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THESIS ABSTRACT 

 

The public burial of the war dead in Classical Athens has traditionally been a subject of much 

scholarly interest. Although the origins of the procedures described by Thucydides as patrios 

nomos are still a matter of some debate, far less attention has been devoted to the Athenian war 

dead of the Archaic period. This thesis aims to redress this balance, looking at the practice of 

war burials in early Athens, through a range of evidence including mythology, archaeology and 

art. The thesis begins with a study of the Homeric epics, which provide our richest source for 

the early treatment of the war dead. The poems reveal a highly stratified society divided 

between the elites and the masses, where social status was strictly delineated by the post-

mortem fate of the fallen. Chapter 2 focuses on early Greek mythological traditions concerning 

burial truces and the mutilation of the dead. It is suggested that the major change implicit in 

these stories towards the end of the Archaic period can be aligned with wider ideological shifts 

in the perception of the dead in Athens and elsewhere. The iconographical and archaeological 

evidence forms the subject of Chapter 3, which looks at artistic depictions on vases and funerary 

monuments in early Athens. The fate of the war dead, it is argued, was fundamentally defined 

by the highly elitist mentality which influenced the contemporary practice of war. Finally, 

Chapter 4 sets these conclusions in the context of Athenian political history, tracing the social 

and institutional developments of the citizen army up to the reforms of Cleisthenes. The 

treatment of the war dead, it is concluded, provides important insights into the nature and 

composition of Archaic Athenian armies, illuminating a number of social and cultural shifts 

which transformed Athens towards the end of the sixth century BC.  
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NOTES TO THE READER 

 

Throughout this thesis, I follow the convention of using Latinised versions of familiar Greek 

names. Where names are less familiar or are found on stelai, I maintain the transliterated Greek 

form. The original Greek is given in transliterated form in the main text where its inclusion is 

crucial to the argument; longer excerpts are given in the footnotes for significant passages.  

All translations are taken from the Loeb Classical Library unless otherwise indicated. The 

exception to this rule is Homer. Richmond Lattimore’s translations of the Iliad and Odyssey are 

used unless otherwise stated. I will refer to passages from the Iliad in Arabic numerals, and will 

use Roman numerals for the ones from the Odyssey. 

The names of ancient authors, texts, scholarly databases and journals are abbreviated according 

to the conventions found in the Oxford Classical Dictionary.  

The reader should also be aware that part of the discussion in Chapter 1 was published in 2016 

under the title ‘Mutilation of the dead and the Homeric Gods’ in the Classical Quarterly (vol. 

66 (2), pp. 425-36). 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

The War Dead in Ancient Athens 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The war dead were granted special significance in the cultural imagination of Classical Athens. 

If a man died fighting for the polis, his body had to be identified and recovered under a formal 

truce and brought home, regardless of geographical distance, his social standing or military 

skill. He and the fallen fellows of his tribe would be cremated and later honoured in Athens 

with a public burial ceremony, held in the winter of any year the city found itself at war. The 

ashes of the dead, divided into ten cypress coffins according to tribe, were then carried in an 

official funeral procession, together with an empty bier for those whose bodies were lost or 

irretrievable, to be laid in the ‘most beautiful suburb of the city’, the demosion sema in the 

Kerameikos, where marble casualty lists were erected recounting the names of those who died 

in the course of the year. The burial ceremony was concluded with a funeral oration (epitaphios 

logos) in praise of the fallen, given by a distinguished citizen chosen by the city, as well as 

funeral games (agon epitaphios) with competitions in athletics, horse-racing and music.  

 The customs and ceremonies concerning the retrieval, treatment and burial of the war 

dead at Athens were described in some detail in ancient accounts, most prominently by 
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Thucydides, who provides us with an outline of the procedures in his account of Pericles’ 

funeral speech for the war casualties of the first year of the Peloponnesian War (2.34). The 

fundamental premise behind the Athenian customs, famously referred to by Thucydides as ‘the 

law of our forefathers’ (patrios nomos), was based on the absolute moral obligation to respect 

and bury the dead, ostensibly felt by all ancient Greeks, and often still used as an archetypal 

paradigm for military forces in the modern day.1 In addition, the Athenian ceremonies of patrios 

nomos were inseparably linked with the democratic nature of the polis and its army, as each 

fallen warrior was granted similar treatment and commemoration in honour of his sacrifice for 

the community. The inherent egalitarianism of the procedures meant that all men were rendered 

equal upon their death, leading Socrates to remark in one of Plato’s dialogues that:  

 

‘(…) to fall in battle seems to be a splendid thing in many ways. For a man obtains a 
splendid and magnificent funeral even though at his death he be but a poor man; and 
though he be but a worthless fellow, he wins praise, and that by the mouth of 
accomplished men who do not praise at random, but in speeches prepared long 
beforehand.’ 

Menex. 234c   
    

Despite scholarly interest in the significance of the war dead in Classical Athens, not to mention 

their burial, commemoration and their symbolic role within wider ideological discourses of the 

city, far less attention has been devoted to the Athenian war casualties of the Archaic period. 

The origins of the rules regarding the retrieval of the dead from the battlefield, described simply 

by Isocrates as the ‘ancient custom and immemorial law’ (Paneg. 55), as well as the Athenian 

ceremonies of patrios nomos, are often traced back to the Archaic era, with little or no 

discussion of the customs which they replaced or were modelled upon. The chief reason for the 

latter lies in the scanty nature of the surviving evidence for burial practices in the Archaic 

period, with only few examples of pre-500 BC battlefield polyandria in the wider Greek world 

(none in Attica), and some occasional references scattered among the authors of later periods, 

which often projected the experience and procedures of war in their own times onto accounts 

of the distant past. As a result, the main scholarly assumptions concerning the treatment of the 

war dead in early Athens are often based on larger historical models concerning the 

development of warfare in Greece. By far the most influential among them, known as the 

‘hoplite revolution’ model, postulated that the rules regarding the proper treatment of war 

                                                
1 It is perhaps most telling that Michael Sledge’s book (2005) on the retrieval, burial and commemoration of 
modern American soldiers begins with a quote from Sophocles’ Antigone, followed shortly afterwards with 
excerpts from Homer and Thucydides. The proper burial of the dead formed the basis of many Athenian plays, 
most famously Sophocles’ Antigone and Ajax, and Euripides’ Suppliants and Trojan Women. Not burying the dead 
was both a serious crime and an offence against the gods. For more, see Rosivach (1983). 
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casualties and their common battlefield burials arose as a by-product of a major restructuring 

of citizen militias which took place around 700 BC. This change, as scholars such as Victor 

Davis Hanson, Gregory Viggiano or Josiah Ober maintain, was introduced by an emerging class 

of small farmers who began to influence and eventually dominate the political and military 

affairs of their poleis.2 In time, the organisation and practices of war were redefined, as old elite 

ideals of the past were replaced with a new civic spirit, embodied most profoundly in the 

introduction of a hoplite phalanx formation, but also in the crystallisation of new pan-Hellenic 

conventions of war, in which the control of the battlefield and the war dead played an important 

role in determining the victors and losers of a military encounter.  

Despite the marked impact of the ‘hoplite revolution’ model on the few studies of the 

Archaic Athenian war dead, another influential way to approach the subject was proposed in 

Nicole Loraux’s famous study of the funeral oration in Classical Athens.3 According to her, the 

discourses surrounding the commemoration of the war dead in Athens, along with the whole 

institution of the patrios nomos, were drawn from aristocratic traditions and ideals of the 

Archaic era. The choice of themes employed in the speeches given to glorify the deeds of the 

Athenians who died on behalf of their polis emulated the values and heroic code of epic poetry, 

as the praise previously ascribed only to the Athenian nobility was made available to all who 

sacrificed their lives in defence of their community. Loraux’s work, which profoundly 

influenced all subsequent studies of the war dead in Athens, focused exclusively on the 

Classical period and confined itself primarily to the realm of ideology. The question of the 

retrieval and burial of the dead in early Athens was left untouched, because Loraux, following 

a seminal article by Felix Jacoby and a monograph on Greek Burial Customs by Donna Kurtz 

and John Boardman, assumed that the Athenians buried the dead communally on the 

battlefield.4   

A similar assumption was adopted by William Kendrick Pritchett, who in the fourth 

volume of his monumental The Greek State at War gathered all evidence, archaeological and 

literary, for the burial of the war dead by ancient Greek armies.5 As part of his discussion, he 

maintained that Athenian practices of patrios nomos broke with the Archaic and wider Greek 

tradition of burying the dead on or near the field of battle.6 This notion – since Jacoby’s article, 

often adopted without question – has been indirectly challenged in studies by Christoph 

                                                
2 Hanson (1994); (1995); (2013); Ober (1996), 53-71; Viggiano (2013).  
3 Loraux (2006)2. 
4 ‘By repatriating the ashes of the war dead,’ as Loraux (2006)2, 47, claimed, ‘Athens broke with the practice of 
burial on the field of battle.’ In a footnote (p. 432 n. 9) attached to this statement she mentioned the works of 
Jacoby (1944), 42-4; Gomme (1962), 94; Kurtz and Boardman (1971), 246-7, 257. 
5 Pritchett (1985), 94-259. 
6 Ibid., 249-51. 
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Clairmont and, more recently, Nathan Arrington on the Athenian war dead in the Classical 

period.7 Both begin their investigations with a short section on the burial customs of the Archaic 

period, noting that the limited evidence of sixth century BC gravestones of Kroisos and 

Tettichos, who died in battle and were buried by their families in individual graves at home, 

indicated that the Athenian armies of the era could have brought the bodies of the fallen warriors 

back home. War burials in the Archaic period, they both concluded, were predominantly in the 

hands of private families, who buried and commemorated their fallen sons at home. Their 

discussion of the implications and wider significance of these conclusions, however, were 

relatively limited and served only as an introduction to their detailed treatment of the Athenian 

practices of the Classical period. Despite challenging the view of the majority, their work 

followed the larger pattern characteristic of modern scholarly work on the war dead at Athens, 

which tends to focus only on the much-celebrated customs of the Classical polis, to the 

exclusion of any earlier practices.         

The main rationale of this thesis, therefore, is to address the imbalance in modern 

scholarship and put the spotlight on the Athenian war dead of the Archaic period. In essence, 

the investigation carried out over the following four chapters builds on the work of previous 

authors dealing with the customs of patrios nomos at Athens, but instead of taking their 

conclusions forwards in time, it looks back to an age when public burials and commemoration 

in the form of casualty lists and funeral orations were not yet set in place. In addition, the 

purpose of this study is to extend the scope of current debate to other topics related to the subject 

of the war dead in Greece, such as the practices of combat despoliation and mutilation, 

widespread in the early literature and artistic representations of the era. The evidence of the 

latter, which has so far attracted little scholarly attention, offers striking insights into the early 

ideology surrounding combat and its development from the Archaic to Classical periods. In 

particular, it highlights significant shifts in the expectations of Athenian audiences in the early 

decades that followed the introduction of democracy, which reflected the unique ways in which 

the polis attempted to create a new self-identity. The latter process resulted in the establishment 

of new customs and traditions, the legitimacy of which was often deliberately traced back to 

the ancestral past. 

 As such, the thesis aims both to complement the seminal works of Loraux and 

Clairmont, but, more importantly, to pave the way for new areas of research with potentially 

important ramifications for our understanding of early Athenian war, society and culture. To 

achieve this, a wide range of sources is employed and discussed, including poetry, mythology, 

                                                
7 Clairmont (1983); Arrington (2015). 
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gravestones and epitaphs, pottery, and literary accounts, which, considering their often-

controversial nature and dubious historical value, deserve a few words of introduction.      

 

Sources and outline 

 

At its core, this thesis attempts to trace fundamental shifts in the practice and procedure of war 

from Archaic to Classical times. The first three chapters build upon each other to help us 

establish a narrative of these changes, by introducing multiple forms of complementary 

evidence. The final chapter, in contrast, seeks to explore the implications of this evidence in 

light of the broader history of the period. As to the sources themselves, the opening chapters 

explore the representations of the war dead in early Greek mythology, particularly the Homeric 

poems and the Epic Cycle. In their final form from around the mid-eighth century BC, the 

relevance of the Iliad and the Odyssey for the mortuary customs of the Athenians may not be 

immediately clear, but the poems remain the richest literary source for the burial customs and 

social attitudes to death in early Greece. Their many passages on the treatment (or 

maltreatment) of the war dead, as we will see in Chapter 1, provide us with detailed accounts 

of the norms and expectations held by Homeric society surrounding the despoliation, recovery 

and burial of fallen warriors. These ideals, despite the fictitious and heroic nature of the poems, 

were drawn from customs meaningful to contemporary audiences, which had to be kept within 

the limits of the experience and knowledge of the Greeks in the eighth century BC. Considering 

the enormous influence of the Iliad and the Odyssey in Greek culture in subsequent centuries, 

and especially their impact on the ideology of combat, a study of the war dead in the Homeric 

epics is essential for our understanding of early Greek attitudes to the treatment of the combat 

fallen. The ‘hierarchical’ standards which defined the post-mortem fate of the war dead in the 

poems were reflective of, and determined by, the high importance ascribed to social status by 

the Homeric elites, whose conspicuous burials asserted their superiority over the masses. The 

latter reinforced the high stratification of the heroic society enshrined in the epic poems, which 

in many ways resembled the social realities of the Attic communities during the Archaic period.   

The elite ideology of the Homeric poems is also investigated in the dynamics 

surrounding the practices of mutilation and deliberate exposure of the dead, which constituted 

an important theme in the battle narratives of the Iliad. The high prominence of both subjects 

in the story, which famously culminates in Achilles’ maltreatment of the body of Hector, stood 

in radical opposition to the ethical norms held by the Athenians of the Classical period, who 

categorically condemned such practices as loathsome and befitting only the barbarians (Hdt. 

9.79). The prevalence of mutilation episodes in the Iliad, described in an often surprising 
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amount of detail, points to the different moral and cultural discourse contained in early Greek 

representations of war. This discourse, far from being criticised or at odds with the values 

celebrated in the epics, is consistent with the heroic code ascribed to the poem’s heroes and 

arguably also its early audiences.          

The relevance of mythological stories for Athenian attitudes towards the war dead is 

investigated further in Chapter 2, which takes as its focus the mythical episodes concerning 

burial truces and the mutilations of the dead that feature in the vast body of early Greek 

mythology. The stories of Theseus’ recovery of the Argive dead in the aftermath of the Seven 

Against Thebes campaign, as well as the gruesome episodes of Eurystheus’ decapitation or 

Menelaus’ mutilation of Paris, often recorded in the now lost Epic Cycle poems, give us an 

important insight into the popular discourses which surrounded the treatment and mistreatment 

of the war dead during the Archaic period. The episodes in the surviving fragments of the Cyclic 

myths, scattered throughout the accounts of later mythographers, provide a new and valuable 

source of evidence previously overlooked by scholars studying early Greek war and society. In 

most cases, the ideals which they depict supplement and enrich the picture of combat, including 

its practice and ideology, enshrined in the Homeric epics, thus confirming that the treatment of 

the war dead portrayed by Homer was drawn from similar customs and standards across all 

early mythological accounts. Even more importantly, tracing the development and reception of 

these stories in the Classical period reveals major changes in the attitudes and ideology of the 

war dead and their proper treatment. This phenomenon, as the chapter will go on to demonstrate, 

took place in the first decades of the fifth century BC, during which the Classical authors and 

artists, such as Aeschylus, Pindar and Euripides, attempted to censor mutilation episodes from 

the mythical past and introduce new versions of traditional stories which highlighted the moral 

duty and righteousness behind the respectful treatment of war casualties. Such editorial 

activities were especially strong among the Athenians of the Classical period, who used the 

mythical accounts of Theseus’ civilising actions at Thebes, or the military help given to the 

children of Heracles pursued unjustly by Eurystheus, in order to glorify their past and justify 

their political and moral leadership in the wider Greek world.            

Chapter 3 shifts its attention away from the early mythical accounts dealing with the 

war dead and looks towards the evidence for retrieving and burying combat casualties in the 

Archaic era. Compared with the detailed picture given to us by the Iliad and early mythology 

regarding the war dead, the availability of other sources for the period is relatively small, which 

has hindered previous scholarly studies of the subject. The main source of evidence for pre-

Classical Athenian history is predominantly of a funerary nature. Due to the comparative lack 

of literary sources, the archaeology of graves provides by far the most abundant information 
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for the social, political and religious life in the seventh and sixth centuries BC. A study of the 

funerary monuments adorning the graves of the Athenian elites, including elaborate and highly 

conspicuous grave stelai and kouroi, together with their accompanying inscriptions, is the 

subject of Chapter 3. Such monuments, often raised specifically for casualties of war, shed 

important light on the post-mortem practices of Athenian armies of the period, especially 

considering the lack of any archaeologically visible remains of battlefield polyandria in Attica 

and Greece before the democratic reforms of Cleisthenes.  

A further body of evidence investigated in the chapter consists of iconographic 

representations on Athenian black- and red-figure pottery. The subjects of fights over and 

retrievals of the fallen form a major part of all combat representations in Attic art for most of 

the sixth century BC, suggesting, as it will be demonstrated, that such themes were not only 

meant to depict heroic episodes from myth, but also reflected the perception and experience of 

war by the Athenians fighting in the citizen armies. The dramatic decline in these 

representations towards the end of the Archaic period further accentuates the significance of 

the themes for earlier generations, as well as the arrival of new modes of warfare in which 

combat retrievals and fights over the dead were far less relevant. Taken altogether, the 

iconographical and archaeological evidence discussed in Chapter 3 indicates that the fate of the 

war dead was fundamentally defined by highly elitist principles and mentality which, in turn, 

influenced the contemporary practice of war, recalling the norms represented in the 

mythological accounts of the Archaic era.           

The conclusions drawn from the investigation of Archaic grave monuments and pottery 

are subsequently set in the wider context of early Athenian political history, presented to us by 

a number of later authors, most importantly Herodotus, Aristotle and to a lesser extent, Plutarch. 

Since the reliability of their accounts is often questioned by modern scholars due to their often 

all-too-clear personal agendas and the distance which separated their works from the events of 

the Archaic period, the combination of evidence discussed in the previous chapters of this thesis 

is used to illuminate and supplement their narratives of early Athens. Applying the evidence of 

mythology, iconography and grave monuments is particularly useful in a study of the social and 

institutional developments of the Athenian citizen army, which according to most scholars was 

largely underdeveloped or altogether non-existent during the Archaic era. In the final chapter, 

therefore, we will look at the structure and organisation of the Athenian military force by 

attempting to find new ways to interpret the major political events in the city, including Cylon’s 

failed coup d’état, the legislation of Solon, the rule of the Peisistratids, the democratic reforms 

of Cleisthenes, and their relation to the practice and ideology of war in the sixth century BC. 

The treatment and burial of the war dead, as will be suggested, offers important new insights 
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into the nature and composition of Archaic Athenian armies, illuminating a number of social 

and cultural shifts largely overlooked in previous scholarship, which transformed Athens 

towards the end of the Archaic period. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

The Homeric War Dead 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Iliad is littered with corpses and gory depictions of death in battle. Men die from fatal 

blows to nearly every part of the body, including the eyes, mouth and bladder. Warriors are 

decapitated and mutilated, heads and armless torsos are sent ‘spinning like a ball’ (13.204) or 

rolling ‘like a log down the battle’ (11.147).8 The Iliad, as Moses Finley summarised, ‘is 

saturated in blood’, whilst the ‘poet and his audience lingered lovingly over every act of 

slaughter’.9 According to one estimate, there are no fewer than 274 men killed in the Iliad. 

Some of the most famous and memorable scenes of the poem concern the deaths of the main 

heroes Sarpedon, Patroclus and Hector.10 The centrality of death and dying as the leading theme 

of Homer’s epic poem is undeniable, and would go on to provide a source of inspiration for all 

ancient Greek writers. ‘The Iliad’, as Emily Vermeule concluded, ‘put dying, though not death 

itself, in stage center and shaped the tradition of subsequent literatures, that death is not the 

enemy of achievement or creativity but its cause, since the contemplation of death is the single 

factor which makes us long for immortality.’11 

For Homeric warriors, however, not all deaths were equal. The social status of elite 

heroes, or the aristoi, required them to receive lengthy and lavish funerals after their deaths in 

                                                
8 Stab wounds to the eyes: 14.493-5; mouth: 16.345-50; bladder: 5.65-7. Decapitations: 10.454-7; 11.261; 13.203; 
14.497-8; 20.481-3.  
9 Finley (1991)2, 118. 
10 Van Wees (1996), 79 n. 146. 
11 Vermeule (1979), 94. 
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battle. Achilles’ obsequies, for instance, lasted for seventeen days; Hector’s funeral took nine 

and Patroclus’ two days, concluded with glorious funeral games.12 The fate of the dead bodies 

of the common warriors in the Iliad, on the other hand, is markedly different. Most end up 

unburied and exposed to scavengers. This contrast is especially evident when one compares the 

opening and closing lines of the poem: 

 
Sing, goddess, the anger of Peleus’ son Achilles, and its devastation, which put pains 
thousandfold upon the Achaeans, hurled in their multitude to the house of Hades strong souls 
of heroes, but gave their bodies to be the delicate feasting of dogs, of all birds, and the will of 
Zeus was accomplished… 

1.1-5 
 

They piled up the grave-barrow and went away, and thereafter assembled in a fair gathering 
and held a glorious feast within the house of Priam, king under God’s hand. Such was their 
burial of Hector, breaker of horses. 

24.801-4 
 
The radical difference in the treatment of the bodies of elite and non-elite warriors – the one 

exposed and mutilated, the other buried and glorified - seeps through a number of similar 

passages in the Iliad, which provide an important insight into the social world depicted in the 

poem. The double standard governing the retrieval and burial of the dead, however, has rarely 

been considered in the numerous studies of Homeric society, which usually tend to focus either 

on the political and economic status of the poem’s kings and nobles (basileis), or the historical 

authenticity of the communities portrayed in the Iliad and Odyssey.  

In this chapter I will explore the ideals and norms surrounding the retrieval and 

treatment of the war dead, as depicted in the Homeric poems. I will analyse epic scenes 

involving fighting over corpses, mass and individual burials, as well as despoiling and 

mutilating the dead. What were the reasons behind the contrasting treatment of the bodies of 

elite and common warriors? Can they throw any meaningful light on the ideals and structure of 

Homeric society? Finally, did the Homeric poems reflect or provide an archetype for the 

Athenian standards governing the treatment of the war dead of the Classical period? Homer, as 

Plato remarks in the Republic (606E), was the ‘educator of Hellas’, and his influence was 

nowhere stronger than in the matters of the military ethos and war.13 Any study of Greek 

attitudes towards the war dead, therefore, has to begin with the Iliad.                   

 
 

                                                
12 Achilles: XXIV.35-94; Hector: 24.777-804; Patroclus: 23.127-257. 
13 By far the best account of the Iliad’s influence on the military history of ancient Greece is Lendon (2005), 15-
161. Lendon emphasises the relationship of all Greek warriors to ‘epic fighting and the long-lasting Greek values 
that epic enshrined.’ The Iliad, according to him, ‘is the baseline for understanding the military ethos of the Greeks 
and important for understanding the military methods of historical Greeks’ (p. 21-2). 
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Homeric society: elite vs commoners 

 

The traditional view that permeates most studies of Homeric society emphasises the class 

boundary which separated the elite and nobles, referred to as the aristoi or basileis, from the 

multitude of commoners.14 The iron curtain which divided the Homeric princes from the rest 

of the people was strictly adhered to and rarely crossed in both the battle narratives of the Iliad 

and the depictions of household and community life in the Odyssey.15 The most common 

example used to demonstrate the rigid class ideology of the poems is the famous episode of the 

Achaean assembly in Book 2 of the Iliad.16 After Agamemnon’s plan to order a mock retreat 

of his army to test the Achaean morale fails, Odysseus, prompted by Athena, restores order by 

speaking to both kings and common warriors:  

 
Whatever king or man of note he met, to his side he would come and with gentle words seek 
to restrain him, saying: ‘It is not right, man, to try to frighten you as if you were a coward, but 
sit down yourself, and make the rest of your people sit’… But whatever man of the people he 
saw, and found brawling, him he would drive on with his staff, and rebuke with words, saying: 
‘Sit still, man, and listen to the words of others who are better men than you; you are unwarlike 

                                                
14 There is a vast amount of scholarship on the subject of Homeric society, which cannot be fully referenced here. 
For an introduction with further bibliography, see Raaflaub (1997b); Osborne (2004). A small selection of studies 
relevant for this chapter includes: Calhoun (1934); Rose (1975); (1997); (2012), 93-165; Adkins (1971); Donlan 
(1979); (1989b); (1991), 1-34, (1994); Qviller (1981); Geddes (1984); Halverson (1985); Rihll (1986); Andreev 
(1988); Thalmann (1988); Ulf (1990); Finley (1991)2; van Wees (1992).    
15 A model of class-division was famously provided by Finley (1991)2, 53, who in his The World of Odysseus spoke 
of ‘a deep horizontal cleavage’ which separated the Homeric nobles from the multitude: ‘Above the line were the 
aristoi, literally the ‘best people’, the hereditary nobles who held most of the wealth and all the power, in peace as 
in war. Below were all the others, for whom there was no collective technical term, the multitude. The gap between 
the two was rarely crossed, except by the inevitable accidents of wars and raids’. 
16 I am aware that by using the notion of ‘class’, I am imposing a modern concept on a society structured and based 
on entirely different concepts and values. Ever since the works of Marx, however, studies of class-division and 
economic exploitation in pre-capitalist societies have contributed important insight to our understanding of ancient 
Greece and Rome (see for instance Ste Croix (1981); Rose (2012), esp. 1-55). I believe that using a well-defined 
concept of class can, therefore, provide a useful tool for exploring the social, economic, and cultural worlds of 
ancient societies, and especially those with a limited base of evidence, such as Archaic Greece. Throughout this 
chapter, I define ‘class’ broadly as a socially-acknowledged division based on economic and social status. I 
understand economic division as a broad control of the means of production and agricultural land by a group of 
people, which I will refer to as the elite (aristoi). Control of agricultural land was especially significant considering 
the largely mountainous landscape of Greece. Social division, on the other hand, will manifest itself by a general 
social awareness of divisions based on wealth and birth, in turn justifying the superior social and political position, 
or status, of the elite over the common people. Finally, following a recent line of scholarship (Osborne (2009)2, 
209-10; Rose (2012), 52-3; van Wees and Fisher (2015), 1-57), I will avoid using the term ‘aristocracy’, which I 
believe inadequately describes the early Greek elite, whose internal structure, political stability and hereditary 
nature did not reach the sophistication of the aristocracies of subsequent historical periods. As Rose explained, 
‘the large landowners in Greece never achieved the degree of control over society exercised by an aristocracy 
during substantial periods of European history, nor were its efforts at ideological legitimation so apparently 
successful’ (p. 53). An excellent recent discussion on the subject of aristocracy in Homer is provided by van Wees 
and Fisher (2015), 16-25, who conclude that apart from a few hereditary honours derived from Zeus and 
symbolised by the use of staff, there are no meaningful aristocratic elements in the poems which set the basileis 
apart. The position of a basileus, as they argued, is a gift from the community, ‘who will withhold their support if 
they see his power abused, and moreover contingent on recognition by peers, who may ‘drop’ him if he loses his 
wealth’ (p. 25).        
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and lacking in valor, to be counted neither in war nor in counsel. In no way will we Achaeans 
all be kings here.’17  

2.188-203 
 
Odysseus’ speech has an immediate effect and the Achaean army unites once more, with the 

exception of a commoner Thersites, who disrupts the assembly by abusing Agamemnon. 

Odysseus, however, immediately scorns him (‘you shall not lift up your mouth to argue with 

princes, cast reproaches into their teeth’ 2.250-1) and strikes him with a royal sceptre, much to 

the approval of the rest of the army.   

The whole episode reveals a clear class-division between the Homeric nobles and 

commoners.18 The first were men of influence; respected and politely spoken to, leaders of men 

in combat and council. The others were cowards of no account in battle or assembly, kept in 

check with harsh words and, if necessary, violence. As such, the social world depicted in the 

Iliad and Odyssey, according to traditional interpretations, was rigidly stratified into classes and 

centred primarily on the actions of the basileis and aristoi, who held an unquestionable 

monopoly in war and politics. The lives and exploits of the common people, on the other hand, 

were consequently downplayed by the poet. ‘Throughout the poems,’ as Ian Morris remarked, 

‘the basileis are glorified, and the demos ignored to the point of total exclusion.’19 The poems, 

therefore, have been widely seen as products of an elite ideology, composed and informed by 

an elite perspective and written for an elite audience.20         

The Homeric basileis stand out from the crowds on account of their wealth, noble birth, 

superior fighting skills and physical beauty.21 They occupy the highest political positions in 

their respective communities, while at the same time continually striving to enhance their social 

rank and reputation in the eyes of the fellow aristoi by performing outstanding deeds on the 

battlefield, in the assembly, or indeed in any other competitive environment. In times of peace, 

                                                
17 Translation by A. T. Murray; revised by William F. Wyatt (Loeb). 
18 For more on the Achaean assembly scene, also known as The Test, see Thalmann (1988), 10-14; van Wees 
(1992), 79-85. 
19 Morris (1986), 123. 
20 For more on the elite ideology of the Homeric poems, see van Wees (1992), 78-83; Raaflaub (1997b), 633-5; 
van Wees and Fisher (2015), 16-25. A more general (and critical) discussion of ideology in the Iliad is provided 
by Rose (1997). On Homeric audiences, see Dalby (1995), who challenges the scholarly consensus regarding the 
exclusively aristocratic audience, arguing instead, based on the vagueness and inaccuracies in Homer’s 
descriptions of noble houses and diet, that the poems were built on the perceptions of ‘the poorest’, and ‘least 
aristocratic’. I am inclined to believe that early Homeric poems, especially in their oral forms, were enjoyed by 
the full social spectrum, as suggested by Kirk (1962), 274-81, and Thalmann (1988), 2-3. The main themes and 
heroes of the Iliad and Odyssey clearly reflect an elite ideology which, however, in itself, certainly does not 
necessitate an elite audience.             
21 The amount of scholarship on Homeric basileis is again endless and cannot be fully referenced here. A small 
selection referenced throughout this chapter includes: Andreev (1979); Qviller (1981); Geddes (1984), 28-36; 
Halverson (1985), 133-6; Ulf (1990), 85-125; Finley (1991)2, 74-107; van Wees (1992), 78-152, 274-98. For a 
listing of the most important bibliography on Homeric basileis, see Rose (2012), 109 n. 46. On the physical beauty 
of Homeric princes, see van Wees (1992), 78-9, who stresses the supposedly hereditary aspect of good looks among 
the nobles, which sets them apart from the masses.   
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the basileis act both as heads of their households (oikoi), which consist of a large estate in town 

and a sizeable amount of land in the countryside, and rulers of their communities.22 During war, 

they recruit men among their followers, retainers and dependants and lead them in battle. 

Altogether, the Homeric basileis form a cohesive and highly competitive group, defined by 

shared social norms and values, and led by the paramount basileus whose position is usually 

inherited and based on superior wealth and numbers of followers.23             

Furthermore, the Homeric princes enjoy a number of privileges assigned to them by 

their communities. As Sarpedon, the paramount basileus of the Lykians, explains in his famous 

speech to Glaukos, the aristoi are honoured by all people with ‘pride of place, the choice meats 

and the filled wine cups in Lykia, and all men look on us as if we were immortals, and we are 

appointed a great piece of land by the banks of Xanthos, good land, orchard and vineyard, and 

ploughland for the planting of wheat’ (12.310-4).24 These honours, as Sarpedon adds, are given 

to them because of their military leadership and martial excellence: 

 
‘Therefore it is our duty in the forefront of the Lykians to take our stand, and bear our part of 
the blazing of battle, so that a man of the close-armoured Lykians may say of us: ‘Indeed, these 
are no ignoble men who are lords of Lykia, these kings (basilēes) of ours, who feed upon the 
fat sheep appointed and drink the exquisite sweet wine, since indeed there is strength of valour 
in them, since they fight in the forefront of the Lykians.’  

12.315-21 
 
The battle narratives of the Iliad confirm the supremacy of the Homeric basileis in combat, as 

the action focuses nearly exclusively on the individual exploits of a small number of leading 

heroes.25 The long episodes of the martial feats (aristeia) of Agamemnon, Diomedes or 

Achilles, lend further support to the class-division in the poem, as the nameless masses of 

warriors (laoi) appear to play no significant part, aside from being helpless lambs to the 

slaughter. Recent studies of Homeric warfare, however, emphasised the role of the laoi, who 

                                                
22 Every Homeric community consisted of a number of basileis, who acted as heads of their respective households. 
Collectively, they governed the larger community as leaders, councillors and elders (archoi, medontes, gerontes), 
under the rule of one supreme basileus, whose position was largely hereditary, though not unchallengeable. On the 
island of Phaeacia, for instance, there were thirteen men ‘marked out as kings (basileis)’ who acted ‘as leaders 
(archoi)’, according to Alkinoös, the supreme basileus (VIII.390-1). Similarly, Telemachus speaks of the ‘many 
other Achaean princes (basileis), both young and old, in seagirt Ithaca’, any of whom can hold the supreme basileus 
position ‘now that the great Odysseus has perished’ (I.395-6). For more see Raaflaub (1997b), 633-4; van Wees 
(1992), 274-6.   
23 The standing and position of the Homeric basileis is also given by Zeus, as indicated by Menelaus’ speech in 
the Iliad: ‘Friends, O leaders and men of counsel among the Argives, you that… drink the community’s wine and 
give, each man, his orders to the people; and from Zeus the respect and honour attend you’ (17.248-52). For more 
on the hereditary status claimed by the Homeric basileis, see van Wees (1992), 281-94.  
24 The ‘choice meats’ and ‘filled wine cups’ are symbolic gifts given by the community to the princes, known as 
the ‘wine of the elders’ (gerousion oinon), referred to also in Menelaus’ speech in the previous footnote. The 
orchard, vineyard and ploughland, mentioned by Sarpedon, are all part of the royal estate (temenos) appointed to 
a basileus by the community. For more on gerousion oinon and Homeric feasting, see van Wees (1995), 164-77. 
For more on Homeric temenea, see Donlan (1989a); van Wees (1992), 294-8.        
25 Van Wees (1992), 79; Singor (1995), 189-90. 
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despite rarely taking the centre stage in the many combat scenes of the Iliad are nonetheless 

much more than idle spectators.26 A number of passages in the poem stress the primacy of mass 

fighting, as well as the superiority of close-order formations composed of rank-and-file 

warriors, which according to some scholars may even provide the first literary examples of the 

Greek phalanx formation.27 Although often ignored in the combat narratives, the masses, 

therefore, seem to play a far bigger role in Homeric warfare than often assumed, operating 

quietly in the shadows of their superiors, the Iliad’s basileis.        

The iron curtain theory of Homeric society has nevertheless had a number of critics, 

beginning with George Calhoun’s 1934 Classical Philology article. Calhoun questioned the 

radical class-division interpretation of the poems, suggesting instead that Homeric society was 

homogenous and structured around the principles of a tribal monarchy. There was no 

distinction, according to him, between nobles and commoners, as the poet was hardly 

‘acquainted with well-defined social classes.’28 Consequently, Homer’s basileis did not inherit 

their positions by birth but rather by their qualities and characteristics; there were no specific 

terms for nobility of birth and relatively little attention was paid to family ancestors or 

genealogy, as the Homeric kings and leaders appeared to ‘come of the same stock as the 

generality of the folk.’29 Furthermore, Calhoun argued, the vocabulary used by the poems to 

describe the lower classes and commoners was very limited, especially when compared to later 

Archaic and Classical sources. This lack of technical words and phrases for both the nobility of 

birth and the inherently inferior masses demonstrates, therefore, a general lack of awareness of 

class-based divisions, in turn indicating a society based on the principles of a simple tribal 

organisation, led by the strongest and most capable men. According to Calhoun, such a society 

corresponded historically with the Dark Age tribal monarchies which preceded the early 

Archaic aristocracies.       

Although initially rejected, Calhoun’s argument found a number of supporters in more 

recent scholarship who threw further doubt on the concepts of class and class-division within 

societies depicted in the Iliad and Odyssey.30 The bulk of their arguments followed and 

elaborated on the criticisms raised by Calhoun. A. G. Geddes, for instance, put further stress on 

                                                
26 See Latacz (1977); Pritchett (1985), 7-33; van Wees (1988), 2-14; (1992), 352 n. 47; (1997), 692-3; (2004), 153-
65; Raaflaub (1997b), 635; Rawlings (2007), 34-6. In his speech during the Achaean assembly, Thersites even 
suggests that the main brunt of the fighting, as well as the capture of the booty, was done by the rank-and-file 
soldiers (2.225-42). 
27 E.g. 5.529-32; 14.364-7; 15.301-5, 561-4, 617-22; 17.364-5. For an overview of massed fighting, or 
Massenkampf, in the Iliad, see Latacz (1977), 178-209. For phalanx formation in the Iliad, see Bowden (1993), 
52-4; Schwartz (2009), 108-15.  
28 Calhoun (1934), 208. 
29 Ibid., 308. 
30 Geddes (1984); Halverson (1985); Rihll (1986); Stein-Hölkeskamp (1989); Ulf (1990); Donlan (1991), 1-34. 
For the initial negative reception of Calhoun’s argument, see Geddes (1984), 19.  
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the relative absence of the lower social orders in the ‘technical vocabulary, in the social attitudes 

of the people of the poems, or in any visible economic category. As far as Homer goes, they 

hardly exist at all.’31 John Halverson, in his study of the Odyssey, stressed the lack of any ‘real 

class-tension or even class-consciousness’ in the story;32 there is, he argued, no nobility or 

monarchical kingship in the poem, as the society is largely homogenous, with the exception of 

slaves, beggars and hired workers.33 According to Tracey Rihll, the only actual division in 

Homeric societies was between the few oikos-heads and leaders (basileis), and those being led, 

who comprised of ‘any and everybody who defers to someone else’s judgement whensoever a 

decision is required.’34 For this reason, she concluded that there were ‘no ‘commoners’, 

‘masses’, ‘multitudes’ or any other ‘lower orders’ distinguished or distinguishable as a ‘class’, 

nor are there ‘aristocrats’, ‘chiefs’ or ‘kings’ qua ‘classes’.’35 Finally, concerns were raised over 

the supposedly superior position of the Homeric basileis; notions of hereditary nobility and 

kingship were questioned, as well as the extent of the actual political power wielded by Homeric 

princes.36    

The focal point of most critics of the ‘class-division view’ is the near-total exclusion of 

the lower classes, or commoners, from the narratives of the Iliad and Odyssey.37 Since their 

existence is rarely mentioned in the poems, and is never accompanied by any technical terms 

or consistent social attitudes, it is argued that there was no established, class-based, difference 

between the elite and the commoners.38 As Geddes observed, even though ‘Homer might wish 

to exclude’ the latter ‘from the story (although it is not clear why he should have done), as he 

wished to exclude iron, even so one would have expected them to creep back into the poem in 

                                                
31 Geddes (1984), 27. 
32 Halverson (1985), 129. 
33 Ibid., 129-36. 
34 Rihll (1986), 91. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Qviller (1981); Geddes (1984), 28-36; Halverson (1985), 133-6; Stein-Hölkeskamp (1989), 15-56; Ulf (1990), 
1-49, 85-125. 
37 Van Wees (1992), 79-83, 352 n. 46-56, addressed most of the critique against the class-division model putting 
particular emphasis on the elite perspective, agenda and ideology of the poems. According to him, both the Iliad 
and Odyssey focus exclusively on the ruling elite; non-elites ‘only enter the poets’ field of vision insofar as they 
affect the princes’ life… Thus, if the people lead a shadowy existence in the epics and are not often explicitly 
distinguished from the princes, this is because in the heroic world the social distance between prince and ‘common’ 
man is such that personal contact between them is infrequent, or regarded as insignificant, or both, and deemed an 
unsuitable topic for a story’ (p. 81). I am largely in agreement with van Wees’ interpretation, as I maintain that the 
class-division model (elite vs commoners) provides an accurate framework for our understanding of Homeric 
society, as will become clear later in this chapter. 
38 ‘The common people’, as Donlan (1991), 19, argued, ‘are not regarded as social inferiors – there is, in fact, no 
birth or class nomenclature in Homer. The role of the people, though passive for the most part, does not imply 
submissiveness to their leaders. It must be remembered that the rank and file are also given the epithet aristoi 
(best), and that they, too, are called ‘heroes’.’ Homeric society, according to Donlan, never attained the level of a 
stratified or class society, but reflected instead a tribal and egalitarian chiefdom system, reminiscent of Dark Age 
societies. 
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small ways, in the similes for example.’39 Apart from the Thersites episode, which, according 

to him and other critics of the class-division model, has been credited with far too much social 

and political significance, there are very few other cases of the radical class inequality usually 

assumed as the status quo by the majority of scholars.40 A closer look at the conventions 

concerning the retrieval and treatment of the Homeric war dead, however, reveals that there are 

numerous instances of seemingly class-driven norms and practices which have so far gone 

largely unnoticed in scholarly debates on Homeric society. 

 

Fighting over the dead 

 

The usual course of events after the death of any Homeric warrior follows a clear pattern, 

described well in the very first scene of mass-fighting in the Iliad: 

 
Antilochus was first to kill a chief man of the Trojans, valiant among the champions, Thalysias’ 
son, Echepolos…As he dropped, Elephenor the powerful caught him by the feet… and dragged 
him away from under the missiles, striving in all speed to strip the armour from him, yet his 
outrush went short-lived. For as he hauled the corpse high-hearted Agenor, marking the ribs 
that showed bare under the shield as he bent over, stabbed with the bronze-pointed spear and 
unstrung his sinews. So the spirit left him and over his body was fought out weary work by 
Trojans and Achaeans, who like wolves sprang upon one another, with man against man in the 
onfall. 

4.457-72 
 
As the sequence demonstrates, following the death of a warrior, the killer, or an enemy who 

happens to be closest to the victim (in this case Elephenor), attempts to strip the armour of the 

corpse. The comrades of the slain, on the other hand, feel obliged to protect the body and 

prevent the enemy despoiling it. This, in turn, leads to an intense struggle over the dead which 

later, after the death of Elephenor, escalates as more warriors join in the fight on both sides.       

 Fighting over the fallen, referred to by German scholars as Leichenkämpfe, constitutes 

one of the vital and most frequently recurring elements of Homeric battle descriptions.41 The 

scenes depicting Leichenkämpfe are, in fact, so numerous that they provide a way for the poet 

to weave the battle episodes together, as the focus moves from individual duels to group 

fighting. According to one estimate, one in every four killings in the Iliad is followed by an 

                                                
39 Geddes (1984), 27. Van Wees (1992), 80, albeit from a different perspective, also mentioned the remarkable 
rarity of any episodes highlighting class-division in the Iliad and Odyssey.  
40 Both Calhoun (1934), 305, and Geddes (1984), 22, point out that there is nothing in the Iliad to suggest that 
Thersites was a man of low birth. His ugly appearance, however, juxtaposed with that of the handsome and 
beautiful princes, combined with the violent rebuke – usually reserved for the rank-and-file soldiers – that he 
receives from Odysseus, suggests that he must be a commoner. For more on the episode see Postlethwaite (1988); 
Thalmann (1988); van Wees (1992), 353-4 n. 58. 
41 For more on fighting over and despoiling the dead in Homer, see Fenik (1968), 177-8; Singor (1995), 194-6; 
van Wees (1996), 25-6, 54-6. 
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attempt at despoliation by the killer.42 The scenes of fighting over the dead involve some of the 

most elaborate and dramatic episodes in the whole of the Iliad, especially when they follow the 

deaths of Homeric aristoi. The importance and fierce nature of such fights is especially evident 

in the struggle for the body of Sarpedon, which takes up 181 lines of the poem (16.502-683), 

and the famous fight over the corpse of Patroclus, which forms the subject of Books 17 and 18, 

for a staggering total of 909 lines (17.1-18.238). Moreover, the level of detail in the 

Leichenkämpfe scenes serves to highlight the unusual intensity of such fights within the battle 

narratives of the Iliad. Among the most graphic episodes are the fights over Kebriones and 

Patroclus, which depict individual (Kebriones) and group (Patroclus) efforts literally to pull the 

corpse back to one side: 

 
So above Kebriones these two, urgent for battle, Patroclus, son of Menoitios, and glorious 
Hector, were straining with the pitiless bronze to tear at each other; since Hector had caught 
him by the head, and would not let go of him, and Patroclus had his foot on the other side, 
while the other Trojans and Danaäns drove together the strength of their onset.  

16.755-64 
 
As when a man gives the hide of a great ox, a bullock, drenched first deep in fat, to all his 
people to stretch out; the people take it from him and stand in a circle about it and pull, and 
presently the moisture goes and the fat sinks in, with so many pulling, and the bull’s hide is 
stretched out level; so the men of both sides in a cramped space tugged at the body in both 
directions; and the hearts of the Trojans were hopeful to drag him away to Ilion, those of the 
Achaeans to get him back to the hollow ships. And about him a savage struggle arose. 

17.389-98 
 
The widespread nature of fights over the dead in the Iliad is, to a large extent, a product of the 

mechanics of heroic combat. Despite occasional similarities to the phalanx warfare of the 

Classical Greek period, Homeric battles are rarely fought in massed formations, combining 

instead both fighting at close range and missile warfare.43 The armies fight in relatively open 

formations, which consist of small and mobile groups of warriors that move freely around the 

battlefield. Moreover, the bulk of Homeric armies is nearly always divided between a minority 

of warriors who operate near the frontline, known as the ‘foremost fighters’ (promachoi), and 

the majority, or the ‘multitude’ (plethos), who hang back behind them. Every warrior is 

expected to join the promachoi at some point in the battle, but the main burden of fighting in 

the frontline falls on the Homeric elite, the aristoi and basileis, who lead their own groups of 

                                                
42 Of a total of 274 men killed in the Iliad, van Wees (1996), 79 n. 146, counted 66 attempts at despoliation, 
including 7 collective attempts. 
43 The following account is heavily influenced by the works of van Wees (1988); (1994); (1996); (1997), who 
emphasises the fluid and open nature of Homeric battlefields. Other scholars, including Latacz (1977), Pritchett 
(1985), 7-33, and Schwartz (2009), 108-15, stress the significance of massed formations in the fighting episodes 
of the Iliad, which, to my mind, cannot be inferred from the overwhelming majority of combat scenes in the poem. 
For other recent studies of Homeric warfare, see Singor (1991); (1995); Lendon (2005), 20-38; Rawlings (2007), 
28-39.       
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friends (hetairoi) and followers (therapontes). The combat between the opposing promachoi 

most often takes the form of single blows (‘hit-and-run’ attacks) as warriors dash forward to 

fire an arrow, throw a spear, or engage the enemy at close range, before quickly retreating back 

into the multitude.44 The fighting occasionally intensifies when more men feel impelled to join 

the frontline fighters, usually as a response to a particular crisis (e. g. defending the ships) or, 

more often, to despoil a corpse or to protect and retrieve the body of a fallen comrade. 

The general openness and fluidity of Homeric battlefields allows the poem’s leading 

warriors, the aristoi, to perform their highly conspicuous acts of martial prowess, as the poet 

shifts his focus from one heroic feat to another; at the same time, it provides the perfect 

environment for fights over the dead, thus accounting for their prevalence in the battle 

descriptions of the Iliad. The next question that we have to ask, therefore, is: what are the 

motivations of the Homeric warriors who fight over the slain? Why do men risk their lives 

trying to take hold of enemies’ armour; and, in turn, why do they feel obliged to protect their 

slain comrades at all costs? 

 
Despoiling the dead 

 

Despoliation during combat was the bread and butter of Homeric warfare. As we have already 

seen, attempts to despoil a slain enemy follow one in four killings in the Iliad. The practice is, 

in fact, so widespread in the poem that even a god may take part: Ares strips the Aetolian 

Periphas (5.842-4).45 There are two main strategies for plundering the bodies during the battle: 

a quick dash forward to snatch the armour on the spot (e.g. 11.579; 13.550-1; 15.582-3); or 

dragging the body behind the lines of the promachoi to plunder at leisure (4.465-6; 16.780-2; 

17.316-8). Stripping the enemy dead of their armour and weapons in the heat of the battle was, 

nonetheless, a very risky venture, as demonstrated by the example of Elephenor. Five men, 

according to Hans van Wees’ count, are killed during an attempt at despoliation, while four are 

wounded, and several warriors are forced to retreat or to fight for their lives.46 The obvious 

danger involved in despoliation, however, did not discourage Homeric warriors, as the spoils 

acquired during the fighting were considered a source of pride and a testimony to one’s bravery 

                                                
44 The prevalence of the ‘hit-and-run’ tactics as the dominant form of attack is especially evident when one 
considers the duration of individual battlefield encounters. According to van Wees (1996), 38, ‘from a total of 170 
battlefield encounters described and further 130 referred to, only 18 involve more than one blow, and a mere 6 of 
these involve more than a single exchange of blows. The only fight to go beyond a second exchange of blows is 
not part of a battle, but a specially arranged formal duel.’   
45 Ares, as Vermeule (1979), 110, observed, is too big to wear Periphas’ armour himself, but stripping it ‘will 
publicly signal his success in looting, like the other heroes.’ 
46 Warriors killed: 4.465-7, 491-3; 14.477; 16.577-80; 17.289-90; wounded: 11.246-61, 368-400, 580-5; 13.527-
30. For a short discussion with references see van Wees (1996), 54-5, 79 n. 147. 
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and martial skill. Idomeneus’ hut, for instance, had its own special display of the items taken 

from the slain Trojans by the Cretan leader: 

 
‘You will find one spear, and twenty spears, if you want them, standing against the shining 
inward wall in my shelter, Trojan spears I win from men that I kill, for my way is not to fight 
my battles standing far away from my enemies. Thereby I have spears there, and shields 
massive in the middle, and helms and corselets are there in all the pride of their shining.’ 

13.260-5 
 
Weapons and armour obtained during combat, as Idomeneus’ speech suggests, serve as a proof 

of a warrior’s involvement in the fighting among the promachoi, thus testifying to his courage 

before his peers and contributing to his social status. Any spoils acquired in this way were 

treated as trophies – symbols of military success – and were even seen by Moses Finley as the 

Homeric equivalent of head-hunting.47 Stripping the armour of a dead enemy provided both 

glory (kleos) and honour (timē), and the higher the status of the slain warrior, the bigger the 

glory.   

The armour of leading enemy warriors was seen as particularly desirable. Despite its 

high material worth, the armour of the aristoi was primarily sought for its symbolic value as a 

trophy. The Homeric elite were, as a rule, clad in shining bronze armour, often unrealistically 

extravagant, which set them apart from the rest. The fame of Nestor’s shield, for instance, ‘goes 

up to the sky now, how it is all of gold, the shield itself and the cross-rods’ (8.192-3). Diomedes’ 

corselet, ‘wrought with much toil’ by the god Hephaestus, was also no less impressive (8.195). 

But the most extravagant of all is Achilles’ shining new armour, also wrought by Hephaestus, 

the description of which takes up the entire third of Book 18 (468-616). Capturing such armour 

provided an immediately recognisable mark of military success which, in turn, accounts for the 

unusual intensity and lethal nature of some fights over the corpses of Homeric aristoi. The 

Trojans, for instance, are especially eager to despoil the body of Patroclus, who, during his 

aristeia of Book 16, wore the armour of Achilles, which was to bring a ‘great glory’ to whoever 

                                                
47 Finley (19912), 119: ‘Among more primitive peoples the victim’s head served that honorific purpose; in Homer’s 
Greece armour replaced heads. That is why time after time, even at great personal peril, the heroes paused from 
their fighting in order to strip a slain opponent of his armour. In terms of the battle itself such a procedure was 
worse than absurd, it might jeopardize the whole expedition. It is a mistake in our judgment, however, to see the 
end of the battle as the goal, for victory without honour was unacceptable; there could be no honour without public 
proclamation, and there could be no publicity without the evidence of a trophy.’ Van Wees (1996), 55-6, 69 n. 73, 
on the other hand, disagreed and argued that Homeric spoils are ‘sought at least as much for their material and 
utilitarian value as for their symbolic significance as trophies’ (p. 56). He stressed the fact that spoils are obtained 
both individually and collectively, and in most cases they fall into the ‘wrong’ hands, as men strip warriors whom 
they have not killed themselves, which in turn diminishes their ‘trophy’ value. It seems to me, however, based on 
Idomeneus’ remarks, that spoils acquired during the fighting, which as I argue below belong only to the Homeric 
aristoi, are valued primarily as symbols of military success and fighting among the promachoi; obtaining them in 
the heat of battle provided a proof of courage in itself, irrelevant of whether the successful warrior killed his victim 
or not. The material aspect of other battlefield spoils is, nonetheless, certainly evident for armour plundered during 
a pursuit or after battle, which I discuss later. 
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captured it (17.16, 130-1). In the end, the armour is won by Hector, who withdraws in order to 

put it on and later triumphantly wear it in battle (17.186-7). Wearing the armour of the slain 

enemy hero was in no way an uncommon practice. In a story told by Nestor, Lykourgos, and 

later his henchman Ereuthalion, carried the armour of the famous ‘club-fighter’ Areïthoös, 

which the former won after killing his enemy in a duel (7.136-49).  

 As we learn from the duel between Hector and Ajax, which concludes the first day of 

fighting in the Iliad, the victor of an arranged duel was under normal circumstances expected 

to strip the armour of the fallen opponent – which served as a mark of his victory – before 

returning the body for a funeral.48 The rules are clearly laid out by Hector: 

 
‘Behold the terms that I make, let Zeus be witness upon them. If with the thin edge of the 
bronze he takes my life, then let him strip my armour and carry it back to the hollow ships, but 
give my body to be taken home again, so that the Trojans and the wives of the Trojans may 
give me in death my rite of burning. But if I take his life, and Apollo grants me the glory, I will 
strip his armour and carry it to sacred Ilion and hang it in front of the temple of far-striking 
Apollo, but his corpse I will give back among the strong-benched vessels so that the flowing-
haired Achaeans may give him due burial and heap up a mound upon him beside the broad 
passage of Helle.’  

7.76-86 
 
The armour of the leading enemy men slain in battle was highly valued by Homeric warriors, 

who were nearly always ready to put their lives at considerable risk in order to obtain it and win 

glory among their comrades.49 Some of them, like Hector or Lykourgos, would triumphantly 

wear it in battle to remind their followers and enemies alike of their heroic feats. Others, like 

Idomeneus, would display the spoils in their huts before bringing them back home to ‘delight 

the hearts’ of their mothers (6.481) and hang them on the walls of their dining halls as trophies.50 

Such displays were no doubt intended to impress visitors and confirm the martial excellence of 

the host. Hector’s duel arrangements with Ajax also suggest that the vanquished enemy armour 

and weapons could be dedicated in a god’s temple; the arms of Dolon, captured by Odysseus 

and Diomedes, are similarly offered to Athena (10.457-63, 570-1).51 Finally, the armour of elite 

enemy slain could be given out as some of the most prestigious prizes at funeral games. 

Sarpedon’s ‘far-shadowing spear’, shield and helmet, and Asteropaios’ ‘magnificent silver-

                                                
48 One exception is Achilles, who before his fight with Hector famously rejects the latter’s request to return the 
body of the vanquished for burial (22.256-72). Their fight, however, is not an arranged duel.   
49 The exception here is again Achilles, who as a mark of special respect did not strip the armour of Andromache’s 
father, Eëtion, but ‘burned the body in all its elaborate war-gear and piled a grave mound over it’ (6.418-9). 
50 The walls of Odysseus’ megaron in Ithaca were covered with no less than seventeen shields and helmets, with 
an additional twenty spears in a rack by a column near the door (I.126-9; XVI.284; XXII.21-5). Although it is not 
explicitly stated, one may suspect that they are all spoils of war. For references, numbers and brief discussion on 
the weapons and armour on display in Odysseus’ megaron, see van Wees (1995), 149.    
51 These are, however, the only instances in the Iliad where the spoils are dedicated to the gods. Seaford (2004), 
56, stresses the ‘relative marginality, in the Homeric perspective, of the practice of dedication.’  
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nailed sword’, are offered by Achilles to the winner of combat in full armour at the funeral 

games for Patroclus (23.798-809); Asteropaios’ bronze corselet is also awarded as a special 

prize in the chariot race (23.560-2). It is quite clear, therefore, that the variety of potential uses 

of armour obtained from leading enemies, all of which were intended to raise the social status 

of the successful despoiler, helps to explain the eagerness of the Homeric warriors to obtain 

them at all costs. 

 The other common way to acquire battlefield spoils was to collect them during a pursuit 

of the enemy’s army, or indeed after the fighting had finished. Despoiling the bodies during 

pursuit provided a much safer way to obtain enemy armour; van Wees notes that ‘all 25 

instances of despoliation during pursuit are successful, whereas during steady battle no less 

than 13 of 34 attempts by individuals fail.’52 Spoils acquired in such way, despite being less 

prestigious, were still highly desirable. And so Nestor forbids the Greeks to stay behind with 

‘eye on the plunder’, encouraging them to keep pursuing the Trojans: ‘let us kill the men now, 

and afterward at your leisure all along the plain you can plunder the perished corpses’ (6.68-

71). In a similar fashion, Hector urges the Trojans to ‘make hard for the ship’ and ‘let the bloody 

spoils be’; the practice of plundering corpses is so common that he has to threaten his soldiers 

with death and exposure: 

 
‘Make hard for the ships, let the bloody spoils be. That man I see in the other direction apart 
from the vessels, I will take care that he gets his death, and that man’s relations neither men 
nor women shall give his dead body the rite of burning. In the space before our city the dogs 
shall tear him to pieces.’ 

 15.343-51 
 
Some warriors may go so far as scavenging for spoils in the dead of night. In their 

reconnaissance mission in Book 10, Odysseus and Diomedes encounter the Trojan scout Dolon, 

whom they suspect (albeit wrongly) of stripping the armour of perished corpses (10.342-3, 386-

7). Enemy spoils obtained in pursuit or after battle did not serve as a mark of individual bravery 

for the promachoi, and so could hardly have contributed to honour or social status among his 

peers. Moreover, the armour acquired in such a way would virtually never be that of the slain 

aristoi, as their bodies would normally receive immediate attention upon their death, whether 

from those who attempt to despoil or retrieve them. That meant most of what was available 

after the battle must have consisted of weapons and armour that belonged to common warriors, 

which none of the promachoi felt the need to plunder or protect. The main reason for this was 

most likely its low material and trophy value, especially when compared to the expensive and 

shining armour of the aristoi. Homer devotes very little attention to any descriptions of common 

                                                
52 Van Wees (1996), 55.  
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men, which considering the poem’s elite focus is hardly surprising. But it does seem natural to 

assume that their equipment was categorically and economically inferior and so not worth 

fighting for during the combat.53 Since it did not belong to the Homeric basileis and aristoi – 

the warriors par excellence – such armour was no symbol of military prowess and so of interest 

only to the common soldiers. We must, therefore, assume that the accumulation of spoils during 

pursuit and the aftermath of battle had a predominately materialistic motive. Such spoils could 

be re-used or potentially sold, but had little value as trophies or symbols of military success.54 

Plundering the fallen during and after battle was, in conclusion, a fully legitimate and 

important practice in the warfare depicted in the Iliad. Homeric promachoi fought and 

repeatedly risked their lives to obtain the armour of leading enemy warriors, which provided 

symbolic proof of their courage and augmented their status as superior fighters and leaders of 

men. The trophy value of plundered equipment, however, depended on the social, or class, 

status of the victim, as the armour of the elite was depicted as superior and categorically 

different to that of the common warrior. The main motivation behind the Homeric practice of 

combat despoliation lay, therefore, primarily in the desire of the aristoi to increase their honour 

and status among their peers. On the other hand, the driving factor behind the post-battle 

despoliation was the common man’s eagerness to acquire extra wealth outside the normal 

channels of booty distribution, which normally included other plunder (i.e. livestock, slaves, 

mobile goods) from raiding expeditions and the sacking of villages and towns.55 All this, in 

turn, helps to explain the unusual eagerness of Homeric warriors, especially the aristoi, to 

                                                
53 Homer’s occasional mentions of marching warriors who glitter with shining armour (4.431-2) are probably a 
poetic exaggeration, as suggested by Singor (1995), 187. Indeed, Singor (1991), 19-24; (1995), 186-9, maintains 
that the Homeric masses (plethos, laoi) were equipped primarily with long-distance weapons (belea) and otherwise 
little or no armour, similar to the Lokrians (13.713-8). By contrast, according to him, the promachoi were always 
heavy-armed and consisted exclusively of the poem’s basileis and aristoi. I find this theory problematic on two 
levels: a) there is little evidence to assume that the laoi were not fighting among the promachoi; everyone was 
expected to spend some time in the frontline and the intermittent mentions of warriors coming to the front and 
joining ranks to protect a comrade must surely include both the basileis and laoi; consequently b) the latter must 
have been in possession of more than just long-range weapons, which also, in turn, explains the practice of post-
combat despoliation, as men would hardly scavenge for stones, arrows and javelins only after the battle. The 
armour of the masses was certainly cheaper and less impressive than that of the basileis, but there is no reason to 
suspect that it was limited to long-range weapons only. The unusual equipment of the Lokrians was surely due to 
the fact that they are explicitly described as archers, which Homer singles out as exceptional for a full contingent. 
For more on the social status of the promachoi, see van Wees (1997), 688-9.  
54 As Donlan (1981), 113 n. 14, noted, the sale of battlefield spoils (‘bronze’, ‘shining iron’) is implied at 7.472-4. 
55 Ready (2007), 22, argued that there are ‘two economies of exchange when it comes to spoils obtained in 
[Homeric] war’: (a) the long-term transactions, which include any spoils obtained through the (re)distribution of 
booty after the battle, given by the leader of the expedition or the community; (b) the short-term transactions, 
which include any spoils seized during the battle from a defeated foe, which do not make it into the common pot 
for (re)distribution. The latter, as he explains, are ‘deemed valuable contributions to a warrior’s status... integral to 
the creation and reaffirmation of the social order. Nevertheless they are not portrayed as contributing so explicitly 
and systematically to the perpetuation of the social and cosmic order as the (re)distributions’. For more on the 
Homeric distribution of booty, see van Wees (1992), 299-310.    
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plunder the corpses of their enemy counterparts. Their success, however, was often limited, as 

their efforts were constantly undermined by the friends and followers of the slain. 

 
 

Protecting the dead 

 

Upon the death of any Homeric hero in combat, it was the duty of his friends and companions 

to protect his body from the enemy and to retrieve it. Fighting over the body of one’s comrade 

was one of the highest moral obligations for all Homeric warriors, and led to some of the most 

impressive displays of martial prowess in the whole poem. Some men, in fact, feel compelled 

to defend the corpses of their friends on their own, whilst greatly outnumbered by the enemy. 

The Trojan hero Aeneas, for instance, offers such protection to the fallen Pandaros, until he is 

knocked unconscious by a stone throw by Diomedes: 

 
But Aeneas sprang to the ground with shield and with long spear, for fear that somehow the 
Achaeans might haul off the body, and like a lion in the pride of his strength stood over him 
holding before him the perfect circle of his shield and the spear and raging to cut down any 
man who might come to face him, crying a terrible cry.  

5.297-302 
 
The obligation to protect and retrieve a fallen or wounded comrade was particularly strong 

when the men concerned were leading warriors in the army.56 As already noted, the fights that 

ensued over Sarpedon and Patroclus form some of the longest and fiercest combat scenes in the 

Iliad, involving an unusually large number of men (by Homeric standards). In a similar way, 

when Hector is wounded by Ajax in Book 14, the brief struggle that follows immediately draws 

the bravest Trojans, both from among the aristoi and laoi, who ensure he is retrieved and carried 

back to the city: 

 
Screaming aloud the sons of the Achaeans ran forward in hope to drag him away, and threw 
their volleying javelins against him, yet no man could stab or cast at the shepherd of the people; 
sooner the Trojans’ bravest gathered about him, Aeneas, and Poulydamas, and brilliant Agenor, 
Sarpedon, lord of the Lykians, and Glaukos the blameless; and of the rest no man was heedless 
of him, but rather sloped the strong circles of their shields over him, while his companions 
caught him in their arms out of the fighting and reached his fast-footed horses, where they 
stood to the rear of the fighting and the battle holding their charioteer and the elaborate chariot, 
and these carried him, groaning heavily, back toward the city.  

14.421-32 
 
The driving force of obligation to protect the bodies of slain comrades lies in the power of the 

Homeric concept of shame (aidos).57 The society depicted in the Iliad and Odyssey was 

                                                
56 For examples of warriors defending the corpses of the aristoi, see 4.531-5; 5.617-26; 13.550-5.   
57 For more on the Homeric concept of shame, see Redfield (1975), 133-9; Scott (1980), 14-25; Cairns (1993), 48-
146; van Wees (1996), 21-3. 
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structured around what Eric Dodds famously referred to as ‘shame-culture’, in which every 

Homeric leader negotiated his identity and social status in the eyes of his fellow elite.58 All men 

competed throughout their lives for honour and glory (timē), a constant supply of which was 

always available to them on the battlefield. At the same time, such men also fought to avoid 

shame, which lowered their social status among their peers. Failure to protect the corpse of a 

relative or friend was widely seen as a common source of shame, as it dishonoured both the 

dead warrior, whose armour would normally be stripped by the enemy, and his runaway 

comrades. Consequently, appeals to avoid shame and moral indignation (nemesis) from the rest 

of the army are omnipresent in the Iliad and serve as a means to inspire courage and stir the 

warriors to join in the fighting to protect their reputation.59 Sarpedon’s last words are spent 

urging Glaukos to gather his men and ‘stir them up to fight’ for his body, ‘for I shall be a thing 

of shame and a reproach said of you afterward, all your days forever, if the Achaeans strip my 

armour where I fell by the ships assembled’ (16.496-500).60 Shortly afterwards, Athena, 

likening herself to Phoinix, encourages Menelaus to protect and retrieve the dead Patroclus, as 

it ‘will be a thing of shame, a reproach said of you, if under the wall of the Trojans the dogs in 

their fury can mutilate the staunch companion of haughty Achilles. But hold strongly on, and 

stir up all the rest of your people’ (17.556-9). The fear of shame in the eyes of their peers, 

therefore, provided a strong motivation for Homeric warriors to defend the bodies of their fallen 

friends and companions, sometimes even at the risk of serious injury or death.61  

Another factor which inspired men to protect the corpses of the slain was the general 

sense of comradeship which characterised both the Achaean and Trojan armies. The death of a 

companion on the battlefield usually inspired a range of negative emotions among his comrades, 

such as sorrow (e.g. 13.402, 581; 16.508, 548), pity (5.561, 610; 17.346, 352) and anger 

(13.660; 16.553, 585).62 The strength of these emotions is often matched by the elaborate 

phrases used to describe them in the poem. Koön, seeing his brother Iphidamas killed and 

stripped by Agamemnon, is overcome by ‘the strong sorrow’ which ‘misted about his eyes for 

                                                
58 Dodds (1951), 1-63. 
59 E.g. 17.91-3; 17.254-5; 18.178-80. For more on nemesis in the Homeric poems, see Scott (1980), 25-31; 
Yamagata (1994), 149-56. 
60 Later Glaukos urges the Trojans to retrieve Sarpedon by referring to their sense of shame: ‘Then, friends, stand 
beside me, let the thought be shame in your spirit that they might strip away his arms, and dishonour his body, 
these Myrmidons, in anger for all the Danaäns perished, those whom we Lykians have killed with the spear by the 
swift ships’ (16.544-7).  
61 It is important to note, as van Wees (1996), 22-3, observed, that shame did not encourage Homeric warriors to 
perform heroic military deeds in order to win more glory but rather stimulated essentially defensive actions, such 
as protecting the corpse of a fallen comrade. Shame impels men, according to van Wees, ‘individually or 
collectively, to preserve their reputation by fighting back when the Homeric code requires a response to an attack 
or challenge. It must be stressed that shame is not likely to drive people positively to enhance their reputations by 
performing outstanding feats of prowess.’   
62 For more references, see van Wees (1996), 66 n. 52. 
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the sake of his fallen brother’ (11.248-50). Similarly, the Trojans are ‘taken head to heel with a 

sorrow untakeable’, upon hearing about the death of Sarpedon (16.548-9), while soon later, ‘the 

dark cloud of sorrow closed over Hector’ when he is told of the death of his companion Podes 

(17.591). The death of Patroclus in particular inspires strong feelings in Antilochos, who ‘stayed 

for a long time without a word, speechless, and his eyes filled with tears, the springing voice 

was held still within him’ (17.695-6); and Achilles, who fouls his own body with dust and ashes, 

and tears his hair in grief over the death of his closest friend (18.23-7). 

The binding sense of loyalty and comradeship among the warriors, which these passages 

clearly convey, was, to a large extent, a product of the organisation of Homeric armies. The 

army contingents in the Iliad, as mentioned before, consisted of many small and highly fluid 

bands, each comprising a leader (basileus) – on whom the battle descriptions usually focus – 

followed by his retinue of friends, companions (hetairoi) and retainers (therapontes).63 Each 

contingent consisted of no more than a few dozen men, most coming from the same community 

and tied by a variety of bonds, such as family, friendship or economic dependence.64 The bands 

were generally divided into those who fought at the frontline with the leaders (promachoi); 

those who stood back to support the frontline by carrying the spoils and the dead and wounded 

away from combat; and those staying behind, who either retreated from the melee to gather 

their strength and courage, or took care of the wounded.65 The small-scale nature of such units 

allowed for the creation of a strong feeling of comradeship, perhaps no different, as van Wees 

suggested, to the modern military ‘buddy’ relationships.66 Loyalty was largely based on mutual 

trust and support in combat, as well as a fair share of the rewards and booty distributed after a 

successful battle or sacking of a settlement, which, apart from its immediate material value, 

increased each warrior’s honour and respect in the community.67 The Homeric aristoi were 

                                                
63 The term used to describe these war bands in the Iliad is the plural form of the word ‘phalanx’ (phalanges), 
which often led modern scholars to assume that the Classical phalanx formation was already present on Homeric 
battlefields (see n. 27). The epic phalanges, however, as argued by Echeverria (2012), 311-2, are consistently 
described throughout the poem as mobile and highly flexible units of warriors, which act independently and can 
be separated if needed. As such, they bear no resemblance to the Classical formation of a phalanx. For more on 
phalanges in the Iliad, see Singor (1991), 24-33.    
64 For more on Homeric army organisation, see van Wees (1988), 4-7, (1996), 2-4; (1997), 670-3; Singor (1991), 
33-50; (1995), 184-93.   
65 Taking the spoils: e.g. 13.640-2; 17.580-1. Retrieving the dead from the field: e.g. 13.656-8; 17.722-34. 
66 Van Wees (1996), 18. 
67 The standard procedure for the distribution of booty is outlined by Odysseus’ account of his sack of Ismaros: ‘I 
sacked their city and killed their people, and out of their city taking their wives and many possessions we shared 
them out, so none might go cheated of his proper portion’ (IX.40-3). The mutual trust between the warrior and his 
leader could be broken, especially when the former felt that his service was not fully appreciated or rewarded by 
the latter. There are some complaints about the lack of appropriate gratitude voiced throughout the Iliad (9.316; 
17.144-8), which in some cases – most notably, Achilles’ anger at Agamemnon – may lead a warrior to withdraw 
his services altogether. For more on Homeric distribution of booty, see n. 55.   
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always surrounded by a number of warriors who followed them around the battlefield, assisted 

in combat and despoliation, and retrieved their bodies in the case of injury or death. 

Finally, the retrieval of the bodies of leading warriors from the battlefield was ascribed 

special significance in the Iliad as it allowed the aristoi to receive individual and highly 

conspicuous funerals later. The funeral rituals of the greatest Homeric warriors provided an 

opportunity to express the social status of the deceased and to confirm their place among the 

heroes of his community.68 The event itself, which could take as many as seventeen days 

depending on the status of the deceased, consisted of a number of customs and ceremonies 

which included the washing of the corpse (XXIV.189-90), the ritual lament (XXIV.293-6), the 

cutting of mourners’ hair (23.135-7), burning on a funeral pyre and gathering of bones (24.786-

98), and the erection of a mound and gravestone (16.674-5), concluded by a funeral feast (24. 

802-3) and games (23.257-897). The scale and lavishness of heroic funerals were meant to 

reflect proportionally the honour that the slain warrior accumulated in his life, thus enshrining 

his glory in the memory of men to come.69 

According to an influential notion of Jean-Pierre Vernant, throughout his life every 

Homeric hero aspired to a certain kind of death, referred to as ‘beautiful death’ (kalos 

thanatos).70 Such death, suffered ideally at the time of full adulthood on the battlefield, 

honoured the hero with eternal fame and ‘imperishable glory’ (kleos aphthiton). Heroic death, 

as Vernant explained, seizes the warrior in the fullness of youth and beauty, as ‘it raises him 

above the human condition and saves him from common death by conferring sublime luster on 

his demise.’71 A lavish funeral, in turn, provided a fitting end to the life of a heroic warrior, 

marking and symbolising his beautiful death to the fullest extent. 

 The importance of death in battle followed by a heroic funeral is repeatedly commented 

upon by the Homeric heroes. Odysseus, lamenting the hardships of his journey home from Troy, 

regrets that he had not died on the battlefield72: 

 
‘Three times and four times happy those Danaäns were who died then in wide Troy land, 
bringing favour to the sons of Atreus, as I wish I too had died at that time and met my destiny 

                                                
68 For more on the social significance of Homeric funerals, see Redfield (1975), 167-210; Morris (1987), 46-7; 
Vernant (1991); Clarke (1999), 180-9. 
69 The main symbol of the social status of the deceased was his grave mound and stele, which reflected the dead 
warrior’s glory (kleos). A grave mound ensured that a man’s ‘glory will not be forgotten’ (7.91) and that his 
‘memory might never die’ (IV.584-5). For more on Homeric grave mounds, see Morris (1987), 46; Sourvinou-
Inwood (1995), 108-40; Clarke (1999), 185.    
70 Vernant (1991), 50-74. 
71 Vernant (1991), 64. 
72 Later in the poem Eumaios echoes Odysseus’ remarks, complaining ‘how all the gods hated him so much that 
they did not make him go down in the land of the Trojans, nor in the arms of his friends, after he had wound up 
the fighting. So all the Achaeans would have heaped a grave mound over him, and he would have won great fame 
for himself and his son hereafter. But now ingloriously the stormwinds have caught and carried him’ (XIV.366-
71).    
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on the day when the greatest number of Trojans threw their bronze-headed weapons upon me, 
over the body of perished Achilles, and I would have had my rites and the Achaeans given me 
glory. Now it is by a dismal death that I must be taken.’  

V.306-12 
 
In a similar way, when Achilles meets Agamemnon in Hades he pities the manner of his death 

by Aigisthos and Clytemnestra, wishing instead that he had died in Troy: 

 
‘How I wish that, enjoying that high place of your power, you could have met death and destiny 
in the land of the Trojans. So all the Achaeans would have made a mound to cover you, and 
you would have won great glory for your son hereafter. In truth you were ordained to die by a 
death most pitiful.’ 

 XXIV.30-4 
 
As already observed, the normal procedures following an arranged duel required the victor to 

return the body of the vanquished for a funeral. The existence of such rules, however, indicates 

that in other circumstances this was not always the practice. The denial of burial, exposure to 

animal mutilation, as well as other forms of maltreatment, were all common themes in the Iliad 

and Odyssey, representing an ever-present threat that loomed over all Homeric aristoi.73 Being 

denied a funeral, and left unburied and forgotten, stood as the radical opposite of the ideal of 

the beautiful death, forming a terrifying prospect for the main heroes of the poems.74 The horror 

of such treatment is made apparent in the plans of the river god Skamandros, who intends to 

kill and prevent the burial of Achilles:  

 
‘I will whelm his own body deep, and pile it over with abundance of sands and rubble 
numberless, nor shall the Achaeans know where to look for his bones to gather them, such ruin 
will I pile over him. And there shall his monument be made, and he will have no need of any 
funeral mound to be buried in by the Achaeans.’  

21.318-23 
 
The humiliation involved in the practice of deliberate exposure and animal mutilation is, 

however, almost never the fate of the Homeric aristoi. Although Hector’s body is initially 

mistreated and denied burial by Achilles, it is eventually returned for a full and glorious burial 

with the help of the gods. The gods also famously intervene after the death of Sarpedon, whose 

body is rescued from the battlefield by the divine messengers Sleep and Death, and carried to 

Lykia, ‘where his brothers and countrymen shall give him due burial with tomb and 

gravestone… such is the privilege of those who have perished (geras esti thanonton)’ (16.667-

                                                
73 The theme of the mistreatment of the corpse will be dealt with at more length later in this chapter.  
74 The worst fate that Telemachus could imagine for his missing father Odysseus is that his ‘white bones lie out in 
the rain and fester somewhere on the mainland, or roll in the wash of the breakers’ (I.161-2). Similarly, the loyal 
swineherd Eumaios imagines the unburied body of his master: ‘But, for him, the dogs and the flying birds must 
by now have worried the skin away from his bones, and the soul has left them; or else the fish have eaten him, out 
in the great sea, and his bones lie now on the mainland shore with the sand piled deeply upon them’ (XIV.132-6). 
As Vermeule (1979), 12, summarised, ‘the worst was not to be buried, not to be mourned by mother or wife, or to 
have your body dallied with by the careless dogs and birds on land and the fish at sea.’  
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75). These episodes further highlight that the beautiful death, followed by a lavish funeral, was 

the rightful due of the Homeric aristoi, even if their bodies could not be recovered by their 

mortal comrades.75 

All in all, the main motivations behind the numerous attempts to protect and retrieve the 

bodies of the slain warriors in the Iliad stemmed from Homeric notions of shame and 

comradeship. The central concern of every Homeric man was to avoid the shame of failure in 

the eyes of his community and comrades. Abandoning the corpse of one’s friend or relative on 

the battlefield, to be despoiled by the enemy and mutilated by scavengers, was widely regarded 

as one of the biggest sources of shame and detrimental to a warrior’s honour and status. The 

nature of Homeric armies, on the other hand, which consisted of small bands of men, enabled 

close bonds of friendship and loyalty within each contingent, which in turn encouraged 

individual warriors to put their lives on the line for their comrades. Such units, built largely on 

trust and fair distribution of booty after successful campaigns, were structured around the 

Homeric princes, the aristoi and basileis, whose martial feats and superior military prowess 

were central to the unit’s success in battle. The protection and retrieval of the bodies of leading 

men upon their deaths was consequently of utmost importance and nearly always drew all 

available warriors to the frontline. Finally, retrieving the corpses of the Homeric elite enabled 

personal and highly conspicuous funerals. A heroic death suffered in battle, followed by a lavish 

funeral, is presented in the poems as the rightful due of the aristoi, which opens a path to 

ultimate fame and glory.              

To sum up, the prevalence of Homeric fights over the dead in the Iliad is hardly 

surprising, as the determination of warriors to despoil the bodies of their slain enemies was 

more than often matched by the obligation felt by the defenders to protect their fallen comrades 

and carry their bodies to safety. A study of the Leichenkämpfe scenes helps to reveal the 

importance of Homeric concepts of honour and shame, highlighting the competitive nature of 

the social world depicted in the poems, where men constantly strive to enhance, or at least 

maintain, their status in their respective communities. In addition, the many episodes of fighting 

over the dead provide further evidence for the underlying division between the Homeric aristoi 

and the masses of common warriors. The former, distinguished by their bravery, martial skill 

and shining armour, led the masses to combat and fought among the promachoi. They competed 

among themselves for battlefield glory, continually putting their lives at risk to capture the 

armour of enemy counterparts which testified to their military and social status. The common 

                                                
75 The Homeric gods often help mortals throughout the poems but, as Hector’s and Sarpedon’s burials show, they 
are especially intent on ensuring that their favourite aristoi are provided with full burial ceremonies. For more, see 
Adkins (1972), 14-15; Yamagata (1994), 16. 
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warriors, on the other hand, dutifully followed the aristoi to battle, supporting them in combat, 

assisting in despoliation, protecting when needed, and retrieving their bodies in case of injury 

or death. After battle, they occasionally plundered the countless abandoned corpses for any 

remaining spoils, most of which were of little trophy or prestige value other than their material 

worth. The poem’s main focus, however, was firmly on the exploits of the elite; the bronze-

clad warriors, whose superiority and military excellence was reaffirmed with every successful 

despoliation, and whose ‘imperishable glory’ was to be completed with a glorious funeral. 

Homeric aristoi, both living and dead, stood at the centre of the world depicted in the Iliad. The 

procedures for the retrieval and treatment of their bodies further confirm their special 

importance in the battle narratives of the poem.    

 
 

Common dead 
 
 

The procedures for retrieving and burying the bodies of common warriors are far less apparent, 

especially when compared to the treatment of elite soldiers. This is understandable, considering 

that the poems are nearly exclusively concerned with the exploits of the basileis, and devote far 

less space to the fates of the non-elite. A closer reading of a number of passages from the Iliad, 

however, grants us a glimpse of the treatment of the bodies of common Homeric warriors, 

which, unsurprisingly, appears to be very different to that received by the poem’s aristoi. 

In a famous passage from Book 7 which concludes the first day of the fighting, the 

Trojans send their herald, Idaios, to the Achaeans proposing a peaceful resolution of the conflict 

and to ask for a truce to collect and dispose of their dead: ‘They told me to give you this message 

also, if you are willing; to stop the sorrowful fighting until we can burn the bodies of our dead. 

We shall fight again afterward, until the divinity chooses between us, and gives victory to one 

or the other’ (7.394-7). The Achaeans refuse the offer of peace, but Agamemnon agrees to the 

request concerning the burial of the bodies: ‘But about the burning of the dead bodies I do not 

begrudge you; no, for there is no sparing time for the bodies of the perished, once they have 

died, to give them swiftly the pity of burning. Let Zeus, high-thundering lord of Hera, witness 

our pledges’ (7.408-11). The dead on both sides are subsequently washed, lifted onto the 

wagons, burned and buried, all in a single funeral mound, ‘a common grave for all stretching 

back from the plain’ (7.423-36). 

At first glance, the mass burial scene of Book 7 seems to indicate that the corpses of 

non-elite soldiers were picked up and buried in a common grave after each day of fighting. The 

burial truce agreed between the Achaeans and Trojans may further remind us of the Classical 
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practice of anairesis, which involved the sending of a herald to retrieve the dead following a 

battle.76 The episode, however, is an exception. The burial truce of the first day is the only one 

mentioned in the whole of the Iliad; there are no similar agreements after the second, third, or 

fourth day and so the practice does not appear to be the standard.77 More importantly, the 

passages describing the Iliad’s only mass burials are considered by some scholars to be a late, 

post-Homeric addition to the poem.78 According to Denys Page, the latter part of Book 7, which 

includes Nestor’s speech, the burial truce and the building of the Achaean wall, was most likely 

a fourth century BC Athenian insertion. Page’s argument is based primarily on the reading of a 

passage from Thucydides, which implies that the Achaeans built their wall shortly after their 

initial landing in the first year of the war, and not in the tenth year as suggested by the latter 

part of Book 7.79 As a result, he argued, ‘the Iliad current in Thucydides’ day did not include 

the extensive passage in the Seventh Book of which the building of the wall in the tenth year is 

the principal theme.’80 In addition, in his proposal to build the wall, Nestor recommends that 

the Achaeans should burn the bodies of the slain, ‘so that each whose duty it is may carry the 

bones back to a man’s children, when we go home to the land of our fathers’ (7.334-5).81 The 

practice of bringing the ashes of the slain back home is nowhere else mentioned in the Iliad, 

nor, in fact, in any other early epic poem.82 Moreover, Nestor also suggests building a single 

corpse-pyre and raising a tumulus over it (7.336-8), in turn providing foundations for the 

defensive ramparts, which the Achaeans do shortly after (7.434-7). These actions, as we will 

see later, reflected the standard Greek polyandria burials, while making Nestor’s earlier 

                                                
76 Battlefield truces and the convention of anairesis are discussed in Chapter 2. 
77 In addition, the Trojan herald Idaios clearly does not admit defeat and commits to fight again, contrary to the 
norms of the Classical procedures of anairesis. See also Krentz (2002), 33. 
78 See Page (1963)2, 315-24; Garland (1982), 73.  
79 Thucydides briefly mentions the building of the Achaean wall as part of his discussion on the size of the Achaean 
army and the reasons behind the unusual length of the campaign (1.10.3-11.2). The passage reads as follows: ‘And 
when they arrived and had prevailed in battle—as evidently they did, for otherwise they could not have built the 
defence around their camp—even then they seem not to have used their whole force, but to have resorted to farming 
in the Chersonese and to pillaging, through lack of supplies’ (1.11.1). 
80 Page (1963)2, 316. For a critical review of his argument, see West (1969).  
81 ‘Son of Atreus, and you other great men of all the Achaeans: seeing that many flowing-haired Achaeans have 
died here, whose dark blood has been scattered beside the fair waters of Skamandros by the fierce war god, while 
their souls went down into the house of Hades; therefore with the dawn we should set a pause to the fighting of 
Achaeans, and assembling them wheel back the bodies with mules and oxen; then must we burn them a little apart 
from the ships, so that each whose duty it is may carry the bones back to a man’s children, when we go home to 
the land of our fathers. And let us gather and pile one single mound on the corpse-pyre indiscriminately from the 
plain, and build fast upon it towered ramparts, to be a defence of ourselves and our vessels’ (7.327-38). 
82 The earliest source which alludes to the practice of bringing the ashes of the war dead back home is Aeschylus’ 
Agamemnon (435-44). A discussion, with a specific reference to Nestor’s proposal in the Iliad, is offered by 
Fraenkel (1950), 227 [also quoted in Pritchett (1985), 101]: ‘In mentioning the transfer of the warriors’ ashes to 
their own cities Aeschylus allows himself what the scholiasts on similar occasions (e.g. on Sept. 277 and Eum. 
566ff.) call an anachronism, for the practice of collecting the bones and ashes for the purpose of taking them back 
to the homeland was unknown in the period of the epic poems: the lines H 334f. which were obelized by 
Aristarchus stand ‘in glaring contradiction to the practice of the Homeric poems’ (Wiliamowitz, Des Ilias und 
Homer, 55).’ Aeschylus’ passage is discussed at more length at the end of Chapter 3.  
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proposal of bringing the bones back home incompatible. Nestor’s recommendation at 334-5 

has, therefore, been rejected by a number of scholars, as early as Aristarchus, as a later 

interpolation.83 And since the custom of bringing back the ashes of the fallen was practiced only 

in Classical Athens, Page concluded that the lines, along with the latter part of Book 7, must 

have been a post-Thucydidean Athenian insertion.84     

All in all, although the exact dating of Page’s late insertion may be doubted, his 

argument does help to explain the contrast between the mass burials of Book 7 and the lack of 

any similar agreements throughout the rest of the poem. But while it seems inevitable that 

Nestor’s proposal at 334-5 was a later Classical insertion, there is no need to reject the 

genuineness of the entire episode. The collective burial scene may instead provide us with a 

rare glimpse into the procedures concerning the recovery and burial of the bodies of common 

men, which stood in radical opposition to the ‘normal’ treatment of elite warriors. 

As we have already glimpsed while looking at the instances of post-battle despoliation, 

some corpses of fallen warriors appear to be left on the battlefield after each day’s fighting, 

providing a source of cheap plunder for profit-driven enemy men. The episode involving the 

Trojan scout Dolon, for instance, clearly suggests that it was not unusual for warriors to return 

to the battleground, sometimes in the dead of night, to strip the armour of the enemy slain 

(10.342-3, 386-7). This general impression of the unburied scattered across the battlefield is, in 

fact, constantly reinforced throughout the poem.85 As we learn from the very first lines, the 

Iliad is not only a story of Achilles and his anger towards Agamemnon, but also that of the 

‘strong souls of heroes, who gave their bodies to be the delicate feasting of dogs, of all birds’, 

all according to Zeus’ will (1.1-5). The motif of the fallen warrior left exposed, and prey to 

dogs and vultures, which we will explore later in this chapter, is very common in both the Iliad 

and Odyssey, and often serves to highlight the contrast between the fates of common warriors 

                                                
83 Leaf (1900), 321; Mylonas (1948), 63-4; Page (1963)2, 322-4; West (1969), 259; Kurtz and Boardman (1971), 
187; Kirk (1990), 278-9. For a summary of the debate concerning the burial scene of Book 7, see Pritchett (1985), 
100-2. 
84 Page (1963)2, 321-4; contra West (1969); Willcock (1976), 81. Van Wees (2006b), 132, by contrast, rejected the 
interpolation theory, positing that the burial mound built over the common grave in Book 7 was a cenotaph, and 
the ashes of the anonymous multitudes were indeed returned back home. This practice, according to him, 
reinforced the distinction between the Homeric elites, buried in individual tombs near the battlefield, and the 
masses, denied the privilege and taken home for burial by relatives or comrades. This argument, however, seems 
too far-fetched, as there is nothing in the Iliad or Odyssey to confirm that repatriation of the ashes of the dead was 
a standard practice. The latter, moreover, would have posed a number of logistical and economic problems, as 
burning the dead and collecting their ashes required considerable time and effort, as shown in the cases of the 
Homeric aristoi. It makes far more sense, therefore, to assume that the common dead were disposed of in the 
quickest and most efficient way, i.e. buried in a common grave on the battlefield.      
85 As Garland (1982), 70, noted, ‘it is notable that Homer’s warriors did not see it as their business at the end of a 
day’s fighting to reclaim the bodies of ordinary, common soldiers, even those that were easily recoverable… It is 
almost as if ordinary soldiers do not qualify as proper dead.’ The motif of unburied and rotting corpses is also 
mentioned in the Odyssey at I.161-2; III.258-61; X.45-6; XIV.132-6.  
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and those of leading Homeric men.86 Other passages which convey the notion of unburied 

corpses are brought up in the context of both the Trojan and Achaean battlefield assemblies. 

When the Trojans gather in an assembly by a river, we are specifically told that they choose a 

‘clean ground, where there showed a space not cumbered with corpses’ (8.489-91). Similarly, 

a Greek assembly in Book 10 also takes place in an area specifically said to be free of the fallen 

(10.199). Finally, during Diomedes and Odysseus’ night raid on the Trojans, we read that the 

heroes had literally to force their way ‘through the carnage and through the corpses, war gear 

and dark blood’ in the no man’s land (10.298). Eventually, both of them hide among the corpses 

in order to ambush Dolon (10.349).   

It seems clear, therefore, that the bodies of Homeric warriors, unless rescued and 

retrieved during the fighting, were normally left on the battlefield for an indefinite amount of 

time. This impression of unburied corpses conveyed throughout the Iliad may further suggest 

that the mass burial scene of Book 7 was indeed a later, Classical insertion to the poem, as 

proposed by Page. The lack of any similar scenes throughout the Iliad, however, could also be 

explained by the elite focus of the poem. Mass burials of common warriors were of little 

consequence or interest to the aristoi-driven narrative of the story. The building of the Achaean 

wall, important for the later developments in the poem, nonetheless provided an opportunity 

for a brief mention of the usual procedures regarding the treatment of the common dead, which 

normally do not merit the poet’s attention. The bodies of common men would, accordingly, be 

buried in a mass polyandrion under a formal and temporary truce, agreed occasionally by the 

opposing forces during a longer conflict, such as the ten-year long Trojan War. The exact 

frequency of such truces is impossible to determine, but they are rare enough to make the motif 

of unburied bodies appear in Homer’s offhand and casual remarks concerning post-combat 

despoliation, assembly scenes and mutilation by scavengers. Initial exposure, animal mutilation 

and enemy despoliation was all that a slain common warrior could look forward to, before 

eventually – often after a number of days – his body would be burned alongside all other 

‘commoner’ corpses in a mass grave. The contrast with the post-mortem treatment received by 

the aristoi could hardly be more profound.   

We may conclude that the procedures regarding the retrieval and treatment of the war 

dead in the Iliad reflect and reinforce the class-division between elite and common warriors in 

Homeric society. The poem’s main focus is firmly on the basileis and aristoi, their exploits in 

life and their heroic deaths. The common, non-elite warriors receive only an occasional 

                                                
86 Demonstrated most clearly by Odysseus’ boast over the dead Sokos: ‘Wretch, since now your father and your 
honoured mother will not be able to close your eyes in death, but the tearing birds will get you, with their wings 
close-beating about you. If I die, the brilliant Achaeans will bury me in honour (11.452-5).’ 
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mention, most often only to fill the aristeiai of the Homeric princes or to emphasise the latter’s 

political and martial superiority. Their presence, however, and social inferiority, is firmly 

reflected in the poem in the treatment (or lack of it) they receive upon their deaths. Looking at 

the many scenes of Leichenkämpfe, the practice of despoliation, and the contrasting burial 

procedures, which all provide a consistent part of the Iliad’s narrative, one can get a clear 

glimpse into the stratified social structure of Homeric society. The common warriors make 

brief, often indirect but nonetheless constant appearances in the story. Or, to use Geddes’ words, 

they ‘creep back into the poem in small ways’, whether through their loyalty to their leaders, 

their arms and armour, or indeed their abandoned corpses.87      

The Iliad, therefore, presents us with what we could refer to as a ‘hierarchical’ model 

for the recovery of the war dead. The bodies of the elite fighters, the aristoi, are normally dealt 

with and rescued during the fighting. Their positions as leaders of men, in both military and 

political sense, required them to receive an individual and highly conspicuous burial upon their 

deaths on the battlefield, which confirmed their status as heroes and assured their ‘imperishable 

glory’ in people’s memory and in the epic songs to come. The corpses of common soldiers, on 

the other hand, are not retrieved during the battle but are instead left on the battlefield, exposed 

to animal mutilation and despoliation by profit-driven enemy men. Their bodies, if we accept 

the authenticity of the only mass burial scene of the Iliad, are burned together and buried in 

mass graves only when a rare truce is agreed. The contrast between the elite and common slain 

– the one glorified and remembered, the other mutilated and forgotten – serves to highlight the 

superior status, both in life and death, of the Homeric aristoi.88 As such, the Iliad’s 

‘hierarchical’ model of the retrieval and treatment of the war dead stands in a clear opposition 

to the Classical Athenian ‘egalitarian’ custom of patrios nomos, according to which all warriors 

were to be retrieved and provided with similar funeral honours after a battle. But before we can 

ask whether these ‘hierarchical’ standards bore any resemblance to the historical reality of early 

Athenian warfare, we must first look at one other aspect of Homeric war dead ‘etiquette’, 

namely the practice of the mutilation of the dead. 

 
  

                                                
87 Geddes (1984), 27. 
88 According to Jasper Griffin (1980), 47-9, the corpses of fallen warriors are also used by Homer to convey the 
full meaning of war and death in an environment dominated by the exploits of great warriors, which are easier to 
represent due to the subject nature of the poem. ‘Mass fighting and slaughter’, as he argued, ‘is harder to represent 
in heroic style, but the poet uses similes for this purpose, and also he uses the bodies of the slain. Events happen 
‘in a clear place where the ground showed through the corpses’, warriors go ‘through the slaughter, through the 
corpses, among the weapons and the dark blood’. Their chariots pass over the bodies of the dead, ‘and the axle 
beneath and the rail all round were all spattered with blood, sprinkled by the drops cast up from the horses’ hooves 
and the wheels.’ … The corpse both is and is not the man. It stands for him, and its treatment enables the poet to 
do full justice to war and death in ways which otherwise could not have been embodied in the epic.’  
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Mutilation of the dead 

 

The countless and often brutally realistic acts of slaughter in the battle scenes of the Iliad reach 

their apogee in the Homeric descriptions of the mutilation of the dead.89 The theme of the 

mutilation of the corpse (ton nekron aeikizein) was well-embedded in Homeric epic, with 

numerous instances in the Iliad and a few mentions in the Odyssey.90 Its prevalence in the poems 

is already implied in the opening lines of the proem (1.1-5), where hints of exposure and 

mutilation by animals are no less frequent than the gruesome mutilations carried out by men.91 

Grim spectacles of heads rolling like balls (13.204), and armless torsos spinning like logs 

(11.147); of bodies dragged in the dust (22.401), and kidney fat nibbled upon by eels and fish 

(21.203-4) contribute to what Emily Vermeule referred to as the ‘baroque magnificence in the 

physical ruin of Homer’s heroes.’92 The episodes mentioning successful mutilations usually 

appear at the end of a fighting sequence between small groups of warriors, and much like the 

scenes depicting Leichenkämpfe, they serve to intensify the battle episodes, while at the same 

time highlighting the brutal nature of epic warfare. Compared to the Classical Athenian norms 

governing the treatment of the war dead, which radically condemned any form of maltreatment 

as befitting barbarians rather than Greeks (Hdt. 9.79), the sheer presence of mutilation acts, as 

well as their importance as narrative tools in the Iliad, has baffled scholars ever since 

antiquity.93 Far from being a mindless act of savagery, however, the Homeric practice of 

mutilating enemy corpses, known as aikia, provided an extreme but seemingly acceptable way 

to exact revenge and has often been explained as a product of the agonistic culture and the 

competitive ethic of Homeric warriors.94 

Homeric mutilations of the dead can be grouped into three main categories: (a) 

mutilations carried out successfully; (b) mutilations intended but not carried out; and (c) 

                                                
89 Substantial parts of this section have been published in Kucewicz (2016). 
90 The standard modern work on the mutilation of the dead in the Iliad is Segal (1971), which argues that the 
mutilation theme was consistently developed to mark the rising tide of brutality, articulating ‘the rhythm of the 
poem’s movement from intense violence to calm finale’ (p. 72). Van Wees (1996), 78 n. 138, challenged this 
interpretation, noting that most instances of mutilation take place in the early part of the battle; later examples, 
therefore, do not increase the general level of brutality. Other works dealing with the mutilation of the dead in the 
Iliad include Bassett (1933); Vermeule (1979), 94-108; Vernant (1991), 50-74; van Wees (1992), 129-30; (1996), 
51-4; (2004), 162; Lendon (2000), 3-11; Kucewicz (2016).      
91 ‘Indeed’, as Rosivach (1983), 197, remarked, ‘one gets the impression from reading the Iliad that the normal 
practice of Homeric warriors was to leave the enemy dead unburied as ‘prey for dogs and carrion birds’, that actual 
mutilation of corpses (described notably by the verb aeikizo) was, if not the norm, at least a frequent occurrence, 
and that the only way the dead were buried was when their bodies were recovered by their compatriots, usually in 
the course of the combat itself’. 
92 Vermeule (1979), 96. 
93 The contrast between the Homeric poem and the standards of Classical Greece was first noted by Plato, who, in 
his discussion on an ideal education system in the Republic, expresses his moral indignation and disbelief at 
Achilles’ mutilation of Hector (3.391c). The passage is discussed at more length in the following chapter.        
94 Rosivach (1983), 206; Vernant (1991), 74; van Wees (1996), 51-3; Lendon (2000), 3-11; Kucewicz (2016). 
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mutilations caused by intentional exposure to animals, such as dogs, birds, fish and worms.  

Beginning with the first group, there are altogether six examples of successful mutilation, all of 

them from the Iliad.95 The first is committed by Agamemnon, who kills Hippolochos and cuts 

away ‘his arms with a sword-stroke’, sending his body ‘spinning like a log down the battle’ 

(11.145-7). This, as the Achaean leader explains, is done in revenge for the actions of 

Hippolochos’ father, Antimachos, who advised the Trojans to kill Menelaus, Agamemnon’s 

brother, during his embassy to Troy before the war started. A few moments later, Agamemnon 

is stabbed by Koön, whose brother Iphidamas was killed and despoiled by the Achaean leader. 

Despite being wounded, Agamemnon manages to thrust his spear fatally underneath Koön’s 

shield, and then decapitates him (11.259-61). Later, during the Trojan assault on the Achaean 

ships, the two Aiantes decapitate the corpse of Imbrios, whose head they throw ‘spinning like 

a ball through the throng of fighters’ (13.204). Imbrios’ head lands at the feet of Hector, who 

moments earlier had killed their companion Amphimachos. In Book 14, Peneleos, stirred to 

anger by the vaunting of the Trojan Akamas, stabs Ilioneus in his eye and hews away the head 

at the neck, ‘lifting it high like the head of a poppy’ and displaying it boastfully to the terrified 

Trojans (14.499-500). Finally, the last two instances of mutilation concern the body of Hector. 

After his death at the hands of Achilles, Hector’s corpse is first stabbed by a number of the 

Achaean warriors, who mockingly joke about the ‘softness’ of his body (22.369-75). Then, 

Achilles begins his infamous mutilation of Hector, dragging his body behind his chariot at 

random over the next twelve days around the tomb of Patroclus (22.395-404; 23.21-3; 24.14-

18, 416-17).96 

Warriors intending to mutilate the body of their enemy include: Patroclus, urging the 

Aiantes to dishonour and strip the body of Sarpedon (16.559-60); Euphorbos, wishing to 

decapitate Menelaus in revenge for the death of his brother Hyperenor (17.39-40); Hector, who 

drags away the body of Patroclus ‘meaning to cut his head from his shoulders’ and ‘set it on 

sharp stakes’ (17.126; 18.177); and Achilles, who promises the now-dead Patroclus the armour 

and the head of Hector as funeral gifts, as well as to ‘behead twelve glorious children of the 

Trojans’ (18.334-7), a promise he does eventually fulfil (23.175-7). Finally, although Odysseus 

                                                
95 There are some examples of bodily mutilations in the Odyssey, including King Echetos, who ‘with the pitiless 
bronze will cut off your nose and ears, and tear off your privates and give them raw for the dogs to feed on’ 
(XVIII.85-7); Telemachus and his companions also mutilate Melanthios: ‘They cut off, with pitiless bronze, his 
nose and his ears, tore off his private parts and gave them to the dogs to feed on raw, and lopped off his hands and 
feet, in fury of anger’ (XXII.474-6). There are, however, no instances of post-mortem mutilation in the Odyssey.     
96 Segal (1971), 31, suggests that Achilles’ slaying of the Paionians along the banks of the river Skamandros was 
also accompanied by mutilation, as the phrase aisula rezein (21.214) ‘is used of especially violent acts which flout 
accepted limits and norms’. I disagree with this interpretation for reasons listed below. Segal (1971), 10, 20, along 
with Garland (1982), 78 n. 13, treats the decapitation of Dolon (10.455-7) as another instance of the mutilation of 
a corpse. Dolon, however, is killed by decapitation, which is not the same as an act of post-mortem mutilation, as 
observed by van Wees (1996), 78 n. 138. 
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does not strictly intend to mutilate Penelope’s arrogant maid Melantho, he does threaten her by 

saying that Telemachus ‘will cut you to pieces’ (XVIII.339).     

 The driving motive behind all instances of mutilation in the Iliad is vengeance.97 

Achilles’ treatment of Hector to avenge the death of Patroclus is an obvious example; it seems 

also natural to assume that the eagerness of the Achaean soldiers to stab the body of Hector was 

intended as ‘payback’ for the countless brothers, relatives and friends that the Trojan prince 

slew during the many years of the war.98 Agamemnon explicitly states that Hippolochos’ 

mutilation ‘shall punish the shame of your father’ (11.142).99 The Aiantes behead Imbrios ‘in 

anger’ for the death of their companion Amphimachos, and throw his head intentionally at the 

feet of his slayer Hector (13.202-5). Peneleos’ grisly act of mutilation is also carried out in 

anger at the death of Promachos and the vaunting speech of his killer Akamas (14.486-9). The 

intention is similarly clear in Euphorbos’ wish to decapitate Menelaus, whose head might 

apparently soothe the mourning of his parents: 

 
‘Then, lordly Menelaus, you must now pay the penalty for my brother, whom you killed, and 
boast that you did it, and made his wife a widow… and left his parents the curse of lamentation 
and sorrow. Yet I might stop the mourning of these unhappy people if I could carry back to 
them your head, and your armour, and toss them into Panthoös’ hands, and to Phrontis the 
lovely.’  

17.34-40 
 
Acts of mutilation undoubtedly terrified enemy warriors, as is clear in the case of Peneleos, but 

it is unlikely that this was the only intention. Homeric mutilations, as Lendon observed, are 

rarely driven by ‘the desire to demonstrate or advertise performance per se’, nor by any sense 

of audience.100 Instead, it is the anger and lust for vengeance which provide the spur to maltreat 

the bodies of the enemy. The ability to exact revenge when offended or wronged is something 

which was widely expected of Homeric men, and especially of the basileis and aristoi. As 

already established, all Homeric aristoi competed throughout their lives for honour (timē), for 

which there was a limited potential in their respective communities.101 In effect, the main social 

motivation for Homeric man was to aspire to gain more honour, most often via outstanding 

deeds on the battlefield, and at the same time to defend his social status which was perceived 

to be under constant threat.102 The death of a friend or relative imposed shame (aidos) on both 

                                                
97 On Homeric vengeance, see Lendon (2000), 3-11. 
98 The eagerness of Patroclus to dishonour Sarpedon, and Hector to decapitate Patroclus, was most likely due to 
similar motivations, as both Patroclus and Sarpedon were extremely efficient killers.  
99 The motivation behind Agamemnon’s decision to mutilate Koön is slightly more problematic, but, as van Wees 
(1996), 78 n. 138, noted, the fact that Koön ‘had succeeded in wounding Agamemnon may supply one’. 
100 Lendon (2000), 5. 
101 For more on Homeric timē, see Yamagata (1994), 121-44; Adkins (1997), 702-6. 
102 For more on the ideals and social expectations of the Homeric elites, see Donlan (1991), 1-25. 
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the slain and his comrades, as their timē was thus reduced and transferred to the killer. 

Successful retaliation, in turn, directed at either the killer or his kin or follower, enabled the 

aristoi not only to display their anger and martial prowess, but also to restore the balance of 

timē disturbed by the initial killing.103 Vengeance killings were a necessary requirement 

imposed by society on Homeric aristoi, and mutilating one’s enemy provided the ultimate 

means to retaliate and shame the victim in the strongest possible way.104 As Lendon observed, 

simple, ‘conventional’ killings on the Homeric battlefield never result in the mutilation of the 

dead, only vengeance killings do.105 In this way, maltreating the enemy corpse was deeply 

rooted in the ideals of vengeance in Homeric society, and cannot be seen as random acts of 

brutality. 

As a result, acts of mutilation are almost never criticised or condemned in the poem.106 

The gods make no moral comment about them and Homer’s detailed and casual descriptions of 

scenes involving mutilations suggest that they formed an acceptable, if slightly unusual, feature 

of heroic battles.107 Mutilating the dead appears to have been a perfectly justifiable form of 

revenge, which belonged to what Samuel Elliot Bassett referred to as the ‘Homeric code of 

honour.’108 In fact, the general impression given by the poem is that acts of mutilation, far from 

being morally or ethically wrong, were in most cases not only necessary to restore and reinforce 

the balance of timē, but were also right within the moral system of Homeric aristoi.109 

                                                
103 The revenge motif is especially visible in the many instances of warriors vaunting over the slain: ‘Deiphobos, 
are we then to call this a worthy bargain, three men killed for one? It was you yourself were so boastful’ (13.445-
7); ‘Think over this, Poulydamas, and answer me truly. Is not this man’s death against Prothoënor’s a worthwhile 
exchange? I think he is no mean man, nor born of mean fathers, but is some brother of Antenor, breaker of horses, 
or his son; since he is close in blood by the look of him’ (14.470-4); ‘Think how Promachos sleeps among you, 
beaten down under my spear, so that punishment for my brother may not go long unpaid. Therefore a man prays 
he will leave behind him one close to him in his halls to avenge his downfall in battle’ (14.482-5). On the concepts 
of status, honour and violence in Homeric society, see van Wees (1992).  
104 It is a striking fact that all successful mutilations of the dead in Homer are committed only by the Achaeans. 
The ultimate shaming involved in the practice of aikia seems, therefore, to have been reserved only for the non-
Greek Trojans (Hippolochos, Koön, Ilioneus, Hector) and their allies (Imbrios). 
105 Lendon (2000), 5. 
106 According to a number of scholars, however, the practice of mutilation is disapproved of by the poet and the 
gods. Segal (1971), 13, for instance, asserts that ‘the exposure and mutilation of a dead warrior’s corpse does 
indeed arouse in Homer repugnance and even some measure of moral outrage’. Similarly, Lendon (2000), 9, claims 
that Homeric mutilation ‘crosses the line of proper behaviour and offends the gods’; and Krentz (2007a), 174, adds 
that ‘the gods disapprove’ of the mutilation episodes in the Iliad. I disagreed with their interpretation in Kucewicz 
(2016), arguing instead that the practice of maltreating the dead was perfectly acceptable by the moral and ethical 
standards of the society depicted in the Iliad and Odyssey, and as such is not condemned in the poems. For more 
on the ethics of Homeric mutilation, see Bassett (1933); van Wees (1992), 129-30; (1996), 51-4.    
107 See also van Wees (1996), 78 n. 138; (2004), 136.  
108 Bassett (1933), 54. Bassett (1938), 203-4, also argued that it was ‘the most solemn duty incumbent on a warrior 
not only to avenge the blood of a kinsman or friend by the death of the slayer and of others bound to him by the 
ties of blood or friendship, but also to outrage the bodies of these and to prevent their burial’. 
109 As Yamagata (1994), 144, observed, ‘avengers demand not just getting lost timē back, but full emotional 
satisfaction – often even by risking their own lives or timē –, and this is normally accepted in the Homeric 
morality… the dark passion of vengeance is shared by the gods, too. There is no universal principle to check 
cruelty in the name of vengeance’. 



 
 
48 

Agamemnon certainly believed this to be so when he proclaimed that Hippolochos’ mutilation 

will ‘punish the shame’ of Antimachos, who had denied Menelaus and Odysseus the sacred 

rights of hospitality when they came to Troy as envoys (11.138-42). Odysseus’ threatening of 

Melantho, the serving maid who scolded him, must also have been entirely justifiable to 

Homeric audiences (XVIII.337-9). Finally, the promise to behead Hector, which Achilles 

makes to the dead Patroclus, seems similarly ‘justifiable’ considering that Hector wished to do 

exactly that to Achilles’ dearest companion in the first place.  

The only instance of mutilation which does seem to be morally criticised in the poem is 

Achilles’ maltreatment of Hector, twice described as ‘shameful treatment’, or aeikea erga 

(22.395, 23.24), and also condemned in a speech by Apollo who accuses Achilles of having 

lost pity and shame (24.44-55). As I have argued elsewhere, however, the use of the phrase 

aeikea erga put no moral blame on Achilles, but instead emphasised the fullness of his 

vengeance for the death of Patroclus, as well as the shame imposed on Hector.110 It was only 

the consistent maltreatment of Hector after Patroclus’ funeral that was condemned by the gods 

as an excessive form of vengeance, based both on the moral norms of Homeric society and the 

social standing of Hector.111 The disapproval of the gods, however, did not apply to the act per 

se, which, as we saw earlier, was widely regarded as a legitimate way to exact revenge ‘within 

reason’ by the Homeric aristoi. All in all, therefore, the overwhelming majority of the intended 

and successful mutilations are considered morally acceptable by Homer and the Homeric 

gods.112 They are presented as part of the vengeance system of Homeric society, and as such 

constitute a consistent and significant part of Homeric warfare. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
110 Kucewicz (2016), 432-5. 
111 The most revealing passage here is Zeus’ speech to Thetis from Book 24, in which we are specifically told that 
the disagreement among the gods concerning Achilles’ maltreatment of Hector began nine days ago, on the day of 
Patroclus’ funeral (24.107-8): ἐννῆµαρ δὴ νεῖκος ἐν ἀθανάτοισιν ὄρωρεν | Ἕκτορος ἀµφὶ νέκυι καὶ Ἀχιλλῆϊ 
πτολιπόρθῳ: This clearly implies that the two days of Achilles’ aeikea erga before the funeral did not cause any 
anger or disapproval on Olympus. Achilles’ fault, therefore, lay not in mutilating Hector’s body in the first place, 
which was an accepted and legitimate part of his vengeance, but rather in his excessive maltreatment of the Trojan 
prince after Patroclus’ funeral. 
112 The Homeric gods, in any case, rarely exhibit any interest in morality or justice in the human world. In most 
cases, they are presented as either morally indifferent, or divided in their support for different groups of men. The 
prime focus of the gods’ morality in the Homeric poems is usually based on moira. As Yamagata (1994), 101, 
observes, ‘unless what moira bids coincides with the moral virtue of men, the gods do not behave as, or rather do 
not appear to be, defenders of human morality’. Achilles, in his continuous maltreatment and denial of burial to 
Hector, was challenging moira, which, therefore, required divine intervention. For more on morality of the 
Homeric gods, see Lloyd-Jones (1971a); Adkins (1972); Yamagata (1994), 3-101; Finley (1991)2, 133-41. 
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Mutilation by animals 

 

The third group of mutilations depicted by Homer includes the numerous mentions of animals 

feeding on the corpses of dead warriors. The theme of animal mutilation is by far the most 

popular of all mutilation themes in the poems and, as already noted, features in the very first 

sentence of the Iliad: 

 
Sing, goddess, the anger of Peleus’ son Achilles and its devastation, which put pains 
thousandfold upon the Achaeans, hurled in their multitudes to the house of Hades strong souls 
of heroes, but gave their bodies to be the delicate feasting of dogs, of all birds, and the will of 
Zeus was accomplished… 

1.1-5 
 
Animal mutilation receives no fewer than 46 mentions in the Iliad and Odyssey, and constitutes 

a familiar part of Homeric descriptions of warfare, being, according to Vincent Rosivach, ‘a 

stereotyped expression related to death in battle.’113 There are a number of ways the theme is 

brought up in the poems, of which the most popular include: vaunting over the enemy (‘you 

will glut the dogs and the birds of the Trojans’ 13.831); threatening and urging on insubordinate 

soldiers (‘any man whom I find… to hang back by the curved ships, for him no longer will 

there be means to escape the dogs and the vultures’ 2.391-3); or lamenting about one’s future 

(‘my dogs in front of my doorway will rip me raw’ 22.66-7), or the fate of one’s relatives (‘for 

him, the dogs and the flying birds must by now have worried the skin away from his bones’ 

XIV.132-4). Expressed in countless similar threats, taunts and mockery, the motif of animal 

mutilation formed a consistent and important part of Homeric psychological warfare.114        

The prospect of being left unburied and outraged by animals was certainly a disturbing 

one for the Homeric aristoi, whose status, as we observed earlier, demanded a heroic death on 

                                                
113 Rosivach (1983), 197. I count at least 36 instances in the Iliad, and 10 in the Odyssey. The most popular involve 
dogs (11.817; 13.234; 15.351; 17.127, 153, 255, 273, 557; 18.179, 283; 22.66-75, 89, 339, 348; 23.21, 183; 24.211, 
409, XXI.363; XXII.475), dogs and birds (1.5; 8.379; 13.831; 17.241; 22.354; 24.411-2; III.259-60; XIV.133), and 
dogs and vultures (2.393; 18.271-2; 22.42, 335); others include vultures (4.237; 11.162; 16.836; XXII.30), birds 
(11.395, 454; III.271), fish (21.122-7; XIV.135; XXIV.291), fish and eels (21.203), fish and seals (XV.480-1), 
worms and dogs (22.509), and birds and wild beasts (XXIV.292). For more on animal mutilation in Homer, see 
Bassett (1933), 47-50; Redfield (1975), 168-9, 183-6, 199-200; Vermeule (1979), 103-9; Vernant (1991), 71-2; 
Clarke (1999), 170-2. 
114 Vermeule (1979), 46-8, traces the motif of excarnation by predators back to the sixth millennium BC, 
mentioning in particular the reconstructed rites in the Neolithic Vulture Shrine of Çatal Hüyük, c. 6150 BC, in 
which the vultures devouring corpses were believed to act as instruments of cleansing. Scenes of birds and dogs 
eating the enemy dead on the battlefield were, as she observed, ‘drawn into the conventional language of war art, 
and into the limited male repertory of boasting, millennia before the Greek epic singer flourishes them as 
malevolent threats on the plain of Troy’. The best example of this is the predynastic Vulture Stele of Lagash, c. 
2500 BC, which depicts vultures picking at the dead enemy, bearing a very close resemblance to similar scenes 
described in the Iliad. Homer’s use of the animal mutilation theme was, therefore, a continuation of a much older 
tradition of associating scavengers with military defeat. For other representations of birds attacking dead bodies in 
Mediterranean art, see Saunders (2008b), 171 n. 60.   



 
 
50 

the battlefield and a glorious funeral to confirm and cement their fame for future generations.115 

Exposure and bodily mutilation were, therefore, the ‘sinister obverse’ of the ‘beautiful death’ 

(kalos thanatos), or using the expression suggested by Redfield, the ‘antifuneral’.116 Being left 

unburied and forgotten – abandoned by family, friends and followers, and prey to scavenging 

animals – annihilated the social status of any Homeric aristoi, obliterating his life’s honour 

(timē) and glory (kleos), and degrading him to the status of a commoner, whose unburied bodies 

were scattered over the Trojan plain. In this way, animal mutilation was the height of horror for 

any member of the elite, which in turn helps to explain the recurring nature of threats and insults 

concerning dogs, birds and the post-mortem fate of a slain enemy. Such fate was to be avoided 

at all costs, and so Hector’s dying words, for instance, were to beg Achilles to not ‘let the dogs 

feed’ on him, but to return his body to his parents for ‘the rite of burning’ (22.338-43). The 

constant fear of exposure and animal scavengers, combined with the importance ascribed to 

protecting and retrieving the bodies of the aristoi in battle, testifies to the ever-present reality 

of animal mutilation on the Homeric battlefields. 

Nonetheless, the prospect of animal mutilation is rarely fulfilled in the poems, as the 

practice of deliberate exposure and denial of burial, despite the many threats, almost never 

affects the poem’s aristoi.117 Indeed, even when men fail to rescue the body of an elite warrior, 

the Homeric gods intervene in order to provide their favourite mortal aristoi with full burial 

ceremony. As we saw earlier, Achilles’ maltreatment of Hector is cut short by the gods who 

ensure that he gets the burial his status requires. His body, moreover, is protected continuously 

over the twelve days after his death by Aphrodite and Apollo, who drive the dogs and birds 

away ‘day and night’ and anoint him ‘with rosy immortal oil’, until Achilles finally ends his 

vengeance and gives the body back to Priam, following the order from Zeus (23.185-7; 24.18-

21). Similarly, Sarpedon’s body is rescued by the gods from the battlefield and carried to Lykia, 

where his countrymen give him a full ‘burial with tomb and gravestone’ (16.667-75). Animal 

mutilation and exposure seem, therefore, to be reserved mainly for the common warriors whose 

post-mortem fate, mentioned in the opening lines of the Iliad, is juxtaposed with that of the 

poem’s main heroes, the aristoi, whose treatment, by contrast, is encapsulated in the Iliad’s 

closing lines and the glorious funeral of Hector.         

                                                
115 See p. 36 – 8 above.       
116 Vernant (1991), 67; Redfield (1975), 169. 
117 The only exception is the fate of Asteropaios, the leader of the Paionians, who after getting killed by Achilles 
is left exposed in the river Skamandros, and about his body ‘the eels and the other fish were busy tearing him and 
nibbling the fat that lay by his kidneys’ (21-203-4). The episode, which as Segal (1971), 31, remarked ‘brings the 
corpse theme to a new pitch of horror’ as ‘the mutilation is actually a fact, not just a remote threat’, heightens the 
drama behind Achilles’ vengeance, which shortly later culminates in his maltreatment of Hector’s body. For more 
on the episode, see Redfield (1975), 169.       
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The motif of animal mutilation, we may conclude, was used consistently throughout the 

Iliad and Odyssey as a powerful symbol of complete social humiliation and military defeat, 

reflecting the competitive and status-driven nature of Homeric warfare. In addition, the theme 

helped to reinforce further the division between the aristoi and commoners which permeates 

the poems, reminding the audience that exposure on the battlefield was the height of shame and 

horror for the former, while at the same time a grim reality for the majority of the latter. 

 

Afterlife 

 

Another potential explanation for the practices of mutilation and deliberate exposure in the Iliad 

and Odyssey can be sought in the Homeric ideas concerning death and the afterlife. According 

to the common belief enshrined in the poems, upon the death of any living person the soul 

(psyche) would immediately leave the body to begin its descent to the Underworld.118 The 

journey, however, as a number of passages suggest, was completed only with the burial of the 

body, which served ‘as a rite of passage for the dead into an afterlife.’119 The souls of those 

who did not receive a proper funeral following their death were, on the other hand, denied entry 

into Hades and forced to occupy the outskirts of the Underworld until their bodies received 

burial in the upper world. The liminal and unhappy state of the ‘unburied’ souls in the afterlife 

was most explicitly brought up by the ghost of the dead Patroclus, who appeared to Achilles 

complaining about his fate and asking for his body to be buried: 

 
‘Bury me as quickly as may be, let me pass through the gates of Hades. The souls, the images 
of dead men, hold me at a distance, and will not let me cross the river and mingle among them, 
but I wander as I am by Hades’ house of the wide gates.’  

23.70-4 
 
In a similar way, during Odysseus’ nekyia in Book 11 of the Odyssey, one of the first souls he 

encounters is the ghost of his companion Elpenor, who died falling off the roof of Circe’s palace 

and was left behind unburied (X.552-60). Elpenor begs Odysseus to: 

 
‘…remember me, and do not go and leave me behind unwept, unburied, when you leave, for 
fear I might become the gods’ curse upon you; but burn me there with all my armour that 
belongs to me, and heap up a grave mound beside the beach of the gray sea, for an unhappy 
man, so that those to come will know of me. Do this for me, and on top of the grave mound 
plant the oar with which I rowed when I was alive and among my companions.’  

XI.71-8 
 

                                                
118 For an introduction to Homeric beliefs on death and the soul, see Bremmer (1983); Sourvinou-Inwood (1995), 
10-107; Johnston (1999), 3-35. 
119 Bremmer (1983), 89. See also Mylonas (1948), 61-2. 
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As these episodes demonstrate, the fate of the body of a deceased man had a clear impact on 

his soul’s successful transition to the Underworld. The souls of both Patroclus and Elpenor are 

unable to settle in Hades, as their bodies have not been provided for by their living companions, 

Achilles and Odysseus respectively.120 Deliberate exposure by Homeric warriors might have 

been likewise motivated by a desire to harm an enemy after his death. In addition, taking a step 

further and mutilating his body could have an adverse effect on a soul’s well-being in the 

afterlife. The very first souls to approach Odysseus during his nekyia are those of the brides, 

virgins, unmarried men, and ‘long-suffering elders’, but also the spirits of ‘many fighting men 

killed in battle, stabbed with brazen spears, still carrying armour upon them’ (XI. 34-41).121 

The physical appearance of the latter, still dressed in their armour and bearing the mortal 

wounds which they received in battle, suggests that any damage done to a warrior’s body would 

normally remain with his soul after his death.122 Such beliefs may also be reflected in some of 

the battlefield vaunts, as Poulydamas, for instance, exclaims after killing Prothoënor: ‘I think 

this javelin leaping from the heavy hand of Panthoös’ high-hearted son was not thrown away 

in a vain cast. Rather some Argive caught it in his skin. I think he has got it for a stick to lean 

on as he trudges down into Death’s house’ (14.454-7). It seems, therefore, that the practice of 

the exposure or mutilation of a corpse had serious implications on the victim’s fate in the 

afterlife, since, as Sarah Iles Johnston concluded, it ‘forces the ghost to enter the Underworld 

                                                
120 Since Elpenor’s ghost is one of the first to approach Odysseus, some scholars assume that he has not been 
admitted to Hades because his body had not received burial, much like Patroclus’ ghost scene from the Iliad (see, 
for instance, Johnston (1999), 9). Clarke (1999), 188-9, however, points out that nothing in the text suggests that 
Elpenor’s ghost is unable to enter Hades, as the latter’s ‘request for burial does not mention anything about its 
effect on his life in Hades, and the issue in the meaning is the code of mutual respect which gives every funeral its 
meaning.’ The main purpose of the scene is undoubtedly to emphasise the moral obligation to provide one’s 
companions with burial; Elpenor’s plea to Odysseus, nonetheless, does suggest that his afterlife was at least in 
some way lacking because of his unburied body. The beliefs concerning the effects of burial on a soul’s afterlife 
expressed in the Odyssey appear, in any case, to be different to those presented in the Iliad, most likely due to the 
later composition of the Odyssey. The most notable difference is Book 24, where the shades of the dead suitors are 
able to enter Hades and speak to the ghost of Agamemnon before they are buried (XXIV.186-90). The entire Book, 
however, is believed to be a later addition to the Odyssey, therefore reflecting the new religious beliefs of the late 
seventh or early sixth century BC. For more, see Sourvinou-Inwood (1995), 94-106; Johnston (1999), 14-15.         
121 For more on this scene, see Bremmer (1983), 83; Clarke (1999), 191-2; Johnston (1999), 10; Garland (2001)2, 
74. ‘Since,’ as Bremmer (1983), 104, summarised, ‘these persons were the first to be met in the underworld by 
Odysseus, at one time they may have been believed to reside at the outskirts of the underworld without actually 
entering it, and so to form a special category of the dead with an infranormal status’. The infranormal status of the 
dead warriors in the scene, according to Johnston (1999), 10, is most likely because their bodies are still unburied.  
122 According to Mylonas (1948), 64, such a motivation may have stood behind Achilles’ continuous mutilation of 
Hector following the burial of Patroclus, which ‘could give no pleasure to the psyche of Patroclus since it had 
already been admitted to Hades, but it could be taken to mean that the dead Hector was believed to feel the pain 
and the disgrace of the act.’ The obscure Greek ritual of maschalismos, which involved cutting off the extremities 
of a victim and stringing them on a rope tied under the armpits and across the chest of the corpse, may have been 
similarly intended to harm the victim’s soul in the afterlife and prevent his ghost from avenging himself. The 
practice, however, is mentioned in only two passages from the Classical period (Aesch. Cho. 439; Soph. El. 445) 
and its exact purpose and meaning are problematic. For more on maschalismos, see Rohde (1925), 582-6; Vermeule 
(1979), 49; Parker (1984), 138; Johnston (1999), 156-9; Hughes (2000), 194-6; Herman (2006), 308.     
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completely dishonoured.’123 Instead of being only an attack on a man’s social status, the 

Homeric acts of aikia may have been motivated by further factors, since the vengeance of the 

killer could at times go beyond the grave. 

The eschatological explanation for mutilation and deliberate exposure in the poems is, 

nonetheless, problematic, as the post-mortem fate of a victim’s soul is never mentioned by those 

who commit the acts. The emphasis is nearly always on vengeance and social humiliation, and 

there are no hints that the maltreatment of the corpse was specifically aimed at harming one’s 

soul in the afterlife. Although an eschatological motivation could be read into such practices, it 

seems that the main point of describing tormented souls in the Underworld was to stress the 

importance of proper funeral rites, and thus to reinforce the obligation to retrieve and bury the 

corpses of companions, no matter the circumstances. The duty to provide for the burial of one’s 

friends and followers was not only a human moral code for the Homeric aristoi, but was also 

believed to be safe-guarded by the gods, who are often depicted as the protectors of the dead in 

the poems.124 Elpenor, as we saw earlier, makes it clear to Odysseus that should his body remain 

unwept and unburied, he might become ‘the gods’ curse’ upon him. The same threat of a divine 

curse is echoed in Hector’s dying plea to Achilles, if the latter should fail to give his body to 

the Trojans for his ‘rite of burning’ (22.338-60).125 The motif of the ‘unburied’ soul, suffering 

in the afterlife and denied entry to Hades, was, therefore, used primarily to emphasise the 

necessity of burial, on both human and divine levels. Since its association with the Homeric 

practices of mutilation and denial of burial is never made explicit in the poems, it is highly 

doubtful that these acts had any clear eschatological motivation. The main purpose behind the 

Homeric practice of aikia was always vengeance and the restoration of social status; its scope, 

accordingly, was limited to the world of the living.            

 

* * * 

 

The story of the Homeric war dead parallels the social divides depicted in the Iliad and Odyssey. 

Divisions between the commoners and the elite, or the aristoi, prevalent in both poems, are 

mirrored in the ideals and procedures governing the recovery of fallen warriors, as well as their 

burial after the battle. The ‘hierarchical’ model enshrined in the Homeric tradition was 

consequently far removed from the ‘egalitarian’ norms governing the treatment of the dead that 

formed one of the defining features of Classical Athenian polis and its self-identity. Similarly, 

                                                
123 Johnston (1999), 151. 
124 See Yamagata (1994), 14-17. 
125 For more on both scenes, see Parker (1983), 70; Yamagata (1994), 14-15; Johnston (1999), 10. 
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the practices of mutilation and mistreatment of the dead, radically condemned by the Athenian 

writers of the fifth century BC, were not uncommon and were entirely acceptable within the 

honour-driven society of Homeric aristoi. As such, the customs surrounding the war dead in 

the poems, including their recovery, burial and proper treatment, could not have provided a 

mythical archetype for the conventions of patrios nomos of the Classical era. Indeed, it is 

perhaps most revealing that the practice of aikia, according to Herodotus one that befitted only 

the barbarians, is successfully committed only by the Greeks in the Iliad. Before we can 

examine whether Homeric ideals were present on Archaic battlefields, however, we must first 

turn our attention to depictions of the war dead in other early Greek mythological accounts, 

which, despite their often fragmentary nature, provide important insights into the developments 

that took place in Athens between the Archaic and Classical periods.   
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CHAPTER TWO 

The War Dead in  

the Greek Mythological Tradition 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The impact of the Homeric epics on the Greek practice and ideology of war was profound. The 

Iliad provided a universal exemplar and military ethos for all men to learn from, emulate and 

aspire to. Even though the mythical world of Homeric battlefields – dominated by extraordinary 

feats of larger than life heroes and frequented by an array of deities eager to support their 

favourite mortals – was far removed from the military realities of Greek warfare, its influence 

over the Greek experience and perception of combat was undeniable.126 Among the many 

timeless ideals enshrined in the epics, however, those related to the treatment, and indeed 

mistreatment, of the war dead were far less suited to the battlefields of the Classical period. The 

hierarchical standards of Homeric armies, which retrieved the bodies of leading men during 

combat and left the corpses of the nameless masses unburied and untended often for long 

stretches of time, coupled with the practice of mutilation carried out in revenge on the fallen 

enemies, stood in a radical opposition to the egalitarian ideals of the Classical era. As the latter 

began to seep into the ideological discourse of war, all those who sacrificed their lives in 

defence of the polis were rendered equal, retrieved en masse under a formal truce after a battle, 

and given a public burial at home, which eventually became one of the symbols of Athenian 

democracy. In time, the conventions regarding the retrieval and proper treatment of the war 

                                                
126 On the Iliad’s influence on the Greek military ethos, see n. 13 above. 
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dead were commonly referred to as the ‘laws of the gods’ and the ‘laws of all Greece’ (Eur. 

Supp. 19, 311), forming an ‘ancient custom and immemorial law’ (Isoc. Paneg. 55) universally 

adhered to by all Greek armies.    

Despite the supposed antiquity of the customs concerning the proper treatment of the 

war dead, their historical origins remain largely unclear, mostly due to the scanty and unreliable 

nature of the evidence for warfare in the Archaic period. The traditional explanation favoured 

by scholars who support the ‘orthodox’ model for early Greek warfare maintains that battlefield 

truces for the retrieval of the dead (anairesis ton nekron) were a by-product of the introduction 

of the phalanx and the so-called ‘hoplite revolution’ of the late eight and early seventh centuries 

BC.127 According to this view, such customs formed one of the unwritten ‘agonistic’ laws of 

hoplite war, which aimed to limit and regulate the extent of war damage on the Greek poleis, 

and was introduced by an emerging class of georgoi, or small farmers, who came to dominate 

and shape the practice of Greek warfare in the period from roughly 700 to 450 BC.128 The 

existence of any formal laws of war has, nonetheless, been subsequently questioned by 

‘revisionist’ historians, who argue that most of the unwritten rules of war are not actually 

attested in our sources until the latter half of the fifth century BC and the works of Euripides, 

Thucydides and Xenophon.129 The early date for the introduction of the conventions regarding 

the proper treatment of the war dead was similarly challenged; the question of its origins, 

however, has been left largely unexplained.130 This is surprising considering the importance of 

the custom in Classical warfare. 

With this in mind, the purpose of the present chapter will be to bridge the gap left by 

orthodox and revisionist scholars and to trace the shift in the ideology and customs surrounding 

the treatment of the war dead in Archaic and Classical Athens. Considering the seeming lack 

of any firm evidence for early discourses of the war dead, which hindered most previous studies 

on the subject, we will turn our attention to different source material, largely unexplored and 

overlooked by scholars studying early Greek warfare. The vast body of Archaic mythology, as 

this chapter will demonstrate, offers an important insight into the attitudes and beliefs which 

influenced the practice of war in early Greece. In addition to supplementing and putting the 

                                                
127 For a summary of ‘orthodox’, ‘gradualist’ and ‘revisionist’ models for the study of early Greek warfare, see 
Kagan and Viggiano (2013).  
128 This view was most fully expressed in the works of Hanson (1994); (1995); and Ober (1996), 53-71. For the 
retrieval of the war dead as part of early Greek conventions of war, see Adcock (1957), 1-13; Pritchett (1985), 97-
100; Connor (1988), 8-18; Vaughn (1991); and more recently Tompkins (2013), 532.    
129 Krentz (2002); (2007a); Dayton (2006); van Wees (2011); Konijnendijk (2018). See also Kucewicz (2012). 
130 In an influential article, Krentz (2002) challenged the existence of most of the ‘agonistic’ rules of war, and 
argued that the earliest attested examples of retrieving the dead as a concession of defeat do not appear until the 
460s BC.130 His claim, however, was based not on actual instances of the anairesis procedure, but mainly on the 
dating of the first battlefield trophies in Greek art and literature. Van Wees (2006b), 132, simply states that ‘the 
convention of a post-battle truce for the retrieval of the dead was apparently not yet established in Archaic Greece.’ 
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epic poems of Homer in context, the reception of Archaic myths in the Classical period can be 

revealing of the changing perceptions and ideals held by later Greek audiences. As myths were 

retold and reinterpreted, their meaning constantly changed, providing new generations of artists 

and politicians with a fertile ground to engage with and discuss the most important issues of the 

day. This process was arguably at its strongest in Athens in the Classical period, and the stories 

concerning the treatment and mistreatment of the war dead were often at the forefront of such 

discussions, whether in the plays of Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides, the carved reliefs of 

the Athenian temples, or political speeches of the later orators. The special nature of such 

stories, adaptable and flexible, occupying a space somewhere between past and present, allows 

us a glimpse into the changing ideology of war in ancient Athens, implying that the shift of 

attitudes towards the treatment of the war dead took place much later than is usually assumed. 

The temple of Athena Nike, built on the Acropolis in the late 420s BC, is one of the 

most evocative examples of Athenian engagement with the war dead in its mythological past.131 

A common ideological thread running through its friezes concerns the battle dead, their 

sacrifice, recovery, and proper treatment.132 On the west frieze, displayed in the British 

Museum, a fierce fight to recover the dead is represented, commonly identified with the famous 

episode from the myth of Seven Against Thebes: Theseus and the Athenians help to recover the 

bodies of the fallen Argives who attacked Thebes, providing the mythical precedent for the 

custom of battlefield truces for the recovery of the war dead in Greece. The north frieze depicts 

another glorious scene from the city’s mythical past, when the Athenians sheltered the children 

of Heracles and fought against the Argive king Eurystheus; among the many dead on the 

battlefield, Eurystheus is captured by two Athenians who hold him by the beard, alluding to a 

tradition which had the Argive king killed and decapitated after the battle. Finally, on the south 

frieze, which represents a more recent historical episode, the Athenians fight the Persians 

(Marathon or Plataea), who disregard the corpses of their comrades littered over the battlefield, 

in stark contrast to central Hellenic values.133  

 

                                                
131 The exact dating of the temple remains unclear but the strong focus on the recovery of the war dead featured in 
the friezes suggests that it was influenced by the events following the battle of Delium in 424 BC, where the 
Athenians were unable to bury their dead for seventeen days, denied by the victorious Thebans (Thuc. 4.97-101; 
see also n. 174 below). For the friezes in general see Harrison (1972); (1997); Pemberton (1972); Schultz (2009); 
Arrington (2015), 172-6.   
132 See esp. Arrington (2015), 125-76, who discusses the temple along with other depictions of the war dead within 
the sacred space of Classical Athens.   
133 The remaining eastern frieze depicts a gathering of gods, which, according to Harrison (1997), 110, ‘symbolizes 
on a suprahuman level the victories that we see Athens winning in the battles depicted on the other three sides.’ 
Specific deities represented in the frieze, she also argued, matched the gods named in the oath of the Athenian 
ephebes, thus brining the youth pledging to fight for the city together with their ancestors, whose military victories 
were depicted on the temple.     
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The three battles depicted on the friezes clearly symbolised Athenian moral superiority 

and leadership, both past and present, befitting a temple to Athena Nike. Victories over the 

Thebans, Eurystheus and the Argives, and the Persians were emblematic of the city’s glorious 

military history and its long-standing concern for the virtue and justice among the Greeks. The 

artistic focus on the proper treatment of the war dead, accordingly, played a key role in this 

political and ideological image, placing the Athenians as the just protectors of time-honoured 

Greek customs and traditions. And while these three narratives provide us with a powerful 

example of the Athenian self-image in the Classical period, the temple of Athena Nike, as we 

are going to see in this chapter, can be also seen as a microcosm of a long and changing tradition 

concerning the treatment of the war dead in Athens. Before we focus on each of the stories 

depicted in the friezes of the temple, however, a brief introduction to the world of Archaic 

Greek myths, including their potential uses and limitations, is needed.    

 

Early Greek mythology 

 

Greek mythology comprises a substantial corpus of myths embodied in a large collection of 

narratives (both poetry and prose) and representational arts (vases, statues, architecture) which 

reflect the cultural, religious and political attitudes of the ancient Greeks. The definition of a 

myth itself, however, is very problematic, since myths never constituted a category native to 

Greek thought.134 Myth, according to the most recent scholarship, is a traditional story of gods 

and heroes, dependent on a framework of comprehensive thought which comments upon 

important issues in the culture in which it is told.135 Greek myths were born in a predominantly 

oral environment, with the Iliad and Odyssey being its first known literary products.136 Their 

traditional nature endowed them with a fluid and adaptive character; an ability to respond, adapt 

to and explain new and changing circumstances. Greek myths were, as a result, continually told 

and retold, first by epic bards and poets, and later by artists, tragedians and politicians, 

constantly changing in the process of retelling.137 ‘What we call ‘Greek myth,’ as Roger 

Woodard summarised, ‘is no featureless monolith, but multifaceted, multifarious and 

multivalent, a fluid phenomenon.’138 The fluid character of Greek myths was often exploited 

and used to express powerful, ideological messages, which derived their authority by drawing 

                                                
134 Detienne (1986), 46-7; Calame (2007), 259; Clark (2012), 5. 
135 Calame (2007), 259; Clark (2012), 2. 
136 On the relation between oral performance and text in the development of Greek mythology, see Buxton (1994), 
45-52. 
137 For more on the fluid character of Greek myths in general, see Bremmer (1987), 3-4; Buxton (1994); Calame 
(2007), 282; Hall (2007). 
138 Woodard (2007), 1. 
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on a stable and widely recognised repertoire of symbolic resources. As Jonathan Hall observed, 

Greek myths ‘constituted what structural linguists call a langue or universally comprehensible 

system of symbols, from which a particular conjunction of symbols – a parole or “speech” – 

could be assembled, deconstructed, and reassembled to achieve a particular ideological aim.’139  

 One of the most famous examples of such an ideological manipulation of mythological 

material occurred as part of the Spartan military expansion in the mid-sixth century BC.140 The 

Spartan efforts to resurrect the mythical tradition that associated Agamemnon, the legendary 

king of Mycenae and the leader of the Achaean expedition against Troy, with their city have 

been widely seen as an ideological attempt to legitimise the Spartan expansionist policy in the 

Peloponnese. Agamemnon was a mythological figure capable of validating their political 

claims of leadership, despite being a hero more naturally associated with Argos, Sparta’s main 

rival in the region. The story of the bones of Agamemnon’s son Orestes, ‘discovered’ by the 

Spartans in the earth of their long-hated adversaries Tegeans, has been even described as ‘a 

propaganda coup worthy of Goebbels himself.’141 A few decades later, a similar initiative to 

resurrect and claim a mythical super-hero was also well underway in Athens, where Theseus 

was being raised to the exemplary figure of the new Athenian democracy (as opposed to 

Heracles, the hero championed by the Peisistratid tyranny), on account of his civilising role in 

the mythological past.142 His remains, as Plutarch tells us, were also ‘found’ and brought back 

with ‘great pomp and ceremony’ to his ‘native’ land of Athens (Cim. 8). The manipulation of 

mythological stories in both of these instances is very clear, demonstrating the ideological 

power and fluidity of Greek myths.   

The Iliad and Odyssey, as noted earlier, provide us with the first literary expressions of 

the Greek mythological tradition. They were written in a formulaic style, which reflected a long 

process of oral transmission in bardic poetry behind their origins, as demonstrated by the 

pioneering work of Milman Parry.143 The date of their composition is not certain, but most 

scholars place them no earlier than mid-eight and no later than early seventh century BC. 

Despite their undeniable fame and influence over Greek culture, the mythological story of the 

Trojan War and its aftermath was, however, by no means limited to the Homeric epics. The 

whole tradition of the Achaean invasion of Troy formed the core of the so-called Trojan Cycle, 

                                                
139 Hall (2007), 333. 
140 For a brief overview with further references, see Hall (2007), 333-8. 
141 Griffiths (2011), 200. The story is related to us by Herodotus 1.67-9. See also Boedeker (1993). 
142 See Connor (1970); Anderson (2003), 134-46; Hall (2007), 338-46. As Buxton (1994), 70, concluded, Theseus’ 
rapid rise in importance ‘can hardly be divorced from the Athenians’ increasing power and political self-confidence 
during the period, represented symbolically by an idealised ancestral leader combining physical prowess with 
moral and political fairness.’ 
143 For Milman Parry’s seminal research on oral epic traditions in Bosnia, see the edited volume by Parry (1971). 
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which comprised of eight separate epics, including the Iliad (dealing with the last year of the 

siege) and Odyssey (relating Odysseus’ journey home). The other six works (Cypria, Aethiopis, 

Little Iliad, Sack of Ilion, Returns, Telegony) related the rest of the long Trojan saga, although 

none have survived but for a few fragments and plot summaries in late authors. The other 

mythological tradition roughly contemporary with the Trojan Cycle was that of the Theban 

Cycle (Oedipodea, Thebaid, Epigoni, Alcmeonis), narrating the tragic story of the city of 

Thebes (including the life of Oedipus and the myth of the Seven Against Thebes). Taken 

together these two cycles, the Trojan and the Theban, along with a few other potential poems 

(Titanomachy, Heraclea, Theseis), are commonly referred to as the ‘Epic Cycle’, which in its 

entirety covered Greek mythical history from the beginning of the world to the end of the heroic 

age.144 Due to their fragmentary and mostly anecdotal nature, however, the poems of the Epic 

Cycle are considered both artistically and historically inferior to the Homeric epics and, as a 

result, have been often overlooked by modern historians studying the Archaic period.145    

 The extent of the popularity of the Epic Cycle poems in the Classical period is unclear, 

though we will see that their influence on Athenian artists and writers must have been 

considerable. But the first widely attested interest in the collection as a whole came in the 

Hellenistic era.146 The structure of the Epic Cycle familiar to us was most likely produced in 

this period, but despite the renewed interest of Alexandrian scholars in the Archaic poems, not 

much of them has survived to our times. Apart from a number of quotations and indirect 

references in the works of later ancient writers (which add up to around 120 lines in total), our 

most important source of information for the poems of the Epic Cycle is a summary by a certain 

Proclus.147 In his Chrestomathia (or Summary of Useful Knowledge), Proclus, an author of 

unknown date and origin, included a detailed discussion of the Epic Cycle. A summary of his 

work is related to us by the Patriarch of Constantinople, Photius (c. 810 – 893 AD), who in his 

                                                
144 For the most recent edition, see West (2003). Recent scholarly treatments of the Epic Cycle include Davies 
(2001); West (2013). For a detailed study on the Epic Cycle and its relation to the Homeric epics, see Burgess 
(2001). 
145 For the dating of the Cyclic poems, see Burgess (2001), 5-12; Davies (2001), 3; West (2013), 16-26. I follow 
West’s (2013), 25, suggestion that most of the Cyclic poems attained their final written form sometime between 
660 and 560 BC.  
146 Burgess (2001), 15-16; Davies (2001), 1. West (2013), 23-5, drawing on a fragment of Aristotle’s Rhetoric 
(1417a12), argued that the first full digest of the Cycle was compiled by Phayllos by the third quarter of the fourth 
century BC; this work, in turn, could have also been the primary source for Proclus and Apollodorus.  
147 Despite an entry in the Suda, which itself goes back to Hesychius of Miletus, the author of Chrestomathia was 
most likely not the famous fifth-century Neoplatonist philosopher, Proclus of Lycia. According to West (2013), 
10, Chrestomathia was most likely composed in the second century AD, being a product of ‘the great age of magpie 
scholarship, when men with pretensions to erudition ransacked their predecessors’ work for material, reproduced 
their learned references to yet older and obscurer texts, most of which were probably no longer available to anyone, 
or appropriated whole chapters from them with or without acknowledgment.’ For more on Proclus, see Hillgruber 
(1990); West (2013), 7-11.  
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Bibliotheca gives us a very brief outline, which indicates the full extent of the mythical past 

covered by the Epic Cycle: 

 
(Proclus) also handles the so-called Epic Cycle, which begins from the fabled union of Ouranos 
and Ge, from which they say he fathered three hundred-handed sons and three Cyclopes; and 
it goes on through the other pagan myths about the gods, as well as anything in them of a 
historical nature. The Epic Cycle is made up from various poets, and it concludes with 
Odysseus’ landing on Ithaca, when he was killed by his son Telegonos who did not recognize 
him.148 

Bibl. 319a21-30 
 

Proclus’ summary of the Trojan Cycle was also excerpted from his work and preserved in an 

MS of Homer’s Iliad as background information for readers not familiar with the story of the 

Trojan War.149 In addition, the close resemblance between the subject matter included in 

Proclus’ work with the earlier mythological compendium of Apollodorus has led scholars to 

suspect that the two texts must have been intimately related. And while Proclus may have used 

Apollodorus’ Bibliotheca in his account, it seems far more likely that both authors derived their 

accounts separately from the same compendium of the Epic Cycle poems originating from the 

Hellenistic period, as suggested recently by Martin West.150   

Apollodorus’ Bibliotheca (or The Library of Greek Mythology), dated by modern 

scholars to the mid- or late-first century AD, is arguably the most valuable and comprehensive 

mythographical work that has come down to us from antiquity.151 We do not know much about 

the author (he was certainly not the famous Alexandrian scholar Apollodorus of Athens) but 

one feature that characterises his account is his frequent consultation of Archaic sources that 

are otherwise lost, usually at the expense of more recent works.152 The authors he uses and 

occasionally cites are the Archaic/Classical mythographers Pherecydes, Acusilaus and 

Hecataeus.153 His other sources include the Archaic poets Hesiod, Pindar, and Simonides.154 

Furthermore, in line with his preference for early mythological material, Apollodorus’ account 

of the Trojan War is largely, if not entirely based on the Epic Cycle tradition.155 The accuracy 

with which he reproduced and/or summarised the accounts of these early sources (most of 

which survive only in fragments) inspires us with confidence in accepting some of his 

                                                
148 Translation from West (2013), 1-2. 
149 All preserved in a single manuscript (Venetus A). 
150 West (2013), 14. 
151 For the dating of Apollodorus, see Frazer (1967), xi; Higbie (2007), 245; Hard (2008), xi-xii; Dowden (2011), 
66. For a general introduction to his Bibliotheca see Robert (1873); Diller (1935); van der Valk (1958); Higbie 
(2007), 243-5; Scott Smith and Trzaskoma (2007); Dowden (2011), 66-72.  
152 Van der Valk (1958), 117, 162.  
153 As counted by Dowden (2011), 62. 
154 For a fuller list of his sources, see Higbie (2007), 245.  
155 Especially his Epitome. For more, see Burgess (2001), 45; Davies (2001), 6-8. 
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statements as genuinely Archaic and thus representative of the early mythological tradition in 

Greece. Apollodorus’ Bibliotheca, combined with Proclus’ summary of the Epic Cycle, provide 

us with enough material to reconstruct the stories circulating in the Archaic period, even if their 

nature is often fragmentary and infused with a dose of later Classical and Hellenistic editorship. 

The latter factors, however, have largely discouraged scholars from using the Epic Cycle in 

their studies of early Greece, preferring instead to focus exclusively on the Iliad and Odyssey. 

This Homer-centric attitude, nonetheless, may be slowly changing.  

A relatively recent approach to the study of the Homeric epics in the context of the 

larger mythological tradition of the Epic Cycle is ‘Neoanalysis’. Neoanalysis, a term first 

coined by Johannes Kakridis, takes the Iliad and Odyssey as products of the early, pre-Homeric 

Cyclic traditions, assuming that their author(s) already knew the mythological stories presented 

in the Epic Cycle poems.156 As Dieter Hertel explained: ‘Neo-analysts see the Iliad and Odyssey 

as the work of creative poets who adopted and adapted material from pre-existing Greek (and 

perhaps other) poetic traditions, often leaving seams of traces which can still be detected.’157 

The Neoanalytical approach has allowed scholars to argue that Homer had extensively drawn 

on the Cyclic material in his epics which, in turn, led them to speculate that the tradition of the 

Epic Cycle poems should be seen as older than that of the Homeric poems.158 What is more, in 

his excellent study on The Tradition of the Trojan War in Homer and the Epic Cycle, Jonathan 

Burgess has convincingly demonstrated that the mythological tradition reflected in the Epic 

Cycle poems could, in fact, be more representative of Archaic culture than the Iliad and 

Odyssey.159 

 One aspect, which according to modern scholars has set the Homeric epics and the 

poems of the Epic Cycle apart, is the former’s exclusion of any elements of the supernatural, 

the grotesque, the excessively brutal or grim, or indeed anything suggestive of folk-tale or folk-

                                                
156 Kakridis (1949). 
157 Hertel (2011), 428. 
158 Burgess (2001), 62. 
159 Burgess (2001), argued that the evidence of Archaic iconography and literature demonstrates that early Greek 
artists were not much concerned with the Homeric poems, turning more readily to the mythological tradition of 
the Epic Cycle. ‘If the tradition of the Trojan War were a tree,’ as he writes, ‘initially the Iliad and the Odyssey 
would have been a couple of small branches, whereas the Cycle poems would be somewhere in the trunk’ (p. 1).   
A similar conclusion was reached by Snodgrass (1998), who in a study on Homer’s influence on visual artists 
concluded that the Iliad and Odyssey were far less popular as sources for the episodes of the Trojan saga depicted 
in early Greek art. Other non-Homeric sources, such as vernacular oral accounts and/or earlier poems which are 
now lost, were preferred, even when the stories in question concerned episodes featured in the Homeric epics. The 
most favoured scenes, in fact, represented myths of the Epic Cycle: ‘If we make a rough count by individual 
surviving works of art, rather than by the episodes which they show, we can further state that in this early period 
the popularity of the Judgment of Paris and the story of Achilles and Troilos from the Kypria, of the rescue of 
Achilles’ body from Aethiopis, or of the suicide of Ajax from the Little Iliad, matches and, in the last two cases, 
comfortably exceeds that of any single episode from the Iliad or Odyssey’ (p. 143). 
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superstition.160 This was first noticed by Andrew Lang in his 1908 lecture on ‘Homer and 

Anthropology’: 

 
Even in the few fragments of the so-called Cyclic poets (…) and in the sketches of the plots of 
the Cyclic poems which have reached us, there are survivals of barbaric customs – for example, 
of human sacrifice, and the belief in phantasms of the dead, even when the dead have been 
properly burned and buried – which do not appear in the Iliad and the Odyssey (…). It is not 
easily conceivable that Homer was ignorant of any of these things (…) but he ignores them.161   

 
A good example of this Homeric ‘censorship’ is provided by the story of Tydeus, the mythical 

father of the Achaean hero Diomedes.162 In the surviving fragments of the Thebaid, he was 

most likely depicted as an excessively violent brute, extremely arrogant and capable of acts 

such as cannibalism.163 In the Iliad, on the other hand, the allusions to him are uniformly 

favourable; he was described as a ‘godlike Tydeus’, an exemplar of military bravery and 

virtue.164 The Homeric epics, despite their numerous instances of the mutilation of the dead we 

saw in the previous chapter, appear to be in general less violent and more urbane than the Epic 

Cycle poems. The study of the latter, therefore, as Malcolm Davies suggested, widens our 

perspective of the ‘darker side’ of early Greek mythology.165 And as the Cyclic poems can be 

regarded as representative of the early, pre-Homeric mythological traditions, their supernatural 

and ‘barbaric’ aspects might be taken as similarly characteristic of the norms of the early Trojan 

War tradition. It is puzzling that scholars studying the military aspects of the Iliad have largely 

overlooked the entire corpus of the Epic Cycle poems, which is arguably just as faithful to the 

values and military ideals held by the societies in which they had originated. If the Homeric 

epics, as most military historians argue, do reflect the realities of warfare in the early and mid-

Archaic period, we should assume that the Epic Cycle poems are, as a historical source, not 

inferior to them.166 Due to their fragmentary nature, the amount of information they provide us 

is understandably more limited, but their fragments can fill in and supplement a number of areas 

overlooked or downplayed by Homer, giving us a more detailed understanding of the customs, 

ideologies and realities of Archaic battlefields.  

To sum up, both the Homeric and the Cyclic poems are products of the same early 

mythological tradition. They were based on and inspired by the vast body of early Archaic 

mythology, reaching their final written form through a continuous process of oral transmission. 

                                                
160 Griffin (1977); Burgess (2001), 68, 169; Davies (2001). 
161 Lang (1908), 44: quoted in Davies (2001), 8. 
162 For a list of all ‘fantastic’ stories of the Epic Cycle, see Griffin (1977), 40. 
163 Davies (2001), 25-6. His cannibalism will be discussed later in the chapter.  
164 4.365-400; 5.800-14; 10.285-91.  
165 Davies (2001), 10. 
166 For more on the relation between the Homeric epics and warfare in early Greece, see footnote 290 below.  
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The Epic Cycle poems should, therefore, not be regarded as mythologically less authentic, but 

treated instead as valuable windows into Archaic culture and society. There has been an 

unnecessary caution in using the Cyclic poems to study the Archaic mythological tradition, 

which may have been caused, as Burgess suggested, by the ‘Homer-centric’ approach of 

modern scholarship.167 The exaggeration of the extent of the early influence that the Iliad and 

Odyssey had in the Archaic period is a common mistake made by scholars who often base their 

claims on the enormous influence that the Homeric poems had exerted on the Greeks of later 

periods. And this ‘Homer-centrism’ is especially evident in the studies of Archaic warfare.   

There are naturally certain limitations and difficulties in using the Cyclic material, 

which need to be acknowledged before we can move on to our analysis of the reception of 

Archaic myths in the Classical period. First of all, Proclus’ summary of the Epic Cycle has 

often been questioned with regards to the somewhat clumsy boundaries he created around 

individual poems.168 The Epic Cycle, in his account, might be seen as a quasi-unit, with one 

poem following where the other has left off. A closer study of the beginnings and endings of 

each poem reveals, in most cases, substantial overlap which clearly indicates that in their early 

versions they did not form a continuous narrative. The tampering and manipulation of the 

poems must have occurred at some later stage of their literary transmission (Proclus himself 

may be the most likely suspect), and carried out in order to enhance their presentation as a 

single, unbreakable unit. There is no reason to suspect, however, that any of their main contents 

were extensively changed or omitted. Secondly, it is important to bear in mind that the Epic 

Cycle poems were most likely not the only ones of their type in the vast body of early Greek 

mythology. Most of the original tradition concerning the Trojan and Theban Wars is now lost, 

and the Homeric and Cyclic poems represent only the tip of the iceberg. This tip, nevertheless, 

must have been seen as the most important and representative of the tradition by later Greeks, 

and thus worthy of preservation and continuation. Finally, every scholar studying the reception 

of myths in ancient Greece has to be constantly aware of the fact that myths in Greece 

functioned on both local and Panhellenic levels. Both levels, however, as will be demonstrated 

below, are equally important, revealing the various stages of the manipulation and 

reinterpretation, which can in turn shed some valuable light on the political, religious or indeed 

military life of Greek societies. And some of the most revealing cases of the remodelling of 

early Archaic myths in the Classical period concern the traditions of the treatment and 

maltreatment of the war dead. 

 

                                                
167 Burgess (2001), 60. 
168 Burgess (2001), 21; Davies (2001), 6-8; West (2003), 12-13; (2013), 6-7. 
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Battlefield truces – Seven Against Thebes 

 

The west frieze of the Athena Nike temple depicts the Athenian recovery of the Argive war 

dead at Thebes, the finale of the Seven Against Thebes saga. The myth was very popular in 

antiquity and was described by Hesiod (Op. 161-3) as one of the two greatest exploits of the 

age of heroes, second only to the siege of Troy.169 Forming the main subject of a number of 

tragedies, the myth of the Seven Against Thebes concerned the war between the sons of 

Oedipus, Polyneices and Eteocles. After Oedipus’ tragic departure as the king of Thebes, the 

story goes, his sons were unable to divide the rule between themselves and resorted to war. 

After enlisting the help of the Argive king Adrastus and several other heroes, Polyneices 

attacked Thebes and Eteocles’ army. He was, nevertheless, unsuccessful, and died in a duel 

with Eteocles which proved fatal for both brothers. After the battle, according to the tradition, 

the new Theban king Creon forbade the burial of the Argive dead, which in turn led Adrastus, 

the sole survivor on the Argive side, to supplicate the Athenian king Theseus to help him 

recover the bodies of his dead comrades. The fallen were subsequently recovered, either by 

diplomatic or military intervention, and buried in Eleusis and/or Eleutherae.170  

 The retrieval of the Argive dead, which from our perspective forms the central part of 

the story, is related to us in more detail by Plutarch in his Life of Theseus. The legendary 

Athenian king, Plutarch summarises, 

 
(…) aided Adrastus in recovering for burial the bodies of those who had fallen before the walls 
of the Cadmeia, not by mastering the Thebans in battle, as Euripides has it in his tragedy, but 
by persuading them to a truce; for so most writers say, and Philochorus adds that this was the 
first truce ever made for recovering the bodies of those slain in battle, although in the accounts 
of Heracles it is written that Heracles was the first to give back their dead to his enemies. And 
the graves of the greater part of those who fell before Thebes are shown at Eleutherae, and 
those of the commanders near Eleusis, and this last burial was a favour which Theseus showed 
to Adrastus. The account of Euripides in his “Suppliants” is disproved by that of Aeschylus in 
his “Eleusinians,” where Theseus is made to relate the matter as above.171 

Thes. 29 
 
Plutarch, quoting Aeschylus’ lost play Eleusinians, clearly states that in the traditional version 

of the myth, Theseus recovered the dead by persuading the Thebans to agree to a truce, and not 

                                                
169 For an excellent summary of the myth of Seven Against Thebes in ancient literary and artistic sources, see 
Gantz (1993), 510-22. For an extensive bibliography on the development of the myth in tragedy and funeral 
orations, see Steinbock (2013), 155 n. 1. 
170 For a full summary of the myth, see Graves (1992), 377-83. 
171 συνέπραξε δὲ καὶ Ἀδράστῳ τὴν ἀναίρεσιν τῶν ὑπὸ τῇ Καδµείᾳ πεσόντων, οὐχ ὡς Εὐριπίδης ἐποίησεν ἐν 
τραγῳδίᾳ, µάχῃ τῶν Θηβαίων κρατήσας, ἀλλὰ πείσας καὶ σπεισάµενος· οὕτω γὰρ οἱ πλεῖστοι λέγουσι· Φιλόχορος 
δὲ καὶ σπονδὰς περὶ νεκρῶν ἀναιρέσεως γενέσθαι πρώτας ἐκείνας. ὅτι δὲ Ἡρακλῆς πρῶτος ἀπέδωκε νεκροὺς τοῖς 
πολεµίοις, ἐν τοῖς περὶ Ἡρακλέους γέγραπται. ταφαὶ δὲ τῶν µὲν πολλῶν ἐν Ἐλευθεραῖς δείκνυνται, τῶν δὲ 
ἡγεµόνων περὶ Ἐλευσῖνα, καὶ τοῦτο Θησέως Ἀδράστῳ χαρισαµένου. καταµαρτυροῦσι δὲ τῶν Εὐριπίδου Ἱκετίδων 
οἱ Αἰσχύλου Ἐλευσίνιοι, ἐν οἷς καὶ ταῦτα λέγων ὁ Θησεὺς πεποίηται. 
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by a military action portrayed famously in Euripides’ Suppliants. He also suggests, referring to 

the Atthidographer Philochorus (FGrH 328 F 112), that this was the first ever truce concluded 

for the purpose of recovering the bodies of the dead, setting a moral exemplar for subsequent 

generations to follow.172 Theseus’ diplomatic actions in the finale of the Seven Against Thebes 

provided, therefore, a mythical archetype for the Greek convention of anairesis, which in turn 

formed an essential part of Greek warfare in the Classical period. 

The convention of anairesis consisted of a set of strict procedures which governed the 

aftermath of any military encounter in Greece. The usual order of events required the defeated 

army to send heralds to the victors requesting a truce for the retrieval of the dead. Such a request 

was regarded as a formal admission of defeat, and entitled the victors to set up a battlefield 

trophy made of the enemy’s captured arms and armour, erected at the spot where the enemy 

turned to flee. Under the custom, the victor could not honourably refuse to grant the truce for 

the recovery of the dead, which, once agreed, was traditionally sealed with libations which 

marked the official end of battle.173 The procedure was based on the fundamental obligation to 

respect and bury the dead, commonly felt by all ancient Greeks. The sending of heralds by the 

defeated side was an admission of powerlessness and the inability to retrieve the fallen warriors, 

stripped of their armour and weapons by the enemy. The mastery of the battlefield dead, 

therefore, was the ultimate criterion of victory. As such, the rules of anairesis provided a way 

to determine the winner of a battle in a quick and decisive way, reflecting, at the same time, the 

moral and religious importance ascribed to the proper treatment of the dead. Any deviations 

from the anairesis procedure, such as denial of burial or maltreatment of enemy’s corpses, were 

extremely rare and always viewed as a serious transgression and an offence against the gods.174 

The conventions of anairesis constituted an important and regular part of Classical 

Greek warfare, and were mentioned on numerous occasions by Thucydides in his battle 

                                                
172 The tradition on Heracles being the first to restore the bodies of the dead to his enemies is reported only by 
Plutarch, Aelianus (VH 12.27), and a second century chrestomathy (Pap. Oxy. 1241). As Jacoby (FGrH 3b [Text] 
p. 448) observed, ‘we do not know its origin, nor can we find a place for it in the history of Heracles.’  The story 
must have been of little significance, especially compared to the popularity enjoyed by the tale of Theseus’ 
recovery of the Seven.    
173 The whole procedure was outlined by Plutarch in Life of Nicias (6). For post-battle customs in ancient Greek 
warfare, see Pritchett (1985); Vaughn (1991); van Wees (2004), 136-8; Rawlings (2007), 192-5; Krentz (2007a), 
173-6.   
174 Denial of burial, although uncommon in Classical warfare, is always regarded as punishment for a bigger 
sacrilege committed by the enemy. After the battle of Delium in 424 BC, the victorious Thebans forbade the 
Athenians to bury their dead, on the grounds that the latter were unlawfully occupying the sanctuary of Apollo 
(Thuc. 4.97-101). The corpses lay unburied until the Thebans recaptured the temple seventeen days later, after 
which the dead were duly returned to the Athenians. In 405 BC, according to Pausanias (9.32.9), the Spartan 
admiral Lysander refused burial of the vanquished Athenians after the battle of Aegospotami, thus adding to the 
‘long list of his disgraces.’ He was motivated by revenge for the Athenian pre-battle threats to cut off the right 
hands of all captives, as well the execution of some prisoners from Corinth and Andros by the Athenian general 
Philocles during the battle (Xen. Hell. 2.1.31-2). Finally, the Lokrians did not permit the burial of the defeated 
Phocians in 355 BC, punishing the latter for robbing the temple of Delphi (Diod. 16.25.2).  
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accounts of the Peloponnesian War.175 Interestingly, however, the procedure receives no 

mention at all in Herodotus, and appears to be completely absent from the few accounts of battle 

from the Archaic era.176 Despite the seeming lack of any clear-cut early evidence, the prevailing 

assumption among most modern scholars, in particular those following the ‘orthodox’ model 

of Greek warfare, is that the custom of battlefield truces for the recovery of the dead originated 

sometime in the Archaic period. The sole basis for this claim, in turn, is usually found in Greek 

mythology and the story of the Seven Against Thebes, which as Pritchett and a number of other 

scholars maintain, testifies to the antiquity of the battlefield truces, whatever their origin.177   

The mythical recovery of the Argive dead, and especially the Athenian involvement in 

the process, undoubtedly gives us a very clear expression of Classical Greek attitudes to the 

treatment of the war dead. In our most detailed account of the story, Euripides’ Suppliants, we 

are explicitly told that the rules regarding the retrieval and proper burial of enemy soldiers were 

the ‘laws of the gods’ (19) and the ‘laws of all Greece’ (311). The myth, which highlighted 

Theseus’ civilising role and concern for justice, formed a patriotic commonplace between a 

number of Classical Athenian writers and orators, including not only Aeschylus and Euripides, 

but also Herodotus, Lysias, Isocrates, and Demosthenes.178 It held a special place in Athenian 

folklore and public discourse, becoming a mythical paradigm of Athens’ self-image as the 

protector of the oppressed and the guardian of Panhellenic customs. Its appearance on the 

temple of the Athena Nike was, therefore, no coincidence. One problem, however, which a 

                                                
175 For burial truces, heralds and corpses in Thucydides, see Lateiner (1977). In fact, the first attested example of 
a truce for the recovery of the dead granted by the victorious army occurs following the battle of Potidaea (432 
BC), after which, as Thucydides recounts (1.63), ‘the Athenians put up a trophy and granted an armistice 
(hupospondos) to the Potidaeans so that they could recover their dead.’ Such a late date does not, of course, imply 
that conventions of anairesis were formally introduced only in the 430s BC, but it is, nonetheless, worth noting 
that this is the first time we hear about the practice in our sources. 
176 Of the 12 examples of Archaic war burials collected by Pritchett in the fourth volume of his Greek State at War 
(1985), 159-66, none involves the anairesis procedure as we know it from the Classical period. The only instance 
which mentions a battlefield truce for the recovery of the dead comes from the First Messenian War and is related 
by Pausanias (4.8.13). The details of Pausanias’ account, however, are highly questionable; his story was heavily 
based on the work of a third century BC rhetorician Myron of Priene, whom Pausanias himself criticises for lacking 
‘truth and credibility’ (4.6.4). Myron’ version most likely reflected the post-battle conventions of his own time, 
especially considering the mention of a battlefield trophy, which is a much later feature in Greek warfare. Pritchett, 
despite mentioning the influence of Myron on Pausanias’ work, accepts the battlefield burial tradition as genuine, 
‘whatever its source’, and states that the account ‘refers to a battle of hoplites’ (p. 159). For Pausanias’ Hellenistic 
sources, see Luraghi (2008), 83-7. 
177 Prichett (1985), 97-9: ‘The antiquity of the maxim that, after a battle, the conquerors were bound to allow the 
vanquished to bury their dead is proved by the fact that it was ascribed either to Theseus or to Heracles.’ Vaughn 
(1991), 41: ‘(…) respect [for the battle-dead] was predicated on the practice of mutually returning (and thereby 
distinguishing) enemy-dead for proper observances, a tradition first attributed variously to Theseus or Heracles, 
which attests to its antiquity.’ Tompkins (2013), 532: ‘The custom of returning the enemy dead has a long history 
in Greek culture, going back to the mythical figures such as Theseus and Heracles.’    
178 Hdt. 9.27; Lys. 2.7.10; Isoc. 4.54-8, 10.31, 12.168-74, 14.53-5; Dem. 60.8. See also Pl. Menex. 239b; Xen. Hell. 
6.5.47. Later works include: Paus. 1.39.2; Stat. Theb. 12.105-311, 464-809; Apollod. 3.78-9; Hyg. Fab. 70.2; Diod. 
Sic. 4.65.9. For an excellent discussion of Athens’ intervention on behalf of the fallen Argives in Athenian public 
discourse, see Steinbock (2013), 155-210. 
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closer study of the finale of the myth of Seven Against Thebes reveals, is that the origins of the 

Athenian involvement in the story are very unclear and problematic. 

In his comprehensive study of early Greek mythology, Timothy Gantz observed that the 

tradition of Theseus’ retrieval of the Argive dead, either by negotiation (Aeschylus) or war 

(Euripides), does not appear in our sources until the Attic drama of the fifth-century BC, where 

in fact, according to him, it might have conceivably begun.179 In a similar fashion, Bernd 

Steinbock suggested that Athenian intervention on behalf of the fallen Argives emerged in the 

mainstream tradition only in the last decade of the sixth century BC.180 The myth of Seven 

Against Thebes formed the central subject of the Cyclic poem Thebaid, but there is no evidence 

for either Creon’s refusal of burial for the Argive soldiers, nor for the subsequent Athenian 

recovery of the dead as playing any part in the lost epic.181 These events are similarly never 

mentioned by Homer or Hesiod, further suggesting that Theseus’ much celebrated act of 

statesmanship, as well as the first burial truce, were either absent or much less popular in the 

early mythological tradition.182   

Our earliest testimony for the post-battle events mentioned by Plutarch in his account 

of Seven Against Thebes is the aforementioned lost play Eleusinians by Aeschylus, composed 

in the late 470s BC. The source for Aeschylus’ version of events is uncertain, but Steinbock 

speculates that the story ‘almost certainly’ predated Aeschylus’ play and originated from local 

traditions. According to him, the evidence of dual burials at Eleusis (leaders) and Eleutherae 

(common warriors) related by Plutarch, indicates that both sites might have been initially 

connected to the burial of the Seven, with each community identifying a local landmark linking 

it to the epic past.183 The early importance of such traditions would have been initially marginal 

and confined only to the community itself and its immediate vicinity. As the Greek poleis 

developed over the Archaic period, these local hero cults provided an opportunity to root their 

identity in the great mythological past, as well as to forge a common and unique civic self-

image, often in opposition to other Greek poleis.184 In time, the local stories surrounding the 

burial of the Seven were crystalised with the play of Aeschylus, who claimed the burial site for 

                                                
179 Gantz (1993), 295. 
180 Steinbock (2013), 169-74.  
181 Pausanias (8.25.8) mentions that Adrastus’ escape from Thebes is depicted in the Thebaid, but offers no mention 
of Athenian involvement as part of the epic work. For the Thebaid, see West (2003), 6-9, 43-55. There is similarly 
no evidence that the episode was a part of the sixth-century BC Theseid. See FGrH 3b [Supp.] 1.444) and Hubbard 
(1992), 98 n. 58.  
182 Theseus’ early absence from the story should perhaps not be surprising, considering that he was a relatively 
minor figure in Archaic epic poetry. 
183 Steinbock (2013), 160-2, highlights the excavations of nine Middle Helladic tombs at Eleusis conducted by 
Mylonas (1975), 2:153-4, 262-4, who suggested that the graves were identified by the locals as those belonging to 
the leaders of the Seven, based on the evidence of Late Geometric cult activity. According to him, a similar 
identification linking heroic tombs with the great epic story developed in Eleutherae.      
184 Steinbock (2013), 160. 



 
 

69 

his hometown in Eleusis, thus ‘spreading a local tradition to the entire polis community.’185 The 

local stories concerning the fate of the fallen Argives, if accepted as genuine, would confirm 

that their burial did not take place at Thebes; they do not, however, contain any obvious hints 

of military intervention by the Athenians or an official burial truce as part of the early versions 

of the story.    

The initial small-scale nature of such local accounts connecting the burial of the fallen 

Argives to Eleusis and Eleutherae is also confirmed by an alternative tradition expressed most 

prominently by the Theban-born Pindar. In his account of the myth in the Ninth Nemean, written 

most likely in the mid-470s BC, Pindar speaks of the fallen Argive heroes feeding seven funeral 

pyres by the banks of the river Ismenos at Thebes, suggesting that the bodies were buried 

following the battle at Thebes, and not in Eleusis or Eleutherae: 
 

(…) and on the banks of the Ismenus 
they laid down their sweet homecoming 

and fed the white-flowering smoke with their bodies, 
for seven pyres feasted on the men’s young limbs. 

Nem. IX (22-24) 
 
The seven funeral pyres indicate, in all probability, a peaceful and uncontested burial for all 

dead warriors from each of the seven invading contingents, as if, as Gantz observed, ‘there was 

no question of the bodies ever being denied burial or reclaimed by relatives.’186 This 

interpretation is favoured by the Vatican scholiast (Σ O. 6.23d Drachmann), and further implied 

by the wording of another reference to the myth in the Sixth Olympian, where Pindar also speaks 

of the ‘seven pyres of the dead’ (O. 6.15).187 In both cases, Pindar’s likely source for the Argive 

burials at Thebes was, according to the scholia citing Asclepiades of Myrlea, the Cyclic poem 

Thebaid (F 6 West).188 The antiquity of Pindar’s version of the story is also confirmed by a 

statement from the Iliad, which speaks of Tydeus, one of the seven invaders, being buried 

‘under the heaped earth in Thebes’ (14.114).189 Again, there is clearly no mention of Tydeus 

ever being denied burial, which here also takes place at Thebes and not Eleusis. Pindar’s 

account, therefore, most likely reflected a local Theban tradition, according to which the burial 

                                                
185 Ibid., 164. 
186 Gantz (1993), 296. Two of the seven leaders, Amphiaraus and Adrastus, could not have been cremated there (as 
opposed to the soldiers fighting in their contingents). The first was famously swallowed by the earth in his retreat 
from the battlefield; the second survived the battle.    
187 As suggested by Hubbard (1992), 96 n. 49. 
188 According to the Ambrosian scholiast (ΣO.6.23a Drachmann), Aristarchus posited that Pindar was the first and 
only author to suggest a peaceable burial at Thebes. Hubbard (1992), 94, disapproves on the basis of Aristarchus’ 
general unreliability in historical and mythological matters. 
189 Cited also by Pausanias 9.18.2. The Alexandrian editors of Homer Zenodotus and Aristophanes condemned the 
passage, claiming that it was incompatible with Athenian tragic versions. For more, see FGrH 3b [Supp.] 1.444 n. 
24; and Levi (1985), 344 n. 87. 
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of the Argive dead took place after the battle in Thebes and did not necessitate any intervention 

from Athens. His explicit mentions of the myth in his Ninth Nemean and Sixth Olympian odes 

were most likely a response to the Athenian version depicted in Aeschylus’ Eleusinians, which 

brought the Athenians and Theseus onto the stage and accused the mythical Thebans of flouting 

Panhellenic laws by withholding funeral rites for the defeated Argives. This conflict of mythical 

traditions, referred to by Steinbock as a ‘memory war’, most likely originated from three 

different local variants of the story (Eleusis, Eleutherae, Thebes), which coexisted side by side 

for most of the Archaic period until the production of Aeschylus’ play.190 The latter, based 

originally on an Eleusinian tradition, introduced Theseus and the Athenians to the narrative, 

thus elevating the myth to a ‘national’ level and establishing it as one of the timeless mythical 

paradigms of Athenian virtue and concern for justice.  

The final question that we ought to answer is: why would Aeschylus and the Athenians 

modify the story? As we saw earlier in this chapter, due their flexible and plural character, 

Greek myths were often reshaped and reinterpreted by ancient authors to suit the changing 

political and social needs of their audiences. This process was arguably at its strongest at Athens 

in the fifth century BC, and tragedies were often among the most conspicuous examples of 

mythical reinvention at work.191 The dramas of the Athenian playwrights, as Ian Storey 

summarised in his study of Euripides’ Suppliants, provided an opportunity ‘to re-invent the 

traditional myths, to add Athenian themes and characters to existing stories, to create for 

themselves a picture of Athens as the greatest and the noblest city in Greece, a sanctuary for 

the oppressed, (…) a home for heroes of other myths.’192 Aeschylus’ Eleusinians, focusing on 

Theseus’ heroic involvement in the aftermath of the Argive invasion on Thebes, was most likely 

such an attempt to re-invent the traditional mythological material, adding new characters, new 

plots and new meanings. Aeschylus’ play has been often seen by scholars as part of the Athenian 

political program of the Cimonian period, which aimed to transform Theseus into a national 

                                                
190 The conflicting traditions were much later reflected by Pausanias (1.39.2). In his guide to Eleusis, he claims to 
have seen the graves of the fallen Argives: ‘Some way from the well is a sanctuary of Metaneira, and beyond that 
the graves of the marchers against Thebes. Creon was ruling Thebes in the name of Laodamas son of Eteocles and 
refused to let the families bury their dead; Adrastus called in Theseus and Athens fought Boeotia: Theseus won the 
battle, brought the dead to Eleusinian ground and buried them here. The Thebans say they freely granted the 
removal of the dead and there was no battle.’ As Steinbock (2013), 168-9, remarked, Pausanias’ account indicates 
that the Thebans eventually lost the ‘memory war’ against Athens, as they acknowledged the Athenian intervention 
and burial in Eleusis, disputing only ‘whether the recovery had been achieved by means of war or persuasion.’ 
191 ‘The Athenians of the Classical period’, as Shapiro (2012), 160, concluded, ‘were masters of reinvention. 
Beginning in the wake of the Persian Wars, if not earlier, they continually re-created the early history of their city 
to make it more appropriate to the imperial power and cultural hegemony that rapidly evolved. Many individuals 
were involved in the project of inventing Athens’ past, including mythographers, tragedians, visual artists, and 
even statesmen like Cimon, when he ‘discovered’ the bones of Theseus on the island of Skyros and, with great 
fanfare, brought the hero home to Athens in 476/5.’ 
192 Storey (2008), 13. 
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hero in order to justify the growing imperialism and hegemony of Athens in the first half of the 

fifth century BC.193 In addition, the denial of burial by the Thebans, which was conceivably 

also introduced for the first time by Aeschylus, offered a good opportunity to glorify the 

Athenian past at the expense of Thebes, which in the 470s BC was a prime target of Athenian 

animosity for ‘medising’ during the second Persian invasion.194 The mythical narrative of the 

Eleusinians fits perfectly, therefore, with the political and cultural scene of Athens in the early 

Classical period.        

While we may assume with relative certainty that the story of Theseus’ intervention on 

behalf of the fallen Argives emerged only in the early Classical period, the exact origins for the 

Theban denial of burial to the fallen Argives, as well as the subsequent burial truce, may be 

impossible to determine. Aeschylus’ play could have drawn most of its narrative from a local 

Eleusinian tradition, although a number of scholars suspect that the introduction of Athens and 

Theseus to the story was simply a creative invention on the part of the tragedian. Ian Storey, 

for instance, concluded that there is ‘nothing in the remains of the early epic that suggests an 

Athenian presence in the [Seven Against Thebes] story… in fact the appeal to Athens and the 

response of Theseus is very likely the creation of the Athenian dramatists of the fifth century.’195 

It is perhaps conceivable that the early Attic traditions surrounding the burial place of the 

Argive dead (Eleusis and/or Eleutherae) led the Athenians to assume that the fallen were 

specifically denied burial in Thebes, which never featured in any of the early versions of the 

myth, nor in the Cyclic poem Thebaid.196 This, in turn, added a new dimension to the story, 

allowing the Athenian intervention to take place – first diplomatic (Aeschylus), later military 

(Euripides) – and depicting Theseus as the archetypal champion of Panhellenic customs.    

We may conclude that the finale of the Seven Against Thebes testifies to the multiplicity 

and flexible nature of Greek myths, used and re-invented by Greek authors in accordance with 

                                                
193 Hauvette (1898), 170-3; Hubbard (1992), 99. Alternatively, as Steinbock (2013), 169-74, suggested, the motif 
of Theseus’ intervention on behalf of Adrastus could have taken form in the last decade of the sixth century, when 
Theseus first emerged as a prominent figure in Athenian culture. The myth, according to him, attributed special 
prominence to Eleusis, which became an integral part of Attica after Cleisthenes’ reforms, and depicts Theseus as 
a diplomat, and a civilising force and unifier of Attica, thus reflecting the political situation of Athens around 510-
500 BC. 
194 The Argive dedications of statues of the Seven Against Thebes (and the Epigoni) at Delphi might be perhaps 
be seen in the same light, as suggested by Hubbard (1992), 98 n. 55. Pausanias (10.10.2) relates that the statues 
were made from the spoils of the victory at Oinoe (c. 460 BC); Jeffery (1961), 161-3, disagrees, dating the 
surviving bases to the period 480 – 465 BC.  
195 Storey (2008), 12. 
196 This interpretation may be further confirmed by the famous myth of Antigone’s heroic burial of her brother 
Polyneices against the orders of Creon, which might also have been an invention of the Athenian tragedians. The 
story, set in the aftermath of the invasion of the Seven, appears for the first time in Sophocles’ Antigone (441), 
with no mention in any source prior to the fifth century BC. The first appearance of Antigone is in Aeschylus’ 
Seven against Thebes (467 BC), where together with her sister Ismene she laments the loss of her brothers (961ff.). 
For a more detailed study, see Gantz (1993), 519-20.    
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the changing political and cultural environment of their respective poleis.197 The stories 

surrounding the burial place of the fallen Argives reveal at least three different local traditions 

(Eleusis, Eleutherae, Thebes), each of which placed the tombs of the dead heroes within the 

confines of its own polis. By the beginning of the Classical period, however, the myth took on 

a new significance, spurred on by the production of Aeschylus’ Eleusinians. The play presented, 

potentially for the very first time, a new version of the events, which introduced Theseus and 

the Athenians to the story and accused the Thebans of denying burial to the fallen Argives. This 

version, despite the best efforts of Pindar, was backed and elaborated by a number of Athenian 

writers, artists and orators, eventually becoming one of the emblematic mythical paradigms of 

Athens’ virtue and moral superiority. Within a few decades, its wide-ranging popularity led to 

the myth’s appearance on the west frieze of the Athena Nike temple on the Acropolis, where it 

served as timeless testimony to the Athenian respect for the so-called patrios nomos, which 

governed the proper treatment of the war dead.198  

The burial truce concluded by Theseus, which according to Plutarch and Philochorus 

was the first of its kind in Greek warfare, was in all likelihood an important part of the new 

Athenian tradition, brought into prominence by Aeschylus and continued throughout the 

Classical period. But its significance in the earlier, Archaic versions of the myth, including the 

Cyclic poem Thebaid, was far more limited, if not altogether absent. While the stories 

concerning the burial of the leading Argive heroes were contested by local communities, eager 

to claim their final resting ground within their own geographical confines, the fate of the mass 

of the war dead was of a far lesser interest. The initial lack of concern for the latter in early 

Greek mythological traditions, compared to the later depictions of the Argive war dead in the 

Athenian art and drama of the Classical era, could be taken as further evidence for the 

‘hierarchical’ standards which governed the battlefields of the Homeric epics, where the post-

mortem fate of the leading warriors overshadowed that of the masses.    

While the myth of the Seven Against Thebes, as featured in the plays of Aeschylus, 

Euripides, and the Temple of Athena Nike, provides us with a powerful example of Classical 

Greek attitudes towards the recovery and treatment of the war dead, it cannot be taken as the 

ideal and symbol of earlier Greek, let alone Athenian, attitudes. Any modern scholarly 

                                                
197 As argued by Steinbock (2013), 159, who states that the myth contains ‘clues for continuous reshaping and 
reworking during the Archaic and Classical period, which led to a variety of different versions inside and outside 
of Attica and to a conglomerate of interrelated layers of meaning in the Athenian master narrative of the funeral 
orations.’ 
198 The construction of the temple, including the program of friezes, was contemporary with Euripides’ Suppliants, 
written and performed in the spring of 423 BC. The latter, which most likely introduced the bellicose element to 
the story of Theseus’ intervention in Thebes, may have been the main source of inspiration behind the mythical 
scene on the west frieze. See also Harrison (1997), 121-2.   
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assumption which sees the post-battle conventions established by Theseus in the myth as a 

testament to the antiquity of the procedures of anairesis, therefore, cannot stand. The origins of 

these customs must be sought elsewhere. But before we can move on to the possible date and 

historical circumstances behind the new attitudes towards the war dead at Athens, we must first 

look at the darker side of early Greek mythology and the stories of deliberate maltreatment of 

the fallen dead in battle.  

 

Mutilation of the dead – Eurystheus’ decapitation 

 

On the north frieze of the temple to Athena Nike, we find another story which offers a unique 

insight into the mythical reinterpretation carried out by the Athenians in the Classical period. 

The scene depicts an episode from the famous myth of Eurystheus’ pursuit of the children of 

Heracles: as the Argives are defeated in combat, Eurystheus is held by two Athenians, one of 

whom may be preparing to strike his neck and cut off his head.199 The last detail, Eurystheus’ 

decapitation, although not explicitly represented in the frieze, alludes to an older mythological 

tradition which had the Argive king killed and beheaded after the battle. And while such 

practices bear a close resemblance to the combat narratives of the Iliad, where mutilating the 

dead provided the ultimate way to exact revenge upon one’s enemies, they were radically 

condemned by the authors of the Classical period. Mistreating the dead was widely considered 

to be the most outrageous and unholy of acts, more suitable, as Herodotus states, for barbarians 

than Greeks, ‘and even in them we find it loathsome’ (9.79).200 The example of Eurystheus’ 

decapitation, however, indicates that stories involving mutilation were by no means limited to 

Homeric epics only, and were a recurring theme in the mythological traditions of the Archaic 

era. Tracing the early origins of these stories, which include episodes from the Theban and 

Trojan Cycles, as well as their reception in the Classical period, can shed an important light on 

the changing Greek attitudes towards the war dead. This, in turn, may give us a better 

understanding of the reasons behind the striking difference between the ideals enshrined in the 

Iliad and those championed by the Athenian writers of the democratic era. 

 

 

                                                
199 Due to the fragmentary nature of the frieze, a definitive reading of the scene may be impossible. I am convinced, 
nonetheless, by the arguments of Harrison (1997), 117-20, and more recently Schultz (2009), who made a strong 
case for the fall of Eurystheus and the Athenian defeat of an invading Peloponnesian army as the central subjects 
of the frieze. 
200 On the mutilation of the dead in ancient Greece, see Tritle (1997); (2013), 288-9; van Wees (2004), 135-6; 
Muller (2014). 
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Eurystheus and the children of Heracles 

 

The story of the children of Heracles and Eurystheus was well-known in antiquity, and its scope 

and popularity extended well beyond Athens. According to the myth, after the death of 

Heracles, his children were pursued through Greece by Eurystheus, the king of Mycenae. 

Having been refused protection by a number of cities, the Heraclidae arrived in Athens where 

their appeal as suppliants was accepted. This, in turn, led Eurystheus to declare war on Athens, 

during which he was defeated and killed while attempting to flee from the battlefield.201 

Apollodorus, relating the full story, states that he was then decapitated by Hyllus, one of 

Heracles’ sons, and had his eyes gouged out by Heracles’ mother Alcmene: 

 
Being pursued, they came to Athens, and sitting down on the altar of Mercy, claimed 
protection. Refusing to surrender them, the Athenians bore the brunt of war with Eurystheus, 
and slew his sons, Alexander, Iphimedon, Eurybius, Mentor and Perimedes. Eurystheus 
himself fled in a chariot, but was pursued and slain by Hyllus just as he was driving past the 
Scironian cliffs; and Hyllus cut off his head and gave it to Alcmene; and she gouged out his 
eyes with weaving-pins. 

                          Apollod. 2.8.1  
 
The story of the return of the children of Heracles formed an important part of early Spartan 

mythology, legitimising the historic Dorian invasion. The Athenian appropriation of the myth 

was most likely a slightly later development intended to bolster the city’s connection to 

Heracles and his children, and to strengthen its political image.202 The oldest attestable source 

relating the story was, as later works tell us, an early Classical Athenian mythographer 

Pherecydes: 

 
This is told by Pherecydes: (…) The Athenians did not refuse war and Eurystheus invaded 
Attica and, after a line of battle had been established, he himself died in battle. Most of the 
Argives were put to flight. With Eurystheus dead, Hyllus and the other Heraclidae and their 
allies re-established themselves in Thebes.203 

Ant. Lib. Met. 33 
 
Pherecydes, who as we noted earlier was one of Apollodorus’ main sources, composed an 

extensive work on Greek mythology, comprising of as many as ten books.204 The work, known 

as Historiai, or Researches, is unfortunately lost but the surviving and often extensive 

fragments (180 arguable quotations; 13 from Apollodorus) allow us to reconstruct the main 

                                                
201 For the full story, see Graves (1992), 569-74; Grimal (2008), 207-8. 
202 Allan (2001), 24-5. 
203 Translation from Celoria (1992), 92. 
204 On Pherecydes and his work, see Jacoby (1947); Huxley (1973); Fowler (1999); Dowden (2011), 61-4. A full 
collection of his fragments is provided by Fowler (2000), 272-364.  



 
 

75 

contents of his books.205 The myths concerning the Heraclidae were most likely covered in the 

third volume of his work, and we can confidently assume that the story of Eurystheus’ defeat 

at the hands of the Athenians was related in some detail. The surviving fragment that we have 

comes from a second century AD grammarian Antoninus Liberalis, whose primary interest in 

the story was the later metamorphosis of Alcmene and her shrine in Thebes.206 Accordingly, he 

had no need to mention the manner of Eurystheus’ death and any potential maltreatment of his 

body; the latter, however, considering Pherecydes’ preference for Archaic sources and the 

general nature of his work, was almost certainly mentioned by the Athenian mythographer, later 

finding its way to the account of Apollodorus.207 

The first source that does explicitly mention the manner of Eurystheus’ death is Pindar. 

In his Ninth Pythian ode, composed between 478 and 474 BC to celebrate a victory in a hoplite 

race of Telesicrates, he briefly mentions that Iolaus, a Theban national hero and nephew of 

Heracles, decapitated Eurystheus208: 

 
Seven-gated Thebes 

once recognized that Iolaus too did not dishonor him. 
 After he cut off Eurystheus’ head with the edge  

of his sword, they buried Iolaus beneath the earth 
 in the tomb where his father’s father lay, the charioteer 

Amphitryon, a guest of the Spartoi after migrating 
 to the streets of the Cadmeans with the white horses. 

Pyth. IX (80-3) 
 

Iolaus’ involvement in Eurystheus’ death was an important part of the Theban version of the 

story according to which he was to be miraculously rejuvenated or brought back to life for the 

duration of the battle between the Argive and Athenian armies.209 Pindar’s work has often been 

seen by modern scholars as an intermediary between the social and aesthetic worlds of Archaic 

and Classical Greece.210 The Theban-born poet relied extensively on the traditional body of 

mythological stories (including the Epic Cycle) not only to glorify his patrons, but also to teach 

important lessons and even to edit and correct certain versions of myth which he found 

                                                
205 For the division of his books, see van der Valk (1958), 143; Dowden (2011), 61. 
206 On Antoninus Liberalis, see Celoria (1992); Higbie (2007), 248-9. 
207 One of the distinguishing features of Pherecydes’ mythographical accounts was his particular interest in 
miraculous and supernatural stories. According to van der Valk (1958), 143, Pherecydes’ style, words and 
representations were distinctively Archaic and, therefore, most likely to be based on the Epic Cycle accounts. 
208 For more on the Ninth Pythian ode, see Farnell (1915); Rose (1931); Burton (1962), 36-59; Carne-Ross (1985), 
91-101. 
209 See Farnell (1921), 109-10. For possible political implications behind Pindar’s use of Iolaus’ myth, see Farnell 
(1915) and Rose (1931). 
210 Nagy (2007a), 19. 
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unsuitable or morally questionable, as we saw in the story of the Seven Against Thebes.211 His 

decision to include Iolaus’ decapitation of Eurystheus, therefore, clearly shows that he regarded 

it as a heroic act, bearing no ethical connotations whatsoever.212 Iolaus’ actions were certainly 

not condemned by the Thebans, who gave him a public burial in the tomb of his grandfather 

Amphitryon. It is interesting to note, however, that Pindar’s use of the myth would highlight 

the fact that Iolaus performed a great deed by decapitating Eurystheus, thus coming to the rescue 

of the children of Heracles. The mutilation detail (killing Eurystheus and then cutting his head 

off) was omitted by the Theban poet, as it might have been seen as less glorious, if not altogether 

morally questionable.213 Whether the latter was true or not, Pindar is the only Classical source 

that explicitly mentions Eurystheus’ decapitation, which subsequently disappears from our 

evidence for more than 400 years. 

 By far the most important work dealing with the myth is Euripides’ Heraclidae, written 

most likely between 430 and 428 BC.214 The play is our most detailed source for the story of 

Eurystheus’ pursuit of the children of Heracles; it explores a number of themes important for 

the Athenian audience of the fifth-century BC, including the rights of suppliants, the treatment 

of prisoners of war, the tensions between individuals and the state, and the moral limits of 

vengeance. The concluding lines relate the final fate of Eurystheus: 

 
ALCMENE: Why then, hearing these words, do you delay to kill this man, if it is fated to win 
salvation for your city? For he indicates the safest course: the man is an enemy, and his death 
brings benefit. [To the slaves guarding Eurystheus] Take him away, servants, then you must 
kill him and give him to the dogs. [To Eurystheus, as he is led away] For do not hope that you 
will live to expel me again from my native land! 
 

                                                
211 For Pindar, as Rutherford (2011), 122, has put it, ‘myth was a tool used for a purpose: to glorify, to teach, to 
explain, and to some extent also to entertain… Pindar’s attitude towards the traditions of mythology was critical: 
he seems to have seen it as one of his functions to sort myth out, eliminating false traditions and returning to the 
truth’. For more on Pindar’s use of myth, see Bowra (1964), 278-316. For his editorial activity, see Huxley (1975), 
15-22. For an introduction on the range of Pindar’s sources, see Bowra (1964), 283-5. For Pindar’s use of the Epic 
Cycle poems, see King (1987), 56-66; Nagy (1990), 414-37; Anderson (1997), 105-76; West (2003), 3-4. 
212 In the Iliad, and most likely in early Archaic warfare, beheading your enemy was a perfectly suitable way to 
exact revenge and to display your military prowess. Decapitation features in many other episodes in Greek 
mythology, such as the beheading of the Gorgon Medusa or Troilos. The subject was also depicted, albeit rarely, 
in Archaic Greek art, as demonstrated by a black-figure lekythos by the Beldam Painter (c. 490 BC), which depicts 
three warriors, each carrying a severed head. The interpretation of the scene is difficult, although it has been 
unconvincingly suggested that it represented a triple repetition of Amphiaraus with the head of Melanippus, which 
we will discuss later in this chapter. For beheading in Greek mythology and art, see Vermeule (1979), 236 n. 30; 
Saunders (2008b), 89. For a drawing of the Beldam Painter lekythos, see van Wees (2004), 137. On head-hunting 
in Herodotus, see n. 275 below. 
213 For Pindar’s editorial activity, see also the example of Amphiaraus below. 
214 Another tragedy that potentially dealt with the story was Aeschylus’ Children of Heracles, from which only a 
few fragments have survived. Plutarch (Mor. 1057e-f) quotes a fragment of it concerning the rejuvenation of Iolaus 
(fr. 361 R) but it is largely unclear whether Aeschylus’ play dealt with the same subject as Euripides’ Heraclidae. 
For more on this play, see Lloyd-Jones (1971b), 404-5. Euripides wrote his Heraclidae most likely after Medea 
(431 BC) and before Hippolytus (428 BC). For the dating of Heraclidae, see Decharme (1906), 134-6; Zuntz 
(1955), 81-8; Conacher (1967), 120-4; Wilkins (1993), xxxiii-xxxv; Allan (2001), 54-6. 
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CHORUS LEADER: This seems right to me. On your way, servants. For our actions will be 
free from pollution to our rulers. 

Heracl. 1043-55 
 
The manner of Eurystheus’ death in the Children of Heracles is problematic. Euripides is the 

first source to attribute the killing of Eurystheus to Alcmene, who sentences him to death and 

instructs her servants to throw his body to the dogs, in bold defiance of Athenian law regarding 

the treatment of prisoners. The end of the play, however, is ambiguous, because Alcmene’s 

initial proposal was to kill Eurystheus and give his body to his relatives, which she appears to 

have forgotten moments later.215 The unclear nature of this passage has led some scholars to put 

a lacuna at the end of the play, even though it is impossible to determine how large it was, or 

what exactly it contained (or indeed whether it was there or not).216 Interestingly, Euripides does 

not mention Eurystheus’ decapitation at all. The Argive king is instead captured by Iolaus in 

battle and brought to Alcmene who orders her servants to execute him – a sequence of events 

commonly seen by modern scholars as the poet’s own invention.217 This omission is perhaps 

surprising, since Euripides was often regarded by his contemporaries as a controversial writer 

who undermined the traditional religious and moral beliefs of Athenian society, and did not 

abstain from graphic descriptions of violence and cruelty.218 Alcmene’s conduct in the final 

scenes of the play, if we accept the inconsistency of the ending as genuine, would have certainly 

been disturbing to a fifth-century BC audience, but a further mutilation detail would have no 

doubt increased the shocking impact of the play even more.219 It seems, however, that a ‘softer’ 

or ‘censored’ version of the story, which purposely omitted the decapitation tradition, was 

prevalent by Euripides’ time. This is confirmed by other Classical evidence, including the frieze 

of Athena Nike, which depicts the capture of Eurystheus but not his execution or beheading.  

 Other Classical authors who mention the myth include Herodotus (9.27.2), Thucydides 

(1.9.2) and Xenophon (Hell. 6.5.47). All of them talk about Eurystheus’ death but significantly 

none of them goes into any detail about it. As Herodotus’ and Xenophon’s passages show, the 

story of the flight of the children of Heracles and the protection of them by the Athenians has 

been gradually incorporated into Athenian political mythology, with an intention to glorify 

Athens as the mythical avenger of the feeble against the strong, who fight for justice in the face 

                                                
215 Alcmene’s initial proposal to kill Eurystheus and return his body to his relatives for burial meant that she would 
not disobey the laws of the city (1022-5). In response, Eurystheus promised to protect the city if buried, presumably 
intact, ‘in front of the shrine of the divine maiden, Athena Pallenis’ (1030-1).  
216 See Zuntz (1947); Grube (1973), 174; Burian (1977), 19 n. 49; Kovacs (1995), 113; Wilkins (1993), 193; Allan 
(2001), 222-3. 
217 Burian (1977), 1; Allan (2001), 29. 
218 Aristophanes was especially critical of his works, as noted and explained by Allan (2001), 15 n. 37. For more 
on Euripides’ supposed ‘impiety’ and ‘atheism’, see Lefkowitz (2003). 
219 For an excellent discussion of the war elements in the Heraclidae, see Konstan (2007), 197-200. 
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of oppression.220 This idea was subsequently adopted and developed more fully in the political 

speeches of Lysias (Funeral Speech 11-15) and Isocrates (To Philip 34).221 The traditional 

manner of Eurystheus’ death, known from Pherecydes, Pindar and earlier Archaic traditions, is 

again never mentioned. If anything, Isocrates in his Panathenaicus and Panegyricus appears to 

follow Euripides’ version suggesting that Eurystheus became an Athenian prisoner after the 

battle:222 

 
And, in the next place, the suppliants were manifestly not disappointed in the hopes which 
caused them to take refuge with our ancestors; for the Athenians went to war against the 
Thebans in the cause of those who had fallen in the battle, and against the power of Eurystheus 
in the cause of the sons of Heracles. Taking the field against the Thebans, they compelled them 
to restore the dead to their kindred for burial; and when the Peloponnesians, led by Eurystheus, 
had invaded our territory, they marched out against them, conquered them in battle, and put an 
end to their leader’s insolence. 

Paneg. 58-60  
 

For our country was invaded… by the Peloponnesians, led by Eurystheus, who not only refused 
to make amends to Heracles for his ill-treatment of him but brought an army against our 
ancestors with the object of seizing by force the sons of Heracles, who had taken refuge with 
us. However, he met with the fate which was his due. For so far did he fail of getting our 
suppliants into his power that, having been defeated in battle and taken captive by our people, 
he became the suppliant of those whom he had come to demand of us, and lost his own life. 

Panath. 193-4 
 
The omission of the mutilation detail is perhaps hardly surprising, because such detail would 

no doubt damage the image of justice and lawfulness that the Athenian orators wanted to 

champion through the mythical story. And there is every reason to suspect, as William Allan 

observed, that the early fourth-century BC patriotic speeches of Lysias and Isocrates reflected 

the expectations of a fifth-century BC audience too, thus falling in line with Euripides’ 

Heraclidae.223 The available evidence, therefore, clearly suggests that the decapitation of 

Eurystheus ceased to be a part of the children of Heracles myth from the mid fifth century BC 

onwards.  

 The myth is also mentioned in a number of later sources, including Diodorus (4.57), 

Strabo (8.6.19) and Pausanias (1.32.6). But the mutilation detail is described only in Strabo, 

which, considering Iolaus’ involvement (noted also by Pausanias) suggests that the Theban 

version of the story must have become the dominant one in Attica.224 The separate burial places 

                                                
220 Wilkins (1993), xi. 
221 For a commentary on Lysias Funeral Speech, see Todd (2007), 149-346; esp. 223-4. 
222 For Isocrates’ Panegyricus, see Usher (1990), 19-115; on his Panathenaicus, see Papillon (2004). 
223 Allan (2001), 25. 
224 Strabo (8.6.19): ‘Now Eurystheus made an expedition to Marathon against Iolaus and the sons of Heracles, with 
the aid of the Athenians, as the story goes, and fell in the battle, and his body was buried at Gargettus, except his 
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of Eurystheus’ body and head were most likely a local tradition, probably forgotten by the time 

of Pausanias, who speaks only of a single tomb by the Scironian Rocks.    

 Finally, Apollodorus (2.8.1) and Zenobius (Proverbs 2.61) who, considering their 

similarities, most probably consulted the same work as Apollodorus, are our latest ancient 

sources relating the myth.225 They both clearly go back to the early Athenian version of the 

story, placing Hyllus as the one who killed and decapitated Eurystheus. The detail of Alcmene’s 

gouging out Eurystheus’ eyes, mentioned only in these two works, seems to have originated 

from an early Archaic version as well, potentially derived from the very same source. And as 

Heracles’ mother was mentioned by Pherecydes in relation to the story (as related by Antoninus 

Liberalis), Apollodorus’ and Zenobius’ accounts would have been most likely based on the 

work of the Athenian mythographer.  

 All in all, the late, post-Classical writings relating the myth and decapitation of 

Eurystheus seem clearly to highlight the editorial attitudes of Classical Athenian authors. The 

Archaic story of the mutilation of the Argive king, likely drawn from the Cyclic tradition and 

later related by Pherecydes, has been re-interpreted and modified from the first half of the fifth-

century BC onwards, demonstrated most clearly in the works of Euripides and Isocrates, and in 

the north frieze of Athena Nike. Other mythical maltreatments of the war dead, as we shall see, 

confirm this pattern.    

 

Amphiaraus and the Seven Against Thebes 

 

The second example of a mythical mutilation of the war dead takes place in the context of the 

now familiar story of the Seven Against Thebes and the death of Tydeus. The relevant episode, 

which concerns the death of Tydeus and the decapitation of Melanippus, constitutes perhaps 

the most gruesome example of mutilation and cannibalism in the whole history of Greek 

warfare. As Apollodorus relates, during the final battle between the Argives and the Thebans, 

a Theban Melanippus wounded the Aeolian hero Tydeus, but was himself killed by the Argive 

warrior-seer Amphiaraus. The latter then cut off Melanippus’ head and handed it to Tydeus, 

bidding him to consume the brains; Tydeus did so, thereby disgusting Athena who had planned 

to save his life and grant him immortality: 

 

                                                
head, which was cut off by Iolaus, and was buried separately at Tricorynthus near the spring Macaria below the 
wagon road. And the place is called ‘Eurystheus' Head.’  
225 Zen. Proverbs (2.61): ‘… and the Athenians defeated Eurystheus in a battle, and as many fell Hyllus, son of 
Heracles, killed Eurystheus and brought his head back to Alcmene who gouged out his eyes with weaving pins.’ 
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But Amphiaraus hated Tydeus for thwarting him by persuading the Argives to march to 
Thebes; so when he perceived the intention of the goddess he cut off the head of Melanippus 
and gave it to Tydeus, who, wounded though he was, had killed him. And Tydeus split open 
the head and gulped up the brains. But when Athena saw that, in disgust she grudged and 
withheld the intended benefit. 

Apollod. 3.6.8 
 
Unlike Eurystheus’ example, we know from the scholiast on the Iliad that this story was covered 

by Pherecydes and that it formed a part of the Cyclic poem Thebaid (Schol. D Il. 5.126).226 The 

myth, however, never featured in the Homeric epics, despite the prominence of Diomedes in 

the Iliad and the repeated mentions of his noble father Tydeus. This is most likely due to the 

extreme nature of the story, depicting both mutilation and cannibalism, as reflected in the 

surviving fragment of the Thebaid:227  

 
Tydeus the son of Oineus in the Theban war was wounded by Melanippus the son of Astacus. 
Amphiaraus killed Melanippus and brought back his head, which Tydeus split open and 
gobbled the brain in a passion. When Athena, who was bringing Tydeus immortality, saw the 
horror, she turned away from him. Tydeus on realising this begged the goddess at least to 
bestow the immortality on his son.228 

Thebaid Fr. 9 
 
Judging from the surviving fragment, we can be almost sure that Pherecydes, who described 

the mutilation and the subsequent cannibalism of Tydeus in full detail, was Apollodorus’ main 

source for the story. Pherecydes, in turn, drew his information from the Epic Cycle, thus 

providing us with an authentic account of an Archaic Cyclic myth.  

 Pindar, on the other hand, does not mention the incident at all. This, as some scholars 

suspected, was most likely because of the violent and savage character of the episode, since 

Pindar would certainly have been aware of the Cyclic version of the myth.229 Whether his 

omission of the story was deliberate or not, the Theban poet certainly did not devote any space 

to Tydeus or Melanippus in his works. He did, on the other hand, write about Amphiaraus, who 

was in fact one of his favourite heroes.230 In the full version of the myth, shortly after killing 

                                                
226 For more on the Thebaid, see n. 181 above. 
227 The practice of cannibalism, more widespread in Greek mythology, was hinted at in the Iliad with Achilles 
(22.346) and Hecuba (24.212) expressing the wish to eat the flesh of Hector, and Achilles, respectively. For more 
on cannibalism in early Greek art, see Vermeule (1979), 91-4.  
228 Τυδεὺς ὁ Οἰνέως ἐν τῶι Θηβαϊκῶι πολέµωι ὑπὸ Μελανίππου τοῦ Ἀστακοῦ ἐτρώθη, Ἀµφιάρεως δὲ κτείνας τὸν 
Μελάνιππον τὴν κεφαλὴν ἐκόµισεν. καὶ ἀνοίξας αὐτὴν ὁ Τυδεὺς τὸν ἐγκέφαλον ἐρρόφει ἀπὸ θυµοῦ. Ἀθηνᾶ δέ, 
κοµίζουσα Τυδεῖ ἀθανασίαν, ἰδοῦσα τὸ µίασµα ἀπεστράφη αὐτόν. Τυδεὺς δὲ γνοὺς ἐδεήθη τῆς θεοῦ ἵνα κἂν τῶι 
παιδὶ αὐτοῦ παράσχηι τὴν ἀθανασίαν. West’s apparatus adds: Similiter schol. (AbT), ubi additur ἱστορεῖ 
Φερεκύδης (3 F 97): ἡ ἱστορία παρὰ τοῖς κυκλικοῖς G m.rec. suo Marte ut videtur (‘Some manuscripts add ‘The 
story is in Pherecydes’; in one a late hand adds ‘The story is in the Cyclic writers’). 
229 Robertson (1940), 178. As Rutherford (2011), 122, asserts, the myth of the Seven Against Thebes in Pindar’s 
poems ‘has less prominence than might be expected’. Pindar was undoubtedly familiar with the Thebaid’s version 
of the story as he often used the Epic Cycle material as a source for his poems. For more on Pindar and the Epic 
Cycle, see n. 211. 
230 Grant (1967), 76. 
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Melanippus, Amphiaraus was swallowed by a chasm in the earth opened by Zeus’ thunderbolt. 

Pindar mentions the story on three occasions, in his Ninth (24-7) and Tenth Nemean (8-9) and 

in his Sixth Olympian (14) odes. In these fragments he shows the highest regard for Amphiaraus, 

whom he describes as ‘twice excellent, prophet and champion with the spear’ (Ol. VI 17), 

demonstrating that the Argive seer was an important and influential figure in his time. This is 

further confirmed by Amphiaraus’ status as a ‘saving hero’ in Boeotia which is attested from 

the late sixth century BC onwards (and briefly related by Herodotus), and his oracle at Oropos, 

in the northwest of Attica.231 Interestingly, Pindar never mentions (or deliberately omits) the 

Archaic mutilation detail in relation to Amphiaraus, which would certainly have brought 

discredit on the Argive seer’s reputation in Classical times. But, in fact, apart from Pherecydes, 

no other Classical or Hellenistic source relates the story.   

 In Aeschylus’ Seven Against Thebes (467 B.C.), our most extensive Classical source 

dealing with the myth, Amphiaraus is also described as an ideal seer and warrior, ‘a modest, 

brave, upright and pious man’ (610) – well worthy of his heroic status in Greece and certainly 

not capable of maltreating the bodies of his enemies.232 His mutilation of Melanippus is again 

not mentioned, and neither is Tydeus’ subsequent cannibalism.233 Aeschylus must have known 

the myth well, as Gregory Hutchinson observed, but it is unlikely that he meant for ‘the 

audience to remember it.’234 It seems, therefore, that decapitating Melanippus had been 

completely erased from Amphiaraus’ mythical CV from the early Classical period onwards.235 

The fame of Melanippus, the bravest of Theban defenders and a descendant of the legendary 

Sown Men, was certainly little compared to that of Amphiaraus.236 But as Herodotus tells us, 

the tyrant Cleisthenes instituted his worship at Sicyon, assigning him the honours previously 

enjoyed by his foe, the Argive king Adrastus (5.67). According to the story, the tyrant of Sicyon, 

shortly after his war with Argos, decided to cast out the cult of Adrastus from his land. In order 

to do so he carried back the body of Melanippus, presumably intact, from Thebes (as 

Melanippus was Adrastus’ great enemy, having killed both his brother, Mecistes, and his son-

in-law, Tydeus) and instituted his worship in place of that of Adrastus. Interestingly, Herodotus 

                                                
231 Hdt. 1.52; 8.134. On Amphiaraus’ hero-cult, see Currie (2005), 212. 
232 For an introduction to Seven Against Thebes, see Rosenmeyer (1962); Cameron (1971); Torrance (2007). For 
more on Amphiaraus in the play, see Dawson (1970), 15. 
233 The portrait of Tydeus in the play seems, however, to be consistent with the early Archaic, non-Homeric 
tradition. He is described as ‘(…) mad, with lust for battle, like a snake shrieking at noon, belabours with abusive 
shouts… like a fierce chariot-horse that snorts against the bit (…)’ [380-394]. 
234 Hutchinson (1985), 112.  
235 Another Classical source mentioning Amphiaraus was Xenophon’s On Hunting, which briefly states that the 
Argive won ‘outstanding praise whilst campaigning against Thebes’ (1.8). For this work, see Phillips and Willcock 
(1998). 
236 Melanippus was the offspring of the legendary Theban Sown Men, as mentioned by Aeschylus in Sept. (412-
16). For Cadmus and the story of the Sown Men, see Graves (1992), 194-200. 
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says nothing about the state of Melanippus’ body – suggesting again that his decapitation might 

not have been a part of the myth in his times. It is perhaps not surprising, therefore, that of the 

three Classical plays dealing with the myth of Seven Against Thebes (Aeschylus’ Seven Against 

Thebes, and Euripides’ Suppliants and The Phoenician Women), none mentioned the manner 

of Melanippus’ death.  

The only Classical evidence that we do have for the story is of iconographical nature. 

The first is a pedimental relief from a temple at the Etruscan city of Pyrgi. The Pyrgi Columen 

Plaque is a large-scale Etruscan monument built around approximately 470 BC.237 The relief 

represents two scenes from the Seven Against Thebes myth: Tydeus biting Melanippus’ head 

with Athena looking on; and Zeus striking Capaneus with a thunderbolt. The iconography is 

undoubtedly striking, but interestingly the detail of Melanippus’ decapitation has been clearly 

omitted. The plaque depicts Tydeus attacking the head of his still-living adversary; Amphiaraus 

is not present at the scene at all, very much in accordance with the literary sources of the 

Classical period.  

 The second example is a badly broken bell-krater now in New York, painted between 

440 and 430 BC. The vase illustrates Tydeus sitting at the foot of a tree and resting his head on 

his hand. At his feet lies the head of Melanippus. A young girl labelled Athanasia (immortality) 

approaches him, but Athena, whose owl hovers in front of the seated hero, draws her away from 

behind. Although the nature of the evidence here is more conjectural, the story of Tydeus’ 

cannibalism has been recognised by the majority of scholars as the subject of the vase.238 Even 

if that is true, which due to the severe damage the vase has suffered is not entirely clear, the 

portrayal of Tydeus is again quite peculiar. In both Pherecydes’ and Aeschylus’ accounts he is 

described as a war-crazy madman, whereas on the krater he is presented as a gloomy, mournful 

and heavy-hearted individual. His act of cannibalism is, of course, not depicted, leading us to 

assume that the whole story, if indeed it was that of Tydeus, was heavily censored and 

reinterpreted by the painter. Needless to say, Amphiaraus is nowhere to be seen.239   

 Apart from these two representations, the story of Melanippus’ decapitation and 

Tydeus’ death disappears from our sources for a long time. It comes back a few centuries later 

in Roman literature, first meriting a brief mention in Ovid’s Ibis (427, 515), and then in Statius’ 

Thebaid (8.751-6). The latter is our most detailed account of the incident (which later inspired 

                                                
237 For more on the Pyrgi Columen Plaque, see Brendel (1978), 234-7; Simon and Lorenz (1997). 
238 Robertson (1940), 178; Beazley (1947); Vermeule (1979), 133; Shapiro (1993), 35-7; Neils (1994), 193-4; 
Simon and Lorenz (1997). Beazley, and later Shapiro, argued that there was another vase, known as the Rosi Krater 
(now lost), which might have represented the same scene. The missing inscriptions on the other vase, however, 
make it difficult to make any certain judgments. Both vases are discussed in LIMC II 953-5, s.v. Athanasia. 
239 For more on the vase, see The Metropolitan Museum of Art’s website, which offers a description and two high 
quality images: http://www.metmuseum.org/collections/search-the-collections/130009159?img=0.  
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Dante to include it in his Divine Comedy), but rather remarkably in Statius’ account it is Tydeus 

who asks his comrades for the head of Melanippus – Amphiaraus again not being involved.240 

Finally, the story is briefly noted by Pausanias (9.18.1-2) – who, for the first time since 

Pherecydes (500 years earlier!), acknowledges the involvement of the Argive seer, but does not 

mention the mutilation; 241 the aforementioned Apollodorus (3.6.8) – who almost certainly based 

his account on Pherecydes; and finally, Libanius (Progymnasmata 9), who does not name the 

killer of Melanippus but includes Tydeus’ cannibalism.242 

 To sum up, the story of Amphiaraus’ decapitation of Melanippus and Tydeus’ 

cannibalism, which formed a part of the Theban Cycle and the Archaic myth of the Seven 

Against Thebes, was extensively modified by Athenian Classical authors. Amphiaraus’ act of 

mutilation was related only by Pherecydes, whose main source was the Archaic Thebaid, and 

otherwise altogether erased from the ancient mythological tradition. Tydeus’ cannibalism, on 

the other hand, was heavily re-interpreted (or censored) but most likely survived on account of 

the iconographical tradition of the Classical period, later reappearing with a renewed power in 

Roman literature.  

 

Menelaus and the Little Iliad 

 

The popularity of the Iliad and Odyssey in the Greek world meant that the most familiar 

examples of the mutilation of the dead, including Achilles’ maltreatment of Hector, would have 

been associated with the Homeric poems. Such stories, judging by their relative prominence in 

the epics, were nonetheless spread over the entire saga of the Achaean invasion of Troy, referred 

to as the Trojan Cycle. One such example concerns the death of the Trojan prince Paris (or 

Alexander). Our oldest version of this myth comes from the Cyclic poem known as the Little 

Iliad. This late-seventh century BC poem, ascribed to a certain Lesches from Pyrrha or 

Mytilene, dealt with the events of the Trojan War after Achilles’ death up to, and including, the 

sack of Troy.243 According to Proclus’ summary, after the initial story of Ajax’s suicide, the 

                                                
240 On Statius’ Thebaid, see Vessey (1973), esp. 283-94; Henderson (1993); Hershkowitz (1995). 
241 Paus. (9.18.1-2): ‘On the high road they point to the grave of Melanippus, one of the bravest Theban soldiers. 
In the Argive invasion he killed Tydeus and Mekisteus, one of Adrastus’ brothers, and met his own death from 
Amphiaraus. Very close to this grave stand three rough stones: the Theban writers on antiquities say Tydeus lies 
here, buried by Maion.’ 
242 Libanius Progymnasmata 9: ‘But Tydeus, wounded by Melanippus, asked his comrades to help him, who was 
as good as dead. And when someone killed Melanippus and brought his head to Tydeus while he was still alive, 
he took it and avenged himself with his teeth, but this prevented Athena, who was just then bringing him the gift 
of immortality, from actually granting it.’  
243 For more on the Little Iliad, see Davies (2001), 60-70; and West (2003), 15-16; (2013), 163-222. Although the 
evidence is largely inconclusive, Burgess (2001), 24, argued that the poem might have told the story of the entire 
Trojan War. 
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Little Iliad described Odysseus’ capture of Helenus, the son of the Trojan king Priam. Helenus, 

who possessed prophetic skills, predicts that the city of Troy could not be taken without the 

help of Philoctetes, the keeper of the bow of Heracles, whom the Achaeans left on the island of 

Lemnos on their way to Troy (because he was bitten by a snake). Diomedes, therefore, sails to 

Lemnos and brings Philoctetes back, who is then:244 

 
(…) healed by Machaon, and fights alone against Alexander and kills him. His body is 
mutilated by Menelaus, but then the Trojans recover it and give it burial.245 

Little Iliad Arg. [2c-d] 
 

Considering the popularity of the Cyclic poems, we may assume that the story must have been 

well-known in early Archaic tradition. The pattern of the mutilation here follows very closely 

many similar incidents in the Iliad: after a duel, Menelaus takes an opportunity to exact 

immediate vengeance on the body of Paris, who dishonoured him by abusing his hospitality 

and taking Helen away to Troy. As an ensuing battle develops over the body of Paris, the 

Trojans manage to recover it from the battlefield, and give him a fitting funeral later.246 The 

Little Iliad, therefore, provides us with a clear mutilation story which fits within the larger 

framework of the events of the Trojan War;247 it is, however, the only ancient source that 

mentions Menelaus’ mutilation of Paris. 

 The Classical authors took as their focus the story of Philoctetes, and especially the 

Achaean envoy sent to bring him back from Lemnos. Pindar, in his First Pythian ode, composed 

around 470 BC for Hieron of Syracuse, alludes to the myth, emphasizing Philoctetes’ physical 

suffering caused by the snake-bite wound:248 

   
Just now, indeed, 

after the fashion of Philoctetes, 
 he has gone on campaign, and even one who was proud 

found it necessary to fawn upon him as a friend. 
They tell that the godlike heroes came to fetch him 

                                                
244 For the story of the return of Philoctetes and the death of Paris, see Graves (1992), 688-9; Gantz (1993), 635-
39. 
245 ἰαθεὶς δὲ οὗτος ὑπὸ Μαχάονος καὶ µονοµαχήσας Ἀλεξάνδρωι κτείνει· καὶ τὸν νεκρὸν ὑπὸ Μενελάου 
καταικισθέντα ἀνελόµενοι θάπτουσιν οἱ Τρῶες. 
246 As suggested by West (2013), 187, who in his short discussion of the fragment points out that a battle over 
Paris’ body is mentioned by Dictys Cretensis (4.20). 
247 In an odd comment on the fragment, Davies (2001), 64, says that Menelaus’ mutilation of Paris should be seen 
as one of the many examples of the un-Homeric character of the Epic Cycle poems: ‘That Menelaus (a notably 
mild and humane character within the Homeric tradition) should have been portrayed as doing this to his enemy’s 
corpse speaks volumes for the difference in ethos between the Iliad and Odyssey and a poem like ours [Little 
Iliad].’ This statement, considering the numerous examples of mutilations vividly described in the Iliad, must be 
rejected.  
248 On the First Pythian, see Burton (1962), 91-110. A scholiast on this ode (1.52) adds that Hieron, the winner in 
the long-foot race, was at the time suffering with some physical pain himself, which might have led Pindar to 
change the myth (which has Philoctetes healed by Machaon) for the sake of a better analogy.  
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from Lemnos, wasting from his wound, 
 Poeas’ archer son, 

 who destroyed Priam’s city and ended 
the Danaans’ toils; 

he walked with flesh infirm, but it was the work of destiny. 
Pyth. I (50-55) 

 
Philoctetes’ involvement was further mentioned in a dithyramb by Pindar’s contemporary 

Bacchylides.249 According to the scholiast on Pindar’s Pythian 1.52, the poet agrees with the 

story ‘that the Greeks removed Philoctetes from Lemnos in accordance with a prophecy of 

Helenus, since it was fated that without Heracles’ bow Troy would not be sacked.’250 The myth, 

or at least the part of it leading up to the duel between Philoctetes and Paris was, therefore, very 

much in circulation in the early Classical period.  

 The tragedies of the Classical period follow the poetic representations and concentrate 

on the events at Lemnos. Sophocles’ Philoctetes (408 BC), the only surviving tragedy dealing 

with the story, describes the attempts of Odysseus and Neoptolemus to bring Philoctetes back 

to Troy.251 The latter is finally persuaded to go by Heracles, who miraculously appears at the 

end of the play, foretelling that Philoctetes will find release from his disease and then conquer 

Troy and slay Paris (1421-31). Unfortunately, Sophocles’ other play, Philoctetes at Troy, which 

most likely dealt with the events following the hero’s arrival at Troy, is now lost.252 Both 

Aeschylus and Euripides also wrote plays on the same subject, and again both of them were 

centred on the events happening on the island of Lemnos (the choruses of both plays consist of 

men of Lemnos).253 In short, it seems that the death of Paris was not a popular subject among 

Classical authors at all.  

 The episode on Lemnos was also featured in Classical art. The earliest appearances of 

Philoctetes are dated to the mid-fifth century BC and concern both his wounding by a snake on 

the way to Troy, and the Achaean embassy to Lemnos. Until the end of the fifth century BC, 

there are as many as ten representations of these stories in Greek art.254 Furthermore, the healing 

of Philoctetes in Troy is twice depicted in Etruscan art (both around 450 BC).255 There are, 

                                                
249 For Bacchylides, see Campbell (1992), 5-7. 
250 Fr. 7 Campbell. 
251 On Sophocles’ Philoctetes, see Webster (1970); Mandel (1981); Usher (2001); Jebb (2004). 
252 For more on this play, see Mandel (1981), 33-4; Gantz (1993), 637; Lloyd-Jones (1996), 333-5.  
253 Other playwrights of the fifth century BC, including Achaeus and Philocles, also wrote dramas entitled 
Philoctetes – our knowledge of them, however, is very scanty. For more, see Gantz (1993), 637. For more on 
Aeschylus’ and Euripides’ lost plays, see Webster (1970), 3-5; Lloyd-Jones (1971b), 464-8; Gantz (1993), 635-6; 
Jebb (2004), xiv-xix; Collard and Cropp (2008), 368-403. 
254 For Philoctetes in Greek and Roman art, see Pipili (1994). 
255 Ibid. 
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however, no surviving representations of Philoctetes fighting at Troy (or indeed killing Paris), 

further confirming that this part of the myth was not appealing to the Classical Greek audiences.    

 The duel between Philoctetes and Paris re-appears in a number of later sources. It was 

briefly mentioned by the Hellenistic poet Lycophron (Alex. 62ff. and 912ff.), and the Augustan 

grammarians, Parthenius (Erotica Pathemata 4) and Conon (N. 23 – Oinone). Our most detailed 

accounts, however, come from the fourth century AD writers Quintus Smyrnaeus (The Fall of 

Troy 10.206-58) and Dictys Cretensis (4.19-20). Rather surprisingly, none of these texts 

mention Menelaus’ mutilation of Paris, further suggesting that the Little Iliad’s version of 

events was completely erased from the Classical period onwards. Even Apollodorus, who as 

we saw in other fragments often followed early versions of mythical stories, simply states that 

Philoctetes ‘killed Alexander with an arrow’ (Epit. 5-8). His version of the story, nonetheless, 

reveals an important tradition regarding Paris’ death, which may explain the absence of the 

Little Iliad’s mutilation detail in our sources.   

 According to Apollodorus, before abducting Helen, Paris was married to Oenone, the 

daughter of the River Kebren. His wife, instructed in the art of prophecy from Rhea, warned 

Paris not to go after Helen. She failed to convince him, however, but told him that he could 

seek her help if ever wounded, for she alone could heal him. And so when Paris:  
 

(…) had abducted Helen from Sparta and Troy was under attack, he was struck by an arrow 
that Philoctetes had shot from the bow of Heracles, and made his way back to Oenone on 
Mount Ida. But she was bitter at the wrong she had suffered and refused to cure him. So 
Alexander was carried off to Troy, where he died; and when Oenone had a change of heart and 
brought the remedies for his cure, she found him already dead and hanged herself. 

Apollodorus 3.12.6256 
 
The story of Oenone and Paris completely omits the Little Iliad’s mutilation detail. Here, Paris 

is badly wounded by Philoctetes, only to die later when refused help by Oenone. The story 

could not, therefore, have been a part of the Epic Cycle (where Paris dies on the battlefield), 

and it similarly does not appear in Homer. Its origins can be traced to the early Classical 

period.257 The earliest source for Oenone’s attempt to cure Paris has sometimes been identified 

with a fragment of Bacchylides, restored by Lobel: 
 
… from high above the comely wife of (Paris), Oen(one), hastened along her final (path).258 

fr. 20 D 
                                                
256 Translation by R. Hard (OUP 1997). 
257 The artistic representations of Oenone are very limited, with only two potential early depictions of Oenone (one 
of them with Paris). The main problem, as Kahil (1994), 25-6, noted in her study of Oenone in Greek and Roman 
art, is that there are no recognisable criteria associated with Oenone: ‘Les représentations assurées d'Oinone sont 
rares et il est souvent difficile de la reconnaître, notamment dans les représentations du jugement de Paris où, elle 
n'apparaît jamais.’ 
258 ὑ-] ψόθεν εὐειδὴς ἄλοχος Π[άριος τὰν] | λοισθίαν ὥρµασεν Οἰν[ώνα κέλευθον· 
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Lobel’s restoration, as a number of scholars have pointed out, cannot be taken for granted, since 

the poem might refer to Althaea, the mother of Meleager.259 The fragment, nonetheless, could 

have concerned Oenone’s story which may, in turn, be confirmed by its presence in Hellanicus’ 

mythographical work Troica. Hellanicus, who flourished in the latter half of the fifth century 

BC, was cited in the manchette of Parthenius’ Erotica Pathemata (34) as a source for the story 

of Corythus (fr. 29 Fowler).260 According to it, Corythus, the son of Paris and Oenone, came to 

Troy and made trouble between Helen and Paris, who killed him in a jealous rage. This action, 

combined with Paris’ initial choice of Helen over Oenone, further motivated the latter’s refusal 

to heal Paris after his duel with Philoctetes. The origins of this story, again, are unclear, but its 

subject matter (nymph falling in love with a faithless mortal), combined with its supposed 

mention in Hellanicus has led modern scholars to assume that the myth may have been as old 

as the early Classical period.261 The absence of the mutilation story of the Little Iliad among 

Classical authors may not be due to a lack of evidence or deliberate censorship, but might 

instead reflect the growing popularity of a new tradition which included Oenone (and excluded 

Menelaus’ mutilation), eventually coming to dominate our sources, suppressing the earlier 

Cyclic version.262 

 To sum up, despite the overwhelming lack of evidence concerning the myth of Paris’ 

death in Classical tradition, it seems that the early Archaic version described in the Little Iliad 

was replaced, never to return, at some point during the Classical period. The tragic love-story 

of Paris and Oenone, which could no longer accommodate Menelaus’ mutilation of the Trojan 

prince, took its place and became gradually dominant in later mythological tradition. Our 

earliest literary sources reflecting this process are Hellanicus, and most likely Bacchylides, 

placing it in the first half of the fifth century BC, together with the examples of Eurystheus and 

Amphiaraus. The myth, therefore, provides us with another example of an Archaic story 

involving war mutilation being reinterpreted and suppressed in the early Classical period.263     

 

                                                
259 For more on this fragment, see Stinton (1990), 50; Brown (2002), 167. 
260 On Hellanicus, see Dowden (2011), 64-6. On Parthenius, see Lightfoot (1999). 
261 Stinton (1990), 52; Lightfoot (1999), 391. 
262 Apart from Parthenius’ Erot. Path., the myth is also mentioned in Lycophron (57-68), Ovid’s Rem. (457), Conon 
(N. 23 – Oinone), Lucan (9.972-3); and Dictys Cretensis (3.26; 4.21). Suetonius also relates that it was performed 
as a mime in the reign of Domitian (Dom. 10.4).  
263 Another potential example of a mythical mutilation of the dead in the context of war concerns Peleus’ 
dismemberment of Astydamia, the wife of Acastos, during his capture of Iolcos. The story, mentioned in full by 
Apollodorus (3.13.7), was most likely related by Pherecydes, as indicated by a scholion on Pindar’s Third Nemean 
ode (Fr. 62 Fowler). In this ode, Pindar dealt with the myth of Peleus’ attack on Iolcos (31-4), but did not mention 
the gruesome mutilation detail. According to Robertson (1923), 6; (1940), 179, Pindar has deliberately chosen to 
refute and supress the latter, as he did not want to discredit his hero – following a pattern similar to his treatment 
of Amphiaraus. On this fragment, see also Huxley (1975), 18-19; Rutherford (2011), 115. 
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While tracing the development of mutilation stories in early Greek mythology has been possible 

and indeed very revealing – despite the often-fragmentary nature of the evidence – the afterlife 

of the mutilation episodes in the Iliad is significantly harder to follow. The monumental form 

of the Homeric poems became highly canonical in Greece, most likely from the last decades of 

the sixth century BC onwards, which in turn meant that most writers were reluctant to engage 

with the story again, preferring instead to focus on the events beyond the Iliad and Odyssey, or 

other stories of the Epic Cycle.264 Consequently, the mutilation episodes involving Hippolochos, 

Koön, Imbrios and Ilioneus are not tampered with by any artist or playwright of the Classical 

or later periods. The story of Achilles’ maltreatment of Hector, however, forming a central part 

of the poem’s events, did occasionally appear in other artistic genres, confirming the general 

pattern which we witnessed in other cases of mythological mutilation. 

 The scene of Achilles dragging the body of Hector behind his chariot appears first in 

the Athenian black-figure art, with the earliest surviving representations dated to c. 540 BC. In 

her article on the subject, Emily Vermeule counted up to 18 clear depictions of the episode, 

which must have provided a significant source of inspiration for the artists of the latter half of 

the sixth century BC.265 More importantly, however, the theme suddenly disappears from Greek 

art towards the end of the Archaic period, with no surviving representations in red-figure. This 

disappearance, although not uncommon in the Greek art of the period, is still striking and may 

point to a different attitude of the Athenians of the early Classical era.    

 The Athenian dramatists of the fifth century BC, who as we saw throughout this chapter 

had often been at the forefront of editorial activity in the realm of the mythological past, did not 

engage with the episode of Hector’s mutilation at any substantial length. Aeschylus may or may 

not have covered the story in his now-lost Achilles’ trilogy (Myrmidones, Nereides, Phryges), 

but the surviving fragments are too scanty to reconstruct detailed plots of the plays.266 The only 

mention of Hector’s mutilation in Athenian drama, in fact, comes from Sophocles’ play Ajax, 

where Teucer, addressing the corpse of Ajax, reveals a slightly different tradition concerning 

Hector’s death: 

 
TEUCER: Consider, I beg you, the fates of two mortals! Hector was lashed to the chariot rail 
with the belt that this man had given him and mangled till he breathed out his life; and this 
man, who had this gift from him, fell dead, perishing by this weapon.  

Aj. 1028-33 
 

                                                
264 Gantz (1993), 617. 
265 Vermeule (1965), 40, 51 n. 8. 
266 For more on the lost plays and their potential plots, see Gantz (1993), 617-8. 
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In this version, which Timothy Gantz suspected was a ‘Sophoklean invention’, Hector is still 

dragged by Achilles behind his chariot, but this time he uses a belt that he received from Ajax.267 

In addition, it is clear that Hector was dragged to death, which indicates that Achilles’ revenge 

was not, at least in the initial stages, performed on Hector’s dead body. And while such a small 

change to the wider tradition of Achilles’ mutilation of Hector may appear insignificant, it 

might provide us with an early indication of the disbelief experienced by the Classical 

Athenians regarding Achilles’ actions, who viewed any maltreatment of the dead as morally 

repugnant and shameful.        

 The most explicit expression of moral indignation at Achilles’ mutilation of Hector was 

supplied by Plato, who as part of his discussion on the education system of the ideal city-state, 

has Socrates suggesting that a number of Homeric stories should be eliminated from the 

curriculum, being unsuitable for the citizens of a just city: 

 
Then again there is the dragging of Hector around the grave mound of Patroclus and the 
slaughter of the captives at the pyre: we shall say that none of these stories is true and we shall 
not allow our people to believe that Achilles, son of a goddess and Peleus, the most temperate 
of men and grandson of Zeus, and brought up under the eye of the most wise Chiron, was so 
fully distraught as to have within him two opposing afflictions: meanness with his greed for 
possessions, and, on the other hand, contempt for gods and men. 

Resp. 3.391b-c 
 
Plato’s condemnation of the Homeric episode is perhaps most indicative of the new attitude of 

the Athenians towards the proper treatment of the war dead. The process of censorship and the 

reinterpretation of traditional mythological stories which he envisioned for his ideal city-state 

was, as we saw throughout this chapter, already underway in Classical Athens, as the city’s 

dramatists, poets and artists constantly engaged with the past in order to modify the often well-

known in line with the beliefs, norms and ideals of their own time. 

 One area affected by this process was the mythical stories depicting the mutilation of 

the war dead, which underwent a major change from Archaic to Classical times. The Archaic 

mythical episodes that included maltreating the dead were clearly objectionable to later 

audiences, which often led Classical Athenian authors to suppress, change or reinterpret the 

traditional versions of these myths. This change of attitudes had most likely taken place 

sometime in the first half of the fifth century BC, during which some authors, with a more 

traditional, Archaic approach (Pherecydes) could still mention the mutilation stories; while 

others (Aeschylus, Pindar) could decide deliberately to suppress them. The new, mutilation-

free versions of the myths were, in turn, fully established by the second half of the fifth century 

                                                
267 Gantz (1993), 618. 
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BC, being expressed most clearly in the plays of Sophocles and Euripides. Athenian tragedy, 

therefore, as the most important medium of myth in the Classical period, seems to have been 

especially crucial in this process.268  

 The Classical tragedians were undoubtedly aware of the existence of mutilation 

episodes in the earlier mythological tradition, since they often based their plots on the Epic 

Cycle stories. The broad tradition of the Epic Cycle provided an enormously rich narrative vein 

for the Classical authors to use and experiment with. And so Sophocles, according to 

Athenaeus, ‘took great pleasure in the Epic Cycle and composed whole dramas in which he 

followed the Cycle’s version of myths’ (277 C).269 In a similar fashion, Aristotle in his Poetics 

states that the Cyclic poems Cypria and Little Iliad supplied the plots for more than eight 

tragedies, including Philoctetes, Sack of Troy, and Trojan Women (10.1).270 The tragedians’ 

familiarity with the mythical mutilations depicted throughout the Epic Cycle was, therefore, 

undeniable, as was their decision to omit or re-interpret these episodes to suit the expectations 

of their audiences. 

 The disappearance of the mythical traditions of Eurystheus’ decapitation or Menelaus’ 

mutilation of Paris, coupled with the increased prominence given to the story of the burial of 

the fallen Argives in the Seven Against Thebes, hints at the changing attitudes and ideals of the 

Athenians in the early Classical period. And while this ideological change occurred gradually 

and over a long period of time, the south frieze of the temple of Athena Nike stands as a 

monument to the shift in mentality on the treatment of the war dead. 

 
Greeks vs Barbarians - The Persian Wars 

 

The south frieze of Athena Nike broke with other images in the panel by depicting a story from 

the recent past. The frieze, now in the British Museum, portrays a fierce battle between the 

Athenians and Persians, commonly associated with either Marathon or Plataea. Among the 

many fallen warriors we find four dead Persians, enfolded in their native garments, and a few 

more defeated Persians. Interestingly, there are no casualties on the Greek side, as the gloriously 

naked Athenians heroically battle and defeat their enemies.271 Even more strikingly, however, 

                                                
268 Athenian tragedy, according to a somewhat controversial theory suggested by Winkler (1990), was one of the 
tools that the city of Athens used to educate its young citizens and prepare them for their future roles in the citizen 
army. Winkler’s argument was later picked up by Shay (1995) and Tritle (2007), who suggested that the Athenian 
drama also served an important role in reintegrating the returning soldiers back into the world of civilian life.  
269 TrGF 4 T 136 Radt. 
270 The other tragedies are Adjudication of Arms, Neoptolemus, Eurypylus, Beggary, Spartan Women, Putting to 
Sea and Sinon. For more on this fragment, see Young (1983), 165-6; Heath (1989), 49-50; Burgess (2001), 143-4. 
271 As observed and counted by Arrington (2015), 174. 
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the Persians pay no attention to their dead comrades, making no attempts to recover their bodies. 

Compared to the other friezes on the Athena Nike temple, and in particular the west frieze 

which depicted the Athenian rescue of the Argive dead from Thebes, the difference between 

Persian and Athenian attitudes towards the war dead could not be any more profound. As 

Evelyn Harrison pointed out, the message behind the frieze is very clear: ‘Hellenes honor their 

dead, barbarians do not. Hellenes who do not honor their dead are no better than barbarians.’272 

As such, the friezes provided a powerful symbolic response to the events of Delium in 424 BC, 

condemning the ‘barbaric’ acts of the Thebans who forbade the retrieval of the fallen Athenians 

for seventeen days. At the same time, however, the juxtaposition of the Hellenic norms and 

customs with the ‘barbaric’ ways of the Persian invaders hints at the potential origins of 

Athenian, and indeed wider Greek, ideology and self-image, which placed a strong emphasis 

on the proper and respectful treatment of the war dead.  

The mythological evidence discussed in this chapter suggests that the first signs of a 

new attitude concerning the war dead occurred in the first decades of the fifth century BC. The 

editorial activities of Pindar, who began the process of re-writing the mutilation stories of the 

mythological past, coupled with Aeschylus’ Eleusinians, arguably the first written work to 

make a strong statement about the inherent righteousness of the custom of anairesis, provide 

the first strong indications of a marked change in the artistic evidence of the 470s BC. Since 

the development of such new cultural ideals would not have happened overnight and must have 

been spurred on by a significant event, we should suspect that the experience of the Persian 

Wars played a crucial part in this process. The Persian Wars were a defining event for Greek 

warfare and the Greek world in general, one which has been widely acknowledged by modern 

scholars as instrumental in the creation of a new identity, both cultural and military, defined in 

extreme opposition to the ‘otherness’ of the Persian enemy.273 A new ideology which 

championed the proper respect and treatment of the war dead would have been a small but 

nonetheless important part of that identity, reflecting the egalitarian ideals of Classical Greek 

armies, and standing in a symbolic contrast to the ‘barbaric’ customs of Persian mutilation and 

the denial of burial.274 

 The new cultural ideal which arose in opposition to the Persian mistreatment of the dead 

is perhaps best illustrated by an anecdote from Herodotus, who in his work often highlighted 

                                                
272 Harrison (1997), 121. 
273 See Hall (1989); Miller (1997); Harrison (2002); Cartledge (2002)2, 51-77. For the impact of the Persian Wars, 
and especially the battle of Marathon, on Greek tactics and warfare, see Krentz (2002), 35-7; (2007b), 80; (2010). 
274 As hinted by van Wees (2004), 138. Arrington (2015), 26, similarly argues that ‘the Persian treatment of their 
fallen provided a mirror in which the Athenian care for corpses appeared as a particularly Hellenic virtue.’   
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the lack of regard for the dead displayed by the non-Greek people he discussed.275 According 

to his account, following the Greek victory over the Persians at Plataea, Lampon, one of the 

leading men of Aegina, suggested that the Spartan general Pausanias should decapitate the 

corpse of Mardonius in revenge for the latter’s similar treatment of Pausanias’ uncle Leonidas 

(9.78). Pausanias categorically refused, on the grounds that such practices ‘befit barbarians 

rather than Greeks, and even in them we find it loathsome’ (9.79). The mere fact, however, that 

Lampon suggested the idea of mutilating an enemy’s corpse in the first place indicates that such 

practices could still have been regarded by some as a viable way of exacting revenge, as was 

once the norm in the mythological stories of the Trojan and Theban wars. Within a few decades 

the latter were erased, suppressed and abandoned by Classical Athenian dramatists, artists and 

orators, in favour of the new ethical standards which became the very essence of Greek virtue 

and moral superiority.   

 Finally, the formal custom regarding war dead retrieval must have taken its form soon 

after the Persian Wars, or perhaps even during the Persian Wars. The famous and highly 

controversial oath reputedly sworn by the Greeks on the eve of the battle of Plataea in 479 BC 

does include a vow to bury the dead, immediately after the vow to fight bravely and loyally: 

 
[21] (…) I shall fight as long as I am alive, and I shall not value living above my being free. 
And I shall not desert the Taxiarch or Enomotarch, neither when he is alive nor when dead. 
And I shall not quit the field unless the commanders lead me away, and I shall do whatsoever 
the generals order. [29] And I shall bury in the same spot the dead of those who have fought as 
my allies, and shall leave behind none of them unburied…276 

      
The oath, which has created a lot of controversy among scholars, might not be genuine and only 

a later invention, but there is no reason to deny the possibility that the mention of the burial of 

the dead could hint at an actual agreement that the Greek forces established before the battle, 

which later became an established, pan-Hellenic procedure.277 The rules regarding the retrieval 

                                                
275 The maltreatment and mutilation of the dead feature prominently in Herodotus’ accounts of non-Greek peoples, 
including: the Persians (3.16, 79, 125; 5.25; 7.39; 7.238); the Medes (1.119); the Scythians (4.62-5); the 
Massagetae (1.214); the Issedonians (4.26); the Taurians (4.103); and the Amathousians (5.114). The Persian burial 
practices are represented in particular opposition to Greek customs, as ‘the dead bodies of Persians are not buried 
before they have been mangled by bird or dog’ (1.140); and their war dead are left unburied and exposed even 
after victorious battles (3.12; 9.83). On the Persian practice of mutilation, see Muller (2016). On head-hunting 
practices as part of Herodotus’ depiction of the ‘other’, see Hartog (1988), 156-72. 
276 Translation from Cartledge (2013), 15-16. 
277 The Oath of Plataea, recorded on a fourth century BC stele from Acharnae, has been generally treated by 
scholars as a fabrication; some, nonetheless, suspect that it might have been based on an authentic oath sworn by 
the allied Greek forces before the Battle of Plataea or Marathon. Literary sources, including Lycurgus (1.81) and 
Diodorus (11.29.3), suggest that similar oaths were sworn during the Persian Wars and all of them included a vow 
to bury the dead. For more, see Meiggs (1972), 504-7; Robert (1973); Pritchett (1985), 116-17; Cartledge (2013), 
12-58. Contra Siewert (1972); Robertson (1983), 82; van Wees (2006b); Krentz (2007c). In addition, as suggested 
by van Wees (2006b), the oath could have been based on a late-Archaic oath of the Spartan sworn bands 
(enômotiai), thus suggesting that the egalitarian ideals concerning the burial of the war dead were already present 
among the non-Athenian poleis fighting on the Greek side. 
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of the war dead, then – essential to the practice of Classical Greek warfare – may have begun 

as a pre-battle oath. Fifty years later, they came to be widely known as the ‘immemorial’ laws 

of all Greece, as the Athenian authors tampered with and reinterpreted their mythological past, 

presenting themselves as the ancestral champions and protectors of age-old Hellenic customs. 

These roles, adopted in order to justify Athenian hegemony and political leadership in the Greek 

world of the fifth century BC, were most powerfully illustrated by Theseus’ actions in Thebes, 

sheltering the Heraclidae from Eurystheus, and defeating the ‘barbaric’ ways of the Persians, 

all of which they proudly depicted in the frieze program of the Athena Nike temple.  

 

* * * 

 

The mythological traditions of the Homeric poems and the wider Epic Cycle, as this and the 

previous chapter have shown, provided the Athenians with powerful cultural and ideological 

models to perceive, think about and question the status of the war dead in the polis. As such, 

they can be used as valuable sources to explore the attitudes and beliefs surrounding the 

treatment of war casualties, which underwent a significant change towards the end of the 

Archaic period. Considering the paradigmatic role played by myths in Athens and Greece, we 

should suspect that the effects of this cultural shift, which took on a Panhellenic significance 

after the experience of the Persian Wars, were far-reaching and left a mark not only on the 

artistic evidence which dealt with the city’s mythological past, but also on the actual norms and 

practices accompanying the retrieval, disposal and commemoration of the war dead in 

Athens.278 The investigation of the latter, therefore, forms the central subject of the next chapter 

of this thesis.  

 

                                                
278 On the paradigmatic role of myths in ancient Greece, see Buxton (1994), 193-7.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

The War Dead in Archaic Athens 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

Following the naval victory at Arginusae against the Spartans in 406 BC, the Athenian generals 

were confronted with a difficult decision: either to capitalise on their success and sail with all 

speed to besiege Mytilene, or to retrieve the fallen, ‘since the Athenians are incensed at those 

who allow the dead to go unburied’ (Diod. Sic. 13.100). In the event, they were able to do 

neither. The sudden outbreak of a storm forced them to put in at Arginusae. Upon their return 

to Athens, Diodorus tells us (13.100-2), the victorious generals faced the wrath of the 

community, outraged that they had not recovered the corpses of their fellow citizens who 

sacrificed their lives on behalf of their country. After a public trial, the generals were duly 

condemned to death and all of their property was confiscated, even though they had won ‘the 

greatest naval battle that had ever taken place of Greeks against Greeks’ (13.102).279        

The story recounted by Diodorus provides clear testimony of the special status granted 

to the war dead in Classical Athens. Their retrieval, normally guaranteed under the Panhellenic 

                                                
279 A different version of events is provided by Xenophon (Hell. 1.6.35-7.34), who reports that the main accusation 
against the Athenian generals was that they failed to rescue the shipwrecked; he does not mention the war dead. 
His narrative may be preferred to Diodorus’, since Xenophon is thought to have taken part in the events, but 
Andrewes (1974) criticised his version and defended Diodorus. Both the accounts of Diodorus and Xenophon 
stress the role played by Theramenes and Thrasybulus, who bore the main brunt of responsibility for failing to pick 
up the dead/shipwrecked after the battle, but escaped punishment by stirring the people against the other generals. 
For more, see Pritchett (1985), 204-6.    
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convention of anairesis, was of paramount importance.280 It is no surprise, therefore, that failure 

to follow such procedures was very rare and always presented as an indication of calamity and 

utter moral collapse, as was the case during the disastrous Athenian retreat from Syracuse in 

413 BC (Thuc. 7.75). Following every battle, it was the duty of the general to obtain a truce for 

the retrieval of the dead, the request of which depended on the outcome of the battle. Once the 

truce was agreed, the casualties would be picked up, identified, assigned by tribe, cremated and 

finally transported back to Athens. Despite the logistical difficulties involved in this process, 

perhaps most strongly apparent after naval battles like the one above, the procedure was said to 

form an integral part of the city’s ‘ancestral custom’ (patrios nomos), which consisted of an 

annual public funeral for the war dead.281 The latter, described in some detail by Thucydides 

(2.34), consisted of a funeral procession and oration, followed by a collective burial in the ‘most 

beautiful quarter’ of the city in Kerameikos, with one coffin for each tribe, surmounted by a 

casualty list inscribed with the names of the fallen. The whole procedure was intended to be 

inherently egalitarian and thus emblematic of Athenian democracy, as all who sacrificed their 

lives for the polis were equally celebrated and glorified by the citizens.282 The patrios nomos 

was the symbol of Classical Athens, even though, as Nicole Loraux demonstrated in her 

influential study of the funeral oration, the discourse it employed was often structured and built 

upon the elite ideals of the Archaic period.283     

The presence of the war dead in Classical Athens, both physical and symbolic, had a 

profound impact on its citizens. Various forms of commemoration, verbal (funeral oration) and 

visual (public ceremony and graves), provided an ever-present reminder of the sacrifices made 

on behalf of the city, endowing casualties of war with a special, heroic status in the political 

and cultural spheres of the polis. But the origins of the patrios nomos in Athens are 

paradoxically rather unclear, and have been debated by scholars ever since antiquity. Some 

place them as early as the legislation of Solon; others look towards Cleisthenes’ democratic 

reforms, while some assign them to the years following the Persian Wars and the figures of 

                                                
280 The importance of retrieving the war dead is further demonstrated by the famous action of Nicias at Solygeia 
in 425 BC (Thuc. 4.44). Despite winning the battle and setting up a trophy, Nicias, realising that two bodies of the 
Athenian troops were missing, decided to return to the region and send heralds to the defeated Corinthians asking 
leave to take up the corpses. As Plutarch relates, he ‘preferred to renounce the victory and his personal triumph 
rather than allow two of his fellow-countrymen to lie unburied’ (Nic. 6). The story undoubtedly served to illustrate 
Nicias’ extraordinary piety, but at the same time it also provides clear evidence for the Athenian, and more broadly 
Greek, concern for the proper treatment of the war dead, as well as the precision involved in the reckoning of 
casualties by Classical Greek armies. 
281 For more on the post-battle procedures, including the identification of the war dead, see n. 173 above.  
282 On the format and iconography of Athenian casualty lists, see Arrington (2015), 95-104. 
283 Loraux (2006)2. 
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Cimon or Ephialtes.284 While the controversy is still very much ongoing (and may never be 

definitively resolved), the continuing difficulties in tracing the beginnings of the public funeral 

in Athens stem from, and emphasise, our limited knowledge of the practices surrounding the 

burial of the war dead in the Archaic period. Despite the overwhelming presence of the war 

dead in Classical Athens, the war dead of Archaic Athens are often overlooked.  

 It has been commonly assumed that the Athenian war dead of the Archaic period were 

normally buried in a polyandrion on the battlefield.285 With the exception of Classical Athens, 

according to a number of scholars, such custom dominated in Greek warfare and was ‘presumed 

to reach back to the dark centuries before 600 BC’.286 But there are significant problems with 

this argument, especially when compared to the evidence that survives for early war burials in 

Athens and wider Greece. These problems are essentially of a twofold nature: a) there are at 

present no surviving remains of any Athenian polyandria before the reforms of Cleisthenes, 

and very limited evidence for polyandrion burials in the wider Hellenic world;287 b) the practice 

of mass battlefield burial stands in a radical opposition both to the ‘hierarchical’ ideals depicted 

in the Homeric epics, and the more egalitarian Classical custom of patrios nomos, which (in 

spite of their differences) were built on the tradition of bringing the ashes of the dead back 

home. The purpose of this chapter, therefore, will be to revisit the limited evidence for early 

Athenian war burials and uncover the roots of Classical patrios nomos. Echoes of the Archaic 

                                                
284 For the impossible attribution to Solon, based on Diog. Laert. (1.7.55) and Plut. Publ. 9.11, see Clairmont 
(1983), 11; Loraux (2006)2, 58. I will return to the question of the origins of patrios nomos in the closing section 
of this chapter. 
285 See, for instance, Jacoby (1944), 42; Kurtz and Boardman (1971), 247; Page (1981), 269. Pritchett (1985), 249-
51, in his discussion of the issue, states that the rule ‘Athenians at home, others on the battlefield, is clearly an 
oversimplification.’ He does maintain, however, using the example of Tellus (Hdt. 1.30), that the Archaic Athenian 
war dead ‘were buried on the battlefield.’ In an odd article on collective burials in Greece, Robertson (1983) argues 
that ‘all Greeks brought home the remains of those killed in war whenever they could, except where special 
arrangements were made abroad for burial and grave service’ (p. 80). The evidence he used to back up his claim, 
which included the mythical episode of Seven Against Thebes and Il. 7.334-5, is completely inadequate, and while 
I believe that his theory raises a number of interesting points, especially on Archaic Spartan burials, the extended 
criticism of his paper by Pritchett (1985), 94 n. 1, despite being far too vehement in places, is unfortunately valid.     
286 Jacoby (1944), 42. 
287 As Clairmont (1983), 7, concluded, ‘actual remains of polyandria for the casualties in warfare’ in Archaic 
Athens are ‘totally lacking’. The few questionable instances, such as the burial of Tellus, the Copenhagen and 
[O]ionichos stelai, are discussed later in the chapter. In the wider Greek world, the only pre-Classical burials 
identified as polyandria are the mass graves from Paroika on Paros, and Acragas in Sicily. The former contained 
160 vases of the cremated remains of young men; the latter, 150 vases and many inhumed corpses. For more, see 
Kurtz and Boardman (1971), 257; Morgan (2001); 33; Zaphiropoulou (2002); Brouwers (2013), 43-4. Another 
possible candidate, discussed by Morgan (2001), 32-3, is the Karaeria tumulus in Thessaly, which contained 18 
tombs (158 burials in total), a large number of weapons and wheel rims from wagons or chariots. Morris (1998a), 
38, dismissed the idea of a polyandrion, arguing that the ground provided elite families with means ‘to represent 
their dead men as heroic warriors.’ It is clear that further studies are needed before we can draw any general 
conclusions from these examples, as some of the polyandrion identifications are largely tentative, and as Morgan 
(2001), 33, remarked, ‘rest on the apparently anomalous form or content of the burial(s) in question, rather than 
on physical anthropological evidence or any clear expectation of what a polyandrion of this period might look 
like.’  
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traditions of the elites, it will be shown, went far beyond the funeral oration. Although trends 

in iconography and burial archaeology indicate that the treatment of the war dead underwent 

major changes between the Archaic and Classical periods, in some senses elite ideals of the 

Archaic period were merely repackaged to suit the sensibilities of a Classical audience. But in 

the broader shift in ideology and practice this chapter demonstrates, it builds upon the 

arguments made earlier in the thesis. As we will see, for example, just as mutilation stories were 

gradually removed from the mythological tradition, so too the popularity of images of fighting 

over the fallen faded over time.   

Any study of Archaic Athenian, or indeed Greek, burials has traditionally relied, to a 

greater or lesser extent, on the evidence preserved in the Homeric epics. The Iliad and the 

Odyssey, as we saw in Chapter 1, provide a wealth of information concerning early Greek burial 

practices, and as Christiane Sourvinou-Inwood observed, are by far the ‘richest source for Dark 

Age and 8th century social attitudes to death.’288 And even though the overall picture preserved 

by the poems may combine a number of different, and sometimes incompatible, elements which 

reflect the oral tradition behind their creation, Homer’s works are especially rich when it comes 

to the customs and expectations surrounding the recovery and treatment of the war dead.289 The 

precise relation of the latter – which, as we saw, form a consistent and coherent part of the 

Homeric fighting scenes – to the actual realities of combat in early Greece have been a matter 

of some debate. Some scholars dismiss them as pure fantasy; while others see them as a 

plausible and realistic portrayal of early Greek battles, dominated by open-style combat and 

duels between elite individuals.290 In what follows I aim to concentrate on only one aspect of 

Homeric warfare most relevant to our study: namely the practice of Leichenkämpfe and the 

immediate fate of the battle dead. The motif, essential throughout the combat episodes of the 

Iliad, and reflective of the social and political ideals championed in the poems, stood in a 

fundamental opposition to the Classical Athenian custom of patrios nomos. It is perhaps rather 

surprising then that its prominence in the Homeric epics is clearly reflected in Archaic pottery 

depictions of war, providing one of the leading combat themes in Athenian black-figure vases, 

to which we now must turn our attention.   

 

 

 

                                                
288 Sourvinou-Inwood (1983), 34. 
289 On the relation between the Homeric epics and early Greek burials, see Mylonas (1948); Kurtz and Boardman 
(1971), 186-7; Vermeule (1979); Morris (1987), 44-6; Sourvinou-Inwood (1983); (1995), 108-40. 
290 For most recent discussions, see van Wees (2004), 249-52; Schwartz (2009), 105-15; Kagan and Viggiano 
(2013), 44-9.  
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Archaic iconography of war 

 

As with most aspects of early Greek history, the field of Archaic war iconography is full of 

scholarly controversies.291 Since the publication of Hilda Lorimer’s influential article in the late 

1940s, the prevailing assumption among scholars has been that the majority of Archaic vase 

depictions of battle showed ‘heroic’ combat tactics, based solely on epic poetry and mythology, 

which bore little resemblance to the actual practice of combat.292 Battles in Archaic Greece, 

according to this view, were fought in close phalanx formations and only the vase images 

illustrating these formations, such as the famous Chigi olpe, could be taken to correspond to the 

reality of Archaic warfare.293 Consequently, any vases depicting combat in duels, which formed 

one of the favourite subjects of early Greek painters, were interpreted as anachronistic 

idealisations of aristocratic warfare designed to refer back to the Homeric epics, and were thus 

of little value for the study of Archaic practices of war.   

This view, however, was subsequently challenged on two grounds. Firstly, it has been 

proposed that vase depictions of duels were meant to reflect the personal experience of war and 

fighting, emphasizing the warrior’s loneliness.294 At the most basic level, any Greek battle, 

regardless of formation, consisted of encounters between individual warriors. The use of the 

Corinthian helmet, as Tonio Hölscher suggested, heightened the experience of isolation, 

severely limiting its wearer’s hearing and vision so that nothing beyond the one-on-one 

encounter with the enemy would be perceived. ‘This was surely’, as he concluded, ‘a dominant 

experience of early Greek warfare – in spite of the conceptual coherence of the phalanx.’295 The 

Archaic artistic illustrations of single duels should be seen as ‘neither correct nor incorrect 

versions of military reality’, but treated instead, together with the rare depictions of mass 

combat in phalanx-like formations, as ‘complementary views of the same reality’ and 

‘legitimate representations of real experiences.’296 Secondly, it has been argued that vase 

images of dueling warriors may, in fact, reflect the actual manner of Archaic Greek fighting. 

According to this theory, offered by Hans van Wees and Peter Krentz, Archaic battles were not, 

                                                
291 For more on early Greek war iconography, see Lorimer (1947); Webster (1955); Ahlberg (1971a); Lissarrague 
(1990); van Wees (2000); Hannestad (2001); Hölscher (2003); Muth (2008); Schwartz (2009), 123-35; Viggiano 
and van Wees (2013).  
292 Lorimer (1947). 
293 The vases most often taken to represent an early phalanx formation are the Chigi olpe, attributed to the 
Chigi/Macmillan Painter, c. 640-630 BC; and the Berlin Aryballos, attributed to the same painter, c. 650 BC. For 
illustrations, see Lorimer (1947), Fig. 2-3; van Wees (2000), Fig. 9-10; Schwartz (2009), Fig. 16-17; Viggiano and 
van Wees (2013), Fig. 2-6, 2-8. 
294 Hannestad (2001), 110-15; Hölscher (2003), 5. 
295 Hölscher (2003), 5. 
296 Ibid. 
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for the most part, fought in phalanx formations.297 Instead, early Greek armies operated in 

relatively open and fluid formations, reminiscent of those described in the Iliad. Individual 

clashes, as depicted in early iconography, were stylised but not wholly unrealistic close-ups of 

combat, essential to our understanding of the Archaic practice of war.    

The recent trend to move away from the traditional artistic depictions of massed combat 

in Archaic iconography revealed new possibilities for scholars studying early Greek warfare. It 

is indeed puzzling that scholarly debates have focused so heavily on the few ambiguous 

depictions of phalanx-like formations,298 discarding the overwhelming majority of early Greek 

vases on the basis of their supposedly ‘heroic’ and unrealistic subject matter.299 The sheer 

quantity of vase images of single combats, whether based on the epic poems or not, clearly 

indicates the manner in which Archaic battles were idealised and traditionally perceived. Most 

of the potential owners and users of these vases had, in all probability, some experience of war. 

Their choice of artistic themes and motifs must have had some relation to the real experience 

of hoplite fighting – and this was evidently not within a massed phalanx formation. The focus 

on individual exploits which dominate early iconography may have been, to a large extent, an 

ideological construction of Archaic poleis, with a strong political and social meaning.300 But 

even such images presented a version of the reality of early Greek combat. It is, therefore, 

misleading, according to Hölscher, to ask whether the ‘heroic’ combat scenes of Archaic art are 

faithful evidence of contemporary warfare: 

 
The well-known answer that they present an idealizing stylization of warfare in terms of 
Homeric concepts of heroic valour does not address how such representations were compatible 
with the reality of contemporary wars. Since these depictions must be evidence of how fighting 
was actually conceived and also at some level how it was experienced, we should rather ask 
how these representations relate to military practice and how we should explain the fact that 
fighting in war was experienced in this form.301   
 
 

                                                
297 Van Wees (2000); Krentz (2007b), 75-6. 
298 Stewart (1997), 89, 247, counted a total of eight representations of massed formations for the entire Archaic 
period. According to the online Beazley Archive, in the sixth century BC alone there are over 1500 vases depicting 
combat (see Table 1 below). By far the most common theme is the duel of warriors.   
299 As van Wees (2000), 125, observed, ‘it is odd that a society in which participation in war was widespread and 
frequent should have produced only a few more-or-less realistic images of combat, and otherwise have confined 
itself to a repertoire of legendary images entirely divorced from reality.’ The scholarly obsession with phalanx-like 
formations, as pointed out to me by Roel Konijnendijk, leads to an essentially circular argument: only massed 
formations can represent reality, because reality is massed formations.   
300 The social message of sixth-century BC Attic vases has been exhaustively studied by François Lissarrague 
(1990). His method, known as iconology, assumes that the seemingly mythological scenes depicted in Athenian 
art presented important and recognisable elements of reality, designed to convey the social ideals and sentiments 
of contemporary citizens. For an overview of Lissarrague’s method, see ibid., 1-12; and Pritchard (1999), 126-31.      
301 Hölscher (2003), 4, with original emphasis. 
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The heavily stylised and idealised nature of Archaic vases should not, therefore, discourage us 

from using them as sources for the experience of combat in early Greece. While the images 

were not photographic snapshots of reality, their narratives conveyed real concerns, values and 

ideals, conceptualised in often allegorical but familiar enough terms.302 Accordingly, any 

questions concerning the mythical nature, or the authenticity of tactics, formations or armour 

depicted on such vases are significantly less important than the particular subjects and themes 

chosen by the artists, all of which emulated ideals relevant to the experience of battle.303 And 

as we shall see, fighting over corpses in individual duels, together with retrieving fallen warriors 

during combat, constituted an important and recurring motif in early Greek art, figuring most 

prominently on Athenian black-figure vases of the sixth century BC. Its continuous presence in 

Archaic iconography may, therefore, reflect not only the popularity of the Homeric poems, but 

also the actual experience and practice of Archaic combat.304  

The earliest depictions of warriors retrieving the dead from the battlefield emerge in 

Geometric art towards the end of the eighth century BC. According to the seminal study of 

myth in early Greek art by Gudrun Ahlberg-Cornell, there are three representations of 

individual warriors carrying over their shoulders the body of a dead comrade.305 The subject of 

these early images is commonly identified with the famous episode of Ajax rescuing the dead 

Achilles, in a scene from the Epic Cycle poem Aethiopis. This, in turn, suggests that the rescue 

takes place during combat, following the pattern we saw depicted in the Iliad.306 Ajax’ heroic 

feat is emphasised further by the gigantic size of Achilles, whose hands and feet almost reach 

the ground. This composition continues throughout the Greek art of the seventh century BC, 

with four representations in Ahlberg-Cornell’s catalogue of the Orientalizing period, becoming 

extremely popular, as we will see shortly, in Attic black-figure art.307         

By contrast, artistic representations of duels over a fallen warrior begin to appear a little 

later, first in the Protoattic and Protocorinthian art of the seventh century BC.308 The scenes 

                                                
302 Stansbury-O’Donnell (2006), 7. 
303 See also Arrington (2015), 20. 
304 As we saw in the previous chapter, the direct influence and popularity of the Iliad and Odyssey on early Greek 
art is also a matter of some debate. For more, see n. 159 above. 
305 The earliest examples are East Greek (2) and Corinthian in style: Ahlberg-Cornell (1992), 35-8, Nos. 10-12, 
Figs. 44-6. See also Snodgrass (1998), 36-7, Fig. 15.  
306 Aethiopis Arg. 3 West: ‘A fierce battle develops over his [Achilles] body, in which Ajax kills Glaukos. He hands 
over Achilles’ armour to be taken to the ships; as for the body, he takes it up and carries it towards the ships, with 
Odysseus fighting the Trojans off.’ See also Apollod., Epit. 5.5. 
307 The four representations are Cretan, East Greek and North-east Peloponnesian (2): Ahlberg-Cornell (1992), 71-
2, Nos. 48-51, Figs. 107-9. 
308 The earliest example is a Protoattic stand in Munich, dated by Snodgrass (1980), Fig. 10, to c. 700 BC. 
According to Lorimer (1947), 99, the motif of fighting over the dead is unknown in Geometric art. While duels 
over a fallen warrior may be absent in earlier art, group fighting over corpses was already present in the Geometric 
period. One example is a Middle Geometric skyphos from Eleusis, depicting two pairs of warriors in combat over 
two corpses in the centre (for an illustration and short discussion see Stansbury-O’Donnell (1999), 48, Fig. 19). 
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most commonly depict a general melee, which consists of pairs of opposing warriors dressed 

in hoplite equipment, of whom some may fight over the body of a dead or wounded man.309 

The dueling warriors might occasionally be accompanied by their comrades, who would either 

try to rescue the fallen fighter or to despoil the enemy corpse. Such a scene, familiar from the 

fighting sequences described in the Iliad, is represented on a Protocorinthian aryballos from 

Louvre attributed to the Chigi group, where one warrior attempts to snatch the fallen warrior’s 

helmet (or indeed to drag his body away in order to plunder at leisure); while the comrade of 

the slain holds on to his leg and tries to pull him back to safety.310 The prestige and glory 

involved in stripping the armour of the slain foe is clearly conveyed in these early 

representations, as the resolve to rescue the fallen is evenly matched by the attacker’s desire to 

despoil the body, in spite of the risks involved. 

Lorimer, who collected and studied all early artistic representations of duels over a 

fallen warrior, dismissed their historical relevance, asserting that the images are based on an 

epic commonplace, and could hardly have been a feature of hoplite tactics and fighting.311 Van 

Wees, on the other hand, argued that early Corinthian depictions of fighting over the dead and 

wounded, which were of central importance to Homeric warfare, indicate the actual combat 

practices of the seventh century BC.312 He criticised the previous scholarly attempts to 

distinguish between ‘heroic’ duels and ‘realistic’ fighting scenes in seventh-century BC art, 

suggesting that both painters and poets ‘drew their images of combat largely from the 

contemporary experience of war.’ Any similarities between art and the Iliad, therefore, stem 

from the fact that ‘real-life battles continued to be fought under essentially the same conditions, 

which accommodated the whole range of ‘dueling’, small-group combat, and occasional 

massed confrontations.’313 And this suggestion could also, in fact, be expanded to include the 

artistic representations of warfare in the sixth century BC, which witnesses a substantial rise in 

the depictions of fighting over and rescuing the dead. 

                                                
Another is a Late Geometric amphora from Paros, which features confronting groups of warriors, including 
horsemen, fighting over a fallen, naked warrior (for more see Zaphiropoulou (2006), 273-4, Figs. 5–9). 
Furthermore, depictions of naked warriors are common in Geometric art; as Matthew Lloyd pointed out to me, 
most of the dead bodies in Geometric vase painting appear to have been stripped of their armour and weapons, 
even though the fighting continues. This, in turn, provides further evidence for the practice of combat despoliation. 
For more on corpses in Geometric fighting scenes and the Near East, see Ahlberg (1971a), 88-103.       
309 For examples, see Johansen (1923), Pl. 34; Lorimer (1947), Fig. 9d; Vierneisel (1967), Figs. 1-3; Snodgrass 
(1998), 78-80, Figs. 27-9. For a short discussion of the earliest examples see Saunders (2008b), 163-4. 
310 Lorimer (1947), Fig. 9; Saunders (2008b), Fig. 9-3. 
311 Lorimer (1947), 98-104. Such motifs, as she concluded, ‘are incompatible with the hoplite tactics which the 
archaeological evidence has shewn to be contemporary with proto-Corinthian figure-painting from its very 
beginning. The hoplite phalanx did not attempt to retrieve its dead in the course of the action; they were picked up 
afterwards, by the right of victory or the favour of the victor’ (p. 104). 
312 Van Wees (2000), 145-6. 
313 Ibid., 155. 
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A search of the online collection of the Beazley Archive at Oxford reveals that there are 

no fewer than 160 representations of fighting over the fallen in late Archaic Athenian art (Table 

1).314 The majority of them fall within the 550 to 475 BC period, which also shows the highest 

number of all combat depictions and archive records. The sheer quantity of these scenes 

indicates the exceptional popularity of the subject of dueling over the dead, which, as Susanne 

Muth noted, dominates all combat representations of the second half of the sixth century BC.315       

 

Table 1 – Images of fighting over the fallen in the online Beazley Archive 

 

 
Date Range 

 
600-550  

 
575-525 

 
550-500 

 
525-475 

 
500-450 

 
475-425 

 
450-400 

 
Number of 

records 

 
1 

 
23 

 
92 

 
43 

 
2 

 
0 

 
0 

 
Number of all 

combat depictions 

 
48 

 
384 

 
830 

 
779 

 
208 

 
69 

 
38 

 
Number of all 

archive records 

 
1,674 

 
4,775 

 
11,725 

 
16,332 

 
11,351 

 
11,408 

 
7,281 

 

 

Most representations consist of a single duel between warriors over the dead, an example of 

which is provided by a famous Rhodian plate from the British Museum depicting the fight 

between Hector and Menelaus over Euphorbos.316 The body of the fallen is usually placed in 

the centre of the composition, flanked on both sides by individual, and most often 

unidentifiable, warriors engaged in a duel; no other combatants are present, though spectators 

on either side, consisting of youths, old men and/or women, are often depicted.317 The addition 

                                                
314 I conducted the online search in December 2013. The results are based primarily on the decoration descriptions 
and images offered by the archive at: http://www.beazley.ox.ac.uk/index.htm. I have made every effort to consult 
the publication records in cases where the relevant archive entry was not accompanied by an image. Despite its 
limitations, especially concerning the relatively limited number of images, the online Beazley Archive provides 
the most accessible and comprehensive tool for sampling and gathering data on Archaic Attic vases. For more on 
its main strengths and limitations see Stansbury-O’Donnell (2006), 25-7.        
315 Muth (2008), 171. A good overview of the theme of the ‘battle over a fallen warrior’ in Athenian black-figure 
art is provided by Saunders (2008b). 
316 For more on ‘Euphorbos Plate’, see Ahlberg-Cornell (1992), 65-6; Snodgrass (1998), 105-9. 
317 For examples, see Stansbury-O’Donnell (2006), Figs. 33, 44, 65-6, 72-3. According to Stansbury-O’Donnell, 
who conducted an extensive study on spectators in Archaic Athenian vase paintings, depictions of duels constituted 
the most popular scene for spectators to watch: ‘Such pictures can include a supporting warrior who is part of the 
nucleus and not a spectator, and a dead warrior lies frequently on the ground between the fighting warriors. Such 
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of the latter may have further highlighted the individual aspect of early battles, emphasizing the 

importance of retrieving the fallen from the perspective of their absent families.318 This message 

is especially clear on vases that depict, on one side, the scene of a warrior’s departure from his 

household – also very popular in the sixth-century BC – and the fight over a corpse on the 

other.319 Depictions of fighting over the dead within the melee are also fairly popular and, unlike 

in the Protocorinthian and Protoattic art, usually form the central subject of the scene.320 Combat 

in small groups is also common, as is collective defending of the fallen, with some warriors 

dragging the body to safety, and others chasing away the enemies.321 Finally, the dead are 

presented as either armed or nude, which in the case of the latter may indicate that the fallen 

have already been despoiled by the enemy. Comparatively little emphasis, however, is placed 

on the arms of the deceased, and the actual practice of despoliation is never explicitly depicted. 

The only prominent feature which may accompany the fallen warrior is the shield, which as 

David Saunders argued, provided both a symbol of elite status and wealth, but was also an 

indication that ‘the body is yet to be stripped.’ 322 

The nudity of some of the fallen warriors depicted on the Attic vases is particularly 

important, not least as it corresponds to the heroic model of youthful beauty and strength in 

death, reminiscent of the kalos thanatos ideal familiar from the Homeric epics, and, as we will 

see later, a commonplace in the elegiac poetry of Archaic Greek elites.323 But since not all the 

dead are presented as nude, and some retain their full armour, we should imagine that the theme 

was used primarily to emphasise the potential for despoliation (and maltreatment) by the enemy 

warriors and the incumbent duty of the fallen’s comrades to retrieve the body, and to ensure 

proper burial later.324 Accordingly, this heightened valuation of the dead warrior was even more 

                                                
scenes are neither mythological nor real, and should be seen as representing the idea of fighting more broadly, 
whether in the heroic imagination or in the army of a polis’ (p. 169).  
318 Lissarrague (1989), 48; (1990), 138, 234-7, suggested that the presence of non-combatants in such 
representations is intentionally meant to reflect societal divisions, presenting a metaphorical ‘image of the social 
body’. The inclusion of women, who had no legitimate role to play on the battlefield, might be understood, as 
hinted by Pritchard (1999), 129-30, as artists’ acknowledgment of ‘women’s part in the bearing and raising the 
protectors for the city.’ As we will see later, the addition of women spectators may have also signified their 
importance in the burial ceremonies, as the bodies of some fallen warriors were brought back home to be tended 
and prepared for burial by the female members of the household. Alternatively, as Stansbury-O’Donnell (2006), 
126, suggested, spectators functioned like ‘a chorus performing at a festival’, directing ‘the viewer’s attention to 
the narrative example’ and the message behind the scene. They introduced, therefore, an aura of a ritualistic 
occasion, providing ‘models for the viewer of the vase in terms of social behaviour and identification.’ For more 
on spectators in Archaic Athenian iconography see, ibid.          
319 For illustrated examples in the Beazley Archive, see records 7129, 10845, 32060, 43953, 306597, 320319 and 
340485. Saunders (2008b), 164, notes that the Heraclean and Dionysiac scenes are also a popular accompaniment 
to battles over the fallen, along with ‘other military-scenes’, including departures.   
320 See, for instance, Stansbury-O’Donnell (2006), Fig. 22. 
321 For an example, see Saunders (2008b), Fig. 9-8. 
322 Saunders (2008b), 166.  
323 On nudity in Greek art, see Hurwit (2007). 
324 Argued also by Saunders (2008b), 169-70. 
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apparent in the scenes where the body had been already stripped, as one would assume that the 

rationale for fighting and risking one’s life would in such cases be largely diminished. That it 

is not provides a testimony to the ideological importance of combat retrieval and care for the 

immediate post-mortem fate of the individual. Unlike the Homeric episodes of Leichenkämpfe, 

the glory involved in obtaining the arms of a slain foe is here largely downplayed; the main 

focus is placed firmly on the heroic fight and the moral obligation, both collective and 

individual, of the fellow warriors to protect the dead.    

The large number of late Archaic images of fighting over the dead clearly reflect the 

extent of the demand for such iconography in Athens throughout the sixth century BC. The 

sudden decline of these representations in the fifth century BC is, therefore, very surprising to 

say the least.325 The online Beazley Archive records only two depictions in the first quarter of 

the fifth century BC, and no surviving representations after 450 BC. This rapid decline is 

matched by a substantial decrease in the number of all combat representations in early Classical 

art. The disappearance of scenes of fighting over the fallen, ‘banished’, as Muth concluded, 

‘from the iconographic repertoire’ of the fifth century BC, might be taken as reflective of bigger 

changes in the iconography of war in Classical Athens.326 It demonstrates, if nothing else, that 

the subject was seen as less significant or aesthetically pleasing. More importantly, however, it 

may also indicate that the theme of fighting over the dead was simply less relevant to the 

military reality of the Classical period and the procedures associated with the customs of 

anairesis and patrios nomos which governed the retrieval and treatment of the war dead in fifth 

century BC Athens.           

Artistic portrayals of carrying the dead away from combat were similarly popular in 

Archaic Athenian art.327 There are no fewer than 105 representations of the subject in the online 

Beazley Archive, the majority of them dating once more to the 550 – 475 BC period (Table 2). 

We also witness the familiar decline in the early Classical period, with five depictions in the 

first quarter of the fifth century BC, and only one after 450 BC.328 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
325 According to Saunders (2008b), 164, the composition seems to be ‘virtually absent’ from Attic red-figure vases.  
326 Muth (2008), 234. 
327 Discussed, with a substantial list, by Lissarrague (1990), 71-96. 
328 Lissarrague (1990), 233, places the disappearance of the scenes from Attic pottery between 500 and 490 BC. 
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Table 2 – Images of carrying the dead in the online Beazley Archive 

 
 

 
Date Range 

 
600-550  

 
575-525 

 
550-500 

 
525-475 

 
500-450 

 
475-425 

 
450-400 

 
Number of 

records 

 
1 

 
14 

 
55 

 
35 

 
5 

 
0 

 
1 

 
Number of all 

combat depictions 

 
48 

 
384 

 
830 

 
779 

 
208 

 
69 

 
38 

 
Number of all 

archive records 

 
1,674 

 
4,775 

 
11,725 

 
16,332 

 
11,351 

 
11,408 

 
7,281 

 

 

All surviving images of warriors carrying the dead present the practice in a way reminiscent of 

Homeric warfare. As we saw earlier, the motif of Ajax rescuing the dead Achilles is by far the 

most popular subject.329 In most representations, the rescuing warrior carries his comrade on 

his back, unaccompanied by any other soldiers. Both figures are usually dressed in full panoply, 

which clearly indicates that the action is taking place during the fighting.330 As in the case with 

fights over the fallen, spectators are often present, which again accentuates the importance of 

the scene for those not physically present on the battlefield. The dead warrior might also be 

depicted nude, again suggesting that he may have already been robbed of his weapons and 

armour by the enemy.331 In addition, a few images portray the action within the general melee, 

often in the midst of other scenes of fighting over the dead.332  

According to Lise Hannestad, the large number of artistic depictions of warriors 

rescuing the dead in Attic art of the sixth century BC implies that the motif, ‘in its mythological 

disguise… must have had a deeper significance for contemporary viewers than a story from an 

epic.’333 Such scenes, as she concluded, demonstrate that in the period ‘when hoplite warfare 

                                                
329 For more on Ajax carrying the body of Achilles in black-figure vase painting, see Woodford and Loudon (1980), 
25-30, 36-8. 
330 See, for instance, Hannestad (2001), Pl. 14-5. 
331 Ibid., Pl. 13a-b. The absence of equipment may also offer a more direct reference to the episode from Aethiopis, 
where Achilles’ armour is taken to the ships before Ajax removes his body from the battlefield. Ahlberg-Cornell 
(1992), 38, suggests that the armour worn by the fallen warrior in late Archaic depictions (from Exekias onwards) 
does not indicate the non-mythical character of the scene, but rather reflects a new artistic tradition which enriched 
the epic story by adding new decorative elements.      
332 See, for instance, Muth (2008), Fig. 64; Woodford and Loudon (1980), Fig. 9. 
333 Hannestad (2001), 114. 
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was at its peak’, the late Archaic artists ‘took great pains to present what Hanson has called the 

misery of the hoplite battle.’334 Archaic war iconography, with its many depictions of fighting 

over and carrying the dead, undoubtedly succeeded in presenting a memorable picture of the 

grim nature of early warfare in Greece. The fate of the fallen warriors, lying in the dust or pulled 

away simultaneously by their comrades and enemies, appear to have been of special importance 

to Archaic Athenian, and wider Greek audiences, forming a significant part of all early Greek 

vase imagery and the artistic discourses on war.335  

Although many of the scenes depict heroic actions, often within the framework of a 

mythological narrative, the prevalence of these themes in Archaic iconography suggests that 

the motifs of fighting over and carrying off the dead were more than just mythical stories; they 

must have reflected the contemporary experience of combat, in which both of these subjects 

played a significant part. The images provided a clear ideal and behavioral model for the male 

viewers of the vases, who could, and no doubt did, equate their actions with the famous feats 

of Ajax, Hector, and other mythical figures, who fought over and rescued their comrades in 

battle.336 The heroic subject nature of such imagery was, therefore, a deliberate artistic attempt 

to parallel relevant aspects of epic and contemporary battles.337 These aspects, as our study has 

shown, were relevant only for Archaic audiences, as demonstrated by the sudden disappearance 

of images containing combat despoliation and recovery of the dead from the early Classical 

period onwards. This decline must indicate a fundamental change in the experience of combat 

and, more importantly, in the ideals surrounding the recovery of the war dead.338 

                                                
334 Ibid., 115. 
335 Perhaps the clearest Archaic image of the post-battle treatment of the war dead comes from a Lakonian cup in 
Berlin (Hunt Painter, c. 550-525 BC; Bekker-Nielsen and Hannestad (2001), Pl. 17; Saunders (2008a), Fig. 1), 
which depicts warriors carrying fallen comrades, presumably for burial at home or near the battlefield. The scene, 
however, is exceptional in Lakonian art and raises a number of interesting questions concerning the war burial 
customs of Archaic Sparta. The Spartans are commonly assumed to have buried their dead on the battlefield, with 
the exception of the Spartan kings, brought home for a ceremonial burial (Plut. Ages. 40). These conventions, 
however, may have been different in Archaic Sparta, as there is some evidence to suggest that the war dead might 
have been brought back home (Tyrtaeus fr. 12, 27-34; Plut. Mor. 235a, 238d, 241f; Plut. Lyc. 27.1-2). For more on 
the Hunt Painter cup, see Saunders (2008a), 85-6. For more on Spartan burial conventions, see Pritchett (1985), 
241-6; Toher (1991), 169-75; Hodkinson (2000), 237-70.   
336 For more on the paradigmatic aspect of Athenian vases, see Schiebler (1987). 
337 Suggested by Lissarrague (1989), 46; and Pritchard (1999), 127. Contra Saunders (2008b), who in his study of 
the theme concludes that: ‘far from illustrating reality, these images express elite (or elite-aspiring) ideals, and 
support the suggestion that the battle over a fallen warrior presents death on the battlefield in a positive fashion’ 
(p. 174). Saunders, however, does not explain his reasons for rejecting the realistic aspect of the vases; he also 
accepts Frost’s (1984) notion of the relative infrequency of large-scale hoplite battles conducted by the Athenians 
in the sixth century BC, resulting from the lack of any publicly organised military force. I challenge this notion in 
the following chapter.    
338 Another phenomenon which the iconographic survey reveals is the sudden popularity of all kinds of combat 
scenes in the late sixth century BC (550-475 BC). While a detailed study of the reasons behind this is, 
unfortunately, beyond the scope of this thesis, I believe that the rise in popularity of combat depictions reflects, to 
a large extent, the new military identity which the Athenian, and other Greek poleis, established around this period. 
While a large part of that identity resulted from the political developments in Athens towards the end of the Archaic 
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While serving a paradigmatic role, Athenian vases also presented death in an idealised 

and highly stylised way. Dying in the midst of combat, surrounded by one’s friends and 

comrades, conveyed the heroic notions of kalos thanatos which were still dominant among the 

elite Athenians of the period, who constituted the main consumer group of such finely painted 

pots.339 In this context, it is especially revealing that the bodies of the fallen, despite their 

seeming vulnerability, are never trodden on or mistreated by the enemy warriors, and mutilation 

by animals, so common in the Homeric epics, is equally never represented.340 In a similar 

fashion, artistic depictions of the fatal wounds suffered by the fallen are also very rare, which 

again may indicate a preference towards an ideal of physical beauty associated with dying in 

battle. The relative simplicity of the composition and the depictions of corpses would have been 

also, and perhaps primarily, used to highlight the moral message of these vases: ‘a comrade has 

died and his body needs to be rescued’. Such moral obligation was likely part of the heroic code 

inspired by and inherited from the Homeric epics; the military and social ideals that it exalts 

are very much in line with the ‘hierarchical’ principles which characterise the poems, and were 

still dominant in the artistic discourses of war among the Archaic Athenian elites. And while 

the popularity of the theme of fighting over and rescuing the dead gives us a major insight into 

the Archaic customs concerning the treatment of the war dead, the disappearance of such 

images towards the end of the sixth century BC is equally revealing, especially in the context 

of the introduction of public burials at Athens; the latter, according to most scholars, were 

introduced around the beginning of the fifth century BC, almost perfectly matching the decline 

of the images discussed here. The correlation between the two can, therefore, be hardly 

coincidental, shedding important light on the historical and cultural genesis of the patrios nomos 

in Athens.      

The Archaic iconography of war brings Homeric practices regarding the war dead much 

closer to the historical realities and actual experiences of warfare in Archaic Athens. Due to the 

limited nature of literary sources for Archaic battles, the full significance of retrieving the dead 

during combat is, however, harder to grasp and has been dismissed or overlooked by the 

                                                
period, discussed at more length in the following chapter, the experience of the Persian Wars was similarly crucial. 
For the impact of the latter on Greek warfare in general, see n. 273 above.      
339 Another important aspect concerns the findspots of vases depicting duels over a fallen etc. The majority of 
them, as Saunders (2008b), 174, observes, come from Etruria, while some remained in Athens. There is some 
evidence that the theme was associated with warrior graves, as is the case with the possible polyandria from Paros 
and Acragas (Zaphiropoulou (2002), 283-4; Marconi (2004)). Such contexts provide more evidence for the 
importance of the theme in relation to early standards concerning the treatment of the war dead, but more studies 
are necessary before we can draw any firmer conclusions.     
340 For more on the depiction of wounds on Athenian black-figure vases, see Saunders (2008a), who notes that the 
Archaic vase painters certainly had the skill to depict physical injuries but chose not to include them in battle 
scenes. The imagery of animals mutilating fallen warriors is not uncommon in the art of other Mediterranean 
cultures; for examples see Vermeule (1979), 46-8; Saunders (2008b), 171.  
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majority of scholars studying early Greek warfare.341 Archaeological evidence for early war 

burials in Athens and Attica does, nonetheless, provide another source which supports the ideals 

conveyed in iconography, indicating that the ‘hierarchical’ standards of the Iliad were not very 

distant from the early Athenian conventions regarding the recovery of the war dead. 

 

Elite burials 

 

In his influential 1987 book Burial and Ancient Society: The Rise of the Greek City-State, Ian 

Morris offered a broad survey of all archaeological evidence for burials in early Attica (1050 – 

510 BC). The results of his study were striking, suggesting that, for the most part, formal burials 

in Attica were restricted only to people of high rank. According to Morris, the fluctuations in 

the number and sizes of adult graves in pre-Classical Attica reflected the subordination of the 

masses of poor, dependent peasants to the Attic elites, which can be first observed in the burial 

evidence for the 1050 – 750 BC period. This situation changed briefly around the middle of the 

eighth century BC, which witnessed a widening of the burying groups associated with the rise 

of the Athenian polis, part of a wider Panhellenic trend. Soon after, however, unlike most of 

the other early Greek states, Athens returned to the previous burying group pattern, labelled by 

Morris as a ‘pre-political’, ‘non-polis state form’, structured around the political supremacy of 

the Athenian leisure-class. From c. 700 until 510 BC, Attic cemeteries were again monopolised 

by the Athenian elites (agathoi), at the expense of the poor, non-elite masses (kakoi). Access to 

formal cemeteries was limited on the basis of rank, apparent in the relatively small number of 

adult burials in the Protoattic and Black-Figure periods, as well as the impressive size and 

grandeur of the surviving grave markers.342 The burial evidence, as Morris concluded, echoed 

the relationship of economic and political dependency which permeated the social structure of 

Archaic Athens; the rich minority of citizens controlled most of the land, while the majority of 

the poor were largely confined to working for the rich, with little hope of social or economic 

progression. This relationship, nonetheless, changed towards the end of the sixth century BC, 

                                                
341 Pausanias’ description of the First Messenian War does suggest that the practice of stripping the enemy dead of 
their armour might have been prevalent on Archaic battlefields: ‘The most remarkable was the death of those who 
tried to strip any of the fallen. For if they exposed any part of their bodies, they were struck with javelins or were 
struck down while intent on their present occupation, or were killed by those whom they were plundering who still 
lived’ (4.8.7). The historical value of Pausanias’ account, which draws heavily on the work Myron of Priene, is to 
be doubted. For more on the passage, see Pritchett (1985), 159. Other examples of fighting over the fallen during 
combat come from Herodotus and his account of the second Persian invasion. The first one is the struggle over the 
body of Leonidas at Thermopylae (7.225); the second concerns the fight over the Persian general Masistius at 
Plataea (9.22-3). While both stories might be dismissed as heroic fiction, there is nothing to suggest that the 
incidents could not have taken place.        
342 The distinction that Morris draws is between formal and informal disposal, not between burial and non-burial. 
Informal disposal, as he explains, still constitutes ‘a rite of passage for all the actors, but in a manner very different 
from that of the observed burials, and leaving little or no identifiable material residue’ (p. 105). 
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fostered most strongly by the democratic reforms of Cleisthenes in 508/7, which brought about 

the gradual transformation of the social order in Athens. The change was especially visible in 

the cemeteries, which around 510 BC opened their doors to all citizens, regardless of social 

rank. The burial evidence increases considerably and elite grave markers gradually disappear, 

as the reorganised cemeteries become ‘powerful symbols of descent and citizenship’ of the new 

democratic order.343    

Morris’ interpretation of Archaic burials and the development of the Athenian citizen 

cemeteries has had a major impact on the study of early Greek burial practices. His theories on 

the exclusion from formal burial on the basis of rank; the monopoly of the elites symbolised by 

conspicuous graves and tombstones; and the radical changes in the archaeological record 

around 700 BC and towards the end of the sixth century BC have influenced scholars from a 

variety of fields and disciplines.344 Applying Morris’ framework to our investigation of the 

early customs regarding the treatment of the war dead could be similarly productive. For if we 

assume that the Athenian elites monopolised the Attic cemeteries of the Archaic period, 

expressing their status and social standing by elaborate and highly conspicuous grave markers, 

we would expect that the same elite men who fought and died in early Athenian armies would 

require similar treatment. It is hardly likely that these men would have been buried in 

archaeologically invisible mass graves (polyandria) with the rest of the non-elite warriors. On 

the contrary, they would most likely expect, or indeed require, an impressive funeral, perhaps 

not unlike the ones given to Achilles, Hector or Patroclus in Homer’s epics. The recovery of 

any elite dead after a battle or campaign would be consequently of paramount importance, as 

the fallen warriors had to be given funerals befitting their social standing; these burials, 

however, may not have been on the battlefield, as most scholars assume, but at home, where 

commemorating the heroism of dying in battle affirmed the elite status of the deceased and his 

family within their community. And indeed a brief look at some Attic grave markers of the 

Archaic period confirms that the custom of bringing back the war dead was practiced for most 

of the Archaic period in Athens. 

In the Homeric epics, a grave normally consisted of a heaped burial mound (tumbos) 

and a simple marker, most commonly a large stone, placed on top of the mound. Such grave 

(sema) is described in the Iliad as the ‘due of the dead’ (geras thanonton), and in its basic form 

                                                
343 Morris (1987), 210. 
344 See, for instance, Whitley (1991); Houby-Nielsen (1995); D’Onofrio (1997); Mersch (1997); Bintliff (2006); 
Blok (2006); Arrington (2015). For a critical view of Morris’ model, see Humphreys (1990); Sourvinou-Inwood 
(1995), 117 n. 31; see also Morris (1998b), where he responds to most of the criticism and incorporates new 
archaeological finds to his model.  
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it matches the archaeological evidence for adult burials in Attica from the eighth century BC.345 

From 700 BC, the adult graves in Attica are marked by mounds of earth, which after 650 BC 

grow steadily in prominence and size. The graves are typically accompanied by another marker 

placed on top of the mound, which consists of a stele, an undecorated stone block set vertically 

over the grave, and/or a large clay vase, of which the most impressive examples come from the 

late Geometric period. The most common method of burial is primary cremation, which 

replaces the earlier practice of secondary cremation towards the end of the eighth century BC.346 

This change is also followed by a gradual move towards extra-mural cemeteries, as burials 

within settlement areas in Attica become increasingly rare from 700 BC onwards.347   

The relatively small number of graves, combined with the impressive size of mounds, 

which must have required some effort to build, suggests that all the graves of the seventh 

century BC belonged to the Athenian elites. In each case, the exact cause of death is almost 

impossible to determine, but the imagery on the grave-marker vases gives us some idea of the 

social persona and standing of the deceased.348 The surviving depictions usually concern the 

various stages of the individual’s funeral, including scenes of prothesis and ekphora, giving us 

an insight into the burial rituals and ceremonies performed by the elite Athenians.349 In addition, 

a number of images represent warriors and war-related activities, with a clear preference for 

scenes of fighting in or around ships.350 The historical value of such imagery, as is usually the 

case with iconographical material, has been a matter of some debate among scholars, who view 

them as either mythological or idealised representations deliberately drawn from the epic 

tradition, or as realistic depictions of scenes from the deceased’s life.351 And although providing 

a definite answer may be beyond reach, since the imagery was likely inspired by both factors, 

it seems clear that the artistic scenes of war depicted on early grave-marker vases formed an 

important part of the deceased’s social identity: they conferred on the dead the status of a 

warrior, together with the activities normally associated with it (sea-battles, raiding etc.), which 

may have been relevant to him, or something he aspired to, during his life. Whether such graves 

                                                
345 E.g. 16.457, 675. The marker on top of the mound may also consist of other objects, such as the oar fixed on 
Elpenor’s grave by Odysseus (XI.75-8). For more on geras thanonton in Homer, see Garland (1982).  
346 For more on the Attic Geometric and Protoattic burials, see Kurtz and Boardman (1971), 49-67; Morris (1987), 
20-2, 125-130; Houby-Nielsen (1992); Sourvinou-Inwood (1995), 109-47; Whitley (2001), 233-43. 
347 The movement towards extra-mural burials is generally ascribed to the growing concept of pollution associated 
with death and corpses, evidenced in the firmer physical delineation between sacred and living spaces introduced 
by the Greek poleis in the late eighth century BC. For more see Sourvinou-Inwood (1983), 43-4; Morris (1987), 
192. For more on pollution (miasma) in general, see Parker (1983). 
348 A brief overview, with references, is provided by Sourvinou-Inwood (1995), 217-21.  
349 Ahlberg (1971b). 
350 Ahlberg (1971a). 
351 For a summary of the debate, see Whitley (1991), 48-53. Since most of the imagery depicted on the funeral 
vases concern funeral rituals, which were a part of everyday life in early Athenian communities, I believe that we 
should assume that scenes representing military activities were similarly drawn from real life experience.   
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belonged specifically to those who died in war is unfortunately unclear and a matter of 

speculation, as the funerary markers bear no relief sculpture or inscriptions. These, however, 

appear towards the end of the seventh century BC, which witnesses a major change in the form 

of the grave monument in Attica. 

In the last quarter of the seventh century BC, the great mounds of the preceding decades 

start to shrink in both size and number, as more graves come to consist of mudbrick tombs 

accompanied by elaborate funerary sculpture.352 The latter consist of imposing statues of naked 

or draped youths, known as kouroi and korai, which appear in Attica from about c. 600 BC; 

and, from 570s BC, of stone stelai with relief decoration portraying the deceased. Many of the 

funerary monuments are now accompanied by epitaphs, inscribed most often on the base of the 

statue, and providing the name of the deceased, and occasionally a few more details on his/her 

life and the artist. The gravestones are found all over Attica, but almost none have been 

discovered in situ; in fact, the survival of some the finest gravestones of this period is solely 

due to their later incorporation into the Themistoclean wall, which according to Thucydides 

(1.93) was hastily built after the Persian Wars, in part by using fragments of Archaic 

tombstones.353 Despite these problems, however, the number of known grave monuments is 

still relatively high and provides us with one of the richest sources for the cultural, social and 

religious life of Athens in the sixth century BC.354    

Based on the sheer size and artistic quality of the Attic funerary monuments of the sixth 

century BC, there is no doubt that the graves which they stood over and commemorated 

belonged to the wealthiest members of Athenian communities. Both the kouroi/korai and the 

relief stelai were very costly to make and individually commissioned from the sculptors’ 

workshops, even though their style and general themes are common for most of the Archaic 

period. By far the most popular themes on the grave reliefs associate the deceased with the 

activities of war and athletics, thus confirming the social and cultural significance of both areas 

                                                
352 For more on Archaic burials in Attica, see Kurtz and Boardman (1971), 68-90; Morris (1987), 22, 130-7; Houby-
Nielsen (1995); Sourvinou-Inwood (1995), 140-297. Even though the earth mounds considerably reduced in size 
and were eventually replaced by mudbrick tombs, our largest examples, known as the Grabhügel G and Südhügel, 
come from the mid-sixth century BC. For more on these exceptional tumuli, which contained several graves each, 
see Houby-Nielsen (1995), 153-63, who argues that in their structure such common graves constituted the 
forerunners to public burials for the war dead of the Classical period. 
353 For general works on Archaic gravestones of Attica, see Richter (1961); Jeffery (1962); Clairmont (1970), 3-
22. 
354 Clairmont (1970), 4 n. 5, estimated that the surviving number of Archaic Attic grave memorials is c. 167; the 
figure, however, represents all surviving grave elements (bases, stelai, sphinxes etc.) which in some cases may 
have belonged to the same monument; or in the cases of kouroi/korai, may have been used as dedications in 
sanctuaries. In his count, this figure constitutes about 30% of the hypothetical total number of Archaic grave 
memorials, which he set to five hundred.      
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for early Athenian elites.355 While there are a few representations depicting the dead as mature 

(bearded) men, the majority of Attic stelai depict the dead as youths, which suggests that a large 

number of such monuments were erected for people who died in their youth. And as military 

attributes feature prominently in the iconography of the reliefs, it is not only clear that the 

wealthy families wished to commemorate their kin as warriors, but also that the deceased in 

question could have been casualties of war.356 It might, alternatively, be argued that the 

monuments simply signify the key elements of the Athenian elites’ self-image, modelled on the 

ideals of war and military excellence enshrined in the epic songs. In addition, such monuments 

may only indicate that the buried men were members of the city’s army throughout, or at some 

point in their lives. The regularity of the combination of the ‘youth’ and ‘warrior’ schemes on 

Archaic gravestones, which fits very closely with the ideological model of kalos thanatos, 

implies, however, that the graves may have indeed belonged to young Athenian men who died 

in war. While either or all of these interpretations may be true, a number of inscriptions 

accompanying the Archaic gravestones show that some of the deceased undoubtedly lost their 

lives in battle. 

The most iconic of all Archaic gravestones from Attica belonged to a man named 

Kroisos, whose funeral monument consisted of an inscribed base surmounted by a magnificent 

kouros, commonly identified by scholars with the famous Anavysos kouros.357 Kroisos was 

buried at Phoinikia in south-western Attica, where both the base and statue were found;358 his 

grave memorial was most likely set by the side of a highly frequented road, as was common for 

most tombs in Archaic Attica. The short epitaph written on the base suggests that he fell in 

battle, literally defeated by Ares: ‘Stay and take pity by the marker of dead Kroisos, whom once 

in the front ranks destroyed raging Ares’359. The grave was initially dated to the 540s BC and 

it has, therefore, been assumed that Kroisos died in the battle of Pallene in 546 BC, where the 

Athenians were defeated by Peisistratus and his allies. More recent estimations, however, move 

                                                
355 For examples, see Jeffery (1962): Warriors: 125 (9-11), 132 [1], 135 (1), 134 (1), 141 (52); Athletes: 124 (7), 
128 (1), 145 (1).  
356 As argued by Sourvinou-Inwood (1995), 221-97, who, based on her survey of Archaic sepulchral epitaphs, 
concluded that ‘about half of the epitaphs that are not so fragmentary as to be impossible to determine, were for 
young people, including young men who died at war’ (p. 286). See also Humphreys (1980), 104-5, who conducted 
a survey and came to similar conclusions. 
357 Jeffery (1962), 143-4 (57); Clairmont (1970), 16-17; Richter (1970)3, 118-19 (136); Osborne (1988), 6-9 
Arrington (2015), 27-30; Tentori Montalto (2017), 35-8. For more on Attic Archaic kouroi/korai in general, see 
Richter (1970)3; Martini (1990); Sourvinou-Inwood (1995), 231-75; Lorenz (2010). It is important to note that the 
funerary use of kouroi/korai was limited almost exclusively to Archaic Attica; in the wider Greek world such 
statues were used primarily as dedications in sanctuaries.  
358 For more on the link between Kroisos’ gravestone and the Anavysos kouros, see Robinson, Stevens, Vanderpool 
(1949); Neer (2010), 24-6. For a depiction of the Anavysos kouros see Osborne (1988), Fig. 3; Stewart (1990), 
Figs. 132, 134; Lorenz (2010), Fig. 7.4; Arrington (2015), Fig. 1.3. 
359 CEG 27: στε͂θι ∶ καὶ οἴκτιρον ∶ Κροίσο παρὰ σε͂µα θανόντος ∶ hόν ποτ’ ἐνὶ προµάχοις ∶ ὄλεσε θο͂ρος ∶ Ἄρες. 
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the date down to c. 530-520 BC, making the link with Pallene untenable.360 Kroisos, most likely 

named after the famous Lydian king, was a member of the elite Athenian family of the 

Alcmaeonids. His high social standing was certainly symbolised by the imposing marble 

kouros, whose valour and beauty, evident in the perfect proportions of the naked body, long 

hair and powerful striding stance, commemorated him using highly elitist visual discourse.361 

Such representation, which clearly alludes to the heroic ideal of kalos thanatos, is further 

enhanced and completed by the epitaph, which presents Kroisos’ death in heroic terms clearly 

reminiscent of the Homeric epics: he fell after fighting among the promachoi, an unmistakable 

mark of his courage, and was destroyed by the god of war himself.362 His death in battle, 

therefore, was what guaranteed his glory and best described his life, giving us both a glimpse 

into the values central to the self-identity of the Archaic Athenian elites, but also explicit 

evidence that the bodies of wealthy warriors who fell in battle could have been brought back 

home for burial. This custom of returning the dead was by no means limited to Kroisos.                    

Indeed, the earliest example of a sepulchral epigram in Attica commemorates a man 

who fell in combat: it comes from Sepolia and belongs to the grave of a certain Tettichos.363 

                                                
360 The dating suggesting a link with the battle of Pallene has been proposed, for instance, by Richter (1970)3, 116; 
and Jeffery (1962), 144. This has been subsequently challenged (e.g. Clairmont (1970), 16) and a revised date in 
the 530-520s BC is now commonly accepted.   
361 The nudity of the kouroi statues has been traditionally interpreted as a heroic and purely symbolic feature, 
intended to represent paradigmatically the ideal of physical strength and beauty. Sourvinou-Inwood (1995), 235-
40, argued, however, that the ‘heroic nudity’ of the statues was also meant to associate the deceased with the 
aristocratic world of the gymnasion and its notions of competition (agon), permeating the spheres of both athletics 
and warfare. Since all kouroi commemorated leisure-class youths, of which a large number fell in battle, she 
posited that their visual rhetoric should be taken, first and foremost, as a reflection of reality; this is further 
confirmed by the fact that nude figures are also found on some grave stelai, both those depicting athletes and 
warriors.  
362 On the kalos thanatos ideal and Kroisos’ tomb, see Arrington (2015), 27. The relation between the statue and 
the inscription on Kroisos’ monument has been studied by Osborne (1988), 7-9, who suggested that the simplicity 
of the kouros elides the specific details of Kroisos’ achievements mentioned in the inscription. As such, the statue 
and the inscription ‘complement and undermine each other’: one glorifies the deeds of the deceased, the other 
places him in the context of basic humanity in the face of death, familiar and equal to all viewers, whatever their 
social status. On the same subject, see also Sourvinou-Inwood (1995), 258-9, n. 642, who argued instead that 
Archaic funerary kouroi differentiated themselves from the viewer. According to her, the statue was intended to 
represent a particular person, usually a young athlete, and as such it spoke most strongly to young males of similar 
social standing and aspirations. The epigram and the statue, as she concluded, complemented ‘each other by 
articulating different (complementary) aspects of the deceased’s social persona.’ An altogether different reading of 
Kroisos’ tomb was proposed by Lorenz (2010), who pointed out that the last two words of the inscription, ‘furious 
Ares’, are written in a separate line and stand out from the rest. And since these words may have attracted the 
reader’s gaze first, he/she would initially associate the kouros with the god Ares, only later realising it depicts one 
of his victims. As such, the tomb granted Kroisos both the identity of a war god and of a pitiful victim, thus 
embodying him as an ideal of a ‘generic powerful male’. While all interpretations provide plausible insights, I 
would stress that the ideological similarities between the epigram and the statue are usually far more apparent than 
the differences. In the case of Kroisos’, the ideal of kalos thanatos was equally well expressed in both the 
inscription and the kouros, suggesting that both media were primarily intended to complement each other and 
express a similar, elite message: a youth frozen in his prime by a heroic death in battle. See also Bruss (2010), 389-
91.      
363 Richter (1961), 158-9, Fig. 203; Jeffery (1962), 133; Day (1989), 17-22; Arrington (2015), 27-30; Tentori 
Montalto (2017), 31-5. The earliest Greek epitaph which mentions the death of a warrior in battle is from the tomb 
of Arniadas in Corcyra, c. 600 BC. The inscription (CEG 145) reads as follows: ‘This is the tomb of Arniadas. 
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The inscription, written on the base which supported a sizeable monument which does not 

survive, has been dated to 575-550 BC. In a fashion similar to the epitaph commemorating 

Kroisos, it addresses the passer-by directly, asking him to stop and lament the death of 

Tettichos: ‘Let each man, whether a citizen or foreigner coming from abroad, pass by only after 

mourning Tettichos, a good man, who perished in war and lost his tender youth. Once you have 

lamented this, proceed to a good deed.’364 The epitaph does not provide us with much 

information about the deceased, describing him only as a young and good man. It places 

considerably more emphasis on the person reading and looking at the monument.365 Despite the 

relative lack of details concerning Tettichos, his life and death are represented using notions 

familiar from epic poetry: he is an aner agathos, which carried clear military connotations; he 

died an ideal, beautiful death - in combat and at the height of his youth.366 Tettichos’ death, 

therefore, is conceptualised along the archetypal pattern of kalos thanatos, as the achievements 

of his life are encapsulated by his glorious sacrifice in battle. The heroic language used in the 

epigram further testifies to the elitist and individualistic nature of the discourse employed in the 

commemoration of the war dead in Archaic Athens.367 But more importantly, from our 

perspective, the epitaph makes it clear that after his death in battle, Tettichos’ body must have 

been transported from the battlefield back to his home in Sepolia.368 While identifying the exact 

battle responsible for Tettichos’ passing is beyond our scope, it has been suggested that he most 

                                                
Him flashing-eyed Ares destroyed as he fought by the ships at the streams of Aratthus, displaying the highest 
valour amid the groans and shouts of war.’ (σᾶµα τόδε Ἀρνιάδα. χαροπὸς τόνδ’ ὄˉλεσεν Ἄρεˉς βαρνάµενον παρὰ 
ναυσὶν ἐπ’ Ἀράθθοιο ῥοϝαῖσι πολλὸν ἀριστεύτοντα κατὰ στονόϝεσ<σ>αν ἀϝυτάν). For more on early Greek 
sepulchral epigrams, see Trümpy (2010).  
364CEG 13: [εἴτε ἀστό]ς τις ἀνὲρ εἴτε χσένος | ἄλοθεν ἐλθόν ⋮ Τέτιχον οἰκτίρας ἄνδρ’ ἀγαθὸν παρίτο, ⋮ ἐν πολέµοι 
φθίµενον, νεαρὰν hέβεν ὀλέσαντα. ⋮ ταῦτ’ ἀποδυράµενοι νε͂σθε ἐπὶ πρᾶγµ’ ἀγαθόν. Jeffery (1962), 133, concluded 
that Tettichos’ monument most likely consisted of a sculpted stele, although she did state that the stepped base may 
have supported a kouros, in a war similar to Xenokles’s tomb discussed below. Arrington (2015), 27, suggests that 
the sculpted stele of Tettichos’ grave most likely depicted a warrior carrying a spear, and could have resembled the 
monument for Aristion, discussed later in this chapter. 
365 For more on the interaction between epigram and passer-by, see Schmitz (2010); Tueller (2010); Vestrheim 
(2010). It is interesting to note that the appearance of a passer-by in sepulchral epigrams was a phenomenon 
restricted to sixth-century BC Attica, where a set vocabulary to address the epigram’s reader was established, 
designed to attract attention and to provoke pity. For more on this, see esp. Tueller (2010), who argued that the 
involvement of the passer-by in Archaic Attic epigrams was meant to perform ‘a function somewhat parallel to the 
funeral’ (p. 49). 
366 The ideal of kalos thanatos in Tettichos’ epigram is especially stressed by Day (1989), 17-22, who argued that 
instead of providing biographical information, the tomb symbolised an ideal state of death: ‘It was a state of moral 
and physical perfection, artificially created by verbal and visual motifs any contemporary would recognize from 
previous acquaintance with literary encomium and commemorative art’ (p. 22). On the similarities between epic 
poetry and early sepulchral epigram, see Trümpy (2010), 171-5, who goes as far as to argue that the latter were 
‘miniature epics’. 
367 For more on the elite ideology of early sepulchral epigrams, see Sourvinou-Inwood (1995), 170-80.  
368 Jacoby (1944), 44, includes the example of Tettichos in his list of all known Athenian casualties killed in service 
before 470 BC. He states that Tettichos was buried privately in a family tomb but, rather confusingly, does not 
explain how this relates to his wider assumption that all Athenians were buried on the battlefield before the 
introduction of the patrios nomos, which he dated to 465/4 BC.  
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likely fell in one of the mid-sixth century encounters between Athens and Megara.369 If this 

assumption is correct, bringing Tettichos’ remains back to his family would not have been a 

logistical problem, providing us with another potential instance of an elite Athenian brought 

back home for burial. 

The final example of a grave belonging to a fallen warrior comes from the epigram 

commemorating Xenokles.370 The inscription, dated to c. 550-530 BC, was found on a stepped 

tomb base built into the Themistoclean wall, and has been reconstructed as: ‘[He who] pauses 

and behold your marker, Xenokles, the marker of a spearman, will know your manliness.’371 

Xenokles’ grave monument most likely consisted of a kouros, and although the language used 

in his epigram makes less use of heroic and epic elements than the tomb of Kroisos, the elitist 

and individualising aspects remain largely consistent. He is defined by his manliness and his 

skill as a spearman, which combined with the imposing nature of his kouros statue, sends a 

powerful message about his social identity as a warrior, and as a member of the Athenian elite. 

His death in battle is not mentioned but, judging by the cases of Kroisos and Tettichos, we can 

suspect that he did meet his fate on the battlefield, and that his body was transported to his 

family for a funeral. The lack of any indication of the manner of Xenokles’ death is, in fact, 

reflective of a wider feature of Archaic epigrams, which very rarely mention the specific causes 

of death for the commemorated deceased.372 A few of them can certainly be thought to have 

died in war, including the ones we have considered so far, suggesting that individual war burials 

at home may have been the norm for elite members of Archaic Athenian armies.373      

One feature which all Archaic epigrams for war casualties have in common is their 

highly individualising, heroic and elitist rhetoric. The fallen men are remembered as young 

individuals whose bravery and excellence in battle ensured fame and renown for themselves 

and their families. Their death in the field is presented as their central achievement, and 

although the loss of their youth is to be pitied and lamented, it is also meant to inspire the passer-

by to emulate their valour. In this context, it is striking that the surviving epigrams offer no 

references to the communities or the wider polis that these men were fighting and sacrificing 

                                                
369 Richter (1961), 158. 
370 Jeffery (1962), 118-19; Tentori Montalto (2017), 77-8. 
371 CEG 19: [---τι]ς̣ αἰχµετο͂, Χσενόκλεες, ἀνδρὸς̣ [ἐπισ]τὰς ⋮ σε͂µα τὸ σὸν προσιδὸν γνό[σετ]α̣ι ἐν[ορέαν]. 
Translation from Tueller (2010), 45. 
372 The cause of death is mentioned only if it came by an illness or accident, or indeed by falling in battle. For 
more, see Clairmont (1970), 9.  
373 For a full list of epigrams which mention death in warfare, see Clairmont (1970), 6 n. 24. In a recent work on 
Greek epigrams dedicated to the war dead, Tentori Montalto (2017) listed five examples from Archaic Athens; 
apart from Tettichos, Kroisos and Xenokles, he also included CEG 79, referring most likely to a casualty of a naval 
battle, and CEG 30, commemorating Spoud[---] (?). The latter two, however, are too fragmentary to draw any 
definite conclusions.     
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their lives for.374 But elegiac poetry of the period, which the epigrams in many ways adopt and 

resemble, do champion the notions of patriotism and self-sacrifice, alongside those more 

traditional ideals of individual prowess, honour and glory attainable through battle. The poems 

of Callinus and Tyrtaeus provide the best examples of such martial exhortations, which were 

inspired by the new values that became increasingly prominent with the rise of civic 

consciousness in Archaic Greece: 

 
For it is a splendid honour for man to fight on behalf of his land, children, and wedded wife 
against the foe… All the people miss a stout-hearted man when he dies and while he lives he 
is the equal of demigods. For in the eyes of the people he is like a tower, since single-handed 
he does the deeds of many.375  

Callinus Fr. 1  
 
 

It is a fine thing for a brave man to die when he has fallen among the front ranks while fighting 
for his homeland… But for the young everything is seemly, as long as he has the splendid 
prime of lovely youth; while alive, men marvel at the sight of him and women feel desire, and 
when he has fallen among the front ranks, he is fair.376 

Tyrtaeus Fr. 10  
 

And if he falls among the front ranks, pierced many times through his breast and bossed shield 
and corselet from the front, he loses his own dear life but brings glory to his city, to his people, 
and to his father. Young and old alike mourn him, all the city is distressed by the painful loss, 
and his tomb and children are pointed out among the people, and his children’s children and 
his line after them. Never do his name and good fame perish, but even though he is beneath the 
earth he is immortal, whoever furious Ares slays as he displays prowess by standing fast and 
fighting for land and children.377 

Tyrtaeus Fr. 12 

 

Such fragments are clearly inspired by the military values enshrined in the Homeric epics, but 

their consistent focus on the defence of the community, the land, the children and the wives, is 

in many ways an elaboration of themes which were of comparably lesser importance in the 

exhortations made by the Homeric basileis.378 The ever-present ideal of kalos thanatos is 

                                                
374 As argued by Robertson (1997); Morgan (2001), 38; Arrington (2015), 30. 
375 τιµῆέν τε γάρ ἐστι καὶ ἀγλαὸν ἀνδρὶ µάχεσθαι | γῆς πέρι καὶ παίδων κουριδίης τ᾿ ἀλόχου | δυσµενέσιν· (…) 
λαῷ γὰρ σύµπαντι πόθος κρατερόφρονος ἀνδρὸς | θνήσκοντος, ζώων δ᾿ ἄξιος ἡµιθέων· 
376 τεθνάµεναι γὰρ καλὸν ἐνὶ προµάχοισι πεσόντα | ἄνδρ᾿ ἀγαθὸν περὶ ᾗ πατρίδι µαρνάµενον (…) νέοισι δὲ πάντ᾿ 
ἐπέοικεν, | ὄφρ᾿ ἐρατῆς ἥβης ἀγλαὸν ἄνθος ἔχῃ, | ἀνδράσι µὲν θηητὸς ἰδεῖν, ἐρατὸς δὲ γυναιξὶ | ζωὸς ἐών, καλὸς 
δ᾿ ἐν προµάχοισι πεσών. 
377 αὐτὸς δ᾿ ἐν προµάχοισι πεσὼν φίλον ὤλεσε θυµόν, | ἄστυ τε καὶ λαοὺς καὶ πατέρ᾿ εὐκλεΐσας, | πολλὰ διὰ 
στέρνοιο καὶ ἀσπίδος ὀµφαλοέσσης | καὶ διὰ θώρηκος πρόσθεν ἐληλαµένος. | τὸν δ᾿ ὀλοφύρονται µὲν ὁµῶς νέοι 
ἠδὲ γέροντες, | ἀργαλέῳ δὲ πόθῳ πᾶσα κέκηδε πόλις, | καὶ τύµβος καὶ παῖδες ἐν ἀνθρώποις ἀρίσηµοι | καὶ παίδων 
παῖδες καὶ γένος ἐξοπίσω· | οὐδέ ποτε κλέος ἐσθλὸν ἀπόλλυται οὐδ᾿ ὄνοµ᾿ αὐτοῦ, | ἀλλ᾿ ὑπὸ γῆς περ ἐὼν γίνεται 
ἀθάνατος, | ὅντιν᾿ ἀριστεύοντα µένοντά τε µαρνάµενόν τε | γῆς πέρι καὶ παίδων θοῦρος Ἄρης ὀλέσῃ. 
378 The motif of defending one’s country is present in the Iliad, evidenced especially in the speeches made by 
Hector, who first exhorts his comrades ‘to fight in defense of our country’ (12.243); and later praises any man who 
dies in battle: ‘He has no dishonour when he dies defending his country, for then his wife shall be saved and his 
children afterward, and his house and property shall not be damaged, if the Achaians must go away with their ships 
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vividly depicted by Tyrtaeus, who speaks of the fairness of ‘lovely youths’ falling ‘among the 

front ranks’; the factors which make a battlefield death beautiful, however, are no longer just 

youth and courage, but now also a sacrifice of a life for one’s community. And even though 

both Callinus and Tyrtaeus were not Athenian, the similarities between their elegies and the 

Attic epigrams of the Archaic period are many: the ideal of fighting among the front ranks; 

losing one’s youth in battle; or facing and being slayed by furious Ares.379 The lack of even a 

single reference to the defence of the country and community is, therefore, most revealing and 

must be seen as a deliberate choice on behalf of the Archaic elites in Athens; or as a separate 

artistic tradition, which despite drawing on a lot of material relevant to contemporary martial 

elegies, remained otherwise independent and separate. This divergence between the funerary 

epigram and elegiac poetry, as George Robertson concluded, highlights the individualising 

nature of Attic grave monuments and inscriptions, in which the deceased’s valour in battle ‘is 

a more important consideration… than the fact that he may have contributed to the salvation of 

his polis.’ Consequently, the deceased warriors’ status as citizens ‘takes second place to their 

status as heroes.’380 The inclusion of civic ideals and values in the discourses of the 

commemoration of the war dead in Athens indeed emerged only with the Classical funeral 

oration (epitaphios logos), as we will see later in this chapter.         

But while patriotic considerations were absent from Archaic Athenian epigrams, we 

should not assume that the concept of citizen duty involved in defending one’s community was 

entirely unfamiliar to those serving and dying in the Athenian army. Even though elite values 

and rhetoric dominated the funerary monuments of war casualties, like the kouroi of Kroisos or 

Xenokles, a large number of sculpted grave stelai, accompanied with often few or no inscribed 

words, may have commemorated the war dead in a different, more polis-orientated way. These 

stelai, which begin to appear in number from the second quarter of the sixth century BC in 

Attica, depict the deceased standing in profile as warriors, both young and mature, and usually 

holding a spear in one hand.381 Other decoration may also be included, such as a sphinx or a 

subsidiary pictorial relief, but the imposing warrior figure claims the viewer’s attention. Due to 

the lack of any inscriptions on most of the warrior stelai we cannot conclusively determine 

                                                
to the beloved land of their fathers’ (15.496-9). This ideal, however, is arguably less prominent in the poem, 
especially when compared to the martial elegies of the Archaic period, since the main motivation of Homeric 
basileis in battle, as we saw in Chapter 1, centres around concepts of personal gain and glory. For more on 
patriotism in Homer, see Greenhalgh (1972).        
379 Robertson (1997), 150, argued that patriotic slogans reminiscent of those used by Callinus and Tyrtaeus were 
employed by Solon in his exhortations to the Athenians fighting for the possession of Salamis (Fr. 1, 3), thus giving 
us an early example of an Athenian martial elegy. 
380 Robertson (1997), 151.    
381 Archaic warrior stelai are discussed by Sourvinou-Inwood (1995), 223-7, who, in line with her wider argument 
that most Archaic grave memorials commemorated youths, suggested that both beardless and bearded men 
depicted on the reliefs represented young male warriors. 
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whether such graves belonged to men who fell in combat, but judging from the evidence of 

inscribed monuments of the period, it seems more than plausible that some, if not the majority 

of them, did commemorate war casualties.382 Accepting this assumption would, in turn, 

significantly increase the number of individual warrior graves in Archaic Attica, especially 

towards the end of the sixth century BC which witnesses a rise in the number of all surviving 

funerary stelai, demonstrated in Table 3. 

 

Table 3 – Number of grave stelai in Archaic Attica based on Jeffery (1962) 

 

 

Date Range 

 

650-625  

 

625-600 

 

600-575 

 

575-550 

 

550-525 

 

525-500 

 

Number of records 

 

2 

 

0 

 

2 

 

13 

 

23 

 

27 

 

 

The visual rhetoric of Archaic warrior stelai was certainly influenced and dominated by the 

broader elite ideology expressed in the sepulchral monuments of the era. Their high quality and 

cost, combined with their focus on the individual, leaves us with no doubt that these graves 

belonged to the wealthiest members of Athenian communities. Their difference from the statues 

of Kroisos and Xenokles is, nonetheless, significant and highlights a different approach, both 

artistic and social, to commemorating the war dead.383 The funerary kouroi which adorned the 

graves of the wealthiest Athenians and were most often accompanied by a lengthy epigram, 

provided a highly conservative and elitist form to commemorate the fallen. The combination of 

an imposing human statue and text, as we saw, made a powerful ideological statement aimed 

to glorify the deceased in heroic and highly individualising terms, which in the case of war 

                                                
382 Osborne (1988), 8-9, who looked as the stele of Aristion in particular, concluded that such monuments, first 
and foremost, chose to present the deceased as warriors, and ‘it may or may not be’ that they commemorated men 
who fell in battle. 
383 The ideological differences between the Attic funerary kouroi/korai and relief stelai have been a subject of 
some debate. Stewart (1986); (1990), 50, for instance, argued that the kouroi and korai were highly symbolic and 
elitist, recalling ‘the splendor of Homer’s heroes and heroines’; the stelai, by contrast, were more factual, 
representing the deceased ‘as typical members of the polis community’. Osborne (1988), by contrast, spotted no 
indication of a difference based on class, and suggested that the monuments reflected different attitudes to death, 
with one contemplating the universality of death (kouroi), and the other celebrating life with its community duties 
(stelai). Finally, Sourvinou-Inwood (1995), 269-70, downplayed any dichotomies between the two forms, 
maintaining that they both drew from the same ‘multidimensional spectrum’ in order to represent the deceased’s 
social persona. As will become clear for my argument below, I maintain that the clear visual contrast between the 
kouroi (naked youth) and stelai (warrior, athlete) reflected different ideological functions. While both forms were 
employed by the elites and commemorated the deceased as an individual, the latter invoked clear communal 
aspects absent from the kouroi statues.  
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casualties was often centred on the kalos thanatos ideal. The statue itself, however, made no 

reference to war or army service, maintaining instead a constant and universal pose which 

remained unchanged during the Archaic period; although the inscription may state that the 

deceased man died in battle, any mentions of a communal service or patriotic duty are absent.384 

And while a similar discourse could also be employed in combination with a relief stele, as was 

the case with the tomb of Tettichos, the visual rhetoric employed by the Archaic warrior stelai 

exhibited a greater degree of interest in the communal aspect of military duty and a warrior’s 

sacrifice in service to his community. In contrast to the kouroi, the prime focus of the Archaic 

stelai was to commemorate the dead as warriors and members of the Athenian army.   

A famous example of the communal values idealised in a private grave monument is 

provided by the stele of Aristion, built by Aristokles in c. 510 BC and found in the east coast 

of Attica.385 The once-painted marble relief, inscribed only with the name of the deceased and 

the sculptor, depicts an armed and bearded Aristion, confidently holding an upward-facing 

spear. The laconic nature of the monument places Aristion’s service in the army as central to 

his identity, removing the elements of heroism, pity and family grief which characterised the 

ideological message of the inscribed kouroi. Such focus, as Robin Osborne suggested, puts 

Aristion’s public military service to the fore, reasserting ‘that such service is, and continues to 

be, of the highest value’ and thus anticipating ‘the public memorials to the dead in war of the 

democratic Athens of the fifth century.’386 Aristion’s memorial, together with other Archaic 

warrior stelai, may consequently provide our first indication of the growing importance of 

public duty associated with military service, which had been traditionally structured around the 

heroic notions of individual accomplishment and glory. As such, they could provide a silent 

counterpart to the martial elegies of Callinus and Tyrtaeus, filling in the gap between the latter 

and the funerary epigrams inscribed on the Attic tombstones. Furthermore, they indicate the 

existence of a different discourse, parallel but also complementary to the highly individualising 

and elitist rhetoric of the inscribed grave monuments; this rhetoric, which idealised the notion 

of military service for the community, gradually began to permeate into Athenian social and 

political mentalities from the first half of the sixth century BC. In short, the Archaic warrior 

stelai provided a platform for a new visual and ideological discourse to emerge, grow and 

eventually overtake the more traditional elitist forms represented by the funerary kouroi. This 

discourse, in effect, set the ground for, and eventually culminated in, public burials of the war 

dead and the patrios nomos of the Classical period.     

                                                
384 On the conservative nature of the kouroi, see Osborne (1988), 6-9. 
385 For more on the grave stele of Aristion, see Jeffery (1962), 141 (52); Osborne (1988), 8-9. For illustrations: 
Richter (1961), Figs. 155-8; Osborne (1988), Fig. 4; Arrington (2015), Fig. 1.4. 
386 Osborne (1988), 8. 
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Despite the ideological differences between the inscribed monuments and the sculpted 

stelai of Archaic Athens, both commemorated the deceased as an individual: one, as member 

of the elite; the other, as member of the wider community. Each medium, in its own distinctive 

way, placed the death of the individual at the centre, which, from the perspective of our 

investigation, strongly indicates that fallen warriors belonging to the wealthiest strata of 

Archaic Athens received individual burials. As a result, we should suspect that it was imperative 

for their bodies to be removed from the battlefield, at all costs, in order to be transported back 

home to their families. The existence of such mentality is supported further by the iconography 

of the period, which as we saw placed individual duels, fights over the fallen, and retrieving the 

dead during combat as central to the perception and experience of war in the Archaic era. The 

evidence for elite burials and commemoration of the war dead in sixth century BC Athens 

confirms, therefore, that the central themes and ideals preserved in the iconographic record 

must have been drawn from the actual practice of war. As such, it brings the ‘hierarchical’ 

standards of the Iliad much closer to the realities of Archaic battlefields, where the importance 

of retrieving and burying the bodies of leading warriors was paramount. This conclusion, if 

correct, fundamentally challenges our understanding not only of the early customs of war 

burials in Athens (and possibly elsewhere) but also the wider practice and experience of war in 

Archaic Greece. 

The fate of elite casualties in the Archaic period followed, in all likelihood, a pattern 

similar to that depicted in the Homeric poems. Upon the death of any prominent member of the 

Athenian army, his comrades would have attempted to remove his body from the battlefield, in 

order to bring it home to his family for a private burial, accompanied by the building of a highly 

conspicuous grave marker. The deceased would have been transported back home by carts 

following any military engagements carried out within or close to Attica. Since many conflicts 

in the sixth century BC took place fairly close to home, carting the bodies back to the hearth 

was relatively easy and did not pose any major logistical problems.387 Alternatively, the corpses 

of the dead could have been cremated to facilitate transportation, which would have made more 

sense for any conflicts occurring at greater distances. Even though cremation was by far the 

more expedient method – ashes obviously facilitating ease of transport – burning bodies was a 

                                                
387 As argued by Arrington (2015), 31-2, who emphasises that there were ‘no restrictions on transporting the 
corpses of the dead from the battlefield and burying the body as a family’ in sixth-century BC Athens. The relative 
ease with which the bodies of the fallen could have been transported home also suggests that Archaic tomb 
memorials for war casualties were not cenotaphs. The latter, which become increasingly common in the Classical 
period when the remains of the war dead were not returned to the families, were initially erected in exceptional 
circumstances when the corpse could not be recovered. See also Stupperich (1977), 69-70.    
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timely and expensive operation, especially in a country where wood was scarce.388 We should 

assume, therefore, that cremation was practiced only for those men who died far away from 

Athens and whose families could afford to cover the necessary expenses. Carting the bodies 

back home would otherwise have remained the norm.     

While the comrades of a deceased warrior were obliged to return their bodies, his enemies were 

eager to despoil his corpse, and were willing to risk their lives in the process. The weapons and 

armour of defeated elite warriors were still prized for their material and symbolic value, but 

they also continued to serve as physical testimony to the individual’s bravery and martial 

prowess. Spoils of war, which featured so prominently in the Iliad, would have been dedicated 

to the gods in a sanctuary, a practice increasingly common in the Greek world from the early 

Archaic period onwards. They were also just as likely to be displayed in a place of honour in 

one’s household, where they would impress visitors and were often accompanied by 

inscriptions naming the warriors who took them.389  

This model of early Greek combat highlights, first and foremost, the dominance of the 

elites over the Athenian armies of the Archaic period. Their superiority influenced the practice 

of combat and the norms regarding the treatment of the war dead. In addition, the style of 

fighting, which allowed the warriors to fight over and retrieve the fallen during the battle, must 

have involved a good deal of flexibility in formation, again probably similar to that depicted in 

Homeric accounts of combat and on Attic black-figure vases. Plundering the bodies of slain 

warriors in the midst of battle was, as Vaughn pointed out, ‘simply not a practical endeavor 

during pitched hoplite battles’ which were fought in phalanx formations, relying on the 

cohesiveness of the warriors, and the need for each individual to stay in rank.390 The biggest 

danger for any phalanx was the creation of gaps in the shield-line, which would undoubtedly 

have been caused by warriors trying to snatch the armor of enemy corpses or to carry a slain 

comrade back to safety.391 Such practices, as we have seen, were in all likelihood very common 

in the elite-dominated warfare of the Archaic period. This, in turn, suggests that early Greek 

                                                
388 See Kurtz and Boardman (1971), 193-5, 257, 328. For more on the cremation vs inhumation of the war dead in 
ancient Greece, see Pritchett (1985), 251-7. 
389 For more on the dedication of captured arms, see Pritchett (1979), 240-95; Jackson (1991); Morgan (2001), 24-
7; Snodgrass (2006). For spoils of war hung in Archaic households, see van Wees (1998), 363-6; (2007), 294, Fig. 
9.3.  
390 Vaughn (1991), 46-7. 
391 In the early days of Greek warfare these gaps, as Jackson (1991), 240, observed, may have been constantly 
created by ‘lone warriors who, ambitious for their own glory, might spring forth in the old way to challenge, kill 
and despoil (…) the fine arms of their social equals in the enemy phalanx.’ This practice may have, in fact, carried 
on into the fifth century BC and possibly beyond (see footnote 341 above).  
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phalanxes, if there ever were any, must have been relatively open and flexible formations, quite 

unlike the ones we know of from the Classical period.392 

Finally, while our knowledge regarding the treatment of the elite fallen of Athens is 

fairly secure, the post-mortem fate of non-elite warriors is much harder to deduce. As we noted 

earlier, our sources for the period offer no explicit hints as to the standard procedures for the 

disposal of the dead after a battle, and there are almost no surviving mass-burial mounds in 

Greece before the end of the sixth century BC. Most scholars assume that the majority of the 

dead were normally buried in a polyandrion on the battlefield, but the relative lack of any 

archaeologically-visible mass graves may be an indication of the relative unimportance of such 

burials. Alternatively, the lack of such graves, combined with the magnificence of the individual 

elite war burials in Attica, could suggest that early Athenian armies consisted primarily, if not 

exclusively, of the wealthiest citizens of the polis. The latter interpretation, which we will 

discuss at more length in the following chapter, seems to find confirmation in the sudden 

disappearance of elite gravestones in Attica in the last years of the sixth century BC, paralleled 

by the first public burials of the war dead.     

 

A patrios nomos 

 

The second half of the sixth century BC witnessed some major changes in the burial evidence 

of Archaic Attica. First, the conspicuous grave markers of the elites, after reaching peak 

magnificence around 560 - 540 BC, begin to dwindle in size. The crowning element of the relief 

stelai, which consisted of a separate finial (such as a sphinx) attached to the monument, 

disappears from about 530 BC, and is replaced by simpler decoration carved on to the stele.393 

This less elaborate, and somewhat cheaper, form apparently allowed more people to afford 

them, because the number of adult burials rises in the last decades of the sixth century BC; an 

increase, according to Morris, that may provide us with a glimpse of the social widening of the 

burial group in Attica.394 The radical transformation, however, takes place only towards the 

very end of the century, when the number of graves undergoes a dramatic rise commonly 

                                                
392 The existence of the phalanx formation in Archaic Greek warfare is a subject of a heated historical debate. 
Some associate its origins with the emergence of first citizen armies in the mid-eighth century BC, while others 
argue that it did not feature on the Greek battlefields until the fifth century BC. My preference leans strongly 
towards the second camp in this debate, represented by scholars such as Peter Krentz and Hans van Wees. For a 
recent summary of the debate, with references, see Kagan and Viggiano (2013).  
393 For examples of the simpler types of decoration, see Richter (1961), 52; Kurtz and Boardman (1971), 85-6. 
394 Morris (1987), 208.  
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associated with the establishment of the first ‘citizen cemeteries’ in Athens.395 Between 510 

and 480 BC, the grave markers of Athenian elites that had dominated the funerary record of the 

Archaic period, including the kouroi and stelai commemorating war casualties, disappear. 

Equally, the familiar visual signs of high status and conspicuous consumption are completely 

banished from the cemeteries. These developments are also accompanied by wider changes in 

burial customs, including the sudden rise in the number of small-child and infant burials, 

reflecting growing concerns about legitimacy and the concepts of family and infancy.396 Taken 

together, the momentous changes in burial evidence which took place at the end of the Archaic 

period seem to accompany the new social values associated with Cleisthenes’ reforms of 508/7 

BC. It is, therefore, not surprising that the first instances of public polyandria built for the war 

dead appear around the very same time, just when the newly democratic Athenian polis began 

to take full control over its fallen citizens.                

While the first Athenian public burials for war casualties are usually dated to the years 

immediately following the introduction of democracy, some communal graves of an earlier date 

have occasionally been identified as potential polyandria. One example is a fragment of a stele 

with two columns inscribed with names, dated to c. 550 BC and found close to the south-

western gates of Athens.397 Despite admitting uncertainty as to whether the name-list was a 

gravestone, Jeffery suggested that the stele could have been a cenotaph to commemorate men 

lost at sea or in combat, or a polyandrion made on the field of battle.398 The evidence, however, 

is far too limited and fragmentary to confirm any such suggestion, and, as Clairmont pointed 

out, it is not entirely clear to which battle the stele would refer and why a casualty list would 

be erected by the city gate in the south-west.399 Considering that the next casualty list does not 

appear in Athens until the end of the sixth century BC, the possibility of a polyandrion at such 

an early date is very slim and should be dismissed unless further evidence can be found. Another 

potential candidate for an early casualty list comes from a stele found in the Anavyssos area, 

also dated to around 550 BC.400 The monument contained a list of names and perhaps the name 

of a dedicator (Oionichos?), which again led Jeffery to suspect that it was a polyandrion or a 

cenotaph erected for casualties of a battle or a shipwreck. She also speculated that there were 

columns missing, which led her to conclude that ‘this is a casualty list arranged under the 

                                                
395 The dramatic rise in the number of adult and child burials in Attica around 510 BC is well represented on a 
graph in Morris (1987), Fig. 22. I will discuss the wider political and social significance of these changes in the 
next chapter. 
396 See Houby-Nielsen (1995), 147-50; (2000). 
397 Jeffery (1962), 128 [20]; Clairmont (1983), 87-8. 
398 Jeffery (1962), 128. 
399 Clairmont (1983), 88. 
400 Jeffery (1962), 143 [55]. 
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headings of tribes.’401 This interpretation is very problematic, since any arrangement of casualty 

names by tribe seems highly doubtful at such an early date; furthermore, considering the 

location of the Anavyssos area – far removed from the political centre at Athens – it seems 

unlikely that the only example of an early Athenian public polyandrion would have been located 

there. The monument was, therefore, in all likelihood built by private means; and while it could 

have commemorated the casualties of war (Pallene?), the decision not to employ the traditional 

media of commemorating the war dead (kouroi, warrior stelai), which become widespread 

around 550s BC, suggests that its function lay elsewhere.402 In general, the lack of any clear-

cut evidence for communal warrior graves in pre-508 BC Attica makes any speculations 

concerning early casualty lists highly conjectural.403  

Our only evidence for an early public burial of an Athenian comes from an anecdotal 

story told by Herodotus. According to him, when Solon visited the court of Croesus in Sardis, 

the Lydian king, who thought himself the happiest of all men, asked him if he ever met anyone 

happier. Solon, preferring truth to flattery, surprisingly named a certain Tellus of Athens, who 

lived a prosperous life, had many fine sons and: ‘crowned his life with a most glorious death: 

for in a battle between the Athenians and their neighbours at Eleusis he attacked and routed the 

enemy and most nobly there died; and the Athenians gave him public (demosie) burial where 

he fell and paid him great honour’ (Hdt. 1.30). The story, if we can believe Herodotus, provides 

our earliest instance of a public burial in Athens. In addition, it has also been taken by some 

scholars as evidence for the custom of burial on the battlefield being practiced by the Athenians 

in the Archaic period.404 It seems very clear, however, that the honours bestowed upon Tellus 

as a result of his deeds in the battle were exceptional; we should not, therefore, assume that 

such honours were normally extended to all Athenians who fell. The only information which 

Herodotus gives us is that Tellus was buried individually on the battlefield, and that his tomb, 

which most likely resembled the monuments we discussed earlier, was paid for by the 

Athenians. Furthermore, the exceptional nature of Tellus’ burial on the battlefield may indicate 

that the normal procedure was indeed to return the bodies of fallen warriors back home for 

                                                
401 Ibid. 
402 Considering that the most obvious restoration of the lines contains the verb anetheke, it seems most plausible 
to assume that the monument was a dedication, which had nothing to do with casualties of war. The list of names, 
as Jeffery pointed out, is harder to explain. Assuming that the monument was an unparalleled example of a practice 
later adopted by the state, based on a speculation concerning missing columns, is certainly taking it a step too far.  
403 It is perhaps most revealing that Clairmont (1983), 87-94, who collected all available archaeological and literary 
evidence for pre-490 BC Athenian public burials, included only one example (mentioned above) predating the 
reforms of Cleisthenes.   
404 Jacoby (1944), 44-5; Pritchett (1985), 161, 249. Pritchett based his argument on a claim that any stories which 
only mention ‘where a prominent participant in a battle is buried’, such as Hermolykos’ (Hdt. 9.105) or 
Anchimolios’ (Hdt. 5.63) burials, indicate that the rest of the dead ‘were buried at the same spot’ (p. 161). Van 
Wees (2006b), 132 n. 25, rightly disagrees, stressing that the purpose of such stories was to demonstrate 
exceptional privilege.    
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burial.405 As such, it would confirm our assumption that this was the standard practice following 

any military encounter in the Archaic period.         

The first warrior grave which most historians associate with an Athenian polyandrion 

was located near the Euripus in 507/6 BC and commemorated the dead from the battle between 

the Athenians and the Chalcidians (Hdt. 5.74).406 Our knowledge about it comes from an 

epigram ascribed traditionally to Simonides, which would have been inscribed on a monument 

set above the grave: 

 
We fell under the fold of Dirphys, and our funeral mound was raised near the Euripus by our 
country. And not undeservedly: for we lost our delightful youth facing the rugged cloud of 
battle.407 
 

Planudean Anthology 26 

 

The inscription states very clearly that the funeral mound was raised at public expense 

(demosia), and contained the bodies of all the warriors who fell in battle. As such, it provides 

us with arguably the first Greek communal tomb erected by the state, which contained the 

remains of all fallen, without any distinction for social class. The identity of the men buried in 

the polyandrion, however, was a subject of a scholarly debate.408 According to Page, the 

admission of defeat (edmethemen), combined with the lack of any references to defending the 

community, suggests that the tomb belonged to the defeated Euboeans.409 His reading has been 

subsequently revised by Lloyd-Jones, who stated that edmethemen should be read instead as 

‘we were killed’, and does not necessarily imply defeat.410 In addition, the absence of any 

patriotic considerations should not be taken as particularly unusual; the general rhetoric of the 

epigram uses elements familiar from Archaic epigram for the war dead, referring to the loss of 

‘delightful youth’ and the ‘rugged cloud of battle’, so its failure to mention the community is 

entirely in line with Archaic Athenian discourse of praising the war dead.411 The Euboean 

                                                
405 As argued by van Wees (2006b), 132.  
406 See Jacoby (1944), 45; Page (1981), 189-91; Clairmont (1983), 88-9; Robertson (1983), 88-9; Pritchett (1985), 
164-5; Robertson (1997), 150-1; Morgan (2001), 33; Arrington (2015), 42. 
407 Δίρφυος ἐδµήθηµεν ὑπὸ πτυχί· σῆµα δ᾿ ἐφ᾿ ἡµῖν ἐγγύθεν Εὐρίπου δηµοσίᾳ κέχυται, οὐκ ἀδίκως· ἐρατὴν 
γὰρ ἀπωλέσαµεν νεότητα, τρηχεῖαν πολέµου δεξάµενοι νεφέλην. 
408 For more on the debate, see Page (1981), 189-91; Pritchett (1985), 164-5; Robertson (1997), 150-1.  
409 Page (1981), 189-91. Robertson (1983), 88-9, similarly believes that the epitaph did not commemorate the 
fallen Athenians and also adds that it should not be associated with the battle of 507/6 BC. He argued instead that 
the tomb belonged to either the Chalcidians or the Eretrians, and was ‘derived from some engagement between 
these hostile neighbours’ of which we now have no record. This interpretation is highly unlikely, as there is no 
evidence for any early tradition of communal commemoration of the war dead in either Chalcis or Eretria.   
410 Lloyd-Jones (1982), 141. 
411 This interpretation, as Robertson (1997), 151, noted, is further supported by an inscription accompanying a 
dedication made by the Athenians on the Acropolis following the victory. It is partially preserved on two stone 
bases (CEG 179), and mentioned also by Herodotus (5.77): ‘Crushing the Boeotians and Chalcidians, the sons of 
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polyandrion is, therefore, widely assumed to belong to the Athenian dead and is our earliest 

evidence for a new burial practice for war casualties imposed and supervised by the state. Its 

uniqueness is twofold: first, it was the first mass burial on the battlefield, which broke with the 

custom of returning the fallen back to their families; second, it was public and in line with the 

new democratic regime introduced in Athens. The inclusion of the word demosia, as Clairmont 

summarised, ‘is just what one expects to have been ‘dictated’ by the officials of the Democracy 

which in its infant stage was proud to give Athens’ casualties for a first time in its history public 

burial.’412 And even though the wider discourse employed in the epigram was still based on the 

old values of the elites, the egalitarian spirit and the ideal behind the actual burial must have 

indeed been revolutionary.  

That the new custom of common battlefield burials seen in the Euboean polyandrion 

was practiced in early democratic Athens is confirmed subsequently by the earliest Athenian 

casualty list, which commemorated the dead who fell during the conquest of Lemnos in c. 498 

BC (Hdt. 6.140).413 The fragmentary list consists of a stele inscribed on three sides with fifteen 

names in total, and dated roughly to the period of Miltiades’ conquest of Lemnos. The names 

are written by an Attic mason and are arranged according to Athenian tribes, which indicates 

that the commemorated men most likely came from the contingent sent from Athens to aid in 

the operation, and did not include any Athenian settlers from Chersonese, as suggested by 

Jeffery.414 Similar stelai, according to Pausanias’ account (1.32.3), were also erected a few 

years later over the grave of the Athenian dead who fell in the battle of Marathon.415 This, in 

turn, lends further support to the thesis that the earliest Athenian casualty lists were built over 

battlefield polyandria which pre-dated those erected as part of the later state burials in the 

Kerameikos.416 Other examples of battlefield burials of Athenians in this period, including the 

dead from Artemision, Salamis and Plataea, confirm that the custom was a relatively common 

feature in the early decades of the Athenian democracy.417   

                                                
Athens fought well, quenched their pride in grievous bondage of iron, and made these horses from a tenth of the 
spoils as an offering to Pallas Athena.’ As Robertson concludes, no mention is made of defending the community 
or country, ‘which is consistent with the spirit of other Archaic verse inscriptions relating to war.’   
412 Clairmont (1983), 88-9. 
413 See Jeffery (1961), 299-300; Clairmont (1983), 89-90; Pritchett (1985), 165; Arrington (2015), 42-3. 
414 Jeffery (1961), 299-300. 
415 Some fragments from the Marathon casualty lists have been discovered; for references, see Arrington (2015), 
43 n. 107.  
416 According to Clairmont (1983), 90, the practice ‘was fully established’ by 490 BC. 
417 While there may be some doubt regarding the Athenian burials at Artemision and Salamis, I believe that the 
indirect evidence, including remarks from Plutarch (Them. 8.6) and a fragmentary inscription concerning Salamis 
(IG II2 1035), strongly suggests that the Athenian dead were buried on the shore (Artemision) or the promontory 
(Salamis) nearby. There is arguably less reason to suspect that they were brought back to Athens, as Arrington 
(2015), 41-2, does. For more on Athenian burials during the Persian Wars, see Clairmont (1983), 95-123; Pritchett 
(1985), 166-8, 173-5.  
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In addition to battlefield burials, however, some of the fallen Athenians could have been 

also brought back for a communal burial at home. One example of such a practice is provided 

by the tomb of the casualties from a series of naval engagements against Aegina which took 

place around 491/0 BC (Hdt. 6.90-3).418 Pausanias’ includes this taphos in his description of 

the war burials at Kerameikos, clearly stating that it referred to conflicts before the Persian 

invasions (1.29.7). This example may be taken as an indication that public burials in the 

Kerameikos, which formed an essential part of the later patrios nomos custom, were already a 

possibility in the 490s BC. Considering the silence of our main sources regarding other public 

burials in the period, including those from the Ionian revolt or Mycale, it seems plausible to 

assume that the example of the Aeginetan dead was not an exception and that the casualties of 

other conflicts could have been also brought back to Athens.419 If so, the early co-existence of 

two modes of public burials (battlefield and home) may indicate that early battlefield burials, 

such as those in Chalcis, Marathon and Plataea, were seen as special distinction and honour, 

reminiscent of the case of Tellus, whom the Athenians paid ‘great honour’ by burying him 

where he fell.420 Such burials, which feature more prominently in the surviving historical 

record, eventually ceased around the 460s BC, after which the Athenians adopted one standard 

practice of public burial at home for all casualties of war. 

Abandoning the old private custom of bringing back individual fallen must have had a 

profound impact on the Athenian polis and its citizens. By taking sole control over the bodies 

of dead warriors, the newly democratic city adopted the role played previously by the family. 

Consequently, retrieving the corpse during combat was no longer of paramount importance, as 

all Athenian dead were made equal in accordance with the egalitarian ideals championed by the 

new regime. The disappearance of images depicting a fight over a corpse, which we witness 

precisely in this period, provide a very clear indication of the declining importance of such 

motifs, both in the reality and ideology of combat; in a symbolic realm, the increasing absence 

of such scenes matches the absence of the physical bodies, taken away from their families and 

                                                
418 See Clairmont (1970), 6 n. 18; Pritchett (1985), 165-6; Arrington (2015), 40-1. Another potential example is a 
stele in Copenhagen, depicting two hoplites and dated to c. 500-475 BC. Based on the unusually wide width of the 
slab, it has been suggested that the monument could have stood over a polyandrion. For more, see Jeffery (1962), 
146 [11]; Clairmont (1970), 6.     
419 As suggested by Arrington (2015), 40-2. Contra Clairmont (1983), 101-2, and Pritchett (1985), 249, who argued 
that the apparent exception of the Aeginetan burial could be explained by practical considerations, as it ‘seems 
natural for the Athenians to recover the bodies from the wrecks in the Saronic Gulf and to bury their ashes in their 
public cemetery rather than on some Attic headland’. If we accept that the dead from other naval conflicts such as 
Artemision and Salamis were buried close to the battlefield, which both Clairmont and Pritchett do, it would have 
made every sense for the Aeginetan dead to be treated in the same way. That they were not suggests that the 
casualties from Artemision and Salamis were treated differently and ascribed a special distinction by being buried 
‘on the spot’.    
420 This interpretation, furthermore, is also supported by Thucydides’ famous claim about the exceptional nature 
of the battlefield burial of the Marathon dead (2.34.5), echoed also by Pausanias (1.29.4). 
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claimed by the city.421 Once a symbol of individual heroism and beautiful death, the imagery 

on these vases was gradually replaced by a different artistic discourse associated with the white-

ground lekythoi, which as Arrington observed, enabled the families to commemorate their sons 

in a different way, complementary to the one adopted by the state, but frequently ‘tinged with 

nostalgia for Archaic modes of commemoration incompatible with the new civic ideology’.422 

In particular, scenes depicting Hypnos and Thanatos carrying off dead warriors from the 

battlefield, which evoked the famous episode from the Iliad where the body of Sarpedon is 

returned to his family for a glorious funeral (16.667-83), allude to the old customs practiced by 

the elites in the Archaic period.423 These customs, abandoned in the egalitarian spirit of the first 

decades of democracy, were nonetheless reembraced, albeit in a modified way, by the polis and 

the ideology behind the patrios nomos.         

At what date the Athenian patrios nomos was officially established has been a matter of 

much historical debate and speculation, beginning with Thucydides’ famous statement about 

the supposed antiquity of the custom.424 According to him, the Athenians always buried those 

who had fallen in war in the public cemetery, or demosion sema, except for ‘those who fell at 

Marathon; for their valour the Athenians judged to be preeminent and they buried them on the 

spot where they fell’ (2.34). His decision to omit the burial of the Athenians at Plataea, as well 

as some other early examples of battlefield polyandria, has confused scholars ever since 

antiquity. Conflicting dates are proposed by Diodorus, Dionysios of Halicarnassus and 

Pausanias, as they tried to untangle the origins of the custom and its various components, 

including the funeral oration and games.425 Modern historians are in similar disagreement: some 

suggest Cleisthenes’ reforms, others look towards the immediate aftermath of the Persian Wars, 

and most credit Cimon or Ephialtes for introducing the customs. And although establishing the 

precise date behind the patrios nomos in Athens falls outside the immediate scope of this study, 

                                                
421 Suggested also by Arrington (2015), 267. 
422 Arrington (2015), 216-17. For more on white-ground lekythoi, see Kurtz and Boardman (1971), 102-5; 
Arrington (2015), 239-74. 
423 See esp. Arrington (2015), 270-1, who also links these scenes with the ideal of kalos thanatos. 
424 The secondary literature on the subject is, unsurprisingly, considerable as both historians and archaeologists 
have attempted to solve the controversy. The following works provide a good starting point: Jacoby (1944); 
Clairmont (1983), 7-15; Pritchett (1985), 106-24; Loraux (2006)2, 58-61, 94-117; Arrington (2015), 39-49. 
425 Diodorus (11.33.3) says that after the battle of Plataea the Athenians held funeral games for the first time and 
passed a decree concerning funeral orations for war casualties who were buried at public expense. He does not 
specify where the dead were buried but one should assume that he envisions the whole custom being introduced 
at the same time (despite the fact that the Athenian dead at Plataea were buried on the battlefield).  Dionysios of 
Halicarnassus (5.17.4) confirms that the funeral oration was added around the time of the Persian Wars, but cannot 
discern whether it was instituted in honour of the dead from Marathon, Artemision, Salamis or Plataea. His 
statement, however, suggests that the basic custom was already in place before 490 BC. Finally, Pausanias (1.29.4), 
despite mentioning the graves of the Athenians who fought against Aegina in 491/0 BC (1.29.7) and at Eurymedon 
in c. 466 BC (1.29.14) in his survey of the Kerameikos, states a few passages earlier that the first war casualties 
buried in the demosion sema were the fallen from Drabescus in 465 BC. 
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the investigation so far suggests that the most likely period for the emergence of an official 

policy which required the repatriation of all war dead, in all cases and circumstances, could not 

have been in place before the end of the Persian Wars. The repeated reoccurrence of Athenian 

battlefield burials before 480s BC, which appear to have co-existed with early public graves in 

the Kerameikos reported by Pausanias, strongly implies that the custom that we know from the 

Classical era was a product of a later date. This, however, does not mean that the full institution 

simply sprang from nowhere, or indeed from the head of Cimon or Ephialtes.  

Instead, it seems far more likely to assume that the introduction of patrios nomos at 

Athens was a piecemeal process. The first and most important step consisted of transferring 

control of the war dead from private to public hands, signalled by the disappearance of 

individual warrior stelai in the last decade of the sixth century BC. As the Athenian polis found 

itself in full control of the dead, new forms of communal burial and commemoration were 

gradually formed and adopted, including mass polyandria on the battlefields and in the 

Kerameikos, casualty lists, and (eventually) funeral games and orations.426 The process of 

crystallisation of all these components began around the time of Cleisthenes’ reforms and was 

later heavily influenced by the experience of the Persian Wars. The latter, as we saw in the 

previous chapter, had a major impact on Athenian cultural and military self-identity, in which 

customs surrounding the proper burial of war casualties, together with the radical condemnation 

of the maltreatment of the dead, played an essential part. In the end, after years of development 

and readjustment, the separate components of these customs took on their final form under the 

official heading of the patrios nomos.427 

But while the customs of state burial became quickly associated with the egalitarian 

spirit of Athenian democracy, the ideological discourse which they employed was heavily 

drawn from the older rhetoric used by the Athenian elites of the Archaic period. As Loraux 

demonstrated in her study of the Athenian funeral oration, the language used by the orators 

praising the war dead during the annual celebrations was marked by elite values and 

representations. By drawing on the concepts of heroic achievement, agonistic spirit and 

                                                
426 The earliest casualty list located in the Kerameikos is dated to 465/4 BC and commemorated the war dead from 
the conflicts at Drabescus, Thasos and Chersonese. Earlier casualty lists, as I argued above, were normally placed 
above the polyandrion on the battlefield, as was the case at Lemnos and Marathon. For more on the earliest list, 
see Braaden (1967); (1969). For recent works on the commemoration of the war dead in Classical Athens, see Low 
(2010); (2013).  
427 To a greater or lesser extent, most scholars dealing with the subject of the origins of the patrios nomos adopt a 
piecemeal explanation; the main disagreement concerns the final mover behind the official establishment of the 
institution. My own preference is to credit Cimon, therefore placing the patrios nomos in the mid-470s BC. The 
traditions surrounding Cimon’s ceremonial return of Theseus’ bones to Athens (Plut. Thes. 36; Cim. 8), and his 
initiatives of beautifying the Academy, located at the end of the demosion sema (Plut. Cim. 13), clearly point to 
his interest, both symbolic and practical, for the Athenian commemoration of war casualties. For more on Cimon 
and the war dead, see Arrington (2015), 196-204.          
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beautiful death, the city extended the domain of war, once monopolised by the elites, to all 

citizens, with no distinction of social or economic status: ‘it promised its valorous citizens a 

fine tomb and a verse epigram, once the privilege of the aristocracy, now the reward for courage, 

and, for much of the fifth century, only for courage, as the prohibition on all luxurious 

appointments in private burial places suggests.’428 The funeral oration was, therefore, for the 

first time able to combine the discourses behind the Archaic monuments of Kroisos, Tettichos 

and Xenokles, imbued with highly elitist and personalised values, with those represented by the 

warrior stelai of Aristion and others, emphasizing the communal aspects of serving in the 

Athenian army. This combination, which provides the Athenian counterpart to the martial 

elegies of Callinus and Tyrtaeus, redefined the existing concept of kalos thanatos by adding the 

patriotic aspects missing from the Archaic sepulchral epigrams.429  

Similarities between the patrios nomos and Archaic customs surrounding the war dead, 

however, extended beyond the funeral oration. As our investigation has shown, the principle of 

bringing home the remains of war casualties, once widespread in the elite-driven warfare of the 

Archaic period, despite being occasionally adopted in the first decades after Cleisthenes’ 

reforms, was temporarily replaced by communal battlefield burials, treated as mark of special 

honour and privilege for all regardless of status and social standing. The later establishment of 

repatriation as a crucial element of the institution of patrios nomos forms something of an 

ideological bridge with the old customs of the Archaic era. Naturally, the new procedures were 

significantly different from the Archaic rites, dictated by the democratic nature of the polis. All 

the dead had to be returned and buried in the same place with no input from families, and 

finances were provided by the state. But the principle of repatriation, common in the elite 

ideology which permeated Athenian warfare in the sixth century BC, remained unchanged. As 

such, the privilege available once only to the wealthiest was granted to all Athenians, as death 

for one’s country raised the social status of the poorest citizens to that of the elite warriors of 

old, brought home and commemorated by elaborate tombstones and epigrams. To bestow upon 

these procedures the trappings of ancient legitimacy, the Athenian institution of state burial 

evoked a far older custom in its treatment of the war dead, one which existed – in all likelihood 

predated – the days of Solon. This custom, which Clairmont referred to as ‘a patrios nomos’, 

allowed the city to take full control over the commemoration of its fallen sons, and by extension, 

the ideology and practice of war.430 And the significance of returning to a patrios nomos, or 

                                                
428 Loraux (2006)2, 52. 
429 For more on the relation between the funeral oration and the Archaic sepulchral epigrams, see Sourvinou-
Inwood (1995), 191-5. On the ideal of kalos thanatos in the Athenian funeral oration, see Loraux (2006)2, 145-71. 
430 Clairmont (1983), 11. 
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repatriating the ashes of the dead, as part of the new state institution, certainly deserves no less 

consideration than the funeral oration.431 

 

* * * 

 

In his Agamemnon of 458 BC, the first play of the Oresteia trilogy, Aeschylus provides us with 

a memorable description of the ashes of the war dead being returned home from Troy. The 

chorus, making a long speech on the terrible costs of war, contemplates the tragic fate of those 

who fell far from home:   

 

There is much, at any rate, that strikes deep into the soul: one knows the men one sent off, but 
instead of human beings urns and ashes arrive back at each man’s home. Ares, the 
moneychanger of bodies, holding his scales in the battle of spears, sends back from Ilium to 
their dear ones heavy dust that has been through the fire, to be sadly wept over, filling easily-
stowed urns with ash given in exchange for men. 

Ag. 432-444 

 

The practice described here by Aeschylus in many ways resembles the Athenian customs which 

must still have been relatively new in Aeschylus’ day. Some small divergences, however, 

suggest that the playwright was not referring to the state burials of the Classical period. The 

war dead in Agamemnon are not cremated communally but individually, and each man’s ashes 

are returned to his ‘dear ones’. While the passage has confused some scholars, it is clear that in 

writing the speech, Aeschylus, born of a wealthy family at Eleusis in 525 BC, had in mind a 

private custom followed by the Athenians in his youth.432 The antiquity of this custom, which 

involved the return of individual warriors to their families for burial, was far more suitable for 

the subject matter of his play, and as such gives us a unique glimpse into the fate of the war 

dead in Archaic Athens.     

The custom of repatriating the remains of the war dead, as we have observed in this 

chapter, was central to the practice of war in Archaic Athens. Its importance was reflected both 

on black-figure vases that depicted fights over the fallen and combat recoveries; and in the 

elaborate graves of the Athenian elites, which commemorated them as war casualties who died 

                                                
431 This link has been missed by Loraux (2006)2, 47, who following Jacoby assumed that repatriating the ashes of 
the dead broke with the universal Greek practice of burial on the battlefield (see n. 4 above). 
432 Jacoby (1944), 44, for instance, dismisses the passage on the basis of its exceptional nature, stating that ‘nobody 
will seriously doubt that the singularity is due to a typical and deliberate anachronism after the Athenian custom 
which had been introduced but a few years earlier.’ The anachronism employed by Aeschylus consisted, according 
to him, of projecting a contemporary custom (public repatriation) onto the mythical past. The custom alluded to 
by Aeschylus, however, more likely referred to the practice of private repatriation prevalent in Archaic Athens.   
For more on the passage, see Jacoby (1944), 44 n. 30; Pritchett (1985), 101; Garland (2001)2, 92; Arrington (2015), 
34-5. See also n. 82 above.  
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a heroic and beautiful death on the battlefield. The practice, despite some changes in the style 

of sepulchral monuments, continued unhindered throughout the Archaic period until the last 

years of the sixth century BC and the democratic reforms of Cleisthenes. The latter, which 

transferred control of the war dead from Athenian families to the newly democratic state, ended 

the custom of private retrieval and burial in favour of communal battlefield burials and public 

graves in the Kerameikos. In time, the principle of the repatriation of the war dead was officially 

reinstated in its new egalitarian guise as part of the institution of state burial for war casualties. 

Although in many ways strikingly innovative, the discourse of patrios nomos allowed the 

Athenians to forge commonalities between their democratic present and Archaic past. This 

apparently unbroken legacy helps to explain why it was later taken so seriously by the polis 

officials and citizens, as demonstrated by the example from Arginusae with which this chapter 

opened. Since the Archaic age, the war dead had held a special place in the collective memory 

and culture of the Athenians. And as the final chapter will show, studying their burials can tell 

us a lot about war, the state and society in early Athens. 
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In 506 BC, the newly-democratic Athenian polis found itself in a near impossible position. 

According to a famous account by Herodotus (5.74-7), Attica was invaded on three different 

fronts. The Spartan king Cleomenes, in response to his unsuccessful attempt to install Isagoras 

as tyrant in Athens, rallied a large Peloponnesian army in the south and marched on Eleusis. At 

the same time the Boeotians attacked from the west, taking Oenoe and Hysiae, whilst the 

Chalcidians ravaged Attic villages in the north. Facing highly improbable odds and the 

possibility of total defeat and humiliation, the Athenians responded to the threat with 

extraordinary efficiency, defeating all of their enemies in just one day. After the Peloponnesian 

force disbanded due to internal disagreements, the Athenians first dealt with the Boeotian army, 

winning a major victory by the Euripus; later, ‘on the very same day’, they crossed the strait to 

Euboea and despatched the Chalcidians in a similarly decisive fashion.433 The victories, which 

became a landmark moment for the newly established Athenian democracy, were 

commemorated on the Acropolis, where the Athenians hung up the chains used to shackle the 

many prisoners taken after the battles, accompanied by a celebratory inscription and a bronze 

four-horse chariot (Hdt. 5.77).434 In Herodotus’ estimation, the reason for this seemingly 

                                                
433 Herodotus’ account is, of course, problematic, as it is highly unlikely that the Athenian army would have first 
marched across Attica, fought a battle against the Boeotians, and then made a crossing to Euboea to take on the 
Chalcidians - all in a single day. As van Wees (2013b), 68, suggested, if Herodotus’ narrative is to stand, it is far 
more plausible to assume that the Athenians used their fleet to transport the troops. 
434 See n. 411 above. 
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unlikely success was unmistakeably clear and had everything to do with the political system at 

Athens. Equality of rights and speech (isegoria), as he explains, had changed the face of the 

Athenian military: 

 
Now, the advantages of everyone having a voice in the political procedure are not restricted 
just to single instances, but are plain to see wherever one looks. For instance, while the 
Athenians were ruled by tyrants, they were no better at warfare than any of their neighbours, 
but once they had got rid of the tyrants they became vastly superior. This goes to show that 
while they were under an oppressive regime they fought below their best because they were 
working for a master, whereas as free men each individual wanted to achieve something for 
himself.435 

Hdt. 5.78 
 
Despite the obvious problems with the plausibility of Herodotus’ narrative of the events of 506 

BC, many scholars have adopted his view on the correlation between the political and military 

developments of the Athenian polis in the late sixth-century BC. The main strength of this 

interpretation has been most commonly sought in the limited and relatively unsuccessful nature 

of Athenian military exploits in the Archaic period, which led to an influential scholarly belief 

that Athens had no official system or means to mobilise large, citizen armies prior to the reforms 

of Cleisthenes and the introduction of democracy in 508 BC.436 Archaic warfare, according to 

this view, consisted primarily of small-scale raids, infrequent and most often private in 

character, carried out by bands of aristocratic warriors who mobilised their followers whenever 

a need or opportunity for profit presented itself. Such war-bands, being self-sufficient by nature, 

fell outside the control of any public institutions and normally consisted of tens or hundreds of 

men at best, all of whom provided their own equipment and belonged to the elite strata of 

Archaic societies. Due to the lack of efficient administrative and financial bodies, mobilisation 

of large-scale, public forces was beyond the capabilities of Archaic poleis. As a result, as Frank 

Frost argued in his seminal article, ‘no regular mobilization’ took place in pre-Cleisthenic 

Athens.437 Since it ‘lacked an institutional mechanism for mustering soldiers’, as David 

Pritchard posited in his recent study, Archaic ‘Athens did not have a publicly controlled army 

                                                
435 Translation by Robin Waterfield (OUP). 
436 As Frost (1984), 292, summarised in his survey of Archaic Athenian wars, the ‘catalogue of Athenian military 
ventures for a period of something over a century is surprisingly modest for a people who were supposed to have 
been so fond of fighting and for whom the evolution of hoplite tactics was supposed to have been so politically 
significant.’ Scholars who ascribe to the view of no public army in Athens prior to 508 BC include van Effenterre 
(1976); Frost (1984); Pritchard (2010). The same view is also held for early Athenian naval organisation: Haas 
(1985); Gabrielsen (1985); (1994), 19-26; Oliver (2000), 93. For a fuller list of scholarship, see van Wees (2013b), 
160 n. 22, 163 n. 60.  
437 Frost (1984), 293. He does, however, add that the Athenian army sent to Plataea in 519 BC might have been 
publicly raised. 
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or any institutional means for mobilising soldiers, while the small numbers of Athenians who 

bothered to march out for battle did so very infrequently.’438             

 The scholarly notion of decentralised and aristocratic war-bands of the Archaic period 

is foreshadowed by Thucydides, who stresses the prevalence of ‘armed robbery’, both by land 

and at sea, as a common form of warfare among the Hellenes. Piracy and plundering of 

unprotected cities and communities, he explains, instigated and led by powerful individuals, 

was widespread and once considered an honourable profession (1.5-6). Not unlike Herodotus, 

the Athenian historian argues that significant changes came only with the growth of public 

institutions and infrastructure, which he dates to the end of the Archaic period in Athens, which 

truly enabled Greek city-states to expand their territories and power within the Hellenic 

world.439      

 Such ancient accounts, however, are inevitably fraught with difficulties, as they tend to 

oversimplify the general narrative in pursuit of specific and often very tangible historical 

agendas. Both Herodotus and Thucydides had clear reasons to downplay the level of 

development of Archaic Athens, from both a political and social perspective, and in particular 

to emphasise the insignificant nature, compared to the Persian and later Peloponnesian Wars, 

of early Athenian military exploits.440 Their accounts, nonetheless, highlight the importance of 

the relationship between political, economic and social factors, and their impact on the 

composition of the army and the practice of war in Archaic Greece. These ancient 

considerations have formed a large part of modern scholarly debates on early Greece, and 

especially theories concerning the growth of the Athenian state.441   

 In Book 7 of the Politics (1328b2-24), Aristotle provides a list of essential functions 

and services which comprise a polis, allowing it to achieve the ideal condition of self-

sufficiency (autarkeia). Among the list of six different needs, military sufficiency in the form 

of possession of arms for citizen members, ‘both to use among themselves and for purposes of 

government, in cases of insubordination, and to employ against those who try to molest them 

from without’, together with a good supply of money, are taken as vital for the successful 

existence of any city-state. Maintaining and administering a reliable fighting force based on the 

citizen members of the community is, therefore, seen by Aristotle as a natural requirement, 

                                                
438 Pritchard (2010), 8, 10. 
439 See also Gabrielsen (2007), 252-3. 
440 Herodotus’ statement on the Athenians being ‘no better at warfare than any of their neighbours’ is especially 
doubtful when one looks at his passage in Book 1, where he states that Athens and Sparta were the two most 
powerful states in Greece in the sixth century BC (1.56). Admittedly, as Bogdan Burliga pointed out to me, this 
did not necessarily imply military superiority. For a short discussion on the biased nature of Herodotus’ and 
Thucydides’ accounts of early Greek military development, see van Wees (2013b), 3-5.  
441 For an introductory chapter on Warfare and the State in ancient Greece, see Gabrielsen (2007). 
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‘indispensable for the existence of a state’ (1328b3).442 The importance of such citizen militias 

in the emergence of first city-states in Greece during the eighth century BC has been a 

foundational assumption for the ‘hoplite revolution’ model, which as noted before in this thesis, 

follows Aristotle’s account and sees the rise of small-scale, subsistence farmers as fundamental 

to the early development of the Greek poleis and the introduction of first hoplite armies. The 

seeming lack of any reliable evidence for publicly raised and controlled armies until the very 

end of the Archaic period, which one can glimpse from the accounts of Herodotus and 

Thucydides, does, however, put any such considerations into serious doubt. On the other hand, 

positing that all early war activities fell to the control of a handful of wealthy citizens, who 

carried on privately organised and largely unchecked military ventures – with little or no control 

from the often complex Archaic city-states – can be seen as equally questionable. The answer, 

therefore, has to be more nuanced, taking a more critical approach to the generalising statements 

of the ancient literary sources. 

 It is clear that the division between ‘private’ and ‘public’, ‘pre-state’ and ‘state’ methods 

of waging war in early Greece, recognised in Yvon Garlan’s seminal War in the Ancient World: 

A Social History, has important ramifications for our understanding of war and society in 

Archaic Athens.443 The treatment and burial of the war dead, which as we saw in the previous 

chapter, underwent a radical transformation from old ‘hierarchical’ to new ‘egalitarian’ ideals, 

underscores this division and hints at important changes which gradually permeated the 

ideology, social composition and organisation of early Greek military forces throughout the 

period. Tracing the process by which the war dead fell from private to public hands can, 

therefore, provide important insights in to the shape and functioning of the Archaic Athenian 

state and society. The main challenge for such a study, however, concerns the shape and 

structure of the pre-Cleisthenic army at Athens, about which our sources tell us very little, 

leaving us, as Henk Singor concluded, ‘completely in the dark’.444         

 The traditional way of approaching the subject of pre-Cleisthenic military organisation 

has been to focus on the few Athenian military ventures of the period and draw conclusions 

based almost exclusively on the accounts of Herodotus, Aristotle and Plutarch.445 These, 

however, are too often skewed, conflicted and hazy in their details, and cannot provide us with 

                                                
442 For a longer discussion on Aristotle’s essential functions of the polis see, Manville (1990), 38-45.  
443 Garlan (1975), 31-2, argued that Archaic Greek warfare consisted of ‘private’ wars and raids, which ‘withdrew 
before natural principles of organization’ and were characteristic of pre-political, or pre-state, structures of early 
Greek communities, lacking any legal authority. This was opposed to later communal wars and campaigns, 
controlled and organised by the Greek poleis of the Classical period. For a short discussion, see Gabrielsen (2007), 
248-9.     
444 Singor (2000), 109. 
445 See, for instance, Frost (1984); (2005), 175-88; Pritchard (2010), 8-13; van Wees (2013b), 57-60. 
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a full and reliable picture. A new range of source material is needed to evaluate critically the 

available literary evidence; and as we have seen throughout this thesis, some of the most 

abundant sources for studying the Archaic period – myths, burials and artistic depictions on 

pottery – happen to concern the war dead. In the final section of this thesis, therefore, we will 

look at early Athenian military and social history from a different angle, incorporating the 

insights we gained concerning the treatment of the war dead in the previous chapters, glimpsed 

from the mythological, archaeological and iconographic evidence of the period.  

These insights, I will argue, throw new light on the Athenian military developments of 

the Archaic period, suggesting that Herodotus’ influential and all-encompassing explanation – 

that democracy drove the development of warfare and stood behind the extraordinary Athenian 

victory against Sparta, Thebes and Chalcis in 506 BC – may be a little too naïve and simplistic. 

 

Early Athens 

 

The history of Athens prior to 600 BC is shrouded in mystery, because most of our accounts 

consist of legendary stories about the unification (synoikismos) of Attica, supposedly 

orchestrated by Theseus; and occasional, vague mentions in later authors whose focus is usually 

on much later events.446 Despite these difficulties, a common thread which runs through all 

literary sources describes a society rigidly divided into two classes: the wealthy notables 

(gnorimoi) or noblemen (eupatridae), who controlled all of the best agricultural land; and the 

poor dependants (pelatai), who worked the fields of the rich and were also referred to as the 

‘sixth-parters’ (hektemoroi). In his account of seventh century BC Athens, Aristotle described 

the pervading state of inequality, stating that the many were enslaved to the few, which led to 

long periods of strife (stasis) and political instability: 

 
 (…) there was strife between the notables and the multitude that lasted a long time. For the 
Athenian constitution was in all respects oligarchical, and in fact the poor themselves and also 
their wives and children were actually in slavery to the rich; and they were called 
dependants, and Sixth-part-tenants (for that was the rent they paid for the rich men’s land which 
they farmed, and the whole of the country was in few hands), and if they ever failed to pay 
their rents, they themselves and their children were liable to arrest… Thus the most grievous 
and bitter thing in the state of public affairs for the masses was their slavery; not but what they 
were discontented also about everything, else, for they found themselves virtually without a 
share in anything. 

Ath. Pol. 2.1-3  
 

                                                
446 On early Athenian history, see, for instance: Jeffery (1976), 83-108; Andrewes (1982a); Manville (1990), 55-
69; D’Onofrio (1997); Ste Croix (2004); Houby-Nielsen (2009).  



 
 
138 

In addition to having full control of agricultural land, the Athenian notables wielded exclusive 

power over the early political, legal and religious affairs of the city. Their leading roles in the 

early polis, according to Plutarch (Thes. 25), had been entrusted to them by the time of Theseus, 

who gave the noblemen (eupatridae) ‘the care of religious rites, the supply of magistrates, the 

teaching of the laws, and the interpretation of the will of Heaven.’ The nature of the Eupatrids’ 

domination over the political affairs of the city has been traditionally understood to be based 

on their superior and noble birth. Their name - ‘the sons of good fathers’ – combined with the 

repeated mentions of birth and wealth as important factors in early Athenian politics in 

Aristotle’s account, led many scholars to see the Eupatrids as a strictly aristocratic group.447 

Recent studies, however, have questioned this interpretation, stressing that the term was never 

mentioned in any early literary sources and was most likely a later Athenian invention.448 

Accordingly, the significance of birth as an important factor behind political power and elite 

membership in Athens was doubted, along with the existence of any aristocracies in the wider 

Greek world.449 And while good birth may have played some role in early Athenian political 

history, our sources make it explicitly clear that it was wealth, defined primarily by land 

ownership and one’s ability to live off the labour of others, that provided the main symbol and 

root of the social and economic inequality which permeated Archaic Athens. Possession of land, 

controlled and managed by the leisured elites who in turn rented it to the poor, stood at the heart 

of the division between the notables and the dependants in seventh century BC Attica.  

 The dominance of the notables over the Athenian state was clearly reflected in their 

monopoly over political offices. According to Aristotle’s account, the most important officials 

‘before the time of Draco’ were appointed by birth and wealth, and consisted of: the basileus, 

                                                
447 Ath. Pol. 1; 3.1, 6; 5.3.  
448 According to Figueira (1984) and Duplouy (2003); (2015), 61-3, the term ‘Eupatrids’ was coined by an elite 
political group formed in opposition to Peisistratus and his sons; far from denoting an aristocracy, it served as a 
convenient slogan intended to stand for ‘good for the fatherland’, and not ‘of good fathers’. Such interpretation is 
further supported by the fact the term does not appear in the surviving fragments of Solon, and is indeed also 
absent from the whole of Archaic poetry. It similarly does not feature in Herodotus or Thucydides, and is mentioned 
only once by Aristotle (Ath. Pol. 13.2), by whose time the Eupatrids consisted of a group of families with hereditary 
priesthoods. Since most of our understanding of the Eupatrids’ role in early Athenian history is based on Plutarch, 
it is best to approach the term, with its potential implications of noble birth, with caution. The comparative lack of 
any similar aristocracies of birth in ancient Greece and Rome, as observed by van Wees and Fisher (2015), certainly 
suggests that good birth was not as important a factor as has been assumed in previous scholarship. For a recent 
defence of the traditional view of the Eupatrids, see Pierrot (2015).       
449 The good birth and reputation of one’s family, according to such studies, provided a factor which did contribute 
to a person’s social standing, but as van Wees and Fisher (2015), 33, argued, ‘did not form the basis for any 
categorical claim to hereditary privilege.’ Social status was not indefinitely ascribed, but achieved by adhering to 
an ideal of a lifestyle of leisure, culturally determined and under constant negotiation. Such lifestyle was in 
principle open to all who could afford it, and relied primarily on possession of property, and especially agricultural 
land. It is misleading, therefore, to treat the Athenian ‘notables’ as an aristocracy, since their good birth, despite 
providing some privileges, was not enough to achieve public recognition and esteem; the latter, as Duplouy (2015), 
59, concluded, were achievable only by a continuous investment in elite ‘forms of behaviour which required a 
great deal of time, money and energy.’ On the use, or misuse, of the term ‘aristocracy’ in studying the ancient 
world, see also footnote 16 above.  
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responsible for traditional rituals and festivals; the polemarch, who presided over the military 

activities of the state; and the eponymos archon, who gave his name to the year, held most 

executive powers and was the principal official of state (Ath. Pol. 3.1-3). Together with six 

other officials, known as the lawgivers (thesmothetai) because of their involvement in drafting 

and preserving the city’s statutes, these men comprised the body of nine archons, each of whom 

held their office for one year, after which they joined the council of the Areopagus, in charge 

of watching over the laws and administering most of the public affairs of the polis. Membership 

in the Areopagus was restricted to previous archons and, as Aristotle states, remained ‘tenable 

for life’, assuring that all political offices were firmly in the hands of the Athenian elites (3.6). 

 In spite of our limited knowledge of early Athenian history, the existence and 

dominance of a small group of elite landowners, with full power in the political and economic 

spheres of the polis, has been taken for granted by most ancient and modern scholars alike. The 

general impression conveyed by our sources suggests that the supremacy of the notables, based 

on wealth and ownership of land, was maintained at the cost of the mass of poor dependants, 

who, oppressed by their landlords, struggled to make ends meet. This picture is further 

confirmed by the archaeological evidence of the period. 

 As we saw in the previous chapter, after an increase of burial groups around 750 BC, 

which Morris associated with the rise of the polis, from c. 700 BC Attic cemeteries were 

monopolised by the Athenian elites (agathoi), at the expense of the poor, non-elite masses 

(kakoi). Access to formal cemeteries, now located outside of settlement areas, was limited on 

the basis of rank, which in turn explained the relatively small number of archaeologically visible 

adult burials throughout the Archaic period. The adult graves were initially marked by an 

imposing mound and a simple marker (stone slab or clay vase), later replaced by a mudbrick 

tomb. As the mounds decreased in size towards the end of seventh century BC, the first 

examples of elaborate funerary sculpture began to appear by the main roads and cemeteries in 

Attica. This burial evidence, as Morris concluded, highlighted the dominance of the Athenian 

agathoi over the physical space and artistic discourses surrounding the dead, thus reflecting the 

wider relationship of economic and political dependency which defined the social landscape of 

early Athens. His theory of the denial of formal burial to the majority of the Athenian population 

posited, in effect, the existence of a major and strictly enforced social gulf between a privileged 

group of the wealthy and a mass of poor, subordinate kakoi, unable to afford the funerary 

monuments and forced into archaeologically invisible methods of burial and commemoration. 

 The burial evidence of the seventh century BC lends itself, therefore, to immediate 

comparisons with our literary sources for the period. The rich minority of citizens, the notables, 

who comprised perhaps no more than 10-20% of the wealthiest members of Athenian society, 
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controlled most of the land, as well as the political and economic affairs of the polis.450 Burials 

provided them with a platform to display their wealth and status, as well as the exclusive nature 

of their social identity.451 At the same time, the majority of the poor, the dependants or sixth-

parters, were confined to working for the rich elites, with little hope of social or economic 

progression, and no access to formal cemeteries. Their burials consequently consisted of 

informal disposal, since costly tomb memorials were far beyond their means, which in turn 

symbolised their inferior social standing in their communities. And although there is little 

evidence for the burials of the war dead in Athens, or indeed elsewhere, in the seventh century 

BC, we should suspect that it followed similar, elite-driven principles. The iconographic 

evidence of vase grave-markers, which surmounted some of the impressive burial mounds built 

in this period, suggests that scenes of war, especially fighting in and around ships, formed an 

important part of the social identity of the deceased. These graves, as we concluded in the 

previous chapter, could have belonged to casualties of raids and nautical engagements depicted 

in such imagery. As such, they may provide us with examples of individual war graves built to 

commemorate the military exploits of the wealthiest Athenians. Their high visibility and 

conspicuous nature was intended not only to glorify the dead warrior, but also to mark his 

superior social standing and his membership among the leisured, landholding elites.       

 In addition to the burial evidence of the period, the archaeological survey studies of the 

early rural settlement in Attica further support the social relationship of dominance and 

exploitation which we see in the written records.452 Throughout most of the Late Geometric and 

Archaic periods, the most common settlements consist of relatively small, nucleated plots, 

usually located close to the best agricultural land.453 The activity records, as Lin Foxhall 

demonstrated in her studies, are generally low as settlement sizes increased only gradually 

‘along with the general level of material prosperity, but were not yet at the high level attained 

in the fifth and fourth centuries.’454 Exploitation of ‘marginal’ lands, which according to the 

proponents of the ‘hoplite revolution’ model was symptomatic of the rise of small, subsistence 

farmers, is not reflected in the survey record, as most of the countryside is relatively empty.455 

This, in turn, has been taken to explain the lack of any overseas settlements by the Athenians 

                                                
450 I follow here the estimate of Van Wees (2006a), 366. Blok (2006), 222, gives a similar figure of 25% for ‘the 
most prominent members of Athenian society’ buried in the Kerameikos. Morris (1987), 94, suggested that the 
agathoi ‘were quite a wide group’, varying ‘between 25% and 50% of the adult population’ for the period from 
the eleventh to fifth centuries BC, although he adds that ‘actual proportions must have fluctuated considerably 
through time’. 
451 See Richter (1961), 1; Morris (1987); Bintliff (2006), 325-7; Blok (2006), 222.  
452 Fohxall (1997), 122-9; (2013). For similar studies on early urbanisation, see D’Onofrio (1997); Mersch (1997). 
453 Fohxall (1997), 122-9; (2013). 
454 Foxhall (1997), 123. 
455 Foxhall (1997), 127; (2013), 215. 
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in the period, as opposed to the rest of the Greeks;456 substantial stretches of land must have 

been available in the eighth and seventh centuries BC, although the best agricultural lands were 

monopolised by the elite notables, who employed and exploited a large workforce which 

consisted of the poorer members of their communities.      

 The superior social, economic and political position of the early Athenian elites over 

the rest of the population is, therefore, confirmed in both literary and archaeological evidence 

for the period. In the course of the seventh century BC, the most prominent members belonging 

to the leisure-classes of Attic communities established firm control over the political and social 

organisation of the polis, at the expense of the rest of the population. The question that we have 

to turn to next is: can any of this tell us something about the military composition and practice 

of the early Athenian polis? 

 The obvious place to start when looking at the shape of Athenian military organisation 

before the sixth century BC would be to focus on the position of the archon polemarchos, who 

presided over the military affairs of the polis. The existence of such an office clearly points to 

some form of early public control over war-making.457 Despite their undoubted military 

importance, the exact role and duties of the polemarchos remain highly speculative and in all 

likelihood cannot tell us much about the organisation of early Athenian armed forces. 

According to some scholars, the latter may have been modelled on the system of four Attic 

Tribes (phylai), each subdivided into three Thirds (trittyes), as discussed by Aristotle in his 

account of Solon’s reforms (Ath. Pol. 8.3).458 Such a system, it has been argued, provided an 

early analogy of the later ten taxeis army structure of democratic Athens. Direct evidence for 

any such basis behind early Attic military organisation is, however, lacking, leading a number 

of historians to turn their attention elsewhere. 

 The first clearly attested event in Athenian political history for which we have some 

reliable testimony was the unsuccessful attempt at tyranny by Cylon, sometime in the 630s 

BC.459 Cylon, an Olympic victor and son-in-law of the Megarian tyrant Theagenes, seized the 

Acropolis with a small group of followers. His efforts were very quickly foiled and he found 

himself besieged by the Athenians who resisted tyrannical rule. The latter, in Thucydides’ 

account of the story, grew tired of the siege and withdrew, ‘committing the task of guarding to 

                                                
456 Whitehead (1986), 8. 
457 See Singor (2000), 109. Aristotle (Ath. Pol. 3.2) provides our only information about the office, stating that it 
was established ‘because some of the Kings proved cowardly in warfare (which was the reason why the Athenians 
had summoned Ion to their aid in an emergency).’ For more on the archon polemarchos, see Rhodes (1981), 264-
5. 
458 See, for instance, Andrewes (1982a), 366; Siewert (1982), 154-5. 
459 For more on Cylon’s attempt at tyranny, see Andrewes (1982a), 368-70; Frost (1984), 286-7; Lavelle (2005), 
36-41; van Wees (2013b), 49-52.  
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the nine archons, to whom they also gave full power to settle the whole matter as they might 

determine to be best; for at that time the nine archons transacted most of the public business’ 

(1.126.8-9). The archons, most of whom came from the noble family of the Alcmaeonids, 

persuaded some of Cylon’s supporters taking refuge at the altar of Athena to surrender, giving 

them assurances that they would not be put to death. Later, however, they went back on their 

promise and killed them all. As a result of this sacrilege, the Athenians banished all living 

Alcmaeonids and ‘disinterred and cast out the bones of the dead’ (1.126.12). 

 Thucydides offers us the most detailed account of the events concerning Cylon’s failed 

coup d’etat; some details of his narrative, however, vary from the slightly earlier version given 

to us by Herodotus. According to Herodotus, the officials in charge of the besieged party were 

not the archons, but ‘the presidents of the naucraries’ (prytaneis ton naukraron), who 

‘constituted the governing body of Athens in those days’ (5.71). It was these men who were 

responsible for butchering Cylon’s supporters, even though in the end the blame fell unfairly 

on the Alcmaeonids. The inconsistencies between Thucydides’ and Herodotus’ stories concern, 

therefore, two separate factors: a) the chief officials in Athens (archons vs presidents of the 

naucraries); b) the Alcmaeonids’ responsibility for the murder.460 Despite many attempts by 

modern scholars to reconcile the contradictions between the historians, no convincing 

explanation has so far been offered, leading Antony Andrewes to conclude in his CAH chapter 

that, due to ‘irremediably muddied’ nature of the accounts, the conflict is ‘beyond resolution’.461 

But a recent study has suggested that it is Herodotus’ version which may hold the upper hand.        

 In his book on the fiscal history of Archaic Athens, Hans van Wees brought a different 

piece of evidence to bear on the discussion, which sheds light on the discrepancies concerning 

the Cylonian affair. An inscription from an early fifth century BC ostrakon appears to name 

‘Xanthippus of the offending prytaneis’, which in van Wees’ reading refers to a member of the 

Alcmaeonid family, still known as ‘the offenders’ on the basis of their sacrilegious acts from 

over a century before.462 The ostrakon, therefore, lends support to the tradition behind 

Herodotus’ account of events, suggesting that the blame for the massacre of the supporters of 

Cylon was indeed ascribed to ‘the presidents of the naucraries’, and not to the archons.463 This, 

                                                
460 The Alcmaeonids’ guilt is also confirmed by Plutarch (Sol. 12) who states that the man behind the murder of 
Cylon’s party was the archon Megacles, the head of the Alcmaeonid family. Plutarch’s source for the story was 
also most likely followed by Aristotle in his account of the events in Ath. Pol. 1, of which only a few final lines 
survive. For a short introduction to the Alcmaeonids in Archaic Athens, see Smith (1989), 38-43.   
461 Andrewes (1982a), 369-70. 
462 Van Wees (2013b), 49-51. 
463 Herodotus’ assurance that the Alcmaeonids were wrongly blamed for the murders, which implies that they were 
not among ‘the presidents of the naucraries’, follows his general sympathy for the family, which he displays on 
numerous occasions throughout his work. For more Herodotus’ and his Alcmaeonid bias, see Lavelle (2005), 9-
11, with references. As will become clear, the Alcmaeonids were almost beyond doubt serving as the naukraroi in 
early Athens.    
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as van Wees concluded, implies ‘that there was a genuine early tradition which blamed the 

massacre of Cylon’s supporters on the Alcmaeonids as ‘chiefs of the naukraroi’.464 Such an 

interpretation does not necessarily settle the account in Herodotus’ favour; after all, the 

inscription on the ostrakon merely provides us with a fifth century tradition that mentions an 

Archaic institution, obsolete at the time of writing. It does, nonetheless, confirm the existence 

of another board of officials going back to the second half of the seventh century BC, whose 

members played a leading role in the political affairs of early Athens. But who were the 

naukraroi, and what were their roles in the early Athenian polis? 

 Accepting the involvement of the presidents of the naucraries in the story of Cylon 

presupposes that the naukraroi were important officials in the city’s governing body. Their 

authority, however, must have been less substantial than that belonging to the archons, who as 

we saw before were the chief governors of the early polis. In short, the leading role assumed by 

the presidents following Cylon’s coup can either be explained by the fact the archons were not 

present in the city during the events;465 or – far more likely – that their responsibilities included 

public emergencies which required an immediate military response. In Thucydides’ account, 

we are specifically told that after discovering Cylon’s attempt to seize power, the Athenians ‘all 

came in from the country in full force (pandemei)’ (1.126.7) to resist him. It seems natural to 

assume that their mobilisation was orchestrated by the presidents of the naucraries, in whose 

hands the authority to carry on the siege and settle the affair was subsequently left.466        

 The military capacities of the naukraroi are, nevertheless, not mentioned in any of our 

main sources dealing with early Athenian history. In fact, our knowledge of any of their 

authorities and duties in general is very limited, giving modern scholars studying the naukraroi 

a lot of headaches.467 The basic account concerning their official position is given to us by 

Aristotle, who in his section on Solon’s reforms states that there were 48 naucraries in Attica, 

and that the officials in charge of them were responsible for income and expenditure: 

 
And there were four Tribes, as before, and four Tribal Kings. And from each Tribe there had 
been assigned three Thirds and twelve naukrariai to each, and over the naukrariai there was 
established the office of naukraroi, appointed for the levies and the expenditures that were 

                                                
464 Van Wees (2013b), 50.  
465 Especially if we read Herodotus’ ‘in those days’ (tote) not as a general statement, but rather as referring more 
specifically to the events of Cylon’s coup. Such a reading, argued Lambert (1986), 107-9, would entail that the 
archons were away attending the Olympic Games, mentioned in Thucydides’ account. Alternatively, as van Wees 
(2013b), 52, proposed, the supreme position of the naukraroi was ‘merely Herodotus’ best guess, an attempt to 
make sense of a tradition no longer fully understood.’  
466 As argued by van Wees (2013b), 52. 
467 For more on the naukraroi, see Billigmeier and Dusing (1981); Andrewes (1982a), 355-6; Gabrielsen (1985); 
(1994), 19-24; Haas (1985), 39-41; Manville (1990), 75-6 n. 23; Ostwald (1995), 370-7; Wallinga (2000); Schubert 
(2008); Figueira (2011); van Wees (2013b), 44-61.  
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made; because of which in the laws of Solon, which are no longer in force, the clauses 
frequently occur, ‘the naukraros to levy’ and ‘to spend out of the naukraric Fund’.468 

Ath. Pol. 8.3 
 

The naucraries, according to Aristotle’s account, were local administrative units which played 

some role in the public taxation process, each presided over by an official responsible for the 

levying of taxes and the spending of the ‘naukraric Fund’. The etymology of the word 

naukraros, which means ‘ship-head’ or ‘ship-captain’, suggests, in addition, that the fiscal 

duties of these officials must have been in some way related to financing and operating a fleet.469 

And such a link is confirmed by a couple of later sources, especially the second century BC 

Julius Pollux, who in his Lexicon entry under ‘demarchs’ states that:   

 
These men, who governed the demes, were for some time called naukraroi, when the demes 
too were known as naukrariai. A naukraria was for some time the twelfth part of a tribe, and 
there were twelve naukraroi, four in each ‘third’. These men voted on the tax-levies in the 
demes and the expenditures from them. Each naukraria provided two horses and one ship, after 
which it was probably named.470 

8.108 
       

Pollux’s details are further supported by an anonymous lexicon which defines the naukraroi as 

‘those who provided the ships, acted as captains and were subordinate to the polemarch’ (Lexica 

Segueriana 1.283.20).471 The exact sources behind these lexica entries are unclear but 

considering that most of their details match what little we know about early Athens (i.e. the 

division into four tribes and three ‘thirds’, and the office of polemarch), it is tempting to assume 

that all of the information they provide is of genuine historical value. This, in turn, would 

helpfully supplement Aristotle’s account and add a further military dimension to the duties of 

the naukraroi. Apart from levying taxes and being in charge of expenditures in their respective 

naucraries, the naukraroi were responsible for providing ships and cavalry; furthermore, all of 

them were ultimately accountable to the polemarch, who, as we noted earlier, was the chief 

military official. As such, the importance of the naukraroi for the functioning of the early 

                                                
468 φυλαὶ δ᾿ ἦσαν δ΄ καθάπερ πρότερον καὶ φυλοβασιλεῖς τέσσαρες. ἐκ δὲ τῆς φυλῆς ἑκάστης ἦσαν νενεµηµέναι 
τριττύες µὲν τρεῖς, ναυκραρίαι δὲ δώδεκα καθ᾿ ἑκάστην, ἐπὶ δὲ τῶν ναυκραριῶν ἀρχὴ καθεστηκυῖα ναύκραροι, 
τεταγµένη πρός τε τὰς εἰσφορὰς καὶ τὰς δαπάνας τὰς γινοµένας· διὸ καὶ ἐν τοῖς νόµοις τοῖς Σόλωνος, οἷς οὐκέτι 
χρῶνται, πολλαχοῦ γέγραπται τοὺς ναυκράρους εἰσπράττειν, καὶ ἀναλίσκειν ἐκ τοῦ ναυκραρικοῦ ἀργυρίου. 
469 First proposed by Solmsen (1898). See also van Wees (2013b), 46-7. Contra Billigmeier and Dusing (1981), 
who saw the etymological origins of the term in a Bronze Age office of temple officials; and Gabrielsen (1985), 
44-5; (1994), 19-24, who stresses that the link between the naukraroi and ships appears only in later 
lexicographers. 
470 Translation from van Wees (2013b), 47: Οὗτοι οἱ κατὰ δήµους ἄρχοντες ἐκαλοῦντο τέως ναύκληροι, ὅτε καὶ 
οἱ δῆµοι ναυκράριαι. ναυκραρία δ’ ἦν τέως φυλῆς δυοδέκατον µέρος καὶ δυόδεκα ναυκράριοι ἦσαν, τέσσαρες 
κατὰ τριττὺν ἑκάστην. τὰς δ’εἰσφορὰς τὰς κατὰ δήµους διεχειροτόνουν οὗτοι, καὶ τὰ ἒξ αὐτῶν ἀναλώµατα. 
ναυκραρία δὲ ἑκάστη δύο ἱππέας παρεῖχε καὶ ναῦν µίαν, ἀφ’ ἦς ἴσως ὠνόµασται. 
471 Also quoted in van Wees (2013b), 48. 
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Athenian polis, on both a local and wider level, becomes much easier to comprehend, 

explaining why they played such pivotal roles in Herodotus’ account of the Cylonian affair.    

 The function of officials serving as naukraroi in early Athens can be best understood 

by their primary responsibility: providing ships, which based on the etymology of their name 

must have been associated with the office from the very beginning. In all likelihood, the ships 

supplied by the naukraroi were privately held penteconters, whose owners belonged to the 

wealthiest strata of Athenian society.472 Such men, who combined seafaring experience with 

the financial means to build, maintain, and man ships, were the most prominent members of 

Attic communities; among them, the aforementioned Alcmaeonids were no doubt represented 

and actively involved, despite Herodotus’ assurances to the contrary in his account of Cylon’s 

coup.473 The additional duty to provide two horsemen mentioned in the later sources further 

highlights the elite status of the naukraroi, since horses and ships were among the most costly 

military items to possess on a private basis. It may also, as some scholars have argued, hint at 

an original defensive function of repelling seaborne attack, since horsemen would have been 

very efficient in dealing with scattered raiders and alerting neighbouring villages and 

naukraroi.474  

 One odd aspect of the ancient traditions concerning the Athenian naukraroi is the fact 

that the surviving accounts offer no mention of mustering infantry among their 

responsibilities.475 Instead, the main military focus appears to be firmly on the provision of 

ships and horsemen. This omission, apart from potentially giving more support to the defensive 

origins of the institution, suggests that the duty of mobilising troops rested either with the 

polemarch, who presided over the military affairs of the polis; or, more likely, with the 

naukraroi, despite the silence in our sources.476 Considering that the latter were responsible for 

providing crews for their ships and cavalrymen, it seems far more plausible to assume that the 

same men were in charge of recruiting men from their respective naucraries.477 Thucydides’ 

account of Cylon’s coup would thus provide the earliest example of the naukraroi mobilising 

the Athenians in response to a political/military crisis. The lack of any direct mentions 

confirming such a role could, in turn, hint to the largely informal and non-regulated nature of 

                                                
472 As argued by Ostwald (1995), 370-7; Wallinga (2000); Figueira (2011); van Wees (2013b), 44-61. 
473 Suggested also by van Wees (2013b), 64, 102. 
474 Wallinga (2000), 139. 
475 The only possible exception here comes from a late source (noted by van Wees (2013b), 52), which states that 
the nauklaroi, the predecessors of demarchs of Classical Athens, were in charge of mobilising citizens for the 
armed procession at the Panathenaic festival, which began sometime in the Archaic period. 
476 Furthermore, one could also argue that it points to the insignificance of infantry troops compared to ships and 
cavalry. The notion of the military supremacy of hoplites has dominated much of our understanding of Greek 
warfare in general, but has been rightly questioned by recent scholars. For more, see Konijnendijk (2018).      
477 As argued by van Wees (2013b), 53-4. 
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this process in early Athens. Taking into account the rigidly divided social and economic make-

up of Athenian society in this period, one would assume that the only Athenians able to afford 

the necessary equipment and time to engage in military activities came from the wealthy 

notables, among whom a select few who owned ships played the leading roles of naukraroi.478 

Consequently, the available force in each naucrary would have been relatively small, and based 

predominantly on personal relationships that existed among members of the leisured elites. Any 

standardised or regulated methods to muster troops were, therefore, unnecessary, since most 

naukraroi were already associated with a socially exclusive group of men who served together 

in military operations; both, as we will see, public and private. 

 We can only speculate about the origins of the public institution of the naukraroi, but it 

is reasonable to assume that their authority to muster men and collect taxes for military purposes 

on behalf of the polis was granted to them before Cylon’s attempt at tyranny, i.e. the middle of 

the seventh century BC. Maintaining a ship and its crew was a highly expensive business, and 

the expenses incurred during their public campaigns were covered by ‘the naukraric fund’ from 

the tax levies (eisphorai), referred to by both Aristotle and Pollux.479 In later times, these levies 

developed into the irregular ad hoc war taxes, imposed in Classical Athens to cover any urgent 

military expenditure.480 Such a system, in turn, implies relatively high levels of administrative 

and fiscal organisation in the Athenian polis of the seventh century BC.481 Although one should 

imagine that some sort of line between public and private military ventures must have been 

established, the wealthy men who served as the naukraroi in early Athens undoubtedly operated 

on both levels, using private vessels for their own activities, such as trading and/or raiding, as 

well as those on behalf of the polis, which included both defensive functions and occasional 

                                                
478 This would certainly apply to any offensive expeditions, such as the wars against Megara, Aegina and Mytilene, 
and other small-scale raiding. In all such cases the wealthy warriors might also have been accompanied by 
attendants, who helped with the general day-to-day activities during a campaign and could have assisted in the 
fighting, if needed. On the other hand, mass mobilisations for defensive purposes would have involved larger 
sections of the population, as those unable to afford a full hoplite panoply could have fought as light-armed. The 
example of Cylon’s coup is perhaps the best example of the latter, since Thucydides clearly states the Athenians 
‘came in from the country in full force (pandemei)’, implying that the force consisted of all available men. For 
more on attendants in Greek warfare in general, see van Wees (2004), 68-71.   
479 The procurement of ships and cavalry, according to Ostwald (1995), 377, could be even seen as ‘the earliest 
intelligible public expense in Athens. To defray it, a ‘naukraric fund’, raised from forty-eight naukraries, headed 
by one naukraros each, was created at some time before the middle of the seventh century to meet these irregular 
public expenses.’ Van Wees (2013b), 137, also maintains that the institution of the naukraroi implies that warfare 
‘was of primary concern of the administrative and financial organization under Solon, and indeed even earlier if 
the tradition about the part played by the ‘chief of the Captains’ in the massacre of Cylon’s men in the 630s can be 
trusted.’    
480 Van Wees (2013b), 53. On early Athenian public expense and taxation, see Ostwald (1995); van Wees (2013b), 
83-106.  
481 This is the central notion behind van Wees’ (2013b) book on early Athenian fiscal history. The existence of a 
number of other public administrative officials with clear financial functions, including the ‘Treasurers’ (tamiai), 
the ‘Sellers’ (poletai), and the ‘Ham-Collectors’ (kolakretai), mentioned in Aristotle’s (Ath. Pol. 7.3) account of 
the Solonian constitution, adds further support to this view.   
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offensive expeditions. Playing prominent roles in the military structures of the city’s forces 

allowed the early Athenian elites to exert and confirm their social and economic pre-eminence 

on both a local and wider political scale. Early military organisation, therefore, reflected the 

agricultural and burial patterns of the period – as well as the social norms we find represented 

in the mythological tradition – centred almost entirely on a small group of the wealthiest 

members of Attic communities, excluding the vast majority of the Athenian population.    

 The type of warfare which such a system of military organisation favoured combined 

occasional public campaigns with more frequent, private, freebooting expeditions. Since both 

types of activities were in the exclusive control of the very wealthiest, who also enjoyed the 

political and economic profits of these ventures, the nature of early war activities was not 

always clear because the boundaries between public and private must have remained fluid. This 

picture of early warfare fits very well with the one sketched by Thucydides in his account of 

the old days of Greece, where piracy and plundering, organised and led by the most powerful 

men for the sole purpose of profit, was the most common form of military activity (1.5). Indeed, 

it also bears very close resemblance to the Homeric practice of raiding, both communally and 

privately organised, which were widespread in the heroic world and exemplified by Odysseus’ 

tale of a Cretan raider, who carried out nine successful raids, obtaining much wealth and 

prestige in his community (XIV.222-34).482 Despite the similarities, however, the main 

difference between the Homeric heroes and the Athenian naukraroi were the clearly delineated 

public duties of the latter, who had the authority to muster men and finance their activities from 

‘the naukraric fund’, thus relying far less on the war spoils and booty crucial for the warriors of 

the epic world depicted by Homer.483    

 The symbiotic relationship between public and private modes of warfare in early Athens 

can be glimpsed from the few accounts concerning the city’s military activity in the seventh 

century BC.484 The Athenians conducted wars against Aegina, Megara and Mytilene, which for 

the most part consisted of naval raids carried out by the naukraroi and almost certainly funded 

from the naukraric levies.485 In fact, it has been suggested that a series of defeats suffered by 

the Athenians at the hands of the Megarians following Cylon’s coup was the result of the 

expulsion of the Alcmaeonids following their sacrilegious acts; the Alcmaeonids, as we noted 

earlier, played key roles among the naukraroi and their absence must have had a big impact on 

                                                
482 For more on raiding in Homer, see Jackson (1993). 
483 A good summary of heroic precedents for financing war is provided by van Wees (2013b), 17-23. 
484 For more on the coexistence of private and communal modes of warfare in early Greece, see Raaflaub (1997a), 
51-3; Gabrielsen (2007), 250-3.  
485 Aegina: Hdt. 5.82-8; Megara: Plut. Sol. 12; Mytilene: Hdt. 5.95. On the earliest Athenian military ventures, see 
Andrewes (1982a), 372-5; Frost (1984), 285-90; Manville (1990), 86-7; Lavelle (2005), 34-44. 
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the military capabilities of their polis, allowing the Megarians to take the initiative and capture 

Nisaea and Salamis. At the same time, private raiding was also common among the Athenians, 

as indicated by a law of Solon referring to ‘bands travelling in search of booty or for the sake 

of trade’ (fr. 76A R). The high frequency of images of ships and fighting on beaches on Attic 

Geometric vases from the mid-eighth century BC onwards, of which some were used as grave 

markers over burial mounds, provides further evidence for the prevalence of raiding among the 

rich, who used their vessels both for private and public ventures, thus being in full control of 

the military affairs of their polis.  

 To sum up, the domination of the landowning elites over early Athens depicted in the 

literary accounts and confirmed in the burial evidence, is reflected also in the military 

organisation of the Athenian polis in the seventh century BC. The city’s armed forces, under 

the supreme command of the polemarch, relied on a system of naucraries and officials known 

as the naukraroi, whose main responsibility was to provide ships and horsemen from their 

respective administrative units. Mobilisation of armed forces, which also fell within the remit 

of these officials, was less regulated and relied on informal bonds between the members of the 

leisure-class and the naukraroi. In general, such structure was based on both private and public 

principles, as the naukraroi used their own ships and horses in most of their military activities, 

but were able to recoup the expenses from the official naukraric fund, subsidised from 

occasional tax levies. The possession of ships by the naukraroi, who themselves comprised of 

the very wealthiest Athenians, reinforced the political, social and military pre-eminence of the 

notables in early Athens. As their numbers were small, most war activities consisted of small-

scale campaigns and raids, often for the sole sake of economic profit. Warfare, its practice and 

ideology, was entirely and exclusively in the hands of the Athenian elites.  

 The nature of early Athenian practice of war was, therefore, defined by the values and 

principles of the social class in control of it. Apart from the relatively centralised system of 

financing the public activities of the naukraroi, the official regulations concerning other aspects 

of military practice must have been relatively limited. The reliance on private means and modes 

of war-making meant that any standardisation of issues such as mobilisation, army division or 

– most importantly for us – procedures regarding the treatment of the war dead, were not at the 

level familiar from Classical times. Our evidence concerning the early burials of the latter, 

although of a limited nature, confirms the significance of the private, individual and elite-driven 

factors which dominated the military ethos of the period. The conspicuous burial mounds raised 

over the graves of the rich, often adorned by vases depicting naval raids and battles, suggests 

that war casualties were treated and commemorated in ways similar to those enshrined in the 

Homeric epics, dominated, as we saw, by inherently ‘hierarchical’ principles. Conversely, the 
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lack of any evidence for the burial of non-elite warriors goes hand in hand with the wider trend 

of the exclusion and subordination of the masses to the notables, visible in both the Athenian 

cemeteries and our literary sources. The shape of the Athenian military, we may conclude, 

mirrored the political, economic and social worlds of early Athens, reflecting the widespread 

dominance of the landowning elites over the masses of the poor. And although the system of 

naucraries provided the basic principles of military organisation until the reforms of 

Cleisthenes, a number of important changes were introduced in Athens by Solon and later the 

Peisistratids, to which we now must turn.   

 

Solon’s reforms 

 

The deep political and economic inequalities which permeated Athenian society for most of the 

seventh century BC provide the background to the constitutional and legislative reforms of 

Solon. As we saw in Aristotle’s account, the conflict between the landowning notables and the 

majority of poor dependants led to periods of stasis and instability, as the people repeatedly 

rebelled against the rich. The violent party struggle persisted for a long time until 594/3 BC, 

when the notables and the masses ‘jointly chose Solon as arbitrator and Archon, and entrusted 

the government to him’ (Ath. Pol. 5.2). Being granted full powers to reform the Athenian polis 

and its laws, Solon enacted a number of political and economic measures, which, according to 

ancient and modern traditions alike, provided the foundation stone for the later democratic 

system in Athens.486 

Solon’s reforms addressed, first and foremost, the agrarian crisis which enveloped 

Athenian society at the beginning of the sixth century BC. The most important of these included 

the abolition of loans on the security of a person, a previously widespread practice which in the 

eyes of Aristotle enslaved many of the poor and their children to the landowners; and the 

cancellation of all private and public debts (Ath. Pol. 6; Plut. Sol. 15). But the key changes 

introduced by the lawgiver concerned the Athenian governing powers. In particular, he set up 

firm procedures for the access and appointment of political offices, and instituted a new council 

of four hundred. The sole basis for wielding the highest state offices, such as the archons, the 

treasurers, and the sellers, was possession of wealth, calculated in dry and liquid measures of 

goods (medimnoi), where any previous considerations of noble birth and privilege were 

discarded. Appointments were made by lot from lists of men elected from the eligible property 

classes in each of the four tribes. The system of property classes (tele), which Solon either 

                                                
486 For an overview of Solon’s reforms, see Jeffery (1976), 90-4; Andrewes (1982a), 375-91; Smith (1989), 18-22; 
Manville (1990), 124-56; Foxhall (1997); Ste Croix (2004), 73-128; Blok and Lardinois (2006). 
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inaugurated himself or reformed, provided clear economic criteria for office-holding powers 

and potentially other civic duties, including military service. 

 Our most detailed account concerning the property classes comes from Aristotle, who 

discusses them in his section on the Solonian constitution (Ath. Pol. 7.3-4). According to him, 

Solon divided the Athenian people into four property classes based on annual produce in dry 

and liquid measures. He then distributed the chief political offices among the top three classes: 

the Five-hundred-measure men (pentakosiomedimnoi), the Knights (hippeis), and the Yoke-

men (zeugitai).487 The rest of the citizen body were assigned to the lowest class of Labourers 

(thetes), who were only entitled to sit in the Assembly or on a jury. Basing the criteria for office-

holding entirely on wealth calculated in annual produce, the system of tele regulated access to 

political power among the wealthiest Athenians, which led many scholars to claim that the main 

purpose of its introduction was to put a definite end to any other, non-economic factors, such 

as birth or family connections, previously exploited by the elites to monopolise political 

power.488 Accordingly, Solon’s reforms provided access to political offices for a growing class 

of nouveaux riches, who on the basis of their non-elite descent were previously excluded from 

the political affairs of the polis. As we saw, however, such an interpretation appears unlikely, 

since the importance of aristocratic and hereditary factors as the driving principles behind elite 

social status was far lower than once assumed. Most importantly, extending political rights to 

new social classes is never mentioned by any of the ancient sources dealing with Solon’s 

reforms; indeed even Plutarch, who emphasised the role of the well-born Eupatrids in early 

Athenian history, asserts that Solon ‘was anxious to leave all the offices of state as he found 

them, in the hands of the rich’ (Sol. 18).489 The system of tele, therefore, simply formalised the 

mechanism of political appointments and reinforced the significance of wealth in Archaic 

Athens. This, as a number of studies have demonstrated, is further reflected by the fact that the 

top three property classes, judging by the amount of produce specified in Aristotle’s account, 

must all have been leisured landowners, comprising altogether no more than 15-20% of the 

Athenian population.490 By contrast, the non-leisured Athenians from the Labourer class, 

encompassing perhaps as much as 85% of the population, were denied access to any real 

                                                
487 For more on the Solonian tele, see Foxhall (1997); van Wees (2001); (2006); Ste Croix (2004), 28-51; Valdés 
Guia and Gallego (2010). 
488 See, for instance, Mitchell (1997). 
489 Furthermore, Aristotle clearly states that a system based on the economic assessment of four classes was already 
in existence before Solon (Ath. Pol. 7.3), which implies that social divisions based on measurable wealth were the 
norm in the seventh century BC; Solon may have simply added new political and civic duties to each property 
class, without upsetting the general social and economic status quo.    
490 See especially Foxhall (1997); van Wees (2001); (2006a). 
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political power or privilege, accentuating their inferior social status and economic dependence 

on the rich.491 

 Despite the failure to address the widespread economic disparities between the elites 

and the common people, the Solonian system of tele was among the most successful and lasting 

reforms introduced by the lawgiver; it remained in place, albeit with some changes, well into 

the fourth century BC in Athens.492 Apart from providing an economic basis for office-holding, 

a number of later sources indicate that the tele had an additional military dimension in the 

Athenian polis, imposing an obligation to serve in the citizen militia on the highest three 

property classes. 493 The key evidence is provided by Thucydides in his account of the Sicilian 

expedition, where he states that the Athenian force consisted of 5,100 hoplites, ‘and of these, 

fifteen hundred were Athenians from the muster-roll and seven hundred thetes serving as 

marines on the ships’ (6.43).494 The explicit exclusion of the thetes from the muster-roll clearly 

implies that they were not under legal obligation to serve in the army, while also indicating that 

the other three property classes, the pentakosiomedimnoi, the hippeis, and the zeugitai, were 

required to serve in the citizen infantry. This implication, of course, may have been valid only 

for the military realities of fifth century BC Athens, especially since the additional army duties 

are not mentioned in Aristotle’s description of the Solonian tele. Most scholars, nonetheless, 

have assumed that the military dimension went back to the Archaic period and the original 

reforms of Solon, if not earlier.495 

 The military dimension of the Solonian system of property classes has traditionally been 

ascribed to the rise in political importance of the Yoke-men, or zeugitai, whom scholars 

following the ‘hoplite revolution’ model equated with the middle-class, yeomen farmers.496 

According to this interpretation, the early Athenian armies consisted of the Knights (hippeis), 

                                                
491 Indeed, van Wees (2006a), 365, speaks of a ‘yawning gap’ which separated the mass of the thetes from the 
zeugitai, the lowest class among the leisured property-owners in Solon’s day.   
492 Rhodes (1981), 145-6. 
493 For short discussions on the military dimension of the tele system, see Ste Croix (2004), 19-28; van Wees 
(2006a), 371-6. Further references: Pritchard (2010), 23 n. 130. Contra Rosivach (2002), 41 n. 22, who argued 
that the evidence for the military duties of the Solonian classes is too limited and ambiguous; the few mentions of 
the thetes were, according to him, ‘most likely used to describe poor working folk, as it is used everywhere else in 
our ancient sources except in Aristotle’s discussion of the Solonic classes and in later authors who draw on his 
discussion.’ His dismissal of the muster-rolls mentioned by Thucydides (6.43), however, requires further 
explanation and so his argument remains unconvincing. For other critics, see van Wees (2013b), 172-3 n. 22.    
494 Other sources include fragments from Antiphon’s speech Against Philinos and Aristophanes’ play The 
Banqueters, both mentioned in Harpocration’s Lexicon entries under ‘thetes and thetikon’. For more, see van Wees 
(2006a), 371.  
495 Since the system of tele most likely predated Solon (see n. 489 above), and it may be assumed that the lack of 
any mention of military duties in Aristotle’s account, which focuses only on the political duties behind the Solonian 
tele, indicates that service in the citizen army had already been obligatory for the highest property classes. While 
this is in theory plausible, it seems more likely to me that the military duties were first introduced by Solon, who 
in later traditions is also credited with a number of other military-related regulations (discussed below). See also 
van Wees (2013b), 86, 172 n. 15.    
496 See, for instance, Hanson (1995), esp. 111-12; Valdés Guia and Gallego (2010), 265-71. 
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who formed the cavalry force of the polis, and the zeugitai, who (‘yoked’ together) provided 

the hoplites for citizen phalanxes.497 The latter were, understandably, supposed to be much more 

numerous, and their growing numbers and military importance were eventually reflected in new 

political roles and powers, such as those ascribed to them by Solon. But while there may be 

some value in such etymological associations, the general model is largely untenable, since as 

we saw earlier both the hippeis and the zeugitai property classes were almost certainly 

composed of leisured elites of early Athenian communities, and their numbers must have been 

relatively small, comprising of no more than 15% of the population.498 The middle-class 

farmers, by contrast, are never mentioned in our sources; if they did exist, as van Wees 

concluded, they were simply ‘ignored, insultingly lumped together with the poorest, and 

granted no political role beyond attending assemblies, a privilege shared by all adult males.’499 

Considering the socioeconomic situation of early Athens, characterised by a rigid division 

between the elites and the common people, it seems in fact most plausible to assume that the 

total absence of small subsistence farmers from our records is indeed a genuine reflection of 

the social reality of Solon’s age. So, if the aim of the reform was not to grant political privileges 

to middle-class hoplites, then what was the reason behind the military dimension of the 

Solonian tele?     

 Since any answer to such a question has to be based on a large amount of guessing and 

speculation, the safest way to approach the subject may be to see the military requirements of 

the tele system within the larger frame of Solon’s reforms. Apart from addressing the 

agricultural crisis which led to the enslavement of the poorest Athenians to the rich landowners, 

the main brunt of the legislation introduced by Solon concerned the formalisation of political 

and legal processes in early Athens. Clear criteria were set for the eligibility and appointment 

of state officials; new political bodies, such as the council of four hundred, were established; 

judiciary powers, including the authority to punish and chastise wrongdoers, were delineated 

and rested with the Areopagus, although all citizens had a right to seek retribution if wronged, 

and to appeal to the jury-court if needed.500 Public regulation was also exerted over other areas 

of everyday life, as Solon issued a number of laws on private funerals and changed the standard 

of the measures, weights, and currency in Athens.501 All new laws, furthermore, were made 

                                                
497 On the military etymology of the zeugitai class, see Whitehead (1981). 
498 This applies specifically to the Archaic period, during which the zeugitai class was too small, as Foxhall (1997), 
131, concluded, to provide ‘a broadly based military force composed of sturdy yeoman peasants or free farmers.’ 
Their numbers and social composition, however, as we are going to see later, changed towards the end of the sixth 
century BC.    
499 Van Wees (2013a), 232. 
500 For more on Solonian laws, see chapters 7-12 in Blok and Lardinois (2006).  
501 For Solon’s reform of measures and coinage, see van Wees (2013b), 115-23. For his funerary legislation, see n. 
512 below. 
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available for everyone to see and read. According to Aristotle, they were inscribed and set in 

the ‘Portico of the Basileus, and everyone swore to obey them’ (Ath. Pol. 7.1). As such, Solon’s 

reforms aimed to establish more formal and centralised ways to govern the Athenian polis, 

bringing the most important aspects of early political and social life under the full control of 

the state. The property class structure was, in effect, one example of this initiative on a political 

level, and so we should imagine that the rationale behind the military dimension of the system 

was based on similar principles.  

 Warfare and army organisation were undoubtedly seen as vital to the successful running 

of the state and, considering the scope of Solon’s reforms, it is highly improbable that they 

would have remained unaffected by the centralising processes initiated by the lawgiver. Later 

authors, in fact, credit Solon with a number of military regulations, including a law against 

draft-evasion (astrateia), a pension for wounded soldiers, and raising the sons of men killed in 

battle at state expense.502 And while some of these are not entirely credible, falling into a larger 

tradition of attributing Athenian laws to Solon, the astrateia-law could have plausibly gone 

back to his original legislation, as van Wees argues in his most recent study.503 Introducing 

measures against draft-evasion would make every sense as part of a wider reform to impose 

new military duties and obligations which, in turn, lends further support to the claim that these 

were indeed in place by Solon’s time. The property classification system, introduced or 

reformed by Solon, provided arguably the first official requirements for military service, 

replacing the previous and largely informal system based on personal relationships and 

obligations. As such, it constituted an essential part of the wider initiative to establish more 

formal and centralised ways to govern the organisation and social structure of citizen militia in 

Athens. The military duties were imposed on the top three property classes, which as we saw 

were comprised of the leisured landowners who could afford the time and equipment required 

for occasional public campaigns. The political privileges of the elites that were legitimised by 

Solon’s reforms were, in effect, matched by their obligation to serve in the citizen army, the 

avoidance of which was punishable by law.              

 The actual mechanics of calling up citizens for service remain beyond reconstruction at 

this early period; the property census may, in fact, have been used only to exempt the lowest 

                                                
502 Aesch. 3.175-6; Plut. Sol. 31.4; Diog. Laert. 1.7.55. 
503 The law is mentioned by Aeschines: ‘For Solon, the ancient lawgiver, thought it necessary to apply the same 
penalties to the coward as to the man who failed to take the field or the man who deserted his post. For there are 
such things as indictments for cowardice…Therefore the man who fails to take the field, and the coward, and the 
man who has deserted his post are excluded by the lawgiver from the purified precincts of the Agora, and may not 
be crowned, nor take part in the sacred rites of the people’ (3.175-6). For more on this law and its possible 
connection to Solon’s legislation, see van Wees (forthcoming).  
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class of thetes from any compulsory military duties.504 It does stand to reason, however, that 

the officials responsible for army recruitment, the naukraroi, were provided with access to a 

public register of the propertied classes. Such a register, as Martin Ostwald argued, might even 

have been kept by the naukraroi in relation to their duties for the provision of cavalry.505 

Considering the fact that the naukraroi were later supplanted by the demarchs, who maintained 

a written record of all the citizen belonging to each deme (lexiarchikon grammateion) and were 

responsible for keeping the muster roll for the Classical Athenian army, it seems quite likely 

that they inherited this role from the Archaic naukraroi, who would have been in possession of 

a similar register based on Solon’s tele classification.506 Alternatively, as Frost speculated, an 

early muster roll could have been based on the phratry registers (phraterikon grammateion), 

which were drawn upon in the event of any mass mobilisation ordered, presumably, by the 

polemarch.507 Whatever the exact method, we can suspect that it did not require any major 

changes to the existing military structure of the naucraries, apart from imposing compulsory 

army duties on every member of the leisure-class in each district. Consequently, the size of the 

citizen militia could have been somewhat increased, while retaining its elite character and 

status, which after Solon’s reform was based exclusively on wealth and material possessions.   

 It is hard to assess whether the changes to compulsory army service had any 

demonstrable impact on the Athenian military ventures following Solon’s reforms. Our sources 

indicate that the Athenians did enjoy some success around the beginning of the sixth century 

BC, taking back Salamis from the Megarians, supposedly encouraged and led by Solon 

himself.508 The details concerning the war, which come primarily from Plutarch and other late 

historians, are, however, too garbled to give us any reliable information on the shape of the 

Athenian military, although it could be speculated that the difficulties encountered during the 

campaign may have provided an immediate stimulus for Solon to introduce firmer conscription 

rules for the citizen army.509 Plutarch (Sol. 11) also tells us that the Athenians took part in the 

First Sacred War against the people of Cirrha; again, we do not know much about the campaign, 

apart from the fact that the Athenians were led by Alcmaeon, the head of the Alcmaeonid 

                                                
504 As suggested by Frost (1984), 284. It is worth noting, though, that members of the thetic class were still able 
to join the citizen militia on a voluntary basis. The majority of them were normally excluded since they could not 
afford their own arms and armour, but serving as light-armed or manning the fleet provided alternative options. 
For more on thetes in Athenian armies, see van Wees (2006a), 371-6.    
505 Ostwald (1995), 376. 
506 Ostwald (1995), 376-9; Figueira (2011), 193. 
507 Frost (1984), 284-5. 
508 Plut. Sol. 8-9; Paus. 1.40.5; Polyaen. 1.20.2. 
509 The campaign supposedly relied on a force of volunteers and a fleet of fishing-boats, which suggests that service 
in offensive military expeditions was not compulsory. The army obligations behind Solon’s tele may have been 
introduced as a direct response to the military inadequacy of the Athenian force during the Salamis campaign. For 
more on Solon and Salamis, see Frost (1984), 288-9; Lavelle (2005), 45-6; Pritchard (2010), 8-9; van Wees 
(2013b), 58-9. 
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family, which suggests that the Alcmaeonids returned to Athens from their banishment before 

the start of war, further boosting the city’s military strength.510 All in all, while the impact of 

Solon’s reforms is perhaps hard to witness in the Athenian campaigns of the time – which, 

considering the nature of our literary sources, should not surprise us – it may have left a more 

visible mark in another area.      

 The evidence for the war dead undergoes a major change in character from the 

beginning of the sixth century BC in Athens. As we saw in the previous chapter, the main 

development concerns the transformation of Attic grave monuments, as the sizeable earth 

mounds are gradually replaced by mudbrick tombs accompanied by elaborate funerary 

sculpture. The latter take the shape of either marble kouroi statues in the form of naked youths, 

or (slightly later) of stone stelai with relief decoration portraying the deceased. War and military 

service are among the most commonly represented themes within the new sepulchral 

monuments, which stresses the social and cultural significance of commemorating the fallen as 

warriors for the Athenian elites who commissioned the monuments, at undoubtedly 

considerable expense. The epigrams inscribed on some of the graves, such as the tombs of 

Tettichos or Kroisos, indicate that a large number of those buried died in battle, and were most 

likely members of the citizen militia; after perishing in combat, their bodies were brought back 

to their families for individual burials. Largely missing from the funerary evidence of the 

preceding period, the war dead therefore make a sudden appearance in Athens in the decades 

following Solon’s reforms. A similar trend can be also witnessed in the artistic depictions on 

Attic vases. Coupled with the sudden rise of black-figure pottery, images of the war dead, most 

commonly in the context of fighting over and rescuing fallen comrades, were becoming 

increasingly prominent from the second quarter of the sixth century onward. And while both of 

these developments were no doubt the result of a number of factors, including the rapid growth 

of the Athenian market and trade, they clearly reveal the emergence of a new artistic discourse 

of war. The images and epigrams which commemorated the monuments surmounting the 

conspicuous tombs, together with the artistic themes explored on the vases after 600 BC, can 

be read, therefore, as an expression of new social and military ideologies, shaped, engaged with, 

and perpetuated by the Athenian elites.  

 Although the transformation of the artistic discourse of war in the Athenian art of the 

late seventh and early sixth century BC could be seen as perhaps the most noticeable military 

change around the reforms of Solon, we should understand it as a result of the wider movement 

towards a greater centralisation of the Athenian state, of which tighter public control over the 

                                                
510 For more on the First Sacred War, see Andrewes (1982a), 374-5; Frost (1984), 289-90; Lavelle (2005), 281 n. 
58. 
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citizen army was just one part.511 Extending the state’s influence over the army, previously 

monopolised by powerful and wealthy individuals who combined private and public interests 

in their military operations, would have certainly had an impact, both practical and ideological, 

on how the Athenian elites perceived their role in the practice of war. Solon’s interference in 

the key areas which defined their social identity, including warfare, but also private funerals, 

led to new forms of self-representation which took over Athenian art with remarkable speed 

following the reforms. 

 The effect of Solon’s funerary legislation on the Athenian elites would certainly have 

been of some significance. According to several later authors, Solon issued regulations 

concerning the conduct of private funerals, formalising the details regarding the prothesis, the 

participation of women, and restricting the lavishness of the funeral procession (ekphora), 

which had to be conducted before sunrise.512 And while most scholars see the legislation as 

designed specifically to curb funerary extravagance and display by the elites, it has been 

suggested that the rationale behind the laws could have been to do with other factors, of which 

religious considerations were the most significant. As Josine Blok convincingly argued in her 

study, Solon’s regulations placed almost no limit on the financial expense or the number of 

male participants, which suggests that curbing displays of wealth or political loyalty could not 

have been the sole focus of the laws. Their main purpose, as she concluded, was instead to 

address the growing concerns over death pollution, which began to emerge as a powerful belief 

in all Archaic poleis, and ‘to regulate the relations between the living and the dead.’513 As such, 

Solon’s funerary legislation would fall within the wider frame of his reforms, introducing public 

regulation into key areas of the social life of the Athenians. This interference, however strong 

it might have been, did not put any limitations on the form and cost of the funerary monuments, 

which provided the wealthy Athenians with a different platform to express and advertise their 

social status.514   

                                                
511 The relation between the new developments in Athenian art around 600 BC and the reforms of Solon is briefly 
discussed by Snodgrass (1980), 145-6; and Osborne (1996), 224-5. Other major changes in Athens which happen 
at the same time include, most importantly, the appearance of first public buildings in the Agora, which many 
scholars regard as the earliest sign of the city becoming a polis-state. For more, see Mersch (1997); Houby-Nielsen 
(2009), 206-10. The notion which holds Solon as key to the establishment of a true Athenian polis and early 
citizenship is presented most strongly by Manville (1990), 124-56. 
512 [Demosthenes] 43.62; Cic. De leg. 2.59; Plut. Sol. 21.5-7. Secondary works dealing with Solon’s funerary 
legislation include: Garland (1989); Toher (1991); Blok (2006). 
513 Blok (2006), 199. Other early funerary regulations from Delphi, Gortyn and Ioulis, included measures similar 
to those introduced in Athens, suggesting that increasing public control over funeral rituals was a wider Greek 
phenomenon of the Archaic period. For more on the latter, see Garland (1989), 8-13; Toher (1991), 164-6; Blok 
(2006), 206-10.  
514 As Snodgrass (1980), 146, concluded, the striking increase in expenditure on grave monuments following 
Solon’s ‘reputed legislation to limit expenditure at funerals, must mean that this kind of commemoration lay 
outside the scope of his law, and was maybe even stimulated by the wish to compensate for the ban on ostentation 
of a more ephemeral kind’. Sourvinou-Inwood (1983), 47-8, similarly doubted the supposed ‘anti-elite’ basis of 
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 The importance of war and war-related themes on sepulchral monuments suggests, in 

turn, that the Athenian elites felt a clear need to appropriate and claim these areas for themselves 

in a new visual media. Their control over the military sphere of the polis, previously taken for 

granted, must have been seen as being in some way challenged; and Solon’s efforts to regulate 

and standardise the citizen army appear to be the most likely candidate for such a challenge. In 

effect, the new artistic discourse surrounding the war dead should be understood as a reaction 

of the elite Athenians to the growing control exerted by the state over their military activities 

and duties.515 These new forms of self-expression were quickly adopted and disseminated, 

leaving a mark on Athenian art until the end of the Archaic period.                   

 The ideology expressed in the funerary monuments was, as we observed in the previous 

chapter, highly individualistic and elitist in character. Initially, the prime form of sculpture 

chosen by the families of the men who fell in war consisted of an imposing kouros set on an 

inscribed base, the prime examples of which were the slightly later tombs of Kroisos and 

Xenokles. Such statues glorified the heroic deeds of the deceased and placed his death within 

the framework of the epic concept of ‘beautiful death’. The sacrifice made on behalf of the state 

was never mentioned or hinted at, since private, individualising aspects took full priority over 

any patriotic considerations. With the emergence of warrior grave stelai, which start to appear 

within a couple of decades of Solon’s reforms, the sepulchral statues built for the war dead 

began to exhibit ideals reflective of the increasingly public nature of the army. While the dead 

were still depicted as elite individuals, their military service to the community was given 

increased prominence over personal achievements and glory. One early example of this was the 

grave of Tettichos, which most likely consisted of a stele and an inscribed base. The sculpted 

relief, now missing, would have depicted an armed warrior, holding a spear in obedient service 

to his polis; the epigram, on the other hand, spoke of his heroic death and tender youth, putting 

the loss of his life above the sacrifice made for the community. As such, Tettichos’ grave may 

                                                
the legislation, arguing that it was introduced as a response to the changing attitudes towards death pollution and 
memory-survival. She developed this premise in her later work (1995), arguing that the sudden emergence of 
inscribed grave monuments in Archaic Greece was ‘a manifestation of a nexus of funerary attitudes which involved 
a greater concern for the survival of one’s memory and a more anxious and emotionally intense perception of one’s 
own death, and of the death of the important other’ (p. 294). According to her, this phenomenon should be 
explained primarily in terms of the changing ideological attitudes towards death and eschatology, as socio-political 
factors, traditionally privileged by scholars, were far less relevant. This theory, however, was strongly challenged 
by Morris (1989), who convincingly argued that attitudes towards death in Archaic Greece remained largely 
unchanged.       
515 A similar notion has also been put forward by Snodgrass (1980), 146, who saw the sudden appearance of 
conspicuous grave markers as ‘a reaction to the new political situation’ in Athens. The latter was, according to 
him, the result of Solon’s efforts to substitute wealth for birth as the main criterion for political power. This 
interpretation, as I argued above, has to be doubted as such a rationale is never mentioned by the ancient sources. 
It seems more likely, in my opinion, that the reaction of the elites was stimulated by the increasing centralisation 
of the Athenian state, which brought a number of everyday practices and institutions, previously exclusively 
controlled by a select few of the wealthiest Athenians, under closer public control.    
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provide us with the best example of two different ideological discourses employed by the elites 

in the wake of Solon’s reforms, which co-existed, complemented but also competed with each 

other, reflecting attempts to establish a new social identity in the face of the increased 

centralisation of the Athenian citizen army.            

 The main achievement of Solon’s 594/3 BC reforms was to impose clear regulations 

over key aspects of early political, social and military life, all of which considerably accelerated 

the process of state formation at Athens. The prime example of this process was the 

introduction, or restructuring, of the system of property classification, which divided the 

citizens into four groups, or tele, ascribing political powers to the top three classes, comprising 

of the wealthiest Athenians according to possession of agricultural wealth. The potential for 

office-holding given to the pentakosiomedimnoi, the hippeis and the zeugitai was, in addition, 

accompanied by an obligation to serve in the citizen militia when called upon. And although 

initially these reforms had arguably little effect on the practice of war, the increased public 

control over the citizen army was reflected in the new artistic discourses which began to spread 

gradually across the funerary sculpture and pottery depictions of the period, influenced by two 

competing ideologies: one accentuating the heroic and highly elitist principles; the other 

highlighting the importance of the community and public service.   

 The general principles behind the activities and organisation of the Athenian military, 

however, remained largely the same. Despite a certain formalisation of muster-rolls, the citizen 

army consisted predominantly of the leisured landowners, able to afford both the arms and time 

required for occasional public campaigns. The military structure still relied upon the previous 

system of naucraries, dominated by rich ship-owners, and standard army procedures, which 

despite becoming increasingly public, continued to rely on mechanisms drawn from the private 

mode of war-making. The treatment of the war dead, therefore, remained unaffected, as private 

burial and commemoration of fallen warriors took on a new significance for the Athenian elites, 

providing a platform to claim and display their supremacy in war. Any significant changes to 

the ideology and social make-up of the citizen army were still not possible as the overwhelming 

majority of Athenians fell within the lowest property class of thetes, politically and 

economically disadvantaged, and excluded from compulsory service. Solon’s abolition of 

enslavement for debt, together with the cancellation of all private and public debts, did, 

however, help to improve the condition of the property-less dependants, enabling more and 

more people slowly to aspire to economic independence. Such changes were soon on the 

horizon as Athens approached the ‘Golden Age’ of Peisistratid tyranny.        
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Peisistratus’ tyranny 

 

Solon’s constitutional reforms left a mark on the social and political structures of early Athens, 

setting in motion a number of processes which increased the public authority and control over 

its citizens, impacting the long-term growth of the Athenian state. His reforms, however, 

apparently did very little to establish short-term peace in the polis, as conflicts among the elites 

brought the city to a renewed state of turmoil. According to Aristotle’s account, in the years 

following Solon’s reforms the Athenians twice failed to appoint an archon, and had to remove 

Damasias by force, on account of him keeping the office beyond his tenure (Ath. Pol. 13.1-3). 

In general, the city was in a state of continuous internal disorder, as the people ‘were always 

engaging in party strife’ for the office of the archon.     

 The party strife (stasis) which dominated in Athens in the early decades of the sixth 

century BC is indeed mentioned by a number of other sources, providing further testimony to 

the resentment which Solon’s legislation must have evoked among the Athenian elites.516 The 

subsequent division into three separate political factions according to geographical region, ‘the 

men of the Coast’, ‘the men of the Plain’, and ‘the party of the Hillmen’, has caused a lot of 

controversy among modern scholars trying to establish the political ideologies and social 

backing behind each party.517 One thing which remains clear, however, is that there was a 

definite winner at the end of the conflict, namely Peisistratus, the leader of the Hillmen party, 

who seized power and became the tyrant of Athens. The tyrannical rule which he started and 

later passed on to his sons lasted for nearly half a century, stabilised the political situation in 

Athens and brought economic prosperity to the majority of citizens, leading Aristotle to 

describe it as ‘the Golden Age of Cronus’ in Athens (Ath. Pol. 18.7).518     

 Peisistratus’ early rise to power is vaguely documented by Herodotus, who mentions 

that he distinguished himself in the war against Megara, performing ‘great deeds’ during the 

Athenian capture of Nisaea (1.59).519 The long conflict with the Megarians for the possession 

of Salamis and Eleusis began, as we have seen, in the second half of the seventh century BC 

and continued through the Cylonian affair and the reforms of Solon, with the initiative swinging 

repeatedly from one side to another. But taking control of the Megarian port of Nisaea sometime 

                                                
516 See also Hdt. 1.59; Plut. Sol. 13, 29; Arist. Pol. 1305a23-4. For more on the political unrest in early sixth century 
BC Athens, see Figueira (1984). On stasis in Archaic Greece, see van Wees (2008). 
517 For more on the controversy surrounding the three factions see, for instance: Hopper (1961); Holladay (1977); 
Andrewes (1982b), 393-8; Manville (1990), 160 n. 7; Lavelle (2000); (2005), 67-89, 219-21.   
518 For the chronology of Peisistratus’ rule, see Lavelle (2005), 210-18. 
519 Less reliable details concerning episodes from the campaign are also provided in later sources such as, Aen. 
Tact. 4.8-12; Frontin. 2.9.9; Justin 2.8. 
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in the 560s BC, proved to be the final and decisive victory, ending the war in Athens’ favour.520 

Both Herodotus and Aristotle indicate that the credit for the ultimate victory was given almost 

entirely to Peisistratus, who served as a military commander in the army, establishing himself 

as one of the most popular and widely respected men in Athens (Hdt. 1.59; Ath. Pol. 14.1).521 

It was on the back of his military success that Peisistratus twice attempted to seize tyrannical 

power: first, with the support of a small group of men carrying clubs who, through trickery, he 

persuaded the Athenians to grant him as personal guard; and then by making an alliance with 

Megacles, the head of the Alcmaeonid family.522 After both attempts proved unsuccessful, he 

left Athens to gather wealth and allies among other Greek poleis, eventually coming back and 

defeating the Athenians in battle at Pallene in c. 546 BC, this time planting his ‘tyranny firmly 

with the help of large numbers of mercenary troops and a substantial income’ (Hdt. 1.62-4).523 

Even though most of these events are described to us by Herodotus, whose bias and personal 

preferences are often all too apparent, it is clear to see that military factors played a key role in 

Peisistratus’ rise to power and his ultimate success.524     

 The two military aspects which have traditionally drawn most scholarly attention in 

studies of early Athenian military organisation concern the identity of the ‘club-bearers’, who 

helped Peisistratus in his first coup; and the tyrant’s reliance upon mercenary forces, which 

enabled him to win the battle of Pallene and later might have formed a regular contingent in the 

Athenian army.525 Regarding the first, according to a theory proposed by Henk Singor, the 

unusual name given to the men who seized the Acropolis with Peisistratus, the ‘club-bearers’ 

(korunephoroi), did not refer to the fact that they were armed with clubs, since they could have 

hardly resisted any Athenians determined to defend their polis from tyranny (not unlike those 

who resisted Cylon’s coup a few decades before). Instead, the term korunephoroi referred to a 

class of people who must have come, like their namesakes from Sikyon, from the poorest 

members of Athenian society, unable to afford the military equipment associated with the 

upper-classes (shield and spear) and, therefore, identified socially by their clubs and stones. 

                                                
520 For a detailed study of the final stages of the Megarian conflict, with special emphasis on Peisistratus’ 
involvement, see Lavelle (2005), 30-65. See also Andrewes (1982b), 397; Frost (1984), 290 
521 The term used by Herodotus to describe Peisistratus’ military leadership is strategie, which can imply one of 
three things: a) that he anachronised an office familiar from Classical times; b) that he referred to a genuine pre-
Cleisthenic military office in Archaic Athenian army; or c) that he meant to use a generic term for general army 
leadership. Of these options, the final is most likely, as Herodotus uses the term strategie to describe other, non-
Greek military positions (1.162; 5.26; 6.94), as pointed out by Lavelle (2005), 270 n. 133. It seems possible, 
therefore, that Peisistratus served in the army as one of the naukraroi, assuming overall command over the 
campaign. It is also conceivable that he was the polemarch for one of the years during the conflict. For a longer 
discussion with references, see Lavelle (2005), 46-7, 267-8 n. 132-4.   
522 Hdt. 1.59-61; Ath. Pol. 14.1-15.1; Plut. Sol. 30. 
523 On the rise of Peisistratus in general, see Lavelle (2005). 
524 For Herodotus’ biases in his account of sixth century BC Athens, see footnote 463 above. 
525 On the Peisistratid army, see Lavelle (1992); Singor (2000). 
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Peisistratus, as Singor argued, depicted in our sources as the champion of the people, found his 

initial military support among the members of the thetes, whom he armed, sponsored, and no 

doubt promised a better future. Due to lack of money, however, he could not maintain their 

loyalty which led to the failure of his initial bids at tyranny.526             

 The financial problem, however, was solved during Peisistratus’ exile, during which he 

managed to gather the wealth necessary to pay his Athenian korunephoroi (turned by him into 

doruphoroi, spear-bearers) and thus successfully maintain his army. In addition, Singor 

proposed that the mercenary force of Argives which joined Peisistratus’ army at Pallene, was 

similarly composed of lower class citizens, enticed from their homelands with money and free 

military equipment. These men, also referred to as the ‘white-feet’ (leukopodes) based on a few 

lines from Aristophanes’ Lysistrata and its scholia, stayed as permanent troops in Peisistratus’ 

army following the battle; together with the korunephoroi, their Athenian social equivalents, 

they formed the core of the Peisistratid army until the end of the tyranny.527 In effect, the 

strategy of raising lower classes to ‘hoplite’ status, as Singor concluded, transformed the face 

of the Athenian military during the reign of the Peisistratids, as hundreds of poor citizens were 

able to join the citizen army. All this, in Singor’s view, demonstrated that it was political 

decisions from above, not ‘individuals acquiring more property and being individually admitted 

to the socially higher circle of the hoplites’ as had been previously thought, that gave rise to a 

new hoplite class in late Archaic Greece.528 This theory, despite raising a number of interesting 

points (especially concerning Peisistratus and the korunephoroi), is based on too much 

speculation, as there is little tangible evidence for a radical transformation in the social make-

up of the Athenian army under the Peisistratids.529 

 The second aspect that scholars have focused upon was the employment of mercenary 

troops by Peisistratus and later his sons. Our accounts on the battle of Pallene indicate that 

Peisistratus’ force consisted almost entirely of allied soldiers and mercenaries, including the 

aforementioned Argives, Thracians, Thebans, cavalry from Eretria, and Lygdamis of Naxos.530 

In addition, Herodotus adds, he was joined by some Athenians ‘who found the rule of a tyrant 

more pleasant than freedom’ (1.62). It is impossible to tell how many of these troops were 

granted to Peisistratus as a political favour, but some scholars have assumed that a large number 

                                                
526 Singor (2000), 119-23. 
527 Ibid., 123-8. 
528 Ibid., 129.  
529 Such a transformation would have surely left a significant mark in our records, including those concerning the 
burial and commemoration of the war dead. That it did not indicates that the nature of the citizen militia during 
the reign of the Peisistratids remained largely unchanged. 
530 Hdt. 1.61; Ath. Pol. 15.2. For a more detailed analysis of Peisistratus’ force at Pallene, see Lavelle (2005), 139-
42. 
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of them were permanently hired as mercenaries by the tyrant and remained in service after the 

battle.531 This interpretation fits well with the wider trend of Archaic Greek tyrants, who relied 

upon mercenary forces for their bodyguards and often rewarded them with the rights of 

citizenship and agricultural land.532 In Peisistratus’ case, this would apply specifically to the 

body of Argives, whatever their social standing, and to the Thracians;533 the importance of the 

latter would be further confirmed by the sudden appearance of Thracian peltasts, as well as 

Scythian archers, in the Athenian vase painting from c. 540 BC.534 The continuing reliance on 

mercenaries by the Peisistratids has been also deduced from stories concerning the disarmament 

of Athenian citizens, ascribed either to Peisistratus (Ath. Pol. 15.4) or to his son Hippias (Thuc. 

6.58); and the taking hostage of the children of Athenians who did not flee Athens after the 

battle of Pallene (Hdt. 1.64). Such, actions, it has been argued, rendered the existing Athenian 

army impotent, ensuring the safety and long-term success of Peisistratus’ tyranny. Whatever 

the citizen army had been before, it was disbanded and kept under check by the tyrant, who as 

Frost emphatically stated, ‘now ruled outright with the support of mercenary troops’, allowing 

‘the farmers of Attica to live undisturbed by the uncertain glamour of military service.’535       

 While both approaches to the Athenian army under the Peisistratids have some strengths 

and advantages, their argument relies far too heavily on anecdotal stories and/or single phrases 

from ancient sources.536 That Peisistratus won the battle of Pallene with the support of allies 

and mercenaries seems beyond doubt, but there is no particular reason to assume that the very 

same mercenaries stayed on and formed the backbone of the tyrant’s army for the next three 

decades.537 The resentment of the Athenian elites, who as we saw controlled and defined the 

military strength of their polis, must have been high in the immediate aftermath of the battle, 

                                                
531 See, for instance, Frost (1984), 291-2; Pritchard (2010), 12-13. Manville (1990), 163 n. 17, provides further 
references.  
532 Polycrates of Samos, for instance, had ‘vast numbers’ of mercenaries at his disposal (Hdt. 3.45). For the link 
between Archaic tyrants and mercenaries, see Trundle (2004), 44; van Wees (2004), 73.  
533 See Ostwald (1969), 141. 
534 For more on Thracian peltasts and Scythian archers in Athens, see Vos (1963); Best (1969); Singor (2000), 118. 
535 Frost (1984), 291, 294. Pritchard (2010), 12-13, does concede, rather bizarrely, that ‘individual Athenian 
hoplites’ were not prevented from joining the Peisistratid military campaigns.    
536 Traditions concerning the disarming of the Athenians are certainly not to be believed; the accounts of 
Thucydides and Aristotle (also Polyaen. 1.21.2), despite bearing close resemblances, credit the stratagem to 
different people (Hippias in Thucydides; Peisistratus in Aristotle), and the absence of the story from Herodotus 
makes it even more suspicious. As Dover suggested (quoted in Holladay (1977), 52), the purpose of the story was 
to exonerate the Athenians who, deprived of their weapons, were not able to resist the tyrants. See also Pritchard 
(2010), 12-13 n. 62.  
537 For more on the battle itself, see Lavelle (2005), 143-50. There is some disagreement about Herodotus’ famous 
statement about Peisistratus’ tyranny ‘being rooted’ with money and mercenaries, which follows his account of 
Pallene (1.61). The latter certainly helped him to win the battle and regain power in Athens, and he may have kept 
a small number of paid troops for some time after, but there is no reason to assume, as Singor (2000) does, that a 
large, standing army of mercenaries remained in the employ of the Peisistratids throughout their tyranny. It seems 
equally unlikely, however, that Peisistratus kept no mercenaries after Pallene, as Lavelle (1992) maintains. He 
most likely employed some, such as the Thracians and the Scythians, but the citizen army remained largely 
unaffected, as I argue below.     
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but there is no evidence of widespread retaliation or reprisals on behalf of Peisistratus.538 

Although Herodotus, our main source for the events, does mention hostages taken from the 

families of those Athenians who ‘remained and did not at once leave the city’, the general 

impression is that their number must have been very limited (1.64). More importantly, the 

historian also states that Peisistratus, after gaining the upper hand in battle, ordered his sons to 

ride ahead and tell any Athenian fugitives ‘that they need not worry and that each man should 

return to his own home’ (1.64). Similarly, the supposed exile of the entire Alcmaeonid family 

after Pallene, which according to Herodotus lasted for the entire duration of the Peisistratid 

tyranny, cannot be taken as indicative of wider reprisals against the elites: the Alcmaeonids, as 

later evidence from an archon list shows, were back in Athens in the 520s BC;539 their exile (if 

indeed it ever happened) must have been very temporary.540 We should imagine, therefore, that 

the elite Athenians whom Peisistratus defeated at Pallene, after an initial period of inevitable 

hostility, remained in Athens and came to be reconciled with the tyrant.541 In time, as Aristotle 

states, some of them even became his supporters, having been ‘won over’ by Peisistratus’ 

‘friendly dealings with them’ (Ath. Pol. 16.9). 

 Since our accounts of the military organisation during the Peisistratid tyranny give us 

relatively little to work with, a far better way to approach the subject is to take a wider approach 

and place the army issue within the general scope of Peisistratus’ political programme and 

policies. One aspect which all of the sources unanimously agree upon is that the tyrants left the 

Solonian constitution intact and did not modify any of its official institutions. Herodotus, for 

instance, states that Peisistratus ‘did not interfere with the existing structures of offices or 

change the laws’ (1.59); Aristotle says that he handled the affairs ‘more like a citizen than like 

a tyrant’ and ‘was willing to administer everything according to the laws’ (Ath. Pol. 16.2, 16.8). 

Thucydides similarly adds that his sons made sure that the city ‘was still governed by the laws 

which have existed previously’ (6.54), that is in the age of Solon.542 If the Peisistratids indeed 

did not alter the constitutional structure of the polis and carried on with the political processes 

                                                
538 See also Lavelle (2005), 151-3, who concluded that the measures taken by Peisistratus after Pallene ‘had to 
have been limited in scope, politically oriented, and, it appears surgically performed.’  
539 The 525/4 BC archon list was first published by Meritt (1939), with additional fragments added by Bradeen 
(1963). The archons mentioned on the list include Cleisthenes, son of Megacles, and Miltiades, a member of 
another noble Athenian family, the Philaids. The presence of the two most prominent families among the archons 
is a clear indication of the cooperation between the Athenian elites and the Peisistratids. For a full bibliography on 
the list, see Lavelle (2005), 239 n. 12.  
540 Lavelle (2005), 153, goes even as far as to doubt whether the Alcmaeonids were exiled at all. The ‘perpetual 
exile’ story related to us by Herodotus, whose bias towards the family is clear throughout his work, was most likely 
devised ‘in order to bolster their image as tyrant haters.’ While this is in theory plausible, I believe that a short 
exile was more likely, considering that the Alcmaeonids played key roles in the Athenian army at Pallene, with 
some of them possibly serving in their capacity as naukraroi. 
541 As argued by Holladay (1977), 52. 
542 See also Plut. Sol. 31. 
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based on the Solonian system, then it becomes almost inevitable to assume that the existing 

military organisation of the state (i.e. the naucraries and the tele) remained equally unaffected. 

Such an explanation makes much better sense of the available literary evidence and seems 

preferable to any theories which presuppose the existence of a standing mercenary army which 

the tyrants supposedly kept and financed throughout their reign. Accordingly, after his victory 

at Pallene, Peisistratus simply disbanded the majority of his troops, leaving only the Athenians 

loyal to him and perhaps a few hundred of mercenaries to form his bodyguard and maintain 

order in the city.543 His actions following the battle allowed him to regain the trust of the 

leisured elites and the Athenian people in general, thus brining the political affairs slowly back 

to normal, including the organisation of the citizen militia. Consequently, the system of 

naucraries continued unchanged, as did the military obligations imposed on the richest citizens 

by the Solonian property classification.544 The only office which may have been affected was 

the polemarch, who was likely selected annually from the close family or the associates of the 

Peisistratids.           

 Indeed, a quick survey of the Athenian military ventures during the Peisistratid tyranny 

suggests that the general mode of war-making was still based on the coexistence of public and 

private principles familiar from previous decades.545 The expedition to Chersonese, led by 

Miltiades (the Elder), was an example of a private venture of an elite Athenian. We are told 

specifically that the force consisted of volunteers who later settled in the Hellespont and 

engaged in another war against Lampsacus. That the settlement there was soon to be regarded 

as an Athenian interest, however, is shown by the fact that after the death of Miltiades’ 

successor, Stesagoras, the Peisistratids sent Miltiades (the Younger) in a public trireme to 

replace him (Hdt. 6.34-9).546 A more concerted naval effort, which almost undoubtedly included 

some citizen militia, was needed for the Athenian re-taking of Sigeum and its subsequent 

defence against the Mytileneans around the 540s BC (Hdt. 5.94-5).547 But the main instance of 

the full citizen army in action came in 519 BC when the Athenians, acting in response to a 

Plataean plea for protection, defeated the Thebans in a pitched battle (Hdt. 6.108). Despite some 

                                                
543 As argued by Manville (1990), 162-3. It is possible that Peisistratus used some of his mercenaries from Pallene 
in his expedition to Naxos, where according to Herodotus, he put Lygdamis in charge ‘by military means’, sending 
him the child-hostages from the Athenian families (1.64). In the longer run, Peisistratus most likely kept some 
Thracian peltasts and Scythian archers, who feature prominently in contemporary Athenian art (see n. 534 above). 
It is impossible, however, to determine their exact number and we should certainly not assume that they constituted 
the core of the Athenian military force during the tyranny.          
544 That the native Athenian army remained more or less intact is also argued by Andrewes (1982b), 402-3. His 
claim that ‘the army had somehow trained and kept in practice’, however, is certainly taking it a step too far.    
545 For Peisistratus’ foreign relations, see Andrewes (1982b), 402-5. 
546 Andrewes (1982b), 404-5; Lewis (1988), 298; Manville (1990), 170 n. 48; Pritchard (2010), 9-10. 
547 There is some chronological confusion regarding the episode in Herodotus which reflects earlier Athenian 
operations in the region. For more, see Andrewes (1982b), 403-4; Frost (1984), 287-8.  
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scholarly attempts to push the date of this event forward, on the logic that Athens could not 

have mustered such a force under the tyrants, the dating is firmly backed by a passage from 

Thucydides (3.68.5).548 It seems clear, therefore, that Athenian citizens were heavily involved 

in the military activities of their polis when called upon, forming the core of the citizen militia, 

most likely ordered along the principles set down by Solon.   

 Another factor which confirms the public military undertakings of the Peisistratids 

concerns their more regular taxation of Athenian citizens, which according to Thucydides took 

the form of a twentieth of annual produce, allowing the tyrants to improve the appearance of 

the city and ‘carry through their wars successfully’ (6.54).549 It has been suggested that these 

funds were used partly to keep a standing force of Thracian peltasts and Scythian archers, who 

helped in some of the campaigns and maintained peace and order in the city.550 Even though 

this force may have only supplemented the main Athenian army, the introduction of coinage at 

Athens around the 530s BC could be seen as an official way to facilitate the necessary 

payments.551 In addition, it is also plausible that the Athenians acquired their first triremes under 

the rule of Hippias, an endeavour which would certainly require major financial effort and the 

establishment of a system of liturgy.552 And while some scholarly controversy surrounds the 

subject, contemporary evidence from rival Eretria clearly suggests the existence of public 

payments for naval personnel, which indicates that similar structures must have been in place 

in Athens at the time.553 The level of administrative and fiscal organisation behind such 

initiatives implies a further step towards the centralisation of Athenian military organisation in 

the second half of the sixth century BC; a process first started by Solon was, therefore, 

significantly accelerated by the Peisistratids.     

 Finally, our evidence regarding the war dead from the Peisistratid period seems to 

support the assumption that the Athenian citizen militia did not undergo any major structural 

                                                
548 For more, see Frost (1984), 292, who, despite maintaining that no regular mobilisation took place in Athens 
before Cleisthenes’ reforms, is forced to admit that, although it is impossible to know ‘how this particular force 
was raised’, the Theban ‘expedition was probably an official act of the Athenian people because the Plataeans had 
come as suppliants and begged for protection.’ The public character of this venture is perhaps further emphasised 
by the fact that the Thebans were among the early allies of Peisistratus and did fight at his side at Pallene. See also 
Lewis (1988), 297-8; Manville (1990), 163 n. 17. 
549 Aristotle’s says that Peisistratus levied a tithe on produce (Ath. Pol. 16.4), but his use of the word ‘tithe’ may 
have a more general meaning of ‘levy’, as argued by van Wees (2013b), 84, among others. For more on public 
taxation in Archaic Athens, see footnote 480 above. 
550 See, for instance, Pritchard (2010), 12; van Wees (2013b), 71-2. They were also no doubt used to finance other 
big-scale military operations, including the activities in Sigeum and Chersonese, after Stesagoras’ death. 
551 On early Athenian coinage, see Price and Waggoner (1975); Kroll and Waggoner (1984); Kroll (1981); 
Andrewes (1982b), 408-9; van der Vin (2000); van Wees (2013b), 124-33. 
552 Van Wees (2013b), 63-106. 
553 For the inscription and an interpretation of the evidence from Eretria, see van Wees (2010). For more on early 
Athenian naval organisation and warfare, see Gabrielsen (1985), (1994), 19-39; Haas (1985); Scott (2000); 
Wallinga (2000); Figueira (2011); van Wees (2013b). 
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changes in its composition during the tyranny. The funerary monuments, which began to appear 

all over Attica in the wake of Solon’s reforms, continued to consist of elaborate grave stelai 

and imposing kouroi built over the tombs of the wealthiest Athenians. The inscriptions 

commemorating some of them (Xenokles, Kroisos) make it very clear that the dead were 

casualties of war, brought home from the battlefields to their families for burial. But while the 

rhetoric behind such inscriptions continued to be highly elitist and individualising, the marked 

rise in the number of warrior grave stelai from the second half of the sixth century BC onwards 

indicates that the communal aspects of military service for the polis were becoming increasingly 

dominant among the Athenian elites. Some of the finest examples of warrior stelai, including 

the grave of Aristion, belong in fact to the last two decades of tyrannical rule at Athens. Apart 

from confirming that the wealthiest citizens continued to fight in the army, obliged to serve 

whenever called upon since the days of Solon’s reforms, the burial evidence of the war dead 

suggests that the general structure, organisation and military procedures remained unchanged 

under the Peisistratids. Far from being diminished or halted, the ideal of public service on behalf 

of one’s state and community, enshrined in the grave stelai of men who died in battle, continued 

to grow and flourish, becoming the dominant form of war dead commemoration in the years 

leading up to the overthrow of Hippias and the establishment of democracy.   

 While the increased prominence of those communal ideals associated with serving in 

the citizen army could indicate that the public control introduced into the military sphere by 

Solon was met with more acceptance by a new generation of Athenian elites, the practices 

concerning the treatment of the war dead remained the same. The artistic discourse surrounding 

the war dead continued to provide the wealthy Athenians with a space to express their social 

identity and status. For this reason, returning fallen warriors home to their families was still 

perceived to be of utmost importance. The latter is especially clear in the artistic evidence of 

images on the Athenian pots, as the depictions of fights over the dead and combat retrievals 

witness a substantial rise in numbers from around 550 BC, becoming a leading subject of 

combat depictions in the sixth century BC. This rise is partly symptomatic of the growing 

pottery industry in Athens, which gained monopoly of the whole Mediterranean market for 

black-figure, and later red-figure, vases; at the same time, however, it indicates that retrieving 

the war dead, and bringing them home to their families, was ascribed with an even greater 

importance by the wealthiest Athenians fighting in the citizen armies. Far from being excluded 

from the latter, we have every reason to believe that the elites continued to form the backbone 

of the military force under the Peisistratids.           

 Indeed, we should perhaps suspect that the number of those eligible to serve in the army 

(i.e. belonging to the top three property classes) increased in the second half of the sixth century 
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BC. As we saw in the previous chapter, the archaeological evidence of Attic graves belonging 

to the wealthiest Athenians increases in number after Peisistratus’ victory at Pallene. According 

to Morris’ seminal study, the number of elite adult burials becomes markedly higher from 

around 540 BC, leading eventually to the meteoric rise associated with the establishment of 

democracy and first citizen cemeteries from 510 BC. The increase in evidence between 540 and 

510 BC, according to Morris, can be ascribed to the growing economic prosperity among the 

non-leisured Athenians, as more citizens were able to afford costlier forms of burial, thus rising 

on the social ladder of their communities. The fact that the general artistic discourse remained 

centred on military themes is, therefore, very revealing and provides potentially new evidence 

for our understanding of the social composition of the Athenian army during the Peisistratid 

regime. For if we assume that the increase in the elite burials witnessed in the period, some of 

which were undoubtedly those of war casualties, signifies the expansion of the Athenian elites, 

we should expect to see a similar increase in the number of citizens eligible for military service; 

especially since, as we argued, the Solonian system of tele was not interrupted by the tyrants. 

But can we make such an assumption? Or, in other words, is there enough evidence to posit a 

rise of a new class of citizen soldiers in the Athenian army under Peisistratus?  

 

Agricultural revolution? 

 

According to an anecdote in Aristotle, when Peisistratus was out settling disputes in the Attic 

countryside as part of his Local Justices system, one day he encountered a farmer digging rocks 

on Mount Hymettus. Amazed at the scene, Peisistratus sent his servant to ask the farmer about 

the crop he was cultivating. The man, not knowing who the person asking the question was, 

answered: ‘All the aches and pains that there are, and of these aches and pains Peisistratus has 

to get the tithe’ (Ath. Pol. 16.6). On hearing this, the Athenian tyrant was pleased at the man’s 

honesty and hard work, and decided to exempt him from all taxes.554  

 Despite its anecdotal nature, the story belongs to a much larger ancient tradition that 

saw the Athenian tyrant as the champion of the poor, whose primary concern was the 

improvement of agriculture and the economic wellbeing of small farmers.555 Our sources 

habitually present Peisistratus as the leader of the thetes, ‘who felt deep grievances against the 

rich’ (Plut. Sol. 29), and ‘a man who seemed most inclined to democracy’ (Ath. Pol. 13.4; 14.1). 

                                                
554 For more on the story, see Andrewes (1982b), 407. 
555 As Frost (1984), 293, summarised, all the literary tradition ‘seems to tell us is that Peisistratids found Attica a 
land of great estates and left it a land of many small landowners.’ 
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His care for agricultural industry is related to us by Aristotle, who after emphasizing the kind 

and mild nature of Peisistratus’ character, moves on to his support for the poor:   

 
… and moreover he advanced loans of money to the poor for their industries, so that they might 
support themselves by farming. In doing this he had two objects, to prevent their stopping in 
the city and make them stay scattered about the country, and to cause them to have a moderate 
competence and be engaged in their private affairs, so as not to desire nor to have time to attend 
to public business. And also the land’s being thoroughly cultivated resulted in increasing his 
revenues; for he levied a tithe from the produce. 

Ath. Pol. 16.2-4 
 

Although Aristotle suggests that Peisistratus’ geniality towards the poor had clear political and 

economic motivations, the rule of the tyrant overall was remembered by the Athenians as the 

‘age of Cronus’, or, in other words, time of great wealth and prosperity. Indeed, the long-term 

success of his rule, as Brian Lavelle pointed out, relied primarily on his partnership with the 

demos, which formed an ‘economic and political symbiosis that kept the tyranny going.’556 A 

number of measures, such as the agricultural loans or the institution of ‘travelling judges’, were 

certainly instrumental in giving new opportunities to the less wealthy among the Athenians, 

who found themselves less reliant on the leisured landowners and increasingly free to pursue 

an independent living as small farmers.557 The civil strife and instability which had plagued 

Athens since the Cylonian affair appears to have ended, as Peisistratus managed to maintain 

good relations across the full social stratum, helping the once oppressed and disadvantaged 

poor, and appeasing the leisure-classes, who may initially have opposed his populist 

initiatives.558 How he achieved the latter remains largely unknown, but there is no reason to 

assume, as some scholars do, that his programme of helping the poor and fostering a community 

of small farmers was initially achieved by confiscating and breaking up the large estates of the 

elites exiled after Pallene.559 Since most of Attica was still relatively uncultivated and 

unoccupied, there was no urgent need to redistribute the land; it made far more sense, as we 

argued earlier, for Peisistratus to leave the properties of the wealthy intact, thus gaining their 

support and trust in the long run.560 The archon list from 525/4 BC that includes names from 

                                                
556 Lavelle (2005), 159. 
557 One way of achieving fairly quick independence, as Holladay (1977), 50, suggested, would have been to grow 
olives, a process which would require only the initial public support needed for the growth of trees. A switch from 
growing cereals to cultivating olives (and/or vines) would have also been more profitable in the long run, giving 
the Athenian farmers more freedom and perhaps even room to expand.   
558 For more on internal affairs under Peisistratus, see Andrewes (1982b), 405-9. 
559 See, for instance, Lewis (1988), 302. Andrewes (1982b), 406 n. 61, provides some references. 
560 As Holladay (1977), 56 n. 30, emphatically asserts, there is ‘not a shred of evidence’ for any confiscation or 
redistribution of the lands belonging to the elites, ‘and it is difficult to see how all trace of it should have 
disappeared. Nor is it easy to reconcile such an action with the willingness of aristocrats to cooperate with the 
regime until the murder of Hipparchus changed their position.’  



 
 

169 

the most powerful families, including the Alcmaeonids and the Philaids, provides clear 

testimony to the tyrants’ good relationships and political alliances with the Athenian elites.561   

 Peisistratus’ support for small agriculture, which features so prominently in literary 

accounts of the tyranny, finds further confirmation in the archaeological survey studies of Attica 

in the late sixth century BC. As we mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, levels of 

agricultural activity are generally low for most of the Late Geometric and Archaic periods with 

relatively little expansion, since the best lands were monopolised by the leisured elites. This 

picture, however, changes towards the end of the sixth century BC, when we witness a gradual 

filling-in of the Attic countryside, as new lands are cultivated and new patterns of 

landownership begin to emerge.562 According to van Wees, who dates the beginning of this 

process to around 550 BC onwards for the wider Greek world (with the exception of Sparta), 

the sudden spread of rural settlements was indicative of the rise of ‘country-dwelling small 

farmers’, who eventually formed a new middle-class of yeoman farmers.563 Such an 

interpretation, in turn, is certainly consistent with both the literary evidence for the agricultural 

initiatives of the Peisistratids, as well as the burial evidence which sees a similar rise in the 

number of archaeologically visible graves throughout the Attic countryside. The inevitable 

explanation, therefore, seems to be that a growing number of enterprising citizens, who 

previously belonged to the poorer echelons of their communities oppressed by the landowning 

notables, took advantage of the political developments taking place in Athens throughout the 

sixth century BC. Given a fresh start by Solon, who abolished the system of loan slavery and 

cancelled their debts, they pursued the agricultural opportunities offered to them by Peisistratus 

and turned to small-scale, independent farming. In time, the small farmers began to reap the 

economic reward of their endeavours, which allowed them to elevate their social status, 

symbolised in their participation in the elite practices of burial, traditionally dominated by a 

discourse centred on war. Their engagement with the latter, however, was not only a matter of 

artistic choice, but was also an important part of their public duties and social identity, as the 

advancement on the Solonian tele ladder came with new military obligations.        

 In addition to the agricultural policies which led to the rise of small farmers (and the 

gradual widening of the zeugitai property class), Peisistratus and his sons transformed the polis 

in a number of other important ways. The steady growth of trade and industry in Athens played 

a big part in the general rise of wealth and prosperity, reflected in a number of building projects, 

new road systems, public festivals and the extraordinary development of Attic vase painting, to 

                                                
561 See n. 539 above. 
562 Foxhall (1997), 122-9; (2013), who also discusses wider Greek regional trends. See also van Wees (2013a), 
235-6. 
563 Van Wees (2013a), 236. 
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name just a few.564 All of this was facilitated by the introduction of coinage and greater control 

over public spending. Within a few years Athens became the cultural centre of the Hellenic 

world, setting the highest standards in architecture and art, and attracting skilled craftsmen from 

all over the Mediterranean; indeed, as one scholar has put it, living in Athens under the 

Peisistratids must have been ‘like living in Florence in the early years of the Renaissance.’565 

The cumulative appeal and impact of all these initiatives on individual citizens must have been 

significant, affecting their polis identity and concept of citizenship.566 As Philip Brook Manville 

concluded, ‘each man’s social membership matured as a share of a public, all-embracing 

corporation. Society became more centralised, and broader values emerged which transcended 

the plurality of regional and ethnic loyalties.’ 567 The old, competitive values of the elites, which 

highlighted personal accomplishment and glory, were giving way to a civic ideology, which 

ever since the reforms of Solon gradually permeated Athenian society   

 This continuing social and political centralisation must also have had an impact on the 

Athenian military, as fighting for the polis became more than just an exclusive pastime of the 

elites. The citizen militias began to be joined by an increasing number of small, independent 

farmers, previously excluded from compulsory public service. Their new roles are marked in 

the archaeological record of their burials, as they engaged with the ideology and artistic rhetoric 

of war previously monopolised by the richest members of their communities. The increased 

prominence of communal ideals, represented in the sepulchral monuments of Aristion and other 

warrior stelai from the mid-sixth century BC onwards, can be seen as both a mark of a wider 

shift concerning the ideal of military service for one’s country, but also as an indication of the 

changing social make-up of the Athenian army. This is perhaps best demonstrated by the 

marked decrease in the number of surviving kouroi/korai from c. 550 BC onwards, and the 

corresponding rise of the grave stelai, which reach their peak in the last quarter of the sixth 

century BC.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
564 For more on the industrial and cultural dimensions of the Peisistratid tyranny, see Andrewes (1982b), 410-15; 
Smith (1989), 53-79; Manville (1990), 164-72; Neils (1992); Boersma (2000); Sancisi-Weerdenburg (2000). 
565 Smith (1989), 3. 
566 On the development of citizenship in Archaic Athens, see Manville (1990). 
567 Ibid., 171. 
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Figure 1 – Number of grave monuments in Archaic Attica based on Jeffery (1962) 
 

 
 
  
In addition, the importance and appeal of public service was further enhanced by new 

opportunities to join the militia, as new forms of contractual service became available, perhaps 

beginning with the commission of the first public triremes.568 Consequently, private forms of 

war-making, which had supplemented and coexisted with public military efforts for the last 

century, were increasingly less viable, as control over warfare shifted firmly from the hands of 

the elites to the state. All this, building on the constitutional and legislative processes set in 

motion by Solon, prepared the ground for the reforms of Cleisthenes in 508/7 BC.              

 

To sum up, we may conclude that the literary and archaeological evidence does support the idea 

of a rise of small, independent farmers during the tyranny of the Peisistratids.569 The occupation 

of the Attic countryside, combined with the discernible rise in burial evidence and the tradition 

concerning the agricultural policies of the tyrants, all point to an emergence of a new social 

class of people, who slowly began to fill the once yawning gap between the Athenian elites and 

the masses of the poor. These men were gradually able to join the citizen militia, bolstering its 

numbers and slowly redefining its social composition. Their presence among the fighting forces 

is reflected in the burial evidence, which symbolised their new social and military identities 

through an engagement with an artistic discourse traditionally associated with the leisured 

elites. The increased prominence of ideals concerning military service for the community 

conveyed in the sepulchral monuments for war casualties indicates, however, that the wider 

ideology of war was changing. The inscribed statues erected for Kroisos and Xenokles, which 

                                                
568 See footnote 552 above. 
569 This interpretation follows the one proposed by van Wees (2013a), 236-45.  
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celebrated the individual and his personal glory, were gradually replaced with simpler warrior 

stelai depicting the deceased as proud members of the citizen militia. This process, begun 

around the time of Peisistratus’ final accession to power, continued throughout the whole of the 

Peisistratid regime in Athens.     

 In effect, the public army grew in numbers, as more men were able to afford the time 

and equipment to join the citizen militia, which in turn contributed to the many military 

successes of Athens under the Peisistratids.570 The full show of strength of the citizen militia 

was provided by its crushing victory over the Thebans in 519 BC, which gave the Athenians a 

glimpse of their city’s military strength and potential. Despite the continued political and 

economic centralisation experienced during the ‘Golden Age’, which accelerated the growth of 

civic consciousness in Athens, the procedures surrounding the treatment of the war dead 

remained initially unchanged, following the elite-driven customs of previous decades. The 

reason for this might be sought in the importance ascribed to the ritual by the wealthy 

Athenians, unwilling to compromise on age-old tradition. Bringing the bodies back home for 

burial was, therefore, still essential and widely practiced, even though the ideology behind the 

sepulchral monuments was increasingly removed from the elitist and individualising principles 

of the past. The practical and logistical difficulties imposed by the increase in size of the citizen 

militia, as well as the number of long-distance overseas campaigns, such as those in Hellespont 

or Sigeum, suggest, however, that the ‘hierarchical’ procedures of dealing with casualties of 

war may have been progressively abandoned. Any official standardisation of alternative forms 

of public disposal of the dead required the state to take full and exclusive control over every 

aspect of war-making. This process, begun by Solon and continued by the Peisistratids, was 

completed only with the establishment of democracy at Athens.  

 

Cleisthenes and democracy 

 

The ‘Golden Age’ at Athens came to an abrupt end with the assassination of Hipparchus in 514 

BC. Following the event, as our sources unanimously tell us, the tyranny became much harsher. 

Hippias carried out a number of executions and expulsions, becoming increasingly ‘suspicious 

of everybody and embittered’.571 As a result, a number of leading Athenian families found 

themselves in exile, chief among them the Alcmaeonids. After initial unsuccessful attempts to 

overturn Hippias’ rule, including the fortification of Leipsydrion, the Alcmaeonids managed to 

                                                
570 The new recruits consisted most likely of men who joined the property class of the zeugitai, who were obliged 
to serve in the citizen army, but also some members of the lowest thetic class, who became wealthy enough to fight 
in general levies and occasional foreign campaigns in which they served as volunteers.  
571 Ath. Pol. 19.1; Hdt. 5.55, 62; Thuc. 6.59. For the tyranny of the Peisistratids in general, see Lewis (1988). 
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enlist the help of the Spartans using their influence at Delphi. The first expedition of the latter, 

carried by sea and led by Anchimolius, ended in disaster; Hippias, having been warned of the 

enemy’s approach, summoned a sizeable cavalry force from his Thessalian allies and defeated 

the Spartans at Phalerum, killing Anchimolius and many others.572 With their prestige on the 

line, the Spartans sent a much larger land army under King Cleomenes the following year, 

which first dispatched the Thessalian cavalry and then entered Athens, besieging Hippias on 

the Acropolis ‘with the aid of the Athenians’ (Ath. Pol. 19.5-6; Hdt. 5.64). With his sons caught 

attempting to escape, Hippias eventually surrendered and handed the Acropolis back to the 

Athenians, which marked the end of tyrannical rule at Athens. 

 The end of tyranny, however, did not bring immediate freedom, as strife broke out 

between political factions of Cleisthenes and Isagoras. The former belonged to the Alcmaeonids 

and obtained the support of the demos, but had to withdraw from Athens after Isagoras called 

Cleomenes and the Spartans back. The ‘small’ Spartan force rallied by Cleomenes took 

temporary control of affairs at Athens, expelling seven hundred Athenian families and 

attempting to set up an oligarchy. This, however, was met with immediate resistance from the 

Athenians, who ‘gathered in force’, defeated the Spartans, re-called Cleisthenes and other 

exiles, and executed all those who sided with Isagoras and the Lacedaemonians.573 Power was 

then given to Cleisthenes, ‘who became leader and champion of the people’, introducing a 

number of constitutional reforms which marked the official introduction of democracy at 

Athens (Ath. Pol. 20.4). Although the new political system faced the immediate danger of 

invasion on three different fronts, as we saw at the beginning of this chapter, the citizen army 

won the day, guaranteeing the survival and future success of democratic rule at Athens.               

 All these events suggest that the shape of the citizen militia was significantly affected 

by the political situation at Athens following Hipparchus’ assassination. The initial expulsion 

of the Alcmaeonids and other wealthy Athenian families must have had a big impact on the 

public army, reducing its numbers and potentially removing some of the men in charge of local 

naucraries. Hippias’ forces, however, were still large enough to deal with the expelled elites at 

Leipsydrion, and we should assume that he could still count on the remaining Athenians obliged 

to serve in the army. But it seems plausible that he was already forced to enlist the help of allies 

and mercenaries, such as the Thessalian cavalry used to repel the Spartan attack at Phalerum. 

According to Herodotus, the latter provided the sole resistance to the land offensive of 

Cleomenes in the following year, who entered the city supported by the Athenians who ‘desired 

freedom’ (5.64). The citizen militia, or whatever was left of it, was no longer under Hippias’ 

                                                
572 Hdt. 5.63; Ath. Pol. 19.5.   
573 Hdt. 5.72-3; Ath. Pol. 20. 
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control and was likely involved in his final deposition. Following the return of the exiled 

Alcmaeonids and others, we should assume that it simply reverted back to its previous numbers 

and shape.  

 The relative ease with which the small force of Cleomenes took control of Athens in his 

next intervention in support of Isagoras raises potential problems, and has been deemed by 

some scholars as a prime example of the military inefficiency of the public army before 

Cleisthenes.574 This interpretation, however, considering the decisive victories of the citizen 

militia over the Thebans in 519 BC, and its later actions in 506 BC, is very unlikely. Instead, 

the lack of any initial resistance to Cleomenes’ second incursion could be explained by the fact 

that the Athenians had no tangible reason to oppose him. As Herodotus tells us, Cleomenes, 

urged by Isagoras, sent a messenger to Athens attempting to banish the Alcmaeonids and their 

supporters, on the basis of their ancestral curse linked to their involvement in the Cylonian 

affair (5.70-3). Cleisthenes, and most likely the rest of the Alcmaeonids, responded by ‘slipping 

out’ of Athens, presumably unsure of the support of the demos in light of the charges. Their 

departure, in turn, ensured that any potential political opposition to Isagoras was temporarily 

dealt with. The subsequent arrival of Cleomenes, who had recently liberated the Athenians from 

the Peisistratids, was met with no initial resistance and little suspicion. It was only after 

Cleomenes began his efforts to establish an oligarchy, banishing families and trying to disband 

the council, that the Athenians orchestrated a full-scale military response. The latter, in fact, 

would have most likely consisted of a general levy, in many ways similar to those raised in 

response to the previous coups d’état of Cylon and Peisistratus.575 Far from viewing these 

events as evidence for a spontaneous mobilisation of the people, indicative of the previous 

military incapacity of the city, we should instead see them as a continuation of mechanisms 

already in place at Athens.576 With the final return of the Alcmaeonids and other banished 

families, the army was back to its usual strength, of which it made full use during the general 

levy in 506 BC for the campaign against the Boeotians and the Chalcidians.                             

 Attempting to assess the impact of Cleisthenes’ reforms on the structure of the Athenian 

army in the last decade of the sixth century BC is, as a result, not an easy task. The citizen 

militia inherited from the Peisistratids was already an efficient and sizeable force, with 

relatively high levels of fiscal and administrative organisation. In light of this, it is highly 

doubtful that the main purpose of the reforms was to reinvent the whole military system of the 

                                                
574 See, for instance, Pritchard (2010), 12-13. 
575 As argued by van Wees (2008), 23-4. 
576 The revolutionary impact of the general mobilisation raised in opposition to Isagoras and Cleomenes is 
especially stressed by Ober (1993); (1998); (2007), who hailed it as the official start of democracy at Athens. See 
also van Wees (2008), 24 n. 40.     
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polis, as a number of scholars have suggested.577 It seems far more likely that Cleisthenes 

introduced measures designed simply to improve the existing military structure, modifying 

some areas, but also leaving some largely intact. His reorganisation of the citizen body, for 

instance, was certainly an example of the former, as dividing citizens into smaller and more 

complex administrative units was instrumental in ensuring quicker and potentially larger 

levies.578 A potential military rationale for the introduction of demes, which according to 

Aristotle replaced the old system of naucraries (Ath. Pol. 21.5), could be the need to cope with 

the growing number of citizens eligible for army service. Substituting the 48 naucraries with 

139 demes would have provided a solution to this, allowing more control over the available 

manpower in each district.579 Accordingly, the public duties of the naukraroi were handed over 

to the demarchs, who kept the local citizen registers (lexiarchika grammateia) of all men 

belonging to a deme, with details concerning their economic standing and their liability to pay 

taxes and serve in the militia. We should not assume, however, that the military duties of the 

naukraroi were altogether abolished; it is far more likely that they continued to play important 

roles in the army, which relied on their military experience in the initial public campaigns.580 

Other institutions which the Athenian militia relied upon throughout the Archaic period, such 

as the system of property classes, together with any regulations which accompanied it, remained 

unchanged by the democratic reforms.  

 Further changes to the military organisation of the militia were introduced in the years 

following the reforms: in 501/0 BC a new hierarchy of ten tribal generals (strategoi) was 

introduced (Ath. Pol. 22.2), supplemented by the taxiarchoi and lochagoi on lower army levels, 

and the trierarchs who captained the publicly-owned navy. The increasing demarcation of 

military roles provides us with clear testimony for the institutional growth of the democratic 

army at Athens, but it also suggests that such differentiation was not in place by 507 BC, when 

the Athenians presumably still relied upon the old command structures prevalent in the Archaic 

period. Crediting Cleisthenes with immediate, revolutionary measures which transformed the 

face of the citizen militia and won the double victory against the Boeotians and the Chalcidians 

                                                
577 French (1960); van Effenterre (1976); Siewert (1982). Their view was subsequently criticised by Manville 
(1990), 203-4, who pointed out that Cleisthenes’ legislation could not have been fully implemented in time to 
respond to the military challenges which the Athenians immediately had to face. Even if it had been, as he adds, 
‘it is still doubtful that the fact of men fighting in ten tribes rather than four in itself saved the day for Athens.’ 
578 On the conscription of hoplites in Classical Athens, see Christ (2001); Crowley (2012), 22-39. 
579 For more on demes in Attica, see Whitehead (1986), who provides a good overview of their Archaic origins 
(pp. 3-39), and briefly discusses their supersession of the naucraries, including their role in levying troops (pp. 33-
5). 
580 Accordingly, the main purpose of transferring the previous public duties of the naukraroi to the demarchs was 
to separate their administrative and fiscal responsibilities (levying troops and taxes) from the purely military roles 
that the naukraroi played in the army command structure. For more on the division between the administrative, 
financial and military functions of the citizen army begun by Cleisthenes, see van Wees (2013b), 60-1.     
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is, therefore, mostly misleading. The wider transformation of army structure and organisation 

was, in all likelihood, a gradual process, started by Cleisthenes and continued in the years and 

decades which followed his reforms. Far from reinventing the entire military system, 

Cleisthenes set in motion a number of mechanisms which improved the existing structures built 

by Solon and continued under the Peisistratids, and accommodated the growing manpower of 

the Athenians eligible for service. An equally important aspect of his reforms in the military 

area was, however, carried out on an ideological level, as the citizen army became symbolic of 

the new democracy and the principles of equality which came with it. The ideological change, 

most prominently articulated in Herodotus’ fragment quoted in the opening of this chapter, is 

especially visible in the evidence concerning the burials of the Athenian war dead, which 

undergo a radical transformation in this period.      

 In the years following Cleisthenes’ reforms the number of adult and child burials in 

Attica rises at an astonishing rate. As we saw in the previous chapter, this phenomenon was 

associated by Morris with the new democratic spirit instigated by the legislation, as the city 

cemeteries were no longer monopolised by the agathoi and opened their doors to all citizens, 

regardless of social rank. Even more importantly, from our perspective, the sculpted markers 

which surmounted the graves of the elites disappear in the very same period. According to one 

estimate, about seventy of them survive for the period between 510 and 500 BC, but only nine 

are preserved from 500 to 480 BC.581 After this, the building of decorated gravestones virtually 

ceases for half a century, limited only to a few examples of public monuments raised by the 

city for the war dead.582 The sudden decline in the number of funerary monuments has been 

traditionally ascribed to a sumptuary law mentioned by Cicero, which imposed restrictions on 

the size and style of grave markers, and was supposedly enacted ‘somewhat later’ (post 

aliquanto), after the funerary legislation of Solon.583 Cicero’s account of the law, which has 

caused some scholarly debate, reads as follows: 

 
But somewhat later, on account of the enormous size of the tombs which we now see in the 
Ceramicus, it was provided by law that no one should build one which required more than three 
days’ work for ten men. Nor was it permitted to adorn a tomb with stucco-work nor to place 
upon it the Hermes-pillars, as they are called. Speeches in praise of the deceased were also 
forbidden except at public funerals, and then allowed to be made only by orators officially 
appointed for the purpose. The gathering of large numbers of men and women was also 
forbidden, in order to limit the cries of mourning; for a crowd increases grief. 

Leg. 2.64-6 
 

                                                
581 Rausch (1999), 207; as quoted in Arrington (2015), 51.   
582 Richter (1961), 53; Clairmont (1970), 12. 
583 A comprehensive bibliography on the subject is given by Arrington (2015), 51 n. 151. 
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The decree has been mostly seen as part of Cleisthenes’ democratic enactments, but establishing 

its effect on the funerary monuments in Attica poses many problems. Some of its parts, like 

those concerning the size and style of the tombs, seemingly reflect the decrease and 

simplification of grave monuments which took place during the reign of the Peisistratids; while 

others, referring to praise spoken by state officials at public funerals, make far better sense in 

the context of public burials of the fifth century BC. As a result, the post aliquanto law could, 

and has been, ascribed to a number of figures, such as Peisistratus, Hippias, Cleisthenes or 

Themistocles.584 Others, by contrast, have rejected its authenticity, arguing that ‘its existence is 

a historical anomaly, which only hinges on a quote within a quote in Cicero’s text.’585 And 

while uncovering the definite origin behind the law may be seemingly impossible, approaching 

it from the perspective of the parallel changes affecting the treatment of the war dead can shed 

a helpful light on the debate.             

 The first Athenian polyandrion raised at public expense was built in Euboea and 

commemorated the casualties of the conflict against the Thebans and the Chalcidians in 506 

BC. This was almost certainly the first public military campaign of the newly established 

democracy and we should assume, therefore, that the mass battlefield burial of the Athenians, 

which broke with the Archaic practice of returning the bodies of the fallen home, was a new 

measure likely introduced as a part of Cleisthenes’ reforms. Its ideological impact on the 

Athenian army and wider society must have been profound, as the business of dealing with the 

bodies of the fallen was taken away from families and claimed exclusively by the state and the 

commanders in charge of the army. The common burial of the war dead, in addition, declared 

all of them equal, granting every fallen warrior similar distinction for their sacrifice on behalf 

of the polis. This practice quickly became the norm, as proven by the other early polyandria for 

the dead of Lemnos, Aegina and Marathon, although the location of the burials (battlefield or 

home) initially varied, as we saw in the last chapter. 

 As the individual burials of the war dead since the day of Solon were replaced by 

common army burials introduced as part of the egalitarian ideology behind Cleisthenes’ 

reforms, the number of sculpted grave markers began to drop. The dead were no longer brought 

home to their families, who consequently could no longer honour them in the once traditional 

way. That some funerary monuments were, nonetheless, built until c. 480 BC could indicate 

that a few wealthy Athenians resisted the new army procedures and continued to commemorate 

their dead with cenotaphs.586 Alternatively, and perhaps more likely, the decrease in numbers 

                                                
584 For different scholarly dating of the post aliquanto law, see Blok (2006), 240-1 n. 167.  
585 Blok (2006), 242. 
586 This has been proposed by Arrington (2015), 52, who argued that the delay between the establishment of state 
burials for the war dead and ‘the termination of private grave markers’ should be seen as an indication of the 



 
 
178 

could simply suggest that the remaining monuments were built only for rich citizens who did 

not die in war; the initial difference, accordingly, would reflect the removal of the private war 

dead from citizen cemeteries at Athens. In light of this, it seems far more plausible to place any 

potential funerary legislation, which extended to all Athenian citizens, to a date around 480 BC, 

when sculpted monuments raised for individual dead completely disappear. Such a theory, first 

proposed by Verena Zinserling, makes better sense of the available archaeological evidence, 

even though it does not entirely match the exact measure of the post aliquanto law described 

by Cicero, who may have conflated different traditions and reforms in his much later account.587        

 The process of the appropriation of the war dead by the Athenian state, on both practical 

and ideological levels, began with the emergence of democracy at Athens, as the public 

polyandria for all fallen men were symbolic of the new egalitarian character of the citizen 

militia. As such, the procedures could be seen as one of the most radical and revolutionary 

measures introduced in the military sphere by Cleisthenes’ reforms. Their break with the elite 

practice of individual burials at home, which must have had a profound impact on Athenian 

families, is confirmed by the reduction in the numbers of sculpted grave monuments for the 

elites, but also by the artistic decline of scenes depicting fights over the dead on Athenian 

pottery. As the dead were no longer differentiated by their post-mortem treatment, the once 

imperative custom of combat retrieval decreased in importance, both on the battlefield and in 

Athenian art. The full institution of the public funeral, including an accompanying oration and 

casualty lists, took, however, a few more decades to become the norm, as the Thucydidean 

patrios nomos was not officially standardised until the second quarter of the fifth century BC. 

 The continued growth of the elements which comprised the Classical institution of 

patrios nomos is perhaps best evidenced by the varied practice of burials at home and on the 

battlefield between 506 and 470 BC. But a crucial part in its final crystallisation was played by 

the experience of the Persian Wars which, as we saw in Chapter 2, were a defining event for 

the ideology and practice of war in Athens and the wider Greek world. Being instrumental in 

creating a new ideal surrounding the treatment of the war dead, which led to the introduction 

                                                
‘contested and punctuated development of the institution’ of common public burials: ‘Some people resisted the 
usurpation of burial rites and monuments by the city or, at the very least, until more legislation and/or social 
pressure was applied, or until the public rite occurred often enough to become recognised as an established 
custom.’ 
587 Zinserling (1965); supported by Clairmont (1970), 11-12. According to both of them, Cleisthenes was the 
originator of the decree, which was nonetheless properly enforced only by Themistocles in connection with the 
‘Demokratisierungsmassnahmen’ of 487 BC. While the introduction of a sumptuary decree concerning funerary 
monuments in the 480s BC seems to me beyond question, its association with Cleisthenes is less plausible. 
Considering the immediate effect of the latter’s measures to change the treatment of the war dead, one would 
expect that any similar reforms to private burials in citizen cemeteries would have been enacted with similar 
efficiency. That they were not suggests that no such regulations were imposed by Cleisthenes. The new treatment 
of the war dead already broke with an age-old tradition and must have had a significant effect on the wealthy 
Athenians; adding further sumptuary measures for private burials at the same time, seems hardly likely.       
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of the pan-Hellenic convention of anairesis and the re-writing of traditional myths containing 

mutilation episodes, the victories over the Persians were soon followed by the official regulation 

of all ceremonies accompanying the state funeral for fallen Athenians. This, in turn, marked the 

final step in the city’s appropriation of the war dead, as the old elite symbols, practices and 

visual rhetoric were all usurped and re-invented by the state, which claimed full control over 

the practice and ideology of war at Athens.    

 
* * * 

 
The famous Athenian double victory over the Boeotians and the Chalcidians in 506 BC, which 

saved the newly established democracy and, according to Herodotus, demonstrated the military 

superiority which came with the equality of rights and speech, was not entirely the democratic 

miracle that the latter would have us believe. The victory, instead, was won by a well-organised 

and experienced public army, which developed over a century prior to Cleisthenes’ reforms of 

507 BC. Its structure and organisation underwent a number of changes over the Archaic period, 

as informal and private mechanisms were increasingly replaced by public and formal 

institutions, which provides important insights into the long process of state formation in 

Archaic Athens. From the reforms of Solon, which provided official criteria for military service, 

to the ‘Golden Age’ of the Peisistratids, who encouraged the economic growth of independent, 

small-scale farmers who joined the ranks of its citizen militia, the Athenian army underwent 

gradual stages of centralisation. Power shifted from the wealthy elites, who once monopolised 

the practice and ideology of war, to the Athenian state, which took over elite discourse and 

incorporated it within the egalitarian ideals of the Classical polis.588 The public burial and 

commemoration of the war dead following the double victory of 506 BC was, in fact, one of 

the first symbols of the latter, setting the ground for the later institution of patrios nomos. In 

years to come, the victory became a paradigm of the democratic success of Athens, even though 

the army that won it was primarily structured and governed along the principles set out by the 

elites and tyrants of the Archaic era.      

 While the process of army formation at Athens has often been unclear and skewed by 

the later literary accounts, the various political, economic and social shifts which determined 

and influenced it left a clear mark on the archaeological record concerning the Archaic war 

                                                
588 This is not to suggest, however, that the main developments of the period were solely due to the actions of 
Solon, Peisistratus and Cleisthenes – which is a popular and all too simplistic understanding of the Archaic period 
at Athens. The significance of trading, cultural exchange, and openness to new ideas was perhaps even more 
important to the developments of the era, as Houby-Nielsen (2009), 208-10, rightly observed. ‘The sudden leap in 
the cultural and social development of Athens in the sixth century’, as she argued, ‘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.’ 



 
 
180 

dead. As we saw in this chapter, the elaborate grave monuments, decorated with sculpted reliefs 

and inscribed with epitaphs, together with the iconographic evidence of pottery, can serve as a 

useful platform to trace the development of the citizen militia in Archaic Athens. Their 

changing appearance, style and ideological message gives us an insight into the discourse which 

surrounded the practice of war and the social make-up of the army, as the tombs of Kroisos and 

Xenokles are first replaced by the warrior stelai of Aristion and others, and later by the public 

polyandria of the Classical period. The war dead, as such, provide us with a unique lens through 

which to view war, state, and society in Archaic Athens. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The inevitable association of the war dead in ancient Athens with the institution of patrios 

nomos has left a clear mark in modern scholarship. As most studies have tended to focus 

upon the trappings of commemoration rather than the dead themselves, the context from 

which the customs emerged has been largely overlooked. Following Thucydides, many 

scholars have been content to suppose that these ‘ancestral customs’ originated at some 

undefined point in the distant past. This thesis has demonstrated that such assumptions 

cannot stand, precisely because the procedures and ideology that surrounded the treatment 

of the war dead in Archaic Athens had remarkably little in common with the much-celebrated 

institutions of the Classical era. Instead, Archaic norms were far closer to those enshrined in 

the Homeric epics, where the widespread practice of combat retrieval and the despoliation 

of the fallen was reflective of the status-driven values of the society depicted in the poems. 

It is in the differences between the post-mortem treatment of the elites and the common man 

that Homeric society was most clearly in opposition to the egalitarian customs of patrios 

nomos. Where the elites were instantly retrieved from the battlefield and later celebrated by 

highly conspicuous funerals, common warriors were left untended and exposed until a 

temporary truce was concluded to dispose of their bodies in mass graves. But perhaps the 

contrast between Archaic and Classical approaches to war is most striking in relation to the 
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maltreatment and mutilation of the dead. These were procedures that were absolutely 

condemned by the Athenian authors of the Classical period. Somewhat ironically, then, it is 

significant to find that such practices were integral to Homeric systems of vengeance, status 

and honour. In short, what Herodotus claimed only the barbarians were capable of 

performing in the Classical period was committed only by the Greeks in the Iliad.  

The main purpose of this thesis was to investigate the norms and discourses 

surrounding the treatment of the war dead in Archaic Athens, despite the seemingly scanty 

nature of the evidence that has traditionally deterred modern scholars. This difficulty was 

approached by turning to previously underutilised evidence in the form of early Greek 

mythology and the iconography of Attic pottery. Both source types confirmed that fights 

over the dead and mutilation remained prevalent themes in the artistic representations of the 

Archaic period. More importantly, however, they revealed that a significant cultural and 

ideological shift occurred in Athens towards the end of the sixth century BC. As the 

expectations of audiences changed, mutilation stories and iconographical depictions of 

Leichenkämpfe disappear from Athenian mythology and art, which reflected the wider 

efforts of the polis to establish a new self-identity, influenced in particular by the experience 

of the Persian Wars. The forging of this new identity, represented both in cultural and 

military spheres, led to the establishment of new customs and practices. The wider Hellenic 

convention of battlefield truces for the recovery of the dead, known as anairesis – which 

marked the official end of any battle in Classical Greece – most likely originated at some 

point in this period. In the imagination of the Athenians, however, the custom was presumed 

to reach back into the mythical past, where its establishment was credited to Theseus. His 

many civilising reforms stood at the heart of Athens’ self-image as the archetypal protector 

of the customs of both gods and Greeks. 

The cultural genesis of the institution of patrios nomos followed similar principles. 

Much like anairesis, the Athenians looked towards the mythological past to legitimise the 

customs which defined the egalitarian character of their polis. The public burials in the 

Kerameikos, accompanied by casualty lists, funeral games and orations, were all products 

of the early years of democracy in Athens. The burial of the war dead in the Archaic period 

had been governed by different principles, which dominated early artistic discourses. Aside 

from mythological stories and iconographic depictions, these discourses consisted of 

funerary monuments that commemorated individual Athenians who fell in combat. Such 

monuments were dominated by an elite ideology of heroism, enshrined both in their physical 

form in the shape of imposing kouroi, inscribed with short epigrams focusing on the 
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deceased’s heroic achievements and glory; and in the practice of removing the bodies of 

fallen warriors from the battlefield and returning them home to their families for burial. At 

the same time, however, a different visual rhetoric began to emerge. This placed increasingly 

more emphasis on the concepts of public duty and sacrifice associated with service in the 

citizen army. Initially the rhetoric represented by the warrior stelai of the sixth century BC 

complemented and co-existed with the elite-driven principles accompanying the burial of 

individual war casualties, but it eventually became the prime form of commemoration of the 

dead in Archaic Athens. And while individual grave monuments for the war dead 

disappeared around the time of the reforms of Cleisthenes, mirroring the wider artistic shifts 

of the period, the community-driven discourse employed by the warrior stelai heralded the 

arrival of communal burials associated with patrios nomos.      

The various components of the Classical institution of patrios nomos represented a 

clean break with the ideology and practices of the Archaic era. This shift was best 

characterised by the changes in values implicit in the new system, a move from private to 

public, hierarchical to egalitarian, and individual to collective. But while the new customs 

were in many ways revolutionary and reflective of the wider spirit of the period, the 

Athenians attempted to bridge the rift they had created with their historical past by planting 

the roots of patrios nomos not only in the city’s mythological past, but also in the practices 

and discourses of the Archaic elites. This process, most clearly visible in the rhetoric 

employed by the funeral oration, was also reflected in the return to the practice of bringing 

the ashes of fallen warriors home. The principle of the latter, drawn from the Archaic custom 

of the Athenian elites, was adapted to suit the democratic needs of the city, and thus provided 

an ideological bridge in the imagination of the Athenians. In time, it became an essential 

component of an institution which came to be synonymous with the democratic identity of 

Athens in the wider Greek world.    

While the main focus of this investigation was to broaden our understanding of the 

war dead in ancient Athens, it is hoped that the study also offers possibilities that go beyond 

this subject. The evidence of early Greek myths, artistic depictions on pottery, and the grave 

markers of the Archaic period provide many important insights into the wider cultural shifts 

which occurred in Athens towards the end of the Archaic era, but also into the shape and 

organisation of the early citizen army. A natural continuation of this study would be to extend 

its scope towards other cities and regions of Greece, and to attempt to explore the extent to 

which Athenian responses to changes – in both the military and cultural sphere – towards 

the end of the Archaic period were a wider Greek phenomenon. Even more importantly, 
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however, further study into the reception of early Greek myths in the authors and artists of 

the Classical world, holds the potential to deepen our understanding of the social and cultural 

history of the Archaic Greeks. Its significance, therefore, goes well beyond the purely 

military, as is clear from the examples of mutilation and burial truce stories traced in this 

thesis. And considering the lack of scholarly engagement with the large body of early myths 

and their immediate reception, further study of this nature has the potential to throw new and 

important light on a period which all too often suffers from a lack of evidence. As such, it is 

my hope that the contribution of this study will go beyond the field of ancient warfare, and 

pave the way for new areas of research into a period where many ancestral customs were 

thought to have their roots.       
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