-setting appearing somewhat later.38 As noted, the
identity of the carriers involved in this trade remains a matter of debate, especially
as the late tenth century also saw the beginning of Phoenician expansion westwards
which proceeded rapidly thereafter (Markoe 2000: ch. 7). The establishment of the
tripillar shrine at Kommos dates to the early ninth century, the first Phoenician pres-
ence at Kition on Cyprus to the mid-ninth, and in Iberia, a phase of “precolonial”
contact was followed by settlement by the end of the century (Almagro-Gorbea 2001).
There is no shortage of possible carriers, and every likelihood that most routes were
frequented by almost all nationalities at some point in this long period.

As in the west, the eighth century saw an increase in the volume, variety, and geo-
graphical spread of Greek imports, raising the possibility of temporary or permanent
Greek settlement. Here too, the full story falls outside our period, and we can only
touch upon its beginnings. Perhaps the most debated case is that of Al Mina on 
the river Orontes, the probable port of the neo-Hittite state of Unqi which had 
its capital at Tell Tainat on the Amuq plain. Prior to the foundation of Al Mina, 
at the very beginning of the eighth century, Greek imports (exclusively pottery) 
were relatively few in number and found in high-status contexts (Crielaard 1999a:
280–4). Thereafter, they increased greatly in quantity, shape, range, and origin, includ-
ing, by the second half of the century, Cypriot imitations of mainland vessels too.
Who controlled this flow? Did the coincidence of the foundation of the settlement
and the expansion of imports represent a local re-orientation of trade, or a Greek
initiative? The question of whether (and at what point) Al Mina had a permanent
or seasonal Greek population remains open, and the partial publication of the site
makes arguments based upon find statistics somewhat risky. It is, however, worth
noting that the architecture of the early site fits local standards, and the pottery 
assemblage does not look much like usual Greek kitchen kit. While it seems an unlikely
Greek foundation, the idea of some seasonal residence remains attractive (Luke 2003:
esp. ch. 3).
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City Life

In the old Greek world the foundation of new settlements and marked expansion
at almost all established centers during the latter part of the eighth century in par-
ticular, raises new questions about the wider role of “cities.” What social and polit-
ical needs can be seen in their physical organization and the form of public building
and landscaping projects undertaken? A certain amount can be learnt from town plan-
ning, even though the long-term success of major settlements (notably Athens: Parlama
and Stampolidis 2000) leaves us dependent upon the vagaries of rescue excavation.
It is certainly true that settlements constructed in physically constrained locations –
island sites, many of which were chosen for their defensive potential39 – tend to be
more compact, with more effort expended to adapt existing buildings to changing
social needs than would have been necessary had there been freedom to expand.
Where land was available, as for example, at Corinth, Eretria, or Pherai, small res-
idential groupings replicated themselves over larger areas (C. Morgan 2003: ch. 2), 
indicating a desire to maintain the kind of kin and/or resource-focused ties that had
underpinned previous settlement before accepting any shift in scale or intensity. Where
house structures are well preserved, they reveal similar provision across a wide geo-
graphical area.40 And where access and water supply permitted, acropoleis formed a
focus and often a religious center, as at Athens.41 But whether settlement expansion
involved a scalar shift in intensity or simply extension across a wider area, the result
was an unprecedented need to deal with the demands of proximal residence. Thus
“elite” quarters could be privileged over others,42 water supplies were guarded care-
fully, and we find the beginnings of the mechanisms for community regulation 
which came to complement customary, oral law. Oracles were an important means
of gaining divine approval for new or contentious strategies: early consultations of
Delphi dealt with matters such as religious practice, military alliances and the adop-
tion of laws, as well as western colonial ventures (Morgan 1990, 186–90), and the rather
later record of Dodona shows a rich compendium of issues from inheritance to over-
seas travel (Parke 1967: ch. 6). From the second half of the seventh century onwards,
legal inscriptions, such as those on the temple of Apollo Delphinios at Dreros on Crete
(ML no. 2), used the authority of writing and divine sanction to reinforce specific
provisions within what probably remained a primarily oral context (Thomas 1996;
C. Morgan 2003: 76–80). Prominent among the earliest uses of writing were those,
such as the marking of property and sanctuary dedications, which exploited the longevity
and exoticism of the written word to publicize and prolong the significance of what
had hitherto been orally-expressed understandings (Thomas 1992: 56–61).

Public architecture and planning – especially the earliest agoras, with their impli-
cation of political debate – have long been seen as evidence for the emergence of
the form of poleis familiar in subsequent centuries (Morgan and Coulton 1997: 107–9).
In the old Greek world, it is clear that the formalization of, for example, agora areas
was a phenomenon of the sixth century onwards, and this has drawn unfavorable
comparison with “advanced” residential and public planning in certain colonies (e.g.
Megara Hyblaea) which are seen as embodying political ideals in advance of their
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motherlands.43 Yet this is a false comparison. Topographical constraints aside, the
use of space in mainland cities – be they independent poleis, such as Corinth, or
poleis within ethne, such as Aigion in Achaea – was not “unplanned,” but was, rather,
articulated by a long history of social and economic relationships (C. Morgan 2003:
48–71). It is, therefore, highly unlikely that changes in the use of space (in the areas
devoted to certain activities and in the exclusivity of that association) would occur
in the same way and at the same time as in new colonial foundations. More striking
is the creation of new sanctuaries in both the old world and the colonies, in poleis
and ethne alike. As the case of Corinth well illustrates, shrines such as those at Perachora,
Isthmia, Solygeia and the various cult places of the city itself, could be related within
physical and ritual networks which connected major centers to key points in com-
munity territory (villages, border locations, roads and passes), and which could be
augmented over time as settlements grew or declined in importance and social 
priorities changed (Morgan 1999b: ch. III.3; Bookidis 2003). They thus provide 
a communal framework for thinking about territory and the place of individual 
settlements, social identities and interest groups within it (De Polignac 1995a). This
extended to the symbolism of wealth and social persona in dedication, as noted above,
especially where particular forms of offering appear in greater quantities at certain
shrines within a region. In the Corinthia, for example, arms and armor tend to be
offered at Isthmia, and iron spits and orientalia at Perachora (Morgan 1999b: 411).
But perhaps the most obvious change, at least in the southern and central mainland,
is the appearance of purpose-built temples from the late eighth century onwards,
again in both independent poleis (such as Eretria) and poleis which were to form
part of ethne (Tegea, for example, or Ano Mazaraki in the territory of Aigion: Østby
1997; Petropoulos 2002). Across the Greek world, the very varied appearance, 
decoration, interior arrangement, and contents of these buildings point to a com-
plex range of motivations for their construction. Early seventh-century Isthmia
seems to have served as an elaborate store for offerings and supplies for the rapidly
expanding festival (Morgan 1999b: 203, 144–8), whereas thanks to its internal organ-
ization and sculptural scheme, “Temple A” at Prinias on Crete has been interpreted
as an andreion, or meeting house, akin to a Near Eastern marzeah house (Carter 1997:
86–96). All were, of course, votives in their own right, even if we can only guess
at the mechanisms by which materials were assembled and labor commanded for
their construction.

Elites in the Eighth Century

Such changes form the context within which an escalation in other aspects of elite
status expression occurred through the eighth century. In most parts of Greece, 
aristocratic wealth and power did not compare with that of the princes of eighth-
century Campania and Cyprus, or seventh-century Etruria and Latium (Morris 1999b).
Exceptions tend to occur on the margins, where rulers were in regular contact with
their non-Greek neighbors. Cumae is such a case, as noted, and at Eleutherna on
Crete, the beheading of a captive at the grave of an elite warrior reveals the ability
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to command life and death (Stampolidis 1996). This is not to imply that celebrations
of individual and/or family status in the Greek world were in themselves modest.
In most areas of Greece, funerary expenditure increased markedly from ca. 750 onwards,
where necessary privileging external display over offerings placed in the grave, although
such selectivity was often unnecessary, as the rich gold jewelery of the Dipylon graves
in Athens well illustrates (Coldstream 2003: 119–37). Grave markers of many kinds
became larger and more prominent. In Athens, the huge vases placed on elite graves
in the city center from ca. 760 and in rural cemeteries from the 730s, bore scenes
of lavish, idealized funerals, often with other forms of elite-aspirational activity such
as chariot processions. For the first and almost the last time, the works of the Dipylon
and Hirschfeld Painters and their successors made vase painting a public, monumental
art. Much eighth-century funerary imagery has close Late Bronze Age parallels (see
e.g. Skoinas 1999; Immerwahr 1990: 154–8), and while the aniconic nature of earlier
Early Iron Age vase painting has often been noted, the votive record featured human
and animal figurines, the placing, association, and juxtaposition of which we can only
guess. What is innovative is the specific association between image, object, and con-
text, tying known aristocrats to idealized, even heroizing, images of specific activities,
on vessels used in contexts such as cemeteries (and in some regions also for symposia)
where their status was publicly commemorated (Snodgrass 1980a: 65–77; 1987: ch. 5).
Symbolism and iconographical conventions may have varied from region to region
(Boardman 1983), but the start of a process which in time produced the complex
narrative art of, for example, archaic symposium settings, was not confined to Athens.
In seeking physical evidence for the place of elite families within the expanding 
communities of the eighth and early seventh centuries, it is important to stress the
rarity of monuments of communal significance, like the early seventh-century heroon
at the West Gate of Eretria (Bérard 1970), or of major architectural differentiation
between private residences. The archaic poets may speak of aristocratic halls, but 
physical evidence for anything exceptionally lavish is extremely rare. It is in the reli-
gious sphere that real power was displayed, not only in the ability to command resources
for sacrifice, dedication and construction, but in the exercise of the religious roles
via which social status was expressed and legitimized anew.

Archaic poleis may, in Lin Foxhall’s words, have been “little more than a stand-off
between the members of the elite who ran them” (Foxhall 1997: 119). But even this
implies the existence of an entity worth competing for – the form of polis which
was just beginning to be visible by the end of the eighth century.
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Introduction

In the eighth century bc the communities of central Aegean Greece (see table 4.1;
figure 4.1) and their colonies overseas laid the foundations of the economic, social, and
cultural framework that constrained and enabled Greek achievements for the next
five hundred years. Rapid population growth promoted warfare, trade, and political
centralization all around the Mediterranean. In most regions, the outcome was a
concentration of power in the hands of kings, but Aegean Greeks created a new form
of identity, the equal male citizen, living freely within a small polis. This vision of the
good society was intensely contested throughout the late eighth century, but by the
end of the archaic period it had defeated all rival models in the central Aegean, and was
spreading through other Greek communities. Only a minority of Greeks were free male
citizens, but the struggles around this social category made Greek society distinctive.

Ever since a post-Mycenaean Dark Age was defined in the 1890s, archaeologists
have seen the eighth century as the beginning of a revival from it. In the first archae-
ological synthesis of early Greek history, Starr suggested that “the age of revolution,
750–650, was the most dramatic development in all Greek history” (1961: 99), and
Snodgrass’s interpretation of the period as a “structural revolution” (1980a: 15–84)
has shaped all subsequent scholarship. Snodgrass argued that population growth stimul-
ated state formation, and that Greeks made sense of the changes going on around
them through artistic, poetic, and religious innovations.

In the 1990s some scholars suggested that this model exaggerated the scale of
collapse after 1200 bc, the depth of the Early Iron Age depression, and importance
of the eighth-century revival (e.g., de Polignac 1995b; Foxhall 1995; Langdon 1997a;
S. Morris 1992). They were right that the explosion of fieldwork since the 1960s
had complicated the picture, syntheses (Lemos 2002) still reveal tenth-century Greece
as impoverished, simple, and isolated compared to the Late Bronze or archaic ages.
The critics also pointed out that Greek society continued to change throughout archaic

CHAPTER FOUR

The Eighth-century Revolution

Ian Morris
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and classical times; post-eighth-century Greece inherited much from the Early Iron
and even the Bronze Age; there were variations within the Greek world; and post-
eighth-century Greece had much in common with other Mediterranean societies. All
these assertions were true: classical Greece did not leap fully formed and unique from
Zeus’ head in the eighth century in an absolute break with the past. But these crit-
icisms of the structural revolution thesis, nevertheless, missed the core point: there
are few episodes in world history before the industrial revolution when a society expe-
rienced such profound change in the course of a hundred years. A quarter-century
of research has modified Snodgrass’s model in many ways, but its core features (demo-
graphy, state formation, social conflict) must remain at the heart of any balanced
discussion. The 1990s revisionists systematically avoided such economic and socio-
logical issues. The title the editors chose for this chapter – “the eighth-century 
revolution” – is appropriate.

Background: The Dark Age

The destruction of the Aegean palaces around 1200 bc was part of an east-
Mediterranean-wide pattern. From Egypt and the Levant to Sicily and Sardinia the
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Figure 4.1 Four material culture regions in Aegean Greece
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following centuries saw recession, albeit at varying scales and paces; but Greece –
and particularly the central Aegean – experienced the most severe collapse. Popula-
tion, craft techniques, and social hierarchy declined in the twelfth and eleventh 
century. Standards of living fell sharply; adult heights and ages at death were lower
than in Late Bronze or classical times, houses were smaller and less well built, house-
hold goods poorer, and civic amenities almost entirely absent (Morris 2007). In the
1990s many historians rejected the label “Dark Age” for the period ca. 1100–750 bc,
but life in Greece in this era was more wretched than at any other time in antiquity
(see ch. 3 above).

Economics

Demography

The population of Greece, defined as the Aegean basin and its overseas colonies,
probably doubled in the eighth century. This is, of course, a guess, and an average;
population grew more rapidly in some places, such as Euboea and Corinthia, than
in others, such as the western mainland. Snodgrass (1977a; 1980a: 18–24) once sug-
gested from grave counts that growth reached 3–4 percent per annum in Athens
and Argos, meaning that population doubled every twenty years. I have argued that
ritual changes inflate the number of known eighth-century graves relative to those
of the Dark Age, making graves no guide to demography (Morris 1987; 1998b; cf.
Scheidel 2004a). However, settlement excavations and surface surveys do show that
population grew (Scheidel 2003; Morris in prep.). Around 1000 the largest com-
munities (e.g., Athens, Knossos) had perhaps 1,500 people; by 700 they numbered
at least 5,000 (Morris 2006b).

Greek population growth was part of a broader Mediterranean revival. Despite the
difficulties of comparing survey data (Alcock and Cherry 2004), preliminary study
suggests that population grew everywhere from Iran to Iberia in the eighth century
(Morris in prep.). Again, the precise timing varied, and local factors such as Assyrian
deportations could have devastating consequences, but the general pattern is clear.

The reasons are less clear, although the geographical scale of the phenomenon
probably rules out cultural factors (e.g., changes in marriage patterns or birth spacing)
as the prime mover. Demographers generally argue that mortality rates drive sustained
growth and decline, and that the exogenous disease pool and climate matter more
than endogenous factors.1 Roman evidence suggests that ancient Mediterranean popu-
lations conformed to “natural fertility regimes,” in which women began bearing 
children soon after menarche, and continued as rapidly as possible until death (or,
for those women who lived long enough, menopause; Scheidel 2002; 2007). In 
natural fertility regimes, women’s average age at death largely determines popula-
tion size.

There is some evidence that climatic changes might have increased ages at death
across the Mediterranean. Between 850 and 750 there was a broad shift from a hot,
dry sub-Boreal climate regime to a cool, wet sub-Atlantic system. According to one
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paleoclimatologist, “If such a disruption of the climate system were to occur today,
the social, economic, and political consequences would be nothing short of cata-
strophic” (Bradley 1999: 15). Palynology reveals countless local variations, but the
general outcome was disastrous for temperate Europe, where the main factor in 
mortality would have been pneumonic infections in winter and the main limitation
on agriculture was cold weather and unworkably heavy bottomlands, but good for
the Mediterranean, where the main killers were intestinal complaints in summer (Shaw
1996; Scheidel 2001) and the main agricultural problem was interannual variability
in rainfall (Garnsey 1988). The cooler, wetter sub-Atlantic regime exacerbated prob-
lems in Europe and eased them in the Mediterranean.2

But whatever the cause, the consequence was more mouths to feed. Doubling 
population usually means more than doubling society’s problems. If 90 out of every
100 people had access to a socially acceptable level of resources in 800 and the popu-
lation doubled in the absence of other changes, then only 90 out of every 200 would
have done so in 700. Unless my estimate that the population doubled is very wide
off the mark, we must conclude that either (1) the numbers of the poor and hungry
multiplied dramatically, (2) resources were redistributed, (3) new resources were brought
into use, (4) output per capita increased sharply, or (5) massive social dislocations
ensued – or some combination of the above.

Responses

Three broad categories of response were available: intensification, extensification, and
reorganization. Intensification of agricultural production became possible because 
population growth made more labor available. Inputs per hectare probably increased,
although the ratio of producers to consumers may have worsened. Greeks may also
have applied more capital per hectare. There are no signs of major technological advances,
although iron tools perhaps came into wider use; the earliest examples from a domestic
context date around 700 (Mazarakis Ainian 1998a), though their scarcity may reflect
excavators’ priorities more than technological trends. Manuring may have increased;
the “haloes” of sherds around sites in some Greek regions now seem certain to be
refuse included in manure. But 75–80 percent of the sherds in Boeotian haloes are
classical (Bintliff 2002: 30), and intensive manuring may have been a fifth- and fourth-
century phenomenon.

Hanson suggests that irrigation and arboriculture increased in the eighth century
(1995/1999b: 60–3, 77–81). Seeds from Miletus (Stika 1997) and Samos (Kucan
2000) reveal a wide range of fruits grown in the seventh century, and olive pollen
increases sharply in Messenia after the Dark Age (Zangger et al. 1997: 589–94).
But direct evidence for irrigation remains elusive. Similarly, despite advances in work
on agricultural terracing, little is clear about the eighth century. Study of Iron Age
seeds and animal bones is in its infancy, but what data there are reveal stronger geo-
graphical than diachronic variations.3

The second response was extensification, whether internal, external or long-distance.
In many parts of Greece, population apparently fell so low in the Dark Age that
good arable land was unoccupied in the eighth century. Surveys suggest that much
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population growth in the eighth and seventh centuries consisted of “internal coloniza-
tion.” In Attica, Dark Age settlement had focused on the coasts, and new sites appeared
in inland areas in the eighth century. The “external” approach was to take land from
neighbors. The classic example is, of course, Sparta. Despite revisionist criticisms
(Luraghi and Alcock 2003), most historians believe that Sparta conquered Laconia
in the ninth century and reduced much of the population to helotage, then tried to
reduce social tensions by repeating this in Messenia, probably in the 720s. Stories
of other late-eighth-century wars may mean that other groups also tried expansion,
but none was so successful.

“Long-distance” extensification first occurred before 750 at Pithekoussai and in
734 in Sicily, when some Greeks relocated to fertile lands far away. Many settlements
no doubt failed, and even the successful ones started out small. De Angelis (2003: 44)
estimates that Megara Hyblaea increased from about 225 people in the years 725–700
to 2,275 by 525–500. Pithekoussai grew even faster, reaching 4,000 by 700 (Morris
1996a: 57). The large number of Corinthian, Euboean, and Milesian colonies must
have reduced local problems, but we should not exaggerate colonization’s impact on
Aegean population. Scheidel (2003) estimates the total number of Aegean emigrants
between 750 and 650 at around 30,000, probably just 1–2% of Aegean Greeks who
lived in those years.

But colonization was not just a way to export people. The west – especially Sicily
– had more arable land than the Aegean, and more reliable rainfall (De Angelis 2000).
By 500 colonization more than doubled the amount of arable land owned, and vastly
increased food production. Unusually large grain silos suggest that settlers at
Megara Hyblaea were already producing beyond subsistence before 700. While we
cannot prove that they exported grain to the Aegean, this seems very likely (De Angelis
2002).

The third possible response to demographic pressures was reorganization. Efficient
property rights and low transaction costs can be decisive in economic growth (North
1981). We hear several stories about attempts to promote family properties in this
period. There are hints of equal-sized, family-run plots in early western colonies, and
Aristotle comments that Pheidon of Corinth and Philolaos at Thebes passed laws 
to preserve family plots, probably in the late eighth century (Politics 1265b13–16,
1274a31–b6). But other regimes persisted: in seventh-century Attica aristocratic
Eupatridai apparently held most land, with the poor working it as sharecroppers,
lacking secure property rights (Aristotle, Constitution of Athens 2.2). The most famous
(and problematic) story has Lycurgus divide Laconia and Messenia equally among
Spartiates, with helots working it as sharecroppers (Hodkinson 1992; 2000).

Some communities probably responded to population growth by redistributing land
more equally, improving land : labor ratios and raising productivity,4 and by improv-
ing property rights, as ideas of citizenship became stronger. This produced varied
landscapes of free, property-owning farmers, generally occupying about as much land
as a nuclear family could effectively work by itself (Foxhall 2003). However, the evid-
ence is anecdotal, and we cannot construct a systematic picture. Similarly, while there
is clear evidence for trade and the expansion of Greek settlement, there is as yet no
way to quantify the gains from exploiting comparative advantages.
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Living standards

Despite their obscurity, Greek responses to population growth were apparently effec-
tive. The evidence is coarse-grained, but as population rose, perhaps ten-fold between
900 and 300, standards of living rose even faster (Morris 2004b). Skeletal measures
of age at death and stature show some decline after 1200, then steady improvement
across archaic and classical times. The data remain too unrefined to distinguish eighth-
century trends from later archaic ones, but output apparently kept pace with popu-
lation growth. The evidence for morbidity, nutritional stress, and physical injuries is
more complicated, with inter-site variations overshadowing diachronic change (Morris
2007).

Data on housing are more abundant. The size and quality of houses declined after
1100 bc, from median Mycenaean sizes around 70 m2 to about 50 m2 in the tenth and
ninth centuries. Mean house size changed little across the eighth and seventh centuries,
hovering around 45–50 m2, but variation around the mean increased (table 4.1).
Rich houses got richer, and poor houses poorer in the late eighth century. The only
two large buildings from the Dark Age, the Lefkandi “heroon” (ca. 600 m2) and
Thermon Megaron B (157 m2), seem to be special-purpose structures rather than
conventional houses, but around 700 the “Great House” (H19/22/23/28/29) at
Zagora on Andros probably covered 256 m2, and may have had a second floor. Only
one very small house, the Smyrna trench H oval house (14 m2), is known from the
Dark Age, but houses under 20 m2 proliferated around 700. Interestingly, most come
from Naxos, Syracuse, and Megara Hyblaea in Sicily, where eighth-century houses
were typically just 4 × 4 m, suggesting that life was harder for the first colonists than
for Greeks who stayed in the Aegean, but there are also small houses at Smyrna and
in Zagora area J (Morris 2004a). Exceptionally big or small houses became rare by
the late seventh century. Sixth- and fifth-century houses clustered tightly around the
mean, which rose to about 125 m2 after 525 (see table 4.1).

Construction – stone foundations with mudbrick walls in most areas, but all-stone
construction in the Cyclades and Crete; thatched or flat, clay roofs – changed little
across Dark Age and archaic times, but the quality of workmanship declined after
1100, then revived in the late eighth century. By 700, some houses had drains, and
bathtubs appeared in the seventh century for the first time since the Bronze Age.
Clay roof tiles were used occasionally in the Bronze Age, and were common on tem-
ples after 675, but only became normal on houses after 525.5

Table 4.1 25th percentile, mean, and 75th percentile of Greek house sizes (m2),
1000–600 bc

Period Percentile
25 50 75

ca. 1000–800 bc 40 50 55
ca. 800–600 bc 33 48 69
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Overall economic trends

Eighth-century Greeks intensified, extensified, and reorganized production. The 
details are unclear, but trends in living standards show that their responses worked.
In fact, the eighth century began one of the most sustained and rapid improvements
in aggregate and per capita consumption known from the pre-modern world.6

We could conceptualize these responses in terms of a system finding a new equi-
librium as exogenous climate changes shifted its demographic parameters. Techno-
logical, institutional, and legal subsystems all reacted, feeding back on each other to
maintain balance, and triggering further responses in political and symbolic sub-
systems (cf. Renfrew 1972). Since the 1980s theories of this kind have lost favor in
archaeology,7 but a systems model does make sense of Greek history, which moved
from a low-level Dark Age equilibrium with a small population, poor living standards,
limited hierarchy, and limited crafts to a high-level classical equilibrium (by premodern
standards).8

But understanding what happened in the eighth century also requires less abstract
frameworks. We need to trace how individuals and groups contested the available
responses, how competition limited their choices, why certain responses emerged within
the Greek world, and why Greeks reacted to shared population growth differently
from other Mediterranean peoples.

Social Structures

All the responses sketched above will have strained pre-existing social relationships.
For example, extensification (whether internal, external, or long-distance) might create
sturdy independent farmers, or support the rise of wealthy landlords, depending on
who is involved and how capital is distributed; but it is unlikely simply to reproduce,
on a larger scale, the relations of production that previously applied. Similarly, inten-
sification might widen gaps between peasants with capital and those without, or might
encourage kin- or village-based cooperation, again depending on how it is organized.
As eighth-century Greeks scrambled to make a living, their decisions generated resist-
ance and conflict.

State formation

A major outcome was the creation of somewhat more organized and centralized 
communities. I say “somewhat,” because compared to most ancient states, eighth-
century Greek organizations were very weak (cf. Trigger 2003: 71–275). Some his-
torians (e.g., Berent 2000; Hansen 2002) even debate whether we should call classical
poleis “stateless societies.” 

Territorially extensive political organizations probably existed before the eighth cen-
tury, with local chiefs (perhaps called basileis) having some influence within particular
villages or groups of villages, and coming together in larger confederations for defense,
religion, and perhaps trade (cf. Donlan 1985). These confederations probably recognized
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one chief as paramount ruler. Coldstream (1983) noted that Dark Age pottery styles
often coincide roughly with the borders of later poleis, suggesting that these organiza-
tions grew out of earlier spheres of cultural and perhaps political interaction. Archae-
ology cannot provide direct evidence for political institutions, but the most plausible
theory is that the eighth century’s challenges provided incentives for chiefs to work
together more closely, forming something like primitive states; and that those chiefs
who worked together successfully had advantages over neighbors who did not, forcing
the neighbors either to copy them or be replaced by more organized rivals. As this
process went on, offices and powers were increasingly formalized, and rudimentary
states took shape.

For the purposes of this chapter I take “state” to mean “coercion-wielding 
organizations that are distinct from household and kinship groups and exercise clear
priority in some respects over all other organizations within substantial territories.
The term therefore includes city-states, empires, theocracies, and many other forms
of government, but excludes tribes, lineages, forms, and churches” (Tilly 1992: 1–2).
“The state” was normally one of many organizations within a given area, defined 
by its superiority over other organizations in wielding force. Its officials might claim
to monopolize legitimate violence within a given area, but rarely actually did so. 
Rather, “a state is an organization with a comparative advantage in violence, extend-
ing over a geographic area whose boundaries are determined by its power to tax
constituents” (North 1981: 21). It makes little sense to try to set a threshold, saying
that coercion-wielding organizations of a certain size and power count as states and
those that are smaller and weaker do not; rather, we should imagine a continuum
of organizations and the eighth century as a time when, in most parts of Greece,
political organizations got more powerful. As population grew, the tempo of state
formation accelerated, but Greek states remained weak by east Mediterranean stan-
dards (Morris 1991; 1997a; 2001a).

I suggest that eighth-century chiefs found that Dark Age institutions (whatever
they were) no longer worked well. Population growth seriously affected access to
land, grazing, water, housing, rituals, and decision-making. Families that had flour-
ished under the old order now struggled; others that had struggled now flourished.
Chiefs who did not deal with the conflicts this created would not last long, but those
who did resolve them, successfully managing larger groups of people, became much
more powerful than Dark Age basileis. The challenges and opportunities were prob-
ably greatest in larger towns, like Knossos, Athens, and Argos, and in settlements
like Corinth and Eretria, which grew from almost nothing to several thousand people
in the eighth century.

It seems reasonable to imagine increasing tensions between villages as well as within
them, with regional chiefs facing similar problems as village-level leaders did. No doubt
many solutions were tried, but across archaic times limited political centralization was
the most effective. Local chiefs/basileis agreed to work together, surrendering some
powers they had previously exercised within their villages in return for a share in
broader powers in a larger territory. It must have taken time for the boundaries of these
larger territories to crystallize, as leaders addressed various urgent questions. Should
Eleusis join Athens, even though Eleusinian chiefs might be junior partners, or try
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to go it alone? Could Argos tolerate Asine as an independent organization? De Polignac
(1995a) plausibly suggests that the placement of religious sanctuaries helped formalize
frontiers in the late eighth century.

As well as working out the geographical scale of their political organizations, 
members of chiefly councils had to negotiate what powers they wanted central 
institutions to have, and what they wanted to preserve at the local level. Again, conflict
was inevitable. Some chiefs may have been champions of small government, want-
ing the central council to be an institution of the last resort, perhaps organizing major
wars, ruling on disputes that could not be resolved locally, and keeping peace between
the basileis, but doing little else. Others may have wanted officials like the archon
or kosmos to be able to replace local customs with centralized rules, extract resources,
and run religion. Personalities and accidents must have played a huge role in local
outcomes, yet there was a slow, overall trend toward centralization.

Most likely war was the immediate catalyst. Councils of basileis who could not fight
off more effective neighbors would be replaced by ones who could. Councils had
to mobilize and train warriors, and above all, make sure that chiefs pulled together,
bringing their men to fight external enemies. We might read the Iliad and Odyssey
as being cautionary tales about the costs of intra-elite conflict.9 When Agamemnon
and Achilles feuded over timê, only the Trojans profited; when the suitors refused
to act decently, Ithaca became a failed state, only saved from stasis by divine inter-
vention. It is therefore not surprising that the earliest lawcodes emphasize procedure
over substance (Gagarin 1986: 6–17; see also ch. 20, below). The code from Dreros
(ca. 625) has the top officials – the kosmos, the dêmioi, and the Twenty of the City
– swear not to cooperate with anyone who tries to be kosmos more than once in ten
years (ML no. 2; Fornara no. 11). Refusal to surrender offices remained a problem
into the sixth century (e.g., Aristotle, Constitution of Athens 13.2).

The precise forms of eighth-century political organizations varied. There was a 
general trend toward making the old regional basileis figureheads or annual officials
elected from an aristocratic college. Sparta, as so often, was an exception, keeping
two kings with very real powers, perhaps as a compromise when villages pooled their
power in the ninth or eighth century. Sometimes, as in seventh-century Athens, narrow
aristocracies used state institutions to protect their own interests; elsewhere, the men
who controlled state offices negotiated with the mass of citizens.

But state institutions were always weak. Confiscated property, fines, voluntary 
contributions, and indirect taxes on markets and harbors were their main sources of
revenue in archaic times: direct taxation was always considered incompatible with
freedom. States were therefore poor. They organized warfare, but individuals bore the
main costs (armor, training, food). Fleets barely existed before 550. Fortifications
were simple. States also paid for some religious activities, and temple-building may
have been their main outlay. But sales of plunder after military victories probably
covered many of the costs. These generalizations applied a fortiori in the eighth 
century. Put simply, states did not do much except keep the peace, call up the army
for war, and spend windfall profits on temples. Even organizing colonial ventures
may have been largely in private hands.
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Egalitarianism
In addition to resistance from aristocrats eager to preserve their own powers, state
officials also faced resistance from below. The strength of male egalitarianism and
communal solidarity in the face of would-be rulers were, in comparative terms, the
most unusual and most important features of archaic society. By 500, in some poleis
they produced dêmokratia, opening decision-making to mass male participation.

The immediate cause of the shift in political power toward the poor in the late
sixth century (Robinson 1997) was new ideas about egalitarianism, but late-archaic
developments built on the eighth-century revolution, which redefined ideas of com-
munity and equality that had grown up since the eleventh century. Explaining this
– the heart of the eighth-century revolution – requires a long-term approach, encom-
passing the whole Greek world, and combining archaeological and textual data.

After a chaotic period in the twelfth and eleventh centuries, a new ritual system
formed in the central Aegean by 1000. It drew a line within the community. The
funerals of people of property, well-off peasants as well as chiefs, produced dis-
tinctive burials with high archaeological visibility (Morris 1987), and the worship 
of the gods largely, though not entirely, went on inside chiefs’ houses, physically
limiting the number of people who could take part (Mazarakis Ainian 1997). Poorer
Greeks, excluded from both these arenas, were rendered archaeologically almost 
invisible.

But having divided the community into two groups, Dark Age rituals denied strong
distinctions within the upper group. Burials, cult, and housing were all simple and
homogeneous. The broad Dark Age elite effaced conflict, division, and difference within
its own ranks. Its rituals also made sense of the post-Mycenaean world of poverty,
isolation, and decline, drawing sharp lines between present and past, and the local
context and the broader world (Morris 2000: 208–38).

The expansion of Mediterranean trade around 900 challenged this ritual system,
and it broke down completely after 750, as population growth and connectivity soared.
New rituals – more open, competitive, and varied – flourished. We see them at Corinth
as early as 775, then at Athens, Argos, and Eretria by 750. The evidence is poorer
elsewhere in central Greece, but elements of the new ritual package are nonetheless
widely apparent by 700. Large cemeteries open to the whole community appeared,
at first with great variations in burial forms, grave goods, and monuments. Simultane-
ously, open-air sanctuaries proliferated, with millions of dedications, ranging from
household pottery to precious metals. As noted above, people built the first really big
houses, and larger numbers of really small ones. The new rituals recognized a broader
community than before, and made room for difference and competition.10

This redefinition of community was the core of the eighth-century revolution. The
old elite/non-elite boundary started dissolving in the central Aegean. We cannot prove
that population growth caused this massive ritual upheaval, but given the responses
to demographic pressure and the forces of state formation described above, the con-
nection seems likely. The earliest literature implies conflicts between mass and elite
and within the elites. There is no way to link texts directly to artifacts, but I would
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like to describe one possible set of connections, which, I believe, accounts for all
the available evidence.

Population growth caused redistributions of power all around the Mediterranean
in the eighth century (generally, see Ruby 1999). In Italy, burials suggest that the
first strong chiefs emerged, and in Sardinia the Early Iron Age lords reached the
peak of their wealth and power. In Sicily, southern France and eastern Spain, devel-
opments were slower, but there is also good evidence for increasingly centralized
wealth and political power between 800 and 500.11 In the eastern Mediterranean,
where texts provide a fuller picture, Egypt and Assyria saw local institutions flourish
at the expense of central courts in the mid-eighth century. In Assyria this phase,
known as “the Interval” (783–744), ended with Tiglath-Pileser III’s coup and trans-
formation of royal power, and in Egypt the Nubian 25th Dynasty also built stronger
central institutions. In Anatolia, the Phrygian and Lydian kingdoms became major
forces in the eighth century.12

Only in the Aegean, it seems, did the eighth century not produce more powerful
kings. There, local chiefs pooled their resources to form oligarchic colleges, rotating
through limited-term offices. By 650, any man who would be king was marginalized
as a tyrannos, an illegitimate usurper. The most important questions to ask about the
eighth century are how and why the central Aegean moved toward male citizenship
rather than kingship. I see four relevant variables: history, economics, war, and religion.

History

By 750, there was a quarter-millennium-old tradition of homogeneous Dark Age elites,
denying internal differences and competition in their rituals. Dark Age regional basileis
claiming the right to command lesser local rulers must have been primi inter pares,
with limited powers. By the eighth century this legacy of elite homogeneity, as old
to eighth-century Greeks as the Enlightenment legacy is to us, may have been a serious
ideological barrier for men trying to centralize power in their own hands.

Economics

In archaic Greece, there were no very rich men. Herodotus was impressed that the
Athenian Cleinias (Alcibiades’ father) paid for a trireme from his own pocket in 480 bc,
but also says that in the same year a Lydian named Pythios offered Xerxes 2,000 
talents of silver and 3,993,000 gold darics (8.17; 7.28). The richest eighth-century
Greeks may simply have lacked the wherewithal to set themselves above rivals who
wanted to keep them in check. Possibly there were extremely rich men in the ninth
and eighth centuries whose estates were broken up in the seventh and sixth centuries;
Homer has Eumaeus say that “not even twenty men put together have such great
wealth” as Odysseus (Od. 14.98–9). But the wealth he describes – 59 flocks of cows,
sheep, goats, and pigs, plus a treasure room guarded by an old lady (Od. 2.337–47;
14.96–104) – would not have impressed Lydians or Phrygians, let alone Assyrians
or Egyptians. If some Dark Age aristocrats really did stand out for their wealth, we
would need to explain why none of them (except, perhaps, the one buried under
the Lefkandi apsidal building) left any signs of it.
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War

If a handful of warriors dominated the battlefield, they might be able to centralize
power. Great heroes certainly swept all before them in the Iliad, though Achilles’
skills weakened, not concentrated, political power. Further, it seems as if Homer told
stories about how he thought great heroes ought to act, set against a contemporary
reality of mass infantry armies (van Wees 1997; 2004). Certainly in the seventh 
and sixth centuries there was no scope for super-warriors to slice their way through
citizen armies, and this had probably been true for several centuries previously.

Religion

One of the strongest contrasts between archaic Greece and the Near East was the
importance of divine kingship and priestly castes in the latter and their almost total
absence in the Aegean. West Asian kings regularly claimed special access to the gods,
supported by powerful temple institutions, and Egyptian kings claimed to be gods.
Religion may have been an important source of social power in the Bronze Age Aegean,
but not in archaic times. Mazarakis Ainian (1997) argues that Dark Age chiefs con-
ducted religious ceremonies in their homes and appealed to divine authority. The
earliest texts claim that good basileis receive wisdom and protection from the gods
(Hesiod, Theogony 79–93; cf. Odyssey 8.166–77), and Martin (1984) shows that these
ideas probably go back to an older hexameter advice-poetry tradition. We should
probably assume that Dark Age basileis claimed privileged access to the gods, and
that many Greeks accepted this. The separation of secular and divine power that
Mazarakis Ainian traces between 750 and 700 was one of the most important soci-
ological developments in Greek history.

We cannot assign primacy to history, economics, war, or religion: all four factors
turned together in a tight circle, multiplying each other. They raised barriers to 
would-be great men who tried to exploit the new possibilities of the eighth century
for their own ends. A few men succeeded, becoming the archaic tyrants so reviled
in the literary tradition, but it seems important that as early as Solon and Theognis,
topoi about tyrants insisted that they appealed to the mass of citizens for support
against a corrupt aristocracy (McGlew 1993).

I suggest that as the Dark Age aristocracy fragmented in the eighth century, 
producing the fluidity and competition we see in the archaeological record, appeals
to the poor (exemplified by the assembly debate in Odyssey 2) became increasingly
important. Champions of old visions of an undifferentiated elite reached out across
the barriers between elite and non-elite, to preserve the principle that no one aristocrat
should dominate the others. The fact that kingship did not take hold suggests that,
by and large, they succeeded. But the price they paid to defeat would-be kings was
the collapse of the old elite/non-elite boundary. Increasingly, the old elite conceded
that the whole male community now belonged to a relatively undifferentiated group.
The old elite homogeneity was generalized to the entire resident male population,
creating a new category of identity, the citizen (politês), and a new definition of com-
munity (polis).
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The late-eighth-century struggles transformed older notions about class, gender,
ethnicity, the past, the east, and the gods into two broadly opposed ideologies that
I have called “middling” and “elitist” (Morris 2000: 155–91). Ancient authors do
not self-identify in this way; the middling/elitist opposition is a model that simplifies
a more complex and unstable reality. But this is the point of models (Morris 2000:
159–61). The simple middling/elitist contrast makes sense of a range of phenomena,
from the poems themselves to coinage (Kurke 1999), burials, house design, and cult
practices (Morris 1998a).

The core of the middling ideology was the idea that all local men were more or
less the same, and that all others – foreigners, women, slaves – were utterly differ-
ent. The only legitimate authority came from within the local male community. Appeals
to ties with gods, eastern monarchs, and ancient heroes were worthless. Elitists claimed
precisely the opposite: their divine, oriental, and heroic connections set them above
the rabble, and they alone should rule.

The middling poets were rich men, singing for other rich men. They were not
proto-democrats. Throughout their poetry, they insisted that they should rule, but
should do so as particularly wise representatives of the moderate citizen community.
The first verbal expression of the middling philosophy comes in Hesiod’s Works and
Days, at the beginning of Greek literary production, around 700, and the archaeo-
logical evidence for the redefinition of community makes it seem likely that these
attitudes took shape over the previous generation or two, in the late eighth century.
The elitist vision, I suggest, formed in opposition to middling ideologies in the same
period, and the variability of the late-eighth-century archaeological record reflects
the use of material culture to express competing visions of the good society.13

The issues had to be worked out separately in each of the formative poleis, and
no two followed exactly the same path. On the whole, central Aegean communities
embraced the middling ideology by 700. A stable symbolic system developed in the
seventh century, featuring poor, homogeneous graves in large cemeteries. Warrior
burials disappeared. Sanctuaries became the main context for spending, chiefly on
elaborate communal temples. People dedicated very large numbers of poor offerings.
Rich metal offerings continued until about 650, but then declined. Elaborate orientaliz-
ing motifs were tamed. Houses slowly grew larger, and their diversity declined, until
by 600 nearly all were multi-room rectilinear structures around central courtyards
(Morris 1998a: 13–31).

But this, like the middling ideology itself, is a model simplifying a more complex
reality. At Athens, trends were reversed around 700, and distinctly old-fashioned 
rituals once again divided the community in the seventh century. In Ionia, some of
the Cyclades, and Boeotia, the full archaic ritual package only appeared around 550,
by which time Athens had returned to the general central Aegean pattern.14 In the
western colonies there were planned settlements at Naxos, Syracuse, and Megara
Hyblaea before 700, but few communities had the resources to build major temples
for another hundred years. The large eighth-century cemetery at Pithekoussai (Buchner
and Ridgway 1993) is quite like contemporary central Aegean graveyards, but few
eighth-century burials are known from other sites; and in archaic and classical times,
Sicilian cemeteries were more varied than Aegean ones (Jackman 2005).
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Greeks outside the central Aegean and its colonies shared in some, but not all, of
these developments. Cretans and western mainlanders built temples like Aegean Greeks,
and westerners may have pioneered the new religious practices (but see ch. 14, below).
Western mainland settlements and cemeteries remained small until the sixth century,
and are poorly known; Sparta, which responded to the eighth century so distinctively,
has produced almost no archaic remains other than its temples, although the recent
Laconia survey (Cavanagh et al. 1996; 2002) may change that. Cretans also opened up
their cemeteries like Aegean Greeks in the late eighth century, but mortuary variability
increased on Crete throughout the seventh century, with warrior burials remaining
popular. Warrior burials and mounds were also popular in northern and western Greece.
Only at the end of the sixth century, when the elitist ideology collapsed, did regional
patterns converge (Morris 1998a: 36–68; Whitley 2001: 231–55). In the fifth century,
broadly similar rhythms operated in material culture all over the Greek world except
for Crete, which we are only now beginning to understand (Erickson forthcoming).

Culture

There are hints in the texts that the conflicts of the eighth century were sometimes
settled by violence, but the main arena of debate was probably cultural. The period
saw an explosion of cultural innovation. Everything from mythology to house design
was turned upside down. Archaeological sites give an impression of feverish energy.
Eighth-century settlements have much thicker deposits than Dark Age ones, reflect-
ing a frenzied level of building, demolition, and rebuilding; and they simply have
more material culture.

Art historians regularly speak of the late eighth century as the start of an orient-
alizing period, when the Greeks, drawn into a wider Mediterranean world as popu-
lation and trade grew, saw and adopted Near Eastern designs. This is reasonable,
but the most significant development was the Aegean Greeks’ redeployment of Near
Eastern techniques to respond to the unique social issues of the conflicts between
middling and elitist ideologies.

The most obvious example is the Greek alphabet. Greeks had known of Near Eastern
scripts since at least 900, but only developed their own writing, based on west Semitic
consonantal scripts, around 750. The adapter improved the script’s ability to repres-
ent vowels, but the remarkable thing about the earliest Greek inscriptions is how
many of them are poetic (Powell 1991: 119–86). This usually means one or two
lines (mostly hexameters) scratched on pots, but since Albert Lord’s pioneering work
(Lord 1953), most Homerists have believed that around 700 bc someone took down
by dictation the 28,000 lines of the Iliad and Odyssey, the 2,000 lines of the Theogony
and Works and Days, plus countless lines of now-lost poems (Janko 1998). There
are competing theories, imagining a drawn-out process of fixation without texts (e.g.,
Nagy 1996a: 65–112), which raise interesting questions but seem less plausible.

There is little evidence for commercial writing before the sixth century and none
at all for scribal bureaucracies of Near Eastern types15 to compare with the poetic
inscriptions and the likelihood of major dictated poems. Powell (1991; 2002) has
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argued that the main impetus for the creation of the alphabet was to fix in writing
accounts of the past, at a time when the relationship between present and past became
acutely important (cf. Morris 2000: 261–7; 2001b: 81–2). The earliest poetry over-
whelmingly concerns the heroic age and theogonies.

The same concern with thinking through relationships between the present and
the heroic past may lie behind the explosion of figured art in the late eighth century.
Greek vase painters had occasionally shown humans and animals across the Dark Age,
but around 800 Corinthians and Argives adopted animal friezes, probably inspired
by Eastern examples, and around 750 Athenians pioneered the use of human figures
(Hurwit 1985: 71–124; Snodgrass 1987: 132–69). Everything about these scenes remains
controversial, but Snodgrass has made a good case that the scenes were generically
“heroizing” (Snodgrass 1980a: 65–77; 1998). Just as an adapter developed Near Eastern
scripts so that particular poetic visions of the heroic past could be preserved, painters
did the same with Near Eastern artistic techniques, constantly using the heroic past
to think about the present. Powell suggests that Near Eastern art also stimulated the
development of Greek mythology, as an attempt to make sense of the unfamiliar
images now entering the Aegean (2002: 146–87).

Much in Greek myth can be traced back to Near Eastern prototypes (S. Morris
1992; West 1997), but it is hard to know whether the shared elements developed in
tandem in the Bronze Age, or were Iron Age imports to the Aegean, like writing
and representational art. Herodotus’ stories (1.46–58; 2.54–57) that Croesus of Lydia
consulted Greek oracles and that Egyptians claimed that some Greek oracles had
Egyptian founders, via Phoenician intermediaries, suggest that East Mediterranean
peoples inserted Greece into their own theogonies, just as Greeks inserted Italians
and Sicilians into their own mythical genealogies.16 Herodotus accepted Near Eastern
and Egyptian origins for several Greek divinities, just as Elymians and Romans some-
times accepted Greek stories about their origins.17

Greeks also started copying Near Eastern monumental sculpture in the late eighth
century and Egyptian in the late seventh, but did not have the sort of palaces and
grand mansions where such statues were commonly displayed in the East. Late-eighth-
century Cretans displayed statues in cemeteries, but after 700 this practice declined,
except in Attica, where tomb monuments seem to have been an important part of
attempts to preserve unusual social distinctions (D’Onofrio 1982; 1988). Funerary
sculpture seems to have been thought inconsistent with middling attitudes; sanctu-
aries were the only places where such displays were acceptable.

The way eighth- and seventh-century Greek patrons and artists took Near Eastern
forms and used them in different contexts may have a lot to do with the innovation
and energy of archaic Greek art. Operating outside the often-rigid institutional frame-
works of Near Eastern and Egyptian palaces, Greek artists were free to experiment,
and indeed had to experiment, to make these adopted media speak to their concerns.
Greek craftsmen then took their hybridized styles to the west Mediterranean. In the
eighth century, only small amounts of Greek material reached westerners. In Sicily,
southern Italy and Sardinia natives always used these artifacts within traditional rituals,18

just as Greeks had adapted Near Eastern media to their own needs, and only in the sixth
century did Greek material culture have a serious impact on local ways of life.
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Eighth-century Greece in Comparative Perspective

Since the 1990s there has been a major shift toward Mediterranean-scale history,
expressed most forcefully in Horden and Purcell’s The Corrupting Sea (2000). When
Snodgrass developed his structural revolution model, it seemed reasonable to treat
Greece largely on its own terms, but that is no longer the case (see ch. 2, above).
This broadening of perspectives was one of the major accomplishments of 1990s
scholarship. In this chapter, I have argued that the motors of change in eighth-century
Greece – demography, perhaps climate, competition, centralization – affected the
whole Mediterranean, but the Greeks’ responses to them – particularly the creation
of egalitarian male citizenship and the set of cultural conflicts around it – were unique
to the Aegean and its colonies.

But although 1970s discussions of eighth-century Greece now seem to lack a
Mediterranean context, Snodgrass (1977a) had in fact looked toward a much wider
context, linking eighth-century Greece to archaeological debates on state formation
in other parts of the world. Non-classical archaeologists only rarely take Iron Age
Greece into consideration, but two aspects of the Greek case seem important for
current arguments. The first is archaic Greece’s peculiarity. Generalizing models trade
off explanatory power against specificity, so we should not expect them to describe any
particular case exactly; but archaic Greece’s basic social structures seem incompatible
with most models of state formation (I. Morris 1997a; Trigger 2003: 142–3). Since
the 1990s comparative archaeologists have developed alternatives to neo-evolutionary
models, particularly the “dual-processual” model, recognizing the possibility of rela-
tively unhierarchical, “corporate” social structures like Greece (Blanton et al. 1996:
esp. 2, 7) as well as more individualistic “network” systems. The rapid improvement in
living standards and growth of markets in archaic and classical Greece also challenges
much conventional thought in archaeology (see Smith 2004).

Secondly, eighth-century Greece is not just a problematic example of a worldwide
phenomenon of state formation; it is also one of the best-documented cases of the
more specific process of the regeneration of complex society after collapse. Building
on 1980s interest in the collapse of complex societies, regeneration is now emerging
as a major research topic.19 “Collapse” and “regeneration” are varied phenomena,
making systematic comparisons difficult. But if we take Childe’s (1950) famous ten
criteria of civilization (urban centers, craft production, taxation, monuments, non-
productive elites, writing and numeracy, practical sciences, art, long-distance trade,
craft specialization) as our starting point, eighth-century Greece is one of the clearest
cases of regeneration after collapse (Morris 2006a).

Conclusion

The eighth century was a turning point in Mediterranean history. The Greeks were
caught up in larger processes of climate change, population growth, expanding trade,
and political centralization. In another essay I have called this “Mediterraneanization,”
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a speeding-up of connectivity that increased competition, creating new winners and
losers (Morris 2003).

One of the main advances in classical scholarship in the past twenty years has been
the movement toward seeing Greece in its Mediterranean context, but a compara-
tive approach in fact highlights the peculiarities of the Greeks as well as the ways
they belonged to a larger system. Demography and Mediterraneanization drove state
formation, but central Aegean Greeks uniquely tempered this process with increas-
ing male egalitarianism. The middling ideology obstructed the development of state
powers and derailed kingship as a viable institution. In the conflicts between mid-
dling and elitist ways of seeing the world Greeks developed unusual ideas about the
gods, the past, class, gender, and ethnicity. These established the parameters of archaic
and classical Greek culture, providing the whole reason why we continue to study
the Greeks today.
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Preliminary Remarks

Any attempt to describe the world of Homer and Hesiod must start with their texts.1

Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey and Hesiod’s Theogony and Works and Days are classified
as epics and generally dated to 750–650 in histories of Greek literature.2 The epic
is conventionally regarded as a genre which conveys to its audience already existing
traditions without much intervention by the poet. It is commonly held that these
texts therefore reflect the societies of the periods in which the traditions brought
together in the epics originated, i.e., that epics are a more or less consciously created
“amalgam” of different periods, down to the time they were written down. However,
the ever-continuing discussion of the nature of these texts and the historical realities
they contain indicates that things cannot be so simple.3 The debate, which has become
almost impossible to survey, cannot be covered in detail here, but we will briefly set
out our views on the main points.

Central to every historical analysis is the answer to the question of how Homer’s
and Hesiod’s texts were created. For a long time, the dominant view was that they
are part of a long tradition of “oral poetry,” which survived because it was recorded
in writing. Although oral poetry changed constantly, it, nevertheless, preserved core
elements which reached back to Mycenaean times at least. Texts were produced, it
was thought, through “composition in performance,” in which bards reproduced exist-
ing texts, which however they would modify – to an extent unwittingly – with every
recital. Homer and Hesiod were to be seen as such oral poets, with the qualification
that their texts differed from older, unpreserved versions in scale and quality. Proponents
of this view continue to argue about when the extant written versions were produced
– according to the most extreme idea it did not happen until the classical age.4

This kind of reduction of the bard to an anonymous figure was opposed by 
advocates of so-called “neoanalysis” who emphasized the independent creative con-
tribution of the poet to the epic text (Kullmann 1984). The poet would have made

CHAPTER FIVE

The World of Homer 
and Hesiod

Christoph Ulf
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use of fixed oral or oral-derived texts consciously to create a new work of his own.
Where neoanalysis already markedly reduces the significance of orality, “narratology”
is only marginally interested in the possible oral pre-history of the texts. Narratologists
analyze the written epic texts by means of literary methods, and shift to the “oralists”
the burden of proof that the epics’ oral origins make this inappropriate (De Jong 1995;
Blaise 1996).

These three views on the origin and thus the character of the epics are by no 
means based merely upon linguistic or philological arguments. They are also linked
to underlying assumptions about the nature of the historical reality in which the texts
originated. For example, those who take “oral poetry” as their starting point also
postulate that the epic emerged in a “heroic age” characterized by a heroic-aristocratic
competitive ethos. In their oral performances, the poets conveyed values central to
this “heroic age” for the aristocracy’s pleasure and instruction. Why the traditions
of this world should have endured throughout turbulent historical epochs into 
the Archaic Age is rarely explicitly explained. Implictly, however, it is assumed that
a “Greek” people existed from at least the second millennium bce, and that the 
existence of a people entails the existence of (national) oral traditions which preserve
their core despite all historical change.

Neoanalysis and narratology, by contrast, in their different ways allow the poet 
to comment upon well-known, distinct oral or written texts which are not subject
to continuous change. This liberates the poets from both the almost compulsory
association with a “heroic age” and from dependence upon a supposed national tradi-
tion. This makes it possible for them to adopt a non-aristocratic perspective as well,
and even to criticize existing conditions by means of commenting on existing texts.
Since they postulate that fixed motifs and texts formed the basis for the creation of
new works, neoanalysis and narratology tend to assume that the poets’ world knew
and used writing, and also to allow for the possibility of external influences.

When it comes to deciding in favor of one of these positions with a view to his-
torical evaluation of Homer’s and Hesiod’s works, one is in danger of falling into
circular argument. In the absence of other evidence, one is forced to deduce from
the epics themselves the historical conditions under which they were created. An 
important step in breaking out of this circle is to examine the central modern con-
cepts usually used in describing the “historical” worlds of the texts, because these
concepts are not mere translations of key terms preserved in the texts, but they place
the world of the texts into overarching historical frames of reference. This step can
here be illustrated, by way of example, only with the concept of “a people” or “nation”
(Volk), as used especially in German-language scholarship. Without “a people,” of
course, an oral “national” tradition (Volkstradition) could not have existed. The 
simple question is: what is a people, and where does it come from?

Contrary to what is often assumed, even today, “peoples” are not early but very
late forms of human community. The belief that the “nation” is a primordial entity
arose from Romantic thought as it developed in the late eighteenth century. Against
this, more recent scholarship has been able to show – particularly by means of an
analysis of the peoples of the so-called European migrations – that “nations” emerge
only under certain demographic conditions and with the aid of fictive stories of 
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origin so that, as a distinct political unit, they may advance their claims to power
more successfully. But even when they had come into existence in this manner, nations
were not – and still are not – fixed entities defined by straightforward (ethnic and/or
cultural) criteria. To describe the complex processes which lead to the emergence
of a nation, the term “ethnogenesis” has been coined (Pohl and Reimitz 1998; Gillett
2002). The notion of a highly characteristic “national tradition” which reaches far back
into the past thus no longer has any foundation, nor is there any reason left to think
that the different forms of human society are not comparable to one another.

As with the term “people,” which plays such a crucial role in some traditional
interpretations, we must examine carefully whether other key terms such as “state,”
“king,” “aristocracy,” “office” and “justice” are applicable to the period in which
Homer’s and Hesiod’s texts were created.5 Archaeological research has shown that
the inhabitants of the Balkans and the coast of Anatolia lived in small settlements,
distinct but with an essentially simple structure. Before the start of the seventh cen-
tury, demographic developments in many places produce small towns.6 We can infer
that the works of Homer and Hesiod were composed in a world where “states” were
only just beginning to form. Accordingly, a historical and literary evaluation of these
texts should not merely apply concepts derived from the world of the state but take
into account the entire spectrum of concepts and models developed by anthroplogy
(cf. Sahlins 1972; Johnson and Earle 1987), philology and historical theory. A con-
vincing interpretation will choose from this array with the aid of a model which accom-
modates as many as possible – ideally all – of the elements which make up the world
of the epics. Since this chapter analyzes texts, it can only discover literary worlds.7

These, however, can then be compared with the worlds “reconstructed” by archaeo-
logy and its models, and with information derived from Near Eastern sources (Morris
2000; chs. 3, 4, above). It is only this comparison which enables us to draw conclu-
sions about the historicity of the societies portrayed in the epics.

Homer’s World

The two epics attributed to Homer, the Iliad and the Odyssey, recount completely
different events. They, nevertheless, share important basic characteristics which are
of fundamental significance for the reconstruction of Homer’s world and its place
in history. In the following brief summaries of the poems, we shall focus upon these
aspects alone.

The Iliad: societies at war

The Iliad is one of many stories about the Trojan War, but only deals with a period
of 51 days in the tenth year of the siege of Troy, not including the conquest of Troy
itself. Sections of the long text are linked to one another by means of flashbacks and
flash-forwards. The story incorporates other tales familiar to its audience, such as the
story of Meleager or old Nestor’s reminiscences of his youth. These comment on
the main story line and clearly signal the intentions of the text.
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Both combatants are comprised of many different groups with distinct names, 
listed in the “Catalogue of Ships” and the “Catalogue of Trojans.” The besiegers
are collectively called “Achaeans” or “Danaeans,” and submit – voluntarily – to the
supreme command of Agamemnon. The defenders of Troy, called “Trojans” or
“Dardanians,” consist of the inhabitants of the city of Troy and allies, won over by
Priam by means of gifts. Since he himself is too old, Hector, his eldest son, must
lead the army. The events of war, covering only four days, are depicted at length,
but they are not the central theme of the story.

The central theme is: how should a leader behave in order to ensure the well-
being of the community as a whole (demos)? This theme shapes the events on both
the Achaeans’ and the Trojans’ side. Amongst the Achaeans, the focus is on the conflict
between Agamemnon and Achilles, usually seen as a mere private problem, and Achilles’
resulting wrath (menis). A parallel treatment of the theme is found at the level of
the gods. According to a belief which pervades the Homeric epics, the gods largely
but not exclusively determine the fate of man, and they take sides not only with
Trojans or Achaeans but also with individuals. This may embroil them in quarrels
with one another, and if this does not lead to open fighting among them it is only
thanks to Zeus, who is represented in both Iliad and Odyssey as the authority to
whom the other gods must ultimately bow down.

The quarrel between Agamemnon and Achilles arises over a plague sent by Apollo
to afflict the Achaean army because Agamemnon has seized the daughter of his priest.
Agamemnon initially refused to recognize the problem, and then tried to solve it by
returning the woman, Chryseis, to her father, but by way of compensation taking a
slave woman, Briseis, whom the Achaeans had given to Achilles after the same cam-
paign. Achilles accuses Agamemnon of being cowardly and greedy. He withdraws
from battle, and no one is able to stop him

You dog-eyed, fawn-hearted drunk! You have never had the courage to arm yourself
for battle alongside the men (laoi) or to join the best of the Achaeans in an ambush.
To you, that seems like certain death. Of course it is much easier to rob men of their
gifts across the great Achaean army, whenever someone speaks out against you, you
basileus who devours his people, because you rule over nobodies!

(1.224–31; tr. van Wees)

Agamemnon cannot refute Achilles’ accusations in the following battles. The result
is twofold danger for the Achaeans: they are threatened by an internal conflict which
destroys the community (polemos epidemios) and by annihilation at the hands of the
Trojans. In this situation, Agamemnon is forced to admit to his weaknesses and to
try to compensate for his behavior towards Achilles by material and ideal means. He
must also acknowledge the partial superiority of other leaders, who signal that they
no longer accept Agamemnon as paramount leader. Agamemnon gives way in every
respect, and in parallel the Achaeans gain the upper hand. The funeral games (athla)
for Patroclus, organized by Achilles for all the Achaeans, are symbolic of the inter-
nal unity recovered under the new conditions (Ulf 2004).

The Trojan counterpart of this internal conflict arises as a result of the opportunity
created, at the very start of the action, to end the war by means of a treaty and single
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combat between the main adversaries, Menelaos and Paris (3.82–115). Paris how-
ever flees combat with the help of Aphrodite, and the Trojans proceed to break the
armistice agreement. This not only makes continuation of battle between Achaeans
and Trojans inevitable, but also gives rise to debate amongst the Trojans concern-
ing the correct behavior of a leader (basileus). Paris is forced to listen to Hector’s
and Helen’s vehement accusations of cowardice:

HECTOR: “Wretched Paris, you are the best man only in appearance, you woman-
crazy seducer! If only you had never been born and died unmarried. 
I would really prefer that, and it would really be much better than for
you to be such a disgrace and an object of contempt to everyone.”

(3.39–42)

HELEN: “Have you returned from battle? If only you had fallen on the spot,
brought low by a strong man who was once my husband. You used
to boast that your strength and fists and spear were superior to those
of warlike Menelaus.”

(3.428–31; tr. van Wees)

In doing so, he has endangered Troy. Later, Hector himself is also criticized for
having lost sight of the actual goal, to protect the people and the city. He over-
estimates his own abilities, which ultimately leads him to his death in combat against
Achilles, who thereupon defiles his corpse. It is at this point that the two strands of
internal events amongst the Achaeans and the Trojans converge. Achilles is forced
once more to contain his inhuman wrath, this time towards the defeated foe. With
the approval of Zeus, old Priam turns to Achilles with the plea that he return Hector’s
corpse for burial. In a touching dialogue, Achilles accepts Priam’s gifts and grants
his request. Priam returns to Troy and Hector can be buried. Thus, the Iliad not
merely keeps well away from the end of the tale of Troy as the audience knew it
from other accounts, ending with the conquest and destruction of the city, but vir-
tually contradicts this implacable conclusion.

With this ending, the reign of Zeus over the Olympian gods, which the epics 
deliberately reinforce and systematize by means of genealogical connections, also 
proves meaningful. For not only has Zeus been able to get the other gods to agree
to this conclusion, but even earlier, when all the gods intervened in battle between
Trojans and Achaeans (the “Battle of the Gods”) he had been able to prevent an
open confrontation among them.

The Odyssey: a society in danger

The Odyssey offers no mere chronological description of Odysseus’ return to Ithaca
but artfully elaborately interweaves two main story lines: the different stages of Odysseus’
dangerous homeward voyage, and the events and situation in Ithaca. In the last stage
of his journey, among the Phaeacians, Odysseus himself describes how close to home
after only a few adventures, he and his comrades ruined their chances of an immediate
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homecoming. Odysseus’ men (hetairoi) believed that he did not want to give them
a share of the valuable gifts of the wind god Aeolus. So they opened the bag into
which Aeolos had bound the winds that could endanger their journey. The winds
escaped and drove the ships completely off course (10.34–50). Thus, in the Odyssey
as in the Iliad, a smooth solution of problems is prevented by erroneous behavior
– on the part of both Odysseus and his companions. Odysseus alone can escape the
dangers of the mythical world into which they stray as a result.

He is shipwrecked and then rescued by the Phaeacians. The island society of 
the Phaeacians, located between the mythical and real worlds, represents a sort of
counter-image to the situation in Ithaca. Ithaca, the story’s destination, has not had
a paramount basileus since Odysseus’ departure for Troy. A new one can only be
designated by Penelope, Odysseus’ widow, marrying one of her young suitors. But
the way in which these suitors court the widow violates almost all accepted norms.
Not only do they destroy the economic basis of Odysseus’ household with their 
daily feasts at his house, but they even attempt to murder Telemachus, Odysseus’
son and potential heir. When Odysseus returns to this world, he recovers his posi-
tion by force, fighting first against the suitors and then against their relatives. As in
the Iliad, the story is resolved with the help of the gods: Athena is instructed by
Zeus to prevent a civil war and force the Ithacans to recognize Odysseus as their
paramount basileus.

In view of the plot lines of the Iliad and the Odyssey described above, these two
epics can be read as complementary texts which deal with a common theme from
different perspectives and with an eye on different societies, and which are guided
by a common message: a conflict (neikos) which cannot be resolved “privately”8 must
not carry on by means of violence. Internal cohesion and a leader’s duty to keep the
public good in mind must not be endangered by egoism and hubris. These clear,
complementary prescriptions are hardly conceivable without the existence of fierce
conflict and a discussion of the qualities required of leaders in the reality of the poet’s
times. But before we can pursue this thought any further, we must first examine the
chief elements of which the societies described in the poems are constructed.

Subsistence economy and trade

A simple agricultural economy prevails in Homer, despite the presence of a few luxury
goods, and in contrast to the economy of the Mycenaean age or of Near Eastern
empires. Agriculture is the almost exclusive source of subsistence. Farmland was owned
by households (oikoi). In the Iliad and the Odyssey only the households of the elite
are described. They are located near or within settlements and have the best land 
at their disposal. The plots of land are large enough to be divisible amongst heirs 
(Il 14.208–10), or for pieces to be given away to slaves. Besides the owner’s family,
the oikos includes male and female slaves, servants, and hired laborers (thetes), who
either own no land at all or too little to subsist on; and in addition free men who
have come as refugees and are dependent upon support (therapontes). The men ener-
getically cultivate the land, above all to produce grain; they also work in vineyards
and orchards. The women are responsible for all tasks related to housekeeping. Livestock

ACA_c05.qxd  25/02/2009  02:28PM  Page 86



The World of Homer and Hesiod 87

breeding plays a special role in that cattle serve as a status symbol and – presumably
for this very reason – as a measure of value. Members of the elite pride themselves
on personally being able to perform all tasks particulary well.

Apart from land owned by oikoi, not only common land but also uncultivated and
unallocated land of lesser quality seems to have been available. This might explain
the conspicuous absence of any hint of conflict over land between rich and poor.

Besides the people living in the oikos, we find in the epic world professional traveling
specialists, such as the seer, healer, carpenter or singer, who are important enough
to be called demiourgoi, “workers for the demos,” i.e. the whole community (Od.
17.382–6). There is no direct mention of permanent local markets or trade, but
both may have existed. Long-distance trade is dominated by foreigners, notably the
Phoenicians, but the elite also takes part in, and derives special advantage from, it.
Because it is directed toward profit (kerdos) and may be connected with piracy, for-
eign trade is regarded with ambivalence.9

Strangers, who are you? Why are you sailing the wet lanes of the sea? Is it on some
business? Or are you traveling at random across the sea, as raiders do – men who 
wander and put their lives at risk as they bring harm upon foreigners?

(3.71–4; tr. van Wees)

The principle of reciprocity

Reciprocity is a principle which is essential to the functioning of Homeric societies
as a whole, not only of their elites. According to this principle, the exchange of 
goods and services simultaneously creates social and economic obligations between
individuals or groups, which are to be discharged immediately or at some later point.
The services of a leader can be recompensed by the community as a whole (demos)
with a plot of land (temenos) or a special gift (geras). Leaders (gerontes) convened
in council drink wine (gerousios oinos) placed at their disposal by the demos in exchange
for their advice, and some of them receive a special piece of meat by the paramount
leader in return for special services. Reciprocity is also involved in the relationships
between guest-friends in their exchange of gifts, as well as the relationship that is
forged between Priam and Achilles by means of the goods which redeem Hector’s
corpse.10

The typology of reciprocity established by Marshall Sahlins can help clarify what
the effects of reciprocity may be (Sahlins 1972; van Wees 1998c). With regard to the
relationship between giver and receiver, we can distinguish “generalized,” “balanced,”
and “negative” reciprocity. “Balanced reciprocity” is normally to be found in gifts
between guest-friends. “Generalized reciprocity” presupposes the generosity of the
giver, but puts the receiver into a position of dependency for as long as he is not in
a position to return similar gifts. This is Agamemnon’s intention when he offers Achilles
goods and services in exceptional quantity and quality to win him back as ally. This is
also what happens when the Phaeacians fill Odysseus’ ship with countless gifts for his
return to Ithaca. “Negative reciprocity” means that goods and services are demanded
and received, but the expected compensation does not follow, or is not adequate.
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If one wishes to avoid the obligations created by reciprocity, one can only refuse
to accept the goods and services offered. This is why Achilles does not accept the
gifts offered by Agamemnon. Yet the individual is not free to accept or refuse at will
the gifts offered. If one is in a weak social position, one cannot turn down such an
offer. Thus, for example, Agamemnon must accept the prize which he receives from
Achilles at Patroclus’ funeral games, but in doing so falls, as he himself recognizes,
into dependence on Achilles. Because this game of acceptance and refusal is closely
connected to raising and lowering social status, it also entails intense competition
within the Homeric elite, as in all societies of this kind.11

In this competition it is an advantage always to have goods (keimelia, ktemata)
at one’s disposal. For this reason, as many valuable commodities as possible are hoarded
at home. Such goods are textiles produced by the women in the oikos, animals raised
on the farm, and metal artwork or raw metals (gold, iron) obtained through foreign
trade. Basileis who present gifts can demand compensation from the demos, but prob-
ably only when they do so as representatives of the community, rather than as indi-
viduals. On the whole, however, we must remember that the number of such luxury
goods is small, despite the efforts to depict a rich and splendid world; generally only
between one and three luxury items are exchanged or given away at a time.

Social status

Homeric societies are patriarchal in the sense that the power of decision-making (kratos)
lies with the men.12 This is not to say that the female sex or its sphere of action was
devalued. For on the one hand this male power does not imply the use of force, and
on the other hand the (elite) woman has the same authority in her domain as the man
has in his. Men are explicitly assigned the areas of (public) speech and warfare, women
domestic work and the supervision of free and unfree maid-servants (Il. 6.488–93;
Od. 1.346–59; 21.344–53). In exceptional circumstances, the boundary between
the gender spheres is crossed. In the face of the threat to Troy, Andromache advises
her husband Hector on how best to defend the city. Penelope must – and can –
manage the whole oikos as long as her husband is away and her son is not yet an
adult. Similar situations are found in the mythical fantasy world where Calypso 
and Circe live. But the influence of women in the “real” world can also exceed their
normal sphere. The mothers of Nestor and Andomache are both explicitly designated
as leaders (basileia), and Arete, wife to the paramount leader of the Phaeacians, sets
out the parameters for decision-making by the men.

The position of an individual within Homeric societies depends upon two factors:
his socio-economic and socio-political esteem. Economic success is considered essential
proof of a person’s quality. This makes it necessary to display one’s prosperity and to
consume it in the company of others. However, Achilles’ accusation that Agamemnon
is greedy, for instance, or the negative view of the long-distance trader, suggest that
it matters how one achieves economic success. One’s own work as well as the suc-
cessful organization of work are valued positively, while success achieved at the 
cost of others is valued negatively. Only free men and women are included in this
spectrum of evaluations. The foreigner, who often arrives as a refugee to become a
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“resident alien” (metanastes), like the free hired laborer (thes) and the occasional 
begger (ptochos) or slave (dmos), cannot attain the same status as full members of
society. And yet, there are differences in the treatment of these lower-ranking per-
sons. The thetes are subject to their master’s moods and can even be cheated out of
their rightful pay, like the gods Poseidon and Apollo, when they built the walls of
Troy in the guise of hired laborers (Il. 21.441–52; Od. 11.489–91). By compari-
son, the small number of female and male slaves, who are all part of an oikos, are
definitely better off (Raaflaub 1997b: 638–9).

The degree of prestige a person has within society is what lies behind the term
time. As a sociopolitical term, it covers the link between standing and prestige. The
extremes of the range of time are marked as “the best” (aristos) or “good” (agathos),
and “bad” (kakos). A person’s ranking within this range is not fixed once and for all,
but can vary according to context. Basilees may count fundamentally as agathos or
aristos, and also enjoy a special relationship to Zeus, but they are differentiated accord-
ing to their prestige. For example, at the beginning of the Iliad, Agamemnon has
more of the quality of a leader (basileuteros) than Achilles. On the other hand, Achilles
is aristos in combat which Agamemnon is not. Agamemnon – and he is not alone
– can even lose his position as basileus if he does not take the well-being of the demos
into consideration, for the demos, or the laos, is the point of reference of every evalu-
ation. If he would no longer fulfill his role as “shepherd of the people,” his time in
public opinion (pheme) would be much reduced (Ulf 1990b: 41–8).

Gradations of time can be in evidence in all areas of human endeavor, and are
encountered in the organization in age groups, from child to old man, which per-
vades all of society (Ulf 1990b: 51–83). The child is foolish (nepios), youths and
young adults (kouros, koure) have not yet developed their full intellectual abilities.
From the age of about 30, male adults are designated gerontes and have more prestige
due to the greater qualities ascribed to them. But each age group is further differ-
entiated according to individual ability, which can result in a younger person receiv-
ing more time than an older one. Concretely, Diomedes, for instance, who in age
is still a kouros, is nevertheless reckoned among the gerontes, as wise Nestor insists:

Son of Tydeus, you are exceedingly strong in war, and in council you are the best of
all your contemporaries. Not a single Greek will scoff at your speech or contradict you,
yet you have not brought the debate to an end. You are after all a young man, and
might be my youngest son . . . But come, I, who can claim to be older than you, shall
have the final word and run through everything; no one will disrespect my speech, not
even lord Agamemnon.

(Il. 9.53–62; tr. van Wees)

Descent from a “good” elite family does endow a child with the important advant-
ages of this milieu, but the complaint about the bad offspring of good parents 
indicates that they are not exempt from the competition for time (Od. 2.276–7; Ulf
1990b: 194–7). A person has to prove himself above all in warfare, in council, and
in the mediation of conflicts. A “strong warrior” who is able “to think simultaneously
ahead and back” (Il. 1.343), has the best chance of improving his personal prestige
and thereby his social status.
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Socio-political units
The establishment of a person’s status by means of socio-economic and socio-political
criteria takes place within what we may call a political framework, delimited by the
concept of time. Only a full member of the community (polites) can have time. This
does not include either the refugee (phygas) who as resident alien (metanastes) enjoys
no time, nor the slave, because Zeus has deprived him of half of the qualities of a
free person (arete).13

Just as the epics depict diverse societies, their political units do not look uniform.
In the Iliad’s Catalogue of Ships and Catalogue of Trojans, the contingents engaged
in the war are portrayed as ethne; they appear in the Odyssey as e.g. Ithacans,
Thesprotians or Phoenicians. At the same time, numerous cities, such as Troy or the
town of the Phaeacians, but also the Achaean camp, exhibit the characteristics of a
polis (city-state).14 An ethnos can encompass an entire region with several, differently
structured settlements. The specific characteristic of the polis is its openly visible 
communal institutions: it has a public square, streets, temples and a city wall; and
political arrangements are more easily set in motion within it. But both of these forms
of political community have basileis and a council of gerontes. These, and the public
assembly (agora), operate according to fixed rules, such as the summoning by heralds,
or a particular order of speakers.15

What the political unit is expected to achieve can be deduced from the goal pur-
sued by all deliberations. It is not a matter of imposing one’s own view, but rather
of presenting a persuasive argument which promotes the common good; in other
words, which above all avoids internal conflict. How important a point this is can
be inferred from the plots of the Iliad and the Odyssey outlined earlier, and from the
safeguarding of this duty by divine supervision: Zeus and Themis (“the norm”) watch
over good order in the political community. Decisions in the agora are not made
exclusively by the elite, but on the principle described earlier by which individual
abilities and economic success (must) coincide, the elite are not only granted polit-
ical leadership but also dominate the formation of public opinion.16

The unambiguous obligation to make political decisions collectively is formulated
in the face of latent tensions within the political units. These tensions arise out of
the parallel existence of an overarching political framework and of smaller units, 
which each create identity and demand loyalty. For instance, the age groups of the
gerontes and the kouroi, i.e. of older and younger adults, can have virtually opposite
views on important issues. This is the case e.g. in the agora in which the Achaeans
publicly discuss the correct method of warfare against the Trojans (Il. 9.50–68).
Here it becomes evident that a youthful leader such as Diomedes can represent a
danger for the internal peace of a community when he is supported by his peers.
We also hear of kinship groups, rarely and vaguely, but not only at weddings or when
a murdered man is to be avenged. Some Arcadians, for instance, are characterized
as group by their residence near the tomb of Aipytos, perhaps a collective ancestor
(Il. 2.603–4), and Hector gathers the Trojan leaders in a council at the tomb of
Ilos, eponymous founder of Ilion, in the plain outside the city (Il. 10.414–15; cf.
11.166–7).
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This recalls Nestor’s advice that the Achaean army be subdivided by phratries
(brotherhoods) and phylai (sections) (Il. 2.362–3). The impression that kinship groups
are meant here is confirmed by the fact that Hector originally planned to fend off the
Achaeans without Trojan soldiers (laoi) or allies (epikouroi), but “with his brothers-
in-law and own brothers” (Il. 5.472–4). In Ithaca, another group which may be based
on kinship makes an appearance in connection with Eupeithes, father of the suitor
Antinoos. This group took part in a raid against Thesprotians in the face of protests
from the Ithacans and is therefore attacked by the demos (Od. 16.424–29). The rela-
tionship between these kinship groups and the oikoi cannot be clearly determined.
In any case, the oikoi represent a third kind of group which as a focus of identity
and loyalty can come into conflict with the interests of the demos.

The tensions within societies also result from the near-impossibility of classifying
the actions of any individual as unambiguously private. This is because the commun-
ity as a whole (demos) not only dominates as the point of reference for the alloca-
tion of time, but also takes action in its own right. It awards gifts of honor from
booty, or else land. It contributes to processes of arbitration (Il. 18.497–508), can
proclaim a penalty (thoe) when the collective interest is harmed, and in its gatherings
(agora) creates the space for political decision-making, in which it also participates
(Il. 3.205–24; 7.345–78). Whoever harms the common interest for selfish reasons,
even if only by influencing a speaker in assembly by means of a gifts, loses time
(Il. 9,123–4; Od. 2,184–6).17

The tensions thus inherent in the political units seem to be reproduced in the
classification of the individual as one of four distinct types of relationship between
hetairoi (companions), which are characterized by different forms of reciprocity (cf.
Ulf 1990b: 127–38). Parallel membership in different groups could produce conflicts
of loyalty, all the more so since groups of hetairoi were not confined to the elite.18

The relationship between political communities

Homer’s political communities are not self-contained, completely autonomous entities,
any more than his oikoi are. We can tell this not only from the common practice of
(long-distance) trade, but also from the fact that e.g. Troy or the Phaeacians’ polis
are newly-founded cities (Il. 20.215–18; Od. 6.3–10). The ambivalent experience19

of trade contact and foundation of settlements abroad finds expression in, on the
one hand, the ethnographical interest shown by the epics and Zeus’ role as protec-
tor of the stranger, and, on the other hand, the image of the violent foreign basileus
who has people’s noses and ears cut off and genitals ripped out.20

The relationship between political units is often not peaceful, and the reasons for
this are not uniform. In his “lying tales,” Odysseus tells of how hunger and poverty
drive people into foreign parts (Od. 14.214–15; Ulf 1990b: 180–2), but other stories
reveal a more complex picture. It seems that single members of the community, 
especially young men, hope to improve their social status as well as profit econom-
ically. This seems to be the case for the series of plundering expeditions between the
Pylians and the Eleans (Il. 11.668–762), Achilles’ raids around Troy (Il. 6.414–28;
20.188–94), and Odysseus’ alleged adventures in Egypt (Od. 14.222–34), but also
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for Paris’ behavior in Sparta which leads to the Trojan War. All this is not far 
removed from piracy, represented by e.g. the Taphians, regarded as kidnappers (Od.
15.427–49).

The different kinds of aggression – from small-scale raid to organized warfare between
political communities – may well have also been linked to different forms of warfare.
The great Trojan War is no more than a conflict between political units, blown up
to panhellenic proportions. These exaggerated dimensions presumably also explain
why forms of warfare corresponding to different occasions for military conflict were
all projected into the Trojan War. The very variable equipment of the Achaean con-
tingents might suggest this.21

The political unit as a whole is also put at risk even when only one section wages
war. Although the danger of retribution becomes smaller as the victims are more
remote, but if claims for compensation are made, they are addressed to the political
unit as a whole. Hence political units try to find solutions beyond guest-friendship,
which links only individuals. The Trojan War gives an exemplary demonstration of
possible procedures. Menelaos and Odysseus were sent to Troy as envoys authorized
to clarify how the conflict could be resolved. Although no solution was reached in
this way, the attempt was made to prevent a war by concluding an actual treaty. The
alliances of different political units which constitute the Trojans and Achaeans are also
based upon such formal agreements.22 Such alliances were apparently not confined
to military situations (Od. 16.424 – 9), but details are unclear.

Hesiod’s World

In our description of Hesiod’s epics, we will limit ourselves to emphasizing those
aspects that are relevant to a reconstruction of Hesiod’s world, and those that have
bearing upon the comparison of Homer’s and Hesiod’s worlds.

Theogony: the order of Zeus

The Theogony justifies the reign of Zeus and the Olympian gods. Hesiod does not,
however, represent “the” Greek religion, but rather one – and the only surviving –
attempt of many to systematize the multitude of religious ideas amongst the Greeks.
The particular world of Hesiod’s Theogony also contains important Near Eastern 
elements, which cannot be given their due here.23

In the beginning, the Void (chaos), Earth, and Eros emerged. Gaia, the Earth,
brought forth the sky and the sea. She then gave birth to a generation of gods named
Titans, fathered by Uranus. Uranus hates his children because they are a threat to his
power. So he “would not suffer them to come up into the light” (157). Only the
youngest child, Cronus, dares to resist. With his mother Gaia’s help, he cuts off his
father’s genitals and himself takes power amongst the gods. But he knew “from Gaia
and starry Uranus that, for all his strength, he was doomed, by the plan of great Zeus,
to be subjected by his own son” (459–65). With this reference to Zeus, who has
not even been born at this time, Hesiod shows that Zeus is the endpoint of his entire
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genealogy of the gods. Cronus then devours all the children he begot with his sister
Rhea, but Rhea outwits him by giving him a stone wrapped in swaddling-bands 
instead of Zeus. Thus Zeus can grow up and rescue his siblings. With the youngest
of the Olympian gods, Zeus, a new era begins. He forgoes the violence upon which
Uranus and Cronus had relied. He liberates the Cyclopes and in return they give
him the necessary instruments of power: thunder and lightning. Supported by the
Hundred-Handers, gods whom he has also set free, Zeus is able to defeat the Titans,
who rebel against the new regime, in a ten-year battle that shatters heaven and earth.
At the request of the gods, Zeus establishes his new order, in which he assigns all
deities a status (time) corresponding to their qualities. Furthermore, he binds the most
important goddesses to himself by marriage, and in this way begets further deities
– such as, by Themis, Eunomia (good order), Dike (justice) und Eirene (peace), to
whom fall important tasks in the new divine order (901–3). A wealth of further deities
and stories are tied to this chronological and substantive framework, to fulfill the
aim of systematization but also to reinforce the basic idea.

The order of Zeus is not completely new but composed of elements which had
been positively valued in connection with the earlier generations of gods, including
the gift given in the appropriate measure and manner; the recognition of achievements
which are to the benefit of all; the farsighted thinking which can see even through
tricks; quick and good decisions based on such thinking; the consideration of good
advice; the exercise of one’s power to the advantage of all, which means that it should
not be used in excess. Zeus completely embodies all of these characteristics, while
other deities do so partially (e.g. Gaia, Nereus and the Nereids, Oceanus and the
Oceanids, Hecate, the Horae, the Moirae, the Charites and the Muses). The con-
trasting negative characteristics and behaviors have already been mentioned: violent
use of power to one’s own advantage; resort to trickery to damage others; hate. It is
significant that the evaluation of the basileus Zeus is not unquestionably established
from the outset, since he too has means of power which could be used in negative
ways. Only when it becomes clear that he puts these to wise use, does the latent
positive evaluation prevail.

Works and Days: daily life stripped of heroism

At the center of this work is an inheritance conflict (30–9, 395–9) to which the
individual sections relate. Only those who assume an oral composition and tradition
of the text doubt this autobiographical element, and the historicity of the poet Hesiod
with it (Nagy 1996b). Hesiod accuses his brother Perses of pursuing a wrong form
of ambition (eris). Because he wrongly disagreed with the division of their joint inher-
itance, Perses had turned to the basilees. Against this background, an image is cre-
ated which transfers into daily life the kind of dispute settlement portrayed in the
ideal world of the description of the shield of Achilles in the Iliad (18.497–508).
Although Perses gave the basileis not only his entire inheritance, but also property
stolen from Hesiod, they had not judged in his favor. “For we had already divided
our estate, and you had seized and carried off much else besides, paying great honor
to the basileis who eat gifts (dorophagoi) who were keen to settle this dispute” (37–9).
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The reason for Perses’ failure was that he had pretended to be wealthy. And now
he came to him to ask for support. “Do your work, foolish Perses, as ordained for
mankind by the gods” (397–8).

To give his admonitions a foundation, Hesiod ties this conflict and his advice to
the rules of a more comprehensive divine and human order. To this end he describes
parts of the divine world insofar as necessary for his argument. Two aspects of the
human order are represented. Against the power of the basilees, wrongly understood
and selfishly used in his own world, he places the behavior and rules which can over-
come the problems of life to the advantage of all. In this way, Hesiod lends events
and situations in the little town of Askra in Boeotia the character of a generally valid
paradigm. He speaks to Perses and the audience of a just human order safeguarded
by Zeus, of the basilees’ tasks, of the significance of material wealth to social recogni-
tion (time) and of the importance of working for it.

Unlike the Homeric epics, in Hesiod’s works it is not the world of the wealthy elite
which dominates, but rather the perspective of the owner of an oikos of middling size
who works on his land himself, together with a few servants, slaves, and animals (but
cf. ch. 23). Such an oikos, ideally dependent on no one, can only be successful when
the principle of maximum thrift is added to one’s own intensive work, to prudent
planning and to the observance of all economic and social rules (423–36, 538–46).
Kinsmen are less important in this than neighbors, whose support may be needed
in daily work. Hesiod’s thoughts are not concerned with survival, but are to be under-
stood as instructions for attaining prosperity.24 For prosperity is a prerequisite for
social recognition. The path taken by Perses in seeking a legal decision by the basilees
in the agora without this prerequisite is therefore foolish, since “capability and renown
attend upon wealth” (312).

Hesiod presents these rules of conduct not merely to assert himself in his own
world, but also intends with their aid to lead foolish people (nepioi) like Perses and
the basilees back onto the straight and narrow. By means of four narrative strands,
Hesiod aims to make them see the error of their ways and at the same time to pres-
ent rules to guide the community. The sketch of how Hesiod is robbed by his brother,
and how Perses in turn is robbed by the basilees, is immediately followed by the story
of Prometheus, who tried to dupe Zeus. Zeus proved his superiority by giving Pandora
to Prometheus’ brother Epimetheus (“after-thinker”). The famous story which ensues
about the succession of human types (genos) ends with the Iron Age, in which Hesiod’s
contemporaries must live lives of toil and suffering. For them, Hesiod prophesies
the mutual destruction of cities because they respect violent man who has given in
to hybris (188–92). This general diagnosis is followed by the fable of the hawk and
the nightingale which warns the basilees that only a fool fights stronger opponents
(201–11). What this means is explained by the depiction of the “unjust” and the
“just” polis.

For those who indulge in bad aggression (hybris) and evil deeds Zeus, far-seeing son
of Cronus, ordains punishment, and often an entire city shares the fate of one bad man
who commits crimes and performs reckless deeds.

(237–40)
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But, Hesiod warns, “a fool suffers first and understands later” (218). To avoid this,
one should organize one’s community in accordance with the rules of dike, justice.
Then, the city will flourish and be protected by Zeus, his chosen guardians, and Dike
herself (225–37).

This diagnosis leads Hesiod to exhort Perses to change his behavior. He should
be guided by justice and turn away from violence (bie). Wealth obtained by violence
and deception rather than persuasion will be short-lived (320–5). Hesiod offers detailed
instructions for the practical application of this exhortation in the main part of the
epic, in more than 500 verses, often derived from rustic proverbs.25 Work precedes
prosperity. Only property acquired by a year’s labor with one’s own hands will last.
Farmwork dominates but Hesiod briefly also mentions seafaring and trade, albeit 
primarily their risks (617–93).

Just like the Iliad and Odyssey, the Theogony and Works and Days can be seen as
complementary texts whose structure derives from a clear poetic intention.26 The proems
of both works leave no doubt that Zeus is the sole point of reference for the order
represented by Dike and presented by Hesiod as the right one. To show this order
in the right light, Hesiod makes complex use of the antithesis “positive-negative.”
At the beginning of Works and Days, we find two types of conflict (eris) defined in
these terms. In Theogony, only one type of eris is mentioned, but, unlike the older
gods, Zeus has chosen the right kind. We encounter the same contrast in the two
paths humans can choose to take. Perses should choose the more demanding path
and desist from deceit and violence. Zeus does the same in the Theogony. In con-
trast to the older gods, he refrains from violence so long as he is not forced to use
it. This opposition is continued in the juxtaposition of the “just” and the “unjust”
polis. The good basilees in the just polis behave like Zeus in Theogony and the ideal
basileus in the Odyssey (Od. 19.109–14). The bad polis ends in ruin because dike is
not respected and the basilees rely on hybris, deception, and violence instead.

With the story of Prometheus and Pandora, told in both texts, Hesiod creates a
link between his two works, and here too the opposition “good-bad” is fundamental.
Because of Prometheus’ deception of Zeus, which should have brought advantages,
mankind suffers misery in the form of Pandora (“all gifts”). This woman, called “a
beautiful evil” (Th. 585: kalon kakon) has only one jar (pithos) – not two, like Zeus
in the Iliad (24.527–30) – which contains only the negative gifts. It is part of Zeus’
deception that her name suggests that she will bring all. But Pandora seems to be only
half. For there are some indications that this woman, created as a punishment by Zeus,
does not represent womankind per se, as is generally assumed, but only embodies the
“more feminine” kind of woman (genos gynaikon thelyteraon, Th. 590–1), of which
Hesiod says in Works and Days (372–4) that they confuse a man’s mind – just as Hera,
here negatively characterized, does to Zeus in the Iliad (14.214–21). Hesiod con-
trasts this type with the hard-working, sensible woman (WD 694–704), represented
in the divine world of the Theogony by female figures such as Gaia or Hecate.27

Thus Theogony and Works and Days have the same goal: the establishment of an
order based upon justice (dike). Hesiod reinforces his exhortation to uphold its rules
to the benefit of all by pointing to divine sanctions. Those who drag Dike away not
only make the demos grumble (WD 219: rhothos), but they are also threatened by
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Zeus’ punishment. This message is proclaimed by both Hesiod and Homer with a
claim to truth that is guaranteed by their having been made singers by the Muses
and Apollo.

The World beyond Homer’s and Hesiod’s Texts

The differences between Homer and Hesiod are unmistakable. In Hesiod’s world,
the elite is not the center of attention. Hesiod, Perses and the basilees are part of a
highly concrete political unit. A problem affecting this group of people is the point
of departure for an analysis of the shortcomings and fundamental problems of every-
day life. However, Hesiod does not see any way of fundamentally changing the 
conditions of life. He puts his faith much more heavily than Homer in the power
of Dike rather than in participation in public life in the agora.28 Perhaps this dis-
tance from the community is related to the fact that Hesiod, being the son of an
immigrant, was not wholly integrated into Ascran society. This in turn could explain
why he regards kinship as less important than neighborly assistance, with which the
Homeric epics are also familiar (Il. 5.488–90; Od. 9.48–50).

The Homeric epics examine in a more fundamental way a wider world of societies
which are not the same but similar, from the point of view of two exceptional situ-
ations, which makes them seem more “political” than Hesiod’s works. Only at first
glance, however, do the Homeric epics appear to focus upon the elite, because the
elite is always related to the community.29 The Iliad and the Odyssey seem to want
to draw attention above all to the means by which internal social hierarchies should
be organized. The basilees must do justice to their privileged position in thought
and action to maintain their standing. This conception is not entirely alien to Hesiod
either. It finds drastic expression in a passage where people who pursue their self-
interest with brute force are compared to animals (WD 275–9). This is also how
Achilles is characterized when he defiles Hector’s corpse in breach of all norms (Il.
23.344–54; 24.39–54).

Neither the problematic concept of the “nation” briefly noted at the outset nor
the kind of differences sketched above entitle us to attribute the differences between
Homer and Hesiod to an evolutionary development of “the Greeks.” The basic eco-
nomic, social and political structures of the societies portrayed by the two authors
largely coincide: agriculture prevails; trade only occurs on a relatively small scale; the
elite sets itself apart from the community through wealth and behavior; basilees, agora,
and the problem of conflict settlement feature in both. Nor can the differences between
Homer and Hesiod be explained by their different social backgrounds, as this would
presuppose the assumption erroneously deduced from Homeric epics that the his-
torical world of Homer and Hesiod was characterized by an elite which lived in its
own (heroic) world that was clearly separate from the demos.

How, then, can the differences and similarities be explained? First of all, one should
simply remember that a text cannot represent everything but must make a selection.
As there nonetheless are such striking correspondences between the societies described,
it seems reasonable to suppose that the works do indeed refer to a common historical
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world. If the texts date between 750 and 650 – without our being able to date indi-
vidual epics more exactly within this period – they were composed in a historical
world that was not ethnically, culturally or politically uniform and was also going
through a process of transformation. Neither archeological finds nor written sources
from the Near East leave any doubt about this. The historical situation is made even
more complex by the fact that neither the demographic nor the social, economic
and cultural changes took place at the same pace everywhere.30 One consequence of
these changes was an increase in mobility, which from ca. 750 brought individuals
or even whole groups of people into intensive contact with foreign worlds, and prob-
ably also brought Hesiod’s father from Cyme in Asia Minor to Boeotia. This explains
the interest in ethnography and the adoption of Near Eastern and Egyptian know-
ledge and culture in the Greek world.

The engagement with this inwardly and outwardly changing world was by no means
restricted to epic texts like those of Homer and Hesiod, but is also found in archaic
lyric poetry (Dalby 1998; Patzek 2004). The differences one can see between Homer
and Hesiod might be due to their looking at historical processes from two different
geographical viewpoints, Hesiod from Boeotia and Homer from Ionia.31 At all events,
both poets were attentive observers and keen analysts of their times, so that they
came to very similar conclusions about the questions and problems of their age. An
experience they evidently shared was the effect of an unprecedented increase in social
differentiation, which led to “power,” based on wealth and prestige, gaining an auto-
nomous status which was felt to be unjust. The use of violence and fraud, especially
attractive to youthful leaders, is a related phenomenon. Apart from deployment of the
gods as ideological tools, only the personal qualities of individuals and the pressure of
public opinion can counter this trend. These are the only means to control the pres-
tige and thereby the power of the new elite. From Homer and Hesiod to Solon and
Theognis, this theme features ever more strongly in archaic Greek literature.32

Hesiod and Homer alike attempt to give their arguments special weight by means
of two literary techniques. Both avow that they proclaim the truth, and, like many after
them, appeal to the Muses on this point. And both make use of the past to make their
conclusions appear irrefutable. Homer projects everything into a past heroic age. He
consciously creates a heroic world furnished with archaic elements and wondrous
things, about which he pretends to be well-informed. However, his plots are not taken
from any concrete knowledge of the past, but from traditional stories, which he com-
bined with completely new elements to create his own. The result is, on the one
hand, what has been called “epic distance” (J. M. Redfield), and on the other hand,
an “organic amalgam” (Raaflaub 1998: 188) which reflects the poet’s intention. By
contrast, Hesiod constructs a much more systematic world of the gods and a divinely
ordained human order, in which his own world represents the final phase of a pro-
gressive decline of types of man. This construct is designed to lend persuasive power
to his conclusions and instructions for righteous conduct.

Homer’s and Hesiod’s texts thus are neither a mere passing on of old stories, nor
are they a depiction of conditions in their time: they are “intentional history.”33 They
aim to offer solutions to the problems of their own historical societies in an age of
transition. Hence one should not dismiss out of hand the idea, only recently formulated,
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that Homer’s, and Hesiod’s, epics do not simply represent the end of a long oral
tradition but are literary experiments which successfully exploited this tradition to
draw attention to their “political” concerns. The stories are not mere tales of heroes
(Heldenlieder), but offer wholly new arguments. The old tales are given new accents
and inserted in the narrative arc of the new story. Furthermore, this new form of
epic not only draws on Near Eastern models, but, like these, also shapes its own
story as a kind of compendium of contemporary knowledge (Ulf 2003; Patzek 2004).
It can hardly be denied that the complexity and length of these works were only
possible in the new medium of writing. In this way, the epics of Homer and Hesiod
were not only especially large but also particularly successful forms of expression among
the various literary genres of their age.

Finally, we must ask once more to whom the poets addressed their “intentional”
texts. The argument of the texts, more in Hesiod than in Homer, aims at open 
criticism of, not the existence of an elite, but its conduct. Thus the conclusion, sug-
gested by the texts themselves, has been drawn that they were not exclusively meant
for the elite, but addressed the demos at large (Dalby 1995). Only if this is true can
we properly understand the panhellenic orientation of Homer’s and Hesiod’s texts,34

since it fits well with the ambition of the “genre experiment” (Wolf 1995) to have
maximum impact on the new political and cultural situation. This however does not
mean that a panhellenic forum already existed in historical reality. Quite the con-
trary, it was only the changes of the Greek archaic age, including the development
of new literary forms, which led to larger entities, such as those of the Dorians and
Ionians, taking shape, and with them also the sense of a “Greek” unity. Not until
this point in time, in the sixth century, did Homer and Hesiod gain a wide appeal.35
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Introduction

In Aristophanes’ Birds, produced in 414, a herald promises the enormous reward of
a talent to the citizens of “Cloudcuckooland,” if they eliminate one of the “long
dead tyrants.”1 The poet here pokes fun at the Athenians’ fear of tyranny, which
was by that time as unfounded as it was anachronistic: there had been no tyrannies
in mainland Greece, the Aegean islands, or the poleis of Asia Minor for generations.
Yet this did not reduce the great interest and the peculiar mixture of fear and fas-
cination that tyranny aroused in the Greeks – and particularly in the citizens of 
democratic Athens. This interest found expression repeatedly and variously in the
literature of the fifth and fourth centuries, from Herodotus and Thucydides to 
the tragedians and Plato, Aristotle and their schools. All these authors, each in his
own way, investigated the causes and emergence of tyranny in the archaic period.
They developed processual models for the tyrants’ rise to power, distinguished and
classified various types of autocratic rule, and described in terms of “ideal types” the
character, conduct and self-presentation of tyrants and the instruments of oppres-
sion peculiar to their regime. Moreover, when Birds was performed, tyranny had already
been converted into an evocative metaphor for the Athenians’ own form of gov-
ernment: indeed, the rule of the Athenian demos over polis and empire – a rule that 
was not and could not be limited – was suggestively reflected in contemporaneous 
conceptions of the violent rule of erstwhile tyrants. By reinventing archaic tyranny
in historiography, drama, and philosophy, the Athenians thus reflected in a variety
of ways on their own identity.2

One expression of such intensive and variously motivated discussion of tyranny is
found in Thucydides’ suggestion that it originated as a consequence of economic
growth in the archaic period: “As Greece became more powerful and acquired 
more wealth than it had previously, tyrannies were established in nearly every city”

CHAPTER SIX

The Tyrants

Elke Stein-Hölkeskamp
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(1.13.1). In Politics, Aristotle attempts to categorize systematically the causes of 
the rise of tyrannies, identifying four basic types: they stemmed from the emergence
of a demagogue, from the abuse of the powers of a regular office by an ambitious
and power-hungry incumbent, from the deterioration of traditional kingship and 
neglect of time-honored customs, or from the delegation to an individual of central
authority previously wielded by an oligarchy. Yet all tyrants, Aristotle concludes, 
essentially began as leaders of the people in their struggle against oppression by 
an elite.3

Socrates, as portrayed by Xenophon in Memorabilia (4.6.12), thought of tyranny
as rule against the wishes of the people, exercised by the will of the ruler without
consideration for the law. Plato and Aristotle characterize tyranny as a type of rule
that exclusively serves the personal interests of its holder. The aim of each tyrant is
to enjoy the pleasures of life. Consequently, a life of luxury and decadent extrava-
gance, including voluptuous meals and drinking, splendid clothing, prostitutes,
catamites, and indeed sexual excesses of every kind are regarded as typical of the
tyrant’s lifestyle which by necessity corresponds to immense personal greed and an
extraordinary and unprecedented accumulation of wealth at the tyrant’s court.4

The proverbial wealth, the analysis continues, which the tyrant amasses through
confiscations, taxes, and fees – that is, at the expense of the community – serves 
not only to satisfy his own desires but also to protect his rule from opposition 
and conspiracy. Typically, therefore, according to Aristotle, the tyrant relies on 
mercenaries and a bodyguard. Several tyrants deprived the citizens of power (and
even arms) so as to eliminate any threat on their part (Pol. 1311a8ff ). Moreover,
tradition generally considers it characteristic of a tyrant constantly to monitor and
spy on the citizens. To paraphrase Plato (Symp. 182b–c), Aristotle (Pol. 1313a40ff
and b10ff ), and Isocrates (Or. 3.54), tyrants regarded ties of friendship as a threat
to their rule and accordingly outlawed hetaireiai (associations of friends) and
alliances.

The detail and variety of the discussion of tyranny in the classical sources starkly
contrast both quantitatively and even qualitatively not only with the few explicit 
assessments by contemporaries that survive in the fragments of archaic lyric poetry,
but also with the scanty information about circumstances and events related to 
individual tyrannies which we are able to extract from those same fragments and
from Herodotus’ stories. Modern scholarship tends to disregard as much as pos-
sible the abstract and systematizing reflections of later authors because they seem 
to obstruct rather than advance our understanding of archaic tyranny, and to focus
instead on contemporary evidence and a cautious interpretation of the relevant 
passages in Herodotus. Of course, even the latter cannot at all be taken at face 
value. For example, when Herodotus worked on his Histories, considerably more 
than three generations had passed since Cypselus’ rise to power in Corinth; these
events therefore lay far beyond the three-generation period accessible to more-
or-less reliable oral memory. In the case studies on specific archaic tyrannies offered
below it is therefore crucially important to be methodologically thorough and
explicit, to identify the gaps and to make clear what we can and cannot say in any
given case.5
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Case Studies

Corinth
The epoch of archaic tyranny began with the rule of Cypselus over Corinth.6 In 
660 he overthrew the ruling Bacchiads and assumed sole power. The Bacchiads formed
a hereditary, closed aristocracy who sought to preserve their monopoly of power through
endogamy. They owned the best land in the territory of Corinth. According to Strabo,
they controlled foreign trade and imposed fees both on the exchange of goods and
the export of agricultural products. The Bacchiads had ruled collectively by mono-
polizing all political privileges and rotating the highest political office annually among
members of their group. Obviously, there were other families as well who in a broad
sense belonged to an elite upper class. Many of them apparently were of pre-Dorian
origin. Their estates lay on the periphery of Corinthian territory.7

The archaic, pre-political structure of Bacchiad rule seems to have retarded the
political and institutional development of Corinth. In other spheres, however, Bacchiad
Corinth made rapid progress and emerged as a comparatively wealthy polis. A gradual
rise in population beginning in ca. 800 resulted in the active role that the polis played
in early colonization. The founders of Syracuse and Corcyra, Archias and Chersikrates,
were Corinthians and members of the Bacchiads. Once these colonies in the west
and north-west had been established, Corinth because of its favorable geographical
location became the most important trading center for commerce between them and
mainland Greece (Thuc. 6.3.2; Strabo 6.2.4).

Nevertheless, even before Cypselus’ time Bacchiad rule seems to have suffered 
from a crisis that had various causes. A major factor undoubtedly was the Bacchiads’
inability over an extended period to legitimate their power through foreign policy
and military successes. Indeed, a few years before the coup of Cypselus, Corinth lost
control over its colony on the island of Corcyra and failed to regain it despite con-
siderable efforts. Moreover, the Bacchiads were unable to prevent either the expan-
sion of Argive influence or the rise of neighboring Megara (Thuc. 1.13). In addition
to these failures and defeats, they faced challenges in adapting to the broad structural
changes that began to take effect throughout Greece in the early seventh century.
In this period, Megara may have adopted the new hoplite tactics. If they wished to
hold their own in conflicts with their neighbor, the Bacchiads were thus forced to base
Corinth’s army on a broader class of citizens.8 In the short term, the need to equip
themselves with the panoply must have been an economic burden for the affected
farmers. In the middle or long term, however, this development brought about a
revaluation of that class and consequently an increase in its self-confidence, expecta-
tions, and demands. Against this backdrop, the concentration of the best land in the
hands of the Bacchiads perhaps caused increasing dissatisfaction. At the same time,
other well-to-do elite families, who so far had been excluded from the decision-making
processes and now claimed a share in political power, probably helped increase 
pressure on the Bacchiads’ legitimacy and power and eventually proved an essential
factor in the overthrow of the Bacchiad regime and the rise of Cypselus.

The ancient sources offer two different accounts of Cypselus’ rise to power.
Herodotus, who gives most space to the fairy-tale elements of the story, relates that
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Labda, daughter of one of the Bacchiads, but unable to find a husband among them
because she was lame, married an outsider. Because the Delphic oracle predicted great
power for the male offspring of this union, the Bacchiads decided to kill Labda’s
firstborn. Yet she saved him by hiding him in a chest (kypsele). When Cypselus grew
up, another oracle from Delphi encouraged him to overthrow the unjust rule of the
Bacchiads and to usurp their power for himself and his children. The topos, perva-
sive in mythology, of a disabled person who brings destruction upon those who rejected
her, is here used as a leitmotif for the entire episode (Hdt. 5.92b).

The other version of the story of Cypselus’ coup goes back to the fourth-century
historian Ephorus, and survives in the fragments of the universal history of Nicolaus
of Damascus (time of Augustus; FGrHist 90 F57.1–7). Although aware of Cypselus’
miraculous rescue from the Bacchiad henchmen, Nicolaus is more interested in the
concrete actions by which Cypselus prepared his takeover. He stresses that Cypselus
enjoyed great authority because of his military prowess and was finally elected to the
office of polemarchos. In stark contrast to his Bacchiad predecessors, he supposedly
exercised the civil and judicial duties entailed by this office with leniency and fair-
ness, refraining from placing defendants in fetters and from exacting the customary
severe punishments from insolvent debtors. His “valiant and public-spirited” style
of administration won him extraordinary popularity. Yet Cypselus did not, according
to Nicolaus, overthrow the Bacchiad regime as leader of an uprising of the dissatisfied
demos, but with the help of a conspiracy among the nobility (hetairikon). Thus the
would-be tyrant sought and found support primarily among those members of the
elite who, because of the Bacchiad’s monopoly of power, had not been able to realize
the claims to prestige and influence characteristic of men of their status. After his
coup, Cypselus had many Bacchiads killed; others he sent into exile, confiscating their
land. Some scholars have assumed, on the basis of Nicolaus’ terminology, that the
demos no less than Cypselus’ aristocratic followers profited from such redistribution
of land, but this seems questionable at least.9 Cypselus certainly did not enact a pro-
gram of sweeping redistribution of land or of comprehensive economic and social
reform. The organization of further colonies rather suggests that demographic pres-
sure and, correspondingly, demand for land continued to be a problem during his
reign. Leucas, Ambracia, and Anactorium, among others, were founded under the
leadership of his sons. A steady rise in the export of Corinthian pottery confirms
that manufacturing and trade flourished under the tyrant.10

Construction of a treasury in Delphi – according to the dedicatory inscription a
personal donation of Cypselus – as well as a number of dedications in Delphi and
Olympia, as splendid as they were unusual, including a large bronze palm tree and
a golden statue of Zeus, indicate the tyrant’s desire to demonstrate his status in 
the central arenas of the panhellenic aristocracy. Simultaneously they make it clear
that it was a matter of great importance to the tyrant to present himself, through
behavior that befitted his status, as an accepted member of a community of cult that
transcended individual poleis.11

Cypselus died after a thirty-year reign, succeeded by his son Periander. In the ancient
tradition Periander is the prototype of the evil and cruel tyrant, to whom every pos-
sible excess and perversion, even incest and necrophilia, were attributed. Aristotle
describes him as the inventor of all those measures that served as violent means of
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maintaining tyranny: bribery, corruption, spying, and terror (Pol. 1313a36ff ). Yet
there were also essentially positive judgments of Periander, and he was occasionally
counted among the “Seven Sages” (D.L. 1.13). Given the difficult source situation,
very little can be said with any certainty about his political and legislative activities.12

He seems to have scored some military and political successes, continuing colonization
and regaining control over Corcyra. He was well integrated into the inter-polis elite
and participated regularly in the panhellenic festivals in Olympia and elsewhere. The
authority he enjoyed in these circles is confirmed by the fact that he was chosen as
an arbitrator in a conflict between Athens and Mytilene (Hdt. 5.95; Ephorus FGrH
70 F178). In Corinth he appears consistently to have taken action against the com-
peting claims of other aristocratic families; at least he is supposed to have enacted a
series of sumptuary laws that decisively restricted the self-presentation of the elite.
He is said to have prohibited unauthorized meetings and tried to limit access to the
city center; unless these measures are topoi of fourth-century typologies of tyranny
that were falsely ascribed to Periander, they must reflect his efforts to safeguard his
rule from increasing opposition (Ephorus FGrH 70 F179; Nicolaus of Damascus FGrH
90 F58.1). Even in antiquity, Periander was considered a great builder, respon-
sible for a temple, a spring house, a harbor, and the diolkos, a paved road over which
boats laden with cargo could be dragged on carts across the Isthmus.13 Although
these works were primarily motivated by the tyrant’s desire for personal glory, they
nevertheless greatly advanced the process of urbanization at Corinth.

After Periander’s death his nephew Psammetichus assumed power.14 He was 
eliminated by an aristocratic plot after only three years. Tyranny was replaced by 
the “polycratic” rule of a wealthy aristocratic elite (Nicolaus of Damascus FGrH 90
F59.4, 60.1–2).

Sicyon

Orthagoras established a tyranny at Sicyon in c. 650.15 Our source for his rise to
power and rule is an anonymous “History of Tyranny” that probably goes back to
Ephorus. According to this source, Orthagoras, whose father Andreas allegedly was
a simple cook, first distinguished himself as a border sentry and was then promoted
to watch commander and later to polemarchos (FGrH 105 F2; Diod. 8.24). The 
fragmentary and only partially credible tradition includes no specific information 
on Orthagoras’ assumption of power or on his and his immediate successors’ reigns.
Aristotle’s opinion is vague and positive. He emphasizes that the tyrants of Sicyon
were moderate toward their subjects, for the most part observed the laws, and won
the masses’ approval by caring for their well-being. Other sources, however, mention
strife within the ruling family and violent, indeed bloody, fights about the succession.16

Cleisthenes, who ruled over Sicyon in the first third of the sixth century, is the first
tyrant whom we know in some detail. According to Aristotle, he was a distinguished
general. His military fame was primarily due to his participation in the Sacred War
which the Delphic Amphictyony and its allies waged in 590 against the Phocian polis
of Crisa (Arist. Pol. 1315b16ff; Paus. 10.37.5f ). Moreover, under Cleisthenes the
Sicyonians are said to have conquered the neighboring polis Pellene and carried on
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a military conflict with Argos (with unknown results). Since its founding, Sicyon had
maintained close ties with Argos. Cleisthenes apparently attempted to sever those ties
and free Sicyon from Argive influence. For this purpose, tradition reports, he enacted
a series of highly unusual measures: for example, he prohibited the recitation of the
Homeric epics in Sicyon because they glorified the deeds of Argive heroes; he abolished
tragic choruses in honor of Adrastus, the Argive hero, who according to legend had
once been the king of Sicyon, and even expelled him from his shrine in the agora,
in spite of vehement resistance from Delphi. The cult and sacrifices for Adrastus were
transferred to the Theban hero Melanippus who supposedly was an arch-enemy of
Adrastus. Cleisthenes even had Melanippus’ bones transferred from Thebes to Sicyon
and buried in a shrine near the council building. This act represented a remarkable
interference with the Sicyonians’ collective memory and a substantial alteration to
the town’s sacral and monumental topography (Hdt. 5.67.1ff ).

A much-debated issue among scholars is the interpretation of Cleisthenes’ tribal
reform. Herodotus mentions it in connection with the tyrant’s other anti-Argive 
activities. He states that Cleisthenes ridiculed the Sicyonians by renaming the three
Dorian tribes (Hylleis, Pamphyli, and Dymanatae), giving them derogatory names
of animals instead. He dubbed them the “swine-men,” the “donkey-men,” and the
“pig-men,” whereas he called the fourth tribe, to which he and his family belonged,
the Archelaoi or “leaders of the people” (Hdt. 5.68.1). This measure has frequently
been taken as evidence for a division of the Sicyonians into a Dorian upper class and
pre-Dorian lower class, which was considered the real cause of all social and polit-
ical conflicts in that polis. According to this theory, the Orthagorid tyrants drew their
support from the pre-Dorian group to which they themselves belonged. The tribal
reform consequently was interpreted as a measure designed to weaken the Dorian
upper class and simultaneously to improve the position of the previously disadvan-
taged pre-Dorian population who formed the fourth tribe.17

This interpretation has recently been called into question by K.-W. Welwei, who
attempts to fit the tribal system and its reorganization, both in Sicyon and in 
other communities, into the general process of early polis formation. He stresses that 
comparison with the tribal systems of other poleis makes it unlikely that Sicyonian
tribes in the sixth century reflected a division by ethnic, social, or regional criteria.
He, therefore, argues against the existence, at that time, of three traditional tribes
exclusively made up of Dorians. More likely, Dorian immigrants and remains of the
pre-Dorian population had to some extent become intermixed, and this must have
had an effect on the composition of the tribes as well. In Sparta, for example, even
before 750 bc the pre-Dorian inhabitants of Amyclae were incorporated into the
tribes (but cf. ch. 7, below). The very idea of limiting membership in the three old
tribes to the Dorian nobility by means of relegating the pre-Dorian lower class to a
fourth tribe is hardly convincing, since the Orthagorids themselves were members of
the latter. Welwei suggests that the fourth tribe originated in the course of territorial
expansion from an effort to integrate the population of border areas. Regional dif-
ferences gradually disappeared because the population fluctuated within the polis 
territory but changes in domicile did not affect tribal affiliation. Hence Welwei con-
siders the aim of the tribal reform – in analogy to that instituted by the Athenian
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Cleisthenes – to have been an even distribution of men fit for military service through-
out the tribes with a view to quick and effective mobilization of the army for the
tyrant’s many military undertakings.18

Even this interpretation of Cleisthenes’ reform has to rely to some extent on specu-
lation. It does, however, accord better with what little we know of the character 
and function of the subdivisions of early Greek communities. Obviously it deprives
Cleisthenes of the aura, frequently attributed to him, of the tyrant as defender 
of an underprivileged ethnic minority. Instead it illuminates Cleisthenes’ efforts, by
restructuring the subdivisions, to overcome rifts within the community and in this
way to limit the potential for conflict. The interpretation of his reform as a measure
intended to stabilize both his rule and his community is completely consistent with
the fact that the Orthagorid dynasty continued to rule over Sicyon for some decades
after the death of Cleisthenes and that his tribal reform was cancelled only after its
overthrow.19

There is no reliable evidence on other domestic measures enacted by Cleisthenes.
He allegedly sought to keep small farmers from visiting the city center by compelling
them to wear even there their rustic garb, a sheepskin coat. The historicity of this
measure is highly controversial. Herodotus mentions an agora and prytaneion in the
center of Sicyon; this admits the possibility that assembly and council continued to
meet under the tyranny. Yet nothing is known of their functions and powers.20

Like Periander, Cleisthenes regularly participated in the great panhellenic festivals,
which offered archaic Greek aristocrats a chance to meet with their peers from other
poleis, to show off their wealth and personal excellence, and also to seek public recog-
nition in a larger forum. He competed in the games with considerable success and
won the four-horse chariot race in the Pythian games of 582 and at Olympia in 576.
In connection with the latter victory an event occurred that would do more to secure
Cleisthenes’ lasting fame than any of his political and military activities. Indeed, its
description by Herodotus is still considered a key to reconstructing the world of the
archaic aristocracy.21

Herodotus states that Cleisthenes announced to the aristocrats, assembled in Olympia
from around the entire Greek world, that he intended to give his daughter, Agariste,
in marriage to the best possible candidate; all who considered themselves worthy
were invited to present themselves in Sicyon within sixty days. Thirteen suitors from
various parts of Greece and even southern Italy accepted this invitation. Cleisthenes
first inquired about their descent and then subjected them to extensive and manifold
tests, including courage, education, and manners. They had to prove their individual
talents in athletics and especially at symposia, that is, at those occasions that were
considered the defining activities of the aristocratic way of life. Cleisthenes chose
Megacles, a scion of the Alcmaeonid family of Athens, to be his son-in-law – a 
success that supposedly made that family famous far beyond its home town, indeed
throughout the Greek world (Hdt. 6.126–30).

This story exemplifies the extent to which tyrants were an integral part of the 
aristocratic society of the archaic period. In their values, lifestyles, and methods of
self-presentation, men like Cleisthenes distinguished themselves only slightly from
other aristocrats. Even when they acted against other aristocrats in their own poleis,
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they did so primarily in order to restrict the latter’s capacity of proving, presenting,
and advancing themselves and, as a consequence, to stand unrivaled in power and
honor. Typically, aristocrats holding a tyranny in their home town were not excluded
from the established forms of interaction with the aristocracies of other poleis.
Apparently the tyrants’ position or role was perceived as neither strange nor shock-
ing nor generally “anti-aristocratic.” Rather, other aristocrats admired and envied
them and attached great importance to forming familial ties with them.

Cleisthenes died some time after 570. Another Orthagorid, Aeschines, then took
control of Sicyon. Some decades later, the tyranny was overthrown either by inter-
vention or at least with the support of Sparta (Hdt. 5.68; FGrHist 105 F1).

Megara

The tyranny of Theagenes in Megara was contemporaneous with those in Corinth
and Sicyon.22 Nothing is known about his rise to power. That he was able to marry
his daughter to the Athenian Cylon, a member of the aristocracy of the Eupatridae
(Thuc. 1.126) suggests that he belonged to the aristocratic elite of Megara. Aristotle
reckons Theagenes among those tyrants who took advantage of a political and 
military office in the aristocratic community to seize control of the polis. He char-
acterizes him, in fifth- and fourth-century terminology, as a prostates (leader), who
used the people’s hatred of the wealthy to gain the trust of the masses. As far as we
can tell, Megara already had an assembly and council at that time. Exploiting his
influence with the demos, Theagenes was able to obtain permission from the assembly
to maintain a personal bodyguard with whose support he later seized power (Arist.
Pol. 1305a7ff; Rhet. 1357b31ff ).

After he had gained control of Megara, Theagenes is said to have mounted a 
spectacular action to seize the flocks of the wealthy. He had the animals that were
grazing by the river captured and slaughtered (Arist. Pol. 1305a24ff ). Both the exact
details of this report and the more general question of what economical, social, and
political issues lay behind these events are much debated. The conventional inter-
pretation assumes that by this time the Megarian aristocracy was already extensively
involved in the production and exportation of wool and woolen garments. As a 
corollary, the importation of grain from Megarian colonies in the Black Sea area had
steadily increased. Consequently, the wealthy elite rapidly and recklessly expanded
pastoralism which was a prerequisite for the production of wool. In doing so, they
occupied large portions of the scarce Megarian lands that were suitable for farming
and had till then been used by small farmers. As a result, the economic situation of
the lower classes deteriorated seriously. Their irritation and discontent could easily
be exploited by a skillful demagogue like Theagenes.23

Thomas Figueira has recently called this interpretation into question.24 He points
out that the river (potamos) mentioned by Aristotle does not exist in the territory 
of Megara. A further problem that needs to be explained lies in the fact that the
animals were slaughtered and not expropriated. Figueira interprets the term potamos
as referring here to an old cult center where sacrifices and communal cult meals were
held regularly. The cattle that were grazing nearby, intended for these sacrifices, were
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illegally seized by the wealthy herd owners. By seizing and killing them, Theagenes
merely returned them to their original purpose. Because there is no evidence other
than Aristotle’s brief report, any interpretation of this event must necessarily entail
some degree of speculation. Everything we know about the structural problems of
archaic polis economies and the mentality of the elites suggests that here too an 
individual aristocrat used the temporary support of the dissatisfied demos to enhance
his own power at the expense of his peers, when they pursued their own interests
all too recklessly and thereby destabilized the internal order of their community.

Once again, nothing is known about the concrete details and strategies of Theagenes’
rule. Pausanias states that he commissioned an aqueduct that was several kilometers
long, and a fountainhouse that was famous for its multitude of columns and unusual
beauty (1.40.1, 41.2).25 These measures helped advance the process of urbanization
and doubtlessly improved living conditions in the town. Yet in Theagenes’ case, too,
one may doubt that this was indeed the crucial motivation for his building program,
since so far as we know he initiated no further measures to better the situation of
the demos. The expectations which he may have raised before his coup were prob-
ably not satisfied, as is also suggested by the fact that in local popular traditions of
later generations he plays no role.

In 630 Theagenes supported his son-in-law in an attempt to establish a tyranny
in Athens (ch. 8, below). The complete failure of this undertaking seems to have
weakened Theagenes’ position in Megara as well. At any rate, he was overthrown
soon thereafter (Thuc. 1.126). According to Plutarch, a constitution based on sophrosyne
(self-restraint and moderation) followed his regime, that is, a system that would later
be characterized as a “moderate oligarchy” (Mor. 295c–d).

Samos

In 538 Polycrates established a tyranny in Samos that, however, lasted only till 522.26

In his Histories, Herodotus provides detailed information about his rule over the
great Aegean island. Polycrates came from a distinguished family of the Samian upper
class. His father Aiakes was probably a member of the landholding nobility, the 
so-called Geomoroi, who in sixth-century Samos not only shared out the land among
themselves, but also collectively exerted political control. Along with his brothers
Pantagnostus and Syloson, Polycrates then toppled the rule of the Geomoroi. They
allegedly staged their violent coup during the annual festival honoring the goddess
Hera. In a solemn procession, in which all Samians participated, the colossal cult statue
of the goddess was carried from its temple to the sea where it was washed and clothed
in new robes. When this ceremony was completed, the citizens laid aside their weapons
and performed the customary sacrifices. At exactly this moment Polycrates and his
brothers began their uprising and brutally massacred many of the celebrants. Then
they seized the acropolis which, according to ancient notions, put them in control
of the entire polis. The brothers shared power for some time, but then Polycrates
eliminated the other two and became the autocratic ruler of Samos.27

Herodotus states explicitly that the usurpers staged their coup with the help of
only fifteen armed men, all fellow aristocrats, whom Polycrates supposedly won over
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to his cause with lavish gifts (Hdt. 3.39, 120, 125). The small number of those actively
involved suggests that the Samians themselves put up no notable resistance. It is even
conceivable that they welcomed the fall of the Geomoroi because they considered
tyranny as the lesser of two evils. It is in any case notable that Polycrates subsequently
did not experience any threat to the stability and continuity of his rule from the
general population. He directed repressive measures to safeguard his position only
against the aristocratic former masters of Samos and their families. Accordingly,
Polycrates is said to have ordered the demolition of the palaistrai (wrestling grounds),
that is, those sporting facilities where young aristocrats gathered for the athletic exercise
and competition which were typical of their lifestyle. Presumably, from Polycrates’
point of view wrestling grounds were hives of conspiratorial activity by the young
men of those families which suffered most under his tyranny. After all, Polycrates
had monopolized all the opportunities to win glory, gain wealth, and exercise power
that had previously been open to all Geomoroi.28

It is well attested that Polycrates made extensive use of such opportunities in 
the early years of his regime. In a short time, he reportedly conquered several neigh-
boring islands and numerous towns on the Anatolian mainland. These expeditions
were successful not least because the Persians, after Cyrus’ campaigns of conquest
had brought many Greek cities under their control (ch. 9, below), had retreated far
to the east and left a kind of power vacuum in the eastern Aegean. Polycrates’ fleet
consisted of a modified type of 50-oared vessel, the so-called Samaina, which was
fast and maneuverable and had an exceptionally large capacity to carry men and goods.
With these ships, a large number of mercenaries, and a thousand archers Polycrates
soon controlled the sea lanes of the eastern Mediterranean. In all these activities war,
trade, and piracy converged; indeed, in people’s perceptions at the time they were
generally not differentiated clearly from each other. To contemporaries, Polycrates’
dominion over the sea, his thalassokratia, must have appeared to be so extensive and
enormous that it was comparable only to that of the mythical king Minos.29

All this not only enhanced Polycrates’ personal glory but also brought consider-
able financial resources to an already prosperous polis, as is suggested by the lively
building program which developed here throughout the sixth century and especially
during the tyrant’s reign. Herodotus considers the Samian buildings the greatest 
in all of Greece. His admiration focused particularly on the great harbor mole, the
aqueduct, and the temple of Hera, all of which have been thoroughly explored by
archaeologists. The harbor mole consisted of a 300 meter long dam which was built
around the harbor basin and functioned as a breakwater on the stormy south-eastern
side. An even more magnificent feat of early Greek engineering was the underground
aqueduct, the design of which was attributed to the architect Eupalinus of Megara.
This aqueduct brought water from a reservoir outside the city walls into the center,
through a tunnel more than 1,000 meters long which ran under the acropolis. The
third structure identified by Herodotus – the temple of Hera – was in the fifth century
still considered the greatest temple the Greeks had ever built. A monumental temple
had already been erected around 570 in the precinct of Hera to the south-west of
the city. Yet only a generation later it was razed, possibly because it had been seriously
damaged by an earthquake. In the 530s the sanctuary was rebuilt; at 55 × 112 meters
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it was larger than its predecessor. No fewer than 123 columns surrounded the cella
in a double ring. Later the so-called Laura, a kind of oriental bazaar, in which all
manner of luxury goods were produced and sold, was also ascribed to Polycrates.

These projects were not, of course, intended to create jobs for the poor – to impute
such objectives to Polycrates, as occasionally happened in earlier scholarship, would
be anachronistic.30 True, these building projects were in part designed to win the
citizens’ loyalty, which was essential to the security of the tyrant’s reign. Such loyalty,
however, was cultivated not by providing employment but by turning Samos into a
better place to live. Polycrates gave it a certain luster that elevated it above other
poleis, filled the citizens with pride, and made it easier for them to identify with this
city and its tyrant.

In all likelihood, Polycrates also built a splendid residence for himself. Herodotus
mentions costly furnishings, which were located in the men’s hall (andron) of this
palace. Here Polycrates hosted his friends and confidants as well as famous artists
such as the poets Anacreon and Ibycus. At these symposia, which were typical of 
the lifestyle of Greek aristocrats, it was customary for poets to entertain their host
and patron with songs that celebrated his glory, beauty, and generosity.31 All this
conferred a luster to the tyrant with which none of the other Samian aristocrats 
could ever hope to compete. In this type of court life and in the building program
the difference is particularly visible between the autocratic rule of a tyrant and the
collective, partly cooperative, partly competitive, rule of an aristocracy. Yet it is also
clear that the difference in these spheres was mostly quantitive, not qualitative, in
nature. In cultural practice and self-presentation the tyrant basically operated within
the traditional frame of aristocratic society.32

The partial restriction of their customary range of activities and the overwhelm-
ing competitive power of the tyrant induced some Samian aristocrats to leave their
homeland. Among them was, for example, the philosopher Pythagoras (Strabo 14.638;
Diog. Laert. 8.3). A substantial group of these exiles went to Italy and founded a
colony on the gulf of Naples. They called it Dikaiarchia and thereby emphasized
that they intended to distinguish themselves from their homeland primarily through
their “just exercise of power.” In trying to remove another group of disgruntled 
citizens from Samos, Polycrates used a trick. In 525, as Cambyses prepared for an
invasion of Egypt, the tyrant considered it opportune to side with the Persian King.
He offered him forty triremes to aid him in his attack on Egypt, manned these ships
with his opponents, and, to make things doubly sure, sent a message to Cambyses,
indicating that he did not wish them to return. Yet the crews saw through the tyrant’s
plan. They turned around before they arrived in Egypt and made their way back to Samos.
Shortly before they reached home, they met a Samian fleet and, after a successful
naval battle, made a landing on the island. They were, however, defeated in a sub-
sequent land battle and were again compelled to leave their homeland. The dissidents
then made their way to Sparta and there requested military aid. After some hesitation,
the Spartans offered them assistance and crossed the Aegean, for the first time in
their history (Cartledge 1982). The Corinthians also joined the expedition, seeing
a very real threat to their own unrestricted ability to navigate the seas and trade 
in Polycrates’ notorious involvement in piracy. Together they besieged Samos for
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forty days but were then forced to withdraw without having achieved anything.
Apparently, they found no support among the Samian population, primarily because
opposition to the tyrant was still limited to a few aristocratic families. Moreover, 
the city was all too well prepared for such a siege: monumental fortifications pro-
tected its center and the harbor, and the besieged population was provided with 
water by means of Eupalinus’ tunnel. The tyrant once again remained victorious (Hdt.
3.44, 54ff ).

Even so, this episode suggests that Polycrates’ scope for action was gradually becom-
ing narrower. His unbridled rule over the Aegean, which had expanded his own sphere
of influence well beyond his own homeland while at the same time curtailing that of
other poleis, was increasingly arousing opposition. It was clear that his enemies would
use every opportunity to take action against the man who, according to Herodotus,
was the first Greek to “have had a good chance to become master of Ionia and the
islands” (3.122). Yet in the actual overthrow of Polycrates these factors played at best
an indirect role. Rather, a most tempting offer proved the beginning of Polycrates’
end. Oroites, the Persian satrap of Sardes, sent a messenger to request refuge in Samos,
because he allegedly felt threatened by King Cambyses. As compensation, Oroites
offered half of all his treasure and wealth – a fortune, so the messenger supposedly
stressed, that was sufficient to make Polycrates master over all of Greece. Polycrates’
interest had been aroused: the skillful appeal to his greed and ambition obviously caused
him to throw caution to the winds. He first sent out his confidant Maiandrios to
confirm the existence of this treasure. The satrap showed him eight chests filled with
stones with a layer of gold on top. Maiandrios was fooled and brought back a posi-
tive report. Thereupon Polycrates traveled with a great retinue to Magnesia on 
the Maeander, where Oroites resided. He was immediately seized by the satrap’s 
henchmen and executed in so brutal a way that Herodotus refused to reveal the details
to his readers. The corpse was then crucified on Cape Mycale, directly opposite Samos.
Herodotus was no longer able to say exactly what prompted Oroites’ attack on
Polycrates. Yet there are some indications that the tyrant’s huge ambition and unpre-
cedented power in the region made him dangerous to the Persian satrap no less than
to the Greeks (Hdt. 3.120ff ).

In the rise and fall of Polycrates the ethos and ideal of the Greek aristocracies at
the end of the archaic period manifest themselves in a unique way. Polycrates was
immensely wealthy, he cultivated a particularly splendid lifestyle, and he proved him-
self both in numerous military campaigns and other adventurous undertakings. His
influence reached far, and his connections supposedly extended all the way to Egypt.
In all this he surpassed his peers by far, whose competitive ethos, typical of their class,
forced them constantly to measure themselves against one another in these very areas.
That he also succeeded for a short time in monopolizing political power caused later
generations to see him as a tyrant and strongman. To his contemporaries and even
many later Greeks, however, this final intensification of aristocratic ambition made
him an icon of good fortune and success. It was only when Polycrates began to reach
far beyond his homeland and sought to acquire more power than any of the tyrants
before him had ever held, that “the great fortune of Polycrates,” as Herodotus puts it,
ended. The immense power of his protopolitical regime proved no longer acceptable
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in the face of growing consolidation of political structures in many Greek cities on
the mainland and in the Persian empire.

Common Features and General Patterns

The phenomenon of archaic tyranny provides the best illustration of the profound
polarity between the aristocratic individual and the polis community – a polarity 
that must be considered one of the basic structural patterns of the cultural and polit-
ical life of the archaic Greek city-states. Contemporary texts therefore characterize
the tyrant in a thoroughly negative way. Their judgments combine the perspectives
of those who sought to advance remedies for internal strife and to bring peace to
their communities and those who saw in the person of the tyrant an envied (because
victorious) rival for the highest goal of the individual aristocrat’s ambition. Thus Alcaeus
and Solon condemn tyrants as unscrupulous despots, who seize power for themselves
against law and custom and destroy the established order. In the collection of ele-
gies that survive under the name of Theognis of Megara, the tyrant appears as an
opportunistic manipulator who exploits strife and even civil war in his home polis to
achieve autocratic rule. Remarkably enough, all of these authors recognize serious
misconduct on the part of the leading class and therefore the failure of their own
peers as the primary cause of the crisis which the tyrant exploits for his own purposes.
The hybris and excess of the “leaders of the people” (demou hegemones) are indis-
pensable conditions for the would-be tyrant among their own ranks to successfully
realize his ambitions.33

Yet all four case studies discussed here demonstrate that the fragmentary state 
of the tradition does not permit a detailed reconstruction of the political and social
conditions that existed before the rise of the tyrants. The scarce information we have
about the situation in Corinth, Samos, and Megara, however, all points in the same
direction: usurpers had a chance only when the ruling aristocracies – the Bacchiads,
the Geomoroi, and the Megarian elite – somehow or other overstepped their 
bounds and thereby jeopardized the legitimacy of their predominance. Whether 
such social and economic factors as are mentioned in Hesiod’s Works and Days (35ff,
202ff, 349ff, 392ff ) and in the poems of Solon (esp. fr. 3 GP) also played a signifi-
cant role is no longer verifiable in each individual case. Phenomena that are clearly
visible in Hesiod’s Ascra and Solon’s Athens (increasing burdens of debt and wide-
spread impoverishment among farmers as well as corresponding pressure exerted 
on the farmers by the elite; see chs. 8, 22, 23, below) cannot be confirmed in any
of the cases considered here. This does not, of course, preclude the possibility 
that all or some of the general crisis factors that affected the archaic period – popu-
lation growth, fragmentation of landownership through division by inheritance, 
and a general shortage of agricultural resources – were also operative in Corinth,
Samos, and Megara and that they contributed to destabilizing conditions there as
they did elsewhere. Indeed, there is no doubt about the active participation of at
least Corinth and Megara in colonization, which can be seen as a symptom of crises
of this kind.34
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We are on firmer ground when assessing another crisis factor that was widespread
in the archaic period and was inseparably tied to the economic and legal problems
of the farmers – namely the distinctive ethic of aristocratic competition and, result-
ing from it, an unbridled rivalry for power, status, and influence that in many cases
intensified the aristocracy’s pressure on the demos.35 Well-known examples such as
Athens and Mytilene on Lesbos show that perennial conflict within the aristocracy
jeopardized the community’s internal and external peace and paralyzed the working
of institutions that were still in the process of being consolidated.36 In at least two
of the cases considered here, Corinth and Samos, there is explicit evidence that the
would-be tyrants relied on a group of aristocratic conspirators to topple the ruling
aristocratic faction. In the case of Polycrates, there is mention of an economic aspect
cementing this connection: the later tyrant’s generosity toward his supporters. By
contrast, in none of these cases did the demos play an active part in the establishment
of tyranny. Ultimately, it must have made very little difference for the vast majority
of the population whether a single aristocrat or a group of aristocrats ruled the polis.
We might even think it likely that the demos kept quiet when tyrants seized power
because they expected from them an improvement of their condition, just because
they cracked down on aristocratic rivals. Accordingly, in all our examples the tyrant’s
efforts to maintain his power were directed not against the demos who did not pose
any danger, but against the tyrant’s aristocratic peers.

It is certainly the case that none of these tyrants put forward a progressive reform
program that in any way improved the demos’ situation. They did not undertake 
a radical redistribution of land. They never questioned in principle the predomin-
ance and privileges of the aristocracy – even if hostile aristocrats were regularly 
dispossessed, banished, or even murdered. Nowhere were traditional social hier-
archies overturned or social distinctions leveled. The archaic tyrants were clearly no
social reformers, and they did not assume the role of lawgivers, draft new con-
stitutions, or design forward-looking plans for the comprehensive reorganization of
the polis.37 As we saw, the tribal reforms in Sicyon did not even survive the fall of
the Orthagorid tyranny. Measures that eventually guaranteed the stable and reliable
operation of communal institutions and provided greater legal security for the 
citizens were developed rather in opposition to tyranny – one might almost say, 
as a sort of program to prevent one-man rule. Only in this indirect way, and by 
forcing the aristocracy out of power and thus weakening its structures of social and
political control, did tyranny contribute to the further development of those ideals
and concepts which, as is best attested in the case of Athens, were eventually con-
nected with terms like good order (eunomia), equality (isonomia, isegoria), and finally
even democracy (demokratia). Consequently and from hindsight, tyranny became
the perfect opposite of good order, but it did not directly or immediately help estab-
lish such an order.38

To summarize and conclude, the actual measures of the tyrants primarily served
to maintain and stabilize their own positions of power. This is true not only for oppres-
sive actions that, as noted above, were mostly directed against their aristocratic peers
as potential rivals. All of their other political, economic, and cultural activities served
the same purpose: to secure recognition in their own poleis and, in addition, the active
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support or at least the passive acceptance of their regimes among the broadest pos-
sible citizen circles. This explains their support for farmers, participation in colonization
and similar ventures abroad, patronage of poets, promotion of religion, cults, and
festivals, and not least their extensive building activities in their own poleis and in
the panhellenic centers and sanctuaries. Moreover, all these efforts demonstrate that
the tyrants remained tied into the traditional value system and behavior patterns of the
Greek aristocracy. All the tyrants dealt with here made use of the traditional forms
and semantics of elite self-presentation. Sparing no expense or effort, they displayed
their power, wealth, and capacity for consumption commensurate to their status. Indeed,
they greatly increased, without changing it in principle, the dimensions and opulence
of such “conspicuous consumption.” 

Consequently, tyranny cannot be interpreted as an alternative to traditional 
aristocracy; rather, it represents the ultimate culmination of aristocratic rule that was
possible within the framework of political, social, and economic structures existing
in the archaic polis.39 When these structures finally changed for good and became
more resilient, and when the central institutions – assembly and council – were firmly
enough established for their weight and the force of the citizen body represented in
them to be able effectively to discipline and integrate even ambitious and energetic
individuals, tyranny became obsolete as a viable form of governance. At the same
time, the aristocracy’s leading role was placed on an entirely new basis which in turn
required new forms of legitimation and self-presentation. But that brings us back to
where our discussion began, in democratic Athens.
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30 Berve 1967: 110 still argues this way; Shipley 1987: 83, 92–93 is much more cautious.
31 Stein-Hölkeskamp 1989: 104–22.
32 Hdt. 3.60ff, 121, 123; Arist. Pol. 1313b22ff; Paus. 1.2.3.
33 Solon, frr. 3.12–20; 8; 10; 23 GP; Alcaeus, frr. 24a, 27 GP; Theognis 39–52, 823–4,

855–6, 1081ff. On Alcaeus, see Rösler 1980; on Theognis, Stein-Hölkeskamp 1997; on
Solon, chs. 8, 21, 23, below.

34 On the crisis of the period, see in general Starr 1986; Osborne 1996a.
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35 On the connection between agrarian crisis and aristocratic competition, see Stein-
Hölkeskamp 1989: 64–85.

36 For references, see n. 33.
37 On Pittakos of Mytilene as “elected tyrant,” “arbitrator” (aisymnetes) and “lawgiver” (Arist.

Pol. 1274b18ff, 1285a30ff and 35ff ), see Hölkeskamp 1999: 12–13, 219–26.
38 On this, see Hölkeskamp 1992b; Hölkeskamp 1999: 262–85 and passim.
39 See now Anderson 2005: 173 and passim, who considers the regime of early tyrants as

a kind of mainstream oligarchic leadership in its most amplified form.
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Any introduction to the archaic history of Sparta must begin with some discussion
of the prudent use of evidence. Non-Spartan observers have produced an idealized
version of Sparta, the distorting effects of which (the “mirage spartiate”) have long
been recognized;2 even Sparta’s own local traditions are now considered of doubt-
ful reliability. Historians of Sparta must also be aware of the invention of tradition.
During the Classical and Hellenistic periods, contemporary dispositions were frequently
attributed to Lycurgus (Flower 2002), and earlier evidence poses similar problems.
Dates and details contained in such unreliable later narratives (Starr 1965) still creep
into modern reconstructions of Spartan history, but rigorous source criticism casts
doubt on even the few “facts” previously regarded as sound. Accordingly, there is
little common ground in current historical research on archaic Sparta, and the only
conclusions that command any general agreement tend to be vague and suggestive.
To construct an intelligible account of early Spartan history while remaining faithful
to rigorous methodological standards is a major challenge.

The Foundation of Heraclid Laconia: 
Identities and Forms of Dependence

Research into the origin and nature of the Spartan polis has benefited from a greater
understanding of the transmission of memory in oral culture, the relationship between
memory and collective identity, and the nature of ethnicity as a cultural construct,
not a natural and biological fact. The Dorian issue is a case in point: attention now
focuses on the question of the ethnogenesis of the Dorians rather than on their role
in the collapse of Mycenaean culture. The social and settlement instability that char-
acterized post-Mycenaean Greece was particularly pronounced in Laconia. Between
the end of the Bronze Age and the Protogeometric Period (eleventh to tenth century)
the region was drastically depopulated. Despite a certain mobility of human groups,
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many today consider it improbable that the Dorians arrived in the Peloponnese as
an already defined entity, even in small groups:3 Dorian ethnogenesis is essentially a
phenomenon of the early Iron Age (Hall 1997; 2002: 82–9).

According to ancient tradition, the arrival of the Dorians in Laconia coincided
with the return (kathodos) of the Heraclid kings (Prinz 1979: 206–313; Malkin 1994b:
15–45). The canonical form of the myth recounts the simultaneous creation of three
kingdoms: Argos, Messenia, and Laconia. This view is probably of archaic origin (but
see Luraghi 2001a; 2008: 46–67), and is in any case, like all ancient accounts of
the Dorian and Spartan conquest of Laconia, an “intentional” history: that is, an
account which reflects the needs of the society which produced it.4 Ancient tradi-
tions concerning the origins of Sparta probably tell us nothing about the late Bronze
Age or the arrival of the Dorians but can perhaps advance our understanding of Sparta
and the Lacedaemonians between the tenth and seventh centuries.

Spartan tradition begins with the myth of Heracles and Hippocoon. The latter took
the kingdom of Lacedaemon from its legitimate owner, Tyndareos. In a quarrel with
the sons of Hippocoon, Heracles returned the kingdom (basileia) to Tyndareos. It
should have passed back to Heracles or his descendants but went to Atreus’ son
Menelaus, husband of Tyndareos’ daughter Helen, and then to Orestes, who united
the dominions of his father Agamemnon and uncle Menelaus. The Heraclids returned
with the Dorians, a people who had lived in central Greece, to retake possession when
Orestes’ son Tisamenus was king. These traditions establish Dorian identity, the right
of kings of the line of Heracles to inherit Tyndareos’ rule over the community of
Lacedaemonians, and the very existence of this community, made up of people dwelling
in many Laconian places under the kings of Sparta.

Tradition thus spotlights the Heraclid kings at the centre of Dorian ethnogenesis
in Laconia. They resided in Sparta, a group of villages which probably arose in the
tenth century on a site of apparently scant importance in the late Bronze Age 
(Welwei 2004: 15–16). The myth of a Dorian ancestral homeland possibly retained
the memory of a provenance beyond the Peloponnese, but a Dorian identity first
crystallized in the Spartan community in Laconia and was then assumed by other
groups as well.5 Between the tenth and eighth centuries, this process accompanied
the development of a homogeneous regional material culture and culminated in the
formation of a Lacedaemonian identity.6

As Jonathan Hall (2000) points out, the Spartans used the concept of “Lacedaemon”
as a unified region to justify their dominance over all other inhabitants of this area,
whom they called perioikoi (“dwellers round about”). Linear B tablets found in Thebes
show that the toponym “Lacedaemon” already existed in the Mycenaean period,7

but this does not necessarily mean that a continuous Lacedaemonian identity existed
from the Bronze to the Iron Age. The word Lacedaemon may simply have been
transmitted in epic tradition as the name of the seat and land of powerful heroic
kings. When Sparta was later identified as the former seat of these heroes, the city
and its territory began to be called Lacedaemon. The foundation of the cult of Menelaus
and Helena, ca. 700, on a hill opposite Sparta (Antonaccio 1995a: 155–66), pre-
supposes and sanctions this identification, and it is also recognized by the Odyssey
(Hall 2000: 85), which makes Menelaus king of Sparta and thereby bestows panhellenic
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legitimacy upon the claims of the Heraclid kings.8 “Lacedaemonians” thus became
a term that referred to Spartans and perioikoi together: members of a community
became Lacedaemonians as soon as they paid the correct honors (timai) to the kings
of Sparta. As new communities accepted these obligations, Lacedaemon and the
Lakonike grew progressively. By the end of the eighth century, Sparta had already
forced obedience upon parts of Laconia and Messenia.9

The extension of the Dorian identity and the development of traditions concerning
the Heraclid origins of the Spartan kings (basileis) and their right to the kingdom
of Tyndareos probably both reflected and consolidated their successes. These were
not limited to the small Laconia of Heraclid tradition but comprised what was to
become Lakonike, extending westwards beyond the Taygetus mountain range. This
brings us to the three best documented conflicts, those with Amyclae, Helos, and
Messenia, and thus to the history of Spartan expansion.

In the early Iron and archaic ages, Amyclae was the second centre in Laconia, as
is demonstrated in particular by the sanctuary of Apollo and Hyacinthus.10 Earlier
tradition placed the conquest of Amyclae at the time of the return of the Heraclids,
or before Lycurgus.11 Pausanias (3.2.6, cf. 19.6) says, however, that the native inhab-
itants of Amyclae, Pharis, and Geronthrae were not driven out until the reign of
Teleclus (whom modern scholars place around the mid-eighth century). Moreover,
Pausanias dates the war against Helos in the reign of Teleclus’ successor, Alcamenes
(3.2.7, 20.6). This chronology, allowing the conquest of Laconia to be separated
from the “return of the Dorians,” has seemed more plausible to modern historians.
Scholars in the 1960s accepted it entirely (Huxley 1962: 22; Kiechle 1963: 55–67).
Recent attempts to defend Pausanias’ information (Parker V. 1993: 45–8; Kõiv 2003:
77–100, 133–40) seem too optimistic, although his chronology is used tacitly even
in sober reconstructions of the early history of Laconia that sometimes turn a war
of conquest into an incorporation of Amyclae into the Spartan community.12

Yet these traditions are not genuine memories of a real opposition between
Dorians and native “Achaeans” or between Sparta and Amyclae. They represent, rather,
a Spartan attempt to transfer to Laconia, and specifically to Amyclae, the seat of
Agamemnon and thus the kingdom of Orestes and Tisamenus that united the 
kingdoms of Menelaus and Agamemnon.13 As the sanctuary of Agamemnon and
Cassandra at Amyclae confirms, this claim (possibly reflected also in Od. 4.514ff )
originated as early as the seventh century, in connection with rivalry between Sparta
and Argos (Salapata 2002). On this premise, the return of the Heraclids had to cul-
minate in the conquest of Amyclae. Pausanias preserves a variation of this tradition
in which the traditional link between Lycurgus and the growth of Spartan power
(Hdt. 1.65–6; Ephorus FGrH 70 F118) is presented in an extreme form: Sparta was
able to overcome native “Achaean” resistance only because Lycurgus had established
“good order” (eunomia). This variation may actually reflect developments in Sparta
in the second century bc: its problematic relationship with the perioikic cities after
they had been freed in 195 and entrusted to the protection of the Achaean League,
and its long craving for the restoration of the ancient Lycurgan laws after they had
been abolished by Philopoemen in 188.14 From a sober historical perspective it seems
probable that Amyclae was from the very beginning part of a pre-political community
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which also included the villages in the area of Sparta (Welwei 2004: 24–34); it thus
never needed to be conquered by the Spartans.

The notion of a Spartan conquest of the southern Eurotas Valley, distinct from
taking control of the middle valley (Welwei 2004: 37ff ), is founded on an ancient
folk or learned – but in any case groundless – etymology. The name Helots (heilotes)
was said to derive from the town of Helos in the lower Eurotas valley: when Sparta
conquered it, its inhabitants became the first Helots.15 The connection of Helos with
Helots was entirely arbitrary, and the agreement of ancient sources proves only the
authority of tradition, not its historical worth.16 Some scholars (Cartledge 2002: 83)
prefer a debated etymology from heilon (“I took”) and haliskomai (“I am taken”), which
would suggest an origin of helotage in conquest without tying it to a specific area.

The authority of the Heraclid basileis could certainly not have been imposed peace-
fully everywhere, but reliable information on the conquest of Laconia is lacking.
Evidence concerning the Messenian wars is sound but scanty. Some fragments of
Tyrtaeus record the victory obtained by king Theopompus and “the fathers of our
fathers” during a twenty-year conflict against the Messenians, who were finally forced
to abandon Mount Ithome and their rich lands.17 Other narratives of these wars echo
opinions and debates raised by the Messenian revolt of ca. 464–455, sparked by an
earthquake, and subsequent events down to the refoundation of Messene in 369,
and even by the later experiences of the new polis (Luraghi 2003; 2008: 68–106).
In particular, the romantic account of the Messenian Wars in Pausanias’ fourth book
presents a fresco as rich as it is unreliable. Its main sources are two Hellenistic authors,
Myron of Priene and Rhianos of Bene. Other material Pausanias uses originated at best
in sources of the late fourth century.18 Modern attempts to save these traditions empha-
size the oppressed Messenians’ desire to preserve the memory of their own history,
and archaeological evidence does hint at “contexts for remembrance” for the Helots
and perioikoi of Messenia, but their memories were inevitably subject to change, not
least because archaic and classical Messenia was an integral part of the Laconian world.19

That we are not certain how many Messenian Wars were fought show just how
little we know, but a few facts about these wars can be ascertained. Fifth-century
historians know only of one Spartan war of conquest and one revolt, after the earth-
quake.20 The rebirth of Messene in 369 led to the rediscovery of Tyrtaeus’ war, also
known as the Second Messenian War. Supporters of the alliance between Athens and
Sparta claimed an Athenian origin for Tyrtaeus (Fisher 1994: 362–4) and a Messenian
revolt that hindered the eager Spartans from fighting with the Athenians against the
Persians at Marathon (Plato Laws 3.692d, 698d–e; Dusanic 1997). So from the fourth
century, three (Diod. Sic. 15.66.2–5) or, when Plato’s revolt was added, four (Strabo
8.4.10) Messenian wars appeared in the sources. Doubts about the historicity of Plato’s
war are not sufficient to discredit the war of Tyrtaeus too, but his elegies contain
few and unclear traces of a conflict against the Messenians in his time (fr. 23.6 W).
Certainly the ancients, having made the poet a protagonist of the Second Messenian
War, read more into his poems than was legitimate.

Ancient views of the chronology of the Messenian wars differed. The first was gen-
erally placed well in the eighth century. Pausanias gives precise dates: 743–724 and,
for Tyrtaeus’s war, 685–668, whereas, according to Rhianus (FGrH 265 F43 ap. Paus.
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4.15.2), the latter was fought during the reign of Latychidas I. (roughly third quarter
of the seventh century). In fact, all these chronologies were developed with the list
of Spartan kings at hand (which was put together in the late fifth century), starting
from Tyrtaeus’ references to Theopompus and “the fathers of our fathers” (Jacoby
1943: 114; Schneider 1985). The same information was used to construct dates for
the poet’s life (centered in 640–637 or 636–633), because Tyrtaeus did not name
the kings under whom “his” war had been fought (Paus. 4.15.2; Mosshammer 1979:
205, 208–9). None of these or other learned chronological constructs possess docu-
mentary value. Nor do the products of intentional history transmitted by Pausanias
(4.23.6–9; 24.2–3) or other authors, 21 even though they seem plausible in themselves
and some scholars still accept them (Parker 1991; M. Meier 1998: 94–6). Any attempt
to date the Messenian wars depends therefore on the genealogy of King Theopompus.22

A count of generations suggests an approximate date for Theopompus’ reign – lower
than that proposed by the ancients who assumed excessively long generations – in
the early seventh century at the latest.

It is worth noting that Sparta’s victory in the First Messenian War resulted in the
conquest of only one town with its territory. There is no reason to believe that Messene,
the urban settlement at the foot of Mount Ithome, controlled the entire region, as
stories of the return of the Heraclids imply (Luraghi 2003: 111–12; 2008: 71, 132).
The destruction of Nichoria on the south-eastern border of the Pamisus Valley in
the mid-seventh century may, therefore, be due to Spartan expansion in that area
(Luraghi 2008: 132). The poems of Homer seem to know the Spartans’ dominion
over Messene and reflect their efforts to legitimize their expansion beyond the Taygetus
(Luraghi 2003: 112–13; 2008: 72–3). A date around 700 bc thus seems most 
probable for the war of Theopompus. As for Tyrtaeus, ancient historians and chro-
nologists understood the expression “the fathers of our fathers” as meaning “grand-
fathers” and therefore counted two generations between Theopompus and the poet:
this could be correct but in some scholars’ opinion Tyrtaeus’ words refer to distant
forefathers.23

We have already mentioned recent discussion of the position of the Helots which
now needs to be inserted into the more general debate on Spartan land tenure. In
both respects, Sparta appears more similar to other poleis than was long believed; on
this point, as the works of M. I. Finley, Paul Cartledge, and Stephen Hodkinson
indicate, current scholarship has reached fairly general agreement.

Some problems still require further study but the idea of substantial public con-
trol over Spartan landholdings, current in various forms until very recently, should
be discarded.24 Rightly, the opinion now prevails that “land was transmitted hered-
itarily within the lineage from one generation to the next by means of the normal
Greek system of partible inheritance, that is by dividing it among one’s heirs.”25

Similarly, concerning the Helots, broad agreement now emphasizes the essentially
private nature of property relationships.26 Anthropological and comparative perspectives,
and the rigorous re-examination of ancient traditions, have prompted stimulating
research and exciting new results.27 Archaeological surveys in Laconia and Messenia
and excavations (for example, of the great edifice of Kopanaki in the Solima Valley,
Messenia) furnish important, albeit controversial, information.28
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The Helots and their condition are now seen by many scholars as a phenomenon
that evolved in interaction with Spartan society, and not as the decisive factor which
at an early stage turned Sparta into a closed and military community. Even if some
scholars still disagree, it now seems reasonable to accept that an obsession with the
threat posed by the Helots developed only after the earthquake revolt.29 This is 
all the more probable if, as seems plausible, one of the engines of Helotic revolt, a
Messenian identity, emerged only then: to support their own territorial claims, the rebels
asserted descent from the ancient inhabitants whose achievements were recounted
in the tradition of the Heraclids’ return.30 By contrast, traditional opinion maintains
that Helotism was born, in a distant past, by mass enslavement of an ethnically homo-
geneous conquered population that remained on its own land. This contradicts Greek
custom, and in the general history of slavery no parallels can be found for a success-
ful undertaking of this kind (contra van Wees 2003). Rather, it seems, Helotism was
given its classical form, by regulating and homogenizing different forms of depend-
ent labor, only in the sixth century, in the context of reforms that also produced
the status of homoioi (Luraghi 2002b: esp. 233–38).

True, with only one exception, the interpretation of which is controversial (Antiochus
FGrH 555 F 13; Luraghi 2003: 115–17), ancient tradition generally agrees that the
Helots of Laconia and Messenia were reduced to servitude after being conquered 
in war. But, as already stated, the traditions on the origin of helotage in Laconia are
inconsistent and the meaning “prisoner” for the term heilotes debated. True, too, every
year the newly elected ephors declared war on the Helots (Arist. fr. 538 Rose = 543
Gigon) but this does not necessarily throw light on their origins: as M. Whitby observes
(1994: 106), this “might have been a practice introduced as late as the 460s . . . to
assume new significance after the liberation of Messenia.” 

Debate about the outcome of the first Messenian war turns on these lines of Tyrtaeus:

Like asses worn out by heavy burdens,
bringing to their masters out of grievous necessity
half of all the produce that the land brings forth . . .
Wailing for their masters, they and their wives alike
whenever the baneful lot of death came upon any.

(fr. 6–7 W ap. Paus. 4.14.4–5, transl. Gerber)

The prevalent opinion is that the Messenians were turned into Helots and the land
was distributed among individual Spartans, but some believe, like Pausanias and his
sources, that Tyrtaeus refers to some form of dependence of the Messenian com-
munity.31 Anyway it is not clear that the ancients (cf. Ael. VH 6.1) were right in
recognizing Messenians in the men reduced to these conditions, or that these lines
describe classical helotage.32 I would not exclude the possibility that Tyrtaeus speaks
derisively of a perioikic community that had rebelled against Sparta, likening its 
members to slaves and exaggerating its economic plight.

Discussion of the origins of helotage has been intensified by the revisionist pro-
posals of Luraghi, although the traditional view continues to be defended.33 It seems
probable that in Laconia in the eighth to seventh centuries different types of agricultural
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dependents co-existed: free, semi-free, and eventually also debt-bondsmen and chattel-
slaves. In Sparta, as elsewhere, the polis elite exerted heavy economic pressure on
other members of the community. This is probably all that can be extracted from
Aristotle’s reference to staseis in the time of Tyrtaeus: “unrest occurred during 
the [second] Messenian war, as is clear from the poem of Tyrtaeus called Eunomia;
for some people afflicted by the war were demanding land redistribution” (Pol.
1306b36–07a2 = fr. 1 W; that the crisis was caused by the war was an inference
drawn by the ancient interpreters of Tyrtaeus, not necessarily a fact stated by him).
Following events akin to those known from Solonian Athens (see ch. 8, below), free
people may have been reduced to conditions resembling slavery. In some cases, the
Spartans may have enslaved defeated local populations, but their individual owners
are likely to have forced them to move away from their own homes and families to
work elsewhere within Lakonike.

The perioikoi have been objects of much recent study, stimulated by Anglo-Dutch
surveys in Laconia and initiatives of the Copenhagen Polis Centre.34 In classical times,
the Lakonike covered 8,500 sq km, more than three times the territory of Athens
(2,500 sq km) which was already extraordinary by Greek polis standards. What accounts
for this anomaly is the existence of the perioikic communities. They were often small
and their economic base was primarily agricultural, although some also disposed of
other resources (Shipley 1992; Catling 2002: 243–8). It is debated whether they
should be considered dependent poleis or rather civic subdivisions (Hansen 2004;
Mertens 2002). In fact, we know very little about their institutions before their lib-
eration by the Roman proconsul Flamininus in 195.35

The concept of Lacedaemonians embraced both the Spartans and perioikoi. In 
the Classical age the experience of the battlefield fed the collective solidarity of all
Lacedaemonians. Such unity must also have possessed a religious component. Not
only was the religion of the perioikoi strongly influenced by that of Sparta (Parker 1989:
145) but, as the catalogue of Damonon’s victories in the late fifth and early fourth
centuries (IG V 1.213) shows, a cycle of festivals was celebrated in all of Laconia.
Furthermore, information on the Hekatonbaia, a festival connected with the 
notion of “the hundred cities of Laconia,”36 suggests the existence of common, “pan-
Lacedaemonian” cults (Strabo 8.4.11 with Hesychius s.v. Hekatonbeus). Unlike other
ethnic communities of ancient Greece, however, the community of Lacedaemonians
in the broad sense of Spartans and perioikoi never adopted a federal type of organ-
ization: it was not a political community. Only the Lacedaemonians from Sparta,
citizens with full rights of the polis Sparta-Lacedaemon, constituted a political com-
munity, and their decisions were binding on all Lacedaemonians. This reflected 
the pre-political origins of the regional Lacedaemonian community and the central-
ity of Sparta-Lacedaemon, seat of the kings. The currently prevailing view of the
perioikoi as Lacedaemonian citizens of inferior status is, however, well grounded in 
classical perceptions of the polis Sparta-Lacedaemon (Hall 2000: 79–81; cf. Mertens
2002: 288).

On the origins of the dependence of the perioikoi on Sparta recent research shows
healthy caution (Shipley 1997: 203–5; Hall 2000: 82–7). Certainly the perioikic
status, like that of the Helots, was not simply the result of Doric invasion and/or
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repopulation of Laconia, and not all perioikoi acquired their status in the same way
(Cartledge 2002: 84). Some communities must already have been formed between
the tenth and the eighth centuries before recognizing the authority of the Heraclid
kings. Others, though, emerged later on land that was already Lacedaemonian: for
instance, Sellasia appears not to have existed before the sixth century (Catling 2002:
238–40). We hear also of colonization promoted by Sparta,37 and of communities
like Asine and Nauplia which were encouraged by a generous Sparta to take refuge
in Messenia from oppression by Argos. Even if such traditions – with the probable
exception of Asine – do not necessarily have a historical foundation,38 they point to
an awareness of diverse origins, and it is reasonable to imagine that some poleis began
as outlets for demographic growth among the perioikoi themselves or as settlements
for those who were excluded from Spartan citizenship when the latter was legally
defined.

The problem of the exclusion of the perioikoi from political rights (timai) interested
fourth-century authors (Ephorus FGrH 70 F117; Isocr. 12.177–181) and certainly
also the perioikic elites (Xen. Hell. 5.3.9; Shipley 1997: 202) who must have shared
the Spartan passion for honor. With the tightening of the legal criteria that deter-
mined membership in the Spartan community they probably lost the occasional 
chance for integration among the privileged. This may have led them to introduce
a local system of honors, and eventually political offices (timai, archai) inspired by
the Spartan model. The perioikic poleis thus possibly arose as a response to the local
elites’ need for self-representation. If this was primarily an endogenous phenomenon
it would provide an additional reason to consider these communities dependent poleis
rather than subdivisions of the civic body.

The Development of Political Institutions

The recent suggestion that Spartan structures reached their full development as 
late as the mid-fifth century (Thommen 1996) is a warning against any image of a
“fossilized” Sparta: the polis’ institutions continued to develop during the Classical age.
Still, there remain good reasons to accept Moses Finley’s classic opinion, that the Spartan
system was the result of a long historical process but fundamental changes can be
ascribed to a “sixth-century revolution.”39 This process can be divided schematically
into four phases: (1) development of the pre-political community, of which we have
already traced the main characteristics; (2) reinforcement of the kingship (basileia);
(3) first definition of political institutions (citizenship, assembly and gerousia); (4)
maturation of these institutions (rise of the ephorate) and “classical” definition of the
legal status of citizenship with effects on the dependent classes and communities (Helots
and perioikoi) in a “sixth-century reform.” 

The return of the Heraclids provided the mythical foundation for the preroga-
tive of the two families which had exclusive rights to the kingship, the Agiads and
Eurypontids (Huttner 1997: 48–58). Although in classical times the power of the
kings was formally restricted, they could surpass its limits by means of their poten-
tially enormous authority.40 Aristotle undervalues their basileia when he describes it
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as “a hereditary and perpetual generalship with full powers” (Pol. 1285a7–8); their
military command gave the kings the opportunity to develop considerable economic
and symbolic capital. Herodotus records scrupulously the honors reserved for the kings
(6.56–9). The grandiose royal funerals were sensational; the unbridled manifestations
of mourning by all members of Lacedaemonian society stood in stark contrast to
Greek and even Spartan custom. (Whether the basileis after death were the object of
hero-cult is debatable; see Lipka 2002b: 248–51.) Even in life the kings were honored
on every public occasion so as always to be acknowledged as the first men – with a
sole exception: “All rise from their seats out of respect for the king, save the ephors
from their official thrones” (Xen. Lac. Pol. 15.6). Thus even the ephors rose, save when
they were seated on the symbol of their office: for their honors derived from their
official position, whereas the honors of the kings derived from their own persons –
a clear indication of the difference between political and pre-political authority. Yet
even the basileis were now dramatically subordinated to the polis: all citizens every
month witnessed the kings swearing an oath to obey the law on pain of losing their
honors (Xen. Lac. Pol. 15.7), as happened to many kings who fell into disgrace.

The saga of the return of the Heraclids not only elevated the basileis among 
the Spartans but defined their status among all Lacedaemonians. Even the perioikoi 
honored them both in death (at their funerals: Hdt. 6.58.2) and in life: in some poleis
they held royal estates (temene: Xen. Lac. Pol. 15.3), the others probably paid the
royal tribute (Pl. Alc. maj. 123). The basileis headed the Lacedaemonians army, com-
prising both Spartans and perioikoi, they made sacrifices when the army left Laconian
soil, and they held the priesthood of Zeus Lakedaimonios and Zeus Ouranios (Hdt.
6.56). Although it has been suggested that perioikic status was based upon unequal
alliances obliging the perioikoi “to follow withersoever the Spartans might lead and
to have the same friends and enemies as they” (Cartledge 2002: 153), the bonds
uniting the perioikoi with Sparta appear to have been of a different kind: quite sim-
ply, the perioikoi were obliged to follow the kings of the Lacedaemonians.41

On the origins of the double kingship, the dyarchy,42 we observe only that the
non-monarchical nature of basileia in Homer, where many leading men within a com-
munity have the title basileus, is compatible with the coexistence of two kings. Homeric
kingships were based on authority and social prestige but highly unstable, particu-
larly in the transition to the next generation. Traditions claiming descent from Zeus
and Heracles secured for the basileis of Sparta extraordinary charisma that probably
explains an early fixation of their honors (gerea) and certainty of transmission of the
basileia within the regal families. As stated earlier, the elaboration of traditions con-
cerning the Heraclids and Sparta and their rights over the kingdom of Tyndareos
was the consequence of important military successes. The foundation of the cult of
Menelaus (end of eighth century) reflects the later stages of this development. The
consolidation of Spartan kingship must be more ancient. It had a long-lasting impact
on the institutions of the polis: the Spartans were aware that the charismatic leader-
ship of the Heraclids presented a powerful threat to order, but for religious and polit-
ical reasons they did not want to abolish it: the prestige of the Heraclid kings was
an important factor even for Spartan hegemony in the Peloponnese and Greece. Two
anomalies in Sparta are closely tied together: the continuation of kingship, indeed
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dyarchy, well beyond the time when “the hereditary basileiai of clearly assigned 
privileges” (Thuc. 1.13.1) disappeared elsewhere, and the extraordinary territorial
development of the Lacedaemonian community.

In the study of the dawn of political institutions, Spartan scholars appear privileged
in having access to an ancient document that might constitute a foundation charter:
the great rhetra. The text of the rhetra is preserved by Plutarch (Lyc. 6), who declares
it to be a Delphic oracle received by Lycurgus. He derived text and comment from
the lost Aristotelian Constitution of the Lacedaemonians:

1. Having founded a cult of Zeus Syllanios and Athena Syllania, having divided the people
[or: “kept the divisions”] in tribes (phylas phylaxanta)43 and having divided it in obai
(obas obaxanta), having appointed a council (gerousia) of thirty members, including the
founders (archagetai), regularly celebrate the Apellai between Babyka and Knakion. 
3. Bring forward (eispherein) and reject (aphisthasthai)44 (proposals) as follows (houtos):
4. to the people must go . . . and final decision, 5. but if the people speaks crookedly
[or: “asks for something crooked”45] the elders and the founders are to be rejecters
(apostateras).

(author’s tr.; numeration added)

Plutarch declares that clause 5 was surreptitiously added to the rhetra by kings
Theopompus and Polydorus (thus it is usually called the “rider”), but this is clearly
a fabrication of fourth-century scholars.46 They declared clause 5 a later addition because,
by separating the “rider” from the rhetra, they sought to reconcile the tradition of
Lycurgus’ oracle with the evidence of Tyrtaeus (fr. 4 W), who referred to an oracle
given to Theopompus and Polydorus.47 By linking the “rider” with Theopompus,
they also connected it to the creation of the ephorate which a fourth-century theory
attributed to this same king (Plut. Lyc. 6–7.3; see below). The upshot of all this was
to claim that the Spartan constitution had preserved the balance dear to its admirers:
while the “rider” limited the powers of the people, the people’s representatives, the
ephors, received the right of proposal and the presidency of the assembly. In fact,
however, clauses 3–5 are strictly bound together. Houtos refers to what follows, and
both the indirect and direct understood objects of eispherein (the people, and pro-
posals) are dealt with in the last two clauses: 4 is seriously corrupt but the reference
is certainly to the people, damos,48 while 5 explains how to reject the proposals, and
in the term apostateras clearly recalls the verb aphisthasthai of clause 3.

A clue to the nature of the rhetra lies in the use of the term archagetai for the
kings (Plutarch Lyc. 6.3). This is elswhere an honorary title for founders, leaders of
colonial undertakings (Malkin 1987: 241–50), and we should follow the few scholars
who have accorded the term its natural meaning.49 The rhetra must be referring to
the first Heraclid kings, Eurysthenes and Procles, and to the foundation of Sparta,
the preservation or institutionalization of the tribes of the Dorian settlers, the first
gerousia, the creation of a place of assembly, and the distribution of the people into
obai. If obai means villages, as it did in Roman times and as Hesychius seems to
confirm,50 this alludes not only to the people’s distribution into civic subdivisions
but to their settlement in villages. It is usually supposed that royalty, gerousia and
the assembly already existed before the promulgation of the great rhetra, but this is
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no more than an assumption based on the belief that the text represents an authentic
archaic enactment. In fact, the rhetra is not a law but a supposed founding prescrip-
tion for the establishment of the state, which projected back to the beginning the
institutions which existed in archaic Sparta. This explains the absolute uniqueness in
form and content of the rhetra among archaic legislative documents (Hölkeskamp
1999: esp. 272). Although the last sentence in its conditional form (“but if ”) 
resembles a written law (Gagarin 1986: 54 n. 9) and shows familiarity with archaic
legislative practice, archaic laws never have such general and generic content; rather,
as Hölkeskamp (1992b: 91) observes, they are “single enactments, independent, com-
plete and self-contained statutes.”51

The rhetra, however, is not simply a fake:52 it is a retrospective reconstruction inserted
into an intentional elaboration of a past that was largely accepted by Spartan society.
It reflects the tendency of the traditions on legislators (Hölkeskamp 1999: 44–59)
and of oral culture to concentrate on origins, at the expense of later events which
are left obscure in a so-called “floating gap.”53 Even if it does not attest to a historical
act of organization, the rhetra offers unique insight into a community that has reached
a certain level of political institutionalization. Citizenship is connected with hereditary
membership in the phylai and obai; the basileis firmly enjoy hereditary status as descend-
ants of the founders; the gerontes are now a well established council with a fixed
number, and the kings are integrated into the gerousia; relations between council
and assembly, their respective powers, and the frequency of their meetings are clearly
established.

The chronology of the rhetra is usually believed to be fixed by six lines of an elegy
by Tyrtaeus that was later entitled Eunomia (Good Order). These lines are cited 
by Plutarch (Lyc. 6.10, Tyrtaeus fr. 4 W) who declared they seemed (pou) to recall
the “rider.”54 The lines contain part of a Delphic oracle on correct deliberation. 
Kings, gerontes, and damos take part. Tyrtaeus probably mentioned Theopompus and
Polydorus in lines lost to us; hence the attribution of the rider to these two kings.55

It used to be assumed that Tyrtaeus was aquainted with the rhetra: but Hans van
Wees has demonstrated how difficult it is to prove this (I suspect it is impossible).56

In that light, and since the rhetra is not a law, the crucial question of its relation-
ship to Tyrtaeus must be expressed in the following terms: were Spartan institutions
in Tyrtaeus’ time organized as the rhetra ordains? Perhaps yes. Tyrtaeus seems to
place greater value on the authority of the basileis and this has been labelled more
Homeric (van Wees 1999b: 24; 2002b: 93–5), but the difference has also been
explained by referring to the different historical context and the different nature of
the Eunomia elegy in comparison to the rhetra (Whitby 2002: n. 34; Link 2003:
149). Tyrtaeus knew the tradition on the Heraclids (hence archagetai), gerousia and
the Doric phylai (see n. 8), and both he and the rhetra date back to a moment when
Spartan civic institutions and decision making could be spoken of without mentioning
the ephors.57 They bear witness to the third stage of the political development of the
polis as outlined at the beginning of this section, perhaps in the second half of the
seventh or early sixth century.58

The rhetra must also find a place in the traditions on Spartan institutions. Some
have claimed that originally the rhetra was not considered an oracle, for rhetra means
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“law” (Nafissi 1991: 71; van Wees 1999b: 22–3), but maybe it was always considered
a legislative text based upon an oracle, or an oracle which confirmed a bill (Walter 1993a:
159 n. 66; Meier 2002: 86 with biblio.). Its use of participles in the accusative singular
suggests that the rhetra was attributed to a single individual, presumably Lycurgus.
Possibly, the text was originally formulated in the dual, with the kings carrying out
its provisions, but later re-elaborated (Bringmann 1975: 356–62). If so, it could have
influenced Hellanicus of Lesbos, who in the late fifth century attributed the creation
of Spartan institutions to Eurysthenes and Procles, the founders. If, on the other hand,
the rhetra referred to Lycurgus as is more likely, it would explain why Xenophon
places the legislator in the age of the Heraclids (Xen. Lak. Pol. 10.8).59 In that case
the rhetra would be later than Tyrtaeus, who fails to name Lycurgus.

In seventh-century Sparta, as elsewhere in Greece, there certainly existed a class
whose superiority depended on hereditary wealth, bravery in war and an elevated
lifestyle. Members of this elite were proud both of their riches and of their athletic
prowess (Tyrtaeus, fr. 12 W). They held ostentatious banquets which, lacking the
restraint of the Classical syssitia (Alcman, fr. 17 Davies), resembled the usual gather-
ings of aristocrats (symposia).60 Probably the gerousia was their preserve but we do
not know if access was formally restricted by family or census.61 Other members of
the community, small landholders or peasants, who fought in Tyrtaeus’ battles only
with light arms (gymnetes, fr. 11.35 W; cf. gymnomachoi, fr. 23a.14 W), were to a
greater or lesser extent in socio-economic difficulties. Serious tensions arose, which
Tyrtaeus mentions, as we have seen (fr. 1 W ap. Arist. Pol. 5.1306b36–1307a2).

The Messenian land distribution of Tyrtaeus’ war may have somewhat relaxed these
tensions. At any rate, some, including Tyrtaeus, recognized that personal ambition
was a good thing only when it was placed in the service of the polis. To live up to
the glorious Spartan past required the exercise of political and military virtue (frr. 2,
5 W). The former found expression in wise choices and obedience to leaders, espe-
cially the kings (fr. 4 W, above n. 54), the latter in willingness to offer the supreme
sacrifice: all the illustrious and noble values of old had value only if demonstrated
on the battlefield (fr. 12 W). Whoever fought bravely in the front line would be
rewarded with the highest civic honors. The exaltation of the community recurs in
Alcman too, who prefers simple food over luxurious repasts because they are typical
of the community (ta koina), of the damos (fr. 17 Davies). These are clear heralds
of classical Spartan custom.

To many, Sparta is the most resounding example of the impact of the “hoplite
revolution or reform” (Snodgrass 1965a; 1993): the transformation in military tactics
that was to stimulate the evolution of democracy in Greek society as it required the
integration of the peasant class into military and political structures.62 This trans-
formation, it is claimed, was connected with the great rhetra and/or the age of Tyrtaeus,
whose songs described a hoplite formation. Land distributions following the Second
Messenian War founded or enlarged this class. Yet doubts have been raised about
whether Tyrtaeus really describes fully developed hoplite fighting: combat still seems
fluid, the formation rather open, and much use is made of missiles hurled by lightly
armed warriors.63 In fact, the problem is more radical. While already in “epic society”
mass fighting is decisive,64 the rigorously homogeneous nature of the hoplitic phalanx
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is an illusion. Apparently towards the end of the eighth century, when hand-to-hand
fighting increased in importance, the essential elements of the panoply were intro-
duced for the elites who wanted to exhibit their wealth as well as their courage (van
Wees 2004: 49–50, 52–4, 166). For a long time, not all hoplites wore the expensive
bronze panoply that distinguished the wealthiest warriors and those readiest to engage
the enemy in hand-to-hand conflict. Hoplite tactics are compatible with a hierarchical
society. On these premises the hoplite lead figurines dedicated in the Spartan shrines
from the mid-seventh century onwards65 prove not the immediate transformation of
the entire community into hoplites, uniformly armed and aware of their social posi-
tion,66 but only the existence of warriors vaunting prestigious armor (ch. 30, below).
Besides, some Spartan hoplites of the seventh century probably showed off their 
status by reaching the battlefield on horseback.67 As Kurt Raaflaub concludes, the
hoplite revolution is a phantom that we should expel from our textbooks (1997d:
53; cf. 1999: 132–41).

What turned Sparta into a hoplite community and a polis of Homeric character
was neither “hoplite tactics” nor the integration of non-citizens into the army and
community during or after the Second Messenian War (Nafissi 1991; Förtsch 2001:
15–6). Nor was it the permanent threat exerted by the Helots (Raaflaub 1999: 134–8),
but, rather, a civic, aristocratic and hoplitic ideal and, I would add, the prestige and
the extraordinary self-admiration of the Spartans.

The (new?) allotment to Spartiate citizens of Messenian territory was not planned
to create a great hoplite phalanx. Roughly between the mid-seventh (the age of Tyrtaeus)
and the mid-sixth century a rational and coherent system was established, based on
one simple and traditional principle:68 the Spartans rightly considered themselves the
best among the Greeks. We learn from Herodotus (1.68.6) that in the middle of
the sixth century the Peloponnese was under their control and their courage on the
battlefield was matched by a long series of triumphs in panhellenic competitions
(Hodkinson 1999; Mann 2001). They decided that the first polis in Greece ought
to consist only of the best and to be governed by a rigorously selected elite. They
therefore established strict conditions for citizenship: monthly contributions in the
form of food for the common tables (the syssitia, Arist. Pol. 1271a26–37). The ele-
vated census which they imposed on themselves (Hodkinson 2000: 190–9) suggests
that the citizens had to procure the panoply privately. Despite these limitations, the
success of the polis in previous centuries – not only during the Second Messenian
War – made citizenship accessible to several thousand men. They set up an educa-
tional system that eventually became mandatory, governed and administered by the
civic authorities. This system, partly founded on pre-existing rites and certainly devel-
oped further over time, was intended to create full-time warriors, dedicated to the
good of the polis and respect for communal norms (nomos). Constant competition
in socially approved virtues resulted in the emergence of a highly competent elite
whose performance was subject to continuous scrutiny (Ducat 1999; 2006).

We do not know if all those who in the period of Tyrtaeus had asked for land
redistribution were now satisfied. Certainly, some Spartans now rose to the ranks of
the aristocracy. The Helots produced harvests on their farms, and all citizens, freed
from manual labor, used their time for political and religious activities, hunting, 

ACA_c07.qxd  25/02/2009  02:29PM  Page 129



130 Massimo Nafissi

athletics, and banquets. A strict opposition was now created, between free (full citizens)
and unfree (Helots). The various conditions of dependent peasants, no matter their
original status and how and when they became dependent, were homogenized. Perhaps
Helot status itself was legally (re)defined. The distinction between perioikoi and citizens
became sharper. The Spartan and Athenian response to social and economic tensions
was to define what each person deserved. Solonian Athens defended the weaker 
members of the community and openly acknowledged the role of wealth. Sparta 
condemned those falling below a minimum census to life in worse conditions and
loss of status, excluding them from full citizenship, while at the same time declaring
equality of all citizens.

In fact, the Spartans were called homoioi, peers, equal in value and therefore in
dignity (Cartledge 2001: 68–75). The term, used in the late fifth century (Shimron
1979), signifies the overcoming of former social differences, while implicitly distin-
guishing the peers from everyone below their own level in Lacedaemonian society
and perhaps beyond. Probably the emphasis on parity was a direct result of sixth-
century changes.69 Parity was reflected in lifestyle too. Thucydides writes that the
Spartans adopted a modest, strongly egalitarian lifestyle (1.6.4), and in the Classical
age restrictions on the display of private wealth, for instance regarding feminine de-
corum, are well documented (Hodkinson 2000: 214–30). Immoderate greed for wealth
was considered a threat to civic harmony; luxury and relaxation were condemned as
dangerously effeminate fascinations for people who were expected to endure every
hardship and demonstrate their manliness in brutal fighting. The Spartans’ resulting
determination to preserve a severe and traditional way of life was supported by the
menacing power of the ephors. Individual status (time) was bestowed by the polis
and reflected individual dedication to the community and its ethical, political, and
religious values. The city chose and rewarded the best. Economic differences and
shows of prestige were not allowed to interfere with this decision. Wealth, in gen-
eral, was not valued socially. Economic differences were not eliminated but reduced
to secondary rank and only occasionally allowed to be displayed, in accordance with
civic values. Similarly, citizens were free to pursue economic interests, and possession
of precious metals was not banned. Generosity among citizens, however, was highly
praised, and the most valuable exchanges took mostly place in kind (gifts, dowries,
testaments) and usually involved reciprocity.70

In my opinion it is beyond doubt that the famous sixth-century ephor, Chilon,
was among the promoters of this politico-cultural effort aiming to produce such an
exceptional citizen body, but details are lost and the evidence, even from Classical
times, cannot be pressed too far. A heroic relief with the inscription [Ch]ilon has
been attributed to him (Förtsch 2001: 218 n. 1842, no. 3, figs. 210–11). However
that may be, the inclusion of Chilon in the variable canon of the “Seven Sages” reflects
his importance in the archaic history of Sparta.71

The ephorate played an important role in this transformation, but reliable informa-
tion on its origin and history are lacking.72 The most ancient sources attribute its
creation to the ever-present Lycurgus (Hdt. 1.65). Only later and, in my opinion,
prompted by the need to counter King Pausanias’ attempt to discredit the office, arose
a tradition that assigned its institution to King Theopompus.73 Later information
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concerning Elatus, the first ephor, depending as it does on the latter tradition (Plut. Lyc.
7.1; 754–753 bc: Jacoby 1902: 138–42), or the partisan account by Cleomenes III
on Asteropus (Plut. Cleom. 10), are even less credible. Claims that Chilon was the first
ephor are no less doubtful (Diog. Laert. 1.68: cf. above n. 71). That the ephorate should
be placed in this recent phase of Sparta’s development seems assured by its highly
political function (above) and the rhetra’s silence. In this case, the argument from
silence seems sound, especially if, as explained above, the rhetra is not a legislative
document but a text describing Spartan institutions and their supposed origin.

The essential task of the ephors, as suggested by their original title (“overseers”)
was to guard respect for laws and customs. Probably, then, the office was instituted
in the context of the sixth-century reform. Its creation reflects the community’s polit-
ical maturation. Those appointed as ephors were expected to be men of excellent
virtues and rewarded with outstanding timai, including the right to preside over 
assemblies and the most revered ephoral seat (Xen. Lac. Pol. 15.6). Annual election
stimulated open competition among adults, similar to that among elders at the 
election of gerontes, and the ephors in turn indirectly controlled the selection of the
most excellent youths (above n. 67). Competition in virtue, the essential character-
istic of Spartan civic culture, therefore passed from generation to generation.

Aristotle affirms that, whereas the gerousia was the prerogative of an elite, defined
primarily in ethical terms (kaloi kagathoi), the ephorate was open to the entire damos
(Pol. 1270b23ff; 1294b29ff ). Combined with traditional theories concerning the role
of hoplites, this has prompted attempts to interpret the rise of the ephorate and the
transformation of Sparta as the outcome of a struggle between nobles and damos
(Oliva 1971: 128–31; Nafissi 1991; Sommer 2001). The value of Aristotle’s evidence
is dubious, however. His theory of the mixed constitution encouraged the assigna-
tion of a social basis to each of the elements of government (monarchy, oligarchy,
democracy) and the idea that virtue was confined to the “best” of the community led
ancient theorists to conceive of candidates for the gerousia as a distinct group within
the damos. The sixth-century reform certainly was not achieved without tensions but
it is misleading to assume a rigid opposition between nobles and damos.

What, then, was the ephors’ relationship with the kings? Attempts have been made
to reconstruct either a slow growth in power from an earlier “little ephorate” which
collaborated with the kings or a delayed rise of the ephorate in the late sixth and
early fifth century, due in part to abuses of royal power by ambitious kings like
Cleomenes I.74 The available evidence permits neither confirmation nor refutation
of such hypotheses.75 Even Herodotus’ information on political life in Sparta in the sixth
and fifth centuries is episodic and anecdotal; it attests specifically to only one innova-
tion (5.75: the law of 507/6 prohibiting the simultaneous presence of both basileis
in one campaign) and does not suggest essential changes in the relationship between
ephorate and basileia (Luther 2004: 94–137). It is not unlikely that the functions
of the ephors broadened gradually as the community faced new challenges and needs.
A fifth-century origin of the monthly oath (Xen. Lac. Pol. 15.7) cannot be excluded
a priori, but the principle that even the kings were subjected to the nomos must have
been much older. The spread of tyrannies in Greece probably prompted new sensitivity
towards the kings’ power which, however, could only be harnessed, not eliminated.
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Archaeological evidence has often
been consulted for information con-
cerning the date and nature of Sparta’s
socio-cultural transformation.76 Recent
detailed analysis has illuminated the
process that can loosely be called the
decline of Laconian art (Förtsch 2001).
Yet analysis and historical interpreta-
tion continue to be quite difficult. Not
all phenomena can be reduced to inter-
nal causes. For example, the disappear-
ance of Laconian black-figured pottery
is largely attributable to the success 
of its Attic counterpart (Hodkinson
1998: 97–102). By contrast, in the
area of internal consumption, quantita-
tive analysis of bronze votive offerings
approximates much more closely what

is found in the rest of Greece, but the available sample is severely limited
(Hodkinson 2000: 271–301; cf. Förtsch 2001: 37 n. 336). Broadly, however, we
note a gradual extinction of artisan traditions and a preference, considered conscious
by some, for cruder artistic forms. The process seems to have reached a critical stage
in the mid-sixth century (Förtsch 1998; 2001; cf. Boss 2000 for lead figurines).

The number of lead figurines dedicated to Artemis Orthia grew dramatically during
the sixth century, from around 200 a year between 650 and 580 to 860 a year between
580 and 500,77 and the latter period also saw a great increase in the number of hoplite
figurines.78 Black-figure Laconian vases in the middle decades of the sixth century
(see figure 7.1) reflect persistence of a luxurious symposiastic tradition that contrasts
with the habits of the Classical syssition.79 The slow appearance of battle scenes, encoun-
tered only from the beginning of the sixth century, and, in the second half of the
same century, representations of hoplites and athletes seem to indicate the growing
importance of the celebration of arete (Förtsch 2001: 99–104, 106–9, 115–29, 222–4).
By the second half of the sixth century, the stamp of communitarian ideals had been
imposed on Laconian art, causing political and military values to prevail over the
individual self-representation of a leisured class.

The results of the “Laconia Survey” now offer further proof of the importance 
of the middle decades of the sixth century for the development of classical Sparta.
In the middle of the century, or a little earlier (the nature of the evidence allows
only approximate dates), the lands around Sparta, until then without settlements,
were dotted with many tiny farms. Elsewhere in Greece too the countryside tends
to become more densely occupied in the late archaic and classical ages, but in Laconia
the process was particularly sudden, and apparently spontaneous (followed by a rapid
decline that was certainly connected to the concentration of properties and the short-
age of citizens which hit Sparta in the fifth century, at the latest). No evidence of
land distribution on the part of the polis can be detected.80 Obviously the greater

Figure 7.1 A Laconian cup by the
Naucratis painter, ca. 560 bc, probably
showing Zeus enthroned, with an eagle
Source: Louvre E688. Photo by Bibi Saint-Pol.
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part of these lands was owned by Spartans, though earlier they had failed to farm
them intensively. It is reasonable to postulate a connection with the decision to fix
a monthly contribution to the common tables as a condition of citizenship.81

Stephen Hodkinson has shown that the classical Spartan system of agriculture pre-
supposes a certain degree of intensive cultivation, stemming, among other causes,
from the range of compulsory mess contributions and the subsistence pressure on
the helot tenants (Hodkinson 2000: 133–5). Soon the need to produce sufficient
food to qualify as homoioi must have induced forms of land exploitation which required
a more stable and continuous presence of laborers.

The reforms which decreed the status of the homoioi profoundly influenced also
the life of dependent agricultural classes: the displacement of the unfree population
to permanent dwellings in the countryside was probably both an expression of con-
tempt and the result of economic considerations. Perioikic status – probably also defined
in legal terms from this time on – possibly offered an outlet for those excluded from
citizenship. This is suggested, at that very time, by the rise of Sellasia (Catling 2002:
238–40), a perioikic community in which, as far as possible, the Spartan way of life
was emulated.

Conclusion: 
An Outline of Archaic Spartan History

Military success was the key-note of Spartan history from the tenth to the sixth cen-
tury. The earliest victories, with the partial exception of Theopompus’ war against
Messene, are historically shadowy. However, in their wake traditions were created
which shaped the complex communal identity of Sparta and the Heraclid ancestry
of its basileis. The strength of Sparta and the prestige of its kings impelled many
communities in the southern Peloponnese to follow the Lacedaemonians and their
basileis. Thanks to the heroic lineage ascribed to the latter, Sparta soon enjoyed some
of the stable power which its ancient admirers credited to the genius of Lycurgus.
In the seventh century the polis faced social unrest, but the elite was able to retain
control, partly through appeals to their highly praised kings and warlike traditions.
By then, Sparta valued its own political system so highly that it produced a charter
of its origins, the great rhetra. Common scholarly opinion probably overestimates
the importance of the Helots and uniform hoplite culture in the construction of Classical
Sparta. The latter was more an effect than a cause of the historical process which
led, in the first half of the sixth century, to a deep political reform. Fuelled chiefly
by the Spartans’ self-esteem, its main features were the high census required to qualify
as citizen and the equality between those who qualified – much to the disadvantage
of the Helots, whose status and conditions probably now began to take their clas-
sical form. By this time the civic institutions formed a complex system of honors,
the wrestling-ground, so to speak, where the proud Spartans competed in the contest
of virtue. The ephors, probably a new institution, loudly demanded compliance to
the nomos. Their voice seems to threaten the majesty of the basileis: it is, however,
not clear if fear of tyranny was a real danger, or a phantom to conjure with. Spartan
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ambition to be recognized as first among the Peloponnesians (if not all Greeks) is
evident in the early attempt to locate Agamemnon in Amyclai. The origin of the
Peloponnesian league, which we have not been able to sketch above, has its origins
in the sixth century and Thucydides (1.18.1) was probably not too wide of the mark
when he connected it to Spartan intervention against tyrants.82 In any case, in the
glorious day of the Persian war, Spartan hegemony rested not only on preexisting
treaties and the renown of the city’s army, but also – as the terms of the negotiatons
between Sparta and Argos and Syracuse show (Hdt. 7.148, 159) – on the mythical
and genealogical discourse surrounding its basileis. The Spartan mirage had very 
deep roots.

NOTES

1 I thank Dr. Rosemary Alabaster for translating this chapter into English. Further thanks
to the editors, Kurt Raaflaub and Hans van Wees, for their careful reading and helpful
suggestions.

2 Ollier 1933–43; cf. Tigerstedt 1965–78; Powell and Hodkinson 1994.
3 But see Cartledge 1992; Malkin 1994b: 15–45; Eder 1998.
4 On “intentional history,” see Gehrke 2001.
5 The concept of “Traditionskern,” adopted by Wenskus 1961: 54–82, esp. 75–7, in 

medieval history, has usefully been applied to Greece, e.g., by Luraghi 2001b: 294–9;
Gehrke 2003b: 13.
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then have been the fifth village (oba) of Sparta, but it cannot be excluded that it was 
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Where to begin?

When Jacob Burckhardt warned against beginning the study of history at the begin-
ning, he might with good reason have cited Athens. For here any attempt to determine
origins runs into problems. What archaeologists tell us about the first settlements
on the slopes of the Acropolis, the Mycenaean fortress there, possible population
movements into and within Attica, and economic and social conditions as revealed
especially by grave-goods – all this is important and informative, but it is neither a
story nor history.1

In historical times the Athenians prided themselves on being autochthonous, that
is, having always lived in Attica (Loraux 1993: 37–71). Nevertheless, their mythical
memory included a marked act of foundation, connected with the figure of Theseus.
They saw him as a liberator, because he had terminated the humiliating obligation,
imposed by king Minos of Crete, of sending every ninth year fourteen young men
and women as a sacrifice to the Minotaur. Having become king himself, Theseus was
believed to have established Athens as a proper state through an act of unifica-
tion (synoikismos). In a nice piece of “conjectural history” on Athens’ earliest period
(2.14.2–16.2), Thucydides writes:

Under Cecrops and the first kings, down to the reign of Theseus, Attica had always
consisted of a number of independent townships, each with its own town hall and mag-
istrates. Except in times of danger the king at Athens was not consulted; in ordinary
seasons they carried on their government and settled their affairs without his inter-
ference; sometimes even they waged war against him, as in the case of the Eleusinians
with Eumolpus against Erechtheus. In Theseus, however, they had a king of equal intel-
ligence and power; and one of the chief features in his organization of the country was
to abolish the council-chambers and magistrates of the petty cities, and to merge them
in the single council-chamber and town hall of the present capital. Individuals might
still enjoy their private property just as before, but they were henceforth compelled to

CHAPTER EIGHT

Athens

Michael Stahl and Uwe Walter
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have only one political centre, viz., Athens; which thus counted all the inhabitants of
Attica among her citizens, so that when Theseus died he left a great state behind him.

(2.15.1–2; tr. Crawley)

Such mythical stories tell us much about Athenian self-consciousness in the classical
period and the construction of their identity from the late sixth century (Walker 1995;
Anderson 2003: 136–43). But for the question of the beginning of a political organ-
ization or state in Attica they have no value. Myths do not turn into history simply by
being purged of all implausibilities and subjugated to laws of reason – critical thinkers
knew this already in antiquity. But the public needed its founding heroes (e.g., Plut.
Thes. 1.3; cf. Welwei 1990/2000). Later, Theseus, whose rule supposedly predated the
Trojan War, was even identified as the creator of Athenian democracy.2 He was for
the Athenians an idealized portrait of themselves: brave, just, helpful, and clever.

Yet the mythical construct of Theseus’ synoikism is intuitively based on the right
question: what made it possible to unify the large territory of Attica (ca. 2,650 km2)
with its old and proud towns and sanctuaries? Even if Athens was the most pro-
minent settlement already in the Bronze Age, what enabled it to become the center
of a process of state formation? And, from a broader perspective, what prompted
Athens’ rise to predominance in Greece in the fifth century?

Even to a critical modern historian the extant sources suggest an account of the
history of Athenian state formation which follows a chain of powerful individuals.
We shall reconstruct this history here as a continual process with several stages: begin-
nings (Draco), brilliant design (Solon), latency (Peisistratus), revolution (508), and
institutional consolidation (Cleisthenes). To be sure, different and more discontinu-
ous narratives are possible. For example, Anderson (2003) suggests that the course
of Athenian history was dramatically altered between 510 and 490. But the model
presented here, of a logical evolution of the Athenian citizen-state, has a significant
advantage: it attributes less importance to the oft-posed question of when democracy,
in a specific sense, began in Athens. Of course, the intense and permanent mobiliza-
tion in politics of large sections of the citizenry would hardly have been possible
without Athens’ victory in the Persian Wars and the rise of the city to great imperial
power in their aftermath; hence undoubtedly contingent factors did play a role. But
the psychological and institutional preconditions that were established in the archaic
period were decisive.3

Violence, Law, and Procedure: Cylon and Draco

The series of eminent Athenians extolled by tradition begins in the last third of the
seventh century with Cylon and Draco. Both illustrate an elementary fact: the devel-
opment of structures and procedures that resulted in the typical Greek “citizen-state”
(Hansen 1993b) was neither natural nor automatic (ch. 20, below; Stahl 2003a:
94–116). Rather, this development was a response to actual conflicts and potential
uses of force which threatened to destroy the internal peace of a community with
still weak institutions – and thereby destroy the whole community. In Athens one
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particular event was carved deeply into collective memory: the “Cylonian Conspiracy”
(Welwei 1992: 133–7). At an undetermined date before the tyranny of Peisistratus,
Cylon reportedly tried to seize absolute power (tyrannis). With a group of men of
his own age he occupied the Acropolis but was unable to hold it. To save them-
selves, the conspirators sought refuge at a cult statue of Athena. A group of officials
in charge – Herodotus mentions the “heads of the Naucraries,” Thucydides the nine
archons – persuaded them to surrender under guarantee of their lives. Cylon and his
brother escaped, but his followers were murdered. The noble family of the Alcmeonids
was held responsible for this bloody deed. Since members of this family were pro-
minent in Athenian politics for generations thereafter, the memory of the “Cylonian
curse” remained alive.4

This escalating bloodshed was probably the culmination of a power struggle (stasis)
between rival elite leaders and their followers (Seaford 1994: 92–8). Unlike in other
poleis, the issue apparently was not permanent control of the highest office. Even
earlier, the Athenians had entrusted communal duties like the command of the citizen
militia or the supervision of cult to yearly magistrates. Yet the large number of these
offices – three archons and six thesmothetes – made them unsuitable as a base for
predominance in the polis. Instead, Cylon had gained prominence as an Olympic
victor and through his marriage to a daughter of the tyrant of Megara, Theagenes.
He had surrounded himself with a group of noble young men, a hetaireia (Hdt.
5.71.1), and felt strong enough to pursue a lasting position of leadership, allegedly
supported by a troop of soldiers supplied by his father-in-law. (Such armed assistance
by outside allies is well attested for other revolutionary coups in archaic history too).
Cylon’s coup failed because he was unable to win the consent of the citizen popu-
lation. Already at this early date, around 630, therefore, “politics” in Athens was evid-
ently not the preserve of the nobles (Manville 1990: 78), even if after the end of
the acute crisis the Athenians left its resolution to the officials (Thuc. 1.126.8). The
affair confirms both the communal spirit of the Athenian polis and the functioning
of the institutions on which it relied, but the violent outcome shows that procedures
and institutions were threatened by the elite’s tendency in their intense competition
(stasis) to humiliate and permanently weaken their defeated opponents.

Violent excesses of this kind posed an enormous problem to the polis-community,
since in competitions for honor, reputation, and glory the strict rule was reciprocity
in doing good and in doing harm (Herman, OCD3 1295; Gill et al. 1998). Whoever
failed to return favors for assistance and good deeds, and to avenge bad deeds and
insults, lost his honor. Gift-exchange and reciprocal obligations were central in Greek
social relations. Violence among nobles threatened the existence of the entire com-
munity because the dynamic of revenge and counter-revenge might cause ever wider
ripples and undermine security in an entire region (McHardy 2008; Stahl 2003a:
77–80). General insecurity was enhanced further because probably in this early phase
of developing state organization not all areas of Attica’s large territory were equally
pacified. During any stasis, nobles and their followers may have controlled their own
districts. Likely zones of potential violence were remote pastures and roads. Cylon,
however, had violated customary rules by trying to seize by force the Acropolis, that
is, the polis’s center which belonged to everyone and where, therefore, peace needed
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to be preserved. His opponents’ retaliation made the matter worse, since now even
the shrine of Athena, the community’s patron goddess, no longer offered a “neutral
zone.” In a worst case scenario, force of arms was now to be expected everywhere,
in the most sacred heart of the polis no less than on a mountain pasture. Communal
space had virtually lost its structure; no safe haven remained where one could seek
refuge in order to take the impetus out of a violent conflict and gain time to sort
out the offenses, and to seek solutions as calmly as possible.

Regulations intended to facilitate precisely such quests for solutions are found 
in Draco’s statutes (thesmoi) on homicide. According to conventional (although by 
no means certain) dating, they were enacted in 621/0 and publicly displayed on 
rotating wooden blocks (axones). It is very unlikely that Draco was the author of a
comprehensive codification of existing law. Rather, his regulations seem to have covered
only kinds of homicide in which conventional forms of arbitration no longer func-
tioned and immediate self-help in the form of retaliation threatened to cause an 
escalating cycle of vengeance. That they were made effective retroactively confirms
their urgency. Draco’s homicide law was recorded anew on stone in 409/8 in the
context of a revision of all Athenian laws; an extant section concerns murder with-
out premeditation and, despite possible modifications, certainly preserves the authentic
core of Draco’s statute.5

First, specific relatives or members of the victim’s phratry had to bring public accu-
sation against the murderer. The claim to blood revenge hereby announced was lim-
ited by the subsequent intervention of polis institutions. If an exchange of oaths between
accuser and plaintiff brought no result, a committee of 51 ephetes had to decide whether
the deed had been committed with or without premeditation. If it was ruled inten-
tional, blood-revenge was explicitly permitted; if unintentional, the killer, who would
have fled the country as a precaution, could obtain reconciliation and pardon (aidesis)
from the victim’s immediate relatives.

It was decisive for the process of state-formation that specific communal institutions
were involved in dealing with such offenses. Those seeking revenge were no longer
entitled to strike immediately but compelled to submit to a fixed procedure. By leav-
ing Attica, a person guilty of unpremeditated murder created time and opportunity
for this procedure which, importantly, took place in public in the Agora. The basileis
– presumably the tribe-leaders (phylobasileis) and an archon (archon basileus) – were
joined by a new committee, the ephetes. Their large number (51) and their selection
by social prestige (aristinden) guaranteed authority and acceptability of their deci-
sions. Even those who disagreed would have to yield to the pressures of social con-
sensus. Short of taking over the entire process of prosecution and punishment (which
at the time was inconceivable), the only practical way to assert the polis’s authority
consisted of sanctioning and limiting the self-help of injured parties through com-
munal institutions. In addition, the committee of 51 embodied another fundamental
principle of the citizen-state: all important decisions were passed not by individuals
but by collective bodies ideally representing the entire polis (even if in this case rep-
resentation was limited to elite large landowners).

Even so, great obstacles impeded the killer’s return. Not only the victim’s imme-
diate relatives (father, brother, or son) had to approve aidesis (mostly in exchange
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for material compensation) but also distant relatives and in some cases the phratry-
members, which shows how far the duty of vengeance extended – potentially involv-
ing large parts of the community and making it far more than a “private affair” –
and how seriously it was taken. The law says twice, “the one opposing it shall prevail,”
that is, one opposing voice could prevent the deal. Undoubtedly, therefore, its 
purpose was not merely purification (which was in any case primarily achieved by
religious means) but lasting communal peace (Osborne 1996a: 188).

As long as the murderer remained in exile, he was protected by the law; duty of
vengeance did not justify his killing. Clearly, this passage responded to a central prob-
lem of the Cylonian affair: the exile was explicitly prohibited from staying in places
that were visited by many people. This may suggest an attempt to prevent killers from
abusing places of asylum where violent revenge caused especially big problems, and to
protect from desecration places and events (such as festivals) that were sacred for the
entire polis and thus especially attractive for those who sought sanctuary (Schmitz 2001).

Lack of sources makes it impossible to tell how successful Draco’s regulations were.
Yet there is an argument from silence: there is no tradition of escalation of deadly
violence in later stasis-struggles; we hear of another political assassination only in 462/1,
when Ephialtes was killed.

Solon “Invents” the Athenian Polis

To us, Solon is the most eminent personality of archaic Greece. A substantial body
of evidence, above all remains of his own poetry, although not easy to assess, pres-
ents for the first time in Athenian history the clear outline of a historical figure.6

With hindsight, Solon’s individual measures and regulations together form a “grand
design” for a comprehensive new communal order. Conversely, the often isolated
and fragmentary notices about his regulations and statements on “social politics,”
jurisdiction and the legal system, citizenship, and political education must always 
be interpreted from the perspective of this grand design. Overall, the years around
600 form an epochal turning point in the history of Athens; a straight line leads
from here to the classical citizen-state of the fifth and fourth centuries. It is Solon’s
personal merit to have shown the Athenians the way into this future.7

Date and social background

The only secure clue to Solon’s lifetime is his archonship in 594/3 (Diog. Laert. 1.62).
This office required no minimum age, entailed no special power even at this early
date, played a primarily supporting role (see above), and could be held even by young
men. Solon therefore may well have been born between 630 and 620 and it could
be correct that, in old age, he witnessed the beginning of Peisistratus’ tyranny around
560 (Plut. Sol. 29.2–5). Even his meeting with Croesus, king of Lydia from ca. 560,
famously recounted by Herodotus (1.29–32), should not simply be discarded as 
fictitious, as it usually is.
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Solon certainly descended from an aristocratic family. Although he sharply criti-
cizes the offensive behavior of his aristocratic peers (below), he was familiar with
many aspects of aristocratic life (guest-friendship, symposia, pederasty, horse-breeding
and hunting: frs. 19, 23, 25, 26)8 and offers no hint that he belonged among a new
and rising social class. His own statements suggest that he traveled widely around
the eastern Mediterranean – nothing exceptional among aristocrats at the time – 
probably visiting Egypt, Cyprus (frs. 28, 19), and the centers of Greek Asia Minor.
The eastern world’s social and political structures, exotic to Greek eyes, as well as
the exchange of ideas and the intellectual climate elsewhere, must have raised his
awareness of the qualities of his native society and impressed upon him that Athens
needed to strengthen the traditional foundations of its communal life and develop
further the political forms based on them.

To Solon, tradition was first and foremost rooted in Homer – not surprisingly,
given Homer’s immense significance for Greek thought and action (Havelock 1963).
In diction and style, Solon’s poems reflect Homer’s epics, and he often self-consciously
identifies with Homer’s most “modern” hero, Odysseus, who trusts his versatility,
intelligence, and persuasive speech rather than his sword (Vox 1984). Solon modeled
himself on this “prototype of European man” (Andreae 1982); he paradigmatically
embodied his combination of intellectual authority and vigorous political action and
we may regard him as the first “Western statesman.”

Solon and the Athenian crisis

Solon achieved political prominence when he was appointed – by the majority of
both his aristocratic peers and the people – to resolve a crisis that threatened to 
paralyze Athens. His accomplishments thus lack revolutionary flavor, even if they 
eventually placed the commonwealth on an entirely new foundation. Solon was 
a diallaktes (reconciler); that the Ath. Pol. (5.2) also calls him archon is due to its
misconception of the early archonship which, as said above, offered no base for wide-
reaching reforms. Their implementation must have required several years anyway.
Rather, Solon’s reforms should be separated from his archonship and perhaps dated
later, ca. 580–570.9 Clearly, though, he must have been known as an Athenian patriot,
who cared about his community’s well-being. Part of this background is probably
reflected in his celebrated “Salamis elegy” (frs. 1–3) which calls his countrymen to
renew their efforts to recover the island of Salamis from Megara:

I have come as a herald from lovely Salamis,
And have composed a song, an ornament of words, instead of speech . . .
May I be then a man of Pholegandros or Sikinos
Instead of an Athenian . . .
For this would shortly be men’s common talk:
“This man is an Athenian, one of the family that let Salamis go.” . . .
Let us go to Salamis, to fight for an island
That is lovely, and repel grievous shame.10
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The deep social crisis that troubled Athens certainly had several causes; the sources
give no direct information but permit some conclusions. A massive population 
increase in Attica in the eighth and seventh centuries was earlier taken for granted
but is now debated (Scheidel 2003: 126–31). Athenians seem to have participated
only minimally in the foundation of colonies; possibly they first concentrated on 
cultivating unused farmland in Attica.11 Here as elsewhere the division of land by
inheritance appears to have posed problems for many a small farmer. Like Hesiod in
Boeotia, Solon advised men to marry late, around age 35 (fr. 27.9), but the conse-
quences of such patterns of behavior, such as the spread of pederasty and prostitution
– into which many daughters were sold – created serious new problems (see Solon’s
law, F31a). Besides demographic changes, scholars also suspect the overuse and sub-
sequent exhaustion and erosion of soil as an extraneous factor, which is however not
attested in the sources. The introduction of coinage or the monetization of eco-
nomic life played no role: these processes began later and took a long time to achieve
far-reaching effects.

Other contexts offer better clues. Hesiod’s Works and Days (WD), composed roughly
a century before Solon, is our only source for conditions in an archaic rural oikos and
its relations to other oikoi (Tandy and Neale 1996). Hard work, we hear, is necessary
to maintain the mostly self-sufficient life of the landowner, or preferably to enhance
his prosperity (WD 299–300, 311ff). Neighbors covet their property, and whoever
fails to take care of it will soon lose it (340). Land is scarce but cultivated diligently
and used optimally. Stored harvest prevents hunger, poverty, and the risk of need-
ing to beg for help and being rejected (364–7). Only those who achieve enough
profit to be able to give can expect help themselves (549–51). Everybody occasionally
needs to borrow seed, animals, fodder, wood, tools, and food. Loans are short-term,
offered without interest, guided by the principle of reciprocity, and expected to balance
out in the long term, since lender and borrower come from the same familiar, if
socially heterogeneous, community of neighbors (353–4). The principle of self-
sufficiency, typical of agrarian societies, is therefore only viable in combination with
reciprocity.12

Apparently, in the second half of the seventh century the rules of reciprocity were
increasingly disregarded. Small unreturned gifts or loans accumulated and quickly
grew into enormous debts (WD 359–62). If this happened only to a few individuals,
it did not disturb the community, and those affected could try with hard work to
pay off the debt. If they failed the creditors were entitled by customary rules of self-
help to seize the borrowers and/or their property, since in common perception failure
to repay a loan was equivalent to a loss or theft of property. If, however, changing
social dynamics made it impossible for entire groups of the rural population to observe
the rules of reciprocity and if, in addition, the lenders systematically exploited 
customary rules to weaken traditional social structures in order to advance their 
own interests, then society was in danger of falling apart in a tangle of greed for
wealth and power, theft, and moral failings (Balot 2001). Even worse, if ever fewer
independent oikoi survived, the foundations of the emerging citizen-state with its
collective institutions would be destroyed. The “strong principle of equality” (Morris
1996b), an essential condition for their development, would be lost if large numbers
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of oikoi became permanently dependent on a few aristocratic families that disposed
of additional means of income and probably needed additional workers.

This background helps understand the crisis mentioned in Solon’s poems. Indebted
farmers lost their land and became dependent laborers. Some were even sold into
slavery; others, to avoid this fate, fled from Attica, hoping, often in vain, to start a
new life abroad (fr. 36.10–12). A most serious innovation concerned the hektemoroi
(sixth-parters), who annually paid a fixed portion of their income to secure their release
from the creditor’s right of seizing their bodies. These payments, therefore, did not
reduce the debt but were, so to speak, lifelong interest payments that could affect even
farmers who were not entirely impoverished. The result were statuses of permanent
social dependence and the subversion of traditional social relations. In effect, the
activities of the elite produced an entirely different type of society. Many aristocrats
had profited from the foundation of colonies, trade, piracy, or even the appropri-
ation of communal property (demosia: fr. 4.12) and thus acquired immense wealth.
They too were under pressure. If they wanted to maintain or improve their status
they had to engage in “conspicuous consumption” and form large and stable groups
of followers and dependents; both were indispensable for success in the rivalries and
stasis-conflicts that marked aristocratic politics from the seventh century.

The core of the crisis, therefore, was not economic, but social and political. High
and low statuses had always existed. Now, however, permanent chains would hold
the weak down and keep the strong on top (Stahl 2003a: 190). Whether one identifies
causes, as we do here, mainly in the economic and social sphere, or prefers, as Harris
(1997) suggests, to interpret the farmers’ payments to aristocrats as protection money
and fees, the result was the same. The agrarian society of Attica was in danger of
becoming dependent and feudal through the establishment of structures of clientele.13

The Athenian Politeia anachronistically sees the reason in an oligarchic constitution
but grasps the core of the problem correctly: “The harshest and bitterest aspect of
the constitution for the masses was the fact of their enslavement (douleuein), though
they were discontented on other grounds too: it could be said that there was noth-
ing in which they had a share” (2.3; tr. Rhodes 1984).

This break with traditional forms of communal life – a veritable social and polit-
ical “revolution from above” – caused widespread anger and threatened even those
who so far had preserved their independence. Many aristocrats too must have been
disconcerted, fearing as a result of escalating stasis either the self-destruction of the
community or a tyranny. The community, no longer securely rooted in pre-state tradi-
tions and not yet sufficiently protected by new political institutions, was unable to
cope. At last a coalition was formed that entrusted Solon with the task of resolving
the crisis and saving the community. He appeared trustworthy: although commanding
his own followers, he expressly refused to seize tyranny (see below).

Short-term reform, long-term vision

Solon’s first measure, called seisachtheia (shaking-off of burdens), is usually taken as
a cancellation of all debts, but probably refers more specifically to the liberation of
the hektemoroi (mentioned above). Their obligations abolished, they became owners
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of their land; men who had been
enslaved for debt were freed, and
enslavement for debt was abolished
once and for all. But a “good order”
(eunomia; Ehrenberg 1946: 70–93)
could only be restored permanently 
by strengthening public institutions 
(Stahl 2003a: 232). The traditional
norms of communal life remained
valid but Solon developed them further
and gave them precision in many details
and, by recording them for the first time
publicly as written laws,14 he made 
the Athenians fully conscious of them

(see figure 8.1). These laws, surviving only in fragments quoted by later authors 
(collected in Ruschenbusch 1966), represent neither a constitution nor a systematic
legal code. Rather, they contain a great variety of regulations, from (in modern terms)
private and criminal law to issues of economics and religion. Old customs that had
proved useful were fixed and stood next to new norms that took into account recent
changes in communal life. Since it was not possible to reform the community from
a (nonexistent) position of central power, the laws themselves represented such power.
Later, the fifth-century poet Pindar found a catchphrase for this: “the law is king”
(nomos basileus: fr. 169 in Snell and Maehler 1975). In a culture that was still over-
whelmingly oral, the new, enacted laws (thesmoi; Solon, fr. 36.18) held a special posi-
tion. They were publicly displayed on the Acropolis, the religious center, and thus
reinforced the community’s focal point. Yet they could only be effective if they –
and the lawgiver – combined authority and justice.

And these things by the power
of law, by a combination of force and justice,
I accomplished, and completed them as I promised.
Ordinances for high and low alike,
setting up straight justice for each man,
I wrote.

(fr. 36.15–20)

Justice is here created through reconciliation that considered individual cir-
cumstances; the legal order manifested itself as a space for the civic community that
encompassed society as a whole. Whoever belonged in this space was henceforth 
a member of the citizen community, with all the rights and obligations arising 
from it (Manville 1990: 132–3; Walter 1993a: 198–200). The citizen enjoyed per-
sonal freedom (Raaflaub 2004b: 45–57) and participated in communal life. While
inequalities between rich and poor, nobles and commoners continued, permanent
social dependence of a citizen was excluded. The citizens’ main responsibility was armed
defense of the community. Their military capacity was determined by their economic

Figure 8.1 A reconstruction of Solon’s axones
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capacity, measured in annual grain yield. Hence the citizens were divided into four
property classes: pentakosiomedimnoi (500-bushel men), hippeis (horsemen), zeugitai
(farmers with a team of oxen), and thetes with little or no landed property. The mem-
bers of the first three classes fought as hoplites in the phalanx, even if they could
afford a horse. As citizens, all were politically equal in the assembly, except that only
members of the first class could hold the office of archon. Thus the circle of the
political elite was reduced, since economically the aristocratic hippeis (300 bushels)
were closer to the zeugitai (200 bushels) than to the pentakosiomedimnoi.15

Ultimately, power was located in the citizens’ collective institutions, especially 
the assembly; only these institutions held political responsibility and were entitled 
to make decisions. The experience and social prestige of the aristocracy was assem-
bled in the Areopagus, the council of former archons. Additional committees func-
tioned as law courts; to these Solon added the heliaia (Hansen 1981–2). The people’s
power was strengthened further by the introduction of a form of “public prosecu-
tion” – by which any citizen was entitled to prosecute an offense on behalf of the
victim (Ath. Pol. 9.1). Collective bodies could only function, however, if individual
citizens geared their behavior wholly towards the community. Without such an 
attitude, if citizens lived exclusively by the mottos of individual ambition and gain,
which of course made sense for an individual oikos, communal crisis was inevitable
(Balot 2001: 59). Solon formulates and explains this connection programmatically
in the famous Eunomia elegy (fr. 4), which one might call an ancient “We the People”
manifesto.

Our city will never perish in accordance with the decree of Zeus
and the will of the blessed immortal gods;
for such a great-hearted guardian, daughter of a mighty father,
Pallas Athena holds her hands over us;
but to destroy a great city by their thoughtlessness
is the wish of the citizens, won over by riches,
and unrighteous is the mind of the people’s leaders, who are about
to suffer many pains from their great presumption [hybris].

(fr. 4.1–8)

The citizens alone are held responsible for the condition of their community, no
longer – as Hesiod had assumed (WD 213ff ) – the ultimately inscrutable inter-
vention of the gods. Solon postulates an entirely mundane connection between human
behavior and communal well-being. This realization marks the beginning of political
thought in Europe (Raaflaub 2000) and permits both a sober analysis of connections
between social-political causes and effects, and the formulation of a concept for crisis
resolution (Stahl 1992 with biblio.; Mülke 2002: 88–159).

Thus the public evil comes to each at home,
and house doors can no longer keep it out,
it has leapt over high fences, found people in all ways,
even one who runs and hides in his chamber’s recess.

(4.26–9)
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Since all citizens are equally affected by the consequences of disorder (dysnomia),
no one can remove himself from the political community. The effects of the citizens’
offenses will appear “surely with time” (16). For the polis that is founded on the 
citizens’ actions, it is therefore indispensable that every individual give highest 
priority to the common good. This applies particularly to the aristocrats, “for they
know not how to restrain excess” (9). To them, civic responsibility must mean
sophrosyne, i.e. moderation, self-control, and reason. The climax of his poem is the
line “This my spirit (thymos) bids me tell the Athenians” (30), which shows how
Solon understood his own political actions: as motivated not only by rational insight
but also by the deepest internal drive of human existence (thymos).

The demand for a political ethic embodied in every citizen was the focal point of
Solon’s concept of the citizen-state. It was to be realized in two ways. One con-
sisted of connecting political ethics and traditional polis religion. The citizens were
to think of the city’s patron goddess, Athena, as the mother of all Athenians. An
important line of continuity in Athenian history lies in the ongoing development of
the Athena cult, beginning with Solon and culminating in the building program on
the Acropolis in Pericles’ time (Kasper-Butz 1990). A second path was suggested to
Solon by his personal talents, on which he had already relied in the “Salamis” elegy
(mentioned above). Through the means of poetry and in the public space of the
agora he extolled the power of peitho, the peaceful and peace-making force of per-
suasion that uniquely fitted the role of the arbitrator and reconciler. In the tradition
of epic, poetry was a crucial medium of communication in the oral culture of the
archaic period.16 Like other archaic poets, Solon struggled to build a moral foun-
dation for the citizen-state, fighting those traditional social values that stressed 
the individual’s striving for pre-eminence (to be the best, aristos) rather than civic
ideals. Realizing that the elite’s aristeia-ideal tended to result in tyranny, Solon 
explicitly distanced himself from it. In his poetry, he lets an aristocrat represent the
conventional ideals of behavior and then refutes them:

Solon was not a deep thinker or a wise man;
for when the god gave him good fortune, he did not accept it.
After encompassing his prey, out of amazement he did not pull in the great
net, failing in spirit and deprived of wits.
I would have chosen to have power, to have taken limitless wealth
and been tyrant of Athens only for a single day,
and then to have been flayed for a wineskin and had my posterity wiped out.

(fr. 33)

If I have spared
my country, and of tyranny and cruel violence
not laid hold, defiling and disgracing my good name,
I am not ashamed; for thus I think I shall be more superior
to all mankind.

(fr. 32)

Solon personally represents the new model; his “sound mind” (noos artios: fr. 6.4)
transforms the aristeia-ideal with its destructive consequences of egotism and lust

ACA_c08.qxd  25/02/2009  02:30PM  Page 148



Athens 149

for power, thus creating an ethics of politics and meeting an elementary need of the
emerging polis. In Solon’s view, the masses with their “empty mind” (noos chaunos:
fr 11.6) could only grow into a citizenry if they all internalized such ethics. The
“soundness of the political order . . . depends on the soundness of the invidual moral
consciousness of citizens” (Balot 2001: 94). Solon sought to imprint on this con-
sciousness a strong patriotic component. When he spoke of the common “Attic tongue”
(fr. 36.11), the “black Earth” (36.5), and the “native land” (32), and called Athens
“Ionia’s oldest land” (4a.2), he aimed at integrating a citizenry that still had strong
regional loyalties.

Solon’s bold and pioneering model of a communal order thus was based entirely
on the citizens’ common will and action: in its core it was already democratic.17 Since
it presupposed a new political mentality, it could not be realized overnight; the
Athenians needed to learn it in a long process, but later “it did provide a moralistic,
oppositional language to Athenian greed that would remain important throughout
the archaic and classical periods” (Balot 2001: 79). Moreover, the rules and institu-
tions of the citizen-state first needed to prove successful. The half-century after Solon
represents, therefore, a transitional period, in which the planted seeds sprouted under
the protection of Peisistratid tyranny – paradoxically, since the latter seemed to move
in the opposite direction.

The Latent Citizen-state: 
The Tyranny of Peisistratus and His Sons

The stasis-conflicts that broke out with renewed vigor after Solon’s retirement from
politics included efforts by the aristocrat Peisistratus to achieve a position of absolute
predominance. It took him more than one attempt to establish a tyranny which, in
its final phase, lasted from 546 to his death in 527. He was succeeded by his sons
Hippias who ruled from 527 to 510, and Hipparchus, who was assassinated in 514
(see figure 8.2).18 Although these rulers relied not least on superior external resources,
their long control of power was only possible because they did not ignore the needs
of the Athenian citizenry and their communal life (cf. Ath. Pol. 16.2, 7; McGlew
1993). While the memory of other tyrants entails violence and threats (ch. 6 above),
the tradition about Peisistratus emphasizes rather his eloquence and cunning (Hdt.
1.59.4–5, 60). Other Athenian aristocrats were able to share in the prestige of the
highest offices19 if they were willing to cooperate; otherwise they suffered exile. In
view of his sacred and secular building projects and his efforts to strengthen a sense
of community, it seems justified to speak of Peisistratus’ “Solonian tyranny.”

Naturally, in everything they did, Peisistratus and his sons sought to enhance their
own prestige and the acceptance of their rule. But in doing so, they also streng-
thened and advanced the evolving forms of communal order, including both Solon’s
legislation and judicial system, which remained intact, and the archonship and its
responsibilities. Certainly, the Peisistratids did not allow outspoken opponents to hold
the archonship, and they carefully supervised those who did (Thuc. 6.54.6); but the
offices were now filled regularly and, together with the Areopagus council, met their
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obligations efficiently and without disruption, because the tyrants’ mere presence and
power eliminated the vicissitudes of stasis-conflicts. All this demonstrated to the citi-
zens that the institutions of government could operate effectively and in particular
were able to bring greater legal security (Stahl 2003a: 255–9).

Among the tyrants’ innovations were the “deme judges” ([Arist.] Ath. Pol. 16.5),
charged with settling in Attica those disputes which did not reach the ordinary court
of the assembly (heliaia). Again, political stability ensured the authority of these 
single judges, whose success contributed to integrating the large Attic territory by
emphasizing throughout the principle of conflict resolution by mandatory judicial
procedures. The nature of this institution, however, was incompatible with the 
general norm that offices be based on collegiality and collective control; it seemed
too closely connected with the tyrants’ personal power, and the Athenians soon 
abolished it (only to revive it in 453/2). Other laws of the tyrants, too, were sub-
ject to later revision, such as a tax on income from landed property and procedures
used for naturalization. Still, even these measures ultimately strengthened the idea
of the state. The former raised the citizens’ awareness that the community requires
permanent sources of finance for state-purposes – a need met in the classical period
by the system of liturgies (Hansen 1991: 110–12). And the enfranchisement of new

Figure 8.2 Vase painting of Harmodius and Aristogeiton killing Hipparchos
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citizens came to be one of the most carefully supervised public actions under the
democracy (Manville 1990: 215).

In the sphere of foreign relations too the tyrants picked up earlier threads and
joined them to a web of connections that became an increasingly important part 
of state action. Carefully safeguarding their own power and the interests of other
aristocrats, they shaped for the first time dynamic policies that also took into con-
sideration the needs of the community as a whole. The goals were diverse: to gain,
in a long-standing conflict with neighboring Megara, control over the island of 
Salamis; to establish on the coast of the Troad an Athenian colony, Sigeum, which,
like Salamis, had high symbolic value; to establish an Athenian sphere of influence
in the Hellespont, on the Thracian coast, and on various islands of the north and
central Aegean. In all these cases the tyrants’ actions laid the foundations for Athens’
foreign policy that was continued with great vigor after 510 (Stahl 1987: 201–28)
and, in hindsight, already outlined the power politics initiated later by democracy.
Moreover, such external activities, subject to different norms, taught the citizens to
appreciate the special quality of the community’s inner space – which again streng-
thened awareness of the citizen-state’s order. This applies even to the central issue
of Solon’s concept, political ethics. In order to be accepted by the citizens, the tyrants
had to seek representative forms of expression for their rule. Here they had no choice
but to latch onto prevailing cultural traditions. For instance, in the sphere of cult
and religion, they enhanced and reorganized the main festivals of Dionysus and 
Athena; through the performance of drama, dance, and song at the Dionysia, and
games and processions at the Panathenaea, these festivals later attained a central func-
tion in the democratic community’s self-understanding. Cultivation of the Homeric
tradition and support for contemporary poets played an equally large role. Sculpture
and vase-painting flourished. Moreover, the Peisistratids undertook extraordinary 
efforts to build up Athens as a city, especially by enhancing the large sanctuary of
Athena on the Acropolis with numerous temples and shrines (Hurwitt 1999), by
establishing, for the first time, a political center in the Agora (Camp 1986) (see 
figure 8.3), or by creating an urban infrastructure, markedly visible in an eight 
km-long aqueduct into the heart of the city (Tölle-Kastenbein 1994). We cannot
discuss in detail here the cultural rise of Athens in the time of the tyrants (Stahl
1987: 233–55; Shapiro 1989), which was naturally supported by an economic pros-
perity made possible by political peace. The crucial point is, however, that the tyrants’
cultural activities were at the same time reflections of Athens’ polis-culture and thus
fostered civic consciousness.

Events after the expulsion of Hippias in 510 show how much the political ethics
inaugurated by Solon had grown during half a century. The tyranny represented 
neither a slow-down nor a detour, but acted as a catalyst for the final breakthrough
of the Athenian citizen-state. In the end, it outlived its usefulness as Hippias’ rule
became increasingly hard to bear. State power and political activity, which had 
for some time and with beneficial consequences lain in the hands of the tyrants, 
returned to the place where Solon, very sensibly in view of the social conditions of
communal life, had located them: es meson (cf. Hdt. 3.142.3), in the middle of the
citizen body.
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Revolution and Reform: The People of 
Athens and Cleisthenes

A revolutionary moment

In 510 the Spartan king Cleomenes intervened with a detachment of troops and
expelled Hippias. Previously, leading Athenian aristocrats, above all the Alcmeonids,
had tried to orchestrate the tyrants’ overthrow from exile. Since their own forces
proved insufficient, they focused on attracting outside assistance – a typical device
in aristocratic stasis – and prompting Spartan action. At the same time, the Spartans

Figure 8.3 A plan of the Agora ca. 500 bc
Source: After Camp (1990: 23).
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pursued their own interests, hoping to tie Athens closely to themselves and perhaps
to expand their alliance system even beyond the Peloponnese. Under the rules of
reciprocity, their assistance in liberating Athens imposed an obligation on the new
Athenian regime.

But what was this new regime? According to Herodotus (5.66), “the chief authority
was lodged with two persons, Cleisthenes, of the family of the Alcmeonids . . . and
Isagoras, the son of Tisander . . . These two men strove together for the mastery;
and Cleisthenes, finding himself the weaker, embarked on the process of becoming
the demos’ trusted comrade” (ton demon proshetairizetai, tr. Rawlinson, modified).
Further statements shed light on the preferences of the majority of Athenians, explain-
ing why they eventually helped Cleisthenes achieve victory.

First, they did not want a new tyranny. By the end, Hippias’ regime had turned
oppressive (Ath. Pol. 19.1) but been unable to prevent the armed uprising of com-
peting nobles or the intervention of Sparta; he succumbed to both relatively quickly,
and the people apparently did not interfere. Now, however, the reintroduction of
stasis seemed to lead directly to renewed autocracy, especially since the Spartans inter-
vened again in support of one party.

Second, expectations focused not on noble hetaireiai, but on the collective polis
institutions. During the tyranny, their functioning and traditional aristocratic politics
of competition had come to be perceived as diametrical opposites; Athens as the
focus of civic self-awareness had gained in importance.

Third, Isagoras’ victory in the current stasis would have renewed civic strife, since
he apparently intended to settle accounts with the tyrants’ supporters and to dis-
enfranchise, in a “review of the citizen body,” numerous families that had recently
moved to Attica (Ath. Pol. 13.5; Walter 1993a: 203–5). How such a split among citi-
zens could be avoided had already been demonstrated, for example, in Cyrene: the
distribution of the free population among newly created civic subdivisions offered a
good means to clear the heavy atmosphere of insecurity and vengefulness (Arist. Pol.
1275b36–9; 1319b19–26). This was one of Cleisthenes’ motives for creating ten
new tribes (Hdt. 5.66.2) – and one of the primary reasons for his success.20

The sources do not permit us to clarify exactly either the chronology of Cleisthenes’
reforms (most recently, Badian 2000) or the capacity in which Cleisthenes (who had
been archon in 525/4) acted. A late source calls him rhetor, a politician who speaks
in the assembly and proposes motions (Philod. De rhet. 3). The majority of Athenians
obviously approved of his words and proposals, which must have been decided upon
in the assembly. In any case, the demos’ actions in the dramatic days of 508 show
remarkable consistency and determination:

Cleisthenes was, now that the common people took his part, very much more powerful
than his adversaries. Isagoras in his turn lost ground; and therefore, to counter-plot his
enemy, he called in Cleomenes the Lacedaemonian, who had already, at the time when
he was besieging the Pisistratids, made a contract of friendship with him . . . At this
time the first thing that he did was to send a herald and require that Cleisthenes, and
a large number of Athenians besides, whom he called “the Accursed,” should leave Athens.
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This message he sent at the suggestion of Isagoras: for in the affair referred to [the
Cylonian affair], the blood-guiltiness lay on the Alcmaeonids and their partisans, while
he and his friends were quite clear of it . . . When the message of Cleomenes arrived,
requiring Cleisthenes and “the Accursed” to quit the city, Cleisthenes departed of his
own accord. Cleomenes, however, notwithstanding his departure, came to Athens, with
a small band of followers, and on his arrival sent into banishment seven hundred Athenian
families, which were pointed out to him by Isagoras. Succeeding here, he next endeavored
to dissolve the council, and to put the government into the hands of three hundred of
the partisans of that leader. But the council resisted, and refused to obey his orders;
whereupon Cleomenes, Isagoras, and their followers took possession of the citadel. Here
they were attacked by the rest of the Athenians, who unanimously took the side of the
council, and were besieged for the space of two days; on the third day they accepted terms,
being allowed – at least such of them as were Lacedaemonians – to quit the country.

(Hdt. 5.69.2–70; 72–3; tr. Rawlinson, modified)

Isagoras is not mentioned again; many of his followers were executed. The entire
event was truly an unprecedented, revolutionary affair. The Athenians must have been
fully aware of the dangers of inaction, which inevitably would result in increasing
weakness: in Cleomenes’ guest-friend Isagoras (archon in 508/7) and his sup-
porters the Spartans had a “fifth column” in Athens. Armed foreigners entered the
city at will, laid down the law and further weakened the citizen body by purges.
Then came a bold attack on their ability, only recently regained, to govern them-
selves through the council (boule). Scholars debate whether this refers to the old
Solonian council of 400 or to the new council of 500 established by Cleisthenes (if
only in a preliminary form). Since we know nothing about Solon’s council and broad
support for Cleisthenes could manifest itself rather in and through the “mixed” new
council, most likely it was this new council that was to be dissolved and replaced by
a partisan regime of Isagoras’ followers (Petzold 1990: 156–7). At least it is sug-
gestive that the people apparently identified unanimously with the council (ta auta
phronesantes) when it refused to be dissolved. And the citizens became active.
Already Cylon’s coup had united the Athenians from the countryside in an effort to
defeat the plot but they had left the conclusion of the matter to the officials. In 508
they could rely neither on officials nor other leaders, since Isagoras was archon and
Cleisthenes was in exile. There is no record that hoplites were mobilized. Nevertheless,
the citizens consistently brought to a conclusion what they had started.

It is reasonable to argue that constitutions that are based on the actual and active
exercise of power by the entire citizenry and therefore called “democracies” in the
ancient sense of the word, require certain institutions, agencies, procedures, and rules
in order to function. Democracies furthermore require regular practice by which 
the citizens learn and internalize politics through routine consultation and decision-
making. In addition, the citizen body needs an experience in which it realizes its own
power and potential, acts spontaneously and without long preparation or expert 
guidance, and defends its own collective interests against foreign or external deter-
mination. If there was in Athenian history a revolutionary moment in the modern
sense of the word, then it happened in those three days in 508.21 This event must
be fitted into the evolution of the Athenian citizen state: with the victory over Isagoras
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and his supporters the Athenians successfully warded off all aristocratic attempts at
restoration and emphatically announced their demand for a larger political share. 
What had been prepared by Solon’s reforms and – although inadvertently – matured
under Peisistratid tyranny now bore fruit. The civic self-awareness of broad sections
of the populace had asserted itself for the first time politically and was to become
the decisive factor in the further evolution of the Athenian political order in the 
classical period.

When Cleisthenes returned from exile, he completed what he had previously pro-
posed to the demos, securing such wide support. But he did this not as a lawgiver, not,
as it were, like Solon, as a father of the polis. Cleisthenes is never called nomothetes;
by contrast, once he appears as “leader and champion of the people” ([Arist.] Ath.
Pol. 20.4). His position was, in fact, more complicated: “though Cleisthenes is indeed
a very important player in Athens’ revolutionary drama, the key role was played by
the demos. And thus, demokratia was not a gift from a benevolent elite to a passive
demos, but was the product of collective decision, action, and self-definiton on the
part of the demos himself ” (Ober 1996: 35). Cleisthenes’ genius did not lie in his
ability to formulate a democratic vision or, conversely, to disguise behind a fair facade
selfish interests that would serve his own power and family,22 but rather in his ability
to “read” acurately the new Athenian discourse that had emerged in a moment of
revolution and to recognize that the collective action of the three days in 508 had
created new political realities (Ober 1996: 52). Now the challenge consisted of con-
verting these realities into a stable and effective form of government; put differently,
the significance of the event needed to be captured in institutions in order to gain
permanence.

Grassroots democracy, mobilization, and integration

Cleisthenes’ reforms following the events of 508/7 had to tackle precisely those aspects
that had revealed potential and weaknesses. The potential lay in the citizens’ readiness
to stand up for their collective interests; their weakness had proved to be fragmenta-
tion during stasis: follower groups vs. unattached citizens, old vs. new citizens, an
urban population capable of spontaneous action vs. rural populations that were harder
to mobilize. Such divisions were enhanced by the great size of Attica and by con-
tinuing local isolation that expressed itself not in secessionism but rather in an out-
look that was limited to one’s own rural community. Another basic weakness was
military in nature. Twice the Athenians had been reduced to watching powerlessly
the intervention of a small group of Spartans; the citizen militia was obviously no
longer intact, a rusty sword at best.

Cleisthenes’ reform therefore began with a political reorganization of the citizen
body in Athens and Attica, with the communities (or townships) called demes as
building blocks. Most of them had previously existed as such, especially in the 
country, but not everywhere in this form. Therefore Cleisthenes’ reform amounted,
first of all, to a general re-structuring of communities, based on existing settlement
conditions and neighborhood relations. Vastly different deme sizes indicate that the
division into demes was, at least in the country, not artificial; for instance, the largest
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deme had some twenty times the inhabitants of the smallest. Small village settlements
with a few dozen inhabitants stood next to urban districts with more than a thousand.
In the city of Athens, where some demes were newly created, deme sizes probably
were more even. The entire territory was now divided into individual communities,
both in the city of Athens and outside it. Every Athenian was entered into a deme
register, which was at the same time a list of citizens, in the deme where he lived.
Henceforth every Athenian identified himself by the demotikon, the name of his deme;
only the addition of the patronymic revealed his family affiliation (thus, for exam-
ple, “Pericles, son of Xanthippos, from [the deme] Cholargos”). Serving as the “build-
ing blocks of Cleisthenes” three-tier civic structure’ (Whitehead 1996: 447), the demes
received their own political institutions: a deme assembly and an annual magistrate,
the demarchos. Yet the demes were not administrative districts but, rather, associations
of persons with shared cults and festivals (e.g., IG I3 244, tr. in Dillon and Garland
2000: 146) within which citizens could practice on a manageable level – and always
together with other citizens – their self-determined role in taking a share of respon-
sibility for the entire polis. Scholarship has made much progress in localizing indi-
vidual demes. Because nearly all sources are much later and it is not clear how many
changes were made over time, it is debated whether the demes numbered 139 already
in Cleisthenes’ time.23 Yet there is absolutely no doubt that the demes were the living
foundation of Athenian “grassroots democracy.”

Of course, the problem of the integration of Attica was not yet solved by estab-
lishing the demes. The next step was to form from these demes ten new tribes (phylai)
of approximately equal size (in terms of citizen population: see table 8.1). Each of
the new tribes took a third of its members from the city of Athens and its environs
(astu), a third from the coastal region (paralia), and a third from inland Attica 
(mesogeion). The demes of each region that were to form a tribe were combined
into so-called trittyes (thirds). In each region, therefore, there were ten trittyes, hence
30 altogether. Three trittyes, one from each region – city, coast, inland – formed one
tribe, resulting in 10 tribes. Like the demes, the tribes too were associations of persons
with their own administration, consisting of three officials (phylarchs) and a treasurer,
a tribal assembly and common cults. These included the cult of an eponymous hero
(an Athenian mythical figure) who helped crystallize a common identity and had the
same function as Theseus for the entire polis (Kearns 1989; Anderson 2003: ch. 5).
The Athenaion Politeia (21.2) is quite correct in interpreting the intention and 
effect of Cleisthenes’ tribal organization as a “mixing” of the Athenians, in order to
bring together through communal activity the 25,000–30,000 citizens in the large

Table 8.1 List of the ten Attic tribes (phylai)

1 Erechtheis 2 Aigeis
3 Pandionis 4 Leontis
5 Akamantis 6 Oineis
7 Kekropis 8 Hippothontis
9 Aiantis 10 Antiochis
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region of Attica. The distance from the extreme south of Attica, around Sunion, to
Athens is about 50 km, to the northern border of Attica (Oropos in the north-east
or the Kithairon range in the north-west) about 100 km. The “mixture” achieved
by Cleisthenes’ deme-trittys-tribe structure literally made the Athenians familiar to
one another and strengthened the identity of the polis.

The tribes were of enormous importance to the communal life of the citizens;
they performed many functions in the military, political, religious, and financial spheres.
For example, they functioned as recruiting units for the newly constituted citizen
army. The fighting strength of each tribal regiment consisted of around 1,000 hoplites,
and each tribe contributed in addition a small contingent of horsemen. In these 
regiments, therefore, citizens from different regions in Attica came to fight side by
side for their polis Athens. Undoubtedly, the reorganization of the citizen army, which
had been neglected under the tyrants, represented one of the most urgent tasks 
for Cleisthenes. At least in terms of citizen population, Athens was the largest polis
in Greece, and humiliations such as those suffered by the double intervention of
Cleomenes were hard to tolerate. It has even been suggested that it was the very
need for rapid and effective mobilization of the army that determined at least par-
tially the details of the geographical arrangement and combination of trittyes and
tribes.24 This cannot be excluded but overall it fails to explain the “grand design”
of the whole reform. Nevertheless, it is incontestable that within a short time after
508–7 Athens became more powerful and determined (on the “new order at war,”
see Anderson 2003: ch. 6). Herodotus reports that a renewed Spartan military inter-
vention, combined with the attack of no less than two neighbors (Thebes in Boeotia
and Chalcis on Euboea), were successfully repulsed.25 The Athenians even confiscated
some territory of Chalcis and settled there several thousand Athenians as a military
colony (called cleruchy). Herodotus’ explanation of this success is informative:

Thus did the Athenians increase in strength. And it is plain enough, not from this instance
only, but from many everywhere, that equal right to political involvement (isegoria) is an
excellent thing since even the Athenians, who, while they continued under rule of tyrants,
were not a whit more valiant than any of their neighbors, no sooner shook off the yoke
than they became decidedly the first of all. These things show that, while undergoing
oppression, they let themselves be beaten, since then they worked for a master; but so soon
as they got their freedom, each man was eager to do the best he could for himself.

(5.78; tr. Rawlinson, modified)

In the period of Cleisthenes, for the first time Athenian cleruchies were established
not only on Euboea but also on the islands of Lemnos and Imbros (Figueira 1991:
ch. 5). Miltiades (Lazenby 1996: 981–2) had conquered these islands when he was tyrant
in the Thracian Chersonese, and left Athenians there as settlers. The impression of
an increasingly active political involvement of Athens is confirmed by indications that
in those very years the status of the cleruchs already settled on the island of Salamis was
adjusted and that they were integrated more firmly into the Athenian citizen body.26

The new council of 500 (Boule) is directly connected with the reorganization of
the tribes: it was the political centerpiece of the Cleisthenic reforms. The council,
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chosen annually for one year, is the one representative element in what is otherwise
a system of direct democracy. Each tribe sent a tenth of the council-members, i.e.
50 men, who were selected by the individual demes in proportion to their number
of citizens. The largest deme, Acharnae, alone had 22 council members; other demes
were so small that they had to share one council member. Most demes were repres-
ented by between two and eight bouleutai; these were probably at first elected but
by the second half of the fifth century at the latest chosen by lot. The minimum age
was 30. In this way, political life in the demes was closely connected to the polit-
ical life at the center of Athens (Meier 1990a: ch. 4). Initially, this council, in purely
quantitative terms, was probably not too busy. But over the next decades – espe-
cially during and after the Great Persian War – its military and political agenda 
increased enormously, and for the council as the collective body that handled con-
tinuous business and prepared the assembly’s agenda, large responsibilities accrued.
Accordingly, all Athenians could be involved in the intensification of politics. The
specific method of recruiting the council provided a representative distribution of
public functions and secured cooperation and compromise among different groups
of the population, because citizens from all parts of Attica were now obliged to delib-
erate and decide together in a new and institutionally intensive way in the political
bodies that met in the center of Athens. The exchange of information between the
center and the local units intensified in both directions; the council members kept
their fellow citizens in demes and tribes up to date and urged them to participate
in the assembly when important issues arose. They did not, however, represent purely
local or particularist interests, as is the case in some modern parliamentary systems.
Such interests were to a large extent mutually balanced and neutralized through regional
distribution in the tribes, the council, and the army.

Thus the conditions were created that in the long run enabled the regular and
natural participation of larger segments of the citizen body even in everyday politics
and routine affairs. Of course, it was primarily the nobles who continued to speak
in the assembly and proposed motions, but they were no longer able either there or
in the council to rely on groups of personal followers and special interests. More-
over, the council as a permanent representation of the citizens made it possible to
react quickly against offenses and in emergencies. Generally, the citizens were now
in a position to monitor closely the aristocrats’ politics and behavior in office; they
could regularly be brought into play. The non-elite citizens’ weakness in the pre-
ceding period had been that they had no leaders of their own, came together rarely,
and, when they did, were for the most part limited to approving passively what was
going to happen anyway. Those days were now over.

The Cleisthenic reorganization can thus be seen as a successful attempt to over-
come two political impediments: the regional particuliarization of affiliations and 
interests, and the isolation of individual citizens and small regional groups. Both tended
to encourage passivity. “Only in 508/7, with the passage of Cleisthenes’ political reforms,
did a united Attica become a functional reality” (Anderson 2003: 5).

The presence of the citizens, organized in demes and tribes, their involvement in
politics, and their prospects for exercising control over events and decisions in the
center had clearly increased and had the potential to increase further. As a political
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body enhancing the participation of the citizens (politai) in communal life, admin-
istration, and government, every single tribe channeled rights and duties toward the
community; we need only think of military service and extraordinary financial con-
tributions (called liturgies). Festivals too promoted tribal integration. Each tribe had
its own cults and festivals; moreover, tribal teams took part in many of the athletic
and musical competitions that were held at the large polis festivals; they also ate together
at the sacrificial banquets. Through their pronounced connection with the polis, the
tribes enhanced centralization and the institutionalization of the state.

Despite many uncertainties in dating specific measures, and despite the general
scarcity of sources, there is one remarkable fact: no notice survives about a refusal to
accept the new order, or of resistance against it. One reason may be that most of the
old political powers resigned themselves to the new conditions, learned to live and
deal with them, and soon gained experience in working with the new council and
the assembly. Furthermore, the authority, expertise, and eloquence of the elite con-
tinued to count for much, so that, as long as the newly created political rules were
obeyed, the Athenian citizenry at large trusted their leadership. Members of the old
noble houses, therefore, for the most part still guided Athens’ political fortunes in
the time after Cleisthenes, but they did so no longer on the basis of their own power
but rather in collaboration and with the approval of the majority of citizens. Still, it
would hardly have been possible to consolidate the new political arrangements in
such an astonishingly peaceful way if those profound changes had not been accom-
panied by major successes in foreign policy. Already in the twenty years before the
Battle of Marathon one finds the almost dialectical relationship between develop-
ments in foreign and domestic affairs which would become characteristic of the fifth
century. The transformed polis readily assumed, so to speak, the role of a “super-
aristocrat.” This is visible not least in Athens’ willingness to take over aristocratic
enterprises like those of Miltiades in the northern Aegean, continuing them in the
form of early colonies or cleruchies (Ehrenberg 1946: 116–43; Figueira 1991: 131–60).

Cleisthenes and the development of the Athenian citizen-state

Warfare, joint and communal activities as well as the practice of politics on the local
and polis levels guaranteed that the institutions created by Cleisthenes were full of
life. Old-style aristocratic party politics and parochialism concerned only with local
matters were no longer viable. To overcome factionalism and particularism was to
Solon a matter of political thought and to Cleisthenes a matter of political organ-
ization. Both Solon and Cleisthenes, therefore, belong among the founders of
republican discourse (Rahe 1992). The fathers of the American constitution saw the
cure for factionalism and particularism in a representative system that rests on smaller
units. Representation in the center of power and participation “at home,” however,
could only function when they were nourished by a corresponding political ethic, a
civic virtue. The Cleisthenic polis was very close to this model. His system ensured
that political participation was spread broadly enough regionally and socially and that
it was important enough to the citizens – or at least many citizens – that the assembly
was not controlled by special interests. Such broadening and steadiness of participation
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was institutionally anchored in the council of 500, which was decisive in making 
the entire demos the subject of politics. Hence the assembly itself did not need to
be reformed.

No texts by Cleisthenes survive as they do from Solon. Still, the order he devised,
and the energy with which the Athenians immediately took things into their own hands
– in the war against their neighbors, but also, for instance, in putting up new public
buildings, so that “during the years 510–490, the Acropolis was . . . stamped with
the mark of a new political culture” (Anderson 2003: 109) – show that Cleisthenes
is to be considered, on equal terms with Solon, the second founding father of the
Athenian citizen state. Cleisthenes succeeded in binding the revolutionary impulse
of the year 508/7 into something permanent and institutional. Only in the political
spaces (or “infrastructure”) created by Cleisthenes could that special kind of think-
ing prosper that according to Rousseau is indispensable for successful government:
the interests of the community have to stand above particular interests (Osborne 1996a:
311). As the reference to Rousseau indicates, we are not of course speaking here of
a model of liberal democracy.

And Cleisthenes himself ? He is mentioned only in connection with his reforms.
Hence it is usually assumed that he died soon afterwards. That may well be true
(Anderson 2007), but perhaps his unsung, noiseless, disappearance contains a deep
historical truth. Cleisthenes had played midwife to a political revolution that was not
inevitable – such radical ruptures never are – but was part of the logical evolution
of Athens as a citizen-state, continuing what Draco and Solon had set in motion.
Once the people had been established in the saddle, the maker of the bridle could
silently step down.
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Introduction

In the second half of the sixth century bce the political map of the ancient Near
East changed profoundly. The rival powers of Elam, Media, Babylonia, Lydia and
Egypt were supplanted by the Persian empire, the first world empire in history, which,
in the course of time, incorporated its predecessors and pushed its borders towards
Thrace in the north-west, Sogdia in the north-east, the Indus valley in the south-
east and Libya and Egypt in the south-west. The Persian conquest of western Asia
Minor under Cyrus, the revolt of the Ionian cities under Darius, and the failure of
the Persian invasions of Greece under Datis and Artaphernes at Marathon (490) and
under Xerxes at Salamis and Plataea (480–479) feature prominently in our “European”
tradition. Less familiar are the problems posed by the source material for this period
and the questions of how, why, and with what consequences Persian rule in western
Asia Minor affected existing political, economic, social, and cultural structures. The
causes and goals of the Ionian revolt and Persian wars, rarely discussed in textbooks
or popular accounts, remain a matter of debate, as does the nature of early Greek
literary and iconographic representation of the Persians and Persian views of the Greeks.
These are the issues to be addressed in this chapter.

Understanding Graeco-Persian Contacts

Among all the civilizations which the ancient Greeks encountered, the Iranians have
a special place in the European imagination as the Greeks’ enemies and opposites.
Nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Europeans, whatever their nationality, took
it for granted that ancient Greek civilization was indigenous and exemplary, while
its Iranian counterpart was strange and alien, Greek culture creative and active, Eastern
culture passive and derivative (Hauser 2001a: 93–4). European historical thought,

CHAPTER NINE

Greeks and Persians

Josef Wiesehöfer
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following ancient Greek models, perceived Iran (like the other cultures of the Ancient
Near East) as hardly more than a “culture on the fringes of the Mediterranean,” as
a kind of outer or even counter-world. This antinomy did not change fundamentally
even when the kinship between the Iranian (Aryan) and European languages was
recognized, and when theories about “national consciousness” gave rise to a belief
in a close affinity between all Indo-European peoples and their shared cultural super-
iority. True, this resulted in a more positive assessment of the ancient Persians, but
it did not change the distinct preference for the art, culture, and government which
evolved in Greece (mainly Athens) and was often seen as continuing in a direct line
to the present day (Hauser 2001a: 85–90). In Germany, this ideology was replaced,
but in part also reinforced, by the National Socialists’ view that the “Aryan” Persians
had been adversely affected by the racial and biological influences of the “Semitic”
Orient. A negative assessment of “Semites” and “Semitic” cultures was not, of course,
an exclusively German phenomenon. After the war – again not only in Germany –
the idea of an unbridgeable gap between Persian despotism and Greek love of free-
dom became predominant (Wiesehöfer 1988; 1990; 2002). Only since the 1980s
have interdisciplinary scholarship1 and the more inclusive discourse of such research
topics as cultural diversity, ethnicity, Orientalism, the “strangeness” of Greek cul-
ture (Hölscher 1989) promised a paradigmatic change which would treat non-Greek
cultures more fairly. At the moment, however, we are again seeing a rejection of such
a broader perspective and a revival of Eurocentric constructs of cultural continuity,
a trend set off by controversies over the relevance of Classics in Higher Education
and by the search for pan-European and/or occidental identities (Hauser 1999). In
the process, the real and most lasting legacy of Greek culture, political theory and
practice (Flaig 2001), is often pushed into the background.

This chapter reviews the political and cultural relationship between Greeks and
Persians in pre-classical times in two ways. First, it is concerned with the history of
scholarly and popular perceptions of those relations in both Europe and Iran. It 
seeks to expose the weaknesses inherent in many of those views in light of new ideas
about, for example, the invention of tradition, ethnicity, collective identities, and 
cultural complexity. Secondly, drawing on recent research on the sources (especially
Herodotus) and the history of events, it stresses the variety of political and cultural
relations between Hellas and Iran and of the Greeks’ perceptions of their mighty
neighbor in the East.

In this chapter, the term “culture” will be used to mean not only “high” culture,
but the whole range of acquired perception, knowledge, ethics, and aesthetics. This
is important since the transfer of practical knowledge and techniques, as well as of
utilitarian and luxury goods, was a distinguishing mark of Graeco-Persian cultural
contacts. Ancient civilizations were shaped by cultural differences, and hardly at all
by ethnic characteristics (despite our sources’ occasional claims to that effect). This
chapter adopts the concept of “transculturality,” which sees the relationship between
cultures as a process of exchange and appropriation, within which what is one’s own
and what is foreign is constantly being negotiated. Through loss, selection, innova-
tion, and borrowing something completely new may emerge on both sides (Welsch
1999: 194–213). Finally, cultures must be understood in their historical context.
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As far as material culture is concerned, where Classical and Near Eastern archae-
ology overlap the tendency is still to emphasize the Greek side of cultural contact:
“good taste” in art is sometimes attributed only to Greeks, and Iranian interest in
or understanding of Greek culture is denied. The Orient may be presented as a “debtor
of Greece, and relevant only insofar as it participated in ‘our Hellenic-European 
evolution’” (Hauser 1999: 334). On the other hand, in our effort to escape the traps
of “Orientalism” and “Eurocentrism” (Kurz 2000; cf. Hauser 2001b) and to give
the Iranian contribution to cultural contacts and creative processes its due, we may
run the risk of underestimating Greek involvement and the appeal to Iranian and
indigenous elites of what the Greeks had to offer. Only a careful analysis of the nature,
social and cultural contexts, and audiences of literary and artistic genres will enable
us to balance imperial Achaemenid influence against regional traditions and fusions
of the two. The fact that Near Eastern specialists are now being asked to review 
the validity of their own, post-colonial, world view (Østergård 1991) is a welcome
development.

Historical myths, aimed at securing the identity of groups and peoples, are found
in Asian as well as European and Western societies (Conermann 1999). In Iran, for
example, a – futile – authoritarian attempt was made to impose the myth of the 2,500th
anniversary of Iranian imperial kingship (Wiesehöfer 1999). “National” Iranian inter-
pretations of Graeco-Persian or Irano-Arabic relations, which – like their western (Greek)
counterparts – equate ethnic, cultural and “national” identities, and other ideas prop-
agating an allegedly immutable kind of “Iranianism,” are still quite popular in Iran
and the Iranian diaspora.

The preceding remarks point to further weaknesses of earlier (and the most recent?)
historical research. First, terms like “Iran/Persia” or “Greece,” and “Iranian/Persian”
or “Greek culture,” tend to obscure the variety of political and cultural “styles” found
within the Ancient Near East and Greece. Thus, in Greece, a stock of common cul-
tural and political ideals and institutions2 coexisted with a wide range of traditions
peculiar to particular regions and periods, many of them adopted from abroad and
adapted as appropriate. The history of Greece was determined to a large extent by
the tension between particularism and the pursuit of hegemony or even empire. Nor
was ancient Iran, with a territory far larger than the modern state, ever a culturally
homogeneous entity. An example of cultural variety and exchange in the east is the
Persian ethnogenesis in an Elamite environment before the foundation of a “Persian”
empire by Cyrus (Rollinger 1999). Furthermore, in the military encounters of the
Persian wars Greeks faced not only Iranians, but also other Greeks, Macedonians
and all the main peoples subject to the Great Kings (Wiesehöfer 2002).

Secondly, for generations before the Persian wars a variety of ethnic, cultural, 
and religious communities had been living side by side in Iran and Mesopotamia,
and processes of transculturation, of a different kind and intensity, had long been
on-going. We know the peoples of antiquity by names which define them primarily
as linguistic or cultural communities; ethnic affiliations and origins are harder to 
determine. But the modern insistence on assigning a particular “nationality” would
surely have baffled people in the Ancient Near East, and besides: what do collective
names and origins really tell us about cultures and attitudes? Only a closer look at
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the direction, significance and paths of cultural exchange in antiquity will allow 
us to understand different social milieus and aspects of culture, and to account for
“syncretistic” or “hybrid” phenomena such as Achaemenid imperial art where in the
course of time something completely new developed.

Thirdly, many modern observers – depending on their views on such matters in
their own society – consider ethnic variety and social and cultural heterogeneity in
imperial societies either an abnormality and handicap or a positive advantage and
virtue. In the National Socialist era, for example, German “scholars” regarded the
abandonment of the so-called “völkisches Prinzip” (“national principle”), alongside
“Rassenmischung” (“racial mixing”), as the root of all evil, a sign of decadence and
decline. More generally, European scholarship long after the Second World War con-
tinues to compare ancient empires with modern national states (Wiesehöfer 2004a:
passim). Instead of passing such judgements, historians ought to describe and ana-
lyze the complex processes of creating identities in ancient multi-cultural societies,
both at the level of ethnic and religious groups and at the level of the individual.

Fourthly, many of the problems raised and deplored so far have their origin not
only in the biases of Classicism, Eurocentrism, and “Orientalism,” but also in inad-
equate use of sources. This applies in particular to material culture and archaeolo-
gical remains, but to a lesser degree also to the written sources, which contain a great
deal more information on relations and interaction between Greeks and Persians than
we might expect. It is vital to read the literary and epigraphic texts closely with due
consideration of their genre, date of origin, and the world view of their authors –
and indeed to read them “against the grain.” 

The Sources

Lydians, Medes, Persians, and Greeks

Lydia and the Greeks of Asia Minor under Lydian and Persian rule became part of
the literary version of history only with Herodotus’ Histories, written in the 430s
and 420s. This work has often been misinterpreted as a “history of the Persian wars,”
but offers much more than that: a picture “of the whole inhabited world in its diversity
. . . of the spaces in which different peoples dwelt, of their different customs and
cultural achievements, of their deeds and their fate, in order to take them as models
for an understanding of one’s own history – that is, the history of the Greeks – and
to make this the focus of universal history” (Bichler and Rollinger 2000: 11). Since
Lydian literature and archives have been lost, it is this much later work of art that
remains our most important testimony for the Persian conquest of Western Asia Minor.
Before Herodotus, the Lydian kings and their capital Sardis had only been mentioned
casually by Near Eastern sources (Assyrian royal inscriptions) and Greek poets. While
the former emphasized the tributary dependence of Gyges and his son, the first kings
of the Mermnad dynasty, on Assyria (Aro-Valjus 1999), the latter described Lydia
as a rich superpower with a special relation to Hellas but also cited it to illustrate
the transitory nature of power and luxury. Later Greek authors saw these dangers
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confirmed by the fall of Sardis (Bichler 1996; Ehrhardt 2005). Likewise, Herodotus
does not present a genuine “Lydian history,” but fits the rise and fall of Lydia into
an account of the fortunes of empires and peoples which centers on questions of
guilt and fate, force of circumstance, and personal responsibility. For him, the Lydian
king Croesus is the first of a group of rulers who increasingly threaten the freedom
of the Greeks (1.5.3–6.3) but who, blinded by their unlimited power, wealth, luck,
and success, ultimately fail because they do not recognize the limits imposed by the
gods (1.26–92). Herodotus makes Sparta, the hegemonial power in Greece, part of
this central idea of his Histories by linking it through an (alleged) alliance to Croesus,
the oppressor of Greek freedom in Asia (Asheri 1988: 312; Bichler 1985: 65–8); this
treaty therefore corresponds to Athens’ later (historical) arrangement with Darius I
(507–506), which – temporarily – made the Athenians, too, allies of an Asian super-
power which threatened freedom. The history of Lydia between Gyges and Croesus
was obviously almost unknown to Herodotus and is only covered in retrospective
(1.7–25); his account of Lydia ends with comments on local customs (1.93–4).

Our view of the rise of the Persian empire is also decisively determined by Herodotus’
account.3 He presents Assyria and Lydia as former rulers over Asia and builds up the
Medes as another Asian superpower which alongside the Lydians and the Babylonians
succeeds the Assyrians. Herodotus’ “Median story” (medikos logos), with its impressive
account of the rise to power of Deioces is a tale “in the spirit of Greek [i.e. sophistic]
political philosophy.”4 Not until Cyrus overthrows the Median king Astyages, defeats
Croesus, and puts an end to Babylonian rule, do the Persians make a name for them-
selves. The legendary story of Cyrus’ exposure, his childhood, and the revelation of
his true identity supports the impression of a rapid rise to power, and also makes
Cyrus Astyages’ grandson – most probably a Herodotean invention. Cyrus is convinced
that tyche, who guides him (1.126) will help him conquer almost the whole continent
facing Europe (1.153). By crossing the river Araxes, representing the border of Asia,
in his war against the Massagetae, the Herodotean Cyrus also crosses the limits set
for him by the gods – comparable to Croesus’ earlier crossing of the Halys and Xerxes’
later crossing of the Hellespont. Thus, the history of the admirable founder of the
Persian empire ends in a terrible tragedy (not least because of fatal advice by Croesus).
In studying events where Lydian, Persian and Greek history overlap, one must be aware
of this particular view of Herodotus’ and of the nature of his Histories (Bichler 2000).

Archaeological research at Sardis and elsewhere and Lydian-Achaemenid coinage
also throw light on the transition from the Lydian to the Persian period in Western
Asia Minor, but both types of evidence have their limitations: only parts of Sardis
have been explored or excavated so far, and the problem of who minted the famous
gold Croeseïd coins has only recently been settled in favour of Croesus.5

Ionian revolt and Persian wars

One of the most important results of the paradigmatic shift in current research6 has
been to make us see that we cannot recover a Persian perspective on the Greeks or
the “Greek Wars.” The views attributed to Persians in Greek historiography cannot
be treated as such: as Sancisi-Weerdenburg provocatively put it, “Persians on Greeks
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are really Greeks on Persians and therefore Greeks on Greeks” (2001: 340). Attempts
to uncover royal plans for Greece or reflections of the military encounters between
Greeks and Persians in the pictorial or epigraphic announcements of the Great Kings
have remained unsuccessful. Royal inscriptions and lists and reliefs of subject peoples
show that the only thing about the Asiatic Greeks which really mattered ideologically
to the Achaemenid rulers was that these “Yauna” ranked among their subjects (Kuhrt
2002). In other words, for the Ionian revolt and the Persian wars Herodotus remains
our only informant. Evidence closer to the events, whether poetic (Pindar, Simonides),
dramatic (Aeschylus), or pictorial (a painting in the Stoa Poikile, and vase paintings,
among other things), does not contribute to a history of events, although it is import-
ant for the history of ideas. Later historiographical work (Ctesias, Ephorus, Trogus)
or biographies (Nepos, Plutarch), insofar as it does not rely on Herodotus, makes only
minor contributions to our knowledge, as do epigraphic and archaeological material.

Many scholars have used Herodotus’ Histories as a kind of military log to be quarried
for the reconstruction of the motives, plans, and actions not only of the poleis of the
Hellenic League, but also of the Persians. The assumption has been that Herodotus
derived his knowledge of Persian foreign policy and war aims from close contacts
with Persians (Bäbler 1998: 102) or Greek members of the Persian administration
(Lewis 1985) who had intimate knowledge of Persian institutions and customs. Recent
scholarship has been able to show, however, that Herodotus’ representation of Persian
institutions and traditions, beyond the basics of personal names and terminology, is
overwhelmingly shaped by a Greek or personal perspective. If Herodotus did have
information from good Persian sources, we would have to conclude that he did not
understand it or deliberately obscured its meaning. It makes much more sense to
suppose that Herodotus instead drew on a range of contemporary Greek views and
debates concerning foreign civilizations and traditions – debates initiated by direct
contacts across the borders, as well as by the reports of diplomats, mercenaries or
artists.7 Herodotus actively engaged in such discussions,8 absorbing and transform-
ing them in his work with such skill that even today some historians are persuaded
that his description of the Persians is an only slightly revised documentary report
(e.g. Hammond 1988), and the continuous narrative of events in modern textbooks
largely just reproduces Herodotus’ account.

We thus become familiar with Herodotus’ version of events before we realize that it is
his, and it is difficult to view his narrative with properly critical detachment.

(West 2002: 15–16)

Yet a critical appreciation of Herodotus’ literary intentions, based on an understanding
of the concept of the Histories as a whole, is vital when we are dealing with the prin-
ciples of Persian foreign policy and goals in the wars with the Greeks. The contents
of major pronouncements by the Great Kings, or crucial debates between rulers and
their advisors – often quoted in direct speech by Herodotus – cannot have been known
to many and probably not to anyone whom the historian was able to contact. It is
now also generally accepted that the characterization of the Kings and stories of “tragic
warners” and misleading dreams are equally Herodotus’ own creations (Bichler 2000).
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His authorship is betrayed not least by inconsistencies in the text that make literary
and philosophical but hardly historical sense.

Nevertheless, so far few have drawn the inescapable conclusion that the announce-
ments and decisions of the Persian kings in Herodotus’ work need to be subjected
to a systematic, not just selective, critical analysis. For example, modern works often
follow Herodotus in accepting that the Athenians gave earth and water to Darius in
507–506 and then instantly broke the relationship thus created (5.73), but rarely
mention that Herodotus has Spartan envoys in 479 blame the Persian wars on the
Athenians (8.142), surely referring to this earlier broken agreement.9 Similarly, no
one accepts as historical Herodotus’ portrayal of Darius as initially ignorant of Athenian
affairs and later obsessed with Athens (“O Zeus, grant me my revenge against the
Athenians” and/or “O master, remember the Athenians”: 5.105), but even recent
studies take it for granted that nothing had higher priority for the Great King than
revenge on Athens and Eretria. Hardly anyone believes Herodotus’ claim that the
Persian planned the subjection of Hellas even before the Ionian rebellion (3.134ff;
cf. 4.143; 5.31–2) and that the expedition of Datis and Artaphernes already aimed
at all of Hellas (6.94), but many rigidly adhere to his assertion that after the Ionian
rebellion even uninvolved Greek cities were ordered by Darius to submit.10 The 
gigantic numbers of the Persian forces in Xerxes’ Greek campaign, matching the king’s
alleged plans for world domination, have rightly been reduced to more plausible 
levels (Cuyler Young 1980; Barkworth 1993), and the scenario of a simultaneous
threat to the Greeks in both Hellas and Sicily has rightly been deemed unhistorical
(Bichler 1985), but scholars still accept Herodotus’ statement that Xerxes not only
took over the war goals of his father Darius, but ultimately strove for world domina-
tion, for an empire “bordering the sky of Zeus” (7.8a–c; e.g. Harrison 2002: 577).
A closer examination of the conception of Herodotus’ work and of the eastern sources
proves such an interpretation of the principles of Achaemenid foreign policy to be
a phantom.

Western Asia Minor and the Persian Empire 
to the End of the Ionian Revolt

According to Herodotus’ Histories, Croesus tried to take advantage of the Persian
conquest of Media by the former Median “vassal” Cyrus by extending his realm east
of the Halys River – previously the frontier between the Lydian and the Median
empires (1.6.1; 1.28, 72). However, new studies of the Median “empire” cast doubt
on the imperial character of Median rule, a continuing Median presence in Eastern
Anatolia, and the historicity of the Halys border.11 They prefer to speak of a Median
confederation of “tribes” that united and formed an alliance with the Babylonians
in order to fight against their deadly foes, the Assyrians, but did not set up a lasting
empire and did not force the Persians into vassalage. (The Persian model of empire
was rather Elamite.)12 Certainly, much speaks for military conflict13 and other contacts
between Lydians and Medes, which explain the Greek use of the term Medoi for
“Persians” and medismos for “collaboration with the Persians,14 but the Babylonian
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presence in Northern Mesopotamia, Syria, and Cilicia makes Median rule over
Eastern Anatolia unlikely. Finally, the Halys borderline separating the Lydians and
Persians is a construct based on information about frontiers of Persian provinces in
Anatolia in the fifth century, created by Herodotus because of his preference for 
conspicuous borderlines that demarcate territories assigned by divine will to specific
peoples or empires (Rollinger 2003b: 310–13).

When Croesus opened hostilities against Cyrus, a member of the Persian Teispid
clan,15 is uncertain. The Nabonidus Chronicle (II 15–18; Grayson 1975: no. 7, 107–8)
has been cited in support of dating the conquest of Lydia and Croesus’ death to 
the year 547, but this is no longer tenable.16 The Persian sack of Sardis is, however,
archaeologically attested, and it is highly probable, pace Herodotus, that the last
Mermnad king died during this event.17

Ionian and Aeolian troops probably supported Croesus in his war against the Persians
(Hdt. 1.141) as Lydian “vassals.” According to Herodotus, only Miletus was able
to reach an agreement with Cyrus that continued the terms previously granted by
the Lydians.18 The historian’s account of Ionian and Aeolian efforts to secure
Spartan support and of mutual threats between Spartans and Persians (1.152–3) 
does not make historical sense, but fits well into the overall concept of the Histories:
Aristagoras’ later quest for military support in Hellas and Athens’ support for the
Ionians thus have earlier counterparts. Once again, Herodotus succeeds in integrat-
ing the two Greek hegemonial powers which will eventually defeat the Persians into
the earlier history of wars between Greeks and Asian superpowers. Moreover, for the
first time, he hints at the Persian kings’ overestimation of their own abilities and
their fatal underestimation of the particular qualities of the Greeks.

Herodotus has the Persian army withdrawing very quickly (1.153) and leaving 
the Lydian Pactyes in charge. This might be explained by urgent preparations for
campaigns in Eastern Iran or against Babylon, but is hardly conceivable if Lydia had
not yet been pacified and Ionia left humiliated by unilaterally imposed peace terms.
Therefore, the imposition of such unfavorable terms, and an Ionian request for help
from Sparta, if historical at all, make sense only after the failure of Pactyes’ rebellion
and the reconquest of the coastal regions by Cyrus’ generals, Mazares and Harpagus.
Herodotus’ statement that (only) the gold from Sardis enticed the inhabitants of 
the coastal cities to join Pactyes’ revolt (1.154), seems to support such a sequence
of events.

Sardis, with its strategically favorable location, fortifications, proven political and
administrative infrastructure, and public spaces, was the obvious place to set up a
satrapal residence and the administrative center of Western Asia Minor (see figure 9.1).
From the Persian army’s quick departure to the east, Herodotus’ account and the
later parallel in Babylon we can deduce that the Persian king not only kept in post
– under the supervision of the Persian Tabalus – numerous locals (like Pactyes) whom
he considered loyal, but also took over most existing administrative and fiscal institu-
tions, among them those which regulated the dependent status of the Greek cities.
The rebellion of Pactyes which, according to Herodotus, infected wide sections of
the population of the region, surprised the Persians and forced Cyrus, despite his
other commitments, to act immediately.19 If we trust Herodotus, the rebellion could
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Figure 9.1 Schematic plan of Achaemenid fortifications at Sardis
Source: Archaeological exploration of Sardis, Harvard University, MMS-143.02.08.02.
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only be quashed after several years, but was not supported by those cities and sanc-
tuaries which had negotiated favorable terms with the Persians, or indeed – like Didyma,
Aulae20 and probably Clarus – had been given privileges by Cyrus, following Croesus’
example.21 Herodotus gives little information on Persian sanctions against the con-
quered cities, but reports that Harpagus made them promise to take part in his military
campaigns against the Carians and Lycians, against Halicarnassus and Cnidus (1.171).22

Whether the participation of Lydian and Ionian sculptors and artists in the building
of the Persian royal residences at Pasargadae, and later at Susa and Persepolis (see
below),23 was a consequence of Pactyes’ revolt, we do not know.

The Persian Oroetes succeeded Tabalus as “governor of the Sardians,” i.e. 
satrap of Lydia and Ionia (Hdt. 3.120, 127); his residential centers were Sardis 
and Magnesia-on-the-Maeander (Hdt. 3.121, 126).24 One of his main duties was
probably to defend Cyrus’ possessions in western Asia Minor against the aspirations
of Polycrates of Samos, who – according to Herodotus – reckoned that he would
have good prospects “to rule over Ionia and the islands” because of his fleet (3.39;
Thuc. 1.13; Strab. 14.1.16). Oroetes remained in office under Cyrus’ son Cambyses;
he then eliminated Polycrates (Hdt. 3.120–7), who had helped Cambyses against
Egypt but pursued a policy which competed with that of the satrap of Sardis (cf.
Diod. 10.16.4).25 Oroetes tried to exploit the disputed succession to the throne after
Cambyses’ death by pushing his border east and having the satrap of Hellespontine
Phrygia and his son executed (Hdt. 3.126), but later paid dearly for his opposition
against the usurper Darius I (Hdt. 3.126–8). The satrap of Sardis is not mentioned
among the defeated “liar kings” in Darius’ res gestae, probably since he had not striven
for independent rule. We do not know who succeeded Oroetes.26 It has been sup-
posed that Darius gave decisive influence over the affairs of Western Asia Minor to
the satraps of Cappadocia (Debord 1999: 89–91).

Perhaps in the 510s, Darius appointed his brother Artaphernes satrap of Lydia; it
was this man who in 507–506 received earth and water from the Athenian envoys
and who defended the acropolis of Sardis against the rebellious Ionians and their
allies. The Elamite Fortification Tablets from Persepolis testify to the importance of
the satrapal residence Sardis for the years between 509 and 494, as well as to the close
links between Lydia and the imperial centers and the employment of craftsmen from
Western Asia Minor in Achaemenid Persis.27 That Sardis became Xerxes’ military basis
and winter quarters in 480 and 479 (Hdt. 8.116; 9.108–9) shows its function as
administrative, military, and economic center at the same time.

In the coastal Greek cities, unlike in other conquered territories, the Persians 
came across extremely unstable political conditions, due not least to the existence
of “isolated aristocrats, tyrants striving for survival, and powerless priests.” The tyrants
– not all of them appointed by the Persians – became their contacts and allies: only
these autocrats guaranteed a consistent loyal policy, not least because of a personal
pledge of loyalty to the Great King,28 and they more than anyone benefited from Persian
backing, since this support secured their position: the overthrow of a tyrant would
normally provoke Persian reprisals.29

No problem in Achaemenid studies has been discussed as intensively and polem-
ically as the so-called administrative and tributary reforms of Darius I. The main reason
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for the harsh fundamentalism of this
debate lies in the ancient evidence: 
the very nature and historical value of
the two main testimonies – the lists 
of peoples/countries in Persian royal
inscriptions and chapters 3.89–94 of
Herodotus’ Histories – are highly dis-
puted. Scholars who try to use the lists
for dating purposes are opposed by
others who deny these lists any historiographical value; scholars who more or less
trust Herodotus’ account of an administrative and fiscal re-organization of the
empire argue with those who are highly skeptical about that account. Among the
latter, some dismiss the whole reform, while others believe in a reform but regard
Herodotus’ list of twenty satrapies as a Greek construct.30 In my own view, when
Croesus’ “treasures” had been taken to the Iranian treasuries (probably after Pactyes’
revolt), his former subjects were required to pay tribute and to join the army: every
conqueror relied on such obligations, and they are presupposed by the grants of 
privileges and exemptions mentioned above. Therefore – even if Herodotus’ list of
satrapies, which follows existing “catalogue” traditions (Bichler 2000: 286–7), is mostly
meant to illustrate the territorial extent and economic power of Darius’ empire and
thus useless for a reconstruction of a satrapal reform, and even if one has to accept
greater continuity between the rule of Darius and his two predecessors than is 
usually done (Briant 2002a: 69–70) – there is no reason to deny the authenticity of
Darius’ reforms or to dismiss all later evidence for it as derived from Herodotus.31

The new tributary system, as Herodotus and others emphasize, was designed to 
regularize assessment standards and the amount and frequency of tax-payments –
concerns very familiar to a fifth-century Greek. It did not exclude incorporation of
existing regional or local systems. Last but not least, it makes historical sense, if it
is true that the building of a Persian fleet had led to overtaxation and to a morato-
rium on tax (Wallinga 1984; 1987). The survey of the territories of the Greek cities
of Western Asia Minor organized by Artaphernes after the Ionian revolt to alleviate
conflicts within and between the poleis (Briant 2002a: 494–6), and the reassessment
of their taxes (on almost the same level as before; Hdt. 6.42), probably followed
the model of Darius’ reform and subsequently served as the model for the assess-
ments of the contributions of the members of the Delian League (Wallinga 1989).

There are no signs of a change in the economic structures of western Asia Minor;
even the mint at Sardis was taken over by the Persians. From the beginning of their
rule over the region the Persian kings showed much interest in minting, but it has
long been a matter of controversy whether Cyrus merely continued to strike, or 
himself introduced, the gold-and-silver coinage attributed to Croesus (the so-called
kroiseioi statêres: see figure 9.2).32 Scholars do agree that a new phase in the history
of bi-metallic coinage in Western Anatolia began when the Persian dareikoi and sigloi
were first struck around 520, on the standard of the kroiseioi. The darics, primarily
designed to finance military campaigns and to serve as “gifts,” ultimately became the
most important gold coinage in Greece before the Philippeioi of Philip II of Macedon.

Figure 9.2 Croeseïd coin
Source: www.achemenet.com.
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Scholars have sometimes assumed that economic changes were among the causes
of the Ionian revolt: it has been supposed that the integration of Phoenicia and Egypt
into the Persian trade system brought these two regions into competition with the
Ionian cities (Miletus in particular), to the Ionians’ disadvantage (Lenschau 1913),
or that Darius placed overseas trade in the hands of state-approved entrepreneurs
rather than Greeks (Högemann 1992: 290–1). Neither Herodotus’ Histories nor the
archaeological evidence speak in favor of an economic crisis in Ionia or Miletus, restric-
tions on Milesian trade or a preference for non-Greek entrepreneurs. What is more,
the abolition of internal borders in the Persian empire ought to have benefited the
Ionians and given them an advantage over their rivals in the poleis of Greece. As for
Miletus, Herodotus stresses that the city reached its cultural and economic acme under
Persian rule (5.28).33 In pre-Persian times, the city appears to have suffered a series
of extraordinarily brutal civil wars over more than two generations, which had only
been brought to an end through the mediation of Parians.34

Against the background of latent tensions within the Ionian cities, documented
by Herodotus and other authors, and testified to by the prevalence of Persian-backed
tyrannies, a political interpretation of the Ionian revolt is to be preferred. In this
interpretation, the decisive role is played by the endeavors of the tyrant of Miletus,
Aristagoras, to secure his power and status in a situation of internal stasis. The tyrant
had tried to improve his standing in the city and in the empire by mounting a cam-
paign of conquest against Naxos, but had failed and had annoyed his overlord by
underestimating the strategic and economic risk of the operation. To anticipate Persian
reprisals and to secure his political position, Aristagoras saw no other choice than to
persuade the Ionians to revolt against the Persians and to request external help. An
Ionian revolt could only be successful if the Persian-backed tyrants were expelled
and the social basis of the rebellion was broadened with the help of political con-
cessions, and this is exactly what Herodotus says happened. “And first [Aristagoras]
made a pretence (logôi) of giving up his despotism and gave Miletus equality of gov-
ernment (isonomiê), so that the Milesians might readily join in his revolt; then he
did likewise in the rest of Ionia” (5.37). In other words, Aristagoras sought to divert
the political and social tensions within the city – perhaps intensified as a result of
socially unbalanced taxation, and the example of successful “isonomic revolutions”
in Athens and Naxos – into collective action against the Persian overlord (cf. Briant
2002a: 151–2). Despite their final victory, the Persians learned their lesson: the regu-
lation of territorial conflicts between the Ionian cities, the reassessment of tribute,
and Persian non-interference in the political reorganization of the cities in 493–492
“benefited” the Ionians and helped to secure internal and external peace (Hdt. 6.42–3;
Briant 2002a: 493–7).

The influence of Persian rule on the culture of Lydia has long been difficult to
assess, but a new book on Persian Sardis (Dusinberre 2003) has remedied this prob-
lem by demonstrating a quick consolidation of Lydian affairs. This was accomplished
by a combination of imperial influence on both ideology and way of life, and a return
to, or preservation of, “Lydian” tradition. Such processes of acculturation or trans-
culturation not only permanently shaped the identity and the self-representation of
the local and regional polyethnic elites, but were later also partially internalized by

ACA_c09.qxd  25/02/2009  02:31PM  Page 173



174 Josef Wiesehöfer

the rest of the population and thus became part of local tradition well beyond the
downfall of the Achaemenid empire.

As we have seen, Miletus “had been at the height of her fortunes” before the Ionian
revolt, “and was indeed the chief ornament of Ionia” (Hdt. 5.28; Gorman 2001).
Undoubtedly, Herodotus referred not only to the economic status of Miletus, but
also to its role as a cultural center. Scholars used to find it hard to reconcile Miletus’
political attachment to Persia with its intellectually highly stimulating atmosphere
(the “Ionian Enlightenment”; see ch. 29, below), but it has long since become clear
that the Ionian beginnings of a philosophy of nature, science, and analytical geo-
metry, as well as important progress in the disciplines of geography and ethnography,
occurred “in the shadow of the rise of the Persian empire” (Burkert 2003). Ephesus,
whose sanctuary of Artemis had probably welcomed the Persians’ arrival and whose
“temple of Croesus” (Bammer and Muss 1996) reached its completion under Persian
domination (Burkert 2003: 113–15), also took part in this development (see figure 9.3).
It was not initiated by the Persians, but was favored by the absence of internal and
external wars and the unification of the oriental world under one ruler. Aside from
the possible forced use of specialists after Pactyes’ rebellion and the Ionian revolt,
Persian supremacy also opened up lucrative new opportunities for Ionian artists, 
craftsmen, doctors, and members of other professions in the empire, and even at the
Great King’s court (Walser 1984: 20–6).

Figure 9.3 Temple of Artemis at Ephesos
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The Ionian revolt was a turning point in the history of Ionian-Persian relations,
but one which did not affect all cities in the same way as Miletus, which was destroyed
and had part of its population deported. Ephesus apparently refused to support the
revolt and introduced a political system according to the principles of isonomy in
492 (Heracl. fr. 121 D). And even in Miletus “the element of continuity [prevailed],
since the rest of its population was able to preserve its home, traditions and there-
fore its identity far beyond the years of Persian rule” (Ehrhardt 2003: 18). After the
Persian defeats at Salamis, Plataea, and Mycale (480–479), the local enemies of tyranny
in many Greek cities of the islands and Asia Minor used the supremacy of the Hellenic
fleet to expel their city lords, shake off Persian rule and join the Delian League. Other
cities were then or later unwillingly forced into the alliance.

The borderline between the territories of the Delian League and the possessions
of the Great King never became an “iron curtain.” Papyrological and archaeological
evidence testifies to the fact that western Asia Minor remained a zone of intensive
cultural contacts and diplomatic networks for the purpose of the maintenance of 
local peace.35

The Persian Wars and Persian Plans for Greece

The central topic of Herodotus’ Histories is how and why the great figures of this
world succumb to the temptations and dangers of rule, why their urge to expand
their realm makes them forget the responsibilities of power, and why and against
which opponents they ultimately fail.36 In this conception, divinely set limits play an
important role, and the conqueror who exceeds these suffers fatal consequences. 
Against the background of the Athenian glorification of their surprising victory over
the Persians as a triumph of free citizens over servile royal subjects (Wiesehöfer 2002b),
Herodotus assigns the full range of qualities of men of power to his Persian characters:
the patriarchal founding hero Cyrus, the mad despot Cambyses, the magnanimous
and capricious Darius, always seeking his own advantage, the ambitious but over-
stretched Xerxes, and the vain Mardonius. In the end, they all fail because of their
excessive ambition for conquest.37

It is usually claimed that the notion of three successive world empires of Assyria,
Media, and Persia, found in the works of Herodotus (cf. 1.95.130) and Ctesias 
(FGrH 688 F 1.5) and in an expanded form in the book of Daniel and in Roman
literature (Wiesehöfer 2003b), derives from the official Achaemenid view of history,
intended to underline the legitimacy of Persia as the heir to the empires of the Near
East.38 However, doubts about the historicity of a “Median empire” and new insights
into Achaemenid royal ideology force us to reconsider this thesis. First, the “three-
kingdom” sequence cannot be found in Achaemenid royal inscriptions or other official
statements of the Persian kings, and the views of history which the Achaemenids did
try to impose on their subject peoples could not have inspired the Herodotean model.
The Great Kings regarded themselves as truly “Persian” rulers and not as successors
to the Medes. Secondly, the model is neatly compatible with Herodotus’ own view
of world history. He makes all the territories of the earlier kingdoms merge into the
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Persian empire, which alone is capable of ruling “the whole of Asia,” and not merely
“upper Asia” or “on this side of the river Halys.” Moreover, he focuses, as we have
seen, on the origin, consolidation, erosion, and – in the cases of Assyria and Media
– collapse of the Asian empires, which he causally relates to guilt and fate, to the
responsibility and compulsion of the rulers in question.39 Thirdly, later accounts may
well be Hellenistic reworkings of Herodotus rather than reflections of an Achaemenid
conception; the figure of “Darius the Mede” in the Book of Daniel, at any rate, is
modeled after the Herodotean Darius (Wiesehöfer 2005). However, the author of
the book of Daniel did diverge from Herodotus insofar as he turned the three Asian
empires into real world empires.

Although the Great Kings in their inscriptions underline their religious and moral
right to world domination, ordained by Auramazda, they do not demand posses-
sion of the whole inhabited world, the oikumene.40 They address only the peoples
of the empire, whose well-being and loyalty matter to the Great Kings; the poleis of
Hellas, not to mention the rest of Europe, remain outside the world which is asked
to internalize the instructions of the kings and to recognize the rulers’ efforts for its
well-being:

A great god (is) Auramazda, who created this earth, who created yonder heaven, who
created man, who created blissful happiness for man, who made Darius king, the one
king of many, the one master of many. I (am) Darius, the great king, king of kings,
king of the countries containing all races, king on this great earth even far off . . . Proclaims
Darius, the king: By the favor of Auramazda these (are) the countries which I seized
outside Persia; I ruled them; to me they brought tribute. What has been said to them
by me, that they did.

(DNa 1–21; tr. R. Schmitt)

At least politically, the Great Kings seem to have been quite satisfied with their rule
over Asia and Egypt alone, an idea which Herodotus’ courageous queen Artemisia
seems to convey when she tells Xerxes after Salamis that he has achieved the goal
of his expedition by burning Athens, and that any further conquests would be no
more than an added bonus (8.102).

Darius had no “European” plans beyond subjecting the coastal regions of Thrace,
making Macedonia a vassal, and, later, punishing Eretria and Athens. And that Darius’
son Xerxes had no intention of conquering the western Mediterranean (despite
Herodotus 7.8 and Ephorus ap. Diod. 11.1.4–5) is made perfectly clear by Thucydides:
“Ten years afterwards the barbarian returned with the armada for the subjugation
of Hellas” (1.18.2). But what about Xerxes’ plans for Greece before and after a victory
over the Hellenic League?

Herodotus tells us that Mardonius wanted to become “governor of Greece” (tês
Hellados hyparchos: 7.6.1), but we may wonder how our author could have known
such private information, and should be aware that this motivation is part of a 
literary portrayal of Mardonius as an overambitious and self-interested advisor of 
Xerxes. Herodotus’ claim that the Persians aimed at the subjugation and permanent
control of Greece as a whole does not make much historical sense.41 How are we
to explain that neither the unbeaten Persian army after Salamis, nor Mardonius after
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his second occupation of Athens in 479, campaigned against the Peloponnese, where
they would probably have been supported by the enemies of Sparta? The Macedonian
delegation to Athens (8.136,140–3) suggests that both Xerxes and Mardonius were
primarily concerned with the political and military conduct of Athens, and hoped
that, if it changed sides, the remaining members of the Hellenic League and neutral
states such as Argos would reach a settlement with the Great King. Lengthy operations
far away from the centers of the empire would surely have been doomed to fail, since
these would have surpassed the Persians’ military and logistic capacities. Finally, it
is hard to see how the Persians could have made Greece into a satrapy, separated
from the satrapy of Thrace by the vassal kingdom of Macedonia: reducing previously
autonomous persophile Greek poleis and ethnê to dependent subjects would have alien-
ated support, and it would have been difficult to exercise royal supervision over a
distant area of such geographical and political divergence. What the Persians demanded
from their neighbors and subject states was a readiness to accept royal rule in the
“land of the king” and to recognize the primacy of Persian interests in areas just
beyond the empire’s borders, and this could have been ensured simply by placing
Greek supporters in leading positions in the most important poleis. The Greek exiles
accompanying Xerxes on his campaign are likely to have featured prominently in his
plans. The best-known of these characters is the former Spartan king Demaratus,
who was undoubtedly meant to become the Persian stakeholder in Sparta. The exact
political organization of submissive states was of minor importance to the Persians,
as is proven by Mardonius’ measures after the Ionian rebellion (Hdt. 6.43).

Such indications in Herodotus’ work fit perfectly with current research on the 
dynamics of empire which concludes that empires always favor indirect rule (Goldstone
and Haldon 2008). A later source, rarely considered in this connection, appears 
to refer to Persian plans for indirect rule: Demosthenes tells us that the Athenians
before Plataea declined a Persian offer, delivered by Alexander of Macedon, “to rule
over the rest of the Greeks” (tôn loipôn archein Hellênôn), in return for bowing to
the will of the Great King (hypakouein basilei; 6.11). Of course, this alleged Persian
offer serves the orator to emphasize the Athenians’ will-power in resistance. Herodotus
is unfamiliar with it (but reports an offer of additional territory: 8.140a; 9.7a), and
it would certainly have encountered violent opposition from the persophile Thebans
and Demaratus of Sparta. On the other hand, the Persians might indeed have been
eager to control Hellas with the help of a politically and militarily balanced system
of Greek hegemonial powers. By contrast, it seems unlikely that Demaratus or the
other friends of Persia would ever have obeyed, and have persuaded their compatriots
to obey, a Persian satrap of Greece, who would have been in need of a very large
occupation force.

Persian Views of Greeks and 
Greek Views of Persians

Mainland Greece remained outside Persian visions of imperial space. The Greek 
subjects of the Great Kings – called Yauna and divided into three groups, the 
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“Ionians of the land,” “(Ionians) who are on the sea and the peoples beyond the
sea,” “pelte-carrying Ionians” – appear in inscriptions among “tribal” peoples such
as Thracians and Scythians; on the accompanying reliefs, they are barely distinguished
from the Carians and Lydians. In Darius’ vision of the empire,42 “the Ionians . . .
are not (even) deemed distinctive enough to serve as a significant boundary marker”
(Kuhrt 2002: 22). Although this Persian view of the Greeks should not be used to
minimalize the importance of the “Greek Wars” for the Persians, it might never-
theless help us to avoid “hellenocentric” traps.

As we have seen, Greece’s perception of the Persians was influenced by its impres-
sion of Median influence on Near Eastern affairs. Hence the early expansion of the
Persian empire was seen as the empire-building of “the Mede” (Xenophanes F 18 D),
the Persian wars as ta Mêdika, and Greek collaboration with the Persian enemy as
mêdismos. In 472, Aeschylus still presented the Persian monarchs as descendants of
an eponymous Medos (Pers. 765). However, many Greeks’ first experience of the
Persians was the sight of the Persian army and booty at Marathon, Salamis and Plataea.
Contemporary Greek poets who commented on these military encounters stressed
the extraordinary threat of the Persian campaigns and the heroism of the Greek 
soldiers (Hutzfeldt 1999: 16–23). A few years later, Athens’ part in the victories of
Marathon and Salamis acquired mythical proportions in Aeschylus’ tragedy Persai.
Although the dramatist already philosophized about the contrast between Greek
(Athenian) and Persian norms and behavior, the Persian empire’s association with
despotism and luxury was a product of later Athenian propaganda.43

In Greek art, the conceptual change in which the “foreigner” becomes the “enemy,”
and an asymmetric opposition develops between Greeks and Persians, occurred notably
later than the time of the Persian wars, at a time when Athens developed a highly
ideological perspective on its victories. Previously, Attic representations of Graeco-
Persian combat had not shown unique forms of victory but followed the normal
contemporary iconography of Greek combat scenes, which were far more numerous
than Graeco-Persian battles.44

Greeks in the Early Persian Empire

Persia was the new home of many Greek refugees who became “servants” of the Great
Kings after 479, and we also know of pre-war commuters across the border. Those
seeking the protection of the king after suffering political reverses at home, included
not only the Spartan king, Demaratus, but the Athenian tyrant, Hippias, the soothsayer,
Onomacritus (Hdt. 7.6.3), the Athenian, Dicaeus (Hdt. 8.65), and the Sicilian, Scythes
of Zancle (Hdt. 6.23–4, 7.164; Athen. 415–416). Demaratus is said to have been
given “land and cities” by Darius (Hdt. 6.70.2), like Pytharchus of Cyzicus by Cyrus
(Agathocles Babyl. FGrH 472 F 6.42) and Theomestor and Phylacus of Samos 
(Hdt. 8.85.2–3), Xenagoras of Halicarnassus (Hdt. 9.107) and the prisoner-of-war
Metiochus, son of Miltiades (Hdt. 6.41.4), by Xerxes. And “the few surviving names
of Greeks who moved between worlds must (only) be a small fraction of the num-
bers of Greeks actually involved” (Miller 1997: 100; cf. 97–108).
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Apart from the doctor Democedes of Croton in Herodotus’ fairytale-like story
(3.129–37; Griffith 1987), Greeks mentioned in the service of Persian kings include
sculptors, secretaries, soldiers, and textile workers, mostly of East Greek origin. Most
famous are the architect Mandrocles (Hdt. 4.87) and the craftsmen Pytharchus and
Nicon who left their graffiti in the quarry near the terrace at Persepolis (Boardman
2000, 131–2). Most of the working gangs mentioned in the Persepolis Tablets were,
like the deportees from Miletus (494) and Eretria (490), probably never allowed to
return to their homeland.

Greeks and Persians, 559–479: A Short History 
of Events45

Center of the Persian empire was a region in south-western Iran which bore the
Persians’ name (Old Persian Parsa, Greek Persis) and with which they felt a particular
affinity. The Persians were not the original inhabitants of Persis, and their ethno-
genesis is still a highly disputed matter. Only for the seventh and sixth centuries are
we able to lift the veil and see the processes of acculturation between Elamite and
Iranian political and cultural entities, acknowledged by Cyrus II when he called him-
self and his forebears “Kings of Anshan.” Cyrus fundamentally changed the political
landscape of the ancient Near East. After winning the territories of the Elamite king-
dom, Cyrus defeated Astyages, the leader of the Median confederacy, which, sixty
years before, had conquered the Assyrian royal cities. Cyrus successfully expanded
his new territory to the north-west and thwarted Lydian plans to profit from the
turmoil in the east. Although he failed to induce Lydia’s Greek subjects to desert
their king Croesus, Cyrus was able to conquer Lydia. The Lydian king probably died
during the siege of Sardis, to survive only in parts of Greek tradition, which myth-
ologically (Bacchylides) or rationally (Herodotus) glossed over the catastrophe and
at the same time established the tradition of the “generous victor” Cyrus. That this
tradition has nothing to do with reality is proven by the Persian king’s reaction to
the rebellion of the Lydian treasurer Pactyes, supported by most of the Greek cities.
Cyrus’ generals not only punished the rebel, but also took revenge on his allies: Mazares
conquered Priene, enslaved its political elite, and pillaged Magnesia, while Harpagus
forcibly took possession of Smyrna, Phocaea, and other cities, securing the whole
coastal region up to Lycia. Only Miletus, autonomous in Lydian times, which had
supported Cyrus against Croesus and had not been involved in Pactyes’ revolt, was
allowed to keep its favored political status.

Babylonia, under its king Nabonidus, must have been alarmed at Cyrus’ successes
in Elam, Media and Anatolia. What finally caused the fatal confrontation of the two
powers, we do not know. After a massacre of Babylonian troops at Opis and the
capture of Sippar, Cyrus sent his general Ugbaru ahead to Babylon, which opened
its gates to him. Cyrus had probably presented himself beforehand to the priests of
Marduk and the city’s elite as the instrument of the god and as a promising political
alternative to Nabonidus. His own entry into the city in October 539 took a Babylonian
ceremonial form (which the last Pahlavi Shah tried to recall in 1971), as did his 

ACA_c09.qxd  25/02/2009  02:31PM  Page 179



180 Josef Wiesehöfer

first measures in the city and in the region.
Cyrus’ cylinder inscription, drafted by
Babylonian experts, introduces the new
king as legitimate ruler of Babylon, fos-
tered by Marduk, a king who fulfils his
duties to the god and the people. This
prudent behavior made collaboration of
the Babylonian elite with the foreign ruler
much easier. It is unclear to what extent
Cyrus’ integration of former territories 
of the Babylonian empire into his own
realm followed a Babylonian model or
innovated. Despite the Jewish tradition
which presents him as Yahweh’s Messiah
and as the man who repatriated the exiles
and rebuilt the Temple, decisive measures
in Jewish affairs were taken only under his
successors. However, the fact that our
sources report no rebellions in Babylonia
or Transeuphratene speaks in favor of a
successful policy in the newly conquered
territories. This success is confirmed by

Cyrus’ conquest of Eastern Iran, probably in the 530s; about which we have no fur-
ther details. Greek authors tell us that Cyrus died during his wars against the peoples
of the steppe and that his corpse was brought to Persis and buried in his newly built
residence Pasargadae. The remains of this “garden residence” still bear witness to
Cyrus’ use of Near Eastern and Greek artistic models and to the special skill of the
king’s artists and craftsmen, including Ionian sculptors (see figures 9.4–9.6). Even
if the traditional view of Cyrus, not least thanks to his own endeavors, is much too
positive and hides the dark side of the conqueror’s personality and policy, it is clear

Figure 9.5 Palace at Pasargadae
Source: Author’s photo.

Figure 9.4 Tomb of Cyrus at Pasargadae
Source: Author’s photo.

Figure 9.6 The Zendan at Pasargadae
Source: Author’s photo.
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that the founder of the first world empire in history must have been a man with
extraordinary abilities. It is no wonder that in Iran and other parts of the ancient
Near East numerous stories, modeled after older traditions, bestowed praise on this
exceptional ruler.

From Cyrus’ time, the Persians had a common border with Egypt, the only other
remaining superpower. Its king Amasis tried to meet the Persian threat with an impres-
sive fleet, the support of Polycrates of Samos, then a rival to the Persian satrap at Sardis,
and the occupation of Cyprus as a naval base. Cyrus’ son Cambyses responded to
these measures by the time- and money-consuming building of a Persian navy, manned
by experienced subjects and commanded by Persian officers. He then conquered Cyprus
and, crossing the Sinai with the help of Arab tribes, won a victory at Pelusium (525),
took Memphis, and captured king Psammetichus III. His success was made com-
plete by the voluntary submission of Libyan territories, the diplomatic securing of
Egypt’s southern frontier, and probably also by winning control of the big western
oases. Like his father in Babylonia, Cambyses tried to adapt his policy and royal repres-
entation to Egyptian traditions and to win the loyalty and support of the Egyptian
elite. The career of the Egyptian commander and doctor Udjahorresnet shows how
successful he was in that plan.46 However, reductions in the revenues of some temples,
and probably also the later experience of the unsuccessful Egyptian rebellions of
486–485 and 460–454, were responsible for a distorted picture of the foreign con-
queror Cambyses in Egypt, as handed down to us by Herodotus: here, the Persian
king appears as a brutal, almost mad, despot who shows no mercy and no appreci-
ation of Egyptian customs and traditions.

A serious crisis afflicted the empire during Cambyses’ stay in Egypt, as a result of
the high economic and military demands he made on his subjects, and probably also
as a result of tensions between the king and both the mighty Persian aristocracy and
his brother Bardiya. Although both Herodotus and Darius’ res gestae inscribed on
the rock of Bisutun (DB) refer to it, the course of this crisis is still disputed. Most
probably, Gaumata, a Median magus, left behind as high functionary in Persis by
Cambyses, took advantage of the Persian nobility’s unhappiness with the king and
his murder of Bardiya to present himself as the king’s brother: he took the throne
and gained support by a series of highly popular measures, not least a moratorium
on taxes and military service. Other scholars suppose that Bardiya himself revolted
against his brother. Whether or not Darius I, to whom we owe the Gaumata-version,
and who after Cambyses’ death killed Gaumata/Bardiya with the help of six con-
spirators, was a regicide, he surely was a usurper without right to the throne. This
is underlined by the fact that he tried to legitimize his rule by linking his descent
with Cyrus’ Teispid line, and by the numerous rebellions which he was able to quash
only with great difficulty and great brutality (522/1). He would not have been suc-
cessful without the support of parts of the Persian higher nobility, which had been
dissatisfied with both Cambyses and Gaumata/Bardiya: the financial, political and
military effort of expansion and empire building had probably led to dissent between
monarch, population and aristocracy over the future of the empire and the roles of
ruler, nobility, and subjects. That Darius succeeded in securing the cohesion of the
empire and in making the aristocracy dependent on his royal family, points to his
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political and diplomatic skills, his military genius and his unscrupulousness at the
same time.

Darius’ reign was probably the most important phase of the history of the Achaemenid
empire. It was the time of the greatest extent of the realm, decisive fiscal and admin-
istrative reforms and the development of a specific Persian ideology of kingship and
rule. Unfortunately, our information about events after Darius’ succession to the throne
is scanty and highly biased. The Bisutun inscription mentions Darius’ campaigns against
Elam and the Scythians of Central Asia (in the second and third years of his reign),
but after that the Persian sources fall silent. Only two late-Achaemenid Babylonian
chronicles and a few historical details from “Astronomical Diaries” hint at later events
in the east. Almost all other relevant historical information is provided by foreign records,
hostile or at any rate highly ideologically colored, which almost exclusively deal with
Graeco-Persian relations and Greek views of their neighbors in the East.

Darius not only expanded the empire, but also guaranteed its military and eco-
nomic stability. In the west, he incorporated the Cyrenaica (513), Thrace, the strate-
gically important straits, and Samos (519) into the empire, and made Macedon 
(510 [?] and after 494) and Athens (507/6) acknowledge the Great King’s supreme
power in foreign affairs. In the east, he conquered “Indian” territories, and in the
north probably regarded the Danube as his frontier, after an unsuccessful campaign
against the “European” Scythians (513) beyond that natural border. His later policy
of consolidation suffered a bitter setback when in 498 the Ionian cities revolted against
their Persian overlord. The rebels won over Caria and the greater part of Cyprus, and,
assisted by the Eretrians and Athenians, took Sardis (except the acropolis), setting
fire to the city. Only a supreme effort, and disunity amongst the Ionians, enabled
Darius to suppress the revolt. Over the next few years steps were taken to safeguard
the Ionians’ loyalty for the future, and Darius prepared to punish Eretria and Athens
for their role in the revolt (and, in the case of Athens, also for the city’s violation
of the treaty of 507/6). The Persian defeat at Marathon (490) was the ignominious
end of an otherwise successful expedition in the Aegean, surely not the failed start
of a Persian attempt to conquer Greece or even Europe. Historically more important
than the Persian setback was the repercussion of the Athenian victory on the internal
affairs of the city – the expulsion of the (alleged) friends of the Peisistratids and Persians
– and the subsequent emergence of a special Athenian identity.

Darius was also drawn into the affairs of Egypt, where the short reign of Cambyses
had not provided political stability. The most notable of his many measures were the
withdrawal of his predecessor’s fiscal orders, the confirmation of former privileges of
sanctuaries and priesthoods, the completion of Necho’s canal, and the sending of
naval expeditions to and from Egypt which served to demonstrate the special qualities
of Persian rule by emulating past pharaonic feats. Royal images and inscriptions from
Egypt – in particular, the texts on the monumental statue of Darius excavated at Susa,
but originally put up at Heliopolis – show the king as both a pious, successful Egyptian
Pharaoh and a universal ruler. Darius also started the building of the two most impres-
sive Achaemenid residences – first Susa, then Persepolis. The tablets from Persepolis
and the Burgbau-inscription from Susa (DSf ) reveal the empire-wide importance of
those projects: the king was seen as mobilizing the labor forces and resources of the
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whole empire in order to create the residences which he deserved and which gave
architectural, pictorial and textual expression to his vision of Achaemenid kingship
and Persian rule. Darius’ rock-cut tomb at Naqsh-i Rustam with its new cross-shaped
form and its inscriptions (DNa, DNb) and reliefs also stresses the king’s role as the
gods’ human representative on earth.

It was a difficult task for Xerxes (486–465) to protect and preserve Persian rule.
Recent scholarship has rightly emphasized that Xerxes’ reign was much more successful
than Greek authors want us to believe, acquitting him not only from the charge of
having destroyed Babylonian temples and taken away the statue of Marduk, but 
also from the accusation that he was a man lacking in ideas, a coward, brutal despot 
and strategic failure all at the same time. Xerxes’ reign did not trigger an irreversible 
process of decadence and decline in Persian power, as Greek authors of the fourth
century claimed. Quick to learn his father’s lessons, Xerxes was highly successful in
consolidating the empire through a carrot-and-stick policy, granting local autonomy
on the one hand and exercising strict supervision on the other. Culturally, one might
even call Xerxes’ rule the highlight of Persian civilization.

The king failed, however, to force mainland Greeks to accept Persian power of
decision in foreign affairs. Some important Greek poleis and ethnê (Thebes, Thessaly)
did join him on his campaign against Greece, while others proceeded tactically (Delphi)
or remained neutral (Argos), but thirty or so Greek states formed a Hellenic League
against him and, after initial defeats, were ultimately victorious over the Persian fleet
(Salamis, 480) and army (Plataea, 479). Even if Athenians and Lacedaemonians,
Plataeans and Corinthians, Eretrians and Aeginetans neither fought for Europe against
Asia, nor for democracy and humanity against barbarism and despotism, but simply
for their independence from foreign rule, the results of their victories were signific-
ant. The Persian empire was confined to its territories in Asia Minor (now without
the coastal region), the Levant and Egypt; Athens, with the help of its Delian League,
became a hegemonial power and a rival to Sparta; and finally the Athenians, and 
to some extent all Greeks, developed an “anti-barbarian” identity, creating a vision
of a “barbarian” counter-world of despotic monarchs and slavish subjects which 
continues to be influential to this very day.

NOTES

1 For example, in the Achaemenid History Workshops, beautifully organized by the late 
H. Sancisi-Weerdenburg, or in the Melammu conferences, initiated by S. Parpola and
others (most recently in Innsbruck in 2002: Rollinger and Ulf 2004a).

2 It has, however, been rightly stressed that the Persian wars were crucial for the develop-
ment of this kind of panhellenism (Hall 2002: 205–20; and ch. 31, below).

3 Herodotus on Persians: Rollinger 2003a; Persian foreign policy: Wiesehöfer 2004c.
4 Bichler 2000: 235; Panaino 2003 for an Iranianist’s view of this logos; on Deioces, see

Wiesehöfer 2004b; also Dewald 2003.
5 Excavations: Mierse 1983; Greenewalt 1995a; 1995b; Dusinberre 2003. Coinage; Cahil

and Kroll 2005.
6 See n. 1, above, and the groundbreaking work of Pierre Briant (2002a; originally 1996).
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7 Rollinger 2004; Miller 1997; Hutzfeldt 1999; Hölscher 2000; Thomas 2000: 75–100.
8 See Raaflaub 1987; 2002a; 2002b.
9 See Welwei 1999: 23, 345 n. 87. On giving earth and water, see Kuhrt 1988.

10 Hdt. 6.48; see the bibliography in Zahrnt 1992: 276ff; Welwei 1999: 350 n. 133.
11 Such doubts are raised in most chapters of Lanfranchi et al. 2003b.
12 For criticism of Persian “vassalage,” see Rollinger 1999; Henkelman 2003; for the Elamite

heritage: Vallat 1996; Liverani 2003: 10–11 and in particular Henkelman 2003.
13 Cf. the “night battle” in Hdt. 1.74; not to be linked with the solar eclipse of May 28, 585:

Rollinger 2003b: 309–10.
14 Rollinger 2003b: 318 n. 141 rightly stresses the fact that the “Median” terminology is

normally used to underline the special character of the dangers coming from the east.
15 For Cyrus’ origins, see TUAT I 409.21 (confirmed by an inscription from Ur). Later

inscriptions which make him an Achaemenid (CMa-c; cf. DB I 27–29) were attempts to
legitimize the rule of Darius I. The story in Herodotus (1.107–8; cf. Xen. Cyr. 1.2.1) which
makes Cyrus the son of the Median princess Mandane is meant to offer ideological support
for Persian claims to Media and Lydia (for Egypt, see Hdt. 3.2.1–2). The story of Cyrus’
birth and childhood (Hdt. 1.107–21; cf. Justin 1.4.10; Nic. Dam. FGrH 90 F66; Ctes.
FGrH 688 F9) has Mesopotamian parallels (Sargon of Akkade) and is Iranian in character.

16 See Rollinger 2008 and 1993: 188–97; Oelsner 1999/2000, esp. 378–9; Schaudig 2001:
25 n. 108. The Chronicle here probably refers to a campaign against Urartu instead.

17 See Greenewalt 1992; Burkert 1985a; Bichler 2000: 251–4; West 2003: 418–20.
18 See Hdt. 1.22. Walser 1984: 14–15 dates Miletus’ agreement with Persia to the time after

Pactyes’ rebellion and interprets it as the result of Miletus’ refusal to support Pactyes.
19 Hdt. 1.154–69; Plut. Mor. 859 A-B; Justin 1.7.11. For the fate of the Lydians, see Herodotus

1.155.2, with Bichler 2000: 255.
20 The authenticity of the so-called “Gadatas Letter” (ML12), which mentions the agreement

with Aulae, is disputed (cf. Schmitt 1996a with Briant 2003; Gauger 2000: 205–12).
21 For the history of Pactyes’ rebellion, cf. Briant 2002a, 37–8, 882–3 (with the older 

literature).
22 Cilicia continued to be governed by a dynast who had the title syennesis (Hdt. 1.74; called

“king of the Cilicians” by Herodotus 5.118) In Lycia, local dynasts probably had the
greatest political say; nominally, however, they had to accept Persian lordship.

23 Nylander 1970; 1974; Roaf 1983; Boardman 2000. Cf. the praise of the Lydian and
Ionian sculptors in Darius I’s Burgbau-inscription from Susa: DSf 47–9, 51–2.

24 Achaemenid lists give the name Sparda for Lydia, which seems to represent the Lydian
ethnic term Śfarda, “Sardians” (Schmitt 2003a, 293–4). An attempt to distinguish 
between (early and changeable) “great,” “major,” and “minor” satrapies (Jacobs 1994)
is unconvincing.

25 For Polycrates: de Libero 1996: 253–97; Briant 2002a: 52–3, 886; ch 6, above.
26 Balcer 1984: 185, speculates that it was Bagaeus, Darius’ tool in the murder of Oroetes.
27 Cf. the overview in Schmitt 2003a, 293–4.
28 Walter 1993b: 275; cf. 273–5. It is not enough to interpret the Persian appointment of

tyrants only as a “rewarding of loyal supporters” (as does de Libero 1996: 415).
29 Hdt. 6.9–10, 13 notes that the tyrants flee to Persia after their expulsion; the Ionians inter-

preted the political system of their cities as joint rule of Persians and tyrants (Hdt. 6.22).
30 For an overview of the debate (and a firm personal opinion), see Jacobs 2003.
31 See Plat. Leg. 695c; Plut. Mor. 172f; Polyaen. 7.11.3; Chron.Pasch. 145 C Dindorf; with

Jacobs 2003: 308. Plato’s version is particularly revealing, since unlike Herodotus it uses
the older (and original) Greek term for “tribute,” dasmos, rather than the later phoros.
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32 Hdt. 1.54, 94; IG I3 458.29. A sixth-century gold refinery has been excavated at Sardis:
Ramage and Craddock 2000. For the Croeseïds, cf. note 5.

33 Hdt. 5.28. Although Herodotus presents Miletus’ prosperity as the starting-point of
Aristagoras’ excessive quest for power, as well as the root of all evil for the city (Walter
1993b, 268), the prosperity itself should not be doubted.

34 Hdt. 5.28–9; Heracl.Pont. fr. 50 Wehrli; Plut. Mor. 298 C-D; cf. Hesych. s.v. aeinautai.
35 Balcer 1985; Miller 1997: 97–108; Whitby 1998b; Wiesehöfer 2004d.
36 Bichler 2000: 213ff gives an excellent summary of this topic with many valuable obser-

vations in detail.
37 Raaflaub 2002a argues that Athens’ Sicilian expedition (415–413) may have shaped

Herodotus’ views of imperialism and expansionism vs. desire for freedom and political
unity.

38 The following points are discussed in detail in Wiesehöfer 2003a.
39 Ctesias’ slightly different view is best explained as the author’s deliberate play on the 

version of his famous predecessor: Bichler 2004a; 2004b.
40 Walser 1987.
41 Cf. the counterfactual history (“The Persians Win at Salamis, 480 bc”) in Hanson 1999a;

contrast: Zahrnt 1992; Wiesehöfer 2002.
42 DPh 3–8: “This (is) the kingdom which I hold, from the Scythians who (are) beyond

Sogdiana, from there as far as Nubia, from the Indus province, from there as far as Lydia.” 
43 Wiesehöfer 2002. Gehrke (2003a) has rightly pointed out that, after the crisis of the

Peloponnesian War, the battle of Marathon as an exclusively Athenian victory became
much more important for the cultural memory of Athens and for that of antiquity in
general.

44 Schneider, personal communication.
45 Cf. Briant 2002a; Wiesehöfer 2006.
46 Bareg 1999: 38–43; Weinberg 1999.
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CHAPTER TEN

Attica: A View from the Sea

Sanne Houby-Nielsen

Introduction

The scholarly view of archaic Attica has changed greatly within the last hundred years
or so.1 In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, French and German hand-
books on Greek art liked to indulge in vivid descriptions of oriental influences on
archaic Greece and Attic art. Max Collignon stated that Homeric culture was half
oriental, and that the prototype for the buildings described in the Odyssey could be
found in Assyria rather than Greece. He visualized the seventh century bc as a melt-
ing pot of “Asiatic” influences and “Hellenism” resulting in new pottery styles and
works of art (1881: 29–33). Similarly, Ernst Buschor painted a positive and colorful
picture of early archaic Greece in which oriental influences reached and changed 
Greece via two main routes, “via the Greek East (Rhodes, Samos, Miletus) and above
all via Crete” (1913: 43).

During the following decades research increasingly toned down external influences
as explanations of cultural change. Cultural relations were seen as far more complex
and the “recipient” as a far more autonomous agent, actively selecting among foreign
values. This line of thinking also influenced approaches to Attica. Explanations for
profound changes in social structure – such as those leading to the formation of the
Athenian city state – or for the characteristic development of Athenian religion were
sought exclusively within Attica2 without looking at the contemporary Mediterranean
cultural context. Typically, maps show the Attic peninsula in complete isolation from
surrounding islands and regions, never mind the Aegean and Mediterranean.3 Some
important recent studies do stress Oriental influences on Greece, but Attica is not
their main object of investigation (S. Morris 1992).

The intention of this chapter is not to evaluate the degree of orientalism in early
Attica,4 but to remind readers that stressing cultural autonomy runs counter to recent
studies in ethnicity which emphasize hybridization and multiculturalism. The older
open-mindedness towards “orientalism,” which saw that Attica was almost like an
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island in the Mediterranean, exposed to foreign cultures from all sides, was in this
respect more in tune with the latest research.

For several thousand years, Attica was inhabited by people who lived mainly on
its very fringes, in the coastal zones, and interacted so closely with neighbors on the
shores of Euboea, the Cyclades, the islands and other coasts of the Saronic Gulf that
in the early archaic period the cultural and political “border” of Attica was still a
grey zone, difficult to outline. Interaction with neighboring regions also drew Attica
into the larger traffic between the eastern and western Mediterranean. In general,
this chapter will show the difficulty of defining the region of Attica and ask whether
it is meaningful to study the cultural history of the Attic peninsula in isolation. Many
major features of archaic Attica – apart from imports and influences in pottery and
art – are best understood when Attica is viewed from the sea.

The Definition of Attica as a Region

The territory of Athens was known in antiquity as Attike ge, the land of the Athenians.
According to the earliest sources this land was controlled by aristocratic families and
may have been divided into “kingdoms” ruled by “basileis” (Stanton 1990: 6). How-
ever, we know little about how developed the notion of Attica as a region was in
the early archaic period.

The reforms of Cleisthenes in 508 bc give us the earliest detailed idea of the 
political organization of Attica: they divided the Athenian people afresh into 139 or 
140 demes, village-like units in the countryside or sectors within the city of Athens.
Rhamnous and Eleusis formed the extremes of this “Cleisthenic map.”5 However,
Athenian interests went far beyond the extension of the Cleisthenic demes and con-
sequently the political borders of Attica changed throughout the later archaic (and
classical) period.6 Athens continuously struggled to control the waters leading to the
strait of Euripos and the Corinthian Isthmus, and the mountain passes connecting
Boeotia and Attica. The late archaic fort at Phylla (between Chalcis and Eretria) is
likely to have been built in connection with Athens’ victory over the Boeotians in
507–506 bc, followed by the occupation of the territory of Chalcis by one of Athens’
first cleruchies. The continuous strife between Athens, Boeotia, and Euboea over
the community of Oropos and the nearby sanctuary of Amphiaraos, situated imme-
diately to the south of the Asopos river, may also be partly due to a wish to con-
trol the Euripos. Between 490 and the first century bc, Oropos is known to have
changed hands twelve times, which raises questions about the scholarly habit of treat-
ing the Asopos river as the border between Boeotia and Attica (Camp 2001: 322).
To the west, Athens waged continual wars with Megara for control of the sea routes
towards the crucial isthmus of Corinth. The subjection of Eleusis in the seventh cen-
tury and Salamis around 600 was part of these wars.7 The transference to Athens of
the Dionysos cult at Eleutherai – situated at an important pass into western Boeotia
– should probably be seen in the same context (Paus. 1.20.3).

Attic social contacts with neighboring regions and beyond were intense from the
early Iron Age onwards.8 Euboean-type pendent-semicircle skyphoi and plates, traded
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as far as Asia Minor and Chalcidice, were also found in Attica. Conversely, Attic Geometric
pottery was imitated in Euboea, and Attic pottery was conspicuous among the imports
from the Toumba excavations in Lefkandhi.9 The so-called SOS amphorae, widely
distributed in the Mediterranean, were made both in Athens and in Chalcis and Eretria,
and were imitated in the western Greek colony of Pithecusae (Johnston and Jones 1978).
Studies of archaic Athenian art long ago noted Oriental and eastern Greek influences.
Well-known cases are late eighth-century Attic ceramic imitations of Phoenician silver
bowls and ivory imitations of Oriental Astarte figurines (Coldstream 1977: figs. 35b–c,
42 b–d). Ritual vases produced in the seventh century – so-called middle Protoattic
pottery – and early Attic Black Figure vases from the early sixth century were the
result of a mixture of Attic, Corinthian and East Greek pottery traditions.10 Several
kouroi and some korai – marble sculptures of respectively naked young men and richly
dressed young women, mainly from the sixth and early fifth centuries – from the
Ptoon sanctuary in Boeotia clearly stand in an Attic artistic tradition. Conversely, a
Boeotian made a dedication on the acropolis in Athens (Karakasi 2001: 144–5).

With regard to more distant regions, social interaction between Asia Minor – or
Ionia – and Attica appears especially strong. While the production of kouroi and korai
stands in a Cycladic tradition,11 the ritual practice of erecting korai was an Eastern
Mediterranean feature, most popular in Ionia and especially in Athens (Karakasi 2001,
distribution map). A huge, freestanding column with an Ionic capital contemporary
with the famous Naxian column in Delphi stood on the acropolis in imitation of
Ionian sanctuaries. Funerary customs and social habits of the ruling classes, “court”
life, and temple buildings under the rule of the tyrant Peisistratos and his sons appear
to have imitated Eastern Greek practices.12 Also, one of the best early Black Figure
painters in Athens, whose works were among the first to be exported, the Nettos
painter, may have come from Asia Minor (Boegehold 1962).13

Scholarly perceptions of Attica as a region vary. Some use the “Cleisthenic map”
as a guide to borders even though this is much later than the periods under investiga-
tion (Morris 1987: fig. 60; Whitley 1991b: 199–201). Others include Oropos, using
the Asopos river as a border (Parker 1996: map II; Camp 2001: fig. 7). Archaeological
guides tend to follow the modern nomos of Attica which includes the Megarid, the
islands in the Saronic Gulf (such as Salamis, Aegina, Poros) and even part of the east-
ern coast of the Argolid, thereby including, for instance, the sanctuary of Perachora,
but also the harbor of Aulis, located immediately to the south of the Euripos strait
and in antiquity normally counted as Boeotian (Goette 1993; Tomkinson 2002: 5).
The studies of the archaic remains in Attica summarized below are generally confined
to the Attic peninsula and thus at least indirectly use the “Cleisthenic map.” 

The Archaic Remains: A Brief Summary

Several recent studies have provided excellent overviews of the archaeology of
Athens and Attica in all periods,14 while more specialized studies of the development
of the Athenian city state have focused on burials and settlement traces from the
late Iron Age.15 The study of archaic painted vases from Attica has almost developed
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into an academic discipline of its own.16 Later archaic sanctuaries and art have been
closely analyzed, often in relation to Peisistratos and his sons (Shapiro 1989). The
evidence for Iron Age and archaic Athenian religion has been summarized and invest-
igated (Parker 1996: 10–101) and the outstanding funerary and votive marble sculp-
ture of the sixth century – especially the statues of kouroi and korai – has long been
an object of interest to art historians and archaeologists.17 Historical and epigraphic
evidence has been compiled by Jeffery (1976: 83–108; 1990).

As is clear from these studies, burials form by far the most abundant source for the
early archaic period. Evidence from settlements and sanctuaries is scarce. The only major
exception is a series of peak sanctuaries, perhaps dedicated to Zeus, the earliest of which
go back to the tenth century (on Mt. Hymettos and Mt. Parnes) while the others
are mostly characterized by seventh century material. All of these sanctuaries were
extremely rustic, with no elaborate architecture or any imported dedications, in strong
contrast to contemporary sanctuaries from the coastal regions, to which we shall return.
Similarly, the late Iron Age votive deposit found at Menidhi is the only inland example
of a hero-cult. The other known hero-cult in Attica was located near Thorikos, in
a coastal region (Parker 1996: 29–42, for references). It is, therefore, also clear from
these studies that the evidence is concentrated in the coastal zones, in Athens and
its immediate vicinity, and in the Mesogeia plain, the latter areas visible from, and
within easy reach of, the coast. Evidence from surveys in the Attic countryside (unfor-
tunately rare) point in the same direction: before the sixth century, nothing much
goes on inland.18

The rest of this chapter will survey settlement patterns, burial customs and 
belief systems in the Attic peninsula and its border areas in relation to the wider
Mediterranean. It will try to show that even though Athens was never a colonizing
power much of social life in Attica responded to the colonial world, no doubt due
to Attica’s central geographical position in the Mediterranean. For convenience, I
use the standard terms Boeotia, Euboea, and Attica for the regions although, as just
argued, their borders were not static and tended to overlap.

Coastal Settlement in the Bronze and Iron Ages:
Offshore Islands and Promontories

From the late Neolithic until the sixth century bc, for more than 2,500 years, people
in Attica, including Salamis, and Euboea mainly lived in the coastal zones, settling
in bays, on promontories, small peninsulas and tiny offshore islands.19 These coastal
settlements were often established at locations opposite one another on either side
of the Euboean Gulf, or on either side of the waters between Cythnos, Kea, Andros,
Aegina, Salamis, and the west coast of Attica. No doubt the reason for settling in
“pairs” was the ease of communication with neighbors across the sea, compared to
the difficulty of crossing mountainous inland regions. Accordingly, in Euboea the
majority of prehistoric settlements were situated on the west coast, facing Attica and
Central Greece (Sampson 1981: distribution map).
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Some early and middle Bronze Age settlements were located on tiny islands or
peninsulas situated opposite particularly fertile coastal regions of Attica and Euboea.
This preference is of particular interest since such sites came to play a special role for
archaic Attica, demonstrating continuities in settlement experience over long periods
of time. The communities on the tiny offshore island of Raftopoula (cf. Camp 2001:
280; ArchRep 2002/3, 11) and on the Amarynthos promontory in Euboea, the 
isthmus of which is so narrow that it almost counts as an island, no doubt profited
from their location at the mouth of large river valleys which transected Attica and
Euboea respectively and created rare opportunities for communication routes inland.
The major exception to the rule of coastal settlement are traces of settlements found
along these two river valleys and at the eastern mouth of the Euboean river, the
Erasimos.20 The Raftopoula settlement must have flourished, because the extensive
and rich late Bronze Age cemetery on the Perati peninsula indicates that the com-
munity at one time moved to, or expanded on to, the mainland of Attica and devel-
oped into a prosperous Mycenaean community (Iakovidis 1981). Other offshore 
island settlements were established on Makronisos at Leondari, facing the south-
east coast of Attica (Schallin 1993: 16, no. 20), on Archie opposite Sounion (Goette
2000: 18), and on a tiny island opposite Vouliagmeni. In the bay of Phaleron, the
settlement of Aghios Kosmas was situated on a small promontory, which – just like
Amarynthos – is connected to the mainland only by a very narrow strip of land 
(Mylonas 1959).

These coastal and offshore settlements were not an isolated Attic-Euboean phe-
nomenon, but followed the pattern of sixty or so prehistoric Cycladic settlements
likewise located on promontories, coastal hills and offshore islands (Schallin 1993:
37–9). These again reflected a widespread Mediterranean way of living, of which
the Neolithic settlement on the small rocky island of Petra tou Limniti, no more than
80 m from the north coast of Cyprus (SCE I, 1–2) is a prominent early example.
In the late Bronze Age, Mycenaeans settled on the island of Thapsos off the coast
of Sicily (Voza 1999a: opposite fig. 61), as did the Phoenicians in their “home” set-
tlements, Tyre and Sidon, situated on coastal islands in the Levant, and in numer-
ous other places, such as Cerro del Villar on a tiny island in the alluvial plain of the
Río Guadalhorce in Spain or on the tiny island of Motya east of Sicily (Niemeier
1995: 74).

The experience of living on small offshore islands was not lost in the Dark Age.
On the contrary, Attic and Euboean promontories, peninsulas and coastal islands
were once again settled in the early Iron Age, as were the coasts of Aegina (Kolonas
hill) and Andros (Zagora).21 Just as in the Bronze Age, these settlements were often
situated “in pairs” on either side of the water, forming socio-cultural subregions which
makes a separation of South Boeotian, Attic and Euboean culture both arbitrary and
difficult. For instance, Chalcis and Eretria on the Euboean side faced Aulis and the
important settlement at Skala Oropos on the South Boeotian coast. All four com-
munities no doubt stimulated each other, as they developed at an even pace and all
experienced a floruit in the eighth and seventh centuries, as shown by the abundant
layers of late Geometric–early archaic material and by complex cultic activity and metal
industry at Eretria and Skala Oropos.22
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Similarly, the promontory settlements of Carystus and Zagora – on the south coast
of Euboea and the island of Andros respectively – faced the settlements of Thorikos
and Laurion, as well as the rich settlements of the Mesogeia plain23 and the sanctuaries
at Loutsa and Brauron on the Attic coast. Judging from their location, all sites must
have formed a subregion interacting across the Euboean Sea in much the same way
as for instance the three colonies of Megara – Byzantium, Chrysopolis and Chalcedon
– communicated across the Bosporos or Aetolian and Achaean communities com-
municated across the Corinthian Gulf. In fact, the Corinthian Gulf was still conceived
of as so coherent a region in later antiquity that both coasts shared the same name,
and Augustus moved the cult of Artemis Laphria from Calydon on the Aetolian side
to Patras on the Achaean side to consolidate his synoecism of the region (Houby-
Nielsen 2001). These subregions, with roots in the Bronze Age, must be taken into
consideration when evaluating Euboean and Attic interaction in the Iron Age and
early archaic period.

Interestingly, these new early Iron Age settlements on promontories and offshore
islands were founded at the same time as settlements of a Greek appearance were
founded in similar locations in Asia Minor (Akurgal 1983: 13). Ancient tradition claimed
that Athens and Attica played a leading role in the so-called “Ionian Migration.”
The foremost of the new Eastern Greek cities, Ephesus and Miletus, were said to
have been founded by sons of Kodros, a legendary king of Athens.24 Attica and Euboea
have also been associated with the earliest known Greek colony in the West due to,
among other things, the presence of Euboean and Attic pottery in the earliest strata
at Pithecusae (Ridgway 1992), which, again, was founded on a large offshore island,
Ischia, in the bay of Naples.

Even if the alleged Ionian migrations and the foundation myths of the Ionian cities
were mere attempts to construct a historical anchorage in the mainland (Hall 1997:
51–6) and the presence of Euboean and Attic pottery in Pithecusae was nothing
more than the result of Phoenician trade (Papadopoulos 1997b), the coincidence 
in time of the foundation of coastal settlements in the Attic–Euboean region, Asia
Minor, and the west is worth considering. So too is the striking similarity in topo-
graphical setting between Pithecusae, Lefkandhi, and Amarynthos, and Ay. Kosmas
and Mounichia in the Old Phaleron bay of Athens: all located on small promonto-
ries with a narrow isthmus and resembling Phoenician settlements such as Nora in
Sardinia (Bonetto and Oggiano 2004: fig. 1). This indicates the integration of the
Iron Age settlement pattern in the Attic region with early colonial Greek settlement
patterns, and their dependence on Phoenician experiences.

Survivals of Bronze Age settlement experiences could also take a different shape,
however. It was hardly a coincidence that the Artemis sanctuary at Brauron, and prob-
ably also the Apollo sanctuary at Prasiai (Pausanias 1.31.2), were founded near the
harbor of Perati – opposite the island of Raftopoula – in the river valley leading across
the fertile plain of central Attica to Athens, while on the Euboean coast the Artemis
sanctuary at Amarynthos was founded at the entrance to the Erasinos river valley.25

The location of these sanctuaries again formed part of a wider phenomenon: the
oldest large peristyle building known, probably an Artemis sanctuary, dating to the
late eighth century, was recently discovered in Achaea in the valley of the Selinous
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river, which had functioned since prehistoric times as an important route of com-
munication between the interior of the Peloponnese and the coast as well as between
Bouprasion and Aigaleos in the north-west.26

Offshore Islands and Promontories in the 
Archaic Period

By the later archaic period, many offshore and promontory settlements had developed
into flourishing communities after having first expanded further into the mainland.
The prosperity of the communities in the Mesogeia plain is indicated by the fact
that the majority of the archaic funerary kouroi found in Attica stem from this region,
as we shall see. Also, the only parallels so far known to the exceptionally large grave
tumuli in the Kerameikos in Athens, lay in the Mesogeia (at Velanideza and Vourva).
Similarly, once they had expanded on to the mainland, the settlements of Makronisos,
Archie and the Vouliagmeni islet grew into flourishing communities in the early archaic
period, just as they had done in the late Bronze Age. Excavations near Laurion and
Thorikos point to successful extraction of silver ores – perhaps stimulated by the silver
mining in nearby Naxos – and extensive Geometric and early archaic cemeteries have
been excavated at Sounion, Vouliagmeni and the bay of Phaleron. In Vouliagmeni, two
sanctuaries have been excavated on the Lathoureza hill, and the rich archaic cemeteries
at Vari belonged to this community. It profited from easy access to several harbors,
and can perhaps be identified with the important deme of Anagyrous. And Sounion
soon developed into an important deme, rich enough to built the impressive Poseidon
and Athena sanctuaries, the former surrounded by a fortification in later times.27 In
Phaleron, several sanctuaries mentioned in later sources may well go back to the early
archaic period. In fact, the Ay. Kosmas promontory mentioned above may be the
cape mentioned by Herodotus in connection with the battle of Salamis (Hdt. 8.96),
in which case it was crowned by the temple of Kolias Aphrodite (Paus. 1.1.5), and
was close to the sanctuary of Demeter and Kore in which Athenian women celebrated
the Thesmophoria (Mylonas 1959: 9).

Some small islands near Attica were still inhabited in the late Iron Age, such as
the islet of Vryokastri, off the island of Kythnos, the ties of which to Southern Attica
were especially strong. Its settlement expanded on to Kythnos itself during the late
Iron Age and archaic period (Mazarakis Ainian 1998b). The Athena sanctuary in
Karthaia also appears to have started on a tiny island (Ostby 1980: 189–223). It is
tempting to add the Chalcis peninsula of Euboea, which socio-geographically acted
as a large coastal island off the South Boeotian shore, the width of the strait at this
point being no more than 72.5 m. The settlement gradually extended over most of
the peninsula, and in the classical period the city had expanded over to the mainland,
providing the city with two acropoleis (Bakhuizen 1985: 48–9, 94–6).

This general development which Attica and her near neighbors underwent, the
movement from offshore island or promontory to the mainland or the expansion on
to the mainland, again recalls the larger Greek colonial situation in the early archaic
period. A few examples will suffice. In the north-western Aegean, Mytilene in Lesbos
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may originally have started on the island just off the main shore (Spencer 2000: fig. 4.5).
In Magna Graecia, Pithecusae expanded on to the mainland to found Cumae. The
late Bronze Age settlement on Thapsos off Sicily, mentioned above, was followed
centuries later by a Greek colony founded on the island of Ortygia not far from Thapsos
and soon expanding on to the mainland to become Syracuse, one of the largest and
richest Greek cities in the Mediterranean (Voza 1999a).

This significance of the offshore island in early Greek colonial settlement is beauti-
fully recalled in the much later, famous foundation myth of Alexandria on the small
island of Pharos (turned into a promontory through silting) off the coast of Egypt.
According to this, Alexander the Great had a dream that a man looking just like
Homer appeared and recommended the founding of a city on “an island in the much-
dashing sea, in front of Egypt; Pharos is what men call it” (Plutarch, Alexander 26.3–4;
emphasis added).

The “Invention” of the Strait and 
the Harbor Spring

Increasing seaborne communication from ca. 750 onwards not only gave a new import-
ance to coastal settlements but also shaped a new perception of geography. The 
“strait” as a social and cultural-geographical concept now developed and became the
scene of a certain lifestyle centered on trade and more generally on the control of sea
traffic. The borders of the Attic sphere of interest can be defined by two major and
two minor straits. The major straits were those of Euripos and the Corinthian Isthmus
which functioned as a strait. The minor ones were the strait created by the Rhamnous
and Tigani promontories on the Attic and Euboean coasts respectively, and the strait
in between Eleusis and Salamis.

The growing importance of the Euripos is apparent from the development of the
Chalcis peninsula (Bakhuizen 1985: esp. 39–49). Survey results and the distribution
of tombs on the western slopes of the Vathrovouna show that, by the late Iron Age,
settlement was concentrated in the much larger harbor of Ay. Stephanos on the south
side of the peninsula, which had a copious spring. This must have attained a special
significance by the late Iron Age, as it appears to be mentioned in the Odyssey under
the name of Arethusa (13.408).

Eleusis, in the western border zone of Attica, was, as mentioned, situated on a
strait formed by the island of Salamis and the coast of Attica. Ships heading for the
Corinthian Isthmus or the cities on the east coast of the Peloponnese had to pass
through this narrow strait, which of course gave the harbor city of Eleusis a crucial
location. Here too lay an important spring (made into a well). The so-called Homeric
Hymn to Demeter, now dated to the end of the seventh century, attributes to this well,
called Kallichoron, a major part in the foundation myth of the early archaic Demeter
sanctuary at Eleusis (Binder 1998).

Chalcis and Eleusis became good examples of a new “model” town with a location
close to a strait, large harbor(s) and copious spring(s). Homer’s reference to the spring
at the harbor in Aulis opposite Chalcis (Il. 2.308–30) may reflect this model. Again
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this archetype is easy to identify in the colonial world, at places such as Syracuse or
Halicarnassus. By the Hellenistic period, the actual settlement at a spring on a pro-
montory in the harbor of Halicarnassus was recalled in an inscription found in situ
in 1995: “Having settled the lovely promontory sung of as dear to the immortals
by the sweet stream of Salmakis, she [Halicarnassus] controls the beautiful dwelling
of the nymph” (Isager 1998: with translation).

The notion that the ideal (that is maximum) extension of Attic territory should be
confined by two major straits agreed well with a current colonial Greek world view.
Firstly, the majority of Greek colonies in the Black Sea, along the shores of North
Africa, the Iberian peninsula and Asia Minor, were founded near small, narrow straits
formed by opposing promontories or islands off main shores. Communication between
the Sea of Azov and the Black Sea was controlled by settlements on the promontories
forming the narrow Straits of Kertch, and Athens’ own colonies, Elaious and Sigeion,
were founded on the straits of the Dardanelles around 600.28 Secondly, the whole
colonial “world” of the Mediterranean Sea was clearly conceived, from an early date,
as being bounded by the Straits of Gibraltar and the straits of the Hellespont. In his
geographical tour round the Mediterranean in the late sixth century, Hecataeus of
Miletus significantly started his description at the Hellespont and moved to Gibraltar and
back again. The westernmost site he mentioned was Metagonium, a name in later times
applied to a promontory near Thinga, modern Tangiers (Bunbury 1883: 138–45).

Attic awareness of this world view in the early archaic period is indirectly appar-
ent in the story of Heracles and Geryones and Heracles and Nereus and Triton, already
mentioned by Hesiod (Theog. 287–92). These adventures took place near the straits
of Gibraltar and the Gardens of Hesperides, associated with Cyrene in Libya. Inter-
estingly, a Protocorinthian pyxis carrying the earliest known depiction of Heracles
fighting Geryones was found in Attica, in a grave near the harbor of Phaleron, indi-
cating that its owner had good access to sailors’ yarns. After about 575, the Heracles-
Geryones theme became extremely popular in Attic art: we meet it twice in the 
sculptural decoration of the earliest monumental temple on the acropolis (Brize 1980).
All in all there is little doubt that the people of Attica were familiar with the geo-
graphical extremities, defined by straits, of the then known world, and this will have
influenced their perception of their own region.

This increasing importance for Attica of settlements at straits in the late eighth and
early seventh century must be related to a general formalization of strait settlements
in the Greek world and the Mediterranean, such as Corinth, Actium (Preveza), Leucas,
Chalcis (Negroponte), Rhegion-Zancle, Messina, and the Byzantium–Chrysopolis–
Chalkedon triangle, which maintained their importance until medieval and modern
times.

New Interest in the Saronic Gulf

In the late Iron Age and early archaic period, the bay of Phaleron appears to have
suddenly gained a new importance as harbor, to judge from the extensive cemeteries
lying around it (Morris 1987: 226 no. 35). One of the few large buildings known
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from Attica at this time has recently been found in Phaleron (ArchRep 2002/3, 10,
no. 49). The Artemis sanctuary on the Mounichia promontory now flourished, as
seen by the plentiful early archaic votives the character of which indicate a purely
local, Athenian, function (Paliokrassa 1991). During the seventh century, Athens appears
to have become increasingly tied to the bay of Phaleron but also to the bay of Eleusis
and to some extent to the Piraeus. Athens thereby followed a general tendency to
focus on large harbors, as did for instance her neighbors Chalcis in Euboea and Zagora
in Andros, but also responded to increasing trade in the Saronic Gulf.

One of the main actors was the city of Corinth, which was establishing a series of
colonies in Sicily and in the Corinthian Gulf, Corfu, and the Ambracian Gulf, often
followed up by the foundation of Apollo sanctuaries (Tzouvara-Souli 2001). In addi-
tion, Corinth traded extensively in the whole of the Greek colonial world and in the
Aegean, to judge by the distribution of seventh-century Corinthian pottery. Another
important actor much closer to Athens was the island of Aegina. The sanctuary on
Kolonna Hill and to some extent the Aphaia sanctuary attracted large quantities of
pottery and exotic votives from the Eastern Greek region, Naucratis in Egypt, Cyprus,
but also from Argos, and of course Corinth.29 Already Hesiod (fr. 205 Merkelbach-
West) alluded to the Aeginetans as skilled seafarers.

Athens may have started its own trade on a modest scale, or traded via Aegina.
Exotic “oriental” votives and eastern Greek pottery now reached Athens and Eleusis.
Conversely, the characteristic Attic “SOS” amphorae, some of which date as early as
the seventh century bc have been found in Northern Africa, Spain, France, Italy,
the Levant and the Black Sea.30

Another result of the lively commerce and traffic in the Saronic Gulf was the 
increasing importance of the cemeteries to the north-west of the acropolis (in the
Kerameikos), which extended along the roads leading to the harbor of Eleusis, and
to Piraeus. Since the late Geometric period, the funerary vases placed on top of 
tumuli and tombs had become increasingly frontally accentuated. They now carried
elaborate figural scenes on the “front” while the “rear” side was black-glazed or car-
ried ornamental decoration. In other words, the marker vases no longer belonged
to the urnfield culture of the Iron Age, but represented the beginning of the long
tradition funerary art designed to be seen from the road (Houby-Nielsen 1996: 44
n.s. 11–13). By far the most numerous and elaborate marker vases and clusters of
tumuli have been found along roads in the Kerameikos. This shows that in the seventh
century, the face of the young city-state of Athens, in the shape of roads lined with
the most prestigious graves, was now concentrated in the area where roads to Eleusis
started. The status of these cemeteries continued to rise during the archaic and later
periods as the “sacred road” to Eleusis and the harbor of Piraeus grew in import-
ance. The “sacred road” came to be lined with state burials; the most prestigious
town gate, the Dipylon Gate, was erected here (Houby-Nielsen 1995; 2000); and
monumental sixth-century grave sculptures have so far only appeared in the Agora-
Kerameikos district in Athens. A spectacular new kouros and other monumental grave
sculptures have recently been excavated here (Niemeier 2003).

Increased contact with the Saronic Gulf also resulted in a more cosmopolitan ideo-
logy of death and burial, which was partly shared with aristocratic families living in
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Eleusis, Phaleron, Piraeus, and Aegina. A good indication of this is the appearance
of an “eclectic” pottery style, produced either in Athens or in Aegina (probably the
latter: Morris 1984): so-called middle Protoattic (the “Black and White style”). This
very different pottery was eclectic in the sense that it combined several distinct, attrac-
tive styles traded in the Saronic Gulf. The oriental or exotic and mythological motifs
were taken over from Protocorinthian, while the silhouette technique was east Greek,
and the monumentality and variety of shapes stood in a strictly late Geometric Attic
tradition (Morris 1984: 31–50). The new pottery was clearly designed for ceremonial
purposes and confined to the Athens–Piraeus–Aegina–Eleusis region. It was used solely
in elaborate funerary rituals, in rites connected with the worship of ancestors, or to
be dedicated at prominent sanctuaries (Whitley 1994). It was most numerous in Aegina,
where it was found in the Kolonna hill sanctuary and in rock-cut tombs. In Athens,
the vessels served as grave markers on tumuli and were burned in a dramatic holo-
caust together with the deceased (see below). Some vases have also been found in
the archaic cemetery near the Areopagus. The number of vases from sanctuaries is
smaller in Athens than in Aegina (Morris 1984: 84–9). A small number of sherds come
from the acropolis, and the Nymph sanctuary on the slopes of the acropolis. Sherds
from the Olympieion region stem from either graves or sanctuaries. Fragments of
the so-called Kerameikos painter and the Chimaera-Nessos painter have been found
in the Artemis Mounichia sanctuary. In Eleusis and Piraeus, spectacular vases derive
from burials. This distribution shows that the same type of ceremonial pottery was
consumed by leading families in Aegina, Eleusis, Athens, and Piraeus. The only differ-
ence was that the Athenians were more inclined to use the pottery in funerary rituals,
for which reason deep bowls and conical stands with protomes and funerary motifs
were more usual in Athens. The Aeginetans, on the other hand, used it for dedications
in sanctuaries, which is why ovoid kraters and dinoi with stand and neck-handled
amphorae with mythological motifs were more numerous (Morris 1984: 84–9).

It is clear that the much-debated Protoattic pottery was never made for export:
its quality could not compete with that of contemporary Corinthian pottery, and
certainly not with the sophisticated Chiot pottery produced in Naukratis which all
aristocracies in the Mediterranean appear to have wanted, including Athens–Aegina.
Rather, the pottery was a cheap imitation, meant purely for display in local funerary
and sacred rituals where it served to demonstrate that Athenian–Aeginetan–Eleusinian
leading families shared the sophisticated life of eastern Greek region and the Corinthian
world.

Another indication of the new cosmopolitan climate in Athens in the early archaic
period is the appearance of ostentatious new “performance rituals” at death and burial.
The rituals were performed in the area of the Kerameikos close to the “sacred road”
and thus clearly visible to passers-by. Among other things, they consisted of the dis-
play of an elaborate banquet service of Protoattic pottery intermixed with fowl and
vines. The service and food were displayed on wooden benches up to 12 m long.
Each bench was placed on a pyre in a low trench dug parallel to the accompanying
grave while the grave was still open. The deceased lay on a bier on top of a funerary
pyre inside the grave. The service was then deliberately broken and burned simul-
taneously with the cremation of the deceased in the open grave beside it, creating
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an elaborate holocaust ritual. Afterwards, offering trench and tomb were covered by
a common tumulus. This ritual may have been an almost theatrical enactment of male
values, such as the power of the deceased to hold banquets, a right restricted to leaders
of households, and a theme running through the Odyssey (Houby-Nielsen 1996).
The banquet service also recalled the ritual oriental reclining banquet, the marzeah
(Kistler 1998), a custom spreading especially among the upper classes in central Italy.
The ritual performed in the Kerameikos would therefore have been understood by
anyone familiar with Homeric values and the oriental reclining banquet, as most 
aristocratic families in the Greek east and west were.

Athens: The Formalization of a 
Riverbank Settlement

Some settlements on offshore islands and promontories which extended down towards
nearby rivers began to shift their focus towards these rivers and deltas during the
late Iron Age and early archaic period. The most prominent are Athens, Eleusis, and
Skala Oropos in Attica, and Eretria in Euboea. The fact that these four important
settlements are situated on riverbanks is rarely underlined in handbooks. In Athens,
the dominant rock of the acropolis is normally highlighted, due of course to the
later importance of its sanctuaries, but it should be remembered that Athens, and
in particular early archaic Athens, was also – and especially – a riverbank settlement.
Three rivers determined its immediate environment. First and foremost the huge
Kephissos river which sprang from the foothills of Mt. Parnes and emptied into the
bay of Phaleron. Secondly, the Ilissos river which sprang from Mt. Hymettos, and
thirdly the Eridanos river which sprang from the hills of Lykabettos and joined the
Kephissos. Our image of the modern city of Athens makes it difficult to grasp the
impact which these rivers had on the landscape. Plato’s description of the Ilissos river
bank as an idyllic wooded area (Phaedrus 227c) and photographs from nineteenth-
century Athens are helpful in recalling the vigor and greatness of the rivers and the
fertility of nearby land (figure 10.1).

In the early Iron Age, large cemeteries extended on either side of the two rivers
and all the way around the acropolis, indicating that settled areas lay to the north,
east and south-west of the acropolis and probably also to the north of the Eridanos
(Papadopoulos 2004, fig. 5:15). The acropolis itself was probably inhabited. In the
late Iron Age and early archaic period, Athens developed urban characteristics. An
extremely large amount of late Geometric pottery and a wealth of bronzes from the
acropolis indicate that a highly important sanctuary had now been established on
the rock (Hurwit 1999: 85–98). Below it, along the banks of the Eridanos in the
area of the classical Agora and Kerameikos, pottery and dye workshops mingled with
a hero shrine and old and new cemeteries.31 New investigations of wells and other
deposits in this area proved them to be either refuse wells or rubbish pits, while some
yielded large quantities of potter’s refuse, such as test-pieces and draw-pieces. These
wells, and the frequent mention of burials in older excavation reports, show that the
area of the classical agora was not inhabited in the late Iron Age – as hitherto thought
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Figure 10.1 The river Illissos in Athens in 1906
Source: Photo from the collection of Haris Yiakoumis, photographer unknown; after H. Yiakoumis,
Apo tin Olympia stin Athina (Toubis 2004), fig. 113.

Figure 10.2 View from the Acropolis over the “heart” of early archaic Athens, between
Artemis Agrotera, above the Illissos river and the possible site of the early archaic Agora
Source: Photo by Sanne Houby-Nielsen.
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– but used both as a burial ground and for the pottery industry (Papadopoulos 
2003: 271–5).

Furthermore, new studies in the topography of the old agora, mentioned by
Apollodoros (FGrH 244 F113), place this to the east of the acropolis under present-
day Pl. Ay. Aikaterini, on the grounds of new inscriptions and architectural finds
(Papadopoulos 2003: 282, with references). This agora accordingly formed an
extension of the actual “heart” of early archaic Athens, namely an old sanctuary 
complex situated in the marshes along the River Ilissos, to which we shall return
below (see figure 10.2). This complex comprised sacred springs, one of which, the
Enneakrounos-Kallirhoe fountain (Thuc. 2.15.4–5), later became the most vener-
ated of all Athenian public monuments. Also, it was in this area that a truly monu-
mental temple, perhaps the earliest in Athens, was erected: a massive M-shaped
foundation 2.5 m thick beneath the enormous late archaic temple for the Olympian
Zeus probably stems from an earlier huge temple-related structure (Parker 1996: 68).
Similarly, the earliest sanctuary in the late archaic and classical Agora situated to the
north of the acropolis – the altar of the Twelve Gods – was located on the banks of
the Eridanos river (Camp 2001: 32–4). To the north-west of Athens, the Poseidon
Hippios cult on the Kolonos Hippios overlooked the Kephissos river in much the
same manner as the Poseidon cult in Helice in Achaea or the Artemis Laphria cult
in Calydon in Aetolia overlooked the deltas of huge border rivers.

It is of importance for the development of Athens that much the same city plan
is found in Eretria and to some extent right opposite Eretria on the Attic coast, at
Skala Oropos. Iron Age Eretria was situated in the very delta of a river. In fact, in the
early part of the Iron Age, the settlement was encircled by water as it was situated
in between a branch of the river, the river itself and the coast of the Euripos Sea
(Auberson and Schefold 1972). The poor burials, pottery and other finds clearly show
that the early Iron Age settlement was small and insignificant, and hardly extended
beyond the river and its branch. In the late Iron Age, however, there is a clear boom
in material. Rich late Geometric layers were found in all trenches of the excavations,
indicating that the settlement now extended from the seashore all the way up to the
acropolis, situated about 1.5 km inland, amounting to a habitation area of about 
45 ha. As in Athens, the sacred, “public” and industrial heart of the settlement was
situated on the riverbank, and the industrial quarters lay near or among rich ceme-
teries and a hero shrine.

Right opposite Eretria, a very similar settlement has been excavated in recent years
at Skala Oropos. Early Iron Age remains are few, while the site clearly blossomed in
the late Iron Age and early archaic period. The settlement lies in flat, marshy territory
at the outlet of a large river. Again a cluster of apsidal buildings for cultic and indus-
trial purposes extended along the river, among which metal industry was prominent.
A spring near the river was perhaps the object of veneration, as in Athens: the large
peribolos structure enclosing finds of cultic character may have been devoted to the
nymph Alia, later named Leukothea, to judge by an inscription of the Hellenistic
period found in the vicinity (ArchRep 1997/8, 17–18).

This sudden focus on rivers, producing hero shrines, industries and complex sanc-
tuaries on the actual riverbanks, probably also emerged elsewhere in Greece. Many
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classical sanctuaries situated on rivers were originally – that is, in the late Iron Age
and early archaic period – “sacred hearts” of urban communities which became 
“suburban” or “extra-urban” after the community had moved to a larger center as
a result of a synoecism process and thus “left them behind.” This was the case, for
example, with the Artemis Triklaria and Larisaean Athena sanctuaries in Achaea, on
the banks of the Meilichos and Larisa rivers, respectively (Paus. 7.20.7–9; 17.5), and
probably the Artemis Limnatis and Artemis Nemydia sanctuaries in the same region.32

The late Geometric-early archaic sanctuaries in the plains of the Acheloos river – the
largest river in Greece – revealed by surveys in the region of Stratos in Acarnania could
be yet other examples.33 Other cities at large rivers such as Trikala, Arta, Orchomenos
and Larisa are likely to have a similar prehistory, and striking parallels in the Medi-
terranean make the Attic-Euboean and Greek riverbank communities stand out as a
“settlement type.” Apart from Phoenician or Phoenician-influenced forerunners in
Cyprus such as Ledra (Nicosia) which was divided by the Pedieos river and Salamis
at the outlet of this river, one thinks of Greek parallels such as Ephesus and Miletus
on the Maeander, Naucratis in the Nile delta, or the Greek ports at Agde and Narbo
on the Iberian coast in the delta of the Herault and the Atax rivers respectively. Greek-
influenced centers such as Lydian Sardis and Etruscan Rome provide other parallels.
In the latter, a strongly Greek-influenced archaic sanctuary complex has been exca-
vated at St. Omobono on the banks of the Tiber, with architectural decoration which
partly recalls the Artemis temple in Corfu (Bartoloni 1982: 115–21).

All in all, the riverbank settlement became formalized in Attica and neighboring
regions at a time when contacts between the East and the West of the Mediterranean
were intensifying and Greek colonial enterprises had started in earnest; Eretria and
Skala Oropos, supported by Athens, appear to have been greatly involved. Studies
of archaic Athens which overlook the location of Athens on rivers, therefore, omit
one of the most important and characteristic aspects of archaic Attic social life.34

The Appearance of Water-related Sanctuaries

The way in which settlements turned their attention to nearby rivers is especially 
visible from a series of important sanctuaries founded on riverbanks and in deltas at
the same time as other sanctuaries were founded close to the seashore and at springs.
New categories of sanctuaries, all focused on water, came into existence, and those
in Athens were particularly impressive.

In the late eighth and the seventh century, no fewer than eleven sanctuaries were
founded in marshy deltas or directly on the seashores of South Boeotia, Attica, and
Euboea. At Aulis, the Artemis sanctuary was founded on a spring close to the seashore.
Opposite Aulis, in Eretria, the earliest sanctuary was situated not far from the seashore,
in marshy fields on the western riverbank of a branch of a large river.35 Approximately
5 km to the south lay the famous Artemis sanctuary at Amarynthos on the southern
bank of the Erasinos, about 1.5 km inland. Opposite these, at Skala Oropos, ellipsoidal
buildings which appear from their finds to have served cultic purposes were founded
in the marshes of a river delta. Further to the south, an important sanctuary was
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founded at Brauron in the alluvial marshland of a river in between two rocky hills;
we ought to locate the Apollo temple at Prasiai here as well (Pausanias 1.31.2). Only
a few kilometres to the south, at Loutsa, another Artemis sanctuary was founded no
more than 50 m from the sea. In classical times this became the so-called Artemis
Tauropolos sanctuary at Halai Araphenides, so important in Greek drama. Rounding
the tip of Attica, we find the Apollo, Artemis, and Leto sanctuary situated on the very
shore of the bay of the Vouliagmeni promontory. In Eleusis, the late Geometric–
early archaic sanctuary stretched from near the seashore along the slopes of the
Eleusinian promontory and thus faced the western bank of another large river called
Kephissos which empties into the bay.

Finally, as already indicated above, the oldest, largest, and most complex group
of sanctuaries in Athens and Attica lay on the banks of the Ilissos. From early times
this river was connected with the cults of Artemis Agrotera, Pan, the river god Acheloos
and the Nymphs, as well as Apollo Pythios and Delphinios, Ge, Dionysos en limnais
(in the marshes) – the seat of one of the oldest festivals in Athens, the Anthesteria
– Zeus Olympios, Aphrodite, and Demeter.36 The archaeological evidence from the
early period is sparse, as the area has not been systematically excavated. On the 
northern bank, old excavations mention a two-roomed building and an apsidal com-
partment dated to the eighth century and probably located near the eastern side of
the classical Apollo Delphinios temple (Mazarakis-Ainian 1997: 245).

An image of Pan is carved in the rock and the remains of a fine Ionic in antis
temple similar to the Nike temple on the acropolis still stand high above the river.
This may be identified with the Artemis Agrotera sanctuary and is likely to have had
a much earlier predecessor. The most powerful reminder of the importance of the
area is the enormous late archaic temple for Zeus Olympios, begun by Hippias and
Hipparchos and finished by Hadrian, which, as mentioned earlier, may have had a
pre-Peisistratid monumental forerunner. Although Doric in style, it was designed to
compete in size and splendor with the Ionian temples in Samos, Miletus, and other
places. The topographical setting of this new category of sanctuaries close to a river
or the seashore must have determined their activities in many ways.

The Eridanos and Ilissos rivers were tributaries of the great River Kephissos, which
caught up all the water from the mountains surrounding the Attic plain and nourished
the Attic fields through countless canals and wells. However, in spite of the idyllic
atmosphere along the Ilissos described by Plato, the rivers were also feared in anti-
quity for their vast inundations. In 1896 the Kephissos and Ilissos rivers still caused
an inundation which drowned 35 people.37 Likewise, the Eleusinian Kephissos river
was feared in antiquity due to its strong torrents and frequent inundations. During
the time of Hadrian the whole sanctuary of Eleusis was flooded and dams were built.
The impressive size and strength of the Hadrianic bridge (50 m long, 5.30 m wide,
four arches, the central one of which has a span of 6.90 m) built at the spot where the
Sacred Road crossed the Kephissos, about one kilometre to the east of the sanctuary,
suffice as testimony to the power of the river (Travlos 1950). Excavations at Skala
Oropos, Eretria, and Brauron have also proved that the rivers here often flooded the
sanctuaries, and that inundations finally caused the destruction of those at Brauron
and Skala Oropos. The sanctuaries at the Ilissos probably suffered too. Similarly, the
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Artemis Tauropolos and the Apollo, Artemis and Leto sanctuaries lay so close to the
waterfront that inundations must have constituted a severe threat.

It is a curious fact that it was close to these coastlines and the outlets of these
rivers – the annual rhythm of which people knew from thousands of years of living
in the coastal zones of Attica – that people in the early archaic period placed their
most prestigious sanctuaries. Elsewhere in Greece and the Mediterranean regular 
inundations sometimes formed an integrated part of the rituals in river and seashore
sanctuaries. Certain cases are the Artemis Orthia in Sparta, probably also the fertility
sanctuary on the banks of the Acheloos river separating Aetolia and Acarnania, and
certainly the rural fertility cult near the village of Ay. Irini in Cyprus, where hundreds
of votive statuettes each year were literally and intentionally “drowned.” 38 The Apollo
sanctuary in Halieis in the Peloponnese drowned in the sea, and near Syracuse an
archaic sanctuary has been excavated in sand dunes no more than 60 m from the
sea (Jameson 1974). On the small promontory of Aliki (probably originally an island)
in Thasos, an archaic Artemis sanctuary has been excavated on the beach.

Perhaps one of the major reasons for the sudden appearance of water-related 
sanctuaries in Attica and neighboring regions – and also in the wider Mediterranean
– should be sought in Ionia. The most prominent river-delta sanctuary in the Greek
world was the Artemis sanctuary in Delos, situated on the bank of the Inopos and
dating back to at least the eighth century. According to the so-called Hymn for Apollo,
the god was born under a palm tree at the side of a lake created by the delta of 
the River Inopos. A sanctuary enclosing the tree lay here and for centuries was the
focus of a procession. In archaic times, it was first controlled by Naxos, then by the
Peisistratids of Athens and then the tyrant Polycrates of Samos, showing its extreme
importance. The Athenians appear to have built a sanctuary situated further up the
hill – for Hera – in Delos as early as 650.

A related sanctuary was the Artemision in Ephesus, founded in the eighth century
and situated both on the spot of a freshwater spring and on the bank of the river
Selinus. Like Eretria, Skala Oropos and the Ilissos river sanctuary, early Ephesus con-
sisted of a sanctuary complex, not just a single temple (Bammer 1998). The Apollo
sanctuary in Didyma was also centered on a spring and lay right on the seashore, and
in Miletus, Artemis possessed a temenos of her own already from the seventh century,
complete with spring, rock basin, and altar. The Artemis Tauropolos in Ikaria lay
right at the outlet of the Chalares river into the Aegean Sea, and hot springs are found
nearby, strongly reminiscent of the archaic sanctuary on the shore of Vouliagmeni
in Attica. This connection between water and Artemis is interesting, as several of the
Attic-Euboean water cults may be connected with Artemis or Apollo in the late archaic
period. Apart from Eretria, Amarynthos, Brauron, it should be remembered that Apollo
and Artemis were also very strong in early Athens. In fact, the earliest monumental
depiction of gods in Attic art is of Artemis and Apollo shown as a Delian pair on
the so-called Orestheia krater from about 650 bc. Artemis also appears as Potnia
Theron, “mistress of the animals,” on vases by the Sophilos painter from the early
sixth century.

All in all, the reputations and religious ideas of the great Delian and Ephesian
sanctuaries may well have spread like ripples across a pond throughout the Greek
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world, promoting the appearance of water-related sanctuaries in Attica and neigh-
boring regions. If so, the character of the early cults in Attica constitute additional
evidence for intimate social interaction between Attica and Asia Minor noted at the
start of this chapter.

The Sixth-century Transformation: 
The Filling-in of the Attic Countryside

Since the coasts of Attica were part of major cultural developments characterizing
the early archaic Mediterranean, they must have been inhabited by a multicultural
and cosmopolitan population. However, the material and written sources for this
period are few and one-sided, and evidence for inland settlement is especially poor.
In these respects, sixth-century Attica stands out as totally transformed (Parker 1996:
67–101). All of a sudden, monumental remains of not only sacred but also civic
buildings and extensive cemeteries with elaborate grave markers appear, and these
remains, especially the grave markers, are not restricted to the coastal zones but appear
in plenty in the inland. Written sources – though admittedly mostly of a later date
– and epigraphic testimony in combination with archaeology may even provide us
with glimpses of individual personalities and political struggles, and give us a good
idea of social values, reform programmes, laws and sacred calendars. The sources
combine to indicate that by the middle of the century, Athens dominated all of the
Attic peninsula, from Eleusis in the south-west, including Salamis, to Eleutherai in
the north-west, and all the way up to Oropos in the north-east. Many nearby islands
were also under Athenian domination. Whereas formerly coastal subregions com-
municated as much with neighbors across the waters as with each other, now one
center exerted its influence on all subregions and struggled to extend her domination
to neighboring regions. This unification was known to the ancients as synoecism and
attributed to the mythological figure of Theseus.

Evidence that Athens has become a true civic and religious center for all of the
Attic peninsula appears at the beginning of the sixth century and is regarded by many
scholars as the earliest sign of a true Athenian city-state. As mentioned, a huge M-
shaped foundation beneath the Olympieion may be connected with a monumental
stone temple which is likely to predate the Peisistratid temple by at least some decades
(Parker 1996, 68, n. 4). Nearby, an Ionic peristyle complex has been excavated on
the lower eastern slopes of the acropolis (under the present-day Pl. Aiaikaterini) and
identified with an early archaic city hall (prytaneion) alluded to in ancient sources
(Papadopoulos 2003). If this identification is correct, the agora in Attica was first
formalized at this stage, and placed in such a way as to form an extension of the
sacred Ilissos river area. Perhaps these early buildings are connected with Solon, and
perhaps Athens also acquired its first city wall in this period; at any rate, passages in
Thucydides may be interpreted in this way (Thuc. 1.89.3, 93.2; 6.57.1–3).

Another piece of evidence is the sudden explosion in pottery industry and export,
in particular to Asia Minor. The Black Figure technique becomes highly developed
and the pottery is so similar in style, and non-regional, that a coherent group of
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craftsmen must lie behind it. In Asia Minor, Attic Black Figure pottery begins to
appear 600–575, and in most places the number of imports increases dramatically
in 575–550 or 550–525 (Tuna-Nörling 1995: 103–47). Most of this industry is
likely to be associated with the archaeological remains of pottery workshops to the
north of the acropolis, in the area of the classical agora.

Major new developments around 550 provide further evidence of the pre-eminence
of Athens. On the acropolis, already a site of cult activity in earlier periods, the first
certain signs of an important cult of Athena appeared. The Iliad and Odyssey allude
to a house or temple shared by Erechtheus and Athena on the acropolis (Il. 2.554;
Od. 7.81) and the earliest – possible – depiction of Athena in Attic art, on an amphora
by the Polyphemos painter (ca. 650), was found in a grave in Eleusis. In 575–550,
however, there are many signs that Athena was being promoted as the protectress
of Athens. The acropolis suddenly became the object of a major building programme:
the first korai appeared, soon followed by the erection of a monumental stone temple.
Fragments of brightly painted pedimental sculpture of limestone and a large number
of column fragments point to a large Doric temple dating to ca. 550. At approximately
the same time, a polygonal retaining wall for a monumental ramp leading up to the
acropolis was built (Camp 2001: 31, fig. 27). Furthermore, a bronze statuette of Athena
as Palladion found on the acropolis must be dated to this period (Hurwitt 1999,
22, fig. 20). In subsequent decades, the production of korai accelerated. All in all,
no less than 297 korai have been found on the acropolis, making Athens the busiest
producer of korai in the eastern Mediterranean. The majority date to 510–480, and
were most likely set up by families of girls elected as arrephoroi, that is, given the
privilege of carrying the peplos for the cult statue of Athena.

Perhaps contemporary with the building programme on the acropolis, another major
change appears to have taken place. Pottery industry and burial activity were cleared
from the area to the north of the acropolis and a new agora was laid out, turning the
focus of the city from the areas to the east to those to the north of the acropolis
(Papadopoulos 2003: 276–9). These major changes on the acropolis and in the Agora
have been connected with the establishment of the Greater Panathenaea, a festival
of panhellenic appeal, which began with a procession crossing the new agora and
culminating on the acropolis. They have also been attributed to the tyrant Peisistratos,
who was also said to have promoted ancient cults in the Ilissos river area and to have
established there the oldest and most venerated of all Athenian public monuments,
the Enneakrounos-Kallirhoe fountain (Thuc. 2.15.4–5).

Many other measures were taken to make Athens the center of Attica. By the end
of the sixth century, local cults – often celebrated in the border zones of Attica –
had been copied or moved to Athens. A well-known case is the Demeter cult at
Eleusis which had attained Panhellenic status and was copied in Athens through the
so-called city Eleusinion and Metroon in Agrai. The important cult of Dionysos at
Ikaria to the north of Mt. Pentelicon was established in Athens on the south slope
of the acropolis and a city festival for Dionysos was founded to match a rural Dionysia
festival. The Artemis Brauronia cult appears to have been copied on the acropolis and
the cult statue of Dionysos at Eleutherai, mentioned earlier, was probably transferred
to Athens in this period (Shapiro 1989: 67–101; Parker 1996: 92). Burial customs
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changed abruptly around 560 bc. In the Kerameikos cemeteries, the ritual of placing
a ritual banquet service in a separate offering trench disappeared. Instead, adults were
equipped with oil flasks (lekythoi), a custom which was to last for more than a century
and spread to Asia Minor (Houby-Nielsen 1992: table 8; 1995: 137).

In the decades 510–480, yet another important change occurred. The acropolis
appears to have been given a whole new monumental aspect through the erection
of a new temple for Athena (on the so-called Dörpfeld foundation). A few years later,
a splendid new temple, all in marble, and a new entrance building were begun, pre-
decessors to the Parthenon and the Propylaia (Hurwit 1999: 110–15). The Agora
became monumentalized through the building of the Royal Stoa in the north-west
corner. Burial customs indicate the arrival of new social values. For the first time in
the history of Athens and Attica, a concept of “infancy” and “early childhood” up
to the age of around 3 or 4, perhaps 5 or 6, was clearly expressed in burial customs
and the number of infant and small-child burials increased dramatically. They con-
tinued to be numerous throughout most of the fifth century and may be related 
to a new concern by the burying families and the Athenian city-state to underline
the importance of legitimate children, that is, future citizens (Houby-Nielsen 1995: 
147–50; 2000).

Turning to the Attic countryside, we find towards the middle of the sixth century
the first undeniable sign in millennia of new and much more intense settlement activ-
ity: the erection of very large grave mounds, up to 40 m in diameter, elaborate grave
stelae with images of the deceased in relief or painted, and the erection of funerary
kouroi, and occasionally korai (Houby-Nielsen 1995: 153–6) (figure 10.3). These rich
funerary monuments which mostly commemorate men with a certain public status
may be related not only to growing wealth among country people but also to a new
road network across the Attic countryside which facilitated communication with Athens.
The grave stelae and funerary kouroi were erected beside the grave mound (not on top),
close to the road (D’Onofrio 1982). Their bases carried inscriptions which sometimes
directly addressed passers-by and commemorated public virtues of the deceased, shared
by upper classes in Attica and Athens (Houby-Nielsen 1995: 132).

The new importance of the countryside is indicated also by the formalization of
the road network by the setting up of herms, marble shafts with a set of male genitalia
and crowned by a portrait of the god Hermes. Plato refers to roads in the country
marked with posts and carrying moral maxims of Hipparchus, son of Peisistratos
(Hipparchos 228–9). Actual herms have recently been found in Rhamnous, Sounion,
and Koropi (Parker 1996: 80–3). Apparently a very fine one said “the Memorial of
Hipparchos: deceive not a friend” and stood on the Steireian road, which followed
the old route connecting the harbor of Perati and the sanctuary at Brauron with
Athens (Camp 2001: 37–8). It is also now that Pan, the god of eschatiai, the marginal
lands or the edges, suddenly becomes popular. Besides at Athens and Eleusis, his caves
have been found on Mt. Parnassos, Mt. Pentelicon, Mt. Hymettos, and Mt. Aigaleos
(Borgeaud 1988; Camp 2001, 50). Certain peak sanctuaries also acquired a somewhat
more monumental aspect in the sixth century (Lauter 1985; Langdon 1976).

Many of the developments described above have traditionally been attributed scholars
to the lawgiver Solon, the popular tyrant Peisistratos and his sons, and the reformer
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Cleisthenes. However, none of these men acted in a vacuum. Rather, their actions
and cultural-historical developments in the sixth century responsed to developments
elsewhere. The festival of the Greater Panathenaea was established in competition
with the old Panhellenic festivals in Nemea, Isthmia, Delphi, and Olympia. The monu-
mentalization of sanctuaries in the Ilissos river area and on the acropolis responded
to contemporary, ambitious large-scale temple building at e.g. Didyma and Miletos
(Niemeier 1999: 373–413) and the monumentalization of the Demeter Malophoros
sanctuary on the banks of the Sele river in Sicily, just as the choice of the Doric order
for the Olympieion probably owes much to the huge contemporary temples at Acragas
in Sicily. Similarly, the transfer to or “copying” of sanctuaries in Athens reminds one
of the cults of the communities of Aroe, Mesoa, and Antheia which were moved to
Patras as part of a synoecism (Houby-Nielsen 2001: 267). Unusually huge grave
mounds and the character of the associated grave gifts and burial customs recall Lydian 
“luxury,” tryphe, which spread to Asia Minor (Houby-Nielsen 1995: 166–7). The
monumentalization of some Attic peak sanctuaries is matched, for instance, by the
monumentalization of the Zeus sanctuary on Mt. Oros in Aegina (Goette 1993:
272–5), or the rich finds from two archaic sanctuaries in the mountains behind Carystos
in Euboea (Keller 1985, 188–9, sites 33, 56).

Figure 10.3 The distribution of archaic grave monuments in Attica
Source: Map drawn by Lars Östling, based on data by Richter (1961; 1968; 1970) and Curtius and
Kaupert (1881–1903).

1 Anavysos
2 Athens
3 Brauron
4 Charvati
5 Dionysos
6 Eleusis
7 Erikia
8 Glyphada
9 Kalyvia

10 Keratea
11 Koukovaones
12 Kouvaras
13 Lamptrai
14 Laurion
15 Levi
16 Peania

17 Marathon
18 Markopoulo
19 Merenda
20 Moschato
21 N. Phaleron
22 Peania
23 Phoenikia
24 P. Phaleron
25 Sepolia
26 Sounion
27 Spata
28 Stamata
29 Vari
30 Velanideza
31 Volomandra
32 Vourva
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The sudden leap in the cultural and social development of Athens in the sixth
century, therefore, cannot be attributed to three outstanding men, but needs to be
seen in the light of the intensified trading and other contacts which made Athens’
position on the main route between east and west very central and tightened her
contacts with Asia Minor. In fact, the whole process of filling-in of the countryside
reminds one of the Greek colonies where an initial and tentative settlement on a pro-
montory or offshore island is often followed by a gradual filling-in of the hinterland
and founding of scattered rural sanctuaries (as at Metapontum: Carter 1994). The
Cleisthenic reforms provided a much-needed administrative system to cope with a
new interest in the countryside in Attica, as elsewhere in the Greek world. Archaic
Athens and Attica may rightly be characterized as prosperous and flowering. The
recipe, however, for this success was openness to ideas, influences and persons from
outside Attica. The Persian wars have come to stand as a turning point in western
history and mark the end of a formative period – the archaic age – in Greek history.
In a way, however, they were the extreme expression of intimate ties between Attica
and the east across millennia and constitute the ultimate proof that Attica is best
understood from the sea.

NOTES
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The Cyclades and Euboea

It is quite common to study the history and archaeology of the islands of the Cyclades
and Euboea in relation to the surrounding continents with which they interacted at
all periods.1 Each island developed its own cultural characteristics, especially at the
beginning of the Early Iron Age, although especially in the classical period these
gradually became less evident as powerful city states, notably Athens, tried to impose
their rule in the Aegean. From an early date, however, the chain of islands of the
Cyclades and Euboea communicated closely with one another and formed a bridge
between east and west. A Cycladic koine is discernible, as is an even more widespread
Euboean koine (Lemos 1998) extending to the coasts of northern Greece, Thessaly,
Phthiotis and East Locris. Both Euboea and the Cyclades maintained particularly
strong ties with Attica in this early formative period. Several cultural features are com-
mon to all these islands, as well as to the Sporades, Skyros in particular (Sapouna-
Sakellaraki 2002). Moreover, Euboean influence is clearly manifested in the material
culture of some Cycladic islands, such as Naxos and Andros, especially during the
Geometric period. According to Strabo (10.1.10), Eretria was in control of several
islands, including Andros, Tenos and Kea; at what date this may have happened is,
however, a matter of conjecture.

The Protogeometric and Geometric periods

At the end of the thirteenth and throughout the twelfth century bc the Aegean region
is characterized by a series of violent destructions. Some of them may be safely assigned
to human action, as for instance at Koukounaries on Paros (Schilardi 1984), others
to earthquakes (Phylakopi on Melos, Grotta on Naxos). In some places settlements
were abandoned, while in others occupation continued,2 usually after a period of
desertion, and often at a slightly different location, as at Grotta, where the area of the

CHAPTER ELEVEN

The Aegean

Alexander Mazarakis Ainian and 
Iphigeneia Leventi
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previous settlement now served as a burial ground and the community apparently
resided on the low acropolis (Lambrinoudakis 1988). A number of new settlements
were founded some way inland, presumably for the sake of safety from threats com-
ing from the sea. This phenomenon is most characteristic of Crete (Nowicky 2000),
but may be observed on a smaller scale in the Cyclades as well. Xobourgo, on 
Tenos, is a good example of a naturally defensible site of the Dark Ages, though the
lower settlement was provided with a “Cyclopean” circuit wall which was extended
during the archaic period (Kourou 2001a; 2001b; 2002). Other such protected 
sites inhabited during the Dark Ages were Koukounaries on Paros, Froudi tou
Kalamitsiou on Siphnos, Rizokastelia on Naxos (Kourou 2001b: 171). Ay. Andreas
on Siphnos and Ay. Spyridon on Melos have also been said to fit the pattern, 
but this seems less probable today.3 Natural defensibility combined with proximity
to protected harbors seems to have conditioned the choice of most major island 
settlements of the EIA. The danger of sea raids was presumably great and this may
be why Cycladic settlements were fortified earlier than those of the mainland.
Xobourgo, Vathy Limenari at Donousa, Zagora and Ypsili on Andros, Minoa on
Amorgos were already fortified by the end of the Geometric period, sometimes reusing
pre-existing fortifications of the LBA (Koukounaries, Ay. Andreas on Siphnos).4 Most
Cycladic poleis appear to have acquired substantial fortification walls by the time of
the Persian wars, though lack of excavation means that their dating cannot yet be
accurately fixed.5 The Euboean settlements, on the other hand, appear to have been
fortified rather late, perhaps due to their naval supremacy which minimized threats
from the sea. Eretria was apparently fortified only in the archaic period. Indeed, it
seems probable that the so-called “fortification wall” of ca. 700 served primarily to
preserve the inhabited area from inundation by the torrent which passed through
the settlement, rather than for purposes of defence.6

The breakdown of the LBA centers of power and the population movements in
the mainland, through the islands, and to the shores of Asia Minor gradually led to
the formation of the geopolitical map of the historical era. In the Cyclades at least
120 EIA sites have so far been recorded, 27 of which have produced evidence for
occupation during the PG period (Gounaris 1999: 111), while in Euboea 44 EIA
sites have been catalogued, half of which bear evidence for occupation during the
PG period (Gounaris 2002: 705). These figures should be considered with caution,
since they represent the progress of archaeological research of the last century or so,
which has been rather selective.7 According to the available data, however, Euboea
seems to have been more densely settled than the Cyclades in the PG period. The
most flourishing settlement of the period must have been Lefkandi, judging by 
the wealth of the funerary offerings of the known cemeteries and the monumental
apsidal building with the “heroic” burials on the summit of the Toumba hill.

Around the end of the eleventh century we seem to witness a process of re-
organization of social and political communities in the wider Aegean area and a new
ruling class appears to take over, as suggested also by the changes in burial customs
which brought “order” after “chaos” (Morris 2000: 195–256). As a rule in each
island a new main settlement had been founded during the Dark Ages and only 
occasionally did future poleis develop upon the ruins of a substantial LBA settlement,
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as at Naxos. This process, as the material evidence suggests, was well on its way 
during the later Geometric period. It is interesting to note that in some islands (for
instance Kea, Mykonos, Syros, Amorgos) there was more than one city-state from
the archaic period onwards. No single explanation will suffice for this phenomenon;
each case must be examined separately. For instance, it has been argued that the
division of Kea into four territories reflects either different periods of settling, or
Athenian intervention designed to break the power of a single polis which was a poten-
tial danger to the Athenian state.8 It is noteworthy that the largest Cycladic islands,
such as Naxos, Andros, Paros, Melos, had only one single polis. By contrast, Euboea,
due to its great size, was divided into large territories controlled by independent
city-states.

In the uncertain conditions which characterized the Dark Ages, communications
with other regions of the Mediterranean and the Aegean were curtailed, though the
sea routes were not totally forgotten and contacts did not altogether cease. Lefkandi
in particular seems to have renewed contacts with Cyprus and the Levant already 
in the mid-tenth century (Popham 1994). They were intensified from the ninth 
century onwards, presumably thanks to improving standards of living, and motivated
not least by the need for metals. Several scholars believe that the Greeks derived
their knowledge of metal technology from Cyprus, and that the Euboeans traded
iron in return of copper (Kourou 1990/1: 273–4; 1994). Such an explanation 
accords well with the moulds found at Xeropolis, dated ca. 900, which were used
for casting bronze tripods in the Cypriot style.9 Archaeological finds in the Aegean
testify to the movement of artisans, especially metalworkers, from the Levant, and
to the intensification of the islanders’ contacts with Asia Minor and the Eastern
Mediterranean.10 This mingling of artists, artisans, merchants, and perhaps mercenaries
from both areas allowed a series of developments which would thereafter charac-
terize the culture of the islands. The widespread use of iron had a dramatic impact
on societies not only in the Greek world but throughout the entire Mediterranean
basin. Certain islands, especially the Western Cyclades and Euboea, thanks to their
rich metal ores (Siphnos: Herodotus 3.57.4–6, Pausanias 10.11.2), seem to have
played a leading role not only in the trade and exchange of metals but also in the
transmission of the new technology, which appears to have spread from the East to
the West. Moreover, one of the reasons for the Greek expansion towards the North
Aegean (especially Chalcidice) and initially the west (Pithekoussai and Kyme), in which
Chalcis and Eretria were pioneers, was doubtless the trade for metals. Some Cycladic
islands such as Naxos, Paros, Andros and Thera,11 also founded emporia or colonies,
many of which were at or near areas rich in metals. In view of this, one could argue
that those who managed the metal “industry” and the trade in metals must have
attained great power (Mazarakis Ainian 2006).

Euboea and, to a lesser degree, the Cyclades played a leading role in the 
adoption and spread of the alphabet. Greek inscriptions of the late eighth and early
seventh century have been found at Xeropolis-Lefkandi, Eretria, Oropos, Zagora,
Grotta, Thera, Amorgos, Anaphe and Syros, as well as in remote areas where
Euboean presence was strong, in Syria (Al Mina) and South Italy.12 Interaction 
and common interests with the Phoenicians in the Aegean and elsewhere led to the
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adoption of their alphabet (see Herodotus 5.58.1–2). Tangible evidence of such inter-
action is a Semitic graffito of the late ninth or early eighth century, scratched on a
local MG I cup, recently identified among the numerous graffiti from the sanctuary
of Apollo at Eretria,13 alongside significant numbers of Orientalia encountered in
both sacred and funerary contexts all over the Aegean during the Geometric period.
Among the places where Greeks, especially Euboeans, met Phoenicians and adopted
their alphabet, Al Mina (Jeffery and Johnston 1961a: 11–12) and Pithekoussai
(Coldstream 1993; Jeffery and Johnston 1990: 7) have been cited, as well as the
Dorian islands where interaction with Phoenicians is either documented archaeologically
(Crete14) or through later sources (Thera,15 Rhodes16), but current archaeological
evidence points, rather, to a location in the South Euboean channel, in the region
of Chalcis-Eretria and Oropos.17 The Eretrian graffito suggests that it is likely that
when Pithekoussai was first settled around 775, the Euboean colonists were already
acquainted with writing. It is in any case beyond question that the Euboeans played
a crucial role in the adoption and dissemination of the alphabet.

The islands flourished during the Geometric and archaic periods but subsequently
declined. Until the Persian wars, as a rule, each island city-state retained its polit-
ical autonomy, despite the fact that Athenian interests in the area were manifested
already during the sixth century. Thus most islands had, for example, struck silver
coins already by the end of the century.18 During this period of “autonomy” we
hear of several interstate wars. Rivalry for control of sea routes led to clashes
between the more important powers of the era, such as Naxos and Paros. Chalcis
and Eretria were involved in the protracted conflict known as the Lelantine War, in
which other powers of the Aegean also participated (for instance Paros and Naxos
probably supported Eretria and Chalcis, respectively). The reasons for this conflict
must have been complex and were certainly not restricted to control of the fertile
Lelantine plain. The date of the war is still a matter of debate, but is best placed
around 700, when Hesiod won a tripod in the musical contest at the funeral games
of king Amphidamas of Chalcis (Works and Days 654–9). The abandonment shortly
before 700 of Xeropolis-Lefkandi (sometimes identified with “Old Eretria”: Strabo
9.403; 10.448), the “prince” buried by the future West Gate at Eretria (Bérard 1970),
a skyphos containing ca. 500 gr. of gold hidden beneath the floor of an oval house
at Eretria around the same period (Themelis 1983; Le Rider and Verdan 2002) may
be linked with the same war, as may the praise of Archilochos of Paros for the Euboeans’
heroic style of fighting. Strabo (448) mentions an inscription in the sanctuary of
Artemis Amarynthia in Eretria which stipulated the rules of warfare.19 The polyan-
drion on Paros, which contained the funerary urns of ca. 150 warriors who presumably
fell in battle (Zapheiropoulou 1999), is a further indication of clashes between 
rising states in this period.

The prevailing architectural forms in EIA Euboea, including Oropos which
appears to have originated as an Eretrian outpost, were the apsidal and oval. The
former was perhaps best suited for the dwellings of the elite (Lefkandi/Toumba; the
so-called “Daphnephoreion” at Eretria; Oropos Θ2), though two-roomed oval
buildings, otherwise rarely encountered in the EIA, could serve similar functions
(Viglatouri; Oropos Building Θ1). Normal dwellings were usually oval single-roomed
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buildings but by the end of the eighth century they started being replaced by 
rectangular structures. Round buildings mainly served for storage, and occasionally
as shrines. Interior furnishings consist of pit hearths and less often of stone-built
benches. The superstructure was of mud bricks, resting on a stone socle, and roofs
were thatched. Orientation towards the South prevails, in order to avoid the north-
ern winds. Clusters of buildings seem to have formed family units (oikoi; Mazarakis
Ainian 2002a; 2003), often surrounded by an enclosure wall (Viglatouri; Xeropolis-
Lefkandi; Oropos). Within these “compounds” there were various household and
artisans’ installations, including pottery kilns and wells. At Oropos and Eretria 
intensive metalworking activities were carried out near certain important units
(Mazarakis Ainian 1998c; 2002a; 2002b; Verdan 2007; Doonan and Mazarakis Ainian
2007). In both places, infants and children were buried near these compounds 
during the LG and early archaic periods, but this practice ceased before the mid 
seventh century (Vlachou 2007; Blandin 2005). A similar situation occurs at the site
of the future Athenian Agora, which contained workshops in the EIA, as argued
recently (Papadopoulos 2003), which probably served as dwellings at the same time.
Archaeological evidence suggests that during the EIA craft specialization had not
yet advanced beyond household level.20

In the Cyclades the situation is quite different. Houses and cult buildings were 
as a rule constructed entirely of stone, while marble architectural members (bases
for wooden columns, thresholds, etc.) were already being used in the eighth cen-
tury in public architecture (Melanes, Yria). Settlements in the Geometric and archaic
periods consist of rectangular agglutinative units usually adapted to the sloping 
landscape and making use of the natural bedrock. Curvilinear plans are uncommon
but not unknown, especially in the PG period (Koukounaries). Corners of houses
were often rounded in order to facilitate traffic. Roofs were presumably flat, though
pitched roofs will characterize temple architecture and public buildings from the sixth
century onwards. It seems that the idea of replacing the flat ceiling with a sloping
roof was invented by the Naxians, ca. 550 (see esp. the “Telesterion” at Gyroulas,
near Sangri). Interior furnishings comprise central hearths lined with vertical slabs,
benches along the walls for sitting and storage, and various cists and bins for 
storage.21

In the Cyclades, unlike Euboea, agglutinative units were the norm. A good 
example are the houses at Zagora. These originally consisted of one main room 
and a porch, serving a variety of functions, and later developed into multi-roomed
courtyard houses with differentiated functions. All houses were turned inward and
were accessible via a narrow door which opened onto the public space.22

In a number of EIA settlements certain buildings which stand out for their archi-
tectural layout, location, furnishings and movable finds may be identified as rulers’
dwellings (Mazarakis Ainian 1997). It has been possible to trace such buildings in
larger settlements which have been excavated to a significant degree.23 In smaller
settlements which have revealed most of their layout it has not been possible to 
identify such structures (Donousa, Ay. Andreas); this may be explained either by 
the character of these sites24 or the nature of the preserved data (i.e. they could be
archaeologically “invisible” to us).
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The case of the so-called “Heroon” at Lefkandi-Toumba (figure 11.1) remains
ambiguous, since scholars continue to disagree whether this unique mid-tenth-
century monumental apsidal building, surrounded by a wooden stoa, represents the
dwelling of the couple buried inside (a warrior cremation, a rich female inhumation,
and the skeletons of four horses),25 or a funerary monument imitating such an 
outstanding dwelling (Coulton 1993: 49; Lemos 2002: 145).26 The fact that this
outstanding edifice lies at some distance from the settlement of Xeropolis, which we
know was inhabited during the period that the so-called “heroon” was in use (Lemos
2002: 140; 2007) strengthens the latter theory. Recent discoveries at Mitrou (Van
de Moortel and Zahou 2003/4; 2005; 2006) and Halos (Malakasioti and Mousioni
2004), however, seem to support the former hypothesis. Others maintain that the
apsidal building was originally a house, subsequently transformed into a heroon
(Crielaard and Driessen 1994). The hypothesis that the prevailing pattern in Euboea
until the end of the ninth century was one of widely dispersed independent oikoi
situated on the summits of hills, cannot be proven.27

In the architectural organization of settlements, the layout of cemeteries, the funer-
ary rituals and offerings, one observes a social stratification into classes. At Zagora,
for instance, the central habitation nucleus comprises more spacious dwellings than
those of the periphery. At Eretria the area around the future sanctuary of Apollo

Figure 11.1 Reconstruction drawing of the Lefkandi heroon
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Daphnephoros (figure 11.2) seems to have been inhabited by members of the elite,
while the area by the harbor, judging by the architectural layout, appears to have
been more densely populated by less prosperous families (Mazarakis 1987), though
this idea has been question on account of a scatter of rather wealthy burials by the sea
(Blandin 2005; Crielaard 2006). It has been argued that the conspicuous differences
in pottery and burial customs between Naxos city and Tsikalario on Naxos reflect
two major social groups, residents of the city laying claim to “ancestral nobility” 
and the inland population displaying “wealth and vitality” (Lambrinoudakis 2001:
15; 2004).

Just to the south of the presumed ruler’s dwelling in Zagora, an open area in the
center of the settlement, which includes an open air sanctuary and an altar, may have
functioned as a primitive agora. The lower settlement at Koukounaries, dating to
the early seventh century, is also suggestive: the houses are multi-roomed and within
the “urban” tissue we find a temple, a building identified as a “Prytaneion,” and an
open space. Such open spaces may not have been agoras in the strict sense of the
term, since it would be odd for communities which failed to develop into poleis and
were abandoned to have developed polis institutions. One could argue, however, that
it was precisely the development of such institutions which led these communities
to decide to re-settle in places which allowed more expansion and growth.

In several places, as in Crete and certain mainland sanctuaries, we witness con-
tinuity of cult from the LBA (Ay. Irini Kea, Yria Naxos) or a tendency to establish a
link with the past (Artemision on Delos). At Ay. Irini, the head of a LHII terracotta
statue was reused as a cult idol in the Geometric period (Caskey 1986; 1998). The

Figure 11.2 Plans of temple of Apollo at Eretria: (a) Middle Geometric phase; (b) Late
Geometric phase

(a) (b)
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tendency to create a link with the past is also reflected in the cases of veneration of
ancestors which in some places developed into hero cults, as in Euboea (Lefkandi;28

Eretria; Oropos) and in the Cyclades.29

The first urban temples, as elsewhere in the Greek world, were built during the
eighth century (Eretria, Ypsile, Koukounaries, Minoa) or later, though cult buildings
were in place much earlier in extra-urban sanctuaries (Ay. Irini on Kea, Yria on Naxos).30

Indeed, from very early times sub- or extra-urban sanctuaries were founded, several
of which were of a “rural” character and would have served the surrounding 
communities (Gyroulas). In some cases cult was performed in the open air, in the
vicinity of the dwellings of the members of the elite (Eretria, Zagora). Inside the
earliest cult buildings there is evidence that meals were held in the interior (Yria II
and III, Oikos of the Naxians, Ypsile and perhaps Koukounaries). In the absence of
an urban temple, such meals would have been held inside the ruler’s dwelling, as
one can assume for Zagora and Eretria. Koukounaries stands as an exception to the
model according to which settlements failed to develop into poleis when they did
not acquire a temple dedicated to a poliad divinity (see Snodgrass 1977a; Gounaris
2005a).

The process of synoecism is well documented in the Cyclades. On Andros,
Paleopolis apparently received an influx of population from Zagora and Ypsile, 
while Paroikia on Paros must have been partly populated by the inhabitants of
Koukounaries. The construction of monumental temples (Eretria, Zarakes, Yria, Delos),
fortification walls (Louyot 2005) and drainage works (Eretria, Oropos) point
towards a communal organization which was well established by 700. This will become
much more obvious during the seventh and especially sixth centuries, when monu-
mental temples, aqueducts (for instance the 11-km-long aqueduct which brought
water from Melanes to the city of Naxos) and circuit walls became the rule.

The archaic period

From the seventh century onwards contacts with the east intensified. The spread of
the Homeric epics and the need of the new communities to define their identity led
to a series of innovations such as narrative art, establishment of hero cults, and
“Homeric” burials. This was also a period of social restructuring thanks to the wealth
acquired by agriculture and trade.

Many islands expressed an individual cultural identity through their specific style
in art. The Naxians, Parians and, to a lesser degree, Tenians exploited fine marble
quarries and dared to produce colossal sculptures, thus contributing to the devel-
opment of monumental sculpture. The antagonism of Naxos and Paros in the 
seventh and sixth centuries is evident in the sculptured dedications in the Panionian
sanctuary on Delos, as well as other panhellenic sanctuaries.31 Throughout the sev-
enth and early sixth centuries, the Naxians seem to have excelled in producing such
sculpture, but in the second half of the sixth century Parian workshops took over
(figure 11.3).32 This was partly due to the high quality of Parian marble, praised 
by Strabo (10.5.7) and Pindar (Nemean 4.81).33 In ceramics, the local workshops
followed different, mostly conservative, trajectories which continued the Geometric
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tradition but gradually incorporated models and ideas from the East.34 Of great inter-
est are the huge pithoi which bear relief decoration, often with strikingly original
narrative or mythological scenes (esp. the Tenian workshop; Simantoni-Bournia 2004).

The rising poleis, which as we have seen had already emerged by 700, used not
only monumental sculpture but also monumental temple architecture to express their
wealth and power in rivalry with one another. Several of the most prosperous Cycladic
islands, as well as Euboea, appear to have played a major role in the process which
led to the shaping of the canonical form of the monumental classical Greek temple.
Two major temples were built shortly after 700 on Delos (Oikos of the Naxians,
Artemision E). Both reflect a similar development on the island of Naxos.35 Here,
the second temple at Yria (ca. 730) replaced a smaller one of ca. 800, and now had
four naves, a hearth, and a bench for meals which could accommodate ca. 80 seated
participants (figure 11.4). Monumentality is expressed here in temple architecture
for the first time. The early seventh-century temple became more canonical, with
three naves (though the central nave was narrower than those of the sides), and acquired
a monumental wooden prostasis which was unusual for the period but later came
to characterize many Ionic temples. The greatest leap forward came with the con-
struction of the fourth temple (580–570), with its marble threshold and adyton,
Ionian columns, monumental door jambs, and even a pitched marble roof (note that
Byzes of Naxos was said to have invented marble tiles: Pausanias 5.10.3). Some of

Figure 11.3 Statue of Gorgo from Paros
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these innovations – the use of marble for bases and threshold, and the monumen-
talization of the facade – can already be seen in the otherwise modest early seventh-
century oikos at Melanes, built next to an earlier oikos of the eighth century. The
temple of Gyroulas, dated ca. 530, during the rule of Lygdamis, is the first in the
Naxian series to have been built entirely of marble. It presents features that we will
see ca. 100 years later in the Athenian Parthenon, such as the application of curved
lines to the entire building and the marble roof. The Ionic temple of Apollo Delios
in the city of Naxos was even more monumental and its planning included a peri-
style which, however, was never completed. Naxos undoubtedly played a leading role
in the shaping and development of the Ionic order (Yria, Palatia, Gyroulas, Oikos
of Naxians). At Paros, the amphiprostyle temple of Athena, built around 525
(Ohnesorg 2005, for bibliography), and the small but elegant marble temple of Artemis
at the Delion (M. Schuller 1991), rivaled those of nearby Naxos.

The display of wealth so prominent in these architectural achievements can be com-
pared with the variety and richness of the offerings in various sanctuaries, such as
the Delion on Paros (Rubensohn 1962), the Apollo sanctuary on the small island
of Despotiko near Antiparos (Kourayos 2004a; 2004b; 2005) and especially one 
of the sanctuaries of the ancient town of Kythnos which may have been dedicated
to Artemis and Apollo (Mazarakis Ainian 2005) (figures 11.5–11.7). Other finds
pointing in the same direction come from sanctuaries of Artemis (?) at Kastro on
Siphnos, Dionysos at Yria, an unidentified divinity at Kaminaki on Naxos, and Aphrodite
at Thera.36 In many of these sanctuaries, although only a small portion of the offerings

Figure 11.5 Aerial view of sanctuary on Kythnos
Source: Author’s photo.
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has been preserved, it is clear that 
that the divinities both in major and 
peripheral cult places received valuable
gifts. At Despotiko in particular, fine
marble sculptures add to this picture of
available wealth. The case of the other-
wise unpretentious archaic temple in
Kythnos, built entirely of schist stones
and a Doric entablature of local mussel
stone, is unique since the offerings con-
tained inside the adyton were found 
in situ and intact. Hundreds of similar
votives were also found in an extensive
votive deposit nearby. The finds from the
adyton consist mostly of luxurious items,
especially precious jewellery from the
early seventh to the early fifth centuries,
though certain objects date back to 
the Early Iron and Late Bronze Ages.

Figure 11.6 Adyton of the sanctuary on Kythnos
Source: Author’s photo.

Figure 11.7 Gold rosace found in the
adyton of the sanctuary on Kythnos
Source: Author’s photo.
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Among the offerings there were several “orientalia,” as well as imports from South
Italy and Sicily. There were also significant numbers of terracotta seated female figurines
and numerous intact orientalizing, Corinthian and black figure vases, some of which
may be linked to master painters. This picture of a sanctuary belonging to a rather
unimportant island polis provides a new insight of the display of wealth that one
should take into account when assessing the evidence from other more important
sanctuaries of the same period.

Display of wealth in sanctuaries is also observed in Euboea, especially in Eretria.
The diversity of the “orientalia” in the sanctuary known as the “Aire Sacrificelle Nord”
next to that of Apollo Daphnephoros, perhaps dedicated to the cult of Artemis, is
indicative of a wider network of communications with the eastern Mediterranean 
from which Eretria still benefited during the early archaic period (Huber 2003).
Monumental hekatompedon temples were built at Eretria and Zarakes already by the
end of the eighth century. The first temple at Eretria preserved the apsidal plan deeply 
anchored in the local building tradition. This temple was rebuilt twice during the
archaic period, now following the new trend of rectangular construction. The second
archaic temple, destroyed by the Persians, was provided with sculptured decoration
(Touloupa 2002). At Zarakes the temple was apparently provided with a peristasis
already by the end of the eighth centuries (Chatzidimitriou 1997; 2003; 2003/4).
The peristasis which had been occasionally attached to apsidal and oval domestic build-
ings throughout the EIA (the earliest example is the “Heroon” at Lefkandi) became
typical of temple architecture during the succeeding centuries. The peristyle was, how-
ever, rarely applied in the Cyclades, where emphasis lay on the monumentalization
of the temple’s facade.

The architectural layout of archaic poleis in the Cyclades and Euboea remains elusive.
Koukounaries and Hypsile, when published, will certainly contribute towards under-
standing better the process of urbanization;37 a recently published study of Eretria
moves in the same direction (Charalampidou 2003), though the fragmentary char-
acter of the data leaves room for much speculation. Noteworthy are the extensive
and expensive marble fortification walls of the late sixth century on the acropolis of
Kastro Siphnos and the 11 km long aqueduct of Naxos (Papadopoulou 2002). Such
works reflect the tendency of poleis to demonstrate their wealth, often under the rule
of tyrants, such as Lygdamis on Naxos. The Siphnians’ contemporaries regarded this
extreme display of wealth as an expression of arrogance which led to their punishment
by the gods (Herodotus 3.57–8).38 Judging by recent excavations, however, even smaller
and less prosperous islands, such as Kythnos, seem to have been rather wealthier and
participated in wider networks of communication than previously thought.

“The Greeks Overseas” in the East Aegean 
and Asia Minor

In the long formative phase of Greek Iron Age civilization from the end of the eleventh
to the eight century, Greek populations launched to settle down in the islands 
of the east Aegean and the west coast of Asia Minor. Colonization of the shores 
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and the islands of the east Aegean created city-states which took a leading part in
subsequent political developments in the Greek world, and in the further coloniza-
tion of the western Mediterranean, the Black Sea and even Naucratis in Egypt. Some
of these Greek colonies were preceded by Mycenaean Greek and Minoan settlements.
In Ephesus, pottery finds show that the area of the sanctuary of Artemis was oc-
cupied continuously from the fourteenth to the eighth century, and the situation
was similar in Miletus and the Dodecanese.

Greek tradition spoke of the colonization of the coast of northern Asia Minor 
by Aeolians from Lesbos and coast opposite, south of the river Maeander. These
regions are characterized by Grey Ware in the Early Iron Age, not found south of
Miletus (Cultraro 2004: 215, fig. 1). Soon afterwards, the Ionians followed and took
over the territory up to the river Hermos. Greek settlers occupied peninsulas and
promontories on bays, often at the mouth of rivers – now silted up – as at Miletus
on the Maeander, Ephesus on the Cayster, and Smyrna on the Hermos, which offered
safe anchorage or a well-sheltered harbor and a cultivable hinterland, situated on
trade routes to the Aegean and mainland Greece by sea and to central Anatolia along
navigable rivers. The pattern of coastal settlement in the Greek colonization of 
western Asia Minor followed an east Mediterranean tradition with Bronze Age roots,
known from both Phoenician and Greek colonies as well as the Greek mainland.
The new settlers had to face successive attacks by Cimmerians, Lydians and finally
Persians, who in 545 occupied Sardis. Although many sites in Ionia, Aeolis and 
Troas have archaic fortifications (Teos, Kyme, Larisa-Kale, Kalabaktepe in Miletus,
Neandreia) colonists’ relations with local inhabitants was for the most part peaceful,
as attested not only by the wave of Orientalizing art encouraged by their co-
existence, but also by the development of common cults, hellenized versions of 
the local cults which the Greeks encountered. Witness to mutual influence are the
sixth-century limestone statue of the Phrygian mother goddess Cybele and her 
attendants from Bogazköy, in the Ankara Museum, and the reflection of Phrygian
rock-cut throne-shaped shrines of Cybele in the early sixth-century rock-cut model
of the goddess’s shrine on Chios (Boardman 1980: 93–4, figs. 106, 109).

Peaceful coexistence between native Anatolian populations, such as Phrygians and
Lydians, and Greek colonists is mentioned in literary sources. An interesting exam-
ple is the case of Ephesus, governed by kings who according to a later fabrication
were descended from the Athenian Neleid founder Androclos39 and connected by
marriage to the Lydian aristocracy. The Lydians later engineered the resettlement of
Ephesus around the sanctuary of Artemis, whose cult they patronized, in order 
to gain greater control over the powerful aristocratic Greek families traditionally 
associated with sanctuaries in Greek Asia Minor.40

Settlement patterns and early urbanization

The best investigated early Greek city in Asia Minor is Old Smyrna (Bayrakli). From
the mid-eleventh century to ca. 700 the settlement’s pottery is predominantly Aeolian.
An impressive defensive wall was constructed already in the mid-ninth century and
rebuilt in the eighth and sixth centuries. Circular granaries, partly subterranean, are
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attested ca. 900. In the eighth century, when urbanization began at the site, most
houses were rectangular. Ionians eventually captured the city and erected a temple
to Athena on a platform near the defensive wall in ca. 700.41 The later Athena tem-
ple (630–610) displayed Proto-Ionic features in its architecture with Aeolic column
capitals on its peristasis (figure 11.8). The offerings in the Athenaion in Old Smyrna
were set on terraces laid out to the east and west of the temple. A characteristic offer-
ing to the goddess, whose cult was widespread both among Aeolians and Ionians,
were small votive shields (cf. the sanctuary of Athena at Emporion on Chios). Old
Smyrna was laid out with streets following the natural terrain in north–south and
east–west directions, thought to be an early form of a grid plan which could be char-
acterized as “proto-hippodamian.” Akurgal (1987) estimated that the population of
Old Smyrna was ca. 3,000 inhabitants from the late seventh to the mid-sixth century.

An even earlier temple of Athena may have existed in Erythrae (Ildir), where Ionians
from Chios settled in the eighth century, as is evident from pottery, megaron-type
houses, and the walls of a temple platform.42 The sixth-century temple was also built
on a platform. Another temple dedicated to Athena or Apollo, at Neandreia in Aeolis
in the early sixth century, featured a colonnade along the length of its cella, as well
as Aeolic column capitals.

Cyme in Aeolis has been identified with the settlement in S. Tepe, which yielded
eleventh-century Protogeometric pottery along with imported Corinthian and Attic
wares and large amounts of locally produced grey monochrome pottery (Mitchell

Figure 11.8 Temple at Old Smyrna
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1985: 80–1). Clazomenae was inhabited between the seventh and early fifth century
bc, when the city was abandoned as a result of the Ionian Revolt (494). A sixth-
century road and domestic buildings on the acropolis, as well as a defensive wall,
have been detected (Mitchell 1985: 82–3).

A prosperous and populous city was Miletus, which enjoyed considerable stability
and founded a great number of colonies along the Aegean and Thracian coast. The
plan of the important settlement on the acropolis (Kalabaktepe), first built in the
Geometric period, was aligned with the fortification wall; there are no traces of a
hippodamian orthogonal grid plan in the lower city either. The cult of Artemis
K(h)ithone thrived here.43 Outside the city walls at Zeyintepe was a sanctuary of
Aphrodite Oikous where hundreds of archaic terracotta statuettes have come to light;
this site also yielded the most important finds of imported Egyptian material in the
Mediterranean in the seventh century.

On the fortified acropolis of Emporio on Chios the so-called Megaron Hall was
constructed in the late eighth century, possibly as the chieftain’s dwelling or as a
building for community gatherings (figure 11.9). There was possibly an altar of the
same date at the site and the finds attest outdoor cult activity. The altar was later
incorporated in a temple of Athena, built in the mid-sixth century when the settlement
had been abandoned. Clay votive shields were an important find among the sanc-
tuary’s offerings (Boardman 1967a: 5–31). There was also a high percentage of Cypriot
ivories among the votives, as was also the case in the Heraion on Samos, in Old
Smyrna, and in the temple of Athena at Lindos on Rhodes (Boardman 1967a: 31–4).

The defensive wall of the ancient city of Chios in the second half of the seventh
century may have been located in the area of modern Palaiokastro, north of the medieval
Genoese castle, as is suggested by burials and the sporadic finds of pottery work-
shops. In the cemetery at Rizari in the modern town of Chios, social stratification
in the seventh century can be deduced from the different types and sizes of sarcophagi

Figure 11.9 Megaron Hall at Emborio, Chios
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as well as the difference between pithoi-amphorae with linear decoration and coarse
undecorated vessels of this type (Lemos 1997).

The archaic cemeteries at Ialysos and Camirus on Rhodes are of prime importance.
Camirus featured rock-cut chamber tombs. The difference in burial customs and grave
goods between these immense archaic cemeteries corresponds to the contrasting social,
economic, and artistic development of the two cities: Ialysos strengthened its ties
with Athenian trade in the third quarter of the sixth century, whereas Camirus retained
stronger contacts with East Greece (Samos, Chios) and Corinth (Gates 1983).

Another seventh-century settlement, at Vroulia in southern Rhodes, already dis-
plays orderly town planning with houses arranged in two parallel rows, suggesting
affinities with Gordion in Phrygia. The first row of houses is built against a wall 
with a tower near the entrance, the defensive character of which has recently been
disputed.44

On the island of Cos, the main city extant from the seventh to the fourth 
century was Cos-Meropis on the hill Serraglio. On top of the Mycenean setllement
was situated the Geometric cemetery with cist graves, child burials in pots, and plain
terracotta sarcophagi, mainly of the Clazomenian type furnished with a hole in the
lid for funerary libations.

Geometric to archaic curvilinear buildings are known from Mytilene, Pyrrha, and
Antissa on Lesbos. Some are apsidal, though this type is rare on east Greek islands
and the west coast of Asia Minor; they may be dwellings, or in some instances, 
when the finds can be securely recognized as votive offerings or cult objects, cult
buildings (Mazarakis 1997: 84–5, 89–93). In the archaic period detached houses
prevail over conglomerate settlements. In the seventh century public buildings with
different functions appear in sacred and secular contexts (stoa, telesterion, hestiato-
rion). Temples assume distinct architectural styles (Ionic, Doric) as well as tile roofs
and demand specialized labor for their construction. In the same period the city is
clearly differentiated from its chora. All these aspects and especially the construction
of fortification walls and public buildings reflect the consolidation of the polis and
its central organization in Greek territories (Lang 1996).

Sacred landscapes and a taste for monumentality

Artemis of Ephesus was a Bronze Age Anatolian vegetation goddess, whom the Ionian
settlers fused with Artemis, recasting the image of the Greek goddess in Western
Anatolian iconography, the most conspicuous element of which were the breast-shaped
bulbs on the lower chest of statues of the goddess, symbols of fecundity (Morris
2001). The temple erected in the late eighth century is the first in Greek Asia Minor
with a peristasis made up by wooden columns. This important element of Greek 
temples was developed at the same time in mainland Greece (Thermos in Aetolia,
Mazaraki in Achaea) and on Samos (Hekatompedon I and II of the Heraion), pos-
sibly after a remote predecessor, the Heroon at Lefkandi, which was, however, 
covered by a tumulus. In the Artemis temple the wooden peristasis was combined
with an open-air oikos having in its interior an orthogonal base for both the cult
statue of the goddess and the altar, roofed by a baldachin. Thus the older Anatolian
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tradition of open-air sanctuaries was combined with traditional Mycenaean palatial
features (the megaron hearth) and innovative Greek architectures (the peristasis).45

Since the Lydians could not manage to seize Miletus and the extra-urban sanctu-
ary of Didyma, their king Croesus chose to erect a huge new marble Ionic dipteral
temple at Ephesus.46 This Anatolian patronage is reminiscent of the donations for
architectural projects made by the Hecatomnid rulers of Caria to free mainland Greek
sanctuaries (Delphi, Tegea) in the fourth century bc (Waywell 1993). It was almost
contemporary with the dipteral Ionic temple of Apollo at Didyma, and was a rival
also to the slightly earlier temple by the architect Rhoikos on Samos, from which
its dipteral design was drawn. The Ephesian temple, however, was superior to the
Rhoikos temple in its use of marble and figural architectural reliefs. Relief decoration
may have adorned the upper drum and the orthogonal base of each column on the
west and east sides, depicting a sacrificial procession. A sculpted frieze with chariots
and symposium scenes as well as mythological subjects carried on an early Anatolian
tradition. This East Ionian decorative mode established by the Ephesian Artemision
was followed in the Doric temple of Athena at Assos (Behramkale), ca. 550–525,
which had relief metopes but also a relief frieze adorning the architrave with myth-
ological, heroic, and decorative subjects (Finster-Hotz 1984). The temple of Apollo
at Didyma also shared this uncanonical position of relief decoration found in archaic
East Greek temples.

The Rhoikos temple in the Heraion on Samos is the first monumental Ionic 
temple (570–560). Its architectural decoration, although non-figural, was of high
quality and showed a strong sense of plasticity. This temple marked the inception
of monumental art on Samos and in Ionian Asia Minor in general. Along with it, 
a monumental altar was erected in the Heraion, and the first dedications of monu-
mental marble kouroi and korai appear. In the second quarter of the sixth-century
monumental limestone sarcophagi and palmette-stelae in the archaic west cemetery
of the city of Samos (Pythagoreion) have been connected with the family tumuli of
local aristocrats (Tsakos 2001), who developed a taste for monumentality.

The dipteral temple of Hera erected by Polycrates acquired a third row of
columns on its short sides. Monumentality was a hallmark of the art of the tyrants
both on Samos and in Athens where a first Doric peripteral temple was erected before
the mid-sixth century, in the first period of the tyranny of Peisistratos, for Zeus
Olympios’ sanctuary on the river Ilissos. The much larger Peisistratid Doric temple
which replaced it was obviously influenced by the Samian Heraion of Polycrates in
adopting a third row of columns at both ends (Gruben 2001, 246–7). The Athenian
examples attest to a lively rivalry between Ionian tyrants on both sides of the 
Aegean. Moreover, Peisistratos instigated significant building projects for the water
supply of Athens, just as Polycrates ordered the creation of the famous aqueduct 
by the architect Eupalinos for the city of Samos (Kienast 1995), and intensified 
maritime trade by building a harbor mole and ship-sheds.

The Rhoikos and Polycrates temples in the Samian Heraion influenced the 
sanctuary of Apollo at Phanai on Chios, while the late archaic Ionic temple at Phanai
betrays the influence of the Ephesian Artemision dipteros in its more elaborate 
architectural ornaments.47
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In the Apollo sanctuary at Branchidae–Didyma, the first temple was erected ca.
700, the second in the sixth century. The latter was a monumental dipteral Ionic
temple around an open-air cella in the form of an internal court known as adyton.
The prodomos comprised two compartments, the outer of which possessed twelve
columns in three rows, thus obscuring the view into the lower-level interior court
where cult practice took place in front of a naiskos. In line with Carian cult tradition
the naiskos housed not the cult statue of the god, but a sacred spring, associated
with an oracle which became very famous. Miletus was connected with Didyma by
a sacred processional road, just as Samos was connected with the Heraion, Ephesus
with the sanctuary of Artemis, Argos with the Heraion at Prosymna and Athens with
the sanctuary of Eleusis. A processional Sacred Way between city and extramural sanc-
tuary may be seen as a means of securing the deity’s protection for the city (Tuchelt
1992: 38). On another level, the close association between polis and extra-urban
sanctuary helps the city to mark the extent of its chora and consolidate its territory
(de Polignac 1995a: 33–4).

A special characteristic of the Sacred Way between Miletus and Didyma was that
it was lined with precincts where the sacred procession stopped to perform cult 
actions, as at the sanctuary of the Nymph and at a family cult precinct of the Milesian
aristocracy. The latter’s main feature, unusual for the archaic period, was a semi-
circular exedra with ten statues of enthroned men and women in the Milesian 
Archaic style, in front of a terrace where sacred performances were held. Another
oddity of this precinct was that in the late sixth century six Sphinx statues were erected
on the peribolos wall exactly opposite the exedra. This is the first occurrence of the
figure of the sphinx in the archaic sculpture of Asia Minor. This line of statues of a
fabulous creature recalls the archaic lions lining the way to the sanctuary of Leto on
Delos (Tuchelt 1992: 56) and the “Branchidai” statues lining the Sacred Way from
the Apollo temple at Didyma to Panormos. No sacrificial altar was detected in the
temenos but the great number of amphorae and phialae discovered attest to meals
without cooking. The deliberate destruction of the sculptural decoration in the 
early fifth century indicates a possible punishment by the Persians or the Athenians
of an aristocratic Milesian family demonstrating its power through gatherings in this
sacred precinct (Tuchelt 1992: 50).

The sanctuaries of Delphinion in Miletus, Didyma-Branchidae, Ephesus,
Poseidon’s sanctuary at cape Monodendri (Tekahaç), and the Poseidon Helikonios
sanctuary at Mycale (the seat of the Ionian League since the ninth century), all 
belong to the type of a precinct with a peribolos-cella or open-air sanctuary which is
considered characteristic of early Ionia. In the sanctuary of Apollo at Branchidae-
Didyma, a strong Carian influence in forms of cult is combined with Greek 
architectural elements (Voigtländer 2004: 286–94).

Dedications and artistic influences

In the extramural sanctuary of Hera on Samos numerous votives attest to relations
of Samians with the Mediterranean, Asia Minor, Persia, and Mesopotamia. Nowhere
else in Greece have so many and such varied oriental imports been unearthed. The
earliest Greek stoa was erected in this sanctuary (640–630) to provide shelter for
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worshipers. Samian metalwork was legendary, and Samos also had an innovative school
of sculptors who produced mainly kouroi and korai which combine full-volumed 
bodies with subtle modelling and engraving on the surface (Freyer-Schauenburg 1974).
The colossal bronze cauldron dedicated as a tithe from seafaring enterprises by the
Samian captain Kolaios (Hdt. 4.152) and the dedication of ship models in the Heraion
from the late seventh century onwards point to a social group which derived its 
wealth and status from overseas trade and/or raiding, and may have been in rivalry
with the aristocratic landowners who dedicated colossal marble statues in the same
period.

The family statuary group signed by the sculptor Geneleos (figure 11.10) com-
prised the dedicator, shown as a reclining symposiast; his wife, seated; a son, draped
and playing the double pipe; and three daughters, of an identical kore-type, pos-
sibly alluding to their choral performance in honor of the sacred marriage of Hera
at her annual festival, the Tonaia (Karakasi 2003: 29). The Geneleos group may also
represent a glimpse of the symposium, a hallmark of archaic Greek polis-culture.48

At the local festival, cult meals took place in the open air, where worshippers reclined
on the ground, on lygos branches, the so-called stoibades. These cult meals may be
reflected in scenes on Laconian painted pottery and on Samian painted amphorae as
well. Moreover a special kind of pottery for everyday use was used in these ritual
meals and was afterwards inscribed to the goddess and dedicated at her sanctuary
(Kron 1988). Family-group dedications to Hera attest to the self-assertion of 
prominent Samian families. In east Ionia, korai were almost always dedicated in 

Figure 11.10 Geneleos statue group from Samos

ACA_c11.qxd  25/02/2009  02:33PM  Page 231



232 Alexander Mazarakis Ainian and Iphigeneia Leventi

sanctuaries, as were the majority of kouroi; funerary kouroi may have been extant
only on Samos. The phenomenon may be associated with attempts by the elite to
circumvent restrictions imposed by local tyrants, by displaying their wealth through
the erection of impressive sculptural dedications outside the polis sanctuaries.

On Rhodes, as on neighboring Cos, monumental architecture in stone did not
develop before late classical times,49 but the archaic Rhodian sanctuaries of Athena
at Ialysos and Camirus have important votive deposits. At Ialysos, occupation dates
back to Mycenean times, but votive deposits begin in the tenth century (Martelli
1988; 1996). These contain numerous Cypriot statuettes of female votaries from the
late seventh and the first half of the sixth century; fibulae of island types and Anatolian,
Phrygian or Italiotic origin; ivory pendants portraying nude figures of mixed Syrian
and Greek Daidalic character; and Egyptian material.

The Wild Goat Style of the seventh century and the Fikellura Style of the second
half of the sixth century in Greek vasepainting are now recognized as originating 
in Miletus. Miletus was also an important center for bronzeworking, as attested by
the mainly orientalizing bronzes from the temple of Athena which betray Urartian
and Near Eastern influence. A thriving school of sculpture developed in archaic 
Miletus. Most famous are the enthroned statues lining the Sacred Way from
Panormos to Didyma, the so-called Branchidai, representing local rulers and their
wives (Voigtländer 2004: 287). In the decade 540–530, the corners of the archi-
trave of the Ionic dipteros temple of Apollo Philesios at Didyma were adorned with
running Gorgons flanked by antithetical lying lions, sculptural types that owe much
to Egyptian and Phoenician artistic traditions.

Chios founded one colony, Maroneia in Thrace, and took part in the establish-
ment of Naucratis in Egypt in the last quarter of the seventh century. Maroneia gave
its metropolis access to the silver mines of the Thracians, and Chian silver coins 
traveled to Egypt in the sixth century. A Chiot school of Ionic architectural decora-
tion was recognized from the late sixth century onwards, characterized by rich and
original variations of the egg-and-dart moulding and the lion’s-paw form of anta
bases (Boardman 1959: 170–97). The extensive trading relations of archaic Chios
are better reflected in the distribution of Chian pottery. The main style of painted
Chian pottery in the seventh and first half of the sixth centuries was a local
refinement of the so-called Wild Goat Style, and the distinct shape was the Chian
chalice with painted decoration on a white slip (Lemos 1986; 1991).

A remarkable combination of Greek mythological subjects in the East Greek 
artistic tradition with scenes of Anatolian and Persian inspiration like the funerary
feast is found in the early fifth-century painted interiors of tombs at Lycia (Elmali)
(Boardman 1980: 107 figs. 122–3).

Sea Routes in the North Aegean

On the island of Lemnos a sixth- to fifth-century settlement has been excavated at
Hephaisteia, but better known is the archaic cemetery from the second half of the
eighth down to the fifth century. The excavator discerned a significant change in
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burial customs in the beginning of the fifth century which he connected with the
arrival of Athenian settlers, who according to Herodotus (6.140) expelled the
“Tyrrhenian” population from the island.50 On the acropolis stood a sanctuary of
the Great Goddess, dated to the second half of the seventh century: the temple,
which resembled a telesterion, had internal benches and a hearth. In the Cabirion
sanctuary on Chloe promontory a mystery cult was practiced from the late eighth
century to the late Hellenistic period.51 The Great Goddess of Lemnos was in the
sixth century assimilated to the Thracian Bendis and the Greek Artemis. The late
seventh century produced terracotta figurines of the Great Goddess with raised 
arms, a tube-shaped body with painted decoration on the front only, and a very 
expressive face. Pottery production bears witness to Lemnos’ relations with nearby
areas, especially the Troas, Lesbos and Thasos (Beschi 2004). The “Tyrrhenians”
who inhabited eighth-century Lemnos and Imbros were in linguistic terms akin to
the Etruscans but their material culture and religious life were totally different and
associated instead with the north-east Aegean region (Beschi 1998).

The city of Thasos was founded on the north side of the island of the same name
by colonists from Paros (traditional date: 680), and in turn founded a series of colonies
on the Thracian mainland opposite. From the sixth century date sanctuaries of Artemis
and Heracles. The gates of the defensive wall were decorated in the late sixth to
early fifth centuries with monumental reliefs depicting a variety of deities, protectors
of the city (e.g. Dionysos, Herakles, Zeus and Hera, Hermes and the Charites). Also
in the sixth century, the important marble quarries at Aliki began to be exploited.

The rich valleys of the lower courses of the rivers Strymon and Nestos with their
marshy plains, wooded mountains and rich mineral resources, notably the gold and
silver mines of Mt. Pangaion, attracted Greek ventures and settlements from an early
date. Thasos founded Galepsos, Neapolis, and Oisyme here in the seventh century.
Galepsos is known from its sixth- to fourth-century cemetery and from a cult of Demeter
which is epigraphically attested. In Neapolis a monumental Ionic temple of Athena
Parthenos replaced an earlier wooden structure in the sixth century. A temple on
the acropolis of Oisyme had decorated terracotta antefixes from the seventh to the
fifth century and was assigned to Athena on the evidence of votive figurines and bronze
shields dedications (cf. the Athena temples at Emporion on Chios and at Old Smyrna).
Another sixth-century fortified Thasian settlement on the mainland was Pistyros,
described as an emporion in ancient sources. The fact that another emporion with
the name Pistyros existed in the upper Hebros valley attests to the successful pene-
tration of the Thasians in the Thracian hinterland (Loukopoulou 2004: 866–7). Thasos
retained under Persian occupation financial control of her mainland possesions
(peraia) and especially her rights in exploiting the rich mines of Mt. Pangaion.

On the island of Samothrace, Ionic and Aeolian Greeks settled in the Iron Age,
succeeding the earlier Thracian inhabitants. The importance of the Samothracian polis
in the archaic period led to the colonization of the Thracian coast between the Hebros
river and Mt. Ismaros with a series of fortified towns which initially had an agrarian
character but in the late archaic and classical periods became important trading posts.
Samothrace is best known for the Sanctuary of the Great Gods or Cabiri, whose
mystery cult was according to Herodotus founded by the “Pelasgians.” Mystery cult
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activity is attested already in the seventh century by Greek pottery finds, especially
a hearth and lamps, under the building with the dancers.52 Important are pottery
fragments from the sanctuary bearing votive inscriptions in Greek letters but in a
non-Greek lingua sacra from the sixth century, and in the Greek language from the
mid-fifth century. These inscriptions have parallels in Zone, where they are connected
with the cult of Apollo, and on Samothrace itself outside the sanctuary of the Great
Gods and in the southern part of the island, at Mantal’ Panagia, where they are 
associated with an unfortified Thracian settlement and a sanctuary of Artemis. These
texts suggest the peaceful coexistence of Thracians and waves of Greek colonists (first
Aeolians, later Samians), and the continuation of local cults by Greek settlers.53

Prehellenic cults of the Cabiri are also attested on Tenedos and Lemnos, where
“Tyrrhenian” graffiti and dipinti on votive pottery again attest to an initially non-
Greek cult, taken over, after a hiatus, by Greek settlers in the mid-fifth century.

Megalithic tombs on Samothrace, also known from the Thracian inland, indicate
relations with the Balkan region. The Early Iron Age fortification on Blychos
belongs to a type of inland settlement on a naturally defended site with com-
plementary fortifications which is found all over the Aegean in the Late Bronze and
Early Iron Ages.

In the region of Thrace between the Nestos and Hebros, the wealthy cities 
of Abdera, Maroneia, Dikaia, and Ainos had a pivotal position as intermediaries 
between the Thracian hinterland and the Greek Aegean. Abdera was the largest 
city on the North Aegean coast with a population of between 40,000 and 100,000.
It was situated on the eastern bank of the Nestos and had one of the very few 
natural harbors in the region. A defensive wall dating from the third quarter of the
seventh century was discovered north of the classical city, and may have marked the
settlement of the first colonists from Clazomenae in Asia Minor. In the mid-sixth
century new colonists arrived from Teos, fleeing from Persians. Relations between
the two groups were peaceful as shown by finds of the period 575–550 and the 
literary tradition regarding the common cult of the Clazomenian founder of the 
city, Timesios. In the late sixth century Teians built a new defensive wall, outside
which stood an open-air sanctuary with altars, perhaps dedicated to the Nymphs or
Demeter and Kore. Abdera developed into a major financial power in the late sixth
century when it issued silver coins with a wide circulation in the East, possibly as a
result of gaining access to the silver mines of Mt. Symbolon.

An archaic to fifth-century city on the mainland opposite Samothrace, renamed
Zone or Orthogareia in the fourth century, is a rare Greek settlement on the coast
of Thrace – most other seventh-century Greek colonies in the region were situated
inland on the top of hills with natural defences or man-made fortifications. Its archaic
temple, which remained in use in the fifth century, is the only temple of Apollo in
Thracian territory.

The Chalcidic peninsula

The Chalcidic peninsula was colonized by the Corinthians, Andrians, and Eretrians
in the eighth and seventh centuries. The traditional scholarly view which stresses the
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role of early Euboean maritime or colonial expansion in cities like Mende, Koukos,
Torone, and Dikaia has recently been challenged on the basis of accumulating evid-
ence from excavation. In pottery, architectural features, and linguistic remains, a 
strong east Greek influence (from Ionia and Aeolis) has been detected. Some traits
which appeared to establish connections with Euboean sites are now regarded as more
widespread in the Aegean world. For example, the peculiar eighth-century circular
stone platforms of Mende – according to the literary evidence a colony from Eretria
– occur not only in the Xeropolis settlement at Lefkandi (Euboea) but also at other
sites in mainland Greece and West Asia Minor, such as the Argolid, Troad and 
Miletus. It has even been suggested that the name of the Chalkidic peninsula does
not derive from the city of Chalcis in Euboea, but from the rich metal deposits of
the region already exploited in the Middle Bronze Age. The archaeological record
shows that metal may have been extracted at Koukos and distributed from Torone
(Papadopoulos 1996a: 166–74). Large and thriving cities (Akanthus, Olynthus, Mende,
Torone, Poseidaia, Argilos) alongside smaller settlements developed in oppostion to
the Thracians who lived in the hinterland. In the eastern Chalcidice, archaic and 
classical architectural features depend largely on Thasian and Cycladic models.54 At
Sane the temple of Apollo was decorated with terracotta architectural sculptures 
portraying man-sized Nikai, ca. 530/520. At Poseidion in the territory of Mende a
sanctuary of Poseidon was thriving already in the Protogeometric period, though
building activity on the site dates between the sixth and the fourth century.
Habitation in Mende, a colony of Eretria according to Thucydides (4.123.1), is now
dated back to the ninth century, based on a Geometric wall on the acropolis, and
houses as well as a Geometric cemetery on the coast. At Koukos an Early Iron Age
fortified settlement with a long building used as a metal workshop has come to light
(Lemos 2002). In Torone the recent excavation on the Lekythos (Promontory 1)
has yielded scanty Late Geometric and archaic pottery and more abundant finds from
the Early Iron Age, along with architectural remains of storage facilities (Cambitoglou
and Papadopoulos 1988).

Greek settlements all over the Aegean coast and islands were primarily orientated
towards Mediterranean and Black Sea trade routes and developed a high level of 
civilization which included the earliest stages of Greek philosophy and scientific 
thought, especially at Miletus and Ephesus. The eastern Greeks, moreover, engaged
in lively interaction with the peoples of Anatolia and Thrace, thus creating the 
cultural foundation for the further evolution of art, city-planning, architecture and
philosophical thought in the Greek world at large.

NOTES

1 For a general overview of the archaeology of the islands of the Aegean see Ekschmitt
1986; Vlachopoulos 2005.

2 As on Xeropolis-Lefkandi: Lemos in Whitley 2004/5; 2007.
3 The site of Ay. Andreas is considered to have been abandoned during the first half of

the eleventh century and resettled during the Geometric period. An Attic krater of the
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late tenth-early ninth century is regarded as an “antique.” For Ay. Spyridon (Renfrew
and Wagstaff 1982: 306, n. 94) see Catling 2005: 71, n. 14 who suggests that the LBA
site was resettled in the early archaic period.

4 Mazarakis Ainian 1997: 376, 384–5 with references. On Ay. Andreas, see now also
Televantou 2005, with earlier bibliography.

5 These include Xobourgo, Kythnos, Kastro on Siphnos, Thera, Paros, Melos, Karthaia and
Koresia on Kea, Ios, Ermoupolis and presumably Naxos: Louyot 2005: 95–170.

6 Mazarakis Ainian 1987: 14–16, with references. A similar wall was uncovered in 2006
to the East of the EIA settlement of Oropos, bordering the left bank of the dangerous
river or torrent which flowed to the East of the site (see Ergon 2006).

7 For instance, systematic surveys have been conducted in Euboea (Sackett et al. 1966),
Melos (Renfrew, Wagstaff 1982), Kea and Kythnos (Cherry, Davis, Mantzourani 1991;
Mendoni, Mazarakis Ainian 1998c; Mazarakis Ainian 1993; 1995; Louyot, Mazarakis Ainian
2005) and Amorgos (Marangou 2002; Dalongeville and Rougemont 1993).

8 Cherry, Davis, Mantzourani 1991: 5, 8; see also Gounaris 1999: 101, 104.
9 Catling suggested the presence of an itinerant bronzesmith trained in the east (Popham,

Sackett, Themelis, 1980: 93–7) and Popham was of the opinion that this smith may
have even resided at Lefkandi (Popham 1994: 22).

10 For the notion of itinerant oriental craftsmen in the Aegean in the later Dark Ages, see
Boardman 1980; Burkert 1992.

11 Naxos: Lentini 2004; Paros: Zapheiropoulou and Matthaiou 2000; Andros: Balkas
1988; Thera: Boardman 1980: 153–9.

12 At Osteria dell’Osa/Gabii in Latium, ca. 800–775; Bologna, 800–750; and especially
Pithekoussai, including the famous inscription on “Nestor’s cup,” a Rhodian vessel of
ca. 720. For references see Powell 1991: 119–80; Mazarakis Ainian and Matthaiou 1999;
Mazarakis Ainian 2000: 119–32.

13 Kenzelmann Pfyffer, Theurillat and Verdan 2005; Theurillat 2007.
14 Guarducci 1987: 17–19.
15 Herodotus (4.147–8) mentions eight generations of Phoenicians on the island, but their

presence has not been proven by archaeological finds.
16 Diodorus 5.58 concerning the Phoenician presence on the island.
17 See already Pugliese-Carratteli 1976; not unrelated is the opinion that the Homeric epics

took their final shape in the same area: West 1988b: 166 (notable is the absence of the
Cyclades from the Catalogue of Ships in the Iliad: Gounaris 2005b).

18 Liampi 1988; for Kythnos, see now Kyrou and Artemis 1998.
19 In general concerning the Lelantine War, see Parker 1997 with earlier bibliography.
20 Mazarakis Ainian 2002b: 166–8, 174. On the other hand, at Xeropolis-Lefkandi, intra-

mural burials are not encountered. Child burials are included in the known cemeteries
of the PG and SPG periods, while two LG child burials were recently uncovered outside
the settlement, suggesting that there was a reserved burial ground for children during
this period (Lemos 2007).

21 On Naxos, see Lambrinoudakis and Gruben 1985/7; 1987; Lambrinoudakis 1991; 2001;
2004; 2005. In general, see Mazarakis Ainian 1997.

22 Cambitoglou 1971; 1988; Morris 1998a: 28–9; Nevett 1999: 158–60; Coucouzeli 
2004.

23 So at Lefkandi-Toumba (Coulton 1993; Mazarakis Ainian 1997: 48–58), Viglatouri
(Sapouna-Sakellaraki 1998), Eretria (area of sanctuary of Apollo: Mazarakis Ainian 1987:
20–1; 1997: 60–1), Oropos (Building Θ: Mazarakis Ainian 1998c; 2002a; 2002b;
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2004b), Zagora (Unit H19, etc.: Cambitoglou 1971: 18–19, 30–1; 1988: 79–106;
Mazarakis Ainian 1997: 171–6) and Koukounaries (Buildings A, B, C: Schilardi 1983;
Mazarakis Ainian 1997: 82–3, 183 – 4).

24 Fagerström 1988, 72 has suggested that Vathy Limenari at Donousa may have been a
pirates’ nest. On the contrary, Ay. Andreas is sometimes identified with Minoa mentioned
in the sources (Televantou 2005).

25 According to a recent opinion, not unanimously accepted, the edifice is considered 
as “an unfinished longhouse, a type of dwelling characteristic of stateless, small-scale, 
kinship-based societies” (Coucouzeli 2004).

26 For other theories, see Calligas 1988; Crielaard and Driessen 1994; Mazarakis Ainian
1997: 48–57; Coucouzeli 1999; Morris 2000: 195–256.

27 Lefkandi: Calligas 1984/5. Chalcis: Calligas 1988/9: 94.
28 According to Morris, the Greek concept of the hero would have taken shape at Lefkandi,

since he is of the opinion that the deceased warrior was honored like a hero, even if
traces of subsequent worship are invisible to us. The new elites of the tenth century defined
themselves through such cults (Morris 2000: 237).

29 At Grotta (Lambrinoudakis 1988), Paros (Zapheiropoulou 1999), Minoa (Marangou 
2002: 207–24). In general on EIA hero cults, see Mazarakis Ainian 2004b, with 
bibliography.

30 Mazarakis Ainian 1997; for a complete list of cult places an temples in the Cyclades, see
Gounaris 2005a.

31 For example, the treasury of the Siphnians dedicated at Delphi, ca. 525 (Pausanias 10.11.2),
and the sphinx of the Naxians at Delphi.

32 See more recently the impressive Gorgon found in Paros (Zapheiropoulou 2000b), 
presumably, according to Ohnesorg (2005, 143) representing a corner acroterion of an
unidentified temple.

33 On archaic Paros, see Berranger 1992. Naxos: Costa 1997.
34 On the so-called “Melian” workshop, see Zapheiropoulou 1985; 2003.
35 At Melanes, Yria, Palatia, Sangri: Lambrinoudakis 1991; 1992; 2001; 2004; 2005;

Lambrinoudakis and Gruben 1985/7; 1987.
36 Siphnos: Brock and Mackworth Young 1949; Yria: Simantoni-Bournia 2001/2; Naxos:

Kontoleon and Karouzos 1937; Kontoleon 1939; Thera: Sigalas 2000.
37 Concerning the unusual temple-hestiatorion of the sixth century there see Televantou

1993; 1996; 1998; 1999; 2004.
38 Herodotus (3.57) mentions also an Agora and Prytaneion of marble on Siphnos.
39 See the literary sources in ch. 10, n. 24.
40 Boardman 1980: 23–34; Hueber 1997: 28–33.
41 Mazarakis 1997: 205. See also Cook and Nicholls 1998.
42 Akurgal 1983; Mazarakis 1997: 248.
43 Compare similar rites known from the sanctuary of Artemis Brauronia in Attica where

the sacred hunt also played a major role: Reeder 1995: 321–7. Karakasi 2003: 50.
44 See Sørensen 2002, contra Kinch 1914; Melander 1988.
45 Bammer and Muss 1996: 33–8; Gruben 2001: 380–90.
46 The temple was sponsored by Croesus according to the dedicatory inscription on the

torus of its columns, and Herodotus 1.92.
47 Note also, at Klopedi on Lesbos, two archaic temples dedicated to Apollo Napaios: 

Spencer 1995: 24 n. 111; Aeolic column capitals from the region are stored in Lesbos
Archaeological Museum at Mytilene.
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48 Walter-Karydi 1985; Karakasi 2003: 28–30. pl. 29. For the Cheramyes korai, see Karakasi
2003, pls. 4–9. On the Greek banquet, see recently Schmitt-Pantel and Lissarague et al.
2005: esp. 243 n. 166 (Geneleos group).

49 Rocco 1996; Livadiotti and Rocco 1999.
50 Mustilli 1932/3; Graham 2002: 255; Cultraro 2004.
51 Beschi 1998; Mazarakis 1997: 197.
52 Lehmann and Spittle 1982: 267–9, fig. 22; Graham 2002.
53 Graham 2002; Matsas 2004.
54 Note the agora at Stageira, houses at Argilos, and the temple in Sane: Winter 1999.

ACA_c11.qxd  25/02/2009  02:33PM  Page 238



The Archaeology of Laconia

South of the Argive and Tegean territories lies Laconia, which comprises all of the
south-east Peloponnese. The Spartans dwelt in the relatively central Eurotas valley
between the breathtaking Taygetus range to the west and the less dramatic but still
formidable ramparts of Parnon in the east. They lived in a cluster of hilltop com-
munities ringing the end of a low, broken spur of Taygetus thrusting down into the
valley from the north, situated in an area enclosed eastwards by the Eurotas, one of
the few Greek rivers not to dry up in the summer, on the south and south-west by
the course of a tributary known today as the Magoulitsa, and on the north by the
modern Mousga.

Sparta and Laconia are a problem. However legitimate the traditional picture of
Sparta’s history and customs that has been handed down by writers such as Xenophon,
Plato, and Plutarch, there is no other Greek state where the coordination of literary
and archaeological evidence is so fraught with difficulties, controversies, and down-right
contradictions. Ever since excavations of the sanctuary of Artemis Orthia in the early
years of the last century brought to light signs of a lavish lifestyle among the archaic
elite that simply did not jibe with the austere, boot-camp society of the literary sources,
historians and archaeologists have been struggling to readjust their ideas to accom-
modate the artifactual reality (Förtsch 2001). This ongoing reassessment is hampered
by two peculiarly Laconian obstacles – the almost total absence of native informants
in the guise of Spartan, or even Laconian, writers from any period of the city’s ancient
history and the surprisingly thin record of excavation in the region.

For Sparta itself, the reason is obvious. The modern city, founded soon after the
end of the Greek War of Independence, is built right on top of the ancient city, whose
massive redevelopment in the Roman period had evidently obliterated most of the
classical and earlier structures. But outside the urban area, major sanctuary sites such
as the shrine of Apollo Hyperteleates near the town of Molaoi, the admittedly rather
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remote temple of Poseidon Taenarius, and even the Amyklaion, sacred to Apollo
and located only a few kilometers south of Sparta near a main road, remain largely
unexcavated, while town sites in Laconia have hardly been explored at all. The shelves
of Sparta’s archaeological storerooms groan under masses of understudied pottery
and other artifacts from rescue excavations (despite efforts by the local archaeologists
to interest specialists in examining them systematically) that could add significantly
to our understanding of the processes at play in Sparta and Laconia during the archaic
and classical periods. The recent Anglo-Dutch survey1 of a swath of land north-east
of Sparta has, as we shall see, provided information about long-term processes of
settlement, exploitation, and recurring abandonment of land that will have to be incor-
porated into any future history of Sparta, but the archaeological story of Laconia
still remains largely untold.

Given the scarcity of material evidence that can uncontroversially be held to illu-
minate any aspect of the traditional view of Spartan society – syssitia, “agoge,” homoioi,
etc. – in what follows we avoid attempting to coordinate the archaeological with 
the literary evidence on that subject. A recent paper shows the pitfalls of using Roman-
era texts to elucidate archaic and classical material evidence (Stibbe 2002). By focus-
ing on the archaeology of Laconia, we can expect an internally consistent picture to
emerge, which will prompt further investigation in the field as well as renewed inter-
pretation of the artifacts already recovered.

Questions of urban development do not really apply to archaic and classical Sparta,
as what we would recognize as urbanization in a tangible sense did not take place
until the hellenistic period, when the area of the city’s four constituent communities
– Limnae, Cynosoures, Pitane, and Mesoa – finally received a wall. It has even been
doubted that “acropolis” is an appropriate term before then for the hill upon which
the temple of Athena Chalkioikos stood. Until the later third century, Sparta’s settle-
ments were distinct from one another, separated by extensive unbuilt areas. Like 
people all over Greece, the inhabitants of each community (oba) buried their dead
on the outskirts of their villages in order to keep the worlds of the living and the
dead separate. After the enclosure of the city, Spartans continued for a while to bury
their dead in the same places, giving rise to the misconception that, in exception to
the Greek norm, they had always buried their dead within the city’s walls (Kourinou
2000: 90, 217).

The first area to be occupied was that of the oba Limnae, between the Eurotas
and Toumpano, the easternmost hill of the acropolis heights, where the greatest 
concentrations of Protogeometric and Geometric artifacts have been found. Here,
dug into virgin soil and beneath rich Protogeometric layers, were very simple Early
Iron Age graves so early in date that they were originally thought to be from the
Bronze Age (Raphtopoulou 1996/7: 272–3). Excavations in this area have continued
to uncover similar burials from the first centuries of settlement at Sparta. Grave goods
are not on the whole plentiful, though small objects of bronze or iron are some-
times found (Themos, Zavvou et al. 1997: 162–3).

Relative to the rest of Sparta, Limnae has long been particularly fruitful archae-
ologically. The sanctuary of Artemis Orthia, the best-known site in the city, has pro-
duced a wealth of material (Dawkins 1929). Several deposits and terracotta plaques
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of a kind peculiar to Laconia were also discovered in the area, along with a building
taken to be a heroon.2 Perhaps the best-known single artifact from this part of the
city is a partially preserved stone “hero” relief from the late sixth century bearing a
fragmentary inscription that can be restored to produce the name of Chilon, the
famous Spartan sage and ephor (Wace 1937).

Another potential hero shrine has recently been found a little to the north of 
the graves just mentioned. A votive pit was excavated in 1996 containing many 
artifacts, among hundreds of terracotta dedicatory relief plaques and large numbers
of miniature lead votives. In a nearby room, underneath a layer of classical and 
hellenistic pottery, were very many votives and a mound of stones with an almost
circular opening in the top. Under this opening a stone slab covered remains of a
person wearing a bronze ring on the right hand, while between the slab and the
mound’s opening was found a large quantity of Geometric pottery. The complex
underwent at least two building phases; on its east, it faced a road running north-
south.3 Full publication of the material from this important site, including an inscribed
relief mentioned in the preliminary report, should shed valuable new light on Spartan
burial practices and veneration for their honored dead, especially as the mound of
stones here resembles the “tumulus” upon which the well-known Chrysapha relief
was found over a century ago.

The most important Laconian shrine of Artemis was located on the west bank of
the Eurotas river on the eastern edge of Limnae. Probably founded in the ninth cen-
tury, by the end of the eighth the site boasted an altar and temple inside a paved,
enclosed cult area. Between 570 and 560 a massive flood may have devastated the
sanctuary, causing a new altar and stone temple to be built on top of a layer of river
sand spread over the site.4 The sanctuary is characterized by finds of terracotta masks
representing a variety of types, from handsome youths to wrinkled old women and
grotesque monsters, and by a staggering quantity of small lead votives (figures 12.1
and 12.2). These lead votives are typical of shrines elsewhere in Laconia; they have
been found in significant numbers not only here, but also at several other sites includ-
ing the Menelaion and the perioecic shrine at Aigies (Bonias 1998: 103). A few 
came to light during the excavations at the sanctuary of Zeus Messapeus, north-east
of the city (Catling 2002: 75), and several hundred appeared on the acropolis near
the temple of Athena Chalkioikos. However, these numbers pale into insignificance
compared with the 100,773 lead votives dedicated to Artemis Orthia.5 Ranging in
date from the seventh to the end of the sixth century, with the bulk from after 
the renovation of the sanctuary, the moldmade votives depict divinities, daimones of
various sorts, winged female figures, dancers, musicians, warriors, and objects such
as wool-carding implements and wreaths, of which there is an especially large num-
ber. Particularly important are images of stags, an attribute of Artemis, that replace
earlier images of horses after 570–560 (Boss 2000: 153). All these votives were found,
here and elsewhere, mixed in with bone-and-ash debris from sacrifices but showed
no signs of contact with heat, indicating that they were placed on the altars or tossed
onto the ground nearby when sacrifices were not occurring. According to one cal-
culation, an average of 650 lead votives was deposited annually at the Orthia sanctuary
alone, so we should imagine a steady stream of devotees visiting the altar throughout
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the year. The votives, it used to be thought, were merely cheap substitutes for more
expensive dedications, but a better explanation rests on the special properties of 
lead, which was used in antiquity as the medium for magical incantations such 
as curses. They probably functioned much like the metal votives (tamata) found in
Greek Orthodox churches today (Boss 2000: 195–8). The source of lead has been
identified as Laurion in Attica, a proposal which invites interesting speculations about
trade in luxury goods between Athens and Sparta in the late archaic period (Vickers

Figure 12.1 Masks from Artemis Orthia sanctuary
Source: Dawkins (1929: pl. 47).

Figure 12.2 Votives from Artemis Orthia sanctuary. Left: lead models of textiles (a–d), a
hat (e), and weaving combs (f ); a bone weaving comb (g). Right: lead figurines of ornately
dressed women (top) and warriors and archers (bottom)
Source: Dawkins (1929: pls. 181, 183).
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and Gill 2002). But the methodology used to assign metal artifacts to specific ore
sources has lately been questioned (Budd, Pollard et al. 1995: 74), so the Attic 
origin of the material for these characteristic Laconian dedications must remain only
a possibility.

The masks, on the other hand, remain quite mysterious, although they evidently
played a significant role in sixth-century cultic activity at the site. Depicting perhaps
various characters in a sort of sacred play, the surviving clay examples cannot have
actually been worn by participants, because several are smaller than life-size and many
lack holes for the attachment of string or strips of leather to fasten the mask onto
a participant’s head. Perhaps the working masks were of wood, like the elaborate
ceremonial masks of the Haida and Kwakiutl peoples of British Columbia.

On a hill near the settlement of Amyclae, approximately two hours walk south 
of Sparta, stood the pre-eminent Apolline sanctuary in Laconia. In the later sixth
century, the god received at the Amyklaion one of his more unusual offerings, a
massive statue seated on or standing in the midst of a gigantic throne, the work of
the Ionian artist Bathycles. The towering bronze statue of an armed Apollo must
have been visible from nearly everywhere in the Eurotas valley, and so much figured
decoration covered the god’s elaborate throne that the Roman-era periegete Pausanias
devoted several paragraphs to a detailed description (3.18.9–19.5). All now, of course,
is lost. Sporadic excavations on the hill in the first half of the last century revealed
a few archaic architectural members and a retaining wall from the same period, but
nothing came to light of the Throne of Apollo or of the grave of the pre-Greek
divinity Hyacinthus located underneath (Faustoferri 1996).

Despite the lack of spectacular finds, the Amyklaion is a site of prime importance
for the history of Laconia and of Greece as a whole after the end of the Bronze Age,
since it was a locus for cult for both Mycenaean and Iron-Age Laconians. Pottery
found by a retaining wall seems to show a break in its sequence between the very
end of the Bronze Age in the twelfth century and the beginning of the local style
of Iron Age pottery usually dated no earlier than 950. Accounting for this break or
bridging it has implications for the historicity of Greek stories about the return of
the sons of Heracles to the Peloponnesus to claim their patrimony sometime after
the Trojan War, which many modern researchers identified as invasions by speakers 
of the Dorian dialect who violently brought an end to Mycenaean civilization. As
usual for a site in Laconia the situation is complicated, this time by the nature of
the depositional record. Instead of a clear stratigraphy resulting from levels of occu-
pation debris such as are found in settlements, no proper layers of pottery exist at
the Amyklaion for the crucial period.

The surviving fragments were found in a layer of clay, one meter deep, with
Geometric pottery at the top, Mycenaean ware at the bottom, and Protogeometric
sherds in between, among which were a very few pieces of Mycenaean artifacts as
well as later bronzes (Cartledge 1979: 81–2). Due to the deposit’s nature, we cannot
simply assume that the Mycenaean and Protogeometric sherds come from objects
that were on display in the sanctuary at the same time. Adding to the problem is
the gap of well over a century between the two styles. Their decoration is strikingly
different, with the fluid lines of the Mycenaean replaced by cross-hatched full- and
half-diamond shapes on pots mostly glazed black, often with incised grooves and an
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unmistakable metallic sheen. On the other hand, several of the shapes Laconian potters
threw in the early Iron Age were closely related to those used by their Bronze Age
predecessors,6 perhaps implying some continuity. Finds from elsewhere in Laconia,
notably a vessel found on the Malea peninsula which undoubtedly continues a shape
known from the middle of the Mycenaean period (Coulson 1988: 21, 23), and fur-
ther afield in the Peloponnese, a Laconian Protogeometric sherd discovered at Asine
on the Argolid in the earliest Iron Age occupation layer dating to the eleventh cen-
tury (Wells 1983: 42), while intriguing, are by themselves insufficient evidence for a
continuous ceramic tradition at Amyclae from the Bronze Age to the tenth century
(Coulson 1988: 23, n. 13). We are left then with evidence that can support two oppos-
ing viewpoints: that the discontinuity is best explained as resulting from an influx of
newcomers from the north-west – the Dorians;7 or that the hints of a stylistic con-
nection between the Mycenaean and Iron Ages, when placed in a wider context, are
enough to consign those same Dorians to the scrapheap of history (Hall 1997:
114–28). However, now that excavations may start again, we can hope that new
evidence will soon help unravel this particularly knotty problem (Eder 1998: 97–9).

Beyond the Spartan plain, excavations on the acropolis of Geronthrae (mod. Geraki),
26 km to the south-east, are at present the only systematic archaeological investiga-
tion to be undertaken at a perioecic town site. The picture that is emerging conforms
to what has been reconstructed for the rest of Laconia. The site shows no signs of
habitation for many years from the Middle Helladic period to the Early Iron Age,
with a few Protogeometric and Geometric sherds washed down from the top of the
hill indicating a resumption of human activity in the area. A tentatively identified late
archaic or classical wall built on top of leveled remains from the Early Bronze Age
further attests to the dramatic discontinuity characterizing the Laconian archaeological
record.8 Architectural fragments and a votive deposit suggest the existence of the
expected sanctuary in the archaic period, but unfortunately large-scale redevelopment
in the later classical and hellenistic periods caused the removal of many earlier remains
(Crouwel, Prent et al. 1997: 71–2). Apart from a temple to Apollo with an ivory cult
statue that burned down before Pausanias visited in the second century ce (3.22.7),
there may also have been a cult building dedicated to the major Laconian deities, the
Dioscuri.9 Despite the wholesale destruction of earlier remains, an anvil uncovered
during 2003 in a classical context associated with some tentatively identified pieces of
iron slag, either from smelting or reworking metal, may for the first time provide some
evidence for industrial activity among the perioikoi (M. Prent, personal comment).

One other full-scale excavation of a perioecic site has been undertaken recently,
at a rural sanctuary near the ancient city of Aegiae, a short distance north-west of
Sparta’s port, Gytheum. The earlier cult building on the site, from the middle of
the seventh century, is the only such apsidal structure found in Laconia so far. The
presence of votive pits (bothroi) and lack of evidence for burnt sacrifice suggest that
the object of devotion at this stage was a hero. The first quarter of the sixth cen-
tury saw this building converted into a temple-like construction, possibly in the Doric
order, with terracotta architectural adornment. Within the temple were found frag-
ments of a booted kouros statue from 540–520 and pieces of an early classical seated
female figure of such size and quality that the excavator identified it as the cult statue
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of a female deity, probably Artemis.10 The dedications, ranging mostly from the mid-
seventh century to the early fifth, tend to bear out this interpretation: they include an
early Mistress of Animals figurine and statuette groups of a female flanked by smaller
figures recalling the so-called Eileithyia statuette found at the sanctuary of Artemis
Orthia (Bonias 1998: 83). In addition to the ubiquitous miniature lead votives, there
are seated children of the “temple boy” type, female busts, the earliest of which is
a late daedalic example from ca. 620, women mounted sidesaddle using astrabai (a type
known from many Peloponnesian sites), as well as some articulated “doll” torsos 
(possibly children’s toys), a few articles of jewelry – dedications pointing to a pre-
dominantly female-oriented cult. Somewhat different from these sorts of votive offer-
ings were a strigil and a jumping weight (halter) dedicated by Tachistolaos (“Swiftest
of the people”) to Timagenes, the hero who shared worship at the site with the deity.11

It has been suggested that Tachistolaos had won his victory in the Olympic games
but he is just as likely to have been successful in local games similar to those catalogued
in the famous Damonon inscription (IG V.1 213).

North-east of Sparta, the state sanctuary of Zeus Messapeus at Tsakona was in use
continuously from the late eighth or early seventh century to the second century,
followed by a revival of activity approximately three centuries later in the Roman
period. In contrast to the Aegiae shrine, masculine sexuality seems to have been the
cult’s main concern, since eighty percent of the hundreds of handmade terracotta
figurines found on the site represent crouching males grasping their erect phalluses.
A much smaller number of female figurines, some displaying their genitalia, others pre-
gnant or giving birth, may attest to a certain level of female involvement. Fragments
of a stone halter and a bronze spearhead, perhaps from the javelin competition of the
pentathlon, also indicate a connection with athletic victory (Catling 2002: 73–80, 90).
The most intriguing artifacts, though, are six small rectangular rods, each bent at
one end and hammered flat at the other to form a sort of blade. The excavator identifies
these instruments as scalpels and, associating them with some small, spherical aryballoi
that may have served as receptacles for a bodily fluid such as blood, proposes that ritual
circumcision may have been performed here, a suggestion he rightly expects “to find
little favour.”12 Whatever the ritual activity here, Zeus Messapeus was evidently con-
nected with male maturation rituals, as was Artemis Orthia, at whose shrine were
found similar figurines but in quite different proportions (Catling 2002: 90).

Regarding the history of settlement in Laconia as a whole, the results of the 
Anglo-Dutch Laconia Survey for the first time afford researchers some firm data with
which to work. This survey, which covered an area of approximately seventy square
kilometers, ranging from the eastern bank of the Eurotas river near Sparta at its 
southern end to the village of Palaiogoulas (probably ancient Sellasia) at its north-
eastern, has produced a surprising picture of settlement in the archaic period (figure 12.3).
The Iron Age saw Laconians confined to the Eurotas valley itself, clustered together
in a very few, highly nucleated, discrete settlements, each situated some distance from
its neighbors – a pattern found in most of Greece at the time. However, when other
Greek settlements began to spread out over the empty spaces between settlements
after the middle of the eighth century due probably to a population increase (Morris
1998a: 16), Laconian villages remained static within the bounds established in the
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previous centuries. Not even from the next century, when Sparta is supposed to have
embarked on the grueling, but ultimately successful conquest of the rich lands of
Messenia, were there signs of an expansion to make full use of the agricultural poten-
tial of the Eurotas and the lands to the north-east.

Compared to the rest of Greece, then, archaic Sparta and Laconia were unique.
They were not completely isolated from other panhellenic trends, however, since the
foundations of extra-urban cult sites such as the Menelaion and the northern sanc-
tuary of Zeus Messapeus can be traced back to the end of the eighth century, while
the wealth and cosmopolitan taste of Spartan aristocrats at this time is evident in 
the sophisticated Laconian pottery they used and the orientalizing ivory dedications
they made at Artemis Orthia and elsewhere. Nonetheless, outside the few areas of
habitation, seventh-century Laconia was essentially an empty land, with later perioecic
towns such as Gytheum, Asopus, and Epidaurus Limera not yet in existence. The
dam finally burst in the sixth century, when, within the astonishingly short space of
only about fifty years, this wilderness was transformed into a landscape of farms, 
villages, and small towns. Interestingly, the survey evidence tends to indicate that
the one perioecic town within its area, Sellasia, may have been founded at this time,
as there is no evidence for prior habitation. One factor in the rapid development of
north-east Laconia, apart from simple land hunger, may have been Sparta’s wrest-
ing control of the disputed northern borderlands from Argos at about this time
(Cartledge 1979: 140–2). Whether or not a large slice of eastern Laconia from the
Thyreatis to Cape Malea in the south remained under Argive control until the Battle
of the Champions ca. 545 (Herodotus 1.82.1), the archaeological evidence, such as
it is, from various sites in the Parnon range and on the eastern seaboard is remark-
ably consistent with that of the survey area: the earliest securely datable artifacts 
cluster around the second half of the sixth century (Cavanagh, Crouwel et al. 1996:
269, 277–312). Something dramatic definitely happened then, perhaps linked with
the great increase in conspicuous consumption by the Spartan elite already noted
around that time.

What the surveyors did not find also raises some challenging questions. In the
entire region investigated, only one settlement, Sellasia, located north of Sparta, was
just large enough to support specialist artisans, such as metalworkers and potters, to
manufacture the commodities needed by farmers, let alone the high-grade weapons
used by Spartiate warriors. Where, then, were these products made? In Sparta itself
is one suggestion.13 Although this flies in the face of the traditional view that pro-
duction and commerce were the province solely of the perioikoi, who are supposed
to have lived outside the Spartan territory proper, some archaeological clues point
to the existence of industry within the city.14 That larger perioecic communities did
possess some forms of industrial production is now established by the classical anvil
found at Geronthrae, but it is still far from clear how such activities were distributed
through the Laconian landscape.

Even more surprising is the lack of reliable early evidence for small settlements in
the plain around the city (Cavanagh, Crouwel et al. 2002: 232–4). Although ham-
lets, farmsteads, and villas were scattered throughout the area in the fifth century,
the lands outside Sparta and Amyclae were devoid of human habitation before the
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great wave of Spartan expansion in the sixth century. The situation is mysterious, to
say the least, because these fields in the Spartan heartland are supposed to have been
worked by helots, whose labor allowed the Spartiates to devote themselves to train-
ing up for war. Conventionally thought of in antiquity as the oppressed descendants
of the conquered original inhabitants of Laconia, helots as a social class are held
today to have existed since the early years of the Spartan state.15 In the fifth century,
the helots probably lived in small settlements, some close to Sparta, as they quickly
massed to attempt a raid on the city after the violent earthquake of ca. 465 (Plut.
Cim. 16.6–7). But the situation earlier must have been quite different, since no dwelling
places of any kind existed outside the centers of Sparta and Amyclae. This raises the
intriguing question of where the helots lived during the seventh and early sixth cen-
turies. One answer might be that the lands were farmed from Sparta itself (Cavanagh,
Crouwel et al. 2002: 232), but that would have entailed substantial numbers of helots
barracked among Spartiates in the city. Another might be that the lack of evidence
for habitation in the survey area is simply a matter of chance, a proposition which
would no doubt be rejected by the surveyors themselves, who emphasize that, within
the limits of our knowledge, nothing suggests that the results from the survey area
are unrepresentative of the region as a whole (2002: 156).

The success of the Sparta Survey can be gauged by the unexpected questions it
provokes, many of which can be answered only by the spade. Since Sparta itself seems
unlikely to yield any more sites of the importance of Artemis Orthia to students 
of archaic and classical Greece, then archaeologists’ attention should shift to the 
settlements and sanctuaries liberally scattered over the Laconian landscape. With time
and patience, our ignorance of the lifestyles of perioikoi and helots might not be
quite so absolute, and our understanding of their evolving relationships with the
Spartiates somewhat less dependent on tendentious foreign sources.

The Archaeology of Messenia

The south-western part of the Peloponnese was known at least since the hellenistic
age as Messenia. To the east, the Taygetos chain, whose southernmost part forms
the Mani peninsula, separates it from Laconia. To the north, the deep valley of 
the River Neda marks its border towards Triphylia and Arkadia. The only easy 
access to the region is from southern Arkadia, over the Derveni Pass, crossed by 
the modern road from Megalopolis to Kalamata. Messenia is divided in two main
areas, the valley of the River Pamisos, the most rich and fertile portion, and the 
western coastal region, separated from each other by a line of mountains culminat-
ing in Mount Aigaleos to the north and Mount Maglavas and Mount Lykodimos
to the south, and ending in the Akritas Peninsula. The upper Pamisos Valley, called
Stenyklaros in antiquity, is separated from the lower valley, the ancient Makaria, by
a row of hills immediately to the east of Mount Ithome. To the north, a narrow
plain connects the north-western harbor town of Kyparissia and its coastal plain to
Stenyklaros, opening up along the way in the Soulima Valley, the third most import-
ant plain of Messenia.
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The modern traveler going from Sparta to Kalamata cannot but be impressed by
their surprising proximity: with modern means of transportation, Kalamata is in fact
closer to Sparta than Gytheion – or put the other way around, in Laconia, Sparta is
the closest point to Messenia. Of course, in antiquity crossing the steep passes over
the Taygetos was much more troublesome than it is today, but an archaic or classical
road that connected Sparta to Kalamata by the shortest way, the Langada pass, has
recently been identified (Pikoulas 1991). Adding that the Pamisos valley is prob-
ably the richest agricultural area of the Peloponnese, it is fair to say that geograph-
ical conditions explain much of the history of Messenia during the archaic age.

Judging by the number of sites, Bronze Age Messenia must have been one of the
most prosperous and densely populated parts of the Greek world. Its main center
lay in the western coastal region, where the palace of Pylos controlled a network of
minor settlements that in due course probably came to embrace almost the whole
of later Messenia. The second most important settlement of the region seems to have
been located not far from the Gulf of Messenia, on a hill to the east of the river
Pamisos, the site of the later town of Thuria. During the Mycenaean Age, this place
may have been called Leuktron and functioned as capital of the eastern province of
the kingdom of Pylos (Davis 1998). In general terms, the western part of the region
seems to have been more densely populated than the Pamisos Valley, especially than
the Stenyklaros plain, where there are hardly any Bronze Age sites.

All this prosperity disappeared at the end of the Bronze Age, and Iron Age Messenia
offers the usual desolated landscape (Eder 1998). The small settlement on the hill
of Nichoria, overlooking the western corner of the Gulf of Messenia, has been the
focus of sustained archaeological investigation and is one of the best-known Dark
Age settlements anywhere in the Greek world (McDonald, Coulson et al. 1983).
Originally a thriving Bronze Age village, with streets and stone-built drains, after
being deserted for about a century Nichoria was settled by a small group of people
around the second quarter of the eleventh century. At its peak, between the tenth
and ninth centuries, Iron Age Nichoria was home to perhaps forty families or some
200 people, whose apsidal houses clustered around a similar but larger building, 
over ten meters long, clearly the home of some sort of chief or leader, that seems
to have functioned as a focus for the religious life of the community, too (Thomas
and Conant 1999). But the eighth century was a period of decline, both in terms
of size of the settlement and of contacts with other regions, culminating in the 
destruction and abandonment of the site around the middle of the century. The site
was not reoccupied in antiquity.

If the archaeological record of Messenia in the Late Geometric and Early Archaic
period is untypical in any way, it is probably in its failure to emerge in a sustained
way from this situation of stagnation. While elsewhere in Greece larger settlements
or sanctuaries start to appear, eighth-century Messenia has nothing really noteworthy
to offer. This may be to some extent a misleading impression, resulting from the
convergence of two factors that influence in a negative way our understanding of
the history and archaeology of archaic Messenia. The first is the predominance of
the Bronze Age which has by and large set the agenda for research in the region,
resulting for instance in most attention being devoted to the area around Pylos, which
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was clearly not very important in the later history of Messenia. The second negative
factor is lack of information from written sources that might guide the search for
important sites of early archaic date. However, it is probably correct to say that the
current state of the evidence for the archaic age in Messenia cannot be purely a con-
sequence of the combined effect of these two factors. The meager archaeological
record of archaic Messenia is perhaps the most visible consequence of its history,
that is, of the fact that throughout the period the real political center of the region
was in fact across the Taygetos. In all likelihood, Spartan domination also accounts
for an important long-term transformation in the distribution of settlements in Messenia.
While in the Dark Age the concentration of settlements remained highest in the 
western part of the region, especially on the Navarino plateau, with the archaic age
human presence in Messenia becomes stronger in the Pamisos Valley and around
the Gulf of Messenia, assuming the shape that it will preserve for the rest of antiquity
(Eder 1998: 178).

Apart from this, it is fair to say that, while the Spartan conquest must have been
the main event in the archaic history of Messenia, it has left no unequivocal traces
on the ground. Nichoria was apparently destroyed by fire and abandoned around
the mid-eighth century, which most scholars would say is too early for a connec-
tion with the Spartan conquest to be suggested. Probably the Spartan conquest of
Messenia should not be envisioned as the result of one war, as the ancient sources
depict it, but rather as a longer and more complex process, that included, beside
outright military conquest of some parts of the region, other sorts of episodes, such
as some smaller, village-like communities being absorbed into the orbit of Sparta
very much like perioikoi of Laconia also may have been, or the foundation of new
settlements by Spartan initiative, perhaps by relocating population from other parts
of the Peloponnese, including Laconia. The perioikic town of Asine, on the western
coast of the Gulf of Messenia, allegedly populated by exiles who had left Asine in
the Argolis at the time of the Argive conquest, may be a case in point.

Archaeological evidence for archaic Messenia comes mostly from a handful of sanc-
tuaries, often through stray finds or rescue excavations (Luraghi 2008: 117–32). At
least three locations have produced finds dating to the first half of the eighth cen-
tury and continuing through the archaic period. One of them was located in a place
called Lakathela, on the hills south of the corridor that links the Pamisos Valley with
the Gulf of Kyparissia, not far from the medieval castle of Mila and the Bronze Age
acropolis of Malthi (Karagiorga 1972). Small bronze and clay figurines of animals
seem to go back to the second quarter of the eighth century. The sanctuary acquired
monumental appearance later in the archaic age, when a 28-m-long stoa was built,
together with a rather puzzling circular building. The complex was destroyed and
abandoned in the early decades of the fifth century, possibly in connection with the
revolt in Messenia in the 460s. The finds speak strongly in favor of a sanctuary, but
there is no way to tell which deity was worshipped in it.

Late Geometric materials have been found also in a place that was destined to
have a great symbolic meaning in the history of Messenia. The site is known in scholar-
ship as Volimos or Volimnos, and is marked today by a small chapel dedicated to the
Panayia Volimiotissa, high up in the mountains north-east of Kalamata, probably on
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or close to the ancient itinerary across the Langada Pass (Luraghi 2008: 123–4). In
antiquity, the sanctuary of Artemis Limnatis stood here, the alleged theatre of the
episode that ignited the First Messenian War and a bone of contention between
Messenians and Spartans ever since the Messenian independence in 369. Although
the site has been visited by scholars many times from the nineteenth century onwards,
no excavation has ever taken place, and all the information we have derives from
inscriptions of the imperial age built into the walls of the chapel and stray finds. One
of the latter, a bronze mirror dedicated to Limnatis and tentatively dated to the 
second quarter of the fifth century,16 confirms that this goddess was worshipped 
here already before the liberation of Messenia. The name “Limnatis” probably means
“the goddess of Limnai,” that is, Artemis Orthia. The earliest votives date back to
the mid-eighth century (Luraghi 2008: 114), but they have no specific link with
Artemis, so it is not possible to say with certainty how old the cult really was.

Sherds and bronze votives suggest an early eighth-century date for the sanctuary
of Poseidon at Akovitika, not far from the coast and the mouth of the river Pamisos
(Luraghi 2008: 121–3). Most likely, the sanctuary belonged to Thuria and was the
place where the festival of Poseidon mentioned in the Damonon inscription (IG V.1,
213.18–23) was held. A rescue excavation conducted at the site brought to light a
peristyle dating to the sixth century, partially built with spoils from an earlier build-
ing. There is no doubt that more buildings remain to be uncovered.

The only two archaic sanctuaries that have been object of regular, if short, excava-
tion campaigns are the sanctuary of Apollo Korythos at Ayios Andreas, on the western
side of the Gulf of Messenia, between Asine and Corone, not far from the coast,
and the sanctuary of the river god Pamisos at Ayios Floros, north of Thuria. The
architectural history of the sanctuary of Apollo Korythos is rather unclear.17 Votives
seem to go back to the seventh century and are, for archaic Messenia, unusually rich,
including three archaic or early classical inscriptions. The bronze statuette of a hoplite
with a very elaborate armor and plates covering his arms and thighs is a frequently
met icon in books on ancient Sparta (Cartledge 2002: pl. 11). The relative abundance
of weapons among the offerings suggests that Apollo was worshipped here especially
in his warlike aspect. The most striking find from the site is a large marble Doric
capital, certainly votive and datable to the mid sixth century, with a very elaborate
decoration under the echinus (Barletta 1990: 51). Very close parallels for this exquisite
piece are to be found among the architectural remains of the throne of Amyklai and
in a capital of unknown provenance reused in a church near Sparta.

In the sanctuary of Pamisos votives go back to the first half of the seventh century
and include pottery, mostly miniaturistic, bronze figurines of animals and a few 
statuettes (Valmin 1938). In all likelihood, the archaic statuette of a warrior hurling
a spear, carrying a dedication by Pythodoros to the god Pamisos, now in the Princeton
University Art Museum, came from this site, but it surfaced on the antiquities market
without a provenance record.18

Finally, much to scholars’ surprise, abundant votives referring to at least two sanc-
tuaries that date back to the mid seventh century have been found during excavations
on the site of Messene, the city founded by Epaminondas in 369. Soundings in 
the courtyard of the hellenistic temple of Asclepios and the excavation of a small
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sanctuary west of the square stoa that surrounds the temple have brought to light
a respectable amount of remains of archaic date (Luraghi 2008: 124–7). Apart from
pottery about which very little is known, the votives consist of terracotta plaques
similar to those found in sanctuaries at Sparta and in Laconia, including a group of
three figures sitting on a bench, two of which, dressed, flank and support a third one,
female and naked, who raises her hands to her head in a gesture of mourning. Very
close parallels come from Amyklai, from Aigies, and from the votive deposit of the
Dimiova cave, near Kalamata.19 The same iconography is displayed also by a group
worked in the round (Papaephthimiou 2001/2). A few fragments of large terracotta
relief plaques, of remarkable quality and characteristically Laconian style, go back to
the sixth century. The architectural history of the area during the archaic age is unclear,
but a fragment of a Laconian terracotta acroterion testifies to the presence of at least
one sacred building (Themelis 1994: 150). Which deities were worshipped here is
not easy to tell. A kourotrophic goddess such as Artemis or Eileithyia is a very likely
candidate.

The economic and social level displayed by these assemblages, and comparison
with sanctuaries from Laconia, suggest to see in the sites just listed the sanctuaries
of the perioikoi of Messenia. Except for the obviously local river-god Pamisus, they
show a remarkable homogeneity with cults of perioikoi in Laconia (Parker 1989: 145).
The same homogeneity is revealed by the style of the objects found in these sanc-
tuaries, which regularly find close parallels in Laconia and often nowhere else. There
is no real trace of a distinct material culture of archaic Messenia – a conclusion con-
firmed by all other finds from the region. If we compare this situation with the Dark
Age, it seems appropriate to speak of a thorough cultural Laconization of Messenia.
Signs of continuity in sanctuaries and settlements however are a warning against 
assuming widespread immigration from Laconia. What we see is Messenia growing
to be a part of the Lacedaemonian state. The presence of a probable settlement of
perioikoi on the site of later Messene has come as a surprise to scholars: it does not
perhaps call into question the notion that the Stenyklaros plain was occupied by land
lots belonging to the Spartiates, but it certainly opens up a number of questions
relating to the identity of Messenian perioikoi.

Vidal-Naquet famously observed that, so far, archaeology has not uncovered many
Helots (1986: 175). However, the situation may be just beginning to change. The
results of the Laconia survey, discussed above, must refer in large part to land that
belonged to the Spartiates, and was therefore tilled by Helots. In Messenia, the 
pattern observed in the area of the Pylos Regional Archaeological Project (PRAP),
characterized by the presence of very few quite large settlements and almost no 
evidence for isolated farmsteads, has been taken tentatively as representative of 
Helot settlement (Alcock 2002b). The notion that Helots in Messenia lived in large
villages rather than scattered through the countryside could have interesting conse-
quences for how we imagine their social organization and everyday life (Hodkinson
2003: 269–75). However, while it is possible that the area investigated by PRAP,
south-west of Mycenaean Pylos, might have been inhabited by Helots, it must be
admitted that, mildly put, this area it is not a prime candidate for the location of
the Spartiates’ estates. Evidence from the Stenyklaros and Soulima Valleys would carry
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much more weight. As it happens, two large square buildings of late archaic date,
quite similar in shape and size, have been excavated in the general area of the Soulima
Valley, at Kopanaki and Vasiliko. Both are multi-room complexes organized around
a central courtyard, and were certainly provided with an upper floor (Luraghi 2008:
130–1). They are much larger than normal farmsteads – so much so that one of them
was originally interpreted as a small fort – and may suggest a pattern of settlement
and exploitation of land and workforce quite different from the one that has been
reconstructed based on the results of PRAP.

Finally, a typically Messenian class of evidence remains to be addressed, offerings
at Bronze Age tombs.20 Two dozen Late Geometric vases of rather high quality, includ-
ing imports from Corinth and Laconia, were found inside two chamber tombs in
the Volimidia necropolis, not far from Pylos (Coulson 1988). More Late Geometric
materials may come from other tombs, including ones at Kopanaki and Nichoria,
but nothing coming even close, in terms of quantity and quality, to the deposition
at Volimidia. During the archaic age, a thin but continuous stream of evidence includes
an Orientalizing pyxis from one of the tholoi at Koukounara, the fragments of eight
drinking cups, mostly Laconian and dated to the late seventh-early sixth century 
from Papoulia, on the plateau to the west of Mount Maglavas, fragments of an 
archaic amphora from Tourliditsa, sherds of a Proto-Corinthian vase from Vasiliko,
a couple of small black glazed pots from Volimidia. This material has often been
interpreted as evidence of a sort of cultural resistance by the Helotized Messenians
against their Spartan oppressors (Alcock 2002a: 146–52).

While this interpretation suffers from the tendency to see archaic Messenia in terms
of a simplified dialectic Helots-Spartiates, offerings at Bronze Age tombs may have
been a way for inhabitants of Messenia, both Helots and perioikoi, to articulate a
separate identity, which in due course evolved into the Messenian irredentism that
emerged in the first half of the fifth century.
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Introduction

The Peloponnese is primarily a geographical concept, the southernmost part of the
Balkan peninsula lying beyond the Isthmus of Corinth. Its topography is fragmented,
and any regional solidarity seems to have emerged only under Spartan hegemony,
i.e. from the late archaic period onwards (Purcell in OCD3 1133). This chapter is
about the Peloponnese other than Lakonia and Messenia, in other words about a
geographical area which for most of the archaic period had no political or ideolo-
gical unity at all. Within the area different communities varied in their evolution, as
will be seen. However, the area included such obviously important archaic centres
as Corinth and Argos, and lay close to other influential communities in central 
Greece. Contemporary trends in development penetrated the Peloponnese, and in
fact reached not only Corinth and Argos but also much smaller and more obscure
settlements.

Comparing how different areas of the archaic Peloponnese evolved is made more
difficult by the very uneven evidence, whether literary, epigraphic, or archaeological.
The progress of archaeological research has brought much new information, but 
some areas remain virtually unknown. One such case is the area between the rivers
Alpheios and Neda (which later – around 400 – became Triphylia). It barely appears
in the literary evidence. The sanctuary of Artemis at Kombothekra (Sinn 1978; 1981),
already important in the archaic period, has been excavated, but we still do not know
who controlled it. Some archaic material has also been found at Prasidaki near Lepreon,
where the late classical temple had an archaic predecessor,1 and at the probable sites
of such classical communities as Epeion and Pyrgos.2 Nonetheless the archaic history
of the area generally is barely known, and it hardly appears in this chapter.

The uneven coverage offered by the available evidence creates obvious difficulties,
for instance for anyone trying to explain how Achaea came to launch several import-
ant colonies in Magna Graecia. Nonetheless, despite the inevitable gaps, it is possible

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The Peloponnese

Thomas Heine Nielsen and James Roy

ACA_c13.qxd  25/02/2009  02:34PM  Page 255

A Companion to Archaic Greece   Edited by Kurt A. Raaflaub and Hans van Wees

© 2009 Blackwell Publishing Ltd.  ISBN: 978-0-631-23045-8



256 Thomas Heine Nielsen and James Roy

to see how different communities in the various regions of the archaic Peloponnese
participated in major developments of the period, and in some cases led the way.

Regionalism and Identity

The Peloponnese is traditionally seen as made up of a number of regions – Achaea,
Sicyon, Corinth, the Argolid, Laconia, Messenia, Elis (or Eleia), and Arcadia in the
centre – and many Peloponnesians adopted an identity associated with their region
(Nielsen 2002a: 45–88). While the origins of such regionalization were no doubt
earlier, still in the archaic period the regions were not sharply defined, but there was
a transition towards the more stable classical network of identities (although even
then significant shifts of identity were still possible).3

By the eighth century both Corinth and Sicyon had unified their territories as 
single political entities, and they then remained remarkably stable as territorial states,
whatever internal changes they underwent (Legon in Inventory 462); but most regions
were a patchwork of numerous separate communities. In several cases, however, it
was uncertain how many communities were covered by a particular regional identity
(e.g. in Eleia, where regional identity developed and spread as the influence of Elis
grew: Roy 1999), and border areas in particular were often not clearly defined. Even
among such uncertainties Achaea is a particularly difficult problem since the concept
of Achaean identity probably developed before the archaic period, but the region is
not a natural geographical unity and how political communities evolved within Achaea
in the archaic period is still obscure.4

In several parts of the Peloponnese, particularly in border areas, communities had
a choice of identity (Roy 2000a). How such communities exercised their choice 
must have been affected by the tendency of more powerful communities to extend
their influence. Elis, for instance, was originally a community of the Peneios valley
in northern Eleia, but by the sixth century it controlled Olympia and quite possibly
also territory south of the Alpheios: as Elis expanded its control, some territory, such
as Pisatis around Olympia, was incorporated directly into the Elean state, while other
communities were made perioikic, and by 500 at least Elis had created a network
of subordinate perioikic allies (Roy in Inventory 489–91). Communities south of the
Alpheios not yet controlled by Elis in 500 would have to decide how to align them-
selves in view of the obvious likelihood (which became reality in the fifth century:
e.g. Hdt. 4.148.4) that Elis would seek to extend its control over them too.

Argos destroyed Asine in the eighth century and conquered Nauplia in the 
seventh, thus achieving domination of the entire valley in which it lay, and it con-
tinued to expand its influence over its neighbors: another aspect of Argive ambition
was the long-lasting struggle with Sparta for control of Thyreatis. While there was
a tendency in antiquity to distinguish the territory of Argos itself from “the cities of
the Acte” (the peninsula adjacent to the Saronic Gulf ), the term “cities of the Acte”
was a loose one, and Argive strength does not seem to have provoked the coales-
cence of an anti-Argive identity, though it was presumably among the factors which
led these cities to join the Spartan-led Peloponnesian League.5
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In northern Arcadia Kleitor campaigned in the later sixth century against “many
poleis,” presumably neighbors, and commemorated its success in a dedication at Olympia
(see below): Kleitor may have established some hegemonial organization in the area
(Nielsen 1996: 86–7). In the same area the Azanian identity, which had united several
northern Arcadian communities and possibly extended into Achaea, collapsed for
unknown reasons and simply disappeared except as a memory: evidently the formerly
Azanian communities preferred to rely on their own local identities within the wider
Arcadian regional grouping.6 The power of Mantinea and Tegea in eastern Arcadia
probably also faced their smaller Arcadian neighbors with choices of alignment, though
Mantinean and Tegean expansion into adjacent areas is not actually attested until
the fifth century (Nielsen in Inventory 517–20, 530–3).

As the power and influence of Sparta grew in the archaic period beyond the limits
of Laconia and Messenia that development too reshaped the identities of com-
munities on Sparta’s borders. In some cases smaller and weaker communities had
no real choice: Elis, Argos, Sparta, and probably also Kleitor achieved some of their
expansion by force of arms, but in other cases a less powerful community probably
exercised a genuine choice: Heraea, situated in the boundary area between Arcadia
and Elis, for instance, may have preferred to assert an Arcadian identity rather than
allow itself to be linked to Elis.7 There are also problems with the way shifts of iden-
tity are presented in later sources: for instance, control of border areas between Laconia
and southern Arcadian communities was still being disputed in the hellenistic period,
and accounts circulating in the hellenistic and Roman periods of the areas’ earlier
history were obviously slanted to support later territorial claims (Shipley 2000: 369–76).
While early Spartan expansion on this border is presented as military conquest, Spartan
strength may have offered an attractive security to small communities that found 
themselves between, say, Sparta and Tegea.

Inter-state relations were not all, however, colored by tension and anxiety, nor were
they all shaped by adherence to a region. The development, probably in the seventh
to sixth centuries, of a network of wagon-roads in the Peloponnese (see below) shows
both a willingness on the part of states to cooperate in creating and maintaining
such roads, and a readiness to facilitate traffic extending beyond the region.

Sanctuaries in the archaic Peloponnese also blended local and wider interests. Many
sanctuaries were of course of purely local significance, but others had a regional role.
The sanctuary of Poseidon at Samikon, for example, was evidently ancient, and import-
ant in the region south of the Alpheios that later became Triphylia (Ruggeri 2004:
96–102). Whatever its precise relationship to Argos and other nearby communities,
the Argive Heraion was clearly another such sanctuary of major regional importance
(Hall 1995; Piérart 2003: 61). But the attraction of a sanctuary could draw wor-
shippers across regional boundaries, and the prime Peloponnesian example of such
a shrine is of course Olympia, used from the eighth century not only by inhabitants
of Eleia but also by worshippers, and dedicants, from elsewhere in the Peloponnese,
notably Arcadia, Argos, Messenia and Lakonia – and by Greeks from outside the
Peloponnese, on whom see below (Morgan 1990: 57–105).

Such evidence shows that the archaic history of the Peloponnese must be seen not
only as marked by increasing regional definition and differentiation, but also as a
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time of considerable interaction and cooperation between communities and regions.
It is nonetheless true that the period saw the evolution of increasingly structured,
though still elastic,8 regional identities, leading to the well-known regional pattern
of the classical Peloponnese recorded, for instance, in the periplous of Pseudo-Skylax
(40–4).

Cities and Their Infrastructure

In the archaic period major urban centres developed in the Peloponnese. The evid-
ence is patchy, but enough to show that towns grew in different patterns. At Halieis
part of the town was laid out in planned form already in the sixth century if, as seems
likely, the sixth-century street plan matched that followed in the fourth-century recon-
struction (figure 13.1),9 but less structured development was more common. At Tegea
the town evidently grew up in the archaic period alongside the sanctuary of Athena
Alea, which had been important since the Early Iron Age, though the settlement
pattern within the town is still more or less unknown.10 On the site of the town of
Elis settlement had existed from the eleventh/tenth centuries, and developed in the
archaic period, probably as a cluster of small settlements with their various cemeteries
around a central public space. Public building is attested at Elis from the beginning
of the sixth century (Eder and Mitsopoulos 1999). The case of Elis is instructive because

Residential
Areas

Acropolis

100 m

N

Figure 13.1 Halieis may have been a planned city already in the sixth century: the
fourth-century roads of this plan probably reflect the sixth-century layout
Source: Owens (1991: fig. 19).
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the archaeological record clearly does not support the view derived from literary accounts
that the town was created by a synoikismos in 471 (Roy 2002b).

Two major centres, Corinth and Argos, have both been the object of consider-
able archaeological investigation, but present rather different images as archaic urban
centres. At Corinth considerable public building is known from the eighth century
onwards (Legon in Inventory 467–8). The settlement area however appears to have
been loosely structured, and to have been interspersed with unbuilt areas.11 At Argos
from the late eighth or early seventh century settlement, which had previously stretched
out into the plain, was concentrated around Pron (a southward projection from the
acropolis hill Larisa), and workshops clustered around the agora. Though isolated
burials continued to occur within the city walls throughout antiquity, areas of habita-
tion were differentiated from space for burials and two main cemeteries developed
(the south-western necropolis and the northern necropolis). Centres of public and
religious life, on the other hand, are still not well known. Several small sanctuaries
have been found, but only one of Aphrodite has been identified: it was probably in
use from the late seventh century, but a temple was built for it only in the second
half of the sixth century. There is a marked contrast between the limited archaic
remains of monumental building known in the city and the major works carried out
at the nearby Heraion from the late eighth or early seventh century (Piérart 2003);
after all, although Argos probably gained control of the sanctuary only in the early
classical period, from their city the people of Argos could see it across the plain 
(cf. Hall 1995). Nonetheless, despite the limitations and variations of our evidence,
and the diversity of patterns of development, there was clearly a general trend, nat-
urally most marked in major centres, towards urban centres equipped with buildings
to serve public purposes.

An essential part of an ancient Greek city (Hansen in Inventory 135–7) and prob-
ably the most expensive of its public buildings12 was its circuit wall. Most preserved
Greek circuits are post-archaic in date and the traditional assumption is that such
walls were not usually built before the early fifth century (Frederiksen 2003: 1–2).
However, recent research by Frederiksen (2003) suggests that the extent to which
circuits were built even in the earlier archaic period has been seriously underestim-
ated and that the building of circuits gained momentum already in the sixth century.
Perhaps not surprisingly most early fortifications are found in colonial areas, but 
a few cities of the north-eastern Peloponnese were in fact protected by walls in the
archaic period: Argos, Corinth, and Halieis in the southernmost Argolid.13 At Halieis
– by no means a major community – there are remains of a presumably seventh-
century wall protecting at least the acropolis if not the lower town as well (Frederiksen
2003: cat. A 118). Situated on the coast, the city may have feared seaborne piratical
raids, but the object of fear may also have been aggressive Argives (Osborne 1996a:
288). At Argos itself, the two dominating hills of Larisa and Aspis seem to have
been fortified, the Larisa as early as the seventh century and the Aspis by the sixth
century.14 At the so-called Potters’ Quarter in Corinth is preserved a stretch of a
double faced fortification wall, ca. 70 m long, 2.40 m wide and dating to the later
seventh century (Frederiksen 2003: cat. A 112). Though it has been disputed, the
probability is that this stretch was part of a continuous circuit enclosing the entire
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site of Corinth, perhaps as much as 300 ha.15 Wealthy but vulnerable, Corinth was
presumably prompted by its exposed topographical position – open to attack from
all sides – to construct this massive fortification.

Temples form another important and far more widespread group of monumental
public buildings of the archaic Peloponnese. Their obvious function was to cater to
the religious needs of the communities which erected them, but this was not their
only and perhaps even not their most important function. Apart from temples erected
at Panhellenic sanctuaries (such as the Heraion at Olympia, traditionally dated 
ca. 580; Lawrence 1996: 78–9) temples were built in a wide range of places: major
communities such as Corinth and Tegea, of course, built several temples,16 but just
as importantly, temples were also constructed by minor communities such as Dyme
and possibly Helike in Achaea,17 Halieis and Hermione in the Argolid,18 and Asea
and Pallantion in Arcadia.19

In Arcadia, in particular, an impressive number of temples was constructed in the
archaic period (Voyatzis 1999) and they conveniently illustrate the extra-religious
importance of such buildings (Nielsen 2002a: 176–84) (figure 13.2). The evidence

Athena alea, Tegea

Orchomenos

Agios Elias
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Figure 13.2 Reconstructed plan of the temple at Ayios Elias and of some closely related
Arkadian temples
Source: Nielsen and Roy (1999: 173, fig. c).
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at present available suggests that temple building in
Arcadia gained momentum only in the late seventh century
when numerous other communities around the Greek
world had already put up temples; however, once started,
the Arcadians constructed temples in surprising numbers,
perhaps as many as 38 from the late seventh to the early
fifth century (Nielsen 2002a: 176). Some of these temples
were, it should be emphasized, quite substantial: the tem-
ple at Ayios Elias near Asea of ca. 500–490 which replaced
a sixth-century predecessor (Forsén, Forsén and Østby
1999: 177–8), is a Doric peripteros (6 × 14 m) with a sty-
lobate measuring 12.0 × 29.51 m and with an elevation above
the stylobate entirely of Dholiana marble that had to be
brought in from the quarry some 10 km south-east of Tegea,
perhaps traveling altogether some 27 km to the site and
rising some 500 m above the Asea valley to an altitude 
of ca. 1,100 m above sea-level! There are no fragments of
metopal or pedimental sculpture at Ayios Elias, but pe-
dimental sculptures are known to have embellished the 
Doric peripteros of ca. 540–530 at Vigla, also near Asea,
and since pedimental sculpture at this period is rare out-
side Athens and Korkyra, the figures again emphasize that
these Arcadian temples are by no means unsophisticated
buildings (Morgan 1999a: 401). But they also illustrate 
the fact that Peloponnesian communities looked outside 
the region for architectural and artistic inspiration. The 
peninsula itself, of course, produced sculptors such as the Argive artists who pro-
duced the early sixth-century twins at Delphi.20 However, when compared to areas
such as Attica, comparatively little monumental archaic sculpture has been found in
the Peloponnese itself (Stewart 1990: 127; Boardman 1991: 76, 89) though there
is the odd piece here and there such as a mid-sixth-century kouros from Arcadian
Phigaleia, now in the Olympia Museum (Papachatzis 1980: fig. 370), the fragment
of a kouros of ca. 540–530 from Tourkoleka near the later Megalopolis (Kokkorou-
Aleura 1993) (figure 13.3), or the reliefs from the acropolis of Mycenae.21 More-
over, Peloponnesian communities did not hesitate to bring in sculptors from other
parts of Greece: thus, the Tegeans brought in Endoios of Athens to create the cult
statue of Athena Alea (Nielsen 2002a: 180).

To return to temples: the erection of a temple, or rather the decision to erect one,
presupposes more than community cult: decision-making bodies, financial capability,
and the wish to assert the identity of the community undertaking the construction.22

In some cases how the communities constructing temples conceived of themselves
is evident: when the Tegeans built their temple of Athena Alea with the slightly older
Argive Heraion as the architectural model, it seems probable that they were assert-
ing for their sanctuary a significance not just local but regional (Voyatzis 1999: 143–4;
Nielsen 2002a: 180). Likewise the Ayios Elias temple at Asea – the ambitiousness

Figure 13.3
Monumental sculpture
is comparatively 
rare in the archaic
Peloponnese, though
there is the odd piece
here and there. The
figure illustrates a
fragmentary kouros
from Tourkoleka near
the later Megalopolis,
dated ca. 540–530 bc
Source: Palagia and
Coulson (1993: 15, fig. 3).
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of which was emphasized above – took nothing less than the
new temple of Apollo at Delphi as the model for its capi-
tals.23 Such examples speak clearly of the self-assertiveness of
Tegea and Asea.

In this way temples attest that the local communities of
archaic Arcadia were very much aware of general Greek
developments. But they probably also watched each other care-
fully and when for instance Mantinea and Orchomenos con-
struct temples almost simultaneously around 530 we may see
in this an instance of inter-community rivalry and efforts to
assert their separate local identities in each other’s face,
which must have contributed significantly to the consolida-
tion of these communities (Voyatzis 1999: 147–8; Nielsen
2002a: 181).

Traditionally, temples have been thought of as presuppos-
ing the existence of poleis or at least as one of the factors
contributing to their emergence,24 and we may close this 
section with a particularly clear example supporting this view.

An essential feature of the polis in the classical period was its control of a territory
(Hansen in Inventory 70–1). For the earliest archaic period “territory” may perhaps
be an anachronistic concept, but it is quite certain that at least some Peloponnesian
communities possessed well-defined terriories by the end of the archaic period: thus,
Herodotus (8.124.3) reports that after the Battle of Salamis the Spartans paid
Themistocles of Athens – the brains behind the victory – the unprecedented honor
of an escort by select Spartiates from Sparta itself “as far as the borders of Tegea,”
which, then, must have been defined in some way. Moreover, some temples were
situated in the centre of a polis such as all four constructed by Pallantion (above, n.
19), but others were situated at considerable distance from the cities constructing
them, and in this we may reasonably see a claim to ownership of the land from the
city up to the site of the temples, if not beyond.25 Thus, the Tegean temple at Mavriki
near the Dholiana marble quarry is probably to be interpreted among other things
as a claim by Tegea to ownership of the quarry. Asea constructed some five temples
in its hinterland and some of them in conspicuous locations which invite the con-
clusion that they were intended to serve as markers of both territorial claims and
boundaries. In this way, they presuppose the existence of an Asean territory and/or
will themselves have served to consolidate such a territory (Nielsen 2002a: 181–3).

Finally, mention should be made of a major means by which traffic between
Peloponnesian cities took place: roads (figure 13.4). In recent years, largely thanks
to the pioneering work of Pikoulas (esp. 1995; 1999), our knowledge of ancient
Greek roads in the Peloponnese (and elsewhere) has improved enormously. For these
roads to cross rocky terrain two parallel ruts at a standard distance of 1.4 m 
apart were chiseled in the rock so that wagon-wheels could run smoothly. Such roads
have now been recorded in many parts of the Peloponnese, if the local stone is hard
enough to preserve traces of the ruts. It is obviously difficult to date ruts cut in 
natural rock (though not impossible, e.g. by referring to associated buildings or to
destinations of known date), and also difficult to identify the nature of the goods

Figure 13.4 Wheel-
road near Pheneos in
Arcadia
Source: Nielsen and Roy
(1999: 267, pl. 4).
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or people carried by the wagons that used them. Pikoulas has suggested that many
of the Peloponnesian roads were constructed in the seventh to sixth centuries 
primarily for military purposes, and, while Forsén has questioned these views and
suggested that many of the roads will have been constructed originally to facilitate
moving building materials, Forsén himself also sees the seventh to sixth centuries as
the likely period for the growth of the Peloponnesian road network (2003: 63–75).
These roads typically connected two separate communities, and their upkeep will have
needed regular attention, just as their use would require an agreed system to pre-
vent carts traveling in opposite directions from blocking each other, so that the roads
show not only growing traffic among Peloponnesian settlements in the later archaic
period but also a willingness among individual city-states to cooperate with neigh-
bors in developing and maintaining such roads.

Political Developments

In so far as the political form taken by archaic Peloponnesian communities is known at
all, it was the polis. In the Greek world as such, the polis had developed into recogniz-
able form at the latest by 650 though some of the colonial foundations presumably
developed into poleis shortly after their foundation, i.e. as early as the late eighth or
early seventh century (Hansen in Inventory 17–19). In the Peloponnese, the polis
spread gradually throughout the archaic period so that by the end of the period it
was the basic form of political organization in the peninsula. Some major commun-
ities such as e.g. Sicyon and Argos had presumably developed into poleis before the
sixth century,26 whereas others seem to have so developed during the century: thus,
though e.g. Arcadia has traditionally been conceived of as a backwater in terms of
polis organization (Nielsen 2002a: 11 n. 2), it seems reasonably certain that poleis
had developed there at least by the sixth century, when Heraea, Mantinea and Tegea
– to name only a few – appear in our record as highly indivualized communities
waging wars, building temples, striking coins and concluding alliances.27 In Achaea,
poleis are recognizable as early as the early fifth century when Aegae strikes its own
coinage of silver triobols on the Aeginetan standard (Head 1911: 412).28 The situ-
ation in Elis is a little more obscure. Elis itself was surely a polis by the sixth cen-
tury, but there may well have been a number of other, minor, poleis within the wider
region of Elis. The evidence is tricky and these minor poleis are hard to identify, but
a community such as Kyllene is a good candidate.29

These poleis in various ways interacted freely with near neighbors as well as 
more distant communities. The important institution of proxenia30 developed in the
sixth century and it was a development in which at least one Peloponnesian polis
participated: the earliest grant of proxeny by the city of Elis belongs to the period
550–500 (Roy in Inventory 496) and it has been suggested that Elis, the organizer
of the Olympic Games, was in fact the pioneer in the use of proxenia in the late
archaic period.31 Two other archaic grants by Elis, both to Spartans, are also known
from inscriptions at Olympia (SEG 11.1180a; 26.476).

The road network described above is a fine example of what must have been exten-
sive collaboration between cities. Another example of interaction is provided by the

ACA_c13.qxd  25/02/2009  02:34PM  Page 263



264 Thomas Heine Nielsen and James Roy

processes (described above) by which some of the major poleis such as Elis and Argos
expanded their influence and power. But in contrast to the fourth century when, for
instance, Achaea and – though only briefly – Arcadia, by then firmly established as
regions, were organized as federal states comprising all or most of their poleis,32 there
seems to have been no similar political unity on a regional level in either region in
the archaic period;33 in Arcadia, what evidence there is for archaic polis interaction
in fact concerns mainly wars (Nielsen 2002a: 228). The picture, then, is one of a large
number of more or less independent cities collaborating with or fighting each other
as occasion demanded.

As for the constitutional set-up of the poleis the evidence is exiguous and for an
area such as Achaea wholly post-archaic. Though still patchy, the evidence relating
to Arcadian communities is a little better. Robinson argues that Mantinea may have
been a democracy by the mid-sixth century, though, as he admits, the evidence is
far from conclusive.34 It is worth noting, however, that in the mid-sixth century Cyrene
in Libya called in Demonax of Mantinea to act as arbitrator in a civic crisis and that
he carried through a constitutional reform which must count as sophisticated for 
its time (Nielsen 2002a: 218–19; and below); the implication is that refined polit-
ical thinking was found in archaic Mantinea. In addition, an official by the title of
damiorgos and with limited tenure is attested in a northern community, either Kleitor,
Lousoi, or Pheneos (Nielsen 2002a: 219). And so the sparse evidence at least allows
the inference that the internal political structure of at least some Arcadian commu-
nities was being formalized in the sixth century.

But most of the surviving evidence on constitutional matters relates to the major
poleis and in particular to the rise of tyrants. Tyrants are attested in Corinth, Epidauros,
Phleious and Sicyon. The sixth-century tyrant of Phleious, Leon, is a shadowy figure.
A little more is known of Procles of Epidauros: he rose to power in the second 
half of the seventh century and established dynastic relations with the Cypselids of
Corinth by marrying his daughter to Periander. This dynastic alliance, however, ended
in failure for Prokles when a Corinthian army descended upon Epidauros and took
the city (Jeffery 1976: 151).

At Sicyon, the tyrannical dynasty of the Orthagorids ruled the city for a century
from the mid-seventh century (Osborne 1996a: 281). Its most well-known figure is
Cleisthenes (ca. 600–570) who around 575 established a marriage connection with
the Alcmaeonidae of Athens by selecting Megacles as husband for his daughter Agariste
from among a number of invited suitors from many parts of the Greek world (Jeffery
1976: 165). He is reported to have participated, as the only Peloponnesian power,
in the First Sacred War for control of Delphi in the early sixth century35 and to have
waged war with Argos (Hdt. 5.67), as a consequence of which different aspects of
cultic life at Sicyon were reformed with an anti-Argive propagandistic twist. He was
thus clearly pursuing a very active foreign policy, but he is also known to have intro-
duced a reform of the tribal structure of Sicyon itself which outlasted him by sixty
years (Osborne 1996a: 282–3).

The other great tyrannical dynasty of the Peloponnese was the Cypselids of
Corinth who ruled the city from the mid-seventh to the early sixth century and expelled
many, perhaps most Bacchiads, the narrow aristocracy previously ruling the city (Salmon

ACA_c13.qxd  25/02/2009  02:34PM  Page 264



The Peloponnese 265

1997: 63). It is likely that during Cypselus’ reign the Corinthian tribal structure 
was reformed for military and political purposes,36 as at Sicyon; and in both cases
modern scholars have pointed out that such reforms will have contributed to 
sharpening the self-awareness and citizen identity of the populace.37 Other political
innovations have been attributed to the Cypselids (see Salmon 1997: 66 for the
probouloi) but their most remarkable undertakings are probably their public con-
structions: the fortification of the city, the building of temples, the creation of an
artificial harbor at Lechaeon and of the diolkos for transporting vessels across the Isthmus
(Salmon 1997: 66). In terms of foreign policy, the Cypselids were busy founding
colonies which were kept under unusually tight control (see below); and as noted,
marriage alliances were established with the tyrant of Epidauros and with a promin-
ent Athenian family (Hdt. 6.128).

The overall picture, then, is one of rulers taking an interest in political reforms,
pursuing active foreign policies, establishing relations with prominent families in other
cities, and, particularly in the case of the Cypselids of Corinth, providing their cities
with monumental public amenities. In all cases, however, the tyrannies eventually
fell and were replaced, not by democracies but by remarkably stable oligarchies which
survived long into the Classical period.

The Peloponnese in the Greek World

Of the areas of the Peloponnese considered here only Corinth and Achaea sent out
colonies that can be securely dated to the archaic period. Other foundations, some
from other areas, might also belong to the same period – e.g. the four Elean colonies
in Epirus (Funke et al. in Inventory nos. 88, 90, 94, 104) – but cannot be dated
accurately enough. Corinth founded Syracuse (733), Corcyra (706), Ambracia and
Anactorion in Acarnania (650–625), Leucas (650–625) and Apollonia (600) in the
Adriatic, and Potidaea in Chalcidice (600). Corinthians were also involved in the
foundation by Corcyra of Epidamnus/Dyrrachium in the Adriatic ca. 625. The Achaean
foundations were all in southern Italy: Croton (709/8), Sybaris (co-founded with
Troizen in the late eighth century), Metapontium (630), and Pandosia (sixth cen-
tury).38 It is clear that, with the notable exception of Potidaea, both Corinth and
Achaea colonized in the west. In other respects, however, the patterns of their col-
onization are very different.

From the eighth century Corinth was well organized and already engaged on a
significant export trade. The most obvious evidence of Corinth’s export is the Corinthian
pottery found at many sites, particularly among western Greeks and neighboring areas
(Salmon 1984: 101–16). Corinthian colonization created settlements in the Adriatic,
southern Italy, and Sicily, but Corinth, initially at least, kept some control of these
new communities, appointing reliable men in charge, and evidently expected the
colonies to foster Corinthian interests in the area.39 The situation in Achaea was quite
different: the polis seems to have emerged in the region relatively late, and it is 
unclear what links there were among the various archaic communities of Achaea. It
is consequently unclear who the “Achaeans” were who sent out the colonies. It does
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however seem clear that the Achaean colonies developed faster and became more
prosperous than the settlements of Achaea itself.40

Colonization shows the strength of the archaic Peloponnese’s connections to the
west (also seen e.g. in the treasuries set up by western Greeks at Olympia, see below),
but it also shows how Peloponnesian regions varied: several did not colonize at all,
and Corinth and Achaea, which did, produced different patterns of colonization.41

The Peloponnese was home to no fewer than three of the so-called Panhellenic
sanctuaries: Olympia, Isthmia, and Nemea, where athletic games took place and came
to attract competitors from all over the Greek world. The most prestigious games
were of course the Olympics (supposedly founded 776: Lee 1988), but the games
at the two other sites were sufficiently important to be incorporated, with the Olympics
and the Pythian Games, into the periodos in the early sixth century: this was a formal
arrangement whereby these four festivals were made to follow each other in fixed
order.42 The promotion of these four above the innumerable local athletic festivals
throughout the Greek world43 shows clearly that they were of outstanding import-
ance and that in this respect the Peloponnese was at the heart of Greek interaction.
Due to their enormous prestige (Golden 1998: 33–7, 80–1), the history of the
Olympics is far better known than that of the Nemean or Isthmian Games. The archaic
catchment area of the Olympics is illuminating: cities of the Peloponnese itself, of
course, were blessed by victories of their citizens,44 but a large number of victors came
from outside the Peloponnese, from Sicily, Magna Graecia, the Adriatic, Phocis, Boeotia,
Aegina, Athens, Euboea, East Locris, Thessaly, Ionia; in short, from most parts of
the Greek world.45

But Olympia was not only a meeting place for athletes: it was an important centre
of interaction and display for the city-states of archaic Greece. So city-states would
post important acts of state there in the form of inscriptions, thus adding Zeus’ sanc-
tion to the act. But that was presumably not all: for instance, display of interstate
treaties served to announce new loyalties and to show strength on the part of the
senior parties to such treaties (Lewis 1996: 140–2). The patron of the Olympic 
sanctuary, Elis itself, as explained above, was a polis which expanded its power to
the detriment of lesser communities, and Elis naturally used Olympia to publish its
treaties: a treaty of ca. 500 between Elis and an otherwise unknown community, the
Ewaoioi, with Elis as the leading power, was published at Olympia, obviously as a
show of strength to the international gathering flocking there (ML 17; Roy and
Schofield 1999). So was the mid-sixth-century treaty by which the powerful polis
of Sybaris – a western colony founded from Achaea – announced the entry into its
hegemonic league of a new ally, the obscure Serdaioi (ML 10; Fischer-Hansen et al.
in Inventory 296).

By publishing such treaties, then, communities displayed their stature and affirmed
their place in the Greek world. Naturally, however, similar statements could be 
made by dedications. For example, “an unparalleled collection of arms and armour”
(Snodgrass 1999: 12) has been found in the German excavations; they certainly ori-
ginally belonged to dedications whereby a victorious belligerent offered part of the
spoils taken from the defeated enemy to Zeus Olympios. Such dedications were prob-
ably not prompted only by piety: as pointed out by Snodgrass, they were intended
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to communicate with other communities and will “have impressed the citizens of
other poleis with the prowess of one’s own.”46 Victory dedications could also take
the form of sculpture financed by spoils, as when Arcadian Kleitor in 550–500 
dedicated a figure of Zeus from booty taken “from many poleis.”47 But dedications
took an even more monumental form: on the northern edge of the Altis, the Olympian
temenos, below the Kronion hill, is the so-called Terrace of Treasuries. A treasury
(thesauros) was a small temple-like building erected by an individual polis as a gift to
Zeus, the god of the sanctuary. On the terrace are remains of twelve such treasuries;
a few may be early fifth century, but the bulk is archaic. The Megarian treasury pre-
serves remains of magnificent pedimental sculpture (Bol 1974) and all in all these
are splendid dedications. What is particularly notable is that most of these were erected
by western colonies: Syracuse, Epidamnus, Sybaris, Selinous, Metapontium and
Gela. As pointed out above, Peloponnesian colonization was primarily directed
towards these areas and the treasuries are traditionally, and obviously correctly, inter-
preted as monumental expressions of the colonies’ efforts to maintain contacts with
the old homeland and, importantly, to define themselves as Greeks. The Olympic
sanctuary, then, developed into one of the nodal points of Panhellenic interaction
and so, no doubt, did the sanctuaries at Nemea and Isthmia.

Conclusion

In many respects, the archaic Peloponnese was fully in the mainstream of general
Greek developments. Silver coinage provides a nice example: introduced into the 
Greek world in the mid-sixth century, it spread rapidly and was produced by more
than a hundred cities before the end of the archaic period (Osborne 1996a: 253–5).
Among them were a few Peloponnesian communities: Corinth possessed a very prolific
mint striking on a local standard which spread to other areas (Legon in Inventory
468), but other Peloponnesian communities simply adopted the Aeginetan weight
standard, e.g. Aegae in Achaea (ca. 500), Elis (late sixth century), Heraea in Arcadia
(ca. 510), or Sicyon (late sixth century).48 Another example may be found in the
development towards major urban centres, where the Peloponnese also follows the
general Greek trend of the archaic period. The evidence for archaic Peloponnesian
urbanism is uneven and patchy, but enough to show that major urban sites cer-
tainly developed there, e.g. at Corinth, but also, it seems highly likely, at such sites
as Tegea and Elis. One Peloponnesian city, Halieis, even seems to have been grid-
planned in the archaic period, a unique example in Greece itself in the period, when
most grid-planned cities were situated in the western colonial area.49 The most 
well-known type of monumental public building of the Peloponnese is the temple,
but a few cities, such as Corinth, also constructed defensive circuit walls, a huge 
undertaking. Here again, the Peloponnese follows Greek trends: the building of cir-
cuit walls gained momentum in the sixth century (Frederiksen 2003) and the sixth
century was “the great age of temple building” (Murray 1980 (1993): 242; cf. Osborne
1996a: 262). Again, Peloponnesian communities are seen to follow general Greek
developments.
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Such physical city centres as arose in the archaic Peloponnese were connected 
by a network of roads, which will have needed collaboration between city-states for
maintenance, and which presupposes extensive traffic and communication between
cities and which will itself have greatly facilitated such interaction. At present, a 
system of roads is best known from the Peloponnese: the most intensive research
has focused on the Peloponnese but similar roads are known from other parts of
Greece and their emergence may very well turn out to be a general characteristic of
the archaic Greek world.

In the political sphere as well, the Peloponnese followed the general trend: the
polis was the basic form of political organization by the end of the archaic period,
except perhaps in Achaea where the polis may have developed only in the very latest
archaic period. In other parts of Greece, such as Boeotia, Thessaly, Phocis, and possibly
East Locris,50 the late sixth century saw the emergence of political organizations which
united local communities on a regional level. However, despite the regionalization
of the archaic Peloponnese, no such organizations are visible there on present evid-
ence and the formation of local powerbases presumably took other forms, such as
colonization in the case of Corinth and expansion by single cities in the cases of Elis
and Argos.

But even so the communities of the central and northern Peloponnese played their
part in various major processes that marked the archaic Greek world. Corinth and
Achaea, at least, participated in the process of founding new Greek settlements gen-
erally labeled colonization: some colonies sent out by other Peloponnesian regions
might also be archaic, but cannot be securely dated to the period. With the notable
exception of Potidaea, the Corinthian and Achaean colonies lay to the west, in areas
in which Corinthian products were traded in quantity. Corinth was the major trad-
ing community of the Peloponnese, and led the way in the export of fine pottery
until the sixth century. Since pottery can readily be detected and identified archae-
ologically while other goods that Corinth might have traded cannot, it is difficult to
know how far finds of exported Corinthian pottery mark the range and intensity 
of all Corinthian trade, but Corinthian products traveled across the Greek world,
probably with a bias towards the west.51 Peloponnesian communities could also take
advantage at home of trends in the Greek world, such as the development of tech-
niques of temple-building. While it is not surprising that Corinth, with its far-flung
contacts, followed the archaic Greek pattern of temple-building with several major
constructions, it is striking that even small communities in Arcadia, situated in the
central Peloponnese where it might be supposed that new ideas would be slow to
penetrate, could draw inspiration from the most advanced work of the day. Examples
are the mid-sixth century temple at Vigla near Asea with its pedimental sculpture, and
the late archaic Ayios Elias temple at Kandreva, also near Asea, with capitals modeled
on those of the new temple at Delphi.

There was also interaction in more narrowly inter-state matters between archaic
Peloponnese and the rest of the Greek world. As noted (n. 39), a late archaic arbitra-
tion by Corinth and Corcyra between Gela and Syracuse is reported by Herodotos,
and he also reports arbitration by Periander, the Cypselid tyrant of Corinth, between
Mytilene and Athens (5.95.2; cf. Salmon 1984: 224). But more important is the
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sending of Demonax by Mantinea to Cyrene as arbitrator in the mid-sixth century,
since it was the Delphic oracle that recommended that the Cyreneans seek help from
Mantinea (Parker 2000: 92) which obviously implies that Mantinea was known at
Delphi and thus that even lesser Peloponnesian communities had some international
repute.

There are, then, a number of respects in which the Peloponnese was fully in the
mainstream of general Greek developments. In other respects, however, communities
of the Peloponnese actually led the development. Corinth, in particular, is a case in
point: Corinthian potters developed the black-figure style and their products dom-
inated the Greek market well into the sixth century, and while the city may not have
erected the earliest temples in the Peloponnese, in the mid-seventh century Corinth
built ostentatiously magnificent stone temples of Apollo on Temple Hill and of Poseidon
at Isthmia, thus embellishing both the city itself and the international sanctuary over
which it presided. These constructions “must have given Corinth the lead in archi-
tectural development for some years” if not for generations.52 Arcadia, moreover,
was clearly among the leaders as far as numbers of temples are concerned, and so in
this important respect the Peloponnese stands out in the archaic Greek world.

Likewise, there are important archaic political developments which are headed 
by Peloponnesian communities or at least particularly visible in the Peloponnese. 
Murray has pointed out that one of the most important political developments of
the archaic period was the creation or reformation of civic subdivisions such as 
“tribes” (phylai) and that this “was a well-recognized way of resolving various types
of political conflict” (1990a: 13; 1997; cf. Nielsen 2002a: 219). As noted above,
reforms of civic subdivisions (“tribes”) are known from archaic Corinth and Sicyon
and a Peloponnesian, Demonax of Mantinea, carried out such a reform in Cyrene
in Libya. Another political development, this time in inter-state relations, in which
a Peloponnesian community may have been in the frontline, is the development of
proxenia, in which Elis seems to have been among the pioneers.

There is also a sense in which the Peloponnese is the centre of the Greek world,
i.e. by being the home of the three great Panhellenic sanctuaries of Isthmia, Nemea,
and, most importantly, Olympia which developed into one of the prime centres of
Greek interaction: athletes came to compete there from all over the Greek world,
and city-states communicated with each other there by means of dedications and
posting of important inscriptions. Among the treasuries set up in Olympia in the
archaic period in honor of its god, Zeus Olympios, are several built by western colonies
such as Sybaris and Epidamnus, but the city of Byzantium on the Hellespont erected
one as well.

By the late sixth century much of the non-Spartan Peloponnese was linked to Sparta
through the network of alliances known as the Peloponnesian League: the significant
exceptions were Argos, which never joined the League, and the Achaean commun-
ities, which joined only from 430 onwards.53 Even once the League was established
Sparta did not totally dominate it, and Corinth, especially, sometimes proved a difficult
ally (Salmon 1984: 240–52). Nonetheless from the late sixth century until the fourth
Sparta, through the Peloponnesian League, was the greatest single influence in the
Peloponnese. There are also reports of Spartan involvement with communities north
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of Laconia and Messenia well before the creation of the Peloponnesian League: 
according to Pausanias (2.24.7), Argos defeated Sparta at Hysiae in 669/8, presum-
ably in an early phase of the long struggle for control of the eastern coast of the
Peloponnese between the Argolid and Laconia, and Herodotos (1.66–8) believed
that there was considerable warfare between Sparta and Tegea before Tegea allied
with Sparta in the mid-sixth century. Despite such earlier involvement, however, 
Spartan dominance in the Peloponnese came only at the end of the archaic period,
and for most of the period developments in the other Peloponnesian communities
were not shaped by Sparta nor heavily influenced by resistance to Sparta. Instead,
the several regions in varying degrees – Corinth, for instance, much more than Achaea
– matched the patterns of development in the Greek world as a whole and, in some
respects, led the way.
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Introduction: Sources and Problems

No region of archaic Greece is typical, but some are less typical than others. Crete
and Macedonia are, in their opposite ways, perhaps the least typical of all. The 
material record of Macedonia in the sixth century is rich – but it is not rich in votives
or the elaborate temples we find further to the south. Its wealth was deposited in
its graves, which are especially rich in finds in the late sixth and early fifth centuries.
The “warrior graves” of Sindos and Archontiko Giannitson are full of armor, weapons,
gold masks, and imported Corinthian and Attic painted cups and kraters, which clearly
reference the symposium. Female graves are no less richly furnished. This sixth-century
efflorescence is all the more surprising since it appears to come out of nowhere –
seventh-century and Early Iron Age graves, while extensive, are not particularly “rich,”
and the houses of the toumbes and trapezes of archaic Macedonia are not particu-
larly commodious. The Cretan picture is the very opposite of this. Crete’s material
efflorescence is most marked in the eighth and seventh centuries, when it had wide
contacts with many other parts of the Eastern Mediterranean. There are many archaic
Cretan “firsts”: the first Orientalizing style (Protogeometric B), the first examples
of elaborately figurative art which could be called “narrative,” the first temples, and
the first law codes inscribed in stone. But this head start was not followed up. The
sixth century saw a marked trough in the material record – burials from Knossos 
disappear, votives are few and poor, imports (particularly imported “symposium” 
shapes) are rare, and what pottery we have is certainly the plainest in all the Aegean.
But, like the statues of Easter Island, Cretan cities and their written laws remain.

This material peculiarity may also be reflected in the written record. Crete had a
reputation both for wisdom and for oddity in ancient times. It was an island where
ancient religious mysteries and ancient forms of political justice had been maintained
– hence the stories about Minos, Rhadamanthys (see Plato Laws and Ps-Plato Minos)
and Epimenides (DK 27–37 = FGrH 457) – and a region where odd local customs,

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Crete

James Whitley
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peoples and languages had been preserved. This reputation however is discussed, almost
entirely, by authors who are not Cretans – Ionians, Athenians, and later the anti-
quarian writers and historians of Hellenistic and early Roman Greece. What archaic
Cretans thought and wrote about themselves generally does not survive: the only
archaic Cretan poem we have is the song of Hybrias, a drinking song preserved in
Athenaeus (15.695f–696b; skolion 909 Page) and thought to date to the late sixth
century (Bowra 1961: 398–403). The source problems we have for Crete are very
similar to those for archaic Sparta. Just as there is a Spartan mirage, an optical illu-
sion of Spartan austerity diffracted through Athenian idealization, antiquarianism, and
disdain, so a fog of ancient misconception hangs over archaic Crete. This is not merely
a “source problem”: it affects the kind of history we can write.

One kind of history we cannot write is a standard political history. For regions such
as Sparta, Athens, and Samos from about 550 onwards, Herodotus provides a basic
narrative framework of personalities and events. This framework can be supplemented
by later authors and filled out through the inscriptions preserved from the Athenian
acropolis, Olympia, and other major sanctuary sites. But there is no such framework
for Crete, no thread that links the bits and pieces that Herodotus chooses to tell us
about the island. Crete first appears in his narrative in the account of the coloniza-
tion of Cyrenaica from Thera (4.150–7). Herodotus provides two different stories,
involving two different Cretan cities: one emphasizes the role of Korobios, a murex
fisherman from Itanos, the other that of Etearchos, the basileus (king?) of Oaxos (Axos).
Then Cydonia appears as a bit-player in a story of the rivalry of Samos and Aegina
(3.44–59); and finally “the Cretans” deliberate whether or not they will be joining
the coalition against the Persians (they choose not to: 7.169–71). And that, apart from
the odd antiquarian titbit, is all Herodotus tells us. Yet he is the best source we have.
He is the nearest to a contemporary observer, and (when we can check) his observa-
tions are usually accurate. What Homer, the Homeric hymns and Hesiod can tell us
of Crete is set in a legendary past; references in Pindar and other poets are usually
obscure; Thucydides and Xenophon write later, and have less interest in the island
than “the father of history”; Plato and Aristotle are writing not history, but philo-
sophy, and so are prone to making generalizations about the “Cretans” unsupported
by particular examples; later writers such as Dosiadas, Ephorus, Pythion, and Strabo
provide much useful information, but information colored by a romantic antiquarian-
ism and detached from any chronological scheme.

But if political history is out, institutional history is more promising. Archaic and
early classical Crete is rich in public inscriptions, chiefly “law codes,” which mention
many of the institutions that ancient authors refer to. The kosmos, Aristotle’s prin-
cipal Cretan magistrate, is mentioned as early as ca. 650 on an inscription from Dreros,
and confirms that oligarchic republicanism had established itself in Crete from a very
early date.1 The andreion (“men’s club”) is both fully described by Strabo (10.4.16;
4.18, 20, 21, quoting Ephorus) and referred to in many Cretan inscriptions.2 One such
is an inscribed mitra (ca. 500) which came to light in 1970 (figure 14.5), but this find
also reveals the limits of our literary sources, since it concerns a Cretan official, the
poinikastas or scribe, unattested by any ancient writer (Jeffery and Morpugo-Davies
1970). So the inscriptions do allow us both to qualify and to supplement the picture
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from the literary sources. But that does not mean that these public inscriptions enable
us to write a history. Their occurrence is so sporadic and their dating so imprecise
that it is very difficult accurately to trace how institutions develop.

This leaves a number of options. One could discuss the source problems and call
the result a history – many scholars do. Or one could base one’s history on evidence
whose chronological development we can trace with some degree of accuracy: material
evidence, principally archaeological. This approach is not without its pitfalls, since
material evidence rarely sheds light in a straightforward manner. Archaeology throws
up some very strange cases, and none is stranger than archaic Crete. Crete’s peculiarity
can be illustrated in many ways: in ancient Cretan cult and sanctuaries, in burials,
settlements, and houses, in patterns of production and consumption of pottery and
metalwork, in art, visual culture and iconography, in relations with the rest of the
Aegean and the Mediterranean, and in epigraphic habits and literacy. All of which
in turn are relevant to the question of Cretan institutions. But before these deep ques-
tions are discussed, some basic facts of geography, topography, and the material record
need to be set out.

Geography and Regionalism

Crete is the largest and most mountainous island in the Aegean; it is only on the
map that its unity is apparent. The massifs of the White Mountains, Ida (Psiloritis),
Dikte, and Thriphte make overland communication difficult, and effectively divide the
island into regions (map 9): the far west, the center and the far east, with some grey
areas in between. Regionalism is apparent both in material culture and in “ethnicity”
– the Odyssey (19.172–7) mentions five “peoples” (Achaeans, Eteocretans, Cydonians,
Dorians, and Pelasgians), and Herodotus (7.170–1) marks out the inhabitants of
both Polichna (in the west) and Praisos (in the east) as being different from other
Cretans.

The far west comprises a number of settlements (later “cities”) in the south-
west corner of the island, whose archaic phases are little known, and the cities of
Phalarssana, Polyrrhenia and Polichna, whose archaic phases remain underexplored.
Ancient Cydonia (modern Khania) is the most important city of this region. This is
the area of the Cydonians and Polichnitai (if they are not the same), and its pottery
was distinct from the center from Protogeometric times onwards. To the east, the
region of Sphakia (around Anopolis), the Ayios Vassilios valley, the cities of Aptera,
Lappa, and “Onythe behind Rethymnon,” and the Amari valley (comprising ancient
Sybrita) are something of a gray area. What little we know indicates closer affinities
with the center than the far west.

The center, from Eleutherna in the west to Dreros in the east, is the largest region,
and the one that figures most prominently in the literary and epigraphic record. It
comprises the cities north of Mt. Ida, Eleutherna and Axos (Oaxos), and then Knossos,
Eltynia, Lyttos and Dreros. To the south, it encompasses the cities of Phaistos, Gortyn
(Gortys), Prinias (Rhizenia), Priansos, Afrati and Biennos (modernViannos).3 Though
there are some slight differences between north and south, in material terms it is fairly
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homogeneous. To the east is another “grey area,” comprising the cities of Olous,
Lato, Malla and Hierapytna and the complex of settlements around modern Kavousi.
None of these cities seem to have been prominent in archaic times. Over the Thriphte
range is the Siteia peninsula, the far east of Crete, at whose center is ancient Praisos,
city of the Eteocretans. This is R. C. Bosanquet’s “Cretan Wales” (1940: 64), in whose
“Pembrokeshire,” in the north-east corner, is the Greek city of Itanos.4

This regional diversity makes any “Cretan” generalization hazardous, and should
raise suspicions about the tendency in ancient authors to refer to the “Cretans” rather
than to the inhabitants of Lyttos, Knossos, and so forth. Similar caveats apply to the
material record.

Material Sequence and Terminology

The type site for Geometric and archaic Crete remains Knossos. Rescue excavation in
Khania and systematic excavations of Geometric and Archaic deposits from Eleutherna,
Kommos, Afrati, Kato Symi, and the Kavousi area may change this picture eventually,
but for the time being the Knossian sequence provides the essential chronological
yardstick for the whole of Crete, since it is only from Knossos that we can closely
relate burial, sanctuary, and domestic deposits (chiefly from wells).5

A word of caution is needed about absolute chronology. Just as there is no 
narrative of Cretan political history, so there is no Cretan event (such as the Persian
destruction of the Athenian acropolis) that directly connects the historical and
archaeological sequences. Our only link with the broader Greek sequence (on which
see generally Whitley 2001: 60–74) is through imports. There are therefore no true
absolute dates for archaic Crete; dating is often purely “stylistic,” and the best we
can do is to divide the sequence into slots of 25 years or so.

At Knossos around 800 there was no one “style.” There are at least two styles of
painted pottery, the “Protogeometric B,” a mix of Protogeometric and essentially
Orientalizing styles, and the atticizing “Early Geometric.” Contemporary metalwork
is by contrast overwhelmingly “Oriental” in technique, style, and iconography. This
mix of style persists during the later eighth century, the “Middle Geometric,” and
even, towards its end, in Knossian Late Geometric. Euboean and Attic imports allow
us to link these phases to the broader Greek ceramic sequence.

The Geometric is followed in the seventh century by the so-called Orientalizing
phase, divided into “Early” and “Late.” This too can be tied in with the broader
Greek sequence through Corinthian and east Greek imports. But the burial record
of Knossos ceases abruptly around 630, and no domestic deposits can be dated to
between 600 and 525. Nor can any central Cretan metalwork be securely assigned
to this period. After 525, the Knossian sequence can again be linked to the broader
Greek through a number of Attic and Laconian imports.

This break in the Knossian sequence has been called the “archaic gap” (Coldstream
and Huxley 1999). But the gap is more artistic than archaeological, and more Knossian
than Cretan. Some time ago, archaic pottery with a south Cretan chemical “signa-
ture” and stylistic similarities to Knossian Late Orientalizing had been identified in 
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sixth-century levels at Tocra (Taucheira) in Libya.6 More recently, a sequence of sixth-
century pottery has been identified through close examination of stratified deposits
from Eleutherna and Afrati.7 This fineware pottery is very plain, which perhaps explains
why hitherto it has been overlooked.

Gods, sanctuaries, and cult 8

At first sight, the shrine of Kato Symi Viannou seems a Cretan Delphi. It is set high
in the mountains, amongst pine trees, below a cleft in a south-facing limestone cliff.
As at Delphi, the light seems to shine from the rock itself, and to the east a cold
spring (Krya Vryssi) bubbles from the ground. But if the aesthetics seem identical,
the experience of a worshiper coming to this shrine in ancient times would be markedly
different. For here was neither temple nor oracle, neither treasuries nor games. The
agonistic spirit, between man and man and state and state, which Delphi exemplifies,
is here conspicuous by its absence. A visitor/worshiper arriving at this shrine in, say,
650, is likely to have been a very young man from the polis of Biennos (Viannos), com-
ing perhaps not as an individual but as part of a group during his initiation into his
agele, or “herd.” He would offer, either as a thank-offering or as a prayer for future
success, a bronze inscribed plaque or animal figurine to the male deity of the place,
later identified as Hermes. But he would, most probably, leave no trace, no inscription
of his name nor that of the deity on his offering.9

Kato Symi illustrates the difference between Cretan and mainland cult. For neither
the pantheon nor the iconography, neither the architecture nor the topography of
Cretan sanctuaries conform to any mainland or Aegean “Greek” pattern. To be sure,
by classical times the Olympian gods Aphrodite, Apollo, Athena, Demeter, Hermes,
and Zeus can be identified, and other mainland deities (Eileithyia, Rhea) are also
known. Cretan cults to Apollo (Apollo Pythios at Gortyn, Apollo Delphinios at Dreros)
had clear links to Delphi (but not Delos) – Cretan seafarers indeed are held responsible
for the foundation of Apollo’s cult in the Homeric Hymn to Pythian Apollo (3.391–6).
But we also know of important Cretan deities with no mainland equivalent, such as
Dictynna and Britomartis. The Dictynnaion in western Crete, a sanctuary linked 
particularly to Cydonia, was, according to Strabo, one of the most important shrines
in Crete.10 Moreover, even if Cretan Zeus shares the name of the deity worshiped
at Olympia, he shares few of the attributes. This is not merely a matter of epithets.
Cretan Zeus seems to be more of a youth-cum-fertility god, the “greatest youth,”
born in a cave and attended by other youths (the Kouretes), than the sky-god and
father figure of Homer.11

The same oddities can be seen in the iconography. The great series of votive 
shields (or tympana) from the sanctuaries of Zeus at the Idaean cave and Palaikastro
(e.g., figure 14.1) have scenes which cannot be linked to any mainland cycle, or assim-
ilated into any mainland myth.12 More peculiar still is the iconography of female 
deities, in particular the “Goddess with Upraised Arms” (Alexiou 1958). This image
goes back at least to the late Bronze Age, and survives into the Geometric and Archaic.
Figure 14.2 shows two sides of a “Protogeometric B” (PGB) straight-sided pithos
from the North Cemetery at Knossos (around 800).13 On one side, the goddess 
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(apparently in summer/spring) is being wheeled out on a cart; she holds her arms
upraised and a bird in each hand; on the other (in winter) she has her arms lowered,
and she drops the birds. So she seems to be some kind of fertility deity, and, if one
were determined to identify her with one of the Olympians, either Persephone or
Demeter suggests herself. Persephone is unknown in Crete. Demeter however was
certainly worshiped at Knossos, her cult being identified by an inscription dating to
around 450 (Coldstream 1973a: 131–3 no. 14). But, even if the name was the same,
as with “Cretan Zeus” the iconographic and cultic attributes are different. She is not
a mainland Demeter.

All this suggests that we are dealing, not with a standard regional variation of the
Olympian pantheon, but with a distinct Cretan pantheon that is being gradually assim-
ilated into the Olympian. Other considerations support this hypothesis. First, the
Bronze Age pedigree of Cretan cult is much clearer than it is on the mainland. The
shrine at Kato Symi, for example, begins in the Old Palace period and cult continues
unbroken into Roman times. Second, the epigraphic attestation for the “Olympian”
names for these deities is late – that of Demeter at Knossos being one of the earliest.
Third, a particular Cretan pantheon would help to account for Cretan peculiarities
of sacred architecture and sacred topography.

Figure 14.1 The Hunt Shield, a bronze votive tympanum from the Idaean cave
Source: After Kunze (1931: fig. 1).
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The characteristic Cretan temple is the hearth temple, a rectangular structure 
with stone benches around the inside and a central hearth (see figure 14.3). Such
temples seem to be derived from the bench temple of LMIIIB to Protogeometric
times. The earliest such structure is temple A at Kommos dated to around 1020. By
650, hearth temples are found at Kommos (temple B), Prinias (Rhizenia) and Dreros
in central Crete.14 Such architecture presupposes a very different set of cult practices
from the mainland. For one thing, hearth temples would have been far less suitable
for the sacrifice of large animals than the huge open-air altars of Olympia or the Samian
Heraion. Analysis of the animal bones from Kommos reveals that sheep/goat, cattle,
pig, birds and fish were consumed, probably after sacrifice, and that such consumption
probably took place within the hearth temple itself (Reese 2000). Large open-air altars
are rare in Crete. This is not to say that there were no altars – small altar(s) existed
at the shrine of Kato Symi near Viannos and (less certainly) at several sanctuaries
close to Praisos in the east. And architectural types other than the hearth temple
existed – the late archaic temple of Apollo Pythios (Riccardi 1987) and the structure
at the acropolis shrine (to “Athena”),15 both at Gortyn, are cases in point.

Two major factors seem to determine the location of mainland sanctuaries: the
identity of the deity worshiped, and the “politics” of cult, that is the relationship of

Figure 14.2 Protogeometric B straight-sided pithos from Knossos, north cemetery
Source: KMF 107.14.
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the sanctuary to the city it served.16

From what evidence we have, however,
the mainland seems a poor template for
Crete. A Cretan “Athena” seems to have
been worshiped within the acropolis at
Gortyn, but the two certain sanctuaries
of Apollo (at Gortyn and Dreros) are
located at the heart of the city, and 
not set in some remote or mountainous
location, like the great sanctuaries of
Delphi or Delos. And Cretan Zeus fits
no mainland model.

Cretan Zeus was not a god of moun-
tain tops – there are few (if any) “peak
sanctuaries” in Iron Age and archaic
Crete. His richest shrines are the cave
sanctuaries of Psychro (the so-called
Dictaean cave) and Ida,17 and his two
principal other shrines are coastal: Zeus
Thenatas at Amnisos in the territory of

Knossos and Dictaean Zeus at modern Palaikastro in the territory of Praisos.18 It is
these two sanctuaries that seem best to fit de Polignac’s model for the location of
“extra-urban” sanctuaries, since both lie at the very extremity of each city’s territory.
The shrine at Palaikastro lies just south of the river bed that probably formed the
boundary with the neighboring city of Itanos, to which the sanctuary is far more
accessible than from Praisos. Elsewhere, however, the politics of cult are harder to
discern. The cave sanctuaries at Psychro and Ida do not seem to have been con-
trolled by any single city; we cannot tell which state controlled Kommos – it ought
to be Phaistos, but the relationship is far from certain. Cydonia’s Dictynnaion is set
at the end of a barren peninsula, territory hardly worth contesting.19 No prominent
sanctuaries have been found interposed between the warring states of Knossos, Eltynia
and Lyktos, or between Prinias (Rhizenia) and Gortyn. Politics therefore was not
the principal factor in the location of cult sites.

But if not politics, then what? And if the identification of cult is so uncertain,
what approach should we adopt? Two are possible. One is to examine, in some detail,
the types of locations chosen for cult sites – the phenomenological approach. The
other is to look in detail at the types of votives. Both approaches require comparisons
with the mainland. In the topography of cult, the Cretans’ preference for cave 
sanctuaries (mainly to Zeus, but sometimes to Hermes) is unusual from a mainland
perspective. Cave shrines, principally to Pan and the Nymphs, do not become
prominent in Attica at least until after the battle of Marathon. Here too there are
regional variations (Whitley 2001: 147). In the Siteia peninsula in east Crete, caves
are used for burials, not for cult (Tsipopoulou 1987; 1990). In this region two other
types of location are prominent. First are the apparently open-air “spring shrines”
at Mesamvrysis, Vavelloi and Roussa Ekklesia with rich deposits of terracotta plaques

Figure 14.3 Isometric reconstruction of
Kommos, temple B
Source: After Shaw and Shaw (2000: pl. 1.31).
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and lamps (Forster 1902; Papadakis 1989). Second are the “ruin cults,” sanctuaries
built over Bronze Age ruins, such as Tou Koukou tou Kephali near Zakros and, most
prominent of all, Dictaean Zeus at Palaikastro, erected over the remains of the Bronze
Age town.20 Such preferences are, however, not quite so obvious in central Crete.
In many places (Knossos, Phaistos, Ayia Triada) Bronze Age ruins could hardly be
avoided, and there are few major deposits of terracottas associated with springs.

Cretan votive assemblages have not been much studied, still less quantified. It is
only from Kato Symi that we can begin to make a systematic comparison with main-
land practices. Here the bronze animal figurines and incised bronze plaques seem
to peak in the years just before 600 (table 14.1). Metal votives in the sixth century
number in the tens,21 rather than the hundreds or even thousands from the Argive
Heraion, Olympia, or Artemis Orthia near Sparta (Whitley 2001: 146, 311). This
picture is consistent with other sanctuaries. The bronze tympana and tripods that
are such a characteristic feature of shrines to Zeus on Mt.Ida and at Palaikastro date
to around 700, and fall off thereafter (table 14.2; Kunze 1931; Maass 1977). The
finds from the acropolis sanctuary of Gortyn22 and the Demeter sanctuary at Knossos
do not suggest that what Cretans lacked in metal deposition they made up in ter-
racottas. Nor is Cretan parsimony in votive deposition compensated by an ambitious
programme of temple building. Seventh-century hearth temples are small, and only

Table 14.1 Bronzes from the Sanctuary of Kato Symi, Viannou

Period Votive type Bronze Anthropomorphic Animal
(bc) (total) plaques figurines figurines

tenth cent. (PG) 0 2 30 32
ninth cent. 0 2 135 137
eighth cent. 1 8 281 290
seventh cent. 51 13 86 150
sixth cent. 13 3 0 16
fifth cent. 2 0 0 2
Total 67 28 532 627

Source: Lebessi (1985; 2002); Schürmann (1996).

Table 14.2 Late Geometric (eighth-century) bronzes at Cretan sanctuaries

Sanctuary Idaean cave Dictaean Zeus Praisos  
(Palaikastro) (Altar Hill)

Type of votive
Shield (tympana) 83 4 0
Tripod 35 8 2
Total 118 12 2

Source: Kunze (1931); Maass (1977); Langdon (1993: 165–7, no. 62).
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two Cretan temple structures can be dated to the sixth century: Apollo Pythios at
Gortys, and Dictaean Zeus at Palaikastro. In this, as in so many other areas, Crete
runs counter to mainland trends.

Settlements, Houses, and Burials

By 800, Cretans had, by and large, abandoned the upland “refuge settlements” that
had been occupied from around 1300–1200 onwards. Not all Cretans had fled to
the hills of course – the lowland site of Knossos had been occupied continuously
from the end of the Bronze Age. But by 800 coastal sites are rarer than they had
been in the Late Bronze Age. Defensible hilltops, situated some way inland but much
closer to good arable terrain than the refuge settlements (on which see Nowicki 
2000), are now the preferred locations. Not all such locations became the nuclei of
later poleis: Ligourtino is one of several low hills above the Mesara plain occupied
around 800, but for not much longer thereafter. Yet most were, and by the eighth
century the acropoleis of Eleutherna, Phaistos, Gortyn, Prinias, Lyktos, Afrati, Dreros,
and Praisos were well established.23 It is hard accurately to measure their size; indi-
cations from Praisos suggest a range between 10 and 16 hectares.

Until recently, we knew very little about the internal structure of these settlements.
From Knossos we have mainly well deposits; from Phaistos there are some Geometric
houses with streets preserved; the phases at Prinias are hard to define; and the only
complete plans of archaic houses come from Onythe Goulediana (Platon 1954; 1955;
1956). These, though relatively large, are still simple two-room structures, with a
series of single rooms opening straight onto an open area (not necessarily a court).
There are no signs of any internal courtyard houses: one- and two-room structures
remain the norm in classical and hellenistic Crete.24 Excavations at Azoria in the 
Kavousi area have changed this picture. Several archaic structures have been found.
Such structures seem to have been built out of a “spine wall,” and otherwise arranged
to follow the contours of the hill.25 One particularly large structure, with a destruc-
tion horizon dating to ca. 500, has been interpreted as an andreion (on which more
below).

Major settlements were surrounded by their cemeteries. The cemeteries of the 
acropolis sites of Eleutherna, Prinias, and Afrati have been thoroughly investigated,
but the clearest picture comes from Knossos. Here were extensive cemeteries of 
chamber tombs; the North Cemetery being the largest, with the smaller Fortetsa
cemetery to the west. Scattered groups of tombs were also found to the south
(Gypsades) and east (Coldstream 1984a; Coldstream and Huxley 1999). For adults,
interment was, by 800, mainly a case of cremation in an urn, which was then placed
in the chamber or dromos of the rock-cut chamber tomb.26 Urns, such as the straight-
sided pithos in figure 14.2, could be elaborately painted, but many were much more
simply decorated. In the ninth and eighth centuries the simpler urns are “coarse” 
in fabric. By the seventh, the elaborate polychrome “Orientalizing” necked pithoi
are balanced by those painted in a linear style. Such plain urns do not seem to have
been poorer in grave goods than the more elaborately painted examples. In any case,
few goods were actually placed inside the urn. This is not to say that the tombs were
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poorly furnished – often they are full of elaborate bronze and iron work, such that
tombs can be “ranked” in a general hierarchy.27 But such offerings are not clearly
associated with any individual – they seem to belong to the “group.” 

What were these groups? The natural inference is that they are families, and there
is indeed some (slight) support in the human osteology for this hypothesis (Musgrave
1996). If so, there appear to have been major changes to the kinship structure of
Knossos between 850 and 630. Many tombs seem to have been established just before
800 and stayed in use until at least 700, a period of four or five generations. The
number of interments in urns peaks in the Late Geometric period, and declines there-
after. In the seventh century, fewer tombs are in use, but some tombs have many more
urns. Tomb P from Fortetsa, for example, has 27 Early Orientalizing and 36 Late
Orientalizing interments, compared to an average of 4 for a “Proto-Geometric B/Early
Geometric” tomb and 5 for a Late Geometric one (table 14.3).28 This picture sug-
gests a move from a position where the basic kinship unit of Knossos was the “nuclear
family,” to the establishment of “segmentary lineages” by 700 and larger clans by
the end of the Orientalizing period. Of course, such a “plain reading” is full of pitfalls,
but it is hard to avoid the inference that Knossian kinship structure changed con-
siderably in this period.

After 630, the burial record of Knossos stops abruptly. Though some burials at
Afrati can be dated after this, the same seems to be true of most of central Crete.

Table 14.3 No. of interments (cremations in urns) in EIA tombs from the Fortetsa and
Lower Gypsades cemeteries at Knossos

Tomb Period PGB/EG MG LG EO LO Totals average
(interments/

period)

L 7 — — — — 7 7
OD 4 — — — — 4 4
X (chi) 6 6 6 — — 18 6
VIII — 2 2 1 — 5 −1.66
TFT 4 4 4 1 — 13 4.33
F 4 2 3 5 — 14 4.66
VII 2 3 3 3 3 14 2.8
P2 (rho2) — 1 6 8 2 17 4.25
II — — 4 8 10 22 7.33
P (rho) 2 1 7 27 36 73 14.6
Lower
Gypsades 3 6 12 9 4 34 6.8

Totals 32 25 47 62 55 221

Average no 
of interments 
per tomb, 
per period 4 3.125 5.22 7.62 11

Source: Brock (1957); Coldstream et al. (1981).
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Though there are some late archaic (post-525) finds in one or two tombs, the burial
record of Knossos does not really pick up again until the hellenistic period. It seems
highly unlikely that Knossians simply stopped burying their dead. There are many
ways of disposing of dead bodies that the archaeologist is unlikely to pick up, cre-
mations in pits or plain pithoi being two possibilities.

Production and Consumption: 
Pottery and Metalwork

Archaic Crete produced only as much fine painted pottery as it could consume locally.
Very little Cretan pottery was exported. Finds from the Orientalizing kiln at Knossos
suggest local production for local demand (Coldstream and MacDonald 1997:
197–9), and very few Knossian pots found their way to other parts of Crete. Patterns
of production and consumption of large coarseware storage jars (pithoi) may have
been different – modern parallels suggest more specialized production in fewer 
centers and a wider pattern of distribution. But such coarsewares have yet to receive
the attention they deserve from ceramic petrologists. Moreover the marked differ-
ence between shapes found in tomb and domestic (well) assemblages from Knossos
suggest that production was geared to particular, specialized demands. The painted
polychrome pithoi from Fortetsa and the North Cemetery can have served no pur-
pose other than as ash urns – the bright paint is poorly bonded to the fabric of the pot,
and would quickly disappear in domestic use. It is the same with coroplasty. Though
there are significant iconographic similarities between the terracotta plaques from Gortyn
and the Praisos area,29 it is clear that moulds did not travel. The deposits represent
two local schools of terracotta production deposited in local sanctuaries.

Metalwork is a slightly different story. Cretan bronze and iron production had, of
course, continued throughout the Early Iron Age. Most simple jewellery (pins, fibulae)
and cosmetic equipment (razors, tweezers) were of bronze. By 700 ironworkers had
extended their range beyond the usual weapons and small tools, and were making
the elaborate firedogs we find in the North Cemetery of Knossos. Such facts could
easily be fitted into the general model of “localism,” were it not for a spectacular
change that took place at around 850. Suddenly elaborate bronzes (such as quivers)
and gold jewellery are being produced and consumed in Knossos. The sophisticated
techniques required to produce such bronzes have no local antecedents, and the style
and iconography of the objects is reminiscent of North Syria. Boardman long ago
suggested that these were made by an immigrant group of North Syrian craftsmen,
adapting their skills to local demand.30 The tympana or shields found in the Idaean cave
and at Palaikastro seem to be the later products of this workshop (e.g., figure 14.1).
But here the line ends. The Cretan bronzes being produced around 600, in particular
the cuirasses, helms, and mitrai from Rethymnon, Onythe, Axos, Afrati and Dreros,
owe nothing to this workshop (Hoffmann 1972).

The demand for armor is normally created by warfare, and our (very late) sources
suggest that inter-city wars in Crete were as endemic as they were in any other part
of Greece. This warfare may not have been of the standard hoplite type. Crete had
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a reputation for archery, and Cretan equipment lacks one crucial element – the shield.
To be sure, votive miniature shields have been found at Gortyn and Praisos, and there
are representations of hoplites with shields on the terracotta frieze from Palaikastro.
But it is odd that no shield turned up in the Afrati deposit, and no bronze shield
has been traced to Crete. A more “open” style of warfare than the hoplite phalanx,
perhaps requiring a clearer vision than the Corinthian helmet allows, might also explain
the absence of a nose-piece on the Cretan helmet.31

Oddities in Cretan pottery production may also be linked to the peculiarities 
of Cretan demand. In the Early Iron Age, Crete, like any other part of Greece, was
producing kraters and drinking vessels. This assemblage has, rightly, been seen as
related to drinking practices ancestral to the symposium. In most parts of Greece,
this assemblage becomes more elaborate through time – the kraters and even the
cups are covered with figure scenes, and a full range of pouring and storing vessels
appears. Archaic Crete bucks this trend. Cretan kraters, and particularly Cretan kraters
with figured scenes are more common in the years before 800 than they were there-
after. The drinking assemblage becomes plainer and simpler, the monochrome one-
handled cup ousting other drinking shapes (in particular the bell skyphos) by about
700 (tables 14.4 and 14.5). This is one of many indications that symposium culture

Table 14.4 Pottery from temples at Kommos

Kraters % Drinking vessels % Total

Temple A deposits 23 (15) 76 (49.7) 153
(1020–800 bc)

Temple B deposits 8 (3.8) 102 (48.6) 210
(800–600 bc)

Totals (averages) 31 (8.5) 178 (49) 363

Source: From Callaghan and Johnston (2000).

Table 14.5 Pottery from domestic deposits at Knossos

Kraters % Drinking % Total 
vessels vessels

10th/9th cent. deposits 57 (20.4) 87 (31.1) 280
8th cent. deposits 30 (20.4) 46 (31.3) 147
7th cent. deposits 47 (12) 71 (18.2) 391
Late archaic deposits 19 (7.5) 73 (28.95) 253

(535–480 bc)
Early classical deposits 3 (10.7) 10 (35.7) 28

(480–400 bc)
Totals (averages) 156 (14.2) 193 (17.6) 1099

Source: From Coldstream (1972; 1973; 1992; 1999); Coldstream and Sackett (1978); Coldstream and
Macdonald (1997); Callaghan (1992: 90–4).
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did not take root in Crete. This, and the peculiarities of its visual culture, set Crete
apart, not only from archaic Greece, but from much of the archaic Mediterranean
in the sixth century.

Visual Culture: Art and Iconography

Archaic Greek visual culture takes two principal forms: sculpture and painted pottery.
The setting for sculpture was the tomb or the sanctuary, and the context for much
painted pottery the symposium. By 700, Cretan bronzeworkers had managed to pro-
duce small freestanding sculptures in the round using the sphyrelata technique; but no
examples of large cast bronzes using the lost wax method have been traced to Crete.
Similarly, there are many seventh-century examples of limestone sculpture, from the
frieze at temple A at Prinias to the daedalic kouros from Astritsi. But Crete has only
one small fragment of archaic marble sculpture; sixth-century Cretan sculpture is repres-
ented principally by some large terracottas from Axos and the Praisos area.32

On the mainland and through much of the Aegean, it is painted pottery that 
earliest becomes the vehicle for visual narrative. Most of the shapes of the painted
pottery from Corinth, Attica, the east Aegean, and Laconia are symposium shapes
– kraters, cups, amphoras, and pouring vessels (hydrias, oinochoai). Cups in partic-
ular have a tendency to become larger and more elaborately decorated, and it is on
cups, amphoras, and kraters that most complex narrative scenes are to be found. There
is nothing like this in archaic Crete. The Orientalizing polychrome funerary pithoi
from Knossos are decorated with lotus palmettes and bird panels; but the figured
scenes are in many ways less complex (if more accomplished) than earlier Protogeo-
metric B examples. Imported symposium shapes are rare. Two East Greek dinoi are
found with symposium assemblages from the Knossian North Cemetery.33 But in
the sixth century, imports are fewer – there are two imported Attic kraters, one from
Knossos (post-525; Coldstream 1973b) and an earlier “Sophilan” dinos from Gortyn
(Johannowsky 1956). The most popular import is the Laconian stirrup krater, which
is imitated, but the attraction of this shape seems to have lain in its almost total lack
of visual interest – all examples have a shiny black glaze, the only decoration being
around the rim. This preference is in keeping with the austere Cretan drinking vessel
– the monochrome necked cup. It seems that, just after the symposium crystallized
in Corinth and Athens around 630, Crete turned its back on this institution. This
seems to have inhibited the development of narrative art.

Now of course there was figured art in late seventh and sixth century Crete, the
outstanding examples being bronze armor. But most of these are decorated with
antithetical figures (human or animal) that are more heraldic than narrative. There
are more complex scenes – the Rethymnon mitra (figure 14.4) is the outstanding
example, and there has been no lack of ingenious attempts to identify such scenes
with episodes from the corpus of Greek myth.34 No such identification has ever com-
manded wide assent, because the scenes lack the standard iconographic or epigraphic
clues that would make identification secure. They may not allude to known “Greek”
myths at all. The most plausible interpretation of the Rethymnon mitra is that it
represents some kind of Cretan initiation rite.
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This move away from visual narrative is all the more surprising if we consider what
came before. For between 850 and 700 Crete had the richest visual culture of the
whole Aegean world; figured scenes are common on Protogeometric B pottery, and
some (like figure 14.2) can plausibly be called narrative. The scenes on bronze shields
from the Idaean cave, particularly the “Hunt Shield” (figure 14.1), are complex and
can hardly not be classed as narrative art. Crete had clearly failed to live up to its
early promise. Here the standard explanations of classical art history – “influence,”
“individual genius,” “craft tradition,” and so forth – fail us. The explanation, whether
cultural or social, must lie deeper and should be sought by looking at other aspects
of Crete’s material expression and its relation with the wider world.

External Relations

Crete, as Arthur Evans saw clearly, is at the crossroads of the eastern Mediterranean.
Geography dictates that of all the Aegean islands it is most liable to influence. A
consideration of Crete’s position in the late ninth and early eighth centuries bears
this out, for there are many signs of contact both with the Levant and other parts

Figure 14.4 The Rethymnon mitra
Source: After Poulson (1906: fig. XXIII).
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of the Aegean. The earliest phase of the shrine at Kommos appears to be a “tripartite
shrine” of a known Canaanite (Phoenician) type;35 a school of north Syrian metal-
workers was active in north central Crete; pot painters at Knossos were incorporat-
ing motifs derived from both Levantine metalwork and Attic painted pottery in the
Protogeometric B, and Early, Middle and Late Geometric styles. Protogeometric B
is indeed the first “Orientalizing” style of the Iron Age Aegean. The find of both
an inscribed Phoenician bronze bowl (Snycer 1979) and a Sardinian askos from late
ninth-century contexts from Knossos (Vagnetti 1989) testify to the role that Crete
played in east–west trade in the wider Mediterranean. Though Corinthian and East
Greek imports oust the earlier Attic and Euboean wares in seventh-century Knossos,
it is clear that wider Aegean networks are being maintained. In the later seventh
century, Cretans played a role in the colonization of both Sicily (Gela: Thuc. 6.4.3)
and North Africa (Taucheira in Libya). Then comes the “archaic gap.” 

A commonsense interpretation of the gap is that it is the result of some external
force – a drought or plague. Recent scholarship has however emphasized that the
gap is not so much archaeological as artistic – it is a gap in visual culture. Public
inscriptions continue throughout the sixth century in central Crete (see below), and
there is no gap in the ceramic sequence. It is just that the pottery is very plain. Imports
too testify to a wide range of external contacts. Proponents of the drought or civil
strife theories might argue that the plainness of the pottery is a sign of impoverish-
ment. But the gradual simplification of Cretan figured scenes had been going on
throughout the seventh century, and so the sixth-century Cretan preference for the
plain over the ornate can more plausibly be seen as the culmination of a more grad-
ual process of turning away from visual culture.

One thing is clear – Crete may have been “impoverished,” but was not isolated.
Both the practice of inscribing law codes, and the peculiar Cretan name for scribe
(poinikastas) show Crete’s continuing debt to the Near East. More striking, how-
ever, is the number of Cretans who went abroad. The mercenaries who inscribed
their names on the Memnonion at Abydos in Egypt,36 Hybrias with his drinking
song (mentioned above), Ergoteles from Knossos but “racing for Himera” in the
foot race at Olympia (Pindar Ol. 12), and Dipoinis and Skyllis, the Cretan sculptors
who worked at Kleonai and Sicyon (Pliny NH 36.9–10) were full participants in the
East Mediterranean cultural mix. What were these Cretans getting away from?

Law, Literacy, and the Cretan Polis

Cretan literacy is unique in the Aegean world. From Thera to Athens, and from Euboea
to Pithekoussai the Greek alphabet seems to have encouraged personal and poetic
expression in the years around 700. Crete’s strong and early links with the Near East,
and in particular the presence of literate Phoenicians before 800, led an earlier gen-
eration of scholars to suggest that the island might be one of the points from which
the alphabet was first adapted and then transmitted to the rest of the Aegean. But the
earliest Cretan inscription, from Phaistos,37 is clearly later than the earliest Euboean
and Attic examples. The Greek alphabet was developed elsewhere, and for purposes
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for which Cretans had little use (see, generally, Powell 1991). When Cretans came
to employ it, alphabetic literacy took a very strange turn.

Archaic Cretans had a remarkable propensity for inscribing laws in large letters 
on stone. Legal fragments dating to between 650 and 450 have been found in 
almost all the major cities of central Crete – Eleutherna, Axos, Phaistos, Gortyn,
Prinias (Rhizenia), Afrati, Knossos, Eltynia, Lyktos (Lyttos), and Dreros. Unlike other
examples of early Greek law, few laws are procedural (see below). Most have a very
specific application, governing everything from terms of office to pasturage rights.
Many prescribe equally specific penalties for breaking the law. Cretan laws leave very
little room for interpretation, that is, for the discretion of a magistrate or a judge.
While public inscriptions are common, personal inscriptions and names are rare.38

Such graffiti, votive inscriptions, and inscribed tombstones as do exist tend either to
be early (as at Kommos) or to be found on coastal sites principally in the eastern or
western extremities of the island (tombstones at Cydonia, graffiti on rocks in the
Itanos area). Many such informal inscriptions are not in Cretan, but in Boeotian or
Aeginetan scripts.39 Either fewer individuals were literate than elsewhere in the Aegean,
or personal expression through writing was in some way discouraged. In any case,
the bulk of archaic Cretan writing seems to be monumental writing in the service
of the polis. And public writing was a skill with relatively high status, as the Spensithios
inscription makes clear (figure 14.5).40 This seems to be a contract between Spensithios
and the “Dataleis.” Spensithios and his descendants are to be the mnamon kai 
poinikastas (“remembrancer and scribe”) of this community, having a monopoly of
public writing, “both human and divine.” In Crete a scribe seems not merely to be
a kind of secretary: Spensithios was admitted to the community’s andreion, or men’s
club. This put him very close to the oligarchic elite.

With one exception, all our sources agree that Cretan (and especially central Cretan)
cities were oligarchies, run by kosmoi or “regulators,” who were elected annually.

Figure 14.5 The Spensithios inscription and mitra
Source: BM 1969.4.2.1, side A.
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Strict rules governed the frequency with which any individual could hold office (Dreros).
Clear and specific penalties were defined for individuals who broke the rules. Cretan
laws also governed other institutions; the conduct of youths in the agelai (Eltynia);
the dues owed to one’s andreion.41 The institutions described by Strabo and other
late hellenistic/Augustan writers (Dosiadas) were therefore well developed by late
archaic times.42 Indeed, they seem not to have changed very much, if at all, in the
course of three hundred years.

Here we again run into the fundamental source problem of archaic Crete. It is later
writers who provide the most detailed picture of Cretan institutions, but it is these
very writers who present these institutions as representing an unchanging essence of
“Cretanness.” Cretan institutions may have changed little, but they can hardly not
have changed at all. Can archaeology – in particular “archaeological history” – help?

Let us take the example of the andreion. Our sources agree that this was a kind
of Cretan mess hall, a club for male citizens who would dine and (presumably) drink
together. These late sources liken the Cretan andreion to the Spartan syssition, a 
“dining together.” The andreion is an institution that ought to leave some material
trace – a building, or signs of communal dining and drinking. Our late sources sug-
gest that, while there may have been more than one andreion per city, an andreion
would have had to accommodate at least fifty, if not a hundred, diners at one sitting.
Can we identify such a building? None of the candidates so far suggested seem quite
to fit the bill. Meat was certainly consumed in and around the hearth temples, which
may indeed have been “multi-functional,” but, as said earlier, they are all too small;
the same applies to the “armories” at Dreros and Afrati – these have all the right
masculine associations, but the buildings are no more than 5 m wide and 10 m long
(Xanthoudides 1918; Lebessi 1969; 1970). Larger late-archaic structures with a cen-
tral eschara have been found at Itanos and Ayia Pelagia (Apollonia); these could just
about have accommodated fifty or so people (Alexiou 1972: 235–9; 1984; Greco
et al. 2000: 551–5). Preliminary reports of a large building at Azoria near Kavousi,
with finds of drinking vessels and “krater stands,” are certainly suggestive.43 What is
more suggestive, however, is the clear, archaeological evidence for the direction in
which Cretan drinking practices were going. The Cretan plain black necked cup and
plain black krater can hardly have suited the small, intimate, “aristocratic” groups of
the symposium, groups which elsewhere encouraged a close link between visual and
alphabetic literacy. They must instead be associated with a more austere, but also
less intimate form of communal drinking – exactly the picture that Dosiadas and
others present.

In traditional histories, it is the rise both of the polis and of the individual that
represent archaic Greece’s distinctive achievement. But these processes to a degree
pulled in different directions. The polis was a male “citizen state,” a form of collective
male power that placed a greater value on one’s duty to participate in, decide for, and
defend one’s home community than on one’s duty to oneself or one’s kin (Runciman
1990: esp. 348–9). The “aristocratic” individual operated on a wider canvas, his 
arena was international. “Aristocratic” individualism finds expression as much in the
inscribed marble kouroi and korai that grace the sanctuaries of the Heraion at Samos
and the Athenian acropolis as in the iambi of Archilochus or the odes of Bacchylides.
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This “aristocracy” was not one that depended primarily on birth or wealth – it was,
rather, an aristocracy of performance (Duplouy 2006; ch. 27, below). This perform-
ance could be relatively intimate – as in the symposium – or more public, as in the
games and dedications at the major panhellenic sanctuaries of Delphi and Olympia.
But, as much as individualism was agonistic, it was, in equal measure, unstable. Status
had to be achieved – it could not be inherited or ascribed. This instability, together
with the inherent contradiction between the “communal” polis and the international
“aristocratic” ideal, may help to explain much that is remarkable about archaic Greece
as a whole. But it does not seem to apply to Crete. By 500, the Cretan polis had
arisen, but the Cretan individual had not. The community seems to have prevailed
over the individual. It would be facile to interpret Cretan poleis as, in some way,
proto-totalitarian, suppressing free movement and free expression, and regulating every
detail of a person’s (particularly a man’s) course through life, however much this
picture may explain Plato’s attraction to Crete and accord with modern readings 
of that philosopher. Cretan states were oligarchies, and there had to be something
in them for the oligarchs. The answer is not “power,” but stability. One of the out-
standing features of the Gortyn law code is its obsessive concern with rules of inher-
itance within the kin group, and so with assuring the essential continuity of families
and family property from one generation to the next (Willetts 1967: 18–27). In Crete,
birth and wealth, not performance and display, were the marks of the aristocracy.
And, if stability is our major criterion, Cretan poleis were very successful, surviving
as effective independent entities until the Roman conquest of 67.

Conclusion

All history is contemporary history – even, or perhaps especially, ancient Greek his-
tory. One of the driving forces behind modern scholarship on the archaic period is
an interest in the origins of republican polities, and especially democracy. Recent
scholarship has also emphasized that “democracy” cannot be explained by recourse
to a simple narrative of political events in central Greece between 550 and 479.
Democracy is more than what Cleisthenes did and suffered – it has deeper origins
in the cultural practices (literacy and the symposium) of archaic Athens. What ancient
historians and archaeologists both have to explain is as much the culture that made
democracy possible as the political (that is, constitutional) arrangements that formally
define it. Crete has two roles to play in this debate. First, epigraphy and archaeology
suggest that the institutions of the Cretan polis had crystallized in the years around
500. In Crete, the rule of law and oligarchic republicanism emerged early in the archaic
period, but democracy never developed. Crete therefore raises, in rather acute form,
the question “why didn’t democracy emerge more often?”44 Second, Crete provides
an important counterfactual to narratives that lay great stress on purely political arrange-
ments. The absence of a rich visual culture, the steep fall in the number of votive
offerings, the restricted use of literacy and the apparent indifference towards the sym-
posium are features that characterize the Cretan material record in the sixth century,
and it is these very features that provide important (albeit negative) clues towards
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any explanation of the origins of “democratic culture.” The final irony, of course,
is that the intellectual and cultural legacy of archaic Crete lies principally in the polit-
ical discussions of the philosophers Plato and Aristotle. Crete may not have produced
its own philosopher after the shadowy Epimenides, but it remains, as an anthropol-
ogist might say, “good to think with.” 
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Introduction

Since Greece was far from being a unified area in pre-Classical times, a survey of the
mainland can be divided up in a number of different ways. In this chapter all regions
north of Attica will be treated together.1 Such an approach has the merit of avoid-
ing unduly arbitrary cultural distinctions. It also makes possible broad comparisons
between regions that are rarely considered alongside one another in most narrative
histories.

The lands and sites explored here include some, like Delphi in Phocis, or Thebes
in Boeotia, which are virtually household names, as well as whole regions that still
remain largely unknown (Aetolia, Acarnania, western Phocis, parts of Thessaly, and
Macedonia), and are certainly under-explored, by historians and archaeologists alike.
The geography and ecology of northern Greece are very diverse, although a few 
general characteristics do prevail across the whole region. The west is wetter, more
mountainous and inaccessible, but enjoys a more marked Mediterranean climate, while
the eastern side has colder winters, drier, hotter summers, and more low-lying terrain.
The high peaks of the Pindus mountains, which are the Greek peninsula’s spine from
north to south (extending, in geological terms, into the Aegean as the Cycladic islands),
are folded in a westerly direction, and trap much of the average rainfall on their west-
ern slopes. In antiquity, the eastern half of the peninsula was not as dry as it is today.
Clay, silt, and gravel has filled what were once much deeper bays and inlets, notably
the Thermaic and Malian gulfs. River water was higher, with far more water meadow,
lakes, and streams, although, less attractively, coastal marshlands were periodically
infested with malarial mosquitoes.2

Since Neolithic times, the optimal conditions of altitude, soils, and groundwater
encouraged longer-term settlement in the river valleys of the eastern half, which were
far more intensively settled than those in the west. The high summits of Pindus are
composed of rugged, impenetrable limestone, interleaved with impermeable sandstones
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and shales, particularly in the north and center, as well as in the central Aetolian
mountains of the south-west. The waterless limestone massifs of the region have dis-
couraged settlement even in recent times. Instead, villages have naturally arisen at
spring lines in the foothills, where limestone met impermeable rock, clays and shales.
The deeper soils of the major river valleys of the east, notably the Axius, Loudias, and
Haliacmon in Macedonia; in Thessaly the Peneius, its northern tributary the Titaresius,
and southern Enipeus; in Boeotia the Cephissus feeding into Lake Copais, and the
Asopus, could support larger population units which exploited local resources 
intensively over many centuries. The larger lowland sites, which generally became
the earliest to acquire urban features, were not isolated pockets, but nuclei of wider
activity. Extensive use of mountain resources held an important place in the lives 
of many communities. Pastoralism is certainly one, involving temporary shepherds’
shelters during the summer months.

In terms of landscape and settlement analysis, the scale of research, archaeolo-
gical as well as historical, has been uneven across northern Greece. A series of research
projects focused on Boeotia and Thessaly has provided more specific data relating
to longer-term research questions, such as “How was the landscape populated?,”3 and
“How did big sites in the north differ from their counterparts in the rest of Greece?”
(Hansen 1995; C. Morgan 2003: 85–105). Perhaps the most striking progress has
taken place in the far north. Beyond Thessaly, the expansion of research-directed field-
work in Macedonia has provided new, and, to some extent, unexpected data, which
for the first time offers historians the chance to make legitimate comparisons between
this region and others in archaic Greece, even when written sources are lacking.

The modern history of the Balkan peninsula has crystallized into a number of nation
states, whose territorial relationship to ancient polities is far from straightforward.
We are prone to thinking of communities in terms of coherent and well-defined rela-
tionships between lands and peoples. Our assumptions are based on a lengthy process
of historical development, during which various pragmatic and institutional mechan-
isms have been applied to deal with matters concerning inter-personal and inter-
community disputes (especially over differential access to resources). This was the period
when certain patterns of regional settlement and cult activity became established that
would shape social organization in northern Greece for centuries to come.

Until quite recently, northern Greece was perceived as being different from the
south and the islands of the Aegean. Many of the cultural features that have been
identified as distinctive of this period – the emergence of polis-type communities,
monumental temple architecture, collective burial in cemeteries composed of indi-
vidual graves, figurative art, as well as more ephemeral phenomena (sports festivals,
symposium culture) – have been regarded as characteristic primarily of central and 
southern Greece. The north was thought of as dominated by ethne, understood as
tribal communities (Gschnitzer used the term Stammstaaten: 1955; 1960), living in
dispersed, isolated villages, with underdeveloped political and social institutions. They
were thus predominantly pastoral peoples, and urban centers developed comparatively
late, under southern influence. This surprisingly polarized view of the Greek peninsula
was apparently supported by near-contemporary writers, like Thucydides, who wrote
that the Aetolians may have been numerous and warlike, but lived in scattered villages.

ACA_c15.qxd  25/02/2009  02:36PM  Page 295



296 Zosia Halina Archibald

He added, rather more graphically, that the largest Aetolian grouping, the Eurytanians,
spoke a barely comprehensible dialect and ate raw flesh (3.94.4–5). By taking such
statements at face value, it was not difficult to accept the more deliberate rhetorical
slur of “barbarians,” heaped upon Macedonian kings and commoners alike by fourth
century writers and orators, as a reflection of seemingly profound cultural differences
(Hall 2001).

But recent research has demonstrated that the supposed polarity owes more to
lack of investigation than to objective differences. Temples, or structures that resemble
temples, have been discovered at a growing number of sites in the north (Schmidt–
Dounas 2004). At Thermon, west of the most inaccessible highlands of Aetolia, 
above Lake Trichonis, lie the remains of one of the oldest temples in Greece. Many
northern settlements were large, in some cases quite complex sites. Political organ-
ization is another aspect of northern societies where modern perceptions have
undergone revision. Polis structures can no longer be considered a late imitation of
southern practices. Cities often had lengthy histories in the north. Although our under-
standing of their institutional development is still rather sketchy for the archaic period,
clear analogies can be drawn with other parts of the Greek world, though we can
also form some idea of the distinctiveness of northern communities.4

Regions

Boeotia

The development of separate regional communities in central Greece (between the
valley of the River Spercheus and the gulf of Corinth) was partly a consequence of
natural geographical factors, and partly the result of historical dynamics. A chain of
mountains extends the Pindus range as far as the Corinthian gulf, creating a natural
barrier between the western and eastern coastal plains. In the south-east, a narrow
mountain chain, Cithaeron in the west, Pateras and Parnes in the middle, and
Mavrovouni in the east, constitutes the border land between Boeotia and Attica. The
principal modern roads follow the preferred access routes of historical times from
Thebes, in Boeotia, south-east of Lake Copais, branching at Lebadea and Orchomenus
west of the Lake. One route leads due westwards, via Delphi, skirting the coast-
line as far as Missolonghi, where it turns north, following the broad lowland plain
east of the River Achelous, in the direction of the Ambracian gulf (gulf of Arta). A 
second follows the Upper Cephissus valley in northern Phocis, joining the main
north–south route from Itea on the coast as far as the Pass south of Thermopylae.
A third route skirts the eastern side of the Copais Basin, and thence along the coast-
line, northwards to east Locris, south to Aulis, Delium, and Oropus. These modern
roads trace the pattern of ancient overland and marine routes. They chart human
traffic rather than physical roads, whose detailed pattern can sometimes be sketched
close to settlements, but rarely demonstrated at any distance.5 Most known sites are
located in, or close to, lowland areas (figures 15.1 and 15.2). The exceptions tend
to be communal meeting places, which had collective symbolic significance.
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Settlements

In Boeotia, intensive survey carried out between 1979 and 1984 of selected blocks
of land belonging to the ancient communities of Thespiae and Haliartos, including
a previously unknown concentration that has been identified as Ascra, the home of
the poet Hesiod, has brought to light a dramatic change in settlement density and
size that took place between the eighth and sixth centuries,6 though its effects are
visible mainly towards the end of this timescale (Schachter 1989). The increase of
population reflected in the survey applies as much to smaller, rural sites, as it does
to larger, proto-urban ones. Similar population changes can be documented in other
parts of central Greece, notably in Attica and Euboea (Morris 1998a: 15–16). Recent
investigations at a complex of structures at ancient Oropus suggest that there is still
a great deal more to be learned about the earlier part of the archaic period in the
region. The excavator has identified this site with Homeric Graia, subsequently 
renamed Oropus, and activities ranging from the eighth to the sixth centuries have
been studied. In the western part of the excavated area, a variety of apsidal structures
are associated with an unusually large rectangular enclosure, which may have served
as a temporary fort. Important new evidence has emerged about iron technology
and the organization of smithing, while in the main quarter an apsidal-ended build-
ing has been plausibly interpreted, on the basis of votive offerings, as a heroon – a
shrine to a hero (Mazarakis Ainian 2002a).

The sixth century seems to represent a period of rapid development in Boeotia.
This is most clearly reflected in the expansion of sites around the shores of Lake Copais,
which was once the largest lake in the Greek mainland, extending some 10 km
north–south and rather more east–west (Strabo gives it a circuit of 380 stadia). 
Seasonal flows of water from the rivers that fed the lake fluctuated dramatically, so
the principal settlements were concentrated just above the flood plain surrounding
the lake: Orchomenus and Copae in the north, Acraephia in the east, Coronea and
Haliartus on its southern reaches. Other large sites were located on the fertile plains
west (Chaeronea, Lebadea) or south of the lake (Thespiae, Thebes). Systematic attempts

Figure 15.1 View of the Theban plain
and Lake Helice from Mt. Ptoion, 
looking north
Source: © Christel Muller.

Figure 15.2 View of the Theban plain
from Mt. Ptoion, looking towards the
modern town of Kastri
Source: © Christel Muller.
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to control the outflow of water from the lake were in operation from the Middle
Bronze Age onwards, and were renewed at various periods in antiquity.7

Sanctuaries

Excavations have focused on the most visible and accessible remains, often those of
sanctuaries or cemeteries, rather than habitation sites. The oracular shrine of Apollo
on the summit of Mount Ptoon (near Perdikovryrsi, on the western slopes of Mt.
Pelagia), was situated on three terraces. Spring water from above the highest terrace
fed a cistern, and thence a fountain, on the lowest terrace. The fountain was the
earliest formal structure in the sanctuary, succeeded by a temple on the top terrace,
in the sixth century. Dedications, consisting of bronze statuettes and tripod frag-
ments, pottery, and relief-decorated bronze plaques, began to accumulate in the eighth
century. The most spectacular individual votives were marble statues of youths and
girls, principally in the second third of the sixth century (Ducat 1971). From the
final third of the century, the people of Acraephia preferred to leave their personal
dedications to the Hero Ptoios, at Kastraki, in the direction of Acraephia (Guillon
1943; Schachter 1989: 75). At the shrine of the Cabiri, west of Thebes, at that of
Poseidon of Onchestos, and in the cities of Thebes and Orchomenus, the earliest
evidence of monumental religious buildings, in the form of stone constructions and
sculptural decoration, also belongs to the late sixth century.

A string of oracular shrines skirted Lake Copais, each with its own festivals and
some structural elaboration: Apollo at Tegyra, near Orchomenus; Apollo Thourius
near Chaeronea; Telphousa near Haliartus and Coronea; Trophonius at Lebadea; Apollo
Ptoios on Mount Ptoion, and Amphiaraos, either at Thebes or at Oropos, where 
his cult is subsequently attested. Most of these cults were already thriving by the
middle of the sixth century, while some, like Athena Itonia at Coronea, had a more
precocious architectural history, with a shrine and statue established some time before
the early sixth century.8

These developments represent the late flowering of cult traditions that had far 
older roots. Outside the citadel of Thebes was the sanctuary of Apollo Ismenios,
where the remains of a mudbrick and wood superstructure on a stone socle have
been identified with a temple of the late eighth century. Cult paraphernalia from
Early to Late Geometric in style has also been used to identify additional extra-urban
shrines at Thebes, as well as religious sites at Haliartus (Athena), Mount Mavrovouni
(Artemis Agrotera), Coronea (?Athena Itonia), Aulis (Artemis), and Oropus (Mazarakis
Ainian 1997: 242, 312–13).

Locris and Phocis

Sites

Between Boeotia and the coast opposite Euboea was the country of the east Locrians,
also known as the Opuntian Locrians, after the principal population center of Opus
(alternatively, “Hypocnemidian” or “Locrians under Mount Cnemis”). The people
of Boeotia spoke a dialect more akin to the Thessalian. Both dialects are classified
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by philologists as belonging to the
“Aeolic” group, whereas the Locrians
used a variant of “North-west Greek.” The
east Locrians had become separated from
their west Locrian neighbors (who were
confined to the uplands between Aetolia
and Phocis, with harbors at Naupactus 
and Oeanthea), by the expansion of the
Phocians, who occupied most of the
central upland region (figure 15.3), as 
well as the upper Cephissus valley and 
the southern coastal plain. The restricted
scope of cultivable arable land in central
Greece north and west of Boeotia resulted
in serious tensions between neighboring communities, when population numbers,
or social pressures, made the acquisition of additional arable resources a collective
priority.9

Sanctuaries

At the beginning of the first millennium, the sanctuary at Kalapodi in northern Phocis
was also the principal shrine of central Greece. In Classical times the sanctuary was
dedicated to Artemis Elaphebolus and Apollo, and at that time was controlled by
the city of Hyampolis. There was a cult center at Kalapodi from the Late Bronze Age
(LHIIIC: eleventh century) until the early Christian era. Around 950, the center
lost much of its earlier regional importance and was reorganized. It had long been,
and continued to be, the focus of communal dining for many communities living
in Phocis (C. Morgan 2003: 113–20). Beneath two rectangular early archaic mud-
brick temples (ca. 700–ca. 600/580), whose design has been
preserved, were traces of earlier constructions (open to the
air), partly obscured by these and later successors. The early
archaic temples had internal ash deposits, which are thought
to have been low hearth altars, or escharai. Temple A,
slightly north of the previous focus of cult behavior, con-
tained an axial wooden colonnade, while temple B, close to
an extensive area of ash, animal bone and other votive
deposits, had vertical columns on poros bases supporting the
long walls and a tetrastyle columned porch.10 Votives from
the eighth century onwards have stylistic connections with
Thessaly, Euboea and central Greece, though some may have
been manufactured at the sanctuary, since bronzeworking
debris has been discovered (Felsch 1983). Both shrines were
rebuilt as peripteral stone temples, which were destroyed dur-
ing the Persian invasion of 480.

Judging by the kinds of objects found at early first 
millennium Delphi (figure 15.4), in graves belonging to an

Figure 15.3 View of Mt. Parnassos in
Phocis
Source: © C. B. Mee.

Figure 15.4 View of
the sanctuary of Apollo
at Delphi, looking
eastwards
Source: © C. B. Mee.
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extensive site at Medeon, on the Bay of Antikyra, and in the Corycaean Cave on a
south-western slope of Mount Parnassus, the communities of southern Phocis were
orientated, like many of their neighbors further west, towards the Corinthian gulf
(C. Morgan 1990: 116–17, 122–6; 2003: 120–4, 213–18). Delphi was a prosper-
ous settlement that had developed since the Late Bronze Age (LHIIIB-C: fourteenth–
eleventh centuries), and continued to thrive after dedications to Apollo, in the form
of bronze tripods, jewelery, and zoomorphic figurines, began to accumulate from
ca. 800. There is no evidence that Pythian Apollo was worshipped here before that
time and no specific indications of a cult building before the second quarter of the
sixth century (Mazarakis Ainian 1997: 312; C. Morgan 2003: 122–3).

The origin of dedications, and the identity of those making them, should tell us
a good deal about how the sanctuary evolved, but cannot easily be deduced. Among
eighth-century finds, Peloponnesian, particularly Corinthian (or Corinthianizing) arti-
facts are more prominent than central Greek ones. In the seventh century Athenian
votives joined this repertoire. The two most noticeable categories that distinguish
votives at Delphi from those at Kalapodi are bronze tripods (with Peloponnesians
and perhaps Boeotians as donors: LSAG 91 nos. 2a–c, 9) and Oriental-looking objects,
which include faience scarabs, Cypro-Cretan and Cypro-Levantine bronze stands and
other sheet bronze articles (Rolley 1969; 1977; Amandry 1987). Similar exotic imports
are found among seventh century dedications to Hera at Perachora, the extra-urban
sanctuary of Corinth on the Isthmus, facing west across the Corinthian gulf. At 
Delphi there are some Italian-made artifacts too (Kilian 1977).

The exceptional character of many of the dedications at Delphi, by interregional,
not just regional standards, reflects a developing momentum at the site, at a time
when virtually nothing has been revealed that defines a sanctuary as such. This is a
salutary reminder of the difficulties of reconstructing the early phases of a site with
a history of intensive monumentalization from the end of the first quarter of the
sixth century for the next several hundred years (Jacquemin 1999). Many of these
later constructions have been conserved in place for modern visitors. But this means
that investigation of what came earlier is limited to “keyhole” activities between, and
occasionally below, later buildings. The presence of conspicuous dedications presupposes
a designated area within which they would have been displayed, whether sheltered
by a roofed building of some kind, or in the open air.

It is not yet clear when the first temple was built. The seventh-century roof tiles
that have sometimes been connected with a temple may belong to a stoa (a covered
hall), or some other type of communal building. Delphi continued, until at least 
ca. 575, when the first peribolos wall was built to define the limits of the sanctuary
of Apollo, to be a settlement. Houses may have gone on being built until the fire
of 548, which destroyed large parts of the interior, including the first temple. This
primary shrine was decorated, or redecorated, with a marble gutter in the period 
ca. 580–50 (Jacquemin 1993: 217–23). The first temple of Athena, in the sanctuary
of “Marmaria,” south-east of the shrine of Apollo, probably dates from the same period
as the first temple of Apollo. Pits between the rocks in this lower sanctuary contained
pottery, animal bones and ashes, belonging to dedications made in the eighth and
seventh centuries (including a reburial of Late Bronze Age ceramic figurines).
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The territorial and civic dimensions of Delphi have only relatively recently been
examined in detail (Rousset 2002). The relationship between the settlement of Delphi,
and a contemporary site at Ayia Varvara, 1km south–west of the modern village of
Chryso, has yet to be clarified. Ayia Varvara has been identified with Cirrha or Crisa,
the historical community that dominated the plain extending from the mountains
above Delphi to the port of Cirrha on the Corinthian gulf (Skorda 1992; C. Morgan
2003: 124–5), allegedly until the “First Sacred War.” Archaeological evidence from
the vicinity of Delphi has yet to provide coherent, let alone conclusive, information
that might help us to understand the circumstances behind the conflict that historians
have dubbed “The First Sacred War” (ca. 595–586).11 The later histories of major
religious centers of the Greek mainland, including Delphi and Olympia, show that
there is nothing inherently implausible about an armed conflict whose ultimate rationale
was political and economic control of the sanctuary. But written accounts of the origins
and early history of the cult of Pythian Apollo12 post-date the alleged events by a
considerable margin and are framed in terms that justify the outcome of the supposed
conflict. No clear exposition is given of the issues, except for vague suggestions of
sacrilege.

Among the pretexts for armed intervention on the part of a Thessalian force (under
the command of one Eurylochus and a Hippias), Athenians (under Alcmaeon), and
Sicyonians (under the tyrant Cleisthenes), was the levying of tolls by the Crisaeans
on pilgrims visiting the sanctuary and the tilling of sacred land. It is impossible, on
the basis of such sources alone, to separate earlier from later accretions, and to dis-
tinguish partisan elements from local legend. But that is not all the evidence we have
to rely on. The “Homeric” Hymn to Pythian Apollo, written no later, and perhaps no
earlier, than the beginning of the sixth century (Davies 1994: 203), seeks to assert
the establishment of outsiders (Cretans) as priests of Delphi. The tenor of the poem,
particularly the final four lines, reinforce the separation of sanctuary interests from purely
local ones. Such a conscious omission of the local, Phocian, dimension that we might
logically expect, presupposes a deliberate attempt to justify a different authority.

Events that followed the alleged dispute nevertheless suggest that tensions escalated,
not only because of wilful brinkmanship on the part of (some) local Phocians, but
as a result of the growing disjunction between the needs and interests of sanctuary
users and those of local inhabitants (McInerney 1999: 168–72). One of the most
prominent outcomes of the conflict was the sequestration of the Crisaean Plain, to
be used in future exclusively as sacred land (Isocrates 14 [Plataicus] 33). Rousset has
argued convincingly that the almost total absence of any archaeological traces dating
from the Archaic and Classical periods in the lands between Mount Kirphis and the
Corinthian gulf, and more particularly the Desphina peninsula to the south, strongly
suggests that this area corresponds to the sacred land where accommodation, indus-
tries, and agriculture were prohibited (Rousset 2002: 57–9, 183–92). Another was
the reorganization of terraces within the temenos, or precinct of Apollo, and the rapid
expansion of monumental dedications and treasury buildings to house some of them
(Laroche and Nenna 1993; Jacquemin 1999: 245–62). There was a practical reason
why the sanctuary needed to acquire and own landed property. The “sacred economy”
of Delphi involved the maintenance of substantial herds, which, on the one hand,
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provided the sacrificial victims for clients (McInerney 1999: 91–108), but also con-
stituted an important source of revenue as live animals (Rousset 2002: 283–4;
Chandezon 2003: 292).

The physical definition and reorganization of space within the precinct was dictated
by perceived needs of display. The material value of the early dedications suggests
that, from the eighth century onwards, Delphi provided a forum for the prominent
display of public piety from a broad, and consistently expanding, geographical area.
The focus of attention were the oracular responses of Apollo’s sacred laurel tree
(Homeric Hymn to Apollo, 393–6), which came to be pronounced by a local woman,
acting as the god’s mouthpiece, and called Pythia. It was the oracle that made such
a remote and topographically awkward location into the most prestigious shrine in
mainland Greece after Olympia. Its reputation as a reliable source of advice gave 
the sanctuary special prestige (Parke and Wormell 1956; Fontenrose 1978). But the
potential political ramifications of oracular pronouncements may not have been 
appreciated until the late sixth century, when we first hear of attempts by members
of the Athenian Alcmaeonid family to ingratiate themselves with the Amphictions,
or guardians of Delphi (Hdt. 5.62–3). It has recently been suggested that the tim-
ing of oracular pronouncements, on “Apollo’s birthday,” on the seventh day of the
Delphic month Bysios, was determined by the first sighting of the heliacal rising of
the constellation Delphinios (Salt and Boutsikas 2005). Since this sighting would have
occurred a month earlier than in most lowland parts of Greece, because of the high
horizon on Mount Parnassus, the festival of Apollo became a reliable calendrical marker,
and thus an event of wide significance, independent of the oracular pronouncements
that also took place.

Today’s historians face an intractable problem in attempting to make sense of the
symbolic references and social significance of the “First Sacred War” (if “war” is the
appropriate term for what happened). One key to understanding what happened in
the early years of the sixth century lies in the mechanisms that were developed to
manage the sanctuary’s affairs. Unfortunately, it is still difficult to map the mosaic
of disparate data into historical time. Like other major Greek sanctuaries, the Pythian
was under the control of a particular community, in this case the Delphians. At some
point between the early seventh and early sixth centuries, administration of the 
sanctuary became the responsibility of a joint body, or Amphictiony (those “dwelling
around”; Hdt. 2.180: referring to the fire of 548), though we do not know exactly
when this body came into being. The Delphic Amphictiony is usually thought to
have been an extension or expansion of a similar body of representatives, which met
at the sanctuary of Demeter at Anthela, on the coast of Malis (Lefèvre 1998: 13–16).
The “Pylaean” Amphictiony (as in the later Delphic Amphictiony, delegates were called
“Pylagorai,” or “delegates at the Gates,” after Thermopylae, the “Hot gates,” a refer-
ence to the mineral springs nearby) consisted of a number of peoples (ethne). The
sources list between ten and twelve members: those geographically nearest to the
shrine of Demeter, and their neighbors.13 Those nearest were Malis, together with
Ainis and Doris (all nestling around Mount Oeta and flanking the River Spercheus),
as well as their immediate neighbors, the east Locrians, south-east of the estuary;
Achaea Phthiotis, to the north of it; and the obscure Dolopians (from the southern
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Pindus mountains). The more distant members were Ionians (from Euboea?), Phocians,
Boeotians, Thessalians of the plains, and the “perioecic” communities of Perrhaebia,
in the hill country west of Mount Olympus, and Magnesia, the heavily wooded ridge
of mountains extending from Mount Ossa through Mount Pelion into the peninsula
that protects the gulf of Volos.

Fourth-century historians who wrote about these early community associations
attempted to make sense of incomplete traditions. There seemed to be a clear local
logic among many of the adherents, but no easy way of demonstrating how the
Athenians (and later the Spartans), had become members of an enlarged body, this
time acting as a kind of steering group for Apollo’s sanctuary, which also included
Boeotians and (some) Phocians. Androtion and Theopompus gave the list a distinctly
evolutionary slant by framing them as the ethne ruled by Deucalion (the Greek Noah)
and his son Amphictyon. Thus “Ionians” (hence, eventually, Athenians), Boeotians,
and Phocians found their rightful places in a kind of topographical genealogy of the
east mainland (Hall 2002: 134 –54). But such attempts to smooth out the incon-
sistencies of the past have made it difficult to distinguish nuggets of genuine tradition
about Amphictionic origins, maintained in one way or another by contemporary 
practice, from retrospective rationalization.

Thessaly

Sites

Occupying an area larger than all of central Greece (Acarnania, Aetolia, Phocis, Locris,
and Boeotia), Thessaly contained some of the most prominent and active mainland
communities of the archaic period. Recent research has underscored the importance
and longevity of a string of Late Bronze Age settlements inland of the Volos gulf.
Evidence of Early Iron Age activity, frequently in the vicinity of earlier sites, is wide-
spread and plentiful. Thessaly is a prominent region of the mainland in the Homeric
poems – Phthia is the home of Achilles – and most of the sites referred to in the
“Catalogue of Ships” (Iliad 2.681–759, 928–33), insofar as they can be located, have
produced ceramics of Proto-Geometric or Geometric type. The Iliad does, there-
fore, provide some reflection of genuine Iron Age activity. But the choice of loca-
tions offered by the poet is neither systematic (various known sites are ignored), nor
does his galaxy of sites cohere with the pattern of settlement that can be traced from
the seventh, or even from the eighth century onwards.14 A comparison of the site names
that occur in Homer and those documented from the eighth century onwards shows
that few of the “Homeric” sites continued to be important in later times. Halos and
Pherae are the exceptions. However, although our principal focus is on sites of grow-
ing importance, we should not ignore major settlements of the Proto-Geometric and
Early Geometric phases (tenth to ninth centuries) that were subsequently eclipsed,
notably Dimini, Volos “Palia” and Sesklo.15

The lowlands of Thessaly occupy two plains separated by a low ridge. They cor-
respond to two out of the four historical divisions or “tetrads” of the plains, along-
side Phthiotis, already referred to: Thessaliotis in the west and Pelasgiotis in the east,
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separated by the River Peneus from the fourth division, Hestiaiotis, to the north.
These land divisions were topographical labels, although later a more technical func-
tion was applied to this land division for military purposes. Two sites in Pelasgiotis
illustrate how cities in inland Thessaly evolved. The acropolis of Larissa (Phrourio
hill) was one of a group of sites within the territory of the modern city occupied in
Late Bronze Age (Mycenaean) times. The stronghold continued to be inhabited in
the early first millennium, and settlement spread outwards onto the slopes and sur-
rounding lowlands, particularly in the sixth century, when a regular pattern of streets
and house units first emerged. The appearance of imported artifacts, including Attic
black and red figure tableware, confirms that the city was flourishing. In the vicinity
were other settlements, some of which, including Atrax, Argissa, and Crannon, 
grew to be independent political units in their own right. A plethora of distinctive 
archaeological remains, including settlement debris and burials, can be associated with
the ancient community of Crannon and its immediate neighbors. In the fifth and
fourth centuries Crannon was associated with the Scopadae, one of Thessaly’s dynastic
clans, like the Aleuadae at Larissa, and the Echecratidae of Pharsalus.

The other civic center in Pelasgiotis that has been extensively investigated is Pherae
(modern Velestino), inland of the gulf of Volos. As at Larissa, occupation here seems
to have continued without apparent interruption from the Late Bronze Age onwards,
albeit in a reduced area. Although modern structures, and intensive reconstruction
in antiquity, including substantial changes in the sixth century, have hindered attempts
to map early civic activity, the pattern that is emerging on the ground looks very
similar to that of Corinth or Argos in the archaic period. The distribution of finds,
both settlement remains and cemeteries, dating from the eighth to sixth centuries,
would indicate dispersed nuclei, perhaps consisting of kin groups, or simply differ-
ent residential foci, which later coalesced to form the city of Pherai.

Sanctuaries

One of the most important Thessalian pre-Classical shrines lay just beyond the north-
ern periphery of Pherae. This was the temenos of Enodia and Zeus Thaulius. The cult
of Enodia, a divinity connected with the underworld and with roadways, was centerd
at Pherae, but spread to many parts of Thessaly and beyond. The shrine was probably
open to the air until a temple was built in the sixth century. More than 3,700 votive
objects, consisting mainly of dress pins, or animal or bird figurines, and made of bronze
or iron, were deposited at the sanctuary. The majority date from the eighth and seventh
centuries, and represent an overwhelmingly local clientele. Only 2 percent of the
finds came from outside Thessaly, principally from further north in the Balkans, plus
a few exotic items derived from Italy or Egypt (C. Morgan 2003: 135–9).

The sanctuary of Athena Itonia at Philia in Thessaliotis was also an open-air shrine
(until the third century), with a similar range of Thessalian votive objects: bronze
fibulae, bird and vase pendants, double axes, occasional bone and ivory goods. Among
the more unusual items were iron spits, among the earliest dedications of this type
anywhere in the Aegean, together with spearheads and swords. Some of these were
manufactured at the sanctuary, judging by metallurgical debris.
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Elsewhere in Thessaly temple-like structures were beginning to appear. The con-
struction of large public monuments, particularly when accompanied, as in a grow-
ing number of Thessalian cases, with carved or painted ornaments, is symptomatic
of the overall level of wealth achieved by at least half a dozen sites in each region.
This is particularly visible in the sixth century. At Gonnoi, Pelasgiotis, an apsidal hall
was built on the summit of the acropolis during the second half of the seventh cen-
tury (Mazarakis Ainian 1997: 86, 310). Among the most spectacular and surprising
discoveries in the region during the 1990s was the sixth century temple 2 km out-
side the ancient city of Metropolis, west of Karditsa, and below Mount Agrapha 
in the Pindus range (Intzesiloglou 2002). The architectural remains have yet to be
studied in detail, but the Doric column capitals are carved with alternating lotus buds
and palmettes in an Ionian manner. The bronze cult statue of Apollo shows him as
an armed hoplite with a raised spear. The finds at Metropolis put into context other
discoveries of architectural elements that most likely adorned temples at sites in all
regions of Thessaly (C. Morgan 2003: 87–8, 140–2). Reassessments of such evidence
suggest analogies not only with central and southern Greece, but more northerly
areas too. Close connections between central Greece and Thessaly on the one hand,
Macedonia, Epirus, and other parts of the Balkans on the other, have long been
detected in some votive offerings, particularly bronze ornaments (Bouzek 1997: 183–6,
210–14, 218–23, 224–36). But common spatial and architectural characteristics are
something new.

Macedonia

In ecological and geological terms, the mountains and lowlands of Macedonia are
northerly extensions of the features in Thessaly (figure 15.5). Two parallel mountain
ridges, running from north-west to south-east, in the same direction as Pindus, 
separate the principal areas of settlement. Lake Lychnitis, and its two neighboring
waters, Great Prespa and Little Prespa, formed a border region between Illyrian groups
further west, upland communities north of the River Erigon (Pelagonians, Paeonians,
Dardanians), and Macedonian lowlanders of the upper and middle reaches of the
Haliacmon: Orestis and Tymphaea below the foothills of Pindus; Lyncus, Eordaea
and Elimia west of Mount Vermion; and the alluvial plain inland from the Thermaic
gulf to the east, called Bottia, and its southern extension, Pieria. The innermost part
of the gulf has silted up over the centuries. In early antiquity the gulf extended more
than 20 km inland in some areas. Gradual silting at the sea end created a large lake
in the lower estuary of the River Loudias. As a result, settlements in the area of the
lower estuary were either coastal at that time, or much closer to the coast.

Sites

Recent research in all regions of Macedonia has begun to fill out its settlement his-
tory between two phases that are rather better known archaeologically, namely the
mound sites of the Bronze Age and the expansion of urban planning from the late
fourth century onwards. The most intensive investigations have been conducted around
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the rapidly expanding modern city of Thessaloniki. At sites like Assiros and Kastanas,
to the north-east (Lang 1996: 260–74), and now at a range of sites in and around
the city itself (notably Toumba “Kalamarias” and Souroti), local communities went
on building and rebuilding homes in the same localities as their Bronze Age ances-
tors had done (Archibald 2000: 223–8). Although Assiros and Kastanas did not 
survive into the archaic period, many sites closer to the Thermaic gulf flourished.
There is now a wealth of evidence, in the form of settlement data and cemeteries,
dating from the eighth to sixth centuries, which can be mapped and identified with
known historical communities.16

From a regional point of view, the preponderance of research in the area around
the Thermaic gulf, which also includes the magnificent Classical remains at Pella,
means that we know far more about the development of those regions that were pro-
gressively annexed to the kingdom of Macedonia after the Persian Wars (territories
east of the Loudias), than we do about the evolution of the “old kingdom” in Pieria,
Elimia, and Bottia (Hatzopoulos 1996: 1, 105–23, 463–86). During the first half
of the first millennium bce, Crestonia, Mygdonia, the Chalcidic peninsula, the low-
land regions either side of the Strymon and Nestos estuaries, together with the island
of Thasos, were fertile areas with rich mineral resources that attracted numerous set-
tlers, as well as nurturing indigenous populations.17

The range of new discoveries in the Thermaic gulf provides useful comparative data
for sites in “Old Macedonia.” Manolis Andronikos’ excavations in the cemetery at

Figure 15.5 The Haliacmon river in Macedonia, looking towards the southern bank and
the site of ancient Aegea (modern Vergina)
Source: © Z. H. Archibald.
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Vergina can now be viewed in the light of cremation burials at Gynaikokastro, and
other sites along the lower Axios valley, as well as Early Iron Age burials north and
west of Dion (Andronikos 1969; Vokotopoulou 1985). Although the sites where
these populations lived have not been exposed, the longevity of local burying com-
munities demonstrates continuity of settlement. Systematic excavations at Aeane, 
nestling in the Elymian foothills, and further north-west, in the Voion district, have
shown that urban life was indeed developing in the sixth century.18 Elsewhere in
“Old Macedonia” eighth to sixth century activities are confirmed at many later urban
sites by loose finds and the presence of cemeteries nearby.

Acarnania and Aetolia

Acarnania and Aetolia were identified, by fifth-century writers, as separate political
entities. The south-western corner of the north Greek peninsula is a region isolated
by the mountains of eastern Aetolia, which prevent easy communication with western
Phocis. Travelers wanting to go to Aetolia westwards from Phocis, or eastwards from
Aetolia to Phocis, either had to go by sea along the Corinthian gulf, braving local
currents in the channel, or northwards up the Achelous valley, as far as Lake
Cremastum, and thence follow the gorge cut by the River Spercheius. Aetolia has
attracted new scholarly interest since the re-evaluation of long-term activities at the
principal Aetolian cult center of Thermum above Lake Trichonis (Mazarakis Ainian
1997: 44–5, 125–32, 310). Here a Middle Helladic (Middle Bronze Age) secular
structure (a ruler’s house?) with an apsidal end, “Megaron A,” was succeeded around
the beginning of the first millennium by a rectangular hall, “Megaron B,” used for
communal dining. By the eighth century, this structure had become recognizably
associated with the cult of Apollo, and was replaced in the seventh by one of the
earliest known Doric temples.

At Kallipolis, in north-east Aetolia, a rectangular building (“B”), immediately below
the Hellenistic temple, represents an eighth century cult building associated with
sacrifices and dining. It was succeeded by a stone-built altar surrounded by votive
offerings of the late sixth to fourth centuries. At Kalydon, Geometric-style bronze
figurines were found in the later sanctuary of Artemis Laphria, outside Kalydon, where
the earliest temple dates from the seventh century. A survey of Aetolia has yielded more
information about its settlement history.19 The traditional boundary with Acarnania
was the River Achelous. Early archaic Aetolian settlements are concentrated in the
lower river valley, with just a few upland centers, which were centers of cult. In the
seventh and sixth centuries, habitation spread further south, in the area of Kalydon,
and eastwards along the coastal plain, as well as into the more fertile areas around
the southern side of the lake.

Little is known about Acarnania before the fifth century. The main city in the
region at that time was Stratos (Thuc. 2.80.8), situated at the point where the out-
lying foothills of the southern Pindus meet the alluvial clays of the middle Achelous
valley, on its broader left bank (Gehrke and Wirbelauer 2004 with refs). Recent survey
work in the vicinity of the city has revealed traces of a sixth-century temple with carved
and painted revetments some 4 km to the west, at Spathari, and, underlying it, an

ACA_c15.qxd  25/02/2009  02:36PM  Page 307



308 Zosia Halina Archibald

older construction still. A second sanctuary has also been located between Spathari
and the ancient city (AA 1995: 783–6; 1996: 557–8).

Immigrants and Natives

Much scholarly attention has in the past been devoted to tracing colonizing initiatives,
mainly in the seventh and sixth centuries. The influx of Parians to Thasos and the
mainland opposite from the second quarter of the seventh century, of Corinthians
to Potidaea, of various Euboeans to Chalcidice, and of Klazomenians and Teans suc-
cessively to Abdera, does play an important part in the story, although it is still difficult
to distinguish informal early activity from later historiographical simplifications. But
there are other elements equally deserving of attention. Excavation and scientific ana-
lysis indicates that the role of Ionian commercial and cultural activity in the north
Aegean has been under-appreciated (Papadopoulos 1996a). Even more striking has
been the omission of an indigenous perspective. Discoveries around the Thermaic gulf
and Chalcidice show that the organization of indigenous settlements, burial practices,
and many material expressions have much in common with other parts of northern and
central Greece. Perceptions of the indigenous–colonial discourse need to change 
in the light of discoveries such as the extra-urban shrine at Mende–Poseidi, where
a long, apsidal structure was built in the tenth century around an ash altar, whose
origin is Late Bronze Age or Sub-Mycenaean (Moschonissioti 1998) (figure 15.6).
The chronological and structural resemblances between this building and the Proto-
Geometric apsidal structure at Toumba, Lefkandi (Popham et al., 1993), suggest
that cultural connections between the far north of the Aegean and other coastal areas
were much closer than scholars have been in the habit of imagining.

One of the most important sources of information about the people of archaic
Greece is burial evidence. Skeletal material can provide a wide range of information
about the health history and physical background of individuals. Systematic inves-
tigation of mortuary data has only been completed in a limited number of case 
studies (e.g. Agelarakis 1999), which are relevant to specific locations. Future work
is likely to provide more nuanced interpretations of biological histories, as well as a
range of comparative evidence. Most of the accumulated published data from burials
has focused on mortuary customs, particularly on typologies of tombs and the range
of grave goods. Changes in burial practice have sometimes been interpreted as indi-
cations of population change. In cases where it is now possible to compare larger
numbers of burials, particularly in Thessaly, different practices can now be seen 
as methods of affirming the status of the deceased, rather than the introduction of 
foreign customs (Georganas 2002). Such studies will prompt a reconsideration of
other mortuary evidence from northern Greece that has been interpreted in terms
of cultural intrusion. We may nevertheless expect cemeteries to contain evidence 
about the many immigrants and migrants known to have traveled in the north. Among
the most celebrated examples is the cenotaph on Corcyra (ca. 550) in memory of
Menecrates, son of Tlesias, of Oiantheia in western Locris, who was proxenos, or advo-
cate of the Corcyreans, and immortalized by them through this inscribed monument
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after his death at sea (Nomima I: 34). The influence of Corinth, founder city of
Corcyra, was profound and wide ranging, and includes the distribution of Corinthian
products (already referred to above with regard to votives in Phocis and beyond). But
traces of local dialect forms reflect the imprint of inland cultural interconnections.

The recognition and investigation of long-term agricultural settlements of the 
early first millennium, whether we call them large villages or small towns, display-
ing spatial and structural characteristics that provide good analogies with central and
southern Greece, is matched by a growing number of documents that indicate socio-
political and institutional mechanisms familiar from further south. As outlined earlier,
it is no longer feasible to distinguish northern societies as having a wholly different
way of life, which was gradually modified as a result of contacts with cities further
south. The differences between north and south can be attributed in part to differing
responses towards local ecologies, and in part to the development of local institu-
tional devices. The two organizing principles that can be seen at work in the forma-
tion of Early Iron Age communities in Greece, namely the granting of citizenship
status on the one hand to one’s neighbors, or, on the other, according to some pre-
conceived pattern of kinship or hierarchy, disregard simple geographical rules (Davies

Figure 15.6 View of the excavated sanctuary of Poseidon at the modern town of Poseidi
in the westernmost promontory of the Chalcidic peninsula
Source: © Z. H. Archibald.
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1996). The former solution, which is especially characteristic of strongly nucleated
communities, was also the pattern adopted in Attica, for instance, while the latter
puts much of Thessaly alongside Lakonia and most Cretan settlements.

Access to land and resources constituted a potential source of anxiety, and thus 
a major driver in the development of fixed principles. One of the most revealing
documents in our area is the law outlining the terms on which east Locrian and local
Chaleian settlers at Naupactus could take up land plots and become Naupactians,
and how inheritance questions, or failed settlers, should be dealt with (Nomima I: 43;
see Ch. 20, below). Elsewhere in the region the intense preoccupation with equal status
and treatment, apparent in this document, is less evident, although we have, as yet,
far too few examples of collective decision-making. In Phocis, Boeotia, and Thessaly,
there were people who went out of their way to make their membership of certain
inner social groups popularly known.20 On the other hand, although there is evid-
ence, archaeological as well as historical, of a social élite in Thessaly, a growing body
of civic statutes concerning various public issues shows that the inhabitants applied
the same kinds of rights and constraints on each other as did their peers further south.21

Inland and External Networks and
Communication: Trade and Economies

From the early centuries of the first millennium there is evidence of regular, though
not necessarily widespread, contact between the regions west and east of the Pindus
mountains. A distinctive type of matt-painted pottery is found across the Balkan 
peninsula from southern Illyria (the area of Elbasan, south of Albanian Tirana) as
far east as the Chalcidic peninsula in the north, Acarnania and the gulf of Volos to
the south (Kilian 1985: 237–47). There are general cultural resemblances in burial
forms, personal ornaments, and tools within this region, extending westwards to the
gulf of Otranto in southern Italy. The distribution of specific mobile items suggests
that extensive social networks were maintained within and outside the Pindus range,
at a time of considerable dislocation elsewhere in the Greek mainland.

From the eighth century onwards, Corinthian and Corinthianizing products chart
these networks, between the Korçë area (eastern Albania) and Pelagonia, via Lake Ohrid;
between Thesprotia in southern Epirus (figure 15.7), supplied from Corinthian and
local merchants at Corcyra, and Ambracia; from Dodona and the plain above Lake
Ioannina through the principal passes of Pindus – northwards, along the valley of the
River Sarandaporos into the Grevena region of western Macedonia, and eastwards
through the Metsovo pass and Meteora into north – west Thessaly.22 In the Iliad’s
“Catalogue of Ships,” the Perrhaebians are said to set up homes around “wintry
Dodona,” but they also till fields on the banks of the River Titaresius (2.750); while
the Phthiotid Achilles invokes Zeus of Dodona and his interpreters, called Selli (16.234).
Modern political borders have worked to conceal rather than reveal connections 
that surpassed local ones. The visible symptoms of exchange tend to survive in very
small numbers, so individual artifacts carry much more significance than they pos-
sess intrinsically.
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The maintenance of these social and
cultural networks has often been attri-
buted to pastoral strategies. Shepherds did
cross local boundaries in order to move
herds from their host villages to suitable
pasture. The best evidence for the seasonal
migration of herds comes from Epirus,
particularly the settlement of Vitsa, in
the Zagoria region north of Ioannina
(Vokotopoulou 1986). This upland site
was inhabited from at least the ninth to
the fourth centuries. The house forms 
are rather more substantial than simple
chalets – many had stone foundations
and were quite robust structures. Recent
research on long-term pastoral management in the Balkans shows that similar strat-
egies have been adopted in different periods of the past, but the scale and scope of
herd movements has been determined by the labor force available and by the mar-
ketability of by-products (Nixon and Price 2001).

Travel was by horse or donkey, if not on foot. Most of the inter-community conflicts
reported in our sources as taking place in Thessaly and further north were resolved
in cavalry battles. Horses and cattle constituted valuable as well as vital resources,
which were far more easily accumulated in northern Greece than further south, enabling
the rapid growth of wealth by those who were able to put such resources into cir-
culation. Formal and symbolic expressions of wealth are often displayed in rich grave
goods, including gold jewelery, gold foil ornaments and imported bronze and clay
tableware.23 The metal items are the ultimate products of mining activities east and
north-east of lake Ohrid (Damastium), at Dysoron, in Paeonia (Hdt. 5.17.2), in Mount
Pangaion, east of the Strymon estuary, probably in Chalcidice, and at a variety of
sites in Rhodope and central Thrace. These mines produced precious and base metals
in considerable quantities. The precious metals were evidently converted to ingot
form, stored as plate, or coined. Some of the earliest gold and silver coin issues from
the Aegean were produced by authorities operating along the north Aegean coast
(Carradice and Price 1988: 38–41). The desire to convert metal into stamped gold
and silver coinage reflects a lively pattern of exchange, linked to Persian as well as
wider Aegean markets (Archibald 1998: 89–90, 126–34; Kim 2001). The range 
and distribution of metal artifacts seems to indicate that the desire for suitable ores
and for finished items was among the principal drivers that brought the coastal 
communities of the north Aegean into contact with upland peoples, not only in
Macedonia and Illyria, but also in inland Thrace.

The emergence of coined money in the north is clearly linked to the expansion
of mining and metal production, but our perception of how these processes were
linked is still rather sketchy. The minting of money was by no means a systematic
process. Coinage was struck irregularly, and is distributed equally irregularly. The
earliest accounts of major civic projects reveal that coin was but one form of early

Figure 15.7 View of the lower estuary of
the River Acheron in Thesprotia, north-west
Greece
Source: © C. B. Mee.
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money, while ingots and a variety of other, inorganic as well as organic goods, cir-
culated as alternative methods of payment within these economies. Public or state
projects provide the clearest evidence of how fiscal mechanisms may have developed.
The fourth-century reconstruction of the temple of Apollo at Delphi provides a use-
ful comparative model of how the same process could have been conducted following
the fire of 548 (Davies 2001a; cf. 2001b, for accounting procedures). We know that
a contract for tender was put out by sanctuary officials, which implies a costing pro-
cedure of some kind (Hdt. 2.180). The Athenian Alcmaeonidae chose to enhance
the finished structure with Parian marble (Hdt. 5.62.2–3). In the fourth century
most of the suppliers and craftsmen were Peloponnesians, and it seems likely that
there was a similar relationship less than two hundred years earlier. Notwithstanding
the active role played by Thessalians and other central Greeks at the sanctuary (Lefèvre
1998: 24–9), local experts and suppliers were conspicuous by their absence. Timber
was supplied from Arcadia, while Corinthians shipped the heavy freight and perhaps
provided a range of on-site services.24 In his description of the monuments erected
in the aftermath of the Greek victories over the Persians, Herodotus illuminates a
further, symbolic as well as economic, dimension of the emerging leaders from the
north. Alexander I of Macedon commissioned a portrait statue of himself, which,
according to the historian, was made of beaten gold (Hdt. 8.121). Technically speak-
ing, it would not be feasible to construct an all gold figure of such size. But whether
it was made of gilded bronze or gold foil over another medium, this was an extra-
ordinary, pioneering creation, remarkable as much for the subject as for the unusual
technology.
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Preliminaries

Unlike many of the other regions covered in this volume, the western Mediterranean
is neither an ancient political territory nor topographically distinct and self-contained.
Nor does it constitute a region, like that of the Black Sea, which is defined by the
complete shoreline of a bounded body of water and the interior behind that shore,
or like the Aegean, a conventionally accepted sub-region of the Mediterranean and
conceptualized as such in antiquity (Margomenou et al. 2005). Instead, “the western
Mediterranean” is a term used in a way similar to “the west” in the modern world.
Indeed, a shorthand reference that echoes a contemporary usage of “the west” has
been extended into antiquity, where “the west” sometimes refers to the Greek colo-
nial world, and also to the far reaches of the western Mediterranean basin frequented
and settled by Greeks. This notion of the ancient west is paralleled by “the East,”
“the Near (or Middle) East,” and further refined by “the far west” (like the modern
“Far East”) to indicate an even greater degree of remove, unfamiliarity, and exoticism.
Yet it can be argued that already in Greek antiquity there was a concept of “the
west” or the western Mediterranean, and even notions of a near and far west.1 The
far western Mediterranean – west of Sardinia and Corsica, including modern Spain
and coastal France – was certainly not as thickly settled by Greeks as the middle west,
i.e. Italy and Sicily.

The western Mediterranean is, from the point of view of Greek history, simply the
sea and landscapes west of the conventional Greek homeland of the Balkan peninsula,
and for the Greeks it was a prime space of travel, trade, and colonization – not the
only such space, but the scene of some of the earliest voyages, exchanges, and per-
manent settlements. One could make a case that parts of the central Mediterranean,
or “midwest” (including part of coastal north Africa), should not be considered any-
thing other than part of what we conventionally call “Greece” in the archaic period.2

The Greek communities of Sicily and southern Italy, for example, were established
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at the same time as the polis coalesced in “Greece” – indeed, the colonies may have
led the way toward the integration and urbanization of the metropolitan commu-
nities (e.g. Morris 2006b). It is an old habit to see the Mediterranean midwest as
fundamentally different from, say, Crete or Rhodes, a reflex grounded in modern
national boundaries and old notions of cultural territories, as well as the sense that
the territory once home to the Mycenaeans in particular is the original homeland of
the Greeks. The notion of the mobility of early Greeks, a theme of this chapter, is
predicated on this idea of a homeland; the traditional founders of western colonies,
who for the early colonies were all held to come from the old country, followed in
the mythic footsteps of heroic predecessors. But neither the Balkan peninsula nor
the Aegean alone comprise “Greece” in the first millennium.

Looked at from the Phoenician (or Carthaginian) point of view, the central
Mediterranean, and the Tyrrhenian littoral in particular, including the north and west
coasts of Sicily as well as the islands of Corsica and Sardinia, forms the eastern “shore”
of the western Mediterranean. From this point of view even Gibraltar – the traditional
boundary of the Mediterranean, and of the known world – formed no real obstacle
to trade or settlement. The western Mediterranean may be a bounded inland sea,
but the silver riches of Iberian Tartessos and the markets and resources of the Atlantic
were an incentive to found Gades (Cádiz), Huelva, Lixus and Mogador, all on the
Lusitanian and African coasts (see below). Even the Greeks knew of Tartessos. The
regionality of this part of the Mediterranean is, therefore, not entirely fixed nor strictly
bounded.3

This chapter will survey developments in a part of the Mediterranean that today
comprises Italy, Sicily, Sardinia, Spain, and France but focus on relatively few sites,
given the space constraints here. While the subject is the region’s particular “Greek”
history, informed by the distance of this space and its shores and islands from the
Greek homelands, it will not simply recapitulate the story of Greek colonization. Indeed,
to tell the story of colonization in the western Mediterranean would be to give an
account not only of the Greek, but also of the Phoenician and Carthaginian settlements
in the west, which were many and began earlier than the Greeks’. Rather, the theme
will be the conceptualization of the western Mediterranean as a “region” in which
interconnected diversity reigns. The variety found in the west is predicated not only
on the different origins and fortunes of the Greeks who frequented these waters,
but also the presence of Levantines in the same seas: Phoenicians and perhaps North
Syrians early; later the Carthaginians – in north Africa to the west of the main area
of Greek colonization in Libya (i.e. Cyrene and its territory)4 – and the Etruscans.
The archaic period in this region, as will be seen, is complex and heterogeneous,
the groups sometimes in cooperation, at other times in conflict, in cohabitation, and
in permanent settlements under the political authority of one group or another.

Connectivity, Networks, and the Middle Ground

The archaic period per se is grounded in connections, networks, and movements that,
in fact, stretch back to the Bronze Age and often originate, or at least implicate, the
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eastern Mediterranean and its hinterlands as well as the west.5 Rather than to see it
simply as a vague geographical location, or some nebulous space into which the Greeks
ventured and settled rather less than elsewhere, the western Mediterranean’s region-
ality can be predicated on its status as a field of interactivity – what Malkin, bor-
rowing a phrase used of space and modes of interactions of Europeans and native
Americans in the upper midwest of North America, has termed a “Middle Ground.”6

As Michel Gras remarks, the context for the archaic history of the Greeks of the west,
the Greeks of the homeland, and of the Carthaginians, is founded in a Mediterranean
that is “characterized by great demographic dynamism and, partly in consequence,
great geographic mobility of people and goods.”7 This quality does not map solely
onto this part of this body of water, of course – indeed, the eastern Mediterranean
saw many and similar interactions unfold, some between the same actors. (The western
Mediterranean is conceived as including the coast of north-west Africa, whereas the
eastern Mediterranean includes Egypt.) Yet, there is a different quality to the eastern
and western Mediterraneans; the early and numerous cities of the eastern Aegean
littoral anchor the Greek presence in the east to a degree that is not the case in the
far west. The Levantine eastern Mediterranean is not a region of settlement for the
Greeks either (never mind the somewhat ambiguous status of Cyprus).8 The Greeks’
eastern limits, pushed much farther by Alexander, in the archaic period were on the
coast of Asia Minor and the Black Sea. The movement in the west noted by Gras
has its particular causes and conditions. These conditions, which implicated the Greeks
in webs of relations that included other groups, inform the region and its history as
a whole, while they also make comprehensible the Greeks’ particularity.

What was referred to above as interactivity, has also been termed connectivity, or
sometimes described as the operation of networks. So too the study of particular
cultures or groups in and around the Mediterranean has recently emphasized their
connections, mutual intelligibility and temporal continuities.9 Within Mediterranean
connectivity there was (and is) distinctiveness, predicated on ever deeper pasts in which
connectivity was, at times, not very pronounced and, without arguing for any ori-
ginal, indigenous purity of particular groups, what we can call “identities” were formed
(Hall 2002). In these various places different languages were spoken, distinctive forms
of material culture used, and particular ritual practices employed, by inhabitants that
constitute what are often called ethnic groups or cultures – Phoenicians, Greeks, and
so on, living in settlements of various types and purposes with their own histories.
All this diversity might be considered variations on a theme in a broad sense. There
are obvious commonalities across the Mediterranean with reference to ritual, elite
practices, and so on. Indeed, the emphasis on mutual intelligibility rather than 
difference has led to the introduction of another metaphor: that of a decentered 
rhizome, an “endless, interconnected root system (a network with no center) giving
rise to leafy plants above the surface.”10

This metaphor may indeed describe some aspects of the high archaic period from
a Mediterranean-wide perspective. Even a rhizome, however, spreads by runners from
established points that give rise to the abundant and varied life “above ground” (to
carry through with the metaphor). The chief factor in difference may be social stratifica-
tion and the degree of urbanization in a given community, more than ethnic or 
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cultural difference; indeed, the latter may also articulate the former. To comprehend
the Greek experience in the west – to understand how the Greeks caught a wave, so
to speak – is to start in the east in the late Bronze Age and the early Iron Age. The
end of the Bronze Age around 1200 bc seems to have been a turning point for the
entire central and eastern Mediterranean basin. In the case of the Phoenicians, a com-
bination of environmental degradation (desertification) and population growth cre-
ated conditions that both restricted their territory and encouraged their expansion
westwards. This is of some interest because famine and overpopulation have been
conventional reasons for Greek colonization, but trade has always been the standard
explanation for Phoenician settlements abroad (Aubet 2001: 70ff ). Tyre became the
dominant city of Phoenicia, and its craft industries supplied luxury goods especially
to Assyria, but from the ninth century in a trade that also ultimately encompassed
Anatolia and the Aegean. Assyrian conquests in the eighth century cut the Phoenicians
off from their markets in Asia, but by then the Phoenicians had already gone west,
to North Africa and Iberia, and established permanent presences – settlements. They
had access to the supply of silver, the dominant standard of value in the early first
millennium, in the area of Huelva (Tartessos) beginning in the late eighth century.11

Large amounts of silver were coming into the Assyrian sphere from the late eighth
century. The western expansion also brought access to supplies of foodstuffs, but
especially to raw materials (including gold, tin, and copper in addition to silver; Aubet
2001: 70–96; cf. Aubet Semmler 2002).

Phoenicians were out in front in the far west (Sardinia, Iberia and beyond). Among
the Greeks it is the Euboeans who seem to be pre-eminent participants in mobility from
at least the middle of the Iron Age (i.e. the tenth century), creating outposts in the
North Aegean (e.g. Mende and Torone). They operated in tandem with Phoenicians
and with inhabitants of north Syria (speakers of Aramaic) at Pithekoussai on the island
of Ischia, and were prominent in the establishment of the first colonies of Sicily. The
Euboeans were also well ahead of the curve in the east, as the cemeteries of Lefkandi
have shown, with clear ties to Cyprus, Syria, and the Levantine coast, Egypt, and
even Mesopotamia. Euboeans were also clearly involved in the activities at the site
of Al Mina on the Orontes River in Syria, long recognized as an early example of
long-distance overseas trade and exchange – though they may not have been the
prime movers in this region. Indeed, Gras has gone so far as to suggest it is as a
consequence of the long Euboean experience in the east that they arrive in the west,
“in conditions which remain far from clear but appear to be closely linked to Phoenician
sea travel.”12

The Phoenicians struck out into the far west and to North Africa at nearly the
same time, creating a large zone of influence along the Atlantic coast of Iberia and
the western African coast (including settlements at the sites of Lixus and Mogador).
There was also a series of Phoenician settlements on the Mediterranean coast of Iberia.13

On the Mediterranean coast, the most important site was arguably Toscanos,
founded in the middle of the eighth century. The presence of a large market build-
ing has led to the site’s characterization as a “commercial enclave” (Aubet 2001:
317) with connections to Pithekoussai, Cyprus, and the eastern Mediterranean, and
the cemeteries include rich graves with Phoenician imports that testify to the high
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status of local individuals (see also Niemeyer 2002). A transition from this early
Phoenician phase to a Punic, or “Carthaginian” phase when the balance of power shifted
to the north African colony, came in the middle of the sixth century. The silver mines
of Tartessos were no longer as profitable then, and Tyre had fallen to the Assyrians
in the first quarter of the sixth century. Although Tyre recovered by the mid-sixth
century, the Phoenician west saw profound changes as a result of these developments,
and Carthage ascended at the expense of the Phoenician homeland.

This history, though not centrally Greek, had several effects of interest to Greek
history per se: after an initial, cooperative period a more confrontational mode of
operation resulted in conflicts between Carthage and western Greek communities,
as well as with an ascendant Rome; the abandonment of Phoenician settlements on the
Mediterranean coast of Iberia; and the cessation of Phoenician activity in the area
of Gadir – a hiatus which may coincide with the Phocaean expansion described below.

Nostoi

Parallel to this archaeologically derived narrative is that of the proto-historical Greek
tradition, epic poetry, the poetry of Homer. To some ways of thinking, Homer marks
the beginning of a specifically Greek colonialist consciousness at least of horizons
beyond the Aegean, and many of these seem to lie to the west. Colonization, too,
that permanent settling down that both the Phoenicians and the early Greeks engaged
in, has been a kind of summary term for a turn, or a return, a turning again, perhaps:
to voyaging, trade, and settlement that slowed dramatically, but did not end, with
the end of the Bronze Age as just discussed, and to contacts with overseas regions
and their inhabitants who practiced different cultures. Non-Greeks appear as early
as Homeric poetry itself, as do far-off lands. But their representation in Greek and
Roman sources is just that, and representation has its own purposes.

It is the Odyssey that contains the references most usually associated with know-
ledge of the west and an awareness of colonization. In recounting the stories of the
nostoi, the returns of the Greek heroes from Troy (of which Odysseus is only one),
the poem describes several locations that Odysseus encounters which lie in the 
western Mediterranean, the most obvious being the Straits of Messina (the location
of Scylla and Charybdis; Od. 12.253ff ), the island of Aeolus (10.1ff ), the island
Thrinacria (Sicily, 12.285ff ), and of course Scheria (Corfu), which is on the westward
path towards Sicily and the Tyrrhenian Sea. But more interesting is the reflection of
a colonizing consciousness detected especially in two episodes. In Book 6 the story
is told of how the king of the Phaeacians, Nausithoos, resettled his people from Hyperia
to Scheria, as a colonial founder might; and similarly, how he divided up the land,
built a city wall and houses, and precincts for the gods (6.4 –10). Equally intrigu-
ing, in 9.130–42, Odysseus describes an island neighboring the Cyclopes’ territory, 
uninhabited except for goats, in terms that identify it as a likely place for human
habitation – for colonization, since the soil would yield grain and grapes, staples that
would sustain a permanent settlement. Just as striking, though, the poet has Odysseus
describe the beach, which provides a perfect place to draw up ships on the sand 
without need for anchorage. And most telling of all, it is said at the start of the passage
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that the Cyclopes lack ships and shipwrights to make vessels, so that they do not go
out to sea to trade with other men. The episode is permeated with an awareness of
mobility as much as colonization.

Of course, the Phaeacians are fantastic sailors; the other major epic poet we have,
Hesiod, tells of sea voyages and trade, and describes how his father because of the
difficulty of life in seventh-century Asia Minor, sought a better life abroad in Boeotia
(W&D 630–40). Thus, farming and seafaring are not mutually exclusive, so that
voyaging for trade and permanent settlement need not be either. At the same time,
Homer neither uses the word apoikia nor names or describes an actual colony, or
an emporion. Whether this knowledge is suppressed for the purposes of the epic tradi-
tion is impossible to say for certain.14 Relations with strangers in Homer are governed
by the norms of xenia – as on Scheria – unless the hosts are monstrous barbarians
– like the Cyclopes or Laestrygonians. In these cases the exceptions prove the rule.
The edges of the known world hold hideous dangers, magical places and creatures,
and supernatural terrors. The Phoenicians appear in both Homeric epics, and Hesiod
provides a most intriguing reference to the Etruscans (Theogony 1011–18), but the
status of both mentions is highly contested.15

This is the early poetic backdrop again which we investigate the early first mil-
lennium from a specifically Greek point of view. These investigations necessarily entail
reconstructing the movements of goods and persons. Of course, the relationship of
material culture, traces of some of the goods and the persons who set them in motion,
indeed of all cultural indicia, to cultural identity or ethnicity is highly contested 
(see ch. 31, below). It is therefore very uncertain whether archaeological cultures
correspond to literary accounts of ethnic groups, and dangerously circular to argue
from one side or the other of this question. Nevertheless, archaeology is what we have
to write the history of the late Iron Age and early archaic west in particular (from
roughly 1000 bc). The movements of individuals into and out of different regions are
traceable above all by changing artifactual assemblages and their contexts. (Whether
these index the physical presence of individuals who also made the objects is open
to question.) Archaeology is the only way to investigate directly settlement patterns,
ritual landscapes and practices, and interactions with indigenes. Excavation and 
survey provide not only data on sites and regions not well documented in written
sources, but also challenge written texts with discourses of things and histories other
than those written about in antiquity (and/or preserved to us). Finally, archaeology
documents pre- and proto-historical experience, which sometimes meshes with the
written accounts available to us, and sometimes does not.

An archaic example of a written account is the story of the Corinthian Demaratus,
who conducted trade with the Etruscans and settled at Tarquinia, eventually becom-
ing the ancestor of the Tarquinii, or Roman kings. We also have the story of the
Samian Kolaios’s voyage to Tartessus, beyond the Straits of Gibraltar (see below),
and the trading ventures of the Aeginetan Sostratos have a tantalizing reflection, 
perhaps, in the dedication of an anchor to Aeginetan Apollo by a person of the 
same name at Gravisca.16 Such encounters, however, occurred probably much earlier
than the sixth century. Both Phoenicians and Greeks used the conventions of gift
exchange to pave the way for trade with indigenous groups – witness the presence
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of ostentatious prestige objects such as the Praeneste silver in Italy, on the Phoenician
side, and the Vix krater in France, on the Greek side, in the seventh and sixth cen-
tury respectively. It seems safe to say that while some of those encountered by Greeks
came to be represented as barbaroi, in the earliest period they were perhaps more
like xenoi, strangers (and, under some conditions, guest-friends). In any case, and
in contradiction to older views, mutual intelligibility seems to have played a large
role in the Greek experience in the west, even if hostility, warfare, and cultural 
assimilation were also present. There is ample evidence for interaction in the form
of transfers of artistic styles, mythological narratives (Heracles and Odysseus have
already been mentioned), elite ideologies (like sympotic practices and burial customs),
to say nothing of commodities and finished goods in trade and exchange. While some
of these interactions had been occurring for centuries before the eighth and indeed
might be either continuations or revivals of Bronze Age contacts, they intensified
with the establishment of permanent settlements.17

Thus, the oft-stressed importance of the colonization movement of the eighth 
century, frequently supported by reference to Homeric geography and the apparent
reflection of colonial features in the Odyssey as sketched above, should not obscure
pre-existing geographical, historical, and cultural connections, nor substitute for archaeo-
logical evidence of movement and exchange.18

The Western Greeks

The space of return: enoikismos and colonization

In the shared space of the western Mediterranean – a “Middle Ground” – in which
actors of various origins interacted, competed, struggled, settled, and continually 
created new forms of identities, cultures, and symbolic and political systems, the Greeks
produced several of each. The western Mediterranean was not mare incognitum for
the Greeks of the eighth century who were the first to establish apoikiai (see ch. 19).
Nor was it empty: the western Mediterranean was already populated by indigenes
whose presence stretches far into prehistory, and provided encounters not with strange
flora and fauna, such as have characterized other colonial episodes in human history,
but with human strangers. It was also shared space, both with the Phoenicians, who
seem to have been first off the mark in the west as we have seen, and with the Etruscans,
vying for territory and markets on the islands and coasts of the west Mediterranean
in particular. The presence of other groups not indigenous to the western Mediterranean,
who also left their homelands to travel, trade, and settle abroad, means that the Greeks
were not alone in their expansion. The movements of people from one place to a
permanent settling down elsewhere, bringing with them distinctive forms of material
culture, social structures, languages, political organization, and so on, is one way to
define colonization, however inapt this term is to describe, much less explain, any-
thing in this period of antiquity. Often such communities, like their metropoleis, had
an admixture of non-citizens from the same cultural and geographical origin, and
from other cultures.
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It is important to note that the “colony,” or apoikia, is only one of the possible
forms settling took; in addition to the emporion, or trading station, we may note
the model of enoikismos, “cohabitation,” proposed by H. G. Niemeyer (1990a), 
according to which Greeks and others lived, intermarried, traded, manufactured, and
farmed together without the settlement being either a colony or a trading post.19

Pithekoussai is the single best-known example, but others might be found in the far
west. Ancient sources speak of famine, civil disturbances and exile, or personal tragedy
as reasons for groups of Greeks to leave home to settle permanently elsewhere. Famine
came to be generalized as “land-hunger” in modern scholarship, and colonization came
to be viewed as a kind of safety valve for societies under social or economic pres-
sure. Alternatively, colonization was viewed as a state-sponsored enterprise aimed at
securing lucrative resources (grain, metals, timber, fish) or trade with native popu-
lations (as seen especially in ceramic exports, which include transport amphorae and
so indicate the trade of commodities and possibly cultural practices that come with
these). Colonization, however, is a concept that must be qualified when speaking of
the Greeks. It is more a process than an event, and less a manifestation or effect of
imperialism than a settling down of a group of individuals, not always from the same
original community, who might otherwise only trade or raid. They form a new, inde-
pendent, permanent community in new territory (Jeffery 1976: 54; Osborne 1998b).

It was long the perception that “trade before the flag” was somehow transformed
into settlement, colonization per se, and the reasons for this were endlessly debated.
The very concept of “pre-colonial,” however, is no longer favored in archaeological
discourse (see Ridgway 2000b). It seems certain that voyaging for exchange and trade,
and the contacts and human relationships, as well as the knowledge of winds, currents,
places that it is based on, never wholly died out after the end of the Bronze Age, and
these factors contributed to the conditions that led to permanent settlements that
constitute colonization. Yet, despite the presence of bona fide Greek colonies in this
midwest, the colonization model adumbrated above is not entirely sufficient or 
appropriate. Certainly emporia, or ports of trade, were more than just trading posts
that received goods from elsewhere and facilitated their distribution. Their scope of
activity included the fabrication of finished goods from local raw materials – and
might involve cooperation and/or cohabitation of different groups of individuals from
different cultures and origins.

The Mediterranean midwest

Sicily and Italy were the middle west, or “the intermediate stages,”20 to the far 
western Mediterranean. The Phoenicians are clearly present in this region at a very
early stage. This is documented not only by artifacts, but epigraphically. One of the
most important written documents is the Nora Stele from near Cagliari in Sardinia.
Discovered in 1773, published in 1835, this inscription probably dates to the late
ninth century, early in the period under discussion here. It commemorates the 
founding of a temple to the god Pumay or Pumai (Pmy) by an arriving contingent
of Phoenicians. This coincides with the Phoenicians’ dispersal to Libya and Cyprus
and, at the end of the eighth century, with the foundation of Carthage – as well as
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the early Greek colonies on Sicily. The late ninth century also saw the expansion of
the Iberian demand for metal, both raw and finished products, as already noted. From
Iberia, it was a short hop to Sardinia – and to Sicily. But despite these early activities,
a firmly established Phoenician presence in permanent settlements in the west seems
to belong mostly to the eighth century and later, as does the Greek.21

In this midwest, Pithekoussai is among the most celebrated early sites for Greek
history – and for Phoenician history, as it turns out. Though incompletely excavated
and only partially published, it is also one of the best documented. Parts of the 
acropolis, necropolis, and town including an area used for the smelting of iron, have
been explored. Most scholars agree that the community, established in the ninth cen-
tury, was of mixed origins, including Greeks from more than a single community,
but certainly Euboeans among them. This fact makes the site important to under-
standing the phenomenon of Greek and Phoenician settlement, for Phoenicians were
also present – if artifact types and origins, and the evidence of inscriptions in Greek
and Phoenician, are anything to go on at all. Indeed, it appears that the community
may have been a very diverse mix of individuals: “families whose original individual
members came from Campania, Etruria, Latium vetus, North Africa, Sardinia, and
doubtless more besides as well as from Euboea, Corinth, North Syria, and Phoenicia.”22

Pithekoussai is therefore not only early, but a hinge in the history of the western
Mediterranean, where three of the main protagonists of the archaic period (and others)
actually came face to face and cooperated in the same place. Indeed, Pithekoussai,
Carthage, and Phoenician settlement in Sardinia are all contemporary; Phoenician
settlements in western Sicily (Motya in particular) are somewhat later but more or
less contemporary with Greek settlements in eastern Sicily (see below). Moreover,
late Geometric style pottery from Carthage seems Pithecussan in origin.

There is general agreement that Pithekoussai was not a colony, Greek or otherwise.
For one thing, there is not enough arable land to support the population extrapolated
from the cemeteries at some thousands of inhabitants (men, women, children). It is
also interesting to note that the cemetery, so far as it is known, seems to have had
a mixture of grave goods from the beginning, with some female burials featuring
indigenous Italian types of metalwork. This may indicate that the community was
socially and ritually integrated, with possible intermarriage and a basic agreement on
burial customs. Inhumations were sometimes placed in Levantine amphorae recycled
to this purpose; the grave goods included ornaments with “oriental” origins (seals of
the “Lyre-Player Group” from North Syria, scarabs, and other “orientalia.”) Indeed,
enoikismos, “cohabitation,” better describes the situation at Pithekoussai than does
emporion. The co-existence of Greeks and the heavily hellenizing Etruscans here and
at Cumae would have had a strong influence on the Phoenicians of the west from
the beginning (i.e. the eighth century).

The Greek midwest

After the establishment of this cooperative, productive, influential outpost in the
Tyrrhenian Sea a major movement unfolds. Indeed, Pithekoussai for all its import-
ance was not the wave of the future beyond the eighth century.
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As already noted, the perspective imposed by modern political maps conditions
how we frame the boundaries of Greece, sometimes taking into account the “Ionian
Islands” and, less often, the Adriatic coasts as far as the limits of archaic Greek col-
onization (present-day Albania and Croatia). Yet it is a short coasting voyage from
Corcyra to Otranto in the far south of peninsular Italy, shorter than many routes
between neighboring islands in the Aegean, and shorter, in fact, than that from 
Ithaca to Corcyra.23 The sea path along the south coast of Italy to Sicily is easy to
trace, and indeed there is good evidence for contact between the Mycenaeans and
southern Italy, and early (if not continuous) contacts from the earliest Iron Age as
well (Holloway 1981; d’Andria 1995; see ch. 31, below). It should be noted that
some Greek colonies, in actuality, were founded in what we might regard as home
territory, because of the locations in the Aegean or Adriatic Seas: Corcyra, Leucas,
Ambracia, Naupactos in the north-west; Thasos, the Chalcidice, and Thrace in the
north Aegean, Thera in the central Aegean. In some ways, then, colonization can
be considered an infilling of space, which occurred even within the territory (chora)
of poleis like Athens in the course of the eighth and especially the seventh centuries,
and proceeding with secondary colonizations in the sixth and fifth. A distinguishing
feature of the western “colonial” movement is its concentration in time, the rich-
ness and success of many of the foundations, their impact on developments in the
homeland, and their prominence and importance in ensuing Greek history – at least,
as long as they lasted, which in some cases was not very long.24

The earliest apoikiai in the Mediterranean midwest were founded in the space of
about a generation throughout the Mediterranean, and beyond. Italy and Sicily, sit-
uated in the middle west or central Mediterranean, saw some of the first. The very
first were in Sicily, and founded by Euboeans: Naxos and Leontinoi, only a few years
apart, reportedly by the same oecist (founder), Thucles of Chalcis. A Corinthian named
Archias, meanwhile, founded Syracuse within a year of Naxos; an intended co-founder,
Chersicrates, stopped instead at Corcyra. Catane was founded by another Chalcidian,
Evarchus. Within the decade, Megarians had settled at Megara Hyblaea, after a num-
ber of failures, including a joint venture with the Euboeans at Leontini. By the end
of the eighth century, Zancle and the dependent Mylai were founded at the straits
of Messina, probably by Chalcidians and other Euboeans, with an admixture of 
individuals, reputedly pirates, from Cumae – itself established in the wake of the
Pithecussan period (according to Thucydides 6.4 a foundation of Chalchis).

Thus, once again, the Euboeans were out in front, continuing into south Italy 
by founding Rhegium (together with Messenians). But in southern Italy it was the
Achaeans who were pre-eminent; they established Sybaris (possibly with colonists from
Troizene), and Croton. The Achaean initiative in south Italy presents a different path
to establishing homes away from home – it was not driven by trade and exchange,
and it happened somewhat after the Sicilian foundations, despite the knowledge 
of this coast which early contact suggests. Meanwhile, Taras was reputedly settled
by Spartans under the authority of Phalanthus. Sparta colonized very little, though;
aside from Thera in the south central Aegean, its only colony was Taras. Among
pre-eminent homeland communities, Athens is an anomaly, completely uninvolved
in early colonial activity, although Athenian transport amphorae are found throughout
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the west Mediterranean, and Athens was in contact with the east from at least the
ninth century.

All of these new communities were in existence before the end of the eighth cen-
tury. These permanent settlements in the midwest, at least in south Italy, would seem
to follow earlier trading contacts; the purpose of settlement in the eighth century,
however, is primarily to create a new, independent, and largely self-sustaining com-
munity, which meant having access to arable land and other resources. Indeed, the
proverbial wealth of many of the western Greek colonies was predicated on their 
territory and its productivity. The early foundations were located on the east cost of
Sicily, accompanied at nearly the same moment by colonies in coastal southern Italy.
If viewed from a western perspective, they seem to be a natural part of the central
Mediterranean that includes the west coast of Greece and the Ionian islands, and face
the Greek homeland. Indeed, the sanctuary at Olympia, in the western Peloponnese,
is in many respects a western Greek sanctuary as much as a Panhellenic one, with
early material from Italy and Sicily and a number of later treasuries dedicated by
communities (and not only Greek ones) in the west (Antonaccio 2007, with refer-
ences to earlier work).

The following century saw new colonies in both Sicily and south Italy, still with
the participation of Achaeans at Metapontum, probably early in the century. The
eastern Greeks joined in during this second phase: Siris was founded, reputedly by
Ionians from Colophon, ca. 700, and Locri founded Locri Epizephyri in the early
seventh century. Similarly, Rhodians from Lindus and Cretans founded Gela on 
Sicily’s southern coast during the first quarter of the century. Thus, not only were
the original colonies of Sicily and south Italy joined by others sent from homeland
metropoleis; the original colonies themselves became metropoleis, establishing secondary
colonies that extended Greek settlement well into the south and west of Sicily and
the south and west Italian coasts. This phenomenon was led by Syracuse, which founded
Helorus and Acrae early in the seventh century, and Camarina around 600. Megara
Hyblaea founded Selinus in the second quarter of the seventh century, and Selinus
turned around and founded Heraclea Minoa about a century later. Gela founded
Acragas early in the sixth century in the face of Megara’s extension of settlement;
Zancle founded Himera in the last quarter of the seventh century.25 Colonists could
come from different Greek communities and different regions; and it is not unlikely
that once established, local women and perhaps men may have resided among the
Greeks and intermarried with them. (That indigenous individuals also lived in Greek
communities as slaves or in some other subordinated status is also likely.) Certainly,
Greeks from the homelands moved to the colonies, and vice versa (see further below
on sanctuaries and festivals).

And east met west again, several hundred years after the earlier movements dis-
cussed above. In this context, the Phoenicians were founding their great second city,
Qart Hadasht, “new city” or Carthage, in Tunisia, by the end of the ninth century
according to literary tradition but not until the late eighth century judging by the
archaeological evidence (Hodos 2006: 3, 159), and trade with Iberia was develop-
ing as well. In Sicily the Phoenicians founded cities at Panormus (modern Palermo),
Motya off the west coast, and Soloeis (Solunto), as well as Mazara. The latter was
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relinquished when Selinus was founded. The foundations of Himera, on the north
coast facing Phoenician colonies just mentioned, and Selinus, in the sphere of Motya,
set the stage for confrontation. This came in the early sixth century, with the founda-
tion of Acragas. Meanwhile, a group of east Greeks from Cnidus and Rhodes under
the leadership of Pentathlus, attempted to found a colony at Lilybaeum. Siding with
the Selinuntines in a conflict with Segesta, Pentathlus was killed. In this episode,
according to Thucydides, the Elymian (indigenous western Sicilian) inhabitants of
Segesta and the Phoenicians were allied. The foundation of Lilybaeum, had it 
succeeded, would have put a community of Greeks in a good strategic position 
to participate in the trade with Iberia, but geographical placement is not the only
factor in the pursuit of trade or settlement – witness the Euboeans.26

The far west

Despite earlier contacts,27 it was only at the end of the seventh century that trade
was a regular activity between the Greeks of the eastern Mediterranean and the far
west. As the Euboeans dominated early midwestern colonization and pre-colonial
trade, it was the Phocaeans, Greeks of Ionia, the eastern Aegean, who founded colonies
in modern France and Spain (Lombardo 2002) – another east-west encounter. This
westward movement was prefigured by earlier settlements and trading ventures: having
founded Lampsacus at the end of the seventh century, they headed west, founding
Alalia on Corsica in the process, in ca. 565 – just the moment of the Phoenician
“crisis” in the mid-sixth century. The Phoenicians had come under increasing pressure
in the eighth and seventh century from the Assyrians. By the middle of the seventh
century, Tyre’s coastal territory was in Assyrian hands and cities in the north were
destroyed. It was the neo-Babylonian empire, however, in the third quarter of the
sixth century that dealt the decisive blow. After taking Nineveh and Jerusalem, as well
as Damascus, Nebuchadnezzar’s long siege effectively ended the Tyrian kingship. Sidon,
in southern Phoenicia, benefited from the eclipse of Tyre, but Phoenician cedar trade
was now in the hands of the Babylonians, and access to southern and eastern trade
routes was hampered (Markoe 2000: 47–8; Aubet 2001: 59–60).

The most important of the Phocaean western colonies included Massalia (modern
Marseilles, founded ca. 600), and Phocaea the metropolis together with Massalia her
colony reportedly founded Emporion (modern Ampurias). Yet, the Phocaeans seem
to have been more concerned with trade than with permanent settlement until the
Ionian Revolt: the cities lay along the trade routes.28

The status of many archaic sites in the far west, including Rhode (modern Rosas)
and the most western, Mainace, are disputed: whether they were apoikiai or emporia,
whether Greek, Punic, or mixed, and the dates of their establishment and the role
of the preexisting local populations in any of these endeavors. Imports to the far
west, however, indicate much earlier contacts than these with indigenous groups,
and perhaps not by Ionian Greeks (i.e. Phocaeans): at Huelva on the Atlantic coast
beyond Gibraltar (belonging to the Iberian kingdom of Tartessus, ruled by the famous
Arganthonius: Herodotus 1.163), the first known imported Greek object is an Attic
Middle Geometric II pyxis krater – which may not have been carried by Athenians,
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of course, since the Athenians were not part of the early westward movements.29

Indeed, recent work has suggested that the Phoenicians carried early Greek imports,
including Attic SOS transport amphorae and Corinthian Subgeometric and Proto-
corinthian kotylai.30 Phoenician pottery (Red Slip and Polychrome wares, late seventh/
early sixth century) was actually more widely distributed than Greek wares, and occurs
further west though not so early. In the early seventh century, Greek material drops
off. In the late seventh century, however, imports increase in variety and number,
including much from east Greece and Etruscan bucchero, and following this mater-
ial from Athens, Corinth, Sparta, and Ionia, including metalwork and terracottas,
and faience. The story of the voyage of Kolaios of Samos beyond the Straits of Gibraltar,
to Tartessus (Herodotus 4.152), is to be placed in this period.

The notion of Phocaean presence and influence is so prevalent and well attested
in written sources that every Greek or hellenizing object in the far west can be (and
has been) attributed to them. Our impression of the importance of Phocaean activ-
ities is due in part to Herodotus, who says they were the first Greeks to undertake
lengthy voyages and to establish extremely friendly relations with king Arganthonios
of Tartessus (1.163). In recent years, however, with more excavation and publication
it has become clear that the majority of the pottery imports in Iberia are Attic, and
a very wide variety characterizes the rest. There is no particular link to Ionia in this
material. The celebrated “Tartessian” stone sculptures, which have been seen as proof
of Phocaean influence because of their East Greek style, have been redefined as 
products of Iberian workshops influenced probably not by major sculpture or Greek
sculptors but by terracottas in wide circulation throughout the Mediterranean
(Rouillard 2001).

Nevertheless, the establishment of Massalia by ca. 600 seems to have changed the
balance of trade, so to speak, in this region, shifting it from imports of Etruscan
pottery and comestibles (wine and oil) in the late seventh century to Greek goods
by mid-sixth century, including much Massaliot Greek pottery. The west then offered
a refuge for those in the Phocaean metropolis who fled the Persians in 546, settling
in the previously founded Alalia on the east coast of Corsica facing Etruria (and who,
according to Herodotus, sailed in pentekonters, engaging in piracy). This presented
a challenge to both the Etruscans and the Carthaginians, who joined forces to face
it at the Battle of Alalia, fought between 540 and 535. Though the Phocaeans drove
off this allied navy, they still retreated from Corsica, scattering to Rhegium and ulti-
mately to Elea (Velia) north of Poseidonia (Paestum) on the Italian mainland.31

This row is emblematic of the complex reconfiguration of relations: fluid, but more
confrontational in the mid-archaic period than they were earlier. The story of the
Spartan Dorieus exemplifies it further. In the late sixth century, Dorieus, the younger
brother of King Cleomenes, left Sparta to found a colony, making attempts first on
the north coast of Africa (at a site between the related city of Cyrene, and Carthage
itself, and possibly aided by Therans) but was forced to leave. His next destination
was western Sicily, already staked by the Phoenicians and various Greeks, but myth-
ically traversed by the Dorian Heracles. The region of Eryx was already in the orbit of
native Elymians, Phoenicians who had arrived two centuries earlier, and Carthaginians
– who therefore combined forces to kill Dorieus. Ostensiby to avenge Dorieus, Gelon

ACA_c16.qxd  25/02/2009  02:37PM  Page 326



The Western Mediterranean 327

(of Gela and later of Syracuse) fought a war to free what are referred to as the 
emporia in either north Africa or perhaps in western Sicily.32

Thus, an early cooperation and mutual intelligibility, articulated by interactivity
and permeability, was transformed to confrontation and hostility later in the archaic
period. The transition to permanent settlement and the second or third generation
colonies, and the accompanying need for territory, created conflicts with both the
local populations and among the colonizing Greeks, Etruscans, and Phoenicians/
Carthaginians. The battles of Himera (480, Greeks under Gelon of Syracuse defeat-
ing the Carthaginians) and Cumae (Cumaeans again with Syracusan help in 474,
defeating the Etruscans) mark the end of the archaic period – events providing 
not only convenient, conventional dates for the end of an historical era. They also 
exemplify a conflictive, territorial mode, leading to mutual exclusion, and mutual
hostility. Conflict, the destruction of Greek cities by other Greeks, and the removal
and resettlement of populations also marked the sixth and fifth centuries in the mid
and far west Mediterranean. The astonishingly brief floruits of rich cities such as Sybaris
(founded in the late eighth century, destroyed in a war with Croton ca. 510) are an
indication of the fluidity, or instability, of the networks with which we began. Yet,
despite the “decolonization” of the west Mediterranean, the archaic Greek expan-
sion was an important element of the mixing that characterizes the Mediterranean
throughout history.33

As David Abulafia suggests (in Harris 2005: 68), both Braudel, who argued for
the unity of the Mediterranean, and Horden and Purcell, who insist on its regional
variation (as well as its connectivity), are right: “the Mediterranean had possessed
such a high measure of unity . . . ever since long-distance trade linked the shores of
Lebanon to the Qart Hadasht or ‘New City’ known now as Carthage, and then 
moved further west to reach the Mediterranean shores of Spain and even Cádiz beyond
the Straits of Gibraltar.” These unifying activities began even before the eighth cen-
tury, as we have seen, and perhaps extended far back into prehistory. In this frame
of reference, the archaic western Mediterranean is one of several Mediterraneans, and
one with particular importance for the history of the Greeks.

NOTES

1 Horden and Purcell 2000: 11; cf. Abulafia 2005.
2 See Bowersock 2005. Acknowledging the imprecision of the term, Fernand Braudel sug-

gests that “pre-em” encompasses “central Europe, from the Alps to the Baltic and the
North Sea, the Italian peninsula (rather than the surrounding islands), the territory that
would become Gaul, the Iberian peninsula, and North Africa . . . from the Gulf of Gabès
to the Atlantic” (2001: 165). It is interesting to note that in this context he identifies
the Greeks together with Phoenicians and Etruscans as “peoples from the east” (177).
He is not alone; cf. Malkin 2004, Rouillard in Settis 2001.

3 For another perspective on the western Mediterranean and the Atlantic, see Cunliffe 2001.
4 See Aubet 2001: ch. 1 on the terminological confusion between Canaanites, Phoenicians,

Carthaginians, and the term “Punic.” Adapting the approach of Aubet (2001: 13), in
what follows the term “Phoenicians” will be used of the inhabitants of the coastal plain
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of Lebanon up until the sixth century, “Carthaginians” will apply to inhabitants of Carthage,
founded in the eighth century, and “western Phoenicians” will be preferred for those
voyaging and settling in the west.

5 Aubet 2001: 52: “Thus the ultimate causes of the [Phoenician] expansion westwards must
be sought fundamentally in the internal dynamics of Phoenician society in the east.” 

6 Malkin 1998; 2002a; 2004; cf. Gosden 2005: 82–114.
7 “Caractérisé par un grand dynamisme démographique et, en partie par voie de conséquence,

par une grande mobilité géographique des personnes et des biens”: Gras 2002: 183; see
also Ridgway 2000b.

8 On Cyprus in the archaic period, see for example Reyes 1994.
9 Horden and Purcell 2000: 123–72; Malkin 1998. See also LaBianca and Scham 2006.

10 Malkin 2004: 359, drawing on the work of Deleuze and Guattari; cf. Knappett 2005: 76.
11 As Aubet comments, “Classical historiography is unanimous in recognizing the silver trade

as the objective of Phoenician expansion into the far west . . . the procurement and pro-
duction of silver on a large scale means Gadir [Cadiz] and its immediate hinterland, Tartessos.
For once the archaeological record provides an abundance of elements corroborating this
historical fact” (2001: 257). On the settlements in the area, see Ruiz Mata 2002a; 2002b;
cf. Aubet Semmler 2002; Jurado 2002.

12 Gras 2002: 189 (“dans des conditions qui demeurent encore peu claires mais qui 
apparaissent comme très liées aux navigations phéniciennes”); see also Fletcher 2006. 
As will be noted further below, the presence of a particular style of pottery or other 
artifact is no necessary index of the presence of a particular group, and Euboean pottery
at Al Mina does not prove Euboeans were in charge. See ch. 19, below, on the debate
over “phantom Euboeans,” and J. Papadopoulos’s skepticism in particular. This extreme
skepticism is not very widely shared, however, and what seems clear is that Euboeans
were part of the picture as much as Phoenicians were.

13 The cult of Melqart, whom the Greeks called Heracles, figured in founding Gadir, and
a major temple to this divinity was located there. Melqart may have been a mediating
figure in the same way that Odysseus was for the Greeks and Etruscans. See Aubet 2001:
194–211, 260–2, 273–9; Malkin 2004. For the Atlantic settlements, see Bierling 2002:
part II.

14 See Dougherty 2001 and Malkin 1998 on the figure of Odysseus in the context of early
voyaging, trade, and colonization.

15 See Aubet 2001: 127–32 on the Homeric treatment of Phoenicians, and Malkin 1998:
180–91 on the Hesiodic passage.

16 On Demaratus, see Cornell 1995: 124–5; for Kolaios and Sostratos, Möller 2000 (and
on Sosatratos’ dedication at Gravisca, Cornell 1995: 109–11).

17 See Ridgway 2000b summarizing much other work.
18 On “pre-colonial,” see Ridgway 2000b and the scathing comments of Purcell 1997.
19 His model seems preferable to earlier views (summarized in Hodos 2006: 19–24)

because, unlike a colony, an enoikismos does not imply political control by one group or
another, and unlike a trading post, it is both durable and exploits the territory for its
subsistence.

20 “Le tappe intermedie”: Pugliese Caratelli 1990, speaking of Sicily and Sardinia.
21 Aubet 2001 is the best account so far of the Phoenician expansion into the western

Mediterranean; on the Nora stele, 206–9. See also Markoe 2000 (Nora inscription, 176–8).
22 Ridgway 2000b: 30; cf. Boardman in Lévêque 1999: 46; Docter and Niemeyer 1994.
23 Horden and Purcell 2000: 127, map 9, shows what parts of the Mediterranean were out

of sight to sailors at sea; cf. fig. 35 in Aubet 2001: 169.

ACA_c16.qxd  25/02/2009  02:37PM  Page 328



The Western Mediterranean 329

24 The scholarly literature on colonization is very extensive; see ch. 19, below.
25 Keeping in mind Braudel’s definition of the west, we should remember that this fission-

ing occurred elsewhere in the Greek ambit; Thera, an early colony of Sparta, founded
Cyrene in Libya, which in turn spread other foundations throughout the Cyrenaica.

26 The unsuccessful Knidians went on to found a colony at Lipari and to fight the Etruscans
who were active in these waters, and who may have been trading partners with the Greek
cities on the Tyrrhenian coast (e.g. Laos). Cf. Thuc. 6.2.6.

27 Chapman 2003 on the prehistory of the western Mediterranean; Ruiz and Molinos 1998.
28 Niemeyer 1990a: 47. Indeed, it is for the case of Emporion that Niemeyer has suggested

the model of enoikismos rather than apoikia for the Greek presence in the far west.
29 Niemeyer 1990a: 39; cf. Ruiz and Molinos 1998: 51; Dominguez and Sánchez 2001:

10 and fig. 4 no. 1, with additional references. As Aubet points out, Arganthonius’ name
is rooted in the Greek word for silver, directly reflecting the commodity that was the
object of the Phoenician and also Greek interest in the area.

30 Aubet 2001: 287. On pottery imports, see Dominguez in Dominguez and Sánchez 2001.
31 Hdt. 1.166–7. See Hodge 1998 on France with an emphasis on Marseilles.
32 Hdt. 5.42ff; 7.158; see Dunbabin 1948: ch. XI, 410–14; Malkin 1994b.
33 On the notion of decolonization in the ancient Greek case, see Asheri 1996 (on the rise

of indigenous Italian groups such as the Lucanians, Bruttians, Oenotrians, etc. and the
decline of the Greek communities in their areas).
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This sea was not navigable, and was called Axine [Inhospitable] because of its wintry
storms and the ferocity of the tribes that lived around it, and particularly the Scythians,
in that they sacrificed strangers, ate their flesh, and used their skulls as drinking-cups;
but later it was called “Euxine” [Hospitable] when the Ionians founded cities on the seaboard.

(Strabo 7.3.6; tr. Loeb)

The Black Sea, known in ancient times as the Euxine Pontus (Hdt. 1.72), before it
was colonized by Greeks, primarily Ionians, was wrapped in myth, a distant area of
legend, famed for its riches. In Greek mythology, the Scythian snake-footed god-
dess held Heracles captive for a while, and he left his footprint, as well as his descen-
dants, near the River Tyras. Euripides told the story of Iphigeneia, carried off to the
Temple of Artemis among the Taurians. Achilles led his post-mortal life on the island
of Leuce, north-east of the Danube delta. The Hyperboreans sent gifts to the tem-
ple of Apollo on Delos and Hyperborean Apollo rode on a winged griffin from lands
to the north of Scythia. The Sarmatians were supposedly begotten on the shores of
Lake Maeotis (the Sea of Azov) when migrating Amazons met a group of young
Scythians. Orpheus, the greatest of singers, was a native of Thrace. Prometheus was
punished for giving man fire by being chained to Mount Elbrus in the Great Caucasus,
where his liver was eaten each day by birds of prey. Io journeyed to the Caucasus,
land of the one-eyed, gold-hoarding Arimaspeans and of the part-lion, part-eagle,
treasure-guarding griffins, and then on to Scythia. Best known is the myth of Jason
and the Argonauts, who voyaged to Colchis, for the Greeks the eastern edge of the
known world, to steal the Golden Fleece with the help of the sorceress Medea. Both
Aeschylus and Sophocles wrote several plays based on aspects of the Argonautic adven-
tures, but Euripides’ Medea was the most influential work on this topic. No ancient
historian or geographer could write about the Black Sea without mention of the
Argonauts and the peoples and places they visited.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The Black Sea

Gocha R. Tsetskhladze
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For Greeks of the archaic period, many of these peoples and places remained dis-
tant, largely legendary. Only later, from the fifth century onward, was an attempt
made to identify them, such as Aia, in Jason’s story, with Colchis (Hdt. 7.193). Initially,
the Greeks found the waters of the Black Sea dangerous: there were no islands and
the peoples dwelling along the shore practiced piracy (Tsetskhladze 2000/1). It was
not until the time of Herodotus that the Greeks estimated the extent of a sea whose
beauty had impressed the Great King Darius:

Darius, when in his march from Susa he came to that place in the territory of Calchedon
where the Bosporus was bridged, took ship and sailed to the Dark Rocks (as they are
called) which the Greeks say did formerly move upon the waters; there he sat on a 
headland and viewed the Pontus, a marvelous sight. For it is of all seas the most 
wonderful. Its length is eleven thousand one hundred furlongs [about 2,000 km], and
its breadth, at the place where it is widest, three thousand three hundred [about 600
km]. The channel at the entrance of this sea is four furlongs broad; and in length, the
narrow neck of the channel called Bosporus, across which the bridge was thown, is as
much as a hundred and twenty furlongs. The Bosporus reaches as far as to the Propontis.

(Hdt. 4.85; tr. Loeb)

In reality, the sea measures 1,174 km in length and is 260 km across (from the 
Crimea to Inebolu on the Turkish coast): overall, an area of about 423,000 km2

(King 2004: 15).

Local Societies

Before the Greeks founded their cities and settlements, the Black Sea was home to
many tribes and peoples (see map 11), with whom Greek colonists established con-
tacts from the first. Sometimes the land for settlement and agriculture was given 
to the Greeks by local tribal rulers, either by special agreement or in return for 
payment of a moderate tribute (Strabo 7.4.6). In most areas, groups of the local
population formed part of Greek settlements from the outset, whilst some Greeks
went to live in local settlements (see below); the gradual blossoming of these 
relations gave rise to the creation of a completely new and unique phenomenon,
Graeco-barbarian art (Boardman 1994: 182–223). Of course, in some other parts
of the Black Sea the Greeks were confronted by hostile locals.

In the western Black Sea the Greeks encountered Thracian tribes (Archibald 1998),
who occupied lands from the Aegean to Transdanubia, as well as straddling the
Propontis into the Troad and Bithynia. Homer mentions them in the Iliad and the
Odyssey.1 The western frontiers with the Illyrians and Macedonians were vaguer. Thrace
was well stocked with fish and game and possessed some very large, fertile plains
(especially the Danubian); other parts were rich in precious metals and iron and 
copper (and the Thracians quite advanced at metalworking): some rivers yielded 
gold-bearing sand, whilst gold and silver were mined in Aegean Thrace. The Greeks
valued timber from Thrace’s many forests for shipbuilding.

ACA_c17.qxd  25/02/2009  02:37PM  Page 331



332 Gocha R. Tsetskhladze

What the Thracians called themselves is unknown, if indeed they had a common
name; the terms Thrace and Thracians were labels applied by the Greeks. The Thracian
tribes (Triballi, Rhodopians, Dardani, Haemians, etc.) were numerous, a warlike, non-
urbanized people ruled by various local dynasties, and in the Early Iron Age they
practiced ritualized human sacrifice (Tonkova 2005). Those south-east of Dacia, the
Getae, formed a large group consisting of several tribes occupying large territories
on both banks of the Danube. In Dobruja, with the assimilation of the Getae and
the Thracians by the Dacians (from the second half of the sixth century), a Getic–
Dacian culture was formed.

After Greek colonization of western Pontus, Thracians became customers for some
fine Greek imports. Between ca. 513 and 479 Thrace was held by the Persians. The
results of exposure to both Greek and Persian influence are apparent to differing
degrees. The cultural influence of the Scythian Animal Style was also quite strong
(see below).

Scythian tribes occupied the Black Sea coastal regions and hinterland in an arc of
territory from north of the Danube across to the northern Caucasus, including the
Crimea.2 They settled in the rich valleys and plains of the Danube, Dniester, Bug,
Dnieper, and Don, and most of the southern Ukraine as far north as Kiev, follow-
ing migration from northern Siberia at the beginning of the seventh century into
the North Pontic steppes previously controlled by the Cimmerians, whom they pur-
sued through both the Caucasus and Thrace to Asia Minor and Anatolia.

Ancient authors mention many groups as living in Scythia, of whom the Scythians
were just one. The term Scythian embraces different ethnically related but often opposed
groups (Alazones, Callippidae, Geloni, Budini, etc.), not all of them nomads. The most
valiant and numerous of the Scythian tribes (Hdt. 4.20), and those enjoying the
closest relation with the Greeks of the northern Pontus, were the “Royal Scythians,”
who regarded all other Scythians as their slaves. In the mid-seventh century the Scythians
migrated to western Asia, passing through the Caucasus, as had the Cimmerians,
and overthrowing the Medes, Assyria, Urartu, and others to become “masters of Asia”
(Hdt. 1.104). Then, at the end of the seventh or beginning of the sixth century,
the Scythians returned by a similar route to the North Pontic steppes. But it was
not until the end of the sixth century that North Pontic Scythia was created – even
then it was bicephalous, with territory on the lower Dnieper not far from the Greek
polis of Olbia and in the Crimean steppe close to the Bosporan kingdom (Hind 1994)
– and, in its wake, close Graeco-Scythian relations developed.

Scythian territory was not highly urbanized; its characteristic archaeological site is
the burial tumulus – although there are a few fortified settlements such as Belsk and
Kamenskoe. Scythian art, known as Animal Style, is that of a nomadic culture, expressed
mainly in small objects – dress, weapons, and horse trappings – made from gold, bronze,
bone, wood, and various textiles. Some examples of the last two have been preserved
in excellent condition in the frozen sites of Siberia. In the Greek cities of the north-
ern Black Sea, Scythian and Greek cultures met and combined to create the unique
Scythian-Greek art, especially in the classical period (figures 17.1–17.3), with Greek
craftsmen in the North Pontic colonies adapting their output to produce highly 
artistic gold and silver jewelry and vessels for the Scythian elite, crafted to Scythian
taste and requirements.
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Figure 17.1 Gold bridle set: cheek-pieces
(left, right) in the form of dolphins, 
L. 17.8 cm, 18.2 cm; chamfron (center)
with the image of a serpent-bodied female, 
L. 41.4 cm, Bolshaya Tsimbalka tumulus
Source: After Jacobson (1995: figs. 141–3).

Figure 17.2 Spherical vessel: whole vessel and details of images of Scythian males, gold
or electrum, H. 13.0 cm, Kul Olba tumulus
Source: After Jacobson (1995: fig. 84).
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Other local peoples were to be found
around the northern Black Sea: Tauri in 
the Crimea (difficult to distinguish archae-
ologically); Maeotians in the eastern part 
of Lake Maeotis/Sea of Azov; and Sindians
in the Taman Peninsula and the Kuban
(Tsetskhladze 1998b: 44–50). Whereas the
Tauri lived in the mountains, practiced
piracy and had hostile relations with the
Greek colonists, the two last were agricul-
tural tribes in close and amicable relations
with the Greeks and were influenced
strongly by Greek culture, especially from the
fourth century when they became part of the
Greek Bosporan kingdom.

South of the Caucasus mountains, the
eastern part of the Black Sea was called
Colchis – another instance of a Greek
appellation; the local name is unknown – after
the leading element in a multi-ethnic region
which had achieved political unification,
and applied to the territory as a whole
(Tsetskhladze 1998c: 165–89). A Colchian
kingdom developed by the middle of the 
fifth century. Natural conditions along this
coast were unwelcoming: swamps, marshes,
and wetlands (Hippoc. Airs, Waters, Places
15). So too were the tribes of northern
Colchis, the Heniochi and Zygi, notorious
pirates who used to attack the Greek cities.
But the other Colchians were agricultural

peoples. Cimmerians and Scythians passed through Colchis en route to western Asia;
the latter passed that way again, some settling there, on their journey back to the
northern Pontus. Scythian-type weapons and objects in the Animal Style were
widespread. Colchis formed a link between east and west and its culture, although
endogenous, shows Greek and Persian influences, as well it might.

The pattern of the southern Black Sea is even more homogeneous: many local
peoples were very hostile towards Greeks. The long expanse of coast between
Byzantium and Heraclea Pontica contained neither Greek cities nor settlements 
although there were good harbors and fertile lands suited to their establishment.
The main reason for their absence was the unfriendliness of the local people (Xen.
Anab. 6.4.2–6). Dorian Heraclea Pontica (see below) was established on the lands
of the Mariandynoi, a people gradually assimilated by the Thracians. According to
Strabo, the colonists “forced the Mariandynoi, who held the place before them, to
serve as Helots, so that they sold them, but not beyond the boundaries of their own
country (for the two peoples came to an agreement on this)” (12.3.4).

Figure 17.3 Amphora with tendril
ornament, frieze of men and horses,
and scenes of griffins savaging 
deer, silver-gilt, H. 70.0 cm, 
D. 40.0 cm, Chertomlyk tumulus
Source: After Jacobson (1995: fig. 90).
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The south-eastern Black Sea littoral was populated by the Tibareni, Chalybes, Drilae,
Mossynoeci, Macrones, and Colchians. Most of these tribes were included in the
Achaemenid empire. Archaeologically, little is known about them, and although 
we know more about the Colchians from the eastern Black Sea, we have no means
of determining whether those around Trapezus shared the same material culture as
Colchis proper. The Chalybes were few in number, most engaged in ironworking.
The Colchians in the vicinity of Trapezus lived in numerous villages; they were hostile
towards the Greeks. The Drilae lived in fortified settlements in the mountains behind
Trapezus. Both their houses and fortifications were wooden. So too were those of
the Mossynoeci, who dwelt in numerous villages in the mountains between Kotyora
and Kerasos.3 Their houses were towers of seven levels. According to Xenophon, 
the Mossynoeci were “the most uncivilized people whose country they [the Greeks]
traversed, the furthest removed from Greek customs.”4

The area between Sinope and Amisos probably was home to some Phrygian 
settlements; and to Cappadocians and/or Paphlagonians, called by the Greeks
“Syrians” or “White Syrians” (Hdt. 1.7.2; Strabo 12.3.9). The area around
Trapezus and the Diauehi country were under Urartian political influence. These
territories were also known as Chaldia, and the Chaldians were thought to be descen-
dants or remnants of the Urartians.5

Greek Colonies of the Pontus in 
the Archaic Period

Greek exploration and settlement of the Black Sea region began in the second half
of the seventh century (Tsetskhladze 1994) (see map 11). The principal manifesta-
tion of this was the colonizing activity of Miletus, said to have possessed as many
as 75 or even 90 colonies.6 In the words of Strabo: “The city [Miletus] is known
to many, and mainly thanks to the large number of its colonies, since the whole
Pontus Euxinus, Propontis and many other places have been settled by Milesians”
(14.1.6). Of course, other Ionian centers took part (see below): Miletus itself was
just the organizer of the process and was unable to found and populate so many
colonies on its own (Ehrhardt 1988; Gorman 2001: 47–86).

The reasons for Ionian colonization are highly complex (Tsetskhladze 1994:
123–6). It was long held that the search for metals in the southern and eastern Black
Sea and for grain on its northern shore provided the main spur to this colonizing
activity. More recent studies have shown the former regions to be less metal-rich
than was thought (Tsetskhladze and Treister 1995), whilst the northern Black 
Sea could not have been a source of grain in the seventh to fifth centuries, as many
scholars would like to believe: there is no evidence; indeed, archaeological and palaeo-
botanical sources show that grain could not have been obtained from the Scythians
until the late fifth or fourth century, when the lifestyle of the vast majority of Scythian
tribes shifted from nomadic to pastoral (Gavrilyuk 1999: 28–85, 292–300). Most
probably, if and when Athens needed grain in the seventh to fifth centuries, it resorted
to fertile areas much nearer to hand, such as the Peloponnese (Keen 2000: 65; cf.
Whitby 1998a: 102–5).
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Every mother-city had particular reasons for sending forth colonists, and these must
be examined. Only through analysis of these cities and their circumstances can we
identify what reasons and motives obliged the Greeks to emigrate. Greek coloniza-
tion was never exclusively agrarian, commercial or connected with the need for 
metals; nor was it simply a consequence of over-population. Study of the situation
in seventh-century Asia Minor suggests that enforced emigration was paramount: first
Lydia and then, in the mid-sixth century, the Persians, pursued a hostile policy towards
Miletus and other Ionian cities. The Persians eventually annexed the region. The
upshot was a reduction of the cities’ chorai and a fierce political struggle within Miletus
itself, fueled by internal tensions as much as reaction to the external threat.7 In the
circumstances, emigration provided a solution, albeit a very radical one (Tsetskhladze
1994: 123–6). As written sources make clear, thanks to the Achaemenid conquest,
the Ionians were left with two stark choices: to leave their homeland or to stay and
be enslaved or killed. At that time the one region not yet colonized by other Greek
cities was the Black Sea, and that is principally where Miletus and other Ionian cities
looked.8

There are problems with the foundation dates of the Black Sea colonies given 
by written sources, compounded by a trend towards dating by Olympiads and their
four-year cycle instead of using other Greek or near eastern events, or even the 
reign of a king, to anchor them.9 Christian writers of the late Roman imperial period 
stirred the era of Abraham into the pot. Eusebius and Jerome (Chron. 95b) provide
spuriously exact dates, based on previous pagan traditions tabulated much later, 
and these have won wide acceptance as actual foundation dates for some of the 
Pontic colonies – Histria in 657, Olbia in 647, Sinope in 631. But these dates can-
not be accepted as canonical. And a fourth date relating to Trapezus, found in the
Armenian version of Eusebius (Ann. Abr. 1260) should be discounted as a mistake:
it refers to Cyzicus.

Thus, archaeological evidence must have the last word in clearing away the obstacle
of these discrepant written sources. The earliest Pontic colonies were founded at 
the same time as Byzantium and Chalcedon in the Propontis (Tsetskhladze 1994:
115–18). The first settlements in the northern Black Sea were those at Berezan in
the third quarter of the seventh century (Solovyov 1998) and the so-called
Taganrog settlement in the last third of the seventh century, which has now been
completely destroyed by the sea (Larenok and Dally 2002). Berezan was identified
with the Borysthenites (Avram et al. 2004: 937), and study of the archaic pottery
shows that the majority came from Miletus, while Samos, Ephesus and possibly Smyrna
also participated in its foundation. Among the earliest Milesian colonies in the west-
ern Black Sea are Histria (ca. 630) and Apollonia (ca. 610); and on the southern
shore, Sinope and Amisos, both in the late seventh century (Avram et al. 2004: 954,
960–1).

The earliest apoikiai, situated on peninsulas, were all well protected by the natural
environment and possessed convenient harbors. Apollo was worshipped: the Milesians
and other Ionian cities sought advice in Didyma, the oracular sanctuary of Apollo
founded by Miletus and shared by all the Pontic colonies, according to which their
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god and protector was Apollo Ietros, “the Healer” (Avram, Hind and Tsetskhladze
2004: passim).

From the beginning of the sixth century Milesian colonizing activity expanded
(Tsetskhladze 1994: 119–20). In Berezan a new wave of settlers appeared. This new
population ushered in the gradual penetration of the mainland by Greeks from the
peninsula, and the opening up of chorai clustered on the left bank of the Berezan
estuary and in the western part of the Dnieper-Bug estuary. A similar situation may
be observed at Histria where the first city walls were built in 575 (Avram, Hind and
Tsetskhladze 2004: 932–3). As existing colonies were extended, so too were new
cities established: Tomis in the western Pontus and Olbia, not far from Berezan, in
the north, between 590 and 580. Olbia soon extended its zone of influence and
founded rural settlements on the lower reaches of the Bug. In the archaic period,
Olbia’s chora comprised 107 settlements. Between ca. 580 and 560, Miletus settled
new territories: the Kerch and Taman peninsulas (the Cimmerian Bosporus). In the
Kerch Peninsula (European Bosporus) the cities of Panticapaeum, Nymphaeum,
Theodosia, Myrmekion, and Tyritake were founded; in the Taman Peninsula (Asiatic
Bosporus) Kepoi, Patraeus, a city since destroyed by the sea to which the Tuzlian
cemetery belonged, and Hermonassa, a joint colony of Miletus and Mytilene.10

The first stages of the Persian conquest of the Greek cities of Asia Minor sent 
a new wave of Ionian colonists to the shores of the Black Sea (ca. 560–530). One
aspect of this period is the appearance of colonies founded by people other than
Milesians – for example Heraclea, which was established to the south of the Pontus
in 554 by Megarians and Boeotians – but their number is small. On the western
shore, Odessos was founded by the Milesians, and the expansion of existing Greek
cities in the western Pontus caused many small settlements to appear (Avram, Hind
and Tsetskhladze 2004). In the north of the Black Sea, Olbia was already a polis; a
large city possessed of an extensive chora, and issuing its own coinage. Berezan had
become part of Olbia. In the mid-sixth century new cities such as Tyras and Nikonion
appeared, together with the approximately 50 settlements which formed their chorai.
Within the Cimmerian Bosporus, Gorgippia, Toricos, Akra, Porthmeus and Iluraton
were founded, and on the Taman Peninsula in ca. 542 the Teians founded Phanagoria.
Another Teian colony, Abdera, was established in Thrace at the same time (Avram,
Hind and Tsetskhladze 2004). The Ionians began to settle new territories: the north-
western Crimea and eastern Pontus (Colchis). In the territory where Chersonesus
was to be founded in 422/1 by Heraclea Pontica, a small, probably Ionian, settlement
appeared (Avram, Hind and Tsetskhladze 2004: 941–2). Colchis was colonized by
the Milesians, who established three cities (Phasis, Gyenos, and Dioscurias) and two
settlements (Pichvnari and Tsikhisdziri). These colonists’ official cult was of Apollo
Hegemon.11

The last wave of Ionian penetration of the Pontus dates from the end of the sixth
century to the first quarter of the fifth century when the Ionians, defeated in their
revolt against the Persians, were again obliged to flee their native cities (Tsetskhladze
1994: 120–3). During the same period existing cities were expanding and new settle-
ments of Milesians and by other Greek centers were appearing. Mesambria was founded
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to the west of the Black Sea by Chalcedonians and Byzantines who, according to
Herodotus (6.33), fled at the time of the Ionian Revolt. In the western Crimea, the
Ionians established Kerkinitis and Kalos Limen, later to be absorbed by Chersonesus.

The sixth century, the second half particularly, was an important period in the his-
tory of the Pontus and its Greek cities. Colonization seems to have been more directly
organized. The written sources give us the names of the oikistes of several Greek
colonies: Hermonassa, where the oikistes even became ruler of the city, Phanagoria
and Phasis.12

Social Structures and Culture

From the mid-sixth century the first Greek apoikiai matured into poleis with their
own strong state and religious institutions, laws and social structure. These city-states
began their own craft production. The chorai of Olbia, Bosporus, and Histria were
now very extensive (Avram et al. 2004).

The earliest colonies had been small: Panticapaeum occupied some 7.5 ha in the
sixth century, its population no more than 2,000–3,000 (Blavatskii 1964: 25), while
in the first half of the century Olbia had had an area of about 6 ha, rising to 16.5
ha in the second half (Vinogradov and Kryzickij 1995: 28). Phanagoria was built on
a hill; its area was 20–22.5 ha in the second half of the century. For this colony
some regulation can be identified: buildings are next to each other along both sides
of streets 1.5–3 m wide (Tsetskhladze 2002b). It is the only settlement of the period
to show signs of proper planning and a regular layout of streets. In none of these
towns is there any evidence of a distinct agora or a temenos until the last quarter of
the sixth century. The architecture of sanctuaries was quite primitive and, for exam-
ple in Olbia, indistinguishable from the domestic. The “sanctuary” of Demeter in
Nymphaeum may in fact be a production complex (Tsetskhladze 2003: 136). A small
temple of the late archaic period dedicated to Aphrodite has been discovered
recently in Berezan (figure 17.4).13

It is true that there was no grand temple architecture in the archaic period but
the evidence demonstrates the existence of quite advanced religious practices and
ceremonies. Orphism is attested in Olbia (West 1983: 17–20). A bone plaque with
a graffito was found in Berezan, dating to the end of the sixth or beginning of the
fifth century (Onyshkevych 2002; figure 17.5). Its interpretation is still a matter of
debate. There are seven texts written on the bone (Onyshkevych 2002: 163–4, with
translations). Text A reads:

Seven. A weak wolf.
Seventy. A fierce lion.
Seven hundred. A friendly archer – a gift
to the power of the physician.
Seven thousand. A wide dolphin.
Peace to the Olbian polis. I bless her.
I remember Leto.
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Texts B–E translate as:

Seven.
To Apollo,
the Didymaian,
the Milesian.
Bringer of fortune of the mother (or motherland).
Victor of the north (or northern wind).
To the Didymaian/The Didymaian.

Text F is restored as “seventy oxen to Didymaian (Apollo).” Text G repeats a
phrase from text D. Some interpret the plaque as bearing elements of resemblance

Figure 17.4 Temple dedicated to Aphrodite at Berezan: plan (1) and reconstruction of
facade (2) 
Source: After Kryzhitskij (2001: figs. 1, 5).
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to the three Olbian Orphic plaques and having Orphic connections itself. Although
it is not possible to divine the exact meaning of the texts, many elements suggest
strongly a link to a cult of Apollo Hebdoman in the Berezan-Olbia area, and a pos-
sible connection to the Orphic cult known later in Olbia. In part, the purpose of the
plaque was probably votive; the texts may represent a hymn or prayer used in the cult.

Domestic architecture from the end of the seventh through the late sixth century
possessed some distinctive features (Tsetskhladze 2004). Two main types of dwelling
may be identified: one in Milesian colonies, the other in Teian (e.g. at Phanagoria).
Milesian foundations around the whole Black Sea are characterized by the presence
of dugouts and semi-dugouts. This kind of architecture survived into the last quarter
of the sixth century or a little later. It is not surprising when new evidence from
Miletus itself is taken into account. Milesian domestic architecture was very simple
and some evidence there points to the existence of subterranean houses. In the Teian
colony of Phanagoria we have one-room mudbrick houses and also wattle-and-daub
architecture. In general, stone architecture and regular town-planning do not appear
around the Black Sea until the late archaic period, especially from the middle of 
the fifth century. The most plausible explanation for this change is the arrival of
Athenians (Tsetskhladze 2004).

Figure 17.5 Drawing of bone plaque from Berezan: front (1) and reverse (2)
Source: After Onyshkevych (2002: figs. 6, 7).
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The late archaic period marked the end of colonization of the Black Sea by the
Greeks, but this does not mean that no further waves of Greeks came to the Black
Sea. The Athenians showed great interest in the area, but most of their permanent
settlements did not appear until the second half of the fifth century and were uncon-
nected with the waves of colonization undertaken by the Greek world in the eighth–
sixth centuries. Rather, it was a completely new phenomenon, a manifestation of
Athenian imperialism. Admittedly, early Attic black-figure pottery, which dates from
ca. 600–550, has been found in Berezan, Histria, and Apollonia, but this was pre-
cisely the time that Athenian political expansion reached the Propontis. The most
important Athenian foundations were Sigeion and the settlements in Thracian
Chersonesus. In the wake of the growing difficulties the Ionians experienced with
the Persian empire and the suppression of the Ionian Revolt, the colonial and 
commercial activities of the Ionians decreased and Athens began to turn its atten-
tion to the Black Sea market. During the Graeco-Persian wars it was difficult to sail
through the Straits. We do not find many imports of Attic pottery there at this time.
After the consolidation of the Athenian maritime empire, the amount of fine Attic
pottery increases. It was marketed in all parts of Pontus but the largest share seems
to have gone to the Bosporan area, to Olbia and Apollonia Pontica (Tsetskhladze
1998c).

Crafts and Trade

Soon after its establishment, every Greek city became a center of craft production
(Tsetskhladze 1998b: 42–3; 2003: 144–7). Many started to manufacture pottery
imitating East Greek shapes, expanding step by step to produce terracottas, tiles,
amphorae, etc. Nearly every Greek city has left traces of metalworking, based on the
use of ingots specially produced for them – for example the cities of the northern
Black Sea obtained these supplies from wooded-steppe Scythia (Tsetskhladze 1998b:
66–7). As we have seen, the Pontic cities were largely founded by Ionians. It is unsur-
prising that the bulk of their craftsmen came from Asia Minor as well (Treister 1998;
2001: 59–78), although there is evidence that some were from elsewhere in the
Greek world, for example from Eleutherna in Crete and Helike in the Peloponnese
(Treister and Shelov-Kovedyaev 1989).

Special metal workshops sprang up in the late archaic period, producing objects
in styles familiar to the local Scythian and Thracian elites, the Hallstatt chiefs of 
central Europe, and others. In these shops craftsmen of Milesian, Ephesian, and Lydian
origin worked alongside each other (Treister 1998; 2001: 59–78).

Fine pottery and amphorae are the principal evidence used to study trade relations.14

Pottery from southern Ionia was widespread throughout the Pontic region in the
seventh century and the early sixth; pottery from northern Ionia later displaced it.
Transport amphorae from Chios, Lesbos, and Clazomenae are commonplace. Ionian
merchants probably brought the small quantities of goods from Corinth and Naucratis
that have been found, and, with Aeginetans, were responsible for the appearance of
the first archaic Athenian pottery in the region.
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Trade relations between the Greek Pontic colonies were also quite well developed.
The best sources are lead letters (Vinogradov 1998). One such, found in Phanagoria
on the Taman Peninsula, dating from the 530s to the 510s, reads: “This slave was
exported for sale from Borysthenes, his name is Phaulles. We wish all (debts?) to be
paid” (Vinogradov 1998: 160–3) (figure 17.6). It demonstrates the existence of a
slave trade between Phanagoria and Borysthenes/Olbia. To date we have five letters
on lead or ostraka indicating that a slave trade was also well developed at least along
the northern Black Sea littoral (Vinogradov 1998).

Each large city possessed a fine harbor. According to Strabo, Theodosia “is 
situated in a fertile plain and has a harbor that can accommodate as many as a hun-
dred ships; this harbor in earlier times was a boundary between the countries of the
Bosporus and the Taurians” (7.4.4); Nymphaeum possessed a good harbor, while
Panticapaeum controlled the entrance to the Sea of Azov and its harbor could hold
up to 30 ships (Strabo 7.4.4). Along the north-west shore, deep harbors were few
but the mouths of the major rivers were both sources of fish and easy routes into
the hinterland. Herodotus writes:

The Borysthenes . . . is . . . the most valuable and productive not only of the rivers 
in this part of the world, but anywhere else, with the sole exception of the Nile . . . It 
provides the finest and most abundant pasture, by far the richest supply of the best sorts
of fish, and the most excellent water for drinking – clear and bright . . . no better crops
grow anywhere than along its banks, and where grain is not sown the grass is the most
luxuriant in the world.

(Herodotus 4.53; tr. Loeb)

Figure 17.6 Drawing of lead plaque from Phanagoria
Source: After Vinogradov (1998: fig. 3).
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Discussion of trade relations between Pontic Greek cities and local peoples has been
based on finds of Greek pottery in local settlements up to 500 km inland from the
Black Sea. Examples are discovered at about one local site in ten of those known
and excavated, but they are usually few in number (as is the case in both the Thracian
and Colchian hinterlands). Trade is an important but complex matter, and its scale and
modus operandi are so far unknown. It is no longer possible to hold to a simple
explanation – that of a close trading relationship between Greeks and locals. To rely
on pottery to prove these links when there are other explanations for the presence
of pottery in local settlements is methodologically dubious. And such are the quan-
tities that they give no encouragement to the view that the greater they are, the more
intensive and closer the links. The Athenian painted pottery found in many tombs
of the local elite could just as easily have been a gift from the Greeks as a traded
commodity. We do not know what interpretation the locals placed on the scenes
depicted; we do know that these tombs contained jewelry and metal vessels, and that
the local elite was much keener on such objects (Tsetskhladze 1998b: 51–66).

Deep in the hinterland were several settlements, usually very large, which served
as political and economic centers for the local ethnic groups and may well have been
distribution centers for goods. Study has shown that they had Greek inhabitants as
well (see below), and great quantities of Greek pottery have been found: the 10,000
pieces at Belsk in Scythia, not far from Poltava on the Ukrainian steppes, are just
one example (see below).

It is not surprising that everyone investigating trade between the Black Sea and
the Mediterranean focuses on the particular commodities exchanged, especially grain
and metals sent from the Black Sea (Tsetskhladze 1998d). Usually, the information
given in written sources describing later periods is unthinkingly transposed to the
earlier period, and opinions formulated several decades ago have become the new
orthodoxy despite a lack of hard evidence to underpin them (Davies 1998: 228–9).
As mentioned, there is no evidence to suggest the export of grain from the Black
Sea to the Mediterranean, particularly Athens, until the late fifth century or the begin-
ning of the fourth, and even then it is not a regular occurrence.15 While Herodotus
(7.147) does say that Xerxes saw ships conveying corn from the Black Sea passing
through the Hellespont en route to Aegina and the Peloponnese, one should agree
with T. G. Figueira (1981: 43–6) that Aegina, mentioned directly in this pass-
age, was the destination of the grain ships, not Athens as many would like it to 
be: Aegina frequently required grain in large amounts to feed its population (Hahn
1983: 34).

Indeed, Athens was usually able to feed its own population, and only needed to
import grain in an emergency (Whitby 1998a). Like Athens, the Black Sea colonies
kept a reserve fund to purchase grain in times of famine.16 The Black Sea colonies
acquired metals from the local peoples of the hinterland; they had no such resources
of their own. Although local societies were keen on luxurious metal objects (the
Scythians and Colchians on gold jewelry and decorations produced by Greek crafts-
men but styled to the tastes of local elites), we still lack evidence to show where the
metal originated. If one were to impose later realities on earlier uncertainties, one
might follow Polybius, writing in the second century:
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as regards necessities, it is an undisputed fact that the most plentiful supplies and best
qualities of cattle and slaves reached us from the countries lying around the Pontus,
while among luxuries, the same countries furnish us with an abundance of honey, wax
and preserved fish; from the surplus of our countries they take olive-oil and every kind
of wine. As for grain, there is give and take – with them sometimes supplying us when
we require it and sometimes importing it from us.

(4.38.4–6; tr. Loeb)

Greeks among Local Communities

New excavation, and re-evaluation of material already known, allows us not only to
re-examine Greek pottery found in local contexts and supposedly predating the foun-
dation of the Pontic colonies but also to suggest that Greeks visited and lived in
local settlements of the deep hinterland from early times.

A few dozen pieces of East Greek pottery discovered in Scythian settlements 
and tumuli situated some 500 km from the Black Sea coast have been known for a
long time. They were interpreted as evidence of some form of pre-colonial contact
because it was thought that they predated the establishment of the first Greek colonies.
Applying the most up-to-date chronology of East Greek pottery, in conjunction with
other evidence, allows us to challenge this orthodoxy (Tsetskhladze 1998b: 10–15).
Might it be that Greeks did not just establish settlements on the coast but penetrated
the hinterland inhabited by local peoples? From what we know at present, this inter-
pretation seems more than possible (Tsetskhladze 2003: 149–59). Let us look at
the northern Black Sea littoral.

In the Scythian Trekhtemirovskoe settlement, the earliest Ionian pottery was found
on the altar in a dugout construction (Rusyaeva 1999: 94–5). It seems very difficult
to understand why Scythians were offering Greek pottery to their deities. Could this
not indicate instead that Greeks lived in this settlement? So far, we can say no more
than that it is highly likely. Turning to another settlement, one near the village of
Zhabotin in the Ukrainian hinterland (Rusyaeva 1999: 96), a “large quantity” of
East Greek pottery was found on the altar of a shrine. Not much is said about the
altar itself, but it seems to have been large and rectangular, with a baked clay floor
containing the remains of a wooden pillar. The altar contained ornaments which,
according to the publisher, have parallels in Ionian art. It is again probable that 
this shrine belonged to a seventh-century Greek inhabitant of this settlement. The
possibility that Wild Goat Style pottery was produced in the Nemirovskoe settle-
ment has already been proposed in the literature (Tsetskhladze 2003: 134).

As mentioned above, some 10,000 pieces of Greek pottery were discovered in the
Belsk settlement, believed to be the city of Gelonus, inhabited by the Budini and
the Geloni (Shramko 1987: 121–6, 174–9). What kind of settlement was Gelonus/
Belsk? Let us turn to Herodotus, who tells us that:

The Budini are a great and numerous nation; the eyes of all of them are very bright,
and they are ruddy. They have a city built of wood, called Gelonus. The wall of it is
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thirty furlongs in length on each side of the city; this wall is high and all of wood; and
their houses are wooden, and their temples; for there are among them temples of Greek
gods, furnished in Greek fashion with images and altars and shrines of wood; and they
honor Dionysus every two years with festivals and revels. For the Geloni are by their
origin Greeks, who left their trading ports to settle among the Budini; and they speak
a language half Greek and half Scythian. But the Budini speak not the same language
as the Geloni, nor is their manner of life the same.

(4.108; tr. Loeb)

The site’s excavator believes that he has found a small sanctuary of the sixth-fourth
centuries built with wooden columns. Inside it is an altar; not far away a pit contain-
ing cult offerings (Shramko 1987: 127–40). There is some discussion of whether
Herodotus’ Gelonus is Belsk, but if it is, it had Greek-type sanctuaries and a Greek
population from the archaic period.

A further settlement worth mentioning is Vasil Levsky, not far from Vetren in the
Thracian hinterland, where remains of monumental stone buildings and painted
Corinthian-type roof tiles have been found (Kisov 2004: 48–68). This settlement,
established in the late archaic period, did not survive beyond the early fourth cen-
tury. Unfortunately, it has not been well studied archaeologically (Archibald 1998:
141; Bouzek 2000–1).

Thus, we can suppose that the first colonists did indeed visit the settlements of
the local population, which were also political centers, and that some of them lived
there. This is not surprising. The Greeks had arrived in an already populated region
and were dependent on the goodwill of the existing inhabitants and their leaders.
As we saw, Strabo states explicitly that land for colonies was, in many cases, given
directly by local chieftains in return for a moderate tribute. Collaboration between
Greeks and local rulers deepened in the classical period, when the Greeks were obliged
not just to pay tribute to the locals but to manufacture luxurious metal objects for
the local nobility among the Scythians, Colchians, and Thracians, and to design and
construct their residences, even their tombs.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Cities1

Jan Paul Crielaard

Introduction: The Importance of Context

The rise of cities and city-states provides the key to our understanding of what was
going on in the archaic period. The development of the phalanx, the creation of
temples and sanctuaries, the birth of philosophy and the flourishing of lyric poetry
are all unthinkable outside the context of the polis and outside an urban setting. Not
surprisingly, the rise of the city-state has long been central to the study of the period.
More recently, however, it has been recognized that it is possible, and perhaps even
necessary, to distinguish between the process of urbanization – which created “cities”
– and the process of state formation, which created “states.”2 This chapter accord-
ingly concentrates on cities and urbanization; the process of state formation is dealt
with in ch. 20.

Over the last decades, archaeologists and ancient historians have also come to recog-
nize that the rise of the city (and, indeed, of the state) was a long-drawn-out pro-
cess: it took most of the archaic period and had not reached completion even by
the end of the sixth century. The appearance of monumental architecture in the 
late eighth century marks an important step in the creation of an urban ambience
in centralized settlement nuclei, but on the whole ancient Greek urbanism can only
be understood by using a rather long timescale.3

The “city” is notoriously difficult to define. Historians, sociologists, economists,
architectural historians, social psychologists, town planners and geographers all use
very different concepts and definitions.4 Their criteria variously stress the city’s dis-
tinct legal status, size, occupation density, morphology, way of living, type of soci-
ety, or mentality. There are numerous exceptions to the rule even at the level of
single definitions. Size may seem to be an unproblematic criterion, but it is not. For
instance, a nucleation of 250 inhabitants would count as a village in the United States,
but in Sweden would have the status of a town. Occupation density is not always 
a distinctive criterion: there are fewer people per square kilometre in the city of 
Los Angeles than in some rural areas in Asia. As far as ways of living and economic
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activities are concerned, towns in north-west Europe during the Middle Ages may
be rightly characterized as centers of craft production and trade. However, this does
not apply to modern cities in Sicily and Andalusia, which are large agro-towns. Finally,
impersonal relationships may determine the type of society and mentality that pre-
vails in cities of the modern, industrialized world, but such a qualification hardly
matches what we know of medieval towns.

Yet another problem is that sometimes settlements gradually expand and their socio-
political organization and social interactions become more complex. This raises the
question at what point exactly such a settlement stops being a village and starts to meet
the criteria that make it a city. It is, of course, impossible to fix this point in time.

Thus, cities are multifaceted, variable and dynamic phenomena to which universaliz-
ing criteria and simplifying definitions can do no justice. The city must be understood
in its specific temporal and spatial context. This observation has implications for the
study of archaic Greece. If the city is a culturally specific phenomenon, we should study
the city on the basis of contemporary sources of information. We must ask our sources
three important questions: What were archaic Greek cities like? How did the Greeks
themselves see them? And how did these cities come into being and develop?

The limitations of the source material determine how one tackles these questions.
Political treatises on the institutions of some major Greek cities, and philosophical
essays about what the ideal city should look like, are available only from the classical
period. There is only very fragmentary written documentation for the archaic era,
but by piecing together scraps of evidence it is possible to reconstruct how archaic
Greeks saw the city. One of the positive qualities of the main literary sources of this
period – Homer, Hesiod and the lyric poets – is that they are part of a tradition of
oral poetry: because such poetry was performed for a live audience, the ideas and
values expressed are likely to have been shared by a large group of people, and are
thus very valuable sources for a reconstruction of mentalities. It will become evident
that the source material allows the reconstruction of a coherent picture of the ideational
and ideological side of city and city life, and of life in the countryside.5

Visual imagery is another important source of information for the archaic period.
However, the information provided by the iconographic evidence is patchy. The archaic
Greeks seem not to have been interested in producing images of cities and land-
scapes, in contrast to their Minoan and Mycenaean forebears, their contemporaries
in the Near East and later the Romans. Archaic Greek depictions of nature or of
man’s built environment often follow the principle of pars pro toto. An isolated col-
umn may indicate the presence of public architecture, just as a single olive tree may
show that a scene takes place in the countryside.6 Moreover, the images are espe-
cially concerned with the high life of the urban elite.7 For a more comprehensive
and more diversified picture of towns and countryside, one has to depend on recon-
structions made on the basis of archaeological findings.

Terminology

In archaic Greek literature, the words most often used for town or city are astu and,
especially, polis (or sometimes ptolis). These words have their roots in Mycenaean
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Greek, although in Linear B documents only wa-tu / wastu occurs as terminus tech-
nicus for “city” and “inhabitants of a city” (Deger-Jalkotzy 1995: esp. 367–9). In
the poetry of Homer and Hesiod, “polis” evokes an image of the city as a whole, often
in conjunction with its city wall; it refers to the city as seen from the exterior. It is
mostly a topographical term, although it is also used in a political sense, referring
to both city and countryside, or even to a “political entity” or “state” – no matter
how weakly developed the “state” is in Homer and Hesiod. Astu, on the other hand,
is the city viewed from within; the focus is on its inhabitants. In the epics, politai
refers to all the free inhabitants of a polis (mostly in its narrow meaning of “city”),
including women and children.8 The term astos for “townsman” or “citizen” is also
known from Homer onwards, but in later sources it can have a negative connota-
tion in the sense of “commoner.”9

The term dêmos designates a well-defined territory and all the free people 
who inhabit it. It is found in Linear B documents as damos, meaning “village.” 
Kômê is used in Hesiod’s Works and Days (639) and in the Shield of Heracles (18)
to denote a village or hamlet. Remarkably enough, there is no specific term for 
“village” in the Homeric epics (Donlan 1970; 1985: 288–9), but this may be part
of a more general disinterest in villages that is also attested in later sources
(Inventory 75).

Images of City and Country

Figure 18.1 represents a bird’s eye view of the city of Smyrna in about 600. The
picture is based on one of the very few instances of a fairly completely excavated
archaic town. The drawing is by R. V. Nicholls and was first published in the late
1950s (Cook 1958/9: 15, fig. 3). Since then it has been reproduced in many text-
books on the archaic period, and has become part of the collective memory. The
drawing shows an agglomeration of houses surrounded by mighty fortification walls
with gates and towers. The town is small and compact: one can see the roofs of
some 160 buildings (representing an even smaller number of domestic units10), tightly
packed together but built along a regular laid-out street grid. Public buildings, situ-
ated around a small, open area, are also visible. The town is set on a headland and
surrounded on three sides by the sea. Ships are moored to moles or have been hauled
up onto the beach. Habitation continues outside the circuit wall, but in a much more
dispersed form.

This is probably the image most archaeologists and ancient historians have of an
archaic Greek city. Archaic Greeks may not have had a very different image them-
selves, since Nicholls included a number of elements in his reconstruction that seem
to have been inspired by Homer’s Odyssey,11 which takes one to Scheria, home of
the legendary Phaeacians.

But when we come to the city, and around this is a towering
wall, and a handsome harbour either side of the city,
and a narrow causeway, and along the road there are oarswept
ships drawn up, for they all have slips, one for each vessel;
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and there is the place of the assembly (agorê), put together with quarried
stone, and built around a fine precinct of Poseidon,
and there they tend to all that gear that goes with the black ships.

(6.262–8)

The city wall, the precinct of Poseidon and the agorê are the most conspicuous ele-
ments of the city’s public space. The agorê is the place where the community’s lead-
ers and men of counsel assemble (Od. 8.5ff ), and where, later, all the Phaeacians
gather to watch the dancing and athletic contests (109ff ). In the poet’s description
of the shield that Hephaestus makes for Achilles, another imaginary city is portrayed
and here, too, the agorê occupies a most prominent place. In this scene, people have
assembled to attend a court session conducted by the elders of the community.12

Although Scheria is a fictional town, it is not pure fantasy: there are many corres-
pondences between the view of Scheria and the manner in which other Homeric
towns are described.13 Rather, Scheria represents an ideal world: it gives an impres-
sion of what the poet and his audience thought a city should look like.

Both Homer and Hesiod say that the city cannot prosper without the 
countryside, and that when the country suffers, the city suffers (Od. 19.111–14; 

Figure 18.1 Smyrna: imaginative reconstruction of the town in about 600 bc
Source: Cook (1958–9: 15, fig. 3).
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W&D 227–47). The reason for this is, of course, that a large majority of the 
town-dwellers earned their livelihood from agricultural activities. In the Iliad and
Odyssey, people leave the town each morning to work their fields, which extend 
right up to the city walls, and at the end of the day they go back to town (e.g. 
Il. 18.541–7; Od. 6.259–60). Members of the urban elite make regular trips to the
countryside to inspect their fields (agroi) and estates, which are worked by slaves.
Still further away from the town are pens where herdsmen tend cattle, sheep, and
pigs.14

Despite this symbiosis of town and country (polin kai gaian: Od. 6.177–8), the
poet makes it clear that there is a spatial and conceptual distinction between city and
countryside. Agros/agroi and p(t)olis very often occur as an antithetic pair.15 This
distinction also relates to the people associated with either locality. In one of the
few passages showing that it is taken for granted that not all community members
live in the city, Alcinous distinguishes between “people living in the astu and those
living around it” (hoi perinaietaousin: Od. 8.551).

The City as Concept

The literary sources for our period feature three closely connected major themes in
Greek perceptions of the city: the city as center of order and civilization, the city as
a sacred place, and the city as a community of men. These themes will be discussed
in the following sections.

The city as center of order and civilization

A good starting point to investigate ideas and concepts concerning the city are char-
ter myths about the origins of cities. The foundation stories of Scheria and Troy,
mythical or legendary cities, can be expected to reflect ideas and experiences com-
mon among the poet’s audience.

Scheria is a newly founded city. Alcinous’ father, Nausithous, led a migration of
the Phaeacians to the new territory, “and drove a wall about the city, and built the
houses, and made the temples of the gods, and divided the arable land” (Od. 6.9–10).
Nausithous’ tasks are very similar to those traditionally performed by the founders
of new settlements in the archaic period. The emphasis in this passage is on the fact
that the Phaeacians’ new home was planned and executed according to certain order-
ing principles. These include provisions for protection, division between religious,
civic and private space, organization of subsistence, and division of property, which
most probably means a regular – or at least orderly – layout of town and country.
This order and degree of organization is also one of the things that Odysseus seems
to admire most when he enters the city (see above: 6.262–8). In this respect, Scheria
is again a model town.

The degree of organization prevailing at Scheria becomes even more evident 
when the Phaeacians’ habitat is compared to the land of the Cyclopes, their former
neighbors:
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These people have no counselling or law-establishing assemblies,
rather they make their habitation in caverns hollowed
among the peaks of the high mountains, and each one is the law
for his own wives and children, and cares nothing about the others.

(Od. 9.112–15)

These cavemen “neither plough with their hands nor plant anything” (108), but live
the life of hunter-gatherers and pastoralists. They have no ships or shipwrights to
make them “strong-benched vessels” to visit “all the various cities of men,” as other
people do (126–9). The Cyclopes are “lawless” (106); they are indifferent to the
will of the gods and disrespectful to strangers and suppliants protected by Zeus Xenios
(268–78).

We find here a set of oppositions which relate especially to the living conditions
of the Phaeacians and the Cyclopes: houses v. caves, coastal settlement v. mountain
dwellings, community v. isolated families, agriculture v. pasturage and food gather-
ing, and political institutions v. lawlessness. From this set of oppositions one can
distil a package of positive qualities that may be designated as civilized values and
civilizing activities. The most salient are community life, hospitable behavior and com-
munications with other city communities. Civilization and civilized life are associ-
ated specifically with an urban community and urban infrastructure (agorB, nucleated
settlement delineated by a circuit wall, harbor). Already for Homer and his audi-
ence, city life is the norm for civilized communities.16

A number of these elements are also found in the story of the founding of Troy.
The inhabitants of the Troad (the region surrounding Troy) originally lived in the
wilderness, scattered over the slopes of Mount Ida (Il. 20.218), just as the barbarous
Cyclopes live in dispersed mountain dwellings. The Trojans-to-be became settled when
they built a city on the plain (217). The founding of a city thus embodies the tran-
sition from wild nature to culture. This transition is materialized by the building of
a community and the creation of an urban environment by means of a specific set
of architectural elements. Foremost among these are city walls, which not only serve
defensive purposes, they also have an important symbolic dimension: they separate
the polis from nature’s randomness, create order and identify space that is exclusively
human. It is not without reason that the building of Troy’s walls is said to have
“citied” Troy (polissamen: Il. 7.453), and that “driving a wall about the city” is men-
tioned as the first of Nausithous’ actions (Scully 1990: 24–5). Also, a defensive wall
can spread fame (kleos; Il.7.451ff ).

Many of the walls’ symbolic properties extend to the city as a whole. This is espe-
cially clear from the set of epithets frequently used for cities, which qualify the polis
as “well-built,” “well-founded” or “well-walled” (euktimenos, eudmBtos, euteikheos)
or, indeed, euruaguia (“with wide streets”), hupsipulos (“with lofty gates”) and eu
naiomenos (“well-inhabited”; Scully 1990: 49, 78, 131–3). These epithets emphas-
ize the city’s technical or technological aspects as an important characteristic of the
urban landscape. More importantly, they show that urban architecture was closely
associated with a civilized mode of life and, more particularly, with good order (cf.
Ehrenberg 1960: 27, 84–5, 140–1).
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The sacred city

Homer, Hesiod, Alcaeus, Theognis and Pindar were all familiar with the idea that
the city was sacred.17 In the epics, cities are often called hieros, Bgatheos, zatheos or
dios. In fact, of all city and place epithets in Homer, the most common are those
referring to “sacredness,” not only of cities but also of their constituent parts – walls,
temples, sanctuaries and the agora.18 It is not self-evident why the polis is sacred.
Although it contains sanctuaries which are the abodes of gods and goddesses – as
well as an agora which is sacred since it houses the collective force around which
civic life is organized – it also has secular inhabitants: it is “a city of mortal men”
(e.g. Il. 4.45; 20.217). Moreover, the city consists of an aggregate of oikoi which
individually are never called sacred.

It may be that the city is holy because its inhabitants are pious people who make
sacrifices to the gods, and in return receive divine protection and other favors.19

However, the city is sacred primarily because its founding and construction are con-
sidered sacred acts inspired or guided by divine powers. Gods sometimes even 
literally take part in the founding of cities. Troy, for example, is said to have been
established through the agency of Zeus, while its walls were built by Poseidon. Many
historical cities also claimed divine support for their foundation,20 and in many foun-
dation stories of archaic colonies Apollo played a guiding and civilizing role
(Dougherty 1993). The city is also holy because it encompasses order and civiliza-
tion, as noted, and houses a human community, including “women and (innocent)
children,”21 and thus shelters human life itself. In sum, the city is thought to pro-
tect human life and to create and preserve order, tasks which belong to the domain
of the gods.

What is important in this connection is that the city is walled. The city wall makes
the polis arrBktos, “unbreakable” (e.g. Il. 21.446–7). In other words, the fortifica-
tion walls give permanence to the order created and provide human culture with
long-term protection. These functional and symbolic properties help to explain what
is meant when a city like Troy is called “well-walled” (euteicheos) and the walls are
“sacred” (hieros, theios, theodmBtos). It is this aspect of stability and well-founded order
that further enhances the city’s sanctity.

Zeus creates and protects cities, but is also instrumental in their devastation.22 This
is why the Greek heroes before Troy pray especially to Zeus to grant them the destruc-
tion of that city. Achilles’ prayer to Zeus – “May we undo Troy’s holy veil” – sug-
gests a desire to violate the city, to desecrate the walls which symbolize the hallowed
bonds of civilization.23 It is important to stress that to defeat or kill the enemy was
one thing, but to seize or destroy a city was something of an entirely different mag-
nitude (see e.g. Callinus F 5a, 4; cf. Archil. F 20 West; Hdt. 6.21.1). If the “sacred”
and “unbreakable” city is thought to guarantee order, stability and continuity, it fol-
lows quite naturally that its destruction stands for something that goes against the
natural order of things. Hesiod is very clear about this: for him the sacking of cities
is associated with times of anarchy and reversal of the existing order (W&D 189).

The destruction of a city is thought not to happen without reason. A frequently
given explanation is that a town was destroyed as a punishment for committing hybris
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(Il. 16.384–92; 21.522–4). This applies not only to a mythical city like Troy but
also to such historical towns as Magnesia, Smyrna, and Colophon, which were 
devastated during the archaic period. Troy had violated the laws regarding the sacro-
sanct institution of xeinia (Il. 6.55–60; 13.621–7; 24.27–30). The historical towns
of Asia Minor were thought to have provoked their destruction by violent beha-
vior, an excessively luxurious lifestyle or the persistence of stasis, which had disrupted
the existing order.24 The logic behind this way of thinking is that, when internal,
“god-given” order is destroyed, the physical devastation of a city becomes virtually
unavoidable. A city that loses its divinely inspired order also loses its right to exist.

Men, not stones, make a city

Homer and other authors of the archaic period may use the term polis to refer to
the city, to the community of the city’s inhabitants or to the city’s territory – just
as dBmos sometimes refers to territory and sometimes to the people occupying a ter-
ritory (Sakellariou 1989: 155ff, 185ff, 205). These overlapping meanings indicate that
city, territory and inhabitants are thought to constitute an inseparable unity. A closely
related idea is that “men make a polis,” a notion frequently expressed in our sources,
especially by means of metaphors comparing people to fortifications. Thus Odysseus,
after slaughtering his rivals, exclaims: “we have killed the city’s herma” – the “stay,”
“support,” or “defence” of the city – that is, its “finest young men” (Od. 23.121–2;
cf. Il. 16.550), who no doubt constitute the elite of Ithaca.

The idea that men make a polis relates especially to those men who are able and
willing to defend themselves and their community. A fragment of Alcaeus of
Mytilene (ca. 600) says “for men are the warlike tower of a city” (polios purgos areuios:
F 112.10 Voigt). Another version is given by the orator Aelius Aristides, who para-
phrases “the words which the poet Alcaeus spoke long ago and which all surely have
since borrowed from him, that cities are not stones or timbers or the craft of builders,
but wherever there are men who know how to defend themselves there are walls and
a city (polis).”25

Alcaeus was certainly not the first to use this metaphor. In Homer, Achaeans and
Trojans are collectively and individually compared to a “tower” (purgos) or “bulwark”
(herkos: Scully 1990: 58–9). Callinus of Ephesus (ca. 675–650) reminds his audience
that people honor the stout-hearted man who dies defending “country, children,
wedded wife”: “alive, he equals the demigods, for in the people’s eyes he is a tower
of strength, his single efforts worth a company’s” (F 1 West; cf. Tyrtaeus F 12 West).
Theognis, finally, tells us that “a man of worth is the witless people’s citadel and
rampart.”26

These passages provide a consistent picture of the city as a collective of inhabi-
tants, and more specifically express the idea that, if the community forms the city,
the elite constitutes the foundation of the polis, while those who fight on the front
lines are its most prominent defensive works. The metaphorical language employed
confirms once again that the city wall was considered one of the most notable 
features of the city. It also underscores how strongly the idea of the city and the
community was interwoven with war and violence.

ACA_c18.qxd  26/02/2009  12:24PM  Page 356



Cities 357

City and Self-image: Self-definition by Opposition

The archaic Greek city not only defined itself in opposition to fictional savage crea-
tures like the Cyclopes, but also exploited oppositions with the countryside. Country-
people expressed antithetic feelings of a similar kind. This is something of a surprise
in view of the earlier conclusion that city and countryside were conceptually one.

View from the city

The local elites of archaic Greece were both based in and strongly oriented towards
the city. The lifestyle of city-based local elites, especially in towns on the east side
of the Aegean, is illuminated by lyric poetry, which places much emphasis on per-
sonal adornment, clothing, and the consumption of food and drink. This urban life-
style was intended to accentuate contrasts not only with commoners but also with
country-people and country life.

The agora was in many respects the heart of the city. In the towns portrayed by
Homer, the people come to the agora to attend court sessions, games, and assem-
blies, but on other occasions it is the sole domain of the community’s leaders and
men of counsel, as noted above. The special importance of the agora to members
of the elite is underlined by the poet-politician Alcaeus (F 130b.1–4 Voigt). From
his place of exile in an out-of-the-way corner of Lesbos, the poet or his persona
pities himself and complains that he longs “to hear assembly (agora) called and 
council.” By contrasting his present “rustic” living situation (moiran agroïDtikan) with
the town’s quintessential activities, he makes it clear that the city is the political epi-
center – the natural habitat of aristocrats.

The agora, however, is not only a political arena but also a meeting place, where
people gather for everyday social intercourse. In Homeric Ithaca, the men congre-
gate every morning at the agora to talk and gossip, the most distinguished among
them carrying weapons and attended by dogs.27 In the course of the archaic period
the agora appears to have become more and more the playground of the leisure class
– in some cities, at least. Xenophanes of Colophon (ca. 565–473) scolds his fellow-
citizens in the following terms:

They would go to the agorB in full purple robes,
a thousand of them at the very least,
proud in the splendour of their finely coiffed hair
and sleek with unguents of the choicest scent.

(F 3.3–6 West)

The “thousand” to whom Xenophanes refers are probably members of a ruling 
élite of fixed size, and are said to have learnt this “useless luxury from Lydia.” The
Colophonian oligarchs were certainly not unique in this regard, as the tyrants of 
Erythrae (possibly in the seventh century) and the nobles of Samos (perhaps in the
sixth century) are described as behaving in a similar way.28 And then there was Alcman
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(Sparta, ca. 600), drawn “along to the agora, where I’ll be tossing my flaxen hair”
(F 3.6–7). Elsewhere, dominant groups took rigorous measures to claim the agora
for themselves: in Thessaly, craftsmen, farmers and other such persons were not per-
mitted to enter the “free agora” (Arist., Pol. 1331a30).

Smaller groups of aristocrats met in private or public dining halls to feast together
(see ch. 26, below). Anacreon (late sixth century) refers to “tables covered with good
things of every sort” (F 435 Page). He aims to eat “for breakfast sweet sesame cake,
and drink a whole flagon of wine, in luxury” (F 373 Page). This type of food is con-
trasted with the countryman’s diet by his contemporary Hipponax: “I have to dig
the rocky hillside, munching modestly on a few figs and barley cobs – slave’s fodder
– not champing hare and francolin, not I, not tarting up pancakes with sesame, or
dripping waffles into honeycombs” (F 26–26a West). What Hipponax calls “slaves’
fodder” must be the standard fare of the agricultural laborer. It corresponds to Hesiod’s
recommendation to give a plough-hand a day’s ration comprising “a loaf of bread,
of four quarters and eight slices, for dinner” (W&D 442).

Somewhere halfway between these two extremes of consumption were the maza
(barley cakes made with goat’s milk), veal and Bibline wine that Hesiod’s farmer
consumes during the dog-days of summer, when agricultural work comes to a tem-
porary standstill.29 As a place to celebrate this exceptional occasion, he – typically –
prefers the rustic setting of a shady rock (589), far removed from the great dining
halls where urbanites recline.

Clothing and other forms of personal adornment were also used to make explicit
the distinction between city- and country-people. The “Lesbian maidens with trail-
ing robes (helkesipeploi)” whom Alcaeus sees in his place of exile are surely city girls
who have come to the countryside for an annual beauty contest (F 130b.18–9 Voigt).
Trailing garments carry associations with the heroic past,30 and also belong to the
elegant attire of archaic city women, as is clear when Sappho asks: “who is this coun-
try colleen that enchants your mind . . . wearing a country garb . . . who hasn’t learned
to arrange her shift well down over her calves?” (F 57 Voigt). A country girl (agroïDtis)
is distinguished not only by her country garb (agroïDtin stolan), but also by the fact
that she is unable to wear her dress according to what is proper or fashionable – as
determined by urbanites. Other poems make it clear that fashion is all about wear-
ing the latest headbands, kerchiefs, aprons and slippers derived from such cities as
Phocaea and, of course, Sardis – the city par excellence.31

A poem by Theognis of Megara (ca. 600) visualizes a reversal of the existing social
order in terms of a change from country garb to city dress: “Cyrnus, the town’s a
town still, but it has new folk who knew no justice previously, no laws. They used
to wear old goatskins on their flanks, and lived outside the town like deer” (53–6).32

This situation is reminiscent of one encountered by Anacreon: “He used to wear a
rough cloak, pinched in at the waist, and wooden baubles in his ears, and around
his ribs a hairless cowhide, the unwashed covering of a cheap shield . . . And now
he wears gold ear-rings, rides about in traps” (F 388). The wooden earrings that this
upstart is wearing are “wooden knucklebones” (astragaloi). Rich tombs excavated
in Smyrna and Lydia have yielded earrings in the shape of stylized knucklebones that
fit Anacreon’s description, except that they are made of gold plate.33 Astragaloi made
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of wood must be regarded as down-market imitations, and they are in this poem
surely meant to exemplify the sorry attempt of a rustic to follow city fashion.34

In lyric poetry the elite thus defined itself as decisively urban by creating opposi-
tions with countrymen’s dress and consumptive behavior. At the same time, the elite
associated itself – at least in the East Greek cities – with Sardis, the city of cities.
This scheme also operated on a wider geographical and social scale, to judge from
Alcman: “He was no yokel, no fool even among experts; not of Thessalian stock,
no shepherd from Erysiche, but from the center of Sardis” (F 16 West). Alcman puts
the yokel (anBr agreios), the stupid man (skaios), the Thessalian and the shepherd
into the same category, in order to draw a contrast with the man from the center
of Sardis (SardiDn ap’ akran, literally: “of highest Sardis”). These lines reveal that
the opposition between city and country operated even in a Panhellenic context.
Thessaly and Acarnania (where Erysiche is located) are Greece’s backwaters, the ulti-
mate examples of “boorish” regions in which the polis is unknown. The other end
of the spectrum is represented by Sardis, the finest of cities; its center is truly the
center of civilization.

The antithesis between town and country is also – and even more strongly and
explicitly – expressed in negative qualifications of country-people similar to those used
in English (“boor,” “rustic”), as when Sappho typifies the “country colleen” wear-
ing “country garb” (agroïDtis, agroïDtin stolan) or Alcaeus uses the same term to describe
his miserable, rustic state. Similar terminology and stereotypes can be found already
in the Odyssey. When Eumaeus and Philoetius – two herdsmen loyal to Odysseus –
start to weep at the sight of their lost master’s bow, Antinous calls them “Stupid
rustics [agroiotai], who can only think of today, wretched pair!” (21.85–6). These
qualifications are more than expressions of a young nobleman’s disdain of dull
farmhands. Implicitly, urban sophistication is contrasted with the lack of restraint
and the narrow-minded outlook thought of as countrified.35

Conversely, Eumaeus scolds Melantheus, Odysseus’ unfaithful farm worker, for 
having acquired some affectations and mannerisms (aglaia) bred by life in the city
and by his close association with the suitors (Od. 17.244–6). He expresses the 
rural point of view which equates the idle luxury of the suitors and their class with
town life. This is contrasted with the hard work in the fields that is the norm for
country-people, an attitude also encountered in Hesiod. The rustic is made into an
outsider, since he is unaware of the social intricacies of a city code of behavior. What
is more, both sides – noblemen/city-dwellers and base people/country folk – agree
that it is better for rural folk to remain outside town, as they may suffer from the
dangerous lack of customary restraint that accompanies town life.36

View from the countryside

For the archaic urban elite, and probably for city-dwellers in general, the city 
was what the countryside was not. Defining self in opposition to others is not a 
mechanism restricted to urbanites, however. “Othering” is something that country-
people do, too. Hesiod’s Work and Days is a rich source of information for recon-
structing opposing views.
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Hesiod’s description of Ascra does not mention the agora, walls or armed forces
at all, while ships, seafaring and external communications play only a marginal role
in the life of Hesiod’s farmer. A key passage is his advice to his brother Perses:

O Perses, put these things in your spirit,
and do not let the evil-rejoicing Strife hold your spirit back from work,
while you closely watch and listen to the wrangles of the agora.
Little concern has he with wranglings and agoras
whose seasonal sustenance does not lie stored up
in abundance indoors, what the earth bears, Demeter’s grain.

(W&D 27–32)

This passage illuminates one of the poem’s central themes: a good farmer works his
land and stores his provisions in the right order.37 The point that is stressed here is
that a farmer has things to do and cannot afford to waste his time in the city.38

The advice to stay away from the city and to stick to one’s own kind also rever-
berates in Hesiod’s recommendation to be respectful to one’s neighbors, since they
are the only people one can rely on (343–51), even though there is competition
within the village for wealth (23). Neighbors are also recommended as appropriate
marriage partners (700–1) and table companions (343) to create a social network.
The focus on endogamy within the kDmB community is in marked contrast with, for
instance, Sappho’s girls, who are married off to Sardis (F 96 Voigt). As for the ques-
tion whom to invite for dinner, an elitist like Theognis urges his audience to be
much more selective when choosing table companions (31–7; 113–4), and Solon
does not think of his next-door neighbors when he states that it is a guest-friend in
foreign lands that gives the greatest pleasure (F 23 West).39

Thus, the oppositions that helped to shape the countryman’s conception of self
were village v. city; territory (dBmos, 261) v. center (represented by its rulers, the
basilBes)40; hard-working farmers v. members of the leisure class; and neighborliness
v. “wrangles of the agorB.” In a more indirect way, there is also the opposition between
marrying and mingling with village members v. establishing marriage and xeinia links
with one’s equals in other poleis. Finally, there is also a contrast in the pace of life.
Whereas the rustic life of the Hesiodic farmer is determined by the endless cycle of
the seasons, Sappho and her like live the fast life of urbanites, determined by the
latest trends and fashions of cosmopolitan culture.

The common element in most of these oppositions is the contrast between the
socially inferior villagers and the superior elite of basilBes.41 It is relevant to this dis-
cussion of town–country relationships that the basilBes of Thespiae had jurisdiction
over conflicts in Ascra brought before them. For the rest, Works and Days does not
suggest that the basilBes exercised much economic or political control over the vil-
lage.42 The impression the poem gives is that polis and kDmB were very loosely integ-
rated in almost every respect. Thespiae must have been larger, wealthier and more
powerful than Ascra, while the latter was a less complex, less hierarchized and less
centralized community. Its ideal was self-sufficiency and independence at the level
of both the oikos and the kDmB. There was a sense of community, although it hardly
transcended incidental cooperation between neighbors.
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The world of the Hesiodic farmer was circumscribed by the boundary of his vil-
lage. This also determined his view of the city and his perception of self: city and
country are worlds apart, and Hesiod’s explicit advice is to preserve the situation as
it is. This is highly revealing of the state of urbanization in archaic Greece. By means
of a range of oppositions, city-dwellers made country-people into outsiders, but remark-
ably enough this situation was reinforced by villagers who shaped their identity by
distancing themselves from the city.

The Growth of Urban Centers

This final section deals mainly with archaeological data. I will distinguish some dom-
inant trends in the process that led to the creation of an urban environment and a
spatially defined urban culture, and briefly discuss changes occurring in the occupa-
tion of the countryside during the Early Iron Age and the archaic period.43

Settlement patterns, settlement size, and settlement layout

Regional surveys show that after the fall of the Mycenaean palaces most regions in
Greece witnessed a sharp reduction in the number of occupied sites. Only in the
Euboean Gulf area and in Crete was the decline in the level of occupation much
less dramatic (Crielaard 2006, with further references). Early Iron Age settlements
were generally small, although it has been suggested that major sites like Athens,
Knossos and Argos occupied roughly 200, 100, and 50 hectares, respectively, and
housed several hundreds or even thousands of people. It should be added, however,
that these sites consisted of hamlets or small clusters of houses separated by open
areas (Morris 1991: 29). This settlement pattern of individual habitation nuclei con-
tinued to exist into the archaic period and beyond (e.g. at Corinth, Argos, Megara,
Eretria, Miletus, and Ephesus).44 As Thucydides tells us, the Spartans of the late fifth
century were still living in scattered villages (1.10.2).

From the eighth century onwards, both the number and the size of settlements
increased markedly. It is estimated that during the later archaic period the free pop-
ulation of larger poleis such as Metapontum, Aegina, Samos, Miletus, and Athens
numbered somewhere between 40,000 and 60,000; the majority of these people will
have lived in the city.45 The increase in size was interrelated with developments in
house type. The change from single-room huts to multiple-room house complexes
(see below) led not only to a growth in the size of individual houses, but also to an
increase in the total settlement area. At the same time, the rectangular house plan
that became more popular in the seventh century made more economical use of space
and allowed a more densely organized settlement. At Smyrna, for instance, an earth-
quake in around 700 was taken as an opportunity to reconstruct the town accord-
ing to a more tightly knit, rectilinear plan.46 What is also interesting is that during
the later eighth and early seventh centuries, granaries or olive and wine presses were
still found within the settlement area (e.g. at Lefkandi, Mende, Smyrna: Mazarakis
Ainian 1997: 119–22), but these agricultural installations seem to disappear 
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thereafter. With a more densely organized settlement, the agrarian elements were expelled
from the urban area, creating an even stronger differentiation between town and 
countryside.

Some settlements grew rapidly thanks to synoecism. Habitation nuclei were 
formally united by the construction of an enceinte, or the open spaces between them
just gradually filled up. In other cases, settlements that were inhabited during the
Early Iron Age were abandoned to create a new polis center (e.g. on Andros, Paros,
and Chios during the seventh century).

Greek colonies in the west were among the first to implement a rationalized lay-
out of the settlement space. Megara Hyblaea in Sicily in the seventh century con-
tained an orthogonal street grid with rectangular residential plots and a division between
cultic and civic space demarcated by an agora and plots on which shrines and stoai
were built.47 It is even possible that the regular town-plans of Megara and of its 
fellow Sicilian colonies Syracuse and Naxos were designed when these colonies were
founded in the 730s and 720s.48 In the Greek motherland, one of the first orthogon-
ally planned settlements appears in the early sixth century (Boyd and Jameson 1981).

Until the late archaic period, craft and industry were carried out in domestic or
cultic contexts.49 Sometimes part of the settlement was dedicated to specialized craft
activities, including the production of metals (e.g. Thorikos, Sardis) or pottery (Miletus,
Corinth, Athens), and there is evidence of specialized sites for metalworking at
Pithekoussai and Skala Oropou, and olive oil extraction at Clazomenae (figure 18.2;
next door to a blacksmith’s workshop).50 Still, these hardly amount to specialized
industrial quarters. Craft production remained small-scale, probably as a part-time
household operation (Morris 1991: 38–9).

Houses

During the Early Iron Age, two main house types can be discerned. The most
widespread were houses of rectilinear plan, consisting either of one room or – especially
in Crete and the Cyclades – of multiple room units (figure 18.3). The other main house
type consisted of freestanding, hut-like houses, oval or apsidal in shape, and gener-
ally comprising a single room. They were made of mud bricks or wattle-and-daub,
and covered with a thatched roof. Elevated social status had an architectural element
in the form of houses with larger dimensions and more complex internal divisions.

In the late eighth and early seventh centuries, there was a progressive replacement
of curvilinear houses by buildings with a rectangular layout. These generally com-
prised two or more rooms and an integrated courtyard, sometimes with a porch built
against one or more rooms – the hallmark of so-called pastas and prostas houses.
The increase in size and complexity allowed for the segmentation and relative 
specialization of internal space for different functions, activities, individuals and gen-
ders (see figure 18.4a).51 In the seventh century, houses became more uniform in
size and design; links between architecture and differences in social status became
less obvious. Terracotta roof tiles were introduced in ca. 700, but it is not certain
when they were first used for covering domestic structures; one of the earliest known
examples is a house at Sardis dating to the late seventh century.52
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City walls

Around 1200, most Mycenaean citadels were destroyed. Many arts and crafts were
lost, but not the art of fortification. Small fortified settlements of the LH IIIC period
are attested in the Cyclades (Siphnos, Keos, Melos, Paros), Crete, western Anatolia
(Bademgedihi Tepesi) and the Peloponnese (e.g. Teichos Dymaion). As late as 
ca. 1100, Grotta on Naxos had a large urban center with defence works and harbor
installations. Fortifications recently discovered on the islands of Salamis and Tenos
were possibly in use from the LH IIIC to the Protogeometric or Geometric period.53

A new era of fortification started in the ninth and, especially, the eighth century.
The first generation of defensive settlements were again found on the islands of the
Aegean (Andros, Siphnos, Amorgos, Chios, Donousa, Crete) and in western Asia
Minor (Smyrna, “Melie,” Iasos). They were generally small sites, located in inhos-
pitable places, and most were not long-lived. On the Greek mainland, fortified sites
mostly date from the seventh century onwards. In central and northern Greece they
begin only in the sixth century.54

Four types of fortified settlements can be distinguished in the archaic period: walled
hilltops or acropoleis acting as places of refuge (e.g. Emporio on Chios, “Melie”);

Figure 18.2 Clazomenae: olive oil extraction plant, 525–500 bc
Source: Koparal and Iplikçi (2004: fig. 13).
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settlements defended by a straight fortification wall across the neck of a promontory
or peninsula (e.g. Zagora on Andros [figure 18.3], Vroulia on Rhodes); separate
fortified enclaves within the settlement area (possibly at Miletus [figure 18.4a], Corinth
and Eretria); and the city enceinte enclosing most of the settled area (Smyrna,
Oikonomos on Paros, Pythagorion on Samos, Gortyn on Crete). The last-mentioned
type of fortification became increasingly dominant from the seventh century onwards.
It was also adopted by settlements that started out with a different defensive 
system.

Fortification walls almost always consisted of a mudbrick superstructure built upon
a foundation of large stones. Sometimes rectangular towers or bastions were added
– often just one, usually flanking a gate (Zagora [figure 18.3], Oikonomos, Minoa
on Amorgos, “Melie”). For the rest, there is little standardization in design or con-
struction techniques. Only in the course of the seventh century were important improve-
ments made: large rectangular or polygonal stones were used to make tightly fitted
walls, while gates and towers became more strategically placed.

Houses

Road

Wall

Bastion

Road

Gate

Cliff

Figure 18.3 Zagora on Andros: hypothetical reconstruction of the settlement and its
fortification wall (later eighth century)
Source: Cambitoglou et al. (1991: 25, fig. 5).
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As we have seen, Smyrna is sometimes considered the archetypal archaic city. In
many respects, however, Smyrna is exceptional – above all because of its defensive
works. Its late ninth-century city wall is by far the earliest in the Greek world, and
is also one of the first examples of an enceinte round a coastal site. Even more remark-
able is that until its destruction in around 600 by the Lydian king Alyattes, this wall
was rebuilt twice. In its final form of the later seventh century (see figure 18.1) it
was no less than 10–18 m wide, which was without parallel in the Greek world and
perhaps inspired by Lydian fortifications.55 The rebuilding of walls on an ever-larger
scale underlines that city walls offered not only protection but also prestige.

Another unusual aspect of Smyrna’s fortifications is the location of a temple ded-
icated to Athena dating to the seventh century. The large platform on which it was
built was situated close to the north-east gate and its tower, and was in fact part of
the city enceinte (figure 18.1; Cook and Nicholls 1998: 128). Perhaps this was how
Smyrna’s inhabitants honored Athena as their patron goddess protecting their city
and walls. At the same time, the association of temple and defensive wall brings to
mind earlier observations about the sacred nature of the city and the city’s walls.56

It is important to be aware that only a minority of settlements were walled. The
slowness of the process is remarkable: it seems that many major cities, starting with
Athens, did not possess a city enceinte by the end of the archaic period. Even in clas-
sical times, poleis like Elis and Sparta still did not have city walls, or indeed “costly
temples” and other public edifices (Thuc. 1.10.2; Inventory 133–7). The lack of city
walls may be connected with the preferred mode of warfare, which is the open hoplite
battle (see ch. 30, below).

Temples, agorai, and public buildings

Archaeological evidence shows that during the Early Iron Age the house of the local
ruler served certain cult purposes. Especially in the eighth century these chieftain’s
dwellings were replaced by or transformed into sacred buildings, presumably when
the ruler lost control of the community’s religious affairs. Particularly during the 
latter half of that century there was a tendency towards clearer separation and dis-
tinction of religious space. All over the Aegean shrines or temples were erected for
patron deities protecting the polis; some of these represent the first examples of post-
Late Bronze Age monumental architecture (e.g. the hekatompeda at Eretria and Samos;
Mazarakis Ainian 1997).

In quite a number of Early Iron Age settlements, the house of the local ruler gave
on to an open area that probably functioned as a “proto-agora,” as an assembly place
and perhaps also an open-air sanctuary for outdoor religious ceremonies (Mazarakis
Ainian 1997: 378). The stepped area in the hollow between the two citadels of Dreros
forms the earliest-known spatially defined agora in the Greek world (around 700).
The first examples of a monumentalized agora occur during the later seventh cen-
tury, for instance in the colony of Megara Hyblaea, where the agora was delineated
by temples, public buildings and stoai (see above). At Metapontum, a monumental
agora was created between ca. 600 and 530 with the construction of a series of 
temples, sanctuaries, altars and an amphitheater-like assembly building (capacity:
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7,000–8,000 people), replacing an earlier wooden grandstand (ikria; Carter 2000).
The agora at Athens, finally, is a little later in date, but more modest in design. In
addition to temples, altars and a stoa, civic buildings and a fountain house were con-
structed (basically in the second half of the sixth century). Directly to the north of the
agora, a series of shops was found. The agora was formally delimited by boundary
(horos) stones.57

Occupation of the countryside

In comparison to the detailed archaeological information we have about the archaic
city, the countryside is still largely terra incognita, although regional surface surveys
do shed some light on it. Survey evidence suggests that by the seventh century a
hierarchy of settlements had emerged. In addition to the dominant, first-order sites
that exploited the land in the immediately adjacent settlement area, second-order
sites existed at some distance into the countryside. These consisted of farming 
villages or hamlets rather than isolated farms.58

There were regional differences in the way that rural areas were inhabited during
the archaic period.59 In Boeotia and East Locris, alongside fortified first-order sites,
there were smaller walled towns dispersed over the countryside (Snodgrass 1986a:
130). In the seventh century, the countryside around Miletus was exploited by means
of “houses on the lands,” possibly landed estates (Hdt. 1.17; cf. Lohmann 1997:
290–1). The chora of Teos, and presumably of other East Greek poleis as well, was
during the late sixth and fifth centuries divided by pyrgoi and teichB. These were pre-
sumably towered manors and fortified villages that acted as centers of agricultural
production and storage for the oligarchic families and their clients. It has been sug-
gested that Teichioussa in the chora of Miletus is an example of this type of defen-
sive estate (Balcer 1985: 25–7, 38). Whatever the case, Teichioussa (modern Akbük)
gives us an idea of what a second-order site in the countryside looked like. It has
yielded several complexes with rooms centered on a courtyard (figure 18.4b), as well
as structures associated with a number of conspicuous tombs.60 This kind of archi-
tecture has a decidedly urban feel to it. An interesting contrast is provided by a num-
ber of roughly built complexes comprising a large, walled area, bordered by oval or
rectangular structures, which are found in the mountainous hinterland of the Milesian
peninsula (figure 18.4c). Some of them may date to the archaic period. They can
be identified as herding stations, and attributed to Carians (cf. Hdt. 6.20), who lived
in similar compounds in the Halicarnassus peninsula.61

There is evidence that some poleis organized their chora in a rationalized manner,
comparable to the layout of the town center. This happened, for instance, in Halieis
in the early sixth century, and in Metapontum during the second half of that cen-
tury. This process can best be followed in the Metapontine chora. Initially, the popu-
lation lived dispersed in hamlets or the occasional isolated farmhouse, but after 550
farmsteads started to spread over the countryside; not much later the chora was divided
into parallel strips by a system of country lanes. The orientation of these division
lines is very similar to that of the town grid (figure 18.5), suggesting that polis and
chora were restructured roughly at the same time.62
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Figure 18.4 Miletus and Milesia, archaic structures: (a) Miletus-Kalabaktepe –
fortification wall, overlap gate, and courtyard house (later sixth century) with pottery 
kilns of earlier phase (latter half of seventh century); (b) Teichioussa – courtyard house
(sixth century); (c) Saplatansırt region – oval buildings around central courtyard, possibly
shepherds compound (first half of sixth century)
Source: Senff (2000: 31, fig. 5), adapted by J. Fokkema. M. J. Mellink, AJA 93, 1989, 122, fig. 9. 
W. Voigtländer, AA (1988: 574, fig. 6).
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0 2 km

Figure 18.5 Metapontum and surroundings: plan of the chora between the Bradano and
Basento rivers (later sixth century)
Source: Carter (2000: colour pl. II/1).
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Concluding Remarks

Archaeological and literary sources provide complementary and often even fairly 
similar information about the archaic city. Temples, agorai and fortifications were
the city’s most distinctive features and contributed to its sacred nature. The city was
seen as the center of civilization and order, symbolized by urban architecture and a
specifically urban layout which itself helped to create and preserve good order. The
land that was part of the town’s catchment area belonged spatially and conceptually
to the town. Far away in rural areas were hamlets which continued to exist in rela-
tive isolation until an advanced stage of the archaic period.

Archaeology suggests that urbanization was a long-drawn-out process. What is even
more significant is that the pace of development differed markedly from place to
place. The construction of city walls is a case in point. Local differences in settlement
layout and in degree of urbanization were probably related to differences in socio-
political organization, just as the organization of the countryside was probably related
to prevailing agricultural systems. The only phenomena that occurred largely simul-
taneously throughout the Greek world were the building of temples and sanctuaries
for patron deities and their rebuilding on an ever grander scale. The self-assertion
and the incipient rivalry of the developing poleis (“peer polity interaction”) was man-
ifest especially in this aspect of urbanization (Snodgrass 1980a: 58–60).

However, there are also differences between the literary and the archaeological
record. From Homer and Hesiod onwards a clearly defined conceptual distinction
existed between city and countryside. Oppositions between town-dwellers and country
folk found expression in different modes of life, behavior and world views. This is
in marked contrast to the picture that archaeology provides of urbanization proceeding
at a slow pace and with strong local variations. The conclusion must be that an urban
mentality and, indeed, ideology existed long before the typical Greek city had been
conceptualized in a spatial sense.

The antithesis between town-dwellers and countryfolk partly overlapped with the
opposition between upper class and commoners. It is possible that this reflects the
actual situation. Aristotle (F 558 Rose) tells us that in archaic Naxos the town was
the domain of the wealthy, whereas the rest of the population lived in villages in the
countryside. However, this was probably not a common pattern of residence in archaic
Greece. In most towns, part of the population consisted of farmers. It is therefore
more likely that the equation of town-dwellers with upper class and of rural folk
with commoners was rhetorical. Members of the sophisticated urban elite saw them-
selves as the typical town-dwellers, and may have found it convenient to qualify the
rest of the population as “peasants.” 

NOTES

1 I wish to thank Kurt Raaflaub, Reinhard Senff, Hans van Wees, and Douwe Yntema for
reading the manuscript and for their useful remarks, and Jaap Fokkema for digitalizing
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and editing the drawings. For quotations from ancient authors, I have used translations
by R. Lattimore (Iliad and Odyssey of Homer, Chicago/New York, 1961, 1975), M. L.
West (Greek Lyric Poetry, Oxford, 1993) and D. W. Tandy/W. C. Neale, Hesiod’s Works
and Days, Berkeley/Los Angeles, 1996), in some cases with minor adaptations.

2 See e.g. Sakellariou 1989: 154; Hansen and Nielsen 2004: 35.
3 See Morris 1991, with replies in Hansen 1997; Morgan and Coulton 1997.
4 Cf. Finley 1977; Kolb 1984: 11–7; Jameson et al. 1994: 249.
5 The Greeks’ unusual awareness of the city and urbanization makes ancient Greece a 

special case for the study of ancient urbanism: see. C. Lloyd 1983: 12.
6 On landscape and architectural setting in Attic vase painting, see Hedreen 2001.
7 Osborne 1987: 16–21 rightly notes the tendency to ignore the countryside in archaic

and classical Greek art and literature.
8 E.g. Il. 15.558, 22.429; Od. 7.131; with Scully 1990: 8–9, 56. But cf. Il. 2.806 

(= combatant). Inventory 30–2, for terminology in lyric poetry.
9 Il. 11.242; Od. 13.192. Pind. Pyth. 3.71 opposes hoi astoi to hoi agathoi; cf. Hdt. 3.142–3.

10 Although Cook (1958/9: 22) estimates that Smyrna at this time housed some 1,000
households or 6,000 inhabitants.

11 Smyrna claimed to be Homer’s birthplace, and the poet’s portrait of Scheria may actu-
ally be a portrait of a Ionian city (so e.g. Cook 1958–9: 12). Similar to Scheria and in
contrast to many archaic Greek poleis, the town of Smyrna did not possess an acropolis.

12 Il. 18.497–508; cf. Il.16.387; Od. 12.439–40; Theog. 80–93, 434; W&D 28–30.
13 van Wees 1992: 28–31, 41–2; Crielaard 1995a: 243–5; Mazarakis Ainian 1997: 363–7;

Scully 1990: 6–15.
14 Country estates: Il. 12.313–4; Od. 4.517; 11.187–8; 15.504–5. Remote pigsties: Od.

14.1–12. See van Wees 1992: 42, 49–53; Edwards 1993; Schnapp 1996.
15 E.g. Od. 1.185, 189–90; 2.22; 11.188; 15.504–5; 17.18–9, 182; cf. 22.47: agros v.

megara, “halls.” 
16 Vidal-Naquet 1986; cf. Anac. F 348 Page; Thuc. 1.1–8. W&D 276–8 contrasts men

and lawless animals.
17 Hesiod: e.g. Theog. 292 (Tiryns). Alc. F 69.4 Voigt. Thgn. 603. Pindar uses hieros for

Acragas (Ol. 2.9), Thera (Pyth. 4.6), Sicyon (Nem. 9.53), Athens (F 95.4), theios for
Cyrene (Pyth. 4.26). Much of what follows is based on Scully’s brilliant analysis (1990:
esp. 16–53).

18 Fortifications: e.g. Il. 4.378; 16.100; 21.526. Temples: e.g. Il. 6.89. Agora: e.g. Il. 18.504.
19 Cult and divine protection: e.g. Il. 4.44–9; 5.445–8; 6.86–95, 269, 279, 297–310;

7.81–3; 24.64–70. Other examples of gods favoring cities: e.g. Il. 5.423; 6.305–10;
9.418–20 = 685–7; Od. 5.101–2; Shield of Heracles 104–5; Callinus F 2, 2a West.

20 Troy: Il. 20.215–8, 242–3; 21.446–7. Cf. Boeotian Thebes: Od. 11.260–5; Shield of
Heracles 104–5. Megara: Thgn. 773–4. Further examples in Scully 1990: 52.

21 E.g. Il. 6.95; 8.57; 17.224; 24.730.
22 Zeus protecting cities: e.g. Il. 4.378; 9.418–20 = 685–7. Zeus’ devastating powers: e.g.

Il. 2.116–8; 4.51–3, 163–8; 9.23–5; 13.621–5; 20.192. It is also Zeus who – on an
even larger scale – creates and destroys the generations of men: W&D 47–201.

23 Prayers: e.g. Il. 1.128–9; 2.111–14; 8.240–3, 287–8; “holy veil” (hiera krBdemna): Il.
16.100; cf. Od. 13.388.

24 See e.g. Mimn. F 9.4 West; Thgn. 603–4, 1103–4, with Fisher 1992, 213–16; also
188ff on hybris and Zeus’ destruction of the generations of men in Works and Days.

25 Aelius Aristides, Or. 46.207 = Alc. F 426 Voigt. For later authors expressing this idea,
see Sakellariou 1989: 109–10; Scully 1990: 58–9.
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26 Akropolis kai purgos; 233–4. Pindar calls Theron, winner of the chariot races at Olympia
in 476, “the bulwark of Acragas” (ereism’ Akragantos: Ol. 2.7).

27 E.g. Od. 17.61–70. See further van Wees 1992: 30ff.
28 Hippias of Erythrae, FGH 421 F 1; Asius ad Douris of Samos, FGH 76 F 60 (= Athen.

12.525f.); also Eratosthenes, FGH 241 F 11.
29 W&D 585–92; cf. Archil. F 2 West. “Bibline wine” (589) was probably imported from

Thrace: West 1978: 306 ad loc.
30 E.g. Troy: Hom. Il. 6.442 etc; Thebes: Hes. F 193.2 M-W; Shield of Heracles 83; Stesichorus

F 222.6. Further Il. 13.685 and Hom. Hymn Ap. 146–7: dress of Ionians.
31 See e.g. Sappho FF 39.2, 98.11–2, 101 Voigt. On Sardis also F 132.
32 On Thgn. 53–8, see further van Wees 2000b, 61–3. Alc. F 379 Voigt could refer to a

similar sort of outfit. Cf. W&D 535–46, for the winter-clothes that Hesiod’s farmer’
wears.

33 Smyrna: Akurgal 1998: 36, 46 pl. 14 (sarcophagus, ca. 600–575?). Lydia: Greifenhagen
1965: pl. 6:5 (female tomb, mid-sixth century); further Özgen/Öztürk 1996: 204–6.

34 For further comments on this fragment, see Kurke 1999: 197–8.
35 Theog. 26 offers an interesting parallel for abuse and stereotypes of shepherds.
36 See further the discussion of these passages in Lloyd 1983: 15–6.
37 Esp. 21–2, 30–2, 364–5, 405, 471–2, 601; cf. 502–3. For Hesiod, hard work is impor-

tant (303–13); it is man’s destiny (42ff, 289–90); see also ch. 23, below.
38 Hesiod’s visit to the city of Chalkis is one of the few times he leaves his own environ-

ment, to enter a world of almost epic dimensions, where he mingles with the high life
of the aristocracy; see W&D 650, with Crielaard 2002: 256–9.

39 Schmitz 2004b: 52–147 offers a detailed discussion of differences in social networks of
aristocrats (relying on guest-friends and hetairoi) and farmers (relying on neighbors).

40 Tandy/Neale 1996: 78; Edwards 2004: 65–6.
41 Cf. 210–1: “only a fool tries to stand up to those who are better/stronger (pros kreis-

sonas),” which probably reflects Hesiod’s position towards the basilBes. Cf. 215: deilos v.
esthlos.

42 See Millett 1984: 90ff; Edwards 2004: esp. 37, 65–79, 121–7, 166.
43 General works on the archaeology of the archaic Greek city: Snodgrass 1980a: esp. 

ch. 1; Kolb 1984: ch. 3; Lang 1996; Pugliese Carratelli 1996: 233–96.
44 Lang 1996: 26. Ephesus: Hüber 1997: 32. Megara: Plut., QG 17 (Mor. 295b).
45 Osborne 1987: 46; Greaves 2002: 100–2; Hansen and Nielsen 2004: 135.
46 Coldstream 2003: 261–2, 303–4; Kolb 1984: 69, 98–9.
47 Fusaro 1982: 15ff; Kolb 1984: 100–7; De Angelis 2003.
48 Lang 1996: 12, with n. 16; Malkin 2002: 202–7, 216; De Angelis 2003: 20 (with nn.

57–8), 33. In early Megara Hyblaea and possibly Syracuse open areas existed between
habitation nuclei and sanctuaries: de Polignac 1999; Voza 1999b.

49 Metal production in sanctuaries: Risberg 1997.
50 Pottery production: Crielaard et al. 1999: esp. 52ff, 84ff, 220ff, 291ff, with Senff 2000:

34–7 (Miletus). Sardis: Ramage and Craddock 2000. Clazomenae: Koparal and Iplikçi
2004. Thorikos, Pithekoussai, Skala Oropou: Mazarakis Ainian 1997: 147, 254; 1998c:
200–3.

51 This process can be followed e.g. at Smyrna and Miletos, see Senff 2000: 33–6.
52 Lang 1996: 78–117; 2005, 14–28; Mazarakis Ainian 2001; also Morris 1991: 31–3,

38–40. For tiles used in a later eighth-century kiln at Tiryns, see Blackman 2001: 30–1.
For archaic house architecture in Magna Graecia and Sicily, see D’Andria and Mannino
1996.

ACA_c18.qxd  26/02/2009  12:24PM  Page 371



372 Jan Paul Crielaard

53 See Karageorghis and Morris 2001; for Bademgedihi Tepesi, see Meriç/Mountjoy 2002.
Some Early Iron Age communities (e.g. at Tiryns and Mycenae) may have found pro-
tection in surviving Mycenaean citadel walls, see Mazarakis Ainian 1997: 159–61,
245–6.

54 Snodgrass 1986a; Lang 1996: 21–54; Cobet 1997. Note that Lohmann 2004 has raised
doubts against the traditional view that the site of Güzelçamlı-Kaletepe can be identified
with Melie.

55 According to Lang (1996: 28, 41, 241) the late ninth-century Wall 1 was a retaining
rather than a defensive wall. Archaic fortifications at Sardis: Lang 1996: 28–9;
Greenewalt and Rautman 2000: 656ff.

56 At Emporio, the “Megaron,” which probably had a ceremonial or cultic function, was
built directly against the late eighth-century fortification wall and opposite the entrance
gate, as were the two slightly later buildings on the Oberburg of “Melie”: Lang 1996:
figs. 66, 70.

57 Hölscher 1991: 363–8; Lang 1996: 63–8; Camp 1998: 37–57; Kenzler 2000. The loca-
tion of the old agora of Athens is debated: Robertson 1998; Kolb 1999 (with references
to earlier literature). Note that in literary sources before Herodotus the agora never has
an economic meaning (“market place”): see Möller 2000: 71–4; also Kurke 1999: 73–6.

58 See e.g. Jameson et al. 1994: 374–5; Lohmann 1999: 446, 463–5.
59 Generally on this topic: Doukellis and Mendoni. For the colonial Greek world: De Caro

and Gialanella 1998; Greco 2001; Osanna 2001.
60 Brief reports in English: AJA 1987: 16–7 figs. 19–20, 22; 1988: 123; 1989: 122 fig.

9, 124.
61 Lohmann 1997: 291–3; 1999: 446–51, 464–5; Voigtländer 2004: 206–22.
62 Boyd and Jameson 1981; Carter 2000.
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What Is Foundation?

If we search for archaic Greeks on a map we note their amazing spread along the
coasts of the Mediterranean and the Black Sea, from Georgia to Spain. Except in
what is today Greece’s mainland, for the most part Greek settlements appear as dots
on islands, promontories, and river mouths with relatively narrow coastal strips and
hinterlands. In time such dots came to constitute a “Greek network” whose virtual
center was the sea, a kind of a vast salt lake, connecting points along the major “banks”
of the Black Sea and the Mediterranean. The various, multidirectional flows of goods,
ideas, artistic and architectural conventions, immigrants, and religious contacts along
the nodes of this Greek network came to constitute Greek “civilization.” The cre-
ation of these dots, therefore, is a major aspect of Archaic history.

Reflecting on their past from the vantage point of the fifth century, Greeks could
see these dotted settlements as the result of a series of foundations, in a process that
lasted several centuries since the aftermath of the Trojan War. Modern scholars tend
to characterize the early Dark Age “Ionian migration” as a mass exodus, in contrast
with archaic colonization where the founding polis is not emptied of its citizens.
Ancient sources sometimes make similar distinctions yet tend to speak of the Dark
Age foundations in terms familiar from later periods: a founder-leader (an oikistes),
who first consults at Apollo’s oracle, then leads the migration and takes the land
from some natives (or from other Greeks; Graham 1964a (1983): 25–8). This lack
of distinction between “Ionian migration” and “archaic colonization” actually
enlarges the body of evidence about Archaic attitudes and practices.

One salient aspect of Archaic foundations is their maritime position, and here our
Classical sources are right to obliterate any distinction between Dark Age and Archaic
foundations. A comparative typology of settlement sites reveals a perspective “from
ship to shore.” Greeks in both periods chose precisely the same kind of sites: 
offshore islands, promontories, river mouths, or a combination of an island and 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Foundations

Irad Malkin
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hinterland on the coasts opposite (peraia). Homer, for example, has Odysseus
(Odyssey 9) pondering the settlement option of the empty offshore island facing the rich
land of the Cyclopes, a non-maritime civilization. Both Dark Age and Archaic foun-
dations were maritime in character, implying a growing variety of multi-directional
connections. The multiplying Greek foundations came to form a Greek network.

With the exception of some poetic fragments most of our sources about Archaic
colonization come from the Classical period.1 Can we trust such traditions? One posi-
tion sees tradition as fluid and changing with circumstances. Its value is perhaps, sadly,
only as good as “the last person speaking to Herodotus” (Osborne 1996a: 5–7). More-
over, the validity of the very idea of “foundation” as a single event (Detienne 1990:
Introduction) seems questionable to those who, in line with current trends in his-
torical theory, prefer to think of foundation as a “process.” Some go so far as to demand
the elimination of chapters on Greek colonization from history books (Osborne 1998b
with 1996a: 8–15).

Yet the fluctuating narratives of “tradition” may contain historical facts. A min-
imal list of elements of colonial traditions can often be trusted, conforming to what
Greeks cared to remember: origins (mother-city), time of foundation, and the name
of the founder (Malkin 2003a). For example, most of the founders’ names that come
down to us are totally obscure, without any apparent reason why they would have
been invented. Note especially the persistence of the names of Euboian founders,
even though Euboia sharply declined after ca. 700. When Kroton invented Herakles
as founder in the fifth century, it still retained the memory of its human founder, a
certain Myskellos.2

Names of founders probably had their independent vehicle of tradition in the form
of the annual heroic cult accorded to founders in the agora of each city, where they
were customarily buried. Thus it was ritualized collective memory, rather than the
interest of any individual family, that kept the memory of the founders’ name. It
was the first cult that, by definition, could not have been imported from the mother-
city and hence was the first to express the collective identity of the new foundation.
The evidence for its existence is wide-ranging and includes the excavated agora-tomb
of Battos in Cyrene (of ca. 600) and a simple cup from Sicilian Gela with the inscrip-
tion “Mnasithales dedicated me [the cup] to Antiphamos (one of Gela’s two
founders)” (Malkin 1987: 189–266).

The entire system of the religious, social and political order in a Greek city was
articulated by nomima, “customary institutions,” which included the sacred calen-
dars and festivals (see below). Such nomima were apparently decided upon rather
quickly, within the first, founding generation, under the oikist’s overall responsibil-
ity. They were also tied in with the physical aspects of foundation that included com-
prehensive territorial planning and demarcation of plots for individual use and as
religious precincts. Such nomima solidified collective memory of the foundation.

Foundational rituals involved professional seers (manteis) and the transfer of
sacred fire from the mother-city to light a new fire on the new common hearth (koine
hestia). Common hearths (in later periods we find them in the Prytaneion), were
the meeting (and dining) point for magistrates and ambassadors, and hence quickly
came to presuppose each other (Gernet 1968; Malkin 1987: 92–134) in the inter-
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polis network that was emerging along the coasts of the Mediterranean and the Black
Sea. The widespread existence of a koine hestia in Greek cities helped focus identity
and preserve memories associated with foundations.

Foundation memories depended not only on the colony, but also on the home
community (or “mother-city’) for whom colonization was sometimes both a traumatic
and formative experience (see below). Finally, collective memories of foundations
depended on the panhellenic network associated with the Delphic oracle. Delphi was
active in the foundations of Greek colonies since the second half of the eighth 
century and owed much of its panhellenic status to colonization, which kept
expanding the oracle’s network (Malkin 1987: 17–91).

The practice of consulting Delphi before foundation was therefore of interest not
only to colonists but especially to Delphi, which had a vested interest in standard-
izing it. Herodotus, for example, criticizes Dorieus who, in the late sixth century,
set out to colonize and “neither consulted at Delphi nor did any of the other 
customary things” (4.44.2). This points to the normative powers of the Delphic 
oracle as creating panhellenic expectations and practices of foundation.

So what is a “foundation?” The oikist cult indicates how Greeks understood it.
Information about a “foundation date” such as “Naxos was founded in 734,” is often
treated with skepticism by modern scholars, yet Greek settlers apparently saw the
foundation as beginning with a “moment” of arrival and ending with the death of
the founder. The authentic Greek perspective indicates that foundation was both an
“event” and a “process.” It was punctuated by two temporal points of reference,
opening and closing the notion of “foundation”: initial arrival, e.g., “734” and foun-
dational rituals such as setting up the altar to Apollo Archegetes at Sicilian Naxos
(below), and the death of the founder, with its attendant, symbolic founder’s cult
that provided the foundation with a closure. In between, there were many “foun-
dations” in a more concrete sense: setting up of altars and precincts, providing the
settlement with a social and political order, or parceling and distributing lands.

The foundation of a colony, therefore, starts with arrival and ends with the death
of the founder. It is sufficiently limited in time – a period in a mature man’s life,
between twenty and forty years – to still be considered an “event,” and it is suffi-
ciently processual not to be arbitrary. Symbolically, a first arrival “in 734” nicely 
punctuates and defines foundational time. Historically an entire generation is what 
constitutes a foundation, when the physical, social, religious, and political orders are
implemented and consolidated to create a collective polity with its own identity.

Founding the Mother-city?

Our view of the world of Greek foundations has been distorted, I think, by the 
separation of “overseas” settlements from “Greece” (a modern national state born
in 1821). Our mental maps of “homelands and overseas” perhaps still adhere to Euro-
pean conceptual frameworks current since the Crusaders’ outremer through the col-
onization “overseas” of the New World. Moreover, these mental maps retain implied
hierarchies of centers and peripheries, sometimes even of “backwaters” and colonial
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“provincialism” that are inappropriate for the dotted Greek world of sovereign polit-
ical communities of the Archaic period.

The eighth and seventh centuries saw all kinds of contemporaneous human mobil-
ity, migration and settlement which modern scholarship often artificially separates
into different categories.3 Aside from overseas settlements, apoikiai, there were short-
distance colonies, often directly dependent on their mother-city. Sicilian Syracuse,
for instance, was independent of its mother-city Corinth, but its own short-distance
colonies in Sicily, Kasmenai, and Akrai were dependent on Syracuse. In “Old
Greece” Sparta provides a whole spectrum: after winning the First Messenian War,
it settled the fugitives of Asine as colonists in New Asine on the south-eastern Rhion
peninsula (ca. 700) to serve its own interests in relation to Messenia.4 Mothone, in
the south-west of the same peninsula, was settled by Sparta with refugees from Nauplia
(ca. 600).5 In 431 Sparta settled the Aiginetans who were driven out by Athens in
Thyreatis, at the frontier between Argos and Lakonia. These three cases (Asine,
Mothone, Thyreatis), spanning from the end of the eighth century to the fifth, indicate
a consistent internal “colonial” use of non-Lakedaimonian populations. In addition,
during the eighth century Sparta was busy with both short-distance colonization and
conquest in the Peloponnese, while also sending groups of settlers overseas, to Italian
Taras (706); perhaps earlier settlers left Lakedaimon for Thera and Melos.6

Another example of the connection between short-distance and overseas founda-
tions may be seen at the island of Paros where some hinterland sites (notably
Koukounaries) were being abandoned in favor of coastal locations (Schilardi 1975;
1983; 1996). At the same time Parians founded (overseas) Thasos and fought Thracians
on the coasts opposite the island.7 Perhaps some of the people involved came from
the same families; one can imagine a family from Koukounaries moving to a sea-front
location in the bay of Naussa while one of its sons, perhaps of Archilochos’ age,
joined Archilochos’ father Telesikles, the founder of Thasos. Instead of sharply dis-
tinguishing between “Thasos” as an overseas colony and the bay of Naussa settle-
ments as “internal colonization” it is better to see “Paros” as being politically formed
through the variety of the contemporary settlements of its people.

Similarly, Athens hardly sent any colonies overseas, yet Attica was “internally settled”
and its countryside “filled” during the eighth and seventh centuries. Corinth, a major
mother-city ruled by an aristocratic family-oligarchy (the Bacchiads) which sent its
members to Corcyra (Chersikrates) and Syracuse (Archias), there to found a
“planned” city, was itself not “urbanized” before the seventh century.8

The horizon of opportunities for a Greek living in the eighth and seventh centuries
included all of the above foundational opportunities (“internal,” short-distance, over-
seas), as well as individual migration, mercenary service abroad, and trade, includ-
ing participation in a “trading station” (emporion), whether exclusively Greek, as at
Naukratis in Egypt,9 or with a majority population of non-Greeks (as at Gravisca
and Pyrgi in Italy, Pistiros in Thrace, or Emporion in Spain).10

The complexities and varieties of eighth- and seventh-century foundations indi-
cate how “colonial procedures” were not fully formed a priori but consisted in a
process of crystallization of norms and conventions; in fact, when we reach the fifth
century, we can already detect serious deviations from expected conventions (the
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Athenian Hagnon, for example, did not bother to stay in Amphipolis, the colony
he founded, and had his name inscribed on the Hagnoneia, its public buildings; Thuc.
5.11.1 with Malkin 1985).

Although colonization did not start off with standard procedures for relations between
mother-city and colony, these developed and crystallized very quickly, both on the
panhellenic level (with the active, self-interested encouragement of the Delphic ora-
cle) and for each new settlement. It helped that colonization diluted the prominence
of powerful individuals. Differentiation of material wealth appears in western colonies
only after the first two or three generations (Shepherd 2000; 2005). The colonial
situation was very dynamic, frontier oriented, and the authority of a prominent indi-
vidual could be easily shaken off by an evolving community conscious of itself and
its deserts precisely because of the novelty of the situation. Colonization was a “mid-
dle ground” of experimentation both in relation to the native world and politically,
in the relation of individuals to their newly created, “colonial” society (Malkin 2002a).

Oikists apparently learnt their limits quickly. One of the earliest was Thoukles who
led Chalkidians to Naxos in Sicily (734), then founded Leontinoi where he expelled
the natives with the help of some Megarian colonists (whom he too expelled); he
then founded a third colony, Katana, on the shore. The Katanaians had enough:
they rebelled against his exceptional status (oikist of three cities!) and chose for them-
selves their own founder, a certain Euarchos (Thuc. 6.3.3). Thoukles should not be
judged according to later criteria of how oikists were supposed to function, namely,
a single oikist per city. He is, rather, comparable to his Spartan contemporary Teleklos,
who was busy with a series of short-distance colonizations and conquests in the
Peloponnese (Malkin 1994b: 82–9). The Spartan, working closer to home, extended
the authority of his city where he could, but the open frontiers of the Sicilian situ-
ation may have made it possible to assert independence from Thoukles.

This is a good illustration of how colonial patterns were quickly being formed and
asserted. It is no accident that after Thoukles, and throughout the entire Archaic
period, we never hear of oikists (tyrants excepted) trying to found whole series of
cities, nor of dynasties of oikists, with the exception of the royal house at Cyrene.
We do not hear of this even in invented traditions. In time, what happened was that
instead of a single oikist founding several cities, several oikists could found a single
city, probably checking each other’s authority (Graham 1983: 29–39).

Greek foundations following the second half of the eighth century seem to belong
to the “world of the polis,” but not in a one-sided, cause-and-effect relationship.
The polis was not a pre-condition for colonization; no fully developed idea of a polis
needed to be exported in order for colonization to succeed. In fact, it seems that
the numerous foundations of “centrifugal” colonies with their abstraction of the social
order and their foundational needs projected “back” to the older Greek world (cf.
Lévêque and Vidal-Naquet 1996). The Achaian colonies in Italy, for example, were
founded as poleis, but without a mother-polis behind them.11 “Homeland” Achaia
did not know poleis before the fifth century. It would seem, rather, that the phe-
nomenon of colonization provided the overall rise of the polis with an enormous
impetus, precisely because of the founding of new political communities. Younger
men, less constricted by tradition, left home; mixed groups of colonists made mutual
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awareness of differences, as well as the need to resolve them, more acute. Nomima
had to be deliberately regulated and decided upon by the founders. The compre-
hensive foundation of a new social order necessitated an abstraction of such an order;
territorial and urban planning (first attested at eighth-century Megara Hyblaia in Sicily)
translated abstract social and political concepts into a living reality.12

Colonization contributed towards social cohesiveness both “at home” and in the
new foundation. What is remarkable about Greek colonization is this two-way foun-
dational aspect. Social groups whose existence may have been perceived as an obsta-
cle to political integration left so that the home community could homogenize more
easily. At the same time, such groups became themselves more close-knit and with
the experience of sailing away and creating a new society identified themselves more
cohesively as, say, “Spartan,” “Megarian,” or “Chalkidian” colonists.

Other individuals or small groups probably joined them. In the mid-seventh cen-
tury, Archilochos – himself a colonist – implies a mixed bag of settlers when he exclaims:
“the misery of all the Greeks (panhellénôn) has rushed together (sunedramen) to
Thasos!’13 And yet there is no question, neither in our sources, nor even among
modern scholars, that Thasos was a “Parian” colony. These “panhellenes” might have
joined either as small groups, like the Megarians who hitched a colonial ride to Syracuse,
or all those roaming individuals who quickly co-opted the new collective identities
that were rapidly being formed in the new foundations. The term panhellenes, here
used in one of its earliest attestations (Hall 2002: 131–4), also indicates a generalized
view of “Greeks” expressed precisely in the context of mobility and colonization.

This co-optation is a familiar feature of modern immigration-societies such as Canada,
Australia, USA, and Israel, where an overwhelming numerical majority of immigrants
who come from very different backgrounds co-opt to the culture and language of
the much smaller, yet cohesive nucleus that offers them a share in a new collec-
tive identity. Hence the homogenizing references in our sources to “Milesians” or
“Chalkidians” that so confuse modern research should be understood in terms of
co-optation. Historians justifiably doubt the existence of a large number of Milesians
or Chalkidians who could furnish so many colonists for so many “Chalkidian” 
settlements. Miletus, for example, is reputed to have colonized close to ninety new
settlements in the Black Sea.14 It may be more fruitful to think about colonization
in terms of cohesive nuclei of settlers, led by their oikistes, to which were added many
other Greeks and possibly natives (especially women). These may have outnumbered
the nucleus, yet quicky co-opted into its collective identity.

This approach goes a long way to explain the difference between consistent, homo-
genizing foundation-traditions that seem exaggerated and at odds with the variabil-
ity in the material evidence. John Papadopoulos (1997b) rightly raises the question
of Euboians as “phantoms” of archaeologists. However, the approach suggested here
may provide the answer: many simply became “Euboian” because of colonization
(Malkin 2002a).

According to this reconstruction, we see a three-way process of social and polit-
ical formation: because of colonization the mother-city itself was being created 
(more below); the group led by the oikist acquired contours of collective identity,
conceived in kinship terms as the “children” of the “parent” community, yet acted
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sovereignly and independently; the nuclei of settlers attracted numerous others and
perhaps local women to form, especially by the formal means of cult and nomima,
a collective identity of a “Chalkidian” or “Milesian” colony.

In general, the role of women, whether new arrivals or native, must have been
important for such processes, but it mostly eludes us because of the lack of evidence.
The general assumption that (some?) colonists were men who married native women
is only a reasonable hypothesis with no proof, resting on debatable archaeological
markers (such as fibulae), and some aetiological anecdotes. Religious needs must have
necessitated the participation of some Greek women with special knowledge, and we
have a few examples of those. In contrast, foundation-lore sometimes has a native
“Pocahontas,” usually a local princess, mediate relations with the new arrivals. One
expects that women perhaps did not come in the initial military contingent such as
the two warships sent by Thera to Cyrene, but probably joined the large numbers
of new immigrants that directly followed (see Graham 1984; Coldstream 1993).

In Cyrene, for example, the number of non-Therans who joined was apparently
significant. Some were even encouraged by a pan-hellenic Delphic oracle addressed
to “all Greeks” who cared to join (Hdt. 4.162). Archaeologically we see that Cyrene’s
own colony at Taucheira was already a large settlement within the first generation
of Cyrene’s foundation (ca. 640–600). Eventually, when the monarchy was abol-
ished, Cyrene’s three tribes were reformed into “Therans and dispossessed Libyans,”
“Peloponnesians and Cretans,” and “all the islanders.” Clearly the original Theran
nucleus did not form a majority, yet in terms of identity there was nothing “un-
Theran” in Cyrene’s nomima, down to the Roman period. Every Cyrenaian, for 
example, worshipped Apollo Karneios, the main divinity of Thera (Malkin 1994b:
174 n.13, 43–68).

The theorizing perspective of a Greek thinker of the fourth century bce is relevant
here. In case there are too many citizens in the state, says Plato, “there still remains
that ancient device which we have often mentioned, namely, the sending forth, in
a friendly manner from a friendly nation, of colonies consisting of such people as
are deemed suitable” (Laws 740e). A colony, he says, is “like a swarm of bees (curiously,
another early meaning of the Greek word apoikia), a single genos goes out from a
single country and settles, like a friend coming from among friends, being either
squeezed out by lack of room (stenochoria) or forced by some other such pressing
need”; sometimes, “the violence of civil strife (stasis) might compel a whole section
(morion) of a state to emigrate; and on one occasion an entire state went into exile
because of external attacks” (Laws 708b). Plato, a keen observer and theorist who
chooses the foundational framework of colonization for the utopian state in the Laws
(e.g. 702c–d) here singles out some “push factors” while providing an insight into
a major motive cause of colonization: the integrity of the (mother-)state.

The “narrow space” at home is here perceived more in a political sense rather 
than overpopulaton or lack of resources. This could apply also to powerful individuals.
Finding his political space too narow because of Peisistratos’s tyranny, Miltiades the
Athenian took Athenians with him to the Thracian Chersonese to become ruler of
the Dolonkoi (Hdt. 6.35.3–36.1), and Dorieus the Spartan, having failed in his bid
to become king, led colonists to Sicily.15 These are sixth-century examples, but they

ACA_c19.qxd  26/02/2009  12:25PM  Page 379



380 Irad Malkin

could easily have applied to the preceding two centuries, as some foundation folk-
lore, mostly regarding motifs of stasis, seems to illustrate. Whatever other interests
colonization may have served, one of its driving forces was the issue of political “space”
within the mother-city.

In general, research has paid too little attention to what colonization did to the
metropolis, especially its formation and consolidaton as a polis.16 The issue may be
illustrated through the “right of return” of colonists (whether as individuals or entire
groups) which has direct bearing on issues of citizenship and ownership of kleroi,
individual plots of land. Shortly after their settlement, the Eretrian colonists to Corcyra
were expelled by Chersikrates and his Corinthian colonists. Trying to return home,
they were “repulsed by slings” and were sent to colonize Methone in Chalkidike.17

Plutarch, who gives the story, mentions Eretria together with Magnesia as examples
of cities sending their sons as “First Fruits” (aparchai), comparable to the story of
another Euboian group from Chalkis that was dedicated as a tithe to Delphi. Apollo
then joined them to “other Chalkidians” who colonized Rhegion and Strabo adds
that “Rhegion is a foundation of the Chalkidians who according to an oracle were
consecrated as a tithe to Apollo beacuse of dearth; later, it is said, they set out to
Rhegion as colonists from Delphi, taking with them also others from home” (Strabo
6.1.5–6; C257). The motif of the tithe (dekate) is explicitly mentioned only for Rhegion,
but may reflect ritualized practices which give the separation a particular touch of
finality: such colonists no longer have a mother-city to return to as Delphi has taken
its place (Malkin 1987: 31–41).

The severe oath that binds the entire sending community (including its women)
at Thera, accompanied by curses and the melting down of wax images, serves as a
reminder of the socio-religious dimensions of the process of colonization insofar as
these affected the home societies, of which we usually know nothing.18 “Dearth” as
signifying sterility, a punishment from the Gods, is a common motif in foundation
lore.19 The dekate group that settled Rhegion exemplifies an awareness of discrete
groups who could not be integrated in the home society; it also confirms that various
kinds of groups, aware of their differences, could collaborate in order to found a
city: not only “other Chalkidians” but also a group from (‘colonial’) Zankle with
their own oikist, and a group of Messenians fleeing the hardships of the First Messenian
War joined in colonizing Rhegion, again through Delphi’s mediation.20

We cannot be certain how far we can trust such stories, but as inventions they
would be very curious and it is preferable to regard their “annalistic” aspects as 
genuine. There is no a priori reason to doubt, for example, a short-lived presence
of Eretrians at Corcyra, and no argument from silence (the absence of Eretrian pot-
tery) can have much force in view of the patchy excavations relevant to the period
(Morgan 1998) and our ignorance of where the settlement might have been.

While some dispossessed Messenians went to Rhegion, some distinct social groups
of Spartans who missed out on the spoils of Messenia colonized Taras in Italy (ca.
706). Variously called by terms that our sources do not seem to understand, Parth-
eniai or Epeunaktai, such groups seem to have been dissatisfied with their share in
the state and, especially, in the Messenian kleroi distributed among individual
Spartans after the victory. We noted that Sparta was also busy forming short-
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distance settlements in the Peloponnese, while laying the basis for the society of its
“Equals” through the distribution of kleroi. The Spartans, according to Ephoros,
who calls the estranged groups “brothers” (adelphoi), resolved the stasis by sending
them to Taras in southern Italy: “And if the place of which they took possession
sufficed them, to stay there, but if not, to come on back and divide among them-
selves the fifth part of Messenia.”21

They are comparable to the “new citizens” at Sparta, the neodamodeis of the fifth
century, who were sent off to colonize Lepreon in order to guard the frontiers of
Triphylia against Elis together with the “Brasideioi,” the armed, enfranchised Helots
(421; Thuc. 5.34.1). These neodamodeis are one of several groups, such as the
hypomeiones (inferiors) or the mothakes, who were superior to Helots yet not fully
integrated into the body of Equals, an in-between status which may have engen-
dered the idea, in some versions of the story, that Taras was founded by “bastards”
(Malkin 1994b: ch. 4).

The Spartans’ refusal to share the kleroi of Messenia with a group large enough
to occupy, in principle, “a fifth of Messenia,” is another example of what Plato’s
stenochoria could mean: those excluded from the allocation of land were also
excluded from full civic rights and from the consolidation of the political commun-
ity of Sparta, newly emerging after a war of conquest. Instead of getting a state-
allocated kleros at home, the colonists won an equivalent (or larger) allotment abroad
in a new settlement: thus the two processes, consolidation at home and foundation
abroad, were perceived as inextricably linked.

In the foundation decree of Cyrene, colonists retain a collective right of return
after a minimum stay of five years, and Therans, as individuals, were guaranteed the
right of future immigration to Cyrene. The decision is made by the entire Theran
community and conscription, as in the Homeric army,22 forces each household with
more than one son to send another as a settler on the pain of death. Other Therans
may join, now or later. However, if the “Therans are unable to help them and they
suffer inescapable troubles up to five years, let them return from that land without
fear to Thera, to their possessions and to be citizens.”23 The decision, ritualized by
a communal oath, applies to “Therans,” an apellation that applies both to those who
stay and those who leave.

The Theran colonists are neither a faction in stasis nor any other distinct social
group, but a comprehensive selection “from each household” in the community. Plato
similarly speaks of fixing the “number of hearths,” and thus of kleros-holders, in the
new settlement, by ensuring that there will always be one, and only one, son as inher-
itor (Laws 740b–e). The strong sense of a comprehensively “counted community,”
that is, a political community, argues for centrally organized foundations.

At Thera the reason for the “forced” colonization is dearth, a topos of foundation
stories; but the fact that it is a topos does not mean that it is necessarily false, since
actual dearth is common, especially in the Aegean islands, which have known long
periods of abandonment (Kolodny 1966; 1974; 1976). In short, both the cause and
procedure of colonization are portrayed in terms of the well-being of the mother-
city, with hardly a word about the colony as such. Colonization is again seen 
primarily from an internal perspective.
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Sparta and Thera provide different motivations for colonization that both result
in the re-formation of the home societies. Both could only consolidate themselves
into the city-states which they became through the export of the disaffected, or the
young landless. Moreover, these two very different states illustrate how conceptual
frameworks of colonization and foundation were essential to collective identities. Sparta,
we need to remember, was itself perceived as a “colony of the Dorians,” as Pindar
calls it.24 Proud of the antiquity of their Heraklid royal houses and their ancient legit-
imating charter, the Spartans nevertheless saw themselves as colonists, keenly stress-
ing their new arrival, as Dorians, to the ancient “Homeric” city of Lakedaimon (see
ch. 7, above). In the Classical period such conceptions were explicitly translated into
political and colonizing action: Sparta twice sent military aid to its mother-city Doris,
and colonized Herakleia Trachinia.25

In sum, “colonization” and “foundation” should be considered as a two-way pro-
cess, a formative force in the general rise of the city state. Eretria, a major Euboian
mother-city, was itself being “founded” when Eretrians were founding colonies, and
Corinth, as we have seen, was probably undergoing synoikistic processes when
Chersikrates founded Corcyra and Archias Syracuse (Krause 1982; cf. Walker 2004).
The general process during the eighth and seventh centuries was both simultaneous
and reciprocal: by sending out colonies cities could close ranks and crystallize more
sharply as poleis.

Sanctuaries and Foundation

To understand what Greeks may have meant by “foundation” the role of religion is
of the utmost importance. Religion mediated both the vertical link with the gods
and the horizontal networking of human society. What we know of Greek religion
in general may provide us with a few general a priori assumptions about its role in
foundation. Few would contest that (1) Greeks believed in their gods; (2) that they
mediated this belief through ritual actions; and (3) that religion functioned socially,
mediating membership in society, while helping to define the community as such.

Comparative anthropological studies indicate that religion articulates foundational
acts in most human societies (Detienne 1990). Expressing a sense of beginning, 
societies need symbolic acts to mark them. When Cortez landed in a new territory
he would plant a cross in the ground, read aloud some proclamation of taking pos-
session, and go around slashing tree-trunks with his sword to “mark” his presence
(Greenblatt 1991). Such actions seem no stranger than planting a flag on the moon.

Visiting foreign shores, Greeks would pour libations “to Earth, to the gods of the
land (epichorioi theoi), and to the souls of its dead heroes,” as Apollonius describes
the Argonauts doing (Argonautica 2.1271ff ). The scholiast adds: “For those who
have arrived in a foreign land the custom was to sacrifice to the local gods and 
heroes.” Gods and heroes were perceived as “holding the land” (echein ten gen) –
whether or not humans knew their particular local attributes. This conforms with a
general religious attitude that belongs to the common substratum of polytheism.
Conversion of natives was never the agenda in Greek colonization, in contrast to
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the Christianizing imperative during the colonization of the New World. For a Greek
such as Thales the “world was full of gods,” and the gods of “others” were either
unfamiliar (‘new gods’) or, simply the “same,” but known by different names and
attitudes. Religion was langue, the names of the gods and their particular cults were
parole. When Herodotus tells us the Egyptian name of Zeus, he sees a “Zeus” in the
Egyptian deity (langue) although his name, cult and even status may be peculiarly
Egyptian (parole).26

This attitude goes a long way to explain the merging of cults of native popula-
tions with those of Greek colonists (syncretism), which may account, for example,
for the exceptional prominence of the cult of Demeter and Persephone in Sicily (Zuntz
1971). However, in terms of foundation, it is the arrival of the Greek gods that seems
to matter in the initial stages. The Argonauts, in passing, poured libations; disem-
barking, a Greek would sacrifice on the shore to Apollo ekbasisios, the god of dis-
embarkation from ships, or to Apollo delphinios, the dolphin God who finds the paths
across the sea. This attribute of “pathfinder” belongs to Apollo also on land, where
Apollo Agyeus or Archegetes opens up routes for humanity to settle (Detienne 1998:
85–133).

“The first Greeks to sail over to Sicily,” says Thucydides, “were some Chalkidians
from Euboia who settled Naxos with Thoukles as founder, and set up an altar in
honor of Apollo Archegetes. This is now outside the city, and on it sacred theoroi,
whenever they sail from Sicily, first offer sacrifice” (6.3.1). Some seven centuries later
Octavian, the future Roman Emperor Augustus, moored his ships and disembarked
by the shrine of the Archegetes, containing a small (hence probably Archaic) cult
statue of Apollo Archegetes that had been set up by the founders of Naxos (Appian
BC 5.109). When Octavian landed, the city of Naxos had been in ruins since 402/3
but the sanctuary was probably both too sacred and too “Sicilian” to be moved.

It was a “Mayflower” altar, commemorating the first landfall of Greeks who came
to stay. Powerful co-optative forces came into play in the colonial situation to create
a regional Greek identity: the Greek inhabitants of Sicily were in the fifth century
sometimes known as Sikeliôtai. Considering the great differences of cult-nomima
between Dorians and Ionian colonies (e.g., Syracuse was Corinthian–Dorian, Naxos
Chalkidian–Ionian), what Thucydides tells us is remarkable: that all religious ambas-
sadors (he uses no limiting article to qualify theoroi), coming from all Greek cities
in Sicily, would first stop at the altar before leaving for the panhellenic sanctuaries.

The foundational act of setting up the altar to Apollo Archegetes, pathfinder and
colonizer, therefore, first, ritually articulates “first arrival”; secondly, signifies the “open-
ing up” for settlement of new land that is implicitly “Greek”; and thirdly, articulates
the idea of founding a new “land,” as opposed to merely a new “city.” Similarly, at
Massalia (founded ca. 600) the Ionian Phokaian colonists established a cult to Apollo
Delphinios intended to be common to all Ionian Greeks (Strabo 4.1.4; C179). Like
Naxos or Cyrene, Massalia was the first Greek city in a new “land” where no other
Greek had settled before.

Foundational, colonial acts afford a glimpse into the new mentality of the eighth
and seventh centuries, when the new experience of (to use Ian Morris’ term) “time-
space compression,” caused the world suddenly to get smaller with new traffic between
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far-flung settlements, and with Greek societies experiencing important changes both
in their social order and mindset (Morris 2005). Such acts and accompanying sym-
bolic rituals, involved applying comprehensive, ambitious notions to entire lands of
the ancient Mediterranean. The oracular charters for the founding of Cyrene, for
example, speak consistently of settling all of Libya, implying a charter for further foun-
dations, such as Apollonia, Euhesperides, or Barke. Furthermore, all of Libya had
come to be seen as the sacred precinct of one god, Zeus Ammon (Malkin 1994b:
169–74, with references).

How did the gods land in their new settlements? One of our a priori assumptions
about colonization must be that permanent settlers needed “places in which to set
up altars and consecrate precincts to the gods” (Hdt. 2.178.1), even if the settle-
ment was an emporion, such as Naukratis (to which the quotation refers) or Gravisca,
where the Greeks constituted only a small minority yet worshipped at their own sanc-
tuary. A fortiori this was the case in major colonies, such as Syracuse or Olbia. During
the first generation or two, sanctuaries usually took the form, not of free-standing
temples, but of sacred precincts (temene) and altars (bomoi). Just as settlers divided
kleroi among themselves, the oikists allocated sacred plots of lands to the gods, 
probably among the first acts of the overall land division, all forming part of the
comprehensive physical foundation (Malkin 1987: 135–86).

Discussion of sanctuaries within the general framework of the rise of the polis
has taken central place in current scholarship. Public sanctuaries, and especially free-
standing temples built inside them, are taken to signify a collective, self-aware effort.
The open-air sacred precinct allowed all the community to participate in the sacrifice.
The emergence of the temenos with its clearly demarcated boundaries signified a 
change from a notion of “sacred place” (such as a sacred spring, or a chief ’s residence
which holds some cult object, inherently limiting access) to “sacred space,” a clearly
defined public domain. It also reflected the new value attached to land-ownership as
expressing participation in the polis: gods too had become sharers in the city, pos-
sessing plots of land (some very large, revenue-bearing estates). The sacred precinct
marked the sovereign, unmediated relation of the community with the gods.

This communal, sacred space has been variously assessed, mostly in terms of “town
planning.” Roland Martin suggests a model of urbanization which distinguishes between
the “centripetal” and the “centrifugal” city (Martin 1974). The former “pulls in”
settlements towards the center, unifying them in a so-called synoikismos, as at Corinth,
or at Athens where legend had Theseus putting out the fires in local Attic prytaneia
leaving a single one burning in the common hearth, the koine hestia (Thuc. 2.15.2;
Plut. Theseus 24). The “centrifugal” city, by contrast, is founded at a single spot and
radiates outwards, as is typical of colonies.

In the urban plan the “synoikistic” city is characterized by new land-allocation
and building activity converging towards the center, by stressing central cult sites
and even reduplicating cults such as the twin Eleusinian cult on the Athenian acro-
polis and in Eleusis. By contrast, in colonies public spaces were more widely spread
out and differentiated (Martin 1983; Brunet 1999). For example, by the beginning
of the seventh century the sacred and public areas of Corinth were organized not
on the acropolis but around the areas of the temple of Apollo and the agora, whereas
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in Corinth’s colony Syracuse the Athenaion was established right from the start on
the top of a hill (in the initial area of settlement, the islet Ortygia), and the Apollonion
some distance below. The two formed, between them, the central axis of the city.
The temples of Olympian Zeus and of Demeter were probably founded a little later
towards the periphery of the city. The temenos of Apollo Temenites, which became
famous during the Athenian siege of Syracuse in the fifth century, was distinctly peri-
pheral (Bergquist 1992: 113; cf. Wilson 1981–2: 87–8).

When founding a new colony, how did Greeks know where to worship their gods?27

We never hear of divine epiphanies, no equivalent of divine voices rising out of the
Burning Bush announced to the founders that the earth they were treading upon
was sacred. We must try to understand their choices in the context of the overall
spatial and territorial organization of the settlement. We should avoid conjectures
about epiphanies, inherent sacredness, natural ambience, memories of Mycenaean pres-
ence, or native cult sites for which there is no compelling evidence, and try to dis-
cern instead the criteria which governed all the elements of the “urban” lay-out.
These criteria seem rational and functional. In any case, the very existence of a temenos
and bomos at the time of settlement, especially as an element in an overall city-plan,
indicates a comprehensive vision of both settlement and society. In other words, it
implies an act of real “foundation.”

Yet the assessment is not simple. Since a sacred area without a building appears
simply as an empty lot, how do we know that it had been deliberately so designed
by the settlers? The question is directly relevant to the influential thesis of François
de Polignac which places the foundation of sanctuaries at the heart of the “birth of
the city” (1995a). De Polignac sensitively discusses the spatial or territorial dimen-
sion of sanctuaries in relation to the polis. He is especially interested in the rela-
tionship between “urban” (central), sub-urban (peripheral), and extra-urban (several
kilometers distant) sanctuaries, arguing that (1) the city was a “bi-polar” entity, its
territory defined and united by urban sanctuaries at the center and extra-urban ones
at the border; (2) the foundation of extra-urban sanctuaries, because of its implicit
encompassing territorial vision, was tantamount to the foundation of the polis; (3)
central and extra-urban sanctuaries were founded “at once,” as it were; (d) the loca-
tion of the extra-urban sanctuaries at the limits of territory signified both a claim to
that territory, and a point of separation and mediation with the “Other” and the
“Beyond” outside it. The thesis applies both to mainland Greece and beyond it, to
the colonies.

The major problem of this approach is that outside of mainland Greece it involves
the identification of “extra-urban” sacred lands, the sacred status of which can only
be attested in periods much later than the initial settlement (Alcock and Osborne
1994; Malkin 1996). I prefer to study sacred foundations where a contemporary con-
text is available, as at Megara Hyblaia in Sicily where the eighth-century spatial plan-
ning reserved an “agora” area (which included altars and, later, built temples) amidst
the surrounding “blocks.” That sacred areas were among the first to be allocated
stands to reason and may also be attested in the fifth-century foundation decree of
Brea, with the explicit injunction that the “reserved” sacred precincts should remain
just as they are, implying that these had been chosen and separated first, even before
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the implementation of the plan to settle (ML 49.9–11). The public agora, as such,
was also a sacred area (Martin 1951: ch. 2). Thus Megara’s “town plan” leaves us
with the impression of a high degree of sophistication, a firm grasp of the situation,
and a bold and concentrated effort of “foundation.”28

A more general conclusion also emerges: the archaeological evidence points to the
foundational colonial situation as a new field of experimentation. Megara Hyblaia
was not a copy of its home town, presupposing the synoikismos that was probably
taking place at Megara Nisaia at this time. Nor, in its ambitious scale, did it follow
the model of small clusters which we find in some earlier “regularized” sites such as
Zagora on Andros.29 This colonial experimentation was motivated not by any utopian
ideology or plan but by the imperatives and conditions of the novel situation: new
terrain, a new community, and the immediate need for kleroi, temene for the gods,
a physical infrastructure (such as roads, necropoleis), and social, political, and reli-
gious organization. We thus find Greeks as early as the last third of the eighth cen-
tury deliberately and consciously making decisions about location, reservation, and
demarcation of sacred precincts as an integral part of re-defining their societies. In
terms of the history of Greek religion this was a momentous step: the colonial 
circumstances made people experience an objectification of the Gods’ worship and
of their entire social order.

What is remarkable in all this is the temporally limited, yet absolute, authority that
oikists seem to have had. In some sense they are comparable to the archaic Roman
dictator, nominated for specific purposes, whose authority evaporated when his task
was done. In the fifth-century Athenian foundation decree to Brea the oikist is expli-
citly entitled autokrator, although he is limited by many impositions by Athens and
the personnel sent with him, a feature of Classical colonization when the mother-city
had a much tighter control over the foundation process (Graham 1983: 29–39).

Oikists belong to a fascinating category known to archaic Greeks yet alien to our
own political culture: the “Supreme Arbitrator.”30 As founders of a new social order,
the oikist is very similar to the reformer, tyrant, or professional arbitrator who “sets
things right” (katartister), such as Demonax of Mantineia (cf. ch. 21, below). Many
such figures had special relationships with Delphi, are reputed to have set up cults
and sanctuaries, and disappeared when their work was done. Pittakos of Lesbos abdi-
cated, Solon of Athens is said to have gone into a self-imposed exile, and oikists 
did not create dynasties. Their cult elevated them above society but also provided
closure to their exceptional authority. It was as supreme arbitrators that oikists set-
tled Gods and colonists, together, on the terrain of the new foundation.

Nomima
Most traditions about foundations reach us through sources of the Classical period
and are thus suspect a priori of accretion, manipulation, folkloristic elaboration, and
invention. However, we can also glimpse the social and religious framework of foun-
dation and its perception through the more reliable evidence of nomima, “custom-
ary institutions.” With a few significant exceptions,31 this category of evidence has
been overlooked by research in this context. Perhaps this is because most of those
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who have dealt with the relevant corpus were epigraphers or historians of religion,
who have often left its more general historical implication for others to study.

Nomima were the identifying features of a Greek polis among which were sacred
calendars, the terms by which judicial, military, religious, and political magistracies
and institutions were known, and the names and number of “tribes” and other sub-
divisions. Calendars provide particularly meaningful evidence because they were “sacred”
in the sense that they were based on theophoric names, cults and festivals (Samuel
1972: 61). Nomima mediate the social order among settlers but also their arrange-
ments with the gods, who also came to settle along with their sacred days, cults,
festivals, and unpleasant threats of pollution.

Scholars who imagine settlement abroad as a process driven by the gradual arrival
of disparate, multicultural groups miss the point that settlers needed to organize quickly
as a community, if only for safety reasons. Safety, we need to remember, was some-
thing both military (many colonies were settled by force) and religious. Along with
an adventurous spirit and hopes for a new future, migration must have involved trau-
matic experiences that were probably articulated and assuaged in terms of the divine.
Delphi helped in providing general charters that allowed the oikist, once at the site,
to make ad hoc religious decisions. Manteis (seers) could help the oikist implement
such decisions and provide colonists with immediate interpretations and prophecies
(Malkin 1987: 92–113). However, for a society to live as such (and we need to regard
groups of settlers living together at a site and undergoing common experiences for
significant periods of time as “societies’) the bonds which had held their home soci-
eties together needed re-assertion and re-articulation. An oikist must have made active,
deliberate choices, mediating a social and religious order for the new collective, an
order without which people simply could not live together for very long without
incurring the anger of the gods or losing even the semblance of social cohesion.

In the classical period Thucydides considered nomima a salient feature of a colony’s
identity and from what he reports it seems that colonists too were aware of this. He
says that the nomima of Gela were “Dorian,” a comprehensive term referring to the
Rhodian and Cretan origins of the colonists. But later, when Gela founded Akragas,
it “gave it the nomima of Gela.32 Now Thucydides is specific: no longer the gener-
alized “Dorian,” but specifically the nomima of Gela, Akragas’s mother-city.

An even more explicit example is the chain of Chalkis, Zankle and Himera. Zankle,
on the tip of Sicily facing the Italian “boot,” was initially settled by Greeks from
Kyme in the Bay of Naples; thus it is unclear to what extent we may treat the ini-
tial settlement as “foundation.” It then became a political community with the joint
foundation of people from Kyme (itself a Chalkidian colony) and Chalkis in Euboia,
with two respective oikists, one from Kyme (Perieres), the other from Chalkis
(Krataimenes). Thucydides also comments that this was a nomos (1.24.2): to have
an oikist come from the mother-city when a daughter itself founded a colony, thus
illustrating an authentic Greek ritual and conception.

Himera, on the north-eastern shore of Sicily, was founded by Zankle, probably in
648 bc, and for this third link of the colonial chain three oikists are mentioned
(Eukleides, Simos, Sakon). It was settled by many Chalkidians. Then it again became
“mixed’: exiled Myletidai, a distinct Dorian group from Syracuse joined the 
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foundation. The language of Himera resulted in a mixture of “Doric and Chalkidic,”
says Thucydides, but the nomima that prevailed were just Chalkidian (Thuc. 6.5.1).
These two kinds of social mediation, the linguistic and the institutional, are import-
ant: the colonial situation produced a linguistic mixture because language did not
play the prominent role it has had in modern nation-building, but was neutral. By
contrast, since having nomima was an a priori necessity, no one could afford to wait
for an evolutionist mixture to emerge; rather, deliberate selection and exclusion were
probably necessary and the Dorian Myletidai needed to conform to the Chalkidian
nomima. That too is part and parcel of the notion of “foundation”: express deci-
sions, arbitrating and mediating the social and religious order, had to be made and
newcomers needed to conform to this formative middle ground, a pattern which
finds many parallels in modern colonial societies.

Another example is that of Sparta, Thera, Cyrene, and Taras, all reputed to have
been Spartan colonies. They variously had kings and ephors, and in three the cult
of Apollo Karneios was particularly prominent.33 These facts are independent of any
suspect oral tradition. Rather, precisely because of their neutral value, these nomima
appear to corroborate the colonial chains. Such nomima also explain the explicit chain
of cult-transfers of Apollo Karneios from Sparta to Thera to Cyrene. For once, the
pottery evidence, especially with regard to the Cyrenaica, may confirm a specific 
origin. Sparta is said to have sent the Olympic victor Chionis to Cyrene as co-founder
with Battos,34 and at Taucheira, a settlement of Cyrene, was found a large quantity
of low-grade Lakonian pottery, not for export, which dated to the first generation
of settlement and disappeared thereafter.35

Turning to the east, we may note Samos and her colonies Perinthos, Bisanthe,
and Heraion on the north shore of the Propontis, and on the island Amorgos
(Loukopoulou 1989: 96–7). Similarities of cults between Samos and her Propontid
colonies have been noted; about a generation after the foundation of Perinthos we
find two Perinthians, entitled oikeioi (‘kinsmen’), coming to Samos and dedicating
a dekate (tithe) to Hera in the form of a gold Gorgon and a silver Siren. The inscrip-
tion recording this is variously interpreted either as a formal Perinthian dedication,
or one by returning citizens, or simply a private dedication. In any case the two are
called “kinsmen,” revealing close colonial ties between the two cities. Another
inscription, this time from Perinthos, indicates the prominence of Hera, probably at
Heraion, a site 24 km west of Perinthos. The goddess, perhaps the most prominent
in the Samian pantheon, also appears on Perinthian coins. Finally, at the political
level, we find Perinthos at the beginning of the sixth century as the point of depar-
ture for the Samians against their oligarchs, the geomoroi.36

Another aspect of nomima is religious calendars, with the names of the months
often following a prominent cult. If a colony adopted the same theophoric month-
names it is also legitimate to assume that it adopted the associated cult, as the case
of Paros (mother-city) and Thasos seems to illustrate (Graham 1978; 1982b; Salviat
1948: 212–19). We have the order of Samian months and can observe that Samos
and Perinthos had at least 7 months in common. Sometimes colonial nomima reveal
the situation at a mother-city before she underwent certain reforms, as seems to be
the case with the calendar of Amorgos (Loukopoulou 1989: 113–17).
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The initial copying of institutions, especially when the organizing nucleus was con-
sistently, say, “Chalkidian,” was perhaps ideological to the extent that it declared a
focus of identity. But there was no dependence: the Amorgos calendar remained inde-
pendent of developments in the mother-city. Colonies were usually sovereign states,
not dominions of their mother-cities; that is probably why colonies did not think it
an issue to make changes when nomima in the mother-city were changed. This is
especially evident with the division of a society into tribes: Perinthos’ tribes follow
the traditional Ionian names. This probably reflects the situation at Samos when
Perinthos was founded, before the reforms that replaced the Ionian kinship tribes at
Samos with two, region-related, tribes, the “River area,” Chesia, and the “Old City,”
the Astypalaia (Loukopoulou 1989: 129).

To date, the best-researched nomima of colonial cities are those of Megara
(Hanell 1934 with Antonetti 1997). A list of Megarian colonies and sub-colonies
include Megara Hyblaia in eastern Sicily (founded in 728) and her daughter colony
Selinous (Selinunte) in western Sicily (628); Chalkedon and Astakos on the Asian
side of the Bosporos and Byzantion and Selymbria on the European; Herakleia Pontike
and its own colonies Mesembria, Apollonia, Kallatis and (the Tauric) Chersonesos
in the Black Sea.

The pantheon of Sicilian Selinous (a colony of Megara Hyblaia) is similar to that
of the “grandmother” city, Megara (Nisaia) in mainland Greece. At Byzantion we also
find prominent Megarian cults, such as that of Pythian Apollo; Demeter Malophoros;
Artemis Orthosia; the diviner Polyeidos; Ajax son of Telamon. Apollo Archegetes
and Daphnephoros was also very prominent at Selymbria. We have no information
about the calendar of Megara, in contrast to the full cycle of Byzantion. But there
are distinct similarities between the calendars of Byzantion and Selymbria, and the
sub-colonies of Herakleia Pontike, Kallatis and Tauric Chersonesos. All these point
to a common, Megarian, source (Hanell 1934: 192; Loukopoulou 1989: 120–2).

Megara had the three customary, kinship-based, Dorian tribes. But a Megarian
citizen was called by his name, a patronymic, and the name of his hekatostys. This
term of social and probably military division related not to the fictional kinship tribes,
but to a regional division, the five komai (pente mere), from which the main mag-
istrates, the five archons and the five strategoi were drawn up. The unit (based on
the figure of one hundred) served various reforms, allowing for the inclusion of new
citizens, as it did also in Byzantion. The names of the magistracies too are indica-
tive: an annual, eponymous, basileus at Megara and a board of five aisymnatai, chaired
by the proaisymnon. These are found in all the colonies except Byzantion: Selymbria,
Chalkedon, Herakleia Pontike, the Tauric Chersonesos, Kallatis, and Selinous in Sicily,
thus probably implying also Megara Hyblaia (Loukopoulou 1989: 138–42).

Colonies did not blindly copy cults from the mother-city. Where it was important
to assert independence colonists expressed it through the heroic cult of their oikist,
through panhellenic dedications at Olympia, possibly through new mortuary prac-
tices, and sometimes through a special emphasis on a major cult that had little role
in the mother-city. Thus in Thasos, the famous temple to “Thasian Herakles,” as
he is called in inscriptions (Bonnet 1988: 359), was clearly dedicated to the city’s
major god, yet in Paros, the mother-city, Herakles had no special standing. It looks
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as if the Thasian cult was taken over from the previous Phoenician cult to Melqart
(identified by Greeks as Herakles; Malkin 2005a) and that the emphasis on the inde-
pendence of the cult was not a “rebellion” but something that evolved gradually.

Research on calendars holds much promise for the future. A spiral inscription 
on a bottom of a vase of ca. 450 gives a full list of Olbian months that correspond
precisely to those of Miletus.37 François Salviat has noted similarities between the
sacred calendars of Phokaia (mother-city) and Massalia and Lampsakos – two very
distant cities (Salviat 2000). Others have noted the prominent position of a “mother
goddess”-type at Phokaia that is linked with a particular sculptural representation
(naiskos) of a seated goddess found in Phokaia and the Phokaian colonies Massalia
and Velia (Özyigit and Erdogan 2000; Hermary 2000). Salviat observes especially
close overlaps between Paros and Thasos, as does Catherine Hadzis who compares
Corinthian and Corcyrian calendars (and tribal names; Salviat 1992; Hadzis 1995).
Most remarkable in current research are the exhaustive and detailed epigraphical stud-
ies by Denis Knoepfler of the calendars of the “Chalkidians” in Thrace. In two com-
plementary studies he has shown that most months in several cities in Chalkidike have
characteristically Euboian (not just generally Ionian) names and orthography, and
appear in the same order, with the same beginning of the year, as in Euboia. He sees
in this confirmation of Euboian origins, implying a refutation of the charge that the
Euboians, credited with so much colonization activity, are a mere “phantom” of archae-
ological interpretation (see above; Knoepfler 1989; 1990; Papadopoulos 1997b).

Calendars can thus serve as an independent confirmation of “origins” although,
as noted above, it need not mean that the majority of settlers came from the mother-
city, only that the oikist and the culturally dominant nucleus came from there.
Therefore, in terms of both practice and self-perception it seems that the notion 
of the social and religious contract was taken from the home community and that
it was applied by the oikist and the nucleus of settlers to the new colony as a delib-
erate, foundational act.

Conclusion

Distance gives the objectivity that time will eventually provide even to compatriots.
(Edmund White 2001)

Greek settlements and their territories, created between the end of the second mil-
lennium and the fourth century bc, are like fractals, dotted along the coasts of main-
land Greece, the Aegean, Asia Minor, the Propontis and the Black Sea, Italy, Sicily,
France, Spain, and North Africa. Each political community had its own micro-region,
with varying relations among components such as towns, sanctuaries, Greek and 
non-Greek neighbors and overarching links with other Greek cities, metropoleis, and
panhellenic sanctuaries. When Fernand Braudel pioneered his study of the Mediter-
ranean he introduced the concept of réseau, network. A port city may be studied 
as such, but its very existence implies another port city somewhere else. A study of
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criss-crossing lines among settlements changes our perspective and focus. The “Greek
Wide Web” that emerged as a result of the founding of hundreds of new city-states
lends itself to such a network-approach. Braudel’s réseaux form the basis of his longue
durée view of Mediterranean history: such networks could persist for centuries, bypass-
ing traditional periodization. To this must be added the sophisticated conceptual
analysis by Peregrine Horden and Nicholas Purcell in their own Mediterranean study,
The Corrupting Sea, where the emphasis is on Mediterranean micro-regions and the
nature of their connectivity. In each such region many of the pan-Mediterranean,
“Braudelian” patterns appear, much like fractals (“fractals” is not their expression).
The Mediterranean can still be interpreted along Braudelian lines (“The Mediter-
ranean is exchange”), but more as a network connecting the micro-regions (Braudel
1972; Horden and Purcell 2000).

The numerous types of networks, panhellenic (e.g. those created by Olympia, Delphi),
regional (e.g. across Sicily), trade-related (e.g. centered on emporia or on the
Hellenion, the “Greek” temple at Naukratis), colonial (the conceptual or real links
between mother-city and new foundation), or other, grew diachronically to create
a new “Greek convergence” in the ancient Mediterranean and Black Sea. Early Greek
colonization extended Greek horizons to an unprecedented degree. Greeks settled in
a remarkable variety of areas, and came from a variety of homes, some regional (“Achaia”),
some ethnos-related (“Lokrians”), some polis-oriented (“Corinthian,” “Milesians”). We
need to remember that wherever they came from, they did not come from “Greece,”
as this national state is a modern creation. The sense of “a Greek place” was very
different from that of the modern nation. It was one of diffusion, not centralization.
Colonization disseminated no religious truths, nor did it create huge empires, filling
the coffers of imperialistic metropoleis. Its fragmentary nature, its polytheistic and
more open religious mentalité, allowed the network to spread more easily and opened
the way to the reception of “Hellenization” but not in the mode of “cultural impe-
rialism,” a popular term in postcolonial studies (Malkin 2004).

The settlers of the new city-states met an enormous variety of populations. These
included peoples as different from each other as Scythians in the Ukraine, Libyans
in North Africa, Egyptians, Sikels in Sicily, and Etruscans in Italy. A Phokaian in
Lampsakos met very different kinds of people from a Phokaian in Corsica, Massalia,
or Velia (Elea), and is likely to have told someone about it. Images of these new
places, and especially their marked differences from what now came to be under-
stood as “familiar,” as well as the commonalities of colonial experiences, must have
been spoken of along sea-lanes and in ports, in the same way that overseas adven-
tures were the stuff of epic poetry. Again Archilochos singing of both Italian Siris
and near-Thracian Thasos, provides a nice illustration. What matters here is that the
growing distance of these settlement-horizons probably had an impact on the way
the people we call Greeks came to see themselves. When closely packed together
people often pay attention to their differences. Widely distributed, commonalities
come to the foreground. Such awareness may have begun already in Ionia, as Santo
Mazzarino stressed in his Fra Oriente e Occidente (1947). In the west, following the
eighth century, colonial investment in panhellenic sanctuaries and their panhellenic
myths indicates an emphasis on overarching identities.
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Overseas colonization informed and strengthened the nascent idea of Hellenism
also because of the newly perceived differences from various “Others” and because
of the common experiences of colonization shared across the network. Greek iden-
tity was not formed just because colonists met people different from themselves (cf.
Hall 2002: 190–1; ch. 31 below; Shepherd 2005), but because such encounters com-
bined with the colonizing experience which they shared as Greeks. The binary oppos-
tion of self/other, of “identity formed along boundary lines” is too simple. It ignores
the development of identity over time and its spread along network lines, which the
study of colonial commonalities allows us to see. Such commonalities include foun-
dational religious practices (oracular consultation, mantike at the site, sacred fire)
and the creation of similar nomima and religious institutions (sanctuaries, calendars);
the role of the founder (oikistes) and leader of the settlement expedition; similar per-
ceptions of the beginning and ending of “foundation” – starting with sanctuaries
and ending with the founder’s cult; similar tensions in the establishment of identity,
between independence from and dependence on the sending community; the co-
optation of settlers who joined nuclei of organized groups; a shared sense of becom-
ing colonists (apoikoi); similar needs to organize the physical space of the new territories
to serve very similar functions; the modalities of relations with native populations;
and special investment in the great panhellenic sanctuaries.

Geographical distance fulfills a similar function to temporal distance, as Edmund
White says: it makes us forget difference and awakens the urge to affirm “sameness.”
For ancient Greeks distance functioned as a mental filter along with the growing
recognition that so many elements of “sameness” constitute an identity. Shared
Hellenization kept closely at the heels of geographical expansion, down to the
Hellenistic period and the emergence of a new common dialect, the first ever truly
“Greek” language, the koine.

No wonder, then, that both fractal and network imagery seem appropriate: the
same criteria for inclusion in cultic membership in a village operated also on a pan-
hellenic scale. It seems that colonists took such ideas with them when settling on
distant shores, re-worked, and abstracted them. Then they incorporated their vari-
ous identities – civic (‘Syracusan’), colonial (Corinth as mother-city), sub-ethnic
(‘Dorian’), regional (‘Sikeliote’) – into an overall “Greek” identity. What we call “col-
onization,” therefore, was a significant, formative historical force, its currents run-
ning through the lines of the Greek Wide Web. The longer the lines of the network
stretched and extended the stronger they became. The combination of distance and
foundation helped create the virtual “center” which we call Greek civilization.
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Introduction: Greek States and the Rule of Law

In the seventh and especially in the sixth century, an elementary conflict pervaded
Greek history, a struggle between tyranny and self-determination, between a monar-
chical and communal order, or, in still more pointed terms, between despotism and
law, monarchy and republic. The latter was victorious – not least thanks to the Spartans’
consistent hostility to tyranny – even if Sicily remained a notable exception. Thus at
this very time the socio-political organization which we call the polis emerged, to
some extent even in regions where communities had no urban center and the Greeks
spoke of an ethnos. Where this had not happened yet by 500, developments caught
up later.

The forms of organization discussed here generally encompassed a defined terri-
tory (that of the polis) and always claimed to apply to all members of the commun-
ity, including the power over life and death. They made specific arrangements for
the application of force through justice and law, so that the distinction between legit-
imate and illegitimate use of force was usually clear. Even by modern criteria, there-
fore, these organizations may be credited with the characteristics of a state, and rightly
called “states.”1 The crucial connections were surely clear to contemporaries as well:
the Athenian lawgiver Solon himself claims to have combined bia and dike, force
and justice (fr. 36.16 W). We see here, as elsewhere, the impact of tyranny, a form
of organization rejected as such, which was characterized precisely by the applica-
tion of constraint and force.

If we wish to distinguish the Greek states historically – that is, from comparable
forms of state – we have to define the specifics of this kind of statehood. They lie
above all in the type and character of rules that determined social life. Previously,
this had been the function of social norms that were handed down orally. In essen-
tially agrarian communities, cooperative values were emphasized above all, and they
were enforced by clear sanctions, so-called “shaming punishments” (“Schandstrafen”;
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Schmitz 2004b). We know about certain institutions and procedures, mostly in the
mirror of Homeric epic (Finley 1978; Raaflaub 1997b; 1997c). There were leaders
who had religious, military, and judicial responsibilities and therefore acted as priests,
war leaders, and arbitrators. Distinguished persons formed councils, and on various
occasions the people were convened. Yet all this did not happen regularly, mem-
bership and powers were not clearly demarcated, and the people were little more than
an audience, a body which applauded rather than decided. Leaders could not sim-
ply expect that their orders would be obeyed. Hence there was no rule (Herrschaft)
in Max Weber’s sense (1972: 28), and we cannot yet speak of a state here.2

These loose structures contributed to the almost unchecked expression of the con-
siderable potential for conflict inherent in these communities (Van Wees 1992). Bitter
confrontations among the wealthy and notables which sometimes had catastrophic
social and economic consequences and tended to result in tyranny, could not be
controlled by traditional means. Conflicts that frequently prompted violence required
the application of force which the community had to exercise itself, unless it was
ready to submit to a tyrant with his cronies and mercenaries. In the “Solonian” crisis
at Athens we grasp most clearly the mechanisms and connections at play, as well as
the concepts and measures needed to resolve these problems (ch. 8, above). The
phenomenon as such, however, and this way of dealing with it, were widespread.

The response of many communities to these critical developments was to have
recourse to legal regulation through laws recorded in writing and sanctioned by reli-
gion. These new laws partially confirmed old social norms and partially transformed
them (Schmitz 2004b). This trend toward “legalization,” however, did not result
in comprehensive regulation – especially when compared with the situation in the
modern world – and many areas of life in any case continued to be governed by tra-
dition and customary norms. But the areas which caused problems for the commun-
ity were extensively regulated by means of the new methods and new media. The
recording of law was neither systematic nor based on first principles, but everything
which was or seemed problematic could be covered by legislation. Since its purpose
was primarily to establish secure foundations for peaceful cohabitation – a crucial
issue for the community – this order based on law became the specific character-
istic of the polis. We may call it “nomocracy” (Ostwald 1986). From the end of the
archaic period the Greeks had a clear sense that the law ruled and at the same time
guaranteed their freedom.3 Since, as mentioned above, the polis thus defined shows
significant elements of statehood, I use the concepts of polis and state as synonyms
insofar as the specific Greek form of state is embodied in the polis.4 Likewise, I use
“community” and similar terms in the same sense, so as to underscore the specific
character of such very early statehood and to emphasize its difference from modern
forms (to be discussed below).

Although sources for the Archaic period are problematic, we know the basic ele-
ments of these political organizations quite well, precisely because the phenomenon
was widespread and because the recording and display of written laws was one of its
characteristic features. Many of these laws are extant, even if most often fragmen-
tary; they are easily accessible in recent collections (Koerner 1993; van Effenterre
and Ruzé 1994–95). We are therefore not dependent on later, often anachronistic,
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literary reports; what follows is based upon documentary material. In his book on
legislation, K.-J. Hölkeskamp (1999) analyzes relevant examples from fifty-three poleis,
not including Athens and Sparta, which is enough to show how common the phe-
nomenon was. Given the condition of the surviving evidence we may assume that a
far larger number of comparable regulations once existed.

An inscription, probably from Chios, may serve as an example and starting point.5

The text, certainly of sixth-century origin (dated to 575–550 by L. H. Jeffery [1956]),
primarily regulates relations between various officials and boards – what we would
call today constitutional bodies. Among them are two officials, the demarchos and
the basileus, whose titles indicate their high rank. By analogy with the Athenian archon
basileus, the basileus (“leader, king”) was probably the chief religious dignitary. The
demarchos (“leader of the people”) was evidently the highest-ranking representative
of the community. His tasks included arbitration and jurisdiction – which were sub-
ject to appeal.

For the officials were integrated into an established order in which other bodies
and not least the people played an important role. We hear most about the People’s
Council (bole demosie). Its name justifies the assumption that it co-existed with another
council with a more traditional, aristocratic, character, similar to the Athenian
Areopagus. Members of the People’s Council were appointed by election, each of
the phylai (older subdivisions of the community) being represented by fifty coun-
cillors. The Council met regularly on fixed dates, at least once a month. Its powers
were extensive. It was the instance of appeal in trials, in which it was either entitled
to decide by itself or prepared the Assembly’s decision. It had the right to impose
fines and to deliberate on all issues that concerned the people. All this anticipates
some of what we know about the Council of 500 in Athens, and the Solonian Boule,
if historical, would have been the closest parallel.6

The text unequivocally indicates, however, that the central political and judicial
power was the people (demos). They made decisions (rhetrai) – which certainly included
court rulings – and did so in the popular Assembly. We do not know how many
people belonged to the demos as an institution – that is, how far the circle of those
entitled to participate extended. The term itself and the existence of a People’s Council
suggest, at any rate, that demos comprised not only the aristocratic elite but rather
a broader stratum of society. On the basis of analogies in other poleis we might think
of those qualified to fight in the army.

Especially characteristic is an effort to clarify procedural questions. A course of legal
action is established. Arrangements are made to ensure that in certain situations deci-
sions will be taken. It helped that the council had regular meeting dates and above
all that officials were forced to observe their duties under threat of punishment. Here
we have the precise elements which are characteristic of early Greek statehood: the
community itself established the rules and had the final decision; procedures and dates
were fixed and not left to the whims of the powerful. They too – they especially –
were, in their capacity of polis-officials, subject to the coercive authority of the com-
munity. The rules were therefore supposed to be binding upon all and, if necessary,
could be enforced by judicial means. Not without reason, W. G. Forrest describes
this order as “an early step on the road to democracy” (1960: 180).
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While we have an important and, in some repects, much better known analogy in
Athens (ch. 8, above), Sparta’s “Great Rhetra” offers an older parallel. The Rhetra’s
wording will always be debated, but Tyrtaeus’ testimony (fr. 4 W) leaves no doubt
about its historical authenticity, at least in its core.7 Here we find comparable insti-
tutions (kings, council, and popular assembly) among which the people (damos) has
the ultimate decision – no doubt subject to some sort of normative control exerted
by the Council (gerousia). The people decides by majority vote and must be con-
vened at regular intervals by the kings, as chief state-officials.

Comparable institutions can be found in other sources which, despite great vari-
ation between poleis, clearly reveal common structures and trends.8 We will there-
fore present in synopsis the essential elements of these early states: first their
institutions, then their procedures, and finally the content of various legislative efforts.

Institutions

Everywhere, high officials were the leaders of these states. They served in those func-
tions which members of the elite exercised previously as well, in religious life, in the
administration of justice, and in the military sphere (about which the extant sources
reveal little). In contrast to their predecessors, these officials were subject to bind-
ing rules. One of the oldest surviving inscribed laws of this type – from Dreros on
Crete and generally dated to ca. 600 – firmly prohibits the highest officials, the kos-
moi, responsible for jurisdiction, from having another term of office within ten years.9

Similar restrictions are attested in Gortyn (Koerner 121; Nomina I.82). This implies
that the term of office was limited, presumably to one year, as parallels suggest. The
principle of annuity was thus known.

Officials were above all formally required to perform their duties. An office was
therefore not only an honor but also an obligation. Quite frequently, therefore, a –
usually substantial – punishment was imposed for neglect of duty. Correspondingly,
citizens were often entitled to sue officials. In some cases there apparently existed a
special office to check on the officials, such as the titas (punisher) in Gortyn (Gehrke
1997: 60).

The titles of the officials varied but frequently have a clear meaning. In addition
to the demarchos in Chios and elsewhere there is the damiorgos or damiourgos, the
archos or archon, the kosmos, prytanis, etc. Although priestly offices were generally
distinct, they were always integrated into the civic order. Offices could be filled by
one or more persons, and thus officials could act as a board (particularly on polit-
ical issues) or as individuals, especially in jurisdiction. Moreover, responsibilities 
could be divided among several officials, as was the case with the original three and
later nine archons in Athens. Similarly, among the kosmoi of Gortyn there was a 
special “kosmos for foreigners” (comparable to the praetor peregrinus in Rome), respon-
sible for noncitizens and for lawsuits between them and citizens,10 and possibly a
foreman or speaker of the kosmoi, the protokosmos.11

Moreover, we find functionaries who were responsible for the execution of pun-
ishments and financial affairs. Occasionally, the community hired and paid secretaries,
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persons well versed in the rules, who assisted the officials. They were called mnamones
(“rememberers”) or “scribes”; one of them is even termed an “expert in Phoenician
letters” (poinikastas: Nomima I.22.B1). These employees of the polis need to be dis-
tinguished from the secretaries who as elected officials were responsible especially
for recording, storing, and publishing the decisions of the various boards.

Various councils played an important role in the preparation of decisions. Little
is known about their composition. Frequently, as in the case of the Spartan gerou-
sia and the Athenian Areopagus, traditional councils will have continued to func-
tion, even if their composition and procedures were formalized. Hence we find several
“councils of Elders.” At least in Chios, as mentioned above, an additional “People’s
Council” is attested, something of a new type of council. All councils have in com-
mon that they were firmly integrated into the system of executive bodies, including
the administration of justice. Some of them – for example, the “Elders” in Cretan
Rhittenia (Nomima I.7) and probably the Athenian Areopagus – were to some extent
in charge of supervising the officials and making sure that popular decisions corre-
sponded to current law (thus probably the Spartan gerousia and perhaps the
Areopagus, but this is debated).12 Regardless of their precisely defined powers, 
some of these councils must have had great authority by virtue of the experience,
reputation, and skill usually assembled in them; one might compare the Roman 
Senate.

Even if the real distribution of power between various institutions mostly eludes
us, there is no doubt that the formal power of decision-making rested with the peo-
ple, that is, the popular Assembly, which our sources usually call damos/demos or
simply polis. “So decided the polis” (ad’ ewade poli), begins the above-mentioned
oldest surviving constitutional law from Dreros (ML 2). In this way the community
itself arranged everything that mattered to it (demion, already attested in Od. 2.32,
44), even if the assembly was usually convened by the responsible officials, guided
by proposals and motions prepared by these officials or by the relevant councils, and
bound by existing norms. Among the powers of the people were the election of officials
– even if the right to hold office was at least partially restricted, as at Athens – and
in some cases (see Chios) also of councils. The assembly could also charge com-
mittees with specific tasks.

The people acted as a corporate body. It owned property and raised dues, decreed
honors for specific individuals and groups and could even enter into a relation of
“guest-friendship” (proxenia) with a citizen of another polis, who was in this way
awarded a status of particular honor. Moreover, it concluded contracts with indi-
viduals and treaties with other states, and to this extent, as the people of a state, it
was a subject in international law and foreign relations.

The question of membership in this state and people was clear to all involved and
could certainly be decided by legal action in case of dispute. Those who belonged
were citizens (politai) and designated by the name of their polis as Athenians,
Gortynians, or Thebans – collective designations that regularly appear even in the
opening formulae of public decrees. The men thus designated were citizens of the
state, in the sense of the French citoyen; they exercised political rights and particip-
ated in the communal order (Walter 1993a).
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The entire citizen body was divided into subunits of various types and purposes.
Overall, we are still able to recognize that these referred to earlier social organ-
izations determined by kinship, friendship, comradeship, or neighborhood, such as
phratries, tribes, hetaireiai, dining- and drinking-clubs (syssitia and perhaps the 
puzzling platiwoinoi in Tiryns [Koerner 1993: 31; Nomima I. 78]), among others.
But these organizations had clearly been transformed, and in some cases even cre-
ated artificially, by the polis (Roussel 1976; Gehrke 2000a). In the shape in which
we know them, they had been fully absorbed into the civic order – even if many
other kinds of social contacts and groupings continued to exist, including some with
political purposes. Significantly, those associations that were tied into the civic order
adopted fixed regulations as well: the hetaireiai in Cretan Gortyn had judges, and
contributions to the local syssitia were governed by certain rules and subject to con-
trol (Gehrke 1997: 55); the drinking club in Tiryns probably had communally-owned
property and certainly a “chairman” (platiwoinarchos) who had disciplinary power
and was obliged to exercise it, on pain of punishment, like a state official (Gehrke
1993: 55).

Most of the time we cannot determine with certainty how far the citizen body
extended. The concept itself suggests that it comprised a rather broad group. In Sparta
and Crete, we see that the subdivisions already mentioned (primarily dining-clubs)
encompassed persons who owned a certain amount of property and thus could afford
a modest standard of living but above all were active as soldiers for the polis. The
connection between soldier and citizen status probably was important elsewhere too,
but one cannot posit this as a hard and fast rule. Still, for the archaic period there
are good reasons to identify the citizens with hoplites, although it remains contro-
versial whether this was true in Solonian Athens as well.13

Procedures

We know relatively little about procedures of decision-making by the people, but
the most important elements are clear. In whatever way an assembly was convened,
agenda and proposals prepared, or debate conducted, at the end stood a majority
decision. Typically, pebbles (psephoi or psaphoi) were used in voting, which provided
one of the common words for “popular decision,” psephisma. What was involved,
therefore, was not simply the principle of majority decision but rather, unlike in Sparta
or Rome, that of “one man one vote.”14 This clearly demonstrates that in these com-
munities there was no question of a patient search for consensus, but contested deci-
sions in disputed cases were acceptable or even desirable, as if in a situation of conflict
which has winners and losers.15 The concern with precise vote-counts probably led
to the requirement of a certain number of votes or level of participation, i.e. a quo-
rum, on particularly important matters.16

As has already been emphasized, the people could in principle decide about every-
thing. Yet, in contrast to ordinary popular decrees, certain rules were distinguished
as “statutes” or “laws.” Although these could be produced in other ways as well
(below), they most frequently originated in a popular decision. They are therefore
often indistinguishable from “normal” decrees of the assembly, and there are no 
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clear distinctions in content or subject matter either (Quass 1971). The difference
probably lay in the higher esteem and importance accorded to laws – not surpris-
ingly since, as already suggested, the specific characteristic of the early Greek form
of statehood was the rule of law. Hence obedience to the law was a common definition
of justice, and legislation was the most important procedure in Greek states.

Not infrequently communities chose a different method to enact laws, selecting
for this purpose particular persons who were known for their intellectual abilities
and expected to be capable of resolving current problems. They were given extra-
ordinary power – Aristotle even speaks of an “elected tyranny” established for a fixed
time or specified task (Pol. 1285a30ff ). They bore titles like diallaktes (“Reconciler”)
or aisymnetes (“Pronouncer”) and were later combined under the collective title nomo-
thetai (“Lawgivers”). Many tyrants too were counted among them. The best-known
of these lawgivers is Solon of Athens; among the others, Draco of Athens, Pittacus
of Mytilene, Charondas of Catane, and Zaleukos of Locri were particularly famous.
Although many of these figures (most prominently Lycurgus of Sparta) have become
obscured by legend, the content and intention of their laws can be reconstructed
fairly well.17 We even have a piece of Draco’s legislation as recorded later (IG I3 104;
Koerner 1993: 11) and this fits quite well with what we know from extant epigraphic
texts.

It was decisive that these laws were fixed in an authoritative way and displayed
publicly. In often turbulent times they were to represent firmness and stability.
Accordingly, the new medium of writing, adapted from Phoenician models (Gehrke
2000b: 144 with n. 7; ch. 28, below), was used to record the new laws word-for-
word on imperishable material for eternity. Moreover, in order to endow the laws
with a religious aura, they were frequently recorded on temple walls or set up in
temples, placed under the protection of divinities, and confirmed by oaths. It was
probably not uncommon to consult an oracle before passing a law. The “Great Rhetra”
in Sparta was even composed as an oracle. The particular nature of this form of regu-
lation was also expressed in the common habit of referring to laws as “the writing”
(graphos) or “that which is written” (gramma). Conversely, older terms such as thesmos
and tethmos indicate that the laws also included or adapted older rules and social
norms, previously passed down orally. This serves to remind us that much in civic
society continued to be governed by wholly traditional norms and that the process
of “legalization” discussed here concerned only certain areas of life.

It is a particular characteristic of early Greek statehood that such laws and other
regulations, which formed the basis of the political and legal systems, focused above
all on procedures (Gagarin 1986). Even the rules imposed on high officials, who were
after all primarily active as judges, reveal an effort to ensure a decision wherever pos-
sible, as we have seen: where there was a plaintiff, there ought to be a judge. Conversely,
the right to prosecute also extended widely, to all citizens of the polis. Highly char-
acteristic was the feature of Solon’s legislation in Athens that enabled every citizen
(ho boulomenos) to act as a plaintiff on behalf of a third party (the so-called Popu-
larklage), in cases where the polis itself was affected or the victim, being underage
or dependent, was unable to do so. Comparable laws may have existed elsewhere.
Furthermore, the institution of a kosmos for foreigners in Gortyn (see above) indi-
cates that the legal system paid attention even to noncitizens (resident aliens or 
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visiting foreigners). It is not impossible, therefore, that they too had a right to pro-
secute, as is perhaps suggested by the kseneia dika in Crete (ICret IV. 80.8), which
must have been a “droit des étrangers” (Nomima I: p. 32).

It was therefore considered extremely important that the opportunity for a 
lawsuit be available, that a legal procedure was provided for it, and that thanks 
to publication of the relevant laws everybody knew, or at any rate could know, 
how to conduct a lawsuit. The laws defined the content, meaning, and course of 
lawsuits, including time-limits to be observed. Special care was devoted to defining
the roles of the plaintiff, defendant, judge, and witnesses, their duties, respons-
ibilities, and legal competences. It was made clear what evidence and criteria for deci-
sions were valid, particularly how the swearing of oaths was to be arranged. And of
course the scope for imposing penalties, above all the level of fines and compensa-
tions, was precisely regulated, as were the actions required to ensure payment of 
these sums.

Even in its fragmentary state the extant evidence reveals in what minute detail the
conduct of lawsuits was fixed. There must have been good reasons for such almost
obsessive efforts: we can infer a strong commitment to neutralizing a high potential
for conflict within the community by making it possible to pursue disputes through
regulated channels. If the preservation of domestic peace is among the tasks of the
state (Herzog 1971: 110ff; Walter 1998: 22ff ), we have here another clear feature
of statehood in the early Greek polis.

Nevertheless, in this area there remain marked differences from modern forms of
statehood. Most importantly, the judge handed down a ruling, but was not respons-
ible for carrying it out. Modern states have specific agencies that deal with such tasks.
It is therefore possible to act immediately upon the judge’s decision. In the early
Greek poleis, however, after the ruling was made it was once again the turn of the
contending parties. Whoever won the case had to carry the ruling out himself. He
had no more than a legal claim, but at least he was now entitled to realize it by
means of “permitted self-help” (Steinwenter 1925: 45). Other officials entered the
action only when the polis itself was affected. We can easily imagine that this arrange-
ment encouraged the continuation of conflicts on another level – and prompted more
lawsuits. The further development of Greek law confirms this vividly.18

Scope of Legislation

Since nothing was in principle exempt from regulation, the subjects of legislation
were extraordinarily manifold. A glance at the table of contents of Nomima, the impor-
tant publication of archaic laws by Henri van Effenterre and Françoise Ruzé
(1994–5), is enough to show this. Modern scholars (in particular legal historians)
tend to sort the various regulations by content and to correlate these with fields of
modern law. Yet in archaic Greece any kind of systematic arrangement of laws was
at best rudimentary. The common notion of “codification” is therefore in some respects
misleading. The laws of Solon or the so-called Codex of Gortyn (or the Twelve Tables
in Rome) are no more than collections of disparate laws, not systematically conceived
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constitutions. Even so, we find clearly recognizable basic tendencies and constantly
recurring content.

Two areas stand out among all the variety. In addition to procedural law in the
broadest sense (discussed above), there were above all laws concerning sacred mat-
ters. Just as legislation itself was steeped in a religious aura – although everyone knew
that it was man-made – so its subjects too were very often related to cult. Especially
when dealing with the gods great care was needed lest the safety of community and
citizens be jeopardized (Plato, Euthyphr. 14b). The gods were expected to show 
gratitude for generous sacrifices and to exact gruesome punishment for neglect and
offenses.

Minutely detailed rules therefore abounded for all sorts of religious matters,
including, above all, ritual purity. In spaces defined as “sacred,” strict requirements
for the maintenance of purity were applied. Pollution through blood or, concretely,
through persons tainted by blood was a particular concern. Conversely, it was pos-
sible to appease the gods through rituals of atonement for which again rules were
drawn up. Moreover, a multitude of regulations fixed even the smallest details of
sacrifices, including what type of animal to offer to which god. Corresponding regu-
lations were laid down for processions and festivals, for participants and for the sacred
envoys who attended these events.

Characteristically, all these prescriptions were the responsibility of the community,
the people (Sourvinou-Inwood 1990). Among the tasks of a scribe hired by Dattalla
in Crete, we read that he is responsible for “public matters, divine as well as human”
(ta damosia ta te theia kai t’anthropina: Nomima I. 22.4). In other words, the pub-
lic domain, i.e. the domain of the state, encompassed both the religious and secu-
lar spheres. The political and religious communities were not distinguished; there
was no separation of church and state, indeed the very word and concept of “church”
is out of place here. The polis was also a religious association. Therefore the priests
were among the most important public officials and the polis also made decisions in
religious matters, albeit in particularly close consultation with oracles. Not even here
was a fundamental difference perceived between sacred and secular matters. Thus
religious business was always the first item on the assembly’s agenda, in Athens (Ath.
Pol. 43.6) and surely elsewhere as well.

Another important area of legislation was concerned with problems posed by the
political system, the relation between institutions, their powers, and limitations, as
mentioned above. Here again construction was not systematic, not based on a blueprint
for a constitution, but it was nevertheless a considered effort, which started with
problem areas that required regulation. Much continued to happen according to con-
vention and tradition, but some things which were particularly important or urgent
(such as jurisdiction and legal procedures) were given legal form and acquired the
force of law.

Next, and closely related, were the state’s relations to the outside world in the
broadest sense, from honors and privileges bestowed on individuals to international
treaties, as well as relations with foreigners living in the community, or with neigh-
boring poleis. Issues of status played a significant role, including dealings with serfs,
slaves, and freedmen. Regulations concerning offenses like manslaughter, bodily injury,
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rape, and slander, and the associated claims for compensation and punishment 
featured prominently. What was at issue here clearly was less the criminal act as such
than the violation of prestige which it entailed. Accordingly, in a law about bodily
injury from Eltynia on Crete a higher punishment was set for an offense committed
in a public place or at a public function.19 Similarly, laws concerning adultery or lim-
iting the consumption of alcohol probably were prompted less by moral principles
than by a desire to reduce the potential for conflicts in which affronts to honor could
easily occur.

Other regulations, sometimes very precise, concerned matters of the oikos, that is,
house, property, and especially family life. Here too the state interfered with its regu-
lations where it seemed necessary and sensible, without allowing itself to be ham-
pered by any concept of a private sphere (Gehrke 1993: 63ff; 1997: 51ff ). Again it
was above all areas rife with potential for conflict that attracted the lawgiver’s atten-
tion: inheritance and dowry, property rights of children of various statuses, relations
between natural and adopted children, distribution of property affecting divorcees
or widows, and care for the elderly. The state also protected the weak, women, wid-
ows, and children, and even to some extent serfs, from excessive patriarchal power,
certainly not out of social compassion but in order to promote peace under the law
and to safeguard the next generation of citizens.

The laws included rules on economic issues such as sales, lending, and leasing with
various types of contracts. Here particular attention was given to problems of mort-
gage and debt, especially when debt bondage was at issue. Given the economic devel-
opments especially at the end of the seventh and in the sixth century – as in Athens
(chs. 8 and 23, this volume) – this was essential. It was precisely through debt that
many were in danger of slipping into permanent dependence, while creditors on the
other hand insisted on their rights. This was an area of considerable social stress.

Moreover, some of our texts attest to an interest in issues of settlement and land
division. A law probably enacted in western Lokris confirmed, with strict sanctions,
the validity of a previous division of land in a certain area, which amounted to a
clear guarantee of ownership.20 Only limited further settlement in the area was to
be permitted, and only under special conditions. Any attempt even to propose a fur-
ther distribution of land was to be treated like murder and punished most severely.
It is hardly a coincidence that at a time when calls for the cancellation of debt and
redistribution of land were widespread (Asheri 1966: 21ff, 61ff ), special attention
was given to regulations of debt and landownership.

Furthermore, we find laws that were designed to prevent an excessive display of
wealth and luxury, particularly at funerals and private celebrations, such as weddings,
in which the public also took an active part. Finally areas were considered that were
likely to cause quarrels between neighbors: the construction of houses, access to water,
rights of way, the exploitation of arable land, and viticulture.

The density of our discussion, and the accumulation of subjects which are often
only attested once, may create an exaggerated impression of an extreme density of
regulation which could easily stand comparison with the present day, and one ought
therefore to be rather careful in calculating the volume and impact of such prescriptions.
But the fact remains that the legal formalization sketched above was by no means a
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marginal phenomenon. It constituted, in its details and its specificity, a character-
istic feature of the Greek polis and Greek statehood.

The Nature of the Early Greek State

To summarize, three elements should be underscored as specific characteristics of
the early Greek state. First, a broadly comparable degree of institutionalization and
formalization appears everywhere. We find holders of established posts (in modern
parlance often but not quite fittingly called “magistrates”), small bodies (councils)
essentially engaged in deliberation and preparation, and finally actual general assem-
blies of the community, in which all citizens were entitled to participate and vote and
where usually each vote counted equally. Their decisions, which could have the force
of law, were final, not least in dealing with actions of the officials and proposals of
the council. Traditional forms of social organization as well as concerns of indi-
viduals and families (oikoi), were taken into account within this institutional frame
and thus integrated into the organization of the state. The community chose its own
officials, and in external relations with individuals and states acted as a corporate entity,
in the full legal sense.

Second, formalization in the socio-political sphere was characterized by the use of
laws, i.e. the publication and making permanent of rules through the medium of
writing, on durable material, and with religious sanction. It was precisely against annul-
ment and change that these laws were protected in a very special manner, by oaths
and threats of punishment, often again of a religious kind. Quite often, one who
acted against such provisions, by attempting to change a law for example, risked being
made an outlaw.

Third, extant laws throughout show massive state involvement in two areas. One
was an effort to regulate relations to the gods precisely and to protect the religious
sphere from any kind of desecration. The other, most importantly, concerned the
ever-present potential for conflict in the community and resulted in highly energetic
attempts to reduce such conflicts or at least to force them into regulated channels
where they were subject to legal procedures and state control. Here, then, was one
of the principal tasks of the officials, which they were obliged to carry out. In order
to prevent them from becoming too powerful as a result, their terms of office were
limited, usually to one year (annuity), and repeated office-holding (iteration) was
made more difficult, for example, by requiring a mandatory interval. In any case 
the people exercised some control over the officials, expressed in the fact that the
citizens elected them and had the right to prosecute them.

We see or at least sense much that is familiar to us from modern constitutional
states: some kind of accountability on the part of officials, checks and balances between
various institutions, and not least the basic importance of the legal order itself and
of the citizens’ active political participation. Even if we wish to detect in “So the
community decided” the same self-confidence as in the proud “We, the People,”
and even if we bear in mind that those modern political orders in many respects,
albeit by very tortuous routes, reach back to Greek forms of state and Greek 
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constitutional thought, we must nevertheless first and foremost be aware of the enor-
mous differences. Early Greek statehood appears deeply alien to us in key respects,
even if we disregard the existence of relations of extreme dependence, vast gender
differences not least in law, and the absence of human rights. The foundations on
which modern constitutional states are built simply did not exist.

Entirely lacking, first of all, was the marked separation of church and state that
has been constitutive from the Enlightenment at least for so-called western state for-
mation and especially prominent in the French tradition. The Greek state was no
less responsible for sacred matters than for secular ones; the term “public” or “state”
covered both. In contrast to the modern state, the polis was thus also a religious
institution: this was and remained a central principle.

Moreover, the Greek state was far from embracing the concept of separation of
powers. In particular, there was no independent judiciary branch functioning as a
“third power.” Again, the opposite was true. The state’s sphere of action was, strictly
speaking, not administrative and executive, but juridical. This was due to specific
conditions that were decisive: there simply was no bureaucracy, paid officials or func-
tionaries were rare, and, in contrast to Rome for example, the power base controlled
by wealthy families was not great enough to permit development of such an appa-
ratus. The regular changes of officials made that impossible in any case. At best, this
would have been conceivable in a tyranny – but tyrannies were shortlived, entirely
focused on one person or family, and thus severely limited in other ways (chs. 6 and
21, this volume). Above all, it was the peaceful, legal resolution of conflicts that was
a central concern in developing the Greek state order. Jurisdiction was, so to speak,
the executive or, put another way, the executive itself, as we have seen, remained
rather weak.

Finally, the Greek states lacked the protection of the private sphere as it has devel-
oped in the modern world, especially in the Anglo-Saxon legal system. Self-
confident as he was, a Greek noble would no doubt happily have said, “my home
is my castle,” and indeed might have been right to describe the actual building in
this way, i.e. as a fortification – many farms with fortification towers are known, at
least from later periods. But in a legal sense the polis did not respect the home at
all. The laws of Solon and those from Gortyn demonstrate with all the clarity one
could wish for that the state interfered in the affairs of families and homes when-
ever this seemed necessary or opportune. Indeed, the state paid particular attention
to this sphere in view of its inherent conflict and its importance for the regular regen-
eration of the citizen body, not least in order to protect the weak. True, a distinc-
tion was made between the “public” or “official” (damosion) and the “individual”
and “private” (idion); this distinction was a sign of statehood. Yet the borders were
drawn and conceived differently from the modern contrasting pair, “public” and 
“private.” Here, as in other areas, one must not be misled by the appearance of 
similarity into ignoring fundamental differences.

That such state forms were widespread in Archaic Greece, at least by the end of
the sixth century, has been pointed out several times. We know this not only from
the documentary evidence – the primary basis for the present discussion – but also
from the literary tradition. The latter is rich especially for those states, which later
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played a conspicuous role and thus are privileged in our sources: Sparta and even
more so Athens, but also other poleis such as Corinth and Thebes. All the more
important poleis are included, as well as many smaller ones, among which some are
scarcely known otherwise. Crete apparently had a particularly large output of laws.
This cannot be due to the chance of archaeological discovery but must have its cause
in the concentration of potential conflict and violence here (Gehrke 1997) and in
processes of imitation and emulation (Gehrke 2000b: 150; see also ch. 14, above).
In any case, we can almost speak of a ubiquitous phenomenon.

As far as we can see, some rather remote regions – particularly Aetolia and Acarnania
in western Greece, but also Thessaly and areas bordering on it – were, at least ini-
tially, not affected by these processes. In these regions tribal structures remained dom-
inant until well into the fifth century at least, such as the tribe and its subtribes among
the Aetolians (Funke 1997). In such cases the Greeks spoke of an ethnos which they
distinguished clearly from the polis.21 On the other hand, a clear tendency toward
the formation of poleis can be observed even in those areas where similar tribal asso-
ciations were maintained for a long time, such as Phocis, Achaea, and Arcadia, even
if we scarcely know the details of these organizations. This alone is enough to show
how attractive the model of the state was.

Elis offers a graphic example (Gehrke 2005). It became a polis with a clearly demar-
cated center only in 471 through a political act of synoecism. Previously the people
lived mostly scattered in the country. Yet this synoecism was to all appearances a
matter of settlement practice, rather than of public law, even if it was linked to changes
in the constitution (Gehrke 1985: 52–3). For the Eleian ethnos – as we should call
this type of non-polis community according to the Greek terminology just cited –
had a degree of political organization that we generally associate with the polis. It
showed all the elements of statehood described above and its inscriptions offer many
pertinent examples of important regulations. The ethnos had a place of assembly (an
agora) with corresponding buildings (cult-places, law-courts) at the site of Elis itself,
the future center of the polis (Siewert 1994; Eder and Mitsopoulos-Leon 1999). A
fragmentary inscription recently published by Peter Siewert (1994) indicates that 
regulations fixed in writing, that is, laws and legal rules, were stored there. It is pos-
sible that the centrality of this site was not yet uncontested, for in the middle of the
sixth century the place designated for the publication of the ever-increasing number
of regulations was moved to the Temple of Zeus in Olympia (Siewert 1994: 27).
Also already in the sixth century, this ethnos, organized as a state, was capable of
expanding its sphere of influence and to attach to itself as allies (symmachoi) other
groups along and beyond the Alpheios River (Ebert and Siewert 1997–9). It
thereby created relations of dependence by means of the system of hegemonial alliance
that the Spartans had developed shortly before.

All this suggests that distinctions between ethnos and polis were not strict at all.
Even if the connections between Greek ethnicity, tribal structures, and polis forma-
tion continue to pose many puzzles, the process of state formation appealed to tribal
conglomerations as well. In the end, the latter’s various subunits evolved into poleis,
while on a higher level of organization they preserved their unity and mutated into
federal states. For the Acarnanians we can demonstrate this in the fifth century (Gehrke
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1994–5), while among the Aetolians the process probably extended well into the
fourth (Funke 1997). This goes beyond our chronological limits, but the look ahead
helps to underscore once again the general significance of the process of Greek state
formation.

The ubiquity of this process confirms at the same time that its decisive precondi-
tion was also widespread: the constant and alert willingness of the rich and influen-
tial to demonstrate their power and strength and to display and protect their honor,
as well as their inability to yield and compromise. Again and again, this disposition
led to conflicts which often escalated into violent confrontations, particularly in the
seventh and sixth centuries. Nor was it only the feuds within the elite that proved
dangerous, but still more their collective efforts to establish themselves as a ruling
class, and the aspirations of single members to rise above the community by estab-
lishing a tyranny. Against all these efforts stood the law, “the friend of the weak”
as Friedrich Schiller put it.

These connections, emphasized strongly in recent scholarship, were already recognized
by Friedrich Nietzsche who characterized them with weighty words (1969: 151):

Smelling out “beautiful souls” in the Greeks, “golden means” and other perfections,
admiring in them, for instance, calm in grandeur, an ideal disposition, elevated sim-
plicity – I was protected from this “elevated simplicity,” which is in the end niaiserie
allemande [German foolishness], by the psychologist in me. I saw their strongest instinct,
the will to power; I saw them tremble before the boundless force of this drive – I saw
all their institutions arise from security measures, in order to make themselves safe in
the face of each other’s inner explosives.

(tr. in Nietzsche 1997: 88)

Did this work?, we finally have to ask. How successful were these intensive and intel-
ligent attempts to use political order combined with coercive power exerted by the
community and its laws – that is, to rely on state organization – to channel conflicts
and thereby to achieve and secure internal peace? It is not possible to give an unequi-
vocal answer to these questions. On the one hand, these institutions made it pos-
sible to contain or at least slow down the rise of tyranny, which at times seemed
unstoppable. Despite all challenges, the citizen community of this type remained the
only legitimate form of social and political organization among the Greeks, and, as
the history of democracy shows, it even offered possibilities for further development.

On the other hand, this order was and remained precarious. Although legal recourse
was available, in the absence of strong state agencies the execution of a court’s judge-
ment raised new problems if, for example, permitted self-help went too far. And what
happened if the officials serving as judges, in spite of all controls and threats of pun-
ishment, did not fulfill their duties? Aristotle uses the example of contemporary Crete
to paint an alarming picture of the possible consequences (Pol. 1272b3ff ):

The kosmoi are often expelled from office either by a conspiracy of their colleagues or
of private persons. It is also possible for kosmoi to resign in the middle of their term.
But it were better if all these things took place according to law (kata nomon) and not
human wish, which is no safe standard. Basest of all, however, are the frequent abolitions
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of kosmoi brought about by the powerful when they do not wish to submit to punish-
ment, from which it is also clear that the Cretan order (taxis) has some elements of a
constitution (politeia) but is not really a constitution but rather an arbitrary regime of a
few powerful people (dynasteia). The habit of the powerful is to create rival followings
among the people and their friends and to exploit the resulting condition of anarchy
to engage in civil strife (stasis) and fight against each other. Yet what is the difference
between such behavior and the polis periodically ceasing to exist and the constitution-
ally ordered community dissolving?

(tr. Simpson 1997, modified)

This passage, far too rarely noted, is a locus classicus for the specifically Greek form
of violent political conflict within a polis (stasis). It demonstrates how – as Aristotle
sees it – the state (polis) and the community of citizens (politike koinonia) were jeop-
ardized by stasis and, conversely, that they were organized to prevent such internal
strife. This passage also makes clear that in this organization the judicial competence
of the highest officials played a central role, and why intensive efforts were made to
compel these officials to perform their duties, most especially in the arbitration of
quarrels. It was precisely when this function (held in this case by the kosmoi) was
not served well or even consciously obstructed, that is, when anarchia, anarchy, reigned,
that open civil war could break out. We would today speak of mafia-like structures
(van Wees 2000b).

Aristotle sees here a deficiency of Cretan statehood. In line with the creators of
the forms of state analyzed in this chapter, he pleads for “firm legal rules,” for nomos,
which in his view had not been pushed far enough in Crete.22 Since even our lim-
ited knowledge shows that Cretan legal systems were meticulous, it is clear that the
laws had a limited effect. All we know about civil war, amply attested in Greece in
the seventh and sixth centuries and later (Lintott 1982; Gehrke 1985), shows that
this certainly did not apply to Crete alone. In any case, efforts to develop state regu-
lations that would direct conflicts into peaceful channels were faced with a highly
competitive mentality and corresponding values, as well as a barely limited readiness
to resort to violence. Their constant interaction meant that political and legal organ-
ization remained precarious: an unstable equilibrium of order and anarchy.

Here probably lies the most fundamental precondition for the perpetual warfare
among Greek states, for their attempts to foster domestic peace by promoting enmity
against those outside, to satisfy agonistic ambition in this way and to weld the polis
together as a community of fighters. That is another story (ch. 30, below), but this
aspect of Greek statehood had to be mentioned at least. Here too Nietzsche can
serve as our crown witness, when he continues after the passage cited above:

The immense internal tension then discharged itself in frightening and ruthless exter-
nal hostility: the city-states ripped each other to shreds so that the citizens might, each
of them, attain peace with themselves. It was necessary to be strong; danger was nearby
– it lay in ambush everywhere.

What would have been needed here was a Leviathan – which the Greeks feared even
more. Hence they lived in states but ultimately these were far different from ours.
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NOTES

1 Jellinek 1914: 394ff, on the so-called “three element theory”; see now Walter 1998: esp.
19ff; also Davies 1997.

2 On early developments, see esp. Donlan 1989 (in part going farther than I would) Ulf
1990b; van Wees 1992; Raaflaub 1998; further bibliography Raaflaub 1993b: 87 n. 2.

3 Orph. Hymn 64.1ff; Heracl. 22 B114 D-K; Pind. fr. 152B; Hdt. 7.102.
4 For a complementary perspective on the accelerated development of the polis in archaic

Greece, see Raaflaub 1993b, which does not concentrate on the topic of statehood and
primarily uses literary rather than documentary sources, but reaches very similar conclu-
sions. Raaflaub also illuminates contemporary reflection on the developments analyzed
here, that is, early forms of political thought (cf. Raaflaub 2000; 2001).

5 ML 8; Koerner 1993: 61; Nomima I.62. Origin: Meiggs and Lewis 1988: 17; interpre-
tation: Gehrke 1993: 51ff.

6 On the question of authenticity, see Beloch 1912 (1924): 366; Hignett 1952: 92ff;
Chambers 1990a: 178–9 (all contra); Busolt 1895–1904: 2. 279; Busolt and Swoboda
1926: 845; Rhodes 1972: 208–9; 1981: 153–4 (all pro).

7 My interpretation owes much to Ehrenberg 1933 (1965a); and Bringmann 1975; 1980;
cf. Raaflaub 1993b: 64ff. For different views, Nafissi, 1991: 5ff, and ch. 8, above; van
Wees 1999b.

8 See esp. Willets 1967; Gagarin 1986; Camassa 1988; Link 1991; Maffi 1992;
Hölkeskamp 1992a, 1999; Thomas 1996, Schmitz 2004b. For my own position (and
more references than I can include here), see Gehrke 1993, 1995a, 2000a, 2000b, and
1997 (on Crete).

9 ML 2; Koerner 1993: 90; Nomima I.81.
10 Koerner 1993: 153–154; Nomima I.16, 30; Cod. Gortyn XI.16.
11 The title is attested only later; this protokosmos has been identified with the startagetas

(strategos, “general”: Nomima I.7.4–5) attested in the early fifth century (Guarducci,
comm. on ICret IV.80, p. 185), but this is far from certain.

12 Martin 1974: 29ff is skeptical, but see Rhodes 1972: 201ff on this debate; see also Bleicken
1985 (1988; 1991; 1994): 454–5 and, generally, Wallace 1989.

13 See generally the lucid observations of Raaflaub 1993b: 80; on the debate concerning
Athens: Bleicken 1994: 442 and recently Raaflaub 2006; van Wees 2006; and the dis-
cussion between Ober, Raaflaub, and Wallace in Raaflaub et al. 2007.

14 On Sparta’s vote by shouting or dividing, see, e.g., Thuc. 1.87; Flaig 1993. On the Roman
group vote, Staveley 1972: esp. 133ff.

15 Ruzé 1984: 253; see, generally, Larsen 1949.
16 This is suggested by the formula zamos plathyon (perhaps: “the people in full numbers”)

in Elis (Koerner 1993: 38; Nomima I.108; Ruzé 1984: 257). A similar formula (demos
plethyon) is attested in fifth-century Athens but probably goes back to the archaic period:
Ostwald 1986: 32–6; Ryan 1994.

17 See Link 1992, 1994; Hölkeskamp 1992a; 1999: 44ff. Generally, see ch. 21, below.
18 As illustrated by [Demosthenes] 47.52–61; cf. Bravo 1980; and the Twelve Tables in Rome.
19 ICret I.X.2; Koerner 1993: 94; Nomima II.80; Gehrke 1997: 43–44.
20 IG IX2 1.3.609; ML 13; Koerner 1993: 47; Nomima I.44.
21 Hdt. 5.2; 7.8; 8.108; cf. Funke 1997: 145 and, generally, C. Morgan 2003.
22 On Aristotle’s concept of law, see now Piepenbrink 2001: 15ff.
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Tyrants and lawgivers play a critical but contested role in Archaic history. According
to some ancient sources, many seventh-century communities, beset by dysfunctional
aristocracies, empowered charismatic individuals to rule as tyrants – the word still
lacked negative connotations – or else to legislate judicial or political reforms. Early
tyrants curtailed abusive aristocrats and safeguarded the – possibly hoplite – masses
who promoted and supported them, an important step on the road to democracy.1

Ancient texts also assign lawgivers major roles in resolving social crises.
Many scholars have challenged these conceptions, as reflecting anachronistic fourth-

century theory and an overestimation of the demos’ role. Following different sources,
they view tyrants as dominant aristocrats, often abusing the people. Others question
the historical significance of lawgivers, viewing most early legislation as ad hoc.2

Indisputably, both lawgivers and tyrants attracted much mythology, especially for
biographical details.3

The current chapter focuses on three poleis, Mytilene, Megara, and Athens, for
which Alcaeus, Theognis, and Solon supply contemporary testimonia. They and other
early evidence will help to confirm the first, positive vision of seventh-century tyrants.
At the same time, early evidence also indicates that by the end of that century, most
tyrannies had become problematic – the root of alternative, now hostile interpreta-
tions of tyranny – and laws proved weak. A third type of charismatic now emerged
on the scene: the sage or sophos. Seeking to mediate the strife that afflicted their com-
munities, some sophoi became civic reformers, combining political authority with 
wisdom and restraint.

Elites in Crisis

Seventh- and sixth-century poets voice frequent complaints against aristocratic vio-
lence, arrogance, judicial abuse, and economic exploitation.4 Within their poleis, elites
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contended for status (timê), wealth, and power, sometimes with damaging con-
sequences. Our earliest Greek (and panhellenic) text, the Iliad, takes as its theme Achilles’
and Agamemnon’s private quarrel over honor and booty, bringing death and destruc-
tion to their warrior community despite elite ideals of fostering the demos (see, e.g.,
Agamemnon and Menelaos “fearing lest the Argives suffer some hurt,” Il. 10.1–35).5

Achilles calls Agamemnon a basileus who “feeds on his people” (demoboros: 1.231),
the ranker Thersites lambasts Agamemnon for greed (2.225–34), Priam calls his 
surviving sons “shameful, boasters and dancers, the best men of the dancefloor, 
robbers of sheep and goats among their own people” (24.260–2, tr. van Wees).
Around the same time as Homer, Hesiod laments,

There is angry murmuring when right is dragged off wherever gift-swallowers choose
to take her as they give judgment with crooked verdicts . . . Often a whole community
together suffers in consequence of a bad man who does wrong and contrives evil . . .
Zeus either punishes those men’s broad army or city wall, or punishes their ships at sea
. . . Beware of this, lords, and keep your pronouncements straight, you gift-swallowers,
and forget your crooked judgments altogether.

(Works and Days 213–73, tr. West, adapted)

Similar difficulties afflicted seventh-century Mytilene, Athens, and Megara. At Mytilene,
after overthrowing the Penthilid dynasty perhaps ca. 640, aristocratic “clans” (genê)
began a murderous competition for power and prestige, fighting or else fleeing into
exile. Alcaeus fled at least twice; Sappho also fled. The names of three Mytilenean
genê, Kleanaktidai, Demoanaktidai, and Archeanaktidai (Alc. fr. 112.23, 24; 296b1
Liberman), reflect their ruling pretensions (the element “-anak-” derives from anax,
“master”). In fr. 305a Alcaeus expresses unhappiness at the “endless” fighting between
his genos and another. Penthilids continued to manoeuvre among rival genê, not shed-
ding their reputation for violence. Aristotle (Pol. 1311b) notes that one night a cer-
tain Penthilos dragged out from beside his wife and beat a certain Smerdis, who
killed him. Between elite and demos, issues included upper class excesses unregulated
by law, popular hatred for elite violence, elite scorn for community warfare and for
ordinary citizens whom they called kakoi, “base,” “ugly,” “worthless” (Alc. fr. 296a.7),
and ethnic discrimination against Mytileneans of Thracian or Anatolian origin.6

In seventh-century Attica an elite calling itself eupatridai, “sons of good fathers,”
dominated the land. Solon calls them “you who have pushed through to glut your-
selves with many good things” (fr. 4c.2 West). “Out of arrogance many griefs must
be endured,” for Athens’ rulers “do not know how to restrain their greed or to order
their present festivities in the peacefulness of the banquet” (fr. 4.8–10). Eupatrid
extravagance weighed especially on dependent farmers (Murray 1993: 189–94), some
of whom were sold abroad into slavery (Solon fr. 4.23–5). Prospering non-
Eupatrids and the demos had difficulty gaining political status. Solon’s defensive, even
self-contradictory, claim “to the people I gave as much privilege (geras)/ power (kratos)
as sufficed them, neither taking away timê nor holding out still more” (fr. 5 = Ath.
Pol. 12.1/ Plut. Sol. 18.5) shows that the revolutionary masses were demanding greater
political standing, which he failed to satisfy. His proclamation that he wrote laws
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“equal for elite and kakoi alike, straight justice” (fr. 36.18–19) implies earlier com-
plaints by the kakoi about crooked justice. Meanwhile, elites fought among them-
selves “for a long time” after the Alcmaeonid genos killed some “companions” (hetairoi)
of Kylon, attempting to become tyrant in 632 (Plut. Sol. 12). The Alcmaeonids fled
into exile four times between 600 and 508. Solon mentions “civil discord and war”
(fr. 4.19).

At Megara also, early evidence points to economic exploitation, aristocratic dis-
order, and judicial abuse. Sometime before 550 (Lane Fox 2000: 40 dates him ca.
600–560) the elite poet Theognis mentions murderous civil strife (51) and aristo-
cratic outrage: “Cyrnus, this polis is pregnant, and I fear that it will give birth to a
man who will be a straightener of our base hubris” (39–40, tr. Nagy; cf. 41–52).
He complains that the elite has yielded to the masses in administering justice: “Cyrnus,
this polis is still a polis, but its people are different. Formerly they knew nothing of
legal decisions or laws but wore goatskins around their flanks – wore them to shreds
– and grazed like deer outside this polis. And now they are agathoi [elite], son of
Polupaos, and those who were formerly esthloi [noble] are now deiloi [base cowards]”
(53–60). As we shall see, Aristotle’s comment that Megara’s tyrant Theagenes won
the people’s trust “by slaughtering the cattle of the rich” (Pol. 1305a) points to 
earlier economic injustice. Van Wees remarks that in aristocratic Megara, as elsewhere,
“violence and greed were structural phenomena, rather than aberrations which
could be blamed on ‘the bad men’ ” (2000b: 66).

Tyrants

Amid these crises, tyrants came to dominate many poleis. What were their functions
and who supported them?7 In an important passage Aristotle concluded that in 
larger poleis

a tyrant is set up from among the people and the masses to oppose the notables, that
the people may suffer no injustice from them. This is manifest from the historical record.
For almost the greatest number of tyrants have risen, it may be said, from being dem-
agogues, having won the people’s confidence by slandering the notables.

(Pol. 1310b)

Aristotle and his research group reconstructed detailed political and constitutional
histories of 158 poleis, using and sometimes quoting archaic poetry now mostly lost.
Although all but one of these histories are also lost, Politics preserves his general
reflections on this material. Aristotle was not alone in thus interpreting the installa-
tion of tyrants. Plato wrote: “Is it not the way of a demos to put forward one man
as its special champion and protector, and cherish and magnify him? . . . This is plain,
that when a tyrant arises he sprouts from a protectorate root” – i.e., from protect-
ing the demos (Rep. 565cd). In the fifth century, Herodotus’ presentation of the
Mede Deioces (1.96–100) reflects a similar conception – “the despotic template”
(Dewald 2003: 27–8). The people of Deioces’ village chose him to administer 
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justice and his reputation spread, as “corrupt practices of law were causing much
distress.” The Medes later made him basileus/tyrant (Herodotus uses both words).
“We cannot continue to live in this country under the present intolerable con-
ditions. Let us appoint one of our number to rule us so that we can get on with
our work under orderly government, and not lose our homes altogether in the recent
chaos.”

These statements all describe the appointment of tyrants to safeguard the demos:
the positive vision of tyranny. However, these same writers present quite negative
pictures of tyrants once in power. Immediately following his description of the instal-
lation of tyrants as popular leaders, Aristotle observes, “the tyrant does not look to
the public interest at all, unless it happens to contribute to his personal benefit” (Pol.
1310b); “it is clear that tyranny has the evils of both democracy and oligarchy: it
copies oligarchy in making wealth its object . . . and in putting no trust in the masses,
which is why they resort to the measure of stripping the people of their weapons,
and why ill treatment of the mob and its expulsion from the city and settlement in
scattered places is common to both forms of government” (Pol. 1311a). Similarly,
Plato (Rep. 571a–576c) and Herodotus’ Otanes (3.80.2) state that absolute power
leads to savage and unnatural violence against the community. These writers indi-
cate that tyrants began as popular leaders promoted by the demos to curtail aristo-
cratic abuse, but in time turned bad. How far will archaic evidence confirm these
conceptions?

The first Greek tyrant, Pheidon of Argos, remains shadowy. Called both tyrant
and basileus (here perhaps “ruler”), he may have led a mass hoplite army to defeat
the Spartans at Hysiae in 669 (Andrewes 1956: 39–42; Murray 1980 (1993): 141–3).
He also introduced a system of weights and measures (Hdt. 6.127), arguably anal-
ogous to the specification of legal norms (Salmon 1997: 64) and certainly benefiting
his community.

In Corinth during the 650s Cypselus seized power from the Bacchiad genos.
Herodotus’ story that baby Cypselus was saved from the murderous Bacchiadae by
smiling points to a positive view of his tyranny (5.92.b; cf. Murray 1993: 148).
Contemporary evidence (Salmon 1984: 186–8) makes clear that social justice and
adjudication were major issues. A contemporary Delphic oracle proclaimed that Cypselus
would “bring justice” to Corinth (Hdt. 5.92b, also calling him basileus). Similarly,
“Cypselus’ Chest” at Olympia – inscribed (Pausanias notes) with archaic boustrophedon
writing – depicted justice choking injustice (Paus. 5.18.2, 6). This dedication – “not
a relic, but a symbol of Cypselus’ . . . rise to power” (Drews 1972: 132 n. 14) – was
also contemporary: as we shall see, no one after his son and successor Periander would
have dedicated such a chest. Its central panel displayed military scenes, perhaps sup-
porting the story (in Nicolaus FGH 90 F 57.5, from Ephorus?) that, like Pheidon,
Cypselus had been a military commander. In 607/6, Athens and Mytilene chose
Periander to mediate their struggle over Sigeion (D.L. 1.76). Many scholars have
observed that he would never have been awarded that task had he been a wicked
despot. In the late seventh century, as again we shall see, Periander was also con-
sidered sophos, a sage. According to Aristotle (Pol. 1315b), Cypselus did not need 
a bodyguard, the tyrant’s standard protection against menacing aristocrats. If so,
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Corinth’s aristocracy may also have opposed the Bacchiad dynasty and not 
threatened Cypselus.

In the 650s or later, Orthagoras gained power in nearby Sicyon. One contem-
porary datum is illuminating: a successor born probably around the time of
Orthagoras’ accession was named Isodamos, “Equalpeople.”8 The Orthagorids ruled
for a century, the longest tyranny known to Aristotle, and were only expelled by
Spartan intervention: “they treated their subjects with moderation and generally obeyed
the laws . . . By their diligence in many matters they gained the leadership of the
demos” (Arist. Pol. 1315b12). They never attracted negative stories.

In Megara before 550, we have seen, Theognis mentions aristocratic abuse and
warns Megara’s elite against a “man who will be a straightener of our base hubris.”
Thus Theognis also viewed early tyranny as protecting against abusive elites. Theagenes
became tyrant ca. 640, according to Aristotle gaining the demos’s trust “by slaugh-
tering the livestock of the rich.” The violence of that report suggests that it derives
from archaic poetry hostile to Theagenes, defending the demos against a wealthy elite.
According to later sources, ca. 620 Theagenes was replaced by an oligarchy, but 
the demos soon seized power, still outraged at economic exploitation.9 Quite pos-
sibly drawing on Aristotle’s Constitution of the Megarians, the conservative Plutarch
writes (Mor. 295c–d):

among their shocking acts of misconduct toward the wealthy, the poor would enter
their homes and insist upon being entertained and banqueted sumptuously. But if they
did not receive what they demanded, they would treat all the household with violence
and hubris. Finally, they enacted a decree whereby they received back again the inter-
est which they paid their creditors, calling the measure “return interest.”

At Mytilene, the first tyrant we can clearly identify is Melanchros, dated only by his
assassination by Pittacus and Alcaeus’ brothers in the forty-second Olympiad,
612–19 (D.L. 1.74, Suda P1659). Alcaeus himself praises Melanchros as “worthy
of respect toward the polis” (fr. 331), perhaps attesting discord within his genos. Citing
“the so-called stasiotika [civil strife] poems of Alcaeus,” Strabo (13.2.3) describes
intense aristocratic in-fighting (dichostasiai, “apart-civil-struggles,” a word Solon also
uses [fr. 4.37]), periods of tyranny, and what he calls dunasteiai for some fifteen
years after Melanchros’ murder. Soon after his death, a new tyrant, Myrsilos, was
brought in by ship, from exile or retreat. The scholiast on fr. 305a quotes Alcaeus’
“if only there were no war between myself and you,” and says, “this is addressed to
someone called Mnemon who provided a boat for the return of Myrsilos. He says,
then, that he does not blame him or quarrel with him for this.” Again, elite discord
is evident. As for popular support, like Smerdis (who killed Penthilos), Myrsilos’ name
is Anatolian: like Pittacus later, he seems to have represented Mytilene’s non-Greek
population. Alcaeus fr. 383 attests a Myrsileon, a heroic shrine to Myrsilos erected
soon after his death, suggesting widespread popularity.

Alcaeus and his “companions,” including Pittacus, tried to kill Myrsilos, and fled
(schol. Alc. fr. 114). However, Pittacus, of noble but also Thracian stock, now shifts
sides. Alcaeus prays:
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Come . . . rescue us from these hardships and from grievous exile; and let their Avenger
[i.e., of the conspirators] pursue the son of Hyrrhas [Pittacus], since once we swore,
cutting [the throat of an animal for sacrifice?] never [to abandon?] any of our hetairoi,
but either to die at the hands of men who at that time came against us . . . or else to
kill them and rescue the demos from its griefs. But Pot-Belly [Pittacus] did not talk to
their hearts; he recklessly trampled the oaths underfoot, and devours our polis.

(fr. 129)

Alcaeus’ stated purpose, “to rescue the demos from its griefs,” reflects elite ideolo-
gies of fostering the demos as we saw with Agamemnon and Menelaos. Pittacus joined
Myrsilos, but probably not as joint tyrants, as Pittacus was not tyrant after Myrsilos’
death. Their collaboration may have been what Strabo called a dunasteia, and we a
popular junta.

Finally, in response to elite violence and exploitation at Athens, some revolution-
aries in 594/3 wanted Solon to become tyrant (fr. 32 West; Plut. Sol. 13–14). For
reasons we shall consider, he declined. In the 560s, however, after the mixed 
success of his reforms, Solon indicates that the demos wanted and were responsible
for Peisistratus’ tyranny. He warned them:

from great men a city is destroyed, and into the slavery
of a single ruler [monarchos] by ignorance the demos falls.
Once a man is raised too high, it is not easy to restrain him
thereafter. Now is the time to see all this coming.

(fr. 9.3–6 West)

Once Peisistratus gained power, Solon blamed the demos:

If you have suffered terrible things through your own baseness (kakotês),
do not put the blame for this on the gods.
For you yourselves increased these men, giving pledges,
and through these things you have evil slavery . . .
You look to the tongue and to the words of a flattering man,
but do not look to the deed that arises.

(fr. 11 W)

The demos voted Peisistratus a bodyguard of club-bearers, and when he seized the
Acropolis they did not besiege him as they had besieged Cylon (Hdt. 1.59). These
data support Aristotle’s claim (Pol. 1305a) that the demos trusted Peisistratus, and
the view of Ath. Pol. (14.1) that he was dêmotikôtatos, “most inclined to the demos”
(see Lavelle 2005). As Salmon notes (1997: 70), the sources indicate no popular
opposition to the Peisistrateans until their overthrow. By contrast, if some of Athens’
aristocrats briefly cooperated – Peisistratus’ marriage to the daughter of Megacles,
head of the Alcmaeonid genos, quickly collapsed (Hdt. 1.60.2) – rival aristocrats mostly
hated tyrants and tried to kill them. Megarian aristocrats killed Theagenes; Mytilene’s
aristocrats killed Myrsilos; Athenian aristocrats Harmodios and Aristogeiton killed
Hipparchos and tried to kill Hippias, Peisistratus’ successors. Bodyguards, including
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Myrsilos’ spear-bearers (Alc. fr. 60), Cleisthenes of Sicyon’s club-bearers (Pollux 3.83;
7.68), and Peisistratus’ club-bearers, aimed to protect tyrants against murderous aris-
tocrats. By contrast, the unprejudiced use of the word “tyrant” in classical poetry
and tragedy has preserved archaic usage, reflecting the early, positive period of tyranny
(Andrewes 1956: 23).

If for these early demoi tyrants did not constitute a further abusive regime but
relief from abuse, the power of the masses underscores the dynamics of tyrant rule.
Already in our earliest evidence, the community – “the demos,” “the polis” – played 
an important role in community affairs, sometimes installing what Aristotle called
democracies (as in Megara) by the later seventh century.10 Although scholars have
not yet reached consensus on this point, no source indicates that these demoi were
limited to the hoplite class. Spinning a tale of life on Crete, Homer’s Odysseus remarks
that, although he was unwilling to fight at Troy, “the harsh voice of the demos com-
pelled me” (Od. 14.239). Our earliest inscription, from mid-seventh century Dreros
in Crete, begins “This has been decided by the polis” (ML 2). Early regimes should
not be called “aristocracies” without configuring the power of popular assemblies
(e.g., Od. 16.370–82), free speech, resistance to elite abuse, and pervasive mental-
ities of personal independence among the Greek populace (Raaflaub and Wallace 2007).
If early demoi were not necessarily ready to govern themselves, they did demand a
voice in determining who would govern them. Mass support for popular tyrants helped
unify the polis and showed the demos what communal action could accomplish.

Lawgivers

For many poleis, lawgivers were the alternative to tyrants – a momentous discovery
that a few written lines had the strength to regularize justice and even replace gov-
ernments. As with tyrants, narrative accounts of famous lawgivers are mostly fabri-
cated. Aristotle himself reported of Locri (Gerace) in southern Italy:

when the Locrians asked the oracle how they might find relief from the considerable
turmoil they were experiencing, the oracle responded that they should have laws
enacted for themselves, whereupon a certain shepherd named Zaleukos ventured to pro-
pose to the citizens many excellent laws. When they learned of these and asked him
where he had found them, he replied that Athena had come to him in a dream. As a
result of this he was freed and was appointed lawgiver.

(fr. 548 Rose, tr. Gagarin)

History transformed into myth, Szegedy-Maszak (1978: 208) reconstructs the law-
giver’s typology: “(1) Initial stage – crisis in the state; rise of one man, uniquely
suited for the task of legislation because of his virtue, education and experience. (2)
Medial stage – the crisis is suspended; the man is selected to be lawgiver, promul-
gates the code and triumphs over a challenge to it. (3) Final stage – the crisis is resolved;
the code is firmly established, with some provision for its permanence, and the 
lawgiver departs.”
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At the same time, such typologies distilled essential realities. Early lawgivers pro-
mulgated many laws – although not law codes (Hölkeskamp 1992a: 58–60) – in an
effort to diffuse social crises. Although many worked in cities whose histories attracted
little attention by ancient scholars, some important evidence is preserved.

As Aristotle noted, early lawgivers were of two types, depending on whether their
legislation also revised their cities’ polities (Pol. 1273b). The first lawgivers he men-
tions also revised polities. Philolaus, a Bacchiad older than Diocles (Olympic victor
in 728), is said to have left Corinth for Thebes and written laws for that city (Pol.
1274ab). Aristotle’s account is shot through with legend. In particular, Philolaus
may exemplify the outside savior: Oedipus, too, left Corinth and rescued Thebes.
However, because Aristotle was interested in different ways of distributing landed
property, he mentions “some” of Philolaus’ measures on “the begetting of children,
which the Thebans called ‘laws of adoption.’ They consist of an enactment, pecu-
liar to Philolaus, designed to keep fixed the number of land lots.” As Hölkeskamp
says (1992b: 89), the early laws that Aristotle quotes appear to be genuine. This
particular measure is constitutional although its purpose is uncertain, targeting
either the subdivision or the abandonment of properties. Aristotle does not men-
tion Philolaus’ other laws, but he was important enough to attract biographical details.
The Thebans still pointed out his tomb in Aristotle’s day.

Philolaus’ provision echoes another which Aristotle attributes to Pheidon of
Corinth, “one of the earliest lawgivers,” almost certainly from the Bacchiad period.11

Pheidon legislated that “the number of houses and the number of citizens should
be kept equal, even if to begin with they all had estates of varying magnitude” 
(Pol. 1265b). Both Oost (1972: 13–14) and Hölkeskamp (1999: 153–4) regard
this measure as “stabilizing,” “conservative.” Hölkeskamp (1999: 155–7) suggests
that it identified citizenship with land-owning – possibly the first definition of citi-
zenship. All men with property, regardless of size, belonged, and none could be
excluded, protecting the farmers but excluding the landless. Salmon (1984: 63–5)
canvasses various possible interpretations of this measure, which he seeks to link with
land displacements caused by colonization. In any case, this measure patently
addressed important social and political problems, although much remains unclear.

Sparta’s great reformer Lycurgus also stands at the dawn of history, probably after
Sparta’s defeat at Hysiae in 669. Few now question Lycurgus’ existence, although
our sources assign him certain later institutions (Hodkinson 1997). Lycurgus’ meas-
ures did not regulate justice: Sparta had no such provisions. He is linked with the Great
Rhetra (“pronouncement”: Plut. Lyc. 6) reforming Sparta’s constitution. The Rhetra
established the dates and times of assembly meetings, fixed the size of the council
of elders, and gave the assembled demos final authority. In most important seventh-
century poleis, like Sparta’s, articulated governments replaced unstructured aristoc-
racies. Thus, Dreros had a college of Damioi, a council (?) called “the Twenty,” and
the kosmos, a chief official with adjudicatory functions. Basic polis structures were
instituted either by lawgivers or by copying the work of lawgivers elsewhere.

Greece’s most famous lawgivers were Zaleukos (Hölkeskamp 1999: 187–98) and
Charondas of Sicilian Katane (ibid. 130–44). Traditionally, Zaleukos promulgated laws
in 662 (Locri was founded in 679 or 673). Charondas may have worked somewhat
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later. Various laws are attributed to these men, including constitutional measures. Thus,
Charondas is said to have regulated participation in the law courts, heavily fining the
wealthy if they avoided service, while only lightly fining the poor. Probably their work
was linked not with social crises (which moving overseas helped resolve) but with
new settlements, often of mixed populations and lacking traditional rules.

Sometime between 682 and 621, the Athenians began appointing six annual 
thesmothetai (Ath. Pol. 3.4), literally “lawgivers,” a significant misnomer reflecting
legislation’s new importance throughout Greece. In fact Athens’ thesmothetai were
probably specially designated judges. Their institution reflects the seventh-century
panhellenic movement toward regularizing justice.

Rejecting Cylon as tyrant in 632, in 621 the Athenians appointed Draco to write
laws (not a constitution: Arist. Pol. 1274b), displayed on axones, wooden “axles.”
His appointment reflected pressures from both elite and demos. His homicide laws
probably addressed ongoing elite violence after Cylon’s failed coup (Plut. Sol. 12).
The severity of his laws, confirmed by Solon who repudiated them (Ath. Pol. 7.1),
may have reflected an elite reaction against mounting social chaos and any challenge
to the traditional order. However, the demos also benefited, as the fixed procedures
and penalties inherent in written laws necessarily limited arbitrary sentencing. Hesiod
had complained of “crooked justice” by “gift-devouring” aristocrats. A generation
after Draco, Solon proclaimed that he wrote down laws “alike for elite and kakoi,
providing straight justice” for all, and legislating that verdicts by officials could be
appealed to the demos (Ath. Pol. 9.1). Although Draco’s laws were a step toward
equal justice, Solon’s demos remained concerned about unfair sentencing. Popular
discontent forever blackened Draco’s reputation. He fell from the group of charis-
matic lawgivers.

In 594/3, amid a massive uprising against the eupatridai, Solon was appointed
“reconciler,” lawgiver, and chief official, archon (Wallace 2007b). He published some
hundreds of new laws on at least 21 axones (the thirteenth axôn contained at least
8 laws), arranged according to the officials charged with enforcing them, and with
penalties much less severe than Draco’s. For example, the penalty for theft was not
death but double the value of a stolen item if recovered, ten times its value if not
(frs. 23a–d Ruschenbusch). Detailed measures promoted social order and reflected
systematic thought. One law specified the minimum distance from a neighbor’s prop-
erty of a house, wall, ditch, well, beehive, or certain kinds of trees (frs. 60–2 R).
Another forbade speaking ill of the dead (fr. 32a R), arguably to curtail violence at
elite funerals. Protecting all Athenians, Solon permitted “anyone who wanted” to
prosecute crimes affecting the community, in case the immediate victim was weak
or helpless (Ath. Pol. 9.1). Solon’s concern for even the humblest Athenians is ever
apparent, also reflecting traditional aristocratic ideologies. Although his source is
unknown, Plutarch rightly remarked, “the lawgiver correctly accustomed citizens to
understand and sympathize with one another as parts of one body” (Sol. 18.6). Solon
also radically changed Athens’ constitution, institutionalizing the demos’s voice and
correlating power with wealth (Wallace 2007b).

Finally, as aisumnêtês (literally, “umpire”) at Mytilene from 597/6 (see below),
Pittacus also wrote laws. Aristotle calls him “a craftsman of laws” and quotes one of
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them; he notes that like Draco Pittacus did not change the constitution (Pol. 1274b).
Diogenes Laertius says that Pittacus wrote a prose book “on laws for the citizens”
(1.79). “When Croesus asked him what was the greatest rule (archê), he said the
rule of the poikilon xulon, the shifting wood, by which he meant the law” (1.77, tr.
Hicks). Much is legendary – but no classical laws were painted on wooden axones.

Sages

Despite great social progress, by the end of the seventh century tyrannies were mostly
proving dysfunctional. Tyrants’ autocratic powers sometimes corrupted, reverting 
to aristocratic abuse and degrading the demos’ timê. Also, as Aristotle notes (Pol.
1312b21–3), most tyrants’ sons lacked their fathers’ talents. In consequence, many
tyrannies were now eliminated and complaints about tyranny become common. At
Mytilene no tyrant succeeded Myrsilos. After 597/6 Alcaeus (fr. 348) calls Pittacus
“tyrant” to insult him. “Let Pittacus devour the city, as he did with Myrsilos” 
(fr. 70.7). Theognis repeated that image, calling Megara’s tyrant demophagos, “people-
eating” (1181), both poets turning against tyrants the complaints once heard
against Homer’s demoboros (“demos-eating”) Agamemnon and Hesiod’s “gift-eating”
basilees. Alcaeus (fr. 296, cf. Sol. fr. 33) mentioned that Antileon tyrant of Chalcis
had been skinned alive. In 594/3, despite some people’s appeals, Solon refused 
a tyranny (Plut. Sol. 13–14) and granted amnesty to all disenfranchised persons 
(atimoi) except killers or would-be tyrants (19.4). “If I spared my fatherland and
did not grasp the implacable violence of tyranny, bringing stain and disgrace upon
my good name, then I am not at all ashamed. That way I think all people will win”
(fr. 32 West). As we saw, he warned the demos against Peisistratus, of “slavery under
a monarchos. Once a man is raised too high, it is not easy to restrain him” (fr. 9 W).
At Corinth Periander came to employ a bodyguard as his father had not (Arist. 
Pol. 1315b.). In a famous story (e.g., Hdt. 5.92) Thrasyboulos tyrant of Miletus 
recommended that he lop off the heads of prominent citizens, whether to eliminate
hostile aristocrats or to promote equality (so Arist. Pol. 1284a). No tyrant succeeded
Periander’s nephew Psammetichos, who ruled only three years, until 582 (Arist. 
Pol. 1315b26):

He was tyrant over the Corinthians until some of them joined together and killed him
after he had held the tyranny for a short while, and freed the city. The demos tore down
the house of the tyrants and made public their property; they threw [Psammetichos’]
body out of the country without burial, dug up the graves of his ancestors, and cast
out their bones.

(Nicolaus FGrH 90 F 60.1)

They also removed Cypselus’ name from their treasury at Delphi (Plut. Mor. 400de).
These reversals account for our sources’ schizoid assessment of the early tyrants.

Herodotus’ account of Cypselus and Periander is mostly negative: “anything
Cypselus had left undone in the way of killing or banishing, Periander completed
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for him” (5.92). Yet, as we have noted, his narrative of baby Cypselus’ survival and
rise to power is positive, as are early sources for Periander. As Salmon says (1997:
62), “it is most unlikely that favorable traditions about tyrants were invented” after
tyrants were discredited. Stories of Cypselus’ and Periander’s cruelties reflect revi-
sionist, anti-tyranny sentiment starting in the early sixth century.

As for laws, they were not discredited but proved inadequate to resolve social 
problems. Solon’s contemporary Anacharsis allegedly observed that they were like 
spiderwebs, snaring the weak but torn to pieces by the rich and powerful (Plut. 
Sol. 5.2–3).

At this time of crisis and stalemate, a new charismatic figure appeared: the sage
or sophos.12 Although twenty-seven men came to be called sophoi (D.L. 1.42), the
core group included Thales of Miletus, Pittacus of Mytilene, Bias of Priene (near
Miletus), Kleoboulos tyrant of Lindos on Rhodes, Solon of Athens, and Periander
tyrant of Corinth. Their traditional number seven, first attested in Plato (Prt. 343c),
was unknown to Herodotus (1.29).

Although many legends accrued to the sophoi, the original and most famous sophoi
were a historical early-sixth-century phenomenon. Of the core six, four came from
Ionia, and all were active between 597 and 582. No later fabricator would have 
limited the group to so narrow a period or region. Solon governed in 594/3. Pittakos
was aisumnêtês for ten years from 597/6. Periander lived until 585. Bias lived at 
the time of Alyattes, who ruled ca. 610–580. Thales was linked with the eclipse of
585 (Hdt. 1.74). Diogenes Laertius 1.22 states that he was first to be called sophos,
and in Damasias’ archonship (582/1) “the epithet was applied to all the seven, as
Demetrius of Phaleron says.” According to Clement of Alexandria (Strom. 1.129)
citing the fourth-century dramatist Andron, “those enrolled with Thales as sophoi were
synchronous with him.” In addition, the semi-legendary sophos Anacharsis is said to
have visited Athens in 592–588 (D.L. 1.101); as we shall see, he was associated
with the group by the mid-sixth century. Although Chilon may have been ephor in
556 (D.L. 1.68), in Herodotus (1.59) he is prominent at the time of Peisistratus’
birth in the early sixth century. The obscure sophos Myson of Chên – a place even
the ancients could not locate – was known to the sixth-century Ionian poet
Hipponax as “he whom Apollo named the wisest of men” (D.L. 1.107). The pan-
hellenic prestige of the core six soon attracted outside figures like Chilon, included
because of traditions of Spartan wisdom. Lycurgus was patently too early.

The core sophoi are also represented as a group, most famously in the story of the
tripod (see below). Plato (Prt. 343a) says they met at Delphi to dedicate the first
fruits of their wisdom.

Periander supplies one final argument for the historicity of the early sophoi. His
mediation – as we shall see, a classic function of sophoi – between Athens and Mytilene
in 607/6 indicates that so far from being judged abusive, he succeeded in (re)pre-
senting himself as sophos when that type emerged. Kleoboulos tyrant of Lindos 
presumably did the same. However, already for Solon “tyrant” and sophos clashed.
Periander’s self-transformation was quickly forgotten, and he was soon blackened by
sixth-century hostility to tyrants. From this time on, he could never have been listed
as sophos.
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The one quality the sophoi shared was wisdom, although none was an ivory-
tower philosopher, a type invented by Plato (Dicaearchus of Messene in D.L. 1.40;
Nightingale 2000: 138–9). To be sure, Thales worked on philosophical and cos-
mological problems (D.L. 1.23– 4), probably influenced by eastern wisdom tradi-
tions. Herodotus actually calls him “Phoenician by remote descent” (1.170, cf. D.L.
1.22). As Nightingale notes, however, he becomes an impractical contemplative first
in Plato (Theaet. 174a–b). The sophoi cultivated useful wisdom. Plutarch writes, “in
philosophy, like most of the wise men of that age, Thales was concerned above all
with applying morals to politics . . . he seems to have been the only sage of that period
who pursued his speculations beyond the limits of strictly practical problems; all the
rest gained their reputation for wisdom from their prowess as statesmen” (Sol. 3).
Thales reportedly advised the Milesians not to ally with Croesus (D.L. 1.25), and
the Ionians to create a federation with a common government at Teos (Hdt. 1.170).
Bias responded to Persian conquest by suggesting that the Ionians emigrate en masse
to Sardinia (Hdt. 1.170).

So far from absent-minded, sophoi are also associated with “cunning intelligence,”
mêtis.13 Pittacus used a concealed net to defeat an opponent; Kleoboulos’ daughter
was nicknamed Eumêtis; Solon feigned madness to convince the Athenians to attack
Salamis (an illegal proposal); Thales anticipated a good year for olives and rented all
the oil mills, scoring a fortune; Bias saved Priene from Alyattes’ siege by sending
out two fattened mules, implying that even Priene’s animals were well fed. Although
a dark streak can be detected in some of these episodes, most involved good causes.
“It is also said that Bias was a very effective pleader; but he was accustomed to use
his powers of speech to a good end” (D.L. 1.84).

Amid corrupted tyrannies and ineffective legislation at the end of the seventh 
century, sophoi opened a third path, above all to reconciliation. The sophos Solon
promised Athens’ aristocracy he would not become tyrant; he promised the demos
redress for their economic, judicial, and political grievances. In consequence, demos
and elite together appointed him diallaktês, “reconciler.” His poetry repeatedly pro-
claims his mediating role. If anyone else had gained his post,

he’d not have held the people back, nor stopped
until he’d stirred the milk and lost the cream.
But I took up my post in No-Man’s Land
just like a boundary stone.

(fr. 37.6–10)

Both sides I strove to surround with a strong shield.
I did not permit an unjust victory to either’s demands.

(fr. 5)

Yet had another held the goad as I,
a man of bad intent and filled with greed,
would he, like me, have held the people back?
Had I supported what then pleased their foes
or even what their own extremists planned,
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Athens had been bereaved of many men.
Therefore I warded off from every side,
a wolf at bay among the packs of hounds.

(fr. 36.20–6)

According to Ath. Pol. 5.2, one poem “argues the case of each side in turn against
the other and goes on to exhort them to join in putting an end to the quarrel that
had arisen.”

Similarly, in 597/6 at Mytilene the demos appointed the sophos Pittacus aisumnêtês,
“umpire” for ten years. Alcaeus begged them not to do so (fr. 74), and when they
persisted he lamented: “they established Pittacus the base-born as tyrant of the 
gutless and ill-starred city, praising him greatly all together (aolles)” (fr. 348). Along
with Solon’s poems on Peisistratus, these lines clearly document the early demos’s
power.14 Pittacus had collaborated with the tyrant Myrsilos. He had engaged in aris-
tocratic strife and helped kill the tyrant Melanchros. After 597, however, we hear
only that he foreswore violence, freeing the killer of his son Tyrraios (“better to par-
don now than repent later”: D.L. 1.76), and arresting but releasing his enemy Alcaeus
(“pardon is better than punishment”: D.L. 1.76, Diod. 9.12.3). Alcaeus fr. 70 confirms
that, although of Thracian blood, he married a Penthilid, from the former ruling
genos. Diodorus writes, “Pittacus was admired for his sophia . . . In his dealings with
individual citizens he was affable and kindly, and he freed his native land from the
three greatest evils, tyranny, civil strife, and war” (9.11.1). Valerius Maximus (4.1
ext. 6) preserved the tradition that “Pittacus had a heart full of moderation.”

It is further intriguing that the two cities known to have appointed sophoi as 
reconcilers had earlier appointed Periander sophos to mediate their dispute over Sigeion.
According to Himerios (Or. 28.2, p. 128 Colonna = Alc. fr. 448), “Alcaeus sang
the glory of Thales, in the panegyric of Lesbos.” If so, even a murderous aristocrat
now commended a sophos.

A third, although fictional, example of the type is Cretan Thales.15 Plutarch writes:

One of those regarded as sophos and politikos was Thales, whom Lycurgus persuaded,
out of favor and friendship, to come to Sparta. Now Thales appeared to be a poet of
lyric songs and screened himself behind this art, but in reality he did the work of one
of the mightiest lawgivers. For his odes were speeches exhorting to good obedience
and civic harmony, through songs and rhythms having much of the orderly and tran-
quility, so that those who listened to them were insensibly softened in their characters,
and renouncing the mutual bad feelings so rife at the time, lived together in the com-
mon pursuit of what was fair. In some way, therefore, Thales was a forerunner of Lycurgus
and his education.

(Lyc. 4)

Probably from the start sophoi were linked with “apophthegms,” pithy phrases advo-
cating restraint, moderation, and wisdom. Clement (Strom. 5.8.44) cites from
Pherecydes of Syros – Pherecydes flourished ca. 544 or earlier, and was himself 
sometimes counted a sophos (D.L. 1.116–22) – that “Anacharsis the Scythian, when
going to sleep, held his private parts with his left hand and his mouth with his 

ACA_c21.qxd  26/02/2009  12:27PM  Page 423



424 Robert W. Wallace

right, riddling that one must control both, but it was better to control the tongue
than pleasure.” If Clement cites correctly, Anacharsis was known as sophos already 
by the mid-sixth century.16 Plato’s Socrates remarks that in the past some people
realized

that to frame such utterances is a mark of the highest culture . . . Among these were
Thales, Pittacus, Bias, our own Solon, Kleoboulos, and Myson, and a Spartan, Chilon
. . . Their wisdom consisted of pithy and memorable dicta . . . They met together and
dedicated the first-fruits of their wisdom to Apollo . . . inscribing these words which are
on everyone’s lips: “Know thyself ” and “nothing too much” . . . In particular this 
saying of Pittacus, “hard is it to be noble,” got into circulation privately and earned
the approval of the wise.

(Prt. 343a)

In the hellenistic era, some 147 apophthegmata of the sophoi were inscribed around
the Greek world, as far as Aï Khanoum in northern Afghanistan (Oikonomides 1980;
see Stobaeus 3.1.172). Many reflect traditional wisdom: “most men are bad” (Bias,
cf. Od. 2.277); “nothing too much” (cf. Theog. 335); Chilon’s “call only the dead
happy,” echoing Herodotus’ Solon (1.32). Moral proverbs advocating good beha-
vior supplemented written laws, which did not begin to regulate private conduct until
the second half of the fourth century.

Finally, contrasting with the tyrant’s now debased image, the sophoi are represented
as neither vain nor greedy. In a famous story (e.g., D.L. 1.27–8), Milesian fisher-
men recovered a golden tripod from the sea. The Milesians sent to Delphi to dis-
cover its owner, and were told it belonged to the wisest man. They gave it to Thales,
who passed it to another sophos, and so on. Finally, Thales (or another) deposited it
at Delphi. Resistance to greed is probably an original component of the sophos type.
Solon wrote: “wealth I desire to have, but wrongfully to get it I do not wish. Justice,
even if slow, is sure” (fr. 13.7–8). “For often evil men are rich and good men poor;
but we will not exchange with them our virtue for their wealth, since one abides
always, while riches change their owners every day” (fr. 15). Solon surrendered power
after his year of office; so did Pittacus after his ten. Diogenes Laertius (1.75, cf. Plut.
De mal. Hdt. 858b) writes that afterwards

Pittacus received from the people of Mytilene a grant of land, which he dedicated as
sacred domain . . . Sosicrates relates that he cut off a small portion for himself and pro-
nounced the half to be more than the whole. Furthermore, he declined an offer of money
made him by Croesus, saying that he had twice as much as he wanted; for his brother
had died without issue and he had inherited his estate.

Other qualities were attributed to some sophoi, including lawgiving (D.L. 1.40), for
example by Pittacus and Solon. Stobaeus (3.1.172) attributes to Periander the
proverb “Keep to old law but fresh fish.” In addition, ever since Odysseus – “many
were they whose cities he saw, whose minds he learned of” (Od. 1.3) – and Gilgamesh,
wandering to learn or teach was linked with wisdom. Solon, Thales, and Anacharsis
all reportedly wandered.17 Anacharsis represents a related type, the foreign wisdom
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expert, some of them listed as sophoi. Epimenides of Crete (Maeandrius counted him
sophos: D.L. 1.41) reportedly helped the Athenians before Solon.

The sophos-type proved influential, not least for sixth-century tyrants. Although we
cannot document “some people’s” claim (D.L. 1.122) that Peisistratus was sophos,
that claim remains significant, suggesting that like Periander and Kleoboulos, some
people repackaged Athens’ tyrant as sage. More impressively, in [Plato] Hipparchos,
a quality dialogue of the later fourth century, Peisistratus’ son Hipparchus set up
herms on the roads around Attica, inscribed with pithy sayings: “Walk thou with
honest thoughts,” “Do not deceive a friend” (229a–b). He and his brother recon-
ciled with their political enemies in what Wade-Gery called “a union of hearts” (see
ML 6). Thus Hipparchus also reconfigured himself as sage. Lasos of Hermione, a music
theorist at the Peisistratid court, was also the author of pithy witticisms (“Lasismata”)
and was sometimes counted a sophos (D.L. 1.42). Although the later impact of the
sophos-type cannot be considered here, the fifth-century “sophists” (Plato’s term) in
fact called themselves sophoi and were wandering thinkers, offering among other things
practical counsel in governing. When Socrates doubted Delphi’s claim that he was
the wisest man, he was appropriating the tripod-tradition of the early sophoi.

Conclusion

This chapter has examined the emergence of three powerful seventh-century types:
tyrant, lawgiver, and sage. The appeal of charismatic individuals is evident down through
Greek history. A hero was a mortal deemed so great that his bones forever possessed
magic powers. At Mytilene, Myrsilos was thus honored, as was Pittacus (D.L. 1.175).
A sacred precinct, the “Teutameion,” was dedicated to Bias son of Teautames 
(D.L. 1.88). Settlements abroad were led not by communities but by a “founder,”
oikistês, many also receiving heroic honors (Malkin 1987: 210). The oikist “occu-
pies the position of the consensual social arbitrator, similarly occupied by formal ‘arbi-
trators’ and lawgivers such as Pittacus or Solon and emulated by tyrants” (Malkin
2002b: 216). Archaic demoi empowered charismatic individuals especially during social
crises. Lawgivers promised straight justice or fair government. Tyrants promised to
end elite violence and rule in the demos’s interest, toward peace and prosperity. In
Herodotus, we have seen, the Medes appointed Deioces so they could “get on with
[their] work under orderly government, and not lose [their] homes altogether in
the recent chaos.” But laws proved weak and some tyrants turned abusive. Sophoi
met with better success. After Pittacus, Mytilene’s aristocracy did not resume
internecine violence. After Solon, Athens’ aristocracy did revert to violence, and the
demos responded by installing a tyrant. However, Peisistratus promised to work for
them, to obey Solon’s laws, and to retain Solon’s governmental institutions. His rule
was later judged a Golden Age (Ath. Pol. 16.7; [Pl.] Hipparch. 229b). The aristo-
crats eliminated his sons, elite in-fighting resumed, and the demos finally seized power.

If tyranny was an ambiguous legacy of archaic Greece, written laws were a per-
manent contribution. The sophoi caught everyone’s imagination. Their intellectual
and political descendants were active down through the fifth century. As literary figures,
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as Plutarch’s Banquet of the Seven Sages makes clear, they flourished into the Roman
period.

NOTES

1 For the (often left-leaning) scholars supporting this interpretation of tyranny, see
Andrewes 1956: e.g. 36–8 (“mainly hoplite revolutions”); Finley 1970 [1981]: 102–5;
Ste. Croix 1981: 278–83; Murray 1993: 143–58; Salmon 1997; J.-P. Wilson, CR 50
(2000) 641 (“strong evidence . . . of a reciprocal relationship between tyrant and
demos”); and cf. Meier 1990a: 48 (“those who espoused the people’s cause were usually
intent upon tyranny”). Unattributed translations are my own, often adapted from stand-
ard versions.

2 For this view of tyranny see Berve 1967; Pleket 1969; Libero 1996: 400–2 (and e.g.
226–7 on Theagenes of Megara); Anderson 2005: 193–8; and references in Stein-
Hölkeskamp 1996: 655 n. 15; cf. Drews 1972. For lawgivers, see esp. Hölkeskamp 1992b
(“the image of the great lawgiver” was “a philosophical and historiographical construct,”
“a pseudo-historical invention”: 88); 1999; and e.g. Anderson 2005: 179.

3 On Solon’s fictional biography, see Raaflaub 1996b: 1035–8; for lawgivers, see Szegedy-
Maszak 1978 and below.

4 For more detailed discussion, see Raaflaub and Wallace 2007: ch. 2; Stein-Hölkeskamp
1989 esp. part III “Die Aristokraten in der archaischen Gesellschaft.”

5 Also Sarpedon at Il. 12.310–21. Compare Pindar Pyth. 10.110–11: “among the agathoi
[the nobility] lies the careful ancestral governing of cities.”

6 For details, see Wallace 2007a.
7 Not foreign mercenaries: Lavelle 1992.
8 Nic. Dam. fr. 61.4; cf. Paus. 6.19.1–4 (including an inscription) with Griffin 1982: 40–2.
9 Van Wees (1999a: 34–5) discusses this breakdown of relations between rich and poor.

10 Pol. 1302b30, 1304b34–40, cf. 1300a16–9; for details, see above all Robinson 1997;
Raaflaub and Wallace 2007.

11 Oost 1972: 13; Salmon 1984: 63–5; Hölkeskamp 1999: 151.
12 Compare Meier 1990a: 41–43, mentioning the contribution of the sages and others in

the emergence of political thought and as political conciliators. The dense and wide-ranging
section including these remarks (“The Social History of Political Thought as the Engine
of Change”: 40–52) repays careful study.

13 Detienne and Vernant 1974: 42–3, 291–2; Nightingale 2000: 141–2.
14 Quite possibly because of Pittacus’ success, aisumnêtai later became regular officials, in

sixth-century Miletus, Cumae, Olympia, and elsewhere. An early fifth-century inscription
from Teos forbids the appointment of an aisumnêtês even if the majority (polloi) wish it
(for references, see Faraguna 2005).

15 Apparently Tynnondas of Euboea was also this type (Plut. Sol. 14), but little is known
of him.

16 “The factual basis of [Anacharsis’s story] may be impossible to recover, but there is no
reason to doubt that it had one”: J. G. F. Powell (CR 32 [1982] 203), reviewing J. F.
Kindstrand, Anacharsis: The Legend and the Apophthegmata (Uppsala 1981). Kindstrand
supposed that Anacharsis was a shaman. See Hartog 2001: 108–16 for Anacharsis in Greek
culture.

17 E.g., D.L. 1.43–4; Hdt. 1.29–30; 2.177.2; 4.76; see Lloyd 1975: 49–60; Montiglio 2000.
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The Age of Sanctuaries

The archaic period might be called the “age of sanctuaries” in the Greek world. No
other phase of Greek history saw so many new sacred spaces appear in most areas,
and many of these remained in use for most of antiquity. This trend can partly 
be ascribed to the creation of new settlements, as a result of the greater density of
occupation in most parts of continental Greece and the Aegean and of course 
the so-called colonization movement on various shores of the Mediterranean. But
demography and the history of settlement provide only a partial explanation. New
sanctuaries appear in places that had long been inhabited, and new types of sanctu-
aries are created, such as the Thesmophoria, frequented only by women honoring
Demeter Thesmophoros. The change is therefore also of a different kind.

The absence or scarcity of identifiable sanctuaries does not necessarily reflect the
absence or rarity of religious practices; it may mean that these practices cannot be
easily distinguished from other types of activity at this particular stage of a society’s
history. However, the formal appearance of spaces clearly and exclusively devoted to
cult does imply that religious activities in general, and more specifically the cults asso-
ciated with these places, receive a new visibility and autonomy, and consequently a
new social significance. It is to these spaces only that the terms “sanctuary” or “cult
place” can be applied. Archaeologists usually identify them by the very specific nature
of the finds: concentrations of ashes, burnt material, bones, and artifacts such as fine
ceramics, figurines and bronzes found in assemblages quite distinct from those found
in domestic or other mundane contexts. The identification is sometimes made easier
by specific forms of architecture or furbishing: built altars, enclosure walls, temples, small
shrines or other kinds of buildings. But it must be stressed that temples or buildings
are not necessary to define a sanctuary and are not always attested: many small sanctu-
aries retained a very simple open-air form throughout their existence, and some import-
ant sanctuaries, such as Olympia, remained without temple for quite a long time.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Sanctuaries and Festivals

François de Polignac
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It is true that the number of cult places dating back to the Bronze Age or Early
Iron Age known through archaeological discoveries has greatly increased recently.
Only a handful were known some twenty or thirty years ago; continuity or discon-
tinuity between Bronze Age cults and archaic sanctuaries was a highly controversial
issue, with much debate revolving around a very few cases. These discussions, inso-
far as they aimed to identify a general trend, are outdated. There is now enough
evidence to illustrate every conceivable situation from, at one end of the spectrum,
clear and long-lasting continuity on the same spot between a Bronze Age, Iron Age
and historical cult – the sanctuary at Kato Syme in Crete, known as a cult place of
Hermes and Aphrodite in historical times, and the cults of Apollo Maleatas on Mount
Kynortion near Epidaurus and of Aphaea on the island of Aigina are representative
cases, despite periods when cult activity seems to decline – to, at the other extreme,
the creation in the archaic period of a new sanctuary on a site never before 
occupied.1

In between, various intermediate situations have been identified, though the state
of the archaeological documentation does not always allow us to make clear-cut dis-
tinctions between them. Some sanctuaries were founded in new locations shortly after
the collapse of the Mycenean palatial system, as part of the changes in political 
situation and settlement patterns in the last century of the Late Bronze Age: one
might mention the sanctuaries at Kalapodi near Hyampolis (commonly identified as
the sanctuary of Artemis Elaphebolos, on the northern limit of later Phocis), of Athena
Itonia at Philia in Thessaly, or Kommos and quite a few other sanctuaries in Crete.2

From the eleventh century onwards, cults were also established at former Bronze
Age sites which had been abandoned (or frequented only in a very discrete way)
sometimes for a short while (perhaps one or two generations in the case of the sanc-
tuaries of Poseidon at Isthmia or Apollo at Amyclae near Sparta), sometimes for a
much longer period (several centuries in the case of Olympia and its Middle Helladic
village). In some of these cases, the new cult marks the return of religious activities,
or at least its return to a more visible form if one supposes some kind of undetectable
frequentation, on the site of a Bronze Age sanctuary whose memory had been kept:
this relative continuity seems attested at Amyclae, for instance. But most cases are
ambiguous, since no clear trace of religious activity has been identified in the Bronze
Age levels preceding the sanctuary; Isthmia for example is established in the eleventh
century on top of a small settlement, far from any palatial centre, where no evidence
of cult has been found (Morgan 1999b). For the sanctuaries similarly appearing later
in the ninth and eighth centuries at the site of Mycenean settlements, like Delphi,
Eleusis, Delos, the Heraion at Prosymna in Argolis, the distance in time raises ques-
tions about the forms of transmission of religious tradition and cultic continuity stricto
sensu when no material trace can be identified.

In fact, one must not focus on the question of apparent continuity or discon-
tinuity, since the real issue is to understand why cults become more visible and 
formalized at a given place and time, whether this process results from the revival
or reshaping of a pre-existing but discrete or decayed religious activity or from the 
creation of a brand new cult place. Various attempts have been made to understand
which factors would make a cult more or less visible in the Early Iron Age. It has
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been often noted, for instance, that most cult places known at that time are 
situated outside settlements, and usually in regions where no large and dominant
settlement played the role of a central place: the sanctuary in these cases functions
as a central gathering place for the inhabitants of the settlements in its neighbor-
hood and sometimes in distant areas as well – Olympia, Isthmia, the sanctuaries of
Apollo on Mount Kynortion and of Artemis at Kalapodi, Kato Syme in Crete clearly
illustrate this role in the social organization of more or less wide areas, and they had
no strict equivalent in Argolis or Attica where important settlements were already
exercising some influence on the regional organization. Conversely, formal sanctu-
aries within settlements seem rare, except in Crete. The idea that cults were one of
the activities performed in or around buildings associated with the local “chiefs” or
basileis, whether they were the “rulers’ dwellings,” as Alexander Mazarakis-Ainian
put it (Mazarakis Ainian 1997), or rather large “halls” for the gathering and ban-
queting of the local élite, as in the case of the long apsidal buildings found at Lefkandi
in Euboea or at Thermos in Aetolia, may help to explain the absence of distinct
sanctuaries in some proto-urban or small settlement contexts. Similarly, cults prac-
ticed by women, like those in honor of Demeter Thesmophoros mentioned above,
may have been celebrated in domestic contexts before their formalization in specific
sanctuaries: the famous terracotta models of granaries found in the tombs of wealthy
Athenian women of the ninth century might illustrate the connection of women with
the growth of grain and the goddess who cared for it, before it was transferred to
a more public expression in proper cult places.

The religious life in Iron Age Greece might thus correspond to the double ritual
context depicted in the Odyssey (3.1–67, 404–72; Sourvinou-Inwood 1993: 2–4).
When Telemachus arrives at Pylos during his visits to former companions of his father,
he finds king Nestor performing a large sacrifice to Poseidon on behalf of all the
cities of the kingdom and in front of all the Pylians; this cult takes place outdoors,
on the seashore – an external location typical of the large collective gathering and
where altars and sacrificial remains would allow its identification as a cult place. Later,
back in Pylos, Nestor has a cow sacrificed in honor of Athena, and this sacrifice takes
place in front of his palace; the king, his sons and Telemachus attend to the cere-
mony, then the sacrificial meat is shared by the participants in the banquet inside
the palace. The banquet, which plays an essential part in establishing and entertain-
ing relations within the elite, is also a sacrificial meal, but there is no separate 
cult place.

This hypothesis however cannot account for all the diverse situations. A few urban
sanctuaries are known as well, and all cults were not necessarly under the control of
a local chief; different forms of social organization of cult may also have existed even
if they are hard to identify. This is why the debate on continuity, whatever the cur-
rently dominant view (there are distinct pendulum swings in the historiography),
does not really affect the analysis of sanctuaries in the archaic period, when formal
visibility becomes the rule for cults at most levels. If this change does not necessar-
ily correspond to the creation of new cults, it certainly reflects a more general change
in the nature of the relation to the sacred in society, and the expression of new needs
and new functions, which the historian must try to identify.
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Hierarchies and Functions: 
Apollo Ptoios as a Case Study

In the study of classical Greek religion, a common approach to defining functional
distinctions and hierarchies between sanctuaries is to evaluate the relation between
the cults and the polis. On the one hand, the civic cults which defined the religious
identity of each polis were controlled by the city itself; all cities, large or small, had
sanctuaries which were the symbols of their civic identity and unity, whether on their
acropolis, in their urban space or in their territory. On the other hand, there were
also cults whose functions, audience and sometimes administration were situated either
on higher levels, including cities in larger units, or lower levels, including smaller
groups within the city. Among the former were, naturally, the great panhellenic sanc-
tuaries such as Olympia, with its famous games, or Delphi, with its renowned oracle.
There were also sanctuaries which gave a religious identity and unity to whole regions
and groups of cities, like Delos for the Ionians in the Aegean, or Thermos for the
Aetolians. In most of these cases – except Delos when the Athenians took control
of the sanctuary – the activity and influence of the sanctuary were not completely
subordinated to the politics and the culture of a single city, even when its adminis-
tration belonged to one polis (for example Elis for Olympia). Other sanctuaries, on
the contrary, owned by powerful cities, were used by them to reinforce their inter-
national prestige and influence in the Greek world, such as Isthmia where the
Corinthians held the panhellenic Isthmian games, the Heraion at Prosymna where
the Argives displayed their control over the Argive plain and organized their own
games, or, in a different way, the sanctuary of Demeter at Eleusis whose famous
Mysteries greatly enhanced the religious prestige of Athens. At the other end of the
scale, one would find the purely local cults of restricted range, such as the cults of
the Attic demes, and the cults of the various associations which played an important
part at the junction between public and private.3

The value of this approach is debatable, since it appears a bit too schematic to
give a satisfactory account of the diversity of cult organization in classical Greece.
But more fundamentally, it is inadequate for an understanding of cults and sanctu-
aries in archaic Greece. It presupposes a fully developed conception of “civic” affairs,
and a clear-cut distinction between various levels and types of communities and col-
lective organizations – two requisites that do not correspond to the realities of archaic
societies. The example of the sanctuary of Apollo Ptoios (or Ptoieus) in Boeotia, which
too seldom receives as much attention as its importance and interest deserve, will
show the diversity of functions a sanctuary could fulfill simultaneously or at differ-
ent times, and its entanglement in various and evolving relations within and between
different communities (see figure 22.1).4

This sanctuary sheltered a renowned oracle whose activity is well attested in clas-
sical and hellenistic literature and incriptions. It is located in the mountains which
form the northern border of the Theban plain, beside a road which linked the plain
to the districts further north, along the Euboean strait, which belonged to Locris 
in the classical period. More precisely, the sanctuary is at the southern end of the

ACA_c22.qxd  25/02/2009  03:34PM  Page 430



Sanctuaries and Festivals 431

narrow gully at the foot of Mount Ptoion which allows the road to pass through
the mountain. Though not very far from the settlement of Acraephia, some 2 miles
west as the crow flies, the sanctuary stands isolated, on the eastern bank of the ravine.
The appearance of the cult, at the end of the eighth century, is clearly related to the
existence of the road and to relations with the northern regions. The cult indeed
does not start as a modest local practice which might later have gained more import-
ance and a wider audience. A few but remarkable prestige offerings are to be found
among the very first votives, especially bronzes (figurines, fragments of tripods, large
pins). Some of these have parallels in Thessaly or further north while others illus-
trate the long-distance exchanges with the Near East in which the Euboeans played
an active part at that time and which brought highly praised oriental artifacts to Greece.
Especially interesting are a few figurines (sirens, griffins) and handles which adorned
oriental bronze cauldrons, testifying to the presence of a prestigious type of offer-
ing which can be found only at a very limited number of early archaic sanctuaries,
mainly at Olympia, and in lesser quantities at the Heraion on Samos and in the Argolid,
at Delphi and on the Athenian Acropolis. The quality of these votives shows that
the sanctuary, situated half-way between the Boeotian plains and the Thessalian/
Euboean area, was created in an “interregional” context (perhaps under a strong
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Thessalian influence) where it stands in a central position: an important break with
the classical view which, considering its position in relation with the spatial organ-
ization of historical Boeotia and the central role of Thebes, would place it at the
periphery, on the border of a territory.

It is tempting to imagine that the interregional audience was attracted by early
activity of the oracle at the Ptoion, but judging from the available evidence the cult
seems to vanish after one generation and does not resume before ca. 640, thus reopen-
ing the question of what makes a cult visible or invisible to archaeologists. Its reap-
pearance is once more signalled by innovative and prestigious offerings: immediately
after the sanctuary on Delos, the Ptoion is the second cult place in Greece where
the dedication of monumental stone sculptures starts, around 640/630. Both sanc-
tuaries receive the earliest statues of young girls, korai, and later the first statues of
young men, kouroi, whose accumulation in the Ptoion throughout the sixth and early
fifth centuries forms an impressive collection (rivalling with that of the Delian sanc-
tuary of Apollo) – about a hundred and twenty statues according to Jean Ducat.
Another category of prestigious dedications reappears almost simultaneously in the
late seventh century: large bronze tripods, whose metallic parts have usually disap-
peared but whose existence is known from their stone bases and central supporting
columns, which reinforced their monumentality and stability.

But the context of these offerings has changed when compared with the first phase
of the sanctuary. Many recent studies have demonstrated that style, especially for
sculptures, is an important component in the definition of cultural identities and in
the field of competition between élites.5 The statues found at the Ptoion, though
mostly produced locally, show a great stylistic diversity, some with markedly local
features, others clearly inspired by Cycladic or Attic models, still others combining
all these traditions and influences in various ways. It is therefore most plausible that
the Ptoion was regarded as a central place for competitive aristocratic display and
public assertion of a special relationship with the god and its oracle through presti-
gious offerings, and there are several reasons to think that it played this role at least
for a large part of Boeotia. No other sanctuary in the region is known to have received
monumental sculpture, let alone in such quantity, and the nearby city of Acraephia,
though rather important and prosperous during the archaic period, cannot be con-
sidered the only source of a monumental display which puts the Ptoion on a par
with panhellenic or regional sanctuaries like Delphi or Delos. Nor did Thebes exert
any predominant influence in the area before the late sixth century and the Theban
presence alone therefore cannot account for the richness of the offerings.

Moreover, the sanctuary was on the border between the two districts which later
together formed classical Boeotia, but which during the archaic period were not yet
politically unified and retained very distinct historical and cultural traditions, and there-
fore strongly differentiated identities: the Theban plain in the south-east, centered
on Thebes and its “Cadmean” traditions, and the Copais plain with “Minyan”
Orchomenos in the west, which remained under Thessalian influence until around
570. The legends of the origins of the sanctuary and its founder, the hero Ptoios,
seem originally more oriented towards the area of Orchomenos (Schachter 1981:
58–9), but the cult was also in direct connection with the Theban plain and obviously
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frequented by Thebans and inhabitants of the neighboring cities. Its “in-between”
position again reveals one of the major issues at stake at the sanctuary. As a com-
mon sanctuary, it created a cultural community that could acquire some kind of shared
identity through its use, and its function as a central place for competitive display
also played a unifying role for the élites of the various cities. The Ptoion seems there-
fore to be one of the places where a Boeotian cultural identity – not yet implying
political unification – was progressively elaborated during the archaic period. The
final stage in this evolution is the appearance, around 500, of the first dedications
by the Boeotians as a group, bearing testimony to the beginnings of the Boeotian
confederation (koinon) as the result of the process that led from the elaboration of
a common cultural identity to political unification under the guidance of Thebes.
These offerings however were not dedicated to Apollo himself, but to Athena
Pronaia (“in front of the temple”): the Boeotians as a group were at first admitted
only, one might say, as far as the threshold. The history of the Ptoion as an official
sanctuary of the Boeotian confederacy belongs to later times.

Far from excluding other relations and functions, either on a broader international
level or on a more local basis, the role of the Ptoion in the making of a regional
identity makes it especially interesting to examine how all these levels were com-
bined within the same sanctuary. On one side, the “central” and independent posi-
tion of the sanctuary and its oracle (admitting as a hypothesis that this functioned
from the time of the visible renewal of the cult in the second half of the seventh
century), half-way between the major political centres of the region, attracted 
members of leading families from other areas who wanted to insert themselves into
the Boeotian network of aristocratic relations and competitions to extend their influence:
the Alcmeonidae and the Peisistratidae of Athens are thus represented in the second
half of the sixth century by the offerings of Alcmeonides, son of Alcmeon and brother
of Megacles, and of Hipparchus, son of Peisistratus.

On the other hand, the reinforcement of the local connections of the sanctuary
with the city of Acraephia can be traced through the archaic period. The part the
Acraephians may have played in the creation and early history of the sanctuary remains
obscure, since the cult, as said above, did not appear originally as a purely local con-
cern. The Acraephians are known to have administered the sanctuary and its oracle
in the late classical and hellenistic periods; their implication in the archaic period
seems plausible, but its nature, extent and evolution are not precisely documented.
Some elements however might indicate a stronger presence in the sixth century.
Inscriptions of that period show that dedications of statues and tripods were made
by Acraephians acting as individuals. But the most interesting change is the creation,
at the very beginning of the sixth century, of a sanctuary of the hero Ptoios, the 
legendary founder of the cult, half-way between the city and the sanctuary of Apollo.
A remarkable feature of the new sanctuary, in the second half of the century, is the
dedication of tripods that eventually formed a long double row along the entrance;
the inscriptions on their supporting columns show that they were all offered by the
Acraephians as a collective body. The foundation of the hero cult was therefore an
initiative of the polis of Acraephia. Sophisticated stories have been elaborated by some
modern scholars to explain the meaning of this foundation, conceiving of the 
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relation between Ptoios and Apollo as one of rivalry and imagining that the local
Acraephian hero, first “owner” of the oracle, had been expelled by the god and had
taken refuge in the new sanctuary closer to the city.6 In fact, as all the other exam-
ples of roads linking cities to the main sanctuaries in the territory show, it is much
simpler and more convincing to explain the official foundation of the hero sanctu-
ary as a landmark symbolizing the strong interest that the city was taking in Apollo’s
cult. Whether this interest was programmatic, as a claim for a stronger presence of
Acraephia in the administration of the sanctuary, or reflected the reality of a closer
relationship already established, as in most similar cases, cannot be precisely deter-
mined and is of secondary importance here; in any case, however important the involve-
ment of Acraephia, the sanctuary of Apollo was obviously not a purely “civic” sanctuary
of the Acraephians. But a clear result of the creation of the new sanctuary was to
enhance, through the figure of Ptoios, the local dimension and identity of a cult
until then more characterized by its regional and interregional implications and wide-
ranging contacts.

Several levels of meaning, audience, and function were therefore imbricated
around Apollo and the growing “sacred landscape” which his presence induced. The
case of the Ptoion sanctuary points towards several topics to which we shall now
turn in order to identify the specificities of archaic sanctuaries and festivals and to
analyze their evolution: debate about the validity of notions of central or peripheral
situation: questions of communication, competition and identity; and reflections on
offerings and their visibility.

Centrality, Territoriality: Changing Paradigms

The focus on the polis has deeply determined our way of analyzing space and using
territorial terminology, ancient or modern. Concepts of centre and periphery, terri-
tory, limits, borders, seem to coincide perfectly with ancient terms such as chora for
the cultivated areas surrounding an urban centre or eschatia for the faraway areas
assimilated to territorial boundaries, often associated with representations of wilder-
ness – perfect grounds for encounters with unsettling and potentially dangerous deities
such as Artemis the Huntress, Dionysos or Pan. It is therefore tempting to think
that the territorial organization of the polis corresponded with cultural values wich
remained unchanged throughout the history of ancient Greece, and that sanctuaries
located within a territory or close to its historical borders should always be studied
through their relations with the centre on which they depended. Thence the use of
terms such as sub-urban or peri-urban, extra-urban, rural or territorial, to classify
these sanctuaries.7 Many of these were viewed as purely local in the first stage of their
existence, and their history was one of progressive integration into the larger cultic
organization of the city through the archaic period. The well known sanctuary of
Artemis at Brauron on the eastern coast of Attica and its full integration into the
civic religion of Athens in the sixth century, formalized by the creation of an urban
Brauronion and a procession between the city and the coastal sanctuary, is often quoted
as an example of this process.

ACA_c22.qxd  25/02/2009  03:34PM  Page 434



Sanctuaries and Festivals 435

Without denying the coherence of the cultural representations attached to moun-
tainous areas, seashores or other kinds of geographical features which we consider
as “natural” boundaries when looking out from an urban centre, the case of the Ptoion
has shown that one must question the peripheral character “naturally” conferred on
sanctuaries located in such areas. As said above, even in mountainous areas or on a
seashore, sanctuaries usually correspond to easily accessible places that allowed the
gathering of people from surrounding areas and communities, sometimes on a large
scale. Recent studies have therefore questioned our spatial paradigms. P. Horden
and N. Purcell (2000) have emphasized the importance of maritime “connectivity”
in the Mediterranean, and this is obviously true of the ancient Aegean and other
parts of ancient Greece. Catherine Morgan has made a plea for a reversal of our
viewing of spatial organization in areas not entirely determined by the system of the
polis, thus giving to sanctuaries the role of central places for various kinds of
exchange, services and shared practices, including cults, a role elsewhere played by
urban centers (C. Morgan 2003). But this reversal can also be extended to areas and
periods where the organizing power of the cities did play an increasing part from
the eighth century onwards, to give a broader view of the processes and issues at
stake in the functioning of sanctuaries and celebrations of festivals.

Various types of “sacred centrality” thus appear to function in different contexts
and periods. Naturally, some regional cults did occupy a central position amidst the
various communities which built a shared cultural identity (and sometimes later a
political unity) around them: the sanctuary at Thermos in Aetolia certainly belongs
to this category. One of the best examples remains the Heraion in the Argolid, located
on a hill from which the goddess overlooked the Argive plain (in the same way as
she overlooked the sea in some of her sanctuaries on promontories such as at Perachora
or on Cape Lacinion); however, the original extent of the Heraion’s centrality in
the Late Geometric and archaic period – did it cover the entire plain, including Argos,
to whose growing influence the sanctuary would come to testify, or only its eastern
communities, strengthening their common identity against Argos? – remains a debated
issue.8 But some of the sanctuaries which Morgan studied to support her analysis
present many similarities with the Ptoion example. Such is the case of the sanctuary
of Apollo and Artemis at Kalapodi (Hyampolis), on the edge of the valley which
links the areas known in historical times as Phocis and Locris. Though the history
of the cult starts quite early, at the end of the Bronze Age, or maybe still earlier, the
offerings of the late eighth century show striking similarities with those of the Ptoion
and denote a similar convergence from both the northern areas, Thessaly and Euboea
with their maritime connections, and the more continental areas in the south (C. Morgan
2003: 114–19). Later however, this central position gave way to another percep-
tion of the cult. If one accepts the identification with the sanctuary of Artemis
Elaphebolos, closely associated with the war which allowed the Phocians to free them-
selves of Thessalian domination around 570, the sanctuary would have appeared from
that time onwards as a sacred protection on the northern edge of Phocis as well as
an important gathering place for all Phocians, and thus as a decisive component 
of their ethnos identity as it emerged in the sixth century (Ellinger 1993). On the
southern edge of Phocis, Delphi too may owe its initial development to its position
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at the junction of a dynamic maritime area on one side – in this case the Corinthian
gulf which witnessed the rapid expansion of Corinthian activity and influence in the
eighth century – and central Greece on the other (Morgan 1990: 113–18, 161–6).

Another type of central sanctuary can be found in the Aegean: Delos, in its “Ionian
circle” including the Cyclades and the tips of Attica and Euboea, played an import-
ant part in the early history of the surrounding islands, and was more especially at
the very heart of the competition between Paros and Naxos. But many other sanc-
tuaries which seem to have been, at least for a while, equally accessible by sea and
by land, or even more accessible by sea, well illustrate the necessity to look at ancient
Greece from various points of view. The early spatial orientation of the sanctuary of
Hera on Samos clearly points towards the seashore, a few hundred meters away south
of the cult place: the sea provided the main access to the sanctuary until the late
seventh century, and many offerings (full-scale and model ships) and rituals (like the
procession which brought a statue of Hera to the sea to be bathed) underline the
early maritime connections of the sanctuary (Kyrieleis 1993). The exceptional wealth
of the sanctuary in oriental offerings (or Greek imitations) from the late eighth to
the late seventh centuries may illustrate the part played by Samian Hera in protect-
ing relations between the Eastern Aegean, Cyprus and the Near East, without the
need to postulate frequent visits by Eastern traders.9 Similarly, the well known sanc-
tuary of the so-called “Polis cave” (which apparently was not a cave, but an open
place by the seashore) in Polis Bay on Ithaca, located on an important maritime route
and apparently in use during most of the Early Iron Age (Malkin 1998: 94–119),
or the large and rich sanctuary recently excavated close to a well protected bay on
the small island of Despotiko, not far from Paros, all bear witness to the importance
of maritime connections in the history of sanctuaries.

The consequences of the growing influence of cities, starting with the most 
powerful ones like Corinth, Athens, Argos, and Sparta, from the eighth century onwards,
as central places structuring the spatial and cultic organization around them, cannot
therefore be reduced to a single process of gradual integration of local cults which
eventually produces polis religion as a global and neatly hierarchical system. It played
on several levels, in different contexts, and gave birth to a variety of situations, as
can be illustrated by a few examples, especially now that recent discoveries have thrown
light on the early history of some sanctuaries (Kyrieleis 2002a).

One interesting situation is characterized by the absence of any important city in
the immediate vicinity of a sanctuary: Olympia is of course the best known case. As
in other areas, the rise of the cult in its historical location, apparently in the eleventh
century, can be associated with the regional reorganization of settlement and popu-
lation patterns in the Western Peloponnese after the destruction of the Mycenaean
palace in Pylos and the departure of some of the Pylian populations (the “Neleid
migration”). The cult, which seems to have been attracted and stabilized by the pres-
ence of a still visible Early Bronze Age tumulus (mid-third millenium bc), was prob-
ably frequented by the inhabitants of small settlements dispersed over the area (Kyrieleis
2002b). But it quickly gained a larger audience: from the tenth and still more the
ninth centuries onwards, the offerings of bronzes (animal figurines, and later the famous
tripod cauldrons which accumulated in the sanctuary throughout the Geometric period)
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show increasing connections with areas such as Messenia, Arcadia and the Argolid
(Morgan 1990: 57–99). For reasons that cannot be determined with precision, Olympia
quite early on became a meeting place and site of competition for elites of various
parts of the Peloponnese, without any centre of power in its vicinity. This situation
brings to mind various questions about the functioning of the sanctuary in early times.
Who was responsible for practical matters such as the safety of the sanctuary and its
offerings? Who kept the memory of the donors? (The function of sanctuaries as places
of memory, especially for the donors of the most prestigious offerings, is an import-
ant issue to which we will turn later.) What form did competition between these
elites take? The “official” date for the beginning of the Olympic Games, fixed at 
776 bc by deduction from the classical Greek calendar based on Olympiads, does
not correspond to anything visible in the life of the sanctuary; rather, important new
buildings and extensions show that the sanctuary was adapted for public competi-
tion, especially through the creation of a stadium, around 700. Several scholars have
therefore suggested that the historical games were founded at that time, and were
held annually for some twenty years before their transformation into a penteteric 
festival, thus making the number of Olympiads fit with this new chronology (Mallwitz
1988: 98–101). But the question of the existence of some earlier kind of competi-
tion, restricted to elite practices (chariot races?), remains open; anyway, competition
is also visible throughout the eighth century in the evolution of tripod offerings towards
increasingly monumental, elaborate and decorated artifacts, reaching heights of up
to 2.50 m.

In Olympia, as in our Ptoion-case, the presence and activity of local populations
cannot be denied but do not take a clearly identifiable shape until a later phase of
the sanctuary’s history. The traditions about the conflict between the two cities of Pisa
and Elis over control of Olympia in the early archaic period are rather vague and
cannot be given a precise chronology; but they reveal the claims of locally emerg-
ing cities for a greater role and visibility in the sanctuary, its administration and its
cults. Quite interestingly, as at the Ptoion, it is the creation (or formal appearance)
of a distinct cult at the beginning of the sixth century which officially signals the
role played by the Eleans in the administration of the sanctuary. A temple of Hera
was built in the northern part of the Altis and this cult was apparently purely or
mainly Elean. The building of this temple antedates the building of the temple of
Zeus, thus confirming that architectural monumentality and cultic hierarchy should
not be systematically equated. Once again, the claim for, or recognition of, an official
role in the administration of an interregional (or international) cult plays an import-
ant part in the transformation of local communities into more self-conscious cities,
but it is the formalization of a secondary cult which defines and symbolizes their
civic identity. One might say that, in these cases, it is not the city which contributes
to the rise of the sanctuary, but the sanctuary which contributes to the rise of 
local cities.

Conversely, it is also in the period around 600 bc that important changes show
how powerful cities were taking control of external sanctuaries and transforming them
into manifestations of their influence, wealth and prestige. These changes modified
both the internal organization of the sanctuaries and their territorial orientations,
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through the creation of sacred ways and processions between city and sanctuary. A
classic example has been the sacred way between Athens and Eleusis, whose creation
should ideally coincide with the foundation of the urban Eleusinion in Athens and
the building of a new Telesterion in Eleusis at the time of Solon; but the chrono-
logy of the Eleusinian sanctuary and of the Athenian interventions is not as obvious
as once thought. Most illuminating now are the cases of Samos and Miletos. As said
before, the earliest orientation of the Samian Heraion was towards the sea, with one
minor access route inland, towards the north, added during the seventh century, but
a complete reorientation took place at the turn of the seventh and sixth centuries.
The road to the sea kept its ritual function, but a sacred way was traced between
the city and the sanctuary (some 4 miles away) and led to a new entrance on the
eastern side of the sanctuary. Offerings of monumental sculpture by rich Samians
(including gigantic kouroi) immediately gathered along the avenue between this entrance
and the temple (Kienast 1992: 193–8; Duplouy 2006: 190–203). The new sacred
way did not modify the “sacred landscape” only in the sanctuary or its immediate
vicinity: at the other end, it may have played a role in the creation of a sanctuary of
Artemis at the gate of the city (Zapheiropoulou 1997). The case is even clearer for
Miletus, thanks to the discoveries made along the sacred way which, by the mid-
sixth century at the latest, linked the city to the important sanctuary of Apollo at
Didyma, some 10 miles south. The previous access to the sanctuary was apparently
through a harbor situated 2 miles to the north-west. The new sacred way was at the
origin of the foundation of sanctuaries and meeting places, frequented by religious
associations in charge of public cults such as the Molpoi, which were built at regu-
lar distances between the city and the sanctuary during the second half of the cen-
tury. The presence of groups of seated statues of a similar kind in several of these
places as well as the ritual songs and dances performed there by the cultic associ-
ations reinforced the feeling of cultural continuity all along the road travelled every
year by the great civic procession.10

Not all situations, however, are as clear-cut as these, and an appropriate analysis
of the many different contexts and deities is necessary to understand the role of sanc-
tuaries. In some cases, for instance sanctuaries of Artemis as in Ephesos, Mounichia
and Brauron in Attica, or Amarynthos in Euboea, one may wonder about the rela-
tion between the symbolic meaning and functional aspect of the proximity of the
sea: Artemis, as the goddess of all kinds of transitions, passages and boundaries, can
easily stand on a seashore or by a harbor, but does this mean that these sanctuaries
effectively served as meeting places between local inhabitants and regular or occa-
sional visitors landing nearby, at least at one stage of their history? If this function
ever existed, it left no clear evidence and all these sanctuaries are narrowly associ-
ated with the nearest polis from the late archaic period onwards. Quite interesting
too is the case of the mountain and hill-top sanctuaries frequently attested in 
central Greece in the archaic period. Some may have existed in the Early Iron Age,
if not earlier (e.g. the Hymettos in Attica); but their most flourishing period covers
the late eighth and seventh centuries (Polignac 2002). At that time, they form an almost
continous chain in central Greece, from Boeotia to the north-eastern Peloponnese,
with frequent visual links between the highest mountain peaks, such as Parnes between
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Boeotia and Attica, and perhaps also Cithaeron and Helicon, Hymettos in Attica,
Ochi and probably Dirphys in Euboea, Oros in Aegina, Naxos in the Cyclades and
so on. In central and eastern Attica, similar cults appear at the same time on many
lower summits. Most of these cults were dedicated to Zeus (or Zeus and Hera) and,
in view of their position, probably took the form of festivals which periodically 
gathered the surrounding populations; the visual connections make it tempting to
think that these festivals were held at the same moment, especially since they might
correspond to seasonal activities in higher zones, such as transhumance. The prac-
ticing of cult on Mt. Parnes, for instance, can be related to the seasonal use of the
Skourta plateau, on its western slopes, by people coming from Boeotia as well as
Attica, when the area was not yet a strategic place disputed by Athens and Thebes
for the control of the border between the two regions. These cults would therefore
create yet another kind of cultic community independently from city or ethnos or
regional identity. A notable feature is the diversity in the later evolution of these
cults: some retained their importance through their integration in the civic religion
of a polis (Zeus Panhellenios at Aegina); some disappeared (Parnes); some survived
at a low level or knew some phases of revival as local and rural cults dedicated to
Zeus as rain-giver ; and some eventually gained a new importance thanks to a com-
plete reinterpretation of their meaning – a good example would be, if we accept its
existence in the archaic period, the Cithairon cult which became, in Late Hellenistic
and Roman times, the great pan-Boeotian festival of the Daidala.11

To conclude, the spatial paradigm confirms the diversity of cultic communities and
identities which could take shape around sanctuaries in the archaic period. The polis
was one of them, but others could transcend the polis; though an evolution is often
visible towards a greater integration of cults in the civic system, many sanctuaries
may have retained for a while a “multi-dimensional” function, serving different kinds
of communities simultaneously. The historian must therefore try to identify the 
various contexts or “horizons” of a cult practice. Besides the spatial paradigm, other
elements may help to apprehend this diversity.

Competition, Offerings, and Memory

The spirit of the agôn is a well known characteristic of Greek culture and the impor-
tance of competition has already been mentioned. When dealing with sanctuaries,
the idea of competition brings to mind first of all the famous games which were 
created during the archaic period: the Olympic games, the other panhellenic games
– Delphic, Isthmian and Nemean – all founded, according to the traditions, at the
beginning of the sixth century, and the games created by an ever increasing num-
ber of cities wishing to enhance their prestige and attractiveness, such as the pana-
thenaic games in Athens, to mention only one of the best known. Recent excavations
have thrown light on the early history of some of these, often reassessing their chrono-
logy: in Olympia, as we saw, but also at Isthmia and Nemea where the evidence for
the organization of competitions does not seem to appear before the second quar-
ter or the middle of the sixth century. In Nemea, the excavations underneath the
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classical “herôon of Opheltes” revealed that an artificial mound had been created at
that time, in the shape of a funerary tumulus (Miller 2002).12 Both the stadium and
the track for the horse- and chariot-races seem to have been placed originally on either
side of this “tumulus,” thus consciously imitating the early situation in Olympia. The
lowering of the chronology is of some historical significance for the Isthmian games,
since the traditional dating would mean that they were a creation of the Cypselid
tyrants, while the new date implies that they were founded after the fall of the dynasty
(Gebhard 2002). In Delphi too, the traditional view, which associates the creation
of the games with the so-called First Sacred War against Krisa and the foundation
of the Delphic Amphictyony to rule and protect the sanctuary at the beginning of
the sixth century, is far from solidly based, since the “history” of the Sacred War
has been heavily reinvented by later propaganda. But the second half of the century
undoubtedly witnessed rapidly increasing agonistic activity, which gave to athletes
and to the poets who sang their victories a new social importance: the late archaic
and early classical period sees the flourishing of the epinikia, victory odes, through
which the glory and praise of the victor was shared by his fellow-citizens, thus striking
a balance between individual glory and the collective pride of the city (Kurke 1991).

Naturally, competitions of all kinds existed in earlier periods, but they were asso-
ciated instead with funerals of dominant personalities, as in the Iliad. Hesiod’s tes-
timony about his victory at Amphidamas’ funeral in Chalcis and his offering of the
tripod he had won to the Muses of the Helicon is corroborated by a few seventh-
century bronze cauldrons found in Boeotia and on the Athenian acropolis, which
bear a double inscription, one relating to the funeral games where the cauldron had
been won and the other to its dedication in the sanctuary (Polignac 2005a: 20–1).
The tumuli, whether real or fake, in Olympia and Nemea, may therefore have served
to mark a symbolic transition of the agôn from the funeral to the cultic sphere.

Moreover, games are but one manifestation of the competitive mind. Others played
on the generosity and emulation in display of rich and powerful individuals or groups
who wished to obtain, reinforce or maintain a high position in society. Recent stud-
ies show Greek elites as occupying a constantly renegotiated position won (or lost)
through the acquisition (or loss) of prestige by a variety of means, not strictly hier-
archized: it was not the hereditary belonging to an established aristocracy which gave
power, wealth and prestige; nor did power and wealth guarantee membership in the
elite. Only a specific social and public use of wealth, prestige or authority, by what-
ever process they were gained and maintained, could create the collective recogni-
tion of one’s belonging to the leading group in the community – in other words,
confer the quality of being aristos, “best” (Duplouy 2006). Organizing large
sacrifices which could feed a fair number of people during the main city festivals, or
offering important contributions of any kind for the building of a temple, were obvi-
ously good opportunities to prove one’s generosity. In this regard, there is no great
difference between the Alcmeonidae taking in hand the rebuilding of the temple at
Delphi and the Lydian king Croesus contributing lavishly to the building of the cel-
ebrated Artemision at Ephesos.

Competition was also embodied by prestige offerings. Whether or not games existed
in Olympia before the end of the eighth century (see above), the idea of competition
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is visible in the cauldron tripods which accumulated there and became especially impres-
sive during the Late Geometric period. At that time, besides Olympia, several other
sanctuaries (Isthmia, the Heraion in the Argolid, the Athenian Acropolis, Delphi,
Dodona) were receiving the same kind of offerings and can therefore be identified
as places where the elites of the major cities were displaying their authority and were
competing for prestige, both amongst themselves (between leading families) and on
an “international” level. But it was also at this moment that forms of competition
widened, revealing possible identifications with new models of society. Thus, the last
quarter of the eighth century witnessed the arrival of the first oriental offerings, espe-
cially the cauldrons with protomes which were rapidly imitated by Greek bronze-
smiths with such skill that it is often difficult to distinguish between genuinely oriental
and Greek productions. Since few traditional tripod cauldrons clearly belonging to
the early archaic period have been found, it has sometimes been thought that these
had been replaced by oriental or orientalizing cauldrons, most fashionable in the 
“orientalizing period.” There are however good reasons to think that both kinds of
cauldrons coexisted, embodying different values and images of social prestige. From
then onwards, a succession of new kinds of offerings renewed the expression of com-
petition in sanctuaries, especially the monumental sculptures whose importance in
the “sacred landscape” from the second half of the seventh century onwards has been
noted above, and still later numerous monuments and buildings, including the large
temples which allowed whole cities to mark their presence and stake their claims in
the sanctuaries they controlled or in international contexts like Delphi and Olympia.

All these facts are well known but raise a few questions. Offerings to the gods are
at the heart of a triangular relation: between dedicator and deity, whether the 
former is asking for or reciprocating a favor; between dedicator and community, since
the offering said something about his identity, status and role in this community;
and also between god and community, when the latter could recognize in the wealth
and the fame of its sanctuary a sign of its close relation with the deity. Prestige 
offerings represent only a small part of the huge quantities of offerings found in 
sanctuaries, but they were the most conspicuous, made to be exhibited as testimonies
of the exceptional favor bestowed by the divinity on an individual, a family or other
group, and shared by the community to which they belonged. They can therefore
hardly be conceived without some kind of commemoration of the people who had
brought them. Dedicatory inscriptions and inventories could fulfill this function. But,
if one excepts the graffiti on pots and sherds which reflect another use of writing,
formal dedicatory inscriptions on offerings are extremely rare until the end of the
seventh century and none has yet been found for earlier periods (Polignac 2005a).
Inventories are not known to have existed at that time either, though they may have
been set down on perishable materials (leather, clay). Conversely, the function of
memorization and catalogues are at the roots of early poetry (katalegein describes
the poetic performance of the bard), and since most of the early dedicatory inscrip-
tions are hexametric, it seems quite probable that the memory of the most presti-
gious offerings was kept through poetic compositions, maybe performed on ritual
occasions, in a form retained for the inscriptions (Papalexandrou 2005: 108–14,
194–9). The oral tradition, obviously predominant until the late seventh/early sixth
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century, does not completely preclude the use of writing: the earliest dedicatory inscrip-
tion dates back to the early seventh century, according to the traditional dating of
the so-called “Manticlos Apollo,” a bronze figurine found in Boeotia and bearing
on its legs two hexametric verses recording Manticlos’ gift to the god. Orality and
writing rather seem to have played complementary roles, even when the use of inscrip-
tions tended to become more general: in many cases, as for the Manticlos figurine,
the dedicatory inscription fails to provide important information such as the donor’s
father’s name, which defines the social identity of the donor, the circumstances of
the offering and so on. These inscriptions could be fully understood only by those
who shared a more general knowledge which was transmitted by other channels and
other devices; and sanctuaries may have been the places where this common know-
ledge was preserved and passed on.13 The study of the interactions between songs,
memory, disposition of monuments and inscriptions and ritual behavior in space also
opens new horizons in the understanding of sanctuaries (Giannisi 2006).

This debate on orality and writing confirms one phenomenon which has been noted
several times in this chapter and opens up broader considerations. This phenomenon
is the importance of the period which covers the end of the seventh and the begin-
ning of the sixth centuries, and which witnessed complete change in many respects.
Full comprehension of the meaning of these correlated changes needs further study,
since they often extend to many other social practices. The wider considerations con-
cern sanctuaries and festivals as places of communication. In a way, everything in a
sanctuary can convey a message: the offerings, the iconography, the architecture, 
the ritual itself (Stavrianopoulou 2006). Once more, a full understanding of the 
message requires identification of its addressees, its contexte de réception: the specifics
of ritual might be elaborated by contrast or comparison with other practices (cultic
or funerary) within or outside the community; offerings could be chosen in order
to display cultural references shared with other groups or communities within or out-
side the city. Songs and dances performed at festivals frequently reshaped and renewed
the mythoi and representations which gave meaning to the cult, in a constant rene-
gotiation between the communities and their historical environment, a movement
of permanent re-creation of the tradition on which various social groups, cities, ethnè,
built their identity. The role of sanctuaries and festivals in archaic Greece cannot be
analyzed either by isolating one element, or by general categorizations determined
by rigid and constant parameters (the so-called “nature” of a deity, for instance). It
should rather be seen as a system in which the meaning of each element is deter-
mined by complex interactions with other components, combining long-lasting reli-
gious conceptions and rapid shifts in cult practices and organization. Sanctuaries are
certainly among the places where the extraordinary vitality and inventiveness of archaic
Greece are most visible.

NOTES

1 For a thorough review of the different situations, see Schnapp-Gourbeillon 2002:
183–253, with a marked emphasis on continuities.
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2 At Kalapodi, however, earlier levels have recently been excavated by Wolf-Dietrich
Niemeier, who suggests placing the sanctuary in the category of cult places created in
the Mycenaean period – but the cultic caracter of the finds has yet to be confirmed.

3 The great diversity of these “local sanctuaries” is clearly shown by Baumer 2004.
4 The last monograph on the sanctuary is Ducat 1971.
5 Viviers 1992; Müller and Prost 2002; Duplouy 2006: 217–49.
6 This view results from a frequent confusion between the realities of cult history and Greek

ideas on Apollo and his way of establishing sanctuaries and creating a symbolic order by
overpowering the previous owner of the place (e.g. at Delphi, Telphoussa). Though criti-
cized by Ducat 1971: 441–2, the theory that the hero Ptoios had preceded Apollo in
the oracular function finds some support in Schachter 1981: 54–7.

7 It is worth remembering that these terms were coined first in the 1960s and 1970s for
the study of the Greek foundations in Southern Italy and Sicily, where these distinctions
appeared neatly established thanks to the archaeology of early urbanism and territorial
organizations which developed at that time. They can still provide useful categories but
for purely descriptive purposes (Pedley 2005: 39–52).

8 My own analysis, following a well-established scholarly trend, illustrated the first view
(Polignac 1998) while the idea of a discontinuity or an opposition between Argos and
the Heraion was sustained, on different grounds, by I. Strøm (1995; 1998) and J. Hall
(1995; Hall 1997: 99–106).

9 The role of Eastern visitors in the diffusion of oriental offerings in archaic Greek sanc-
tuaries is another debated issue. S. Morris 1992 gives them a predominant role while I
tend to minimize their presence, considering that most oriental offerings rather illustrate
Greek practices.

10 Tuchelt, Schneider, Schattner 1996; Duplouy 2006: 203–14; Giannisi 2006: 28–33.
11 On this transformation, see Chaniotis 2002. Another case is the Mt Lykaion cult which

became the central pan-Arcadian cult in classical times, but no clear evidence of archaic
activity has been found.

12 According to the most widespread legend, the death of the child Opheltes, son of the
local king, was supposed to be at the origin of the foundation of the games by the Argive
heroes marching against Thebes.

13 The well-known episode of the reading by Herodotus (5.59–61) of the “Cadmean inscrip-
tions” on tripods dedicated to Apollo Ismenios in Thebes illustrates this process.
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Archaic Greece is often imagined as a world of subsistence farmers struggling to 
survive, ruled by a small landed elite whose “aristocratic” values abhor sordid profit-
making. Hesiod’s peasants and Homer’s heroes are the respective models. This 
simple and static picture of archaic Greece has featured heavily in the long debate
about the differences between ancient and modern economies. For “primitivists,”
the fundamental characteristic of ancient economic life is that the vast majority of
people were farmers who aimed for no more than subsistence and self-sufficiency,
whose families themselves consumed what they produced, and engaged in as little
exchange as possible. For “modernists,” by contrast, ancient farmers produced a large
proportion of their crops for the market, and accordingly relied heavily on trade.
For a primitivizing school of thought called “substantivism,” most kinds of exchange
in the ancient world were not profit-oriented but took the form of reciprocity 
or redistribution, in which the guiding principle was generosity. For modernizing
“formalists,” however, most kinds of exchange were as much motivated by profit in
antiquity as they are in the modern world, and equally subject to the laws of sup-
ply and demand. Scholarship is similarly divided on the economic roles of the ancient
city and the ancient state.1

It will be argued here that from the very beginning the archaic economy was far
more complex than the usual picture suggests, and that its further development into
something still more complex, and in some but certainly not all ways more “modern,”
was a central phenomenon of the period. In particular, we shall see that intense and
escalating competition for wealth characterized economic life throughout and was a
driving force behind many of major historical developments and crises of the age.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

The Economy

Hans van Wees
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Economic Ethics in Hesiod’s Works and Days

Almost all surviving early epic Greek poetry is filled with tales of gods and heroes,
but there is one great exception: Hesiod’s Works and Days, an 828-verse exhortation
to “toil with toil after toil” (382). The premise of this poem is that the poet has a
brother, Perses, who has greedily taken more than his fair share of the inheritance
(34–40), yet manages his estate so poorly that he is forever begging his neighbors
and brother for help (394–403), and is clearly in need of advice. Whether the 
figure of Perses was real or fictional, he was the perfect foil for Hesiod’s emphatic-
ally repeated message: there are no shortcuts to riches; lasting wealth can come only
from an honest, pious life and constant hard work on the farm. Why a poem on
such a mundane subject was composed, ca. 700 bc, and why it uniquely survived
amongst countless songs of legend and myth are questions crucial to the study of
archaic economic attitudes.2

Perses’ first priority, according to Hesiod, is to accumulate a year’s supplies
(30–4). He must work to avoid hunger and debt;3 his goal is to escape “poverty”
(penia, 497; cf. 638), and to gain a “sufficient livelihood” (bios arkios; 501, 577).
In short, Perses sounds like a small farmer who aims at self-sufficiency but struggles
merely to feed his wife and children (399). 4

Yet Hesiod’s advice on how to run a farm assumes throughout that Perses will 
be employing slaves (dmôes) and hired laborers (thêtes). The first thing a farm needs
is a “bought woman,” he says (405–6). Ploughing is a job for “your slaves and 
you yourself ” (459–60): one slave ploughs (441–5), one sows (445–7), and one
covers over the seeds (469–71). Perses must “sharpen the sickles and wake up the
slaves” at harvest time (573), “order the slaves to thresh the grain” (597–9, 607–8)
and “instruct the slaves” to build sheds (502–3). He must also hire a couple of free
laborers on an annual contract (602–3).5 Clearly a man with six or more full-time
staff must own quite a large farm, and what Hesiod had in mind when he spoke of
a “sufficient” livelihood was much more than bare subsistence. His concerns about
“poverty” and “hunger” must be understood in the light of the quite high standard
of living which he expected.

Poverty is a relative concept, of course. In classical Greece everyone who could
not afford to live off the labor of others was deemed to live in “poverty,” and Hesiod
may have used the term in the same sense.6 Even hunger is a relative term. Among
modern Cretan shepherds a perceived struggle against “hunger” (pina) is integral
to their self-image, although in objective terms they are quite prosperous. Their
“hunger” is not physiological but expresses a perception of themselves as fighting
to survive, in contrast to the ruling classes who “eat” at their expense (Herzfeld 1985:
21–3). Hesiod’s “hungry” farmer, too, stands in contrast to the rulers of his commun-
ity who are repeatedly called “gift-eaters” (dôrophagoi; 39, 221, 264). When Hesiod
warns against hunger, he is thinking not so much of literal starvation, but of a more
metaphorical “hunger”: the relative deprivation of those outside the ruling class.

Works and Days thus addresses a farmer who owns a sizeable estate and employs
at least half a dozen laborers, free and slave; the poem tells him to devote himself
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to work in order to maintain his property and independence. The question is why
a hymn to the virtues of toil was meaningful and important to a landowner at this
economic level. The answer is that he faced a competing ideology of leisure, as well
as intense rivalry for wealth.7

The work ethic and the leisure class

Once upon a time there had been no need to work, according to Hesiod: “the tribes
of men used to live on earth far removed from . . . hard toil and painful illnesses”
(90–2; cf. 109–13). But now the gods “keep hidden from men the means of liv-
ing” (42, 47) and people “will never stop being worn down by toil and misery”
(176–8). For Hesiod, work is thus not merely an economic necessity for the poor,
but a religious obligation owed by all mankind.

Gods and men are filled with indignation at one who would live without working, 
his disposition like that of stingless drones who devour what the bees have toiled for,
eating without working . . . When you work, you will be much better loved by the gods
. . . There is no reproach in work; there is reproach in idleness (aergia) . . . Whatever
your lot in life (daimôn), it is better to work.

(299–314)

“Whatever your lot in life”: these precepts apply to rich and poor alike.8 The eleva-
tion of toil to a form of piety makes work obligatory even for those who could afford
to abstain.

Hesiod’s insistence that “there is no reproach in work” shows that he was not
concerned with men who were simply lazy, but with men who regarded work as
socially unacceptable. Better-off landowners might well feel, as many did in classical
Greece, that a life of leisure was more appropriate to their status than a life of work,
and indeed that physical labor was shameful. It was people like these whom Hesiod
tried to convince that their fellow-men and the gods would not admire them for
their lives of “leisure,” but hold them in contempt for their “idleness.” Those who
struggled to make a good living, he added, could in any case not afford to feel “shame”
(aidôs) at engaging in physical labor, because greater shame lay in not being rich:

Shame is no good at providing for a needy man – shame which both harms and benefits
men greatly – shame comes with poverty, but confidence with wealth.

(317–19)

Hesiod’s exhortations to work hard were thus aimed at landowners who aspired to
a leisured life style – whether or not they could afford it – which involved spending
time away from the farm and taking an active part in public life. Hence he disap-
proved of Perses “closely watching disputes, listening in an assembly” (29–34) and
repeatedly warned against idling in the “warm communal meeting hall” (leschê, 495,
501) or in semi-public places such as “the bench in the smithy” (493) and “benches
in the shade” (574). Humble as these settings may sound, they were visited by both
rich and poor. Even a king and his guests might go out after dinner to “the bench
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and the talk of the people” (Homer, Odyssey 15.468), and even an official Spartan
envoy to neighboring Tegea might visit the local smithy (Herodotus 1.67.5–68.1).

How actively did Hesiod expect a farmer who employed slaves and free laborers
to be involved in agricultural labor? In the preface to his farming calendar, he seems
to want the landowner to engage in unremitting toil personally and energetically.

If your heart is set on wealth, do as I say, and toil at toil after toil.
(381–2)

Strip off to sow, strip off to plough, strip off to reap the harvest, if you wish to take
care of all the labours of Demeter in due season.

(388–93)

Toil, foolish Perses.
(397–8)

He imagines the farmer himself driving the oxen (467–9), making clothes (538) and
storing grain and fodder (600–7). Yet the ploughing was in fact done by a team 
of slaves, as we saw (441–7, 469–71); clothes were woven by the women of the
household (779), as they were throughout Greek history; and slaves took care of
threshing and storage (597–9, 607–8) while the farmer relaxed in the shade, enjoy-
ing good food and wine (582–96).9 Hesiod’s rhetoric of “toil,” then, cannot be
taken at face value any more than his rhetoric of “hunger.”

The landowner may occasionally have shared his slaves’ labor, and his sons might
help out on the farm (379–80) or take the livestock to graze on the mountainside,
as according to the Theogony Hesiod himself did in his younger days (22–6).
Otherwise, his commitment to work evidently takes the form of energetic supervi-
sion of the laborers: he rises before the slaves do (W&D 573), reminds them of work
to be done (502–3), and issues instructions (597). His job is “to arrange (kosmein)
tasks in due measure” (306), i.e. to organize the work to be done by others. The
introduction to the poem’s final section, on auspicious and inauspicious days, goes
so far as to assume that the landowner might visit his estate only on the last day of
each month, to hand out supplies and leave instructions for work to be done in the
month ahead: “You must explain to your slaves the days given by Zeus, observing
them duly; the thirtieth of the month is the best to supervise work (erga epopteuein)
and to distribute rations” (765–7).

In short, the strict work ethic advocated by Works and Days required, not manual
labor, but hands-on farm management. It was essentially the same ethos commended,
centuries later, by Xenophon, for whom “toil” (ponos) was the way to wealth and
physical fitness (The Estate Manager 11.12–13): his idea of “toil” was a walk to the
farm early in the morning to see whether the slaves were working satisfactorily, 
followed by a recreational horse-ride around the estate and a walk or run back to
the town-house for a mid-morning meal (11.14–18). Xenophon’s landowner, like
Hesiod’s, wasted no time idling in public places but was seen in the agora only “when
doing some business or at any rate not being entirely at leisure” (7.1).
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Both authors were clearly addressing primarily “those who practice agriculture
through supervision,” as Xenophon called them, rather than those who work their
own land (autourgoi, 5.4). Poorer men could no doubt relate to Hesiod’s message,
and indeed Hesiod’s theology of “work” may well have drawn on ideas widely held
by working farmers, who often see their struggle to survive as god’s will.10 But the
main aim of Works and Days was not to remind poor peasants that they would starve
if they did not work; it was to persuade landowners who enjoyed – or at least aspired
to – a life of leisure to devote their time instead to close supervision of agricultural
labor, with an eye to maximum productivity.

Beyond self-sufficiency: wealth as an economic goal

To avoid “hunger” and “poverty,” i.e. to rise to an economic level at which work
is a matter of choice rather than necessity, is the landowner’s first goal, but he wants
more than this: he competitively pursues “wealth” (ploutos, aphenos) with the aim of
becoming richer than others in his community. This goal is emphasized at the start
of Works and Days, where the poet distinguishes two kinds of “competition” (eris),
one leading to war and conflict, the other a force for good, set “in the roots of the
earth” (11–19):

It drives even a lazy man to work, for one wants to work when one sees another who
is rich and makes every effort to plough and plant and look after his estate. Neighbor
envies neighbor as he strives for wealth. This competition is good for mortals.

(20–4)

The reference to “envy” shows that this kind of rivalry is not merely for a large liveli-
hood, but for greater prestige and social superiority, a theme which is picked up later:

If you work, the idle man will soon envy you as you become rich – wealth is accom-
panied by excellence (aretê) and prestige (kudos).

(312–13; cf. 287–92)

Conversely, if your harvest is small, “few will admire you” (482), and poverty brings
not only shortages but “shame” (aidôs, 319). Increasing wealth is also the main 
consideration in family planning. The farmer should have only one son, so that his
estate will not be divided, “for thus wealth will increase in your halls” (376–7), but
alternatively he may take a risk and have several sons, for “Zeus might easily give
prosperity beyond words to greater numbers: more people, more attention to work,
larger surplus (epithêkê)” (379–80).

Crucially, this surplus is not simply stored or given away, but invested in expan-
sion of the farm: it may be exchanged for livestock – hence “work makes people
rich in sheep and wealthy” (308; cf. 120) – or for land, because with the help of
the gods “you may buy the estate of other men, not another man yours” (341).11

Most modern scholars play down such references to wealth as very much sec-
ondary to the supposed main message of Works and Days, which is to prevent the
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household from falling below subsistence level, or to aim for a marginal increase 
of wealth at best.12 Yet Hesiod mentions striving for wealth at least as often as 
avoiding hunger and poverty, and his emphasis is clearly not just on preserving an
adequate livelihood but on competitively increasing one’s property. He seeks “pros-
perity beyond words” (aspetos olbos, 379). His remark to Perses that “when you have
enough” grain stored at home you can start trying to appropriate other people’s
property (33–4) is doubly ironic: it is never acceptable to seize the property of 
others, and it is not possible to have “enough” wealth (Fisher 1992: 187).

Rivalry for wealth is also pursued by means other than productive work, and this
is why Hesiod introduces the second, “blameworthy,” kind of competition which
turns to deceit and violence (13–15). Perses is accused of resorting to such beha-
vior (27–38, 274–8) and so are the judges who ruled in his favor (202–12; cf. 189,
192). All are urged to avoid perjury (219, 282–5; cf. 190–4), injustice, arrogant
aggression (hybris, 213–85), and shameless greed.13 In the light of these concerns
Hesiod’s famous comment that “half is much more than whole, and there is great
goodness in mallow and asphodel” (40–1) is clearly not a glorification of poverty
nor an exhortation to resign oneself to a life in humble circumstances, but yet another
warning that half a farm legitimately inherited is better than an entire estate unjustly
appropriated, and that even a pauper’s meal, honestly earned, is better than a dis-
honest life of affluence. Getting rich at any cost is wrong, but getting rich remains
the goal (West 1978: 152–3).

Productive and destructive rivalry clearly spring from the same competitive
impulse and inspire the same emotions.14 Farmers not merely compete to preserve
their holdings but engage in a rivalry to expand and excel so fierce that it often spills
over into litigation and violence. It is this problem to which Works and Days
responds by advocating self-enrichment through productive “toil,” at the cost of 
forgoing the display of wealth through leisure.

Other archaic poets also frequently comment on the intense general striving for
“wealth” and warn against acquiring property illegitimately. In the early seventh 
century, Semonides mocks the vanity of human aspirations (fr. 1.6–10):

Hope and faith rouse everyone to strive for the impossible: . . . there is no one who
does not believe that, this time next year, he will associate with wealth and the upper
classes.

Solon similarly notes that “if someone is poor and the labors of poverty coerce him,
he fully expects to acquire much property” (fr. 13.33–4, 41–2). The rich are no
less ambitious: “no clear limit to wealth is set for men; those of us who now have
the greatest livelihood double their efforts. Who could satisfy all?” (13.71–3). Nor
does Solon exclude himself from the general pursuit of riches: “I yearn for prop-
erty,” he says, provided that it is not acquired unjustly (13.7–32). Theognis echoes
Solon’s lines about unlimited desire for wealth, warns against unjust gains, and sums
up: “One can have enough of everything – except wealth.”15

By the late seventh century, poets were lamenting that the love of wealth had got
out of hand to the extent that property had become the only thing that mattered,
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and whole communities were in danger of being destroyed by unbridled greed.
“Aristodemos, they say, once put it very effectively in Sparta: ‘A man is what he
owns, and not a single poor man is noble or respected,’ ” Alcaeus reports (fr. 360),
while a contemporary poem included the line “Greed will destroy Sparta; nothing
else.”16 Solon and Theognis also expressed the fear that their cities would be
destroyed “by the townsmen themselves . . . for the sake of wealth” and they insisted
that personal “excellence” ought to count for more than property alone. Neverthe-
less, Solon himself institutionalized a system in which political rights were assigned
strictly on the basis of property qualifications, not birth or other criteria of status.17

Archaic poetry leaves no doubt that a powerful acquisitive drive, rather than a 
struggle for mere self-sufficiency, shaped the archaic economy. We shall see that it
encouraged maximum productivity and profit-seeking, extreme exploitation of labor,
and conspicuous consumption.

Land and Labor: The Agricultural Regime

By the standards of modern commercial agriculture, archaic Greek cultivation was
far from intensive, but in comparison with the practices of cultivation prevailing in
the Mediterranean before the twentieth century it was quite demanding. Biennial
fallow was the norm, i.e. agricultural land was left bare every other year, but archaic
farmers adopted the most intensive form of these low-intensity regimes.18 Repeated
ploughing in spring and summer, a long ploughing and sowing season in autumn,
and careful manuring improved moisture-levels, fertility and friability, and allowed
a farmer with a single span of oxen to cultivate some 10–15 ha (25–40 acres), when
his modern counterpart could only manage 4–6 ha (10–15 acres).19 Viticulture, the
other main activity mentioned by Hesiod, is inherently labor-intensive, especially when
it relies on artificial irrigation, as according to Homer it did. The construction of ter-
races and enclosure walls placed considerable additional demands on the workforce.20

On the other hand, animal husbandry, a low-intensity element of the agricultural
regime, was practiced on a notably large scale in early Greece, at least by the elite.
Hesiod frequently alludes to the rearing of sheep and goats, and occasionally cows
and pigs.21 Homer’s Odysseus owns thousands of animals, and it is these rather than
his farms which are cited as proof of exceptional wealth. Livestock were a major 
prestige symbol, and were therefore reared in the greatest possible numbers: when
they exceeded the limits of what local resources could sustain, arrangements were
made for the animals to be pastured abroad.22

Some scholars argue that the economy of Greece in the “Dark Age” was mainly
pastoral, and that a fundamental shift to a predominantly agricultural regime
occurred in the eighth century. The much greater emphasis on livestock in Homer
than in Hesiod is cited as evidence for this, but the contrast is a matter of poetic
emphasis rather than historical reality: Homer conjures up a picture of wealth on a
“heroic” scale by describing vast herds and constant feasts of meat, but leaves no
doubt that the staple foods are grain and wine rather than meat; Hesiod preaches
his gospel of work by concentrating on cereals and vines as the most labor-intensive
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crops, but reveals that livestock are reared and eaten as well. There is some archae-
ological evidence that cattle grew in importance in the early Dark Age and had declined
again by 800 bc, but this is hardly enough to support the idea of a fundamental
economic change.23 The tradition that “the livestock of the rich” were resented by
the population of Megara and slaughtered by the popular leader Theagenes, ca. 630
bc (Aristotle, Politics 1305a8–28), suggests that large-scale animal husbandry was
a prestige enterprise which continued well into the archaic period.

The bulk of the labor force employed by the rich consisted of slaves. Homer and
Hesiod poetically call the workers dmôes rather than douloi, the usual term for slaves,
and Homer credits them with considerable independence in managing farms and
herds, which has led some scholars to argue that they were dependants rather than
outright slaves. Yet dmôes were bought and sold, and generally treated as chattels
(Fisher 1993: 10–14). In the classical period Sparta, Thessaly, and Crete drew their
main labor force from “enslaved” local populations, rather than from imported 
chattel slaves, and there are hints that in the archaic period this type of forced labor
– whether imposed on the vulnerable poor or on defeated enemy populations – was
more widespread, an important alternative to chattel slavery (van Wees 2003).

Hired laborers on annual contracts formed a smaller but common part of the 
work force. They received food and clothes, and at the end of their term of employ-
ment a wage (misthos) in kind, later perhaps in cash. For Homer, the lot of the hired
laborer was particularly miserable, at the mercy of unscrupulous employers who might
resort to threats and violence and send him away without payment.24 Tenancy and
sharecropping were probably additional ways to raise a labor force. The hektemoroi,
“sixth-parters,” attested in Attica are best explained as free men who cultivated other
men’s land in exchange for a mere one-sixth of the harvest, as opposed to a half
share as is common in other share-cropping regimes (van Wees 1999a: 18–24): another
example of extreme exploitation of labor, slave or free.

The practice of forcing debtors to “work off ” their obligations, so common through-
out history, may also have existed in archaic Greece, although it is barely attested.
For all its warnings about avoiding debt, there is no sign in Works and Days that
the repayment of loans, let alone the payment of interest, could be enforced by 
any sanction other than the refusal of further credit (349–51, 448–57). By about
600 bc, however, the situation had changed dramatically. In Megara, people protested
against paying interest, while in Athens and elsewhere, non-repayment of loans was
punished by selling the debtor or his family as slaves.25 One would expect many debtors
to avoid this ultimate sanction by agreeing to work for their creditors as “debt-
bondsmen,” but the sources make no explicit mention of this type of labor.26

The idea that loans could carry interest and that (re)payment could be legally enforced
evidently only emerged in the course of the seventh century and is tangible evidence
that competition for wealth was rapidly escalating at the time. Rather than remain
content with the gratitude of their borrowing neighbors, the rich increasingly
sought to make a profit from the extension of credit. The same process would account
for more severe exploitation of labor through the creation of serf-like statuses in 
some parts of Greece and the creation of new kinds of dependent and free labor in
others, including Athens’ sixth-parters and perhaps debt-bondsmen. The influential
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thesis that a spectrum of dependent statuses, including debt-bondage, was a legacy
of the Dark Age, which declined in the course of the archaic period to be replaced
by a sharp division between free men and slaves – as argued by Moses Finley in the
1960s – is thus probably wrong, and certainly has little basis in the ancient evidence.27

Craftsmen and Other Specialists

Competition for wealth was not confined to landowners: “potter resents potter and
joiner joiner; beggar envies beggar and bard bard” (Hesiod, W&D 25–6). The rewards
of rivalry among craftsmen and other specialists could be great, because wealthy 
individuals and entire communities competed for their services. “A diviner, or a healer
of ills, or a joiner of wood, or indeed an inspired bard” might be asked to come
and work abroad, for “such people are invited by mortals across the boundless earth”
(Od. 17.382–7). These are not “itinerant” artisans forced to travel in search of work,
but specialists in such demand that the best of them are “invited” all over the world.
The same passage calls them “public workers” (demioergoi), men whose services benefit
the whole community, a title shared with public officials. By the end of the archaic
age, diviners, healers, poets, sculptors and painters traveled across the Greek world,
commanding high wages and achieving fame far beyond their own communities. This
competitive climate inspired striking technical and cultural developments, including
a degree of professionalization and specialization, even in the less highly regarded
and less profitable crafts.

In the world of Homer and Hesiod, the range of craftsmen seems narrow and
levels of specialization low, and archaeological evidence confirms that around 700 bc
metalwork and pottery were indeed usually produced in small, unspecialized work-
shops. Despite scholars’ occasional reference to “industrial quarters,” the largest 
excavated smiths’ workshops of the time, at Pithecusae and Skala Oropou, each 
consisted of a domestic dwelling with two forges in close proximity; in both, bronze
and iron, and possibly gold and silver, were worked at the same time (figure 23.1).28

Evidence for potters’ workshops is limited to scattered kilns and dumps of waste
products in otherwise residential areas.29 No other kind of workshop is attested. The
simple nature of houses and temples around 700, small and made largely of wood
and mudbrick with limited use of mostly unworked stone, is another indication of
low levels of specialization.30

Subsequently, competition between craftsmen to meet the demand for new ways
of displaying wealth produced spectacular developments, especially in sculpture 
and architecture. Corinth was the first to display its exceptional riches by building
temples with all-stone walls and tiled roofs in the city and at the Isthmus around
680 and 650 bc. Rooftiles were a new invention. Not until ca. 580 did any other
city match this, but then an all-stone temple of Artemis on Corcyra was quickly 
followed by a series of very large sanctuaries at Samos, Ephesus and Miletus, which
raised the stakes by being surrounded with vastly expensive double colonnades of 
a hundred or more stone columns. The marble used often needed to be brought 
to the site from overseas at great expense. Such lavishing of resources on temple-
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building, accompanied by increasing use of stone also for other public buildings and
private houses, led to an important innovation in construction technology: from around
515 bc, blocks were no longer put in place via ramps, but lifted up by mechanical
hoists and pulleys.31

Monumental stone statues from ca. 650 onwards joined the small wooden, terra-
cotta and bronze statuettes which had previously served as cult images and votives.
Lifesize or larger stone images of standing youths (kouroi) and seated or standing
young women (korai) were widely set up as dedications in temples, and in Attica also
as grave markers (figure 23.2). Competition at first concentrated on size, and quickly
escalated to the point where a colossal 10 m tall kouros was dedicated to Apollo on
Delos by the Naxians, ca. 580. After this, scale came to matter less than quality in
sculpture, as is evident from a new concern to render in detail the musculature of
the kouroi and the elaborate dress of the korai, much helped by the invention of the
claw chisel and perhaps the rasp, ca. 575–550. Finally, around 500, the limited range
of static poses represented so far was abandoned in favor of more complex postures
and freer movement. The role of competition between craftsmen in driving these changes
is nicely ilustrated by the boast of a sculptor who used extreme foreshortening to

Living
Quarters

Courtyard

Bronzesmith’s Workshop

Blacksmith’s
Workshop

Figure 23.1 The Mazzola “industrial quarter” at Pithecusae, ca. 750–700 bc
Source: Drawing by F. Gehrke in Ridgway (1992: fig. 25).
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render a particularly tricky pose in relief and inscribed his work: “Alxenor of Naxos
made this. Just look at it!”32

Developments in metalwork are harder to trace because little of it escaped being
melted down and reused by later generations. Literary evidence suggests that bronze
tripod-cauldrons and mixing-bowls were being cast on a monumental scale by the late
seventh century. The most notable innovation was the casting of lifesize bronze stat-
ues, when previously large “metal” statues had consisted of hammered sheets of bronze
or gold attached to a wooden core. The new process was probably made possible by
the invention of piece-moulding around 550. By the end of the century bronze had
overtaken marble as the favorite medium for votive and commemorative statues.33

Potters continually devised new shapes and styles of decoration – above all, for
tableware (figure 23.3). The competitive spirit noted by Hesiod had occasionally led

Figure 23.2 (a) Life-size kouros from Anavyssos in Attica, ca. 530 bc (Athens, National
Museum 3851). The base of this statue carries the following inscription: “Stand and mourn
at the grave monument of Kroisos, who is dead. Brutal Ares once destroyed him among
the front-line fighters.” (b) Small kore, dedicated by a woman, Iphidike, on the Acropolis
at Athens, ca. 520–510 bc (Acropolis Museum 675). This statue was originally placed
alongside a winged victory figure on a column. The piece was signed by the sculptor,
Archermos of Chios
Source: Acropolis Museum. © akg-images/Nimatallah.
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potters to sign their work at least since 720 bc, but not until the 570s did an Athenian
potter sign as the decorator rather than maker of a vase (“Sophilos drew this”), and
it was another few years before separate signatures by painter and potter show that
these are two different persons. A degree of specialization was the result of rivalry
to produce higher-quality decoration. The sophistication and complexity of black-
figure decoration on Attic pottery developed so fast over the next few decades that
Athenian tableware, especially drinking-cups, came to be in much greater demand
across the Greek world than previously sought-after Corinthian and Laconian wares,
which went out of production. Between 535 and 520, Athenian potters developed
a whole range of new decorative techniques, surely not least in order to gain an 
edge over their rivals: coral red gloss, polychrome decoration, relief effects, moulded
ornaments, vases in the shape of human and animal heads, and white-ground and
red-figure painting all made their first apperance in these years. Red-figure decora-
tion became dominant from ca. 500 onwards, and painters continued to compete
in producing more complex imagery in the new style: “Euphronios could never do
this!”, Euthymides proudly wrote on one of his showpieces.34

Domestic spinning and weaving was increasingly supplemented by professional cloth
production and associated industries. From the end of the seventh century onwards,
poets refer to items of dress imported from far away, or made with exotic materials:
cloaks of Scythian wool; clothes colored with Scythian dye; Scythian shoes; Lydian
sandals; and most notably costly headscarves imported from Lydia, mentioned by
Sappho as having recently taken the place of locally produced headgear. We also hear
of cloaks made in Miletus which were in high demand as luxury garments in distant
cities such as Sybaris and Syracuse.35 Cloth and clothing bought at great expense
thus became an important means of displaying wealth. By the end of the sixth 

Figure 23.3 (a) An Athenian black-figure amphora of the so-called Tyrrhenian type, 
ca. 560 bc, showing three men with round hoplite shields fighting three men with
“Boeotian” shields. (b) An Athenian red-figure plate by Paseas, ca. 520–510 bc, 
showing Theseus killing the Minotaur, an important national Athenian myth
Source: Staatliche Antikensammlungen, Munich, inv. 1429 (= J127); photo by Bibi Saint-Pol. 
Louvre G67; photo by Bibi Saint-Pol.

ACA_c23.qxd  25/02/2009  02:41PM  Page 455

Publisher's Note:
Permission to reproduce this image
online was not granted by the
copyright holder. Readers are kindly
requested to refer to the printed v ersion
of this chapter.



456 Hans van Wees

century, fashions in dress were highly elaborate and afforded a good living to pro-
fessional weavers, cobblers, fullers, tanners, and even washerwomen. In Athens, some
of these – and other craftsmen, too – were rich enough to dedicate marble basins
and statues on the Acropolis, right alongside those dedicated by men of the very
highest rank.36

Given a growing demand for a greater variety of ever more sophisticated skills,
increasing specialization in craft-production was inevitable. A recently discovered 
“rural” pottery workshop of 525–475 bc at Kavala on Thasos produced tableware,
storage vessels, rooftiles, terracotta ornaments and models, but neither cooking 
vessels nor transport amphoras, probably because special techniques were required
to make such vessels respectively heat-resistant and impermeable (Perreault 1999).
Even in this humble industry and in this rustic environment, ornamental and utilit-
arian items were produced by separate workshops. In more urban settings craft 
production by the end of the sixth century must have moved some way towards the
situation found in Athens in the late fifth century, where workshops with dozens of
slaves were devoted to producing one single product each, be it shields, knives, couches,
or lamps.

As for other specialists, by the late sixth century competition for their services 
was frantic. Poets like Simonides earned large sums of money by composing victory
odes for rich men, tyrants and cities; poets explicitly competed with sculptors for
commissions, boasting that their songs were superior to statues as a medium of com-
memoration.37 The demand for physicians is illustrated by the career of Democedes
of Croton, who settled in Aegina around 530:

In the first year he surpassed the other healers, although he was untrained and owned
none of the tools of this craft. In the second year, the Aeginetans hired him publicly
for a wage of 6,000 drachmas; in the third year, the Athenians did so for 10,000 drach-
mas; in the fourth year Polycrates [of Samos] for 12,000 drachmas.

(Herodotus 3.125, 131)

His further adventures took him to Persia, before he finally returned a wealthy man
to his native Croton where he married into the local elite (3.129–30, 136–7). No
less striking is the competition between cities to hire the best diviners for their armies:
in 479, the Corinthians managed to hire the popular Deiphonus of Apollonia, who
“got work all over Greece”; the Persians paid “no small amount” to Hegesistratus
of Elis; and the Spartans were so desperate to hire Teisamenus of Elis that they uniquely
granted him and his brother Spartan citizenship.38

Neither craftsmen nor other specialists can have been very numerous in any 
Greek community. Even the production of decorated Athenian tableware, much in
demand across the Mediterranean, seems to have involved at most 200 people at
any time, less than 1 percent of the inhabitants of Athens.39 But even if the total
number of specialists did not exceed a few percent of the population, they consti-
tuted a significant element of a city’s economy insofar as they provided services and
commodities which were vital to the competitively escalating displays of wealth in
which cities and individuals engaged throughout the period.
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Traveling Farmers, Adventurers, and Merchants:
Forms of Exchange

A farmer in the seventh century presumably paid in kind for the services and com-
modities provided by specialists, and engaged in occasional barter with his neighbors
or in a local market, but we have no explicit evidence for such types of exchange.
We do hear, however, of many landowners taking to the seas and trading their 
surpluses abroad at a more profitable rate. They were joined by “adventurers,” who
combined trading with raiding, and in the course of the archaic period increasingly
also by professional merchants.

Hesiod claims that his father used to trade overseas “because he lacked a fine liveli-
hood” and suffered “bad poverty” (W&D 633–40); others might do the same (647;
cf. 686). He himself takes pride in having sailed only once, not for the sake of trade
(648–62), and imagines an ideal world in which farms produce such abundance that
no one need ever “travel in ships” (43–6, 236–7). Trade here seems a last resort
for struggling farmers, and some scholars infer that Hesiod advocates keeping trade
to the minimum required for subsistence.40 Yet the poet acknowledges that a farmer
may be motivated by “a desire (himeros) for sea-travel,” rather than by necessity (618),
and will not limit himself to acquiring specific commodities for his own consump-
tion but aim to make as much gain as possible. “Drag your swift ship to the sea and
prepare a cargo to fit in it, so that you may win profit (kerdos) to bring home” (631–2);
“put your cargo in a big ship, for the bigger the cargo, the bigger will be your profit
upon profit” (643–5). Hesiod imagines that some might even consider trading their
entire harvest abroad, but advises against this because the danger of losing every-
thing at sea is too great: one should “leave behind most and make a cargo of the
lesser part” (689–90). Unlike certain classical Greek writers, Hesiod clearly approves
of profit-making in exchange as such, and his dislike of overseas trade is due purely
to the fact that it is a risky enterprise.41 His advice on sailing is thus not confined
to “poor” farmers forced to engage in trade to make ends meet, but includes rich
farmers who could afford to abstain but nevertheless also engage in it because it
offers potentially great profits. Even at the highest social levels landowners sell their
surpluses abroad, although they may employ agents rather than make the trip in 
person.42

The agricultural calendar has a regular slot for seaborne trade, the slack period
between the threshing in late June and the vintage in early September, which coin-
cides with a season of mild and steady winds (414–22, 571–81, 609–14, 663–77).
Another opportunity comes in late April, when the weather begins to improve, in 
a quiet spell before the grain harvest in mid-May (678–86). The farmer’s almanac
features auspicious days for cutting ship timbers, making a start on ship-building,
and setting sail (805–9, 814–18), among activities which are otherwise confined to
the household and the farm. Here and elsewhere, Hesiod imagines a farmer who
has his own ship (43–6, 622–32, 671–2). When he advises to “praise a small 
vessel, but put your cargo in a big one” (643), however, he must be thinking of a
less well-off farmer facing this choice when taking passage on another man’s ship.
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The Greek word for “trade,” emporia, which literally means “passenger travel,” shows
that this was common practice.

Since much of the agricultural surplus was evidently traded by farmers themselves,
there was in early Greece relatively little scope for making a living as a professional
merchant. Metals, too, may have been traded directly by those who exploited the
mines, judging by Homer’s story of a king sailing in person with a cargo of iron “to
Temesa in search of copper” (Od. 1.180–4). Full-time traders did exist, but the only
merchants featured in Homer – Phoenicians rather than Greeks – sell “trinkets” such
as jewelry: exotic craft products were among the few commodities traded not by
producers but by middlemen.43

Alongside the farmers and merchants who traveled “on business” (kata prêxin),
we encounter overseas travelers who sail the seas “at random” (mapsidiôs) in search
of opportunities to raid for booty, compete in games, obtain gifts, and incidentally
engage in a little trade as well.44 Adventurers of this kind remained recognizable figures
throughout the archaic age – from Homer’s Odysseus to Philippos of Croton, an
Olympic victor who traveled the Mediterranean in his private warship, joined at least
one war and two colonizing ventures, and was worshiped as a hero after falling in
battle in Sicily in 510 bc (Herodotus 5.47). Private raiding for booty was regarded
as a legitimate practice, explicitly recognized as such in for example the laws of Solon.45

The Greeks make their first appearance in Assyrian records in the late eighth 
century as sea-raiders, and two centuries later relentless raiding provoked major 
military action by Etruscans and Carthaginians against the Phocaeans on Corsica 
in 535 and by Sparta against the Samians in 525 bc (Herodotus 1.70, 166; 3.47).
Private plundering expeditions brought wealth and fame to the rich men who pro-
vided the ships and much-needed supplementary income for the poor men who 
formed the crews. The main forms of booty were livestock and slaves, and since 
raiders regularly sold off their plunder, rather than bringing it home, slave trade was
an important economic activity in archaic Greece. Homer imagined Achilles making
a fortune selling Trojan captives in nearby islands, and for the prophet Ezekiel the
“Ionians” were major suppliers of slaves to the cities of Phoenicia.46

Not all “random” travel involved violence. Sightseeing trips to Egypt and else-
where were a regular part of the archaic Greek upper-class lifestyle. Later sources
tell us that such voyages might be funded by incidental trade along the way, which
seems likely enough.47 Reciprocal hospitality between guest-friends (xeinoi) was
equally important, however, and the gifts which visitors could expect to receive 
from their hosts could be a great source of wealth and prestige. Although gifts 
would have to be reciprocated if the former host came to visit in turn, adventurous
travelers could collect more and greater gifts than they would ever need to repay.
Their kind of profit-seeking was a notable feature of the archaic economy (van 
Wees 2002a).

In certain societies, trade and gift-giving are constrained by the existence of 
distinct categories of commodity which circulate only within separate “spheres of
exchange.” It has been argued by some that early Greece, too, recognized one sphere
for prestige wealth, another for subsistence goods, without scope for exchange 
(“conversion”) between the two. The Homeric epics, however, clearly show that there

ACA_c23.qxd  25/02/2009  02:41PM  Page 458



The Economy 459

was no such separation of spheres, and that the rules of exchange placed no limit
on the accumulation of wealth.48

The ubiquity of trading farmers, raiders and adventurers left only a marginal role
for the professional merchant at the start of the archaic period, but his significance
soon increased. Growing demand for high-status commodities made by specialists
was one factor encouraging the intervention of middleman traders. Another was the
expansion of exchange networks, from ca. 650 onwards, into the Black Sea and the
far Western Mediterranean, where not only Greek craft products but also Greek wine
and olive oil could be traded at highly profitable rates: the first Greeks to sail beyond
the Straits of Gibraltar, in the late seventh century, reputedly made a staggering profit
of 360,000 drachmas in a single voyage (Herodotus 4.152). These markets could
only be reached by professional merchants for the distances and risks involved were
too great to be covered by landowners traveling in the slack farming season.
Conversely, by the end of the archaic period many parts of Greece no longer pro-
duced enough wheat for local consumption and relied on merchants to import it
from the Black Sea.49

The rise of the professional trader led to the development of specialized merchant
ships in the mid-sixth century. The “large vessels” in which Hesiod advised the farmer
to take passage were apparently twenty- or fifty-oared galleys of the kind also used
for raiding, but around 550 we find the first evidence in art and archaeology for
Greek sailing ships with large hulls and without rowers, designed purely to transport
goods (figure 23.4).50 At roughly the same time, the professionalization of Greek
trade led to the handing over to Greek control of Naucratis, the main trading-
station (emporion) on the Nile. Greeks had been visiting and living here since the
late seventh century, but now apparently became the dominant presence.51

Late archaic Greek shipwrecks mostly
contain amphoras, which must have
contained wine or oil, and some ceramic
tableware. An Egyptian customs register
from 475 bc confirms and amplifies this
pattern. From mid-February to mid-
December three or four Greek ships a
month passed through this customs 
station, with a peak of five at the end of
summer, compared to a total of only 
six Phoenician ships for the entire year.
All Greek ships brought wine, olive oil
(possibly scented) and “empty” pottery;
their return cargoes are not recorded in
full but always included some natron, 
a food preservative and ingredient in 
the manufacture of glass and glaze. The
bulk of the return freight will have been
wheat, which Egypt produced in great
quantity. The duty levied was steep: the

Figure 23.4 One of the earliest surviving
Greek representations of a specialized
merchant ship, sail-powered and with a
large hull. The merchant is about to be
attacked by an oared galley of the kind
traditional in archaic Greece; this one has
rowers at two levels, and a ram shaped like
a boar’s head. Late sixth-century Attic
black-figure cup
Source: British Museum, B436.
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larger ships paid an amount of silver equivalent to 1,000 Attic drachmas plus a sim-
ilar sum in gold, and also handed over a proportion of the wine, oil and pottery.
Profit margins must have been high to make this level of taxation viable.52

Much discussion has been devoted to the significance of pottery as an item of
trade. The view that it was mere “saleable ballast,” traded in small quantities on the
back of more valuable commodities, was disproved by the discovery of a shipwreck
dating to ca. 515 bc at Pointe Lequin near Marseilles. This ship, one of the largest
wrecks known from this period, carried about 100 amphorae and other storage jars,
and a few terracotta figurines and lamps, but was otherwise crammed full with 2,500
Attic and Ionian drinking cups.53 Ceramic tableware was evidently well worth trading 
in its own right. The exponential rise in production of Athenian painted pottery in
the second half of the sixth century must have been driven by the demands of traders,
who may well have commissioned batches of pots for specific overseas markets, 
judging by the creation in Athens of so-called Tyrrhenian and Nikosthenic amphoras
which imitate Etruscan vessels and are found almost exclusively in Etruria (Scheffer
1988; Osborne 1996b). If the letters SO scratched on many late sixth-century vases
are the trademark of Sostratus of Aegina, the only trader to make even greater profits
than the explorers who first went beyond Gibraltar, this man may have made much
of his fortune selling Greek tableware.54

The role of trade in archaic Greece therefore cannot be judged by the apparently
small number and marginal status of professional merchants in early poetry. Trade
was a vital element of the Greek economy from the very beginning of the period,
but it was largely in the hands of non-professionals, especially farmers traveling sea-
sonally. Professional merchants increasingly supplemented and perhaps replaced 
producers selling their own wares, as a result of the search for greater profits and
for new ways to display wealth through conspicuous consumption of imported goods.
The latter were not confined to a few precious “luxuries” for a narrow elite, but
extended to much more widely affordable “semi-luxuries” such as the imported wine
which Hesiod’s farmer drinks, the imported cup from which he might drink it, or
the oil with which his daughter anoints herself.55 The volume of trade and number
of merchants are unquantifiable, but by the late sixth century professional traders
were an integral part of the economy, and their commodities indispensable to the
lifestyle of many.

Markets, Coins, Laws, and Wars: 
The Economy and the State

The “state” in archaic Greece is not the highly developed set of governmental 
institutions and procedures which we associate with the modern word. What did exist
from the very beginning of the archaic age, however, was a clear distinction between
matters “private” (idia) and “public” (dêmia) and a sense that those in power made
their decisions on behalf of the people (dêmos, laos) and ought to manage public
affairs in the people’s interest.56 And the economic well-being of the community was
certainly amongst the rulers’ concerns. For Homer and Hesiod, agricultural prosperity
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depended on how the “lords” exercised their power: if they ruled justly, land and
animals would flourish; if they ruled unjustly, barrenness, plague and famine would
ensue. By the mid-sixth century, if not earlier, some states were able to make more
pragmatic contributions to the prosperity of their people: on Siphnos, the govern-
ment raised so much revenue from local silver and gold mines that it could fund 
an impressive programme of public building and distribute the surplus among its
citizens. Until 483 bc, the Athenians dealt similarly with the revenue from their 
silvermines.57

How far governments would intervene in economic matters in order to maximize
public revenue is hard to tell, but large-scale public spending on infrastructure is
attested as early as 600 bc, when the Corinthians built their famous slipway (diolkos)
across the Isthmus, making travel between the eastern to the western Mediterranean
much quicker and safer. So successful was the investment that according to a cred-
ible later tradition Periander of Corinth “exacted no other tax and was satisfied with
those from the agora and the harbours,” the latter no doubt including tolls imposed
for crossing the Isthmus.58

If states were perhaps not often major economic agents in their own right, they
did take an active role in regulating the private economic behavior of their citizens.
Exchange in local markets and harbors needed to be closely monitored in order to
limit the scope for conflict. An early example of state intervention here is Solon’s
creation of a new system of weights and measures, and regulation of the relative 
values of grain, livestock and silver.59 Such measures imply the existence of boards
of officials like the later agoranomoi or metronomoi who amongst other things enforced
the use of officially sanctioned measures.

The best-known and most-studied form of state intervention in economic life 
is the introduction of coinage, beginning around 600 bc with gold and electrum
coins struck by Greek cities in Asia Minor, and followed from ca. 550 onwards by
numerous silver coinages struck in mainland Greece (figure 23.5). Great claims have
sometimes been made for coinage as transforming not only economic life but Greek
culture in general.60 Yet long before they used coins the Greeks already used money,
in the sense of a conventional measure of value and medium of exchange. In Homer,
values are expressed as so many “oxen-worth”; in Solon’s laws, they are measured
in both a “barley-standard”; drachma-weights of silver and other fixed weights of

Figure 23.5 (a) Two sides of a silver stater from Teos, dated to ca. 510–475 bc. 
(b) Two sides of a late archaic coin from Clazomenae
Source: CNG Coins: www.cngcoins.com.
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metal are also attested.61 Coinage did not introduce fundamentally new attitudes towards
trade, value, or wealth; it merely introduced a more convenient medium of exchange.
Its only advantage over uncoined metal was that one did not need to weigh it.

The smaller the difference between coined and uncoined metal as a means of
exchange, the more remarkable it is that archaic states went to the trouble of mint-
ing coins at all – no simple matter for the vast majority of cities which did not have
their own mines and therefore needed to acquire gold or silver from abroad.62 The
reason must have been that transactions involving silver or gold were too numer-
ous, too contentious, or both, to rely on weighing. The finds confirm that the 
number of transactions was large: although it used to be thought that relatively few
coins were minted, and only in large denominations, it is now clear that from the
beginning tiny fractions – down to 0.15 grammes of silver – were produced and that
some early issues already consisted of 100,000s, if not millions, of coins.63 Public
transactions by state officials cannot account for much of this, or have provided the
original impetus for minting, since not even the wealthiest tyrants did much more
than pay monthly wages to a few hundred construction workers or mercenaries. Nor
can coins have been designed primarily for trade with other communities, since their
value was by definition guaranteed only within the state which coined them, and
they were treated as bullion, and weighed, when used abroad.

This leaves as the only likely explanation for the introduction of coinage that from
the beginning it was designed for the same purpose which it served in classical Greece,
namely to facilitate private transactions within the community. The use of pieces 
of metal with a guaranteed value would greatly reduce marketplace dispute about
inaccurate weights and impure metal. So long as trade was small-scale and often con-
fined to direct barter, market officials could deal with such disputes easily enough,
but as it grew in volume and complexity, maintaining order would have required a
vast number of enforcers – or a guaranteed medium of exchange. Coinage, rather
than “the root of all evil” which stimulated greed, was one of the means by which
Greek states tried to contain the effects of escalating competition for wealth, an 
invention which helped prevent the market-place from turning into a battlefield.64

Another, much more radical but generally less successful, strategy to reduce 
competition for wealth was to curb private expenditure: one has less incentive to
accumulate wealth when one is not allowed to display it. From the late seventh 
century onwards, we hear of sumptuary laws limiting various uses of cloth and 
gold. Costly funerary practices were restricted, while maximum prices for the hire
of female entertainers inhibited the display of wealth at symposia, as did the 
imposition of double fines for offenses committed while drunk. Radical sumptuary
legislation is attributed to Periander of Corinth who, as part of a general drive 
against “luxury” around 600 bc, “forbade the citizens to acquire slaves and live in
leisure” (Nicolaus of Damascus FGrH 90 F58), and set up a board of magistrates
to monitor excessive private spending – a role also associated with the Areopagus
Council in Athens. A different but equally radical approach was adopted in Sparta
where a sixth-century reform prescribed a life of leisure for all male citizens but 
imposed a uniform lifestyle which allowed no conspicuous consumption which
could reveal differences of wealth among them.65 The evidence for many of these
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laws is of late date and sometimes far from reliable, yet by about 500 bc, archaeo-
logy does reveal a much more egalitarian material culture in Greece, and alongside
general social pressure and preaching against luxury by the likes of Pythagoras of
Samos, intervention by public authorities must have contributed much to bringing
this about.66

Direct intervention in production and exchange is also attested. The most 
notable example is a law, reliably attributed to Solon, forbidding the export of 
all produce except olive oil, on pain of being formally put under a curse by the 
chief magistrate.67 Athens may have been concerned to secure a grain supply already
around 600 bc, as it certainly was in the classical period. Yet the extension of 
Solon’s export ban to all “produce” (ta ginomena), perhaps including the products
of mining and quarrying as well as of agriculture, rather than just grain, suggests 
a different motivation. By confining the owners of land and other resources to 
trading their surpluses in the relatively small domestic market, the law in effect lim-
ited the profits they could hope to make, so that acquisition of ever larger estates
would produce diminishing returns and become less attractive. An exception was 
made for olive oil, surely not in order to encourage its production but because 
trade in oil, the country’s most exportable commodity, was already so important 
to the rich, and perhaps to many poorer farmers as well, that its prohibition was 
not feasible or indeed desirable.68 Although there are few known parallels for 
such direct intervention in trade, there is no reason to think that only Athens was
capable of, or in need of, this kind of legislation: its near-absence from the archaic
record may be due to its lack of interest to later sources, rather than its rarity in the
archaic world.

Perhaps the most important way of relieving the internal tensions created by eco-
nomic competition was to acquire new land and other resources by force at the expense
of outsiders. Alongside widespread private raiding by sea and land, we also find 
public campaigns of plunder, conquest and overseas settlement.69 Sparta’s conquest
of Messenia is the most dramatic example. Even if this was a much more piecemeal
process than tradition suggests, it was by the late seventh century at least regarded
as a public enterprise and served in part to silence popular agitation for an internal
redistribution of land.70 Whether Athens’ conquests and settlements abroad from ca.
600 bc onwards were public ventures from the start is open to debate, but by the end
of the sixth century these territories were under public control. Similarly, although
many of the countless new towns settled by Greeks across the Mediterranean
throughout the archaic age were probably the creation of private groups of settlers,
the preserved oath of the original settlers of Cyrene shows that by the late seventh
century publicly enforced emigration was also conceivable as a solution to desperate
economic problems – in this case prolonged drought.71

It would be wrong to see overseas settlement and war exclusively as means to 
solve internal economic problems. They were also in themselves forms of collective
competition for wealth, and for prestige and power. Moreover, states justified their
campaigns in terms of honor and revenge, justice and punishment, rather than in
terms of economic policy. Yet escalating economic pressures were a significant force
behind the predatory and expansionist activity of archaic Greek states and individuals,
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and the economic impact of such activity is undeniable: Athens’ conquests must have
done much to solve its social and economic problems, and the subjugation of Messenia
completely transformed the material basis of Spartan society.

Conclusion: The Nature and 
Development of the Archaic Economy

The conventional “primitivist” image of masses of peasants seeking only self-
sufficient subsistence, presided over by elites without interest in anything as vulgar
as making money, seriously misrepresents the economic world of archaic Greece. It
is based largely on readings of Hesiod and Homer unduly influenced by models 
– not to say stereotypes – of typical “peasant” and “aristocratic” culture and society
which on closer examination prove not to account adequately for archaic economic
behavior and attitudes.

Archaic farmers aspired to produce as large as possible a surplus and to sell this
at the most favorable rate. In doing so, they were part of an intense competition 
for wealth which permeated all levels and sections of society. The elite liked to stress
its ability to forgo profit for the sake of honor occasionally, and looked down on
those who could not afford to be so high-minded. Archaic poets lamented that 
profit-seeking was the root of all society’s evils. But all this only confirms that com-
petition for wealth was pervasive: it does not imply a pre-modern rejection of the
profit-motive any more than modern moralizing about greed implies that our own
economy is not overtly driven by the search for the largest possible gain.

The competitive display of wealth was another dynamic force in the archaic eco-
nomy. It was not confined to the use of rare luxury items but extended to the con-
sumption of imported commodities which lent prestige through their relatively high
cost and “exotic” origins but were nevertheless quite widely affordable. From the
start of the archaic age, the various regions of mainland Greece not only produced
their own range of local specialities but were part of the economically even more
varied eastern Mediterranean world. By the end of the period, they were part of
Mediterranean-wide networks. This could not fail to encourage agricultural special-
ization, attested especially by the proliferating export of local wines, and it caused
both craft production and trade to develop rapidly to exploit new opportunities for
profit.

The state, which on conventional views had no role to play in either the subsist-
ence economy of the masses or the exchange of prestige goods among the elite, 
intervened extensively, if not always successfully, in order to manage the consequences
of these developments. The introduction of coinage to facilitate increasingly complex
and competitive exchange; sumptuary legislation to alter patterns of consumption;
legislation designed to limit production for export; the measures of Solon and others
to reduce inequality and rein in the worst excesses of labor exploitation – all were
attempts to mitigate the impact of escalating economic competition.

Of course the archaic economy was not the same as the economy of the contem-
porary western world. Its smaller scale, more limited technology and slower flow of 
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information, its different political institutions and cultural values, and not least its
extensive reliance on slave labor are among a range of vital differences. But there
are fundamental similarities as well, and it is these, above all, which made the archaic
period such a dynamic age. A closed world of subsistence peasantry and of aristo-
crats content to preserve the status quo would have seen no change, unless it had
been forced to change by an external force, as has often happened in traditional soci-
eties in the modern world. In Greece, however, change came from within, and this
could only happen because competitive economic values and behavior, potentially
productive and destructive in equal measure, drove the transformation.

NOTES

1 Primitivism goes back to Karl Bücher (1893); substantivism to Karl Polanyi (esp. 1944);
Max Weber (1921) and Johannes Hasebroek (1928) developed related views on the city
and the state, respectively. All these lines of argument were combined by Moses Finley
(1973a) into an interpretation of the ancient economy which dominated the field until
recently. Modernism is associated with Eduard Meyer (1895) and Michael Rostovtzeff
(1941); a moderate form of it is prominent in recent scholarship (e.g. Morley 2007).

2 Countless ancient quotations from the poem (gathered in West 1978) disprove the notion
that it was a work of parody (Nisbet 2004) and count heavily against the view that it
expressed the values of a marginal group (Tandy 1997: 207–8) or Dark Age values which
were about to be superseded (Edwards 2004: 77–9); cf. n. 7 below. Date: West 1966:
40–8; Janko 1982.

3 Hunger: 298–302, 363–5, 404, 647; debt: 366–7, 394–404, 477–8, 647.
4 This aspect of Hesiod’s poem is stressed by most scholars: e.g. Edwards 2004: 50–62,

88, 114, 166; Tandy 1997: 6, 211–17; Millett 1991: 31–4; 1984: esp. 93–103; Walcot
1970: 6, 8. See n. 12 below for different views.

5 See West 1978: 602. The ploughmen are explicitly “slaves” (459, 470). An estate which
employs so many slaves and full-time hired laborers cannot be called a “family farm,”
contra e.g. Walcot 1970: 42; Hanson 1995: 96, 107–8; Edwards 2004: 105–6, 133.

6 See esp. Finley 1973a: 40–1; van Wees 2004: 34–6.
7 Rather than because agriculture was new and unfamiliar in his day (e.g. Snodgrass 2006:

207; Tandy 1997: 209, 226; Howe 1958), or because a newly intensive regime was being
introduced (Starr 1977: 156–61; Hanson 1995: 32–41, 108), or because he addressed
impoverished aristocrats who knew nothing about farming (Bravo 1977: 10–13; Mele
1979: 18–27): Hesiod does not offer a useful practical guide to agriculture, but moral
advice.

8 See West 1978: 311, 314; Nussbaum 1960: 217.
9 The farmer’s period of relaxation begins ca. 21 June; the slaves’ threshing and storing

begins ca. 20 June (West 1978: 582, 598), so the farmer does not take an active part
in their work (contra West 1978: 54).

10 See e.g. Walcot 1970; Millett 1984.
11 Contra Millett 1984: 95; Edwards 2004: 34, the prospect of acquiring more land, not

the danger of losing what one has, is emphasized here.
12 Millett 1984: 94–5, and other scholars cited in n. 4; the importance of wealth, however,

is stressed by Starr 1977: 48–9, 126–8; Hanson 1995: 101 (cf. Bravo 1977; Mele 1979).
Individual expansion is not to be confused with overall economic “growth.”
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13 352, 356, 359–60; cf. 320–6. These passages clearly refer to illegitimate seizure of prop-
erty, not the receipt of gifts which one is unable to return (contra Millett 1984: 101–3;
1991: 33–4).

14 E.g. Walcot 1978: 8–21; Konstan and Rutter 2003.
15 Theognis 227–32; 596. Warnings: 27–30, 145–6, 197–203, 466, 753.
16 Aristotle fr. 544 Rose; Diodorus 7.12.6; Plutarch, Mor. 239f; see van Wees 1999b: 3–4.
17 Solon, fr. 4.1–6; cf. 4.11; 4b; Theognis 41–50, 833–6, 1141–9. Excellence v. wealth:

Solon fr. 15; Theognis 53–8, 185–92, 1109–12. Property-classes: van Wees 2006; Raaflaub
2006.

18 W&D 462–4; with Edwards 2004: 127–58; West 1978: 462–3, 464. Cf. ch. 4, above.
19 See van Wees 2006: 382–5. Manuring: Plut. Solon 23.6; Homer, Od. 17.297–9.

Modern ploughing regimes: Forbes 2000: 63, 212; Foxhall 2003: 80–3.
20 Irrigation: Homer, Od. 7.129–30; Il. 21.257–62. Walls: Od. 7.112–13; 18.357–9;

24.222–5; Il. 5.88–92; 18.561–6; 21.441–57; cf. Donlan 1999: 311–14; Richter 1968:
104–7.

21 Sheep: Theogony 22–3; W&D 775, 786–7, 795–7. Goats: W&D 516, 543–5, 585, 590,
592, 786; cows: 406, 591; pigs: 790–1.

22 Od. 4.634–7; 14.100–2; 20.185–8.
23 The archaeological evidence is set out by Snodgrass 1987, 193–209; it seems to me equally

compatible with the extension of livestock-rearing as a prestige enterprise (below).
24 Homer, Il. 21.441–55; cf. Od. 11.489–91.
25 Megara: Plut. Mor. 295d; Athens: Solon frs. 4.23–5; 36.8–12; elsewhere: Diod. 1.79.4.
26 Solon F 36.13–15 may or may not allude to debtors serving as debt-bondsmen. See Harris

2002 for the distinction between legal sale into slavery for debt and informal debt-bondage.
27 van Wees 1999a; 2003; contra Finley 1973a: 70; 1982: 114–15, 132, 149, 166; 1998:

271–3.
28 Ridgway 1992: 91–100; Mazarakis Ainian 2002b: 154–65. Literary evidence: Eckstein

1974. On crafts generally: Burford 1972.
29 See surveys by Crielaard 1999b: 54–8; Morgan 1999c: 220–34; Johnston 1991.
30 See esp. Mazarakis Ainian 1997; Fagerström 1988.
31 Construction technology: Snodgrass 1980a: 149–50; Coulton 1974. Marble transport:

Snodgrass 1983a. Development of architecture: Hurwit 1985: 179–202, 210–13.
32 Surveys of developments: Boardman 1991 (for Alxenor, ca. 490, see fig. 244); Stewart

1990. Tools: Adam 1966: 18–22 (claw chisel, ca. 560), 75 (rasp, ca. 550).
33 Colossal bowls: Hdt. 1.70; 4.152. Piece-moulding (rather than indirect lost-wax cast-

ing) as the decisive development: Haynes 1992: 48–9; bronzework: also Mattusch 1988;
metalwork generally, e.g. Stibbe 2006; Rolley 1986.

34 Earliest signatures: Ridgeway 1992: 94, 96; Boardman 1974: 11–12. Decorative styles:
Cohen et al. 2006. Euthymides: Boardman 1979: 33–4; fig. 33.2.

35 See Hipponax fr. 2 West; Sappho fr. 39, 98, 125, 210 L-P; Alcaeus fr. 318 L-P; Alcman
fr. 1.67–9 Page; Timaeus FGrH 566 F50 (ap. Athenaeus 519b); Diodorus 12.21.1.

36 For the development of archaic dress, see Van Wees 1998b; 2005a; 2005b. Dedications
by fuller, tanner, washerwomen, potters in late sixth century: Raubitschek 1949: 465;
Keesling 2003: 69–77; Johnston 2006: 28–33.

37 Poets’ status and fees: Thomas 1995; rivalry with sculptors: Morgan 2007; Thomas 2007.
38 Hdt. 9.33, 35, 37–8, 92, 95; cf. 3.132.
39 See Hannestad 1988: 223 for possible levels of workshop production.
40 E.g. Tandy 1997: 224–5; Edwards 2004: 52, 61–2.
41 W&D 247, 618–22, 667–77, 682–8, 691–4.
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42 For “agent” trade, see Bravo 1977; Mele 1979.
43 Full-time traders: Od. 8.161–4; Solon fr. 13.49–52; Phoenicians: Od. 15.415–84.
44 “At random”: Od. 3.71–4; 9.252–5; cf. Hymn to Apollo 452–5; cf. Od. 8.159–60. For

the interpretation of this formula, see Nowag 1983: 168; Mele 1979: 71; contra Bravo
1980: 976.

45 Ulpian in Digest 47.22.4; cf. van Wees 1992: 207–17; contra de Souza 1999: 17–20.
46 Ezekiel 27.12–24. For Achilles, see Hom. Il. 21.40–1, 58, 78–9, 102; 22.45;

23.741–7; 24.751–3. Benefits of raiding to rich and poor: Thuc. 1.5.1; Od. 17.286–9.
47 Sightseeing: e.g. Hdt. 1.30 (funded by trade: Plut. Sol. 25); 2.135; 3.139. Friends abroad:

Solon fr. 23.
48 van Wees 1992: 223–7; contra Morris 1986: 8–9; Kurke 1999: 10–23.
49 See e.g. Garnsey 1988: 89–164; Whitby 1998a.
50 Shipwrecks: A. J. Parker 1992: nos. 441, 835, 846, 870, 915, 1042, 1243; also Long,

Miro and Volpe 1992: 229. The earlier Giglio Campese A wreck, ca. 600 (A. J. Parker
1992: no. 451) carried Greek pots as part of a mostly Etruscan cargo. Iconographic and
literary evidence for merchant ships: Humphreys 1978: 166–9; Gray 1974; challenged
by Reed 1984.

51 Hdt. 2.178–9; see Möller 2000: 182–215; Bresson 2000: 13–84.
52 See Yardeni 1994; Briant and Descat 1998; Bresson 2000: 67–9.
53 Pointe Lequin shipwreck: Long, Miro and Volpe 1992. “Saleable ballast,” esp. Gill 1991.
54 Herodotus 4.152, with Harvey 1976. Trademarks: Johnston 1977; 2006.
55 W&D 522 (oil, not explicitly imported), 589 (wine). “Semi-luxuries”: Foxhall 1998.
56 On perception of power in Homer, see esp. Hammer 2002; van Wees, forthcoming: 

ch. 3.
57 Homer, Od. 19.109–14; Hesiod W&D 225–47. Distribution of surplus: Hdt. 3.47; 7.144.
58 Periander: Aristotle fr. 611.20 Rose = Heracleides FHG ii F 5; diolkos: Salmon 1984:

136–9.
59 Ath Pol 10; Plut. Sol. 15.4.
60 E.g. Kurke 1999; Seaford 2004; cf. von Reden 1995: 171–3.
61 Oxen-worth: Homer, Il. 6.235–6; 23.702–5, 885; Od. 1.428–31. Barley-standard: de

Ste Croix 2004: 33–41. Silver weights: Kim 2001: 13–19; Seaford 2004: 88–101.
62 A point developed in detail by Errietta Bissa in her UCL doctoral dissertation (2007).
63 Kim 2001: 12–13; 2002; Howgego 1995: 6–7.
64 “Invention” – or rather a borrowing from the Lydians: Hdt. 1.94. Other views on origins

of coinage: e.g. Martin 1996b; Schaps 2004.
65 For all these laws, see the critical discussion in Bernhardt 2003: 23–51, 71–91, 109–21;

for Sparta, see Hodkinson 2000: 209–368.
66 Contra skepticism of Bernhardt 2003; cf. Blok 2006 for religious aspects. Pythagoreans:

Bernhardt 2003: 51–67; material culture: Morris 1998a: 31–6; 2000: 109–54.
67 Solon F 65 Ruschenbusch (Plut Sol. 24.1); cf. Tean curses of ca. 475: ML 30 = Fornara

1983a: 63.
68 See Stanley 1999: 155–7, 229–34; Garnsey 1988: 8–16, 109–11; differently Descat 1993.
69 Private enterprise: Frost 1984; de Souza 1998 – but these studies underestimate the

significance of public warfare: van Wees 2004: 95–7, 203–6.
70 This is implied by Tyrtaeus frgs. 1 (redistribution), 5 (original conquest attributed to

king Theopompus, i.e. a public venture); see van Wees 1999b; 2003.
71 Oath: Faraone 1993, contra Osborne 1996a. Private settlement versus public coloniza-

tion: Osborne 1998b contra Malkin, ch. 19 in this volume.
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For Walter Donlan In Memoriam

Class as a Concept

Reading through almost any of the numerous treatments of the archaic period of
Greece, I am struck by a paradox: class emerges as a virtually indispensable concept,
yet the content, the implications of the concept, are rarely if ever discussed. It is not
given separate treatment and virtually never appears as such in the indices of even
substantial accounts of the period. To be sure, there are fulsome listings under “aris-
tocrats,” and usually some notice taken of “peasants” and “slaves,” but rarely any
account of the conceptual framework within which the relations of these classes are
to be understood.

The most obvious reason for this glaring lacuna is the cold war and its heritage.
The late Moses Finley, whose influence on the field of ancient history would be difficult
to exaggerate, was hounded out of the United States for a brief flirtation with Marxism
despite the fact of his conversion to the far safer work of Weber and to some extent
Polanyi (Finley 1982: ix–xix). The lesson was not wasted. The equation of Marxism
with totalitarianism and of capitalism with freedom is alive and well in the consciousness
of millions of adults throughout the world – both those whom the equation ill serves
and those who flourish because of it. With the striking exception of the work of 
G. E. M. de Ste Croix (1981), Marxist treatments of ancient Greece (e.g., Thomson
1946; and Wason 1973) have done little to encourage the use of Marx, and this is
compounded by the nearly total ignorance of Marx’s own work – let alone of the
best work of those in the Marxian tradition – on the part of classics scholars in England
and the United States. In Europe, for historical reasons we cannot explore here, 
even the most conservative intellectuals are likely to know more of Marx’s texts 
than some of the most progressive scholars in the United States. Thus, for example,
Marx’s concept of class struggle is arbitrarily reduced to violent clashes between 
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self-consciously organized groups and accordingly dismissed as irrelevant for archaic
Greece.2 The complex concept of ideology has gained a certain currency in the last
1980s, but usually as the “world view” of the elite who account for most of our
texts or in an abstracted and homogenized form as the “ideology of the polis” or
“civic ideology.”

Following Marx and what I take to be the best of the twentieth-century Marxist
tradition,3 I will try to set forth very briefly what I take to be the essential features
of a properly4 Marxist view of class. Central to a Marxist view of class is that classes
arise from a relationship of exploitation in the way in which a society produces both
its necessities for survival and a surplus. If the society remains at a pure subsistence
level or the surplus produced is shared equally by the entire community, there are
no classes in the Marxist sense.5 The centrality of the notion of exploitation – the
extraction of surplus value – means that classes are inherently plural and relational.
Moreover, the exploiters and the exploited, in relation to the means of production
(e.g., land, farm animals, tools) and the relations of production (e.g., subservience,
intimidation, paternalism, castes) are in an inherently antagonistic relationship.
Specific individuals are of course in a whole array of other relationships that in any
particular social formation may mitigate, mystify, or exacerbate this antagonistic 
relationship. Indeed one obvious function of ruling class ideology is precisely to act
as “glue” holding together the potentially antagonist elements in a society under
the strain of fundamental changes – and, as we shall see, the archaic age was a period
of profound changes.6 Shared symbols, religious practices and beliefs, kinship,
nationality, or a shared external threat may loom larger in any given historical moment
than the relationship to production. Marx speaks of this antagonist relationship –
i.e., the class struggle – as “now hidden, now open” (Marx/Engels 1975: 6. 482).
By “hidden” I take him to refer to the process by which, for example, a slave tends
to do as little work as possible or commit individual acts of sabotage of the work
process.7 This is the thrust of Eumaeus’ oft-cited declaration in the Odyssey that “the
day of slavery takes away half a man’s excellence (aretê).” This sort of resistance 
is more or less unconscious and individual. By “open” I take Marx to refer to 
concerted, relatively self-conscious resistance implying some level of organization.
Though we do not know the specific political mechanisms at work, we must infer
from the sources about the Solonian crisis in the early sixth century that Athenian
peasants exerted sufficient political pressure as a class to force those in control of
Athenian society to have recourse to the expedient of appointing Solon as mediator
with very broad powers. Thus the distinction between “hidden” and “open” class
warfare corresponds roughly to the distinction often drawn between a “class-in-itself ”
and a “class-for-itself.”

Closely related to this distinction is the issue of consciousness. During much of
history people are not conscious of the mode of production into which they are born:
it appears natural and inevitable, a matter of destiny, or God’s will. So too, many
of the changes that take place at the level of production – changes that shape the
fundamental conditions of existence of a society – remain unconscious. The shift from
bronze tools to iron, the shift from leaving fields fallow for a season to the exten-
sive use of animal manure to enable using the same land every year, the gradual move
from primary dependence on a meat diet to a primary reliance on grains – these are
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changes that took place over several generations and at different speeds in different
parts of Greece, but cumulatively they had very substantial consequences for the 
conditions of possibility in the various Greek societies. Yet those involved in these
changes are unlikely to have been fully conscious of the process in which they were
engaged until it was largely complete. It is precisely the blindness of conscious actors
to such factors that suggests the inadequacy of the emphasis on status and struggles
over status that is so much more congenial to classical scholars. There is no doubt
that our surviving sources offer far more data for self-conscious struggles over sta-
tus; the problem is that these struggles offer little explanatory power for significant
long-term changes. On the contrary, again and again in moments of genuine threat
to class interests, squabbles over status are temporarily suspended by elites who becomes
conscious of their collective interests.

The issue of unconscious changes in the mode of production raises the vexed ques-
tion of the degree to which a Marxist approach to classes is “deterministic.” Marx’s
best formulation of this is the following: “Human beings (die Menschen) make their
own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they do not make it under
circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly encountered,
given and transmitted from the past” (Marx/Engels 1975: 11. 103). This implies
that human beings are neither pawns of vast unconscious forces nor totally free 
agents, but make real choices within a severely circumscribed set of specific histori-
cal circumstances. The choices they make then alter the historical circumstances. This
dialectic of human action and specific conditions of possibility is central to Marx’s
conception of the historical movement arising from class struggle. It is by no means
an inevitably “progressive” process; the consequences of the history of class struggles 
in specific historical eras are “a fight that each time ended either in a revolutionary
re-constitution of society at large, or in the common ruin of the contending classes”
(Marx/Engels 1975 [1847]: 6. 482; emphasis added). Particularly after the disillu-
sionments accompanying the defeated revolutions of 1848, Marx emphasized the
gap between changes at the level of the mode of production which could entail a
“revolutionary re-constitution of society at large” and the ideological level on which
people normally carry on class struggle: “in studying such transformations it is 
always necessary to distinguish between the material transformation of the economic
conditions of production, which can be determined with the precision of natural sci-
ence, and the legal, political, religious, artistic, or philosophic – in short ideological
forms in which men become conscious of this conflict and fight it out (Marx/Engels
1975 [1859]: 29. 263; emphasis added). A common misconception of Marx’s
notion of class struggle is that it only refers to violent – usually armed – conflict with
a clear winner. Yet the vast majority of Marx’s writings, both those published in his
lifetime and those unpublished (especially The German Ideology and the Grundrisse)
are best understood as critiques of ideology. The subtitle of the first volume of Capital
is “A Critique of Political Economy,” by which Marx meant the full range of dis-
courses committed to the defense of capitalism. For complex historical reasons I 
cannot discuss here (see Anderson 1984), by far the richest intellectual work done
by Marxists in the twentieth century has been in the area of ideological critique, 
particularly of cultural critique. From this vast discussion I would emphasize two
insights. One is from the octogenarian Claude Lévi-Strauss: when asked what he retained
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from his study of Marx, he replied, “only a few lessons from Marx’s teaching have
stayed with me – above all that consciousness lies to itself ” (Lévi-Strauss and Eribon
1991: 108). The key implication of this is that ideology is not the same as propa-
ganda, the conscious distortion of truth for explicit political ends. It entails self-
deception along with the will to convince others. Thus for example, to suggest that
a certain version of religion enormously facilitated the consolidation of the polis in
the interest of the aristocracy is not to imply a cynical and conscious conspiracy to
manipulate the dêmos, but it does argue that this process was not entirely innocent
of self-serving political motives.

A second insight comes from Theodor Adorno: in advocating what he called 
“immanent critique” he argued, “It takes seriously the principle that it is not ideol-
ogy in itself which is untrue but rather its pretension to correspond to reality” 
(Adorno 1981: 32). Neither literary texts nor the apparently more objective data of
archaeology (Morris 1998a) give us direct access to the real: both are imbedded in
social processes designed to present a partial vision as the whole truth of society.

In the following text I will attempt to apply this model of class conflict to 
those developments of the archaic period in which it seems to me to offer a valu-
able explanatory perspective, though I am well aware that in other chapters of this
volume there are fuller and inevitably more nuanced treatments of virtually all the
areas I will discuss. Given the paucity and ambiguity of the available evidence, I am
painfully aware as well that any efforts at explanation are necessary tentative and entail
a substantial speculative component, but I believe that the quest for understanding
is worth the risk of error.

The “Dark Age”

A central debate about the Dark Age is over the degree of social stratification that
survived the cataclysmic destruction of the Mycenaean palace societies – a revolu-
tionary transformation that may have extended over a hundred-year period –
roughly 1200–1100. Some scholars believe that the Mycenaean ruling elite and 
along with it subordinated peasants and slaves survived this major trauma intact and
maintained relations of domination throughout the Dark Age down into the eighth
century “renaissance” or “revolution” as it is now frequently called (Latacz 1977).
Some, while acknowledging the massive disruption associated with destruction of 
palace civilization, argue that “a considerable degree of social hierarchy survived the
twelfth-century catastrophes” (Morris 1987: 2). Others, focusing on the poverty 
of the remains of the so-called “Dark Age,” believe the society of at least the early
Dark Age was essentially egalitarian and meritocratic.8 Relying on comparative
anthropology, they offer a model of social organization in which “big-men” or “chiefs,”
who have to demonstrate regularly their abilities in battle and in effecting relative
economic security and social harmony for their followers, arrogate to themselves some
of the meager social surplus but function primarily as a means of redistribution of
social wealth in bad years or in good times through generous public feasts, presum-
ably with a religious component (Donlan 1985; 1989; 1997b). Where a Marxist
approach to classes may be relevant to this debate is in its focus on the necessity of

ACA_c24.qxd  25/02/2009  02:42PM  Page 471



472 Peter W. Rose

substantial social surplus to sustain the gross inequalities associated with a fully devel-
oped class system. The archaeological evidence for the early Dark Age (for example,
the excavation of Nichoria) suggests for the period 1075–975 such small numbers
(some sixty people: Thomas and Conant 1999: 36) and such meager architectural
differentiation between the ordinary homes and the home of the leader of the com-
munity (with storage pits that fit well with a redistributive role) that little room is
left for the high degree of social differentiation posited by some. On the other hand,
the sheer size of the structure and the relative wealth of the burials (including gold
ornaments and two slaughtered horses) at the so-called “heroön” of Lefkandi (dated
roughly to about 950: Thomas and Conant 1999: 97) suggest that in this com-
munity at least – and it was probably not unique – the process of consolidation, 
presumably through heredity, had led to a very sharp differentiation of the local chief
and the concentration of far more of the social surplus in his hands and probably 
in the hands of a small elite of his closest allies who had the most stake in perpet-
uating his memory as more than human. Horses in a poor mountainous land like
Greece were always a mark of wealth and prestige, ideological markers of status. The
appearance of bronze horse figurines at the end of the ninth century and throughout
the eighth centuries suggests a new self-consciousness of a class wealthy enough to
own horses (Osborne 1998a: 24–7).

The Rise of the Polis

At some time between the destruction of the Mycenaean world of centralized
fortifications surrounded by peasant settlements and the appearance of substantial
stone temples, communal stone altars, and walls encompassing a whole community,
a majority of Greek communities organized themselves into something generally called
poleis. Associated with this process was the widespread replacement of monarchic 
forms of political organization by the collective control of political life by the largest
landowners who styled themselves as the aristoi or by the plural use of the word
basileus, which seems to have been the most common designation for big men, chiefs,
or monarchic rulers in the post-Mycenaean period. Instead of one-man rule, author-
ity was dispersed among a number of annually rotated offices. Aside from the highly
ambiguous and endlessly debated evidence of Homer, we have only archaeological
evidence of the consequences of this major shift. Beyond temples, walls and shrines,
major changes in burial practices about 700 suggest significant shifts in the social
symbols by which the elite celebrated its exalted status: horse figurines disappear
(Osborne 1998a: 27); wealthy graves in general seem to disappear at the same time
that there is a dramatic increase in the overall number of graves. This has been 
interpreted either as a change in the condition of admission to burial to permit pre-
viously excluded lower-status persons (Morris 1987: 184–9) or a sign of a dramatic
increase in population, a phenomenon inferred already from the massive “colonization”
process occurring in this same period (Snodgrass 1980a: 19–25). As in the debate
about the class character of life in the Dark Age, one side sees the creation of the
polis as the work of a well established aristocracy with roots going back to the Mycenaean

ACA_c24.qxd  25/02/2009  02:42PM  Page 472



Class 473

period (esp. Morris 1998a; 1987), while the other sees in the process itself the signs
of the emergence of an essentially new and presumably highly self-conscious class
(Snodgrass 1993b; 1980a). While one must always allow for differential develop-
ments and different timeframes in so highly fragmented a world as archaic Greece,
the latter alternative makes more sense to me as a general account of the rise of the
polis. One has to imagine a gradual process in which the inheritance of wealth and
status by warrior big men or chiefs eventually consolidates more and more power in
fewer hands, which in turn depend more and more on the support of allied lesser
chiefs to maintain domination over a peasant majority. The relative security achieved
over time would seem to have encouraged a gradual but decisive shift in the mix of
animal husbandry and agriculture in favor of agriculture, which lead to an overall
increase in the level of surplus produced by the society. As Qviller (1981) has pointed
out, the Homeric poems speak of many raids to steal cattle but no wars over the
possession of land, and it is precisely in the latter half of the eighth century that we
first hear of such wars. Since the primary source of value in an increasingly agricul-
tural society is land, the donation of land (Qviller 1981) by the chiefs to their most
crucial supporters eventually puts them on a more and more equal footing with those
supporters, who then demand an equal share in power. The result is the system of
alternating annual magistracies shared out among an elite. But at the same time the
institution of citizenship is somehow tied to a notion of some sort of ownership 
of what at that time constituted at least the minimum amount of land (a klêros – 
literally an “allotment”) to sustain a family (Snodgrass 1983: 38–9).

How fragile and potentially contentious this process was is suggested first of all
by the massive movement of population associated with radically expanded trade of
this new surplus and “colonization” – a mostly informal process9 which led ultimately
in about a century and a half to the establishment of some fifteen hundred new Greek
poleis scattered all around the Mediterranean and Black seas like “frogs around a pond”
as Plato was to describe it (Phaedo 109b2). The process of consolidating poleis 
in Greece itself seems dialectically linked with the exclusion of many thousands of
persons from these new communities of “citizens.” In some cases this exclusion was
presumably managed directly by the new aristocracy as in the case of the settle-
ment of Cyrene from Thera about 630. The fourth-century inscription speaks of a
decision by the “assembly,” but it would be unrealistic at this period to envision an
open democratic decision by the entire adult male community.10 The death penalty
for refusal to comply suggests the coercive character of the process. In other cases
individuals or groups of individuals opted to seek their fortunes elsewhere than in
the new poleis (Osborne 1998b).

Within these new mainland and eastern Greek communities legitimation of con-
trol of all the best land by so few required a major ideological offensive that set the
terms of ideological struggle throughout the entire archaic period. We see this 
most clearly perhaps in the archaeological evidence. I have already alluded to the
evidence of burials, but more dramatic evidence of the new social formations is a
new heavy emphasis on the religion of polis-protecting divinities (de Polignac
1995a) manifested in temples of sufficient size and impressiveness of materials to
imply a radical redivision of the social surplus in the direction of communal values.

ACA_c24.qxd  25/02/2009  02:42PM  Page 473



474 Peter W. Rose

At the same time we find significant material evidence of the worship of actual or
imagined Mycenaean shrines of heroes (Antonaccio 1995a) claimed as legitimating
ancestors of the self-styled aristoi. This would entail an ideological juggling act that
in various forms will characterize the rest of the archaic period: on the one hand,
asserting through religion the ties that bind the poorest peasant to the richest
landowner; on the other, insisting on the genealogically based superiority and 
therefore “legitimacy” of the ruling elite. Forgoing displays of wealth in burials in
the interest of communal solidarity would then be balanced by cult rituals that affirm
the special links with divinity of the “best” families.

That this juggling act produced a radically new way of conceiving of the relation
of human beings to their world is suggested in the striking shifts in the creative response
manifested in the only art surviving from this period. As one scholar has put it, the
Geometric art of the eighth century entailed “a rather cozy domestication of the
world . . . and imagery of control.” But, “we find people in the seventh century 
surrounding themselves with images which, both by their exuberant style and by the
creatures they chose to depict, go beyond the bounds of human control” (Osborne
1998a: 65). More broadly, the ideological struggle over the next two centuries has
been characterized as one between an “elite” ideology and a “middling” ideology.11

In place of “anti-aristocratic” thought (Donlan 1973 [1999]) this view emphasizes
a conflict within the ruling class between those who see their best interest in fos-
tering a (mystified) sense of solidarity and common interest within the polis and those
determined to celebrate their superiority and “otherness.” The first group gives up
many of the external signs of their real privilege, while the second flaunts it in lifestyle
– celebrated most obviously in sympotic vase-painting and poetry – , in dedications,
in Panhellenic games, and in funeral monuments (Osborne 1998a: 77– 85, 133 –55).
Much compelling evidence has been brought forth in support of this “middling/
elite” opposition. Particularly suggestive is the argument that the fostering of the
“middling” ideology had the unintended consequence of preparing those outside
the elite for the emergence of democracy (Morris 1996b: 36–42). What is troubling
about this analysis is its implicit or potential Hegelianism: ideologies contend with
each other and at certain point cast up a new formation that is “realized” in the
institutional form of democracy. Only, it seems, as an afterthought does Morris rightly
acknowledge the continuing reality of oligarchic domination: “Many poleis entrusted
themselves to the guardianship of oligarchies throughout the classical period. On
the whole, it seems that democracy was only tried out when a military crisis raised
the stakes and made it impossible for the guardians to claim to represent the mid-
dle” (Morris 1996b: 41). The reality of oligarchy throughout the whole period – 
in particular the unique prestige of Sparta (see below) – casts serious doubt on the
alleged collapse of elitist ideology. To be sure, Persian domination of Ionia required
an adjustment of the class-based celebration of “orientalizing” values, but the
mystification of continuing aristocratic domination of landownership in response to
pressure from below – hardly acknowledged or explored by Kurke or Morris – took
many forms that with hindsight seem contradictory but attest perhaps better to the
flexibility and adaptability of rulers vis-à-vis ruled than to clear-cut conflicts within
the ruling class.
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Homer has often been claimed as a major element in this self-conscious ideolog-
ical offensive (e.g., Morris 1986). My own view, which space does not permit me
to elaborate, is that both the probable conditions of performance (large panhellenic
festivals which are first attested in the eighth century)12 and the texts themselves 
reflect at best a highly ambivalent and more deeply a hostile response to the shift
from monarchy to oligarchy, the religious celebration of protective deities, and the
legitimation of the aristoi by claims of inherited superiority. The Iliad, which I am
still inclined to see as a poem of the second half of the eighth century,13 looks back
to an idealized Dark Age meritocracy where the best warrior is acknowledged as 
worthy of the best prizes and highest status in a process conceived as ultimately 
controlled by the community of fellow warriors (“the sons of the Achaians”).
Agamemnon, with his inherited scepter and numerous followers despite his relative
incompetence as a warrior and leader, suggests the process that was leading inex-
orably toward the consolidation of an aristocracy, while numerous details point toward
a movement away from a fortress dependent on a warrior-chief to the emergence of
true poleis, in which citizens share some sense of collective responsibility for their
community.14

By contrast the Odyssey seems to me a poem fully immersed in the next major 
historical development that appears to have followed hard upon the formation of the
polis if not contemporaneous with it, namely, the simultaneous and interconnected
massive expansion of Mediterranean trade and so-called colonization. Odysseus, who
unambiguously displays the consciousness of a potential colonist (9.116–41), is insult-
ingly taken for a trader (8.159–64) and plausibly presumed the bosom friend of
traders (1.180–7), embodies the same Dark Age ideal of the meritocratic monarchic
basileus as the Iliad.15 But the process of aristocratic consolidation is assumed to have
progressed so far that the modest-sized island of Ithaca is said to contain many basilêes,
any of whom might occupy the preeminent position seemingly abandoned by
Odysseus (1.394–6), though the plans of the suitors to divide up his wealth once
they have disposed of Telemachus (2.335–6) suggests that they also envision doing
away with the very idea of the paramount basileus. Odysseus’ long build-up of rage
in the guise of a beggar against these leisured playboys with their fancy servants and
lives filled with sports and feasting, who are grimly and systematically slaughtered to
the last man, seems to me to reflect the deep resentments of the substantial portion
of the Greek population who had lost their livelihoods in the consolidation of 
aristocratic power and had to seek survival as colonists or traders.

Hesiod, Tyranny, and the Solonian Crisis

If this reading is at all to the point, the celebration in the Odyssey of what looks like
nostalgia for the Dark Age may in fact anticipate what is usually seen as one of the
next major political development, the rise of tyranny. Tyranny, whatever its other causes,
was especially associated with the suppression of aristocratic power and the support
of discontented peasants.16 What is frustrating from the perspective of anyone seek-
ing to understand the nature of these developments from a class perspective is the
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absence of any clear evidence of the means by which aristocrats oppressed the peas-
antry. Here the evidence of Hesiod is both tantalizing and ultimately a great source
of frustration. A recent study by Anthony Edwards (2004) has rightly stressed that
the text of Hesiod confines its specific critique of the basilêes to bribe-taking and the
manipulation of the judicial process. At the same time the sense of totalitarian power
evoked in the parable of the hawk and the nightingale (WD 202–12), the sweeping
sense of the centrality of justice to the prosperity or failure of the whole community
(polis 227, 240) suggest to me that the power exercised by the collective basilêes is
perceived in terms essentially compatible with the vision of the Odyssey – just as the
idealization of the single basileus of the cosmos in the Theogony suggests a consciousness
ready to return to the rule of one man. An approach to Hesiod that emphasizes the
specificity of his individual conflict with his brother fails to explain his enormous and
enduring popularity, his citation, for example, by such aristocrats as Alcaeus and Plato.
The breadth of Hesiod’s vision of the struggle of justice and injustice seems to have
struck a cord that resonated far beyond the squabbles of Ascra.

A relatively recent study of the self-presentation of the tyrants (McGlew 1993)
has stressed the centrality of claims to bring “justice” to societies where its abuse is
rampant. Again we may feel frustrated by the abstraction with which this sweeping
concept masks any account of the specific forms of aristocratic abuse. Even the data
of Solon’s poems, supplemented by the reflections of the later authors who quote
them, though far more specific in suggesting the economic sphere of aristocratic abuses,
have provoked widely disparate interpretations. The words hektêmoroi and hektêmorioi
appear first in the Aristotelian Athenaiôn Politeia and in Plutarch’s Solon respectively,
not in Solon’s own words. But scholars are not agreed on so basic an issue as whether
the aristocratic landowners took one-sixth from the peasants so designated or left
them only one-sixth of the harvest (van Wees 1999a: 22; Osborne 1996a: 223). 
Given that the Spartans seem to have taken a half the harvest of the helots and that
this form of agricultural exploitation is widely attested in other parts of the world
in other eras, I find it hard to believe that taking only a sixth would have provoked
so deep a crisis that the aristocrats had recourse to the extreme measures implied in
the sweeping powers entrusted to Solon. Whatever the correct meaning of this term,
no one doubts the direct evidence of Solon that native Athenians were being
reduced to slavery within Attica (Solon fr. 36.13–15 West) and as well were being
sold abroad – and for a long enough period prior to the mediation of Solon that
these Athenians had even lost their Attic dialect (Solon fr. 36.8–12 West).

Thus for the whole period I am persuaded by van Wees’ application of the mafia
analogy (1999a): aristocrats with a very high opinion of their own worth and moral
rectitude were engaged in relentless competition with each other to extract wealth
from the peasants by any means possible. Tyrants – whether opportunists or not –
gained dominant positions by the claim, and sometimes perhaps by the reality, of
restraining these greed-driven depredations. We are best informed about the Athenian
picture, but Alcaeus and Theognis give an equally rich sense of the ferocity of the
struggles. Given the monopoly of discourse by the aristocracy, it is not surprising
that their struggles with each other and especially against the “traitors” who achieve
or aspire to tyranny are the central focus of their poetry. One does not need to assume,
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for example, that “Pittacus [of Mytilene] was at any time the leader of a popular
party, the champion of the oppressed, the spokesman of the spirit of democracy”
(Page 1955: 176), or misconstrue Alcaeus’ rare references to the damos (1955: 177)
to recognize that “the story of the noble families fighting against each for supreme
power in the State” (1955: 176) is not the whole story. Indeed, only scholars who
never ask themselves where the wealth of aristocrats came from and what were the
means by which they might gain “supreme power in the State” could be so
confident that class conflict is irrelevant to these struggles. The winners take all in
these struggles, exiling or killing the losers. Either they seize the land of the losers
(cf. Theognis 1199–1201) and take over their slaves and dependent peasants or –
as is likely, if the peasant supporters are swept up in armed struggles – they too are
killed or exiled. Some specific sense of the dimensions of the costs to the poorer
dependents of aristocrats embroiled in struggles for supremacy is Herodotus’ state-
ment that the Spartan king Cleomenes, at the instigation of Isagoras, rival of
Cleisthenes, drove out 700 families from Athens (5.72.13–14). Scholars have of course
disputed the figure as too high (e.g., Stanton 1990: 141), but that such a figure
seemed credible to Herodotus and presumably to his audience suggests that it was
recognized as “normal” that all those connected with the losing aristocrats would
suffer the consequences.17

The impact of the tyrants on the terms on which class struggle was pursued 
in the wake of their fall is an important consideration. While generalizations are 
always open to exceptions, I think McGlew (1993) makes a persuasive case that the
experience of tyranny, in particular such measures as reorganizing and renaming the
tribes that made up the population, building projects such as temples, aqueducts,
sewers, public fountains as well as the organization of community-wide religious 
festivals inevitably fostered a greater sense of identification with the power and 
prestige of the polis. The only problem with this just observation is that, like the
“middling/elite” opposition, it may lead to the impression that this effort at creat-
ing a homogenized consciousness in the polis somehow ended class struggle. As long
as the aristocracy continued to hold the best land, and through the leisure won from
the labor of slaves (Ste Croix 1981) exercised control of cultural and political life,
the struggle continued.

Sparta and the Consolidation of the 
Aristocratic Ideal

In the case of Sparta we have in the poems of Tyrtaeus evidence for the means by
which internal class conflict in the polis was “solved” by directing hostility outward
into conquest and the systematic exploitation of those outside the community to
extract the wealth necessary to “homogenize” a seriously divided polis. Aristotle, in
a section of the Politics where he is discussing how “in aristocracies revolutions are
stirred up when a few only share in the honors of the state,” elaborates his point
with specific examples. It is striking that all the examples he gives are from Spartan
history, ranging from the “so-called Partheniai” who were expelled and founded the
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colony of Tarentum late in the eighth century, to the rebellion of Cinadon in 398.
Apart from inequitable sharing of honors, to which he had given pride of place as
a cause of revolutions in aristocracies, he also cites economic causes: “when some
are very poor and others very rich, a state of society which is most often the result
of war, as at Lacedaemon in the days of the Messenian War; this is proved from the
poem of Tyrtaeus, entitled ‘Good Order’; for he speaks of certain citizens who were
ruined by the war and wanted to have a redistribution of the land.”18 It is very frus-
trating that Aristotle does not quote directly from Tyrtaeus: he does not spell out
how citizens were ruined by the war or why he believes war is the most common
cause of such economic disparities, but the demand for redistribution of the land
suggests that long-standing disparities in the division of land were exacerbated by
the war. Despite the emphasis in Tyrtaeus on the apparent motive of land hunger
in attacking Messenia, a land “of broad dancing places . . . good for plowing, good
for sowing,” fr. 5.2–3 West) it is hard to believe there was any absolute shortage of
land in Laconia. Rather, as has been effectively argued a propos of Attica during the
Solonian crisis,19 it was the dramatic inequality of the division of existing land that
triggered the decision to seek new land and use external war as a vehicle for impos-
ing internal unity. Though the relationship of the two Messenian Wars remains murky,
it appears that the eighth–century conquest was sufficiently arduous and lengthy to
produce a whole generation of sons of dubious legitimacy, who were a sufficient
threat to the status quo to be shipped off to found Tarentum, traditionally in 706.
The second war, probably in the mid-seventh century, which Tyrtaeus describes as 
requiring twenty years (fr. 5.4–8 West), seems to have been intimately connected
with the internal crisis that led to the measures collectively described as the “Spartan
system” or the “eunomia” (“good-order”), a term Hesiod uses to characterize the
utopian world order after the triumphant succession of Zeus to the kingship of heaven
(Th. 902). Since the chronology of the implementation of specific components of
this system is irretrievable, the best way of formulating the process is to stress the
consistent underlying logic of the system (Hodkinson 1997: 86). Given Tyrtaeus’
explicit – gloating? – description of the burdens imposed on the Messenians, “bring-
ing to their masters, under the pressure of grim necessity, half of all the crop the field
yields” (fr. 6 W), it seems a reasonable inference that the economic foundations of
the system were laid first. A leisured class of “peers” was created by allotting enough
helot-worked land to ensure – at least by seventh-century criteria – sufficient income
to free all members of this class from the necessity of agricultural labor. The conse-
quences of enslaving a substantial population to work the land of their ancestors for
the benefit of foreigners presumably were clear by the time of the second Messenian
War if not sooner. Thus more or less simultaneous with the economic arrangements
must have been various measures aimed at the full militarization of this new class 
of peers. The thoroughness of the efforts to implement a “middling” ideology – to
erase all signs of class differences within this group – is breath-taking: homogenized
clothing, diet, living quarters, education, sexual rules. Central to the socialization
process was the celebration of communal over individual interests. This is clear from
Tyrtaeus’ relentless efforts to “sell” death as a brave hoplite as the greatest imagin-
able male achievement (fr. 10; 11; 12 W) and his sweeping dismissal of athletic prowess
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so dear to the elite (fr. 12 W). Yet a central lever of that socialization process was
the valorization of that quintessential aristocratic value, competition with one’s peers.
Over the long run the continued substantial inequalities in landholdings, allowing
some the enormous luxury of competing in horse-racing, the most extravagant of
ancient sports, and a marriage system20 that encouraged the consolidation of family
wealth led to fewer and fewer “peers” being able to sustain their required contri-
bution to the Spartan fraternity system, so that in the relatively short period between
480 to 371 the true Spartiates declined from 8,000 to some 1,500.21

The ascendancy of Sparta during the archaic period was intimately connected with
the “Spartan mirage” (Ollier 1933; 1943), an illusion of Spartan inherent uniqueness
and – usually – superiority that consolidated various elements in the aristocratic ideal
on the ideological level despite the absence of any apparent discursive contributions
by Spartans themselves, who seemed to have remained at the minimal level of 
literacy. Supremacy in warfare, total independence from all other sorts of physical
labor, the complete antisepsis from the corruption of trade or money, systematic 
homosexuality (Cartledge 1981) combined with a celebration and public display of
female beauty (Pomeroy 2002: 132–3) – all seemed to fulfill the aspirations of aris-
tocrats from the rest of Greece to represent a true meritocracy while enjoying what
they considered the most important of pleasures. Moreover, Sparta’s ingenuity in
forming the first inter-polis extensive alliance devoted to fostering oligarchy and 
combating first tyranny then democracy had the effect of transforming class struggle
within individual Greek poleis into a panhellenic struggle.

Athenian Developments

We have already touched upon the Solonian crisis and the phenomenon of tyranny
in Athens. The element of class struggle is perhaps nowhere more self-evident than
in the circumstances that induced the ruling aristocracy of Athens, self-styled the
Eupatridai (sons of noble fathers), to risk empowering a single individual, who, as
Solon himself emphasizes, was in a perfect position to make himself tyrant, in the
hopes of a peaceful solution to the perceived threat of those they were exploiting
and oppressing. To be sure, the details of those circumstances, as described by Solon
himself and by our ancient sources, are by no means as clear as one would like. But
Solon’s fragments are clear enough evidence that the threat of massive bloodshed
was imminent (fr. 36.22–5 W).

The alternative of tyranny had already been attempted by Cylon, an aristocratic
Olympian victor, in 632, and the wording of Thucydides’ account (1.126) suggests
that at that point the peasantry “all came in from the countryside and joined in 
besieging” Cylon and his partisans, all of whom, with the possible exception of Cylon
himself, were killed. Again one wonders how many of those killed were themselves
aristocrats and how many were peasant pawns in the games of their leaders. The
subsequent written law code of Dracon, judging from what little has survived, seems
far less about giving ordinary citizens access to unambiguous laws than dealing with
the crisis within the ruling elite provoked by these killings.22
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Solon’s solutions to the crisis entailed a trade-off of increased political power 
and access to justice for the peasants in return for preserving as much as possible 
of the unequal division of property: the ending of debt-slavery, probably a limited
redivision of the land,23 establishment of an executive committee (boulê) for the assem-
bly, an apparently very explicit law code, establishment of an appeals court (êliaia)
are some of the advantages for the dêmos which Solon claimed they could never have
“seen in dreams” (37 W). The reorganization of citizenry in terms of income rather
than ancestry, while it seems to have benefited primarily those with wealth lacking
pedigrees (Foxhall 1997), could have meant little to the peasant majority. At the
same time Solon claimed that “it did not please him to [act] with the violence of
tyranny, or for the base (kakoisin) to have an equal share of their country’s fertile
soil with the noble (esthlous)” (fr. 34.7–9 W), from which we can assume that the
best the peasants achieved was free title to the little they had earlier had. It appears
from his defensive tone that these measures satisfied neither side. Though most 
scholars attribute to Solon the creation of an “independent” peasantry,24 the bitter
struggles of the sixth century which saw three separate attempts to establish the 
tyranny of Peisistratus are unlikely to have entailed only the deaths of aristocrats:
again it seems most likely that the feuding aristocrats played off their respective 
peasant followers against each other. Even if the threat of debt-slavery was removed,
peasants without adequate land to feed themselves in years of bad harvest – which
seem to have been a regular phenomenon (Garnsey 1988: 9 and passim) – remained
subordinated to the bigger landowners.25 The fact that Peisistratus saw fit to establish
travelling judgeships attests to the continued oppression of the peasantry through
manipulation of “justice.”

The class character of the Cleisthenic revolution is still hotly debated, but I believe
the focus on Cleisthenes’ motives26 is somewhat misplaced. It seems plausible
enough that faced with the prospect of a Spartan-backed return to the narrowest
sort of oligarchic rule under Isagoras and his faction, Cleisthenes resorted to strate-
gies that had worked for some tyrants in their struggles with aristocratic rivals – appeals
to the masses, reorganization of tribes (Corinth and Sicyon), massive building pro-
grams, religious festivals. He was, however, constrained by the fact that Athens had
already had a very negative experience of tyranny: hence the guarantee implicit in
the law of ostracism that neither he nor his family would assume such a role. He
may well have been confident that his success in verbal manipulation of the assem-
bled citizenry would be a sufficient source of future power – as indeed in the long
run it was for his family, if not for himself. Like Solon he gambled on a trade-off
of expanded political power for the dêmos in exchange for preserving the property
relations of his own class, but this time the consequences undoubtedly far exceeded
his expectations. The exploration of the consequences would take us beyond our
period. I would say only that the implication built into so many accounts of the
emergence of democracy (e.g., Manville 1990) that its arrival heralded the end of
class warfare in Athens vastly overstates the case (Rose 1992: chs. 4–6).

The all-too-present threat of Spartan-backed reaction and the unanticipated rise
of the threat of Persia had the effect of dramatically accelerating the democratic 
consciousness of the peasantry in Athens. For the aristocracy of Greece it created an
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identity crisis: for the Aleuadai of Thessaly and the ruling elite in Thebes support
from the authoritarian Persian regime seemed the better option than risking 
annihilation for the sake of what was after all primarily an assault provoked by demo-
cratic Athens. On the other hand, for Sparta and other aristocratic poleis the threat
of the loss of their precious autonomy ultimately made risks assumed in solidarity
with Athens worth the price. But the very necessity of taking sides accelerated the
process already begun with Sparta’s intervention in Athens – and perhaps already
with her expedition against Polycrates – in which a Panhellenic class war was in the
making.

NOTES

1 Special thanks to David Roselli and the editors of this volume for helpful feedback on
an earlier, much longer version of this text.

2 E.g., Starr 1977: 19, 200–1 n. 31; Donlan 1999 [1980]: 189–90 n. 7; Hopkins 1983:
xiii.

3 For useful overviews and debates see McLellan 1979; 1983; Anderson 1976; 1980; 1983;
Jameson 1971; Jones 1977.

4 There is almost literally not a word of my account that would not be passionately 
disputed by some other self-styled Marxist. While it is tempting and often comforting
to mock Marxist “in-fighting,” it is one of the characteristics of Marx’s heritage that it
is self-reflexive and constantly attempts to historicize and critique its own categories of
analysis.

5 See Turnbull 1962 for an account of a classless society.
6 Clifford Geertz’s much admired essay (1973: 193–233) on ideology especially stresses

the role of ideology as a response to strain through the generation of symbolic maps of
confusing new realities, but he is at pains to minimize any relation of these responses to
specifically economic structures of specific societies.

7 For Cuban slaves during the sugar cane harvest when they were often literally worked
to death, doing as little as possible was an absolute condition of survival (Foner 1962:
189).

8 Desborough 1972: 329–55; Snodgrass 1971: 380–8; 1993b: 35; see also chs. 3–4, above.
9 Osborne 1998b; Wilson 1997a.

10 Pace Murray 1980 (1993): 116; text of oath: 114–15.
11 Morris 1996b; Kurke 1999: 19–21; cf. 1992.
12 Wade-Gery 1958; Taplin 1992.
13 Pace Burkert 1976; M.L. West 1995; et al.
14 Rose 1992: 43–91; 1997; Scully 1990; Haubold 2000; see also ch. 5, above.
15 See Dougherty 2001 for a rich exploration of connections between trade, colonization

and the Odyssey. Rose 1992: 92–140. Thalmann’s interesting exploration of class rela-
tions in the Odyssey (1998) glances only in passing at the phenomenon of colonization
and ignores Odysseus’ association with trade. See Rose 1999.

16 Aristotle, Politics 1305a22–3; Salmon 1997; see also ch. 6, above.
17 See also van Wees 2000b.
18 Aristotle, Politics 1306b 23–1307a2; Tyrtaeus fr. 1 West; cf. van Wees 1999b.
19 Foxhall 1997; Osborne 1996a: 222–3.
20 Hodkinson 1989; cf. Ste. Croix 1981: 102.
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21 Cartledge 1979: 307–18; Hodkinson 2000; see also ch. 7, above.
22 Gagarin 1986; Andrewes 1982a: 1982b; Osborne 1996a: 185–96; 1997.
23 van Wees 1999a; Osborne 1996a: 225.
24 Osborne 1996a: 225; Wood 1988: 95 and passim; see also ch. 8.
25 I am convinced by Rhill 1996: 94–5; Harris 2002 that Solon did not end debt-bondage

as opposed to debt-slavery.
26 E.g., Stanton 1990 vs. Osborne 1996a: 299–304.
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Self-evident as it appears, how we understand the specific roles of women and men
in the archaic Greek world depends entirely on how we reconstruct Greek societies
of the period. In practice this is a difficult exercise. Different scholarly approaches
to archaic Greece have resulted in radically different visions of gender, age, and social
organization. Arguments have been put forward to support opposing positions that
women held a worse or, frequently, a better position in pre-classical Greek societies
than in later periods. Our diverse but fragmentary source material presents a bee’s-
eye view: each kind of source projects a different picture and these are not always
easily integrated into a coherent narrative.

This chapter will investigate the representation of gender and social organization
in a range of sources from the archaic period. Each is explored in some depth as a
case study and analyzed to suggest how gender might have functioned in relation
to age, rank, status and other social variables in archaic Greek culture. The aim is
to understand the impact which the ideology of gender division and the principles
of gender roles might have had on people’s lives. The result is a partial picture which
only skims the surface of this fascinating and profoundly complex aspect of social
life.

Women and Men in Homer

Gender is a key element in epic poetry. The masculinity of heroes is highlighted by
setting them amidst a spectrum of male and female characters, human and divine,
of varying ages, ranks and statuses. Recent scholarship on gender in epic has often
focused on the Odyssey, perhaps because the characters and their situations seem more
approachable than those of the Iliad and female characters play more prominent roles
in the story line.2 However the representation of men, women, and gender on the
battlefields of the Iliad are as useful for analyzing ideologies of gender as the cosy

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Gender1

Lin Foxhall
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domesticity of the Odyssey. Most importantly, Homeric epic established a base line
for ideologies of gender which not only permeated the world of archaic Greece, but
also lasted for the whole of classical antiquity.3

Iliad 1: causality and gender relations

From the outset the Iliad involves relationships between men and women. The Trojan
War was itself initiated by the abduction of a woman (Helen of Sparta, wife of
Menelaus). So too, the action of the Iliad begins with an abducted woman, her 
return to her father and the subsequent quarrel between Achilles and Agamemnon.
The roles of male and female characters, both human and divine, in this chain of
events are worth exploring in some detail. At the beginning of the Iliad, the poet
explains the background to the anger of Achilles, the outcome of his quarrel with
Agamemnon over a woman (1.8–13). The Achaeans had taken Chryseis, the daugh-
ter of Chryses, priest of Apollo, as part of the booty from earlier raids on cities. The
girl had been handed over to Agamemnon, leader of the Achaean Greeks, as part of
his share (1.125–6, 366–9). Agamemnon had rejected her father’s attempt to ran-
som her (1.12–33). But the old priest Chryses prayed to Apollo for revenge on the
Achaeans, and the god answered his prayer by striking them and their animals with
plague (1.35–52). To propitiate the god, the Achaeans had to send the girl back
home to her father with a hecatomb (one hundred sacrificial animals; 1.54–100).
Agamemnon is furious at this.

Despite Achilles’ protests that no other prize is available (1.121–9), Agamemnon
insists that if Chryseis returns home he must have a replacement even if that means
taking someone else’s prize (1.130–9). Achilles complains that Agamemnon is
greedy and has always taken the best booty, threatening to return home with his
men (1.149–71). Agamemnon retaliates:

But here is my threat to you.
Even as Phoebus Apollo is taking away my Chryseis,
I shall convey her back in my own ship, with my own
followers; but I shall take the fair-cheeked Briseis,
your prize, I myself going to your shelter, that you may learn well
how much greater I am than you, and another man may shrink back
from likening himself to me and contending against me.

(1.181–7)4

While the outraged Achilles ponders whether or not to run his sword through
Agamemnon, the goddess Athena grabs his hair instructing him to stick to verbal
abuse, and not to kill Agamemnon (1.188–214). Achilles obeys. Despite the old king
Nestor’s attempts to reconcile the two warriors, neither will give way (1.247–305).
Achilles retires, proclaiming that he will not use force to stop Agamemnon taking
his girl Briseis, but neither will he obey Agamemnon’s commands nor fight for 
the Greeks in the future (1.233–41, 292–303). Agamemnon prepares to return
Chryseis to her father, and instructs his heralds to take Briseis from Achilles, who
duly lead her away, much to Achilles’ shame and distress (1.308–48):
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But Achilles
weeping went and sat in sorrow apart from his companions
beside the beach of the grey sea looking out on the infinite water.
Many times stretching forth his hands he called on his mother.

(1.348–51)

Achilles’ mother, the minor sea goddess Thetis, rises out of the waves in response
to his entreaties (1.357–63). Achilles asks for her help (1.364–412). As soon as she
can, Thetis goes to Olympus to call in the favor Zeus owes her, asking him to strengthen
the Trojans, thus forcing the Achaeans to ask for Achilles’ help and to restore his
damaged honor:

She came and sat beside him with her left hand embracing
his knees, but took him underneath the chin with her right hand
and spoke in supplication to lord Zeus son of Cronus:
“Father Zeus, if ever before in word or action
I did you favour among the immortals, now grant what I ask for . . .

Deeply disturbed Zeus who gathers the clouds answered her:
“This is a disastrous matter when you set me in conflict
with Hera, and she troubles me with recriminations.
Since even as things are, forever among the immortals
she is at me and speaks of how I help the Trojans in battle.
Even so, go back again now, go away, for fear she
see us. I will look to these things that they be accomplished.

(1.500–4, 517–24)

Zeus then returns home to face his suspicious wife Hera in the company of the 
family of gods.

Thus he took his place on the throne; yet Hera was not
ignorant, having seen how he had been plotting counsels
with Thetis the silver-footed, the daughter of the sea’s ancient,
and at once she spoke revilingly to Zeus son of Cronus:
“Treacherous one, what god has been plotting counsels with you?
Always it is dear to your heart in my absence to think of
secret things and decide upon them. Never have you patience
frankly to speak forth to me the thing that you purpose.”

(1.536–43)

In response to Hera’s repeated nagging, Zeus finally threatens her with physical 
violence. Hera is frightened, but is comforted by her son Hephaistos:

Then in return, Zeus who gathers the clouds made answer:
“Dear lady I never escape you, you are always full of suspicion.
Yet thus you can accomplish nothing surely, but be more
distant from my heart than ever, and it will be the worse for you.
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If what you say is true, then that is the way I wish it.
But go then, sit down in silence and do as I tell you,
for fear all the gods, as many as are on Olympus, can do nothing
if I come close and lay my unconquerable hands upon you.”
He spoke, and the goddess the ox-eyed lady Hera was frightened
and went and sat down in silence wrenching her heart to obedience,
and all the heavenly gods in the house of Zeus were troubled.
Hephaistus the renowned smith rose up to speak among them,
to bring comfort to his beloved mother, Hera of the white arms.

(1.560–72)

Women, men and the ideologies of gender

Scholars agree that we cannot read Homeric epic literally, but differ significantly 
in their views of the degree to which it might or might not represent a coherent
and/or historical society. My personal view is that epic bears approximately the same
relationship to “real life” as contemporary TV soap operas: both genres are larger-
than-life fantasies peopled by characters who are not individuals so much as “types.”
In epic, these characters are always set in the past, at an earlier stage of human social
development. Their behavior is contrasted to that of “real people, today” by the
poet (Graziosi and Haubold 2005: 97, 115). The poems thus do not portray a “real”
or “historical” society in the modern sense. However, both soap opera and epic draw
for their impact on themes and perspectives which are prevalent in and relevant 
to the societies which generate them in the first place. Even if the plots stretch 
credibility and most of the situations in which the characters find themselves do not
accurately portray the banal realities of everyday life, they reflect, challenge and to
some extent shape the ideologies and concerns of mainstream society. Therefore,
what we can learn from this episode of the Iliad is not “how men really treated women”
in any particular period or place in early Greece. Rather, Homeric epic informs us
about deeply embedded social and moral values, including the principles of social
hierarchies and gender relations, which more generally underpinned the societies of
the archaic Greek world.

As noted above, in the Iliad women are essential to the way in which events unfold
for the warriors who are the central characters. The poet sets us up to perceive women
as crucial elements in a chain of causality, but not the movers and shakers of events.
Women are portrayed as the cause of problems among men: because of their very
existence men behave badly and do rash things. The young women of noble birth
(in true epic style) abducted by the Achaeans, Chryseis and Briseis, are portrayed 
as objects, toys of the heroes. Agamemnon wants to keep Chryseis because she is
ornamental: “I like her better than Clytemnestra my own wife, for in truth she 
is no way inferior, neither in build nor stature nor wit, nor in accomplishment”
(1.113–15). Heroes are autonomous, but there are no epic heroines (Graziosi and
Haubold 2005: 99). The poet shows these young female captives as subject to men,
and only just acknowledges that they might have feelings (e.g., Briseis’ distress when
led away from Achilles to Agamemnon, 1.346–8).
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The representation of the older women in this episode is less clear-cut. Hera is
portrayed as a nagging, suspicious wife, and Zeus seems to be rather afraid of her
when he tells Thetis to go away lest Hera see them. Hera is no shrinking violet, 
and confronts him face-to-face. Zeus acknowledges her status as his wife and the
privileges which that position commands, but he quickly runs out of reasonable 
arguments and then addresses her complaints and questions not with sensible dis-
cussion, but with threats of violence.

Among both deities and mortals, wives in Homer appear to participate in semi-
public gatherings in male company, in contrast to the way the women of later classical
Athens were often represented as secluded from men and public life. However, the
context is generally firmly within the household, in the company of other family 
members. Thus, Hera speaks out among the family of the gods, as did Thetis in the
house of Peleus (Il.1.396–400). In the Odyssey Penelope holds a prominent position 
in the house of Odysseus (Od. 2.129–37), although Telemachus, her grown-up son,
claims authority in the absence of his father (1.325–361). Odysseus is told that the
way to gain favor in Phaeacia is to approach the queen, Arete, as she sits by the
hearth in the public rooms of the palace which is her home (Od. 6.297–315; 7.48–77),
although Arete herself does not speak out until the assembled Phaeacians have departed
(7.233–9). As this last example shows, hierarchies of rank and status may temper
gender relations: Athena can grab Achilles’ hair because she is a goddess, while among
the gods, Hera is more senior than Thetis. However, all of these women hold 
their positions in relation to the men in their lives (Naerebout 1987: 124). Nor 
can they get their way with men by direct action; instead they persuade, cajole, 
manipulate, or deceive. Frequently they engage men’s attention by direct bodily con-
tact, as when Thetis meets Zeus, Athena stops Achilles, or Chryseis and her father
Chryses embrace on her return. Sons are represented as very close to their mothers
(Hephaestus comforts and advises Hera), and they in turn support their sons (Thetis
and Achilles). Although Penelope is portrayed as the paradigm of the faithful and
virtuous wife, Telemachus, her son, is as important to her as her husband (Od. 4.727–8,
762–6).

In contrast, masculinity, power and authority go together in epic. Men achieve
positions of power and authority by fighting and violence (Naerebout 1987: 125),
but at the same time they are not ashamed to show strong emotion (van Wees 1998a).
Agamemnon, outwitted by Chryses and overpowered by Apollo, is shamed by 
losing his prize. He receives Achilles’ challenges as a threat and an insult. To regain
his position of power, he seizes Achilles’ prize, taking advantage of the fact that Achilles
is younger, with less authority (as Nestor’s attempts at reconciliation make clear).
Achilles, when shamed, turns first to thoughts of violence, then to fighting with words,
then to his divine mother, whose immortal status outranks even Agamemnon. For
these heroes, their masculinity propels them into a constant competitive struggle 
to maintain their position in relation to other men, regularly played out through
physical force. This can easily lead to the kind of destructive “excessive masculinity”
displayed by Achilles and Agamemnon in their quarrel, in contrast to responsible
masculinity which considers the needs of others (Graziosi and Haubold 2003; 2005:
106–9).
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Homeric epic, therefore, sharply differentiates male and female roles. These roles
are complex and the expectations associated with them are mitigated by age and 
status. However, the perspective of epic is masculine (Naerebout 1987: 111) and
women are usually defined by their relationships to men of equal or superior status.

Hesiod and the Institutionalization of Misogyny

In his cosmological hexameter poems the Theogony (535–616) and the Works and
Days (42–105), Hesiod presents an origin-myth of women as a curse (disguised as
a gift) given to mankind by the gods. These passages have been the subject of con-
siderable scholarly analysis.5 The story is the culmination of a series of reciprocal decep-
tions, beginning with Zeus’ anger when Prometheus attempts to deceive him by
dividing the sacrificial ox so that the gods choose the unappetizing bones wrapped
in the attractive fat while men keep the meat. In response Zeus takes fire away from
men, but Prometheus steals it back again. Zeus then orders the gods to make Pandora
from clay, in the shape of a beautifully adorned bride on the surface but with nothing
but badness inside. This beautiful image is handed over to Epimetheus, Prometheus’
foolish brother, who accepts her without remembering Prometheus’ instructions not
to take any gift from Zeus. Pandora, in one sense herself a pottery vessel made to trap
men, brings with her a pithos, a ceramic storage jar, which she opens despite instruc-
tions not to do so. The result is that all the evils which plague humans are let loose
into the world, although she replaces the lid in time to keep Hope in the jar.

For Hesiod, women are a different species from men, with a different origin. They
are a necessary evil. Without them a man cannot have children to support him in
his old age, but women consume a man’s substance and sap his strength.

For from her is descended the female sex, a great affliction to mortals as they dwell
with their husbands – no fit partners for accursed Poverty, but only for Plenty . . .

And he gave a second bane to set against a blessing for the man who, to avoid 
marriage and the trouble women cause, chooses not to wed, and arrives at grim old
age lacking anyone to look after him. He is not short of livelihood while he lives, but
when he dies, distant relatives share out his living. Then again, the man who does 
partake of marriage, and gets a good wife who is sound and sensible, spends his life
with bad competing constantly against good; while the man who gets the awful kind
lives with unrelenting pain in his heart and spirit, and it is an ill without a cure.

(Hes. Theog. 590–3, 602–12; tr. West 1988a)

Gender in Early Greek Poetry: 
Iambic and Lyric Verse

The appropriate and inappropriate behavior of men and women as men and women,
is a recurring theme in Greek poetry of the seventh and sixth centuries. However,
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different genres and works present diverse and sometimes contradictory aspects of
gender ideology. Most of these poems were composed by men, although a substantial
body of verse is attributed to one of the few named Greek women poets, Sappho.
Not surprisingly it is impossible to compress these into a unified, coherent narrative,
and it is not easy to understand the connections between the ideals and ideas 
expressed in poetry and “real life.” The following sections explore these issues in
two case studies.

Semonides and the tradition of misogyny

The seventh-century iambic poem attributed to Semonides, preserved in Stobaeus
(4.22.193), stands near the start of a line of misogynistic expression that runs from
Hesiod straight through classical antiquity and beyond.6 It begins by presenting women
as virtually a different species (cf. Hesiod): “From the first god made the tempera-
ment (nóon) of woman separately (chôris)” (fr. 7.1–2, my translation). The meaning
of the word “separately” in this passage is ambivalent – it could mean “separately
from men” or it could mean different types of women were made separately from
each other – perhaps both meanings are intended. The poem then compares dif-
ferent types of women to (mostly) unpleasant animals and natural forces, perhaps
implying that at one level all women are sub-human. We hear of the slovenly woman
made from a pig, the clever but nasty woman made from a fox and the woman made
from a dog:

and the one made from a bitch, whining (?), just like her mother,
she who wants to hear everything and know everything
and everywhere peeking and prowling she barks, even if she sees no one.
A man could not stop her either with threats
nor if, angered, he knocked out her teeth with a stone,
not by speaking to her sweetly, not even if she chances to be sitting among guests,
but constantly she keeps up her unstoppable yapping.

(fr. 7.12–19)7

These are followed by the useless woman made of earth, the unpredictable woman
made from the sea, the stubborn and greedy woman made from a donkey, the sex-
mad weasel woman, and the dainty woman, fit only for kings or tyrants, made from
a mare:

She sends work and trouble somewhere else
and she wouldn’t touch a handmill, take up a sieve,
and sitting by the oven she avoids getting covered in soot.
She makes a man her lover by compulsion;
she washes off the dirt two or three times a day
anoints herself with perfume
and always wears her hair combed out long,
shaded with flowers.

(fr. 7.58–66)
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Next comes the devious woman made from a monkey, followed by the only decent
type of woman, the one made from the bee:

The one taking her is fortunate,
since on such a one blame does not settle.
Under her life flourishes and increases
and she grows old loving a loving man
having borne a good (kalon) family (genos), famed in name.
She becomes very distinguished among all women
and divine grace surrounds her.
She takes no pleasure sitting among the women where they are talking sex.
Such women, the best and most sensible, Zeus grants as a favour to men.

(fr. 7.83–93)

But, after this optimistic note, the poem ends with a scathing condemnation of the
whole species of womankind as “the greatest evil Zeus made” (fr. 7.96–7, 115) to
plague men. Even if you think a woman is sensible, says the poet, she will let you
down, consume your resources, make your life a misery and behave outrageously
when her husband is not looking (fr. 7.96–109; cf. Hes. Theog. 590–3, 602–12,
quoted above). When Zeus created women

he placed an unbreakable fetter round our feet
from the time when Hades received those
who fought with each other on account of a woman.

(fr. 7.116–18)

These “types” of women echo some of the female portraits in Homer and Hesiod.
The bitch woman is reminiscent of Hera, the nagging wife (including the
“justifiable” male reaction of threatening her with violence). The delicate and beau-
tiful mare woman has her counterpart in Helen of Troy, also referred to indirectly
at the end of Semonides’ poem8 – the woman on whose account the Trojan War
was fought – driving men mad with desire. Both of these “types” recall different
aspects of Pandora, her beautiful exterior (like the mare) with the heart of a bitch
(Hes. WD 62–8). And Penelope, the faithful and industrious wife who is not led
astray even when her husband is not there to guide her is reflected in the bee-woman,
locating women’s virtue within the setting of family relationships.

The performative context of this poetry is not easy to ascertain. In ancient 
Greece iambic verse was associated with raunchy satirical humor, and some may have
been performed in ritual settings.9 Frequently it is associated with cults of Demeter
and festivals restricted to women, especially the widespread Greek rites of the
Thesmophoria, and later Greek writers regularly depict women’s songs and activ-
ities associated with these cults as overtly hostile to men (Burkert 1985: 244). Such
festivals seem a most unlikely setting for the misogynistic iambic verses attributed to
Semonides; and the all-male company of the symposion, which provided a refuge from
women, seems the most obvious context for their performance.10 One possibility is
that this misogynistic iambic poetry was itself a satire of satire – a masculine parody
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of the songs women were believed (by men) to sing in the Thesmophoria and similar
festivals, but this interpretation is speculative. More certainly, early Greek iambic poetry
was divided both in use and in its subsequent history along gendered lines: the iambic
verses of women in ritual settings have not been preserved, while the probably sym-
posiastic iambic poetry attributed to Semonides has been handed down to us through
literary and manuscript traditions. This schism suggests that a strong gender divide
affected other aspects of social life in Greek communities of the archaic age.

Alcaeus and Sappho

Elite society of late seventh- and early sixth-century Lesbos has left us a collection
of poetic fragments written in the Aeolic dialect attributed to two poets, male and
female respectively, Alcaeus and Sappho. Later Greek writers, as well as the famous
inscription known as the Parian Marble, describe them both as individuals and 
set them in a specific historical context. However, it is not clear how reliable this
information is: much of it may have been derived by later authors from the poems
themselves, most of which have not survived to modern times. Most scholars now
believe that we cannot read these poems literally or autobiographically (duBois 1995:
3–4) and it is not certain that the fragments attributed to, e.g., “Sappho” were all
written by a single individual (Lardinois 1994: 62) – the same may well be true for
other lyric poets of the archaic age. In any case, ancient Greek poetry was generally
commissioned for public performance with musical accompaniment; thus the poets
(like poets of later times) take on many different voices. However intimate this poetry
might appear, we should not assume that any particular poetic voice represents the
personal feelings of the poet her- or himself (Lardinois 2001: 78, 92). Nonetheless,
despite the difficulties of interpreting this material, early Lesbian poetry offers
important insights into contemporary social and political life of wealthy social
groups, and the operation of gender within that society.

Alcaeus’ poetry covers a range of topics and occasions but several substantial 
fragments appear to be overtly political, representing political rhetoric in poetic form
redolent of Solonic verse, or the complaints of a man in exile railing about his polit-
ical opponents:

This wave in turn comes (like?) the previous one, and it will give us much trouble to
bale out when it enters the ship’s . . . Let us strengthen (the ship’s sides) as quickly as
possible, and let us race into a secure harbour; and let soft fear not seize any of us; for
a great (ordeal) stands clear before us. Remember the previous (hardship): now let every
man show himself steadfast. and let us not disgrace (by cowardice) our noble fathers
lying beneath the earth.

(fr. 6)11

the Lesbians established this great conspicuous precinct to be held in common, and put
in it altars of the blessed immortals . . .

Come, with gracious spirit hear our prayer, and rescue us from these hardships and
from grievous exile; and let their Avenger pursue the son of Hyrrhas, since once we
swore, cutting . . . never (to abandon?) any of our comrades, but either to die at the
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hands of men who at that time came against us and to lie clothed in earth, or else to
kill them and rescue the people from their woes. But Pot-belly did not talk to their
hearts; he recklessly trampled the oaths underfoot and devours our city.

(fr. 129)

I, poor wretch, live with the lot of a rustic, longing to hear the assembly being sum-
moned, Agesilaidas, and the council: the property in possession of which my father and
my father’s father have grown old among these mutually destructive citizens, from it I
have been driven, an exile at the back of beyond, and like Onomacles I settled here
alone in the wolf-thickets(?) . . . to the precinct of the blessed gods . . . keeping my feet
out of trouble, where Lesbian women with trailing robes go to and fro being judged
for beauty, and around rings the marvelous sound of the sacred yearly shout of the
women; . . . from many (troubles) when will the Olympian gods (free me?)?

(fr. 130)

This poetry portrays a world in which wealthy men from prominent families were
the primary actors in a factionalized, competitive polis. The stability of the state
(metaphorically depicted as a ship at sea), its governance, the world of citizen land-
owners, the assembly and the council, the threats of and attacks on political enemies
– all were entirely the concern of a masculine elite (cf. Stehle 1997: 230–3). Women,
performing the rituals of the polis in an extra-mural sanctuary, were clearly a key part
of the social and cosmological order. They were crucial for maintaining relationships
between men, as well as between gods and humans, but they were excluded from
the cut and thrust of politics.

Like other lyric poets, Alcaeus elaborates on Homeric themes, and it is revealing
to compare his treatment of Helen of Troy with that of Sappho. In two similar poems
he writes of Helen in derogatory terms as the destroyer of Greek and Trojan men,
who, led astray by a man because of her feminine weakness, selfish passion and evil
actions, caused the Trojan War.

As the story goes, because of evil deeds bitter grief came once to Priam and his sons
from you, Helen, and Zeus destroyed holy Ilium with fire. Not such was the delicate
maiden whom the noble son of Aeacus, inviting all the blessed gods to the wedding,
married, taking her from the halls of Nereus to the home of Chiron; he loosened the
pure maiden’s girdle, and the love of Peleus and the best of Nereus’ daughters flour-
ished; and within the year she bore a son, the finest of demigods, blessed driver of 
chestnut horses. But they perished for Helen’s sake – the Phrygians and their city.

(fr. 42)

. . . and excited the heart of Argive Helen in her breast; and crazed by the Trojan man,
the deceiver of his host, she accompanied him over the sea in his ship, leaving in her
home her child (desolate?) and her husband’s bed with its rich coverlet, (since) her heart
persuaded her (to yield?) to love (through the daughter of Dione?) and Zeus . . . many
of his brothers (the dark earth?) holds, laid low on the Trojans’ plain for that woman’s
sake, and many chariots (crashed?) in the dust, and many dark-eyed (warriors) were
trampled, and (noble Achilles rejoiced in?) the slaughter.

(fr. 283)
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The fragments attributed to Sappho represent almost the only surviving poetry 
from the Greek world likely to be written by a woman. Her account of Helen is
very similar in outline to that of Alcaeus, but the perspective is completely different
(duBois 1995: 121–3):

Some say a host of cavalry, others of infantry, and others of ships, is the most beautiful 
thing on the black earth, but I say it is whatsoever a person loves. It is perfectly easy
to make this understood by everyone: for she who far surpassed mankind in beauty,
Helen, left her most noble husband and went sailing off to Troy with no thought at
all for her child or dear parents, but (love?, Aphrodite?) led her astray . . . lightly . . .
(and she?) has reminded me now of Anactoria who is not here; I would rather see her
lovely walk and the bright sparkle of her face than the Lydians’ chariots and armed
infantry . . . impossible to happen . . . mankind . . . but to pray to share . . . unexpectedly.

(fr. 16)

In this poem Sappho presents a distinctively feminine set of values, focused not on
the conventions of masculine ideals of warfare and public life, but on love and desire.12

It is hard not to think of Alcaeus’ fragment 283 (above), to which this poem pro-
vides an alternative viewpoint. Helen is not presented as a wicked woman, the bane
of men, but as a woman with a mind of her own (duBois 1995: 124), and the poet
makes no moral judgment on her actions. Although she is an active agent, she is
not entirely autonomous, nor by implication, was Anactoria, the absent woman whom
Sappho recalls with longing. This is a recurring theme in Sappho’s work – women
who are active agents, but lack full autonomy. It may be one of the elements which
is distinctively feminine:

“. . . and honestly I wish I were dead.” She was leaving me with many tears and said
this: “Oh what bad luck has been ours, Sappho; truly I leave you against my will.” I
replied to her thus: “Go and fare well and remember me, for you know how we cared
for you. If not, why then I want to remind you . . . and the good times we had. You
put on many wreaths of violets and roses and (crocuses?) together by my side, and round
your tender neck you put many woven garlands made from flowers and . . . with much
flowery perfume, fit for a queen, you anointed yourself . . . and on soft beds . . . you
would satisfy your longing (for?) tender . . . There was neither . . . nor shrine from which
we were absent, no grove . . . nor dance . . . sound.”

(fr. 94)

As in the case of Helen above, the poet here presents women who have minds and
strong feelings of their own but who are caught in a net of powerful social obliga-
tions and are thus not entirely in control of their life circumstances. As with Helen,
to take complete control would be to transgress the social and political order of the
polis, but that does not mean that women were always happy to accept that order
passively.

There are hints that Sappho is aware of Lesbian public life and political discourse,
but she does not present herself as an active participant. The following poem about
her brother, who was perhaps in trouble, has political implications. However, it is
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formulated as a prayer, thus conforming with the public, religious roles of women
visible in Alcaeus’ poetry. It is probably also significant that the poem focuses on a
close family member, in contrast to the wide-ranging political invective of Alcaeus.

(Cypris and) Nereids, grant that my brother arrive here unharmed, and that everything
he wishes in his heart be fulfilled, and grant too that he atone for all his past mistakes
and be a joy to his friends and a bane to his enemies, and may no one ever again be 
a grief to us; grant that he may be willing to bring honour to his sister . . . grievous
sufferings . . . formerly sorrowing . . . hearing . . . millet-seed . . . (accusation?) of the
citizens . . . and do you, (august?) Cyprian, putting aside (your former enmity?) (free
him?) from evil (sufferings?).

(fr. 5)

Alcaeus’ poetry fits the settings of elite male public life, but it is more difficult to
locate Sappho and her work (Stehle 1997: 262–3). For many years scholars ancient
and modern imagined Sappho as a kind of “school mistress” in charge of teaching
young women of the Lesbian elite, though this interpretation is no longer widely
accepted (H. N. Parker 1993). Lardinois (2001) has convincingly argued that many
of Sappho’s poems are formulated as accepted female genres of public discourse: prayers,
laments and the praise of brides/wedding songs. This might also give a clue as to
where we place her, her friends/lovers and her work: in the private and public reli-
gious festivals and roles allocated to the women of the polis, especially to prominent
women (cf. Stehle 1997: 265–88). In fragment 94 (above), these are the settings
where the two women about to be separated had met and developed their relationship.
If this is correct, what is extraordinary about Sappho is not that she wrote songs nor
that she expresses explicitly feminine perspectives including homoerotic affection and
attachments, but that her work was written down. We know that many women through-
out Greek history composed songs, prayers and laments which vanished without a
trace. What was distinctive about Lesbian society in the late seventh and early sixth
century which preserved the poems of Sappho the woman? As yet, we do not know,
though it might be that the outstanding quality of the poetry in combination with
her position in a wealthy, high-status family superseded her femininity.

Alcman

Alcman, writing in Sparta in the late seventh century, about contemporary with 
Alcaios and Sappho, offers another perspective on men’s and women’s roles in archaic
Greek societies. It is clear from both later literary accounts (Calame 2001: 141) 
and contemporary visual representations (Pipili 1987) that music and dance were
tremendously important for many occasions in the communal life of archaic Sparta,
for men and women of all ages. Such activities were often performed in groups of
the same age, gender and status, thus reifying important social groups and divisions
within Spartan society. Alcman F1 (Campbell) is a long poem written for a chorus
of young women to perform at a religious festival. In this poem, the poet takes on
the voices of the girls in the form of a feminine prayer, depicting their conversations,
affection and relationships.
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36 There is such a thing as the vengeance of the gods: that man is blessed who devoutly
weaves to the end the web of his day unweeping.

And so I sing of the 40brightness of Agido: I see her like the sun, which Agido sum-
mons to shine on us as our witness; but our illustrious choir-leader by no means allows
me either to praise or to fault her; 45for she herself seems pre-eminent, just as if one
were to put a horse among grazing herds, a sturdy, thunderous-hoofed prize-winner,
one of those seen in rock-sheltered dreams. 50Why, don’t you see? The race-horse is
Venetic; but the hair of my cousin Hagesichora has the bloom of undefiled gold, 55and
her silver face – why do I tell you openly? This is Hagesichora here; and the second in
beauty after Agido will run like a Colaxaean horse against an Ibenian; 60for the Pleiades,
as we carry a robe (or plough?) at daybreak (or: to Orthria?), rise through the ambrosial
night and fight against us just like the star Sirius.

For abundance of purple 65is not sufficient for protection, nor intricate snake of solid
gold, no, nor Lydian headband, pride of dark-eyed girls, 70nor the hair of Nanno, nor
again godlike Areta nor Thylacis and Cleesithera; nor will you go to Anesimbrota’s and
say, “If only Astaphis were mine, 75if only Philylla were to look my way and Damareta
and lovely Ianthemis”; no, Hagesichora guards me. For is not fair-ankled Hagesichora
present here? 80Does she not remain (near) Agido and commend our festival? Come,
you gods, accept their (prayers): to the gods belong fulfilment and accomplishment.
Choir leader – 85if I may speak – I am myself only a girl screeching pointlessly, an owl
from the rafter, but even so I long to please Adtis most of all for she proved the healer
of our sufferings; 90but it was thanks to Hagesichora that girls trod the path of lovely peace.

For like the trace-horse . . . and in a ship too 95one must obey the helmsman most of
all; and she is of course (not) more melodious than the Sirens, for they are goddesses;
but this our choir of ten sings as well as eleven girls: 100why, its song is like that of a
swan on the waters of the Xanthus; and she . . . her lovely yellow hair.

(Alcman 1.36–101, Campbell)

It is difficult to be certain about the context in which this poem was performed, and
the interpretation of the internal clues has been much disputed. The poem seems
to represent a chorus of ten or eleven teenage girls (70–7, 98–9) performing at a
religious festival to a goddess. They are led by Hegesichora – a name, or perhaps a
title, which means “chorus leader.” The role of Agido (another female name) is not
clear: she does not seem to be a member of the chorus, so perhaps she is a priest-
ess or holds some other position in the cult.

Which goddess is the object of their ritual is not certain – the poem mentions
“ADtis,” which is probably the Lakonian form of Eos, “dawn” (87), and “orthriai”
(61). The latter term is puzzling, since the word is an adjective meaning “at daybreak,” 
and could thus be translated as either “for Orthria” (an otherwise unknown dawn
goddess), or more convincingly as “at dawn” (Hamilton 1989: 469). The situation
is complicated because one anonymous ancient commentator emended orthriai to
orthiai – thus identifying the dedicatee with the famous and well-documented
Spartan deity Artemis Orthia. This is a tempting solution, but must probably be 
eliminated because the word orthiai does not fit the metre of the poem (Calame
2001: 5; Hamilton 1989: 469).

The association with dawn may be underpinned by lines 60–3 where it is made
clear that the song was performed at night, perhaps just before dawn, when both
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the Pleiades and the dog-star Sirius were visible in the eastern sky. This probably
also fixes the time of year at late July or early August. An alternative interpretation
of the “Pleiades” as the name of a rival chorus (Calame 2001: 6) need not rule out
the astronomical association: it is plausible that a rival chorus would choose a name
associated with the season of the festival. The element of competition, common in
musical festivals but perhaps also implying athletic competition as part of the festival,
may also be suggested by the comparison of the girls to race horses (Hamilton 1989
467–8), but the metaphor might also highlight the “semi-wild” nature of teenage girls.

The summer-time performance of the festival may clarify another puzzling ele-
ment: the term pharos (61). Normally the word means “robe,” and this makes most
sense in the cultic context. Clothing was regularly dedicated to goddesses, while in
many cults statues were ritually “dressed,” and these practices are well documented
for archaic Sparta (Cole 2004: 213–25). Indeed from the temple of Artemis Orthia
we have many dedications of lead votives representing model textiles as well as 
dedications of loom weights and other equipment for making textiles from both 
Artemis Orthia (fig. 12.2a) and Athena Chalkioikos (Foxhall and Stears 2000). It is
probably also relevant in this context that the start of this section of the poem (36–9)
compares the course of a person’s life to a piece of weaving, an activity specifically
associated with women and the realm of the feminine. The lavish descriptions of the
girls’ clothing (64–8), a common concern of teenage girls in all periods of history,
may also be significant for the cultic context. Similarly, the representations of female
clothing in the tiny lead votives are carefully crafted to emphasize that they are rich
and ornate (fig. 12.2b). However, one late antique commentator has suggested that
the word “pharos” means “plough” here, and this has been accepted by some mod-
ern scholars (Calame 2001: 5). But, since this is the time of year at which ploughs
and ploughing are least significant in Greek farming for the earth is baked hard, this
seems less relevant than the cultic association with clothing.

One of the most interesting features of this poem (cf. Alcman 3) is the way in
which the relationships of the girls with each other are portrayed. The chorus addresses
Hegisichora as “cousin” in line 52, and though we should not necessarily read this
literally to assume that the girls are all related, it does imply that they are very close
and accustomed to doing a number of activities as a group. The whooper swan 
(Cygnus cygnus) to which the chorus compares itself (100–1, in contrast to the lone
girl screeching like an owl, 86–7) is a significant image here, for these swans sing
only when they are in large groups; in the breeding season they are solitary and silent
(Peterson et al. 1965: 43). The mimicry of teenage girls’ conversation in lines 64–91
also highlights the intense, erotic bonds of affection between the girls, expressed in
terms reminiscent of Sappho’s poetry. It is probable that this reflects the Spartan
social system in which both boys and girls were educated in age-groups, spending a
considerable amount of time with their age-mates and away from their own families,
and thus developing strong affective relationships with each other (Calame 2001:
214–19). It may well be the case that the rite for which this poem was written served
to mark a transition in age and life stage – the performance of the poem happening
as night turned into day must have served to emphasize its transitory nature.
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The poems for young girls by Alcman are complemented by some of his more
fragmentary lyrics apparently written for choruses of young men. F2 seems to be
dedicated to the Dioskouroi and F46, F47, F48 feature Apollo; these are all deities
whose cults were significant for young men and their developing masculinity in 
Sparta.

Most worthy of reverence from all gods and men, they dwell in a god-built home (beneath
the earth, always alive), Castor – tamers of swift steeds, skilled horsemen – and glori-
ous Polydeuces.

(Alcman F2, Campbell)

The survival of all this poetry probably indicates the very great importance attached
to gender- and age-related social groupings in archaic Spartan society, and the mark-
ing through cultic performance of the transition from one life stage to the next. For
the smooth operation of Spartan society, each different age/gender group had its
own specific functions: girls developed into women who married, wove, and bore
children while boys grew into men who were warriors. The orderliness of gendered
hierarchies and categories is reflected in the dedications found in Spartan sanctuar-
ies. For Artemis Orthia, the rites most often described by later authors (Pausanias
3.16.10) focus on boys and men and these have often been associated with the numer-
ous dedications of lead votives in the shape of warriors starting in the late seventh
century (fig. 12.2c). However, as noted above, there are also numerous dedications
of model textiles and textile-making equipments such as loom weights (fig. 12.2a).
Loomweights, many inscribed, also appear in the sanctuary of Athena Chalkioikos,
but here there are also distinctively male votives, notably Athenian Panathenaic
amphorae won by Spartan men in the famous Panathenaic games (Dickins 1906–7;
1907–8). In contrast the series of disturbing, grotesque masks from Artemis Orthia
are regularly indeterminate in gender, and this may have enhanced their scariness
(fig. 12.1). None of this implies gender equality in archaic Sparta; rather it highlights
the primacy of order, each group in its place fulfilling its allotted role ostensibly for
the benefit of the community as a whole.

Gender and Material Culture

Exploring gender through material objects is a difficult exercise in the best of 
circumstances, but for the world of archaic Greece the problems are compounded
by the particularly skewed and fragmentary nature of the archaeological record. Many
successful settlements of archaic times have been obliterated by the classical, Roman
and later cities which succeeded them; so it is difficult to see the “urban” and 
rural landscapes of the period. Moreover, classical archaeologists have traditionally
focused on monumental buildings, sanctuaries, cemeteries and the art associated 
with them, which offer only a partial view of the operation of gender and social 
organization.
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Gender and housing in archaic Greece
In an important article and a book Ian Morris (1999a; 2000: 280–6) presents what
he sees as a new mode of gender relations emerging in eighth century Greece. In
contrast with the “more flexible” (Morris 1999a: 265) structures of gender he per-
ceives in Iron Age Greece, Morris argues that the new sense of community focused
on the male citizen made life more restrictive for women. This, he claims, can be
discerned in the social construction of space, in particular with what he identifies as
the emergence of the “courtyard house.” Following Nevett (1999), he associates
this development with structures of gender characteristic of the classical world 
(especially Athens) in which women become associated with private domestic space
(to which access was controlled by men) while simultaneously they were excluded
from public spaces. Morris tracks the evolution of domestic architecture from the
one-room apsidal houses characteristic of iron age Greece, to rectilinear houses, 
followed by the “appearance” of courtyard houses at Zagora on Andros in the later
eighth century.

One obvious problem with this hypothesis, which Morris himself acknowledges
(1999a: 265), is that few Iron Age and eighth-century houses are known or pub-
lished, and there are even fewer from the seventh and sixth centuries. This makes it
hard to locate those we have securely within larger social and political contexts or
to test Morris’ assumption that these houses were designed for nuclear families.
Concomitantly, it is difficult to understand the development of houses and house-
holds over the period. Moreover, there is considerable regional variation, so that 
rectilinear houses emerge at different times in different parts of the Greek world. At
Old Smyrna the eighth-century town contained a mix of apsidal, oval, and rectilin-
ear houses (Coldstream 1977: 304). At Zagora virtually all units were rectilinear 
from the earliest occupation of the site before 800 (Cambitoglou et al. 1971: 27),
perhaps in part because the local schist and marble fractures easily into squared blocks.
Examples from Magna Graecia, where the use of space was complex and sometimes
rather different from “old Greece,” may also muddy the waters. For example, the
best known sixth-century houses in the chora of Metapontion consist of three rows
of three rooms, a type which persisted into classical times alongside the “courtyard
house” (figure 25.1).

A closer look at the intriguing site of Zagora (figure 25.2) does, however, raise
some interesting questions about gender and social organization in early archaic times,
and allows a re-examination of Morris’ ideas. The cluster of rooms and courtyards
at Zagora was not built all at once but grew organically over the course of just over 
a century (from shortly before 800 to the abandonment of the site early in the sev-
enth century), and was constantly under modification. This is clear from the many
walls which butt up against other walls but are not keyed into them, as well as the
many units which are subsequently subdivided. The excavators of the site were con-
sequently able to work out an elaborate relative chronology of the various walls and
units.13 Indeed the excavators of the site talk about “units” rather than houses, rooms,
or courtyards since it is not always clear where one “house” stops and another starts
(Cambitoglou et al. 1971: 13; 1988: 154). None of this should be very surprising
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Figure 25.1 Farmhouses in the chora of Metaponto: (a) Cugno del Pero, sixth century
bc; (b) Fattoria Fabrizio, fourth century bc, perhaps built on the plan of a sixth-century
house on the site
Source: After Adamesteanu (1974) and Carter (2006: 139, fig. 4.3).

Figure 25.2 Zagora, Andros
Source: After Coldstream (1977: 307, fig. 97).
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since families’ perceived needs for space change rapidly over the course of their 
lifecycles. The example that Morris cites14 to demonstrate the supposed change from
a “megaron-type” house to a “courtyard type” house is the division of units H32
to create in addition units H24 and H25, with modifications to H43/H26/H27,
and the addition of H40/H41/H42 (figure 25.2).15 However, these changes could
as easily be interpreted as the subdivision and extension of a “house” to accommo-
date changing family needs over time (see below). The result of the modification
bears little resemblance to the courtyard houses of classical times.

It is perhaps more useful to ask what kinds of families might have lived at Zagora.
Unroofed courtyards were a feature of the site from the beginning. Moreover, some
rooms are very large: a good example is H19 built with a substantial bench and a
central hearth but also containing a number of spindle whorls as well as a (masculine?)
drinking assemblage (fine ware amphora, skyphoi, kraters) and cooking pots. In front
of H19 is a large court (H21). By the final phase of the site, three two-room units
(H34–H35; H28–H29; H22–H23) are arranged on either side of H19–H21.16 The
location of and finds in H19–H21, as well as the large size of the area strongly sug-
gest that a range of different activities was performed in this space by different 
people at different times. It is possible that groups of people closely related to each
other lived in the three adjoining units (H34–H35; H28–H29; H22–H23) but shared 
H19–H21 as common space for particular kinds of activities such as men’s drinking
parties or women’s textile working groups (figure 25.2). In light of this interpreta-
tion, the modification and extension surrounding the large courts H43 (figure 25.2)
and H33 (figure 25.2) might represent similar extended family groups living in the
adjacent smaller units, but sharing courtyard and other room space (H41?) for joint
activities.

We know that family relationships were important for archaic social and political
organization, and we should therefore expect close family relationships to be signi-
ficant for housing. It would not be unreasonable to suppose that parents, adult 
children with families of their own, siblings and even cousins might live close to each
other and engage in some activities in kin-groups larger than the nuclear family. 
Hence, one could envisage the courts and rooms of Zagora as a series of kin-based
compounds rather than as a group of nuclear-family houses, though any such inter-
pretation is speculative at the present state of our knowledge.

The Athenian agora: inventing public space

It is clear from the example of Zagora that conceptualizations of domestic living
space and how it was entwined with ideologies of family, gender, and political and
social order may have been somewhat different in archaic times than in the classical
period. The long-term excavations of the Athenian agora offer another example of
how notions of space and gender changed in early Greece, and in particular how
the developing distinction between public and private space might relate to notions
of gender.17

Down to the end of the eighth century the Athenian agora, located at the heart
of the ancient city of Athens, was full of graves and remains of private houses, and
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there is no indication that the public, civic space of political activities was physically
separated from the private space of households (figure 25.3).18 The area of the later
Tholos in the south-west corner of the agora housed a cemetery in late Geometric
times (Young 1939) (figures 25.3, 25.4). Just south-west of the later agora 
precinct, on a main road leading into it at the foot of the Areopagus, a cemetery
was also established in the eighth century (Young 1951) (figure 25.5, table 25.1).

Table 25.1 Archaic cemetery south-west of the Athenian agora

Graves of the sixth century bc Total

Men 9 [I, ad] 10 [I, ad] 11 [I] 16 [I] 17 [I] 5
Women 4 [I, ad] 5 [I] 12 [I] 14 [I] 21 [I] 5
Child 3 [urn] 15 [I] 2
Unknown 6 [C] 7 [C] 8 [?] 13 [I] 18 [I] 19 [C] 20 [C] 7
Total 19

Numbers are grave numbers assigned by Young.
I = inhumation; C = cremation; ad = adolescent; urn = urn burial.
Source: From Young (1951).

Figure 25.3 Early burials in and around the Athenian Agora
Source: After Camp (1986).
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Archaeologically the seventh century is an enigmatic period in Athens. However, (1)
the remains of a seventh century house near the Geometric cemetery in the south-
west corner of the agora, (2) the presence of seventh-century wells and graves, along
with traces of residential debris scattered around the precinct,19 and (3) evidence for
graves in the cemetery south-west of the agora and on the lower, eastern slope of
Kolonaios agoraios dating to the seventh and even the sixth centuries, all suggest
that at this time the separation of civic, public space from private space had not yet
developed in Athens.20

Building C, D, and F are the earliest “public” buildings in the agora, located in
its south-west corner. Building C (located under the “Old Bouleuterion”) dates to
the early sixth century, and its function is unclear. The earliest phases of Buildings
D and F date to the middle of the sixth century.21 By the later sixth century the
south side of this complex (Building F) consisted of a large hall with a double colon-
nade oriented roughly E-W, with a line of smaller rooms on the S side and a cluster
of rooms and out-buildings on the W side (figure 25.4). On its N side were two
large barbecue pits, suggesting some kind of communal or civic dining on a large
scale. Its function is uncertain, but since it is situated on the site of the later Tholos,
adjacent to the site of the Old Bouleuterion, both associated in classical times with
the Council and the Prytany, it is often assumed that Buildings C, D, and F housed
some of the same functions for an early Athenian council (Thompson and Wycherley
1972: 27). Another possibility, not necessarily mutually exclusive with the first, is
that it housed the Peisistratid family, who ruled Athens as tyrants between 546 and

0 5 10 15 20 metres
Great Drain

Roadway

Old Bouleuterion

Building F

Boundary stone
of the Agora

Barbeque
pits

Roadway

Geometric
cemetery

N

a

Figure 25.4 Athenian Agora, area of the Tholos (south-west corner), end of the sixth
century bc
Source: After Camp (1986).
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510 (Camp 2001: 35). Significantly, these structures respected the boundaries of
the late Geometric cemetery and did not impinge on it.

Two interesting things happened in and around the agora about this time. The
first is that the cemetery south-west of the agora was enclosed by a wall and became
more heavily used (Young 1951: 74, 78) (figure 25.5). Some of the sixth century
graves disturbed earlier burials of the eighth and seventh centuries. The latest burials
in the cemetery date to about 500. It does not appear that this cemetery was 
reserved for “great heroes” (Morris 1987: 68) or important men. Of the 19 burials
belonging to the sixth century, skeletal remains could not be sexed for seven, five
were men of various ages, five were women of various ages and two were children
(table 25.1). The idea that graves belonged well away from public, civic space, indeed
outside the city walls because they were a potential source of ritual pollution, thus
seems to be an idea of the fifth century and later which had not yet developed (Young
1951: 68). On the other hand, it is interesting that once buildings with a public
function were constructed in the south-west corner of the agora, apparently it did
not seem appropriate to re-use the adjacent Geometric cemetery, even though its
boundaries were acknowledged by the builders. This might suggest the need to put
at least some physical distance between the dead and the living as part of a devel-
oping ideology of civic space, and the separation of “public” and “private” realms.

It is possible that the Peisistratid family appropriated the cemetery just south-west
of the agora as a family grave plot (Morris 1987: 68). If they resided in the build-
ings in the south-west corner of the agora, this cemetery would have been conve-
niently close, and highly visible, given its location on a main road leading to the agora.
Against this interpretation, it is clear that in the fifth century Athenians recognized
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Figure 25.5 Schematic plan of the archaic cemetery south-west of the Athenian Agora
Source: After Young (1951: 71).
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and respected the integrity of this cemetery: after the destruction of the city by the
Persians in 479 part of the west wall enclosing the cemetery was rebuilt and the
cemetery survived intact until the late fifth century (Young 1951: 73–4, 77). Given
the fifth century Athenian rejection of tyranny and the Peisistratid family associated
with it, this careful treatment of the cemetery would be surprising for grave plots
closely associated with the Peisistratids. An alternative possibility is that Building F
constituted the residence of the Archon and his family for the year in which he held
office. Any members of the family who died during that time might have been buried
in this cemetery. If this suggestion is correct, it implies that elite status was more
important than gender for access to “public space,” insofar as that notion was de-
veloped in sixth century Athens. This is not to suggest that women took part in
political life, but rather that civic space was not yet defined as exclusively male. Instead,
it could have been the territory of high-status families, although men alone were
active in politics.

The second development, dating to the third quarter of the sixth century, was 
the erection of the south-east Fountain House, just on the southern edge of the
agora. Water was conveyed a considerable distance into the building from the east
in terracotta pipes running under the street (Camp 2001: 35). At about this time
there is a spate of black-figured Athenian vases featuring women collecting water
from fountain houses (figure 25.6; Boardman 1974: 112), and the Roman author

Figure 25.6 Women collecting water from a fountain house; black-figure painting on a
hydria (water jar) attributed to the Priam Painter, 520–510 bc
Source: Toledo Museum of Art, 1961.23.
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Pausanias (1.14.1) credited Peisistratus with improving the Athenian water supply
by the construction of fountain houses at this time (Tölle-Kastenbein 1994: 73–4).
Whether or not this particular fountain can actually be attributed to Peisistratus, it
is interesting that by the end of the sixth century, the public buildings of the agora
cluster for the most part on the western side, while the south-east Fountain House,
though still within the precinct of the agora, is at the margins of the space on which
civic activity apparently focused. The boundary stones which by now separated off
the agora as designated public space situated at its south-west entrance date to the
very end of the sixth century.

Collecting water, and making sure that families have adequate supplies of water
was a stereotypically feminine job in archaic and classical Greece, as the numerous
images on vases indicate (Lewis 2002: 71–4). Fountain houses were therefore places
associated with feminine activities, where it was legitimate for women to go and to
socialize. The insertion of a fountain house into an area where male-oriented 
public and civic activities were already located at the time of its construction is thus
remarkable. The south-east Fountain House could have been built outside the agora,
to the east closer to the spring which was its source of water. That it was deliber-
ately set within the agora constitutes an important statement about the significance
and place of women in civic and communal life: certainly included but literally at
the edges. It also suggests that improvements undertaken communally need not 
be solely for the benefit of men, since fountain houses would have had their most
immediate and positive impact on the lives of women in the city.

Conclusions: Gender in Context

The demarcation of gender, alongside age and status, was extremely important as
an organizing principle in archaic Greek societies. Clearly delineated categories of
gender signified social order. An ideology of gender dichotomy comes through strongly
in our written sources: the realm of feminine activities, behaviors and concerns was
different and often separate from those of the male world. These discrete realms at
times engaged with each other and at other times came into conflict. Although men
generally seem to maintain overall control, women are not simply passive. Public
roles for women appear to have centered in religion and ritual – where a feminine
public voice was acceptable. Women were never rulers or openly part of political life
as far as we know – Sappho’s possible “political” comments are veiled and focused
on her brother, a close relative (fr. 5), just as women who appear in male company
do so at home within the family. However the extent to which these ideologies were
actually played out in “real life” is impossible to ascertain. The strong dichotomies
which come through in written sources are perhaps not so strong in the material
cultural record.

Although, not surprisingly, there are strong similarities with the ideologies of 
gender we know from classical times, we should not think that gender operated in
exactly the same ways in the archaic period. On the other hand, I do not believe
that gender roles were “more flexible” in archaic times. For example, acceptance of
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the idea that women could be considered legitimate objects of physical violence seems
to be more obvious in archaic sources than in classical times, whatever the reality.

In archaic Greece, gendered behavior was set within different social and political
contexts, where the network of social relations in which a person was embedded
gave a different significance to the individual or the household than we know from
classical times. In communities like Zagora, related families may have lived in close
proximity to each other. It is likely that family networks placed limits on the autonomy
of both men and women, though it is likely that these limits imposed more on women
if we are to believe Sappho’s voice. Moreover, we have seen a different relation-
ship of family/kin group to community than we see in classical times, though we
cannot presume that these relationships were the same in all archaic communities.
Many poleis seem to have been little more than a consensus between rival groups
of elite families, competing with each other, as depicted in the poetry of Alcaeus,
Solon and others. Women were caught up in these rivalries and sometimes must
have been important players.

Were there dramatic changes in ideologies of gender in the eighth century? I think
not. Certain themes appear to span the period: Homer’s Hera locates herself and
operates within the Olympian family as much as Sappho does; the girls of Alcman’s
choruses are not depicted as individuals, they are a group, albeit a significant one
within the community, crucial for its continuity and reproduction (Calame 2001).
But the operation of gender was not static either: what changed gradually over time
was the shape of political settings themselves. This in turn had a profound impact
on how deeply embedded gender ideologies were fitted to the changing notions of
community which eventually became the classical polis.

NOTES

1 I am grateful to Lorna Hardwick, André Lardinois, and Kurt Raaflaub for their helpful
and supportive comments on this chapter.

2 On women and gender in Homer, see Graziosi and Haubold 2005: 95–119; Graziosi
and Haubold 2003; Schein 1996; Cohen 1995; Doherty 1995; Austin 1994; Felson-
Rubin 1994; Katz 1991; Easterling 1991; Winkler 1990: 129–61; Naerebout 1987;
Murnaghan 1986; Foley 1978; Beye 1974.

3 Naerebout 1987: 126–7; Graziosi and Haubold 2005: 115–18.
4 Quotations from the Iliad are in the translation of Lattimore 1951.
5 On Pandora and the origin and nature of women in Hesiod see Clay 2003: 101–3, 

116–25; Ogden 1998; Brown 1997; Zeitlin 1995; Vernant 1980: 168–85; Loraux 1981:
75–117; Arthur 1973.

6 Remarkably little has been written specifically about Semonides’ misogynistic iambic; see
Hubbard 1994 (mostly focused on the date of the poem); Easterling 1989; Lloyd-Jones
1975.

7 Quotations from Semonides are in the translation of Gerber 1999b.
8 Fr. 7.116–18, quoted above, and in the poetry of Alcaeus and Sappho, see below.
9 Bartol 1992: 66; West 1974: 22–39.

10 Stehle 1997: 237–40; Bartol 1992: 66–7, 70.
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11 Quotations from Alcaeus and Sappho are in the translation of Campbell 1982.
12 Winkler 1990: 176–8; duBois 1995: 101, 104–5; Greene 2002: 98–9.
13 Cambitoglou et al. 1971: 13–20, 29–31, 33–6; 1988: 71, 151–4.
14 Morris 1999a: 268–9 and figs. 14.3a and 14.3b; 2000: 282 and figs. 7.7a and 7.7b.
15 Developed by Morris from the discussion of the excavators, but not following their inter-

pretation (Cambitoglou et al. 1988: 107–16).
16 H34–H35 are in fact the earliest rooms of this complex in its present configuration

(Cambitoglou et al. 1988: 151, 153), but H19 and H22 had Middle Geometric floors,
and the present Late Geometric walls may have replaced Middle Geometric walls
(Cambitoglou et al. 1988: 154).

17 On notions of “public” and “private” space in ancient Greece see Vernant 1983; Jameson
1990a and 1990b; Nevett 1994; Morris 1998c; Goldberg 1999; Ault 2000; Antonaccio
2000; Foxhall 2000; Cahill 2002.

18 On the Athenian agora see Camp 1986; 1990; 2001; Thompson and Wycherley 1972;
Wycherley 1957. There is no reliable evidence for the existence of an “old agora” 
pre-dating the site of the classical agora. The idea is based on a fragment of the second
century bce writer Apollodoros (FGrH 244 F 113; see also Wycherley 1957: 224 –5,
no. 731), who located the shrine of Aphrodite Pandemos in an “old agora,” probably
in a misguided attempt to explain the cult title. See Thompson and Wycherley 1972:
19; Wycherley 1957: 1.

19 Brann 1961; Young 1939.
20 Young 1951; Thompson and Wycherley 1972: 15–20.
21 Camp 2001: 34–5; Thompson and Wycherley 1972: 24–9.
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The Study of the Symposion

The symposion was, together with the gymnasium and the circuit of international 
festival games, the focus of aristocratic culture in the archaic age. The modern recog-
nition of the importance of this phenomenon began with the first attempts to define
a specific period of archaic Greek history which could be seen as differing from the
classical age, in the lectures of Jacob Burckhardt, which were first given at Basel
University in 1872, but not published until thirty years later (1898–1902), after his
death.1 Thereafter little attention was paid to the symposion until the late 1960s, when
various trends in archaic cultural history began to come together (Murray 1990: 1–13).
Under the influence of studies on oral poetry, the importance of understanding the
place and purpose of performance of early Greek poetry led to an increasing inter-
est in the relation between Greek drinking customs and the forms and genres of
Greek lyric and elegiac poetry.2 In art history the study of the relation between shape,
function, and iconography in Greek vases began to focus on the fact that most archaic
Greek pottery was intended for use in the drinking party (Fehr 1971; Lissarrague
1990a). Finally the identification by archaeologists of a type of room specifically designed
for male drinking parties (the andron), and of later groups of such rooms intended
for use at sanctuaries such as Brauron, Perachora and Corinth, provided a physical
location for the rituals of the drinking party.3 These various trends towards an 
interest in the function of cultural artifacts were brought together for the first time
in a conference held in 1984, when scholars working on all the various disciplines
involved in the study of early Greek history became aware of the interlocking nature
of their separate discoveries. Since 1990 the study of the symposion has become a
preoccupation of researchers working in all areas of archaic cultural history, and has
come to be seen as the centre of aristocratic artistic patronage, and the focus of a
specific aristocratic lifestyle.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

The Culture of the Symposion

Oswyn Murray
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The Evidence

It is indeed strange that this interest is so recent. The Greeks themselves were fas-
cinated by the variety of rituals of conviviality that they observed both within their
own culture and in other cultures; they often had a tendency to define periods 
within their own history and the characteristics of other civilizations in terms of their
eating and drinking habits. In the second century ad this literature on conviviality
was distilled into the encyclopaedic work of Athenaeus of Naucratis: his book, the
Deipnosophistae or “Professors at the Feast,” one of the longest surviving books from
antiquity, was organized as a banquet of words, according to the order of the various 
dishes or topics that might be found in a contemporary banquet, and presented in
the form of imagined conversations during it. That is, like many ancient encyclope-
dias and collections, its organization is based, not on the arbitrary order of the alpha-
bet, but on a principle derived from its own subject matter; this enabled the reader
to find quickly the topic that interested him, while allowing the possibility of more
or less continuous reading as a literary work.4 The sheer length and comprehensiveness
of this compilation has meant that, like the interest of the Greeks themselves, our
interest in many areas of research is inevitably focused on the literary fragments of
lost works and descriptions of rituals or customs which concern food and drink. We
know more about Greek conviviality than about any other aspect of ancient Greek
life, and we have more fragments of archaic poetry (and of comic poetry) concerned
with this subject than any other.

The functions of early Greek poetry involved both entertainment and instruction,
together with the presentation of cultural values; in an oral society attempts to dis-
seminate or preserve statements of value are often expressed in rhythmic or poetic
form, in order to facilitate their memorizing and transmission. Although writing existed
in archaic Greece for a variety of purposes (not least the preservation of poetic texts),
poetry remained a dominant means of disseminating information; and many of the
characteristic forms of poetic discourse are related to the symposion and developed
within it. Elegiac poetry, designed to be performed to the accompaniment of the
flute, was the main focus for descriptive, normative, and hortatory discourse. Military 
exhortation, whose characteristic is its second person plural address to the listeners,
is now believed to be intended for performance at the military symposion in Asia Minor,
Sparta and elsewhere.5 The collection of sympotic poetry which has come down under
the name of Theognis of Megara is concerned with the social and moral values of
an aristocratic elite which felt increasingly threatened by the power of new money
and low birth; the poetry of Solon and others expresses wider political concerns 
using the traditional sympotic framework; the poetry of Alcaeus reflects the concerns
of the political hetaireia (Rösler 1980). While choral lyric is related to the dances
performed at religious festivals, the various monodic lyric metres reflect the songs
sung in symposia. This lyric poetry, designed to be sung by solo performers to the
lyre, offers many more personal themes: reflections on death and the transitory 
nature of human pleasures, and on the power of love (always from the point of view
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of the lover whether the object of his love is male or female) produced a poetry of
refinement and elegance. Many of the poetic forms reflect the context of the sym-
posion, for instance the catena in which each couplet or stanza sets a theme to be
taken up by the next singer in the group, or the Attic form known as the skolion or
drinking song, commemorating exploits of the Athenian aristocracy.

Since the eighteenth century the collecting, description, and cataloguing of Greek
vases has been a major preoccupation of the art world: the majority of these vases
were found in funerary contexts, initially in Etruscan tombs, but later also in a num-
ber of major Greek sites in Italy such as Spina and Agrigento.6 The representations
on these vases were originally studied for their contribution to the history of Greek
religion, and symposion scenes were neglected, classified among “scenes of reality”
or “everyday life.” More recently it has become obvious that these symposion scenes
are the commonest single set of representations on Attic Black and Red Figure vases,
as well as being strongly represented on Corinthian and Laconian vases (figures 26.1
and 26.2); scenes of a sympotic nature are also frequent in representations of the
gods and heroes, notably of course Dionysus. Moreover the designation “scenes of
reality” is fundamentally misleading; for these representations are highly stylized and
formulaic, manipulating a set of stock attributes of the sympotic world, at the same

Figure 26.1 Symposium, featuring a cuirass and two helmets behind the diners, Middle
Corinthian krater, Athana Painter, ca. 600–570 bc
Source: Louvre E629; photo La Licorne, courtesy Musée du Louvre.
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time as being intensely original and
competitive: each painter seeks to create
a new mode of representation, and so 
to demonstrate his superiority over his
rivals. François Lissarrague has shown in
a fundamental study that these images
themselves participate in the rituals of the
symposion: they play games and make jokes
for the amusement of the drinkers; they
are themselves part of the entertainment
(1990a; see below). For the first time
humor, visual jokes, and puns have been
shown to be an essential component of
Greek art; and the artist is revealed as
being at least as sophisticated a particip-
ant in the entertainment of the sympo-
sion as his contemporaries, the poets. In
order to understand the thought-world
of the symposion we therefore need to

study vase-painting and lyric poetry together, and neither of these two art forms makes
sense outside their context.

The painted vase was of course decorated in respect of its practical use within the
symposion. Particular shapes were created for particular functions: the krater or mix-
ing bowl served to mix wine and water; the hydra and the amphora contained the
liquid; various forms of jug were used for serving it, and Athenaeus devotes the whole
of book 11 of his Deipnosophistae to an alphabetical catalogue of cup-shapes used
for drinking. Many of the surviving representations themselves show cups and jugs
lined up along the base of the vase, or hanging on the walls of the room portrayed.
Etruscan tombs in many centres (such as Tarquinia and Caere) were decorated as
symposion rooms, and furnished with the necessary vessels together with large quant-
ities of wine in storage amphorae for drinking in the Etruscan version of the afterlife.7

From such evidence it is possible to reconstruct the activities of symposiasts and the
uses of their utensils. Other cups are far too large for use, and must have hung on
the walls of the andron as decoration.

The andron itself or specialized drinking room is marked out by a number of 
characteristics, which are not of course all present in each example. These include
the existence of a water supply, drainage and a washable floor, and stone benches
or fixings for the legs of wooden couches around the walls of the room. Above 
all the size of the room is conditioned by the needs of the drinking party: it is 
normally square in shape; each wall holds an equal number of couches together 
with the end of the couch on the next wall, while the entrance wall has its door
placed off centre to accommodate the door in relation to the number of couches
on that wall. It has long been noticed that standard sizes of these rooms can be
expressed in terms of the number of couches they could accommodate, from 7 to
11 to 15 (McCartney 1934); Birgitta Bergquist has pointed out another consequence

Figure 26.2 Boeotian symposium: a man
talking to a new arrival while reclining on a
couch, being served wine by an adult male
attendant, Boeotian kantharos of ca. 560 bc
Source: Louvre MNE 1172; photo by Bibi 
Saint-Pol.
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of the principle of mutual communication required by the symposion, that the 
diagonal across the room must be compatible with the participation of all the group
in the conversations, singing rituals and games: later and larger banqueting halls 
can often be shown by their plans and floor decoration to have been intended to 
be divided in use for more than one sympotic group.8 Another common character-
istic of these rooms is that they are often positioned close to the street entrance 
and away from the women’s quarters: in many cases they have grander decoration
and even vestibules with architectural features.9 From the late fifth century public
dining rooms of this type are found in city centres or religious sanctuaries, arranged
in rows within hestiatoria, presumably for dining by an elite of magistrates or priests.10

It has indeed been suggested that such rooms were also used for other purposes,
and that is no doubt true (Jameson 1990b: 188–91). But the particular features 
mentioned above mean that the rooms were architecturally designed with a specific
function in mind, much as the dining-room in modern bourgeois architecture may
be defined by its size, its lack of provision for soft furnishings, its closeness to 
the kitchen and the presence of a hatchway, or the front parlor in working-class 
nineteenth-century terrace houses by its superior decoration and closeness to the 
front door: the fact that both may be used for many functions (bicycle storage, 
television, multigym) does not affect their original architectural functions or their
designation in estate agent’s jargon as a place for special ritual occasions like the 
dinner party, or for the reception of important visitors like the vicar or laying out
the dead.

Basic Rules

“Drinking Greek style” (Graeco more bibere) meant adopting a specific set of customs
which were regarded as quintessentially Greek. Whereas (as the Greeks themselves
insisted) the Greek gods and the Homeric heroes had feasted seated on chairs or
benches, later Greeks at the symposion reclined on the left elbow, lying on couches
containing never more than two to a couch, facing from left to right along the walls
of the room. There was an insistence on equality among the participants, with no
more than the selection of one member as basileus or symposiarchos to guide the group
activities, mainly by deciding the mixture of wine and water, and the forms of enter-
tainment for the evening: the number in the group was restricted by the need to
participate in the various activities to no more than 30 (3, 7, 11, or 15 couches with
2 to a couch). Other essential features of this ritualized drinking include the abso-
lute prohibition on respectable citizen women being present, and the separation of
the time of eating (the deipnon) from the time of drinking; many of these aspects
distinguish the Greek symposion from the rituals of conviviality among the Etruscans
and the Romans, despite the fact that these are derived from Greek practices and
are in many respects deeply influenced by them. The ritual was centred around the
krater or mixing bowl in which wine and water were mixed according to traditional
criteria. The food served at this point seems to have been limited to nuts, barley
cakes, chickpeas, and other thirst-creating snacks, although the scenes on vases 
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display a wider range of breads and large slabs of meat, perhaps in a composite 
representation of different stages in the deipnon and symposion, or in an evocation
of heroic or divine feasting.

Origins

Ritual forms of feasting or commensality are common to most societies, ancient and
modern: from a cultural point of view they are basically forms of display and/or
enjoyment, and in relation to other aspects of the culture they can be classified 
in terms of their functions of emphasizing either shared values in relation to the 
community or the group, or the superiority of the individual ruler or elite group
over those excluded from the feast. It is clear that Greek culture possessed from its
origins two forms of feasting. The first is related to practices of sacrifice, in which
the worshipers either ate on site the sacrificial meat, or sometimes took it away for
consumption elsewhere: priests might receive special privileges or cuts, but others
seem to have shared equally as members of the community; other feasts of a similar
religious nature also existed, with the characteristic of being inclusive of all com-
munity members, at least of the male sex. These rituals may be said to perform the
function of creating communal values.11

The Homeric feast on the other hand appears to be exclusive, in that it relates 
to the self-definition of an elite group within the society: this group is naturally 
that of the leaders (basileis) and their warrior retainers.12 The feast takes place in the
megaron or great hall: it appears to be an intrinsic part of the lifestyle of the Homeric
aristocracy:

Eumaeus, this must surely be the fine house of Odysseus: it would be easy to recog-
nize and pick out even among many. There are buildings on buildings, and the court
is well fenced with a wall and cornice, and the double gates are well protected: no man
could force it. And I see that many men are feasting within, for the smell of fat is there,
and the lyre sounds, which the gods have made as companion of the feast.

(Odyssey 17.264–71)

As the Greeks themselves noted, the participants in these feasts are seated, the por-
tions of meat reflect the honor or merit of the warriors, and there is no separation
between eating and drinking. Women are not entirely excluded, but seem already
to play a minor role: only married women are usually present, they take no part in
the action and appear to be excluded from the eating of meat and drinking of wine.13

Nevertheless the picture given in the Odyssey already seems to reflect the importance
of pleasure and of poetic performance within the feasting rituals.

Within this context the archaic aristocratic symposion seems best regarded as a 
continuation of the Homeric warrior feast involving the adoption and elaboration
of specifically new types of luxurious behavior from the near east; it was initially 
practiced more in elite circles than in the community as a whole; and, although the
rituals came to be more widely adopted and certainly influenced forms of sacrificial
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feasting, they seem to have continued to be seen as an aristocratic activity even into
the classical period. The origin and date of introduction of these new social rituals
can be traced most clearly through iconography (Dentzer 1982). It seems that the
practice of reclining at the feast is derived from the near east, where the earliest dat-
able representation is the seventh-century scene of the victorious king Assurbanipal
in glory, reclining alone with attendants and musicians beside a tree decorated with
the heads of his enemies in the palace of Nimrud; but the eighth-century Hebrew
prophet Amos (6.3–7) already denounces the Jews of Samaria as feasting in luxury
with music and wine on couches inlaid with ivory; the semitic word marzeah is 
used in a number of texts to describe such luxurious feasts. Greek representations
of the reclining banquet are not however directly derived from the Assyrian and near
eastern motif of the king in solitary glory, and only later use this motif as a way of
representing heroic status on funerary monuments; the Greek portrayals start with
the depiction of the group banquet, in which all appear equal. The earliest Greek
representations of such scenes of the reclining banquet are found on early middle
Corinthian kraters in the late seventh century, and the first poet specifically to describe
it is the contemporary Alcman:

seven couches and as many tables crowned with poppy cakes and linseed and sesame
and among the cups . . . honey cakes.

(fr. 19 L–P)

This provides a lower fixed point for the adaptation of the eastern motif of the solit-
ary reclining figure to a depiction of that communal celebration which seems to be
a characteristic contribution of the Greeks.

However, the main period of oriental influences on Greek culture belongs to the
late eighth and early seventh centuries; and I have argued that one of the earliest
Greek inscriptions, that on “Nestor’s cup” of about 725 bc shows a fully developed
sympotic self-referentiality, and suggests by its emphasis on Aphrodite that the 
practice of reclining was now established in Greece; and also that, from early in the
seventh century, the poetry of Archilochus and Callinus already refers to reclining.
The tomb evidence from Etruria and Latium suggests that the developed feasting
rituals of the reclining banquet began to be widely practiced in Italy among the elite
in the late eighth and early seventh centuries, and it has normally been assumed that
these rituals derive from Greek rather than Phoenician practices. The distribution 
of pendent semi-circle Euboic pottery seems to demonstrate a widespread trade in
wine and drinking vessels as well as slaves from this period. It is therefore easier to
see the Greek adoption of a new and specifically eastern form of reclining feasting
ritual as occurring from the late eighth century onwards, and to view the entire 
production of archaic Greek vase painting and of archaic Greek poetry as being
influenced from the start by the rituals of the reclining symposion (Murray 1994).
Indeed the relation of these new practices to the fundamental banquet structure of
the Odyssey and its contrast in this respect with the Iliad may suggest sympotic influence
on the Odyssey itself, and a combination of innovation and continuity within the Greek
poetic tradition which requires further exploration.14

ACA_c26.qxd  25/02/2009  02:44PM  Page 514



The Culture of the Symposion 515

Rituals of Consumption

The occasion as it is presented in the literary evidence is always a special one, a 
festival or the celebration of a sporting or poetic victory, the regular meeting of a
thiasos or other groupings of a religious nature: but Aristotle (NE 8.1160a) makes
it clear that many religious groups met specifically for the dual purpose of sacrifice
and pleasure, and not all religious rituals connected with the symposion were taken
seriously – in the fifth century the profanation of the Mysteries was carried out in 
a sympotic context, and there were even drinking groups which met specifically on
days of ill omen (Murray 1990: 149–61).

In its fully developed form the symposion began with the clearing away of the remains
of the deipnon, and the arrival of the second tables (deuterai trapezai). The leader
poured libations in unmixed wine to the gods, and decided the strength of the mix-
ture of wine and water to be used. The wine was mixed with water in the krater in
proportions discussed by Athenaeus, from two or three of water to one of wine, to
stronger mixes, half-in-half, or two to three or even four or five (Athen. 10.430–1).
Since Greek wine was naturally fermented and sweet, it must normally have reached
the maximum alcohol content at which the yeast is killed off at around 16–17 per-
cent of alcohol (distillation was unknown before the alchemists of the Middle Ages).
Dilution by three to one would have put its alcohol content in the range of modern
beers, and it was drunk in similar quantities.15 The quality was not high: we hear of
no vintages, only local characteristics such as wines from particular islands (the vintage
is a Roman sophistication); the wine was usually drunk young, and must often 
have tasted of the various containers in which it was stored – resin-painted porous
amphorae or goatskins. Sieves were commonly used to remove floating debris.

Unmixed wine was reserved for the gods and heroes; among mortals it was regarded
as a sign of barbarian uncouthness (drinking in the Scythian fashion) and likely to
lead to madness, as with king Cleomenes of Sparta; the tendency of Macedonians
such as Philip and Alexander to drink their wine neat proved their lack of Greek cul-
ture, and inevitably led to excesses such as murder or death by drinking. However,
it is clear that unmixed wine was permitted as part of one practice, the proposis or
toast, often to the beloved in a ritual connected with homosexual pairing between
erastes and eromenos; it seems that this is represented on the many vases which con-
tain “kalos inscriptions,” such as Miltiades kalos or similar statements, both serious
and playful. Later poets deplored the Athenian habit of multiple proposeis, which led
to drunken behavior, and praised the decorum of the Spartan habit of forbidding
the proposis (Critias in Athenaeus 10.432–3).

There has been no systematic study of the capacity of ancient wine containers, but
personal experiment suggests that there are two main sizes of krater, corresponding
perhaps to the number of men in the 7 and 15 couch models for symposia: the smaller
could contain approximately 7 litres, the larger 14. Each emptying of the krater 
therefore represented a round of between a half and 1 litre for each participant, and
it is clear that the successive kraters were considered as a form of sympotic time,
marking successive stages in the symposion:
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Three kraters only do I mix for the temperate – one to health, which they empty first,
the second to love and pleasure, the third to sleep. When this is drunk up wise guests
go home. The fourth krater is ours no longer, but belongs to hybris, the fifth to uproar,
the sixth to drunken revel, the seventh to black eyes. The eighth is the policeman’s,
the ninth belongs to biliousness, and the tenth to madness and hurling the furniture.

(Eubulus in Athenaeus 2.36)

Dionysus was recognized as a wild and untamed god and the dangers of wine in
provoking quarrels, strife and an uncomfortable display of the truth both in word
and character were well known; the true aim of the symposion was rather a measured
release from inhibitions in a communal setting, leading to a form of heightened 
consciousness that could on occasion become possession by the god, or even a 
mystical ecstasy such as is evoked towards the end of Plato’s Symposium. But despite
this goal of self-control there are plenty of scenes on Attic vases of wild behavior
and of vomiting or of kraipale, the hangover.16

The furniture of the symposion was the ultimate expression of aristocratic luxury:
cushions and baskets for transporting provisions together with the walking stick often
appear in the background on vases as shorthand symbols for a sympotic scene where
the attention is directed to other aspects such as sex. Luxury and sophistication marked
the symposion: in Aristophanes’ Wasps the old man Philokleon is taught how to behave
at aristocratic symposia:

Come and lie down, and learn how to be a symposiast and a socialite.
How do I lie then? Come on, tell me.
Elegantly.
You want me to lie like this?
Oh no.
How then?
Straighten your knees and pour yourself over the cushions, limply and athletically.
Then praise one of the bronzes, inspect the ceiling, admire the hangings in the hall.

(Wasps 1208–15)

There were gradations of comfort: characteristically it was alleged that the Spartans
reclined “on the wood” without cushions, in order to demonstrate their toughness
and simplicity. The couch or kline was the most important item of furniture, often
decorated with inlay: in Plato’s Republic the word usually unsuspectingly translated
as “bedmaker” in fact refers to the skilled trade of making couches for the aristo-
cratic symposion. The wealthy father of Demosthenes owned two factories, one for
making swords, the other a couch factory employing 22 slaves; the stock in hand
on his death included ivory (for inlay), iron and wood, gall (for staining) and cop-
per (Demosthenes 27.9–10). In Plato the archetypal skilled craftsman is the “couch
maker” (Republic 597a), who makes not the perfect idea of a couch but simply the
physical couch itself, which is merely an imitation of the form of the couch: the true
sympotic couch is ultimately a single and unique reality, an idea in the mind of God.
Similarly the tables of which Plato talks are the low tables seen beside the couches
in sympotic representations on vases.
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The wealth of potters was proverbial: “potter competes with potter” says Hesiod
(W&D 25); they signed their works with pride both as potters and as painters, and
dedicated monuments on the Athenian acropolis carved by the best and most expen-
sive sculptors. The concept of pleasure expressed in the archaic word euphrosyne com-
bines wine, women and song as experienced in the rituals of the symposion: Plato
may disapprove of pleasure but he finds it difficult to conceive of any form of plea-
sure which is not connected with the symposion.17 The art of conversation itself, espe-
cially on themes literary and philosophical, found its natural home and highest expression
in the symposion (Ford 2002: 25–45). Ultimately art and custom, imagery, and word,
combine in the Greek imaginaire to create a conception of the quintessentially Greek
form of pleasure.

Entertainments

Other forms of luxury became part of the sympotic culture: there was a whole sci-
ence of wreaths and the different meanings of various flowers, of which Athenaeus
gives a glossary in book 15. Perfumed oils and unguents already belonged to the
near eastern tradition. The various types of entertainment at the symposion seem to
have evolved over time. The earliest sympotic poetry was composed by participants
who are full and equal members of the group; the poets exhort their fellow drinkers
and describe their own unmediated emotions. This at least is the impression given
by the surviving fragments of poets down to the mid-sixth century. But thereafter
the tone of the poetry changes and elements of professionalism emerge: Ibycus 
and Anacreon portray generic emotions adapted for performance by others as well
as themselves; Simonides, Bacchylides, and Pindar are clearly poets who composed
and performed as entertainers, and who used their skills to gain entry to the sym-
potic group (Svenbro 1984). Anecdotal and other evidence shows that by the late
sixth-century poets could command high fees for their compositions on special 
occasions, and were retained as court poets in the retinues of tyrants. Thus Ibycus
was associated with the father of Polycrates; Anacreon and Simonides were among
the poets patronized by Hipparchus of the Pisistratid dynasty; Anacreon moved 
to the court of Polycrates where the two are found reclining in the andron when
the fateful message arrived which lured Polycrates to his death (Herod. 3.121).
Simonides’ travels were famous; he spent some time with the Aleuadai of Thessaly
before returning to Athens as poet laureate of the victorious Greeks, and then 
joining Aeschylus at the court of Hieron in Syracuse: he was notorious for his will-
ingness to travel and his meanness with the money he earned. The careers of Pindar
and Bacchylides in the early fifth century belong to the same pattern of aristocratic
patronage centred on victories at the games and the arts of the symposion. This 
combination of sport and alcohol is found in the most famous description of a tyran-
nical symposion, the year-long athletic contests and feasting held for the hand of the
daughter of Cleisthenes of Sicyon, at the end of which the drunken Hippokleides
of Athens danced such obscene dances that he threw away his chances with the 
famous remark “Hippokleides doesn’t care” (Herod. 6.127–9). Perhaps the ultimate
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symbol of the late archaic aristocratic age of refinement is the psykter or wine cooler,
a pottery container designed to float in the wine and cool it: this was fashionable
only for a brief period from the 520s to about 460; its running decoration on the
outside was meant to give an illusion of movement to the hazy vision of the drinkers
as the figures floated round on the surface of the wine in the krater – a succession
of hoplites on dolphins, a mirror image of the drinkers themselves or grotesque satyrs
balancing wine cups on improbable erections – all painted by the greatest artists of
the age, the Kleophrades Painter, Oltos, Douris, and others.

The best known game of skill played at symposia was kottabos, the art of flicking
drops of wine at a target such as a metal pan, so as to make it fall off its stand; the
skill has so far defeated modern devotees. Athenaeus spends almost half a book
(15.665–8) on this Sicilian invention. There were prizes of eggs, cakes, nuts, or kisses,
and the name of a loved one was often uttered at the same time as throwing; there
were complex varieties of the game and even specially designed rooms: kottabos cups
with rings to help direct the droplet are known.

The cups themselves play games with their shapes. There are joke or trick cups
designed to prevent drink from reaching the mouth, or deposit it on the user’s lap;
turning the cup into a mask was a favorite fantasy, by painting eyes on the outside
of cups so that the drinker appears to wear a cup mask as he tilts it back, with the
base (sometimes in the shape of a set of genitals) suggesting a misshapen nose.

There were other forms of professional entertainment. Grotesque padded dancers
appear on Corinthian, Attic, Boeotian, and Laconian pottery from the late seventh
century; they are perhaps the precursors of those acrobats and mime artists found
for instance in Xenophon’s Symposium, and may indeed have influenced the devel-
opment of the choral and dramatic festivals. The akletos, or uninvited guest, appears
as almost a standard feature from Odysseus the beggar onwards (and is still retained
in the only surviving modern example of the classical reclining banquet, the Jewish
Seder or Passover); he was expected to entertain the drinkers as a form of licensed
fool, and can be found portrayed in the painted Tomb of the Diver (Paestum), as
in the figure of Alcibiades entering Plato’s Symposium late and already drunk.18

The practice of reclining restricted the size of the group; the long rituals, intimate
space and competitive elements of the symposion created a powerful psychological
unifying effect on the participants which is discussed by Plato in the Laws, and resulted
in a form of bonding outside the norms of the polis and the social constraints of
the family. The symposion was a place apart with its own rules and code of behavior:
Andocides (On the Mysteries 48–69) claims that breaking the relation of trust (pistis)
uniting the group was morally so dreadful that it could be weighed against being
responsible for the death of one’s own father and other innocent family members.

Citizen women were prohibited from participating in the symposion;19 but the plea-
sures of Aphrodite were one of its defining characteristics: slave women are present
from the earliest artistic representations. Sometimes they practice a musical skill, as
the flute players whose hiring price was regulated by Athenian law; sometimes they
dance. But for the most part they are simply present as hetairai, a word coined 
to reflect the male hetairoi (companions) who are the members of the drinking 
group: they climb on the couches, are often shown naked (the symposiasts until very
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drunk are normally represented as at least half clothed) and are expected to engage
in sex. This explains the absence of the missionary position in Greek art, for the
woman is the active and dominant member of the partnership. Often they are shown
indulging in group activities: it has been said that the only team sport known to the
Greeks is sex, and they play a full part in the komos or drunken procession. Hetairai
were courtesans rather than prostitutes: they were often highly trained in the vari-
ous skills of the symposion, and commanded great prestige and high prices: Corinth,
the home of sacred prostitution in the temple of Aphrodite, was a famous training
ground. They were often owned by individuals, or (since they were expensive to
purchase, and were unlikely to be needed every evening) they could be shared between
a couple of men; it was however thought proper to get rid of one’s hetaira on mar-
riage. Their lives were in many respects more free than those of citizen women, and
their opportunities greater: but the distance between their status and that of the free
citizen woman, together with the problems of crossing this boundary are portrayed
in deliberately shocking form by Apollodorus in the famous case against Neaera, 
a politically motivated exposure of a rival for illegally taking a hetaira as his wife
(Demosthenes 59).20 The aged Pindar wrote a choral ode for performance in 464
by the sacred prostitutes whom Xenophon of Corinth dedicated to Aphrodite when
he won his double victory at Olympia in the stadion and the pentathlon:

Young girls with many lovers, servants of persuasion in wealthy Corinth who burn the
golden tears of fresh incense, often flying in your thoughts to the heavenly mother of
desires, Aphrodite, you my children she has permitted without blame in delightful 
acts of love to pick the fruit of soft youth. When compulsion calls, all is fair . . . But I
wonder what the lords of the Isthmus will say of my finding such a beginning as this
for my honey-sweet drinking song, as accompaniment to women shared in common.
We test gold on a pure touchstone . . . O mistress of Cyprus, here to your grove Xenophon
has brought a hundred-limbed herd of girls, rejoicing at the fulfilment of his prayers.

(Encomia F 122)

For the men (as for the slave women involved) the skills and attitudes displayed in
the symposion required training: Aristophanes describes the education of his genera-
tion of Marathon-warriors spent healthily in music and poetry and preparations for
the gymnasium, leading to “a shining chest, clear skin, broad shoulders, a weak tongue,
a broad arse and a small cock” (Clouds 1010–14). In his admittedly comic descrip-
tion of the two competing types of education it is clear that the aim of the ancient
paideia is preparation for the sympotic and sporting life.

It was a young man’s world, opposed to old age and even more to death (Murray
1988a), a world of life well adapted to the age class systems that were widespread
in the archaic world, and whose most extreme example is found in Sparta (Bernardi
1985). Within such groups homosexuality is considered normal: the lover (erastes)
initiates the loved one (eromenos) into the adult male world. Sexual activity may often
be involved, but the essential relationship is one of education. Jealousy and subli-
mation, the idealization of the pursuit, belong to the competitive world of fellow
drinkers where all are equal. Youths are initiated into the group by sitting among
the participants, and are admired for their beauty; they become the object of desire,
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but are named as equals rather than remaining anonymous. For more casual rela-
tionships the slave boy who serves the wine is available to be chatted up, for instance
by the poet Sophocles, caught at a symposion on Chios in the memoirs of his rival
Ion (Athenaeus 13.603–4); to judge from the universal convention on Greek 
vase-painting these slave boys (like the female slaves of eighteenth century Danish
colonial society) performed their duties naked. It is for such reasons that literary 
descriptions of symposia, from Plato’s Symposium and that of Xenophon to the var-
ious comic portrayals in Aristophanes and in Euripides’ Cyclops, emphasize sex and
sexual desire: it is the natural subject for sympotic discourse, just as it is the natural
subject for artistic representation or for celebration in song and music.

The end of the symposion is officially marked by libations to Hygieia (health) and
the departure of the guests home to bed – in the case of Xenophon’s Symposium
hastening home to their wives after being aroused by a mime of the love of Dionysus
and Ariadne, a favorite scene on Attic vases – lit by torchbearers along the darkened
streets. Other parties ended less decorously, with everyone except Socrates asleep
among the debris (Plato’s Symposium), or engaging in orgiastic sex with the male
and female slaves in the symposion given by Chabrias to celebrate his chariot victory
at the Pythian Games of 373 (Demosthenes 59.33).

One disadvantage of the symposion from the point of view of a politically active
class was its private nature: this could be overcome by a display of drunken aristo-
cratic behavior in the sleeping streets in a ritual known as the komos. The most 
famous representation in art is the return of Hephaistos, which appears in some 130
scenes on Attic vases. Hera had hurled Hephaestus from Mt. Olympus because of
his lameness; in revenge he made a golden throne which trapped her when she sat
on it: in order to secure her release, Dionysus had to make Hephaestus drunk and
escort him back to Olympus on a donkey surrounded by satyrs. Many sympotic vases
portray the procession of revelers carrying the paraphernalia of the symposion and
accompanied by girls, flute players and other hangers on, and displaying all manner
of riotous behavior. The komos was a display of aristocratic power and privilege over
ordinary citizens; it involved ritualized violence against innocent passers by. In the
Wasps Philokleon comes home drunk from his first experience of the symposion with
a flute girl on his arm, pursued by outraged citizens threatening writs (1326ff ). The
behavior of the hetaireiai of Lesbos led to a law prescribing double penalties for
offences committed when drunk. This form of display of aristocratic power and 
disregard for the conventions and laws of the city caused a crisis in democratic 
Athens in 415 with the famous scandals of the mutilation of the Hermai and the
desecration of the Mysteries (Murray 1990: 149–61).

Social Functions

The earliest description of the Spartan army in Herodotus (1.65) shows that it was
based on sympotic drinking groups (Murray in Slater 1991: 83–103). Elsewhere the
bonding achieved by communal drinking remained important in the organization of
aristocratic groups of hetairoi, whose aim was to control the political life of the city:
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the poetry of Alcaeus of Lesbos was composed for performance in the symposion and
reflects the struggles of such aristocratic groups to maintain control of the city against
the rise of popular leaders (Rösler 1980). The importance of organizations such as
the aristocratic phratries of Athens, apparently controlling local government and the
citizenship lists until the age of Cleisthenes, seems similarly to have been based on
a social system which reflected the power of aristocrats to organize their retainers
through rituals of conviviality; many of these groupings continued later in the demo-
cratic polis to have their basis in such forms of communality.

The public rituals of the aristocratic state were based on the prytaneion, where
public dining was an honor or a privilege granted to magistrates and priests, ambas-
sadors, victors at the Olympic and other games, and to the kin of public heroes such
as the descendants of the tyrannicides at Athens. These privileged aristocrats were
known as parasitoi because they dined “alongside” at state expense: the word was
originally a status designation before it became a term of abuse.21 Similarly the aris-
tocratic priests of the various religious cults appropriated the sympotic style to their
religious feasting; and many religious thiasoi and eranoi dedicated to heroes and lesser
deities followed suit, finding their main purpose in a form of sacrificial conviviality.

Although the sympotic culture seems to have originated in the practices of a 
warrior elite, under the influence of luxury and the pleasure principle it became essen-
tially a spectacle apart, a separate world opposed to that of the public sphere. Within
the aristocratic polis the symposion therefore developed a dual function: on the one
hand it was a place of euphrosyne devoted to pleasure, a lifestyle designating the priv-
ilege of the leisure class (Veblen 1899), basically outside the structures of family 
and kinship, and an alternative to the polis. On the other hand, because the archaic
polis was essentially controlled by the aristocracy, the symposion was interwoven with
all the structures of the polis, and provided a focal space for common action both
on behalf of and against the polis. Greek society thus displays the fundamental 
opposition recognized by anthropologists between kinship and the Männerbund or
brotherhood.22 This dual function is well recognized in the first two books of Plato’s
Laws, which set out to create a social system based on the good use and benefits of
alcohol.

In economic terms the symposion was the foundation of the Mediterranean-wide
trade in luxury goods that developed from the eighth century onwards; the expan-
sion of early Greek trade was based on metals for armaments, slaves, and luxuries
serving the needs of developing aristocratic elites everywhere, as the cultures in con-
tact with the Mediterranean basin progressively adopted Greek cultural norms, from
northern Spain and the interior of Gaul to the Scythian nomads of south Russia (Wells
1980). From the eighth century the chief export of Greece (in return for metals 
and slaves) was wine and the style of drinking that went with it: it is no chance that
the presence of Greek merchants is signaled everywhere in the archaeological record
by the spread of drinking cups, from the pendent semi-circle skyphoi of Euboea 
to Corinthian and Attic ware. The native chieftains of Gaul and south Russia
increasingly marked their aristocratic status through a process of acculturation to Greek
customs brought about by trade. From the eighth century onwards the Etruscan
aristocracy imported huge numbers of Greek wine amphorae, as they established their
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emerging status through the wholesale adoption of Greek sympotic practices.
Sostratus of Aegina was the richest man in Greece, specializing in supplying the Etruscan
market (Harvey 1976). The Etruscans imported large quantities of the finest Attic
black-figure and red-figure pottery, some of which was specially made for them; 
this led to the creation of a native pottery modeled on that of the Greeks. Unlike
the Greeks (before the development of mystery cults) they also adapted the sym-
potic style to their conception of the afterlife, with the consequence that most of
our evidence for sympotic furnishings and pottery comes from the tombs of the
Etruscan-dominated area of Italy, from the Po valley to Campania.

Decline

The symposion remained a characteristic social practice among the Greeks throughout
the classical period, and hence there is no problem about using fifth- and fourth-
century evidence to explain its workings. But with the gradual decline of aristocratic
dominance it began to lose much of its cultural importance (Murray 1995). In Athens
it remained the chief focus of the aristocratic lifestyle until the mid-fifth century, with
the democratic reforms of Ephialtes (462) and the establishment of a new aggressive
Athenian imperialism; its demise may be symbolized in the death of the last great
sympotic poet, Pindar, around 446 (Van Groningen 1960). The artistic and cultural
patronage of the new democratic Athens focused instead on public festivals, especi-
ally tragedy (Herington 1985), and on public wall-painting, instead of lyric poetry
and vase-painting; politicians like Pericles and Cleon shunned the symposia for the
assembly and the law courts. There was a brief revival in the late fifth century with
the rise of “laconism” (the cult of Sparta) as a cultural fashion among the elite 
and the development of hetaireiai as oligarchic terrorist groups, associated with men
such as Alcibiades and Andocides: the poetry of Critias, extreme oligarch and Plato’s
relative, attempts to re-establish a purer normative symposion based on idealization
of Sparta.23 But with the end of the aristocratic age the symposion passed from 
dominant cultural form to a simple private articulation of the bourgeois pleasure 
principle and a theme in the literary world of aristocratic nostalgia (Martin 1931).
By the mid-Hellenistic period even the rituals of the symposion were largely forgotten
or subsumed into those of royal feasting and the Roman convivium.24 Occasional
literary revivals and a few rituals in Byzantine court life and in traditional Judaism
remained to recall the traditional manners of high Greek culture, until the High
Renaissance revival of an antiquarian interest in dining “in the Greek style”
(Jeanneret 1991).

NOTES

1 Burckhardt 1902; a definitive publication of the manuscripts of the lectures is in progress.
2 Gentili 1988 (originally published 1969); Rösler 1980.
3 Robinson and Graham 1938; Miller 1978.
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4 A. Lukinovich in Murray (ed.) 1990: 263–71; Braund and Wilkins 2000; Romeri 2002.
5 E. L. Bowie in Murray (ed.) 1990: 221–9; Murray in Slater (ed.) 1991: 83–103.
6 Spina 1958; Agrigento 1988; Vierneisel and Kaeser 1990.
7 A. Rathje and A. Pontrandolfo in Murray and Tecusan 1995: 167–75; 176–95.
8 Bergquist in Murray 1990: 37–65.
9 Walker 1983; Robinson and Graham 1938.

10 Prominent examples can be found at Perachora, Brauron, Corinth and Athens
(Prytaneion, Pompeion).

11 For this aspect see especially Schmitt Pantel 1992 and ThesCRA.
12 Murray in Slater 1991: 83–103; Van Wees 1995. I do not think there is actually much

difference between our views, since we both seem agreed that the elite is a warrior elite.
13 Detailed reconstructions in Seymour 1907: 208–34; van Wees 1995.
14 See now Murray 2008.
15 There is a special class of undecorated black pottery known as the amis or pisspot, which

was brought in by slaves when needed.
16 There is, however, no clear reference in antiquity to alcoholism as a condition (as opposed

to binge drinking), which may be explained by the social rituals surrounding the drink-
ing of alcohol and by the absence of spirits or fortified wine. In contrast those who drank
outside the symposion, such as women or slaves, were commonly portrayed in art and 
literature as antisocial addicts, because they drank unmixed wine alone and in secret.

17 Republic 372–3 with Burnyeat 1997: 217–49; Tecugan in Murray 1990: 238–60.
18 Fehr in Murray (ed.) 1990: 185–95; Napoli 1970.
19 Schmitt Pantel 2001; there is here a clear contrast with Etruscan and Roman practices

based on the family and the convivium: Murray 2000.
20 For the different statuses of pallakai (long-term partners), hetairai, and pornai see Demosth.

59.122; Davidson 1997: 73–136.
21 Athenaeus 6.234–48 on parasitoi; Schmitt Pantel 1992: 147–77; Miller 1972.
22 Schurtz 1902; Völger and von Welck 1990.
23 Calhoun 1913; Murray 1990: 149–61.
24 Zaccaria Ruggiu 2003; Dunbabin 2003.
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Peleus the old man would ever be telling his son Achilles
always to be the best (aristeuein) and to be superior to all others

(Nestor to Patroklos, in Homer, Iliad 11.783–4)

There was not then one kind of Strife (Eris), but over the earth
there are two. One a man would praise when he understood her,
but the other is blameworthy: and they have wholly different spirits.
One stirs up evil warfare and battle conflict,
a cruel being: her no mortal loves; but of necessity
through the will of the Immortals, men pay honour to harsh Strife.
But the other, the elder, was given birth by dark Night,
and Zeus son of Kronos who sits high and lives in the aether
placed her in the roots of the earth, a being far better for men.
She arouses even the helpless man to labour.
For any one, looking at another, though he lacks work,
Looking at a a rich man who hurries to plough and plant
and put his house in good order, emulates the other, neighbour to neighbour
hurrying after wealth. This is the good Strife for men.
Potter gets angry with potter, and craftsman with craftsman,
and beggar envies beggar, and bard with bard.

(Hesiod, Works and Days, 11–26)

Introduction: The Origins of Greek Athletics

The casual visitor to any Greek city from the sixth century onwards (such as the
Scythian wise man Anacharsis pictured as a visitor to Solon of Athens in Lucian’s
second-century ad essay of that name) would have been struck forcibly by some pecu-
liar activities. First, in open spaces, often attached to a sanctuary, naked boys and

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

The Culture of Competition

Nick Fisher
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men would be training or competing in athletic contests, or watching, conversing
and pursuing friendships and homosexual affairs (typically between young men and
younger youths); second, in similar settings, groups of males and females, divided
by gender and by age, would be practicing or competing in elaborate contests of
choral singing and dancing; third, later in the day, inside private houses or public
or sacred buildings, mostly all-male groups would be engaged in ritualized dining
and drinking (see ch. 26). The archaic period has with good reason been character-
ized as the age of “agonal man,” when the Greeks began to devote massive energies 
and resources to an astonishingly wide range of contests inside and beyond their
many communities: so named by the Swiss historian Jacob Burckhardt in his 
nineteenth-century classic Griechische Kulturgeschichte.1 As the passages quoted
above indicate, from the start of the archaic period intense personal rivalry operated
both where the elite competed for honor in the public spheres of warfare and debate,
and where those of less standing competed for wealth and status in villages and towns.
The values associated with the competitive spirit, manly success and courage (aretê,
andreia), honor (timê), competitiveness for honor (philotimia), love of victory
(philonikia), strife (eris) should not be seen – as they are sometimes – as exclusively
aristocratic or elitist values. These contests contributed greatly to the tensions and
political conflicts of the archaic period, but equally, and no less importantly, to the
distinctive social practices of the Greeks and to the political and social cohesion which
many states enjoyed at least some of the time.

The social value of such intense yet controlled contests is already clear in the Homeric
poems. Book 23 of the Iliad is devoted to Achilles’ intense performance of the funeral
of his dead comrade Patroklos (including the sacrifice of twelve noble Trojan youths
and Patroclus’ two favorite dogs), and his management of extensive funeral games.
There are contests in chariot-racing, boxing, wrestling, running, armed combat, throw-
ing of iron weights, archery, and spear-throwing. This long scene, the presentation
of some games in the Phaeacian episode of the Odyssey, and briefer references to
games in the Iliad,2 all testify to the centrality of trials of manly strength, speed,
weapon skills, and courage in “Homeric society.” Many contests, like those for
Patroclus, are funeral games, but some, like bardic recitations and performances by
singing and dancing choruses, form part of the general entertainment for guests (as
with the Phaeacians in Odyssey 8).

There are archaeological indications of combat sports (bull-leaping and boxing)
in the Bronze Age in Crete and mainland Greece, but the events in Homer corre-
spond rather to those which developed in the archaic age. The Homeric poems may
well have been composed at a time when regular organized contests, featuring many
of these events, were getting under way, at least at Olympia (ca. 700?, see below);
if so, these poets felt that regular festival events were too “modern” to be brought
into their “epic” world, and displayed only funerary and other forms of social com-
petitions featuring their heroes. Nestor’s allusion, however, to his father’s sending a
four-horse chariot team to Elis to compete for a tripod in a race (Iliad 11.698–702)
should be seen both as carefully differentiated from the “later” Olympic games (Elis
is close to, but not the same as, Olympia, the prize is a tripod, not a crown: this was
pointed out in antiquity, by Strabo 8.3.30), but also as “a validating mythological
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forerunner” of them.3 The games for Patroclus effect the transformation of Achilles
away from his isolated hatred of Agamemnon’s divisive leadership and his obsessive
grief for Patroclus; the rift is made up and the Greeks reunited, as Achilles operates
as a noble master of ceremonies and resolves potentially dangerous conflicts with
tact and generosity. Similarly in the Phaeacian games, tact is needed from Odysseus
and Alkinous to defuse insults and prevent violence. The contests themselves imi-
tate forms of combat, but the absence of death and serious injury forms a striking
contrast with the rest of the Iliad. This all prepares the way for the agreement of
Achilles to the release of Hector’s body to Priam in book 24.4

Hence these fictional games provide intimations of the later value to Greek com-
munities of their great games, whose memory, interpreted and misinterpreted from
the first celebration of “Modern Olympics” in 1896 in Athens to the recent Games
again in Athens in 2004 and in Beijing in 2008, has contributed so much to sport
and politics across the modern world. The supposed ideals of amateurism, and “it’s
not the winning but the taking part,” associated above all with Baron de Coubertin
and the founding of the modern Olympics (Young 1984), in fact played as small a
part in the ideology and practice of the ancient games as it has in practice in the
modern. In the ancient games the rewards for the victors could be enormous, and
the shame of defeat felt intense;5 one must remember however that such language
suits Pindar’s rhetorical aim to praise the victor, there were prizes for second places
at local games such as the Panathenaia, and some Greeks could claim that com-
petitors took pleasure at having trained and taken part.6 More generally, inter-state
games and collective musical contests and shows were of great value in creating cohe-
sion of spirit and co-operation inside Greek communities, and building ideals of
Panhellenic unity across the Greek world, however often these tendencies towards
consensus were threatened or destroyed by wars and civil conflicts.

The Development of Crown and Money Games

The first date in Greek history has long been conventionally fixed at 776. This was
apparently established by the fifth-century sophist Hippias of Elis as the date of the
foundation of the Olympic Games, celebrated thereafter every four years, and hence
the “first year” of the chronographic system adopted by Greek writers from the 
third century bc, dating known events by four-year periods called “Olympiads.”
Mythological tradition associated the games with Zeus, in whose honor they were
held, and with two earlier “heroic” founders, Heracles and Pelops (after which the
games had in theory lapsed); Pelops’ hero-shrine had a central place at Olympia between
the temples of Zeus and Hera.7 The founding date of 776, however, is far from 
certain. First there are doubts about the accuracy and consistency of the lists of 
“victors” on the basis of which Hippias and later writers drew up their systems and
calibrated Olympiads and other dates (such as the sack of Troy), and there is a good
case for supposing that the conventional calibration of Olympiad dates with our 
Julian system is deeply uncertain, because Greek writers used conflicting systems with-
out necessarily being aware of it (see Shaw 1999; 2003; Christesen 2007). Second,
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archaeologically, the dating of a spread of wells at the area of competition ca. 700
strongly suggests that events only began around that time, and that Elis was previ-
ously a small place. Probably the games were originally annual rather than quadrennial
and smaller in scope.8 Whatever the date, the facts that records were kept, and that
the games came eventually to provide the most authoritative Greek dating system
well into the Christian era, attest the centrality of these contests in Greek life and
in the formation of Greek identity, and the primacy of Olympia among the Pan-
Hellenic festivals.

Olympia, a shady grove at the junction of the rivers Alpheios and Kladeos in 
the north-west of the Peloponnese, seems to have been an important sanctuary of
Zeus from the late eleventh century, and its first location was related to an earlier
Mycenaean tumulus, which became later identified as Pelops’ tomb (Kyrieleis
2002a). Originally, it probably provided a neutral place for sacrifices, dedications,
meetings, and exchanges for the elites of the western Peloponnese; in the later part
of the eighth century it came under the control of Elis (Strabo 8.3.30), and became
the major sanctuary in southern Greece. The contests remained for some time local
Peloponnesian affairs, but gradually increased their significance (Morgan 1990: chs.
2–3). According to tradition, initially there was only the short foot race (one length),
and from the seventh to the fifth centuries they added two longer races, the pen-
tathlon and the wrestling (figure 27.1), the boxing, the chariot race, the pankration
(all-in fighting) and the horse race; similar events for boys; and, finally, the race in
hoplite armor, mule-cart race and mares race (Paus. 5.8.6–11). Originally the prizes
were valuable objects, but Olympia was the first to offer symbolic prizes, the wreath
or crown (stephanos) of wild olive,9 from which derived the name “crown games.” A
sign that Olympia’s fame and importance had grown across Greece is the beginning
of monumental building ca. 600 with a large temple for Hera, and soon afterwards
a series of individual “treasuries” were built and maintained by individual states to

Figure 27.1 Wrestlers and spectators on the shoulder of a black-figure Athenian vase,
Munich 1468
Source: Blow Up GmbH, courtesy of Staatliche Antikensammlungen, Munich.
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house their dedications. The treasury of the Sicyonians was followed over the next
century and a half by those of Megara in central Greece, Epidamnos in north west
Greece, Cyrene in North Africa, Byzantium in the north-east, and states in the far
west including Syracuse, Metapontion, and Selinus. Control of the sanctuary and
the games remained mostly with Elis, who provided a range of officials and Judges
(Hellenodikai) to manage the sacred truce, the training period, and the festival events,
though there were repeated periods of disruption and conflict during the archaic period.
The various disputants were neighboring Pisa, Argos (under its ruler Pheidon) and
Sparta, but the chronology of these events is uncertain (see most recently Crowther
2003; Christesen 2007).

The second most important setting was Apollo’s shrine at Delphi, in a remote
spot some way up the slopes of Mt. Parnassos to the north of the Korinthian gulf,
which became during the archaic period the most famous oracle in the Greek world,
and the one most consulted by Greek and non-Greek states. Mythological traditions
focused on how Apollo gained control there by destroying a serpent, the Python
(hence his cult-title Pythios, and the Pythian Games – see the sixth-century Homeric
Hymn to Apollo 300–87), and then by a wrestling competition with Herakles over
the “Delphic tripod.” Further confused traditions, contaminated by political pro-
paganda in the fifth and fourth centuries, described a ten-year war (the “First Sacred
War”) involving local communities around Delphi and some more powerful states
in central Greece (including Athens, Sicyon, and Thessaly); the historical substra-
tum of this largely invented tradition seems to be a relatively local struggle in the
early sixth century (hinted at in the Homeric Hymn to Apollo 531–44) for control
over the oracle and its sanctuary. The result was that control was shared between
Delphians and the supposedly safe and neutral hands of a collective organization,
the “Amphiktionic Council” (Herodotus 7.200, 213, 228). This body had already
existed as the “Pylaean amphiktiony,” operating at the sanctuary of Demeter at Anthela
near Thermopylae, and constituted by representatives from peoples in Thessaly and
central Greece.10

Probably at this time (the traditional date is 582), athletic contests were added to
pre-existing musical events to create the large-scale “Pythian” games, modeled on
those at Olympia, also open to all Greeks and not dominated by any single power-
ful state. Every four years, dovetailed to fit in between the Olympics, these “crown”
games offered a prize of Apollo’s laurel. Delphi also embarked on a major building
programme. The temple of Apollo was built (and rebuilt after a fire) during the sixth
century, and as at Olympia individual states built “treasuries” as a public store for
their offerings and booty from wars; an especially impressive one with elaborate 
sculptures was built ca. 525 by the small island state of Siphnos which possessed
gold and silver mines.11

Soon afterwards, local games at a sanctuary of Zeus at Nemea, in the northern
Peloponnese east of Argos, and a sanctuary of Poseidon at Isthmia, close to Korinth
and the commercial hub of Greece, achieved upgrading to “crown” status. The archae-
ological evidence for Nemea is compatible with the traditional date of 573 (Miller
1990; 2004: 105–12); that at Isthmia suggests perhaps expansion to large-scale games
after the middle of the sixth-century (Gebhard 2002). Each offered their distinctive
honorific crowns, of fresh celery at Nemea and of pine or dry celery (at different
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times) at Isthmia (Plutarch Moralia 675d–676d). Both operated every two years,
and developed founding mythologies comparable to those at the other sites, linking
the games to the deaths respectively of a heroic boy (Melikertes/Palaimon at
Isthmia) or a baby (Opheltes at Nemea), and also to activities of major heroes like
Herakles (subjugation of the Nemean lion) and Theseus (defeat of the brigand Sinis
at Isthmia). These four formed the grand athletic cycle (periodos) of Panhellenic games;
a four-year period of the periodos is presented in table 27.1 (the Greek new year
began in the summer).

There were also many local games. Poetic competitions for valuable prizes are attested
as early as Hesiod, who claims to have won at the funeral games conducted for 
“warlike Amphidamas” by his sons, at Chalkis on Euboea (Works and Days 654–5).
By the sixth century many states and supra-state religious organizations based on
sanctuaries organized competitions in athletic events, choral singing and dancing,
instrumental performances, epic recitations, or beauty contests. As they offered prizes 
in cash or kind, they were known collectively as “money games” (chrematikoi agones).
Prizes might be very substantial. At the Panathenaia at Athens they were gold crowns
or painted amphorae filled with olive oil. The winner of the footrace received 100
amphorae, each containing around 39 litres of olive oil: such a prize was perhaps
worth 1,200–2,000 drachmai, or 1/5–1/3 of a talent. This festival was significantly
expanded in the mid-sixth century (trad. date 566–565), becoming both an annual,
lesser event and a Greater Panathenaia every four years, which invited competitors
from far afield. Pindar often mentions victories won at local games as preliminaries
to a Panhellenic triumph; a good example is in Nemean 10, where the praise of a
major Argive wrestling victor, Theaios and his family, in addition to Panhellenic 
victories at Nemea, Isthmia, and a hoped-for one at Olympia, mentions a bronze
shield won at the Argive Heraia, the oil-filled amphorae of Athens, silver wine-bowls
of Sicyon, woollen clothes from Pellene in Achaia, and in Arkadia bronze prizes 
from Kleitor, Tegea, and the sanctuary of Zeus on Mt. Lykaios, high above the city
of Lykosoura. In short, there were hundreds of festivals offering various contests 
and prizes all over the Greek world. Thus the leading athletes and musicians had
many opportunities for continuous training and competition, and a great many more
had chances for irregular competition at a lower level. Good awareness of the import-
ance of such contests at major sanctuaries is revealed by Thucydides’ account of the
history of festivals and contests at Apollo’s sanctuary on Delos.12

The processes of announcing such festivals and the traveling and entertaining of
state representatives were marked by formality, rituals, and further contests. Sacred

Table 27.1 The cycle of Panhellenic games

Olympiad 75.1 480 July/August Olympia
Olympiad 75.2 479 July/August Nemea
Olympiad 75.2 478 April/May Isthmia
Olympiad 75.3 478 July/August Pythia
Olympiad 75.4 477 July/August Nemea
Olympiad 75.4 476 April/May Isthmia
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heralds (kerukes), “treaty-bearers” (spondophoroi) or delegates (theoroi) traveled around
the states to announce the “sacred truces” and invite participation (in the early 
fourth century this produced a specific contest for heralds); everywhere they were
received by officially appointed “delegate-receivers,” theorodokoi. Cities then sent their
representatives (theoroi) to many festivals, often in the form of a performing chorus,
to be entertained there.13 In a divided, insecure and often violent world, full of wars
and internal political divisions, these inter-state festivals and processions provided 
periods of general peace, added considerably to the growing sense of a common 
Greek identity based on their distinctive shared rituals and social life (most famously
enunciated at Herodotus 7.144), and offered multiple opportunities for individual
Greeks of different states to develop social, political and economic ties with each
other.

The Rewards to the Victors

The high value attributed by all Greek communities to all these contests is attested
above all by the remarkable honors and material rewards on offer, matching or out-
stripping the adulation and wealth lavished on Olympic medallists in the modern
professional era. As we have seen, valuable prizes were on offer in the “money games”;
and though the “crown games” marked their distinctiveness by offering merely 
honorific garlands, victors were usually richly rewarded by their cities. Already at the
end of the sixth century Xenophanes complained:

But if some one were to win a victory through speed of foot
Or in the pentathlon, where there is the sanctuary of Zeus

By the streams of Pisa at Olympia, or by wrestling
Or by engaging in pain-bringing boxing,

Or in the terrible contest which they call the pankration,
He would become more brightly famous in the gaze of fellow-citizens,

And would win front seats at the public games,
And there would be food for him from the public stores,

From the city, and a present which will be a treasure for him,
And again if he won with the horses, he would get all these things,

Though he is not as worthy as I.
(fr. 2.1–11 W)

A fifth-century inscription confirms that the Athenians had long given Panhellenic
victors free meals for life in the Civic Hall (Prytaneion),14 and Plutarch (Solon 23)
asserts that Solon (ca. 594–580) imposed cash limits on bonuses of 500 drachmai
for Olympia and 100 for Isthmia (and presumably something comparable for the
other two). Any reward fixed in coined money must in fact be later than Solon, as
Athenians did not mint coins before the mid-sixth century, but the idea of the Athenian
state setting a substantial reward may well go back to Solon; on a sixth-century bronze
plaque from Sybaris in South Italy an Olympic victor called Kleombrotos recorded
his dedication to Athena of 10 percent of his prize.15
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In addition, victors were frequently memorialized with one or both of two types
of permanent artistic records. A bronze or marble statue might be dedicated at the
sanctuary (Pausanias in book 6 describes over 200 statues he saw in his tour of
Olympia), or set up in the agora or a sanctuary in the athlete’s home community,
at his family’s or the community’s expense. Rare surviving examples of such fine 
sculptures include the famous charioteer at Delphi and the charioteer found more
recently at Motya in Sicily (Bell 1995). Secondly, at least in the period between the
mid-sixth century and towards the end of the fifth, the victory celebration often included
a performance by a chorus of an elaborately composed victory ode (epinician), at
the site or, perhaps more usually, on the triumphant return home. The most famous
composers of such songs were Simonides and his nephew Bacchylides of Keos, and
Pindar of Thebes, active between ca. 520 and 440; four books of Pindar’s epini-
cians, fourteen songs by Bacchylides, and some fragments of Simonides have been
preserved. These (above all Pindar’s) are complex works, weaving together praise 
of the victor, his family, trainer and city, praise of the craft of the poet, along with
accounts of the event and the games, and appropriate mythical narratives. The 
myths frequently suggest a form of heroicization of the victor, indicating that his
virtues and achievements, won with the active support of the gods, came close to
matching those of past heroes (especially those related somehow to the family or to
the city); or in contrast they praise the victor by emphasizing his avoidance of the
outrageous behavior indulged in by those heroes who committed exemplary crimes
against men or gods. A few spectacularly strong or fearsome athletes, who went on
to perform great or frightful deeds, ended up receiving heroic honors after their 
deaths, and their statues were believed to have strange powers (Miller 2004: 160–5).
Exemplary here is the boxer Kleomedes of Astypalaia, who was disqualified in 492
because he killed his opponent, and then went mad, pulled down a school, killed
sixty children, and disappeared inside a chest. On Delphi’s advice, he was honored
as “the last of the heroes” (Pausanias 6.9.7). As Pindar regularly observes, there was
a similarity of function and a metaphoric equivalence between the epinician song
and the victory statue in the conveyance of lasting honor (Steiner 1993; 1998; 2001);
naturally the poet often asserts the superiority of his songs because they are not static,
but travel across the Greek world, and last for ever, suggesting the songs might be
given subsequent performances elsewhere and be read as texts.16

Purposes, Training, and Professionalism

To hope for athletic success, culminating in an Olympic victory, was naturally then
a strong ambition for most Greeks.17 A major justification offered for these honors
became the belief that athletics and collective dancing were useful because they pro-
vided transferable skills for disciplined soldiers.18 Many events at the crown games
featured forms of fighting (boxing [figure 27.2], wrestling [figure 27.1], pankra-
tion) or rewarded what were apparently useful skills (running, especially the race in
armor, jumping with weights, equestrian events, and javelin-throwing); all these events
would create strong, fit bodies. The case should not be overstated. Most of these
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events did not really impart the detailed skills supposedly needed in a hoplite battle,
the disciplined, cohesive fighting with shield and sword in an infantry battle. Some
local games provide more useful arguments. At Sparta, the state which apparently
took military training of its citizens most seriously, there were brutal team fighting
games at the Platanistas (Pausanias 3.14.8–10), and tests of endurance for their young
men at festivals such as the cheese-stealing contests for Artemis Orthia or the lengthy
choral dancing in the summer heat at the Gymnopaedia.19 At the Athenian Panath-
enaia the boat-race, equestrian contests, and the war-dance with spear and shield
known as the pyrrhiche, which was practiced all over Greece and involved leaps and
feints (see Ceccarelli 2004), approximated rather more closely to non-hoplite military
needs.20 Choral singing and dancing inculcated practices of cohesive, synchronized
and disciplined action, as Xenophon was to point out repeatedly.21 Two recent and
plausible arguments should also be noted, first that the standard close-order hoplite
battles of two tightly packed phalanxes may not have been fully developed until 
the Persian wars, and second that all Greek soldiers, including hoplites, regularly 
engaged in many flexible forms of manoeuvre as well as combat in tight formation.
Hence training in speed of movement, leaps and feints, and covert movements was
not unhelpful.22

Even so, the argument that athletic and other contests played a major part in train-
ing Greek soldiers derived much of its plausibility from the reluctance of the Greek
states (other than Sparta) to organize specific military training, as was observed by
Plato.23 Its appeal may also have been heightened by stories of famous athletes, such
as the six-times Olympic victor Milo of Kroton who did great deeds as a leader in
a battle against Sybaris, ca. 510, allegedly wearing his Olympic crowns and dressed
as Herakles (Diodoros 12.9.5). Strong voices were raised from early times against
the excessive rewards for athletes. Tyrtaios the Spartan poet of patriotism (second
half of the seventh century) argued that athletic skills were useless unless accompa-
nied by courage to face the enemy (fr. 12 W), and the philosopher Xenophanes 
(in the poem cited earlier) urged that despite their pretensions and rewards athletes
in fact contributed nothing to their communities, unlike poets and intellectuals 
(fr. 2 W). These arguments were repeated and extended in Euripides’ satyr play
Autolykos (fr. 441 N); it cannot be assumed these were Euripides’ own views. These
arguments were strengthened as more specialized training and diets for athletes were
felt by many to make their skills and bodies even less readily “transferable” to the
battlefield.24 They seem, however, to have made little impact on popular enjoyment
of sport. Non-contestants enjoyed the spectacles, and everyone in a community derived
vicarious satisfaction from their champions’ victories, in the beliefs that Panhellenic
successes pleased the gods and brought lasting honor and benefit to the city.

Greek athletics were often violent and ended in fatalities or serious injuries, and
thus clearly offered a useful outlet for aggressive drives. But it was not a free-for-all.
The Olympic judges drew up written rules, probably in the early sixth century (an
inscription containing the rules on wrestling has recently been discovered), and these
were adopted by organizers of other games. The rules defined and banned exces-
sively violent acts, bribery and other forms of foul play, and sanctions could be imposed
by the referees and organizing committee, including the establishing of statues of

ACA_c27.qxd  26/02/2009  12:28PM  Page 532



The Culture of Competition 533

Zeus (“Zanes”) out of the fines, to stand between the sanctuary and the stadium as
a warning to other athletes.25 The games may thus be viewed as an alternative to
warfare which emphasizes that here competitiveness and violence must be balanced
by respect for laws and rules, which are all sanctioned by Zeus (Poliakoff 1987: 112–15).

Training facilities had to be provided for the many men and boys who wished to
prepare for these contests. Our knowledge of the development of Greek gymnasia
(general training grounds, changing areas, baths) and palaistrai (outside training 
areas for wrestling and other combat sports, often with rooms for school classes as
well) is sadly limited in the archaic period. Archaeologically, at Olympia there are
remains of a bath house from the classical period, and the surviving palaistra and
gymnasion are Hellenistic, but there must have been training areas already in the
sixth century; similarly at Delphi, where the surviving terraced gymnasion and palais-
tra were started in the later fourth century. There is some textual evidence for the
development in the sixth century of three gymnasia in Athens, the Kynosarges, the
Academy, and the Lykeion, the latter two of which would later have the philosophical
schools of Plato and Aristotle attached to them.26 But open air training, changing
and washing facilities must have existed in many or most cities at least from the sixth
century onwards, the beginnings of what was to remain a central, defining Greek
institution until the end of the Roman Empire. Legislation concerning access to the
gymnasia also probably goes back to the early sixth century. Fourth-century and later
sources attributed to the Athenian lawgiver Solon laws which sought to preserve 
status-distinctions by preventing slaves from training at palaistrai and from pursuing
free boys as lovers;27 such attributions are often retrojections, but these laws may

Figure 27.2 Boxers and umpires, red-figure kylix, Triptolemos painter, ca. 490 bc
Source: Toledo 61.26; photo courtesy of Toledo Museum of Art.
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well be sixth century, since Aeschines’ citation includes a rare archaic verb (xeraloiphein)
meaning “to rub dry with oil.”

Gymnasion, and the verb for athletic training gymnazesthai, both derive from the
word gymnos meaning “naked,” and competing nude was a innovation of the archaic
period which came to be widely seen as a distinctive feature of Greek culture, as is
claimed by both Thucydides (1.6) and Plato (Rep. 452c). They both claim it was
introduced “not long ago” (Plato taking the idea from Thucydides), rather inaccu-
rately, as the evidence of vase-painting clearly indicates that it was well established
by the middle of the sixth century.28

Thucydides claims the practice started among the Spartans, Plato among the Cretans
and Spartans. Plato and other fourth-century sources also held that Cretan cities and
Sparta were places where homosexual love-relationships between older and younger
youths had long been part of institutionalized upbringing of future male citizens
and warriors, where the older partner offered affection and training in military skills
and discipline.29 Many scholars argue that homosexual relations between males of
unequal ages originally developed across Greece as part of secretive, ritualized, “rites
of passage” for young men; then, perhaps from the sixth century onwards, in many
cities they developed into more optional and open relationships centred on the pub-
lic activities of nude athletes at the gymnasia, especially among the more leisured
classes.30 In Cretan cities and in Sparta, on the other hand, homosexual relations
remained located in mandatory socialization procedures for all young citizens, but
adapted to fit new military and social needs. Young Cretans and Spartans spent 
much of their boyhood and youth living together in male houses, called phitidia or
syssitia at Sparta, and andreia in Crete.31

One of the first surviving uses of the verb gymnazesthai, “to exercise naked,” plays
with the erotic connotations of gymnastic activities: “Happy is the man who, in love,
exercises naked (gymnazetai), going home and sleeping all day with a beautiful boy”
(Theognis 1335–6). Sixth- and fifth-century poetry, later anecdotes about sixth-
century aristocrats and tyrants, and contemporary illustrations on black-figure and
early red-figure vases all suggest the prevalence of homosexual contacts and rivalry
at these settings. Whatever may be the case with the “initiatory” hypothesis, the deci-
sion taken across the Greek world to adopt athletic nudity was surely central to the
public legitimation of idealized homosexual love from the sixth century onwards.32

The muscular, bronzed and oiled bodies of the athletes, gleaming like statues, must
have had a powerful erotic appeal for many, if not all, of the thousands of spectators,
and decorous and explicit allusion to such attractiveness can be found in Pindar’s
victory poems.33

At the Athenian gymnasion of the Academy the association was allegedly blazoned
forth by the erection there of an altar to Eros by a polemarch called Charmos (an
aristocrat who in one story had been the lover of the tyrant Peisistratos’ son and
heir, Hippias): this carried the inscription: “Eros of many devices, for you Charmos
has established this altar at the shady boundaries of the gymnasion.”34 Charmos’ sup-
posed connections, political and erotic, with the family of Athenian sixth-century
tyrants indicate that the pederastic connotations of nude athletics could have polit-
ical implications. But such associations were contradictory. There is no doubt that
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the most powerful men in the states were prominent among those who participated
in the games, especially those events such as chariot-racing which involved the 
greatest expense and carried most prestige; equally no doubt such men engaged vig-
orously in love affairs. The leading poets, Ibycus, Simonides, Anacreon, Pindar, and
Bacchylides, competed to celebrate the athletic victories, the physical attractiveness
and the loves of tyrants such as Polycrates in Samos, Peisistratus and his sons in Athens,
Hieron, Gelon and Thrasydaios in Sicily, as well as of many other aristocrats across
the cities and larger regions such as Thessaly. Ambitious men found that the éclat
of a spectacular athletic victory gave them great honor (time), indeed an especially
grand form of spectacular distinctiveness often called kudos, a term which also hints
at divine approval; such renown might provide sufficient “symbolic capital” to form
the basis for a profitable marriage alliance, a military command, or an attempt at
political power.35 An early instance is Kylon at Athens, the son-in-law of Theagenes
the tyrant at neighboring Megara. He followed a victory in the four-horse chariot
at Olympia (some time between 640 and 620) with an unsuccessful attempt to win
power: Herodotus’ wording “Kylon was an Olympic victor from Athens, who grew
his hair long for a tyranny” implies an intimate connection between an Olympic tri-
umph, an aristocratic hairstyle and a bid for supreme political power.36 Kleisthenes
the tyrant of Sikyon, at much the same time as the proliferation of Panhellenic and
other games ca. 580–560, chose the occasion of his own chariot victory at Olympia
to invite all the “best men in Greece” to become suitors for his daughter Agariste,
and tested the thirteen candidates extensively. The younger ones were tested on 
his specially built running-track, palaistra and gymnasia, though performance at the
symposion carried most weight in the selection procedure (Herodotus 6.126–7).

On occasions, however, some tyrants feared, or had cause to fear, intense homo-
sexual relations between young men and youths. According to Athenaeus (602), 
such passions were behind many plots against tyrants, the most famous of which was
the assassination of Hippias the tyrant’s younger brother Hipparchos at Athens by
the insulted lovers Harmodios and Aristogeiton (see also Thucydides 6.54–9); other
tyrants such as Polycrates of Samos allegedly tried to forestall the danger by shut-
ting down the palaistrai.

But the elites may not have monopolized every competition. The most prestigious
events, above all the chariot racing, involved very considerable expense in purchase
and upkeep of horses and equipment, and must have been pretty much monop-
olized by the wealthy elites (it was the owner who claimed the prize, while often
employing a relation, friend, or paid expert as charioteer: see Nicholson 2003). But
the non-equestrian events at the crown and the local games may have attracted 
a considerably wider range of participants, though evidence is thin and scholarly 
opinion deeply divided.

The traditional view that in the archaic period the elites totally dominated all events
in top-flight athletics was challenged by Young’s provocative book (1984). This pointed
out, first, that this view was developed in the early twentieth century by scholars who
shared sympathies with the founders of the new amateur Olympic movement in their
admiration for the “amateur ideal” and hostility to the spread of “professionalism”
and the extension of sport to poorer competitors; they idealized and misrepresented

ACA_c27.qxd  26/02/2009  12:28PM  Page 535



536 Nick Fisher

Greek sport accordingly.37 Second, Young suggested that the traditional view rested
largely on the praise in Pindar’s epinician poems of the family traditions and 
political connections of very many of his victors; but the clientele of the most 
successful poet may not be a fair sample. Third, he argued positively that even in
the archaic period talented non-aristocratic youths could have won victories and 
become wealthy, given the high value of the prizes at many local games such as the
Panathenaia. Some successful athletes are said by later sources to have come from
humbler backgrounds, for example Glaukos of Karystos, whose remarkable strength
was witnessed when he mended a plough, and who became first a champion boxer
and later held political office in Kamarina;38 the goat-herd and hare-catcher
Polymestor of Miletos who ran an Olympic short race;39 and the Olympic long-
distance runner for whom, allegedly, Simonides wrote an epigram, celebrating how
he had previously carried fresh fish from Argos to Tegea in a rough basket on his
shoulders.40 Young suggested that the remarkable number of victories won by some
small cities, especially the South Italian cities Kroton and Sybaris (which we saw 
earlier offering large rewards to its victors), may be explained by the hypothesis that
they spent money on sponsorship deals to persuade talented athletes to transfer 
allegiance (see also Miller 2004: 216–18). One may add (Fisher 1998) that the 
strongly homosexual atmosphere of the gymnasia combined with the civic pressures
to produce victors may have helped to counteract aristocratic prejudice and encour-
aged older and richer athletes, trainers, or other sponsors to advance the careers of
attractive and talented youths of more humble origins. Arguably too some of the
distinguishing markers of wealth and breeding, such as expensive clothes, may have
seemed less evident and divisive when all were naked together for long periods of
time, and such equality may even have helped to foster political egalitarianism and
the growth of more democratic regimes (Miller 2000; 2004: 232–4).

These views have been challenged, however.41 Some of these cases of alleged hum-
ble successes may well reflect later mythologizing; Aristotle explicitly adduces the
fish porter’s achievement as an exceptional case. Many scholars remain unconvinced
that a significant number of youths from unleisured backgrounds could have found
the time to attend gymnasia at all, to be spotted and supported to compete at the
highest levels. The issues remain open, in large part because of the lack of detailed
information; a sure assessment remains beyond our grasp.

Competition and Politics in the Late Archaic
Period: Pindar’s Epinicians

It is hard to overstate the political significance of these games and contests, or their
importance to Greek life and to the identities and fame of individual cities and 
larger groupings such as the amphiktionies. It is striking, for example, how many of
the critical disturbances we hear of in Athenian politics interact with celebrations 
of the Athenian Panathenaia or other major festivals (e.g. Kylon’s attempted coup
– at the “wrong” festival – or Peisistratos’ coup42), or took place in panathenaic years
(the assassination of Hipparchos). The sudden increase in popularity an aristocrat
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gained from an Olympic victory seems to have been a major threat to an existing
regime (e.g. Kylon’s attempted coup; the elder Miltiades’ departure to the Chersonese; 
his nephew Kimon’s triple victory in exile, his diplomatic ceding of the third to 
the tyrant Peisistratos, his return, shortly followed, after the tyrant’s death, by his
own assassination allegedly authorized by the new tyrants)43. Other tyrants, from
Kleisthenes of Sikyon to the very powerful early fifth-century tyrants in Sicily, spared
no efforts to have Olympic and other victories proclaimed in their names, above all
in the chariot-races; and there are a good many instances where victors go on to
major military or political careers or become involved in political stasis.

In such contexts, and especially in cities where political tensions were running high,
it is readily understandable that poets celebrating the triumphant return of an adult
Panhellenic victor to his city had to avoid excessive praise which might arouse hos-
tility, envy or fear. These are central themes of Pindar’s epinicians.44 The assertion
of the victor’s arete (virtue, achievements), his natural talents (physis, phya), training,
effort (ponos) and expense (dapana), leading to his deserved honor (time), and rewards
from his city, must be balanced by mention of the decency of his general life and
his refusal to abuse his social position. Victors are repeatedly said to show appro-
priate values of social respect (aidos) and control of excessive desires (sophrosyne),
and avoidance of hybris, deliberately aggressive behavior which gives the perpetrator
pleasure by inflicting shame or harm on those taken to be socially inferior.45 Envious
suspicions of the wealth or luxury of the victor and his family are allayed by 
emphasis on the collective reciprocal pleasures of the songs and banquets, uniting
the victor and poet with the wider community. Finally, on the divine level, the praise
of the victor had to balance the achievement of as much glory as a mortal could
attain with the awareness of the limits of mortality and the necessity to respect the
superior power and honor of the gods, if one were to avoid their justified anger or
envy at a man’s excessive hybris or excessively high thoughts; these ideas were 
typically conveyed through the pointed retelling of myth. A particularly prominent
moral concept encapsulates the ideal of social harmony (in practice no doubt often
mitigating or masking serious conflicts or tensions), that of charis. The concept embraces
at once brightness, reciprocity and pleasure, as do its personifications – the single
goddess Charis, or the three Charites, who also appear regularly in their individual
forms of Aglaia (joy, brightness, beauty), Euphrosyne (good spirits, pleasures of 
the symposion), and Thalia (feasting, festivity). Charis can denote the effect which
beauty and charm (such as that of athletes) have on the viewers, any shared delight
in song, dance, poetry, feasting, and sex, and any element in positive, mutually 
reinforcing, chains of benefactions, gratitude and rewards. A primary example of such
a reciprocity was the understanding that athletic, military, or political success, or major
financial contributions from the rich, rightly produced honorific and monetary
rewards in return from their communities.46

Many Pindaric praise poems display an elegant interplay of all these meanings. For
example, Olympians 14, composed for a boy runner from Boeotian Orchomenos, is
a short ode which largely takes the form of a hymn to the Charites, who received
special cult at that site, and emphasizes the point that the community of the gods,
as well as those of all men, depend on these goddesses for all their social pleasures
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such as choruses and feasts: A more ambitious poem, Olympians 7, in honor of the
celebrated boxer Diagoras of Rhodes, starts with an elaborate analogy in the first
two stanzas which compares the gift of a foaming wine-cup at a wedding symposion
to the bridegroom and his friends, with the gift from the poet of the nectar of the
Muses, the song, to the victor: over both celebrations fruitful Charis presides with
her music and song. At the end of the ode, after a long account of the mythical
founding of Rhodes, the poet asks Zeus to grant to Diagoras a “respectful recipro-
city” (a charis full of aidos), linking him together with both citizens and foreign friends
(astoi and xenoi), because he “travels straight on a road which hates hybris”; he and
his ancestry deserve their fame because “along with the charites of the Eratidai the
city too has its feasts (thaliai)” (Olympians 7.88–94). The beginning and the end
of this ode thus emphasize that charis casts its reciprocal and harmonious pleasures
over marriages and epinician celebrations alike, where it brings together the victor’s
noble family, his friends and foreign guests, and members of the wider community.
Kurke (1991: 210) sees a tension in the poem between more “aristocratic” cele-
brations, such as the initial wedding or the more private feasts of the family (or pseudo-
kinship group) of the Eratidai, and the distinct, perhaps inferior, festivities of the
“city,” but there is no reason to see the wedding as an exclusive occasion, and the
last lines suggest that as the restraint and generosity of the victor and his family has
averted envy and hostility, it enables the community to share equally in the delight
and the glory of the victory in public feasts (on which see Schmitt-Pantel 1990; 1992).
How far such hopes were in fact fulfilled may naturally be doubted, and there must
always have been a fluctuating balance between tension and harmony in relations
between elite victors and the wider citizen population. Pindar’s strategy is to ally
himself with the victor and family as all alike figures of talent and success, blessed
by the gods, who should not arouse envy because of their justice, respect for the
honor of others and avoidance of hybris; he does this especially in cases where there
are reasons to suppose major opposition existed, for example towards tyrants like
Hieron of Syracuse, responsible for much killing and mass deportation of popula-
tions, his general Chromios, or Theron of Akragas; leading figures in exile, such as
Megacles of Athens; and cities where there was much political tension, such as Aegina.47

Competitive Participation and the Advance to
Democracy: Cleisthenes’ Athens

The contribution made to civic harmony and the absence of civil strife (stasis) by
shared musical performance in competitive choral song-dance received more atten-
tion in Greek political theory from the late fifth century onwards than it has in modern
scholarship at least until recently. Plato’s Laws explores in detail how sacrifice and
choral song-dance are fundamental to a community’s relations to its many gods, to
homogeneity between its members and to the proper education of its young. Book
8 of Aristotle’s Politics contains recommendations for the educational role of music’s
harmonies and rhythms in providing communal pleasures and developing the ethi-
cal characters and responses of the educated citizenry.48 According to a remarkable

ACA_c27.qxd  26/02/2009  12:28PM  Page 538



The Culture of Competition 539

passage in the second-century historian Polybios (4.20–1; Kowalzig 2004: 41–2),
most of the Arkadian cities exemplified these social benefits, as they had always 
had a great devotion to “choruses of boys and young men singing and dancing 
every year with great enthusiasm for honor (philotimia) to the pipes-players of the
Dionysiac guilds in the theatres”; they celebrated men’s and women’s choruses at
regular festivals and all sang at their private entertainments. These practices had 
created a softer and more civilized character. But one Arkadian city, the small city
of Kynaitha, was the exception which proved the rule; it did not practice choreia and
was destroyed in an outburst of lawlessness, stasis and savage violence ca. 220 bc.

Late archaic Athens is a particularly interesting case, where an increase in the num-
ber of civic competitions for male citizens went hand in hand with a startling increase
in equality and political participation. The second half of the sixth century, and 
especially the reforms of Kleisthenes (ca. 508–500), saw a considerable expansion
of contestants and prizes, and correspondingly a wider spread of participation across
the class levels of citizens, in choral singing and dancing (especially in dithyrambs
and in the new form of tragic drama, which began in the 530s or (less probably)
ca. 508–500,49 as well as in athletics, torch races, and gymnastics. This was accom-
panied by a diminution, in comparison with many other states, in the numbers of
choruses of girls and women, which earned Plato’s disapproval.50

Kleisthenes’ radical reorganization of Athens made its citizens all members of their
local “demes” and linked them through these with 30 larger regional units (“trit-
tyes”), 3 of which combined to form 10 “tribes” (phylai), created in ways which
deliberately brought together a mix of Athenians from three different sectors of Athenian
territory: city, coast, and uplands (e.g. Anderson 2003). These new tribal units became
the basis not only of the more democratic political institutions of the deme, the 
tribe, and the council of 500, but also of many new contests, of lavish dithyrambic
choruses, each of 50 men or boys, of dramatic choruses, of dancers in the pyrrhiche,
torch races, and an exhibition of group manliness (the euandria, found in places
beyond Athens: Crowther 1985). These programmes in the state-run festivals must
have demanded the participation of a considerably expanded number of citizens and
their sons, many involving intense team-work (Osborne 1993b). It seems that every
year 2,000 or more chorus-members were needed in dithyramb, tragedy, and comedy
in city-run festivals (especially the Dionysia, Panathenaia and Thargelia); others were
needed for sacred processions to outside sanctuaries (theoriai) to places like Delphi
and Delos.51 The implications of this for the social levels of participants are debated.52

The funding of all the activities of these festivals, like the funding of the greatly expanded
war fleet in the period 493–480, was shared between state expenditure and the 
peculiar Athenian institution developed in this period known as the “liturgy.” The
richest 1,000 or so citizens were required to expend substantial amounts of money,
time, and effort, paying for and organizing choruses’ costumes and training, the theo-
riai to sanctuaries, feasts for all participants in a tribal contest, or the maintenance
of a warship; but they were also strongly encouraged to contribute much more than
what was legally required, and a good many seem to have done so.53 The Athenians
made effective use of the social mechanism of the reciprocal exchange of charis.
According to the ideology of the city, contributions of the rich were driven by a
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complex motivation which came to be labeled (good) philotimia (reminiscent of
Hesiod’s “good Strife”), which can be unpacked in this context to mean “enthu-
siasm to do good for the community from the desire for honor”; the rich expected
significant rewards in the material form of statues and other memorials and more
uncertain but arguably more significant forms of increased political support or 
social recognition. This is a striking example of how the Greek passion for compe-
tition and honor was harnessed to achieve social cohesion, and to persuade many 
of the elite to cooperate with egalitarian and democratic practices. One piece of 
evidence about a hundred years later strongly suggests that this increased focus on
community-sponsored competition in the late archaic period had considerable suc-
cess in uniting elites and more middling citizens.54 According to Xenophon, just before
the battle in the Piraeus during the civil war in 404 between the supporters of the
“Thirty Tyrants” and the democratic insurgents, a respected herald of the Eleusinian
mysteries appealed to the oligarchs as follows:

Citizens, why are you driving us out? Why do you want to kill us? We have never done
you any harm, but have shared with you in the most solemn rituals and sacrifices and
the finest festivals, and have been chorusmen together, as boys we have trained together
and we have served as soldiers together and shared many dangers with you by land and
sea for the sake of our common security and freedom.

(Hellenica 2.4.20–1)
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The Greek alphabet was conceived at some point prior to the mid-eighth century
bc. It was not a completely new “invention,” derived as it undoubtedly was from a
script used by the Semitic peoples of the Levantine coast. Most Greek letter names
and letter forms are similar, if not identical, to those used in this so-called north-
west Semitic script, as is the letter order (see table 28.1). The north-west Semitic
script is normally separated into three main branches, Phoenician, Aramaic and Hebrew
(Naveh 1982), and there is some debate about from which specific branch the Greek
alphabet was derived. Herodotus (5.60) states that the Greeks called their alphabet
“Phoenician letters” (phoinikeia grammata), an expression that also crops up in a
fifth century bc inscription from Teos.1 The term “Phoenician,” however, need not
exclusively describe those who dwelt in the region, roughly equivalent to modern
Lebanon, which modern scholars most readily associate with this term (Markoe 
2000: 11). Aramaic inscriptions have been found in the Greek world from ninth- and
eighth-century contexts (Amadasi Guzzo 1987), and linguistic arguments have been
offered in support of a specifically Aramaic origin of the Greek alphabet (Driver 1976:
267). On the other hand, a number of letter endings “show an evolution charac-
teristic of Phoenician and not of the Aramaic dialect” (Amadasi Guzzo 1991: 296);
so it seems probable that the Greek alphabet was derived from the Phoenician script.

The Greek alphabet worked differently from the Phoenician script (table 28.1). It
had specific signs for vowels, whereas the Phoenician did not, vowels being implied
by the context. The Greek consonantal inventory was slightly smaller and indeed
different from the Phoenician; hence a number of Semitic signs had no equivalent
sound value in Greek. Five such redundant signs were consequently used to repre-
sent the vowel sounds.2

The arrival of the alphabet in the Greek world, it has often been argued, was the
impetus for a cultural and intellectual revolution (Goody and Watt 1968). Indeed,
it has been characterized as a, if not the, seminal moment in the development not
only of Greek society, but also of western civilization (Havelock 1982). “Without
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writing,” Ong (1982: 78) observes, “the literate mind would not and could not 
think as it does, not only when engaged in writing but normally even when it is
composing its thoughts in oral form. More than any other single invention, writing
has transformed human consciousness.” Whereas earlier pictographic and ideo-
graphic writing systems, such as Mesopotamian cuneiform, Egyptian hieroglyphics
and Linear B remained the preserve of a scribal class because of their complexity,
the Greek alphabet was remarkably easy to learn, and therefore, it is argued, led to
a much wider transformation of “human consciousness.”3 Some suggest that the Greek
alphabet was fundamentally better suited to the expression of abstract thoughts and
ideas than any earlier writing system, because it was fully (if not always perfectly)
phonetic.4

Table 28.1 Comparison of Phoenician and Greek letter names and letter forms

Phoenician Phoenician Greek Greek 
letter names letter forms letter forms letter names

aleph α Alpha
beth β Beta
gimel γ Gamma
daleth δ Delta
he ε Epsilon
waw 2 Digamma
zayin ζ Zeta
heth η (h)eta
teth θ Theta
yodh ι Iota
kaph κ Kappa
lamedh λ Lambda
mem µ Mu
nun ν Nu
samekh ξ Xi
‘ayin ο Omicron
pe π Pi
tsade 3 San
qoph 1 Qoppa
resh ρ Rho
sin σ Sigma
taw τ Tau

υ Upsilon
φ Phi
χ Chi
ψ Psi
ω Omega

There is great variation in the letter forms of the Phoenician and Greek alphabets. The forms
presented here are common but do not reflect any one epichoric script.
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It is no longer fashionable to think of the arrival of the alphabet in Greece in quite
such dramatic terms. The Greek alphabet is now widely regarded as not intrinsically
superior to the earlier middle eastern scripts; complex thought can be and indeed
was expressed using these scripts.5 It is also generally accepted that only a very small
percentage of Greeks in any period could in fact read or write (Harris 1989: 43–146).
Greek society remained what modern scholars would call an “oral” culture. Long
after the alphabet came to Greece, the written word supported the spoken word rather
than supplanting it (Thomas 1992: 88–93).

More generally, writing itself is no longer thought to be necessarily a catalyst for
intellectual revolution and increased freedom.6 Literacy can and has had such an impact
in different cultures, at different times, but only in combination with a variety of
other factors (Lloyd 1979).

This chapter will look in more detail at the uses to which writing was put and 
at levels of literacy in archaic Greece, while also addressing the broader questions of
how one defines the terms “literacy” and “literate,” and whether one can usefully
describe archaic Greek culture as “literate” or “oral.” We will begin by asking how,
when, where, and why the alphabet came to Greece.

The Origins of the Greek Alphabet

How?

The alphabet was probably developed in a single place, at a single time. Some have
advocated a single “innovator,”7 while others have viewed it as the product of a group
or community.8 The latter seems to me more acceptable since it allows for an imme-
diate audience for this new “technology.” That the alphabet was the product of a
single “invention” may seem counter-intuitive since the early Greek alphabet is notable
for its distinct regional variations, the so-called epichoric scripts.9 For example, the
alphabet used in archaic Corinth is subtly, and sometimes not so subtly, different
from that used in Attica (Osborne 1996a: 110–11). These differences, however, have
been deemed by many less striking and significant than the similarities: all epichoric
scripts use the same Phoenician signs for the vowels; all misapply the names and 
the sound values of the Semitic sibilants, zayin, samek, sade and shin; all split the
Semitic waw into two forms, upsilon and vau (later digamma); and all use the Semitic
cursive forms for certain letters, such as iota and vau.10 All this would imply that
there was a single “mother-script” from which all local Greek scripts evolved, the
differences being a secondary development.11

The process of transmission and adaptation could hardly have occurred if the 
“innovator,” or more likely “innovators,” did not have at least a broad appreciation
of how the Phoenician script worked. As already noted, the adaptor seems to have
had some misapprehensions about the north-west Semitic script which surely 
rule out the possibility that he himself was Semitic (contra Powell 2002: 114). It
seems likely, however, that the process occurred in a context where Greeks and
Phoenicians were living in close proximity, if not in a bilingual community.
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When?
If one accepts the “monogenesis” theory of the Greek alphabet then it should the-
oretically be possible to locate a point in time and in space for the transmission and
adaptation of the alphabet. In the last hundred years dates as divergent as 1800 and
700 have been suggested, and most points in between.12 The earliest inscription now
known seems to date to no later than 775,13 which rules out later datings, but the
argument remains far from resolved.

Despite the diversity of opinion, there have been just two basic approaches to this
question. The first, an approach adopted by most classical scholars and initially sug-
gested by Carpenter in 1933, is essentially an argument from silence: one cannot
place the transmission much earlier than the earliest inscriptions that have been dis-
covered. As noted, the earliest known example of Greek alphabetic writing, from
Gabii in central Italy, is dated securely to the first quarter of the eighth century.
After this rather isolated find, there are something like one hundred inscriptions 
(excluding single letter inscriptions) from 750 to 650 from all over the Greek world.
The argument from silence then currently suggests that the alphabet cannot have
arrived in the Greek world much before 775, and a date around the beginning of
the eighth century can be posited. Clearly, such an argument is always likely to be
shattered by new discoveries, but extensive excavations have taken place at many major
Early Iron Age sites and as yet none have produced an inscription from before the
eighth century, and while the possibility of a site such as Gabii producing an earlier
inscription remains, the probability of an inscription from the ninth century or ear-
lier being discovered is diminishing (contra Bernal 1990).

The second approach involves a comparison between letter forms in the earliest
Greek inscriptions and in the fairly firmly dated corpus of Semitic inscriptions. Such
an approach leads McCarter (1975) to suggest an early eighth-century date, which
fits perfectly with the argument from silence, but has led Naveh (1982: 175–86) 
to a very different conclusion. He argues, on the basis of the form and stance of
Greek letters and the direction of writing, that the Greek alphabet was not based
on the linear Phoenician alphabet at all but on its precursor, the pictographic Proto-
Canaanite alphabet, and therefore the transmission of the alphabet to Greece has to
be dated to before 1050 when this pictographic script gave way to the linear script.
Naveh’s arguments have been widely supported by Semitic epigraphists, but have
received little attention from classical scholars who have maintained a belief in a late
ninth/early eighth century transmission.14 There are indeed problems with Naveh’s
arguments. The features of letter stance and direction of writing which he notes can
be explained as independent Greek developments, and in any case we cannot be sure
that the Phoenician script developed in a perfectly linear manner. For example, in
the Aramaic inscription on a statue from Tell Fakhariyah (ancient Sikan) the presence
of a dotted ayin and of a trident-shaped kaph would suggest an early eleventh-
century date, but iconographic criteria suggest a ninth-century date.15 If one accepts
this later dating then it throws into question the whole of the Naveh’s argument,
since this inscription would demonstrate the continued existence of “archaic” letter
forms into the ninth century.16
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In epigraphic terms alone Naveh’s argument is far from water-tight, but in his-
torical terms – and Naveh (1982: 184) himself says “the antiquity of the Greek alpha-
bet is not a question of epigraphy alone; it is also, and primarily, a historical issue”
– it appears barely tenable. Naveh must explain why, if the alphabet was transmitted
to Greece in the eleventh century, no inscription earlier than 775 has yet emerged.
One possible explanation for such a lacuna might be to suggest that only in the
eighth century did the Greek alphabet enter the public domain, while prior to this
it had had a restricted usage, and was written only on perishable writing materials.
Konishi (1993) has argued that the alphabet was adopted in the tenth century by
forgetful oral poets who used the alphabet as some kind of aide mémoire, keeping
it a closely guarded secret until someone let things slip in the eighth century, but
this does not seem a very plausible scenario. Naveh’s suggested date of ca. 1050
places the transmission in a period of rapid cultural, economic, and demographic
decline; a period when contacts with the outside world appear minimal and inter-
regional exchange was negligible. It is difficult to see how the alphabet could have
come to Greece at this time or who used it and with what purpose.

In historical terms, a date in the early eighth century seems far more probable.
Contacts between the Aegean and the outside world were growing: indeed there is
evidence for Phoenician settlers in the Aegean, and Greek settlers in northern
Syria.17 It is also much easier to posit a motivation for the transmission and to 
identify an audience for this new technology. The balance of the evidence therefore
favors a date of ca. 800.

Where?

The case for the place of transmission must be judged on three criteria. First, on
the evidence of Graeco-Phoenician interaction at the site, since the transmission and
adaptation must have taken place in a community where Greeks and Phoenicians
were in close contact. Second, on the potential for the rapid and extensive dissem-
ination of the alphabet from that site, since it is evident, if one accepts a date of 
ca. 800, that the alphabet spread very quickly across the Greek world. Third, it must
be judged on epigraphic grounds – how closely does the local script resemble the
Phoenician alphabet?

The literary sources suggest extensive Phoenician settlement throughout the Aegean
(Jeffery 1990: 8–10). At Rhodes this is strongly corroborated by archaeological 
evidence (Coldstream 1969) and it is unquestionable that Rhodes was an important
point on the east–west trade route, with Rhodian pottery present from Al Mina to
Pithekoussai. On the other hand, the Rhodian epichoric script is notable from an
early stage for its straight iota, when it is the crooked form that is recognized as
closest to the Phoenician letter yod from which iota is derived (Jeffery 1990: 356).
The straight form probably only emerged later to prevent confusion with the letter
sigma, so that the Rhodian form of iota is a mark of a derivative alphabet, not the
original Greek model.

There is purely archaeological evidence for Greeks and Phoenicians co-existing 
in the eighth century in Crete, north Syria, Cyprus, and also in the western
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Mediterranean at Pithekoussai, although the Greek settlement there seems to be 
too late to be considered as the place of transmission. A ninth-century Phoenician
temple has been identified at Kommos in south-east Crete, along with a diverse array
of pottery types, including Phoenician red slip ware, which might mark it out as
some kind of trading-post (Shaw 1989). There is also a Phoenician inscription from
the Tekke cemetery, near Knossos, perhaps as early as 900 (Snycer 1979), which
Coldstream (1982) sees as evidence of a Phoenician family of metalworkers settled
here. There is no doubting Crete’s connections with the rest of the Aegean, and it
was clearly an important stop-off on trade routes west. The Cretan script itself is
“the closest of all to the Semitic alphabet,” with its crooked iota and its lack of the
so-called “new” or supplementary letters (Jeffery 1990: 9).

Al Mina, at the mouth of the Orontes in northern Syria, offers another pos-
sibility. The archaeological evidence suggests that the settlement was some kind of
port-of-trade, dating back perhaps to the ninth century. Debate among scholars has
focused on the nature of the Greek presence at the site. Boardman (1990) argues for
an enclave of Greek merchants, while Kearsley (1999) suggests that the Greeks at
Al Mina were mercenaries. Others, however, deny any direct Greek contact with the
site, arguing that the Greek pottery at Al Mina was carried there by Levantine traders
(e.g. Graham 1986). There is little doubt that Al Mina was not a Greek settlement:
the architecture of the site is Levantine. To deny any Greek presence there at all,
however, is to go too far. The quantities of Greek pottery at Al Mina, and the ratio
of Greek to non-Greek pottery at the site, are considerably higher than for any 
other settlement in the Levant, so there ought to have been at least a temporary or
seasonal Greek presence. As the place of transmission, it has in its favor a probably
mixed population, and also the fact that Greek traders would have been more likely
to learn the rudiments of the spoken and even written Phoenician language in this
context than on their home soil in Rhodes or Crete, for example. It can also be
placed at the eastern end of important Mediterranean and Aegean trade routes.

A good case can also be made for Cyprus. There is a strong Phoenician presence
there from the ninth century, and contacts with the Aegean and the western
Mediterranean are strong. Johnstone (1978) has argued that the presence of an indige-
nous writing system on the island, the so-called Cypriot syllabary, may have acted
as a catalyst for the adaptation of the Phoenician alphabet, a view recently expanded
upon by Woodard (1997). One possible objection to the role of Cyprus in the 
transmission is the paucity of Greek alphabetic inscriptions from the island, in 
stark contrast to the number of Phoenician inscriptions, and to a lesser extent the
number of inscriptions in the syllabary. Woodard explains this in terms of Cypriot
conservatism, and the endurance of the syllabary might point towards this, but it
remains a troubling factor.

My own feeling is that the transmission must have taken place in a context where
Greeks and Phoenicians lived side by side, and where Greeks had at least a working
knowledge of Phoenician or Aramaic. It strikes me as intrinsically less likely that this
would have occurred in the Aegean, and I favor a non-Greek context, either north-
ern Syria, and specifically Al Mina, or in the east of Cyprus where the Phoenician
presence was strong both culturally and perhaps politically.
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Why?
The question of why the Greeks adopted and adapted the north-west Semitic script
has received relatively little scholarly attention. General accounts of archaic Greece
often express the likelihood of commercial reasons for the transmission, without fully
exploring the question.18 Studies that directly address the question for the most part
argue against a mercantile origin in favor of the more romantic notion of a “poetic”
origin.19

The theory of a mercantile origin starts from the belief that the Greek alphabet
was derived from the Phoenician script. The Phoenicians were the great traders of
both the Old Testament and the Homeric epics, and it was therefore in a commer-
cial context, so the argument runs, that the Greeks must have first encountered
Phoenician writing. Seeking to emulate their principal competitors, they adapted it
to their own language in order to keep accounts, send business letters and so forth.
The rapid diffusion of the alphabet might also add weight to the mercantile origin
theory, since it is plausible to imagine the alphabet spreading along Aegean and
Mediterranean trade routes, disseminated by the very men who adapted it in the first
place.

The problem with this theory, in the form laid out above, is that it rests on a sin-
gle piece of circumstantial evidence – the adaptation from the Phoenician script. Both
Powell (1991) and Robb (1994) reject the mercantile theory out of hand because
there is no material evidence to support it. Powell (1991: 182) says of the earliest
Greek (eighth and seventh century) alphabetic inscriptions, “there is nothing in these
. . . to suggest mercantile interests, public or private: no financial accounts, not even
any numbers or evidence that a numeral system existed.”20 They argue instead for
a poetic origin, suggesting that the alphabet was invented to write down oral poetry.
Powell (1991) asserts that a single individual created the Greek alphabet in order 
to record Homer. Robb (1994) regards the writing down of hexameter verse in 
general, initially in a dedicatory context, as the impetus for the “invention.” The
theory of poetic origin again relies initially on circumstantial evidence. As noted, the
Greek alphabet differs from the Phoenician script insofar as it has signs to notate
vowel sounds, and the absolute necessity of vowels for the recording of hexameter
verse might explain the impetus for their “invention”: it would have been impos-
sible to write Greek poetry using the Phoenician consonantal script. Some of the
earliest Greek inscriptions do indeed record hexameter verse: the verses on the 
Dipylon oinochoe21 and “Nestor’s cup,”22 and the inscriptions of Mantiklos23 and
Nikandre.24 Powell (1991: 183) believes that numerous shorter inscriptions can also
be identified as hexametrical.

There are, however, a number of objections to this theory. First, it might be argued
that vowels are grammatically essential for recording any sort of Greek, not just 
verse (Thomas 1992: 55). Second, early Greek scripts do not seem to distinguish
vowel length (Osborne 1996a: 112). Third, as already noted, Greek vowel signs may
have been a product of a misunderstanding of the Phoenician glottal stops and not
some incredible invention after all. Finally, there is a danger of over-emphasizing 
the importance of the surviving verse inscriptions to the argument because it 
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privileges “texts” written on non-perishable materials, i.e. pottery, metal, and stone. 
If all the “texts” written on papyrus, leather and wooden writing tablets had also
survived they might well have provided a very different perspective on early use of
the alphabet.

Neither of these theories appears compelling and other possible explanations have
been offered. For example, Woodard (1997) views the alphabet as the product 
of experimentation by Cypriot scribes, while Johnston (1983) suggests that the 
alphabet was initially created for the simple purpose of denoting ownership. This
suggestion deserves further attention, given the frequency of inscriptions that claim
ownership of an object, by stating “I belong to x.” Personal names or alphabetic
marks, even more numerous, may function in the same way. Such a practice is evid-
ent in contemporary Phoenician inscriptions.25 One way of explaining this practice
of marking ownership is to identify the inscribers as traders distinguishing their cargo
from that of other traders, while traveling on a large ship. Evidence would seem to
suggest that the emporos, the Greek for trader, was in origin a man who bought 
passage on another man’s ship: with the cargo of numerous emporoi stored in the
hold, some means of distinguishing who owned what may have been required. At
some point, the captain of the ship may have functioned as a “memorizer” of the
cargoes.26 Greeks traveling alongside Phoenicians may have adopted their practice 
of marking or inscribing their name upon their cargo, a process which required 
learning the Phoenician writing system. On this model, the initial catalyst is once
more “mercantile,” but this does not deny the possibility that these traders saw 
the further possibilities of this new technology; they had after all to look no further
than the Phoenicians who utilized this “art” for a range of purposes, including the
religious and the magical.27

Literacy in Archaic Greece

The uses of writing

When exploring the uses to which alphabetic writing was put in archaic Greece one
must look primarily to the body of surviving inscriptions. Such inscriptions, however,
survive only on stone – whether on dressed slabs (stelai), on the side of buildings,
on statue bases, or very occasionally on the living rock – on pots or on potsherds
(ostraka), very rarely on clay plaques, and infrequently on metal, sometimes fash-
ioned into bowls, tripods, statuettes and so forth, or occasionally into purpose-made
“sheets” or plaques. This corpus must constitute a tiny proportion of the written
texts produced in archaic Greece; anything written on papyrus, leather or wood has
not survived, and this must also be true of the vast majority of texts inscribed on
potsherds, metal etc. It is not, however, merely a question of volume. Certain 
categories of evidence are vastly underrepresented or potentially altogether invisible.
The Homeric epics were written down, perhaps as early as 730, as was much other
poetry, yet only the few fragments of hexameter verse already mentioned have sur-
vived. One can only speculate as to whether a small number of letters written on
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lead, dating to the sixth and early fifth century, are extraordinary or reflect the wider
but otherwise unattested use of writing as a means of communication in the archaic
period (Wilson 1997a). Similarly, a small collection of ostraka, dating from the mid-
sixth through to the fifth century, found in the Athenian agora, inscribed with short
messages may be a serendipitous glimpse at what was a widespread use of writing
for the everyday and mundane.28

With these words of caution in mind, we will now look at the surviving archaic
inscriptions. I have divided these into 24 categories, which are not necessarily 
discrete – as we will see, there is clear overlap between some of them – but distinct
enough to be useful.

1 Single letters recorded in isolation. A large number of inscriptions consist of a
single letter, which may be no more than experimentation: the “author” practicing
his writing. In other instances the letter may represent a numeral, since the letters
of the Greek alphabet doubled as numbers in the so-called “Ionian” or “Milesian”
numeral system,29 or some kind of trademark (category 23). Beyond such practical
explanations for these shortest of inscriptions, it has been suggested that these single
letters held some kind of symbolic power; that the very act of inscribing a letter on
an object gave it greater magical or ritual importance.30 Sometimes a letter may have
stood for the name of a deity: “A” for “Athena” (Lehmann 1960: 29). That so many
of these inscriptions come from dedicatory contexts would seem to support such
views.

2 Nonsense inscriptions. The earliest known Greek inscription, from Gabii in 
central Italy, might be read as either “euoin” or “eulin,” which readings have respec-
tively been interpreted as a “Bacchic cry” (Peruzzi 1992) and as an abbreviated form
of the name Eulinos, “deft-spinner” (Ridgway 1996). Yet it is just as likely that, like
several other inscriptions, this is a string of letters with no meaning. Such inscriptions,
like single letters, may be examples of “doodling” or they may be attempts to imbue
an object with a magical importance. This earliest inscription was after all found in
a grave on a locally manufactured and otherwise unremarkable pot.

3 Abecedaria. There are numerous examples of inscriptions listing the letters of
the alphabet, occasionally in full but more often incomplete and sometimes even inac-
curate.31 One must suspect that these abecedaria are examples of “students” learning
this new skill of writing by much the same method as schoolchildren have ever since,
by writing out the alphabet in order. An ivory writing tablet found in an Etruscan
grave at Marsiliana in central Italy has a full 26-letter alphabet inscribed along its
upper border (Jeffery 1990: 236–7). The deposition of such a “school-tablet” (Jeffery
1990: 240, no. 18) in an adult’s grave may suggest that the deceased’s ability 
to read and write was worth emphasizing. On the other hand, the grave was rich 
in other ivory items and the inclusion of an ivory writing tablet may have been 
incidental to what was primarily an expression of the deceased’s wealth.

4 Proper names. The vast majority of inscriptions are simply personal names, 
most often found individually but sometimes in a list. Many of these are found in
dedicatory contexts. At the sanctuary on Mount Hymettos in Attika a significant 
number of inscriptions have a name followed by “egraphse” meaning “x wrote this”
(Langdon 1976). Since this was the shrine of Zeus Semios, “Zeus of the [weather]
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signs,” the “signs” of writing may have been thought especially appropriate here
(Thomas 1992: 60). A list of names of ca. 550–500, cut by different hands into the
tufa blocks of a building in the sanctuary of Apollo at Delphi, might be the names
of those who paid for the erection of the building or those who built it (Jeffery
1990: 101). Writing out one’s name is an essential part of becoming literate, so some
inscribed names may be further examples of writing practice. In other instances, the
name is a statement that “so-and-so was here,” as in the case of the “signatures” of
Greek mercenaries at Abu Simbel in Egypt, dating to the early seventh century, some
of which add an ethnic to the personal name: “Elesibios the Teian,” “Tambis the
Kolophonian” (Bernand and Masson 1957). It is also possible that names functioned
as tags denoting ownership of an object (category 5).

5 Declarations of ownership. Some inscriptions denote ownership more explicitly.
One of the earliest inscriptions, not much later than 750, found on Pithekoussai
etched in a fragment of a crude, probably locally manufactured amphora, reads “I
am of Mima[l]lon.”32 Buchner (1978: 135) has suggested that this inscription is a
writing-exercise, since he sees a second line of text as repeating the first. This, how-
ever, seems to go beyond what can be observed on the amphora, and it is likely that
Mimallon was simply laying claim to the amphora and its contents, probably wine.
One may imagine Mimallon carrying his goods on a ship not his own, alongside
those of other individuals, a common practice in archaic Greece (Bravo 1977).
Elsewhere statements of ownership are backed up by a curse: an inscription on a
Corinthian aryballos (perfume flask) from Kyme, ca. 675, reads “I am the lekythos
of Tataie; whoever should steal me will be blind.”33

6 Dedications. A number of inscriptions from categories already discussed formed
part of a dedication to a god or goddess. Around 700 more explicit dedications appear.
Some simply state the name of the god or goddess; others take the form “Person X
dedicated this to God/Goddess Y” or a variation on this: an inscribed gold bowl
found in the sanctuary at Olympia reads, “the Kypselids dedicated it to Herakles”
(Jeffery 1990: 131, no. 13). Others are more complex, such as the two-line dedic-
ation by Mantiklos to Apollo in hexameter verse.34

7 Curses. Lead curse-tablets, defixiones, although essentially a later phenomenon,
are attested as early as the sixth century (Jordan 1985). Even earlier inscriptions on
ostraka, however, might be viewed as curses, such as the seventh century example
from Mount Hymettos in Attika, which declares someone a katapugôn, a “bugger”
(Thomas 1992: 59).

8 Epitaphs. Inscribed tombstones, like explicit dedications, emerge ca. 700, but
only appear in significant numbers in the latter part of the seventh century. The ear-
liest examples are rough stone markers bearing only a name, such as those from a
necropolis at Thera (Jeffery 1990: 317, nos. 3–4). Others, however, are inscribed
with sometimes quite complex texts. One of the earliest examples of these more detailed
epitaphs is that of Dweinias, a Corinthian, dating to ca. 650, which announces that
“the shameless sea destroyed him” (Jeffery 1990: 131 no. 6).

9 Craftsmen’s signatures. Potters, stonemasons, sculptors, and other craftsmen often
left their mark on their creations. This might simply be their name but in some instances
their role as creator was made more explicit. A krater dating to ca. 725–700 features
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an inscription, painted on before firing, in the later common form “[. . .]inos made
me” (Arena 1994: 19–20).

10 Labels (dipinti). A feature of some sixth century Attic Black Figure vases is
the name-label, attached to the mythical characters represented on the vase. The extreme
case is the François vase which has 129 such inscriptions (Cristofani 1981: 177–8).
Some such name labels are not names at all but simply a collection of letters with
no meaning (Boardman 1974: 200–1).

11 Sympotic inscriptions. A small number of inscriptions may be products of 
the symposion. Etched on a Rhodian kotyle, found in a Pithekoussan grave, is the
so-called Nestor’s cup inscription.35 Written in hexameter verse, it reads: “I am the 
drink-worthy cup of Nestor; whosoever should drink from this cup, desire for fair-
crowned Aphrodite shall seize.” This inscription might be a symposiast’s pun on 
the cup of Nestor in the Iliad (11.634–40).36 A symposiast, given a first line of 
hexameter verse, is challenged to add a second, ideally amusing, line of his own. So
impressed is he with his effort that he immortalizes it by inscribing it on his favorite
drinking cup. This heightens the “joke” since his drinking cup is nondescript, in
contrast to the magnificent four-handled, gold-embossed version of the Iliad. The
inscription on the “Dipylon oenochoe” also begins in metre: “Who of all the dancers
dances most delicately.”37 A second line trails off into apparent nonsense; one might
venture to suggest that the second writer was not less skilled so much as drunk!
Whether or not one accepts such specific interpretations, these inscriptions do seem
to be connected with the world of the symposium.

12 Graffiti. This term is used by epigraphists for informal writing not inscribed
on stone: as such, many inscriptions in the categories above are also graffiti. It is
used here, however, in its more modern sense. Declarations of love (or hate) daubed
on bus shelters and nicknames of graffiti artists covering railway bridges have paral-
lels in the ancient world. On a rock plateau at Thera, near what would later become
the gymnasion, a series of inscriptions, perhaps as early as the late eighth century,
expresses the “admiration” of young men for each other in increasingly explicit terms
(Powell 1991: 173–80). One set begins “Laqudidas is fine (agathos),” which is trumped
by “Eumelos is best in the dance,” which in turn is outdone by the claim “Krimon,
best at the konialos [a bawdy dance with strong sexual overtones], warms the loins
of Simias.” The names of the mercenaries cut into the leg of a monumental statue
outside a temple at Abu Simbel (category 4) might also slot into this category.

13 Laws. The earliest example of an inscribed law dates to the second half of the
seventh century and was engraved on a temple wall in Dreros on Crete. A growing
body of secular and sacred law is attested for the first half of the sixth century. The
epigraphic evidence fits in well with the literary tradition for codification of law, which
places legendary lawgivers in this same period. It seems likely then that it was only
from the mid seventh century that writing came to serve the polis, although it is
worth noting that there is some tradition of the Greeks recording their laws on wood
(e.g. Plut. Solon 25). Two broad observations can be made with regard to these early
laws. First, they are for the most part poorly inscribed and not the work of profes-
sional stonecutters. Second, these laws are mostly concerned with procedure and with
the penalties for breaking laws, and not with what we would regard as criminal law.
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14 Honorific decrees. Decrees which celebrate citizens and outsiders who have
benefited the polis, and bestow various honors on them, are among the most 
common type of inscription in the Classical and Hellenistic periods. They are less
common in the archaic period, but a number are attested for the sixth century. For
example, a late sixth-century inscription from Crete records the extensive honors granted
to one Spensithios (Jeffery and Morpurgo Davies 1970).

15 Records of public works. A number of sixth-century inscriptions record the 
work done by an individual or group (sometimes public officials), often the erection
or repair of a civic building or temple. An inscription from the sanctuary of Athena
Aphaia, dating to ca. 550, for example, states that building was carried out “when
Kleiotas was priest” (Jeffery 1990: 112, no. 4). Other inscriptions report the
fulfilment of particular public duties, such as the organization of the first Great
Panathaneia by a group of Athenian magistrates, the hieropoioi (Jeffery 1990: 77,
no. 18).

16 Lists of public figures. Inscriptions recording lists of polis officials, such as mag-
istrates and priests, are strikingly few in the archaic period, given that lists composed
in the fifth century and later cite the names of these officials from as early as the
seventh century.38 Perhaps records of officials were kept but have simply not survived
in any great number; alternatively, such lists were the product of the imaginations
of later officials or historians. The use of eponymous officials in some archaic inscrip-
tions, such as the dedicatory inscription of Damonon in which victories are listed by
eponymous ephor, may presuppose the existence of such lists (Jeffery 1990: 60), or
else it was a short-term mnemonic aid rather than a system used for dating (Thomas
1992: 67; 1989). The few lists of names that have survived may be lists of victors
in games rather than lists of officials (Jeffery 1990: 60), and date to the very end of
the archaic period.

17 Treaties. Inter-state treaties are rare in the archaic period and the few there
are date to no earlier than the late sixth century. These earliest treaties, such as that
between Elis and Heraia, were found at Olympia (Jeffery 1990: 220, no. 6).

18 Temple inventories. A common phenomenon in the classical period, the tem-
ple inventory – a record of valuables dedicated at a sanctuary – is relatively rare in
the archaic period. There are, however, a few examples, most notably an inscription
on a silver plaque from Ephesos of ca. 550, which lists the silver and gold collected
for the temple, perhaps to pay for its construction.39

19 Boundary markers. Inscribed boundary stones, horoi, might be characterized
as public inscriptions, marking out as they do the physical and legal limits of a public
space, whether sacred – the temenos of a temple – or civic – for example, an agora.
In origin, uninscribed stones may have fulfilled this function, but there are relatively
early examples of inscribed horoi, such as that from the precinct of Herakles at 
Aigina, marked simply “Herakleos,” dating to the seventh century (Jeffery 1990: 112,
no. 3). Such examples of inscribed boundary stones as there are from the archaic
period seem for the most part to demarcate sacred rather than civic space.

20 Coin legends. Some of the earliest Greek coins, found in Lydia, and dating
to ca. 600, are inscribed with a name, perhaps denoting the issuer, whether king,
polis official, or military leader. The presence of a “legend” – the technical term for
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such inscriptions – only becomes the norm towards the end of the sixth century,
when abbreviations denoting the polis which issued the coin start to appear: for 
example, ATH, on the coins of Athens (Kraay 1976).

21 Correspondence. A small number of archaic inscriptions, incised on lead
sheets, and a similarly modest number of ostraka, might be reasonably classified as
letters. The former date from the very end of the sixth century and are notable for
coming from the fringes of the Greek world: two from Olbia and its environs, on the
northern shores of the Black Sea, one from Emporion, in north-east Spain, and one
from Himera, in Sicily.40 The letters from Olbia and Emporion seem to have been
exchanged between men involved in some sort of transaction: one might call them
“business” rather than personal letters. The rarity of letters is not unexpected: most
letters would have been written on papyrus or perhaps on waxed writing tablets. It
is also worth emphasizing that a letter which reached its destination, particularly one
written on lead, was likely to be erased and the material reused. It is probable that
this small corpus only survives because these letters never reached their intended 
recipient. Those found on ostraka are of a different nature and seem to be letters
or rather notes left for one neighbor by another – “Thamneus, put the saw under
the threshold of the garden gate” – or by a master for a slave – “Boy, bring other
new couches for Phalanthos.”41

22 “Contracts.” An even smaller body of inscriptions might be categorized as 
“contracts,” or perhaps less contentiously as records of transactions. Again inscrip-
tions of this type are attested only from the late sixth century. A series of lead tablets
from Corcyra, dating to ca. 500, record the amounts of loans made and the names
of debtors. The paucity of such evidence may suggest that few businessmen were
literate, but again it may merely be an issue of survival. An account of the purchase
of a boat, on a lead tablet from Pech-Maho in southern France, replete with infor-
mation as to where stages of the transaction took place, and with a list of witnesses,
implies a developed set of institutions for the administration of exchange in this area.
This in turn suggests that this inscription is the tip of an iceberg rather than an anomaly
(Wilson 1997a).

23 Trademarks. Numerous alphabetic marks found on amphorae and on painted
pottery have been identified as trademarks. These presumably acted to identify the
vendor of either the contents of the container or, in the case of fine-ware, the vase
itself (Johnston 1979). Single letters found on amphorae or vases may have func-
tioned as trademarks, and the phenomenon may date back to the second half of the
eighth century. More complex marks are attested in the latter part of the seventh
century and in the sixth, ranging from straightforward abbreviations of the trader’s
name – so “SO,” perhaps the mark of the famed merchant Sostratos – to ligatures
of two or more letters, presumably abbreviations, to combinations of letters and 
non-alphabetic marks.42

24 Oracular questions and responses. The literary tradition states that questions
to and replies of the Delphic oracle were written on leather. Consequently the voice
of this oracle (and of its visitors) is known only from the literary sources. Those of
the oracle at Dodona, however, were written on bronze or lead plaques and survive
in small number from the late sixth century and early fifth (Jeffery 1990: 230, nos.
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13, 15–17). Isolated examples of such inscriptions from more obscure oracles are
also known: a bronze disk, dating to the early sixth century, probably from Kyme,
states simply, “Hera does not allow further prophecy” (Jeffery 1990: 238, 240, no. 5).

Harris has said of the archaic period that “written texts were employed for a very
limited range of purposes and by a very limited number of people” (1989: 46). The
brief inventory above suggests otherwise: writing was utilized for religious, magical,
symbolic, artistic, economic, political, practical and frivolous purposes.

Its religious function is most evident in the relative frequency of inscribed 
dedications after ca. 700. Quickly, if not immediately, writing became a tool of the
worshiper: votive objects could be personalized by the addition of a few words, 
immortalizing the very act of dedication and the dedicator himself. Emphasis might
also be placed on the apparent ritual or even magical power of writing. As noted,
curses are attested from the seventh century – perhaps earlier if we accept Thomas’
view that the Nestor’s cup inscription parodies the curse form (1992: 59). Ownership
inscriptions might be interpreted as another “magical” use of writing. Even when
not accompanied by an explicit written curse, such inscriptions may have functioned
alongside a spoken curse: the inscription would warn any potential thief that the
object belonged to someone else, while the accompanying spoken curse would lay
out the consequences of theft. Writing then might have been seen as reinforcing the
power of a curse that would also have been uttered out loud (Thomas 1992: 79–81).
The potentially destructive force of writing is emphasized in a passage of the Iliad
(6.170–5) where a writing tablet instructs the recipient to kill the bearer: here the
letters are described strikingly as “lethal marks (semata)” (Bellamy 1988). At a more
basic level, the very presence of alphabetic signs on an object – single letters, a word,
phrase or sentence, or even a nonsense inscription – might have added to, or shaped,
its ritual power.

A further symbolic function of writing is that letters may have functioned “as 
an additional artistic element” in some archaic inscriptions.43 The orientation of the
writing, size of the letters, and visibility of the inscription in some instances suggest
that ease-of-reading was not the first consideration, and that their primary function
was decorative.

Any desire to characterize the uses of archaic writing as principally non-rational,
however, seems mistaken. One observes numerous practical, rational uses of writing
throughout the archaic period. It has already been suggested that Greek traders 
first adapted the alphabet in order to denote ownership of a cargo. The craftsman’s
signature also appears an eminently pragmatic form of writing: an advertisement of
the maker’s skills. Sixth-century business letters and records of transaction may also
reasonably be characterized as commercial.

Writing was also used in the political sphere from perhaps as early as ca. 700. Public
inscriptions are only attested from ca. 650 onwards, but some earlier inscriptions
also had a conspicuous “political” function in the wider ancient Greek sense.
Dedicatory inscriptions, explicitly naming the dedicator(s), were produced for the
audience of those who frequented the sanctuary at which the object had been 
dedicated. The sanctuary became a kind of “political” arena in the latter part of the
eighth century: a place where one could communicate one’s piety but also one’s
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wealth to others through the act of dedication. The addition of an inscription to 
a dedication might be viewed as the most explicit example of such an ethos, as it
presented very clearly, to those who could read, the identity of the dedicator, and
with it his/her piety and wealth.

Writing was also used for light-hearted purposes from an early date, as the eighth-
century sympotic inscriptions and Theran graffiti show. From the introduction of
the alphabet, writing seems to have been utilized for varied, perhaps even conflict-
ing purposes: can one, for example, reconcile the symbolic or magical power of writ-
ing with its purely practical applications?

Whatever the conflicts, early uses of writing have this in common: they feature
within existing customs (Thomas 1992: 72). Memorials to the dead and dedications
to the gods, for example, existed before writing. The addition of writing to the 
physical object, whether tombstone or vase, enhanced the effect of that object but
did not fundamentally change its function. Written curses existed alongside spoken
curses and essentially allowed the creation of a physical object, the curse tablet, which
represented the spoken curse. It is striking that in a number of inscriptions the 
object is made to speak: “I am the drink-worthy cup of Nestor,” or “[. . .]inos made
me.” A number of tombstones speak directly to the passer-by, even “engaging” in
conversation.44 In these instances, writing directly represents the spoken word.

Written law also added to rather than replaced unwritten law, which remained 
of great importance: in late sixth-century Crete, the duties of the community’s 
scribe (poinikastas), Spensithios, were “to write down and to memorize the affairs
of the city.”45 Written law did not attain any greater authority than unwritten. Thomas
(1992: 71) observes that much early written law is found within sanctuaries, even
inscribed on the walls of temples, emphasizing the need of divine sanction to con-
solidate its force. One wonders also whether the “memorizer of cargoes,” described
in the Odyssey (8.160), continued to exist even when names and/or claims of 
ownership had been inscribed on the goods. It is only in the longer term that we
see uses of writing that might be considered independent of visual or oral forms,
uses which emerge because of the very existence of writing. Correspondence, inven-
tories and accounts, for example, might fall into such a category. It is only later 
still, perhaps in the fourth century, that writing finally usurps the dominance of the
spoken word.

Levels of literacy

Some estimates of levels of literacy have been offered. Harris (1989: 61) suggests
that “it would be astonishing if as much as 10 percent of the population as a whole
was literate”; and that there was “a rather low level of craftsmen’s literacy,” defined
as “the condition in which the majority, or near-majority, of skilled craftsmen are
literate, while women and unskilled laborers and peasants are mainly not” (Harris
1989: 8). Murray, on the other hand, states that “archaic Greece was a literate 
society in the modern sense” (1993: 98), which means greater than 20 percent 
literacy (Goody and Watt 1968). Without attempting to define “literacy,” or indeed
“literate,” in quantifiable terms, however, such estimates do not mean a great deal.
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Is a literate person someone who can both read and write? How much does some-
one have to be able to read and/or write to make them literate?46 Some scholars
have suggested that basic literacy is implied by the ability to write one’s own name,47

but there is little value in classifying someone who can just about decipher his or
her own name alongside someone who can read the entire text of the Iliad. The
application of a broad, absolute definition of “literate” is ultimately less helpful than
the identification of different levels of literacy. Harris (1989: 5) develops three main
categories: literate, illiterate, and semi-literate; the last includes “persons who can
write slowly or not at all, and who can read without being able to read complex or
lengthy texts.” I will offer a slightly more nuanced set of definitions, in addition to
the term “general literacy” which covers the first four categories below:

1 Developed literacy: the ability to read long texts – whether public inscriptions or
poetry – and to write texts of a non-standard type, for example a letter or a note.

2 “Political” literacy: the ability to read and understand long and detailed texts, in
particular those produced by the polis, such as laws, decrees, treaties. The ability
to write is incidental.

3 Practical literacy: the ability to read and to write short texts of a standard type,
such as a statement of ownership, a dedication or even a curse.48

4 Kindergarten literacy: the ability, at a minimum, to make out alphabetic signs,
and at a maximum to write one’s own name.

5 Non-literacy: the inability to read or write.

It should be emphasized that the order of these definitions does not necessarily reflect
descending levels of literacy but rather different types of literacy. This set of
definitions could be refined much further: “developed literacy” encompasses a
potentially wide range of abilities, within which a Euripides would be placed along-
side someone who never wrote more than a scribbled note to a friend. Also, a greater
distinction may need to be drawn between the ability to read and the ability to write
(Thomas 1992: 10–11). In the discussion which follows, however, these definitions
may help to illuminate the varied impact writing had on archaic Greek society.

Two broad points can be made about levels of “general literacy” in archaic Greece.
First, the number of Greek inscriptions from the period 800–500 relative to the
number from later periods strongly suggests that “general literacy” was at a lower
level in this era than in any subsequent period of classical antiquity. Second, “general
literacy” increased across the archaic period, and levels made a particular jump at
the beginning of the sixth century. The first point, I think, needs no further inves-
tigation. The second point requires some further consideration.

The magical and symbolic use of writing in early inscriptions suggests that only a
small number of Greeks had any understanding of the alphabet at the time, and that
the majority were “non-literate.” Comparative evidence shows that writing only retains
such magical/symbolic power when it is little or not at all understood (Holbek 1989).
As more people become able to read and write, writing loses some if not all of its
magical and symbolic force (Goody 1968b). Nonsense inscriptions and single-letter
inscriptions, which may have imbued an object with magical or symbolic power, become
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less frequent from the middle of the seventh century onwards, which may suggest
that a greater proportion of the population reached at least “kindergarten literacy.”

The emergence of public inscriptions in the second half of the seventh century,
and particularly in the sixth century, might be one of the primary indices of increas-
ing “general literacy” if laws were written down to protect the masses from the 
whims of the ruling elite. This would only have the desired effect if the masses were
able to understand these laws, that is if there was widespread “‘political’ literacy”
(e.g. Gagarin 1986). This view has been challenged, however, because of the nature
of early law, and because of the nature of public inscriptions themselves. Eder (1986)
has argued that law was written down not to protect the masses but as a means 
to prevent change, a product of aristocratic conservatism. A variation on this posi-
tion suggests that the elite used written law to protect themselves against the threat
of one of their own number growing too powerful. The earliest attested law, for
example, defines the terms of office of the chief magistrate, the kosmos, and the con-
sequences of breaching those terms, and as such would presumably have been of
limited significance to those without access to power, that is, to the vast majority
(Osborne 1996a: 186–7). If we assume either of these positions then there is no
need to believe that the masses were expected or were able to read these laws (cf.
Whitley 1998a).

Such a conclusion is amplified if we also accept Thomas’s view that inscriptions
had as much a symbolic as a practical function; that they acted as “memorials of a
decision rather than simply documents intended to record important details” (1992:
84). Many written laws do not seem to have been inscribed with the reader in 
mind: the lettering is often small and barely legible, and there is no punctuation.
Fifth-century inscriptions from Teos which curse officials who do not read out the
public inscriptions (Herrmann 1981) may indicate a wider practice of reciting pub-
lic inscriptions. On this view, the inscribed stele acted as a communal reminder of
the enactment of law and need not suggest anything about the level of literacy. 
Even if the emergence of written law is not necessarily indicative of high levels of
“‘political’ literacy,” however, it may have encouraged the development of such skills
among those with a political interest.49

Thus far, we have argued that writing became more widely known and used within
the Greek world as the archaic period progressed, particularly in the sixth century.
A closer look at the surviving inscriptions, however, gives a clearer sense of the nature
of archaic literacy, and of the different levels of literacy suggested by the evidence.
Many archaic scribes are notable for their ineptitude. Many appear ill at ease with
the technology they are using, producing letters of uneven size, continually shifting
the orientation of these letters and the direction of writing, being unable to write
in a straight line, and unable to judge how much space they will need for their words
such that the endings of some inscriptions have to be squeezed into too small a space.
Some of this may be a product of the media on which surviving inscriptions are scrawled
– an ostrakon is a far from perfect writing surface. Another factor may be the 
“aesthetic handling of writing” (Thomas 1992: 78): letters may be re-orientated and
their direction changed to suit overall artistic aims. Even with these factors in mind,
however, these inscriptions do not suggest high levels of literacy, but individuals who
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have learnt a little writing to suit their specific purposes: a potter enough to put his
signature on his work; a vase-painter to label his characters; a trader to lay claim to
his cargo; a citizen to display his name on a dedication and to proclaim his piety.
In other words, these inscriptions are evidence of a level of “practical literacy.”

The brevity of the vast majority of archaic inscriptions drives home this conclu-
sion. The Nestor’s cup inscription and the Mantiklos dedication at approximately
thirteen words each are notably longer than most other inscriptions of the early archaic
period and it is only in the latter part of the seventh century that we start to get
examples of more than a few lines. Most of these longer inscriptions are public, 
in the form of laws or honorific decrees, and one must suspect that they were pro-
duced by public scribes, such as the Cretan poinikastas (see above). Of course, it is
possible that long, complex texts of a non-public nature were being produced on
papyrus and other perishable surfaces throughout the archaic period – someone, 
after all, was writing down the text of the Iliad and the Odyssey in the late eighth
or early seventh century. The inscriptional evidence, however, implies that levels of
“developed literacy” were low.

Only in the sixth century do we see the first clear inscriptional evidence for 
“developed literacy” in the form of letters, whether written on lead, presumably to
be sent over some distance, or scratched on ostraka, perhaps used to pass on short
notes to a friend, neighbor, or slave. Not all these inscriptions appear to be the work
of frequent letter-writers. The text of a letter of ca. 500 on lead found at Berezan
on the northern shores of the Black Sea is a good example of this.50 Written in the
third person, it has poor syntax and grammar, and inconsistent spelling. The author,
one Achillodoros, can be forgiven since his plight is serious – he claims that he is
wrongly “being enslaved” and the letter asks another man to save him from this fate
– and it is easy to envisage the letter being written in a hurry, with little regard for
niceties. The key point is that this man, if not a slave then of low enough status to
be taken for one, is able to write a fairly long, detailed letter. Other letters on lead
are also written by or sent to traders, or at least those involved in exchange, and
low level exchange at that. Similarly, the author of a “contract” from Pech-Maho in
southern France is not a big businessman by anyone’s standard (Wilson 1997a). These
documents are few in number and come from the margins of the archaic Greek 
world but they insinuate a more widespread practice of letter-writing among traders,
perhaps on papyrus. The wider implication is that there was “developed literacy”
among a group of relatively low social (and perhaps economic) status.

The “letters” on ostraka from the Athenian agora are also few in number – just
two date to the sixth century – but they also hint at the wider use of writing for
this everyday purpose (see n. 42). Their authors demonstrate a comfort with writing
– the short texts follow no fixed formula – and a familiarity that is surely evidence
of “developed literacy.” One of these “letters” is probably addressed to a slave (“boy”):
here is at least one domestic slave who is able to read a short note.

The general observation may be made that levels of “developed literacy” and of
“‘political’ literacy” appear to be low relative to levels of “practical” and “kinder-
garten literacy.” Absolute figures, however, are difficult to come by. Only at the regional
or polis level might we be able to advance hard numbers, and even then no more
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than tentatively. The statistical analyses of Simon Stoddart and James Whitley have
gone some way in this direction.51

From the data for Athens and Attica (table 28.2) Whitley (1998a: 316–17) draws
some broad conclusions. First, basic literacy was widespread in Attika. Second, 
this literacy “was . . . concerned with naming and commemorating the actions and
achievements of named individuals,” as reflected by the number of dedications and
epitaphs. Third, this literacy “was bound up with the oral, narrative and visual cul-
ture of the time”; a fact reflected in particular by the widespread practice of Attic
painters labeling the characters on their vases, notably in the period 550–500 when
some 531 such dipinti are attested. Fourth, writing was little used in the public sphere,
at least not to “monumentalize” Attic law. Using broadly the same data, Stoddart
and Whitley (1988) suggested that a few thousand Athenians were literate.

The figures for Crete (see table 28.3) provide very different conclusions. There is
little or no evidence of literacy among the general populace: there are tiny numbers
of epitaphs, dedications, and graffiti and no dipinti. In contrast, significant numbers
of written laws are attested. At first glance, these two observations might seem in
conflict: if there is limited literacy for whom are these laws being put up? Whitley

Table 28.2 Literacy: Athens and Attica

Athens And Attica

Date Dedications Epitaphs Laws Graffiti Dipinti

700–650 2 0 0 49 2
650–600 8 2 0 64 6
600–550 35 12 0 63 45
550–500 101 66 4 32 531
500–480 249 2 4 32 174

Data from Whitley 1998a: 314 (revised from Stoddart and Whitley 1988).

Table 28.3 Literacy: Crete

Crete

Date Dedications Epitaphs Laws Graffiti Dipinti
(a) (b)

700–650 0 0 0 0 5 0
650–600 2 13 1 3 2 0
600–550 0 0 0 7 0 0
550–500 2 0 1 16 4 0
500–480 2 0 3 12 2 0

(a) standard dedicatory inscriptions; (b) inscribed armor.
Data from Whitley 1998a: 317 (revised from Stoddart and Whitley 1988).
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(1998a: 322) suggests that these laws should be seen as monuments and not texts:
“there to represent the majesty of the law to a population that was largely illiter-
ate.” Such literacy as is evident on Crete he views as scribal literacy: “where literacy
is virtually confined to a small, specialist group, for whom the practice of writing 
is a specialist (and sometimes hereditary) skill” (Whitley 1998a: 322). In the com-
munities of Crete then the vast majority would seem to fall into the category of 
“non-literate.”

These two contrasting models of literacy drive home the point that writing was
utilized for different purposes in different regions; that levels and types of literacy
could vary dramatically from place to place; and that although literacy could be socially
confined in some poleis, in others it was “democratized” and widespread.

Literacy and Orality

If the arrival of the alphabet in the early eighth century affected the way in which
Greeks thought, this is not reflected in the surviving inscriptional evidence. On the
contrary, the new technology, perhaps adopted in the first instance for the pragmatic
reasons set out above but quickly utilized for a variety of other functions, was incor-
porated into existing cultural practices. The epitaph and the written dedication 
did not replace their un-inscribed counterparts, just as written law did not super-
sede unwritten. Archaic Greece did not become a literate culture insofar as writing
did not become the dominant form of communication. It is reasonable to suggest
that more people listened to poetry than read it, made oral rather than written agree-
ments, and passed on messages, if at all possible, by word of mouth rather than by
a note scratched on a potsherd. To suggest, however, that archaic Greece was and
remained fundamentally an oral culture is to oversimplify the situation. This is not
merely because, in certain spheres of Greek life, writing grew more important than
oral communication – in the commercial sphere, writing, whether of letters or con-
tracts, was of some importance by the end of sixth century – or because in certain
regions levels of basic literacy were perhaps high – such as Attica in the second half
of the sixth century. Rather, it is because literate and oral, literacy and orality, are
not antithetical.52 No one should doubt that, in the archaic period, “the written word
was subordinate to the spoken” (Thomas 1992: 91). But nor should anyone doubt
that writing had considerable impact on existing cultural practices: that it amplified
the power of the curse, gave greater political meaning to a dedication, and added
to the communal significance of a law. This places writing at the heart of Greek 
culture in the archaic period. Ultimately, writing may not have transformed Greek
society in the spectacular fashion sometimes claimed for it, but it did have a perva-
sive and lasting influence.

NOTES

1 Dittenberger SIG 38.37. It has been suggested, however, that these are not “Phoenician
letters” but rather “Red letters”: see Edwards and Edwards 1974; Edwards 1979.
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2 The process may have been accidental rather than deliberate: Jeffery 1990: 2; Sampson
1985: 101.

3 See Daniels and Bright 1996: 19–134.
4 Goody and Watt 1968; Havelock 1982; cf. Kerckhove 1981 who suggests that a com-

pletely phonetic alphabet lends itself to left-hemisphere brain activity, the side of the brain
which promotes abstract, analytic thought.

5 See Goody 1977 for a partial retraction of his earlier views. Harris 1986 suggests that a
kind of alphabetic snobbery has governed the way in which western scholars approach
the problem.

6 Street 1984; Thomas 1992: 18–22.
7 Powell 1991: Euboean “rhapsode” as inventor; Powell 2002: 114: single Semitic adaptor.
8 E.g. Woodard 1997: Cypriot scribes.
9 Kirchhoff 1970 for the categorization of these epichoric alphabets into Green, Red, Dark

Blue and Light Blue families; cf. Woodard 1997: 140–1 for a concise discussion.
10 Jeffery 1990: 6–7, for a fuller discussion; Woodard 1997: 133–204 (esp. 171–4) chal-

lenges some of Jeffery’s observations.
11 Some challenge the monogenesis thesis: e.g. Isserlin 1991.
12 700 bc: Carpenter 1933; 1800 bc: Bernal 1990. Overview in Heubeck 1979: 75–6.
13 Ridgway 1996, but cf. Peruzzi 1992; Bietti Sestieri 1992: T.482.
14 E.g. Powell 1991. Bernal 1990 attributes adherence to a late transmission of the alpha-

bet to an anti-Semitic desire to undermine the role of the Phoenicians in the process.
15 Kaufman 1982; Naveh 1987; another example in Gibson 1982: 12–17; cf. Burkert 1992:

28.
16 Kaufman 1986 suggests that Greeks may have borrowed the alphabet from a community

like Tell Fakhariyah, where an archaic form of the Phoenician alphabet was enshrined.
17 Phoenician settlers: Coldstream 1969; Greek settlers: Boardman 1990.
18 E.g. Glotz 1926: 116–17; Finley 1970 (1981): 87; Murray 1980 (1993): 95.
19 Robb 1978; 1994; Heubeck 1979; Havelock 1982; Schnapp-Gourbeillon 1982; Powell

1991; 2002.
20 See Lombardo (1988) for detailed criticism of the mercantile origin theory.
21 Ca. 740–730: Jeffery 1990: 15–16, 68, 76; Powell 1991: 158–62. See also Powell 1988.
22 Ca. 735–720: Jeffery 1990: 235–6; Powell 1991: 163–6. See Buchner and Ridgway 1993:

751–9, for a full bibliography by O. Vox.
23 Ca. 700–675: Jeffery 1990: 90–1, 94; Powell 1991: 167–9.
24 Ca. 650: Jeffery 1990: 291, 303; Powell 1991: 169–71.
25 See for example Amadasi Guzzo and Karageorghis (1977: 134–5) for an eighth century

inscription on a red slip jar that reads: “belonging to NTJ,” one of a number from Cyprus.
26 This is one of the roles assigned to the “captain of merchants” in the Odyssey

(8.159–64).
27 See Amadasi Guzzo (1967: 150–1) for an example of an early eighth century dedication,

and Coote (1975) for a magical text of ca. 800 bc.
28 Lang 1976: 8–9 (esp. B1, B2, B7, B9).
29 On the Milesian system, see Tod 1911; 1913 and Johnston 1977: 27–31; cf. 1973.
30 Thomas 1992: 60. Goody 1968b: 201–2, notes the use of scraps of writing as amulets.
31 For an example of a 27-letter abecedarium, see Jeffery 1990: 471.
32 See Buchner 1978: 135; Jeffery 1990: 436, A; Arena 1994: 17.
33 See Jeffery 1990: 236, 240, no. 3; Arena 1994: 29.
34 Jeffery 1990: 90–1, 94; Powell 1991: 167–9.
35 A second “Nestor’s Cup,” from Eretria in Euboia, has recently been found.
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36 See Hansen 1976; Murray 1996.
37 Jeffery 1990: 15–16, 68, 76; Powell 1991: 158–62; cf. Powell 1988.
38 See for example the Athenian archon list: Merritt 1939.
39 Hogarth 1908: 45; cf. Jeffery 1990: 339.
40 Olbia and Emporion: see Wilson (1997a); Himera: see Jeffery 1990: 421.
41 Lang 1976: 8–9; the first inscription (B1) dates to the mid-sixth century; the second

(B2) dates to the later sixth century.
42 On Sostratos, see Johnston 1972; Harvey 1976.
43 Thomas (1992: 78); see further Svenbro 1988.
44 See Friedländer 1948 for examples of such tombstones.
45 See Jeffery and Morpurgo Davies 1970; Thomas 1992: 69–70.
46 See Harris 1989: 3–7 for a good discussion of definitions. UNESCO (1990: 2) have

defined an “illiterate” as someone “who cannot with understanding both read and write
a short simple statement on everyday life.”

47 See esp. Cressy 1980. The ability to write someone else’s name as part of the procedure
of ostracism has been viewed as a potential mark of high levels of literacy in fifth cen-
tury Athens, since a quorum of 6,000 was required. The discovery of a mass of ostraka
inscribed with the name Themistokles in just a few different hands, however, suggests
that political factions might simply hand out ready-inscribed ostraka: see Broneer 1938.

48 The distinction between standard and non-standard is important here since it distinguishes
between the ability to compose a text freely and the ability simply to mimic a recognized
formula, such as “X dedicated me to Y” or “I am the vase of Z.”

49 Thomas 1977 suggests that written law can be a catalyst for increased demands for 
equality rather than a product of such demands.

50 See Wilson 1997a for text, translation and bibliography of earlier work on this text.
51 See Stoddart and Whitley 1988; Whitley 1997; 1998a.
52 As argued in general terms by Finnegan 1988, and, for Greece, by Thomas 1992: 88–93.
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The development of thought and ideas during the period in which the city state came
into being . . . must have been heavily affected by three factors: the continuing influence
of the epic tradition, the spread of literacy, and the social, political and economic changes
associated with the polis itself. Individuals, too, obviously played their part – poets like
Hesiod and Archilochus as well as self-declared sages like the earlier Presocratics. The
period was one of major changes in the whole literary and intellectual sphere, beginning
as it did with Homer and ending with the rise of philosophy and drama. Accompanying
developments in religion and ritual . . . have to be taken into account in attempting to
reconstruct the whole intellectual background – a precarious and demanding operation
in any event, but valuable if absurdity and one-sidedness can be avoided.

(Kirk 1988: 389)

Kirk’s statement, rightly emphasizing the hazards involved in such an undertaking,
omits one major influence on intellectual developments in archaic Greece (although
mentioning it frequently in the chapter’s argument): interaction with Egypt and west
Asia (Anatolia, the Levant, and Mesopotamia). Drama, although institutionalized in
Athens in the course of the sixth century (Osborne 1993b; Wilson 2000b; cf. Csapo
and Slater 1995: 89–101), is only preserved from the post-Persian War period. I
shall focus on a few highlights: Homer, Hesiod, Solon, and the beginnings of polit-
ical and constitutional thought, philosophy, science, geography, and history.1

Homer

Two works of monumental accomplishment and enduring importance stand at the
very beginning of the Greek literary tradition: the Iliad and Odyssey.2 Both are attributed
to “Homer,” about whom, if he was a real person, we know very little (Vogt 1991;
Latacz 1996: ch. 2). For my present purposes it does not matter whether the epics
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were created by one or two poets and when exactly they should be dated between
the mid-eighth and the first third of the seventh century (Janko 1982; Raaflaub 1998:
187–8). I shall here use “Homer” simply as a practical label.

Homer followed upon a long tradition of oral epic whose practitioners composed
their songs in performance, recreating traditional tales and at the same time adapt-
ing, expanding, and elaborating them in reaction to the mood, expectations, and
needs of their audiences (Lord 2000). Whether, and how exactly, he also made use
of the new technique of writing (ch. 28, above) to build the massive and complex
edifice of his masterpieces remains debated.3 It lies in the nature of oral poetry (as
in that of all oral traditions: Vansina 1985; Ungern-Sternberg and Reinau 1988) that
it both preserves ancient elements and adapts to changing conditions. In my view, the
element of constant adaptation and transformation is much stronger on all levels than
that of preservation. Hence it is impossible to draw from the epics themselves firm
conclusions concerning a “historical core” (the or a Trojan War). Most probably the
society they depict is historical and (near-)contemporary with the poet and his audi-
ences.4 Being deliberately panhellenic, they shed local or regional peculiarities and
thus were attractive and accessible to all Greeks (Nagy 1990b: esp. chs. 2–3).

Finally, epic song was performed both in the great halls of elite leaders and at
public events such as festivals. The prevailing view attributes to Homer an elite per-
spective if not the propagation of elite values and power (Morris 2001b; van Wees
1992). Although both are quite prominent at times, both epics are also quite critical
of the elite. I suggest that, apart from their artistic quality (below), they were success-
ful and remained popular because they served the needs not only of the elite but of
all on whom the well-being of the community depended. It was important not only
to the community but also to the elite to propagate positive patterns of behavior
and to illustrate the disastrous consequences of negative ones. In this sense Homer
represents a communal perspective (Raaflaub 1991: 250).

For all these reasons, Homer, although embedded in an age-old tradition of oral
song, lets us hear the voice of early Greek society. This society was in transition,
experiencing a veritable “structural revolution” (Snodgrass 1980a; Morris 1998a).
Our question here is in what ways Homer offers us insight into Greek intellectual
achievements at the dawn of history. I mention but three aspects.

First of all, both epics are exceptional pieces of art, produced by a true genius
with remarkable skills, inspiration, and imagination. It suffices to examine the songs
mentioned and performed in the epics (Edwards 1987: 17–19) and what we know
of the songs comprising the “epic cycle” (Latacz 1997; Burgess 2001) to understand
the massive difference. The Iliad is neither an epic on the Trojan War nor a song about
great deeds of great heroes – although, of course, both aspects are central. It is a poem
on the anger of Achilles, on a single episode in the ten year-long war, that takes
place over a span of a few weeks. It offers some 16,000 lines of dramatic and highly
complex narrative, adorned with flashbacks and flashforwards, speeches, changes of place
and perspective, and comprising, besides extensive battles and numerous meetings
of councils and assemblies, stories set in the past, a parallel series of diverse interac-
tions among gods, and some of the most memorable scenes in world literature: Hector’s
farewell to his wife Andromache and son Astyanax (Book 6), and the meeting between
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Achilles and Priam (Book 24). The composition of this intricate structure is in itself
a major intellectual achievement (Latacz 1996: ch. 3; Morris and Powell 1997: ch.
15). The same is true for the Odyssey. These two epics offered a model that deeply
influenced subsequent Greek literature and with which all subsequent epic poets –
and not only they – had to contend (Morris and Powell 1997: ch.2; Fowler 2004:
chs. 15–19).

The Iliad is also in more than one sense a predecessor of later Greek historio-
graphy.5 The ancients always thought that it described a historical war, and, although
often aware that the epics should be read as poetry, not history, they learned from
them the basic techniques of writing history. Herodotus, the first historian, was also
considered the “most Homeric” of historians (Ps.-Dion. On the Sublime 13.3). Homer’s
influence is visible, among much else, in Herodotus’ use of language, direct speech,
motifs, and a similar construction of episodes. “The most fundamental similarity 
linking the two works, however, concerns the means of description employed, for
Herodotus accommodated Homer’s instruments of poetic representation to his
prose work” by creating “the illusion that he was the observer of the deeds under
description.”6 Thucydides took Homer seriously enough historically to use his evid-
ence to support his own argument (1.9–12). And, indeed, one might well recognize
in Homer a conscious effort to come to terms with problems familiar to the historian,
such as the reliability of sources, the securing of knowledge, and the arranging of a
multitude of details into a coherent dramatic narrative (Lendle 1992: 3–5). In a
recent monograph, Jonas Grethlein (2006) illuminates impressively many historical
dimensions and perspectives in and of the Iliad. Even if some of Homer’s devices
belonged among the stock tools of epic song their elaboration, combination, and
sophisticated use again betray an intellectual achievement of the highest order.

Finally, in a very substantial way Homer is also the “father” of Greek political
reflection and thus the ancestor of the more advanced political thought, theory, and
philosophy we know from later centuries. I focus on two strands of thought.7 One
begins with Odysseus’ description of Cyclops society (Od. 9). Blessed by the gods,
they live in golden age-like abundance (107–11) but they are lawless and outrageous
(106), despise the gods (273–8), disrespect foreigners (273–370), and do not com-
municate with their own neighbors (115) or with other peoples (125–9). Most of all,
they lack laws, councils, and assemblies; each lives by himself with his family and accord-
ing to his own norms (112–15). The Cyclopes thus live in a completely atomized
society, in a non-community that consists of autonomous, unconnected households.
This is, in every respect, the extreme opposite of normal human society. Description
– and thus conceptualization – of non-society presupposes an ability to conceptualize
what society is or should, ideally, be. This Homer does in his description of the
Phaeacians. They were originally neighbors of the Cyclopes but, harassed by the 
monsters, moved away. The two societies that structurally represent extreme con-
trasts were thus initially juxtaposed, just as we find cities at war and peace juxtaposed
on the shield of Achilles (Il. 18.490–540) or a just and unjust city forming one vignette
in Hesiod (below). The Phaeacians founded a new polis (as Greeks would do in the
age of “colonization”): perfect both as settlement (Od. 6.262–8) and community.
They honor the gods, are generous and hospitable to strangers, meet in assembly,
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are governed by a council of elders and a recognized leader, communicate with and
respect each other, and are masters of sailing (Books 6–13).

Since none of his tales required the singer to expand on these aspects, his effort
to conceptualize ideal polis and non-polis is significant. It is part of his world view:
the epic world is organized in poleis just as his own world was (Raaflaub 1993b;
Hölkeskamp 2002). A person is identified by his polis, and the polis is a marker of
civilization: it represents culture, community, communication, and justice; not to be
part of a polis is identical with lawlessness, isolation, lack of community, and prim-
itiveness (Scully 1990). Not accidentally, therefore, the poet also pays close atten-
tion to council and assembly meetings8 as well as to the “middle,” the center of the
community (meson, koinon, Detienne 1965).

The second strand of political thought I wish to single out here begins with the
proem of the Iliad (1.1–7). It focuses not on heroic deeds but on the disastrous
consequences for the community of two leaders’ inability to subordinate their pride
to the common good. Before entering battle, the Lycian leaders Sarpedon and Glaucus
“review” the conditions of their eminent status among their people: they are hon-
ored because they work hardest defending the community (12.310–21; cf. Redfield
1994). Agamemnon too knows his duty: “I myself desire that my people be safe,
not perish” (1.117; tr. Lattimore 1951), and even lowly Thersites reminds him of
this: “It is not right for you, their leader, to lead in sorrow the sons of the Achaians”
(2.233–4). But, having made a serious mistake and caused harm to his community
(1.8–100), Agamemnon fears his rival and a loss of honor. He insists on protecting
his status and humiliating his opponent (1.185–7; cf. 287–9). Achilles in turn lam-
basts Agamemnon as “devourer of his people” (1.231), refuses to “be called of no
account and a coward” by obeying Agamemnon’s despotic orders (1.293–6), almost
kills him, and in anger withdraws from the fighting – although he is fully aware that
this will cause death and grief to many Achaeans (1.240–4).

Both leaders place their own honor above the common interest and refuse to 
heed good advice (1.252–84). Yet Agamemnon, having initiated the quarrel and dis-
honored his most important follower, bears greater responsibility. As a result, his
leadership is severely damaged, and the Achaeans suffer campaign-threatening defeat.
Soon Agamemnon realizes his mistakes and begins to repair the damage, closely 
collaborating with the other leaders. He offers reconciliation and generous compensa-
tion to Achilles. Although the latter is at first unable to overcome his anger, even-
tually, after Patroclus’ death, the rift in the community will be healed. At that point,
Agamemnon, who after his initial mistakes does everything right, is praised as “more
just” (dikaioteros, 19.181–83) – that is, he has reached a higher level of justice and
communal recognition: everybody makes mistakes but the community depends on
its leaders’ ability to correct such mistakes and overcome the consequences. In this
sense, Agamemnon in the end offers a positive model.

An important parallel on the Trojan side involves Hector. Presented for the longest
time as a perfect leader, he bears the quality of protector in his name (Nagy 1979:
146) and is recognized for it by the community (6.401–3). He too, however, gets
carried away by ambition and considerations of honor, fails to listen to justified 
warnings, makes a bad decision, and causes his army to be routed by Achilles’ fury.
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In the end, unable to face the blame for having destroyed half his army through 
his “recklessness,” he chooses to fight and die honorably (22.99–110). Unlike
Agamemnon, Hector thereby compounds his first mistake by a second one. He saves
his honor but deprives his community of its strongest defender and seals its ultimate
defeat. From the perspective of the community, like Agamemnon he should have
swallowed his pride, admitted his mistake, and carried on, learning from the experi-
ence. Again it is the communal perspective that determines the singer’s elaboration
of the story.

The epics thus pay close attention to communal problems and relationships. Using
traditional narrative to dramatize ethical and political problems that are important
to the audience, the poet depicts positive and negative models; he helps his listeners
think through such problems and guides them to solutions; he illuminates the causes
and consequences of certain attitudes and actions and connects these with the well-
being of the community. In doing so, he raises his listeners’ critical awareness and
educates them. Communal interests clash with individual aspirations, as they will
throughout Greek history, and this tension, dramatic, dangerous, but productive,
combined with the poet’s role as a voice of communal concern and responsibility,
goes a long way in explaining the emergence of Greek political thought (Raaflaub
2000: 27, 34, 57–9).

Homer and West Asia

Scholars have demonstrated impressively in how many ways Homer is connected not
only with a distant Indoeuropean past (Nagy 1990a) but also with west Asian texts
and ideas.9 The importance of such connections can and will not be doubted. But
doubts may be expressed about the consequences some scholars are willing to draw
from them. Forty years ago, Martin West declared (1966: 31): “Greek literature is
near eastern literature.” More recently, Johannes Haubold (2002) made a similar
argument. Both authors adduce strong evidence. Yet their conclusions seem too global.
Rather, one might say with Walter Burkert (1991: 174; 1992: 128–9) that we can
no longer study Greek literature in isolation from its wider context. All this raises
important questions which I can only mention briefly here. Is the evidence adduced
able to support such general and far-reaching conclusions? How does it affect the ques-
tion of the creativity of Greek poets? And how do we imagine the transmission of motifs
and ideas to Greece? After all, most of the evidence we have for Mesopotamian, 
Hurrite, and Hittite myths and epics that suggest close correspondences with Greek
epic, dates centuries earlier than Homer (and Hesiod, below). In Mesopotamia, such
texts were transmitted in scribal schools far into the first millennium but Greeks (or,
more likely, their eastern informers) would not have had access to such specialized
texts. Scholars disagree about whether versions of these texts were transmitted orally
as well, and how such oral and written strands of transmission might have interacted
with each other.10 Moreover, we mostly read these eastern texts in much earlier versions.
They may have been preserved in the scribal schools quite faithfully over centuries,
although there too, as the Babylonian creation epic demonstrates (Cohen 1993:
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406–53), adaptations to changing conditions were inevitable. In orally transmitted
songs or tales, such adjustments would have been more frequent, rapid, and funda-
mental (above). But this oral tradition is, with few exceptions (e.g., Sanchuniathon and
Philo of Byblos: M. West 1997: 283–6; Baumgarten 1981), not accessible to us.
Whether we are thinking of a “cultural bridge” in the Bronze Age or in the “Orien-
talizing Period,” or both, we are thus forced to “compare apples and oranges.”

At any rate, the mere fact that Greek epic reflects much eastern influence seems
to prove widespread oral tradition – but of texts unknown to us and perhaps rather
different from those preserved on Hittite or Mesopotamian tablets. While the trans-
mission of motifs and ideas is easily demonstrable, this is more difficult for more com-
plex issues, such as the structure of epic composition (but see Burkert 1992: ch. 3). And
finally, as Hesiod shows (below), when being integrated into Greek contexts, such
cultural borrowings were, whenever necessary, thoroughly adapted to Greek conditions
and needs. I would suggest tentatively that all three areas of Homer’s “intellectual
achievement” sketched above would largely have risen above the sphere of eastern
influence. To my knowledge, west Asian epic did not reach the complexity and sophis-
tication of Homer’s epic composition. Nor do present, past, and future there interact
in the conscious and elaborate ways characteristic of Homer. In political thought, one
would a priori expect the poet to focus on issues that were of concern to his audiences
and thus to adjust to such specific uses whatever foreign motifs he integrated.

Hesiod

Epic poets, often reproducing traditional songs, downplayed their own creative 
contribution. They were “singers” par excellence; their names and identities were
unimportant for their songs. By contrast, Hesiod wants to convey insights, wisdom,
and advice. For this, the poet’s persona matters. Thus he informs us of his name
(Theog. 22), his personal background, especially his meeting with the Muses on Mount
Helicon (22–34), and his quarrel with his brother Perses (Works and Days [WD]
37–41). Whether these biographical details (also 633–40, 650–9) are authentic or
intended to create a fictitious persona appropriate to this specific type of panhellenic
poetry is much debated.11 Hesiod’s world is certainly not that of Homer’s elite 
warrior heroes and adventurers. Rather, it is a world of small farmers who work 
hard to survive, are suspicious of town and elite (WD 27–32, 39), and seek their
support primarily among their neighbors (342–51).

From a social perspective, Hesiod’s works thus complement the Homeric epics;
they offer invaluable insight into the mentality, world view, and concerns of a class
that is almost completely ignored in Homer (Millett 1984; ch. 5, above; but con-
trast ch. 23, above). Moreover, trying to understand the world in which he lives,
Hesiod asks penetrating questions: what are the factors and values that sustain human
well-being and a good community? Why is the world full of evils, and who is respon-
sible for human suffering? What qualities must a good leader have, and how can bad
leaders be convinced to change their ways? Such questions prompted Hesiod to write
his epics, Theogony and Works and Days.12
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Cosmogonies and theogonies had a long prehistory in ancient west Asia and far
beyond (West 1966: 1–16). So did literature conveying wisdom, exhortation, and
advice (West 1978: 3–25). Even more than Homer, Hesiod abounds in motifs and
stories that clearly originated in the east and south of the Mediterranean.13 We need
think only of the “myth of the Ages,” featuring four metals (WD 110–201, though
enlarged by an age of heroes: 160–73), or the “succession myth” (below). In most
cases, though, such foreign elements are thoroughly adapted to their Greek context,
serving the poet’s specific purposes.

Thus, for example, the “succession myth” in the Theogony is based on west Asian
myths that are preserved in Hittite texts, with antecedents among the Hurrites and
in Mesopotamia:14 the succession of Uranos (sky), Kronos (fertility), and Zeus
(weather) corresponds to that of Anu (sky, here preceded by Alalu), Kumarbi (fer-
tility), and Tessop (weather); Typhoeus, the earth-born monster that challenges Zeus’
reign, corresponds to Ulikummi, the rock-born monster; a sickel that was used to
separate earth and sky plays an important role, to name just a few of the analogies.15

Correspondences with the Babylonian creation myth (Enuma elish, Foster 2005:
436–86; M. West 1997: 282–3) are obvious in the election of the gods’ king by
their assembly and in his victory over an earlier generation of gods that seals his
supremacy. While the Hittite texts tell the story without moral or political elabora-
tion (which may have been added in oral recitation) and the Enuma elish praises the
divine king’s qualities and justice in a long series of epithets at the end, in Hesiod’s
version a political interpretation pervades the entire story (Scully, forthcoming;
Raaflaub 2008).

Contrasting Zeus’ positive characteristics and leadership skills with the wickedness
of his predecessors, Hesiod paints a carefully constructed image of a good leader
who is able to gain power and popularity and whose wisdom and justice guarantee
the permanence of his rule. Undoubtedly, this image is intended as a model for elite
leaders in human society: it presents a stark contrast to the injustice and corruption
that characterizes the leaders in Works and Days. Hesiod thus integrates the basic
components of the west Asian succession myth into his poem because they are 
useful for his purposes, but he interprets the story in a new way and fits it into an
ethical and political framework that is crucial in his own context.

As West’s catalog of correspondences shows (1997: ch. 6), external influence accounts
for only a fraction of the Theogony. Most importantly, no outside model exists for
Hesiod’s comprehensive effort to categorize and systematize the forces and factors
that affect nature and human society. He does this by adapting the traditional format
of genealogy, using family relation as symbol for dependence, close connection, 
causality, or chronological sequence. For example, the list of “children of eris” (strife,
226–32) serves to describe the many forms of appearance and effect of strife; in 
modern terms, this constitutes a “conceptual field.” By marrying Themis to Zeus
and giving them three daughters, Eunomia, Dike, and Eirene (901–3), Hesiod con-
nects an earlier, traditional order, characterized by divine or customary law, with Zeus’
new order, in which good order, justice, and peace appear as primary communal values.
Although it remains rooted in myth and traditional forms of thought, Hesiod’s 
system betrays a developed ability for abstraction, philosophical speculation, and, with
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its focus on the evolution of a just world order and central social values, for polit-
ical thought.

In Works and Days Hesiod, critical of the elite whose corruption and “crooked
verdicts” (220–1) threaten the well-being of their community (27–39, 219–64), reflects
on the connection between justice and prosperity of both individuals and commun-
ity. Zeus, the protector of justice, and his daughter, Dike, bless the just and punish
the unjust (259–62). “Many times one man’s wickedness ruins a whole city” (240,
probably referring to mythical or epic examples, such as Paris or Oedipus), when Zeus
hits it with plague, barenness, famine, and defeat in war (238–47). Conversely, the polis
of “those who give straight verdicts and follow justice” enjoys peace, fertility, and happy
feasts (225–37; cf. Il. 16.384–92; Od. 19.109–14). The myth of Prometheus, the
champion of humankind, makes clear that humans themselves are responsible for 
their misery and the origin of evil in the world (Theog. 521–616; WD 47–106; Clay
2003: ch. 5). While in the Sumerian myth about the origin of evils responsibility
lies entirely with the gods (Jacobsen 1946: 161–5), Hesiod (like Homer, Od. 1.22–43)
does not doubt that the gods are benevolent; it is the humans themselves whose evil
deeds continually attract divine punishment and who have to correct their ways them-
selves. The poet’s task is to expose the causes, to warn, and to admonish. Lacking power
himself, he has to rely on his firm belief in the justice of Zeus (1–9), who not only
sees all and knows all (267) but will not allow the unjust to prevail (273).

Works and Days is thus an “instruction to princes” that advocates the principles
of justice and communal reponsibility (Martin 1984; but see Heath 1985). But Hesiod
also admonishes his peers: farmers like himself and Perses, whose responsibility it is to
realize the “good order” in their own small worlds (213–18, 274–335, 394–413),
focusing on work, family, farm, and neighborhood (243–51).

Hesiod’s significance in Greek intellectual history thus lies in his effort at system-
atization, his progress toward abstract thinking, and his emphasis on human respons-
ibility and the connection between justice and communal well-being. Like the singers
in Homer’s epics (dBmiourgoi, “workers among the people”; Gschnitzer 1981: 33–4),
and thus perhaps Homer himself, Hesiod too is (or presents himself as) a man of
the people, respected but low on the social ladder. Men of wisdom favored by the
Muses, singers and educators of the people, thus initially are not elite leaders; the
earliest intellectual achievements in Greece must be credited to commoners, and 
the first insights of Greek political thought are fostered by a perspective that is 
communal and often critical of the elite.

Solon

Solon, one of the “Seven Sages” (Martin 1993) was appointed archon and mediator
in 594 bce and charged with resolving a difficult social, economic, and political crisis
that had brought Athens to the brink of civil war. His function as a “reconciler”
and his legislation are discussed in this volume, chs. 21 and 8, respectively. I shall
focus here briefly on the political ideas that are formulated in his poetry (West [W]
1992; tr. West 1994). Here, for the first time in history, we find expressions of explicit
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political thought, not woven into epic narrative or genealogical schemes but directly
addressed to the citizens of Athens.

In an important poem containing programmatic statements (4 W2; Vlastos 1946;
Jaeger 1966: 75–99; Stahl 1992), Solon says: “My mind orders me to teach this to
the Athenians” (30). The statesman and legislator is also a poet and educator of his
people, and he is one of them. “Our city will never fall” by divine will! On the con-
trary: Athena stands ready to protect her city (1–4). The first lesson, emphasized
already in the Odyssey (1.22–43) and by Hesiod, thus is: the woes that trouble the
community are caused not by the gods but by the citizens themselves, most of all
by the greedy and abusive leaders, the elite (5–13), who ignore Dike’s ordinances. But,
silent and knowing, she “comes in time with certainty (pantDs) to exact punishment.”
The result is “an inescapable wound for the entire polis” (enslavement by a tyrant,
stasis, civil war, death of young men, enslavement of debtors; 14–25). The second
lesson thus contradicts Hesiod (WD 259–60): Dike does not need to appeal to her
father Zeus to uphold justice and punish evildoers. She stands on her own, is almost
an abstract principle, she knows and she will act, with certainty.

Violations of justice thus have inevitable consequences, comparable to natural 
phenomena: as snow or hail come from a dark cloudbank and thunder follows upon
lightning, so a polis whose citizens have elevated one man too high will be enslaved
by a tyrant (9 W2; cf. 11; 13.8, 17–32). Whether in the realm of justice, social relations,
or politics, the consequences of specific actions can be expected – and thus predicted
– with a degree of certainty that resembles the cause and effect relationships in the
realm of nature: political laws are like natural laws.

Where Hesiod had to trust in Zeus’ wisdom and power (WD 273), Solon knows.
Where Hesiod had to refer to mythical examples (WD 240–1), Solon observes 
what is happening in many poleis around him and bases his political conclusion 
on “empirical data.” Where Hesiod emphasized physical suffering and prospering of
polis, people, and nature (WD 225–47), Solon thinks politically. Moreover, “the
public ill comes home to every man” and finds him “for sure” (pantDs) wherever he
hides (Sol. 4.26–9). With certainty, therefore, the entire community (17) and every
citizen will suffer. Lesson three: Hesiod was wrong. It will not do to avoid the agora
(WD 27–31), hide in one’s farm, and rely on neighbors (342–51). On the contrary:
it is crucial to be alert and involved and to assume communal responsibility.

Solon thus established a pattern of political causes and consequences that enabled
him to understand political processes, predict the outcome of certain actions or 
patterns of behavior, and take appropriate action. He too, had to appeal to the 
nobles to change their ways. But, based on logical arguments, not just belief in divine 
retribution, this appeal was much more compelling: the elite too was threatened by
its own transgression; elite abuse of power, followed by civil strife and tyranny, 
was bound to hurt the elite as much as the others. Unlike Hesiod, as an appointed 
lawgiver Solon was in a position to draw the consequences and realize necessary 
reform. Whether or not these reforms were entirely successful, they were, for the
first time as far as we know, based on more than religious and moral concerns: they
were founded on political experience and calculation and something approaching a
political theory.16
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Constitutional Thought

Written laws, inscribed on stone or bronze, appear in Greece from around the mid-
seventh century.17 The idea to inscribe laws on durable material probably came from
west Asia, where it had been practiced for millennia (Westbrook 1988; 1989). The
purpose probably was not least to demonstrate the communal importance of such
laws and to place them under the protection of the gods (Thomas 1996). In addition,
they were published and accessible, and citizens who made the effort could learn what
the law was. The law thus was literally placed “in the middle” (es meson) of the com-
munity, and it was the community, through its elected officials, that controlled the law
and could change it if it wished. Unlike in West Asia and Egypt, where all-powerful
kings initiated and controlled the law, in the Greek polis the law was enacted by the
assembly or, upon the mandate of the assembly, by a lawgiver (ch. 21, above). Although
publication increased the security and equality of law and thus benefited the less 
powerful in the polis, the elite probably was as much interested in legislation that
helped prevent abuses and thus maintained communal peace (Eder 2005).

Probably in the third quarter of the seventh century, we find the first attestation
of a rudimentary constitution: the “Great Rhetra” in Sparta.18 Sparta was suffering
from a long and difficult war against the Messenians and from domestic unrest that
expressed itself not least in the demand for redistribution of land. Reliance on the
citizen army to control the subjected populations became ever more important. Changes
were necessary, and they were encoded in the Rhetra. Buttressed by the installation
of new cults and a territorial restructuring of the community, the demos, meeting
in assembly at fixed dates and a fixed place, now was formally empowered to make
the final decisions that concerned the community, although with certain limitations.
As citizens, land-owners, soldiers, and assemblymen, they were equal (“peers,” homoioi;
Cartledge 2001: 68–75), despite social and economic differences. Most importantly,
the communal decision making process was here regulated, the powers of leaders,
council, and assembly in this process determined for the first time. However the Rhetra
was presented to the community (as an oracle from Delphic Apollo, as the restoration
of the initial “polis charter”), most likely it was also hailed as a return to eunomia,
the traditional good order.19

One or two generations later, Solon, also aiming to overcome a severe crisis (above),
introduced constitutional changes in Athens as well (ch. 8, above). Tradition attributes
to him a new popular council with 400 members that balanced the aristocratic
Areopagus Council, a system of four classes that linked military to political capacity,
and various other measures that increased popular involvement in politics and com-
munal responsibility (Wallace 2007b).20 Yet, overall, despite ancient and modern 
claims to the contrary, Solon’s constitution, like the Spartan Rhetra, was far from a
democracy in any strict sense of the word.21 Like Sparta’s Rhetra, it was hailed by
its creator as the restoration of eunomia. What Solon achieved was consonant with
his position as a mediator: a system that curtailed elite abuses, introduced appropriate
protections, and balanced aristocratic leadership with popular power while emphasiz-
ing the citizens’ responsibility for the common good.
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Political and constitutional legislation proliferated in the sixth century. Many poleis
adopted constitutions that were characterized by a considerable amount of equality
for substantial parts of the citizen body (Robinson 1997).22 Most of these constitu-
tions are attested only partially, by inscriptions regulating a particular aspect or by
references in later sources (especially Aristotle’s Politics). In the case of Athens, though,
we have enough information to reconstruct the entire scheme, even if details remain
agonizingly unclear (ch. 8, above). Again reform was prompted by emergency: dis-
ruptive aristocratic rivalry, outside intervention, and popular revolt. Empowered by
broad support, Cleisthenes realized a reform plan he had proposed earlier, appar-
ently to great acclaim.23 This plan was complex and sophisticated.

Attica had been divided by regions and pockets of aristocratic influence. The 
margins were still not fully integrated (Anderson 2000). In order to unify country
and citizen body, Cleisthenes organized the territory into some 140 local districts
(demes) and combined them (supposedly by lot) into new artificial units: regional
“thirds” and national “tribes.” Each of the latter comprised districts from the three
major regions of the country (Traill 1975). The demes had important functions 
in exercising “grassroots democracy.” Most importantly, through their tribes, the
citizens of the demes were represented proportionally, in a remarkably high 
density of representation (roughly 1: 60), in the new Council of 500 that played an
enhanced political role. They also formed tribal regiments in the newly constituted
citizen army and tribal contingents competing in national festivals. The council mem-
bers, serving for a year (and no more than twice so that over time more than a third
of all citizens over eighteen served at least once; Hansen 1999: 249), gained valu-
able political experience and, commuting between their demes in the large Attic ter-
ritory and Athens, carried information out and citizen reactions in, thus connecting
country and center and creating a “civic presence” in Athens (Meier 1990a: 73–8).
All this was enhanced by religious innovations and building activity that turned Athens
into the civic center of a large but thoroughly integrated polis (Anderson 2003). As
a result, Athens emerged united, triumphed in 506 against attacks by Sparta and
hostile neighbors and in 490 mustered the courage to ward off a Persian invasion
at Marathon.

Civic subdivisions were typical of Greek poleis (Jones N. F. 1987; Davies 1996),
but the scheme designed by Cleisthenes was so complex and sophisticated that it
must have been quite exceptional. It was based on a rational assessment of the prob-
lems that plagued the Athenian community after the expulsion of the tyrants and of
the difficulties posed to communal unity by the large size and topographical diver-
sity of Attica and the economical and social differences among various parts of the
citizen body. Hence Cleisthenes created institutions that forced citizens from various
areas and backgrounds to collaborate in civic, military, and cultic events. Such col-
laboration fostered mutual familiarity and trust; it helped integrate the community.
Ostracism, a kind of “negative election” to remove temporarily inidividuals that were
perceived as dangerous and/or to avoid political paralysis (Eder 1998: 118–21; Dreher
2000; Forsdyke 2005) reveals the same spirit of rational innovation and ingenuity.
That Cleisthenes was able to make his bold proposals palatable to his fellow citizens
attests to his political skills and ability to sense the needs and will of both people
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and elite – and to their readiness to demand and accept change for the common
good. Overall, his reforms represent an extraordinary intellectual and political
achievement, indispensable for the fully developed democracy of the fifth century.

Philosophy

The sixth century witnessed the beginning of philosophical and scientific thinking.
Most of its representatives lived in Greek Asia Minor, the most advanced area in the
Greek world until Miletus was destroyed after defeat in the Ionian Revolt against
Persia (499–494 bce; Murray 1988b; Gorman 2001). Miletus founded many colonies
in the Black Sea area (ch. 17, above) and traded with the eastern and southern Mediter-
ranean, including the Greek trade post in Naucratis (Möller 2000; ch. 23, above).
Hence this part of the Greek world was particularly rich in knowledge and interna-
tional connections. Eastern influences on religion and art accumulated there, Milesians
first draw maps of the known world and wrote geographical works, and the condi-
tions for scientific (below) and philosophical thought, both highly developed in west
Asia and partly in Egypt, were especially favorable.24 For example, Thales of Miletus
(first half of the sixth century) was a mathematician and astronomer (he is credited
with various geometrical discoveries and with predicting the solar eclipse of 585: Hdt.
1.74; Stephenson and Fatooki 1997); he was counted among the Seven Sages, was
practical in resolving difficult problems (Hdt. 1.75), and gave good political advice
(1.170). All this, however, does not explain why he sought the first principle of all things,
determined it to be water, and insisted on physical rather than religious explanations
for natural phenomena (Arist. Met. 13.983b6ff; for an explanation, see Kirk 1988: 410).

Next to nothing is known about individual early philosophers. What was trans-
mitted in antiquity was mostly anecdotal and drawn out of their writings of which
only pitiful fragments are preserved; they offer glimpses into their thought but rarely
permit reconstruction of coherent arguments or entire works. Nor do we know the
circumstances of their philosophizing. Still, they were pathbreakers and innovators,
and later authors such as Plato and Aristotle built on their ideas, often in critical dis-
cussion. Many of them were primarily interested in physis, the natural world and its
origin and functioning; man and human society were part of physis, subject to its
laws, and not considered separately.25 I shall highlight here three areas in which their
discoveries were particularly influential.

To begin with, first principles, the emergence of the world, and the structure of
the cosmos (Wright 1995; Algra 1999). Thales suggested water, perhaps inspired
by near eastern thought. He imagined the earth, kept in perfect balance, as floating
on water as well. Aristotle considered him the founder of natural philosophy because
he postulated a material principle for all existing things and broke with the tradition
of explaining natural phenomena by divine action (Met. 983b17ff ). His insistence
on physical causes proved most influential,26 but it may well be that his speculation
was less systematic and that it was really his contemporary Anaximander who set the
tone by appealing systematically to rational principles and natural processes. He wrote
a prose treatise “On the Nature of Things” (peri physeos), drew a world map (below)
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and perhaps constructed a visual representation of the sky (sphaira). His speculation
extended to meteorological phenomena and zoogony but he is best known for his
one extant sentence (perhaps the earliest in European prose):

. . . some other apeiron nature, from which come into being all the heavens and the worlds
in them. And the source of coming-to-be for existing things is that into which destruc-
tion, too, happens, “according to necessity; for they pay penalty (dikB) and retribution
(tisis) to each other for their injustice (adikia) according to the assessment of Time.”

(DK 12 B1; tr. Kirk et al. 1983: no. 110)

The origin of all things thus is the apeiron which, ungenerated, eternal, and infinite,
surrounds the generated world and governs all its processes. In a biological and mechan-
ical process of separating out opposites, the world is created, while huge wheels of fire
produce the celestial phenomena (Kahn 1960; Hölscher 1968: 9–89). Anaximenes
(second half of the sixth century) in turn postulated elemental air (aBr) as the first
principle that started the process of world formation, causes change through con-
densation and rarefaction, turning into fire, wind, water, earth, and rock, and supports
the earth from below (Wöhrle 1993). Reacting against him, Heraclitus of Ephesus
(around 500), “arguably the most important of all Presocratics” (Kirk 1988: 410–11),
in dense and often cryptic aphorisms insisted on fire as the primary element. More
importantly, he believed that a universal, all-penetrating logos structures and rules
this world. His views on physis were closely tied to his theory of constant change
(“In the same river we both step and do not step, we are and we are not,” DK 22
B49a; hence the saying attributed to him: panta rhei, “all is in flux”) and to his epi-
stemology (Hölscher 1968: 130–72; Kahn 1979). Finally, Xenophanes of Colophon
(ca. 570–467), who brought Ionian natural philosophy to the Greek west, saw earth
and water as the origin of things and explained meteorological and celestial phe-
nomena by the formation of clouds from the sea.

Second, religious speculation. Heraclitus, we saw, postulated that the world is 
structured and ruled by a universal logos (DK 22 B1–2). Xenophanes (Lesher 1992;
Schäfer 1996) is famous for his polemics against Homer’s and Hesiod’s representa-
tion of gods as similar to humans in their habits and vices (DK 21 B 11–12, cf. 14),
and for his critique of a culture-specific anthropomorphic conception of gods (B 15 –16).
Instead, in a first step toward philosophical theology and monotheism, Xenophanes
postulated a radically different kind of divinity:

There is one god, among gods and men the greatest, not at all like mortals in
body or in mind.
He sees as a whole, thinks as a whole, and hears as a whole.
But without toil he sets everything in motion, by the thought of his mind.
And he always remains in the same place, not moving at all, nor is it fitting for him
to change his position at different times.

(B 23–6)

Pythagoras, born on Samos in the mid-sixth century, emigrated to southern 
Italy ca. 530, where he presented himself as sage, seer, teacher, and charismatic 
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miracle-worker with supernatural abilities, and became, through the society he founded,
an important force in the social, political, religious, and intellectual life of Magna
Graecia. Since neither he nor his successors before the late fifth century left any writ-
ings, it is impossible to know how much of the Pythagorean tradition in various areas
of thought goes back to him. It seems likely that he had the “extraordinary intuition
of the mathematical structure of the universe” (Kirk 1988: 412), and certain that
he introduced into Greek religion the doctrine of the transmigration of souls. His
society with its highly regulated cult organization was greatly influential.27

Finally, political ideas. Heraclitus, like other archaic aristocrats, such as Alcaeus
(Page 1955) or Theognis (Figueira and Nagy 1985), was highly critical of the demos
– but also of everyone else (DK 22 B 29, 104; cf. 121). Xenophanes, in turn, found
little to praise in the values and attitudes of the elite (1–3 W2). He polemicized against
the public honors heaped upon victorious athletes because, unlike his own expertise
(sophiB), the athlete’s skills help to maintain neither the polis’ good order (eunomiB)
nor the public treasury (2 W2). Traditional elite values are here criticized not from
an individual perspective, as in the case of Archilochus (Burnett 1983), but from a
communal standpoint. More importantly, since disciplines like physics, ethics, religion,
and politics were not yet separated, laws of nature were thought to operate in human
society as well and natural processes could be explained by relations and rules valid
in society. Thus in Anaximander’s fragment (above) the cosmos is conceptualized 
as a system regulated by principles of justice. Things emerge from the apeiron in a
perfect balance of opposites. Such balance represents justice, the prevalence of one
opposite over the other injustice which will require punishment or compensation
over time. This cosmic concept was rooted in an analogous perception of social and
political order that was based on justice and equality (isonomia; Vlastos 1947; Vernant
1965: 185–206); this is one of the earliest testimonia for a political concept of 
equality (Raaflaub 1996a: 143–5). Similarly, Heraclitus postulated a correspondence
between the structures and relationships in nature or cosmos and human societies:
justice, balance, and retaliation were the operating principles in both spheres. Like
several archaic poets, he expressed a strong preference for the middle (meson) and
moderation (metrion), urged respect for law and the common good, and used trade
and war as metaphors for natural processes (Raaflaub 2000: 50). It is a great pity
that so little is known reliably about Pythagoras’ society; that it was based on unusual
social and political ideas seems clear but what these were exactly remains doubtful
(Riedweg 2002: ch. 3).

In the sphere of early Greek philosophy too, therefore, Greek thinkers quickly went
beyond the undeniable and important stimuli they received from the east (West 1971).
Based on their insights and speculation, their successors in the fifth century laid the
foundations of a long and extremely fertile and influential philosophical tradition.

Science and Technology

Science (Wissenschaft) is a modern term. The Greeks talked about knowledge (epistBmB)
and skills (technB). In a somewhat specific sense, science did not begin in Greece
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before the evolution of medicine in the second half of the fifth century. By contrast,
the ancients thought that Thales, Pythagoras, and their contemporaries had laid the
foundations of science and that its roots went back to the old civilizations of west
Asia and Egypt (e.g., Hdt. 2.109; Arist. Met. 981b23–5). Both views are correct:
mathematics and astronomy were highly developed in Mesopotamia long before they
reached the Greeks.28 Egyptian medicine was famous in the ancient world.29 There
is no question that the Greeks learned from them in every respect (e.g., Lloyd 1979:
ch. 4; Marganne 1993). Yet Thales’ and Pythagoras’ reputations rested not least on
their mathematical and geometrical theorems. According to Herodotus (3.129–37),
at the Persian King Darius’ court the Greek physician Democedes, after a remarkable
career, succeeded where Egyptian doctors had failed (Griffiths 1987). Greek medicine
had thus reached a significant level already in the late sixth century (Kudlien 1967;
Conrad et al. 1995). During Darius’ expedition against the Scythians, the Samian
engineer Mandrokles gained fame for building a bridge over the Bosporus (4.87–9).
Harpalos of Tenedos constructed the bridge over the Hellespont for Xerxes when
that built by Phoenician and Egyptian engineers had been destroyed (7.34–6;
Hofstetter 1978: no. 130; Hammond and Roseman 1996). Even if Herodotus’ reports
may be tainted by Greek patriotism, there can be no doubt that Greek engineers,
architects, artists, masons, and shipwrights were active in the Persian empire under
Darius at the latest (Hofstetter 1978; Walser 1984: ch. 5) and apparently much ear-
lier in Mesopotamia (Raaflaub 2004a: 204–6). Greek skills and ingenuity were thus
sought after even in the east with its long-standing tradition of accomplishments in
these areas.

Herodotus (3.60; Tölle-Kastenbein 1976) praises Samos (Shipley 1987) for “three
of the greatest building and engineering feats in the Greek world,” perhaps all 
dating to the time of the tyrant Polycrates (ca. 537–22): the great breakwater that
created an artificial harbor, the long tunnel that secured the town’s water supply,
constructed by Eupalinus of Megara (Kienast 1995), and the temple of Hera, one of
the largest in Greece, built by the Samian Rhoecus (Kyrieleis 1981; 1993; Furtwängler
1984). Samos was also home to one of the largest kouroi ever erected (Kyrieleis 1996).
Water supply systems are known from elsewhere too (e.g., Athens: Tölle-Kastenbein
1994). Monumental temples were built competitively by several poleis in the sixth
century. Greek temples were developed out of earlier wooden structures; in their
monumental form they emerged in the contact zone of east and west in Asia Minor
and incorporated significant Egyptian influences (Coldstream 1985; Höcker 1998).
In Jeffrey Hurwit’s view, however, the Doric order was invented not in imitation
but in emulation of Egyptian architecture. “That is, its formulation was a means of
rivaling and responding to what the Greeks saw along the Nile, a means of asserting
Greek differences in Greek terms, even as the Greeks borrowed from the Egyptians
some of the very techniques that allowed them to respond better and on a monu-
mental scale” (1985: 179–86, quote 185–6).

Moreover, monumental temples are rightly seen as an expression of communal
vigor, collaboration, and identity (Snodgrass 1980a: 33, 58–62; ch. 22, above). Greek
kouroi, nude male statues, and korai, clothed female statues, erected on tombs and
in sanctuaries as dedications honoring the dead and the gods, were inspired by Levantine
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and Egyptian sculpture, but what the Greek artists did with the kouros “was to absorb
the monumental conception and the thousand-year-old tradition of rendering the
male body and transform it into something entirely new, purely Greek, in an act of
creative synthesis” (Kyrieleis 1993: 150–1; Hurwit 1985: 186–202); moreover, the
Greek kouros had in Greek society a function that differed greatly from that of the
Egyptian “model” in its own society (Fehr 1996; Osborne 1998a: 75–85).

Geography, Ethnography, and Historiography

Already Homer, considered the “founder of geography” by no less an expert than
Strabo (Geography 1–2; Biraschi 2005), reflects a lively interest in geographical explora-
tion (e.g., Od. 5.400–23, 438–53; 9.116–41) and the characterization of various
peoples. Odysseus’ tales of his adventures on the way home from Troy (Od. 9–12)
recall far-flung travels in the western Mediterranean as well as sailors’ yarn (Heubeck
and Hoekstra 1989: 3–11; Dougherty 2001; Hartog 2001), while the famous shield
of Achilles suggests a schematic conceptualization of earth and sky, if not elements
of a map (a circular earth surrounded by the ocean: Il. 18.483–607; Edwards 1991:
200–9; Harley and Woodward 1987: 131–2), and the “catalog of ships,” listing the
Achaean contingents at Troy, follows a geographic route through the Greek world.30

In the seventh and sixth centuries, colonizing and trading expeditions (Raaflaub 2004a:
202–4, 210–11) added enormously to the knowledge of the Mediterranean. In the
second half of the sixth century, Persian conquests and an active interest of Egyptian
and Persian kings in exploration expanded such knowledge far beyond the sphere
hitherto familiar to the Greeks (Cary and Warmington 1963). Phoenicians sailed around
Africa (Hdt. 4.42), while in 519–516 Scylax of Caryanda in Caria explored the coast
between India and Egypt (4.44; FGrH 709). Probably in the early fifth century
(Ameling 1993: 256 n. 92), the Carthaginian Hanno led a celebrated expedition along
the African coast, perhaps as far as Cameroon,31 the Achaemenid Sataspes another
(Hdt. 4.43), while Hanno’s contemporary Himilco traveled from Gibraltar to Britain
(Cary and Warmington 1963, 45–9; Ameling 1993, 267 with n. 151). Greek descrip-
tions of coastlines with comments on distances, sailing and harbor conditions, settle-
ments, and peoples (called periplous) may thus have been preceded by Carthaginian
and perhaps Phoenician or Persian versions. Scylax wrote the earliest attested 
Greek periplous; that of Pseudo-Scylax in the fourth century (covering the entire
Mediterranean and Black Sea; Pereti 1979; Marcotte 1986), and another, of an anonym-
ous first century ce author, on the coast from Suez to India (Casson 1989) offer
an impression of the sparse and handbook-like nature of these works.

Nevertheless, reports such as these, and oral information pouring into sixth-
century Miletus as the center of a “worldwide” net of colonial and trade connec-
tions, must have enabled Anaximander to draw the first world map. Simple and
schematic though it was, nothing comparable in scope and ambition is known from
other areas of the Mediterranean orbit.32 This map was improved by Hecataeus (below),
used for political purposes by Aristagoras of Miletus, the instigator of the Ionian Revolt
(Hdt. 5.49–50), and heavily criticized by Herodotus (4.36). In opposition to the
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concept of a flat, circular earth surrounded by ocean, perhaps already Pythagoras 
postulated a spherical earth; certainly Parmenides (born ca. 515) did so, dividing it
into five zones (two cold, two temperate, and one hot; Dilke 1985: 25).

The periegesis or periodos ges (“Circuit of the Earth”) authored by Hecataeus of
Miletus (ca. 560–480) is likely to have gone far beyond the pattern set by the early
periplous literature.33 As Fornara writes (1983b: 13),

Hecataeus’s work was by any standard a stupendous achievement. Consisting of 
two books, one dealing with Europe, the other with Asia, Egypt, and Libya . . . [it] 
was a narrative geography with map attached. Unlike the writers of utilitarian voyage-
accounts . . . , Hecataeus attempted a comprehensive description of the entire known
(and unknown) world. Naturally, it incorporated the results of the author’s travels 
and the reports of others, published and oral; it also contained the heavy admixture of
theory proper to an essentially scientific work.

Descriptions of country, flora, fauna, rulers, and inhabitants with their customs formed
the core elements of each entry. Although Hecataeus did not write an ethnography
but “a geography containing subordinate ethnographies,” perhaps based on an already
established genre (Fornara 1983b: 14), he is often seen as founder of the genre of
ethnography (Trüdinger 1918: 10ff; Müller 1972: 94–101).

Hecataeus also wrote a Genealogia, a systematization of the family relationships
among mythical heroes (as Hesiod and various authors after him had done for the
gods, combining cosmogony, theogony, and divine genealogy). This work too marked
a break and new beginning. The opening sentence of the preface, “I write what 
follows as it seems to me to be true; for the stories of the Greeks are varied, and,
as is manifest to me, absurd” (FGrH 1 F1), perhaps aims less at radical rationaliza-
tion than at the establishment of clear chronology in a period that was remote and
distorted by myth but, in general Greek understanding, still reflected real persons
and events. Logically, therefore, Hecataeus separated, for the first time, “heroic” 
or “mythical” from more strictly “historical time” that was accessible by historical
memory – a distinction Herodotus would later use (e.g., 1.5; 3.122) and complicate
(Marincola 1997: 117–27; Cobet 2002). Although the Genealogia has little to do
with genuine history, its author reveals the kind of critical historical thinking that
would later prompt the generation of historical works. Together with Homer’s epics,
elegies and other poetry dealing with historical events (Bowie 2001; Marincola 2006),
and other works of rudimentary history (such as accounts of the foundation of colonies:
Giangiulio 2001), Hecataeus’ work claims an indispensable position in the ancestry
of Greek historiography and its influence on Herodotus was significant – despite the
latter’s often biting criticism (West 1991; Fowler 2006).

Conclusion

Kirk finds well established already in Homer the roots of the “intensely personal con-
frontation between individual and outside world . . . the Greek habit of self-analysis”
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that breaks through so powerfully in the earliest extant representatives of lyric poetry
(1988: 393). In other ways, too, we saw, Homer signals new beginnings; his influ-
ence on later poetry and thought cannot be overestimated. According to Jean-Pierre
Vernant, we see in Hesiod’s work “what may be described as a learned mythology
richly and subtly elaborated that possesses all the finesse and rigor of a philosophical
system while at the same time remaining totally committed to the language and mode
of thought peculiar to myth” (1990: 217). Even if Kirk rightly warns against turn-
ing Hesiod into a real predecessor of the early philosophers, they still followed along
Hesiod’s path of seeking a single origin of the world and using some form of a genetic
paradigm to explain its formation. It was not until the very end of the sixth century
that Xenophanes and Heraclitus broke decisively away from patterns set by the two
epic poets (1988: 397–400, 410–11).

Yet Homer’s and Hesiod’s influence is far from sufficient to explain the steady, if
far from consistent, progress in the use of reason that Kirk sees as the hallmark of
the intellectual achievement of the archaic period (412–13), or the independence
and individualism in thought and behavior that I would emphasize. Moreover, 
this achievement extends to virtually all areas of artistic and literary activity. Various 
scholars have compared Homer with geometric art, seeing, for example, similar 
mastery of a difficult intellectual task in the complex and monumental structures of
the epics and the great geometric vases that served as grave markers in the
Kerameikos cemetery (Whitman 1958: ch. 5; Andreae and Flashar 1977). The com-
position of monumental epics or sophisticated lyric songs, the design of an elaborate
reorganization of polis structures or a new polis constitution, the observation of polit-
ical cause and effect relations amounting to laws of politics, the conceptualization of
the cosmos and its evolution, the drawing of a world map, monumental architecture
and refined sculpture, feats of engineering, the adaptation of writing (ch. 28, above),
the invention of techniques that made monumental bronze sculpture possible or enabled
potters to develop black and red figured vases (Schneider 2002: 70) – all these are
significant intellectual achievements with far-reaching consequences (Hall 1975; 
H. Schneider 1991).

When looking for the social conditions that encouraged these developments, 
surely the rise of the polis (chs. 18 and 20, above) must be considered decisive – in
several ways. Poleis developed in clusters and in constant competition with each other;
each differed from the others in subtle but crucial ways, and comparison stimulated
critical thinking. Moreover, in the “age of colonization” new poleis were founded
in large numbers, each built from scratch by citizens who often came from differ-
ent backgrounds and had joined for different reasons; each foundation, though 
sponsored by one polis and led by one leader, was thus the result of complex negoti-
ations and careful thought (ch. 19, above). Geographical mobility as well as oppor-
tunities offered by trade, emigration, and service abroad translated into social 
mobility and the weakening of traditional values and social structures. The tension
between individual and collective aspirations, often erupting in violent social
conflicts, accelerated social change and proved productive in stimulating the search
for new solutions. The elite, despite ambition and power, never rose far above the
large class of “middling” farmers, on whom they depended for the defense of the
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polis and who therefore played an important role in the assembly as well (Raaflaub
1999: 132–41). All this made it possible not only for members of the elite (such as
Alcaeus or Solon) but also for outsiders and “underdogs” (a dBmiourgos bard such
as the Homeric singers, a farmer like Hesiod’s character, or a mercenary like that of
Archilochus) to raise their voices and express their thoughts in public, whether affirma-
tively or critically. In some poleis, even in a male-dominated society women were
able to reach fame for their outstanding skills (we need only think of Sappho). A
society in ferment, undergoing rapid change and a vast expansion of its horizon,
offered fertile ground for individualism and independent thinking. The will to high
achievement was further stimulated by a pervasive spirit of competitiveness, empha-
sized already by Hesiod’s distinction between a bad and a good form of strife (eris;
WD 11–26).

All these tendencies were encouraged (and not discouraged or suppressed, as they
were in the great civilizations of Egypt and west Asia, or even in Israel’s theocracy)
by two factors. One was that far into the sixth century the Greek poleis developed
on their own, in a “power vacuum,” that is, outside the control of great empires
with absolute, divinely sanctioned monarchies. This was crucial for the formation of
societies that were in important ways egalitarian and became even more so by the
end of the archaic period, and for the creation of concepts such as equality and free-
dom. Justice, we saw, was communally based, and obedience was not a prime value
(not even in Sparta where it became one only towards the end of the period if not
even later).34 The other factor was that religion, though important in various ways,
did not play a central role in legitimizing power and hierarchy. Hence Greek thinkers
were free to emphasize, for example, human responsibility for their own and their
community’s well-being. Such freedom became a powerful force in prompting the
evolution of independent thought, political reflection, and philosophical speculation
(Raaflaub 2000: 57–9).

As we saw, Greek thinkers and artists of all types eagerly learned from the older
and more highly developed civilizations east and south of the Mediterranean. In 
fact, such external influences were a sine qua non for the development of Greek 
culture. But, largely for the reasons outlined above, Greek culture never became a
near eastern culture. The Greeks transformed and adapted what they learned. In 
the process they created a new culture that was rooted in both foreign and ancient
Greek traditions, was elevated by impressive intellectual achievements in many areas,
quickly assumed distinctive characteristics, and, within a few decades of the great
confrontation between east and west in the Persian wars, developed into something
that bore little similarity with its eastern forebears – even if the Greeks continued to
be inspired by the east in religion, crafts, and much else.35

NOTES

1 For surveys of archaic Greek literature, Fränkel 1973; Lesky 1966 are still useful. W2 = West
1992. – My main purpose is to give a survey of important aspects and to guide the reader
to relevant bibliography. I thank Deborah Boedeker and Hans van Wees for valuable
suggestions.
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2 Generally on Homer, see Latacz 1996; Morris and Powell 1997; Taplin 2000b; Fowler
2004; ch. 5, above.

3 See Latacz 2002: 58–9. Powell 1991; 1997 (early and comprehensively) and Nagy 1996a
(much later) advocate extreme positions. For brief summaries of the debate, see Edwards
1987: 23–8; Saïd 1998: 31–5.

4 On “homeric society,” see Finley 1978; more recently, Ulf 1990b; van Wees 1992; Raaflaub
1991; 1997b; 1998; Donlan 1999; Hölkeskamp 2002; Osborne 2004; ch. 5, above. Despite
the likely origin of epic and hexametric song as early as the sixteenth century bce (West
1988b; Janko 1992: 8–19), Latacz’s thesis (2004) that the hexameter served as a
“straightjacket” that enabled such poetry to carry detailed memories over exceptionally
long periods of time, like some of his other views, has met serious objections: Cobet and
Gehrke 2002; Ulf 2003. Nor is it convincing that much of the material culture reflected
in the epics stems from the Bronze Age (so recently Shear 2000). For comparison with
other epic traditions, see Raaflaub 2005a. Despite exciting and important new discover-
ies, which Latacz rightly highlights, we are still far from resolving the puzzle of the “his-
torical” Trojan War.

5 Homer’s influence on later Greek literature, however, goes far beyond poetry and 
historiography; for geography and ethnography, see the end of this chapter.

6 Fornara 1983b: 31; cf. Strasburger 1972; Hartog 2000; Boedeker 2002; Pelling 2006.
7 See Raaflaub 1988; 2000: 27–34; 2001: 73–89. See now also Hammer 2002; Balot 

2006: ch. 2, and, among important earlier work, Vernant 1982. Christian Meier’s sem-
inal work on the emergence of Greek political thought (1989; 1990a; 2001) does not
include Homer.

8 Ruzé 1997; Raaflaub 1997c; 2001: 80–5; Hölkeskamp 2002.
9 Burkert 1991; 1992; 2002; West 1997; also Penglase 1994; Bachvarova 2005.

10 See now relevant chs. in Foley 2005 (esp. Noegel 2005) and, on this debate, Alster 1992;
1995; Michalowski 1992; 1995, as well as other chs. in Vogelzang and Vanstiphout 
1992.

11 E.g., Gagarin 1974; West 1978: 30–40; Erler 1987; Nagy 1990a: ch. 3.
12 On Hesiod, see, apart from the introductions to West’s commentaries (1966; 1978), Brown

1953; Lamberton 1988; Solmsen 1995; Tandy and Neale 1996; Clay 2003, Stoddard 2004;
chs. 5 and 23, above. Tr. Athanassakis 1983; West 1988a.

13 Walcot 1966; West 1997: chs. 3, 6; Schmitz 2004a.
14 Heubeck 1955; Lesky 1955; Walcot 1966; West 1997: ch. 6.
15 Hoffner 1990: 38–61; Haas 1994: 82–90, 96–8, 113–15.
16 Constraints of space force me to omit a section on the broad range of Greek “lyric poetry”

that is also characterized by innovation, experimentation, and brilliance in style and con-
tent, and impressively displays the spirit of independence and individualism that must
have been typical of the archaic age as an “age of experiment” (Snodgrass 1980a). See,
e.g., Fränkel 1973: chs. 4, 6; Lesky 1966: 107–54, 168–208; Burnett 1983; Podlecki 1984;
Knox 1985: chs. 5–8; Fowler 1987; Gerber 1997; Kurke 2000.

17 Collected by Koerner 1993; van Effenterre and Ruzé 1994–95. For interpretation and
significance, see Hölkeskamp 1999 and ch. 21, above. On the necessary conditions, Gehrke
1993; Hölkeskamp 1994.

18 E.g., M. Meier 1998; Cartledge 2001: 29–34; ch. 7, above, with a different interpretation.
19 Eunomia, emphasized as a communal value by Hesiod (above), is prominent in two Spartan

poets: Alcman (64 Campbell 1988) and Tyrtaeus (1–4 W). In the latter eunomia seems
to be connected with a summary of the Rhetra. This connection is questioned by van
Wees 1999b and defended by Raaflaub 2006.
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20 Whether Solon’s timocracy already included fixed agrarian income assessments, as Arist.
Ath. Pol. 7.4 claims, is debated: de Ste. Croix 2004: ch. 1; Raaflaub 2006: 404–23; contra:
van Wees 2006.

21 See ch. 8, above, and Wallace 2007b for Solonian democracy; for discussion, Raaflaub,
Ober, and Wallace 2007.

22 The founding of hundreds of new settlements abroad in the “colonizing” movement of
the late eighth to sixth century offered many opportunities for constitutional innovation
and experimentation that in turn affected political developments in Greece proper 
(ch. 19, above). These colonies were usually built largely on the principle of equality.

23 Hdt. 5.66–73; Arist. Ath. Pol. 20–2; Ober 1996; 2007. See also Meier 1990a: ch. 4; Loraux
1996; Welwei 1999: 1–21; Anderson 2003.

24 West 1971; Hussey 1972: esp. 1–11; 1995; Emlyn-Jones 1980.
25 Fragments: Diels and Kranz 1951–2 (DK), tr. Freeman 1948; tr. and interpretation: Kirk

et al. 1983; see further Guthrie 1962; Fränkel 1973; Barnes 1979; Long 1999; informa-
tive entries in DNP. All these should be consulted on individual thinkers mentioned below.

26 Snell 1944; Hölscher 1968: chs. 8–10; Mansfeld 1985.
27 Burkert 1972; Zhmud 1997; Riedweg 2002.
28 Neugebauer 1957; van der Waerden 1966; 1967; 1988; Pichot 1991.
29 Nunn 1996; Westendorf 1999; see also Köcher 1963–80.
30 Giovannini 1969; cf. Kirk 1985: 168–87; Visser 1997.
31 Parts of his description survive in a Greek translation: Ameling 1993: 255–6; tr. Cary

and Warmington 1963: 63–8; Blomquist 1979; Bayer and Huss 1993.
32 Dilke 1985: 22–5; Harley and Woodward 1987: 132–5; for Mesopotamia and Egypt,

ibid. 107–29; Horowitz 1998: ch. 2.
33 Hecataus’ fragments: FGrH 1; Nenci 1954; interpretation: Jacoby 1956: 186–237

(reprint of RE 7: 2666ff); Pearson 1939: ch. 2; von Fritz 1967: ch. 3; Fornara 1983b:
4–12; Bertelli 2001.

34 Obedience as the prime virtue in Mesopotamia: Jacobsen 1946: 202–4; diverse concepts
of justice: Irani and Silver 1995. For the late evolution of Sparta’s rigid kosmos based on
obedience (Xen. Lak. Pol. 8.1–2; Plut. Lyc. 30.3–4), see, e.g., Thommen 1996; ch. 7, above.
Power vacuum etc.: e.g., Vernant 1982; Meier 1990a: 29–52; 2001.

35 Miller 1997; Munn 2006; ch. 9, above, and 31, below.
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Introduction

The world of archaic Greece is often seen through the prism of the age that 
succeeded it. This is perhaps unavoidable, since most of our literary sources on the
seventh and sixth centuries come from the fifth century or later and many elements
of classical Greek civilization first took shape in the archaic age. But teleological per-
spectives and backward projections from a later age are liable to misrepresent the
seventh and sixth centuries. There were indeed some constants in land warfare from
the early seventh to the late fourth centuries, not the least the role of heavy-armed
infantry in pitched battles, but that does not mean “hoplite warfare” was more or
less static for nearly four centuries. Features peculiar to archaic warfare were an over-
lap between the private and the public spheres in war and international relations,
and a predominance of relatively limited warfare, both in the frequency of wars and
in their scope. The end of this period saw the rise of larger and more homogeneous
hoplite armies, of interstate leagues and power politics on a grander scale, phenomena
that were to characterize the classical age as well.

A World of Small Communities

The strong sense of community which the epic conveys in its images of local ruler,
elders and people indicates the presence already in Homer of the type of political
life which we associate with the polis, and the archaeological record confirms that
the city-state was beginning to emerge in the second half of the eighth century.1

The number of poleis known to us from the archaic and classical ages runs into the
hundreds and most must have been very small indeed.2 All these countless petty states
actively engaged, or so we may assume, in war and diplomacy.

CHAPTER THIRTY

War and International Relations

Henk Singor
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It has often been said that war in ancient Greece was a natural condition and peace
in fact an artificial interruption. Such a view is primarily based on the undoubted
frequency of wars fought by imperial Athens in the fifth century and on such 
customs as truce- or peace-treaties for fixed periods, often thirty years, after which
a new generation was supposed to have a chance at waging war.3 The situation in
the archaic age was probably less clear-cut. There were at least three different types
of war or collective violence. First, booty-raids were usually undertaken not by a 
community as a whole but by one or a few of its leading men with their personal
followers (Rihll 1993; Tandy 1997). Secondly, public wars with limited goals, often
border conflicts, were waged on behalf of the community but nevertheless involved
only a portion of the community’s warriors. Finally, wars in which the very existence
of the community was at stake naturally involved all those who could be of any help
with whatever weapons they had.

All-out war with the aim of wiping out the opponent seems to have been rare.
Although in the epic tradition total destruction of the city, the slaughter of its men
and the enslavement of women and children, is the fate of Troy (and is mentioned
in a casual remark as the normal fate of a city taken by its assailants: Il. 9.591–5),
historical tradition tells us of only a handful of Greek cities destroyed by other Greeks
in the whole archaic period. Melia, on the peninsula of Mycale, was destroyed by a
coalition of Miletus, Samos, and Priene (Vitruvius, De architectura 4.1.3–5). Asine
and Nauplia were destroyed by neighboring Argos and their inhabitants settled by
Sparta on the coasts of Messenia, shortly before 700.4 Arisbe on Lesbos was destroyed
by Methymna and its inhabitants enslaved at an unknown date in the achaic age
(Hdt 1.151.2). Crisa was destroyed by the Delphic Amphictions around 590 and
its territory turned into pastureland.5 Pellene suffered destruction through the hands
of neighboring Sicyon once in the early sixth century but was later rebuilt. Among
the western Greek colonies wars of annihilation seem to have been more common:
we know of the fate of Camarina in 553, destroyed by its mother-city Syracuse, of
Siris, destroyed around 550 by a coalition of Sybaris, Croton and Metapontum, and
of the famous destruction of Sybaris by Croton, in probably 510.6

Undoubtedly there were other cases, including wars that did not end in the 
physical destruction of the defeated community but in its absorption by a neighbor-
ing state, as happened probably to Eleusis, incorporated by Athens in the seventh
century, or Eleutherae and Oropus, annexed in the sixth. Nevertheless, such a fate
was probably exceptional. The very existence of that multitude of mostly small poleis
during the archaic age, among which only a few were in the end able to evolve to
a status of “regional powers,” suggests the rarity of warfare and aggression on a grand
scale, leading to the subjugation, absorption or annihilation of neighbors.7 Instead,
we have traditions of the unification of neighboring settlements by peaceful merger
or synoikismos.8 A notorious exception is Sparta. Having subjugated Laconia prob-
ably in the course of the eighth century, it turned to Messenia and started a series
of campaigns that was to end only in the late seventh century with the incorporation
of most of Messenia’s fertile lands and the enslavement of the population as helots.
In seventh-century Greece this was like an echo of what probably had been more
common in the Dark Age with its unsettled conditions and migrations, just as the
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epic images of the destruction of Troy conjured up the harsh practices of an earlier
age probably more than the every day realities of Greece ca. 700.

This is not to say that warfare at large was rare in the archaic age. Raids by private
bands, especially raids overseas, must have been common. In the epic tradition both
cattle raids and piratical enterprises figure prominently and the latter endured in the
archaic age as a normal and even respected way of life and of production. Among
its “products” were Greeks and non-Greeks kidnapped and enslaved on foreign shores.
The differences between such raids, more commercial enterprises, or outright warfare
must have been slight indeed, and one could shade into the other depending on
what opportunities presented themselves. For the victims there was no difference at
all. There were also public wars with limited goals, especially to settle border dis-
putes between the emerging poleis, to which we shall return.

In all this warfare there was a considerable overlap of private and public spheres.
The heroes who assembled for the expedition against Troy took part on the basis
of kinship obligations or other personal bonds with the leader. Agamemnon him-
self had gone to Ithaca to persuade Odysseus to join (Od. 24.102–19), whilst Achilles
was persuaded to participate by an embassy of Odysseus and Nestor (Il. 11.765–82).
The princes brought along the warriors of their respective communities, and these
communities may have had some say in the matter, even if only by shouting their
approval, but the great coalition still looks like an enterprise of private adventurers
in the style of a raid for booty. Thus, war could come suddenly in the shape of a
landing of raiders, or leading men could force a war on their communities from sheer
personal motives. This brings us back to the question whether war was a “natural”
condition of interstate relations in archaic Greece.

In order to conclude an alliance, first a formal “friendship” (philotês) had to be
established. Without it, there could be no question of a treaty whatsoever (Baltrusch
1994: 7–8). The inhabitants of Ithaca, for instance, recognized the Thesprotians as
bound to them in friendship and hence would not allow raiding of Thesprotian ter-
ritory (Od. 16.427; Raaflaub 1997c: 21–2). By implication, all those not recognized
as “friends” were fair game for plundering (Rihll 1993). Such bonds of friendship
are to be expected primarily between neighbors rather than between more distant
communities, but this does not necessarily mean that in the absence of philotês there
was a “natural” state of war. In the epic war against Troy, Menelaus and Odysseus were
first sent on a formal mission to ask for the return of Helen and her treasures; only
when their mission met with no success did war become inevitable (Il. 3.205–24).
Moreover, it seems likely that wars between Greek communities had to be formally
declared in the archaic age, as was the norm in the classical period. And an official
institution for helping and protecting members of other communities, the proxenia,
which implies state-level bonds of friendship, existed already in the seventh century.9

All this suggests not a natural state of war but rather settled interstate relations.
A formal bond of friendship between states was probably established by means 

of spondai, an invocation of the gods with libations. Such occasions called for the
presence of “heralds” (kêrykes) from both sides. In the person of the herald, the 
private sphere again mingled with the public domain. In Homer, Agamemnon had
his personal kêrykes, Thalthybius and Eurybates, but the community as such also had
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its herald: the Trojans, for example, had Idaeus. At one point in the Trojan War a
truce was declared and spondai performed with the assistance of the heralds; the philotês
thus established would have permanently ended the conflict, if the truce had not
subsequently been broken (Il. 3.67–323). The episode throws light on the primary
function of the herald in war: establishing contact with the opposing party and 
arranging truces or treaties under invocation of the gods. With his sacred staff, the
kêrykeion, he was inviolable and thus able to undertake such dangerous missions and
to provide inviolability to any envoys he might accompany.10 The herald’s presence
was a reminder that contact with the enemy was still possible and that the conflict
could in principle be suspended or even put to an end. Whenever a party was so
outraged that it was determined to destroy its opponent utterly, it could decide to
do without heralds, resorting to a “war without heralds and without treaties” (polemos
akêryktos kai aspondos), i.e. a war without limits or à outrance. We shall meet a few
instances of this in the later archaic age.

The opposite of war-to-the-finish was the practice of arbitration between states.
Its origins are not clear, but in the archaic age it was not uncommon for two parties
in a conflict to invoke the mediation of a third, often sponsored, so to speak, by the
oracle at Delphi (Piccirilli 1973). The role of Delphi in this can hardly surprise, given
its function as an interstate oracular centre that was in the seventh and sixth cen-
turies increasingly consulted for a variety of topics, from colonization enterprises to
constitutional reforms. Arbitration sanctioned by the god also presupposed a certain
awareness of community between the various poleis. A broadly shared common back-
ground of language and material culture, religion and literary tradition – personified
by Homer – greatly enhanced that awareness. Interstate sanctuaries and festivals 
reinforced it further, especially where permanent forms of cooperation developed
between communities that maintained a common sanctuary. Known as Amphictyonies
such cooperations are attested for a number of sanctuaries in the archaic age, the most
important of which were those of Delphi, Delos, and the Panionion at Mycale.11 It
is tempting to assume that such forms of cooperation in religious matters paved the
way for more political forms of interstate relations, but this is hard to prove. Where
amphictyonies were more or less coextensive with well-defined regions and clusters
of communities they may indeed have facilitated the creation of regional federations,
as in the case of Boeotia in the late sixth century. But in other respects their polit-
ical impact was probably more indirect. Notions of restraint in warfare among neigh-
bors were easily connected with the common bonds created by an amphictyony, and
again Apollo at Delphi played an important role in this; in any case, the Delphic
amphictyony was later believed to have formally introduced a set of limiting con-
ventions for warfare among its member states (to which we shall come back below).
When in 481 most of the states of mainland Greece concluded a grand alliance against
the Persian invaders, the ensuing Hellenic League took over this feature of the Delphic
amphictyony in its decision to suspend warfare amongst the anti-Persian Greeks for
the moment and for the future, when wars were expected to be resumed again (!),
to abide by the rules of Delphi.12

Cooperation between communities in the form of an alliance must have been com-
mon from a very early date. Already the epic tradition pictured the great coalition
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of Greeks against Troy, and from ca. 700 onwards various coalitions between two
or more poleis are known (Tausend 1992: 64–187). They were always incidental forms
of cooperation, meant to expire when their purpose was achieved. More permanent
organizations arose only slowly and towards the end of the archaic age. We have a
few treaties between Greek communities that are preserved in inscriptions set up in
Olympia, of which an alliance “for hundred years” between Elis and Heraea in the
western Peloponnese is the oldest (ca. 550?). Olympia more than other sacred places
served as a religious authority sanctioning such treaties.13 Clearly, it could claim that
role because of the prestige of its cults and related games. The well-known Olympic
truce or ekecheiria, suspending warfare for all those traveling to and from Olympia
for the games surely underlined this, although there were parallels in truces applied
to the visitors of other holy games at the Isthmus and in Delphi and indeed to all
those on religious missions (theôroi) to a sanctuary (Brodersen 1991: 10–14). Perhaps
in the case of Olympia as a repository of interstate treaties there was some influence
of an older amphictyonic organization, but if so, we do not know anything more
precise about it.

Sparta’s interference in Olympic affairs in the late seventh and sixth centuries surely
had a propagandistic purpose as it ran parallel to Sparta’s expansionist policies in 
the Peloponnese. These policies created in the second half of the sixth century a 
network of alliances between Sparta and most of the other poleis of the peninsula.
Traditionally, the wars between Sparta and Tegea are seen as the beginnings of that
system, but in fact the origins of the so-called Peloponnesian League are obscure.14

Although the constitution of this league would develop further during the fifth 
century, we may assume that from the start the relation between Sparta and her allies
was an unequal one. Clearly, Sparta acted as the hêgemôn or “leader” of her “allies”
(symmachoi), a normal situation for any Greek alliance or symmachia, in which always
a leading power had bound to itself other communities that by the very act of their
“alliance” had handed over most of their external freedom of action. Typically, the
alliance would be officially known as “The Spartans and their allies.” Such hege-
monial aspirations required more propaganda, and apart from a close connection
between Sparta and Olympia, references to the heroic past could serve as such: in
the sixth century we find Sparta claiming the inheritance of Agamemnon (the bones
of his son Orestes were “discovered” in neighboring Tegea and transferred to Sparta)
and king Cleomenes could call himself an “Achaean.” But the existence of the
Peloponnesian League clearly enhanced Spartan power and prestige in such a way
that in 481 the coalition of anti-Persian Greeks naturally accepted Sparta as its prostates,
“leader” or “champion,” thus adding a new element of propaganda in Greek inter-
state relations.

Phenomena such as the rise of the Peloponnesian League in the later sixth cen-
tury, or the subordination of the Boeotian cities to Thebes in a federal league in the
same period thus restricted the freedom of a number of communities. But in many
other parts of Greece and certainly in the period before ca. 550, political fragmenta-
tion, sudden wars and incidental coalitions still were the norm. On the whole, archaic
Greece was a world in which war could come swiftly and unexpectedly over a com-
munity in the shape of a raid or, more rarely, in the form of a campaign of utter
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destruction by enemy states, or again, in the form of a challenge to battle by a 
neighbor over a disputed border or some matter of honor or revenge. But we have
no indication that such wars happened frequently, and perhaps the custom of con-
cluding peace-treaties or “truces” for periods of 30 years even speaks against it.15 At
the same time, a growing network of xenia- and philia-relations bonded more and
more poleis together in an “interstate community” that was partly designed to 
prevent wars and partly to regulate them to some extent: it was the world of the
heralds who kept communications open and arranged truces. This network of 
relations was established and maintained mostly by local elites, and these also put
their stamp on the nature of warfare.

Hoplites, Horsemen, and the Rise of the Phalanx

The Homeric picture of the battlefield has been the subject of numerous studies in
recent years.16 It is now generally recognized that the mass of common soldiers plays
a much more important, if not more decisive, role in the epic battles than the Iliad’s
emphasis on the individual prowess of its heroes would suggest. But the images are
not always consistent, ranging from the individual exploits of princes in their char-
iots chasing across the battlefield to filmic panoramas of huge armies rolling in waves
across the plain of the Scamander. Setting aside both of these extremes, one is left
with the impression that most fighting is done by bands of warriors, each representing
the fighting men of a single community. They are drawn up in two groups: the “front-
rank fighters” (promachoi), who are armed with spears and swords and usually equipped
with metal armor, and behind them the “mass” (laos or plêthys) of light-armed, who
throw or shoot their javelins, stones and arrows over the heads of the warriors in
front. The named heroes of the epic are invariably promachoi, whether fighting in
front of the army as a whole or fighting at the head of their local levy.

The heavy-armed fighters in front seem to fight in close order, in essence not unlike
the hoplite phalanx of classical times. They are described as phalanges (“lines,” “ranks,”
or more vaguely “troops”) and stiches (“lines,” “ranks,” or sometimes “files”) which
conveys the impression of dense formations. These formations are, however, on a
far smaller scale than the classical phalanx, sometimes reduced to a single “rank”
with less well-equipped fellow-fighters pressing behind. Sometimes, too, the promachoi
act on their own, more or less as duelists apart from the mass of the warriors. This,
and the apparent mobility of the great heroes, roaming the battlefield in search 
of worthy opponents, differentiates the image of epic battle from the more homo-
geneous masses of hoplites in the classical period. Instead of the single decisive clash
which characterized classical battles, we have a near-endless series of charges, flights
and rallies, a mobility that allows for the use of chariots, archers, javelin-throwers,
and so on, as well as the hand-to-hand fighting of the heavy-armed.

A fragment of the Ephesian poet Callinus (mid-seventh century) confirms that the
epic picture reflects the historical reality of the late eighth and seventh centuries.
Here, we find an exhortation to fight to the death in front of the laos: the victori-
ous warrior will be considered “a demi-god in worth”; if he meets his death on the
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battlefield he will be lamented and missed by “the people” (Callinus F 1 West). The
Homeric parallel is obvious. In the Spartan poems of Tyrtaeus, Callinus’ younger
contemporary, we again hear of promachoi and “people behind” (Tyrtaeus F 11.13
West); the latter are the light-armed: gymnêtes or gymnomachoi, F 11.35; 23a.14).
This combination of heavy- and light-armed troops is not what one would expect
of the classical Spartan army but is consistent with the epic picture, although
Tyrtaeus stresses much more the role of the dense formation of the promachoi. They
have to stick together (F 10.15; 11.11) and stand fast, for fleeing means a loss of
“excellence” (aretê, F 11.14; 19), whereas it is good to be killed while facing the
enemy (F 10.1–2; 30). For deeds of individual bravery there is little space. We can
see the hoplite phalanx emerging, but it is not yet complete, given the role of the
light-armed (who at one point even “run in front,” F 23a. 14).17

Archaeological evidence seems to confirm this picture. Bronze cuirasses appear from
around 720; a certain shift away from swords to spears with iron points suggests the
growing importance of the ranks of “spearmen” (doryphoroi), in the archaic age the
normal term for the heavy-armed warriors fighting in close combat; the round bronze-
clad shield with double grip (aspis or hoplon, from which the classical term hoplitês
may have been derived) were likewise introduced towards the end of the eighth cen-
tury, almost certainly answering the needs of close-formation fighting. Bronze armor
was expensive, and for the later years of the eighth century we may confidently assume
that possession of hoplite armor was the privilege of a small minority of leading men
and their most trusted friends or retainers. The small groups of soldiers in close order
shown in vase paintings of the early seventh century must correspond to the select
bands of promachoi of our poetic sources.18

In the course of the seventh century, hoplite armor and tactics spread. It has been
suggested that from an early stage a broad segment of the population must have
been enrolled as hoplites. It is supposed to have been a military necessity for any
polis to maximize their hoplite levies, since these were the new decisive force on the
battlefield, and this is thought to have become economically possible by a spread of
landed property that provided a larger percentage of the population with the means
to equip themselves than was possible later.19 But we know too little about the 
economic conditions in early archaic Greece to warrant such assumptions about the
distribution of land-ownership. In classical Athens, only the three highest property
classes served as hoplites, and if the minimum income for even the lowest of these
classes (the zeugitai, with harvests of at least 200 bushels of barley) is anything to
go by, they were very wealthy and represented only a small minority of the popula-
tion (Foxhall 1997: 130–1; van Wees 2001; 2006). In any case, these property classes
may not originally have had a military dimension at all.20

Likewise, vase paintings and figurines of heavy-armed warriors can only tell us that
hoplites existed, not how numerous they were. In the case of Sparta, the large num-
ber of small lead figurines found at the sanctuary of Orthia suggests, but does not
prove, an increase of hoplite equipment in the seventh century. Sparta is exceptional,
however, since the conquest of Messenia uniquely provided all the citizens with the
means to equip themselves as hoplites. We may therefore tentatively date the origin
of the all-hoplite Spartan army to the end of the seventh or first half of the sixth
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century, and imagine that it gave an incentive to others to try to catch up. But we
cannot say how the “hoplite classes” of the fifth century poleis had arisen during the
archaic age, except that a steady growth in number of those owning hoplite armor,
with probably occasional leaps forwards, seems most plausible. Perhaps anyone who
acquired the necessary equipment could freely join the ranks of his fellow-citizens,
or else, bearing in mind the disdain of the classical hoplite for his social inferiors,
admission may have been somehow regulated and ordered from above.

The shield blazons depicted on archaic vases, which show a great variety of indi-
vidual emblems in contrast to the city-emblems which were the norm in classical
hoplite armies (Anderson 1970: 16–20), are suggestive of rather small, elite forces.
Glimpses of archaic warfare in our sources, especially Herodotus, also convey an impres-
sion of smaller hoplite forces than could be raised in the classical period. In the early
fifth century, Athens had 8–9,000 hoplites (Hdt 9.28.6), almost half of whom had
evidently become hoplites in 506, when Athens settled 4,000 colonists in Chalcis
(Hdt 5.77.2; 6.100.1). This leaves us with only 4–5,000 Athenian hoplites before
506. The number must have been even lower before 508, when Cleisthenes enrolled
many new citizens (Arist. Pol. 1275b36–7; Ath. Pol. 21.2, 4). As hoplites, these new
citizens must in all probability have become landholders as well. Conceivably, part
of the land came from confiscations of the property of Isagoras’ party, driven from
power by Cleisthenes, whereas the tyrant Peisistratus might have distributed land
already among his Argive doryphoroi, who had established the sanctuary of their Apollo
Lykeios just outside Athens – which was to remain the rallying-point and parade
ground of the Athenian hoplite army – and perhaps the tyrant’s grants of land were
only now, by Cleisthenes, ratified or legalized by the extension of citizenship. In any
case, the Athenian hoplite class was considerably extended by political measures shortly
after the fall of the tyrants. How many hoplites there had been before the tyranny,
we can only guess, but 1,000 to 2,000 or so might not be far off the mark.21

These small numbers of full hoplites continued to be supported when necessary
by poorly equipped spearmen, javelin-throwers, archers, and slingers at the back or
on the flanks. The few indications we have of archaic army-organization point to
the involvement of all able-bodied men. For it was the “tribes” (phylai), those basic
subdivisions of the citizenry at large, which provided the archaic polis with its army
units: the Spartan army at the time of Tyrtaeus was organized in the three Dorian
phylai (F 19.8), and the Athenian army must have had four tribal regiments before
Cleisthenes’ reforms, just as it had ten afterwards.22 On occasions of all-out war, when
the very existence of the community was at stake, motley formations including all
kind of troops would thus have taken the field.

But all-out warfare was rare, and much more common were wars in which only
part of the potential forces were involved. In such conflicts one turned naturally to
full hoplites. It was these elite “professionals” who put their mark on the nature of
fighting in general, conveying many of the norms and ideals of heroic promachoi to
a wider citizen levy, imbuing it to some extent with an aristocratic ethos, while at
the same time hardening the boundaries between those considered fit to join in such
an honorable force and those excluded. This would explain why in the archaic age
the class of citizens liable to serve as hoplites only gradually expanded and never
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incorporated all free men – Sparta again constituting the great exception, thanks to
the labors of its helots, which made it possible for all citizens to become hoplites.

In the Iliad most of the heroes own chariots, from which, as a rule, they dis-
mount to fight (figure 30.1). The presence of chariots on the Homeric battlefield
is rather awkward and often at odds with the images of fighting in massed forma-
tions. In the real world of the late eighth and seventh centuries, chariots had no
military use, so far as one can tell, and served only as highly prestigious attributes
of the elite in ceremonial processions and chariot racing.23 But the possession of horses
always remained a mark of the aristocracy, and the role of horsemen in war under-
went a remarkable development in archaic Greece.

Hippeis, “horsemen” or “horse-owners,” a general term for an aristocratic elite in
Archaic Greece, could use their mounts in the same way as heroes had used their
chariots: as impressive means of transport to the scene of battle. On seventh-
century vases one sees these “knights” riding out to battle with their “squires” to
dismount and duel with similarly equipped opponents while the squires take care of
the horses. The epic connotations are all too clear when, sometimes, names of epic
heroes are inscribed next to the figures in such scenes (Greenhalgh 1973: 84–99).
It is often supposed that they reflect historical reality as well. In the seventh cen-
tury, it is said, riders were “mounted hoplites,” whereas true cavalry appeared only

Figure 30.1 Fifth-century clay model from Boeotia, showing a hoplite with double-grip
shield mounted beside a charioteer with a Boeotian shield slung behind his back
Source: Athens National Museum, inv. 200; photo Deutsches Archäologisches Institut.
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in the sixth century. This seems unlikely. Cavalry already existed in the seventh 
century in the Near East and it is hard to see why Greek horse-owners would have
waited so long to put their mounts to more practical use in war. Presumably, the
vase paintings were chosen because of their heroic flavor and we should not press
this evidence too hard. On the other hand, some elite hoplites in the sixth century
and later, such as Sparta’s “Knights” or Thebes’ “Charioteers and Chariot-fighters,”
were called after their precious horses and chariots although they fought on foot.24

Two contradictory developments seem to have affected the use of horses in Greek
warfare in this age. One trend was to use horses in the manner of chariots only for
transport and display, which ended in giving up the horses altogether, making their
owners pure hoplites. The other was to use horses “for real” – mostly by harassing
fleeing or dispersed opponents with javelins or sometimes thrusting spears – and 
this trend gained in importance in the archaic age (Greenhalgh 1973: 99–145; Worley
1994: 21–58). As was often the case in the classical period, it would have been the
younger members of the elite who provided such a cavalry, whilst their fathers served
as hoplites.

At the end of the archaic age, this latter trend was reversed and the cavalry 
provided by the elite of the communities all but disappeared, at least in southern
mainland Greece. Athens had no cavalry to speak of in the first half of the fifth 
century, Sparta none at all. This can hardly have been for military reasons, because
later in the fifth century these states would again organize regular cavalry units. The
explanation must be that the spread of hoplite equipment and tactics had created a
hoplite mentality and with it an egalitarian ethos that tended to exclude both the
mounted “knight” and the socially inferior “rabble” of the light-armed. This ethos
easily translated itself into the political ideals of a state of Homoioi (“Equals”) as in
Sparta or a “hoplite democracy” as in Cleisthenes’ Athens.

It was perhaps not a coincidence, therefore, that cavalry did play an important
role under the tyranny of the Peisistratids at Athens. These tyrants also employed
specialized light-armed troops, Scythian archers, and Thracian peltasts, and experi-
mented with tactical combinations of hoplites and archers and hoplites and cavalry.25

Clearly, they were less hindered by socio-political inhibitions and had an open mind
for the practical applications of military developments and innovations. Similarly, the
Greek cities in Sicily and Italy, always more threatened in their existence than those
in the Greek motherland, and also frequently governed by tyrants, maintained from
the sixth century onwards important cavalry forces and employed from an early age
numbers of mercenaries from their hinterlands.26

Hoplite tactics thus asserted themselves in Central and Southern Greece in the
late sixth and early fifth centuries against light-armed troops and cavalry, to the extent
of practically excluding these other troops. This raises the question why such tactics
had developed in the first place. A common view is that hoplite warfare was the expres-
sion of the solidarity of the citizen-farmers who in the early archaic age, against the
background of a steadily rising population, had to defend their agricultural base against
competitors. It is not obvious, however, why this should have led to the employ-
ment of heavy-armed infantry in close-order formation. Line-formations in general
were common enough for infantry in many parts of the world, but the densely-packed
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hoplite phalanxes of Greece, increasingly excluding other troops, were a different
matter and understandably left non-Greeks in awe and astonishment.27 The rise 
of hoplite tactics is better explained by the cultural influence of heroic notions of
promachoi fighting for their own glory as well as acting as champions on behalf of
their communities. This ideal from epic and elegiac poetry was sustained during 
the archaic age and adhered to by a growing segment of these communities. The
relative lack of intensive warfare, certainly of wars of annihilation in the seventh and
sixth centuries, meant that hoplite tactics could develop in a protected environment,
as it were, growing from small elite bands until finally almost the entire levies of
most poleis of mainland Greece were involved.

Archaic Greek Wars

Warfare in the archaic age does not exhibit many of the grim and often ghastly 
features that shimmer through in quite a few passages of the epic: heads of fallen
enemies cut off to be displayed on stakes, bodies left unburied as food for dogs and
birds of prey.28 Often, such treatment of the slain in Homer is presented as a threat
which is not carried out. Indeed, the armies once even conclude a solemn truce in
order to bury their dead (Il. 7.372–441). This latter practice was the rule in historical
times. In the Dark Age, such threats may well have been more often realized; a 
memory of these horrors may have haunted archaic imagination in the shape of the
dog-like, winged demons of the battlefield, the Harpies, Sphinxes, and Keres. Perhaps
Homer’s rejection of the more horrific deeds of his heroes, such as Achilles’ treat-
ment of Hector’s body, contributed to their final disappearance. In any case, the
Spartan victor at Plataea, Pausanias, in 479 expressly refused to decapitate the body
of the fallen Mardonius as a deed unworthy of a Greek (Hdt 9.78–79.1).

Various “irrational” or magical elements of warfare of the kind that figure so promi-
nently in war-epics and sagas from Ireland to India – ecstatic dances, incantations,
magical instruments, and so on – have left only few traces in the Homeric epic.29 A
certain humanizing trend is unmistakable already in the Iliad. It may not be out of
place to signal the absence in Greek history of any idea of a “holy war,” of warfare
bent on the utter destruction of the opposing side at the command of, or in devo-
tion to, a god. Such notions were known to peoples in the Near East and to Germanic
tribes. Conceivably, their absence in Greece facilitated the emergence of norms and
practices that served to mitigate to some extent the realities of war.

What we know of wars in archaic Greece after Homer seems to confirm this trend.
Wars of annihilation, as we saw, were very probably rare. An alternative to complete
destruction of a city is hinted at in the Iliad and might well have been practiced in
archaic times, i.e. the equal division of all its movable goods between attackers and
defenders (cf. Il. 18.509–12; 22.114–21). The custom of a truce after battle to enable
both sides, but especially the defeated, to bury their dead, must have become standard
in the archaic age. So too the custom, absent in Homer, of marking with a “trophy”
(tropaion) the “turning-point” (tropê), the spot at which the enemy first turned and
fled and battle was decided, by the victor after battle. The tropaion is testimony to
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the emergence of pitched hoplite battles, in which the break-up of a formation 
signaled its irreversible defeat. In general, archaic warfare as practiced by the hoplites
became a more “open” affair until, in the early fifth century, it could be said that
the Greeks first agreed upon a suitable place and time for battle and then fought it
out (Hdt 7.9B) – as a bloody tournament, one might say. This is certainly an exag-
geration, but not without an important element of truth. Ruses and tricks became
a standard feature of military strategy in the classical period and they were probably
not lacking in the archaic age, but their rarity and simplicity at this early stage of
hoplite warfare suggest that they were not yet common, and probably frowned upon
by many.30

Archaic battle was an affair of man-to-man fighting between the heavy-armed 
(figure 30.2). A fragment of Archilochus (mid-seventh century) says that the “spear-
renowned” lords of Euboea will exclude bows and slings from combat and will leave
Ares’ work to the swords (F 3 West). A restriction of warfare to the heavy-armed
seems implied. Later tradition told of an agreement between the Euboean cities Chalcis
and Eretria not to use missiles (têlebola) in their war over the Lelantine plain. This
agreement is almost certainly a fourth-century invention,31 and the famous statement
by Polybius that “the Ancients” did not use missiles or tricks but fought “openly”

Figure 30.2 Sixth-century Corinthian battle scene, showing 12 hoplites fighting hand-to-
hand in a dense melee, Corinthian krater by Tydeus painter, ca. 575–550 bc
Source: Louvre E622; photo Musée du Louvre.
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(13.3.2–4), is usually thought to have been based on this dubious tradition, but
such claims may still reflect a mode of fighting practiced in the seventh century, 
given Archilochus’ description of the Euboean lords’ disdain for the use of missiles.
Exclusion of the light-armed is also suggested by a story about early fighting in the
Megarid, where the warriors did battle “in a mild and friendly way,” “invariably releas-
ing their prisoners against ransom and not at all causing harm to those working the
fields” (Plut. Mor. 295b–c).

Sparing the non-combatants is suggestive of some code of honor. In the classical
period we find references to “the laws (or customs) of the Greeks” which should
be, but surely often were not, respected by the parties in war. A set of conventions
did indeed develop in the archaic age, which, although not often violated, never-
theless influenced Greek warfare to a considerable extent. The most important of
these conventions were: to allow the defeated party to bury its dead under truce; to
release prisoners of war against a ransom; to refrain from sacking a town completely;
and, finally, not to attack by surprise.32 Later tradition called these rules specifically
Amphiktyonikoi nomoi, “laws (or customs) of the Amphictyons,” i.e. the twelve states
which supervised the sanctuary of Apollo at Delphi (Dion. Hal. 4.25.3–6). This 
might well be the fruit of Delphic propaganda. In the fourth century Aeschines men-
tioned “the oath of the Amphictyons” by which they swore not to destroy each 
other’s cities, nor to try to reduce them by starvation or deprive them of their water
supply (Aesch. 2.115, cf. 3.109–10), but its date is unknown and even its historicity
uncertain. Still, such an agreement would be in line with the practices observed in
archaic Greek warfare and reflects a deference to Delphi in these matters that almost
certainly goes back to the sixth century (Tausend 1992: 34–43).

That these rules were observed, by and large, in most wars between the poleis of
southern and mainland Greece is suggested by the unsophisticated way in which many
of those wars were conducted. The near-absence of ruses and stratagems has already
been mentioned. The absence of city-walls is probably another indication. City-
walls were well known among the Greeks in Ionia in the eighth century, as well as
in Sicily in the seventh and sixth, but in the Greek motherland they were practically
nonexistent.33 According to Thucydides, city-walls were a recent phenomenon in his 
day (1.2.1–2; 1.7.1). Presumably, many archaic communities had not considered it
imperative to protect themselves with walls, either because wars were rare or limited
in their objectives or both. Release of prisoners against ransom, too, is well attested
in the archaic age – though admittedly it was also frequently practiced in later 
centuries.34

The decisive role of hoplites in battles fought by general levies which mustered
all sorts of fighters stimulated a tendency to restrict combat to hoplites alone, or even
to select troops of hoplites. To leave the outcome of a battle to a duel (monomachia)
is a feature of “heroic” warfare known in many cultures and attested already in the
Iliad (Il. 3.1–222) and in Greek legends (e.g. Echemus and Hyllus; Melanthus and
Xanthius). It survived here and there in Archaic Greece: the duel between Pittacus
of Mytilene and the Athenian Phrynon for the possession of Sigeum was a famous
example. But more peculiar to the archaic age, it seems, were set combats between
troops of hoplites of equal number, selected to decide the outcome of a conflict.
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Such battles between picked troops (logades) were an attempt to avoid all-out war
and at the same time conjured up scenes of heroic combat.

Around the middle of the sixth century Sparta and Argos agreed on a battle 
between twice three hundred champions for the possession of Thyreatis. According
to Herodotus, two Argives and one Spartan survived. The two Argives then went to
their city to proclaim victory, the Spartan remained alone on the battlefield and claimed
victory on that ground; thus, the outcome was still undecided and a massive battle
between the full armies ensued in which the Spartans defeated their opponents (Hdt
1.82). There are obvious legendary elements involved, but in essence the “battle of
the champions” must have been a historical event long remembered – as late as 421 bc
Argos proposed to the Spartans another such battle “just like once in the past,” a
proposal that this time was rejected (Thuc. 5.41.2). We may assume that more such
battles by logades occurred, especially in the Peloponnese, where traditions of formal
duels35 and legendary fights to the last man by picked troops36 were particularly strong.
Where in the archaic age opponents of unequal military strength waged prolonged
wars against each other, it may have been the involvement of logades which allowed
the weaker party to sustain the conflict. The wars between Sparta and Tegea in the
sixth century may have been instances of this (Hdt 1.66; 67.1–2; 68.6; cf. 9.26.2).

The existence in many Greek states of the classical period of standing forces of
elite troops, usually three hundred strong, again called logades or epilektoi, can hardly
be dissociated from the tradition of elite or champion-combat in the archaic age.
Some states maintained a standing elite force, like the “Knights” in Sparta or the
“Charioteers and Chariot Fighters” in Thebes (see above), but still also selected logades
ad hoc, for instance the 300 Spartans at Thermopylae in 480 (Hdt 7.205.1–2) or
the 300 champions for the battle for Thyreatis.37

The tournament-like manner of waging hoplite battle speaks for a conception of
war as closely related to a sporting contest. There is indeed a considerable overlap
in terminology and spirit between sports and hoplite warfare in late archaic and early
classical times. Agôn, “contest,” can mean battle as well as sporting competition;
aethlon, “prize,” denotes the prizes to be won in both. Victors in war were hailed
in the same manner as winners at the games. Prizes for “the bravest” or even “the
most beautiful” warriors were awarded after the great battles of the Persian Wars:
in all, Herodotus mentions 21 of such aristeia or distinctions for valor, both for
individuals and for city-contingents.38 Conversely, an Olympic victor could be put
at the head of his city’s army, his valor in sport apparently not distinguished from
that in war; thus, for example, the Olympic wrestling champion Milon of Croton
was made commander of the Crotoniate levy in its war on Sybaris in 510 (Diod.
2.9.5). The connection between warfare and sport is further suggested by the intro-
duction at the Olympic games in 520 of the hoplitodromos or race in armor. Finally,
victors in both wars and games dedicated offerings from their prizes to the gods.

Sport at the level of interstate festivals like Olympia was in the archaic age still
mainly an aristocratic affair (see ch. 27), and this may give us a clue to the origins
of the regulation and limitation of warfare in archaic Greece. There are many instances
of such limitations in other cultures and they normally occur between parties that
share the same language, religion, modes of fighting and a whole set of cultural values.
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In Greece, these conditions obviously prevailed as well. Yet, it would be rash to explain
the agonistic or ritualistic features of archaic Greek warfare solely by reference to a
common cultural background. The existence of a multitude of mostly small agrar-
ian communities bordering each other and apparently seldom able or willing to achieve
large-scale territorial gains may well have contributed to the rise of limited warfare,
but again this is not a sufficient explanation. Some other factor must have been involved
as well and this can only have been the influence of aristocratic traditions, norms,
and ideals as conveyed above all by Homer and the elegiac poets.39

Aristocratic culture dominated political life and interstate relations in the archaic
age. Aristocrats maintained in large measure the relations between states. Their inter-
marriages – one thinks of the famous wedding contest for Agariste, daughter of the
tyrant Cleisthenes of Sicyon – guest-friendships, missions to supra-local sanctuaries,
and their attendance or participation in the great games all served to strengthen a
network of personal relationships that could have impact in the political sphere as
well. By the same token, personal obligations and personal conflicts between aristo-
cratic members of different communities could trigger war or military intervention
by their poleis.40 Aristocratic honor played a large role here, but notions of honor
and revenge were shared by the community at large. Even egalitarian Sparta went
to war against Samos for having been wronged by Samian pirates who hijacked a
bronze bowl sent by Sparta to the Lydian king and a corselet sent by Amasis of Egypt
to Sparta (Hdt 3.47). The endless conflicts about borderlands, too, were surely “a
matter of honor rather than of economic or strategic interests” (Connor 1988: 9),
because the bones of contention in these conflicts not seldom were pieces of land
with relatively little value in themselves, like the Orgas contested between Athens
and Megara and probably also the Thyreatis contested between Argos and Sparta.
For most of the archaic period, then, it was aristocratic values which dictated inter-
national relations and the rules of war.

Changes in Warfare at the End of the Archaic Age

In the end, many long-contested borderlands were incorporated by the stronger states.
Megara lost the Orgas and the island of Salamis to Athens, and some western bor-
derland to Corinth; the Thyreatis became Spartan. Thus, an element of pragmatism
or Realpolitik emerged towards the end of the archaic period especially among the
stronger poleis, initially alongside ritualized and limited warfare, but eventually mak-
ing the latter more and more obsolete.

A “war without heralds” was started shortly after 500 by Aegina against Athens
on the grounds of the Aeginetans’ “long-standing hatred” towards the Athenians,
according to Herodotus (5.81.2). The war opened with the capture of Athenian 
religious envoys (theôroi) by the Aeginetans (in itself an act of sacrilege, certainly in
Athenian eyes) and developed into a series of raids and counter-raids (5.85–93).
The threat of the Persian invasion forced a suspension of warfare, but after the Persian
wars tensions remained until Athens, greatly enhanced in maritime power, drove the
Aeginetans off their island to Cynouria at the beginning of the Peloponnesian War
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and finally massacred many of them there in 424 (Thuc. 1.108.4; 2.27.1; 4.57). Clearly,
we have another type of war here, not bound by traditional inhibitions.

A further instance, also from the early fifth century, is the war between the Phocians
and the Thessalians (Hdt 8.27–8; Paus. 10.1.3–4), during which the Phocians, fear-
ing total defeat, at one point made preparations for collective suicide (Plut. Mor.
244b–e), before ultimately achieving victory with the help of some simple but bru-
tal stratagems. The story of their despair (aponoia) inspired Plutarch to speak of a
polemos aspondos or war without treaties. In these wars the very existence of the com-
munities was at stake and therefore the normal “laws (or customs) of the Greeks”
did not apply.

What could be called a counter-movement, away from the restrictions of ritualized
land warfare in the archaic age, can already be detected in the sixth century. The
role of tyrants, employing a variety of troops, including mercenary soldiers from abroad,
sometimes in combined forces and in destructive warfare, has already been pointed
out. In Greece proper, the subordination of the aristocracy to the polis-community
made room for regimes based on wider participation by hoplite citizens and ushered
in a new stage in warfare. Sparta probably was ahead of others in this. Its hoplite
army, as we meet it in our fifth-century sources, must go back to a major reorganiza-
tion at some time in the sixth (Singor 2002). Even here, the ambitions of powerful
personalities could still be a major factor in politics, as can be seen by the actions of
king Cleomenes and his campaigns against Athens and Argos. But after Cleomenes’
ignominious end by suicide, shortly after 494 bc, decisions of war and peace, includ-
ing the supervision of the allies in the Peloponnesian League, seem to have been
firmly in the hands of the ephors and the assembly (Thommen 1996: 87–98). In
Athens, towards the end of the sixth century, Cleisthenes’ reforms created a citizen-
hoplite army that first defeated Chalcis and Thebes in 506 and then the Persians 
at Marathon in 490. Among the many poleis of Greece clearly some now rose to a
status of regional powers. Alliances on a more permanent basis, like the Peloponnesian
League, became feasible, and with them power politics entered a new phase.

A new development that contributed in no small measure to this change was the
appearance of navies and maritime power. Before the sixth century, as far as we know,
there had been no specialized warships and no navies in any Greek state. Predatory
warfare and piracy there had certainly been, but the ships used were multi-purpose
vessels owned by private individuals.41 Ships solely meant for war and maintained 
by the state appear in the second half of the sixth century, first among the Ionians
in Phocaea, and in Samos under the tyrant Polycrates. The costs of building and
maintaining warships, especially triremes (invented sometime in the sixth century,
possibly by the Carthaginians: Wallinga 1993: 111–14) must have been such that
only wealthy communities or “pirate-states” under the ruthless control of tyrants,
could afford substantial navies. Probably it was the threat of Persia and Carthage
that triggered Greek navy-building in the sixth century and, after the opportune dis-
covery of silver-ores at Laurium, the creation of the Athenian navy in the years after
490. Naval power then enabled Athens to spring the bonds of traditional land-based
warfare and to shape, after 480, a new and increasingly unscrupulous policy aimed
at domination (archê) of a multitude of sea-bordering communities.
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Early fifth-century Greece, then, differed greatly from that world of small commu-
nities in which wars had been mostly limited affairs which in general did not substanti-
ally change the political map. Now, new aspirations came to the fore: hegemony and
domination. The larger poleis had absorbed smaller neighbors or subordinated these
in a league. Boundaries had become hardened and communities defined themselves
more than before as citizens against non-citizens. This again made further absorp-
tions of other communities less palatable and stimulated new forms of domination:
hegemonies in formal alliances under the leadership of a dominant state (Raaflaub
1990: 525). Herein too, Sparta had taken the lead in the later sixth century with
the creation of the Peloponnesian League under its leadership, that eventually 
comprised the whole of the Peloponnese with the exception of Argos. In 481–480,
most of mainland Greece united in a Hellenic League under Spartan leadership 
against a common foe. An element of ideology entered politics with slogans about 
“panhellenic” identity as defined in opposition to the Persians and their threat to
Greek “freedoms.” The allies formally promised to suspend their mutual wars and
in future to abide by “the customs of the Greeks.” The nomoi tôn Hellênôn thus
became a standard recognized by all – but only to be discarded more and more in
the contests for hegemony and domination that ensued.

NOTES

1 For the political community in Homer, see van Wees 1992: 32–4; Raaflaub 1997c: 
2–8, 20–7; and ch. 5 above. For the archaeology of the polis, see esp. chs. 3–4, 18 and
22, above.

2 Ruschenbusch 1978; cf. van Wees 1992: 270–2, for Homeric population sizes.
3 E.g. de Romilly 1968: 207–20; contra Ilari 1980: 38–41 and Bravo 1980: 977–83,

who also explains another piece of evidence, a much misunderstood passage in Plato’s
Laws (625e).

4 Theop. FGrH 115 F 383; Paus. 4.24.4; 27.8; 35.2.
5 For the war on Crisa, see Brodersen 1991: 4–6; Tausend 1992: 34–47. Howe 2003

convincingly argues that it sprang from the need to create space for the numerous herds
serving the growing demands of the oracle at Delphi.

6 Camarina: Thuc. 6.5.3; Philistus FGrH 3 B 556 F 5; Siris: Justin 20.2.4; Schol. Lycophron
984; Sybaris: Hdt 5.44; 6.21; Diod. 13.9.1–10.1; Strabo 263. For destructions and the
fate of prisoners, see also Ducrey 1968.

7 As pointed out by Meier 1990b: 569–71.
8 Moggi 1976 lists 51 cases of synoikismos before 338; 16 of these date from before 500,

including 5 or 6 which are legendary.
9 See ML 4 for the earliest known proxenos, Menecrates of Corcyra, who died ca.

625–600. For the institution, see further Marek 1984; Herman 1987.
10 For kêrykes and envoys in Homer, see van Wees 1992: 32–4; 277–89; Wéry 1979. For

their role in the classical period, see Mosley 1973; for classical declarations of war, see
Troncoso 1995.

11 See Tausend 1992: 8–63 for a survey of all the material.
12 Boeotia: Tausend 1992: 26–34; the Hellenic League against Persia: Baltrusch 1994: 

30–51.
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13 See Bengtson 1962: nos. 110 (Elis-Heraia), 111 (friendship “for fifty years” between the
Anaitoi and the Messapioi in the south of Italy) and 120 (friendship “forever” between
Sybaris and the Serdaioi).

14 For the Peloponnesian League, see Baltrusch 1994: 19–30; Thommen 1996: 55–64.
15 For the relative infrequency of wars in the archaic period, see Frost 1984; Connor 1988:

6–8; Meier 1990b: 563–79.
16 Detienne 1968; Latacz 1977; Pritchett 1985a: 7–44; Snodgrass 1993a; Bowden 1993;

van Wees 1994; 2000a. The following summarizes my own views, for which see Singor
1995.

17 Contra Pritchett (1985b: 1–68), one cannot take Pausanias’ account of the Second
Messenian War as evidence for the nature of early Greek battle, despite his use of Tyrtaeus.

18 Rather than the fully developed hoplite phalanx, as is usually assumed (e.g. Lorimer 1947;
Hanson 1989; 1995; Snodgrass 1993a). For the iconographic evidence, see van Wees
2000a.

19 See Raaflaub 1997c: 54; 1999: 136; Donlan 1997b: 45–6; Hanson 1995; Bowden 1993:
48; Detienne 1968: 120.

20 Whitehead 1981 derives the term zeugitai from zygon or “rank” of the hoplite phalanx,
but the term surely denotes the zeugos or yoke of oxen as a property criterion.

21 For the possible military implications of Cleisthenes’ reforms see Siewert 1982; further
on Athens before Cleisthenes: Frost 1984; Singor 2000.

22 Compare also Nestor’s advice to Agamemnon, Il. 2.362. For Athens, n. 21 above.
23 On chariots and early cavalries there is a growing body of literature: Gaebel 2002: 44–60.
24 Sparta: Hdt 1.67.5; 8.124.3; Thuc. 5.72.3; Xen. Lac. Pol. 4.1–3.Thebes: Diod. 12.70.1.
25 Cf. Vos 1963; Best 1969; for the light-armed generally: Lissarrague 1990b.
26 For Athens, see Singor 2000; and above, ch. 8; for Sicily, see above, ch. 16.
27 For the common view, see e.g. de Polignac 1995a: 45–60; Raaflaub 1997c: 53. Sensible

remarks in Dawson 1996: 47–64. For the perception of hoplite combat as unique, see
Hdt. 7.9B.

28 Lopping off of heads: Il. 11.145–6, 261; 13.202–5; 14.498–500; 18.176–7, 335. Fights
over dead bodies threatened with non-burial or mutilation: e.g. Il. 16.492 ff; 18.5ff.

29 Cf. the references to heroes as “dancers” (Il. 7.241; 16.617) and as men “outstanding
in the war-cry,” or to Apollo “casting a spell” on the Greeks (15.306, 322).

30 Pritchett 1974: 177–89 (ambuscades); 156–76 (surprise attacks), mostly post-archaic.
For simple archaic ruses, see e.g. Hdt 1.63.9 (Pallene, 546 bc), 6.77–8 (Sepeia, 494 bc?).
For the norms of late archaic and classical hoplite warfare, see Connor 1988; Hanson
1989; Hanson (ed.) 1991; Meissner 2002; contra Krentz 2002; van Wees 2004.

31 Wheeler 1987; for the Lelantine War, see now in detail Parker 1997: 59–152.
32 See Ilari 1980: 358–72; Connor 1988: 11–16; contra Krentz 2000.
33 Winter 1971: 61–4, 289–99; Lawrence 1979: 30–8; see further ch. 18, above.
34 See Ducrey 1968; after the release of prisoners their fetters could be displayed as votive

offerings in a sanctuary (Hdt 1.67 and 5.77.4, with the epigram ML 15).
35 Ephorus FGrH 70 F 54; Athen. 154d; cf. Ps.Plut. Mor. 309cd; Stobaeus 39.32 (three

brothers from Tegea dueling with three brothers from Pheneos, in a double of the famous
Roman legend of the Horatii and Curiatii); Plut. Mor. 675c (monomachiai to the death
in Pisa).

36 100 logades from Oresthasium fought to the death against the Spartans (we are not told
when) and received hero-status in Phigalia (Paus. 8.39.3–4; 41.1); 360 logades from Cleonae
had assisted Heracles in his fight with the Moliones and were killed to the last man (Ael.
VH 4.5); logades from Argos were all killed in combat with the Phlegyads (Paus. 9.36.2).
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37 For an overview see Alonso and Freitag 2001.
38 Pritchett 1974: 276–90; after Herodotus only individual distinctions are mentioned.
39 See Morris 1996b for the two strands of lyric poetry: one elitist, the other community-

oriented.
40 Personal obligations: e.g. Thuc. 1.126.2; Paus. 1.28.1 (Cylon and Theagenes); cf. Singor

2000 (Peisistratus’ friends and in-laws abroad). Personal wrongs: e.g. Plut. Mor. 254b–e
(adultery of Neaira of Miletus with Promedon of Naxos causes war between the two
states).

41 See Wallinga 1993, and briefly De Souza 1998.
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Ethnic and Cultural Identities

The question of what constitutes Greek ethnicity is probably more of a preoccupa-
tion for modern scholars than it was for the ancients themselves. In day-to-day 
interactions, the average Greek citizen identified himself primarily with his family
and with his polis or local community (and the possible tensions that could arise
between these two levels of self-identification represent a popular theme in Attic 
tragedy of the fifth century). Beyond that, he might sometimes take cognizance 
of his affiliation to a broader collectivity known as the ethnos, be it regionally 
based (e.g. the Boeotians or Thessalians) or more dispersed and “diasporic” (e.g.
the Dorians or Ionians). Yet there were also some occasions on which the ancient
Greeks reflected more generally on a consubstantiality that ran deeper than the
internecine conflicts that so often characterized relations between and among poleis
and ethné.

Writing around the outbreak of the Peloponnesian War in 431, Herodotus seems
to have had a particular reason for wanting to define and promote a common Greek
identity that he feared was soon to dissolve in the bloody conflict that pitched the
Athenians and their allies against the Spartan-dominated Peloponnesian League. Indeed,
one of the most explicit definitions of Greek identity in our extant literary sources
is placed in the mouth of an Athenian delegation, shortly before the battle of Plataea
in 479: “Then again, there is the matter of Greekness (to Hellénikon) – that is, our
common blood, common tongue, common cult places and sacrifices and similar 
customs; it would not be right for the Athenians to betray all this” (8.144.2). 
The passage is justly famous, but so much attention has been paid to its fourfold
definition of Greek identity in terms of kinship, language, religion, and culture that
two features have often gone unnoticed. The first is that the Athenians’ appeal to
Greekness is actually an afterthought: their primary concern is with avenging the Persian

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Ethnicity and Cultural Exchange

Jonathan M. Hall

ACA_c31.qxd  25/02/2009  02:46PM  Page 604

A Companion to Archaic Greece   Edited by Kurt A. Raaflaub and Hans van Wees

© 2009 Blackwell Publishing Ltd.  ISBN: 978-0-631-23045-8



Ethnicity and Cultural Exchange 605

sack of their temples. The second is that, when set against the broader background
of the History and especially the ethnographic digressions, the four “ingredients” of
Greekness are not normally accorded equal weight in defining populations. Instead,
cultural considerations consistently outrank linguistic or religious ones, while kin-
ship is given scant regard (Hall 2002: 189–94). That this had not always been 
the case is illustrated by another episode from the History. When, earlier in the fifth
century, the Macedonian king Alexander I wanted to compete in the Olympic games,
he demonstrated his bona fide Greek credentials – a prerequisite for admission to the
games – in terms of his ancestry and of his family’s original derivation from
Peloponnesian Argos (5.22.1–2). It is no coincidence that in 380 the Athenian 
orator Isocrates was to claim that “those who are called Greeks are those who 
share our culture rather than a common biological inheritance” (Paneg. 50). The
proclamation would have had little rhetorical effect had not notions of shared blood
and kinship once constituted a crucial criterion of Greekness.

In modern scholarship, there is sometimes a tendency to conflate ethnic and 
cultural identities, defining the former in terms of the latter. This is, in part, a reac-
tion to the iniquitous racial philosophies of the early twentieth century in which a
people’s destiny was thought to be determined by biological descent. But a moment’s
thought will reveal that there are cultural groups or “movements” (e.g. bohemians,
hippies, punks, goths, etc.) that can hardly be described as ethnic. If we define a
cultural group as one which grounds its identity in a set of shared symbols (ideas,
beliefs, values, attitudes, and practices), selected from the totality of social existence
and endowed with a particular signification for the purposes of communicating 
distinctiveness (Hall 2004a: 46), then it would be fair to say that the ethnic group
represents a specific type of cultural group. What defines it as ethnic – as opposed
to linguistic, religious, or occupational – is the fact that the symbols by which it
communicates its distinctiveness revolve around notions of kinship (however fictive),
a primordial territory and a common history, rather than language, theological 
dogma, or profession. This is not to deny that language, religion, customs and even
physiognomy may be important to ethnic classification, but such elements are sec-
ondary markers or “indicia” because they are highly variable in different contexts
and lack the universality of such core-elements or definitional “criteria” as putative
kinship (Horowitz 1975: 119–21). We could do a lot worse than follow the German
sociologist Max Weber’s definition of ethnic groups as “human groups that enter-
tain a subjective belief in their common descent . . . whether or not an objective blood
relationship exists” (1978: 389 [emphasis added]). Consequently, it is important to
realize that ethnicity and cultural identity, though related, are not homologous and
should not therefore be analyzed as if they were.

The Birth of the Hellenes

There are two moments in the history of Archaic Greece that tend to be regarded
as particularly critical for fostering a sense of Greek identity. The first is the last 
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third of the eighth century, when waves of overseas settlement, predominantly in
Sicily and south Italy, led to a situation in which Greek settlers were confronted by
indigenous populations. This, it is often argued, forced the newcomers to reflect on
what it was that might account for the differences between themselves and their neigh-
bors. The second is the Persian War of 480–479, when a relatively small coalition
of Greek city-states, headed by Sparta, managed to repel the onslaught of Xerxes’
army, prompting the creation of a “barbarian” antitype against which Greeks might
define themselves. The attention given to both events is due in no small part to the
legacy of French structuralism, which became popular in classical scholarship from
the 1970s and privileged difference over similarity, as well as to a now entrenched
anthropological orthodoxy that ethnic groups are defined by their boundaries and
hence through opposition with other ethnic groups (Barth 1969). Nevertheless, the
significance of both events may have been overestimated.

The Odyssey is often regarded as a product of the “age of colonization.” The
dichotomy drawn between the “cultured” civic world of Odysseus and his com-
panions and populations such as the Cyclopes, who “have no deliberative assemblies
or laws, but inhabit the peaks of the tall mountains in hollow caves, each one of
them legislating over his own children and wife without taking account of others”
(9.112–15), could conceivably articulate the differences that Greek settlers perceived
between themselves and the indigenous residents of the west. Yet this would be to
ignore the fact that the Greeks were hardly unaware of the Italian peninsula prior
to its intensive exploitation in the later eighth century. Mycenaean Greeks had fre-
quented the region and imported Greek pottery in Puglia testifies to a resumption
of traffic across the Adriatic by at least the end of the ninth century (D’Andria 1995).
Furthermore, while the act of establishing a settlement overseas often involved a great
deal of violence towards the native community, it seems that a relatively stabilized
equilibrium between Greek settlers and indigenous residents was normally established
within a generation or two at most sites.

Literary sources talk about intermarriage and this is the interpretation that some
archaeologists have given for the presence of indigenous styles of female jewelery 
in graves at early colonial sites (Coldstream 1993). Some linguistic evidence points
in a similar direction. The existence of mixed names, such as the Rutile Hipukrates
known from a graffito on a seventh-century oinochoe at Tarquinii (Morel 1984: 147),
or of Greek names written according to non-Greek phonology – e.g. the name
Eurumakes, attested in a “Sicel” inscription from eastern Sicily (Agostiniani 1988–9:
195–6) – is most reasonably interpreted as the product of “mixed” marriages. Three
graffiti from the acropolis of the Greek city of Gela on Sicily appear to employ the
dative case to indicate possession, a construction that is uncommon in Greek but is
well documented in the so-called “Elymian” languages of western Sicily (Piraino 
Manni 1980), and this is highly suggestive of the sort of bilingual environment 
that intermarriage favors. None of these cases would lead us to suppose a climate of
apartheid or ethnic chauvinism on the part of Greek settlers. In fact, the Greek cities
in south Italy and Sicily were more frequently engaged in hostilities with one
another than with indigenous populations and, despite claims to the contrary,1 the
supposed evidence for “panhellenic” sanctuaries outside the cities of Naxos and Croton

ACA_c31.qxd  25/02/2009  02:46PM  Page 606



Ethnicity and Cultural Exchange 607

is far from compelling (Hall 2002: 122–4). Even the gaudy and ostentatious west-
ern treasuries at Olympia project more of a sense of smug satisfaction on the part
of self-made communities than a yearning to participate in an exclusively Greek 
confraternity.

Turning to the other end of the archaic period, there can be no doubt that the
conflict with Persia had a profound effect on Greek self-consciousness. The word
barbaros, attested only rarely in earlier literature, becomes far more frequent in literature
written after 479 (see further below). Yet the current vogue for viewing identities
as constructed “oppositionally” through perceived differences has tended to occlude
the fact that they can also – albeit less efficiently – be generated “aggregatively” through
perceived similarities.

Nomenclature is important here, because it would appear that there have seldom,
if ever, existed ethnic groups whose “essence” was not expressed through a specific
name (Smith 1986: 23). “Hellenes,” the name that the Greeks applied to themselves,
does not appear in our literary sources until the sixth century. There is a single excep-
tion in the Iliad (2.681–5) though, as Thucydides (1.3.3) had already pointed out,
it there denotes the population of a small region by the estuary of the Sperchius
river, south of Thessaly. In literature of the seventh century, instead, the word that
we find is “Panhellenes”2 – a term whose prefix emphasizes not the unity but the
diversity of the various populations inhabiting the southern Balkans. The earliest extant
attestation of “Hellenes” in its more inclusive sense is in a fragment of Hecataeus
(1 FGrH 119), writing in the late sixth or early fifth centuries but, provided that
Pausanias (10.7.5–6) has correctly cited (and dated) a victory dedication set up at
Delphi by the Arcadian musician Echembrotus, the term should already have
entered into currency by 586. It can hardly be a coincidence that this is precisely
the period in which a consortium of Greek cities in the eastern Aegean collaborated
in founding a sanctuary to “the gods of the Hellenes” in the Egyptian trading-post
of Naucratis.3 Nor can it be accidental that a literary notice which provides the first
explicit testimony regarding the nature of Greek identity can almost certainly be dated
to the sixth century.4

The Catalogue of Women, erroneously attributed in antiquity to Hesiod, was a
poem that sought to reconcile local genealogical traditions within a broader and 
overarching Hellenic framework. In it, we read that “the sons of the war-loving king
Hellen were Dorus, Xuthus and Aeolus who fights from the chariot” (fr. 9 M–W)
and that “by the will of the gods, Xuthus took as his wife Creusa of beautiful form,
the fair-cheeked daughter of godlike Erechtheus, and she lay with him in love and
bore him Achaeus, Ion of the noble steeds and the beautiful Diomede” (fr. 10(a)
20–4). Although genealogies could serve a number of purposes for the ancient Greeks
– from expressing hereditary claims on the part of elite families to explaining rela-
tionships between features of local landscapes – they are a particularly efficacious way
of articulating notions of consubstantiality based upon putative kinship. Indeed, the
fact that figures such as Dorus and Achaeus are purely eponymous constructions,
lacking any mythological “depth,” provides a strong indication that this was the 
primary function of the genealogy. By linking their eponymous founding-fathers to
one another in a single genealogy, then, the four principal ethné of the Greeks – 
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the Aeolians, Dorians, Ionians and Achaeans – could both take cognizance of their
ethnic relatedness and express their affiliation to a larger Hellenic family, embodied
in the personage of the eponymous Hellen.

There are, however, three indications to suggest that this awareness of a common
Greek identity, based on kinship, was a relatively recent phenomenon at the time
the Catalogue was composed. Firstly, while the name “Hellenes” is, as we have seen,
unattested prior to the sixth century, the groups that would later be regarded as 
ethnic constituents of the Greeks appear earlier. It is well known that the term
“Achaeans” is freely employed in the Homeric epics to denote the Greeks generally
but there are also single references to the Ionians (Il. 13.685) and to the Dorians
(Od. 19.177), while Hesiod (W&D 636) describes Kyme, his father’s birthplace, as
Aeolian. Secondly, the relegation of the eponymous Ion and Achaeus to the third
generation and the intrusion of the non-eponymous Xuthus almost certainly betray
a process of fusion between two originally independent stemmata – one which linked
the Dorians with the Aeolians, and one which stressed an affinity between the Ionians
and Achaeans. Thirdly, by subscribing to a gradual and aggregative development of
Greek consciousness, we can better explain why there were certain groups, such as
the Arcadians or the Aetolians, whose eponymous founders were never incorpor-
ated within the lineage of Hellen. We are always, of course, held hostage by the 
differential survival rates of our sources, but the apparently simultaneous appearance
of both this genealogical tradition and the earliest attestations of the ethnonym
“Hellenes,” together with the foundation of the Hellenion at Naucratis, all argue
strongly for the sixth century as the critical watershed in the emergence of Greek
ethnic consciousness.

Explaining how and why this genealogical tradition was coined is far from easy
but all the signs point towards Thessaly. It is through the figure of Aeolus that the
Catalogue traces the ancestry of the most illustrious mythical lineages of Greece 
and Herodotus (7.176.4) argues that Aeolis was the original name for Thessaly.
Furthermore, Strabo (9.5.6) and the Scholiast to Apollonius Rhodius (4.265; citing
Hesiod and Hecataeus) both describe Thessaly as having once been ruled by
Deucalion, the father of Hellen, and by his descendants. There is some reason to
believe that Deucalion was also associated with a separate genealogical tradition that
told how another of his sons, Amphictyon, was the father of Malus, Itonus and Physcus
and that Itonus’ son was Boeotus while Locrus and Ion were the sons of Physcus.
Since Itonus was a town in Achaea Phthiotis and Physcus the site of a sanctuary in
West Locris, this genealogy would appear to explain the original membership of 
the “amphictyony” or federation of ethné (Malians, Phthiotid Achaeans, Locrians,
Boeotians, and the Ionians of Euboea) that was charged with administering the 
sanctuary of Demeter at Anthela and, eventually, the sanctuary of Pythian Apollo 
at Delphi. Although this genealogical tradition can only be reconstructed from frag-
ments preserved in authors of widely varying dates,5 it can hardly have served any
functional utility after the later seventh century, when Thessaly began to dominate
the Delphic Amphictyony and to exercise hegemony over the previously independent
states of Malis and Achaea Phthiotis (Hall 2002: 134–54). In other words, the
Thessalians seem to have appropriated the figure of Deucalion (probably originally

ACA_c31.qxd  25/02/2009  02:46PM  Page 608



Ethnicity and Cultural Exchange 609

a Locrian hero) and provided him with a new lineage, derived from Hellen and Aeolus,
that served to bypass an earlier genealogical tradition and thereby promote their own
claims over their fellow members within the Delphic Amphictyony.

If so, the most likely venue for the promotion of the new Hellenic genealogy was
probably Olympia, where Thessalian elites began to win a string of victories from
the early decades of the sixth century (Moretti 1957). The Olympic Games were, as
we have seen, explicitly restricted to those who could adduce Hellenic descent and,
in fact, the vast majority (91.3 percent) of the Olympic victors recorded for the period
776–475 could claim a direct affiliation to one of the four ethné represented in the
pseudo-Hesiodic genealogy. The corollary of this is that there were ethné resident
in Greece that could not formally declare a Hellenic affiliation and it is interesting
that several of the groups that fall into this category were immediate neighbors of
the Thessalians. Such is the case with the Magnesians, whose eponymous founding-
father, Magnes, according to the Catalogue (fr. 7 M–W), was the son of Zeus and
Deukalion’s sister Thuia. Although related to Hellen (his maternal uncle), Magnes
cannot adduce strict lineal descent from him and this effectively denies Hellenic 
ancestry to the Magnesians who, by the later Archaic period, had been brought into
a position of dependency upon the Thessalians. It should be no surprise that no
Magnesian is credited with an Olympic victory in the Archaic period; the same is
true of other Thessalian satellite populations (perioikoi) such as the Perrhaebi or the
Dolopes.

The inference would be, then, that it was the Thessalians who sought to promote
a common Greek ethnicity, first with the Dorians of the Peloponnese and then 
with the Ionians and Achaeans, in order to exclude from full recognition those 
neighboring populations over whom they exercised hegemony. Although serving an
exclusionary function, such an appeal was predicated on perceptions of similarity
between various Greek-speaking groups rather than differences, since any differences
that the Thessalians might have imagined between themselves and populations such
as the Magnesians or the Malians would hardly have been significant to the geo-
graphically distant Dorians or Ionians. No doubt appeals were made to apparently
common indicia such as language, cult, and customs, but the deciding criterion 
was ultimately genealogical. The important point is that, while the promotion of 
Greek ethnicity must have been sponsored by the elites (who, initially at any rate,
were the only class that possessed the leisure and revenues to compete at Olympia),
there was no mechanism by which this genealogical conception of Greekness could
be restricted to them alone.

Whose Culture?

“Culture” is one of those words that is seemingly instantly comprehensible while 
at the same time extraordinarily difficult to define. I doubt that many students of
classical antiquity lose much sleep over how to define Greek culture even if the specific
aspects highlighted would probably be different for the specialist in literature, who
might focus on epic, lyric, and epinician poetry, than for the classical archaeologist

ACA_c31.qxd  25/02/2009  02:46PM  Page 609



610 Jonathan M. Hall

or art historian, who would likely point to canonical forms of architecture, “natu-
ralizing” sculptural representations and painted figured pottery. “Greek culture” is
normally treated simply as an ensemble of diagnostic traits, some inherited from the
Late Bronze Age, others borrowed from the near east and yet others donated to
more “primitive” populations in the colonial orbit.

Yet it ought to be a sobering thought that this “shopping list” characterization
of culture conforms to anthropological conceptions that were current in the early
decades of the twentieth century and that cultural anthropologists have been insist-
ing for some time now that culture is inherently “contradictory, loosely integrated,
contested, mutable, and highly permeable” (Sewell 1999: 53). The issue is compounded
by the fact that the sort of theoretical sophistication that has been displayed with
such good effect in discussions of ancient ethnicity has rarely been extended to the
realm of culture. It is now commonplace to privilege the “emic” (internally perceived)
over the “etic” (externally observed) view of ethnicity: Sir John Myres’ attempts (1930)
to chart the “becoming” of the Greeks by reference to objectively observable indices
such as cranial type, dialects, cults, and material culture strike the modern reader 
as unsatisfactory precisely because they pay so little attention to what and how the
Greeks thought about themselves. When it comes to culture, on the other hand, it
is invariably the externally observable traits that are considered. Take, for example,
what an eminent archaeologist has to say about the indigenous populations of 
eastern Sicily: “The impact of Greek ideas and culture was immediate. On many 
Sicel sites near the early colonies we find Greek vases, and often too vases which are
native in shape but quite Greek in decoration . . . In the mid fifth century there was
a nationalist Sicel movement, but by then the natives had been almost completely
hellenized” (Boardman 1980 (1999): 190).

There are essentially two factors that have hindered investigations of Greek cul-
ture. The first has been the tendency to regard those elements that have survived
from the past – be they works of literature, inscriptions, sanctuaries, sculpture, or
ceramics – as the passive trace-elements of behavioral patterns. Yet this is to ignore
the potential for individual agency and the fact that people do things with culture.
Put another way, certain symbols can be actively and deliberately selected and employed
to communicate distinctiveness and the categories that are delineated in this pro-
cess do not always take the same shape as those which the modern archaeologist,
applying descriptive and typological classifications, identifies. The second is a lingering
legacy of the “settlement archaeology” method pioneered by Gustav Kossinna,
Professor of Archaeology at the University of Berlin in the early decades of the 
twentieth century, and imported into Anglo-American scholarship by the Australian
archaeologist Gordon Childe. According to this method, “a plurality of well-defined
diagnostic types that are repeatedly and exclusively associated with one another” should
constitute the “material expression of what today would be called a people” (Childe
1956: 123; 1929: v–vi).

Quite apart from the fact that there seldom exists archaeological consensus as to
what should count as a “well-defined diagnostic type” (Jones 1997: 108–9), a series
of case studies has made it blatantly clear that ethnic and cultural boundaries do 
not always coincide.6 On Sicily, it is not difficult for the modern archaeologist to
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discern the formal and stylistic influences that Greek ceramic traditions exercised on
local pottery. During the Early Iron Age (i.e. the eleventh to eighth centuries), the
“Pantalica II” or “Cassibile” culture of eastern Sicily appears to betray its derivation
from the “Ausonian” culture of the Italian mainland but intensive contacts with Greek
settlers, from the last third of the eighth century, prompted the adoption of a new
ceramic style – known as “Finocchito,” after an indigenous site near Syracuse – which
owed many of its features to the pottery of the newcomers (Bernabò Brea 1957:
147–85).

Yet to focus on ceramics alone would be misleading. In the sixth-century settle-
ment at the “Sicel” site of Morgantina, nine miles north-east of Piazza Armerina,
the indigenous practice of multiple inhumation in chamber tombs was retained 
alongside the adoption of Greek burial practices such as cremation and inhumation
in fossae, sarcophagi, and vases (Antonaccio 2001; 2003). Conversely, Greek settlers
at Syracuse and Leontini felt no compunction about adopting indigenous mortuary
practices (Shepherd 1995). Further west, at Sabucina, imports and local imitations
of Protocorinthian, Rhodian, and Cretan wares indicate the existence of contacts with
the Greek city of Gela to the south, but the seventh- and sixth-century architecture
at the site expresses a hybrid mélange of both Aegean and indigenous traditions 
(De Miro 1983). Again, however, this would be to adopt too “passive” a view. 
The fact that the “Sicel” leader Ducetius could, in the mid-fifth century, spearhead
a “nationalist” movement of secession makes it most unlikely that the Sicels con-
ceived of themselves as “almost completely hellenized.”

Interestingly enough, there is one area where a more active or “knowledgeable”
agency is credited to the Greeks within the process of cultural exchange. From the
tenth century, near eastern – and particularly north Syrian – grave goods are found
in burials at Lefkandi on the island of Euboea and at sites in Crete, Attica, and the
Dodecanese. In some cases, it is clear that such eastern objects were accompanied
by their manufacturers: a tenth-century burial in the Tekke cemetery at Cnossus was
associated with items of jewelery and unworked gold and silver which have been
attributed to a Levantine craftsman on Crete; in Athens, a pair of granulated and
filigreed gold earrings found in a ninth-century female burial may also point to a
resident Levantine craftsman in the city (Coldstream 1982: 267; 2003: 56). There
are also indications that easterners frequented Greek sanctuaries: at the sanctuary of
Hera at Perachora near Corinth, near eastern objects of predominantly Levantine
origin account for around 75 percent of the metal finds, while no less than 85 per-
cent of the metal dedications at the Samian Heraion are of non-Greek manufacture
(Kilian-Dirlmeier 1985). Some may have been dedicated by Greek elites who had
acquired them through trade or exchange, but the sheer quantities, together with
the presence in both sanctuaries of Egyptian mirrors with hieroglyphic dedications
to the goddess Mut, make it probable that the dedicators were not Greeks (Strøm
1992: 57).

Towards the end of the eighth century, exposure to the artistic and cultural tra-
ditions of the near east in the form of imported objects resulted in their adoption
into, and accommodation within, Greek styles. The impressive north Syrian bronze
cauldrons with siren attachments that had begun to appear in sanctuaries such as
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Olympia were swiftly imitated by Greek craftsmen who modified them by adding
attachments in the shape of griffins – a mythical beast of near eastern origin
(Muscarella 1992). Other eastern motifs such as chimeras, Tritons, lions, animal friezes,
and lotus and palmette friezes begin to adorn Greek – and especially Corinthian –
pottery, while north Syrian models are generally adduced in the development of the
“Daedalic” style of sculpture that arises on Crete in the seventh century. New Semitic
loan-words were borrowed along with their corresponding objects and techniques –
for example, chiton (a linen tunic), kanon (a measuring rod), deltos (writing-tablet)
and chrysos (gold) – and some scholars have even identified western Asiatic elements
in the poetry of Homer and Hesiod.7 Had the same operating assumptions been
applied to this phenomenon as are employed in discussing Greek settlement of the
west, we might have described Greece as being thoroughly “orientalized.” Instead,
the term that is generally used is “orientalizing” – emphasizing the conscious, active
and creative nature of Greek initiative (and, incidentally, the Hellenocentric bias of
many modern scholars).

It is not that it is wrong to emphasize the “creative transformation” (Burkert 
1992: 7) by which near eastern elements were incorporated within Greek cultural
traditions. It is simply that it seems unwarranted to credit unduly the Greeks with
such an initiative unless we are also prepared to recognize a similar creativity among
the indigenous populations of south Italy and Sicily (modern aesthetic judgements
are inappropriate to analyses of cultural exchange). But perhaps one of the most dam-
aging aspects to the whole discussion of culture contact has been the tendency to
elide the distinction between geographical provenance and ethnicity. Put differently,
it is one thing to say that a certain artifact appears first in the near east and is then
imported and eventually imitated by craftsmen resident in the Aegean basin. It is quite
another to claim that the Greeks defined themselves according to an eclectic culture
that selected, usurped and transformed elements of near eastern cultural traditions.

This begs the question: did the Greeks – or the Sicels, Oenotrians, or Etruscans,
for that matter – recognize, let alone emphasize, any “ethnic” essence in the items
that they imported or imitated? Time is an important dimension here because it should
be fairly obvious that extraneous elements, once accommodated within local tradi-
tions and practices, become increasingly familiar. Willow pattern wares are probably
more redolent now of the faddish tastes of the British bourgeoisie than of their Chinese
origins. Similarly, it is unlikely that the originally oriental connotations of the pal-
mette were uppermost in the minds of ancient Greeks when, in the sixth century,
palmette anthemia begin to crown funerary stelai in Attic cemeteries. But what about
originally, at the time of adoption or imitation?

Already by the time of the earliest lyric poets, the east was a byword for habro-
suné, or “luxury,” and the poetess Sappho was one of its most eloquent champions.
“I am in love with habrosuné,” she gushes (fr. 58 L–P), as she extols the virtues 
of Lydian sandals (fr. 39), saffron robes and purple cloaks (fr. 92) and a decorated
headband from the Lydian capital of Sardis (fr. 98). Sappho is clearly aware that
good things are to be had from Lydia, and Sardis in particular, but that does not
necessarily mean that these luxury items carried an ethnic connotation for her. Indeed,
when Sappho refers to Lydia in the same breath as Lesbos and the Greek cities of
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Ionia (frs. 98, 132), it is difficult to discern any significant differentiation between
what are, for us, the Greek and non-Greek worlds. This is not terribly surprising.
Sappho, like her compatriot Alcaeus or the Spartan poet Alcman, belonged to an
aristocratic milieu in which intermarriage, guest-friendship and gift exchange delin-
eated class distinctions rather than ethnic boundaries, and for which a constellation
of abstract values such as areté (“excellence”), philotimia (“ambition”), and kudos
(“glory”) were valorized as a model of, and for, elite behavior. According to one
view, the Homeric epics themselves represent an elite tool of exclusion, identifying
in both behavioral and genealogical terms the leading families of contemporary Greece
with the great heroes of the mythical past (Tandy 1997: 166–93), while it has been
suggested that one of the functions of Pindar’s epinician odes was to resolve the
potential tension between a victor’s claims to participate in a transregional elite and
the necessity of reintegrating him within his local community (Kurke 1991).

It is not so much the precise provenance of Sappho’s luxuries that is at issue 
as the fact that they are difficult to obtain without the benefit of interpersonal 
relationships that extend well beyond the borders of the local community. Parallel
phenomena can be documented in the west. In south Italy, for example, “Greek”-
style hoplite armor begins to appear from the seventh century, but it was employed
not by infantrymen of middling means but by mounted elite warriors. Similarly, the
Greek practice of communal wine consumption, almost certainly in association with
the institution of the symposium, would appear to be a thoroughly aristocratic pur-
suit to judge from the wealthy burials in which spits, firedogs, cups, wine-jugs, and
later mixing-bowls appear (Greco 1993: 105–8). At Pontecagnano in Campania, a
specifically “Homeric” style of burial, involving inurned cremation in bronze and
silver vessels, was reserved for a few “princely” tombs of the early seventh century in
a cemetery where inhumation had prevailed since the middle of the eighth century
(D’Agostino 1996: 536–7). In all these cases, the items that are adopted function
as prestige symbols within indigenous cultural traditions rather than indicating any
contrived assimilation with donor cultures. The Etruscans were not trying to “pass”
as Greeks, nor was Sappho seriously attempting to persuade her readers that she was
a Lydian, but both were conversant in a symbolic vocabulary that transected ethnic
and linguistic boundaries. To describe both cultural universes as “Greek” would be
seriously misleading.

The distinctive symbols by which this supraregional and transethnic elite com-
municated its distinctiveness were not lost on those who did not – or claimed not
to – participate in such distinguished company. Phocylides’ protestation that “a small
polis, settled orderly on a rock, is mightier than foolish Nineveh” (fr. 4 West) may
be a response to Alcman’s contrast between “lofty Sardis” and “boorish Thessaly”
(fr. 16 L–P). Anacreon (fr. 481 Page) sneers at the lydopatheis – i.e. those with a
pathological addiction to the Lydian way of life – while Xenophanes (fr. 3 West)
levels a similar criticism at his fellow citizens of Colophon: “having learned useless
luxury from the Lydians, so long as they were without hateful tyranny, they used to
go to the meeting-place wearing all-purple robes, no fewer than a thousand for the
most part, proud and rejoicing in their luxuriant hair, drenched with the scent of
sumptuous unguents.” A similar gibe may underlie a scene on an Attic black-figure
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oinochoe, signed by Xenocles the potter and Cleisiphus the painter and dated 
ca. 520, on which symposiasts are represented wearing oriental items of apparel such
as a Lydian turban, loose boots and a loincloth.8

One might be tempted to think that it is here, among supposedly “middling” poets
(Morris 2000: 155–91), that the “authentic Greek culture” of the Archaic period
is to be found, but the issue is not so simple. Some of the elegiac poets may seem
to adopt an anti-aristocratic stance, but most scholars are agreed that their poetry was
disseminated by means of that thoroughly aristocratic institution, the symposium.
Perhaps we come closest to the perspective of the average Greek Joe in the repres-
entation of daily life that the Hesiodic persona (if not the poet himself ) proffers in
the Works and Days, but what is striking in this poem is how narrow, parochial and
introspective the regular farmer’s horizons are. Evidence for a conscious reflection
on the symbols that constituted a uniquely and universally “Greek” culture in the
Archaic period continues to remain elusive.

Enter the Barbarian

The creation of a barbarian antitype that facilitated the process of Greek self-
definition is largely a phenomenon of the period after the Persian War and therefore
lies, strictly speaking, outside the limits of this volume. Nevertheless, it is worth 
briefly “looking ahead” since in doing so, the contours of Greek ethnic and cultural
identity during the Archaic period will emerge in sharper relief.

It is generally argued that the word barbaros is onomatopoeic, deriving from the
seemingly incomprehensible babblings of non-Greek speakers, and that this indicates
that the primary criterion in Greek self-definition was therefore linguistic (e.g. Hall
1989: 4). Indeed, Strabo (14.2.28) says as much. Yet, the linguistic tests for deter-
mining onomatopoea are as scientifically imprecise as they are for the false etymologies
that ancient authors – Strabo included – were so fond of providing. The first (and
only) time that the term appears in the Homeric epics, it is as part of a compound
adjective used to describe the Carians – barbarophonoi, meaning “barbarian with regard
to speech” – and the fact that the poet has to specify the precise aspect in which
the Carians are barbarians should cause us to hesitate before assuming a primarily
linguistic connotation. The word does not appear again in extant literature until the
later sixth century, when Anacreon’s invocation to Zeus to “silence the solecian speech
lest you utter barbarisms” (fr. 423 Page) does appear to indicate a linguistic usage,
but this is not necessarily true of Heraclitus’ maxim that “men’s eyes and ears are
poor witnesses if they have barbarian souls” (fr. 107 D–K) or of Hecataeus’ belief
that Greece was originally inhabited by barbarians (FGrH 1 F 119). It has been sug-
gested that barbaros may, in fact, be a loan-word from a Sumerian term that simply
meant “strange” or “foreign” (Weidner 1913). It is worth remembering that what
we term the Greek language was, in reality, a collection of myriad local dialects –
not all of which were mutually intelligible9 – and that there is no strong evidence
for an awareness of a common, albeit abstract, Greek language until the fifth cen-
tury (e.g. Hdt 2.154.2).
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In contrast to its scarcity during the Archaic period, the word barbaros is attested
with increasing frequency in the decades immediately after the expulsion of the Persian
forces from Greece. In Aeschylus’ Persians, performed in 472, the term appears no
fewer than 10 times while there are as many as 103 occurrences of barbaros or its
cognates in the extant plays of Euripides. In both tragedy and comedy, the figure
of the barbarian is represented as foolish, cowardly and cruel, lacking justice and
intelligence – in short, as embodying the precise opposite of all the virtues that 
the Greeks claimed for themselves.10 On red-figure vases, depictions of Persians,
Phrygians, and Thracians become ever more common, identified by specific items of
dress, such as caps, cloaks, and boots (DeVries 2000). This is also the period in which
the Trojans, who had previously been represented with little in the way of ethnic
stereotyping, became thoroughly easternized and were assimilated – in Athenian
thought, at least – with the Phrygians (Erskine 2001).

The invention of a barbarian “other,” against which the Greeks could define 
themselves, represented an effective response to some of the limitations that were
inherent in the formerly “aggregative” construction of Greek identity through
genealogical kinship. As we have seen, such genealogical conceptions could never be
truly inclusive since they were incapable of accommodating the ethnic eponyms of
all the groups that resided in Greece. The Greeks cannot have been unaware of the
irony that the Arcadians of Tegea, who played a crucial role in defeating the Persians
at the Battle of Plataea (Hdt 9.71), were unable to trace their ancestry back to 
Hellen. On the other hand, genealogical definitions of Greekness were not exclu-
sive either. According to Herodotus (7.150.2), there was a rumor that the Argives
had remained neutral during the war because of an embassy sent by Xerxes shortly
before its outbreak: the Persian heralds had argued that bonds of kinship existed
between themselves and the Argives because their ethnic eponym, Perses, had been
the son of the Argolic hero Perseus. While there is no question here of the Persians
attempting to be incorporated within the lineage of Hellen himself, the episode 
demonstrates how flexible, and ultimately incapable of being policed, genealogical
traditions could be. By focusing on opposition and difference, rather than confratern-
ity and similarity, a new, more inclusive definition of the Hellenic community arose.
At the same time, however, “blood-lines” were hardly a very visible criterion of dif-
ferentiation: language, cultic observances and, above all, cultural practices provided
far more concrete mechanisms for constructing a boundary between Hellenism and
barbarism.

The vast majority of our evidence comes, of course, from Athens but there are
some reasons for believing that Athens played a major role both in the invention of
the barbarian and in the substitution of cultural for ethnic criteria in Greek self-
definition. Xerxes’ invasion had been particularly traumatic for the Athenians: unlike
their Peloponnesian allies to the south, the Athenians had voluntarily abandoned their
city and watched it being sacked by the Persian occupiers and there are some grounds
for believing that a greater percentage of the Athenian citizen-body was involved 
in direct confrontation with the Persian invaders than was the case with most other
cities. The creation and perpetuation of a barbarian antitype also served two other
purposes that were very much to Athens’ advantage. The first was the kudos that the
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Athenians derived from their virtually sole stand against the Persians at Marathon in
490 and their critical contribution at the Battle of Salamis, ten years later, which
signaled a major shift in the fortunes of the Persians.11 More than two generations
later, the Spartans could appeal to the heroic service shown by the Athenians dur-
ing the Persian invasion and employ it as a pretext for not meting out the savage
treatment to the city that the Corinthians and Thebans were demanding (Xen. Hell.
2.2.19–20). The second was the need to portray the barbarian as a constant and
eternal menace in order to justify the continued existence of the hegemonic league
that the Athenians led and from which they derived much of their prosperity during
the fifth century (Hall 1989: 62). But part of the explanation also lies in political
developments at Athens itself.

I have argued that while it was probably the elites who frequented Olympia that
were responsible for fostering a Greek ethnic consciousness, exclusion from this 
aggregatively-constructed and genealogically-imagined Greek family was not based
on considerations of class. Instead, the elites expressed their distinctiveness through
the employment of cultural symbols linked to a prestige goods economy: to be a
member of the ruling classes was to participate in a symbolic universe that did not
terminate at ethnic or cultural boundaries. Over the span of five decades, from the
popular uprising against Spartan occupation in 508, which triggered the institutional
reforms of Cleisthenes, to the attacks of Ephialtes on the last bastion of aristocratic
rule, the Areopagus, in 462/1, the Athenian masses seized the government of their
state. A growing realization among the poorer, rowing classes that the defense of
the city would henceforth rest on their shoulders almost certainly contributed to this
process (Ceccarelli 1993). The shift in the balance of power was not sudden but it
was revolutionary, as shown by the slogan that was adopted – démokratia, or “power
of the démos.” In the literature of the Archaic period, démos is the word that often
describes the non-aristocratic population of a city (Donlan 1970): the victory of the
démos could only be achieved at the expense of the Athenian elite and it was in 
the cultural sphere that their behavior might now be viewed as transgressive and
inconsistent not only with Athenian, but also with Greek, standards and norms.

One of the first symptoms of this assault on aristocratic behavior is witnessed in
the ostracisms dating to the decade after Marathon, which imposed a ten-year exile
without loss of property rights on one individual, subject to a quorum, each year
(Siewert 2001). Particularly interesting are some of the “votes” cast for one Callias,
son of Cratias, from the deme of Alopece, who was probably ostracized in 485. Four
of these actually describe him as a “Mede” – the ethnonym the Greeks normally
used of the Persians – and one even graphically depicts him in Persian costume. At
a specific level, these ostraka accuse Callias of treason and collaboration with the
enemy, but at a more general level they are an attack on the entire aristocratic way
of life, characterized by intermarriage, guest-friendship and the adoption of easternizing
customs and practices. With Pericles’ citizenship law of 451, by which Athenian 
citizenship was restricted to those whose parents were both Athenian, the attempt
to curb the aristocratic practice of intermarriage was complete. Those practices that
had hitherto been emblematic of a transregional elite, conversant in symbolic codes
that transcended local communities, had now successfully been marginalized (see Miller
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1997). The fact that it was in the cultural sphere that such elite, orientalizing trans-
gressions could most easily be scrutinized ensured that from now on culture would
serve as the most distinctive boundary marker between Hellenism and barbarism.

It is probably the case that there is a natural limit to the growth of the ethnic
community (Connor 1994: 202). That is to say, there is a stage beyond which even
an imagined kinship community becomes unimaginable. It was precisely at the moment
when a new, “oppositional” construction of Greek identity became a feasible option
for those who had formerly been excluded on genealogical grounds that the very
ethnic basis of Greek identity collapsed and gave way to newly universalized cultural
criteria that had previously constituted a monopoly of the elites. But the promotion
of cultural criteria in Greek self-definition was to have a momentous historical 
impact, spreading Greek ideas and practices throughout the territories conquered by
Alexander the Great and eventually permitting far-flung populations – regardless of
genealogical origins – to participate in a Hellenism that would long survive, in
Christianized form, the collapse of the Roman empire.

NOTES

1 Malkin 1986; Lomas 1993: 11, 32.
2 E.g. Hes. W&D 526–8; fr. 130 M–W; Archil. fr. 102 West.
3 Hdt 2.178.2–3; cf. Möller 2000: 105–8.
4 West 1985: 168–71; Fowler 1998: 1.
5 Hecataeus FGrH 1 F 16; Paus. 5.1.4; 9.1.1; Steph. Byz. s.v. Malos.
6 E.g. Arnold 1978; DeCorse 1989.
7 Burkert 1992: 88–117; West 1997.
8 DeVries 2000 with Cohen 2001.
9 Thuc. 3.94.5; Pl. Prt. 341c.

10 Hall 1989; Georges 1994.
11 Podlecki 1966: 8–26; Picard 1980: 117–22; Miller 1997: 6, 31–2.
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ABBREVIATIONS

For technical reasons, all modern Greek titles have had to be transliterated; the translitera-
tion is phonetic, with the exception of diphthongs which for the sake of clarity have been
represented as such, rather than converted into single vowels.

A&A Antike und Abendland
AA Archäologischer Anzeiger
AAA Arkhaioloyika Analekta ex Athenon
AArch Acta Archaeologica
ABSA Annual of the British School in Athens
AD Arkhaiologikon Deltion
AEMTH Arkhaioloyiko ergo stin Makedonia kai Thraki
AEph Arkhaioloyiki Efimeris
AETHSE Acts of the Archaeological Meeting of Thessaly and Central Greece
AFO Archiv für Orientforschung
AION (archeol.) Annali dell’Istituto Universitario Orientale di Napoli, Dipartimento di

Studi del mondo classico e del Mediterraneo antico, Sezione di archeolo-
gia e storia antica

AJA American Journal of Archaeology
AK Antike Kunst
AM Archäologische Mitteilungen (= MDAI)
Annales(ESC) Annales (Économies, Sociétés, Civilisations)
AR Archaeological Reports
ASAA Annuario della Scuola Archeologica di Atene e delle Missioni Italiane

in Oriente
ASNP Annali della Scuola Normale Superiore di Pisa, Classe di Lettere e

Filosofia
AWE Ancient West and East
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BASOR Bulletin of the American Schools of Oriental Research
BCH Bulletin de correspondance hellénique
BICS Bulletin of the Institute of Classical Studies of the University of London
C&M Classica et Medaevalia
CAH Cambridge Ancient History, 2nd edn. Cambridge 1970–
CAJ Cambridge Archaeological Journal
ChrEg Chronique d’Egypte
ClAnt Classical Antiquity
CPh Classical Philology
CQ Classical Quarterly
CRAI Comptes rendus de l’Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres
CW Classical World
DdA Dialoghi di archeologia
DHA Dialogues d’histoire ancienne
DNP Der Neue Pauly
FGrH Die Fragmente der griechischen Historiker (ed. F. Jacoby)
GeogrAnt Geographia Antiqua
GFA Göttinger Forum für Altertumswissenschaft
G&R Greece and Rome
GRBS Greek, Roman and Byzantine Studies
IA Iranica Antiqua
IG Inscriptiones Graecae
JDAI Jahrbuch des Deutschen Archäologischen Instituts
JHS Journal of Hellenic Studies
JMA Journal of Mediterranean Archaeology
JÖAI Jahreshefte des Österreichischen Archäologischen Instituts
JRA Journal of Roman Archaeology
JRS Journal of Roman Studies
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Abteilung, Abteilung Istambul
MedArch Mediterranean Archaeology
OCD Oxford Classical Dictionary, 3rd edn. Oxford 1996
OJA Oxford Journal of Archaeology
PAAH Praktika tis en Athinais Arkhaioloyikis Etaireias
PCPhS Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological Society
PP La Parola del Passato
REA Revue des études anciennes
REG Revue des études greques
RFIC Rivista di filologia e di istruzione classica
SO Symbolae Osloenses
TAPhA Transactions of the American Philological Association
ThesCRA Thesaurus Cultus et Rituum Antiquorum
VDI Vestnik Drevnei Istorii
WS Wiener Studien
ZA Zeitschrift für Assyriologie
ZPE Zeitschrift für Papyrologie und Epigraphik
ZRG Zeitschrift der Savigny-Stiftung für Rechtsgeschichte, Romanistische

Abteilung
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fr. 112.10 356
fr. 130b.1–4 357
fr. 130b.18–19 358
Schol. Alcaeus
on fr. 114 Liberman 415
on fr. 305a Liberman 415

Alcman
ed. Campbell
fr. 1 494
fr. 1.36–9 496
fr. 1.36–101 495
fr. 1.52 496
fr. 1.60–3 495
fr. 1.61 495, 496
fr. 1.64–8 496
fr. 1.64–91 496
fr. 1.70–7 495
fr. 1.86–7 496
fr. 1.87 495
fr. 1.98–9 495

Indices

Source Index
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714 Indices

Alcman (cont’d)
fr. 1.100–1 496
fr. 2 497
fr. 3 496
fr. 46 497
fr. 47 497
fr. 48 497
ed. Davies
fr. 17 128
ed. Lobel–Page
fr. 16 613
fr. 19 514
ed. West
fr. 3.6–7 358
fr. 16 359

Anacreon (ed. Page)
fr. 373 358
fr. 388 358
fr. 423 614
fr. 435 358
fr. 481 613

Anaximander (12 Diels–Kranz)
B1 576

Andocides
1 (Myst.) 48–69 518

Anonymous, “History of Tyrants” 
(FGrH 105)
F1 107
F2 104

Antiochus of Syracuse (FGrH 555)
F13 122

Apollodorus of Athens (FGrH 244)
F113 202

Apollonius Rhodius
Arg. 2.1271ff 382
Scholia Apoll. 4.265 608

Appian
BC 5.109 383

Archilochus (ed. West)
fr. 3 596
fr. 20 355

Aristophanes
Clouds 1010–14 519
Wasps 1208–15 516

1326ff 520
Aristotle

Constitution of the Athenians
2.2 68
2.3 145

3.4 419
5.2 143, 423
7.1 419
9.1 147, 419
12.1 412
13.2 72
13.5 153
14.1 416
16.2 149
16.5 150
16.7 149, 425
19.1 153
20.4 155
21.2 156, 592
21.4 592
43.6 403
Metaphysics
13.981b23–5 578
13.983b6ff 575
13.983b17ff 575
Politics
1265b 418
1265b13–16 68
1270b23ff 131
1271a26–37 129
1272b3ff 408
1273b 418
1274a–b 418
1274a31–b6 68
1274b 419, 420
1275b36–7 592
1275b36–9 153
1284a 420
1285a7–8 125
1285a30ff 401
1294b29ff 131
1305a 413, 416
1305a7ff 107
1305a8–28 451
1305a24ff 107
1306b36–07a2 123, 128
1310b 413, 414
1311a 414
1311a8ff 101
1311b 412
1312b21–3 420
1313a36ff 104
1313a40ff 101
1313b10ff 101
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1315b 414, 420
1315b12 415
1315b16ff 104
1315b26 420
1319b19–26 153
1331a30 358
Rhetoric
1357b31ff 107
Fragments (ed. Rose)
538 (= 543 Gigon) 122
548 417
558 369

Athenaeus
2.36 516
10.430–1 515
10.432–3 515
11 511
13.603–4 520
15 517
15.665–8 518
15.695f–696b 274

Bible
Amos 6.3–7 514

Callinus (ed. West)
fr. 1 356, 591
fr. 4 355
fr. 5a 355

Clement of Alexandria
Miscellanies
1.129 421
5.8.44 423

Ctesias (FGrH 688)
F1.5 175

Demosthenes
6.11 177
27.9–10 516
59 519
59.33 520

Diodorus Siculus
2.9.5 598
8.24 104
9.11.1 423
9.12.3 423
11.1.4–5 176
15.66.2–5 120

Diogenes Laertius
1.13 104
1.22 421, 422
1.23–4 422
1.25 422
1.27–8 424
1.40 422, 424
1.41 425
1.42 421, 425
1.62 142
1.68 131, 421
1.74 415
1.75 424
1.76 414, 423
1.77 420
1.79 420
1.84 422
1.88 425
1.101 421
1.107 421
1.116–22 423
1.122 425
1.175 425
8.3 110

Dionysius of Halicarnassus
4.25.3–6 597

Ephorus (FGrH 70)
F117 124
F118 119
F179 104

Epimenides (3 Diels–Kranz)
(= FGrH 457) 273

Euripides
fr. 441 (Nauck2) 532

Eusebius
Chron.Ann.Abr.1260 336

Hecataeus of Miletus (FGrH 1)
F1 580
F119 607, 614

Heraclitus (22 Diels–Kranz)
B1–2 576
B29 577
B49a 576
B104 577
B107 614
B121 175, 577
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Herodotus
1.5 580
1.5.3–6.3 166
1.6.1 168
1.7–25 166
1.7.2 335
1.17 366
1.26–92 166
1.28 28, 34, 168
1.29 142, 421
1.29–32 142
1.32 424
1.34.3 55
1.46–58 78
1.50–2 28
1.59 416, 421
1.59.4–5 149
1.60 149
1.60.2 416
1.65 130, 520
1.65–6 119
1.66 598
1.66–8 270
1.67.1–2 598
1.67.5–68.1 447
1.68.6 129, 598
1.70 422, 458
1.72 168, 330
1.74 421, 575
1.75 575
1.82 598
1.82.1 247
1.93–4 166
1.94 34
1.95 175
1.96–100 413
1.104 332
1.126 166
1.130 175
1.141 169
1.151.2 586
1.152–3 169
1.153 166, 169
1.154 169
1.163 325
1.166 458
1.170 422
1.171 171
1.172 28

2.54–7 78
2.109 578
2.154.2 614
2.178.1 384
2.180 302, 312
3.39 109, 171
3.44 111
3.44–59 274
3.47 458, 599
3.54ff 111
3.57–8 224
3.57.4–6 214
3.60 578
3.80.2 414
3.89–94 172
3.120 109, 171
3.120ff 111
3.120–7 171
3.121 517, 171
3.122 111, 580
3.125 109, 456
3.126 171
3.126–8 171
3.127 171
3.129–30 456
3.129–37 179, 578
3.131 456
3.134ff 168
3.136–7 456
4.5 29
4.20 332
4.24 29
4.36 579
4.42 579
4.43 579
4.44 579
4.48 29
4.53 342
4.85 331
4.87 179
4.87–9 578
4.99 29
4.108 345
4.143 168
4.148.4 256
4.150–7 274
4.152 459
4.162 379
5.22.1–2 605
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5.28 173, 174
5.31–2 168
5.37 173
5.47 458
5.49–50 579
5.58.1–2 58
5.62–3 302
5.62.2–3 312
5.66 153
5.68 107
5.66.2 153
5.67 264
5.71 140
5.72.13–14 477
5.73 168
5.75 131
5.77.2 592
5.78 157
5.81.2 599
5.85–93 599
5.92 420, 421
5.92b 103, 414
5.95 104
5.95.2 268
5.105 168
6.20 366
6.21.1 355
6.23–4 178
6.33 338
6.35.3–36.1 379
6.41.4 178
6.42 172
6.42–3 173
6.43 177
6.56 125
6.56–9 125
6.58.2 125
6.70.2 178
6.94 168
6.100.1 592
6.126–30 106
6.127 414
6.127–9 517
6.128 265
6.140 233
7.6.1 176
7.6.3 178
7.8 176
7.8a–c 168

7.9b 596
7.28 74
7.34–6 578
7.144 530
7.147 343
7.148 134
7.150.2 615
7.159 134
7.164 178
7.169–71 274
7.170–1 275
7.176.4 608
7.193 331
7.200 528
7.205.1–2 598
7.213 528
7.228 528
8.17 74
8.27–8 600
8.65 178
8.85.2–3 178
8.96 195
8.102 176
8.116 171
8.121 312
8.124.3 262
8.136 177
8.140a 177
8.140–3 177
8.142 168
8.144.2 604
9.7a 177
9.26.2 598
9.28.6 592
9.71 615
9.78–79.1 595
9.107 178
9.108–9 171

Hesiod
Catalogue of Women 

(ed. Merkelbach–West)
fr. 7 609
fr. 9 607
fr. 10a. 20–4 607
ed. Evelyn–White (Loeb)
fr. 39 29
Shield of Heracles
18 351
Theogony
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Hesiod (cont’d)
22 569
22–6 447
22–34 569
79–93 75
157 92
215 4
287–92 197
459–65 92
521–616 571
535–616 488
585 95
590–1 95
590–3 488, 490
602–12 488, 490
901–3 93
902 478
1011–15 34
1011–18 319
Works and Days
1–9 571
11–19 448
11–26 524, 582
13–15 449
20–4 448
23 360
25 517
25–6 452
27–31 572
27–32 360, 569
27–38 449
27–39 571
29–34 446
30–4 445
30–9 93
33–4 449
34–40 445
35ff 112
37–9 93
37–41 569
39 445, 569
40–1 449
42 446
42–105 488
43–6 457
47 446
47–106 571
62–8 490

90–2 446
109–13 446
110–201 570
120 448
160–73 570
175 25
176–8 25, 446
188–92 94
189 355, 449
190–4 449
192 449
201–11 94
202ff 112
202–12 449, 476
213ff 147
213–18 571
213–73 412
213–85 449
218 95
219 95, 449
219–64 571
220–1 571
221 445
225–37 95, 571
225–47 572
227 476
227–47 353
236–7 457
237–40 94
238–47 571
240 476, 571
240–1 572
243–51 571
259–60 572
259–62 571
261 360
264 445
267 571
273 571, 572
274–8 449
274–335 571
275–9 96
282–5 449
287–92 448
299–300 144
299–314 446
306 447
308 448
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311ff 144
312 94
312–13 448
317–19 446
319 448
320–5 95
340 144
341 448
342–51 569, 572
343 360
343–51 360
349ff 112
349–51 451
353–4 144
359–62 144
364–7 144
372–4 95
376–7 448
379 449
379–80 447, 448
381–2 447
382 40, 445
388–93 447
392ff 112
394–403 445
394–413 571
395–9 93
397–8 94, 447
399 445
405–6 445
414–22 457
423–36 94
441–5 445
441–7 447
442 358
445–7 445
448–57 451
459–60 445
467–9 447
469–71 445, 447
482 448
493 446
493–4 50
495 446
497 445
501 445, 446
502–3 445, 447
538 447

538–46 94
549–51 144
571–81 457
573 445, 447
574 446
577 445
581–96 447
589 358
589–96 447
597 447
597–9 445, 447
600–7 447
602–3 445
607–8 445, 447
609–14 457
617–93 95
618 39, 457
622–32 457
630–40 319
631–2 457
633–40 457, 569
634–5 39
636 608
638 445
639 351
639–40 39
643 457
643–5 457
647 457
648–62 457
650–9 569
654–5 529
654–9 215
663–77 457
671–2 457
678–86 457
686 457
689–90 457
694–704 95
700–1 360
765–7 447
779 447
805–9 457
814–18 457
Fragments (ed. Merkelbach–West)
205 198

Hesychius
s.v. Hekatonbeus 123
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Himerios
Or. 28.2 423

Hippocrates
Airs, Waters, and Places
15 334

Hipponax (ed. West)
fr. 26–26a 358

Homer
Iliad
1.1–7 567
1.8–13 484
1.8–100 567
1.12–33 484
1.35–52 484
1.54–100 484
1.113–15 486
1.117 567
1.121–9 484
1.125–6 484
1.130–9 484
1.149–71 484
1.181–7 484
1.185–7 567
1.188–214 484
1.224–31 84
1.231 412, 567
1.233–41 484
1.240–4 567
1.247–305 484
1.252–84 567
1.287–9 567
1.292–303 484
1.293–6 567
1.308–48 484
1.343 89
1.346–8 486
1.348–51 485
1.357–63 485
1.364–412 485
1.366–9 484
1.396–400 487
1.500–4 485
1.517–24 485
1.536–43 485
1.560–72 486
2.225–34 412
2.233–4 567
2.308–30 196
2.362–3 91

2.554 207
2.603–4 90
2.681–5 607
2.681–759 303
2.719–20 39
2.750 310
2.928–33 303
3.1–222 597
3.39–42 85
3.67–323 588
3.82–115 85
3.205–24 91, 587
3.428–31 85
4.45 355
5.472–4 91
5.488–90 96
6 565
6.55–60 356
6.170–5 555
6.401–3 567
6.414–28 91
6.488–93 88
7.345–78 91
7.372–441 595
7.451ff 354
7.453 354
9.50–68 90
9.53–62 89
9.71–2 29
9.123–4 91
9.591–5 586
10.1–35 412
10.414–15 90
10.435–9 29
11.166–7 90
11.221–2 29
11.668–762 91
11.698–702 525
11.765–82 587
11.783–4 524
12.310–21 567
13.621–7 356
13.685 608
14.214–21 95
16.169–70 39
16.233–5 33
16.234 310
16.384–92 356, 571
16.550 356
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18.483–607 579
18.490–540 566
18.497–508 91
18.509–12 595
18.541–7 353
19.181–83 567
20.188–94 91
20.215–18 91
20.217 354, 355
20.218 354
21.441–52 89
21.446–7 355
21.522–4 356
22.99–110 568
22.114–21 595
23 525
23.344–54 96
24 526, 566
24.27–30 356
24.39–54 96
24.260–2 412
24.527–30 95
Odyssey
1.3 424
1.3–4 37
1.22–43 571, 572
1.180–4 458
1.180–7 475
1.280 39
1.325–61 487
1.346–59 88
1.394–6 475
2 75
2.32 399
2.44 399
2.129–37 487
2.184–6 91
2.276–7 89
2.277 424
2.335–6 475
2.337–47 74
3.1–67 429
3.71–4 87
3.404–72 429
4.514ff 119
4.727–8 487
4.762–6 487
5.400–23 579
5.438–53 579

6.3–10 91
6.4–10 318
6.9–10 353
6.177–8 353
6.259–60 353
6.262–8 51–2, 353, 566
6.297–315 487
7.48–77 487
7.81 207
7.233–9 487
8 525
8.5ff 352
8.109ff 352
8.159–64 475
8.160 556
8.166–77 75
8.551 353
9 374, 566
9–12 579
9.48–50 96
9.106 354, 566
9.107–11 566
9.108 354
9.112–15 354, 566, 606
9.115 566
9.116–41 475, 579
9.125–9 566
9.126–9 354
9.130–42 318
9.268–78 354
9.273–8 566
9.273–370 566
9.391–4 55
10.1ff 318
10.34–50 86
11.489–91 89
12.253ff 318
12.285ff 318
13.408 196
14.96–104 74
14.98–9 74
14.208–10 86
14.214–15 91
14.222–34 91
14.239 417
14.327 33
15.403–84 31
15.427–49 92
15.468 447
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Homer (cont’d)
16.370–82 417
16.424–29 91, 92
16.427 587
17.244–6 359
17.264–71 513
17.382–6 87
17.382–7 452
19.109–14 95, 571
19.111–14 352
19.172–7 275
19.177 608
19.296 33
21.85–6 359
21.344–53 88
23.121–2 356
24.102–19 587

Homeric Hymns
2 196
3 205, 301
3.219 39
3.300–87 528
3.391–6 277
3.393–6 302
3.531–44 528

Hybrias (909 Page) 274

ICret.
IV.80.8 402

IG
I3 104 401
I3 244 156
V,1 213 123
V,1 213.18–23 251

Isocrates
3.54 101
4.50 605
12.177–181 124
14.33 301

Jerome
Chronicle 95b 336

Livy
8.22.5–6 58

ML (Meiggs and Lewis 1969 [1988])
2 60, 72, 399, 417
6 425

10 266
17 266
49.9–11 386

Nabonidus Chronicle
II 15–18 169

Naqsh-i Rustam Inscription
DNa 1–21 176

Nicolaus of Damascus (FGrH 90)
F57.1–7 103
F57.5 414
F58.1 462
F59.4 104
F60.1 420
F60.1–2 104

Nomima (van Effenterre and Ruzé 
1994–5)
I: 7 399
I: 22.4 403
I: 22.B1 399
I: 34 309
I: 43 310
I: 78 400
I: 82 398

Philodemus
De rhet. 3 153

Pausanias
1.1.5 195
1.14.1 505
1.20.3 190
1.31.2 204
1.40.1 108
1.41.2 108
2.24.7 270
3.2.6 119
3.2.7 119
3.14.8–10 532
3.16.10 497
3.18.9–19.5 243
3.19.6 119
3.20.6 119
3.22.7 244
4.14.4–5 122
4.15.2 120–1
4.23.6–9 121
4.24.2–3 121
5.8.6–11 527
5.10.3 220

ACA_d02.qxd  25/02/2009  02:48PM  Page 722



Indices 723

5.18.2 414
5.18.6 414
6 531
6.9.7 531
7.20.7–9 203
10.1.3–4 600
10.7.5–6 607
10.11.2 214
10.37.5f 104
17.5 203

Phocylides (ed. West)
fr. 4 613

Pindar
Olympian
7 538
7.88–94 538
12 288
14 537
Nemean
4.81 219
10 529
Encomia
fr. 122 519

Plato
Alc. Mai. 123 125
Euthyphro 14b 403
Hipparchus
228–9 208
229a–b 425
229b 425
Laws
3.692d 120
3.698d–e 120
702c–d 379
708b 379
740b–e 381
740e 379
Phaedo 109b2 473
Phaedrus 227c 200
Protagoras
343a 421, 424
343c 421
Republic
452c 534
565c–d 413
571a–576c 414
597a 516
Symposium 182b–c 101
Theaetetus 1–b 422

Pliny the Elder
Natural Histories
36.9–10 288

Plutarch
Alexander 26.3–4 196
Cimon 16.6–7 248
Cleomenes 10 131
Lycurgus
6 126, 418
6.3 126
6–7.3 126
6.10 127
7.1 131
Moralia
244b–e 600
295b–c 597
295c–d 108, 415
400d–e 420
675d–676d 528
On the Malignity of Herodotus
858b 424
Solon
3 422
5.2–3 421
12 413, 419
13–14 416, 420
18.5 412
18.6 419
19.4 420
23 530
29.2–5 142
Theseus
1.3 139
24 384

Pollux (Julius)
Onomasticon
3.83 417
7.68 417
9.83 28

Polybius
4.20–1 539
4.38.4–6 344
13.3.2–4 597

Pseudo-Dionysius
On the Sublime 13.3 566

Pseudo-Scylax 40–4 258

Rhianus of Priene (FGrH 265)
F43 120–1
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Sappho
ed. Voigt
fr. 5 494, 505
fr. 16 493
fr. 57 358
fr. 94 493, 494
ed. Lobel–Page
fr. 39 612
fr. 58 612
fr. 92 612
fr. 98 612, 613
fr. 132 613

Scylax of Caryanda
(FGrH 709) 579

SEG
11.1180a 263
26.476 263

Semonides (ed. West)
fr. 1.6–10 449
fr. 7.1–2 489
fr. 7.12–19 489
fr. 7.58–66 489
fr. 7.83–93 490
fr. 7.96–7 490
fr. 7.96–109 490
fr. 7.115 490
fr. 7.116–18 490

Servius
ad Aeneidem 11.567 35

Solon
ed. Gentili–Prato
fr. 3 112
ed. West
fr. 1–3 143
fr. 4 147, 572
fr. 4.1–4 572
fr. 4.1–8 147
fr. 4.5–13 572
fr. 4.8–10 412
fr. 4.12 145
fr. 4.14–30 572
fr. 4.19 413
fr. 4.23–5 412
fr. 4.26–9 147
fr. 4.37 415
fr. 4a.2 149
fr. 4c.2 412
fr. 5 412, 422
fr. 6.4 148

fr. 9 148, 420, 572
fr. 9.3–6 416
fr. 11 416, 572
fr. 11.6 149
fr. 13.7–8 424, 572
fr. 13.17–32 449, 572
fr. 13.33–4 449
fr. 13.41–2 449
fr. 13.71–3 449
fr. 15 424
fr. 16 148
fr. 19 143
fr. 23 143, 360
fr. 25 143
fr. 26 143
fr. 27 144
fr. 28 143
fr. 30 148
fr. 32 148, 149, 416, 420
fr. 33 148, 420
fr. 34.7–9 480
fr. 36.5 149
fr. 36.8–12 476
fr. 36.10–12 145
fr. 36.11 149
fr. 36.13–15 476
fr. 36.15–20 146
fr. 36.18–19 146, 413
fr. 36.20–6 423
fr. 36.22–5 479
fr. 37 480
fr. 37.6–10 422
Laws (ed. Ruschenbusch)
fr. 23a–d 419
fr. 31a 144
fr. 32a 419
fr. 60–2 419

Stobaeus
3.1.172 424
4.22.193 489

Strabo
1–2 579
4.1.4 383
5.4.9 58
6.1.5–6 380
6.2.2 27
6.2.4 102
7.3.6 330
7.4.4 342
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7.4.6 331
8.3.30 525, 527
8.4.10 120
8.4.11 123
9.4.03 215
9.5.6 608
10.1.10 212
10.4.16 274
10.4.18 274
10.4.20 274
10.4.21 274
10.4.48 215
10.5.7 219
12.3.4 334
12.3.9 335
14.1.16 171, 335
14.2.28 614
14.6.38 110

Suda
P1659 415

Theognis
31–7 360
39–40 413
51 413
53–6 358
113–14 360
335 424
1181 420
1199–201 477
1335–6 534

Thucydides
1.2.1–2 597
1.3.3 607
1.6 534
1.6.4 130
1.7.1 597
1.9–12 566
1.10.2 361, 365
1.13 102, 171
1.13.1 101, 126
1.15 55
1.18.1 134
1.18.2 176
1.89.3 206
1.93.2 206
1.108.4 600
1.126 107, 108, 479
1.126.8 140

2.14.2–16.2 138
2.15.1–2 138–9
2.15.2 384
2.15.4–5 202, 207
2.27.1 600
2.80.8 307
3.94.4–5 296
4.57 600
4.123.1 235
5.11.1 377
5.34.1 381
5.41.2 598
6.2 35
6.3 56
6.3.1 383
6.3.2 102
6.3.3 377
6.4 323
6.4.3 288
6.5.1 388
6.54.6 149
6.54–9 535
6.57.1–3 206

Tyrtaeus
ed. Diehl
fr. 17 128
ed. West
fr. 1 123, 128, 356
fr. 2 128, 532
fr. 4 126, 127, 128, 398
fr. 5 128
fr. 5.2–3 478
fr. 5.4–8 478
fr. 6 478,
fr. 6–7 122
fr. 10 478
fr. 10.1–2 591
fr. 10.15 591
fr. 10.30 591
fr. 11 478
fr. 11.11 591
fr. 11.13 591
fr. 11.14 591
fr. 11.19 591
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Xenophanes of Colophon, 357, 530, 532,

576–7, 581, 613
Xenophon, 101, 128, 239, 274, 335,

447–8, 518, 520, 532, 540
Xerxes, 74, 162, 166, 168, 171, 175–8,

183, 343, 578, 606, 615

Yntema, D., 57,
Young, D., 535–6

Zagora, 49, 69, 193–4, 198, 213–14,
216–19, 364, 386, 498, 500, 506

Zaleucus, 401, 417–19
Zancle, 197, 323–4, 380, 387
zeugitai, 147, 591, 602n.20
Zeus, 33, 65, 84–6, 89–96, 103, 125, 147,

168, 192, 202, 204, 209, 229, 233, 241,
245, 247, 266–7, 269, 277, 280, 282,
292n.11, 304, 310, 354–5, 383–5, 407,
437, 439, 447–8, 478, 485–9, 492, 526–7,
529, 532–3, 537, 550, 570–2, 609, 614
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