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Abstract 

The historiography surrounding the returning hoplite has thus far focussed on the experience of the 

man after his return yet, to date, no scholar has examined the homecoming itself. As a result, modern 

comparisons have been relied upon to fill in the gaps about the hoplite’s transition from his military 

service back into his domestic environment. This has formed the basis of a particular strand of research 

exploring modern PTSD as a method with which to understand the ancient hoplite’s experiences of 

war and its aftermath. This debate lacks the necessary historical due diligence because it has not yet 

been established exactly how a hoplite returned home and how this return was experienced. 

To rectify this gap in our knowledge, this thesis identifies and examines three fundamental transitions 

undergone by the classical Athenian hoplite as a result of his military service: his departure to war, his 

homecoming from war having survived, and his homecoming from war having died. Each of these 

transitions is split in two, examining both the transition within the domestic environment as a member 

of an oikos, and within the military environment as a member of the army. Drawing upon a wide range 

of evidence, this thesis presents a template of each transition, exploring the logistics and rituals 

involved, the participants, and the locations. The primary aim of this research is to show that the 

Athenian hoplite underwent a series of transitions into and out of the Athenian army, which suggests 

a complex relationship between the hoplite, his oikos and his military service. Having established these 

transitions, this thesis argues that there is evidence of ideological friction between the oikos and the 

military ideology that is commonly described in the contemporary literature. As a result, it is argued 

that the PTSD debate should focus more on the evidence of friction within these transitions and 

pursue a more diachronically sensitive examination of the topic. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 The ‘PTSD in History’ Debate 

The most prevalent analysis on the experiences of the homecoming Greek warrior comes from the 

studies of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and its presence in the ancient world. Proponents of 

PTSD existing in the ancient world base their work on universalist principles that accept all combat 

experience to be inherently the same, and because modern combat produces stress related trauma 

this must always be the case wherever and whenever there is, or has been, war.1 Conversely, those 

scholars opposing this model do so on relativist principles, trusting in the individual, and idiosyncratic 

nature of every culture and their styles of warfare in turn.2 

Both viewpoints are strongly focussed on the psychology of combat stress, and the trauma it may 

create. Both schools of thought survey the evidence to examine how exposure to combat affected the 

behaviours of the combatants, how individuals are said to be feeling, whether there is evidence of 

addiction or depression or any other signifier stated in the American Psychiatric Association’s 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (the DSM-IV, or DSM-V in its most up-to-date 

version). They look at the vulnerability, or strength, of the individual based upon their social 

integrations before and during combat, as a means of analysing whether it is possible for ancient 

warriors to have suffered trauma. 

 1.1.1. Universalist Approach 

The primary catalyst behind the examination of PTSD in ancient history is, without question, the 

revolutionary work of Dr. Jonathan Shay, a former staff psychiatrist at the United States Department 

of Veteran Affairs Outpatient Clinic.3 Within his two influential books, he showed how both the Iliad 

and the Odyssey could be used to aid in the rehabilitation of Vietnam War veterans. In so doing, Shay 

aligned the experiences of the heroes Achilles and Odysseus with those of modern veterans. With 

Achilles he offered a model of the combative military experience, and with Odysseus he formed an 

allegorical homecoming narrative. While Shay was aware that his connections between the past and 

present experience could be strained, it was not his intention to analyse ancient mentalities and 

experiences. For instance, his work on Odysseus focusses on the modern diagnosis of PTSD but he is 

clear in stating that Odysseus did not have PTSD as the American Psychiatric Association defined it.4 

                                                           
1 Shay (1994), (2002); Tritle (2000), (2010); Gabriel (2015: 79-82) 
2 Melchior (2011); Crowley (2014)  
3 Shay (1994), (2002) 
4 Shay (2002: 141) 
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Yet this did not prevent Shay from placing the hero on a hypothetical therapist’s couch; historical 

credibility was not his primary aim nor should it be a factor by which his work should be judged.5 

Unknown to Shay, his work tapped into a growing field of military history that was exploring the 

individual experience of military service. This approach was born from the seminal work of John 

Keegan who set down a model of research in his book The Face of Battle.6 Keegan’s revolutionary 

approach redirected the study of warfare, which was primarily based on tactics and strategy, to the 

examination of the individual soldier and his varied experiences. Keegan’s work would strongly 

influence that of Victor Davis Hanson, who used Keegan’s ethos to re-examine the lives and 

experiences of the combatants in ancient Greek warfare.7 When Shay released his novel interpretation 

of the Homeric epic poems, he tapped into a growing field of both ancient and military history; but, 

more than that, he brought a plethora of outside knowledge and experience to allow for a completely 

new reading of well-trodden ground in classical literature. 

Shay’s first book was quickly picked up and qualified by Lawrence Tritle in his equally hard-hitting book 

From Melos to My Lai, which was an examination of the impact of war on the participants in Ancient 

Greece; often calling upon his own experiences as a veteran of the Vietnam War.8 Where Shay’s 

analysis was based solely within the realm of poetry, devoid of any wider cultural or historic context, 

Tritle attempted to qualify this analysis with an evidence based review of historical narratives. Melos 

to My Lai was followed by A New History of the Peloponnesian War, a book in which Tritle attempted 

to employ the conclusions he drew in Melos to analyse the Peloponnesian War as a whole, with a 

particular focus on the socio-military aspects of the war, rather than the more conventional approach 

of political, and strategic analysis. His works have highlighted the potentially traumatic experiences 

that are evident in the histories, but more importantly he has identified three direct, non-fictional 

examples from the written record which he believes express the symptoms of combat induced 

trauma.9 The first instance, according to Tritle, comes during the battle of Marathon with the strange 

case of Epizelus.10 Epizelus fought in the frontline of battle and saw the man next to him killed by a 

large imposing Greek warrior fighting for the Persians. At that moment he went blind, although he 

was not touched by any sort of blade or projectile.11 To Tritle, this is a clear case of trauma-induced 

                                                           
5 Shay (2002: 142) 
6 Keegan (1978) 
7 Hanson (1991: v) dedicates an important edited volume on the experience of being a hoplite to Keegan. The 
influence of Keegan is clear in Hanson’s work, due in no small part to their original relationship as PhD 
supervisor/supervisee: Hanson (1994/2009: ix-xiv). 
8 Tritle (2000) 
9 Tritle also identifies fictional cases from Greek drama such as Ajax (2000: 185-8). 
10 Tritle (2000: 63-5), (2013: 279) 
11 Hdt. 6.117.2-3 
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blindness, and his comparison with a similar phenomenon in Cambodia is used to cement this idea.12 

The second instance, according to Tritle, comes from the writing of the logographer Gorgias.13 In his 

defence of Helen, Gorgias describes an incurable madness that can result from abject fear on the 

battlefield, something Tritle sees as a reflection of trauma.14 Tritle’s final example from the Greek 

historical record comes from Xenophon’s mini-biography of the Spartan mercenary commander 

Clearchus. Tritle identifies Clearchus as a man deeply affected by war and whose personality bears a 

striking resemblance to the criteria of PTSD.15 

The work of both scholars have become the lynchpin to the universalist position, which has for the 

past 18 years been the most prevalent analysis.  In 2011, Aislinn Melchior noted that the view that 

PTSD was present in the ancient world was ‘fast becoming dogma’.16  The work of these scholars 

normalised the study of trauma in the ancient world and has stimulated a large number of publications 

exploring the issue. The model of trauma, and specifically combat trauma, has been used thus far to 

explore the characterisations of dramatic figures such as Medea, Heracles, Ajax, and Philoctetes;17 to 

examine Athenian theatre as a form of ‘restoration’;18 to try and understand cases of military 

desertion;19 to explore the military resilience of Socrates;20 to explain the character of Alexander the 

Great.21 The work of Shay and Tritle has also become a springboard for scholars to examine combat 

trauma in different ancient societies, such as the Assyrians, the Israelites and the Romans.22 More 

importantly, the universalist model has become influential outside of the historical discipline.  

Since the end of the First World War, the academic sciences have been interested in finding historical 

precedents to combat-induced psychological trauma. In September 1919, Dean A. Worcester wrote a 

short letter to the editors of Science, published in the Notes and Comments section, in which he 

quoted Herodotus’ story of Epizelus, followed by a simple question: ‘Is this, perchance, the first 

account of “shell-shock”?’23 This observation was not addressed in any further issues of Science, 

however in November of the same year, a similar letter was sent to the British Medical Journal by Dr. 

                                                           
12 Tritle (2000: 8 n.16) 
13 Tritle (2009: 195-9), (2010: 158-9) 
14 Gorg. Hel. 16-17 
15 Tritle (2000: 60-61) 
16 Melchior (2011: 223) 
17 Medea: Lush (2014). Heracles: Konstan (2014). Ajax: Tritle (2000: 74); see also the Theatre of War  
Project which uses Sophocles’ Ajax, among other plays, in its readings for modern veteran communities. 
Philoctetes: Sherman (2014: 207-24). For an overview of combat trauma in Greek drama see Meineck (2016)  
18 Meineck (2016), although he makes no reference to Shay’s short article (1995) which explores a similar 
theme. 
19 Hyland (2010: 248) 
20 Monoson (2014), (2016: 115) 
21 Retief & Cilliers (2005); Gabriel (2015: 79-82) 
22 Assyrians: Abdul-Hamid & Hughes (2014). Israelites: Kelle (2015). Romans: Belfiglio (2015) 
23 Worcester (1919) 
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R. MacD. Ladell who raised the story of Epizelus as well. In his comment he made reference to a failed 

attempt to get a piece concerning Epizelus published in Science, so it is probable that he was 

attempting to respond to Worcester.24 In 1921, a letter to the editors of the Journal of Philosophy 

stated that shell-shock was not a new phenomenon born from the war but was recorded throughout 

history, the author then quoted the same passage of Herodotus as Worcester, proposing that 

blindness through psychic trauma should be named ‘Epizelus’s disease [sic]’.25 By 1926, the comment 

by Worcester had been picked up by Norman Fenton, and Epizelus received his first official mention 

as a candidate for war neuroses.26 The case of Epizelus did not become an immediate fixture in the 

textbooks of psychology but, as Helen King so aptly describes, within the innocuous letter of Worcester 

‘the [new] phenomenon had been given its origin in myth.’27 In 1953, Epizelus receives casual mention 

in an article for The Scientific Monthly as suffering with battle hysteria.28 In 1990 he was raised, once 

again, as the oldest reference to PTSD in a letter to the British Journal of Psychiatry.29 This fascination 

with Epizelus continues, in 2014 a letter to Australian & New Zealand Journal of Psychiatry identifies 

Epizelus as possibly the earliest account of conversion disorder.30 This letter alone has been used as 

evidence for Herodotus describing psychological ailments in a recent book on the history of 

Psychology.31 

It is not just Epizelus, but ancient history more generally which is so often drawn upon by the 

psychological sciences. Some scientific papers have tried to explore the ancient sources to offer 

psychological trauma a lineage and heritage that it is felt to be lacking.32 One recent study has tried to 

push back the origins of PTSD from Herodotus to 12th century B.C. Mesopotamia, without realising 

that another non-history article had done this back in 1992,33 a separate study has gone one-step 

further, pushing it back to c.5000 B.C India.34 Others have used ancient history as a starting point from 

which to explore modern trauma and even offer new forms of therapy.35 As a result of this pervading 

truism, the Encyclopedia of Trauma states that the themes of trauma are easily identified in ancient 

                                                           
24 MacD. Ladell (1919) 
25 Slosson (1921) 
26 Fenton (1926: 18) 
27 King (2001: 39) 
28 Coonen (1953) 
29 Hudson (1990) 
30 Pridmore (2014) 
31 Woody & Viney (2017: 5). For an earlier medical textbook which makes reference to Herodotus’ account 
without naming Epizelus see Swartz (2014: 50). 
32 Boehnlein & Kinzie (1992: 598); Trembinski (2011); Forcen & Shapov (2012) 
33 Abdul-Hamid & Hughes (2014: 9). Previous article to do this: Boehnlein & Kenzie (1992: 598). 
34 Seth, Gandhi & Vankar (2010) 
35 Birnbaum (2008: 543-5); Birmes et al. (2009); Ustinova & Cardeña (2014: 746); O’Donnell (2015); Reisman 
(2016) 
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drama.36 In both forms of study, ancient history is used to justify modern ideas and modern 

understanding without the necessary historical due diligence. The difficulty of using modern diagnoses 

in the study of the past has been acknowledged, but this does not stop many bold conclusions coming 

forward regarding the history of PTSD, the understanding of the ancient world, and how the modern 

world could learn from it.37 This is a natural repercussion of the universalist position. 

 1.1.2 Relativist Approach 

The relativist position is still in its early stages of development. Before 2011, there was no monograph 

which actively critiqued the models of Shay and Tritle; any such criticisms were tucked away in book 

reviews.38 But there has been work outside of the historical discipline that challenges the universalist 

position surrounding the study of PTSD. The most forthright of these is by psychiatrist Prof. Allan 

Young, who argues that PTSD is a historical product, not a universal entity.39 But this scepticism of the 

universalist model did not enter the scholarship of ancient history until the work of Aislinn Melchior. 

In her influential work, Melchior brought into question the method of using modern psychology to 

understand the ancient world, with specific regard to ancient Rome.40 By identifying basic social 

differences between modern and ancient people, such as the mortality rate and therefore the 

personal exposure to death, Melchior suggested caution in the use of PTSD models.41 However, 

Melchior never went as far as to dismiss the possibility of PTSD in the ancient world.  

Melchior’s analysis of the PTSD model influenced van Lommel, who followed an anthropologically 

inspired analysis of the Roman source material. Rather than transplant modern psychological and 

sociological theories, he explored the Roman accounts to identify their reactions to mental disorders 

in the Roman army.42 He identifies evidence for an accepted distinction between physical and mental 

ailments in the Roman army, but does not align these ailments with any modern diagnoses. Yet, much 

like Melchior before him, van Lommel does not go as far as to say that PTSD did not exist in the ancient 

world, indeed he actually puts forward a case that the same psychological strains and impairment are 

                                                           
36 Figley (2012: 445) 
37 For instance, Trembinski (2011: 93) notes that past melocholic main cannot be linked to modern trauma in 
any real way, but then concludes that a lack of modern terminology does not preclude pre-modern people 
suffer from it. The clearest instance of criticism from a paper designed for the psychological and/or scientific 
community comes from Day et al. (2016: 182), the authors question the usefulness of attempted retrospective 
diagnoses, which they note has become popular. Included in their list of examples is the diagnosis of trauma in 
the ancient world. 
38 Toohey (1996); Farrell (2004). For non-analytical criticism, see also Couvenhes (2005: 431) with a response 
from Tritle (2014: 93). 
39 Young (1995: 4-9), with criticism from Tritle (2014: 88). 
40 Melchior (2011: 211) 
41 Melchior (2011: 222-3) 
42 van Lommel (2013: 157) 
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present, but does not think they should be called PTSD. The first, and thus far only, scholar to actually 

challenge the PTSD model head on, and claim it could not exist in the ancient (Greek) world, was Jason 

Crowley.43 

Crowley formulates his hard lined relativist argument by comparing one form of modern soldier, the 

American infantryman, with one form of ancient warrior, the Athenian hoplite. To avoid arbitrary 

unique characteristics between each form of warrior, Crowley’s work focusses on four main elements: 

the core norms and values of each warrior; the social environment for the combatant; the tactical 

environment; and the technological environment.44 After a close analysis of these four intersecting 

factors he identifies the modern infantryman to be more susceptible to PTSD, whereas the Athenian 

social and combative environment left him ‘effectively immunised against the same risk.’45 Thus, by 

identifying his Popperian black swan, Crowley claims to have proven that the soldier is not universal. 

Crowley’s argument is enticing, not least for its historical relativism via its demand for 

contextualisation. However, the argument against universalism does not actually disprove the notion 

that the ancient world witnessed combat trauma. By engaging with the universalist model, Crowley 

moulds his argument around similar universalist principals. He assumes that the factors behind 

modern combat trauma would be the factors behind all historical forms of combat trauma. For 

instance, his engagement with the experience of death is relevant to disprove the universalist position, 

but he does not consider other factors which may have effected an Athenian more than a modern 

infantryman.46 One prime example would be the social stigma and shame inherent in the discarding 

of one’s arms, something Crowley identifies as a form of ‘direct action’ for the hoplite.47 On the one 

hand, this direct action does alleviate the hoplite from the psychological stress of ‘palliative action’. 

On the other hand, it does not alleviate the stress, social exclusion, and legal ramifications that came 

with the discarding of one’s shield.48 This cuts to the heart of the matter, the perspective is taken 

through the eyes of the warrior and his position as a warrior. This builds on Crowley’s earlier work 

evaluating the motivating factors being an Athenian’s willingness to fight.49 It assumes a seamless 

transition of ideals between the civic and domestic base in which an Athenian lived, and the military 

service he was duty bound to perform. However, an Athenian hoplite was not always a warrior, this 

was a role he entered and exited numerous times during his life. 

                                                           
43 Crowley (2014) 
44 Crowley (2014: 106) 
45 Crowley (2014: 117) 
46 Crowley (2014: 108-9, 112-3, 115) 
47 Crowley (2014: 116) 
48 e.g. Lys. 10.9, 21, 23, 28 
49 Crowley (2012) 
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What Crowley’s thesis has revealed is the need to reassess the ancient PTSD model. It successfully 

brings into question the ability to simply look at the sources and try to identify features of combat 

trauma. It is now pivotal that any study investigating this theme do so with a diachronically sensitive 

approach. In addition to this, the flaw in Crowley’s own argument highlights a second important factor 

in the future study of PTSD; the need to evaluate the wider sociological framework which not only 

produced the hoplite, but in which he engaged outside of his military capacity. To avoid the 

methodological weaknesses of both sides in this debate it is necessary to first identify a well-

established factor in PTSD studies, but examine it solely through the social context and ritual rubric of 

the historical culture.  

1.1.3 Military Homecomings 

During the outbreak of the first Peloponnesian War (460-444 B.C), a battle between the Corinthians 

and the Athenians was fought to a stalemate.50 With no clear victor, the Corinthians departed from 

the field and back to their city. But the Athenians, feeling that they had held the advantage during the 

battle, decided to erect a trophy and claim victory before similarly departing to nearby Megara. When 

the Corinthian army had reached Corinth, the men underwent a torrent of abuse and taunting from 

the old men of the city. Out of shame, they left the city twelve days later and marched back to the 

battlefield to erect their own trophy. Unfortunately for them, the Athenians were aware of their 

expedition and lay an ambush inflicting heavy casualties upon the Corinthian army.  

This episode from classical Greece offers an extreme repercussion to a volatile military homecoming. 

The Corinthian army was returning home having believed they had done their duty, only to be judged 

and scolded by men who had not fought and did not know the circumstances of the battle. This 

judgement and abuse was a systematic torrent of social shame, driving the returned veterans to act. 

Thus, their annihilation was a direct consequence of their homecoming.51 

The homecoming of soldiers has long been identified as an important post-military risk factor in the 

study of PTSD. According to numerous studies of veterans from the Vietnam War, the psychological 

isolation, the feelings of rejection, and the lack of support or celebration that defined so many of their 

experiences, ‘were the strongest predictors of frequency and intensity of their PTSD symptoms.’52 A 

recent longitudinal study selected twenty-two pre-military, war zone, and post-military variables to 

                                                           
50 Thuc. 1.105.5-6 
51 There is a modern parallel here with veterans of the Vietnam War returning home to abuse from veterans of 
the Second World War. This abuse was so detrimental to the well-being of Vietnam veterans, it became the 
basis for Karner’s (1996) newly coined term toxic masculinity. 
52 Johnson et al. (1997: 274). See also Solomon et al. (1989: 46); Fontana & Rosenheck (1994: 682); Ozer et al. 
(2003: 61-3). 
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predict symptom severity in male veterans forty years after their period of service.53 After their 

multivariable analysis, the authors identified a perceived poor homecoming reception as a robust 

predictor of PTSD.54 The high prevalence of a perceived poor homecoming reception is not unique to 

Vietnam veterans, nor to American soldiers. Studies have made similar observations when studying 

the Israeli forces, Portuguese forces, and British reservists.55 Within the umbrella term of 

‘homecoming’, one major factor that has been consistently linked with PTSD is a perceived lack of 

social support. This social support includes the support of family, of employers, of the military, and of 

society in general.56 From as early as 1985, a clear link was identified between veterans with PTSD and 

their reports of a decline in social support post-homecoming.57  

The benefit of using homecoming as the primary factor for consideration in this thesis is its tangible 

and identifiable nature. A warrior returning home is as much a physical event as it is sociological or 

psychological. With regard to identifying it within ancient Greek sources, it is neither controversial nor 

subjective. What is more, the subject of homecoming has begun to appear in the universalist research 

outside of the historical disciplines, making it a timely and important area for consideration. Case in 

point, research by Kamieński looks to the ancient world while examining the use of pharmacotherapy 

to help modern veterans with PTSD.58 In his conclusion, he clearly states that there is a continuity in 

western warfare, and that the modern world must look to the ancient Greeks to learn.59 As it is one of 

the only papers to articulate such a bold view so openly, it is necessary to quote it in full: 

‘By instrumentalizing war, the West deprived its homecoming soldiers of a social healing 

mechanism which over the centuries had helped warriors in their transition back to a civilian 

life. Traditional societies practiced special purification ceremonies because they understood 

that war affects society as a whole. These rituals were a way to tell the soldier that what he 

did was good, and that ‘‘his community of sane and normal men welcomed him back.’’ This 

ceremonial cleansing helped warriors to deal with stress, guilt, and sorrow. Certainly, there 

were warriors suffering from what we call PTSD, but this condition “was treated as a 

communal rather than an individual problem.”’60 

                                                           
53 Steenkamp et al. (2017) 
54 Steenkamp et al. (2017: 718) 
55 Israeli: Solomon et al. (1989: 46). Portuguese: Ferrajão & Oliveira (2015: 5, 6). British Reservists: Harvey et al. 
(2011: 670). British forces (including reservists): Banwell et al. (2015: 4). 
56 For a specific overview see Harvey et al. (2011: 668-670). 
57 Keane et al, (1985: 100) 
58 Kamieński (2012). See also O’Donnell (2015). 
59 He specifically references Hanson (1999) while stating this, revealing the influence that ancient scholarship 
has had on his thesis. 
60 Kamieński (2012: 408) 
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O’Donnell has recently aired a similar hypothesis, but there is no suggestion from her referencing that 

Kamieński was an influence.61 For O’Donnell, ancient cultures ‘understood better than our modern 

culture does, the need to aid warrior [sic] in their homecomings.’62 Both authors use the ancient world 

as a means to make a modern observation, returning soldiers are not being communally reintegrated 

into society. However, their reliance on the ancient world is allowing them to over-generalise and 

combine sociological and ritualistic phenomena which have no right to be grouped together. Most 

concerning is O’Donnell’s ability to move seamlessly between Homeric Greece, Imperial Rome and 

then the modern Maasai of east Africa.63 What is perhaps more interesting by the observation made 

by O’Donnell, is that her prime example of a troubled homecoming comes from the Odyssey, but the 

same poem cannot be used to show that the Greeks executed any form of purification ritual during a 

warrior’s homecoming, the very argument that O’Donnell is trying to make. 

This hypothesis that the ancient Greeks understood war and its effect on individuals and society as a 

whole is fundamentally based on assumptions. A relativist such as Crowley would argue that the 

classical Athenians would not need a purifying reintegration into society following military service. His 

psychosocial model is based on a seamless transition, a congruence of ideals and behaviours between 

domestic and military life.64 For Crowley, the Athenian man was ‘prepared, even conditioned, by his 

socio-political system to be ready . . . to take his assigned place on the field of battle.’65 By extension, 

this institutionalised preparation for war would require neither a process of resocialisation before 

combat, nor one before homecoming. However, Crowley’s thesis is based primarily on sociological 

influences and does not actually examine the Athenian processes of going to war, nor returning from 

it. 

Considering the important role that homecoming has in the understanding of PTSD, it is an appropriate 

psychosocial factor to analyse in the context of classical Greece. The work of Crowley has emphasised 

the importance of cultural specificity, thus it is necessary to examine the Greek warrior for which we 

have the most evidence, the Athenian hoplite. Remarkably, the logistical and ritualistic process of an 

Athenian hoplite returning home has never been attempted nor analysed before, so it is important to 

establish the fundamental elements of the transition, without being guided by a search for trauma, or 

the absence of it. To that end, it is necessary to set aside one important factor in the modern studies 

of homecoming, reintegration.66 Of course, any examination of homecoming will touch upon the 

                                                           
61 O’Donnell (2015) 
62 O’Donnell (2015: 2392) 
63 O’Donnell (2015: 2392) 
64 Crowley (2012: 100-4) 
65 Crowley (2012: 104) 
66 On the importance of reintegration see Currie et al. (2011). 
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issues of reintegration, but a full examination of reintegration will only be possible once the basic 

framework of a homecoming can be established. To understand the reintegration of an Athenian 

hoplite, it would be necessary to draw upon a greater level of evidence than is available. Instead, there 

are areas of the homecoming transition that can be examined in detail. 

As Crowley’s argument focusses on the societal processes and pressures that prepared the Athenian 

man for the battlefield, it is first necessary to set down the process by which an Athenian man 

departed for war. This must include the departure from the home as an individual, as well as the 

departure from the city as part of an army. Following this, the homecoming of the hoplite can be 

examined: first as part of an army, and then as an individual. Finally, the dead must also be afforded 

a homecoming, for the Athenians practiced repatriation for their war dead. Therefore, the process of 

bringing home the dead needs to be assessed, followed by how both the families and the polis 

memorialised their dead. What this line of enquiry offers to the PTSD debate is a sociological 

framework of military transitions based upon the available evidence, rather than a leading hypothesis. 

If there was a social tension involved in the performance of military service, it will be evident during 

these transitions. Similarly, if the Greeks did perform purification rituals for their hoplites as part of 

their homecoming, it will be present in the source material.  

1.2 The Distinction between Public and Domestic 

This thesis will demonstrate that there is a clear distinction between domestic transitions (leaving and 

returning to the home) and military transitions (joining and departing with the army, returning and 

disbanding). Such an observation was born organically from the evidence, and was not an original 

hypothesis to this work. However, such a distinction must be validated; not least, because it asserts a 

clear distinction between the domestic and military sphere. On its own, this may not be contentious, 

but when we consider that some of the military rituals and transitions that will be considered were, 

in fact, performed by citizens, doing their public duty, while inside the city walls, it is important to 

understand the parameters by which this thesis will confine itself. 

A contrast between domestic and military spheres of activity will naturally attract a comparison 

between the oikos/polis, or the idios/demosios dichotomies that has been so influential in the study 

of ancient Greek life. However, neither paradigm is strictly appropriate for the subject at hand. Oikos 

may be appropriate to describe the social unit of the household, but polis encompasses much more 

than just the military. To define and describe the transitioning into and out of the oikos is made simple 

by the boundaries described in the sources. The oikos encompassed a ritual space that was distinct 

from the world beyond it. One manifestation of this boundary was the statue of Hermes that would 

stand outside the door of the home. In Vernant’s paradigm, the symbolic boundary between oikos and 
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polis was the herm;67 this consisted of a carved head of the god Hermes, sat atop a square pillar, 

adorned with male genitals. As Thucydides relates, some Athenians kept these sculptures at the 

doorway to their private homes, and therefore offer a clear threshold, and distinction, between the 

two spheres.68  Of course, not all Athenian houses had such a physical marker of space, but it is clear 

from the evidence that the sacred space of the oikos was well understood; nowhere is this clearer 

than in with the customs associated with miasma.69 The topic of miasma, as pertaining to hoplites, is 

dealt with in section 3.4.2, for now it is important to establish that a household would become 

collectively polluted by events such as a death. This pollution not only affected all the members of the 

household, but it also affected the physical space of the house (oikia).  

The sacred space of an Athenian house was symbolised by its hearth. By the classical period, the hearth 

was as much an ideological construct as it was a physical thing.70 The hearth was sometimes called 

upon to emphasise domestic relationships, such as when Xenophon described one of the social 

restrictions placed upon the tresantes (tremblers) in Sparta: ‘he must sit by his hearth without a wife’ 

(γυναικὸς δὲ κενὴν ἑστίαν οὐ περιοπτέον).71 What this meant in reality is not clear; it may have 

amounted to the tresas being unable to marry, or maybe the wife of a tresantes being able to leave 

the home.72  In any case, the identification of the empty hearth (κενὴν ἑστίαν) is a notable emotive 

ploy used by Xenophon to emphasise a sense of isolation that continued inside the oikos.73 Domestic 

relationships are similarly reinforced within Attic drama, such as those between Tecmessa and Ajax, 

in Sophocles’ Ajax, when Tecmessa calls upon Zeus of the hearth (ἐϕεστίου Διὸς) and her wedding 

bed in her attempts to persuade Ajax, once again reinforcing the ties between the hearth and familial 

relationships.74 Whereas Aeschylus emphasises the sacrilege of Clytemnestra’s murder of 

                                                           
67 Vernant (1969: 133); Osborne (1985: 53); Quinn (2007: 91) 
68 Thuc. 6.27.1 
69 Jameson (1991: 194); Quinn (2007: 91). Contra Winkler (1990: 36 and n.9). For the possibility that many 
herms were made from wood, which would be a more affordable option, see Jameson (1991: 194n.40) who 
cites a red-figure cup attributed to Epiktetos illustrated in Boardman (1975: Figure 74) which shows a young 
boy holding and carving a herm statue. There is evidence that other deities were chosen as the boundary 
marker e.g. Apollo Agyieus (Ar. Thesm. 489) and Hekate (Ar. Lys. 64). Jameson (1991: 194); Faraone (1992: 8-
9); Quinn (2007: 91 n 25) 
70 Jameson (1990a: 106). For the lack of hearths in excavated houses see also Svoronos-Hadjimichalis (1956), 
Foxhall (2007: 233-234). cf. Hoepfner and Schwandner (1994: 146-150). 
71 Xen. Const Lac. 9.5 
72 Plut. Ages. 30.2-4 
73 The literary device is apparent because the punishment obviously contradicts the lifestyle that Xenophon 
himself depicts of the Spartan adult male: living communally with his messmates (Xen. Lac.5.2), not marrying 
until the Spartiate was in his physical prime (different sources range this from 28-35: Sol.27.7f; Pl. Rep.460e; 
Arist. Rh. II 1390b 9-11) and having to sneak home in the night if he wanted to be with his wife (Xen. Lac.1.5-7). 
In this context, Xenophon may be merely reflecting a personal, or more general Athenian concern and fear for 
such a punishment: Kennell (2010: 158). 
74 Soph. Aj.493-495. The fact that Tecmessa is not actually Ajax’s wife is not relevant because it is still their 
relationship within the oikos that she is calling upon to influence his decision. For the calling upon Zeus of the 
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Agamemnon when the king demands to be let through to pay his respects at the hearth, laying the 

emotive foundation for what would later become the scene of his murder.75  

A second method of emphasising the oikos through the symbolism of the hearth was to make 

reference to the ‘paternal hearth’ (ἑστίας πατρός). Aeschylus has Orestes swear on his father’s hearth 

that he was not lying to Electra, giving greater rhetorical weight to his words.76 Similarly, in Euripides’ 

Alcestis, Admetus underlines his foolish character when he claims he would have renounced his 

father’s hearth in public if it had been deemed necessary.77 While both examples here are in keeping 

with the overarching storylines - the siblings’ revenge for their father’s death, and the sense of 

betrayal felt by Admetus that Pheres would not die for him - no similar observation can be levelled at 

Plato’s Laws. Plato describes a person who is seen to defile the paternal hearth (πατρῴαν ἑστίαν) with 

unworthy pursuits as being deserving of a yearlong imprisonment.78 The crime described is following 

a trade in retail, any legislation for which, the Athenian acknowledges, would undermine the dignity 

of a freeman, so the only authority Plato’s Athenian has to call upon is the father as head of the oikos.  

The sacred role of the hearth went beyond an ideological function, it was often the ritual focal point 

of familial rites: whether it be for the offering of libations and prayers, or the initiation of new born 

babies, new wives, and new slaves.79 In each instance the hearth was the symbolic centre of the oikos, 

whether it was the source from which the family could communicate with the gods, or as the focal 

point from which strangers were introduced into the oikos.80 Furthermore, in each instance the hearth 

became a sacred space for the performance of ritual, requiring a state of cleansed purity before the 

rituals began.81 As a sacred space, the purified status of the hearth was of great importance; as 

Clytemnestra declares to the ill-fated Cassandra, she was chosen to share the holy water of 

Klytemnestra’s house, making a direct reference to such a purification rite.82 The Greek term here is 

χερνίβων, literally a water-basin, but in the wider context of Clytemnestra’s intent to commit a 

                                                           
hearth see also Hom. Od.14.158-159; Hdt.1.44. The calling of Zeus as opposed to Hestia herself is a reminder 
that the hearth meant more to the Greeks than simply the deified version of the hearth. 
75 Aesch. Ag.836-839, 966-970; 1055-1060. See also Eur. Hel.234-5 when Helen describes Paris coming to her 
hearth (τὰν ἐμὰν ἐφ᾽ ἑστίαν) to take her as his bride.  
76 Soph. Elek.881 
77 Eur. Alc.738 
78 Pl. Leg, 11.919e. Plato also uses the paternal hearth for emotive emphasis in Menex.249a-b. 
79 Libations and prayers: e.g. Soph. Elec.270; Her. 559-609; Xen. Cyr. 1.6; Pl. Leg.11.913a. New born babies: The 
amphidromia, Suda s.v. Ἀμφιδρόμια; Ar. Lys.757; Hamilton (1984: 243-251). New wives: The katachysmata is 
epitomised by the description given in Pl, Leg.773a, the joining of two hearths (ταῖς τε συνιούσαις ἑστίαις); 
Arist. [Oec.] 1344a; Suda s.v. Καταχύσματα; Harpokration s.v. Καταχύσματα; Oakley & Sinos (1993:34-35). 
Slaves: Ar. Plut.795; Dem.45.74. 
80 See also Themistocles’ supplication to the Molossian king, where he is directed to the hearth to wait. Thuc. 
1.136. 
81 Eur. Alc. 158-169 
82 Aesch. Ag. 1035-1040. See also Eur. Alc. 98-100. 
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sacrificial murder at the hearth, she is making reference to the water bowl used to purify the sacred 

space around the central hearth (ἑστίας μεσομφάλου).83 This sacred space could not, from necessity, 

function like a temple with a full restriction of polluting acts such as death and birth, both of which 

generally occurred in the home.84  However, there was a tradition of sexual restriction, whether by 

the refusal to have sex in the presence of the hearth, or alternatively not appearing before the sacred 

space in the aftermath of masturbation. 85 There is also the strong suggestion that the hearth was a 

sacred source of asylum, and to kill a man at your own hearth was a worse crime than simply murder.86 

In this regard, the hearth was not as much the physical construct of a fireplace, but the focalised ritual 

space within the oikos.  

What made the hearth a unique sacred space was that suppliants could be immersed within that space 

while both they and the house were in a state of pollution.87 The placing of the lustral water at the 

door, described as a standard custom by Euripides, allowed those who became polluted by entering 

the house, especially in the event of a death, to purify themselves on leaving,88  an act that prevented 

the pollution infecting the wider community.89 Nevertheless, the state of pollution that consumed the 

house could not stay forever, so the house itself was ritually cleansed and purified.90 This is the clearest 

evidence available that the oikos was distinct from the world outside of it, epitomised by this ritualised 

boundary that was defined by the purification rite at the doorway that, in essence, determined that a 

state of pollution was allowed in one sphere but not the other.91 

According to Vernant’s paradigm, anything outside of the oikos is categorised as the polis, which was 

the public and political sphere. This distinction is problematic for it assumes two fundamental things: 

there was no crossover between the oikos and the polis, and that everything outside of the oikos can 

be grouped together so simply. While the evidence clearly shows a separation between the sacred 

space of the oikos and that of the outside world, it does not preclude an interchange of actions, 

                                                           
83 Aesch. Ag. 1056. See also Ar. Av. 850-865; Pax, 956-975; Eccl. 1033. 
84 Eur. IT. 380-385; Thuc. 1.134.3; Xen. Hell. 5.3.19; Plu. Dem. 29.6; Ar. Lys. 742f. On birth and death as 
pollutants see also Eur. Cret. fr. 79.17-18 and Theophr. Char. 16. Parker (1983/1996: 32-34); Osborne (2011: 
166-167). 
85 Hipponax fr. 104.20; Hes. Op. 733, with comment from Parker (1983/1996: 76-77). 
86 E.g. Thuc. 1.136.2. For an attempt to distance a murder from the accusation of having been set at the hearth 
see Lys. 1.27.  
87 For restrictions on entering temples and sanctuaries while under a state of pollution see Eur. IT. 380-384 and 
IG XII 5.593, with Parker (1983/1996: 36-38).  
88 Eur. Alc. 100; Ar. Eccl. 1033. On the possibility that the water of the house was also considered polluted, 
requiring water to be taken from a neighbour, see Pollux 8.65. 
89 Similar to the peirrhanterion, which is described at the entrance of temples and sanctuaries. According to 
the Hippocratic corpus, their purpose was to prevent the boundaries of the divine becoming tainted by human 
pollution through ritual sprinkling. [Hippoc.] Morb Sacr. 1.110-112; Cole (2004: 43-46) 
90 Antiph. Chor.37; Dem. 47.70 
91 Morgan (2010: 27) 
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ideologies and behaviours. Simply put, the oikos and the polis were not as separate as scholars once 

believed.  More importantly, by grouping together all of the other elements that made up the city 

under the banner of polis, the model ignores the complexity and individuality of the composite parts. 

This distinction has led scholars of ancient religion to identify religious activity as either polis religion 

or domestic religion. Most influentially, Christiane Sourvinou-Inwood has argued that there was only 

polis religion, and that all domestic religion was ‘perceived as part of the polis cult.’92 This model has 

been instrumental to furthering academic understanding of Greek cult, but conversely limits our 

ability to evaluate the multifaceted elements of Greek society and, in turn, their relationship with cult 

and ritual activity.93  

This thesis cannot look at the polis as a whole, because the Athenian hoplite did not strictly depart 

and return to the polis. Walter Runciman defines the polis as a citizen-state, rather than a city-state, 

thus the polis is centred on the adult male citizens of Athens.94 This definition ignores the urban space 

as an important defining feature of the city, but does offer greater clarity to the ideological 

underpinning to the term polis than the more conventional translation of city-state.95 The term polis 

can thus incorporate both the body politic and the urban space. As an Athenian hoplite never left his 

peers who were, by extension of Runciman’s definition, a part of the polis, the hoplite could not 

therefore depart or return from the polis. Similarly, the notion that the polis was a city-state is 

problematic because it implies a formal structure and places an emphasis on the physical locale. Yet a 

hoplite could depart for military service, as part of military group, without leaving Attica, or indeed 

the walls of the city, especially in times of emergency.96 Furthermore, this distinction of polis, by either 

definition, assumes in the case of this study that the political system of Athens was ideologically and 

ritually congruent with the military. 

To avoid confusion, and unnecessary qualifications, the two elements under review here are not oikos 

and polis, but rather the household and the military. Household and oikos will be used 

interchangeably, by which it is meant that the ideological and wider familial construct of the oikos will 

be combined with the domestic locale, that is the domestic space from which a hoplite departs and 

returns. The second category of ‘military’ avoids any ideological construction of oikos versus polis. The 

military system was the one the hoplite joined to enact his service, and once he was dismissed from 
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93 Kindt (2009: 30) 
94 Runciman (1990: 348) 
95 Hansen (1993: 7-9) 
96 See section 2.3. 
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his service he could then return to his day-to-day life. It is not assumed that there was an absence of 

shared ritual activity, or religious behaviour, or of ideology between these two spheres.  

1.3 Methodology and Structure 

As previously mentioned, it is important for this study to be contextually and diachronically sensitive 

to the material. As such, a panhellenic study would be too broad and would be forced to overlook 

many of the unique contexts of the various poleis. The choice of Athens requires little explanation, as 

the majority of the written sources and archaeological evidence comes from Attica. This permits the 

avoidance of speculation regarding the adoption of Athenian ideology in other Greek regions. 

Similarly, as the majority of the available evidence about Athens dates from the 5th and 4th century 

B.C., the study will focus within this timeframe. 

The lack of scholarly discussion on the departure and homecoming of either individual hoplites or 

Athenian armies is, perhaps, indicative of the scarcity of evidence available. To piece together a 

template of a hoplite’s transitions to and from military service, it has been necessary to draw from a 

wide range of evidentiary forms. Literary evidence forms the predominant basis of examination, but 

it is also necessary to analyse the orators, fragments of drama, ceramic art, sculpture, epigraphy, and 

grave goods. Often the sources do not mention the transitions in any form of totality, but offer brief 

insights that must be brought together with other scraps of evidence to form a coherent narrative. 

These variant forms of evidence raise numerous methodological issues which are discussed as and 

when they arise.  

This thesis will follow the transitional experiences of the hoplite, with each chapter split into two 

distinct parts. By assessing both the domestic and military transitions side by side, it will be possible 

to highlight the variances of ideologies, ritual activity and individual participation. Only by 

understanding how the various transitions occurred and indeed varied, is it possible to understand 

the importance and influence of them on the individual. Chapter 2 focuses on the departure of the 

hoplite from his home, and then his departure as part of the military group. While our understanding 

of the domestic departure is fundamentally a ritualistic one, the military departure necessitates a 

greater understanding of its logistics. Once this understanding of the logistics of muster is understood, 

it is then possible to assess the rituals involved in the physical departure of the army, and the place of 

the individual within the process. 

Chapter 3 moves to the end of the military campaign, and thus follows the army back to Athens, before 

examining the hoplite’s later return to his home. To understand the military homecoming, it is of 

fundamental importance to establish exactly how Athenian armies returned to Athens. As this is an 
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area which academics have not fully examined, it is necessary to ask some basic yet integral questions: 

how did they travel home, did they come back as an army or as small groups, did they receive some 

form of parade or public reception? The chapter follows the Athenian army to their primary entry 

point of Attica, the Piraeus, and then looks at their reception having returned to the city. Having 

established the basic experience of the army’s return to Athens, it is then prudent to examine the 

point at which a hoplite was actually released from his military duty. This naturally ends at the point 

where an army ceased to claim any mutual identity, the collective and individual commemorations for 

a particular period of service.97 It is only at this stage that the return home of the individual hoplite 

can be constructed and analysed. Much like the first chapter, the domestic transition focusses 

predominantly on the ritual activity associated with the homecoming.  

Chapter 4 acknowledges that not all homecomings are made by living people, and that the Athenian 

process of repatriation did, in a very real way, offer the war dead a homecoming of their own. To align 

this chapter with the previous chapters it has been necessary to move beyond the rhetoric of the 

source material and analyse some very basic yet unestablished forms of enquiry: how did they burn 

their war dead? What were the logistics involved in such a commitment? What state were they 

brought back to Athens in? From this logistical underpinning, it is then possible to try to reconstruct 

the practicalities behind the famous patrios nomos. The entire funeral process was one of de-

individuation, the hoplite was stripped of all identity and joined a collective mass, the war dead, as a 

recipient of state honours and state memorialisation. The second half of this chapter shall examine 

the familial reaction to this. For the family, the dead hoplite was made a hero of the state but equally 

he was shed of all his links to his family, he was no longer theirs. In this final section, the subject of a 

domestic reception for the war dead can be approached, that is how the family was able to reclaim 

the identity and memory of the individual lost to them by the public funeral. 

 

                                                           
97 Not to be confused with a commemoration of general service in the military. Therefore, this is focussed on 
commemorations which state the leading strategos and/or the year of service and/or the theatre of war. 
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2. The Warrior’s Departure 

The departing warrior has been a long studied artistic motif of the classical Greek world. These iconic 

images, that adorn some of the most striking artistic works surviving from the late archaic to the mid-

classical period, have been studied in isolation, revealing important elements of Greek socio-military 

history.1 However, the lack of extensive literary evidence has meant that the historical topic of the 

departure has been rather neglected. The first half of this chapter shall rectify this by supplementing 

the pictorial evidence with the few examples of literary departures, and shall build upon the existing 

scholarship and extend the analysis into three key areas: i) the possible ideological undertones that 

these images reflect within their domestic settings and strong focus upon the oikos; ii) the ‘real-life’ 

version of these artistic, and ideological, portrayals - how did a Greek warrior actually depart from his 

home, who else was involved, what rituals were performed, and what was the overarching emotional 

framework for the rite? iii) the experience of the family during this departure. 

The second half of this chapter will then propose a secondary departure. Once the warrior had 

departed from his home he would then perform a secondary departure as part of the military group. 

Once this secondary departure has been established, it will be possible to highlight any continuity or 

contrasting experiences between the two. Only after the two forms of departure are established will 

it be possible to understand the sociological framework from which the Greek warrior departed, and 

into which he would later return, because it will incorporate both the domestic and the military 

ideologies and experiences. 

2.1 Methodological considerations 

Regarding the theme of a warrior’s departure, it is immediately apparent that the ceramic evidence is 

the most abundant, with over 1,126 vases (330 red-figure) having been identified, or tentatively 

labelled as, depicting a departing warrior.2 The use of this evidence herein will essentially follow the 

direction that classical scholarship has taken in the past 25 years, that is to move away from an 

                                                           
1 For the most in depth scholarship on departure scenes see: Wrede (1916); Yalouri (1971); Pemberton (1977); 
Lissarrague (1989), (1990); Shapiro (1990); Osborne (2004); Mannack (2001: esp. 104-106); Marconi (2004); 
Matheson (2005), (2015); Avramidou (2011: esp. 57-60). 
2 Statistics are based upon a search of the CVA/Beazley Pottery database using keywords WARRIOR AND 
DEPARTING within the category of Decoration Description AND Same Decorated Area – accurate on 5th 
September 2018. While it is possible that vases within this list may not depict any form of the departing scene, 
due to an inaccurate label being awarded for an ambiguous, or fragmentary vase; it is also possible that some 
vases were missed from this search due to the potential allocation of varying keywords within the database. On 
the balance of which we have a rough figure which show a prolificacy and can in turn work as a baseline from 
which to explore themes.  
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iconographical approach and toward an iconological one.3 Following from Beard, the emphasis within 

this study is not an artistic motif, but an exploration of what these scenes can tell us about classical 

Greek attitudes to men departing for war, from the perspective of the viewer not the painter.4   

However, it is necessary to exercise due caution with this form of visual evidence. These images cannot 

be read as perfect representations of the reality of their subject matter, these are not photographs 

that have taken a snap shot of time that can then be analysed.5 As François Lissarrague observed, each 

painting is in fact a construction, a product of the painter’s own interpretation of the real world around 

him.6 Yet, Hannah, following Hölscher, argues that these vases were seen every day, maybe even used 

every day, by someone somewhere in the classical Greek world, and could thus play a role in ‘the 

dissemination of the community’s ideas and values.’7 Furthermore, Hölscher separately argues that 

the use of art as an outlet for a visual-mental construction of a society’s experience of war makes it 

an invaluable form of historical source, quite apart from literary or epigraphical sources.8 Thus, it 

cannot be assumed that what is portrayed on a vase is a mirrored reflection of practice; however, the 

ideological constructions that they continue to project are of intrinsic value to this study. Having now 

established the fundamental, methodological concern surrounding the use of vase paintings as 

cultural evidence, there are further problems that arise from the warrior-departure motif in particular.  

Through the predominance of art as an evidential form for the ‘ubiquitous departure-scene [sic]’, a 

wide range of images over a singular medium, pottery, has allowed an almost formulaic construct of 

the departure scene to be formed.9  A hoplite is seen departing from a woman, most commonly 

assumed to be his mother, and often an old man who is either sitting on a stool or leaning on his 

staff.10 While the woman is depicted as youthful, possibly allowing for a secondary identification of 

her as the wife of the hoplite, the man is characteristically balding or bedecked with white hair, 

indicating the advanced years of a father, if not a mentor. 11 The woman is often a central participant 

in the scene, preparing or assisting with the hoplite as he pours his libations, helping him to don his 

armour, or similarly handing the final piece of the hopla to the warrior, such as his helmet or shield, 

                                                           
3 On iconography and iconology see Panofsky (1955). For the iconography vs iconology debate within classics, 
see the two part article by Robertson and Beard (1991: 1-35); Sparkes 1996: 114-39; Hannah (2010: 267-268); 
and for a review of the historiography, Isler-Kerényi (2015: 557-578). 
4 Beard (1991: 14) 
5 Hannah (2010: 267) 
6 Lissarrague (1990: 3). See also Vernant (1989: 8).  
7 Hannah (2010: 267) referencing Hölscher (1998: 178, 180). For the question of red-figure art, in particular, 
being a product purchased by all levels of the social stratus see Pritchard (1999: 11-25). 
8 Hölscher (2003: 2) 
9 Hoffman (1997: 74) 
10 Matheson (2005: 26) 
11 Young woman: Mannack (2001: 401); Keuls (1997: 238); Ridley (1979: 516). Old man: Matheson (2005: 26). 
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before he departs.12 The scenes are, at times, scantily decorated with domestic objects, which works 

alongside the familial scene to highlight the oikos-context of the departure.13 On the other hand, some 

vases can be seen decorated with a column and/or an altar emphasising the pious nature of the 

hoplite, the oikos he is departing from, and the religious nature of the rite itself.14 While there are, of 

course, small variations of this model throughout the period under review, it is possible to identify the 

motif of a departure by these key identifying features.  

The topic under review here, however, is not the artistic representation of a warrior’s departure but 

rather the real-world form that departure took, the identification of the participants, and the rituals 

involved. This raises two distinct problems when using these vases to reconstruct a process or ritual 

for a warrior’s departure. Firstly, the vase paintings that form the bulk of analysis on the theme of 

departure were, most likely, for individual use within a domestic setting.15 It is therefore unsurprising 

that the ‘departure scenes’ envisaged a domestic departure based upon a distinct set of rituals and 

ideals suited to the oikos-sphere. Similarly, ‘departure scenes’ that appear on funerary materials such 

as lekythoi vases follow this pattern of individualism and domesticity, rather than embodying a sense 

of comradery with the military group to whom the man belonged as a warrior. The second problem 

arises from the iconography of the depicted warrior on all available media. He is most frequently 

illustrated with his doru, sometimes wearing his linothorax, and has present either his aspis and/or his 

helmet:16 he is not an archer, nor a rower, he is specifically characterised as a hoplite. Thus, it is 

necessary to acknowledge that the experiences and transitions under consideration here may not 

reflect those undergone by rowers, light armed troops, or even cavalry. 

All Greek men called up for military service would have needed to depart on some level, so the 

question remains to what extent these departure scenes reflect an ‘average’ departure, both 

ritualistically and ideologically? A secondary, but no less pertinent, question must arise from the overt 

domestic bias inherent in these images: are they telling the full story of a warrior’s departure? From 

                                                           
12 Libations: New York, Metropolitan Museum: 56.171.44, BA 206877; St. Petersburg, State Hermitage Museum: 
ST1592, BA 207221; Paris, Cabinet des Medailles: 394, BA 207309. Armour: Wurzburg, Universitat, Martin von 
Wagner Mus.: 504, BA 205438; Cambridge, Trinity College, BA 202996. This specific topos is often categorized 
as an arming scene, related, but not identical to, the departure scene (e.g Lissarrague 1989: 44-50). However, 
the interrelated nature of these themes - arming, offering of libations, divination (discussed below), and the 
departure –result in them mirroring each other in terms of the iconography and the portrayed participants. So, 
while artistically they are technically separate forms, historically they form an almost unbroken sequence of 
ritualistic events and present a continuity of ideological representation that allows for their interconnected 
exploration. Helmet or shield: Sotheby, sale catalogue: 12-13.12.1983, 84, NO.315, BA 8580; Milan, Civico Museo 
Archeologico: 3643.2, BA 214625. 
13 Lissarrague (1990: 238); Matheson (2005: 26); Osborne (2004: 46) 
14 Matheson seems correct when she identified the inherent religious nature of these scenes as a depiction of 
domestic religion, as opposed to the rites taking place outside of the oikos (2005: 26).  
15 Matheson (2005: 30) 
16 Munich, Antikensammlungen: J381, BA 212266; New York, Metropolitan Museum: 17.230.13, BA 213926. 
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a simply geographical perspective, these hoplites are shown to be leaving their family so they could 

arrive at their mustering point – they are not departing for battle per se.17 It stands to reason that a 

secondary departure would have taken place: where the warrior was no longer a member of a 

domestic unit, but was a member of his military group and departed accordingly within this new 

context. The images available on these pots have not been identified as depicting any such departure; 

was it then a non-ritualised, uneventful occurrence that was secondary to the domestic scene? Was 

the departure of the army simply one of physical relocation, without any precursory act? While this 

may not fit with our understanding of Greek religio-military practices on the whole, when ritual 

sacrifices and libations pre-empt almost any action while on campaign, the lack of a formalised group 

departure cannot be dismissed as a possibility.18 

2.2. Departure from the oikos 

The domestic departure is, ostensibly, the most visible incarnation of a warrior’s parting in the late 

archaic and classical Greek period. According to Lissarrague, most often, the women in relation to the 

hoplite designate the space of the oikos.19 Clemente Marconi concurs with this sentiment, 

emphasising the representations of mothers, fathers and wives, which define the ‘family network 

around the warrior, his oikos’.20 For Matheson these scenes emphasise the family, while Nathan 

Arrington embodies the woman in a departure scene with a symbolism of the ‘domestic world that 

the warrior leaves.’21 

The focus of the warrior’s departure on the oikos has a pivotal role on possible emotional 

interpretations of the image. During an analysis of archaic departure scenes, Lissarrague observed the 

continuity of ideals that the oikos-centrism had with epic and therefore heroic ideology.22 The epic 

imagery is certainly overt, with the common motif of a chariot best exemplifying the interpolation of 

anachronistic iconography.23 Nevertheless, an important shift occurred at the start of the early 

classical period, and the departure scene was adapted to reflect a change in either artistic fashion or 

social attitudes to the departure. The archaic departure scene was often filled with bodies: a group of 

                                                           
17 On the mustering point within Athens, see Aristoph. Ach. 197, Peace, 311-12, Wasps, 243, Diod. Sic. 11.81.4, 
with Christ (2001: 403) and Crowley (2012: 30). For more on Athenian mustering points see 2.3.3. 
18 Prichett (1979: 59-61) 
19 Lissarrague (1990: 67) 
20 Marconi (2004: 37) 
21 Matheson (2005: 33); Arrington (2015: 268). cf. Sutton (2004: 331) who argues that the only safe indicator of 
the oikos on vase paintings is the presence of children. 
22 Lissarrague (1990: 239); Osborne (2004: 46); Mannack (2001: 104) 
23 Osborne (2004: 46-47); Matheson (2005: 24); Mannack (2001: 104). Eg. Frankfurt, Liebieghaus: 550, BA 4964; 
Tours, Musee des Beaux-Arts: 863.2.64, BA 5600; Madrid, Museo Arqueologico Nacional, coll. Varez Fisa: 
1999.99.61, BA 7462; Sotheby, sale catalogue: 5-7-1982, 122, NO.342, BA 7130; Paris, Musee Auguste Rodin: 
959, BA 10845. 
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warriors departing; more than two family members, or non-military personnel; one or more horses 

either carrying a rider, or else pulling a chariot, which formed the central focus of the scene with the 

departing warrior often pushed to the outer wing. Nevertheless, by the turn of the 5th century B.C., 

chariots had all but disappeared from the motif, and had been resolutely replaced with the new form 

of military ideal, the hoplite.24 With the hoplite came further change: a new emphasis, a simpler image 

and a more emotive scene.25  

The classical period saw the number of people depicted in the scene reduce to a standard of two or 

three individuals, while some exceptional instances present four they are not as common.26 The 

hoplite took centre stage at all times, with the pouring of a libation forming the most common scene.27 

This new form focussed the departure onto its core elements, leaving the heroic motifs of the archaic 

period behind, these images centred on war and the oikos. The acquired space that came from the 

removal of people from these stock scenes also allowed a greater emphasis on minor details.  Often, 

these come in the form of domestic iconography, such as hanging vessels or other items on the wall, 

or the chair on which the older man is often depicted sitting, are inconspicuous in their subtlety.28 

These minor artistic additions create an ambiance and set the contextual scene without overwhelming 

the image. Nevertheless, their impact has still led one commentator to conclude that when no 

contextual iconography is available in the scene, a military departure should be assumed to be set 

within the home.29  

There are instances where an icon of domesticity, and in essence the oikos, does take a more 

prominent position within the scene. The domestic dog can take a central role in departure scenes, 

without getting lost in the background as could happen on earlier vases.30 Within one famous 

departure scene on a mid-5th century stamnos, attributed to the Achilles painter [Figure 1], a dog 

shares the central space with the hoplite while he shakes hands with his father. Within this archetypal 

departure scene, the domestic nature of the event is emphasised, not only by the presence of the 

                                                           
24 Lissarrague (1989: 44) 
25 Osborne (2004: 50-51); Arrington (2015: 268); Matheson (1995: 270-271). The reasons for the change in 
iconography within the motif are not relevant for this discussion, the importance being that they did change. 
For a possible explanation for the change, based around its temporal links with the Persian Wars see Osborne 
(2004: 51), and also Pemberton (1977: 65 n.16) who raised this issue without conclusively rectifying it. 
26 E.g. Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum: 984, BA 2196. 
27 E.g. New York (NY), Metropolitan Museum: 17.230.13, BA 213926 
28 Items on the wall: BM. 1891,0806.85. Chair: Berlin, Antikensammlung: 1970.9, BA 318. Matheson (2005: 26); 
Mannack (2001: 104). 
29 Matheson (2005: 26) 
30 Kurashiki, Ninagawa: 23, BA 7307; Paris, Musee du Louvre: F207, BA 10711. Another icon of domestic 
husbandry is the bird, which often serves in a similar purpose to the dog; Arrington (2015: 268). However, the 
agency given to the dog within these scenes allow for a greater sense of emotion than the birds. A notion best 
exemplified by an earlier vase painting attributed to Exekias (Vatican City, Museo Gregoriano Etrusco Vaticano: 
344, BA 310395), which sees Pollux and Kastor returning home, and has Pollux being jumped up at by a dog. 
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animal, but also the detailed collar that sits around its neck.31 The dog mirrors the direction and gaze 

of the hoplite, and its alert stance with pricked ears similarly echoes that of the departing warrior.32 

The close physical relationship between the two implies a bond of master and dog, creating a second 

departure unseen, and unresolved within the tableau: one between man and beast. The poignancy is 

magnified by the dog’s apparent unawareness of what is occurring;33 an image that recalls Argos, the 

loyal hound of Odysseus who sat pining for his master until his return and the dog’s subsequent and 

immediate death thereafter.34 Furthermore, the dog is painted in a small set of dimensions, so he does 

not interfere with the negative space within the scene. This distance between the three human agents 

creates the beginnings of the space that will engulf the placement of the hoplite once he departs, pre-

empting a void that will not be filled until his return. 

This focus on empty space adds greater potency to scenes with only two agents, where the imminent 

departure, allied with the overwhelming emptiness around the figures, invites us to imagine the 

parental/wifely figure on their own.35 However, this artistic focus on loss and of emotional longing 

                                                           
31 Dog collar: Xen. Cyn, 6.1. The slight detailing on the collar depicted may imply that this dog is a symbol of a 
favourite for the hoplite, as opposed to a standard hunting hound of which he may have many. 
32 As Connor & Jackson (2000: 98) commented on a similar scene attributed to the circle of the Antimenes 
painter: the dog seems to think it is departing too.  
33 The representation of canid naivety is not unusual for the departure scene, and seems to purposefully imitate 
the common behaviours of the dog: see the cocked dog’s head looking up at the mother in Wurzburg, 
Universitat, Martin von Wagner Mus.: HA120, BA 201654, or the excited dog trying to lie close to the ground 
staring at the father in London, British Museum: E254. 
34 Hom. Od. 17. 291-327. 
35 Paris, Cabinet des Medailles: 394, BA 207309 

Figure 1: Red figure stamnos attributed to the Achilles Painter, with a hoplite 
departing from his oikos. C. 450-440 B.C. London, British Museum: E448. 
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does not preclude the idolisation of the hoplite within this form of imagery, as artists continued the 

use of heroic-style nudity and the naming of individuals as characters from Homeric epic. 36 That being 

said, departure scenes of a warrior with only one other agent, most often a woman, are frequently 

found on lekythoi.37 The funerary-ritual context of, especially white-ground, lekythoi add a gravitas to 

these scenes that can be pushed too hard on to non-funerary iconography. 

An indisputable instance of war and oikos colliding can be seen in an image attributed to the Achilles 

painter [Figure 2a], which recreates the standard departure scene motif of a man with some form of 

accoutrement pertaining to the hoplite taking hold of his helmet before he leaves.38 The scene 

deviates from our archetypal image by the impossibility that the woman has handed him his helmet. 

By moving the man to the edge of the scene, reflecting the position of the woman, they both bring 

emphasis to the items in their hands. The helmet’s eyes are turned to the man, just as the babe-in-

arms is turned toward the woman. The emphasis on the two gender roles for the polis, for the man to 

fight for his polis and for the woman to give birth to future fighters, is isolated within the centre; 

purposefully drawing the viewers’ attention to this intertwined duality.39 However, reminded of the 

vase’s context, this lekythos is not an idiomatic commentary of engendered civic roles, but is an 

expression of loss, of mourning and of death. The woman’s eyes do not meet that of the man, there 

is no libation of farewell, and there is no recognition between them. The content of the scene in many 

                                                           
36 Contra Osborne (2004: 50-51). See also Matheson (2005: 29). 
37 Arrington (2015: 267-272) 
38 Note the Corinthian style helmet and the large doru in his left hand, both symbolic of the hoplite. 
39 Matheson (2005: 33); Lissarrague (1989: 45); Loraux (1995: 28) 

Figure 2a (Left): White-ground lekythos attributed to the Achilles painter, with a hoplite departing from his 
wife and baby. Early to mid-5th century B.C. Berlin, Antikensammlung: F2444. Figure 2b (right) Red-figure 
hydria attributed to the ‘Dwarf’ painter, depicting Amphiaraos [named] departing from his wife and child. 
Mid-5th century B.C. Boston (MA), Museum of Fine Arts: 03.798. 
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ways reflects the mythical trope of Amphiaraos who went to battle as one of the Seven of Thebes, 

knowing through his gift of prophecy that he was destined to die, the departure for which was chosen 

for ceramic art [Figure 2b].40 The presence of the child reinforces, in both examples above, the 

ideological presence of the oikos from which the warrior is departing from, and that it is the oikos who 

will miss him when he inevitably dies.41 So this scene in figure 2a is best read in its simplest form: the 

man has died, most likely in combat - hence the limited, un-heroicised military iconography, and the 

absence of the shield that failed him - and the woman has been left to mourn with a fatherless babe-

in-arms. 

2.2.1 The Polis in the Oikos Departure? 

Matheson argues that departure scenes do not merely show the individualist concerns of the 

members of the oikos, but similarly emphasise the civic role of the hoplite as a member of the polis, 

and the roles of the hoplite’s family as well.42 To Pritchard, the presence of the older man and woman 

in departure scenes highlights those who must stay behind in the city, thus placing the entire scene 

within a polis-specific framework.43 For Lissarrague this hoplite-polis relationship is epitomised by the 

handful of examples that exist where Athena is present, often in the position and role of the regular 

female figure of the scene.44 But, much like Marconi asked of vase scenes depicting the retrieval of 

bodies from battle, where is this perceived polis in the departure scene?45   

It is only Lissarrague who presents a recognisable icon that can be seen to be outside of the oikos 

context, and it requires further exploration. Lissarrague’s Athena is actually a very rare icon on vases 

within the departure scene motif;46 out of 1,126 suspected depictions, Athena appears in 10 alleged 

                                                           
40 The scene given in 2b, while fragmentary, does have precedence that allows it to be identified as a departure 
scene. See Chiusi, Museo Archeologico Nazionale: 1794, BA 301779 which similarly shows the hero’s wife holding 
her child. For other examples of departures scenes with children see Toledo (OH), Museum of Art: 23.3123, BA 
6154; Bochum, Ruhr Universitat, Kunstsammlungen: S1085, BA 46410; Paris, Cabinet des Medailles: 215, BA 
301745; Paris, Musee du Louvre: CP10656, BA 12168. Furthermore, the absence of the necklace, for which 
Amphiaraos’ wife betrays him, implies that this image was not necessarily specific to the myth but rather a 
known hero departing to his pre-ordained death. 
41 This echoes Arias’ (1962: 368) assessment of the Kleophon stamnos in München (Munich, 
Antikensammlungen: J382, BA 215142): ‘The warrior and his young wife radiate a humanity which is conscious 
of its fate’. That is not to say that death was inevitable, but that in Figure 2a at least, the medium of the lekythos 
tells us that the man within the scene is meant to be considered dead. For the child as a symbol of the oikos 
within attic vase painting see Sutton (2004: 337-345). 
42 Matheson (2005: 33) 
43 Pritchard (1998: 125), possibly echoing the sentiment of Lissarrague (1989: 45). 
44 Lissarrague (1989: 46) 
45 Marconi (2004: 38) 
46 The hoplite could arguably be another symbol of the polis, but as a symbol it fits equally within either sphere; 
as an adult male citizen enacting his duty for the polis, or as a member of the oikos about to depart it. 
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departure scenes.47 To put this into iconographical perspective, the god Hermes has been labelled 

within 15 alleged departure scenes, so Athena’s numbers are by no means unique within the Olympian 

pantheon. Of the 10 scenes in which Athena appears, seven may be discarded as they are either a 

mythical scene, or depict Athena herself as the departing warrior, or simply their being too 

fragmentary to conclusively allocate a departure scene label.48 Within the three remaining images her 

representation is quite consistent: 49 in all three of these scenes she holds a spear and wears her aegis, 

and in two of them she also wears a helmet.50 Athena embodies her role as a warrior goddess and, 

conceivably, fulfils Lissarrague’s icon of a polis.51  

Within the classical period, however, Athena appears in only one known red-figure departure scene. 

The scene portrays the hero Ajax, seemingly in the midst of his preparations to depart, and one of the 

female members in the scene is explicitly labelled Athena.52 Noticeably, regarding Lissarrague’s 

                                                           
47 Based on a search on the CVA/Beazley Pottery database using keywords WARRIOR AND DEPARTING AND 
ATHENA/HERMES - accurate on 5th September 2018 - plus the addition of one image published in Lissarrague 
(1989).  
48 Mythical: Paris, Musee du Louvre: F25, BA 310431. Athena as warrior: Brussels, Musees Royaux: A1329, BA 
12147; Basel, market, Jean-David Cahn AG, BA 9032315. Too fragmentary: Brussels, Musees Royaux: R322TER, 
BA 12135; Athens, National Museum, Acropolis Coll.: 2112, BA 300497; Florence, Museo Archeologico Etrusco, 
BA 9031204; Athens, National Museum, Acropolis Coll.: D68, BA 46636. 
49 Sotheby, sale catalogue: 10-11.7.1989, 60-62, NO.171, BA 41543 [Figure 3]; Bologna, Museo Civico 
Archeologico: PU273, BA 217210; Lissarrague (1989: Figure 64). These three constitute the total of available 
images where Athena take on a role within the scene that is equitable to the ‘female’ figure of the topos, as 
described by Lissarrague. 
50 Figure 3; Lissarrague (1989: Figure 64) 
51 See also Matheson (2005: 32). Although this does rest on the assumption that these pots were solely for 
Athenian usage, for outside of the Athenian context her symbolic currency as a polis can be brought into 
question. 
52 Bologna, Museo Civico Archeologico: PU273, BA 217210 which dates to the latter half of the 5th century B.C.  

Figure 3: Black-figure amphora, unattributed, with a warrior being given his 
second spear or javelin by Athena. Mid-6th century B.C. Sotheby, sale 
catalogue: 10-11.7.1989, 60-62, NO.171. 
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characterisation of Athena’s presence in such scenes, Athena does not take an active role in the 

departure as a mother/wife figure. In fact, the lack of any form of ritual practice being represented 

does raise the issue as to whether or not this scene should even be categorised as a departure scene 

at all. As the evidence stands to date, the goddess’ overall presence in departure scenes is miniscule, 

and the sole image within the classical period does not fit within the interpretation of Lissarrague. In 

fact, until more scenes are identified with Athena as an active participant, it is more accurate to 

describe her appearances as rare, if not anomalous. A more common depiction of the divine in the 

warrior departure motif comes in the guise of Nike, who is more likely to replace the role of the female 

figure of the scene.53 Nike appears in 18 departure scenes:54 she is most commonly depicted holding 

a phiale and/or an oinochoe, fulfilling the role of the mother/wife to pour the libations, with one 

exception that presents Nike on the opposite side of the vase to the female figure, and the goddess is 

in the process of handing the warrior his sword.55  

While it could be argued that Nike is in part a manifestation of Athena, and her presence constitutes 

possible evidence to support Lissarrague’s characterisation, this ignores three key elements. Firstly, 

Nike was a separate deity to Athena and while the Athenians merged the two in their worship, there 

is no evidence to suggest this was a Panhellenic synthesis.56  Secondly, even if it is accepted that Nike 

                                                           
 
53 Contra Crowley (2012: 99-100) who assigns Athena this role. 
54 Based on a search on the CVA/Beazley Pottery database using keywords WARRIOR AND DEPARTING AND 
NIKE/NIKAI - accurate on 5th September 2018.  
55 Athens, Benaki Museum: 38151, BA 9029956 
56 Hes. Th. 384 gives Nike a lineage not derived from Athena but from Pallas and Styx, Hom. Hymn Ares, 4 gives 
Ares as her father. Paus. 1.1.3, 5.11.1 tells us of different statues which placed Nike in the hands of Zeus rather 

Figure 4: Red-figure amphora, attributed to the painter of the Berlin Hydria. On the left is ‘Nike’ 
with a woman holding a staff, on the right is Iris preparing a libation for the warrior. Mid-5th 
century B.C. Berlin, Antikensammlung: F2264. 
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was a representation of Athena, it must similarly be accepted that she was not a manifestation of the 

goddess’ role as a polis patroness, but as the manifestation of victory, giving her an uneasy syncretism 

with the ideals of the polis. Thirdly, from a purely iconographical point of view there is no way to be 

sure that these winged women are indeed Nike. On seven different vases, another winged woman 

appears in the departure scene, in each one she is participating in the role of the mother/wife, in six 

of the seven she is holding a kerykeion which allows her to be identified as Iris, while on the seventh 

vase she is not holding her staff but is instead named.57 Figure 4 best exemplifies the difficulty with 

labelling a winged women Nike without further iconographic clues; as one side ostensibly shows Nike 

with a woman, and on the other side is Iris in the midst of a departure ritual. If Iris had been without 

the addition of the kerykeion, and there is one instance of this being so, it would be a reasonable 

assumption to identify the second winged women as Nike also.58 This raises the question is the other 

winged woman not meant to be considered Nike, but in fact Iris again, or yet another winged deity?59 

The very presence of Nike in a departure scene demands some explanation, with the most overt 

attempt being Matheson’s suggestion that the presence of Nike should change the reading of the 

scene to a dedication of, rather than a departure of, a warrior, making Nike the object of the 

dedication.60  However, this does not quite fit what we are seeing in the scene, where ‘Nike’ is making 

a dedication on behalf of the warrior as the mother/wife figure. Perhaps Iris, in her role as a messenger 

goddess, is a more natural fit in that she is aiding the warrior to communicate his libation to the gods, 

acting within the human realm and the divine simultaneously.61  This is a characterisation that can be 

found reflected within the Iliad, where Iris is actually portrayed in aiding a warrior’s libation and prayer 

reach the ears of the gods, a characteristic which is so far missing from the mythology of Nike.62  While 

the identification of the winged women from these scenes cannot be resolved here, it is suffice to say 

that her identification with Nike is not without its problems, and similarly she cannot be considered a 

reliable manifestation of Athena, nor indeed as an iconographic manifestation of the polis. 

                                                           
than Athena; see Sikes (1895: 280-283) who went as far as to argue that Nike should be automatically associated 
with Zeus rather than Athena.  
57 Holding kerykeion: Bari, Museo Archeologico Provinciale: TOMB11, BA 8482; Paris, Musee du Louvre: G165, 
BA 206952; London, British Museum: E275, BA 207126; Cambridge (MA), Harvard Univ., Arthur M. Sackler Mus: 
1925.30.130, BA 211593; Syracuse, Museo Arch. Regionale Paolo Orsi: 24644, BA 214056; Cambridge, Fitzwilliam 
Museum: GR11.1917, BA 214410. Named: Berlin, Antikensammlung: F2264, BA 200457. 
58 Berlin, Antikensammlung: F2264, BA 200457 
59 The number of candidates are many: Ananke, Eos, Eris, Psyche, Nemesis, Nyx. But perhaps another logical 
choice of symbol for these departure scenes, especially for beardless warriors, would be the deification of youth, 
Hebe: Neils (2004: 77) 
60 Matheson (1995: 207) 
61 Hom. Il. 2.786-806, 3.121, 8.397-398, 11.185, 15.53-57, 15.144, 18.166-168, 23.198-199, 24.77, 24.143-144; 
Hes. Th. 780-781; Ar. Av. 1196-1259; Plato, Crat., 408a-b 
62 Hom. Il. 23.198-210 
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Unlike Lissarrague’s Athena, the interpretations of Matheson and Pritchard, that a polis-centric 

ideology was being transmitted through the departure scenes, is not based on an additional icon, but 

from the presence of the hoplite himself. This interpretation assumes that there was a seamless 

continuity of military ideology between the oikos and the polis, which must be brought into question.  

The hoplite in these classical scenes is most often depicted as a solitary warrior, devoid of any military 

context other than the hoplite equipment he, or his mother, holds. The hoplite of these scenes is an 

individual, with full influential agency and involvement in all aspects of his experience. He and his oikos 

prepare him for battle, they organise his armour, they pour the libations and they part at the door.63 

This is particularly clear when an older element of the departure motif is included into the discussion. 

Whereas the classical scenes focus upon the literal moment of departure, like Figure 1, or an ‘arming-

scene’, the imagery of the late archaic period reflected a further ritual practice of the departing 

warrior and his oikos; hieroscopy.64  

A popular departure scene within the late archaic period, the reading of the liver and entrails, lost 

popularity as the departure scene became simplified in the classical era.65 It was replaced by the 

libation, which became the most popular form of iconographic acknowledgement on the religious rites 

involved in the departure. The variance between the two forms of ritual in the scene has not attracted 

much in the way of scholarly interest. The differences are subtle, but interesting with regard to the 

ideological projections of war, and of individual participation. The reading of the entrails gave the man 

control and input into his decision-making.66 The hoplite is depicted inspecting his own sacrifice, or 

else his father was, giving him and his oikos a semblance of influence on the future ahead.67 By playing 

this role he is enacting his duty to conduct religious rituals on behalf of his wife and children.68 This 

choice of iconography, by the vase painter, creates the illusion that military service was a decision 

agreed upon in the last instance; if the omens were not good then theoretically the man could excuse 

his absence.69  

                                                           
63 Athens, Benaki Museum: 38151, BA 9029956 
64 E.g. Brussels, Musees Royaux: R291, BA 320062; Cambridge, Fitzwilliam Museum: GR5.1917, BA 12716; Paris, 
Musee du Louvre: CA3277, BA 5730; Tarquinia, Museo Nazionale Tarquiniese: 640, BA 5728; London, British 
Museum: B171, BA 5725. While most hieroscopy scenes depict the reading of the liver (hepatoscopy), there were 
more signs to be found within the internal organs, as described by Aesch. PV. 493-495. For the Greek practice of 
hepatoscopy see Collins (2008: 319-345). 
65 See section 2.1. 
66 Lissarrague (1989: 48-50) 
67 See especially Wurzburg, Universitat, Martin von Wagner Mus.: HA120, BA 201654 for an archetypal image; 
Copenhagen, National Museum: 3241, BA 8570; Durand (1979/1990: 98-99). 
68 Aristot. Pol. 7.1336b 
69 There is no instance of this explicitly occurring, but the ritualistic situation most likely resulted in a positivist 
mentality for both the hoplite and his family, as they felt they had power and control over the incontrollable: 
that is, both fate and socially enforced military service. 
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Conversely, the libation offers a shift in emphasis. It is not an act of control over the future by reading 

it, but of a supplicatory dedication to a deity to look over the warrior.70 The oikos had no control over 

the fate of the warrior, but instead tried to influence a god or goddess to support the hoplite in being 

valiant.71 A point that becomes emphasised by the presence of Iris, whose role as messenger to and 

for the gods reinforces this narrative. This shift in ritual accentuation may reflect a shift in the socio-

military experience of the oikos as the classical period brought with it a more structured form of 

enlistment, exemplified through the katalogos.72 This new system called up men for hoplite service, 

making it harder to pretend that the hoplite or his oikos had any real influence in the decision for the 

individual to depart for war. The discontinuity of hieroscopic representation into the classical period 

does not dictate a discontinuity of practice. The shift in religious iconographic preference may reflect 

an oikos driven imperative for the head, or heir, of the family to survive in the face of the ever-growing 

casualty lists of war that faced many of the classical Greek poleis. 

The depiction of the hoplite as an individual, with personal control, and influential agency over the 

military sphere contrasts starkly with the military ideology of collective unity within the fighting force 

he must enter.73 The hoplite ideal, within the civic and military sphere, was one of collective identity 

within the phalanx. As will be more thoroughly discussed below, the individual had no influence in the 

religious rites enacted by the army he entered, he had minimal influence in the decision making for 

battle, and on the battlefield itself he had no identity beyond that of the collective formation he was 

part of. There were only two occasions within the military sphere that reflected something akin to the 

individualism that is revealed within these departure scenes: the awards of prizes for valour, and the 

naming of the war-dead. A prize was awarded for aristeia after the conclusion of battle, which 

normally constituted an individual receiving a hoplite panoply and a crown of olive leaves.74 However, 

the statistical likelihood of an individual receiving such recognition was minimal, and it seems even 

men deserving of the prize were known to be overlooked for reasons beyond the battlefield.75 

Therefore, while the existence of this prize must be accepted as a form of recognisable individualist 

                                                           
70 Xenophon (Ages. 11.2) articulates succinctly a difference in ritual motive between the sacrifice, with omen 
reading, and libations, with prayers: ‘[Agesilaus] offered more sacrifices when confident than prayers when in 
doubt.’ 
71 This view of prayer, articulated by Plato (Menex.247d), does not seem to assuage the mourning and loss felt 
by the women who lose their sons and husbands.   
72 The date for the implementation of the katalogos is contentious but seems in all probability to occur around 
the time of Cleisthenes, or after – as the reforms were vital to the undertaking of the katalogos system. See 
Christ (2001: 398-9); Crowley (2012: 27; and n.59). 
73 Crowley (2012: 65); van Wees (2004: 180-1). The trait of individual daring was admired by the Greeks, but it 
could not supersede the duty of the military group; see for instance Hdt. 9.71.3. 
74Plat. Resp. 468b-c; Menex. 240e-1a; Aeschin. 2.169. Pritchard (2010: 18); Crowley (2012: 119-120); Christ 
(2006: 110-111); Hamel 1998: 64-70). 
75 Plat. Symp. 220d-e 
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acknowledgement, its reach was largely symbolic and its impact on an, hitherto, unprized individual 

minimal. 

Returning to the individual identification of the war-dead on stelae; the concept of having a name 

inscribed permanently for all to see must epitomise a social acceptance of individual agency within 

battle.  Yet, these lists were laid out by tribe, some later examples show that chosen officers were 

given their military titles, and most importantly, the names of the war-dead were inscribed without 

any patronyms.76 With a lack of patronymic identity the individual is isolated for eternity within his 

military role, with his defining feature being the name of the tribe that had called him for duty. In 

essence, these lists denied the link between the hoplite and the oikos, defining the dead solely by his 

duty to Athens and his place within the tribe.77 The reversal also stands, that the oikos was refused 

any public recognition for the war-dead.78 This was the ethos of the polis: the hoplite stopped being a 

member of an oikos at the point he met at the mustering point, and he lost any recognised individuality 

unless he achieved greatness in battle or, more commonly, he died. At which point, his individual 

identity would be acknowledged as a name, but no more. Returning to the original question regarding 

the ideological representation of the polis in departure scenes: if we are to believe that the painted 

departure scenes under review were in any way reflecting this form of civic ideology, it must be 

expected that this polis-centrism be reflected beyond the circumstantial iconography of the hoplite 

himself. But it is not. 

 2.2.2 The Voice of the Oikos during a Departure 

While the artistic representations of the departure offer important evidence in ascertaining some of 

the rituals involved, and in identifying participants, they cannot express in words the emotions 

involved, this is only available from the few passages of literary evidence available. The most famous 

example, of a warrior departing from his oikos, is that of Hector in Book 6 of the Iliad. Yet, from a 

historical perspective, the Iliad, while undoubtedly influential, cannot be used in isolation as a reliable 

source for ascertaining thoughts and feelings during the classical period.79 However, there are two 

similar scenes that date from the classical period, although much shorter in length, which will benefit 

from a comparison and contrast with the Homeric masterpiece. The first scene appears in Xenophon’s 

Cyropaedia, an early 4th-century B.C. novel about Cyrus the Great, and shows the departure of 

Abradatas, king of Susa, from his wife Panthea.80 The second example comes from the lost Euripidean 

                                                           
76 Low (2010: 343); Osborne (2010: 248); Loraux (1986/2006: 52); Ridley (1979: 513) 
77 Agreeing with Loraux (1986/2006: 52). 
78 Discussed in more detail in section 4.3.2. 
79 Not least because of its final formulation dating somewhere in the 8th-7th century B.C. 
80 Xen. Cyr. 6.4.2-12 
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play Erectheus (written and performed c. 422 B.C.), which is partially quoted by the logographer 

Lycurgus in Against Leocrates.81 Lycurgus chose to quote a passage of speech by Praxithea, who 

describes her disgust for how some women act during their sons’ departure for war 

Neither piece of classical evidence is without its methodological difficulties. Abradatas’ departure is 

not actually from the home, as he had already left his home to join his captured wife with the army of 

Cyrus.82 Furthermore, the relationship between Abradatas and Panthea is romantically idealised, 

verging on a perfect and very rare marital paradigm, culminating in Panthea’s suicide over the body 

of her dead husband.83  More generally, the use of the Cyropaedia is never without its difficulties. It is 

very hard to discern fact from fiction, and in the case of this emotive scene, whether we are reading 

the ideals of a fictional writer, or the accurate projection of societal norms and values.84  Regarding 

Lycurgus, there is the question of whether his use of Euripides’ fragment is an accurate reflection of 

what Euripides intended when he wrote it as it lacks any of the original dramatic context.85 Yet, the 

manner in which both scenes approach and deal with the themes of departure are constructive in 

trying to explore the perspective of the oikos; even if what we discover is an idealistic construct of 

how our authors, or maybe even Athenian society, thought that the oikos should feel about it. 

The scene of Andromache and Hector is the longest of the three, and involves a highly emotive 

dialogue between wife and husband. For the sake of comparison, it is necessary to set out the main 

focal points of the Homeric scene. It is set by the Scaean Gates of Troy, just as Hector is about to re-

join the battle, and sees Andromache appeal to Hector not to go to battle because he will die.86 She 

makes reference to his role as a father and as a husband, exposing the oikos to his failure if he was to 

die and she captured, his son orphaned.87 To reiterate this, Andromache details how Achilles had 

destroyed her own family in war; adding greater, oikos-focussed, pathos by describing Hector as a 

father to her, a mother, a brother, as well as her virile lover.88 Finally she begs him to stay on the 

ramparts and defend the walls, offering observations of the Achaean assaults in a bid to convince him 

of the dangers.89 Hector’s reply explicitly states that he too had shared these thoughts.90 But his 

concern lay with the views of the Trojan people, the shame of not fighting and of cowardice. His 

                                                           
81 Lyc. 1.100 = Eur. Erechth. fr. 50 Austin. 
82 Xen. Cyr. 6.1.45-47 
83 Oost (1977: 231, 234, 235) 
84 Stadter (1991: 461-464) 
85 Tsagalis (2007: 11)  
86 Hom. Il. 6.406-410 
87 Hom. Il. 6.408, 432 
88 Hom. Il. 6.429-430 
89 Hom. Il. 6.421-439 
90 Hom. Il. 6.441. Trans. Lattimore (1951 [Adapted]): ἦ καὶ ἐμοὶ τάδε πάντα μέλει γύναι. “My wife, I have also 
been concerned by all of this.” 
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personal worry lay not with the fall of Troy, the death of his father, nor of his brothers, but with the 

fate of his wife:  

“But may I be dead and the piled earth hide me under I learn of your capture by way of your 

cries.”91  

The dialogue is broken by an intimate moment between the pair and their baby son, who becomes 

frightened by his father’s helmet.92 Hector takes off his helm and plays with Astyanax, before kissing 

him and praying to Zeus that the child would become far greater than himself, and that he would 

delight the heart of his mother.93 When the child is returned to Andromache, Hector finally gives her 

a caressing touch as she is smiling through her tears.94 Hector must eventually send Andromache away 

so that he may depart, but he himself lingers, watching them walk away and delaying his own 

departure.95 

The common links between Homer’s scene and that of Xenophon’s has already received scholarly 

attention, however no emphasis has yet been placed on what this comparison may reveal about the 

military departure.96  Xenophon appears to invert the Homeric scene purposefully, attempting to 

rebalance the role played by Andromache with a more ideal portrayal of a woman.97 The departure 

takes place in Cyrus’ military camp, following the King’s decision to face the Assyrians in battle, and 

Abradatas’ own decision to take position in the most dangerous area of the battlefield.98 The parting 

occurs within the narrative sandwiched between Cyrus making a sacrifice, and then receiving his 

positive omens, adding an emotive dimension to a common military process.99 Gera seems correct in 

her assertion that the scene appears to begin indoors, with complete privacy, although Xenophon 

does not make this explicit.100 It begins with a Homeric-style arming scene, in which Panthea gives 

Abradatas a new, golden panoply which she had bought with her own personal jewellery; although 

she denies this to him when questioned.101 Like Andromache, Panthea is shown in tears, failing in her 

                                                           
91 Hom. Il. 6.464-465. Trans. Lattimore (1951 [Adapted]): ἀλλά με τεθνηῶτα χυτὴ κατὰ γαῖα καλύπτοι πρίν γέ τι 
σῆς τε βοῆς σοῦ θ᾽ ἑλκηθμοῖο πυθέσθαι.  
92Hom. Il.  6.466-470 
93 Hom. Il. 6.471-481 
94 Tears: Hom. Il. 6.405, 484, 496 
95 Hom. Il. 6.515. The lingering of Andromache is implied by the verb used to describe her as she walks back to 
the house: ἐντροπαλίζομαι (turn around repeatedly): Hom. Il. 6.490. 
96 Valla (1922: 120-1); Gera (1993: 235-237); Trenkner (1958: 26); Hilton (2005:61); Tatum (1989: 179-180); 
Santoni (2014: 365) 
97 Valla (1922: 121) 
98 Xen. Cyr. 6.3.35-37. Abradatas volunteers to face the Egyptian phalanx, and even though Cyrus decides to cast 
lots, Abradatas still wins the right to take the position. 
99 Beck (2007: 393) similarly suggests that this simultaneous presentation of the two scenes presents a holy 
element to the couple’s final parting. 
100 Gera (1993: 238) 
101 Xen. Cyr. 6.4.3 
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attempts to hide them.102 The scene moves outside, with Abradatas holding the reins of his chariot, 

where Panthea sends her servants away for more privacy. In this private, intimate moment, Xenophon 

puts the sentiment of Hector’s reply into the mouth of his own ‘Andromache’.103 Panthea professes 

her love for Abradatas and uses words that echo Hector’s quoted above:104  

“I would far rather go down into the earth with you, if you show yourself a valiant man, than 

live disgraced with one disgraced.”105 

Panthea’s concern is not the survival of her husband, as Andromache’s was, nor the impact of his 

death on their oikos, but on the honourable actions of Abradatas in battle, and him repaying the 

honour bestowed upon them by Cyrus.106 Contrary to Hector’s famous rebuke to his wife, that war 

shall be the concern of men, Abradatas is in awe of his wife’s exhortation.107 He prays to Zeus, like 

Hector did, that he, rather than Astyanax, would live up to the reputation that precedes him, in this 

case the honourable actions of Panthea.108 Then the dialogue is broken by him entering the chariot, 

where the roles revert back to the Homeric prototype. Panthea, not knowing how she could kiss him 

good-bye, kisses the chariot and then follows behind as Abradatas begins to ride off, delaying the 

departure for as long as possible.109 When she is noticed by her husband, he turns to her and bids her 

farewell before ordering her back, where she is hidden from view by her servants. 

Xenophon’s scene is a careful allusion to Homer, while at the same time a purposeful manipulation of 

the motif. As Valla argued, Panthea appears, on the surface at least, to be a rebalance for the less than 

honourable actions – to the eyes of classical Greece – of Andromache.110  This is reinforced by the 

fates of both heroines: the death of Hector leads to Andromache being captured and taken as a 

                                                           
102 Xen. Cyr. 6.4.3 with Santoni (2014: 364). 
103 As Gera (1993: 236) interestingly notes, this use of privacy to not exchange final words of intimacy contrasts 
with Andromache’s regrets for not having such an opportunity (Hom. Il. 24. 744-745). 
104 A similarity also noted by Santoni (2014: 365). However, contrary to Santoni, it is incorrect to presume that 
this speech is intended to echo the reputations of Spartan women, who were famously said to have urged their 
fighting men to return with their shield or on it. There are two reasons why this is the case: 1) the Spartans were 
buried on the battlefield, so Plutarch’s famous maxim (Plut. Apophth. Lac. 241F 4.) is not relevant to the classical 
period; 2) Xenophon never makes any mention of Spartan women urging their men on in this way, in fact he 
expresses disappointment in their behaviour when they are faced by war: Xen. Hell. 6.5.28. The closest parallel 
is between Panthea and Andromache/Hector, and it is the distortion of the Homeric scene by which this episode 
should be aligned. 
105 Xen. Cyr. 6.4.6. Trans. Miller (1914 [Adapted]): ἦ μὴν ἐγὼ βούλεσθαι ἂν μετὰ σοῦ ἀνδρὸς ἀγαθοῦ γενομένου 
κοινῇ γῆν ἐπιέσασθαι μᾶλλον ἢ ζῆν μετ᾽ αἰσχυνομένου αἰσχυνομένη.  
106 Gera (1993: 236-7). On Panthea’s almost obsessive compulsion to talk about Cyrus with Abradatas see Gera 
(1993: 233). 
107 Hom. Il. 6.493: πόλεμος δ᾽ ἄνδρεσσι μελήσει. Xen. Cyr. 6.4.8: ἀγασθεὶς τοῖς λόγοις. 
108 Xen. Cyr. 6.4.9. For a different comparison between the two prayer scenes see Tatum (1991: 180) and Gera 
(1993: 237). 
109 As opposed to Hector who delays his own departure. Xen. Cyr. 6.4.10 with Gera (1993: 238). 
110 Valla (1922: 120-1) 
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mistress for Neoptolemus, bearing three new children;111 whereas Panthea held Abradatas’ dead body 

on the battlefield and then chose to kill herself. Seemingly the ideal-Athenian wife, Panthea of Susa 

extolls the virtues of manhood to her husband, she fully supports his role in war, she feels the 

necessary emotions and sadness expected of a woman but does not let it affect her duty, and she 

offers the final sacrifice of herself as a way of following the honourable actions of her beloved. 

However, something Valla did not consider is that Xenophon dramatically shatters this illusion when 

Panthea and Cyrus the Great have their one, and only, conversation.112 Cyrus finds her on the 

battlefield cradling the dismembered body of Abradatas and, while saddened, he describes Abradatas’ 

bravery and loyalty, the sort of traits that Panthea urged her husband to possess at their departure. 

Panthea, however, has completely reversed her thoughts on war, and finds no comfort in these 

words.113  She blames herself for prevailing upon him the need to show himself a virtuous man, and a 

good servant to Cyrus.114 In turn, she apportions blame to Cyrus, as ultimately the cause of her 

husband’s death. She damns the military ideology that she had been holding aloft in awe of her 

husband, declaring that while he has died a blameless death, she, who urged him toward it, sat there 

alive and well, and by implication Cyrus also. Thus, Xenophon presents two distinct elements of a 

departure from the oikos, symbolised here by Panthea as the wife. On the one hand he shows the 

ideal wife, the sort of woman that Pericles was calling for in his funerary oration: one who cared for 

the military reputation of her husband or sons, who considered his honour over her own, and one 

who considered the authority of the state/ruler as paramount.115 On the other hand, Panthea is 

reduced to the emotional hardships faced by Andromache at the point where the harsh realities of 

war finally face her.116 Xenophon’s inversion of the departure scene amplifies the emotional power of 

this realisation for Panthea: that all of this military ideology, and her part in its dissemination, has been 

the cause of Abradatas’ death and ultimately her pain.117 

The third source under review, Euripides’ Erechtheus, highlights very similar themes to Homer and 

Xenophon, but presents the cognitive dissonance between civic duty and familial love within two 

                                                           
111 Son of the Achilles, the man responsible for the demise of her own paternal household: Pausanias 1.11.1. 
112 Xen. Cyr. 7.3.8-14. Gera (1993: 240) 
113 Gera (1993: 241). cf. Nadon (2001: 156-7); Santoni (2014: 368). 
114 An act that she describes as her folly, Xen. Cyr. 7.3.10: ἡ μώρα πολλὰ. 
115 Thuc. 2.44. For analysis on this passage see section 4.2.2. 
116 I remain unconvinced by Nadon’s (2001: 156) attempt to portray Panthea as manipulatively constructing this 
scene, knowing long in advance of its inevitability. Nadon does not consider the contrast between the 
experiences of Panthea and Andromache, and is perhaps overly cynical regarding the bond between Panthea 
and Abradatas. See also Santoni (2014: 368) who describes Panthea as returning to the conventional female role 
within these scenes when the realities of war finally affect her. 
117 For a very different reading of this novella, and of Panthea, see Stadter (1991: 484) who considers Panthea 
to be contrasted with Croesus’ personal description of becoming a wife, following his defeat by Cyrus. Stadter’s 
Panthea defines a different king of wife, one whose true happiness is founding in encouraging virtue in herself 
and others. Stadter does not approach the apparent turn in her views, which appear after Abradatas’ death. 
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separate people, rather than as an inner turmoil within one character. In a speech made by the mythic 

Queen Praxithea, after consenting to the sacrifice of her daughter for the sake of victory in battle, 

Euripides seemingly defines the patriotic Athenian woman.118 For Praxithea, she bore children to 

protect the altars of Athens, which she deems the greatest of all the poleis.119 She emphasises that 

the sacrifice of one child would mean the saving an entire population of autochthones, and compares 

the decision to that of a woman’s sons leaving for war. 120 If Praxithea had sons she would send them 

to war to stand out among other men, unafraid of their fate or impending death. 121 To cement her 

ideological stance on motherhood she describes the daughter she gave in sacrifice as not hers, except 

by birth.122 Within this rhetoric, Praxithea breaks from her personal, hypothetical, narrative to 

describe the type of women she hates, the type of woman who does not live by these lofty ideals: 

“A mother’s tears, whenever they send children off, have made women out of many men 

heading for battle: I hate women who prefer to have their children live and give them bad 

advice rather than what is good.”123 

Contrary to the first two scenes discussed above, the Praxithea speech emphasises the role of the 

mother, rather than that of the wife, in a warrior’s departure. What is clear from even this one 

fragment is that Praxithea is not meant to be considered as expounding a common view held by the 

women in her world, nor by extension the views of the women in the world of Euripides’ audience. 

She derides the tears of a mother sending her son to do his duty; tears that she herself would not shed 

for her own daughter. Within this speech, Praxithea, much like Panthea, and Hector before her, seems 

to be claiming that the ‘state’ superseded the concerns of the family. But, unlike Panthea and Hector, 

within this fragment there is no evidence of any inner turmoil over this ideological stance.124 The 

emotions of the departure that have been seen in the tears of Andromache and Panthea, the lingering 

of Hector, and the prolonged goodbye of Panthea, are not found with Praxithea. In fact, these 

emotions define the sort of woman she hates. Her speech reflects the first set of views given by 

Panthea, and the ideological view of contemporary Athens; that honour, acting well in battle, and 

                                                           
118 Loraux (1998: 13-14) describes Praxithea as more of an ‘Athenian’ than a mother. For similar views see 
Papadopolou (2008: 64); Christ (2006: 83). 
119 Eur. Erechth. fr. 50 Austin, 15 
120 Autochthones: Eur. Erechth. fr. 50 Austin, 1-21; esp. 16-21. Sons: Eur. Erechth. fr. 50 Austin, 22-27. 
121 Eur. Erechth. fr. 50 Austin, 25-6 
122 Eur. Erechth. fr. 50 Austin, 38-39 
123 Eur. Erechth. fr. 50 Austin, 28-31. Trans. Worthington et al. (2001 [Adapted]): τὰ μητέρων δὲ δάκρυ᾽ ὅταν 
πέμπῃ τέκνα, πολλοὺς ἐθήλυν᾽ εἰς μάχην ὁρμωμένους. μισῶ γυναῖκας αἵτινες πρὸ τοῦ καλοῦ ζῆν παῖδας εἵλοντ᾽ 
ἢ παρῄνεσαν κακά. 
124 We do not have the play in full, so no major conclusion can be made about Praxithea as a character in this 
regard. 
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dying for ‘the cause’ were the prime markers by which warriors should be judged.125 However, in her 

characterisations of the ‘other’ mothers, we see a continuation of Andromache’s pleas to her husband. 

These mothers see off their sons with tears in their eyes, and with final pleas to stay alive no matter 

the cost, just as Hector was begged to stay on the walls. In these four lines, Euripides creates a 

miniature Homeric scene so that his character can attack the type of sentiment expressed by 

Andromache. This raises the important question, why? 

Lycurgus, who gives us the largest fragment of this scene, considered this speech to be a great example 

worthy of emulation and capable of instilling patriotism.126 Is this the image that Euripides appears to 

be creating, the perfect example of civic ideology being expressed by the words and actions of a wife 

and mother? Was his Praxithea meant to be a homage to the strength of the women of Athens?127 

Ultimately, the answer must be no. What Lycurgus chose to omit from his speech is as revealing as 

what he chose to quote. For the sacrifice of Praxithea’s daughter was not enough to save her husband, 

Erechtheus, nor did it stop Poseidon from almost destroying Athens, but for the intervention of 

Athena.128 In fact, Praxithea’s proclamation that the sacrifice will save her, Erectheus and their two 

remaining daughters is steeped in dramatic irony; for not only does Erechtheus die in battle, but the 

two daughters also commit suicide. This certainly implies, in line with Pucci, that the audience of 

Euripides may have been shocked by what they were hearing, rather than motivated by its overt 

manifestation of a civic ideology.129 It is pertinent to observe that, like Panthea during Abradatas’ 

departure scene, Praxithea is yet to be influenced by the impact of the ideology which she is 

articulating. Firstly, she is yet to feel the impact of her husband’s death, and the ultimate fruitlessness 

of her motherly sacrifice. Secondly, Praxithea is hypothesising about a scenario she will never 

experience. She does not have sons to send off to war, and so cannot understand the emotional pain 

that is expressed during the departure scenes she criticises so vehemently. In fact, the women that 

Praxithea hates are portrayed in the same vein as both Andromache throughout the departure, and 

Panthea while indoors, and later when holding Abradatas’ body. Therefore, what Praxithea embodies 

is an antithesis to the normative behaviour of the woman, whether mother or wife, during a warrior 

departure. 

2.3 Joining the Muster 

                                                           
125 Pucci (2016: 100-1) 
126 Lyc. 1.100: τὸ τὴν πατρίδα φιλεῖν. 
127 Sissa and Detienne (1989 :245): ‘la force des femmes d’Athènes’. cf. Loraux (1998: 14). 
128 Apoll. Bibl. 3.15.4. Lefkowitz (2016: 86); Pucci (2016: 101). 
129 Pucci (2016: 102) 
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Once a hoplite had departed from his home and family, he began the second stage of his departure, 

one that saw him join his comrades in arms, before departing from the polis as part of a united military 

force. However, the hoplite and his comrades did not initiate the military departure at this reference 

point, but rather joined an active mechanism that had already begun preparing for departure; the final 

stage of which was the mustering of the men. To understand this last stage of a hoplite’s departure, 

from his civic setting, it is necessary to set out an overview of the mobilising system he joined. For the 

purpose of this topic, there are two key elements: the call to arms, and the muster itself. Once a broad 

image of this process has been established, an examination into the army’s departure, and the rituals 

involved in that departure, can occur. Finally, having established how a hoplite was called up for 

service, how and where he mustered, and what rituals took place on behalf of the army as a whole 

before departure, it can be asked to what extent this military departure differed from the domestic 

one discussed above, both in terms of ideology and personal participation. 

2.3.1. The Mobilisation 

A large, complex socio-political system such as the classical Athenian polis required a systematic 

process by which it could mobilise its forces, which were drawn from all over the large region of Attica. 

During the classical period, Athens utilised three forms of mobilisation: 1) the katalogos – a system of 

enlistment based on a theoretically fair distribution of commitment from all ten of the Athenian tribes; 

2) the mass levy (pandemei/panstratia) – a general call to arms for all men obliged to serve; and 3) a 

late 4th century replacement of the katalogos, which called men to arms by age-groups. 130 Within all 

three systems, selection liability was automatic, ostensibly based upon Solon’s property-classes.131 

The poorest class of the Athenian citizenry, the thetes, were the exception to this rule, for they rowed 

in the navy or else served as light infantry and there is still no concrete evidence to suggest that either 

form of military service was subject to a mandatory summons.132 The zeugitai were a landholding, 

leisure-class, and were expected to serve as hoplites.133 The hippeis were wealthier still and, as their 

                                                           
130 It is often stated that there were only two forms of mobilisation, and the mass levy is omitted as a formal 
mobilisation. See Hamel (1998: 23-28), Christ (2001: 408-409), and Crowley (2012: 27). However, as shall be 
explored in section 2.3.2, the Athenians were capable of overriding their slow katalogos through a specific 
procedure of notification, making it an institutional form of mobilisation; contra Pritchard (2010: 10-11). For 
analysis of the fighting capabilities of the forces brought together by these three forms of mobilisation see 
Crowley (2012: 27, 34-5). 
131 Arist. [Ath. Pol.] 7.3-4, Pol. 3.1274a; Thuc. 6.43.1; Lys. 21.5-10; Plut. Sol. 18.1-2. However, scholars have 
recently shown that these neat categorisations do not always appear in our sources. See Pritchard (2010: 23-
27) and his extensive bibliography therein. 
132 Cf Valdés Guía & Gallego (2010: 259-260) who acknowledge that the thetes were not subject to the 
katalogos, but argue that they were still obliged to serve, following Gabrielson (2002). The issue of 
conscription lists being used for naval participation, discussed by both papers, is an interesting hypothesis, but 
is formulated by assumptions based on historical precedent using later sources. 
133 Van Wees (2004: 55-6); Crowley (2012: 23) cf. Rosivach (2002:33-43), with criticisms from Crowley 
(2012:143 n.6). See also Valdés Guía & Gallego (2010: 257-281) who question the leisure-status of all zeugitai. 
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name suggests, were expected to serve as cavalry. The richest of the classes were the 

pentacosiomedimnoi, who held a social expectation to reinvest their wealth into the Athenian military 

by becoming a trierarchos to a trireme, which they would sponsor for a year.134 

As van Wees has persuasively argued, this rigid system would not have been capable of producing the 

large numbers of hoplites that Athens possessed, especially at the start of the Peloponnesian War, 

when it could boast almost 30,000.135 Van Wees originally calculated that the formal criteria for the 

status of a zeugitai would have necessitated a farm of approximately 22 acres, thus an area the size 

of Attica could only facilitate 10,000 suitably sized farmsteads.136 Recently, van Wees has re-assessed 

this estimate and increased it to 30 acres as a bare minimum for classification as a zeugitai, bringing 

the number of estimated zeugitai down further still.137 These figures are simply incongruent with the 

hoplite-strength that was available to Athens during the classical period.138  

There is, however, an inherent flaw within van Wees’ calculations, for he overlooks the issue that one 

farm may have been supporting more than one warrior. Knowing that Athens used its youngest and 

eldest hoplites for garrison duty, the age disparity between them being anywhere up to forty years, it 

is not implausible that father and son(s) were being simultaneously drawn into a legally obligated 

military service, determined by the ownership of a single property.139 In Lysias’ For Polystratus, the 

speaker defends the actions of his father as a member of the 400, and in so doing outlines the military 

career of Polystratus’ sons, himself included.140 Based on this testimony, the house of Polystratus had 

three young men serving in Sicily, Attica and the Hellespont concurrently. Two of these sons, we are 

informed, were part of the Athenian cavalry, and while there is no verification of the third son’s 

manner of service, it is not unreasonable to presume he was likewise a cavalryman. The speaker goes 

on to state that the large estate, one capable of maintaining these three military men, was built upon 

                                                           
134 Van Wees (2004: 56); Crowley (2012: 23). On the qualifications of the pentacosiomedimnoi as a class, 
without reference to the military obligations, see Rosivach (2005: 597-601). 
135 Van Wees (2004: 55-6); Thuc. 2.13.6-7. Thucydides describes 13,000 heavy-infantry (ὁπλίτας) that could 
enter the field, and a further 16,000 drawn from the oldest and youngest conscripts, and qualifying metics, 
who were used for garrisoning outposts, and also for guard duty in Athens itself. The number given by 
Thucydides has been subject to much scholarly attention, due to the disparity in number between the first-tier 
and second-tier troops, see Dow (1961: 67 n.2) and Hansen (1981) for a historiographical overview and 
assessment. The importance here is that all of these hoplites needed to be able to sustain the necessary 
income to both afford, and qualify for, hoplitic service.  
136 Van Wees (2004: 55-6). Of course, this assessment purposefully ignores the land also needed to maintain 
the wealth of the two richer property-classes. 
137 van Wees (2013: 230-231) 
138 For further discussion see below. For Athenian hoplite figures during this period see Tables 1 and 2. 
139 Obligation for hoplite service was between the ages of 18 and 59, with the age categories of 18-19 and 40-
59 usually excused from field duty.  Arist. [Ath. Pol.] 53.4. Christ (2001: 404); Hansen (1988: 23); Pritchard 
(2010: 22).  
140 Lys. 20.26-29 
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Polystratus’ skilful farming.141 But the Spartan invasions of Attica took that income away, inciting the 

sons to perform great acts in war. This direct link between the loss of Polystratus’ financial fortune 

and the son’s actions in war, allied with the concerns of the speaker for the estate, suggests that some, 

if not all, of these three sons were living on the income of this one farm. The military costs of three 

sons was not unmanageable for such a farm, and we hear from Demosthenes of another estate that 

needed to be split between five sons, many of which would have been militarily active at the same 

time, and all of which would have needed sustaining by the single oikos until they had established 

their own.142 Isaeaus similarly describes two sons of military age serving in Thrace under Iphicrates, 

one of whom is then adopted into the oikos of Menecles before being married off.143 While Isaeaus’ 

speech is late in the period, it reflects the same logistical reality: that a single oikos would frequently 

be responsible for the maintenance of more than one hoplite. Yet, while van Wees’ arguments are 

flawed, it is still hard to explain where an extra 20,000 men could have appeared. 

Van Wees’ solution to this numerical quandary comes in the form of his concept of the ‘working-class’ 

hoplite, by which the hoplite numbers were swelled by the thetes.144 In addition to supplementation 

from below, hoplite figures would have seen recruitment from the higher property-classes as well. 

The reasons for this were varied, not least because the military service expected of the two richest 

classes were based on an assumed assessment of real wealth, but of course each of these men would 

have had varied forms of outgoings based on unforeseen factors, such as their dependents.  

Alternatively, there may have been a social allure to being a part of the hoplite phalanx, and the desire 

to serve in the most prestigious element of the Athenian military was motivation enough for some of 

the richer citizens.145 Therefore, while the evidence is not yet conclusive, it seems reasonable to 

observe that the system by which the muster was announced, the rigid system of class identification, 

did not in all likelihood match perfectly the demographics of those who appeared for muster.  

2.3.2 The Mechanism of the Muster 

As a system of mobilisation, the katalogos was the most prolific in Athens, so it shall form the basis of 

this analysis; however, the two remaining systems will be discussed as forms of contrast at relevant 

                                                           
141 Lys. 20.33 
142 Dem. 43.19 
143 Isae. 2.6-11 
144 van Wees (2004: 55). See also Pritchard (2010: 24-25) on the use of the word thetes to describe volunteer 
warriors. 
145 Crowley (2012: 23, 100-104). For a different interpretation of Athenian ‘motivations’ to serve in the military 
see Christ (2004: 45-86), (2001: 399), who emphasises the presence of draft evasion and cowardly behaviour 
present in the sources. 
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points of divergence.146 An Athenian army was not permanently mustered, waiting to be called upon 

when the need arose; its very existence needed to first be agreed upon by the Assembly. Once the 

Assembly had voted to raise a force of a set size, they appointed a commanding strategos, or at times 

strategoi, from the ten strategoi that held office that year.147 The appointed general was then 

responsible for the recruitment process, beginning a distinct four-stage process of mobilisation.148 

The army was drawn from the ten Cleisthenic tribes, each of which was to be led by a taxiarchos. 

These taxiarchoi aided the strategos with the compilation of conscription lists of hoplites required to 

serve for their respective tribes, possibly further aided by the tribal strategos who held office.149 The 

original source of these lists has been the subject to in-depth historical enquiry, with a common 

consensus beginning to appear that the katalogos was not a central register, but the synthesis of 

numerous katalogoi.150 This still raises the question of origin; where was the information held from 

which these tribal lists could be formulated? The tribe itself was simply too large and too disparate, 

split as it was by its three trittyes – one from the urban centre, one from the countryside, and one 

from the coast. Neither the tribe nor the trittyes were socially cohesive enough to establish such a 

detailed and updated format of registration for its members.151 It is for this reason that the tribe’s 

smallest political element, the deme, has been identified as the most likely source, and the original 

source of information being found in the deme register: the lexiarchikon grammateion.152 Once the 

strategos recevied these smaller conscription lists, he was now capable of compiling the katalogoi for 

his campaign, with the added assistance of the personal knowledge from his tribal representatives, 

the taxiarchoi, or possibly by notations from the demarchos who supplied the list of demesmen.153 

The second phase of mobilisation was the notification to those who had been listed for service. The 

current historical explanation for this notification is not without its difficulties. Each of the ten tribal 

katalogoi were placed under their respective eponymous hero’s statue, at the Eponymoi monument 

in the agora.154 These lists would have been written on erasable whitened boards, and must have 

                                                           
146 My great debt to Christ’s model (2001) of the katalogos will be self-evident, with only small divergences of 
source analysis being dwelled on herein. 
147 For the prescription of army size Hamel (1998: 25, 201-203) with Xen. Hel 1.1.34 and Thuc. 6.26.1. 
148 Hamel (1998: 23-31); Christ (2001: 399) 
149 Lys. 16.16. Christ (2001: 400), Crowley (2012: 27-29), MacDowell (1994: 155). This form of collaboration 

was mirrored by the cavalry lists, which were drawn up by the hipparchoi, with the aid of phylarchoi.  Lys. 16.6-

7, with Bugh (1988: 53-5, 169-173), (1982: 23-32), and Christ (2001: 400, n.8). For the question of whether the 

notion of the tribal strategos continued throughout the classical period see Hamel (1998: 84-87). 
150 Hansen (1981: 24-26); Christ (2001: 400-403); Crowley (2012: 28) 
151 Jones (1999: 169-172), (1995: 504); Crowley (2012: 29) 
152 Christ (2001: 401); Sekunda (1992: 324); Crowley (2012: 29); Bakewell (2007a: 90-93) 
153 Christ (2001: 401), Crowley (2012: 30) 
154 Ar. Av. 450; Peace, 1179-1184. Shear Jr. (1970: 145, 204, n.88); Christ (2001: 403), Crowley (2012: 30); 
Bakewell (2007a: 92-93) 
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specified details such as the mustering point, the relevant date and time, as well as the amount of 

personal rations to bring.155 However, only one third of each tribe lived in the city, and Christ rightly 

questioned the likelihood of hoplites, living in the wider proximities of Attica, coming to Athens simply 

to check a list.156 Christ tried to resolve this issue; he suggested a logical solution by which notification 

was taken to the demes via heralds.157 Yet, each of the strands of evidence he uses to support this 

hypothesis do not actually completely support his argument, but rather, highlight that this method of 

notification produced a speedily mobilised pandemei, rather than the slow, methodical process that 

Christ imagines the katalogos to be.158 Lamachus, in Aristophanes’ Peace, was ordered by a herald to 

muster some troops, in order to deal with marauders on the Attic borders. Plutarch’s Phocion was 

ordering an unusual muster of men up to the age of sixty, by way of a heralds, at a purposefully fast 

pace so as to unsettle his crowd, which he succeeded in doing.159 Andocides was discussing the use of 

heralds in an emergency muster within Athens. The only exception is the passage Christ cites from 

Aristophanes’ Clouds. The meaning of this passage is, unfortunately, uncertain, due to its poetic 

contrast between the heraldic proclamation that had just been made, that peace was going to be 

released, and a non-specified summons to war. For this dramatic contrast to work, the herald’s 

proclamation needed to be conceptually congruent with a real life form of notification for 

mobilisation, which has already been shown to be true in states of emergency or, at least, states of 

rapid mobilisation. It is also noteworthy that, contrary to Christ’s solution, not one of these examples 

is depicting a herald calling the men to read the katalogoi, but are instead the call to arms.  

Another possibility is that the summons to read the katalogoi were made by salpinx-calls, but this 

suggestion has similar uncertainties.160 One piece of evidence comes from the same section in 

Andocides’ speech in reference to the salpinx, which has already been discussed as making reference 

to a state of emergency. Furthermore, the relevant passage only states that the hippeis were called 

by salpinx to their mustering point, after dark, not the hoplites, or the army as a whole.161 The second 

substantial piece of evidence can be found in Bachhylides’ Ode to Theseus: 

‘King of sacred Athens, lord of the luxuriously-living Ionians, why has the bronze-belled 

trumpet just now sounded a war song?  

                                                           
155 Crowley (2012: 30) 
156 Christ (2001: 403-4), followed by Crowley (2012: 30). This observation is supported by a comic scene in Ar. 
Peace, 1181-4, which depicts a hoplite from the countryside in tears after finding out, by chance, that he was 
due for service the following day. 
157 Christ (2001: 404) citing Ar. Peace 311–12, Ach. 1083; Plu. Phoc. 24.4, Andoc. 1.45. 
158 Christ (2001: 408) 
159 Obligatory military service in Athens ended at age 60, however men over the age of 50 were usually exempt 
from active field duty. See n.139. 
160 Christ (2001: 404), using Krentz (1991: 114-116). 
161 Andoc. 1.45. For more on this passage see section 2.3.3. 
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Does some enemy of our land beset our borders, leading an army? Or are evil-plotting 

robbers, against the will of the shepherds, rustling our flocks of sheep by force? What is it that 

tears your heart?’162 

In these two instances, it can be seen that the salpinx was deployed in states of emergency, or 

situations requiring a rapid response. Bacchylides’ speaker only associates this bugle sound with 

enemies at the border, or sheep rustling marauders, not anything akin to an Assembly-sanctioned 

muster and campaign outside of Attica. This interpretation of the salpinx’s usage is supported by 

Christ’s other sources;163 Demosthenes describes its use during a state of emergency following the fall 

of Elatea, and Polyaenus describes its use during a state of emergency due to an anticipated attack by 

the Thebans.164 So the image that emerges, from the use of heralds and the salpinx, is not that they 

were frequently used, nor that they were used to advise men to check the katalogoi, but that they 

were employed for a particular attribute that they gave to the muster – speed. Additionally, these 

examples of fast messages for mobilisation all have a further facet in common: their sources do not 

mention the katalogoi, and fit best with our understanding of the mass levy. The mass levy, of course, 

did not require any discernment of liability for service and, therefore, a mass form of notification 

would suffice. 

Unfortunately, there is no evidence yet available which supports any other hypothesis for how 

notification was announced to the men. Realistically, each deme only needed one person to go and 

collect the list of names, before returning and informing the relevant demesmen.165 In theory this 

could have been anyone, but one would expect that the same person, or the position that person held, 

was given the responsibility. The most logical candidate would be the deme’s member at the boule, 

who had more reason to be in Athens regularly.166 This solution would also save the agora from 

becoming a scene of chaos anytime the katalogoi were listed, as it would have prevented 13,000 men 

from descending upon the Eponymoi at a moment’s notice. While this suggestion can only remain 

theoretical, it would present the use of heralds and trumpets, which we do read about in the sources, 

as a different system that sped up the entire process and fits with our understanding of the pandemei. 

                                                           
162 Bacchyl. 18.1-11.Trans. D.A. Svarlien (1991): βασιλεῦ τᾶν ἱερᾶν Ἀθανᾶν,τῶν ἁβροβίων ἄναξ Ἰώνων, τί νέον 
ἔκλαγε χαλκοκώδων σάλπιγξ πολεμηΐαν ἀοιδάν; ἦ τις ἁμετέρας χθονὸς δυσμενὴς ὅρι᾽ ἀμφιβάλλει 
στραταγέτας ἀνήρ; ἢ τί τοι κραδίαν ἀμύσσει; ἢ λῃσταὶ κακομάχανοι ποιμένων ἀέκατι μήλων σεύοντ᾽ ἀγέλας 
βίᾳ; ἢ τί τοι κραδίαν ἀμύσσει; 
163 Christ (2001: 404) 
164 Dem. 18.169; Polyaen. 3.9.20 
165 For the importance of the deme in Athenian mobilisation see 1.3. 
166 Following the suggestion by Peter Liddel, related in Crowley (2012: 149 n102). 
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Governed by the power of the Assembly, this secondary system could bypass the usual, slow katalogos 

that was reliant on the movements of these individuals, and speed the entire process up.  

2.3.3 Locations of the Muster 

The third stage of mobilisation, the granting of exemptions, is not relevant to the discussion here, as 

the departure of a hoplite necessitates him being present in the army.167 The fourth stage of 

mobilisation was the muster itself. Frustratingly, there is no unique ancient Greek term for the 

mustering of an army. Thucydides, for instance, uses the various cognates and compounds of ἀθροίζω 

(to gather together, collect), and σύλλογος (assembly, meeting), to describe the gathering of an army 

together.168 However, these terms do not exclusively describe the mustering of an army before 

departure.169 Sophocles uses the term ἀφορμή (starting-point) to describe the gathering point of an 

army, as does Diodorus on one occasion, but again neither instance distinguishes itself as being the 

mustering point, but rather a single point of departure at some point on a military campaign.170 Yet, 

to understand the sequence of a hoplite’s departure it must be established where he departed from, 

and therefore to where he mustered. While the terminology does not aid this particular enquiry, there 

are a selection of possibilities for mustering grounds that scholars have observed, which warrant 

mention. Before this can occur, however, a few factors need to be considered before analysing the 

suitability of a particular location to be a regular mustering point. 

Locating the place of muster is not simply a matter of looking for any location that was big enough to 

host the Athenian army, because different armies varied in size greatly, depending on their purpose. 

Having extracted the military figures of Athenian musters, and battle figures, given by three of the 

main historians that covered the classical Greek period - Thucydides, Xenophon and Diodorus - it 

becomes clear that an Athenian muster had a great range of potential sizes.171 Table 1 shows a 

collation of Athenian musters in which a numerical strength is declared by the historians. It should be 

noted that these figures cannot be presumed to be accurate mustering figures, but have been collated 

to form the parameters of analyses regarding the regularity of mustering and the plausible size of 

                                                           
167 For a methodical and illuminating analysis of this stage see Christ (2001: 404-407) with Crowley (2012: 31-
32). 
168 ἀθροίζω: Thuc. 1.50.3, 3.97.1, 5.6.5, 7.33.6; Xen, Cyr. 2.4.17-18, 3.1.2-5, 5.5.16, 6.1.42, 7.1.30; 8.8.6; Hel. 
1.4.3, 1.63, 2.2.8-9, 5.2.24-25, 7.3.9; Eur. Hel. 50; Phoen. 78; Plut. Alc. 19.4; Them. 11.2; Agis 13.4. σύλλογος: 
Thuc. 7.31; Xen. Cyr. 6.2.11, 14; Oec. 4.6. For a thorough analysis of the term σύλλογος, including its use for 
assembly points, see Christensen & Hansen (1989: 195-212). 
169 For other, non-muster related, military uses for ἀθροίζω see: Thuc. 6.44.3, 6.70.4; Xen. Hell. 3.4.22. For 
non-military usage see for example Plato, Rep. 6.487b, 8.565a; Xen. Cyr. 8.4.36; Hel. 1.4.12. 
170 Soph. Aj. 289-290; Diod. 11.81.5. The same term can be used for a base of operations (Thuc. 1.90.2), and 
also as a metaphorical starting point for your personal enemies (Plut. Them. 23.1). 
171 Herodotus was also reviewed, but he fails to give a numerical strength for any Athenian muster and so 
cannot be included in the data. 
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mustering space. Table 2 shows the size of Athenian armies when in battle, which have been 

quantified by the relevant listed sources.  

For the sake of determining likely mustering points in Athens, a minimum requirement of 1,000 men 

was deemed necessary to aid this analysis. This parameter negated the possibility that smaller forces 

could have met at impractical locations and therefore could not be considered as an official mustering 

point for an army of any great strength. Following this data extraction, an accumulation of historically 

attested fighting strengths for the Athenian army in battle was required, to observe the numerical 

commitment of Athenian hoplites in combat who may not have been specifically described as a 

mustering force within the histories. With these two sets of data brought together, a more accurate 

understanding of the rate and size of Athenian hoplite mobilisation can come to light.  

 

Reference Year of Muster Purpose of Muster Hoplite Numbers 

Thucydides: 

 1.57 

 1.60-1 

 1.64 

              1.107 

 1.113 

 2.23 

 2.31 

 2.56-8 

 3.17 

 3.18 

 3.91 

 4.42 

 4.53 

 4.68 

 4.129 

 5.2 

 5.55 

 

 5.61 

 

433 

432 

432 

457 

447 

431 

431 

430 

433/2-431 

428 

426 

425 

424 

424 

423 

422 

419 

 

418 

 

To Potidaea 

To Macedonia 

To Potidaea 

To Megara 

To Boeotia 

Raid Peloponnese 

To Megara 

Raid Peloponnese/to Potidaea 

Besieging Potidaea 

To Mytilene 

To Melos then Tangara 

To Corinth 

To Cythera 

To Megara via Eleusis 

To Mende and Scione 

To Chalcidice 

To aid Epidaurus 

and Caryae 

To Argos 

 

1,000 

2,000 

1,600 

13,000 

1,000 

1,000 

10,000 

4,000 

3,000 

1,000 

2,000 

2,000 

2,000 

4,000 

1,000 

1,200 

1,000 

 

1,000 

Table 1: Athenian mustering figures 
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From the subsequent data, there are a few factors worthy of note. The first is that the (modal) average 

army raised by the Athenians was 1,000 hoplites strong; forming a 41% majority. This means that the 

most frequently attested summons for service required 100 hoplites from each tribe, or 33/4 from 

each trittys, which was split between the number of demes each trittys possessed. However, the 

 5.75 

 5.84 

 6.43 

 8.25 

418 

416 

415 

412 

To Epidaurus 

To Melos 

To Syracuse 

To Miletus 

1,000 

1,600 

1,500 

1,000 

Xenophon, Hellenica: 

 1.1.34 

 7.1.41 

 

410 

366? 

 

For Thrasyllus 

To area around Corinth 

 

1,000 

2,000 

Diodorus: 

11.84.3-6 

11.85 

12.34.4 

12.47.3 

12.55.4 

12.65.1 

12.65.8 

12.69.4 

12.79.1 

12.84.3 

13.9.2 

13.52.1 

 

13.65.1 

15.26.2 

15.29.7 

 

15.32.2 

15.63.2 

15.71.3 

15.84.2 

 

456 

455 

435 

429 

427 

424 

424 

424 

419 

415 

413 

410/9 

 

409 

378/7 

377/6 

 

377/6 

369/8 

368/7 

362 

 

To Laconia 

Raid Peloponnese 

To Macedonia  

To Thrace  

To Mytilene 

Raid Peloponnese 

To Cythera 

Delium 

To Arcadia 

To Sicily 

Reinforcements to Sicily 

To attack after victory at 

Cyzicus 

To Megara 

To Thebes 

Levy, readying for war with 

Sparta 

To Thebes 

To help Sparta against Thebes 

To Thessaly 

To Mantinea 

 

4,000 

1,000 

2,000 

1,000 

1,000 

1,000 

2,000 

20,000 

1,000 

5,000 

5,000 

1,000 

 

1,000 

5,000 

20,000 

 

5,000 

12,000 

1,000 

6,000 
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(mean) average sized army that Athens put directly into the field of battle during the classical period 

was 4,679 hoplites strong. This equated to roughly 468 hoplites from each tribe, or 155/56 from each 

trittys. The largest number of hoplites put into battle, after discarding Diodorus’ exaggerated number 

of 20,000 Athenians at Delium (424) and the mass levy of 377/6, is found at the battle of Tanagra (457) 

where Athens called a mass levy and mobilised 13,000 Athenian hoplites. This means that the largest 

mobilisation that we know of required 1,300 hoplites from each tribe, or 434 from each trittys.  

 

 

The data also suggests that the Athenian military was often mobilising small forces, and sending them 

throughout their empire at the same time. Between the years of 433 and 431, Athens mobilised at 

least five forces numbering over a thousand men each, or 15,600 collectively. Although 3,000 of these 

were stationed at the siege works surrounding Potidaea, and would not return to Athens until the city 

fell in 431, it cannot be assumed that the remaining 12,600 hoplites were all unique individuals, but 

that these different levies contained many of the same men.174 This is especially relevant because one 

                                                           
172 This is not an exhaustive list of battles that the Athenians participated in, but rather the collection of battles 
for which we are specifically told their fighting strength. A secondary mitigating factor was that the fighting 
strength, that is described, is in keeping with the realistic figures that Thucydides gives for the number of 
hoplites available for battlefield commitments (i.e. 13,000, see above). 
173 Diodorus’ figure is 20,000 Athenians, which is simply too high to be exclusively hoplites. It is plausible that 
this may include the cavalry and the light infantry, who were said to have left before the battle, but there is no 
direct evidence to support this. 
174 Lys. 9.4 

Battle172 Source Year Number of Hoplites 

Marathon 

 Plataea 

Tanagra  

Potidaea 

Spartolus 

Solygeia 

Delium173 

1st Mantinea 

Syracuse 

Miletus 

Ta Kerata  

The Nemea 

2nd Mantinea 

Paus. 10.20.2; Plut. Mor. 305b; Nep. Milt. 5 

Hdt. 9.28-29 

Thuc. 1.107.5 

Thuc. 1.61.4 

Thuc. 2.79.1 

Thuc. 4.42.1 

Thuc. 4.93-94 

Thuc. 5.61.1 

Thuc. 6.43 

Thuc. 8.25.1 

Diod. 13.65.1-2 

Xen. Hell. 4.2.17 

Diod. 15.84.2 

490 

479 

457 

432-1 

429 

425 

424 

418 

415 

412 

409 

394 

362 

9,000 

8,000 

13,000 

3,000 

2,000 

2,000 

7,000 

1,000 

1,500 

1,000 

1,000 

6,000 

6,000 

Table 2: Athenian battle figures 
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of these musters was a pandemei of 10,000 hoplites, who took part in one of the biannual raids in 

Megara in 431.175 Similarly in 424, Athens mustered two separate armies to go to Cythera and Megara, 

with strengths of 2,000 and 4,000 hoplites respectively, and this was also the same year that 

Hippocrates ordered the pandemei of 7,000 hoplites which would face defeat at Delium.176 Therefore, 

the image that reveals itself from these figures, especially during the Archidamian War, is one where 

Athens was calling thousands of men to muster throughout the height of the summer campaigning 

season. While these specific examples were not, by any means, a common occurrence in terms of 

committed hoplites, they do demand that Athens was capable of hosting the regular mustering of 

large groups of hoplites within its vicinity, possibly simultaneously. This record of mustering strength, 

allied with the regularity by which these musters were being called, required an infrastructure capable 

of managing the movement of anywhere between 33 and 434 fully armed hoplites from every one of 

the 30 trittyes spread throughout Attica, while not interrupting the day-to-day lives of people, 

businesses, and general trade.177 From this theoretical foundation, the question can now be asked; 

where did the Athenian army muster? 

Following Hansen and Christ, there are nine potential mustering points in and around the city of 

Athens: (inside the city) Agora, Theseum, Anacaeum, Odeum, Pnyx, (outside the city) Academy, 

Lyceum, Piraeus, and the Hippodamian Agora.178  These locations have been identified because they 

had either been named in one of the sources as a place where an army had set up camp during the 

classical period, whether Athenian or Peloponnesian, or they have been specifically mentioned in the 

sources as the location of Athenian musters by katalogos or pandemei. Of these locations, only the 

Agora and the gymnasium at the Lyceum offer any secondary evidence to imply an institutional 

recognition of their role as a mustering point. For the Agora this is loosely implied by the placement 

of the Eponymoi, from where the katalogoi were placed. Nevertheless, there is direct evidence for the 

Agora as a muster point. Xenophon describes a review under arms of 3,000 hoplites in the Agora 

during the rule of the 30, while the remainder of the hoplites in Athens mustered ‘here and there’.179 

Andocides describes the Agora as the location for the mustering of all hoplites inside the main city 

walls during an emergency.180 Polyaenus describes a similar instance of emergency which resulted in 

                                                           
175 Thuc. 2.31. These raids into Megara became a biannual event during the Peloponnesian War, although they 
were not always enacted by a mass levy. See Thuc. 2.31.3, which states that these raids would sometimes be a 
purely cavalry based excursion. 
176 4.90.1 
177 Aristotle (Pol. 7.1327a) describes these two importance factors for an ideal city to consider: 1) the ability to 
communicate effectively with its wider territory, so as to send military assistance, and 2) the accessibility for 
the movement of agricultural produce, timber, and other trade goods.  
178 Hansen (1989: 207 n.44); Christ (2001: 407 n.39) 
179 Xen. Hell. 2.3.20: ἄλλων ἀλλαχοῦ. 
180 Andoc. 1.45 



55 
 

Iphicrates mustering his men in the Agora.181 Indirect evidence can also be found which connect any 

agora as a possible scene of military muster, such as the mustering of men in the Trojan agora depicted 

by Bacchylides, or Aeneas Tacticus’ suggestion to muster men in the agora during a siege.182 However, 

the agora was primarily a market place, and centre of government, any role as a mustering point would 

only be secondary to these more primary roles. In other words, the Agora may have seen some armies 

muster, but it cannot be considered a permanent mustering point. 

It is the grounds of the Lyceum that holds greater potential to be a recognised, permanent, mustering 

point. Xenophon describes it as a point of muster for the forces of Thrasyllus, and as a location to hold 

a cavalry review.183 Yet, more interestingly, Aristophanes presents the Lyceum as the standard venue 

for military duty: 

“We have been killing ourselves long enough, tiring ourselves out with going to the Lyceum 

and returning laden with spear and shield.”184  

The statement, made by the citizen chorus in the play, describes the Lyceum as a place from which 

the men would often be called to, with their arms in tow. This does not necessarily have to equate to 

a muster, it could be describing a military review. Either way, this not only implicates the Lyceum as a 

location for military service, but actually indicates that the Lyceum was an obvious location and, 

therefore, it was able to be the focal point for the chorus’ frustrations. The scholia to this passage 

affirms that military reviews or parades used to occur in the Lyceum, due to its close proximity to the 

city. It is also possible that the Lyceum had long term connotations with the military, due to its position 

as the seat where the polemarchos could make judgements on cases within the realms of his own 

authority, before the reforms of Solon.185 

The most tantalising piece of evidence for the Lyceum being a permanent fixture in the Athenian 

muster system, is provided by an epigram, IG I3 138, which describes a tax on active warriors claimed 

by the temple:186 

[. . . . . . . . . . 23 . . . . . . . . . . .  χσυμβάλλεσθαι δὲ τ]-   

                                                           
181 Polyaen. 3.9.20 
182 Bacchyl. 15.40-45; Aen. Tac. 2.5 
183 Xen. Hell. 1.1.33; Xen. Eq. mag. 3 
184 Ar. Peace, 355-360. Oates & O’Neill Jr (1938 [Adapted]): καὶ γὰρ ἱκανὸν χρόνον ἀπολλύμεθα καὶ 
κατατετρίμμεθα πλανώμενοι ἐς Λύκειον κἀκ Λυκείου ξὺν δορὶ ξὺν ἀσπίδι. 
185 Suda s.v. Ἄρχων 
186 The Greek text follows that of PH 141. I am indebted to Dr Peter Liddel and Dr Alexandra Wilding for their 
useful comments and assistance regarding my translation. 
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 [ὸ]<ς> ℎ<ι>ππ[έ]ας δ[ύο δρ]αχμ<ὰ κα>ὶ <τ>ὸς [ℎοπλίτας δραχμὲν]   

καὶ τὸς τοχσότας τός τε ἀστ[ὸς καὶ τὸς χσένος τρ]-   

 ε͂ς ὀβο<λ>ὸς το ͂ἐνια[υτ]ο͂ ἀπὸ το͂[ν καθ’ ἑκάστος μισθο͂ν]. 

 [5]  ἐκπραττόντον δὲ ℎοι δέμαρ[χοι παρὰ ἁπάντον τον͂]   

ἐς τὸ λεχσιαρχικὸν γρ<α>μματ[εῖον γραφέντον, οἱ δ]-   

[ὲ] <τ>όχσαρχοι παρὰ το͂ν τοχσο<τ>[ο͂ν· ἐὰν δέ τινες μὲ ἀπ]-   

οδιδο͂σι, ἐκπράττ<ε>ν καὶ [τὰς ἀρχὰς αἳ τὸς μισθὸς ἀ]-   

 ποδιδόασιν παρὰ τούτον ἐκ [το͂ν μισθο͂ν. ℎε δὲ βολὲ]   

[10]  ℎε ἀεὶ βολεύοσα σφον͂ αὐτο͂ν [ℎαιρέσθο ταμία δύο ἄ]-   

 νδρε το͂ ἀρ<γ>υ[ρί]ο το͂ Ἀπόλλον[ος ὅταν τὸς το͂ν τε͂ς Με]-   

 τρὸς χρεμάτον αἱρε͂ται· το[ύτοιν δὲ ἐς θόλον ἐλθό]-   

 ντοιν παραδιδόντον ℎο<ί> τε [δέμαρχοι καὶ οἱ τόχσ]-   

 αρχοι καὶ <ℎ>οι πρυτάνες ℎὸ ἂν̣ [ἐκπράττοσι ἀργύρι]-   

[15]  ον. τ<ὸ> δὲ ταμία μετὰ [το͂] <ℎ>ι<ε>[ρέος το͂ Ἀπόλλονος το͂ τε]-   

 μένος το ͂Ἀπόλλονο[ς ἐπιμελέσθον, ὅπος ἂν κάλλισ]-   

 τα θεραπεύ<ε>ται καὶ [. . . .]ευ[․ ․ ․ ․ ․ ․ ․ 17․ ․ ․ ․ ․ ․ ․ ․ ]   

 νει· χρεματίζεν δὲ αὐτοῖ[ς ὅταμπερ προτ͂ον ἑ βολὲ]   

 καθετ͂αι πρότοι<ς με>[τὰ τὰ ℎιερὰ . . . . . . 14 . . . . . .]   

[20]  — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — 

 

[………………………………………………………] the cavalryman will contribute 

two drachma and from the hoplite one drachma,  
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and from the archer, both those from the city and foreigners,  

three obols each year from their pay. 

[5] Let the demarchoi collect this from all those recorded  

in the lexiarchikon grammateion, and the archery-commander  

from the archers; and if ever somebody does not pay,  

the paymasters will render what is due from their pay. 

[10] Let the Boule are appoint two treasurers for the silver of Apollo,  

both of whom are always from the boule, as whenever someone  

is appointed to the finances of the Mother. Let the demarchoi, the archery-commander  

and the prytanes hand over whatever silver they collect to both of them [the treasurers],  

once both have entered into the Tholos. 

[15] The treasurers, with the priest of Apollo,  

are to take care of Apollo’s precinct, caring for it in the most beautiful way and [. . .] 

And the boule, after the preliminary sacrifices, will sit to do business [. . . .] 

The tax was imposed, by the Athenian assembly, in the latter half of the 5th century, on all men serving 

as hippeis, hoplites, or as archers.187 The money was collected from those listed on the lexiarchikon 

grammateion by the demarchoi, while the archers had theirs collected by their own captains 

(toxarchoi).188 This money was given to two treasurers, and was intended to aid the maintenance of 

the temenos (precinct) of Apollo.189 The specific identity of this Apollo, is never made clear, and 

scholars have suggested a few possible cults as the recipient.190 However, Jameson convincingly argues 

for this Apollo to be none other than Apollo Lykeios.191 His argument is based on the accumulation of 

various strands of evidence. First, there is no mention of a temple in the decree, only the surrounding 

                                                           
187 IG I3 138, 1-4 
188 IG I3 138, 5-7 
189 IG I3 138, 15-16 
190 Thompson (1937: 113, n.7); Feaver (1957: 142) 
191 Jameson (2014: 40-82), followed by Trundle (2010: 150-151). 
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grounds, which suggests that this tax is not necessarily for the cult itself but merely for its location.192 

Second, there is only mention of land forces paying this tax, there is no mention of the navy.193 This 

last point, Jameson argues, implies that the tax was not for a general war cult, or defensive cult of any 

sort, as the primacy of the Athenian navy would demand their inclusion somewhere. Jameson then 

combined his assessment with the literary sources regarding the Lyceum mentioned above, to connect 

the specific tax for Apollo’s precinct, with the upkeep of the grounds for the Lyceum.194 Jameson’s 

suggestion is that the land forces were being taxed for the upkeep of the muster grounds they most 

commonly used, in turn, I would argue, this might suggest an institutional recognition for the Lyceum 

being a permanent, military muster point. 

The question still remains, why is there so much evidence for numerous mustering points around 

Athens, if Athens had a permanent one in the Lyceum? The statistical evidence discussed earlier puts 

these musters, and the mustering points, into their military context. Athens needed to be able to 

muster numerous forces simultaneously, a demand epitomised by the Andocides’ description during 

an emergency: 

‘Then they summoned the Generals and urged them to proclaim that citizens resident in 

Athens proper were to proceed under arms to the Agora; those between the Long Walls to 

the Theseum; and those in Peiraeus to the Agora of Hippodamus. The cavalry were to be 

mustered at the Anaceum by trumpet before nightfall’195  

These orders reveal two important factors to a muster: 1) the speed that was demanded dictated the 

location of each mustering point, that which was nearest to the position of each group;196 2) the 

objective of each muster determined its location (see Map 1). Xenophon describes this clearly when 

Iphicrates was placed in charge of an army that was sent to assist the Spartans during the Theban 

invasion of 370.197 From the Academy, Iphicrates was able to muster his men on route to the 

Corinthian Isthmus to Athens’ northwest, but the lack of urgency required allowed for his communal 

meal and night spent in situ. 

                                                           
192 Lines 15-16. Jameson (2014: 51) 
193 Lines 1-4. Jameson (2014: 51) 
194 Jameson (2014: 51-52) 
195 Andoc. 1.45. Trans. K.J. Maidment (1968 [adapted]): ἀνακαλέσαντες δὲ τοὺς στρατηγοὺς ἀνειπεῖν 
ἐκέλευσαν Ἀθηναίων τοὺς μὲν ἐν ἄστει οἰκοῦντας ἰέναι εἰς τὴν ἀγορὰν τὰ ὅπλα λαβόντας, τοὺς δ᾽ ἐν μακρῷ 
τείχει εἰς τὸ Θησεῖον, τοὺς δ᾽ ἐν Πειραιεῖ εἰς τὴν Ἱπποδαμείαν ἀγοράν, τοὺς δ᾽ ἱππέας ἔτι πρὸ1 νυκτὸς σημῆναι 
τῇ σάλπιγγι ἥκειν εἰς τὸ Ἀνάκειον. 
196 For a similar disposition of forces see Aen. Tact. 3.5. 
197 Xen. Hell. 6.5.49 
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Map 1: Map of possible mustering points in and around Athens 

 

Thucydides’ account of the Sicilian expedition, discussed more fully below, where the hoplites 

mustered in the Piraeus shares a similar logic.  Firstly, the men had time to muster wherever they 

wished, so a location outside of the city was not an obstacle. Secondly, the purpose of the muster was 

to send a hoplite force overseas, making the harbour an obvious choice. Whereas the Lyceum, as a 

place of muster, positioned the army outside of the city, yet deep into Attic country, making it a better 

vantage point to attempt to counter invasions from the north, from the sea to the east and south, as 

well as from the Isthmus region. This is shown by Xenophon who describes a counterattack mounted 

against the army of Agis, coming from the northeast at Decelea, under the command of Thrassylus.198 

This army mustered at the Lyceum and was used to defend the city by engaging with the enemy 

outside of the walls 

                                                           
198 Xen. Hell. 1.1.33-34 
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Returning to Andocides’ speech, the disparate muster that he describes, over numerous locations in 

Athens, meant that Athens had four independent battle groups to defend against a variety of possible 

attacks. This was achieved by a logical and systematic allocation of muster points which reduced the 

time and distance required to make the defence of the city viable. The men in the Peiraeus were not 

required to enter the main city, through the crowds in the Long Walls. Those in the Long Walls were 

to muster away from the crowds by going to one of the nearest muster points inside the city, the 

Theseum.199 The men inside the city were to muster in the Agora, which was a central focal point in 

the city, and more than capable of holding the large numbers at short notice. Finally, the most 

disruptive element to muster was the cavalry. The introduction of a large number of horses into a city 

that was crowded, frantic with activity, and panicked, needed controlling. This was achieved by two 

means: the mustering of the cavalry away from the hoplites, at the Anacaeum to the east of the 

Acropolis, which reduced the possibility of converging traffic between the two forces, and secondly 

the cavalry were officially called to muster at nightfall, presumably after the hoplites had already 

congregated.  

Thus, the image that appears from the Athenian muster is that it could, and did, occur in a multitude 

of locations, each of which were chosen based on these two factors of required speed and strategic 

intent. This means, referring back to the army’s departure under discussion here, that the location of 

the departure was focussed on the strategic requirements for that army, and not for the location’s 

ritualistic significance. We can deduce that once the katalogoi had been compiled, and the men 

notified, they would congregate either at the Lyceum, or a separate, temporary, mustering point 

based on the criteria of speed and tactical objectives. There is a final question concerning the 

experience of the hoplite during the muster that needs resolving: did the individual hoplite simply 

leave his home and join the army at the central mustering point by himself? 

2.3.4 The Rolling Muster 

In his provocative work on the Athenian trittyes, Siewert argued that the Cleisthenic tribal reforms 

were established specifically for military purposes.200 One of his core arguments rested on the position 

of roads throughout Attica, asserting that they allowed for a fast and efficient mustering of the tribal-

based army in the Agora.201 The many merits and flaws of his thesis have been addressed by previous 

scholars, and do not concern the matter at hand, however Siewert proposed another factor in the 

                                                           
199 The nearest point would have been the Pnyx, which was either not used during the period, contrary to later 
evidence, or more plausibly the Pnyx was not a viable point during such an emergency muster due to the need 
for the Assembly to meet there. 
200 Siewert (1982) 
201 Siewert (1982: 138-153) 
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mustering of the Athenian army that has received very little recognition or opposition – a rolling 

muster.202 

Siewert’s model was based solely on Polybius’s account of a covert muster made by the Achaean 

League at the turn of the 2nd century B.C., ordered by the great strategist Philopoemen.203 Siewert 

argued that the method Philopoemen utilised – where one city would muster its men, and then march 

to the next city along a designated road, hand over a dispatch ordering that city to muster and then 

both forces march to the next city, and so on, until the army was assembled – was an obvious meaning 

to the trittyes-road system that Siewert himself had proposed for Attica.204 Siewert’s model would 

allow for the demesmen to muster together and then join with the next deme along the road, then 

they would move on to the next deme, until the whole trittys had been brought together. This 

proposal suited another of his arguments, that the trittys formed the basis of the lochos.205 This 

devised system allowed Siewert to identify a military sub-unit independent of the taxeis, which then 

marched to the central muster point to join the main army. Unfortunately, he offers no substantive 

evidence for this hypothesis. It is not known how the lochos was configured, there is no evidence 

which suggests that the trittys was itself a specified constituent of the Athenian army, nor is there any 

direct evidence of a rolling muster of this magnitude in the classical evidence.206  Siewert’s intention 

to link his idea of a rolling muster with his larger hypothesis of an Attic military-logistic infrastructure, 

and his subdivisions of the Athenian army, could perhaps explain the lack of scholarly interest in his 

suggestion. Yet, his initial concept of the rolling muster, however constructed, does merit some 

consideration. 

If the focus of Siewert’s idea is moved away from the military infrastructure of Athens, and toward the 

personal experience of the individual hoplite, it appears an obvious suggestion that the men of the 

deme would meet first before marching to muster.207 However, the only direct evidence comes from 

a speech of Lysias, For Mantitheus, which describes a muster of demesmen before a departure: 

‘Now, when the demesmen had assembled together before their setting out, as I knew that 

some among them, though true and ardent patriots, lacked means for expenses of service, I 

                                                           
202 Merits and flaws: Lewis (1983: 431-436); Stanton (1984: 1-41). Rolling muster: Specifically Siewert (1982: 
138-141). 
203 Polybius, 16.36 
204 Siewert (1982: 140) 
205 Siewert (1982: 141-145); Lambert (1993: 256-257 n.54) 
206 Lochos: It has recently been suggested that the lochos may have fluctuated in size, and maybe even in 
number, depending on the size of the army under question. Crowley (2012: 39), cf. van Wees (2004: 100). 
Trittys: Lewis (1983: 435). However, Siewert is not the only scholar to make such an assertion, see for instance 
Bicknell (1972: 21 and n.67). 
207 For the importance of the deme in the motivation of the Athenian hoplite see Crowley (2012: 40-69). 



62 
 

said that those with the means ought to provide what was necessary for those in needy 

circumstances.’208 

It has been rightly observed that this reference does not clearly state the location of the gathering, so 

it does not necessarily suggest that the men gathered in the deme first, before departing for the 

mustering point.209 However, if this scene is not set within the deme, then the content of the passage 

raises a few questions. Firstly, why would the demesmen have cause to meet at the large mustering 

point if they had not gone as a group, nor if their taxis was not officially split into deme sub-divisions? 

It could be understood if the speaker was describing a gathering of a few friends, but he is not. 

Secondly, the speaker goes on to claim he gave sixty drachmae to two men, and asked the other 

wealthy men to follow suit. This raises an unanswerable question, how much money do we expect 

men to have carried on campaign? Based on the speaker’s donation, it must be assumed that he would 

also personally need, as a minimum, thirty drachmae, but decided to carry to the muster at least ninety 

drachmae for himself.210 Furthermore, he was able to assume that the wealthier men among his deme 

would have carried a similar amount of money with them. While this is plausible, this scenario makes 

for a simpler reading if the scene occurs in the deme, where the full wealth of the individuals present 

can be called upon to aid the poorer elements of the hoplites. In another of Lysias’ specches, a similar 

sentiment is expressed by Philon, who offered to equip his fellow demesmen, but, unlike For 

Mantitheus, he makes no mention of an imminent departure nor of a muster.211 

Tangentially, there is evidence available that reveals a small-scale, central focus of the individual on 

his deme.212 In terms of military service, specifically, these include the calling of demesmen to supply 

evidence of a hoplite’s actions in battle,213 the description of one speaker that he served on campaign 

with his tribe and deme,214 the calling of demesmen in battle to witness one’s actions,215 and the 

making of military vows as a deme.216 This points to both a personal interest in deme-peer assessment, 

                                                           
208 Lys. 16.14. Trans. W.R.M. Lamb (1930 [Adapted]): συλλεγέντων τοίνυν τῶν δημοτῶν πρὸ τῆς ἐξόδου, εἰδὼς 
αὐτῶν ἐνίους πολίτας μὲν χρηστοὺς ὄντας καὶ προθύμους, ἐφοδίων δὲ ἀποροῦντας, εἶπον ὅτι χρὴ τοὺς 
ἔχοντας παρέχειν τὰ ἐπιτήδεια τοῖς ἀπόρως διακειμένοις. 
209 Crowley (2012: 152-153 n. 142). cf. Wyse (1904: 268) 
210 Over a month’s wage for a hoplite. The wage of a hoplite fluctuated during the classical period, with a 
height of two drachmae (Thuc. 3.17.4). During the period in which Lysias is writing, a hoplite was likely to earn 
three obols a day: Pritchett (I: 14-24). 
211 Lys. 31. 15-16 
212 Crowley (2012: 43-48). Crowley explores both indirect evidence, such as the socio-economic, and religious 
cohesion of the deme, as well as specifically military related pieces of evidence, to build up his argument that 
the deme formed the hoplite’s ‘primary-group’. See also Whitehead (2014: 224-226). 
213 Lys. 20.23 
214 Isae. 2.42 
215 Theophr. Char. 25.3, 6 
216 The best evidence for this is found in temple dedications, such as the helmet dedicated to Nemesis by the 
demesmen of Rhamnous. See chapter 3 for further analysis. 
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and a close proximity between a hoplite and his demesmen, in battle and on campaign. Neither of 

which were encouraged, nor formulated, by the structure of the Athenian army, as it is understood. 

However, the personal experience of the campaign was one that was influenced by, and shared with, 

a hoplite’s fellow demesmen, making it more likely that they would begin their service together from 

the very start.  

Furthermore, the entire mustering system in Athens was underpinned by the role of the deme. The 

registering of an adult into the deme made him liable for hoplite service and participation in the 

katalogos, a system which drew its names from the deme-register, lexiarchikon grammateion. The 

compilation of these lists required the cooperation of the demarchoi, and the announcement of who 

were to serve may have been made within the deme itself.217 Finally, it was from the use of these 

registers, and the actions of the demarchoi, that military taxes were taken from all of the men serving 

in the military every year. Every stage of the bureaucratic process required, or at times solely relied 

on, the deme serving the administrative role of the muster. Therefore, with the deme serving as both 

a strong psycho-social motivational factor on the hoplite himself, and as a pivotal administrative 

centre for the army in its entirety, it seems that Lysias’ speech quoted above should be read as 

pertaining to a micro-muster in the deme itself, before the demesmen went to join the official 

muster.218 

2.4 The Military Departure 

Once the army had mustered at its designated point, our ancient evidence becomes rather bereft of 

any specific information about the departure from the city. Commonly, our sources simply declare 

that the army departed, without descriptions of any ritualistic element involved. This omission is on 

the one hand very strange, and anomalous in Greek military practice, but on the other hand it is 

entirely understandable. The incongruity this absence of evidence has, compared with the fastidious 

nature of Greek rituals during military campaign, is quite blatant.219 However, if we consider the 

Athenian army as mustering regularly, every year, then the mundanity of this departure for readers, 

who would have experienced it first or second hand on a regular basis, must be acknowledged. This 

may go some way to explain why the one clear example of a military departure we have, during the 

classical period, comes from Thucydides’ account of the Sicilian expedition. In turn, this inclusion by 

                                                           
217 See section 2.3.1. 
218 Similar interpretations, through different threads of logic, have been made by Crowley (2012: 33,46-47) and 
much earlier by Wyse (1904: 268). 
219 For the plethora of examples available in the historical records showing military rituals see Pritchett (III: 47-
90); Jameson (1991: 197-227); Parker (2009: 299-309). 
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the historian raises a major methodological concern: why has Thucydides chosen to break his habitual 

silence on the departure of armies in this instance, if not for its unique nature?  

 2.4.1 Departure for the Sicilian Expedition 

As Thucydides relates, the Athenian assembly voted to muster 5,000 hoplites, under the command of 

Nicias, to help their Sicilian allies against Syracusan intervention.220 Of these 5,000 hoplites, only 1,500 

would be Athenian citizens from the lists (ἐκ καταλόγου), a further 700 were volunteer thetes who 

served as marines, with the remainder of the force consisting of metics, foreigners and mercenaries.221 

These hoplites mustered in the Piraeus at daybreak, escorted by their friends and families, and began 

boarding their vessels. To transport these men, Athens had provisioned sixty triremes (τριήρεις) and 

forty troopships (στρατιώτιδες). Numerically this expedition was not without precedent, a point that 

Thucydides himself dwells upon, and in fact the Athenian commitment is entirely in keeping with those 

figures collated in Table 1.222  For Thucydides, the main difference was that this expedition received 

greater funding, and the men were better equipped than usual.223 Another difference was, seemingly, 

that this was the furthest an armada like this had ever been sent.224 Finally, the collective feeling 

behind this venture was, of course, amplified by the fact that Athens had not long begun to recover 

from the plague, so this was the first major venture by Athens with its newly recovered adult 

generation.225 With these comments in mind, the description of the rituals involved can be explored, 

with the understanding that we may expect to see more wealth on display than would be ‘normal’. 

We may also expect to see a greater outpouring of emotion than is normally depicted, due to the dual 

factors of the distance involved, and the emotional connection involved in sending this new 

generation to war for the first time.226 

                                                           
220 Thuc. 6.8-25.2 
221 On Thucydides’ usage of this prepositional phrase see Christ (2001: 402-3). Thucydides (6.43.1) describes 
5,100 hoplites when the armada reached Corcyra, but it is not clear if these extra one hundred men were 
mustered in Athens or were brought by allies. 
222 Thuc. 6.31.2 repeats his information about the forces that Athens had sent to Epidaurus and to Potidaea 
(2.56.3, 58.3), which took 4,000 Athenian hoplites and 100 Athenian triremes. 
223 Thuc. 6.31.3-5. Kallet (2001: 48ff). 
224 Thuc. 6.31.3, 6. There is an internal inconsistency within Thucydides, for he described a fleet of 200 
Athenian and allied ships sailing to Egypt c. 460, to aid an uprising against the Persians. Either Thucydides has 
forgotten this and, therefore, mistakenly described the Sicilian expedition thus, or he has purposefully 
excluded the Egyptian venture within this assessment. The latter could be rationalised because of the fact that 
the Egyptian journey did not depart from Athens; the fleet was redirected from its campaigns in Cyprus. 
225 Thuc. 6.26.2. Morrison et al. (2000: 110). 
226 Contra Crowley (2012: 50). Crowley’s main piece of evidence to claim these troops were experienced 
veterans comes from a Syracusan speech relayed by Thucydides (6.91.2-5), but does not explain where this 
experience came from. However, in this speech, Hermocrates purposefully over-emphasises the experience of 
these Athenian troops to the Syracusan assembly as a way to explain their recent defeat in battle, and as part 
of an attempt to introduce a new structure for the Syracusan army.  
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‘[T]he trumpet commanded silence, and the prayers customary before putting out to sea were 

offered, not in each ship by itself, but by all together to the voice of a herald; and bowls of 

wine were mixed through all the fleet, and libations made by the marines (ἐπιβάται) and their 

officers in gold and silver goblets. They were joined in their prayers by the crowds on shore, 

by the citizens and all others that wished them well. The paean sung and the libations finished, 

they put out to sea, and first sailing out in column then raced each other as far as Aegina, and 

so hastened to reach Corcyra where the rest of the allied forces were also assembling.’227 

First and foremost, it is evident that there are three participating elements to these rituals: the herald 

and ritual organisers, the marines and commanders on the ships, and the citizens and ‘all the others’ 

on the shore.228 All of these elements are actively engaged in two of the rituals, namely the prayers 

and the paean, but those on land are not involved in the libations. Interestingly, the hoplites are not 

named as active participants, and Thucydides seems to purposefully declare this through his use of 

the term ἐπιβάται, when a more generic term such as μαχόμενοι or στρατιῶται would have been 

more inclusive.229 Thucydides’ work clearly identifies the ἐπιβάται as a distinct naval fighter, ten of 

which formed part of the fighting crew of a trireme, alongside four archers, so it is valid to assume 

that the historian has purposefully made this distinction.230  This observation is reinforced by 

Thucydides’ opening qualifier; that the prayers offered were those customary before putting out to 

sea. More specifically, the hoplites were not involved because this was a naval departure, so only the 

naval personnel took part in the physical ritual, excluding the rowers who are also left unmentioned.231 

Another, more pragmatic, reason behind this ritualistic selectivism is one of logistics. Even within the 

confines of a single trireme, with a crew of anywhere up to 200 men, the inclusion of every person in 

a physical ritual is difficult, so only the elite members of the naval crew were involved, pouring 

                                                           
227 Thuc. 6.32.1-2. Strassler (2008 [Adapted]): τῇ μὲν σάλπιγγι σιωπὴ ὑπεσημάνθη, εὐχὰς δὲ τὰς νομιζομένας 
πρὸ τῆς ἀναγωγῆς οὐ κατὰ ναῦν ἑκάστην, ξύμπαντες δὲ ὑπὸ κήρυκος ἐποιοῦντο, κρατῆράς τε κεράσαντες 
παρ᾽ ἅπαν τὸ στράτευμα καὶ ἐκπώμασι χρυσοῖς τε καὶ ἀργυροῖς οἵ τε ἐπιβάται καὶ οἱ ἄρχοντες σπένδοντες. [2] 
ξυνεπηύχοντο δὲ καὶ ὁ ἄλλος ὅμιλος ὁ ἐκ τῆς γῆς τῶν τε πολιτῶν καὶ εἴ τις ἄλλος εὔνους παρῆν σφίσιν. 
παιανίσαντες δὲ καὶ τελεώσαντες τὰς σπονδὰς ἀνήγοντο. 
228 τῶν τε πολιτῶν καὶ τις ἄλλος. 
229 Zaccarini (2015: 211). Thucydides actually refers to the men in the expedition as στρατιῶται at one point 
(6.31.5), when he is referring to the preliminary preparations for the voyage, reinforcing his exclusion of the 
hoplites in this instance. 
230 Epibatai as a distinct naval fighter: Best demonstrated by Thuc. 8.24.2, which describes hoplites from the 
katalogos being compelled to serve as epibatai. Zaccarini (2015: 212). Archers: SEG 18.153, 23-26; Jameson 
(1963: 386-388). Morrison et al. (2000: 109-110). 
231 Hornblower (III: 394) seems correct in his observation that this in-depth narration from Thucydides serves a 
paradigmatic function, in place of the many rituals that would have taken place due to the quantities of naval 
departures described in books VI and VII. For Thucydides’ emphasis on the naval forces of the expedition, to 
the detriment of the land forces see Kallet (2001: 54).  
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libations on behalf of the trireme as a whole.232 There is, however, no reason to suggest that the 

hoplites did not join in the prayers and the paean.  

Another important caveat to Thucydides’ description is his statement that the prayers were not 

offered on each ship, but were made collectively. The only reason he would have for making this 

observation would be because it is a break from standard practice, so we can assume it was more 

usual for each ship to hold its own prayers and rituals separate from one another.233 Thucydides makes 

no mention of any other rituals, which at first glance is surprising because we know, from a 

fragmentary inscription of a decree relating to the Sicilian expedition, that the Assembly had allocated 

a set sum of money in the pursuit of ‘auspicious sacrifice’.234 Yet, Thucydides makes no mention of 

these sacrifices in his vivid departure scene. This absence of sacrifice and divination in the narrative is 

in keeping with Thucydidean historical practice, it is a habit he only ever broke when the presence of 

omens was needed to explain a counterintuitive action, or as a rhetorical device, so this may be a 

simple way to explain this absence.235   

However, another possibility is that, in this one instance, Thucydides is purposefully portraying a 

communal affair. The historian is almost at pains to include as many people as possible in these rituals. 

This accentuates a symbiosis between the crowds and the departing, reinforcing the emotional bonds 

mentioned above, that Thucydides masterfully manipulates through the use of dramatic irony, 

knowing as we do that this voyage will end in disaster for the men, as well as the families left to mourn 

them. The crowds on the shore are taking part in as much as is physically possible, and the libations 

are poured by as many as is realistically possible. While these actions are unprecedented, they are not 

outside the realms of possibility or reality. Thucydides is able to explain away a breach in naval 

protocol, whether actual or invented by the historian, so that all of the ships are homogenous in their 

religious rites. While unusual, this is again not beyond what was possible, and it can be assumed that 

his explanation was a satisfactory one to his readers. Perhaps the sacrifice was the one ritual that 

stretched reality too far. As will be explored more fully below, the sacrifice may have been 

purposefully omitted by Thucydides because only the strategos, his mantis and, at most, a select few 

                                                           
232 Size of crew: Morrison et al. (2000: 107). Elite members of the crew: Viz. the epibatai and their officers. 
Gomme (IV: 296). On the epibatai as part of the hyperesia see Morrison et al. (2000: 109-111). 
233 Pindar, Pyth. 4 193-200 depicts these libations being acted out by the leader of the ship, in that instance 
Jason on the Argo, but in a historical context this would be the trierarchos. For a strong comparison between 
Thucydides’ account of the Sicilian departure and the naval departure of Jason and the Argonauts, given by 
Pindar, see Hornblower (2004: 330-332). 
234 IG I3 93.23: καλλιέρεσιν. 
235 Thucydides only refers to the omens read at the Spartan διαβατήρια rituals on three occasions (see section 
2.4.3), all of which resulted in the Spartans returning home from their own borders. Thucydides (4.92.7) also 
uses omens as part of the pre-battle speech of Pagondas, before the Theban victory at Delium 424 B.C. Parker 
(2009: 304). 
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others witnessed it. For Thucydides to present this ritual as a communal event, at a military departure, 

was not possible because the only communalised aspect of any sacrifice was the feast that followed 

it. Thus, it would not fit his overarching aim of presenting a communal group of warriors and citizens, 

bound by communalised worship, right before the departure. As will be examined shortly, the sacrifice 

was an important element of the military departure, and there is no question that at least one took 

place, but Thucydides’ purposeful silence on the matter reveals more about his own narrative design 

than it does about military departure rituals.  

Therefore, it can be seen that Thucydides’ account is clearly representing a distinctly naval departure. 

The unique nature of this event is highlighted by the expensive gold and silver goblets, by the throngs 

of people on the shore, and by the collective nature of the rituals involved – not the rituals 

themselves.236 While this departure may not be used as direct evidence for military departures on 

land, it does provide evidence for the likely rites that would have been involved. Thus, with a basic 

template of prayers, paeans and libations being led by a central figure, and Thucydides’ absent 

sacrifice, the rituals involved in military departures for hoplites can now be explored.237 

2.4.2 Interacting with the Gods 

There are snippets of evidence that suggest that the wider community may have held a small level of 

responsibility for garnering divine support on behalf of a departing army. In Aeschylus’ Seven against 

Thebes, the chorus of old women in the city describe themselves as not only making prayers to the 

gods, but also awaiting the right time to adorn the statues with robes and garlands as prayer-

offerings.238 This Aeschylean image has a later companion in Aristophanes’ Acharnians, which 

describes the busy sights of Athens in the wake of an announced mustering notice.239 Through the 

hustle and bustle of Dicaeopolis’ descriptions, with men preparing for their departure, we are told 

that the Pallas Athena statues are being gilded.240 However, these small examples cannot be used to 

argue, convincingly, that Thucydides’ crowds at the Piraeus were in any way a common occurrence 

for two distinct reasons. First, these dramatic portrayals have no historical comparisons, beyond the 

exceptional circumstances surrounding the Sicilian departure, making them less reliable to be 

portraying classical Athenian experiences. Secondly, in neither example are the women involved in 

                                                           
236 Hornblower (III: 393-4). The crowd itself is unprecedented in regards to Greek military expeditions, with the 
only close parallel being found in Alcibiades triumphal return to Athens in 407 B.C., but that was the return of 
a popular individual, not an army. For more on Alcibiades homecoming see chapter 3. 
237 It is interesting that no sacrifice or omen reading is mentioned by Thucydides. For more on this see section 
2.4.2. 
238 Aesch. Sept. 101-102 
239 Ar. Ach. 545-556 
240 παλλαδίων χρυσουμένων. 
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the army’s own departure rituals, unlike Thucydides’ crowd who joined them in prayer. In addition, 

Euripides constructs a similar scene of pre-battle preparations within a civic setting, in which he 

distinguishes between the sacrifices and rites made by the army, to those being made throughout the 

city.241 While it is possible that these plays may reflect customs during war, maybe even during a 

period of military departure, they are portrayed as background noise that does not directly affect the 

army and its rituals. 

The rituals involved in the military departure all have one common goal: to secure the approval of the 

gods, or, if divine approval could not be guaranteed, then at least the protection from divine 

hostilities.242 The importance of securing this support was as much psychological as it was theological: 

“[F]or I with my own good fortune will take command, a new leader with a new army. One 

thing alone I need, the favour of the gods who reverence justice; for the presence of these 

things gives victory. For valour carries nothing for mortal men, unless it has the god on its 

side.”243 

The way to secure divine support was not simply to ask for it, the gods needed something in return. 

The most prolific form of evidence for this comes in the guise of military vows, where an army, or its 

leaders, would make a vow on behalf of the collective, and offer the god(s) a prize in return for aid.  

The most famous example from historical times is the vow made by the Athenians before the battle 

of Marathon, when they vowed to sacrifice to Artemis the same number of nanny goats as there would 

be Persian dead.244 Herodotus describes a similar vow made collectively by the Greeks to Apollo of 

Delphi, to take a tithe from all of the medizing Greek poleis, if the god aided them in resisting the 

Persians.245 Diodorus reflects this practice when he describes the vows made to Zeus and Apollo, by 

the Athenians, before the battle of Arginusae in 406 B.C.246 One late classical letter, attributed to 

Demosthenes, suggests that not only were these vows normal practice, but that they took place 

before the campaign.247 This paradigm was taken to its greatest extreme by a very late source, Justin, 

who describes the vows made by the people of Kroton during a war against Lokroi (c. 555 B.C.), in 

                                                           
241 Eurip. Heraclid. 398-401 
242 Jameson (1991: 197) 
243 Eur. Supp. 593-595. Trans. Kovacs (1998 [Adapted]): ἐγὼ γὰρ δαίμονος τοὐμοῦ μέτα στρατηλατήσω καινὸς 
ἐν καινῷ δορί. ἓν δεῖ μόνον μοι: τοὺς θεοὺς ἔχειν, ὅσοι δίκην σέβονται: ταῦτα γὰρ ξυνόνθ᾽ ὁμοῦ νίκην 
δίδωσιν. ἁρετὴ δ᾽ οὐδὲν λέγει βροτοῖσιν, ἢ μὴ τὸν θεὸν χρῄζοντ᾽ ἔχῃ. 
244 Something that was swiftly adapted into an annual sacrifice of smaller numbers, due to a shortage of goats 
available following the heavy Persian losses. Xen. Anab. 3.2.12; Ael. VH. 2.25. Pritchett (III: 232). 
245 Hdt. 7.132.2. GHI2 19 shows that the Athenians at least did pay some tithe to Apollo. 
246 Diod. 13.102.2 
247 [Dem.] L. 1.16. Trans. DeWitt (1949 [Adapted]): καὶ κατὰ τῶν νικητηρίων ἅπασιν αὐτοῖς εὐξάμενοι, μετὰ 
τῆς ἀγαθῆς τύχης ἐλευθεροῦτε τοὺς Ἕλληνας. “and having vowed to all [the gods] for victory, with good 
fortune, set free the Greeks.” 
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which the Krotonians vowed a tithe of the spoils to Apollo.248 The men of Lokroi vowed a ninth of the 

spoils, thus the god granted them victory, the moral of the story being that vows could win you 

success. These vows would often be mandated by the assembly of a polis such as on an inscription in 

Selinous, Sicily, celebrating a military victory, in which it describes a single vow made to no less than 

ten gods, and also ‘all the others.’249  

Thucydides’ template of departure rites – prayers, hymns and libations – on its own, forms a rather 

basic, and almost ubiquitous, series of rites that do not distinguish the military departure from any 

other form of ritual. Although, as has been argued above, in a small unit such as a single trireme, the 

logistics of a formal libation do not permit complete inclusive involvement for the hoplites. It is 

unrealistic to presume that a thousand individuals would take part in the libations, outside of an 

informal setting such as a communal meal.250 For the individual hoplite at the muster point, he would 

have most likely watched his commanding officers pour libations on his behalf, before joining a 

communal prayer and paean. To these departure rituals we can add the more specific military vow, 

which in this instance is made on behalf of the army, seemingly within the assembly.251 There is one 

further, omnipresent, feature of Greek religion missing from Thucydides’ own picture highlighted 

earlier: there are no sacrifices. While Thucydides may have had his own reasons for such an omission, 

to a seasoned military commander such as Xenophon, the importance of the sacrifices could not be 

overstated.252 Opening his treatise on being a cavalry commander, he states that the first duty was to 

sacrifice to the gods and pray to them.253 It is advice he would repeat again, after drawing together a 

cavalry force the commander should sacrifice to the gods on behalf of the men (ὑπὲρ τοῦ ἱππικοῦ).254 

Xenophon depicted his own, pseudo-historical, Cyrus the Great as performing such a sacrifice on 

behalf of his men, before departing with a small army against the Armenians.255 Numerous sacrifices 

                                                           
248 Justin 20.3.1 
249 IG XIV.268. Manganaro (1995: 162-164). Gods named (Lines 2-6): Zeus, Phobos, Hercules, Apollo, Poseidon, 
the Dioscuri (named as the Tyndarids), Athena, Demeter Malophoros and Artemis Pasicrateia. 
250 This meal setting is the most frequently attested scenario for hoplites pouring libations, as was customary 
before and after any Greek meal. E.g. Xen. Anab. 6.1.5; Xen. Hell. 4.7.4, 7.2.23. It is also a custom that 
Xenophon transplants onto his fictional Persians: Xen. Cyr. 2.3.1, 6.4.1. 
251 For private vows and their subsequent dedications see chapter 3 
252 Parker (2009: 304) is rightly cautious of assuming that the two historians contrast two sets of ideals: 
Xenophon’s piety, to Thucydides’ non-belief 
253 Xen. Eq. mag. 1.1. Parker (2009: 300) suggests that this may be Xenophon’s due diligence for when cavalry 
detachments are sent away from the army. Something Parker does not consider is that, in addition to his 
pertinent observation, the cavalry were mustered separately from the hoplites (Lys. 16.13; Xen. Eq. mag. 1.8-
12; plus the new system described by Artist. [Ath. Pol.] 49.2), so it is also likely that the hipparchos would 
conduct his own version of the army departure, including the sacrifice and omen reading. Bugh (1982: 23-25). 
254 Xen. Eq. mag. 3.1 
255 Xen. Cyr. 2.4.18 
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are also described in Xenophon’s Anabasis preceding military marches.256 A much later military-

manual author, Onasander, reinforced this advice by stating that a general should not lead his army 

on a journey without first making sacrifices.257 He went one-step further than Xenophon, and 

suggested that the general should have his own official sacrificers and diviners accompany him.258 

Within the classical Greek army, this role was already filled by the mantis, who was relied upon for the 

reading of omens and advising the generals on harnessing a relationship with the divine.259  

2.4.3 Reading the Signs 

The relationship between sacrifice and omen reading was an exceedingly close one in ancient 

Greece.260 From a military perspective, the omen was the more important element, as these were the 

signs from the gods that determined action, or inaction. While there are numerous examples of 

positive omens being read and deciphered while an army was on campaign, or preparing for imminent 

battle, there are very few instances of this occurring before an army had departed.261 Herodotus 

mentions the Peloponnesians, as a collective, marching out to join the Spartans at Eleusis after the 

omens of sacrifice had proven to be favourable.262 The generalised manner in which he describes the 

remaining Peloponnesians all receiving their omens by sacrifice, does suggest a Panhellenic custom 

that could be seamlessly attributed by Herodotus to a large collation of poleis.  There is a passage in 

Pausanias that shows the mirror image of Herodotus’ positivist impetus. During the conflict between 

Sparta and Aristomenes of Messenia, three hundred Arcadians delayed their departure to join the 

Messenian king due to unfavourable readings of the sacrificial victims, implying that a formal omen 

reading took place before the departure.263 But these instances are very rare in the historical record. 

More commonly, our sources describe sacrifices at the borders (διαβατήρια) of an army’s home 

territory, and the subsequent omen readings. Thucydides recounts three separate instances in which 

the Lacedaemonians marched to their borders before performing the διαβατήρια and subsequently 

                                                           
256 Xen. Hell. 4.6.23, 6.4.9, 20, 6.5.8, 7.6.44. Xenophon also lauds the attitude of the Spartans, who take many 
sacrificial victims with them on campaign and offer numerous sacrifices before decisions are made. He claims 
that this makes them the most skilled in war, making all others look like amateurs in contrast: Xen. Lac. 13.2-5. 
257 Onasand. 10.10.25 
258 Xenophon believed it was important for the general himself to be able to read the signs and omens of the 
gods: Xen. Eq. mag. 6.6. 
259 For the evidence of manteis being present with the military see: Pritchett (III. 47-90).  
260 The original view, masterfully compiled by Pritchett (I: 109-115), that the two terms for sacrifice, hiera and 
sphagia, denote sacrifice with and without divination, has been neatly disproven by Jameson (1991:200-202, 
204-205) who argues that both terms denote divination as well as sacrifice. See also Parker (2009: 308). 
261 These include not only sacrificial readings but also a variety of different portents. An extensive list has 
already been compiled: Pritchett (III: 91-153). See also Jameson (1991: 204-221); Parker (2009: 307-309); 
Pritchett (III: 83-90). 
262 Hdt. 9.19.2 
263 Paus. 4.22.5 
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returning home due to the poor omens.264 Xenophon gives more examples, allowing the notoriously 

pious Spartans to receive seven positive διαβατήρια rituals, which resulted in direct Spartan action.265 

The prolificacy of these border rites could be seen to imply that the main departure ritual did not occur 

at the muster but here at the border, raising the wider question as to whether the διαβατήρια should 

be considered a departure ritual from the civic sphere, or the first of the military campaign rituals. 

Within context, the latter seems most pertinent because the forces had already been mustered, 

removed from their domestic roles, and set out from the polis – any departure had already occurred 

before these rituals. The διαβατήρια, by contrast, was the first real act of military decision making by 

the commander in charge, aligning it with campaign sacrifices and omen readings, rather than a 

ritualised movement from the civic to the purely military world.266 

Our best source for the διαβατήρια is Xenophon’s Constitution of the Spartans, which presents the 

ritual as the final part of a complex departure ritual led by the Spartan king.267 According to Xenophon, 

the Spartan king first offered sacrifices to Zeus Agetor (Leader) and associated gods. If these were 

favourable, the fire-bearer (πυρφόρος) would take the flame from the altar and lead the army to the 

border, with which the διαβατήρια rites would be conducted. The unique status of this Spartan 

departure is emphasised by Xenophon when he described this as proof that every other polis were 

mere improvisers in war, compared to the Spartans who he considered skilled in this regard.268 Indeed, 

the only comparable instance of this format is found in the later work of Plutarch, drawing on 

Theopompus, who described the rituals of a departing mercenary force on Zacynthus in similar 

fashion.269 The commander, Dion, led his men on a solemn procession to the temple with full 

armaments before making a sacrifice to Apollo. After this, he led them to the Zacynthian stadium 

where he held a banquet, something that finds no comparison by Xenophon’s description, but was 

institutionally enforced on the Spartans anyway by their syssitia. Returning to Athens, 

Plutarch/Theopompus’ description of a communal meal has a precedent in Xenophon’s Hellenica, 

when Iphicrates was appointed commander of a newly raised force and, following his favourable 

sacrifices, ordered his men to eat together at the Academy before departing the following day.270  

                                                           
264 Thuc. 5.54.2 and 5.55.3 occurred in the same summer, when the Spartans tried to march against Argos. The 
third instance (5.116.1) was another failed march against the Argives. See also Hdt. 6.76, for Cleomenes doing 
the exact same thing when trying to cross into Argive territory in 494 B.C. Pritchet (III: 79). 
265 Xen. Hell. 3.5.7, 4.1.22, 4.7.2, 5.1.33, 5.3.14, 6.5.12, 3.4.3 
266 On the complex balance between religious piety and military prudence see Parker (2009: 304-307). 
267 Xen. Lac. 13.2-5 
268 Xen. Lac. 13.5 
269 Plut. Dio. 23.3-4 
270 Xen. Hell. 6.5.49 
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Perhaps then, the Spartan rituals were not unique for their content, but for their execution.271 In 

Athens, the departure of an army had no set location and, therefore, no set format, whereas the 

Spartans could methodically replicate the same rites each and every time. Even the uniquely Spartan 

διαβατήρια has comparisons in the rites at ‘obstacle’ crossings, such as rivers, that we see in the 

actions of other Greeks.272 Similarly, Jameson persuasively argues that the Athenian venerated their 

borders, implying that the Spartan ritual appears to be a continuation of a Panhellenic form of 

worship, aimed specifically at their two principal gods, Zeus and Athena. While Jameson was reluctant 

to draw direct parallels between the διαβατήρια and these other forms of border and ‘obstacle’ 

rituals, Robert Parker perhaps takes it too far when he describes the διαβατήρια as being ‘peculiar to 

Sparta’. Rather it stands as an example of Spartan variance, rather than Spartan uniqueness. The 

emphasis placed, by Xenophon especially, on the pre-departure sacrifices made by the commander of 

the Athenian army, either on his own or with his mantis, contrasts with his Spartan ritual system that 

was witnessed by the hierarchy of the army, as well as the leader of the baggage train, and 

commanders of foreign contingents.273  

For the Athenian hoplite, his role in the rituals of the military departure mirrored his role in all other 

military rituals, he was a passive witness, presuming that he could see it at all.274 The two military 

treatises, mentioned earlier, were very clear in the role of the commander. Xenophon’s cavalry 

commander was to make sacrifices on behalf of his men, while the officers described by Onasander 

should be able to read the omens so that they could ‘tell the men to be of good courage, because the 

gods have ordered them to fight’, implying that the men themselves were not present to watch the 

reading.275  Xenophon repeats this format in his Cyropaedia on two separate occasions: the first sees 

Cyrus sacrificing on behalf of his military expedition;276 while the second instance repeats this topos 

while out on campaign, culminating in Cyrus drawing his officers together, after the sacrifice, to 

explain the good omens.277 Finally, the 4th century B.C. inscription known as the decree of Themistocles 

clearly states that the generals and the boule were the ones to offer the sacrifices to the gods before 

                                                           
271 Contra Pritchett (I: 113) 
272 E.g. Xen. Anab. 4.3.17; Aesch. Sept. 377-379; Hdt. 6.76.2. Jameson (1991: 202). 
273 Xen. Lac. 13.4: πολέμαρχοι, λοχαγοί, πεντηκοντῆρες, ξένων στρατίαρχοι, στρατοῦ σκευοφορικοῦ ἄρχοντες. 
274 It is plausible that the reason Thucydides was silent about sacrifices at the Piraeus was because they had 
already occurred before the muster. Xenophon describes something similar when Iphikrates ordered his men 
to meet in the Academy, after a fortuitous sacrifice (Xen. Hell. 6.5.49); but it is not clear whether his men were 
already mustered when the sacrifice took place.   
275 Xen. Eq. mag. 3.1 ὑπὲρ τοῦ ἱππικοῦ; Onasand. 10.25. Trans. Tichener & Pease (1928 [Adapted]): 
θεασάμενοι τοῖς ὑποταττομένοις θαρρεῖν λέγοιεν ἀπαγγέλλοντες, ὡς οἱ θεοὶ κελεύουσι μάχεσθαι. 
276 Xen. Cyr. 2.4.18: ἐθύετο ἐπὶ τῇ πορείᾳ. 
277 Xen. Cyr. 3.2.3-4. See also the indignation vocalised by Philesius and Lycon of Acheaea against Xenophon, in 
his Anabasis, for daring to sacrifice on behalf of the army for a decision he had not yet discussed with the men. 
In his response, Xenophon works hard to distinguish between his personal sacrifices and omen readings, and 
those in the function as strategos: Xen. Anab. 5.6.28. 
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the manning of the ships.278 While our sources differ slightly in their timing of the sacrifice, whether 

at the muster or before it, the same conclusion can be drawn in regard to the individual hoplite – he 

is not included. 

Once the omens had been read, the commander conferred with his manteis before telling his officers 

of the decision to march. In so doing, bringing an end to the transition between the domestic and 

military world, and bringing the hoplite’s departure to completion. From this exploration of the various 

elements to an army’s departure, a model for the military departure can be presented from the 

moment the strategos had been assigned by the assembly: the lists of potential hoplites are compiled 

by the demarchoi and given to the strategos, via the taxiarchoi. The strategos is then assisted in 

compiling the final list that would make his campaign katalogos. Final arrangements are confirmed, 

including the amount of rations required for each man. The location of the muster is judged, based on 

the operational objective of the newly raised force and the speed required of this muster, and then 

set. The katalogos is then posted up at the Eponymoi monument and is read by a representative from 

each deme (if this is a mass levy, rather than a katalogos, this element is overridden by heralds and 

trumpet calls, speeding up the entire process). Following this, an assigned hoplite departs from his 

home and meets at a set location within his deme. With his fellow demesmen he marches out to the 

pre-arranged muster point in or around Athens. While Athens itself is abuzz with activity, the hoplites 

are registered and the fighting strength is confirmed to the strategos. When the commander is 

content, the army prepares to depart. The strategos, with his mantis/eis, perform the sacrifices and 

read the omens. These are then relayed to the taxiarchoi with final orders. If the muster occurs late 

in the day: the army may be ordered to take a communal meal for the evening before finalising the 

departure the following morning. If the muster occurs early in the day: libations are poured by the 

officers, followed by communal prayer and a paean sung by the hoplites. The army is led to the borders 

of their homeland, assuming they are assigned a foreign duty, where another sacrifice is made before 

crossing the final threshold. 

By examining the process by which an Athenian hoplite departed for his military service it has become 

apparent that there was a vast experiential difference between his domestic and military transitions. 

The domestic departure was not solely dictated by a public ideology, emphasising civic duty, but 

presents the individual as the centre of focus, offering him an active role in his departure and the 

                                                           
278 SEG 18.153, 37-38. The aorist participle θύ]σαντας denotes that the sacrifice took place before the ships 
were manned, further implying that the men may not have been present to witness the ritual. Whether or not 
the decree is an authentic 3rd/4th century replica of a 5th century original is the source of much scholarly 
debate. Its use here is permitted because the inscription reflects common, or expected practice within 
whichever of the two time periods it was written, both of which fall within the remit of the classical period. For 
a thorough analysis of the vast scholarship on the debate see Johansson (2001: 69-78). 
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rituals involved. This contrasts with his place in the military departure, during which he had joined a 

large scale system of recruitment that inevitably stripped the individual of his ability to participate in 

the rituals on a personal level. 

Importantly, the hoplite underwent a process of de-individuation during the military transition, yet 

there is no suggestion that this resulted in any friction between the hoplite, his family, and the 

Athenian army he was joining. What the evidence does show is a clear acknowledgement of the 

tensions and fears inherent in the domestic departure. While this is to be expected when loved ones 

depart for war, the reticence in the departure scenes, and its articulation in the words of Xenophon’s 

Panthea, suggest that Crowley’s proposition of a seamless transition of ideals between the civic and 

military spheres is at the very least questionable.279 As Panthea’s speech holding Abradatas’ dead body 

shows, the experiences of war could quite drastically change the thoughts and beliefs of even the most 

ardent of advocates for civic duty and military service. This dissonance, on its own, may not prove the 

existence of some form of combat-induced trauma, but it does suggest the prospect of a social 

environment within which such trauma was a real possibility. 

                                                           
279 See section 1.1.2. 
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3. Military Homecoming 

One unique feature of classical Greek warfare, which separates it so distinctly from later Hellenistic 

and Roman traditions, is the absence of military victory processions.1 At times of great Athenian 

victory such as the battles of Marathon or Plataea, which we know were later commemorated and 

celebrated in Athens, there is no mention of a triumphal army marching back to Athens, no celebration 

of the victorious hoplites.2 Indeed, even during the Peloponnesian War, when military action was most 

prevalent for the Athenians, neither Thucydides nor Xenophon actually describe an Athenian army 

returning to their mother city. This strange gap in our understanding of the Athenian military 

experience transcends the literary sphere, and has been observed within art as well.3 

As Lisa Hau has successfully shown, the greatest difference between the after-battle actions of the 

classical Greeks and the Republican Romans, as described by Greek historians, is the absence of victory 

celebrations and processions.4 Indeed, it is very noticeable that the entire classical Greek world was 

void of anything akin to the famous Roman triumphs, not just Athens.5 Hau concludes her research by 

asserting that the ancient historians must have been averse to writing about these celebrations, due 

to a form of class prejudice. This conclusion is based upon Hau’s own stated assumption that the 

Greeks did in fact celebrate their victories regularly, in the absence of any direct evidence to support 

this.6 Hau’s focus is precisely on this lack of victory celebration, which she links with Greek concerns 

for appearing hubristic. However, Hau does not attempt to reconcile this absence of evidence with 

the various accounts available that describe Greek athletes receiving their own triumphal marches 

and celebrations.7  This disparity surely implies that the celebration of a victory was not necessarily 

hubristic, for an individual at least, but that a military victory was somehow different, and it was the 

military context that made a celebration unseemly. 

                                                           
1 The terms military victory and military homecoming here are used to identify that of an army, as opposed to 
that of an individual.  
2 The battle of Marathon was followed by an emergency march back to Athens, to defend it against a Persian 
fleet sailing around Attica, which may explain the lack of parade home. After Plataea, the Athenians were part 
of the joint-Hellenic force that pushed the Persians out of Europe. Herodotus (9.121) tells us that, after their 
victories in the Chersonese, the Athenians simply sailed back to Hellas with their spoils, and that ‘nothing more 
happened in this year’ [κατὰ τὸ ἔτος τοῦτο οὐδὲν ἐπὶ πλέον τούτων ἐγένετο]. On the lack of triumphal march 
see Steinbock (2013: 110-1). 
3 Hölscher (2003: 14); Nevin (2015: 346). See Shapiro (1990) for an overview of the problems which 
surrounding the identification of a painted scene depicting either a departure or an arrival. 
4 Hau (2013: esp. 58-9, 63-4, 65) 
5 For a clear example that reveals the sheer scale of the Roman triumph see Tac. Hist. 2.89. 
6 Hau (2013: 72, 74) 
7 E.g. Pind. Nem. 5.50-4; 8.13-16; Ol. 9.10-12. For the athletic-style homecoming of generals in Greece see 
section 3.1.3, with Blech (1982: 112-113 n.17), Liddel (2007: 178), Steinbock (2013: 89-90), and Pritchard 
(2013: 86) in particular. 



76 
 

Matthew Trundle considered a similar line of thought, suggesting that the lack of triumphal marches 

and the leading of captives through the streets may reflect the Greek perception of war as ‘sorrowful 

and destructive’.8  He further observes that there is no record of the return of a Greek army to its own 

city, which Trundle finds anomalous and in direct contrast with the clear military participation in civic 

festivals, and indeed of festivals based around significant battle sites.9  Similarly to Hau, Trundle’s 

emphasis here is on victory, and the celebration of that victory; yet this only accounts for one side of 

a battle.  The defeated needed to go home as well. By focussing on the military homecoming as an 

exercise in triumph and celebration, something that is absent from the historical record, scholars have 

allowed the topic to remain unexplored. As a result, the subject does not feature in many of the 

influential works of Greek socio-military history.10 However, as I aim to show in this section, when the 

restrictions of victory and celebration are removed from the enquiry, it becomes possible to piece 

together elements of the military homecoming and, as a result, create a more complex image of the 

experience of homecoming for the hoplite. 

3.1 Arriving in Athens 

Thucydides regularly uses the aorist passive of the verb διαλύω, to describe an army being disbanded, 

followed by a prepositional phrase such as κατὰ πόλεις (to their cities),  κατα ἔθνη (to their ‘peoples’), 

and ἐπ᾽ οἴκου ἕκαστοι (to their own home).11 But remarkably, not one of these descriptions refer to 

the Athenians themselves, but rather allied armies; creating an image of military contingents parting 

to go back to their own territories.  In addition to cognates of διαλύω, Xenophon also uses the set 

phrase διαφῆκε το στρατευμα ([the general] dismissed the army), but this similarly does not refer to 

an Athenian army.12   There are in fact no direct references to an Athenian army being disbanded in 

                                                           
8 Trundle (2013: 124) 
9 Referencing the collation of military festivals found in Pritchett (III: 154-229). 
10 The theme is absent from Pritchett’s great compendium (I-V), including volume III which is specifically 
focussed on religion, where we may have expected to find homecoming rituals discussed. It is similarly absent 
from Hanson (1991) (1994), Rich & Shipley (1993), Sage (1996), van Wees (2004), Rawlins (2007), Pritchard 
(2010), Fagan & Trundle (2010), Crowley (2012), Ulanowski (2016). Christ (2006: 113) has a section discussing 
the returning home of a hoplite, but does not explore the form in which that homecoming took, and his 
research focussed on the aftermath of that homecoming. Scholarly works that specifically focus on the 
homecoming of a hoplite frequently emphasise the experiential transition home, from military into domestic 
life, and possible evidence of friction, but do not consider the moment in which the army actually returns 
home: Shay (20002); Tritle (2000) (2010); Meineck & Konstan (2014: esp. 87-130). 
11 κατὰ πόλεις: Thuc. 2.23.3, 2.79.7, 3.26.4, 4.74.1. κατα ἔθνη: Thuc. 2.68.9, 5.83.2. ἐπ᾽ οἴκου ἕκαστοι: Thuc. 
5.60.4. 
12 Cognates of διαλύω: Xen. Hell. 2.3.3, 3.5.24, 4.7.7, 5.1.35, 6.3.18, 6.4.2-3, 6.5.22. διαφῆκε το στρατευμα: 
Xen. Hell. 4.4.13, 3.2.24. 
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any of the surviving sources, neither are there any descriptions of an Athenian army being sent home, 

nor of them entering the city of Athens, which raises the question; what happened to them?13 

To answer this, it must first be ascertained how Athenian armies most frequently travelled. If our 

image of the Athenian army is one which most frequently marched out of Attica to raid Megara, or 

invade the Peloponnese, then there is the distinct possibility that the absence of a military 

homecoming in our sources reflects a reality. The armies could have crossed into Attica and the men 

then dispersed to their demes, without entering Athens itself. However, the statistics collated in 

chapter 2 reflect a different image of Athenian military transportation, as can be seen in a modified 

version given in Table 3. This table shows the geographical destinations of every Athenian muster that 

numbered over 1,000 hoplites, as described by Thucydies, Xenophon and Diodorus. It also collates the 

number of ships that were assigned to the mission, and the means of transport which the army took. 

For our enquiry here, the exact destination is not as important as the geographical scope of the 

journey. By sending an army to an island, it is obvious that they must have travelled by ship. What is 

perhaps less obvious is that many of the assaults on the Peloponnese were also done by ship. It is only 

when the Isthmus was raided, or else an army was sent into Boeotia, that an Athenian force left Attica 

by land. A change in pattern appears during the Theban Hegemony, when it became safer for the 

Athenians to enter the Peloponnese by land, either as an ally of Thebes, or as an ally of Sparta. 

Of the 44 Athenian musters we are given by our sources, 29 of them were transported by ship. This 

means that 65% of all Athenian musters that we are informed about, of a size that has been previously 

argued needed specific logistical considerations, were transported by ships. The importance of this 

comes, once again, from a logistical consideration: the hoplites who went out on campaign, would 

have needed to be aboard a ship to return home. Demosthenes describes a group of Athenian sailors 

in service, who chose to remain with their commanders to ensure their safety when travelling home, 

from where the commander would then discharge them.14 Demosthenes is purposefully contrasting 

the loyal behaviour of citizens with the disloyalty of mercenary sailors, who simply moved on to the 

next paymaster. The significance of this passage comes from who these Athenian sailors were; they 

were οἵ γε ἐκ καταλόγου (those [sailors] drawn from the katalogos). This means that they were of the 

same social group as conscripted hoplites, if not experienced hoplites themselves. Two elements are 

relevant here, the association between staying as a group and feeling 

                                                           
13 The nearest instance we have comes from Thuc. 3.7.3, who describes the fleet of Asopius being split and the 
majority of the ships being ‘sent back to their homes’ [ἀποπέμπει τῶν νεῶν πάλιν ἐπ᾽ οἴκου]. But this is purely 
a naval force, and there is no suggestion that it contained any land troops. 
14 Dem. 50.16 
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Table 3: Athenian musters and methods of transportation 

Reference Year of 
Muster 

Destination Muster 
Size 

Transport Number of  
Ships 

Thucydides: 
1.57 
1.60-1 
1.64 
1.107 
1.113 
2.23 
2.31 
2.56-8 
3.17 
3.18 
3.91 
4.42 
4.53 
4.68 
4.129 
5.2 
5.55 
5.61 
5.75 
5.84 
6.43 
8.25 

 
433 
432 
432 
457 
447 
431 
431 
430 
433-431 
428 
426 
425 
424 
424 
423 
422 
419 
418 
418 
416 
415 
412 

 
Chalcidice 
Chalcidice 
Chalcidice 
Corinthian Isthmus 
Boeotia 
Peloponnese 
Corinthian Isthmus 
Peloponnese 
Chalcidice 
Island 
Island 
Peloponnese 
Island 
Corinthian Isthmus 
Chalcidice 
Chalcidice 
Argolid 
Argolid 
Argolid 
Island 
Island 
Island 

 
1,000 
2,000 
1,600 
13,000 
1,000 
1,000 
10,000 
4,000 
3,000 
1,000 
2,000 
2,000 
2,000 
4,000 
1,000 
1,200 
1,000 
1,000 
1,000 
1,600 
1,500 
1,000 

 
Ship 
Ship 
Ship 
On foot 
On foot 
Ship 
On foot 
Ship 
Ship 
Ship 
Ship 
Ship 
Ship 
On foot 
Ship 
Ship 
On foot 
On foot 
On foot 
Ship 
Ship 
Ship 

 
30 
40 
Unknown 
N/A 
N/A 
100 
N/A 
100 
N/A 
Unknown 
60 
80 
60 
N/A 
40  
30 
N/A 
N/A 
N/A 
30 
100  
48 

Xenophon, Hellenica 
1.1.34 
1.4.21 
7.1.41 

 
410 
407 
366? 

 
Island 
Island 
Peloponnese 

 
1,000 
1,500 
2,000 

 
Ship 
Ship 
On foot 

 
50 
100 
N/A 

Diodorus: 
11.84.3-6 
11.85 
12.34.4 
12.47.3 
12.55.4 
12.65.1 
12.65.8 
12.69.4 
12.79.1 
12.84.3 
13.9.2 
13.52.1 
13.65.1 
15.26.2 
15.29.7 
15.32.2 
15.63.2 
15.71.3 
15.84.2 

 
456 
455 
435 
429 
427 
424 
424 
424 
419 
415 
413 
410/9 
409 
378/7 
377/6 
377/6 
369/8 
368/7 
362 

 
Peloponnese 
Peloponnese 
Chalcidice 
Chalcidice 
Island 
Peloponnese 
Island 
Boeotia 
Peloponnese 
Island 
Island 
Unknown  
Corinthian Isthmus 
Boeotia 
Peloponnese 
Boeotia 
Peloponnese 
Thessaly 
Peloponnese 

 
4,000 
1,000 
2,000 
1,000 
1,000 
1,000 
2,000 
20,000 
1,000 
5,000 
5,000 
1,000 
1,000 
5,000 
20,000 
5,000 
12,000 
1,000 
6,000 

 
Ship 
Ship 
Ship 
Ship 
Ship 
Ship 
Ship 
On foot 
Ship 
Ship 
Ship 
Ship (?) 
On foot 
On foot 
Ship 
On foot 
On foot 
On foot 
On foot 

 
50 
50 
Unknown  
Unknown 
Unknown 
60 
60 
N/A 
Unknown 
100 
80 
30 
N/A 
N/A 
200 
N/A 
N/A 
30 
N/A 
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safe, and the fact that they returned home safely before they were discharged.15   A return home, for 

these ships, would have meant a return to the Piraeus from where they had launched and, if 

Demosthenes is to be believed, it would have been here that the men were discharged, at the 

earliest.16 

There is direct evidence of a homecoming force entering the Piraeus, when Alcibiades returned from 

his exile in 408/7 B.C., having been named one of the Athenian generals for that year. He sailed into 

the Piraeus with twenty ships and received a hero’s welcome, according to Xenophon, who was 

apparently an eyewitness.17 Plutarch gives a slightly different version, based on the accounts he had 

read by Xenophon, Theopompus, Ephorus, and Daris of Samos, whose overly extravagant portrayal of 

the event is dismissed by Plutarch.18 Plutarch does not give the number of ships that Alcibiades had 

with him, but he does specifically describe them as triremes, and being adorned with shields and the 

spoils of war.19 He also diverges from Xenophon by describing Alcibiades’ own concerns and reticence 

during the event. To Xenophon, Alcibiades was received by the mob from the city, but Plutarch 

emphasises the faces in the crowd that Alcibiades was hoping to see:20 

‘[H]e was in fear as he put into the harbour, and having pulled in, he did not disembark from 

his trireme until . . . he saw that his cousin Euryptolemus was there, with many other friends 

and family members, and heard their calls.’21 

Plutarch then describes the rest of the crowd, Xenophon’s mob, ignoring the other generals that they 

saw and instead ran to Alcibiades. This presents Alcibiades’ return as part of a larger military 

homecoming, in which Alcibiades is not the only strategos present.22 Xenophon does not describe such 

a large array of ships in this instance; however, he does describe a similar scene with the return of 

Thrasyllus briefly before that of Alcibiades.23 Thrasyllus sailed home to Athens with the ‘rest of the 

fleet’, that is the remainder of the fleet after subtracting 20 ships for Alcibiades, and a further 30 ships 

                                                           
15 A similar sentiment is described by Hdt.9.117, when the Athenian were besieging Sestus. The Athenian men 

were discontent (ἤσχαλλον) from being away from home (ἀποδημέοντες), and urged their commanders to 

lead them home (ἀπάγοιεν). Notably, the Athenians did not consider the option of just disbanding there and 
heading home, they needed to be lead home as a group. 
16 See for instance the preparations for the Sicilian Expedition (section 2.4.1), where the all of the ships in the 
fleet are described as launching from the Piraeus. 
17 Xen. Hell. 1.4.12-13. Bloedow (1973: 69 n.404); Gygax (2006: 484). 
18 Plut. Alc. 32.2-3 
19 Christ (2006: 113) identifies this as the closest Athenian armies came to triumphal processions, drawing 
attention to their victory through these displays. 
20 Xen. Hell. 1.4.13: ὁ ἐκ τοῦ ἄστεως ὄχλος. 
21 Plut. Alc. 32.3. Trans. B. Perring (1916 [Adapted]): ἀλλ᾽ ἐκεῖνος καὶ δεδιὼς κατήγετο, καὶ καταχθεὶς οὐ 
πρότερον ἀπέβη τῆς τριήρους, πρὶν στὰς . . . ἰδεῖν Εὐρυπτόλεμόν τε τὸν ἀνεψιὸν παρόντα καὶ τῶν ἄλλων 
φίλων καὶ οἰκείων συχνοὺς ἐκδεχομένους καὶ παρακαλοῦντας. 
22 Diod. 13.69.1-2 presents a similar scene which reflects Plutarch’s quite closely. 
23 Xen. Hell. 1.4.10 
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for Thrasyboulos who went raiding the Thracian coast. Thrasyllus had been originally given charge of 

50 ships when he first set out in 410 B.C. and, as Xenophon does not mention any loss of ship during 

Thrasyllus’ campaign, it is fair to assume that it was a similar number with which he returned.24  

Therefore, much like with Plutarch’s Alcibiades, the return of Thrasyllus should be envisioned as a 

large fleet, filled with hoplites as well as sailors, pulling up to the Piraeus and disembarking there. 

Further, albeit indirect, evidence for an organised, collective homecoming can be found in the 

handling of war captives. Most famously, following the Athenian victory at Sphacteria, and the 

surrender of the Spartan garrison on the island, Cleon and Demosthenes arranged the transportation 

of the Spartan captives.25 Two hundred and ninety-two men were taken and distributed among 

various ships, to be transported back to Athens in bondage.26 These captives were by no means 

unique, and keeping prisoners in theatre during an extended campaign would have put a strain on 

resources and manpower.27 To alleviate this problem, Athenian commanders often sent their captives 

back to Athens, possibly alongside the wounded or sick combatants.28 This was not a small 

undertaking; if we consider that the Sphacterian prisoners were split over numerous ships, while 

numbering less than 300 men, then the 700 Toronean prisoners sent back to Athens by Cleon, or the 

four full crews captured by Thrasyllus and sent away, must have required even more ships.29 These 

contingents would have sailed back to Athens and landed at the Piraeus, presenting another 

opportunity for a formal homecoming to occur. 

3.1.1 A Military Pompe 

There is a great difference between the physical homecoming of troops, and a ritualistic homecoming 

that embodies some form of reintegration or celebration of the hoplite.30 In the absence of any 

obvious examples in the sources, a more refined analysis is needed. If a Greek army were to form a 

victory procession of any description, we would expect this to be reflected in the language of the 

                                                           
24 See Table 3. 
25 Thuc. 4.38.4-5 
26 Thuc. 4.38.5, 41.1, 57.4; Plut. Nic. 9.4; Diod. 12.63.4 
27 For a catalogue of instances when the Athenians enslaved their enemies after victory see Pritchett (V: 226-
9). For the Greek practice of taking prisoners after battle, Ducrey (1986) is still the primary authority on the 
matter. 
28 Dem. 50.19, 24; Krentz (2007: 193) 
29 Sphacterian prisoners: Thuc. 5.3.4; Diod. 12.73.3. Thrasyllus’ captives: Xen. Hell. 1.2.13. See also the 
unrecorded number of captives from Corcyra and Aegina, as described by Thuc. 4.46.3 and Diod.12.65.9 
respectively. The exact location of the prison where these captives were held has not been identified. 
Vanderpool (1980: 19) and Hunter (1997:322 n.64) seem correct in their assertion that war-captives would 
have been held separately from the civic prison, due to their sheer numbers if nothing else, but no location has 
yet been suggested. 
30 Lonis (1979: 303-4) argues that the return of Alcibiades discussed above is evidence of a Greek version of a 
triumphal march but he relies too heavily on the supposed account of Douris of Samos, the account of which 
Plutarch himself is sceptical. 
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sources. The two most obvious candidates are θρίαμβος, which is often associated with a hymn to 

Dionysus but was used by later writers to refer to triumphal marches, and πομπή, in the sense of a 

solemn or religious procession.  

Θρίαμβος is not a term that is used by either Herodotus, Thucydides or Xenophon, and does not seem 

to have any basis in the Greek world of the 5th or 4th century B.C. The term is used by Plutarch, but 

only in his works on Roman figures of history, and only to describe Roman triumphs. Diodorus uses 

the term on two occasions to describe the triumphal homecoming of the god Dionysus from India, an 

event that he compares with the triumphs of Alexander, but again, he does not use the term to 

describe any such event in the 5th or 4th century.31  Without any description assigned to Dionysius’ 

triumph, it must be assumed that Diodorus had in mind a Roman style march, rather than some early 

Greek variant. The second term, πομπή, is regularly attested in the classical Greek literature. It can 

describe an escort as well as a procession, but most often holds the meaning of a religious or festive 

parade. It is a term that can be used in a military context: Xenophon talks about the role of the cavalry 

in various pompai;32 the Ten Thousand perform their own processions during a long period of respite;33 

Thucydides describes the spear and the shield as being the usual weapons carried at a procession.34 

But there is only one instance in which the term is used to describe the actions of an Athenian army, 

and what is more, that army was forming a procession to enter the city of Athens itself. 

The army in question was not a formal one established by the Assembly, in fact it was the complete 

opposite. The logographer Lysias, in his speech Against Agoratus, describes the rebel forces of 

Thrasyboulus who, in 403, had mounted a campaign against the Thirty Tyrants and had won a great 

military victory in the Piraeus. When the Spartan king Pausanias dismissed his army and left Athens, 

this allowed the rebels to enter the city and re-establish democracy. This entry is labelled by Lysias as 

a πομπή from the Piraeus into the city, whose speech outlines the removal of a polluted man called 

Agoratus from the procession.35 The destination of this procession was an unspecified temple of 

Athena atop the Acropolis, a fact which amplifies the religious context of this parade: a polluted man 

could not partake in the religious procession, and most certainly could not join them as they entered 

the sacred ground of a temple.36 The religious undertone of the march is confirmed by Xenophon’s 

                                                           
31 Diod. 17.72.1-6. But, interestingly, Diodorus does not actually use the term θρίαμβος to describe 
Alexander’s victory parade, but rather τὸν ἐπινίκιον κῶμον. 
32 Xen. Eq. mag. 2.1, 3.1-2 
33 Xen. Anab. 5.5.5 
34 Thuc. 6.58.2 
35 Lys. 13.80-82 
36 Lys. 13.81. Trans. Todd (2000 [Adapted]): οὐ γὰρ ἔφη δεῖν ἀνδροφόνον αὐτὸν ὄντα συμπέμπειν τὴν πομπὴν 
τῇ Ἀθηνᾷ. “He said that he [Agoratus], as a murderer, must have no part in the procession to Athena.” See 
more generally Parker (1983/1996: 64-6). 
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own account, which describes the procession making its sacrifices to Athena on top of the Acropolis 

before the generals made an appearance in front of the Assembly. Although Xenophon clearly defines 

the destination and religious context of the procession, he refrains from using the term πομπή, and 

merely describes the men as ἀνελθόντες (they went up). 

Ostensibly, this is evidence of an Athenian army marching from the Piraeus into the city following a 

long campaign season, and performing a set series of rites before the hoplites were disbanded.37 But 

the context of the event, allied with certain textual problems, mean this is not simple to confirm. Todd 

describes this procession as a victory procession, rather than the symbolic act of reconciliation 

suggested by Kavoulaki, and Strauss before him.38 Wolpert sums up the confusion that this episode 

elicits in modern scholarship, by describing this as both a solemn processionand a victory procession.39 

The confusion comes from the presence of weaponry in the parade. As Strauss argues, the presence 

of weaponry ‘reminded [the victors] and their former enemies of their military achievement.’40 

Perhaps most revealing is that the original manuscript available to us of this Lysias speech does not 

refer to the men in the procession as τῶν ὁπλιτῶν, which many commentator’s insert, but merely τῶν 

πολιτῶν.41 This raises an important question about Lysias’ intention: was he trying to assert that these 

were military men entering the city, or was he trying to emphasise that these were citizens who were 

forced to arms?  

The fact that the men marched into Athens under arms is beyond doubt. They are described as 

carrying their military kit,42 and when Agoratus was chastised by the commanding officer leading the 

procession, he had his shield taken from him and thrown away.43 This is also corroborated by 

Xenophon’s description of the men going to the Acropolis with their arms.44 However, while Athens 

may have been a non-weapon carrying society day to day, the presence of arms could be considered 

                                                           
37 Commentators of this passage have not yet produced an analysis which highlights the military homecoming 
inherent in this episode. It is more commonly discussed in relation to the inner social dynamics of a fractured 
Athenian populace: whether or not this was a parade to promote unity, or to further emphasise a division 
between the victors and the defeated. See especially Strauss (1985: 70), and Shear (2011: 288). Strauss (1986: 
89) also observed that Lysias’ account of Agoratus does, in itself, symbolise the themes of disunity that would 
consume the next generation of Athenian citizens; Agoratus having been a previous supporter of the Thirty 
before trying to change sides. 
38 Todd (2000: 156 n.52); Kavoulaki (1999: 304); Strauss (1985: 70) 
39 Wolpert (2002: 21, 62, 84) 
40 Strauss (1985: 70) 
41 See Carey’s apparatus (2007: 144-5) 
42 Lys. 13.81: τὰ ὅπλα. 
43 Lys. 13.81: τήν τε ἀσπίδα αὐτοῦ λαβὼν ἔρριψε. 
44 Xen. Hell. 2.4.39: σὺν τοῖς ὅπλοις. 
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quite normal for a religious procession, as mentioned earlier, so we cannot presume that these were 

specifically military processions.45   

Taking into account the exceptional circumstances of this single event, as well as the fact that there 

are no similar instances in the available evidence, it could be concluded that this was a unique parade. 

Further evidence for this can be found in how the event was memorialised in Athens, with annual 

thanks-giving offerings being sacrificed on that day, possibly up until the time of Plutarch.46 

Conversely, the unique nature of the event, and the importance placed on it for generations to come, 

may actually explain why a common, but unstated, military ritual was described by our sources. It 

could be that the exceptional nature of the context allows for an explanation as to why a regular ritual 

has been given such coverage. After all, this was the first Athenian force allowed to enter the city since 

the Thirty first took control.47 Making the (historically) mundane event of a military homecoming a 

highly emotional, as well as political, watershed moment in the history of Athens. 

While it may appear to have been a unique event in Athenian history, the procession does have great 

similarities with another, as described by Xenophon as well, and once more, it could have been a 

procession he witnessed.48 In 399 B.C., the Spartan commander Derkylidas was causing chaos for the 

Persians in the Troad region. He received a message from Meidias, an ally of the satrap Pharnabazus, 

asking to begin negotiations. Derkylidas stated his desire to free all the Greek cities and marched his 

army toward Skepsis. Meidias, knowing that he could not win a confrontation with the Spartan led 

army, allowed the commander to enter the city, who went straight up to the acropolis to sacrifice to 

Athena.49 He then marched to Gergis and told Meidias to order the gates open so that he could march 

his men to their temple of Athena, on their acropolis, and sacrifice to her.50 Xenophon describes this 

second event in more detail and even mentions the procession itself. While undoubtedly an army, 

Derkylidas’ men were marching two abreast, allowing Xenophon to assign the procession the adverb 

εἰρηνικῶς, they were marching peacefully.51 In other words, they marched in a non-military, and non-

                                                           
45 Thuc. 1.6.1-3; Arist. Pol. 1268b40ff. van Wees (1998a: 333-4). 
46 Plut. De Glor. Athen. 7 
47 Kavoulaki (1999: 304-5) 
48 At the end of his Anabasis, Xenophon hands over the Cyrean Greek mercenaries to the Spartan commander 
Thibron. Thibron turned them into a unit of his army (Hell. 3.1.6), which Derkylidas took over when he 
succeeded command in 399 B.C. (Hell. 3.1.8). It is generally considered that Xenophon remained with the Ten 
Thousand during this time, as one of their commanders, making him an important eye witness to the events he 
describes with Derkylidas. Dillery (1995: 271 n.29, 274 n.63); Luce (1997: 73); Flower (2012: 54). 
49 Xen. Hell. 3.1.21 
50 Xen. Hell. 3.1.22 
51 Xen. Hell. 3.2.22. Xenophon states that they remained armed throughout the procession and the sacrifice to 
Athena: Xen. Hell. 3.1.23. 
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threatening, manner, almost trying to convert themselves from being victorious military men, into 

being peaceful, pious men feigning humility.52 

With regard to the Athenian episode, Xenophon does not explain why Derkylidas goes to the temple 

of Athena on both occasions, nor does he explain the need to march two by two before entering the 

city. The concept of an army entering a ‘welcoming’ city and immediately heading to the acropolis, to 

make a sacrifice to Athena, did not need an explanation.53  The only element that Xenophon felt the 

need to clarify was that Derkylidas had performed the procession correctly, in two lines. It is in this 

construct that the procession from the Piraeus to the Acropolis should be seen.  From the moment 

that the campaign was over, and the men were able to march into Athens, they needed to ensure that 

they could not be perceived to be either militarily active, or celebrating in their victory; they possible 

used the two-by-two marching line and walking in silence to achieve this. 

The absence of any obvious victory celebrations on the part of the Athenian army has allowed the 

topic of a military homecoming to be neglected. It has been established that the predominant form of 

transportation was by ship, and this in turn necessitated a collective homecoming for Athens’ hoplites. 

The location was the Piraeus, which has big enough to host large crowds and may have played host to 

well-wishers and family members looking for their loved ones; in many ways the direct mirror image 

of the departure scene for the Sicilian Expedition discussed in section 2.4.1.  

It is also pertinent that the sole instance we have from the records, which describes an Athenian 

military force entering Athens, starts from the Piraeus as well. While the context was unconventional, 

the procession described by both Lysias and Xenophon is a clear example of an Athenian army re-

entering the city after a period of prolonged service and embarking on a set pattern of ritual which 

neither author felt a need to explain. This procession was void of all victorious symbolism, and was 

instigated by the army itself, led by its commanders. Only once the sacrifice to Athena had been made 

did the army disband, and the commanders then entered the Assembly. This lack of political action, 

or engagement, on the part of the army is echoed by the Spartan example of Derkylidas, who similarly 

refrains from his plans to take control of the city of Gergis until the sacrifice is complete.  

Whether the procession always ended at the temple of Athena, or whether the procession had to 

enter the centre of Athens itself, is impossible to ascertain from the historical record as it stands. What 

is very clear, however, is that the Athenian forces being raised on a regular basis were returning to 

Attica as a unified force. That unified force would not disband until the orders were given by the 

                                                           
52 This was, after all, a ruse designed to allow the Spartan commander to take control of the city without any 
bloodshed. 
53 Skepsis is specifically described as welcoming Derkylidas: Xen. Hell. 3.1.21. 
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strategos, most likely following a ritual like that atop the Acropolis. Only then does the army end its 

transition from being a militarily active unit, through to being a band of citizens ready to engage with 

the political infrastructure, and by extrapolation, the domestic world which they must transition into 

next. 

3.1.2 Argive welcome 

Even when an Athenian army had been disbanded, and each man ceased to be an active participant 

and representative of that army, the official ‘homecoming’ had not yet reached its completion. 

Commonly, Athenian commanders would have to enter the next Assembly that was convened and 

answer any challenges that may exist about their tenure, if they had not already been called for 

deposition.54 Whether this was a unique feature of the Athenian political system is hard to ascertain; 

however, there is evidence that other poleis had different methods of holding their commanders to 

account. There is a contrast between the Athenian practice and that of the Argives and, as that of 

Argos is the only other example available, a small comparison may be fruitful. According to 

Thucydides, following from a frustrating period of extended non-engagement between an Argive army 

and that of the Peloponnesians led by the Spartan King Agis II, the Argive men turned on their own 

commanders. The Argives marched back to their city walls and, in the bed of the Charadrus, they 

stoned one of their commanders, Thrasylus, as punishment for making a truce with the Spartans 

without consulting them. Thucydides does not dwell on the event, other than to observe that 

Thrasylus survived the encounter and fled to an altar. However, his description of the trial’s location 

is elucidating, for the bed of the Charadrus was the place ‘where they judge their military cases before 

entering [the city].’55 

For Hornblower, this entire episode is an example of indiscipline. The Argives chose an act of 

punishment that was a ‘paradigm of the indisciplined collective act’, or as Parker describes it ‘mob 

justice’.56 Yet, both Hornblower and, to a lesser extent, Parker, focus purely on the crime for which 

Thrasylus was stoned, without reference to the location. For Hornblower in particular, the failure of 

the commander to push home a perceived advantage caused outrage among the men and they, 

betraying their lack of personal discipline, chose stones as their instrument of death. Hornblower 

observes, rightly, that Thucydides contrasts this outcome with the response from Agis’ Spartan men.57 

The Spartans were similarly furious, but they returned to their city and punished their king by due 

                                                           
54 Hamel (1998: 140-157) for list of all possible trials of Athenian strategos between the years 501/0-322/1 B.C. 
55 Thuc. 5.60.6. Strassler (2008 [Adapted]): οὗπερ τὰς ἀπὸ στρατείας δίκας πρὶν ἐσιέναι κρίνουσιν. 
56 Hornblower (2009: 73-4); Parker (1983/1996: 194, 196). See also Forsdyke (2008: 29-30) who follows a 
similar line, but only uses Diodorus’ account of the same event (12.78.5). Diodorus focuses on the anger of the 
Argives but does not give the location of the trial, or any sense that the Argives had held similar courts before. 
57 Thuc. 5.63 
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process and civic law. Thucydides’ inclusion of these two stories side by side does indeed imply he was 

trying to make a point, which was that he did not agree with the Argives’ actions. Nevertheless, 

Hornblower is mistaken to describe the Spartan punishment to be in accordance with law, in 

opposition to the Argives, for two reasons. First, Hornblower makes no reference to the ill-disciplined 

actions of the Spartans in their pursuit of punishment for Agis, as described by Thucydides.58 They 

wanted to burn down all of his property and fine him 10,000 drachmae, something that was 

unprecedented and driven by their rage (ὑπ᾽ ὀργῆς). Their plans were not overruled by any legal 

diligence, but by the appeal made by Agis himself.59 Second, and perhaps more crucially, Thucydides 

is very clear, the Argives punished Thrasylus at the site where all such military trials were held, and 

there is no suggestion that this act existed outside the realms of the laws of Argos. This was not an act 

of impulsive and barbaric violence, which stoning can sometimes symbolise, nor a lynching, but a 

military trial.60 What is more plausible is that Thucydides could not relate to the Argive system, 

because the Athenians did not have a form of military court that existed outside of the civic system.61 

For Thucydides, the Spartan system made the most sense and, to his mind, may well have been the 

more disciplined approach, but that does not automatically make the Argive trial inherently 

indisciplined.62 

If the stoning of Thrasylus was not a pure act of ill-disciplined assault, why did the Argives use stones 

to exact punishment? Thucydides does not answer this question, but the location of the trial may aid 

this enquiry. The close proximity to the city walls allowed the Argive army to enter the city 

immediately after the trial and, if they followed a similar practice of the Athenians, then they would 

have either marched toward a temple or else performed religious rites in a public space large enough. 

This raises two interesting factors to consider. The first is whether the Argive system was designed to 

prevent similar scenes to that with Agoratus outside of Athens, discussed earlier. If the Athenians held 

a military court before entering their city, Agoratus could have been put through due diligence and 

prevented from joining the procession because of his polluted status. As it was, one commander, who 

took the matter into his own hands, made the decision. Alternatively, if Forsdyke is correct, the stoning 

                                                           
58 Thuc. 5.63.2-3 
59 Forsdyke (2008: 29) argues that Thucydides was being critical of the Spartan response, in much the same 
way as he was the Argive response. 
60 Impulsive and barbaric violence: Gras (1984:87); Rosivach (1987a: 243-4). For a challenge to this view see 
Forsdyke (2008: 40, n.129). Lynching: Gomme (IV: 86). 
61 For a compiled list of trials held in Athens against strategoi see Hamel (1998: 140-157). The Athenians did 
have a legal system that dealt with military transgressions, such as desertion, which may have been held in a 
trial of veteran peers, but it took place in the civic centre of Athens: Lys. 15.5; Plat. 12.493 a-b; Gomme (IV: 
86). 
62 An argument could be made that the highly emotional state of the Argives during the trial and punishment 
made the judgement innately unfair, and perhaps this was the reason Thucydides contrasted it with the 
Spartan system, which ostensibly tempered the anger of the men. 
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of Thrasylus was an example of popular justice performed by the ‘masses against elite transgressors 

of social and political norms’, and thus an opportunity for the army to purge itself of polluted 

leadership before entering the city.63 If this supposition were correct then the choice of stones could 

be explained because, while their presence as a legal punishment is uncommon and often ill received 

by our classical Athenian sources, their use against polluted men is well established.64 A second factor 

to consider is the religious state of the hoplites, in the Argive army, following a trial and death 

sentence. Stoning, as a punishment, held two major benefits, as observed by Steiner: it was a collective 

punishment that removed individual responsibility from any one killer, and it enabled the killers to 

keep a safe distance from the source of the miasma.65 In this way, stoning was the most logical choice 

of punishment, as it dealt with the potential pollution of the transgressor and, simultaneously, 

protected the remaining men from becoming polluted themselves. 

An episode in Xenophon’s Anabasis offers a possible Athenian parallel to the Argive system, in which 

a campaigning army held a meeting to accuse one of their commanding officers of improper conduct.66 

After reaching the Black Sea, rumours were spread through the Ten Thousand that Xenophon was 

planning to deceive the men and prevent their journey home by leading them back toward Phasis.67 

To head off any possibility of a mutiny, or lynching, Xenophon called an assembly to hear the case 

against him and defend himself.68 The motivations of Xenophon, as the narrator, and the intricate 

details of the accusation and defence are not wholly relevant here, what is important is the manner 

in which the accusations were dealt with.69 The assembly of men, we do not know if it was all of the 

men or just the officers, heard Xenophon’s defence and passed judgement. In part they decided to 

punish the men responsible for the stoning of the Cerasuntian heralds, an anecdote which formed 

part of Xenophon’s defence, and secondly they decided to hold a military trial for all of the 

commanding officers. Following this judgement, Xenophon recommended, with support from the 

manteis, that the army should be purified before the trials commenced. 

                                                           
63 Forsdyke (2008: 37-41, quote from 39) 
64 Use of stoning as a punishment in Athens see Rosivach (1987a: 232-7). For its reception by contemporary 
sources, see especially Dem. 19.66 and Aesch. Eum. 187-91 with Rosivach (1987: 236-7). Stoning polluted men: 
Philostr. VA 4.10, Pl. Leg. 873 b-c, Plut. Mor. 297c, with Steiner (1995: 203-6). 
65 Steiner (1995: 204). Comparative military punishments would include the Roman system of decimation, and 
the firing squads of the 19th and 20th century A.D. By exacting a terminal punishment as a collective, individual 
responsibility is alleviated. 
66 Xen. Anab. 5.7. The parallel is not straightforward, however, as the army in question was a mercenary one. 
But, taking into account that Xenophon was an Athenian, it is possible that he wrote about the meeting 
through the lens of Athenian practices, and it is therefore worthy of consideration here. 
67 See Xen. Anab. 5.7.1 
68 Xenophon explicitly states (Anab. 5.7.2-3) that he was concerned that the men were meeting in small groups 
and may, out of anger, repeat their stoning of the Cerasuntian elders and market clerks against their 
commanders (Anab. 5.7.19-26). 
69 See Flower (2012: 143-50) 
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As Parker has observed, this purification was a ritual in ‘reinforcing group solidarity’, something that 

had been decreasing throughout book five of the Anabasis.70 Much like the Argive system, the army 

had assembled to resolve their issues internally and, like the Argives, there was concern for the 

polluting nature of the act for the army as a whole. It has also been suggested that Xenophon’s flippant 

description of the purification is, in itself, evidence that this was a common ritual in Greek armies.71 

The assembly was followed by a trial of the commanders, in which the men and a jury of lochagoi 

punished three of them, but Xenophon was able to argue for his own defence against the charges of 

hubris due to his practice of corporal punishment.  

Ostensibly, Xenophon offers a comparable military trial with that of the Argives. The manner with 

which he writes about the assembly and trial do not highlight anything as being unusual, but rather 

emphasises his own plight and decision making process, before focussing on the reasons for his 

innocence. The emphasis for Xenophon is not the assembly or trial, but rather the false accusations 

thrown at him. This would suggest that Xenophon is offering, either, an Athenian or, possibly, 

Panhellenic process of military courts being held on campaign. Yet, there are problems with this 

conclusion. Firstly, the trial was the first to be held during the entire campaign, and this only arose as 

a direct result of the assembly. Secondly, it appears that these crimes for which the men were to be 

tried for in the future were not actually considered a crime until Xenophon’s speech to the assembly.72 

He states that, from then on, no one would be allowed to cause such lawlessness as that seen in 

Cerasus. This suggests that such lawlessness had not been governed internally by the army up until 

that point, whether by specific ruling or by pre-governing Greek military processes. 

There are further problems when comparing this episode with the Argive system. Unlike the Argives, 

Xenophon’s concern for purification did not precede an entry into a city, possibly to partake in a 

religious ritual of homecoming. In addition, unlike the Argives, Xenophon’s consideration for purity 

did not follow the military trial, but rather followed the assembly. Finally, and perhaps the biggest 

contrast between the two, the assembly and trial of the Anabasis was an attempt to reassert group 

unity for the continuing military service ahead of them. For the Argives, their trial was to bring an end 

to their military service, to mark a distinction between the military service they had performed and 

the civilian lives they were about to return to. Therefore, although these two instances offer superficial 

comparisons, they are not reflective of the same practice.73  

                                                           
70 Parker (1983/1996: 22-3), (2004: 142) 
71 Pritchett (III: 202) 
72 Xen. Anab. 5.7.34 
73 If anything, Xenophon may be representing the Athenian practice of military courts held in Athens, following 
military service. This would conform to the wider notion of Xenophon presenting the army as a polis, by him 
emulating Athenian practice in law courts. Something that was briefly postulated by Hornblower (2004: 244). 
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3.1.3 An Athlete’s welcome? 

The Argives process of resolving their military matters before re-entering the city marks an explicit 

liminal space between military and civic life. A space that was not present in the socio-military 

experience of Athenians. Even when an Athenian hoplite had returned home, he was still at risk of 

being called to account for his actions on campaign inside a courtroom.74 For the individual hoplite, 

this would be in the form of a private legal case brought against him. Equally, the Assembly would 

systematically call in a strategos at the end of his tenure to scrutinise his behaviour in post.75  

Alternatively, a returning strategos could petition the Assembly for public honours, on behalf of his 

army, continuing the military association after homecoming, but in search of positive recognition.76 

Aeschines gives such an example, when he describes the honours given to the Athenians who fought 

against the Persians at the river Strymon, after they petitioned the Assembly for them.77 Aeschines 

himself had received rewards from the Assembly for his own military service at the battle of Tamynae, 

something he had already been awarded a wreath of honour for from his field commanders.78 The 

honouring of individuals is not unique here: Athens had a tradition of bestowing prizes and favours 

onto exceptional commanders. References appear in Aristophanes to suggest that Cleon received 

sitesis (provided food by the state) and prohedria (honoured with front seats in the theatre), in 

recognition of his victory at Pylos.79 By the 4th century B.C. many strategoi were receiving rewards for 

their services, and these rewards included the dedication of commemorative statues, something that 

Lycurgus boasted was a unique feature of Athens.80 

It should be stated that generals were not the only Athenians who were given such rewards on their 

homecoming, and a comparison of the various overlaps may be useful in helping to identify the key 

features of a military homecoming. Pritchard is certainly correct in identifying the awarding of prizes 

to victorious strategoi as analogous with the awarding of prizes for victorious athletes of one of the 

four Panhellenic Games.81 Indeed, Lycurgus’ boast was that the Athenians did not make statues of 

athletes, unlike other Greek cities, but of their generals instead. Victorious athletes were likewise 

                                                           
74 Lys. 15.5; Plat. 12.493 a-b  
75 See n.61. 
76 Christ (2006: 113) 
77 Aesch. 3.183-6 describes the erection of three inscribed herms, honouring the victorious men.  
78 Aesch. 2.169 
79 Prohedria: Ar. Eq. 702-4. Sitesis: Ar. Eq. 280, 709, 766, 1404; IG I3 131. The chorus of Knights is also made to 
lament a change in incentive for the men of Athens, compared to earlier generations: “our present men refuse 
to fight, unless they get the honours of the Prytaneum (sitesis) and precedence in their seats (prohedria).” 
80 Dem. 13.21-2, 20.84, 23.130, 196-8; Aesch. 2.80, 3.243. Generals who are so described include Conon, 
Iphicrates, Chabrias and Timotheus. Liddel (2007: 178); Steinbock (2013: 89-90); Pritchard (2013: 86). Lycurgus: 
Lyc. 1.51. 
81 Pritchard (2012: 209). For wider considerations of the sitesis in classical Athens, see Osborne (1981: 153-70); 
Henry (1983:275-8); MacDowell (2007: 111-3). 
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given sitesis and prohedria in recognition of their performance on behalf of the city. The symmetry of 

celebration is explicit in the source material: 

‘[The Scionaeans] welcomed Brasidas happily, publicly crowning him with a crown of gold as 

the liberator of Hellas; while private individuals approached him and crowned him like an 

athlete.’82 

This was not a unique event. Lysander is described taking his many crowns, given to him by various 

cities, back to Sparta in 404 B.C.83 The Spartan nauarchos, Teleutias, was crowned by his men on his 

final day in command before returning home.84 Aeschines is accused, by Demosthenes, of joining 

Philip of Macedon in his victory celebrations at Thebes, wearing a crown and singing songs of praise 

to Philip.85 Similarly, Plutarch describes Pericles walking through a crowd of women giving him crowns, 

after performing the speech for the war dead, following his victory at Samos.86 Much like Thucydides’ 

description of Brasidas’ crowning, Pericles is also described as being like a successful athlete.87 The 

use of athletic victory as a metaphor for a military one is, again, not unique. Thucydides’ Periclean 

funeral speech describes the Athenian system of giving a funeral speech, and the meeting of costs for 

raising war-orphans of their citizens, as the greatest prizes of virtue.88 During the trial of the naval 

commanders who fought at Arginusae, Euryptolemus is alleged to have argued that it would be ‘more 

just to honour the victors with crowns’ than punish them with death.89 

Pritchard’s nuanced argument describes an athlete’s victory at one of the Panhellenic games as 

displaying ‘the same virtues as the city’s hoplites and sailors did in military victories.’90 As such, he 

explains much of the shared terminology between success in war and success in athletic contests, and 

the shared honours.91 However, by arguing for the interconnected nature of the two victories, military 

and athletic, in the Greek imagination, he omits any recognition for ancient authors that show a very 

clear differentiation between the two.  For instance, Xenophon claims that victory in war gives greater 

                                                           
82 Thuc. 4.121.1. Strassler (2008 [Adapted]): . . . τὸν Βρασίδαν τά τ᾽ ἄλλα καλῶς ἐδέξαντο καὶ δημοσίᾳ μὲν 
χρυσῷ στεφάνῳ ἀνέδησαν ὡς ἐλευθεροῦντα τὴν Ἑλλάδα, ἰδίᾳ δὲ ἐταινίουν τε καὶ προσήρχοντο ὥσπερ 
ἀθλητῇ. 
83 Xen. Hell. 2.3.8 
84 Xen. Hell. 5.1.3 
85 Dem. 19.128 
86 Plut. Per. 28.3-4 
87 Plut. Per. 28.4: ὥσπερ ἀθλητὴν νικηφόρον. 
88 Thuc. 2.46.1 
89 Xen. Hell. 1.7.33: πολὺ δικαιότερον στεφάνοις γεραίρειν τοὺς νικῶντας. 
90 Pritchard (2012: 218) 
91 Interest here lies solely with victory and the homecoming of warriors and athletes, and the prizes they are 
awarded, rather than analysing the relationship between athletics and war in the ancient Greek world, for 
which there is a long-standing debate. For the various arguments see Poliakoff (1987: 89–103), Cornell (2002: 
32-3), Spivey (2004: 1-29), Pritchard (2009: 223-6), (van Wees (2011: 27), Christesen (2012: 235-9). 
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glory than athletics, because the city also shares in it.92 A fragment of a lost Euripidean satyr play 

shows an unknown speaker challenging the worth of the athlete as opposed to a hoplite, or a man 

who leads his city well.93 Even sources that seemingly support Pritchard’s thesis can offer a different 

interpretation. Pericles’ speech describes military victory and death as the greatest prize, which must 

place it above anything won by an athlete. Similarly, Lycurgus’ boast of the commissioning of statues 

juxtaposed Athenian practice with that seen in the rest of Greece: the meaning is clear, Athens placed 

military victory above all others. 

This Athenian outlook brings into question another of Pritchard’s assertions; that Athens must have 

held homecoming ceremonies (eiselasis) for Panhellenic victors, because our sources take for granted 

that their audiences knew of ceremonial gift-giving.94 However, some of the evidence that he gives to 

support this is better suited in a military context, not an athletic one. Thucydides’ passage describing 

Brasidas’ entry of Scione follows the Spartan’s campaigns in Chalcidice and, following Scione’s decision 

to revolt against Athens, Brasidas spoke in the assembly to offer his support.95 His reception was 

because of his military promise of support the town in its revolt, supported by his decision to allocate 

a garrison to the town once he left to continue his campaign. In Knights, the leader of the Chorus calls 

to the famous general Demosthenes to succeed in his fight and return showered in crowns (στεφάνοις 

κατάπαστος) for his victory. The fact that this is said to Demosthenes raises questions as to 

Aristophanes’ intended imagery. The play makes many references to the Athenian victory at Pylos 

(425 B.C.), and passing mention to the disjointed relationship between the joint commanders of that 

victory, Demosthenes and Cleon; a victory that took place only the year before this play won first place 

at the Lenaea.96 Yet, not only does Demosthenes himself elicit a strong military undertone, but the 

use of the adjective κατάπαστος, implying, with the plural dative noun, a sprinkling or a showering of 

crowns, does not exclusively fit with an athletic metaphor. After such a momentous victory at Pylos, 

it is just as likely that Demosthenes witnessed scenes similar to Brasidas at Scione, to Lysander 

returning to Sparta, and Pericles after his funeral oration in Plutarch, he may have been inundated 

with crowns. Furthermore, not one of these examples actually describes a ceremony or procession of 

                                                           
92 Xen. Eq. mag. 8.7 
93 Eur. TrGF F 284 
94 Pritchard (2012: 211) 
95 Thuc. 4.120 
96 Ar. Knights. 55, 76, 355, 702, 742, 846, 1005, 1058-9, 1167, 1201. Anderson (1989: 14). Demosthenes and 
Cleon were not originally named in the play but modern critics and editors now generally accept their 
identities, who are called Slave 1 and Paphlagonian respectively. Dover (1959: 198); Connor (1984: 117, n.18); 
Sidwell (2009: 155-6). For analysis of the scholia tradition, which name these characters, see Sidwell (2009: 
155-6, n.2).  



92 
 

homecoming, but rather the granting of crowns by adoring crowds, something that can be found in 

both military and athletic contexts. 

The final piece of evidence Pritchard uses comes from Euripides’ Electra, when the eponymous 

heroine offers her victorious brother a hair band, like an athlete, after killing their father’s murderer. 

There is no question that athletic imagery is used in this instance, and the reference to the Olympic 

Games makes a compelling argument for Pritchard’s Panhellenic victor motif.97 However, in terms of 

Athenian attitudes to athletic victory, it is perhaps more interesting that the chorus describes Orestes’ 

victory as greater than that won at Olympia.98 Something that Electra reiterates in her own 

description: 

“Glorious in victory, born to a father victorious in the battle at Troy, Orestes, take this garland 

for your curls. You have come home, not after running a useless footrace, but from killing our 

enemy Aegisthus, who killed your father and mine. And you, too, his companion in arms, son 

of a most loyal man, Pylades, take this crown from my hand.”99 

The athletic imagery of victory is present, but it has been carefully blended with military imagery as 

well.100 While Orestes himself is not described in an identifiably military context here, he is welcomed 

as the son of Agamemnon who won victory at the battle of Troy.101 Aegisthus is referred to as his 

πολέμιον, which elicits the concept of a military enemy as opposed to a personal one (e.g. ἐχθρός).102 

Finally, Orestes’ companion, Pylades, is called ὦ παρασπίστ᾽, literally a shield-bearer, but in this 

context a companion-in-arms.103 Orestes and Pylades receive their crowns for individual excellence in 

their duties, not for the seemingly valueless victory of athletics, but for a victory more akin to the 

greatest of all, victory in war.  

What the Athenian evidence shows is that a successful Athenian commander received a homecoming 

reception in line with that of a victorious athlete. It also makes it clear that, ideologically, the Athenians 

                                                           
97 On the athletic imagery see Swift (2010: 162-70). 
98 Eur. Elec. 863 
99 Eur. Elec. 883-5. Trans. Luschnig & Woodruff  (2011): ὦ καλλίνικε, πατρὸς ἐκ νικηφόρου  
γεγώς, Ὀρέστα, τῆς ὑπ᾽ Ἰλίῳ μάχης, δέξαι κόμης σῆς βοστρύχων ἀνδήματα. ἥκεις γὰρ οὐκ ἀχρεῖον ἔκπλεθρον 
δραμὼν ἀγῶν᾽ ἐς οἴκους, ἀλλὰ πολέμιον κτανὼν Αἴγισθον, ὃς σὸν πατέρα κἀμὸν ὤλεσε. σύ τ᾽, ὦ παρασπίστ᾽, 
ἀνδρὸς εὐσεβεστάτου παίδευμα Πυλάδη, στέφανον ἐξ ἐμῆς χερὸς δέχου. With further notes in Roisman & 
Lusching (2011: 199). 
100 Arnott (1981: 188) 
101 Eur. Elec. 880-1 
102 For the difference between these two terms, and their infrequent interchangeability, see Blundell (1991: 
39, 92-3). 
103 Euripides uses the term on two other occasions within his corpus: once in Cyc. 6, when Selinus describes 
himself taking his position in battle against the Giants, and a second time in Phoen. 1165, when a messenger 
describes Tydeus and his shield-bearers throwing their javelins in the siege. 
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considered a military victory to be of greater importance than an athletic one. Most importantly for 

this enquiry, it adds credence to Plutarch’s description of Alcibiades’ homecoming, described in 

section 3.1. A famous strategos attracted huge crowds in the Piraeus, which included the family 

members of many of the hoplites with him. However, there is no direct evidence that a less famous 

general would have attracted such a crowd, so the question of whether the families turned out to 

welcome the men home must remain open. 

3.2 Dedications 

The awarding of prizes to generals, and indeed the awarding of penalties to hoplites in court, formed 

a continual association between that individual and the military identity of a specific campaign. Even 

though the army was disbanded on its arrival in Athens, the use of prizes and punishments in the civic 

sphere meant that a citizen could still be associated with his actions as a hoplite in any given campaign, 

whether he wished to or not. 

An alternative way of cementing the military identity of an army, after it had disbanded, was through 

collective dedications. An Athenian army would use the collected booty from a campaign to pay the 

men; but, prior to this division, a portion was first allocated to the gods.104 Depending on the size of 

this army, the length of its service, and the location of its campaigning, the value of this portioned 

allotment for the gods could reach a great sum. An Athenian army dedicated a bronze chariot pulled 

by four horses on the Acropolis, to commemorate a victory over the Boeotians and Chalcidians in 506 

B.C.105 The estimated cost of this monument, based on it being the product of a tithe drawn from the 

sale of over 700 captives, is 14,000 drachmae, or 2.3 talents.106 Perhaps the most famous example of 

a military dedication was the bronze statue of Athena Promachos, said to have been paid for by the 

tithe taken from the spoils at Marathon.107 The statue may have cost somewhere in the region of 83 

talents, but there is a debate as to whether this entire amount could really have come from the spoils 

of Marathon.108 Xenophon, who recounts the tithe dedicated to Apollo at Delphi by the Spartan king 

Agesilaus, describes a parallel amount. Agesilaus dedicated 100 talents, following his campaigns in 

Asia Minor and victory at Coronea. The vast sums available to him were made possible by his 

                                                           
104 Descriptions of the process for this division are surprisingly scarce in the literary record but famous 
instances are found during the Persian Wars: Hdt. 8.121-2; 9.80-1. cf. Hdt. 8.27.4-5. For the issues of 
reconstructing the process of this division, and possible solutions, see Pritchett (I: 82-4), (V: 363-438); 
Chaniotis (2005: 132-42); Jim (2014: 177-181). 
105 IG I3 501. Hdt. 5.77.3-4; Paus. 1.28.2 
106 Jim (2014: 181-2, n. 21) 
107 Paus. 1.28.2, 9.4.1 
108 Dinsmoor (1921: 126); Jim (2014: 182). Part of the controversy comes from the dating of the monument’s 
construction, which seems to be the latter half of the 5th century.  For the question of dating see Stroud (2006: 
34). For the question of whether the battle of Marathon could provide the necessary spoils see Harrison (1965: 
11, n.68); Gauer (1980:127-37). 
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prolonged campaign through the rich Persian lands of Pharnabazus and Tissaphernes, something that 

is hardly comparable to the single military victory at Marathon.  

These dedications did not always have to be so ostentatious. Two Corinthian-style helmets have been 

found at Olympia and the Athenian Acropolis respectively, both seemingly commemorate Militiades’ 

campaign on Lemnos.109 Each bears the same inscription ‘Athenians: from those in Lemnos’.110 If these 

have been correctly linked with military service, and the medium on which they are inscribed does 

suggest this, then this would constitute a ‘raw’ portion taken from the spoils.111 A more famous 

example can be seen in the dedicated Spartan shield taken at Pylos, its inscription is more specific: 

‘The Athenians [took this] from the Lacedaemonians at Pylos’.112 These forms of dedications have been 

deemed ‘public dedications’ by Pritchett, in which the identity of the dedicators is given as the wider 

collective ‘The Athenians’, or in the example of the bronze chariot, ‘The Children of the Athenians’.113  

What Pritchett does not consider, by separating public (collective) and private (individual) military 

dedications, is the possibility of a middle ground. A collective dedication does not always fit neatly 

into the distinct category of ‘public’, which must derive its categorisation by the use of public funds 

while on campaign, or else by order of the boule or ekklesia. There is a clear example that contrasts 

starkly with the Corinthian helmets mentioned above. There is a third helmet which has often been 

connected with the two from the Athenians on Lemnos previously mentioned; although, the dating of 

this third helmet has recently been challenged and it seems to date from anywhere up-to forty years 

later. Nevertheless, it offers a different form of collective dedication, which requires some 

consideration.  

IG I3 522bis is a small inscription on a fragment of a Corinthian-style helmet, found in the Attic deme 

of Rhamnous, which reads: ‘The Rhamnousians on Lemnnos dedicated [this] to Nemesis.’114 The dating 

of the dedication is uncertain, with estimates ranging from 499/8 B.C. to a period later than 480 B.C., 

and the absence of any military detail has persuaded some scholars to try to remove it from the 

                                                           
109 Hdt. 6.137-40 
110 IG I3 1466 and 518 
111 Stupperich (1977: 207); Clairmont (1983: 89-90, 92-93); Rausch (1999: 7-8). For the various forms in which 
the tithes could take in military dedications, including ‘raw’, see Jim (2014: 180-1). 
112 Athens, Agora Museum: B 262 
113 For the distinction between public and private military dedications see Pritchett (III: 241-2). 
114 Ῥαμνόσιοι ὁι ἐν Λεμνο[ι ἀ]νέ[θεσαν Νεμ]έσει. I have followed the sensible translation by Hornum (1993: 
202). Sekunda (1992: 325-6) translates it slightly differently:  ‘The Rhamnousians dedicated [this, taken] on 
Lemnnos, to Nemesis.’ But his supplying of the verb ‘taken’ is not representative of the Greek, and only fits his 
purpose of trying to find evidence of the deme in battle. The absence of any description of victory in the 
inscription, nor of any verb implying the capture or taking of the helmet, makes it difficult to link this helmet 
with direct military action, which does not suit Sekunda’s purposes. For the topic of commemorating military 
service through collective dedication, however, the helmet still provides invaluable evidence. 
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context of Miltiades’ campaign.115 The helmet was dedicated to Nemesis, an important goddess and 

cult in Rhamnous, and was dedicated by Rhamnousians presumably still present on Lemnos at the 

time of the dedication.116 The use of a helmet for the dedication does strongly suggest a military 

connection, so if members of Miltiades’ army did not send it, then the possibility that it was members 

of an Athenian garrison offers a second solution to who did. The most interesting part of this 

dedication is the focalisation on the deme of Rhamnous. The joint dedication of a sub-group within 

the wider army implies that the independent group identities with which an Athenian joined the army, 

in this case his deme, was not replaced during his military service. Furthermore, it reinforces the idea 

that members of the same deme considered their service to be connected, to such an extent that they, 

as a group, needed to make an offering to a distinctly local deme cult. Regardless of whether or not 

this helmet’s dedication should be linked, directly, with a specific military action, it shows an attempt 

by the men of Rhamnous to continue being identified with one specific period of active service, 

independently of the faceless title of ‘Athenians’. 

Whereas the Rhamnousian dedication suggests a collective identification and desire to commemorate 

service at the deme level, there is a more concrete parallel that shows this same desire at the phyle 

level. IG II² 1155 consists of two inscriptions, the first is a pair of honorific council decrees concerning 

a taxiarchos from the phyle of Kerkropis, called Boularchos, the second is a dedication by Boularchos, 

and the men who served under him, to Athena.117 It is possible that the second inscription formed the 

base for the first inscription, but it is not certain. Importantly, the honorific decrees reinforce what 

was discussed above, that the council would reward noteworthy military service; although, the 

inscription is too fragmentary to offer any explanation as to why a taxiarchos was singled out.118 It is 

the second inscription, which reflects that of IG I3 522bis, it states that ‘[t]he men of Kekropis who 

served on campaign in the archonship of Lysimachides, and their taxiarchos, Boularchos son of 

Aristoboulos of Phlya, [dedicated this] to Athena.’119  

                                                           
115 Petrakos (1999: II no 86); Sekunda (1992: 325-6); Tataki (2009: 642) Stupperich (1977: 207); Clairmont 
(1983: pp. 89-90, 92-93); McInerney (2014: 40). Rausch (1999: 13-16) gives a well-rounded argument, 
concluding that there are two likely dates, either 498 B.C. after the action of Miltiades, or a later action by 
Lenmian-born descendants fighting in the 470s. for a similar conclusion see Stafford (1998: 81). 
116 The importance of the cult of Nemesis was elevated in the early 5th century, possibly as a result of the 
Athenian victory at Marathon for which Nemesis was given some responsibility for the Persian defeat (Paus. 
1.33.2-3). Miles (1989: 138-9); Petrakos (1991: 7); Stafford (1999: 104-5). 
117 Following the recent edition of Lambert (2015: 237-41).  
118 For the anomalous appearance of a taxiarchos being honoured for his military duties, see Lambert (2015: 
242-44).  
119 Trans. Lambert (2015: 239 [Adapted]): Κεκροπίδος οἱ στρατευ[σ]άμενοι ἐπὶ Λυσιμαχίδου ἄρχοντος [κ]αὶ ὁ 
ταξίαρχος Βούλαρ[χος] Ἀριστοβούλου Φλυεὺς Ἀθηνᾶι.   
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The archonship of Lysimachides dates the military service to 339/8 B.C., with early commentators 

eager to associate it with successful engagements between the Greek allies and Philip II of Macedon, 

but there is no information on either inscription to confirm this.120 Similar to the Rhamnousians, this 

inscription offers the possibility that a group identity existed between members of the same phyle. 

However, this collective dedication was not sent to a central cult in one of the various demes within 

the phyle, but it was instead set up on the Acropolis itself. So, on the one hand this shows a collective 

decision to commemorate service and make an offering to Athena, by men linked to an identity that 

was distinct from the main body of the army. It also shows a desire to identify the specific period of 

service being commemorated, through the uncommon naming of the eponymous archon. On the 

other hand, the commemoration shows how disparate their shared identity was; they did not choose 

to make the dedication to their shared tribal hero that was unique to their identity as Kekropians, they 

made a very public dedication to the goddess of the entire polis. Furthermore, if the supposition of 

Lambert is correct and the inscriptions were originally placed in the temple of Kekropis, then this 

interjects an official edict into this collective commemoration.121  This in turn raises a question as to 

whether the decision to make the dedication arose organically from the men due to their service, like 

the Rhamnousians, or as a direct result of the council’s decision to make the honorary decrees.122 If 

we accept the editorial tradition of linking these two inscriptions, then, without the identity of the 

person who proposed the decrees, it must be assumed that this collective commemoration was a 

result of the council’s decree. Nevertheless, it offers another form of collective commemoration for 

military service based around an identifiable sub-group within the wider Athenian army. 

The only element regarding the provenance of these various collective dedications, which cannot be 

ascertained, is the gap in time between the military service and the dedication. So it cannot be 

confirmed whether these dedications, or often the decision to make a dedication, was made before, 

during or after the homecoming of the army. However, the presence of subdivisions within the military 

identity offers the possibility for dedications to focus more specifically on internal group identities and 

relevant gods. Furthermore, the presence of these collective dedications shows that there were a few 

different ways in which a hoplite could partake in commemorating his own service, thus prolonging 

an association with an isolated military identity which only existed for a set campaign.  

A final opportunity for the hoplite to choose to commemorate his military service was through a 

personal dedication. This could be done, as an individual, in a few different ways. Primarily, he could 

                                                           
120 Lambert (2015: 241-2) 
121 Lambert (2015: 236) 
122 There is a tantalising fragment within IG II2 1155, 13, which suggests that a dedication was authorised by 
the council, possibly referring to the one to Athens: ἐπὶ τὸ ἀνάθημα ἐπιγρ[άψ]αι καθάπ[ερ]. ‘inscribe it on the 
dedication as well as . . .’ 
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dedicate a tithe of his own earnings from the campaign to any given god, possibly in fulfilment of a 

vow he had made before departing.123 This is a revealing practice because the duty of a Greek hoplite 

to pay a tithe was fulfilled by the collective dedication to the gods made by the army; there was no 

direct need for the individual to pay a further tithe on his own portion. Theodora Jim resolves this 

inconsistency by suggesting that maybe the individual was simply replicating the city’s religious 

practice, or was extending a customary practice from other aspects of the his life, such as his 

agricultural work.124 Another possibility is that the individual felt some remoteness from the collective 

dedication made on his behalf, so the private dedication may have felt more meaningful and 

personal.125 

A second possibility for the hoplite was to dedicate a symbolic gesture from his campaign, such as an 

enemy weapon or piece of armour taken in battle. There is a lot of evidence of strategoi doing this, 

but it was at times looked down upon, especially in Athens.126 It is possible that many of the bronze 

weapon votives found on the Acropolis were offerings made by hoplites, but, without inscriptions, it 

is hard to discern whether they should be considered military votives in the first place.127 However, a 

speech made by Demosthenes in the mid-4th century does suggest that the dedication of armour was 

normal practice. In a small section of his Against Eubulides, the speaker, Euxitheus, accuses his own 

accusers of stealing ta hopla, which he had dedicated to the temple of Athena.128 The term ta hopla is 

vague, as Euxitheus does not describe whether it was his own hopla, or one taken in battle.129 Yet, 

even without a concrete answer, this is still a clear example of a regular hoplite making a religious 

dedications of armour to a temple.130    

A third possibility was for the hoplite to make a dedication to a temple based on his military service 

more generally. This is in contrast to a tithe based on the earnings from a set campaign, or the 

                                                           
123 See section 2.4.2. 
124 See Jim (2014: 194)  
125 Note the dedication made by Xenophon on behalf of his dead friend Proxenus, following their service in the 
army of Cyrus the younger. Xen, Anab, 5.3.5. Keesling (2010: 113). 
126 See the compiled evidence in Rouse (1902: 105-48), with additional comments by Pritchett (III: 269-76). 
Famously, Themistocles attempted to make a private dedication at Delphi, from the spoils of the Persian Wars, 
but was refused: Paus. 10.14.5-6. See also Dem. 23.196-8. 
127 See Rouse (1902: 109). 
128 Dem. 57.64. For further evidence, see Lys. 10.28. 
129 It is more likely to be the latter. The evidence for Greek warriors dedicating their own weaponry or armour 
is sparse, and, if this is what Euxitheus has done, this would be the first identifiable case that relates to a 
classical Athenian. For an overview of the available evidence for this practice see Rouse (1902: 111-4) and 
Pritchett (III: 249-252). 
130 Euxitheus was not a rich man, while still seemingly able to fulfil the criteria of hoplite service. He describes 
the financial constraints on his family in the speech (Dem. 57.25, 31) and makes no assertion about his military 
service, something that would be expected had he served in any form of leadership capacity. Lacey (1980: 60). 
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dedication of armour taken in a battle.131 A prime example is the statue and inscription dedicated to 

Athena, by Hegelochus: 

‘Hegelochus, father and son of Ecphantus, dedicated me here to the Parthenos [Athena], a 

memorial of the toils of Ares; he [Hegelochus], having a share of both great hospitality and all 

arete, inhabits this city. Critios and Nesiotes made it.’132 

The inscription dates somewhere between 470-60 B.C, and would have sat under a statue, most likely 

a portrait of Hegelochus’ father striking a combative pose.133 The statue served as a memorial to 

Hegelochus’, and his deceased father’s, military service (the toils of Ares), most plausibly during the 

Persian Wars.134 Interestingly, the wording suggests that Hegelochus was an outsider to Athens, 

possibly a metic, during the period of service he commemorates here.135 The decision made by 

Hegelochus to commemorate his service in the military, along with his father, reveals a desire by an 

individual to do this outside of the collective forms of dedication made on his behalf. 

The practice of making dedications following service would have prolonged the military homecoming 

beyond the single day in which the army returned to the city. Collective dedications reinforced military 

identities even after the disbanding of the army, consuming the micro-identities of all the troops, to 

form one homogenous entity. In turn, this encouraged smaller sub-groups of the army to similarly 

commemorate their service in tandem. Finally, for some men, these collective identities, and 

dedications, were not sufficient. They took it upon themselves to commemorate further their own 

actions within a period of service, outside of these collective groups, such as Hegelochus who only 

associated himself with one collective identity, his own oikos. Importantly, this shows that the military 

homecoming may have taken place on a given day, but it continued for as long as people chose to 

identify the hoplites with a set campaign, and indeed, how long an individual hoplite chose to do so. 

3.3 Homecoming Arrivals on Red-figure Pottery? 

                                                           
131 It should be noted that the dedication of armour does not automatically mean the commemoration of the 
battle/campaign from which that armour was taken. Without a thorough dedicatory inscription it is impossible 
to ascertain this. However, the contrast made here is that the armour taken in battle is still a memento from 
one battle or campaign, as opposed to a unique dedication created outside of the military experience to 
commemorate a man’s time in service. 
132 IG I3 850. Trans. Keesling (2017: 124 [Adapted]): [Πα]ρθένοι Ἐκφάντο με πατὲρ ἀνέθεκε καὶ ℎυιὸς / ἐνθάδ’ 
Ἀθεναίει μνε͂μα πόνον Ἄρεος / Ἑγέλοχος μεγάλε<ς> τε φιλοχσενίες ἀρετε͂ς τε / πάσες μοῖραν ἔχον τένδε πόλιν 
νέμεται. Κριτίος ∶ καὶ Νεσιότες ∶ ἐποιεσάτεν. For a very different interpretation to the opening line see 
Trzaskoma et al. (2016: 414-5). 
133 Keesling (2003: 187-90) (2017:124-5); Arrington (2015: 189) 
134 Blok (2017: 255); Keesling (2017: 124) 
135 On the metic status of Hegelochus, and the question of his award of citizenship following military service, 
see Blok (2017: 254-7). 
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In order to examine the nature of the domestic homecoming, it is first necessary to return to a form 

of source material dealt with in section 2.2, departure scenes on Attic vases. As previously discussed, 

the warrior departure scene is a well-established motif of Athenian vase painting; however, there is 

an accepted dilemma involved in their identification, as ‘it is not clear if these scenes are departures 

or returns.’136 This identification is further compounded, according to Siurla-Theodoridou, when the 

warrior in question is on foot, which he most frequently is on red-figure vases.137 While scholars have 

acknowledged the possibility that a departure scene could in fact be an arrival scene, they have not 

yet tried to identify one.138 The aim of this section is to try and identify examples of the ‘arrival scene’ 

within red-figure artwork. 

Alan Shapiro differentiates between the departures and the arrivals of heroes on vases, by examining 

the gestures and expressions of the people in the scene.139 In so doing, he was able to identify a scene 

as a departure, based on such gesture as the presence of a handshake, and a mother’s embrace, which 

reflects other such imagery on pots depicting known mythological departures.140 Following a similar 

pattern of enquiry, the iconographic clues for a warrior’s departure are well established: the 

positioning of the feet of the warrior, with at least one foot turned away;141 the holding of heads in 

the hands, as a sign of grief, by peripheral figures in the scene;142 the pulling of one’s garments as a 

sign of distress, most often performed by a women in the scene;143 the downturned heads of many of 

the participants involved.144 Scenes with this body language indicate that the warrior is departing, and 

highlight the sadness inherent in the event. However, what does it mean for a departure scene that 

does not contain these gestures or iconographic markers? Should this type of scene still be considered 

a ‘departure’ by default?  

                                                           
136 Pemberton (1977: 64) 
137 Siurla-Theodoridou (1989: 274); Seifert (2014: 219, n.4) 
138 See in addition McNiven (1982: 37-8), and Lissarrague (1988: 44-5). 
139 Shapiro (1990: 113-26) 
140 Shapiro (1990: 118-21) 
141 Pemberton (1977: 65) 
142 Matheson (2005: 26) 
143 Connor & Jackson (2000: 98); Matheson (2005: 26) 
144 Tetlow (2005: 64). The avoidance of eye contact is especially prevalent in departure scenes painted onto 
white lekythoi, emphasising the funerary context of the vase: Arrington (2015: 269-70). 
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An example of the confusion inherent in these scenes is evident in Figure 5, a departure scene 

attributed to the Niobid Painter.145 The scene contains many of the iconographic details that define a 

departure scene. The man is in the centre, carrying his aspis, doru, and wearing both his helmet and 

his greaves. He carries in his hand a decorated phiale, out from which he is pouring a small trickle of 

wine onto the leaf of the palm tree beside him. To the left is a female figure holding the oenochoe in 

her right hand, having already enacted her part of the libation ritual, and in her left hand, she holds a 

small sprig. To the right hand side is a second woman holding a similar sprig in her right hand, a larger 

branch or wreath in her left, and a sceptre leaning in the crook of her elbow. The connection between 

this second woman and the hoplite is brought to the viewer’s mind by the framing of the space 

between the two parallel shafts of the doru and sceptre. The palm tree in the centre may symbolise 

victory, or, as Sourvinou-Inwood has shown, it may symbolise an outdoor sanctuary for one of a 

handful of possible gods.146 More specifically, following Sourvinou-Inwood’s work on the association 

between the palm and Artemis, is that is symbolises the deity to which the libation is being poured, in 

her military guise as Artemis Agrotera.147 

                                                           
145 Munich, Antikensammlungen: J326, BA 206994 
146 Victory: Miller (1979: 36); Moon (1985: 61-2). Sanctuary: Sourvinou-Inwood (1985: 125); Matheson (2005: 
26). 
147 Sourvinou-Inwood (1985: 126-8, 137, n.10). The association with Artemis and warfare is known from as 
early as the battle of Marathon: Ar. Eq. 660-1; Xen. Anab. 3.2.12; Xen. Hell. 4.2.20; Plut. De Herod. 26. There is 

Figure 5: Red Figure amphora attributed to the Niobid Painter, with a warrior returning or departing 
between two women. Mid-5th century B.C. Munich, Antikensammlungen: J326. Details of the two 
women’s faces are shown on the right hand side. 
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What the scene fails to present is a tangible indication of whether the hoplite is leaving or arriving. 

Neither his own posture, nor that of the women, indicate a direction of motion such as a turned foot 

or open body, nor are there any signs of grief in the gestures of the participants.  On the contrary, the 

woman on the right side of the scene offers a subtle smile in her expression, something that is 

emphasised by the position of her head, which is titling up slightly. The small smile is notably different 

to the more neutral mouth of the second woman in the scene, suggesting the painter sought a 

purposeful expression. A comparative scene from a hydria in the Benaki Museum, which is also 

attributed to the Niobid Painter [Figure 6] offers a very different facial expression on the face of the 

woman, which makes the entire scene simpler to identify as a warrior’s departure rather than 

arrival.148 In this scene, the departure is indicated by the gesture of the father, taking the phiale from 

the hoplite’s hand, to be replaced by the sword in Iris’;149 the sad demeanour of the dog, whose tail is 

tucked firmly between its legs;150 the presence of the doorway, through which the hoplite will soon 

pass. The overall atmosphere of the scene is accentuated by the facial expressions of the two women, 

both of whom have downturned lips. There is an inherent sadness within this scene, which is not 

apparent in the Munich amphora, due in part to the facial expressions of the women involved.  

 

 

                                                           
a similar scene attributed to the Niobid Painter, in which Artemis fills the role of the woman, and it is Apollo 
who is gently pouring wine onto the leaf of a palm tree: London, British Museum: E274. 
148 Athens, Benaki Museum: 38151, BA 9029956. The comparison between the two scenes is justified because 
they share the same artist, originate from the same time period, and the two vases are similar shapes and 
sizes. 
149 On the likely identification of the winged woman as Iris, as opposed to Nike, see section 2.2.1. 
150 Compare this sad demeanour with a black figure Amphora in the Vatican (Museo Gregoriano Etrusco 
Vaticano: 344, BA. 310395), which shows a dog who is excited at the return of Castor and Pollux. 

Figure 6: Red-figure hydria attributed to the Niobid Painter. A hoplite departs from his father (seated), Iris, who 
offers him his sword, and his mother (in doorway). Details of the two women’s faces are shown on the right hand 
side. Mid-5th Century B.C. Athens, Benaki Museum: 38151. 
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Similarly, in Figure 5, the smiling woman holds up a sprig at chin-height while looking up at the hoplite, 

creating a sense of suspense, as if she is waiting for the libation to be complete. Either this scene on 

the Munich amphora is a joyous departure scene, out of keeping with the general motif, or it is an 

arrival scene, reflecting the positive emotions inherent in such a moment. 

3.3.1 Parallel Scenes 

Not all ‘departure scenes’ are isolated paintings on a pot, like Figure 6. The amphora in Munich, for 

instance, is one of two scenes, with the second scene imitating the first in a few characteristics: a non-

military man stands between two women, holding a sprig and walking stick in his left hand; one 

woman holds a wreath, while the other holds a wreath and phiale. The context of the scene is hard to 

deduce, but a libation ritual has been depicted, and the scene reduplicates so many elements of the 

hoplite scene that the two can be considered connected in some way. Other departure scenes share 

space with various, seemingly unrelated, images, such as Heracles fighting with Apollo over a tripod.151 

One vase supplements the departure scene with a non-military, interior scene, showing domestic 

life.152 Another shares space with an image of resting athletes and their trainer.153 One more departure 

scene shares a vase with a komos scene, with pipe players and nonsense inscriptions.154 This raises the 

question, whether these adjacent scenes should always be associated together; whether or not they 

should be considered complementary or paralleled in some way?155 This is a question that has been 

the focus of decades’ worth of scholarly debate, with no satisfactory conclusion.156 However, a 

focussed version of this question may be profitable: is it possible to use the other scenes on a vase to 

help identify whether the warrior scene is one of departure or arrival? 

                                                           
151 Malibu, The J. Paul Getty Museum: 79.AE.139, BA 14731 
152 ARV2 339, BA 204336 
153 Munich, Antikensammlungen: J411, BA 201657 
154 Wurzburg, Universitat, Martin von Wagner Mus.: HA120, BA 201654 
155 Thematic unity, and its identification, has become the orthodox enterprise in the study of Greek vase 
painting: Hurwitt (2002: 2).  
156 On the methods of combining the scenes on a vase, see in particular Hoffman (1988: 143-62); Stewart 
(1985: 53-73); Stansbury-O’Donnell (1999: 118-57); Hurwitt (2002: 1-22), with further bibliographic 
information (2, n.7). This view is not universal, however. Even structuralists such as Bron & Lissaurague (1989: 
21) admit that there is very often no link between the images on vases, other than proximity. Whereas 
scholars such as Small (1999: 573, n.24), firmly reject the notion that vases can be read in such a unified way, 
stating that the problem of iconographic unity is ‘solely a modern one’. 
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There are two scenes that, much like Munich J326, share too much in common to be unconnected. 

Both vases, show two separate departure scenes that differ in detail enough to suggest they are not 

to be considered part of the same ritual.157  On the obverse of a pelike in Rome [Figure 7a], a young 

man, with short hair, takes part in an arming scene, with the help of a woman. She holds his shield for 

him, while passing him his cap; his head band is already on his head, and his helmet rests on the 

ground. On the wall hangs a set of leg greaves, but these are evidently not his own, as the young man 

is already wearing his. On the reverse [Figure 7b], an older man, with a beard and long curly hair, 

wearing a helmet, leans on his staff with a relaxed posture, as he watches a woman pour a libation 

over his shield, which lies on the ground. On the wall hangs a set of greaves, almost in an identical 

position to the obverse, and once again they are not the hoplite’s, because he is already wearing his 

own.  

These are quite clearly not meant to present a temporally continuous series of events; however, this 

does not mean that they are not meant to represent the same man. Two visual attributes are striking 

in these images. The first is the size difference between the two men and the women in their 

respective scenes. In 7a, the young man is slightly smaller than the woman, and breaks the boundary 

of the scene with his left elbow. In 7b, the man is considerably taller than the woman, and breaks the 

uppermost boundary of the scene with his helmet crest. In addition, the two women vary in height, 

with the woman in 7a nearly reaching the top of the scene herself. Secondly, the positioning of the 

greaves hanging on the wall creates a sense of interior continuity between the two scenes. Not only 

does it suggest that the two scenes occur inside a room, it creates the impression that the two take 

place inside the same room.  Taking into account these two important elements of the connected 

images, I think the two scenes should be read syntagmatically, with the first scene being considered a 

                                                           
157 Figure 7: Rome, Mus. Naz. Etrusco di Villa Giulia: 46942, BA 17982. Figure 8: New York (NY), Metropolitan 
Museum: 56.171.44, BA 206877. 

Figure 7a: Red-figure pelike, unattributed, with a young man arming for departure with the help of a young 
woman. Figure 7b: An older hoplite takes part in a libation ritual with a woman. Mid-5th century B.C. Rome, 
Mus. Naz. Etrusco di Villa Giulia: 46942.  
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hoplite’s departure, maybe his first ever, from the home with the aid of his mother.158  The second 

may simply represent an older member of the same house, but more plausibly, it should be seen as 

the same man taking part in a libation ritual, with the aid of his younger wife. 

Identification of the ritual on the reverse is more problematic. The passive posture and lack of general 

dynamism on the part of the hoplite does not suggest a departure for war. Commonly the hoplite is 

depicted holding the phiale,159 holding his arm out to receive something,160 or else holding his 

armaments in both hands;161 whereas this man only holds his staff, while his right hand rests on his 

hip. This positioning of the hand is not unique in departure scenes, but other examples offer 

iconographic suggestion of motion and dynamism, whereas this hoplite is clearly at rest.162  The shield 

positioned on the floor, which is identifiable by its distinctive shape and rimmed edge, takes the place 

of an altar within this scene.163 Faraone has shown that the aspis was used as a ritual receptacle on 

military campaign. Turned inside up, it was used for collecting the blood and flesh of the sacrificial 

victim in which hoplites would dip their hands, or the points of their weapons, while taking oaths.164 

However, there is no literary support to this image of a shield being used in a libation ritual, convex 

side up; it is unique outside of this one example.165 

                                                           
158 The distinction of syntagmatic and paradigmatic relationships between narratives is based on a literary 
model, and its approach to art was first implemented by Stewart (1983: 57-60) - for the literary model see 
Culler (1975: 12-4). My reading of the vase here aligns itself with Stansbury-O'Donnell (1999: 118), who shows 
that a syntagmatic relationship can include a set of connected stories that are different, as long as the follow a 
linear development of time, such as activities by different members of the same family.  
159 E.g. Ferrara, Museo Nazionale di Spina: T740, BA 206934; Quebec, Laval University: D19, BA 207330; 
Athens, Benaki Museum: 38151, BA 9029956; Syracuse, Museo Arch. Regionale Paolo Orsi: 24644, BA 214056; 
Berlin, Antikensammlung: 1970.9, BA 318. 
160 E.g. London, British Museum: E385, BA 213871; Bologna, Museo Civico Archeologico: 467, BA 216977; 
Sotheby, sale catalogue: 5.7.1982, 153, NO.391, BA 8580; London, British Museum: E329, BA 213854. This 
includes the shaking of hands, e.g. Paris, Musee du Louvre: G429, BA 21439; London, British Museum: E448. 
161 E.g. Berlin, Antikensammlung: F2521, BA 205786; London, British Museum: E576, BA 207693; Cambridge 
(MA), Harvard Univ., Arthur M. Sackler Mus: 1925.30.130, BA 211593. 
162 See for instance London, British Museum: E275, BA 207126; Newcastle upon Tyne, Great North Museum, 

Shefton Collection: 55, BA 213855; Christie, Manson and Woods, sale catalogue: 28.4.1993, 57-59, NO.24, BA 

214837; Ferrara, Museo Nazionale di Spina: T350, BA 207182; London, British Museum: E412. All of which 

offer a sense of motion or departure through the direction of the feet, either pointing forward toward the 

viewer, or with an open stance. None of these reflect the foot position of Figure 7b, where the hoplite’s feet 

point toward the woman. For a possible interpretation that this gesture indicates the man is listening to words 

being spoken by the woman, see McNiven (1982: 172, 193-4). 
163 Ekroth (2010: 165-6). There is another variation found in the ‘departure scene’ motif, in which the shield 

leans against an altar while a libation is poured: London, British Museum: E412, BA 215324. Ekroth (2010: 

166). 
164 Aesch. Sept. 42-53; Xen. Anab. 2.2.9. Faraone (1993: 68); Ekroth (2010: 166-7). 
165 There is reference in the literature to the act of pouring something onto a shield, and it comes from Ar. Ach. 
1128-8, which describes the pouring of oil on the shield while Lamachus prepares to depart. The pouring of oil 
seems to be used to polish the bronze, through which he can see the reflection of Dicaeopolis and on which he 
comments. There is no suggestion that this is a religious ritual of any sort. 
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The libation ritual could, on its own, represent either a departure or a homecoming, but the presence 

of the shield achieves three things: first, it will reflect a socially accepted ritual practice, but not 

necessarily a common one; second, it confirms the identification of the man as a hoplite, by placing 

his most iconographic symbol within the centre of the scene; third, it ensures he has an empty hand 

to place on his hip. It is the relaxed demeanour of this scene, which is so important to identifying its 

context. The man is not departing for war, but is in a state of relaxation, having arrived home. From 

this reading of the vase, the two scenes come together to show a transition from a young man 

departing for war with the help of his mother, to a fully grown adult man returning home to his wife 

after his military service. 

There is a similar vase, a pelike in New York attributed to the Altamura Painter, which supports the 

notion that a vase may contain both a departure and homecoming scene. On the obverse [figure 8a], 

a young hoplite with long hair stands on the right side of the scene, wearing a crested helmet and 

body armour. In his right hand, he holds a phiale, and on his left arm leans his doru. Opposite from 

him is a woman who is pouring a libation from an oenochoe into the phiale she holds in her left hand. 

Between the two bodies rests an aspis, standing up at an angle, with details of the internal structure 

on display. On the reverse [Figure 8b] is a near identical scene. A young hoplite, with long hair, stands 

on the left side of the scene, wearing a crested helmet. In his right hand, he holds a phiale, which is 

receiving a libation. Opposite from him is a woman who holds an oenochoe in her right hand, pouring 

the libation into the hoplite’s phiale, while in her left she holds a second phiale. Between them rests 

Figure 8a: Red-figure pelike, attributed to the Altamura Painter.  A young hoplite takes part in a libation ritual with a woman, 
wearing armour and holding his doru. Figure 8b: a young hoplite takes part in a libation ritual with a woman, only wearing his 
helmet and cloak. Mid-5th century B.C. New York (NY), Metropolitan Museum: 56.171.44. 
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an aspis, almost identical to the one on the opposite side, standing at an angle, with the internal 

structure on display. 

It is unsurprising that Beazley identified these two scenes with an identical description of the 

decoration, and assigned them both to the genre of ‘departure scene’.166 However, because they are 

so nearly identical, it is therefore both the continuity and the differences between them that interest 

us here. There is a clear distinction of dress for the hoplite, in Figure 8a he wears the cuirass and holds 

the spear of a hoplite whereas in Figure 8b he only wears his helmet and the chlamys of a citizen. The 

woman in Figure 8a pours a libation into her own phiale, whereas in Figure 8b she pours it into the 

hoplite’s. In addition, the male and female figures swap places between the two scenes, with the 

hoplite moving from the right-hand side to the left hand side. The identical location of the shield’s 

position between the two scenes makes for a strange aesthetic, but undoubtedly maintains a 

continuity between the two, even more than the greaves on the pelike in Rome. Further continuity 

can be seen in the helmet design, which maintains its folded cheek flaps, long crest, spiral decoration 

behind the ear, and chequered band running between the crest and the top of the helmet. This design 

is, therefore, purposeful, and the two scenes are meant to be seen as part of a singular narrative.  

The continuity between these two scenes suggest that the hoplite and woman are meant to be 

identified as the same people. However, the continuing lack of a beard on the part of the hoplite 

prevents a reading similar to that of the pelike in Rome, in which much time has passed between the 

two scenes. Both libation scenes are undoubtedly military in nature, but this does not mean that they 

are both departure scenes. The scene on the reverse is the more likely candidate for a departure 

scene. The young hoplite departs for military service, maybe for the first time, still wearing his 

domestic clothing, having not yet fully immersed himself into his military role. His positioning in front 

of the shield suggests that it has yet to be passed to him, and the pouring of the libation into his phiale, 

gives him a passive role in the scene. The reverse interpretation is, of course possible: the young man 

is dressed for peace, so he must be back home, whereas on the obverse he is dressed for war and 

therefore departing for war.167 This is undoubtedly a valid reading of the scene, however greater 

emphasis should be placed on the position of the shield, and the young hoplite’s passive role in the 

reverse scene. In addition, if this scene is meant to be one of peace, and homecoming, then the 

presence of the helmet is peculiar. With my reading of the scene, it contrasts with the fully dressed 

hoplite who returns from war. The reverse scene emphasises both the transition to war, by being in a 

state of only partial military dress, and the naivety of the young man, who is being taken through the 

                                                           
166 ARV2 594.53. Von Bothmer (1957: 166, 175). 
167 My gratitude to Prof. Tim McNiven for this observation. 
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ritual by his mother. This starkly contrasts with 8a, in which the physically mature hoplite stands tall, 

holding his phiale aloft with a sense of purpose. His shield is positioned to suggest that it was he who 

brought it in and placed it down. His own ornate costume is matched by the woman’s, which is no 

longer plain, but decorated, as is her head band. This scene has a much greater sense of occasion and, 

when read in contrast to 8b, it suggests that this is not an identical ritual but is, rather, the reverse, it 

is the hoplite’s homecoming. 

3.3.2 Libation Rituals and Variation 

The variation that is evident within the departure/arrival scenes raises an important question 

concerning the reflected rituals. If there was a set practice of ritual shared by Athenian families in the 

departure of their hoplites, why do these libation scenes, in particular, show such variation? This 

question specifically concerns the apparatus onto which the libation is being poured. On Munich J326, 

it was poured onto a palm leaf, possibly symbolising a libation for Artemis. On the Benaki hydria 38151, 

there is no evidence of an object and presumably it was poured onto the floor, something which can 

be confirmed from other vases.168 On Rome 46942 (side B) it was poured onto a shield lying on the 

floor, and on New York 56.171.44, the object of the poured libation is unclear. To these we can also 

include examples that show an altar onto which the participants pour a libation, and one example of 

an altar with an incense burner on top.169 

There are a few possible explanations for these differences. The first is simply artistic preference. 

There is no reason that these images need to reflect ritual practice, and the use of a symbolic item, 

such a as the palm tree on the Munich amphora, does in such a case support this point. Yet this does 

not explain the very carefully selected use of the shield or an altar, which are literal in their 

presentation; they do not automatically conjure a figurative reading, but rather bring to mind only the 

item that is depicted. A second possibility is that these differences reflect different rituals or stages 

within the departure/homecoming. That a libation was not only poured onto the ground, maybe 

around the hearth, but also on the shield and on one of the domestic altars as well. This is an enticing 

reading of the scenes, but there is no supplementary evidence elsewhere to support this. 

                                                           
168 The clearest example of this common practice can be seen in a humorous amphora, attributed to the Berlin 
Painter (Angers, Musee Pince: 12, BA 202133), in which the libation is being poured toward the ground, only to 
be drunk by a waiting dog that stands beneath.  
169 Altar: E.g. Paris, Musee du Louvre: G431, BA 206987; Oxford, Ashmolean Museum: 1927.3, BA 207777; 
London, British Museum: E412, BA 215324; Syracuse, Museo Arch. Regionale Paolo Orsi: 30747, BA 215270; 
Paris, Musee du Louvre: G538, BA 216030. Incense burner: London, British Museum: E269, BA 201835. For the 
common use of incense in Greek ritual see Aesch. Ag. 1312; Ar. Ran. 871; Soph. OT. 4; Dem. 21.52; Diod. 
16.11.1. 
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A third explanation is that the mixture of practice, and the mixture of apparatus, shown in the artistic 

work, reflects the market for which these vases were made. While it is known that Athenian 

households shared deities and cults, such as Hestia and the two Zeus’ Ctesius and Herceius, there is a 

suggestion that individual oikoi had different traditions when it came to performing their rituals.170  

Concerning the domestic cult of Zeus Ctesius, the speechwriter Antiphon describes a murder that took 

place during a ritual sacrifice to the god.171 The speaker states that only three people took part, the 

host, his murderous mistress, and the host’s guest friend, none of whom were related by blood or 

marriage.172 This contrasts with an account of a ritual, given by the speechwriter Isaeus, who describes 

an old, pious man who performed all of the sacrificial duties due to Zeus Ctesius by himself, and only 

allowed blood family to watch.173 Isaeus’ speaker goes to great pains to state that neither slaves nor 

freemen outside of his family could attend. A third source for this cult comes from Aeschylus’ 

Agamemnon, discussed further below, which implies that slaves were included in the sacrificial 

rites.174 What this shows is that different families could adapt seemingly shared, domestic cults and 

rituals. Similarly, not every house would have contained a large standalone altar, or a permanent 

hearth, so the use of a shield, or simply the floor, is a realistic variance of a wider Athenian practice, 

as the red-figure art seems to suggest.175 

3.3.3 Ambiguity 

Another factor to consider, regarding these variations in ritual, is that they insert a level of ambiguity 

into these scenes. As previously mentioned, scholars have struggled to identify whether all of these 

scenes are departures or arrivals, and part of the reason for this is that the two events could potentially 

look very similar. Unlike mythical departure scenes, which are often identified through the presence 

of names inscribed into the scene, the majority of red-figure, hoplite departure/arrival scenes are 

anonymous.176 This ambiguity is characteristic of red-figure vase painting and, as noted by Matheson 

and Neer before her, it was likely to be purposeful in design.177  A parallel example within the motif is 

the ambiguous identification of the ‘woman’ in the scene. Scholars tend to identify her as the mother 

of the warrior, based on inscribed mythological scenes where such an identification is made, or as the 

                                                           
170 Boedeker (2008: 230-4) 
171 Antiph. 1.16-7 
172 Boedeker (2008: 230) 
173 Isae. 8.16 
174 Aesch. Ag. 1037-8 
175 Jameson (1990b: 192); Morgan (2010: 149-53); Bowes (2015: 215) 
176 E.g. The inscription on Theseus’ departure in Bologna, Museo Civico Archeologico: PU273, BA 217210. 
According to Spieß (1992: 2-25, 85-9), anonymous departure scenes followed a few decades after inscribed, 
mythological ones. Whether or not the intention was to continue producing the same mythological scenes, by 
removing the inscriptions, the vases ceased to be clear, recognisable scenes from mythology. 
177 Neer (2002: 2, 6, 183-4); Matheson (2005: 24) 



109 
 

wife of the hoplite, an interpretation often reliant on the presence of more than one woman in the 

scene.178 Yet, when there is only one woman and one man in the departure/arrival scene, there is 

nothing to suggest whether she should be interpreted as his mother, his wife, his sister, or indeed as 

his concubine. While it has been noted that, in departure scenes, the hero Hector is more frequently 

depicted leaving his mother Hecuba, than he is his wife, Andromache, the important point is that he 

could be depicted with either woman and the motif ultimately remains the same.179  This purposeful 

ambiguity with the woman in the scene would have enabled the vase to appeal to a wider audience: 

a mother could see herself in the scene, just as easily as a wife could; an unmarried man could have 

bought the vase, as well as a married one.180 

Although these warrior departure/arrival scenes continue the tradition of mythological departure 

scenes, it cannot be assumed that the person who bought the vase realised this, or indeed cared. The 

moment that the inscribed names were removed from the motif, it became purposefully ambiguous. 

A scene could be a departure or an arrival, the location of the ritual could be anyone’s home, and the 

female figure could be a multitude of people. Thus, when an Athenian bought a pot it was in response 

to their own interpretation of the scenes in front of them, with the ambiguity of the scene allowing 

the artist to widen his market by eliciting more than one possible interpretation.181 Therefore, it is 

only possible to identify a departure or an arrival scene based on obvious gestures of sorrow, or else 

from the context of the other artistic scenes that share the same pot, such as the examples above 

concerning two ‘departure’ scenes, it cannot be merely presumed. 

There is, however, an underlying assumption to this hypothesis of purposeful ambiguity. For this 

ambiguity to manifest itself, the two ritual scenes – hoplite departure, hoplite arrival – must have 

closely shared the same identifiable participants, the same locations, and ultimately the same 

iconography. Even if it is assumed that these paintings are idealised forms of the scene, for ambiguity 

to exist, the imagery and ideals projected into the scene must be congruent with both a departure 

and an arrival of a hoplite. One example in which this is certainly not the case is in the emotion that is 

presented; grief seems to correctly identify a departure, and happiness an arrival. This was 

subsequently dealt with by artists by the use of a neutral mouth position, and lack of grieving gestures, 

in essence removing the emotion from their ambiguous scenes. This allows physical mannerisms and 

gestures to shed their emotional connotations, so the hug of a woman could be one of greeting or 

                                                           
178 Lewis (2002: 40); Matheson (2005: 26) 
179 Lissarrague (1990: 43-4, 89-91); Lewis (2002 :41-2) 
180 On the female market for red-figure vases see especially Blundell & Rabinowitz (2008: 116), with Oakley & 
Sinos (1993: 47); Shapiro (1997: 65, 69, n.29). 
181 As Avramidou (2011: 57) points out, this use of ambiguity would have widened the market to audiences 
outside of Attica, and even to people outside of Greece.  
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farewell, as could a handshake. Nevertheless, this does not account for the libations being poured. 

For this hypothesis to be correct, and the ambiguity inherent in the majority of these scenes is 

purposeful, then it must also be true that the libation ritual would look identical in both the departure 

and the arrival of hoplites to the home. 

3.4 Homecoming Arrivals in the Literary Evidence 

In order to answer this question regarding the similarities between the departure and arrival scene, it 

is necessary to supplement the artistic evidence with literary source material. Unfortunately, literary 

evidence for a domestic homecoming, following military service, is surprisingly scarce during the 

classical period.182 The most extant examples that have survived, scenes from Aeschylus’ Agamemnon 

and Euripides Heracles, are, of themselves, highly problematic. Before analysis of the scenes can 

progress, it is first necessary to address their problematic nature as source material for the topic of 

military homecoming. 

3.4.1 Thematic considerations 

Agamemnon follows the trials and tribulations of the eponymous king, after his successful return 

home from Troy. Agamemnon returns to his home with his captive, Cassandra, beside him, to be 

welcomed by his wife Clytemnestra. Aeschylus utilises the dramatic irony available from such a well-

known nostos story, purposefully casting Cassandra as a wife who acts dutifully and correctly, in direct 

contrast to Agamemnon’s own murderous and adulterous wife.183 Clytemnestra’s double murder is to 

take place during the rituals of homecoming, making it a potentially valuable source. However, the 

sacrifices that take place are not that of animal victims, but of course Agamemnon and Cassandra 

themselves, thus making it an antithetical model of homecoming. This is not problematic in itself. 

Aeschylus needed to exploit a motif of homecoming that was familiar to his audience, in order to 

accentuate the tragedy of the events that were unfolding. It is Clytemnestra’s subversion of cultural 

and ritual norms that is most shocking, her disregard for the sanctity of what was supposed to be 

happening. 

This may explain why Aeschylus chose the version of the myth that he did. An older tradition of the 

myth sees Agamemnon killed by Aegisthus, the lover of Clytemnestra, during a feast of celebration.184 

The shift in responsibility, from the lover to the wife, and the location, from the banquet hall to a bath, 

                                                           
182 The most obvious example should be Homer’s Odyssey but, while it was undoubtedly influential, it was 
ultimately written centuries before the period under review. 
183 Foley (2001: 92); Doyle (2008: 65-73). For the marital imagery present in the play see McNeill (2005: 1-17). 
184 Hom. Od. 4.519-37 
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‘underlines the great flaw in Agamemnon’s return’.185 By placing the blame onto Clytemnestra 

specifically, the sacrilegious element of the murder is amplified. It is not just that the murder took 

place in Agamemnon’s own palace and during his homecoming; it now takes place during the very 

moment of his transition home, and is perpetrated by the one individual responsible for aiding him 

through those rituals.186 

Euripides’ Heracles is a more problematic example of a warrior’s homecoming. Unlike Agamemnon, it 

would be incorrect to describe Heracles as a warrior returning home from military duty. He is a hero 

returning from his own individual exploits, following his final labour, which took him into the 

underworld to capture the hellhound, Cerberus. His homecoming is described and, similarly to 

Agamemnon, the tragic murder of his family occurs during the rituals inside the house, at the precise 

moment of his own transition home. Unlike Agamemnon, this homecoming is not antithetical; there 

are no reverse-rites akin to Clytemnestra. The rituals in the house are seemingly ordinary, but it is the 

influence of Lyssa that drives Heracles mad and forms the catalyst for the massacre. 

Scholars have begun to use Heracles as an important piece of evidence to argue that the ancient 

Greeks knew of combat trauma, with Heracles equated with a homecoming warrior.187 Nevertheless, 

to date, nobody has attempted to show that this comparison is valid, it is merely assumed. In this 

regard, there are two important elements of Euripides’ text. The first is the chronology of his story, 

and the second is the playwright’s use of athletic and military imagery. Mythological conventions in 

the ancient world suggest that Heracles was assigned to his legendary labours after the murders of his 

wife and children, but Euripides chose to reverse this.188 The murder of his family occurs after his 

labours are completed. It has been suggested that Euripides reversed the order to maximise Heracles’ 

heroic stature, thus maximising his tragic fall during the play.189 Yet the famous debate between 

Amphitryon and Lycus seemingly undermines the heroic quality of Heracles, due to his identification 

as an archer rather than as a hoplite, so the grand status of his heroism is quickly criticised.190 A simpler 

way of interpreting this decision by Euripides is that he was purposefully turning the story into a nostos 

                                                           
185 Alexopoulou (2009: 59) 
186 Goff (2004: 301); Raeburn & Thomas (2011: xxviii) 
187 See section 1.1.1. 
188 Diod. 4.11.1-2; Apoll. 2.4.12. There is evidence that both the stories of Heracles’ mania, and the murder of 
his children, were in circulation before Euripides’ play: Paus. 9.11.2; Pherec. fr. 14F. However, the evidence is 
too fragmentary to be able to place the episodes within the story’s chronology. For discussion on these 
fragments see Bond (1981: xxviii-xxx); Stafford (2012: 89).  
189 Bond (1981: xxix); Riley (2008: 5); Stafford (2012: 89) 
190 Eur. Her. 140-235. with Bond (1981: 108-9). The contrast between the bravery of using a spear and shield, 
like a hoplite, with the cowardice of the bow was a commonly held truism in classical Athens. The fact that this 
assertion of Heracles’ cowardice comes from the mouth of Lycus is, therefore, very relevant. Amphitryon’s 
rebuttal is unsatisfactory and, following Hamilton (1985: 21-3), it is undermined by the words of both Megara 
(Eur. Her. 275-311) and Heracles later in the play (Eur. Her. 1348-57).  
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play.191 By having Heracles returning home from his labours, Euripides placed the hero in the same 

genre as the stories of heroes like Agamemnon and Odysseus. This play was intended to be a tragedy 

based around a homecoming gone wrong, yet the question still remains, the homecoming from what 

exactly?192 

It has long been established that Euripides’ play contains epinician language, and the presence of this 

language moulds Heracles into the form of a victorious athlete returning home.193 Marigo Alexopoulou 

argues that Heracles is put forward as the quintessential paradigm of the victorious athlete.194 This 

image of hero-as-athlete is further compounded by the constant repetition of Heracles’ epithet 

kallinikos, fair victory or fair conquering.195 Ostensibly, then, the one image that Heracles is not meant 

to convey is that of a warrior returning home: he is a hero, he is an athlete, and he is and archer, most 

definitely not a hoplite. However, this interpretation would ignore all of the militaristic imagery within 

the play. As highlighted in section 3.1.3, there are many crossovers between athletic and military 

imagery in the sources, therefore this places a greater level of importance on the context of the 

terminology being used in the text.  

Taking the example of kallinikos, Euripides first uses the adjectival form to describe Heracles’ spear 

following his victory over the Minyans, the first of two occasions in which the adjective is associated 

with a weapon of his.196 It is further used to describe the victory song that Heracles sang with the gods, 

following their victory over the Giants.197 The military undertones of Heracles’ labours are similarly 

present throughout the play. He battled (μάχης) with the Minyans singlehandedly, he fought (μάχῃ) 

with Cerberus, and made war (πόλεμον) against the centaurs.198 Lycus is described as making war 

(πόλεμον . . . μάχην) against the hero, and the Chorus lament their age preventing them from going 

into battle against the tyrant.199 Finally, the description given to the murder of his family is tinted with 

military imagery. The massacre is described as a ‘warless war’ (ἀπόλεμον . . . πόλεμον) waged against 

his children, in the immediate aftermath, and Heracles questions the term ‘war’ in his reply, not yet 

realising what has happened.200 When Theseus arrives, he describes the scene almost like a battlefield, 

                                                           
191 Rehm (2002: 100); Riley (2008: 14-5); Alexopoulou (2003: 129-35), (2009: 61) 
192 Alexopoulou (2003: 134) 
193 Parry (1965); Alexopoulou (2003: 131-2); Swift (2010: 121-2) 
194 Alexopoulou (2003: 131) 
195 The word appears eight times in the play referring to Heracles or an item in his possession: Eur. Her. 49, 
180, 570, 582, 681, 789, 961, 1046. On the athletic undertones to this word see Swift (2010: 133-4) 
196 Eur. Her. 49: καλλινίκου δορὸς. The second being his club, Eur. Her. 582. 
197 Eur. Her. 179-80. On the association with Heracles, this epithet, and the Gigantomachy, see Lawler (1948: 
254-5, 266). 
198 Minyans: Eur. Her. 220. Cerberus: Eur. Her. 612-3. Centaurs: Eur. Her. 1273. 
199 Lycus: Eur. Her. 1168. Chorus: Eur. Her. 436-41. 
200 Eur. Her. 1133-4 
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with corpses strewn across the ground.201 When he realises who these bodies belong to, Theseus 

remarks that “children do not stand in the line of battle”, thus realising that what he is looking at is 

not a battlefield, but something more sinister.202 

Euripides’ choice of language portrays Heracles as both a warrior and as an athlete, a comparative 

parallel that was not uncommon in classical Athens.203 During the debate with Amphitryon, Lycus uses 

Heracles’ heroic exploits, akin to his athletic victories, and portrays them as cowardice, synonymous 

with his use of the bow.204 Lycus’ point is that these victories were meaningless when compared to 

the victories won with a spear and shield, as part of an army. Once again, Euripides is repeating the 

same formula we explored in section 3.1.3, while analysing his Electra. Athletic victories, heroic 

victories, do not equal a victory in war. This comes to the fore when Heracles is most vividly placed in 

the aftermath of a battle, in the midst of the metaphorical battlefield that surrounds him following 

the carnage done by his own hand. This moment cements the identity of Heracles as a warrior, his 

tragedy occurs inside his own war.  

3.4.2 Homecoming 

Within the vase-painting motif discussed above, the locations of the rituals are left vague by the 

artists. It is generally assumed to be in the domestic sphere, but the precise location is left to the 

imagination of the viewer. In chapter 2, the topic of the location for departure rituals never arose, for 

the simple reason that there is no evidence to guide us. This is most certainly not the case when it 

comes to homecomings. Agamemnon makes the location of the rituals abundantly clear when he 

declares his first intention having arrived home: “I will pass to my palace halls and to my household 

hearth, and first of all pay greeting to the gods. They who sent me forth have brought me home 

again.”205  

It is important, therefore, that the first interaction he has with his wife immediately follows this 

sentiment. Clytemnestra acts like the doting wife, but is primarily stopping her husband from 

performing the first set of rites he has deemed necessary, before all else, by obstructing his route to 

the hearth.206 Clytemnestra’s use of the hearth to describe Agamemnon’s homecoming further 

                                                           
201 Eur. Her. 1172. For a historical comparison see Xenophon’s description of the battlefield following the 
battle inside the Long Walls of Corinth: Xen. Hell. 4.4.12. 
202 Eur. Her. 1176: οὐ γὰρ δορός γε παῖδες ἵστανται πέλας.  
203 Epinician language is present in Agamemnon, also: Steiner (2010: 22-37). But no scholar would challenge 
the identification of Agamemnon as a warrior coming home, rather than an athlete. 
204 Eur. Her. 157-64 
205 Aesch. Ag. 851-3. Trans. Smyth (1926 [adapted]): νῦν δ᾽ ἐς μέλαθρα καὶ δόμους ἐφεστίους ἐλθὼν θεοῖσι 
πρῶτα δεξιώσομαι, οἵπερ πρόσω έμψαντες ἤγαγον πάλιν. 
206 See n.183. 
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accentuates the centrality of the hearth to the oikos, the focus of the hearth as the point of 

homecoming, and her own obstruction of it.207 Ultimately, Agamemnon never reaches his hearth, as 

he is killed in the bath he takes in order to purify himself before the rituals take place. 

The importance of the hearth is emphasised in Heracles by its regular invocation in the text. On five 

separate occasions the hearth is used to re-iterate the domestic focus of the play. It is used by Megara 

to describe the role of Amphitryon, as grandfather, in a metaphorical marriage between her children 

and the spirits of death, preceding their anticipated execution at the hands of Lycus.208 Amphityryon 

describes to Lycus Megara taking refuge at the altar of Hestia, tricking him to enter the house and 

subsequently be killed by Heracles.209 Heracles refers to the hearth on two occasions, the first time is 

to describe his delight at his own homecoming, at which point he greets his roof, his gates, and his 

hearth.210 The second time, Heracles is interrogating his wife about their situation and asks her why 

she has they left his home and hearth.211 So, throughout the first half of the play, the hearth is firmly 

placed in its ideological context as a central fixture in domestic life: it is the focal point of marriage, it 

is a source of sanctuary and security, it is the epitome of homecoming, and it is synonymous with the 

home. 

The final instance in which it is mentioned, is in a functionary role of domestic life. Heracles, on his 

return, learns of the injustice his family has been facing and intends to face Lycus immediately, not 

having yet entered his own house. He is quickly rebuked by his father and ordered to go and address 

the hearth within the house.212 On realising his error, Heracles not only agrees to his father’s order, 

but also articulates his reason for doing so: “I will not neglect to address, first of all, the gods beneath 

my roof.”213 Thus, Heracles and Agamemnon identify the hearth as the first location of any 

homecoming ritual. 

Both plays offer supplementary locations, at which further rituals will take place. In Agamemnon, the 

king enters the palace with his wife, but she returns outside to speak with Cassandra. She orders 

Cassandra to take her place with the many other slaves, who are standing by the altar of Zeus Ctesius, 

and to share in the lustral water of the house.214 The cult of Zeus Ctesius was predominantly a domestic 

                                                           
207 Aesch. Ag. 968-9. Trans. Smyth (1926 [adapted]): “[N]ow that you have come to the domestic hearth, you 
show that warmth has come in wintertime.” καὶ σοῦ μολόντος δωματῖτιν ἑστίαν, θάλπος μὲν ἐν χειμῶνι 
σημαίνεις μολόν. 
208 Eur. Her. 481-3 
209 Eur. Her. 715 
210 Eur. Her. 523 
211 Eur. Her. 554 
212 Eur. Her. 599-600 
213 Eur. Her. 608-9. Oates & O’Neill (1938 [Adapted]): οὐκ ἀτιμάσω θεοὺς προσειπεῖν πρῶτα τοὺς κατὰ στέγας. 
214 Eur. Her. 1035-8 
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one, and was associated with the protection of the house, the health of the family, as well as the giving 

and protecting of wealth.215 The physical embodiment of this cult in the Athenian household seems to 

have varied, with one source describing a specific jar that was to embody the god, another suggests 

that images of the god were set up in the storage room of the house.216 Whereas, further sources 

imply that the god was envisioned as a snake.217 In addition to this flexible imagery of the god, he is 

described in Agamemnon as having a specific altar, at which small animal sacrifices would be made.218 

Cassandra, as a new acquisition for the house, was invited to the altar to take part in the sacrifice and 

to share in the lustral waters.219 This should have been a preliminary ritual, followed by her 

introduction to the household via a ritual at the hearth; but, instead, it becomes the scene of her own 

murder.220 

These two locations are important for Aeschylus, but they are ultimately false pretences. The hearth 

and the altar are two focal points of the text, but they are not where the murders take place. 

Agamemnon is famously killed in his bath, and yet when Cassandra claims to smell the odour of blood 

coming from the house, like it would from a fresh funerary rite, she is told it must be the smell of the 

victims on the hearth.221 Cassandra’ murder is not given a location, so it is plausible that it happened 

at the altar, but Aeschylus did not feel the need to confirm this in any way. While the analogy is clear, 

that Agamemnon and Cassandra are being used like sacrificial victims, the action described in the play 

does not explicitly reflect this.222  

Euripides’ Heracles offers a slightly vague secondary location, the altar of Zeus. The altar was used by 

Heracles and his family to perform purification rituals for the house, following the murder of Lycus. 

The question of whether purification rituals were necessary following military service is more fully 

dealt with below, for purposes here, it is important to note two things. First is the use of separate 

sacred spaces within the home for different purposes. Heracles does not use the hearth for every 

ritual action he makes during his continuing period of transition back home. Second, the homecoming 

transition does not seem to have a single isolated ritual involved. Much like in Agamemnon, there are 

                                                           
215 Isaeus 8.15–16. Boedeker (2008: 230); Nilsson (1940: 71); Faraone (2008: 216-7, 222) 
216 Jar: Athen. 473b–c; with Cook (1925/2010: 1054-7). Images: Men. Ps. Her. fr. 519 K. For discussion of these 
variations see Faraone (2008: 216-7); Boedeker (2008: 231). 
217 Nilsson (1940: 71–2); Larson (2007: 21); Faraone (2008: 217) 
218 Aesch. Ag. 1038. Clytemnestra describes the κτησίου βωμοῦ, the altar of the god of possessions, Zeus. The 
animal sacrifices are those described in Isae. 8.15-6. 
219 The invitation made by Clytemnaestra was in response to an original request made by Agamemnon, that 
she receive Cassandra into the house (Aesch. Ag. 950-5). This request alludes to the rites of incorporation that 
were offered to both slaves and wives: McNeil (2005: 3). 
220 For the incorporation rituals of the house see section 1.2. 
221 Aesch. Ag. 1310 
222 See section 3.4.1 for an earlier discussion on these themes. 
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several ritualistic concerns that need attending to by the warrior and his family. For Agamemnon there 

was the need for thanksgiving to the gods at the hearth, followed by the incorporation of his human 

property into his household via the altar of Zeus Ctesius. For Heracles, there was his need to reacquaint 

himself with the gods at the hearth, followed by the need to purify himself and his household at the 

altar of Zeus. Therefore, the ideology of homecoming focusses on the centrality of the hearth, as the 

symbolic heart of the house and family, for its location. Yet, it should not be considered in isolation, 

but as a core element within the wider network of religious space throughout the home. 

The Participants 

Within the warrior departure motif on red-figure vases the hoplite is rarely ever depicted on his own. 

He is most often shown with a father figure and one, or more, women. In addition to this, there are 

examples of the motif which include infants, youths or attendants/slaves, other men on military 

service, and dogs.223 This suggests that there was a wide spectrum of participants that were able to 

take part in the departure ritual. For the running hypothesis here to be accepted, that arrival rituals 

shared the same iconography as departure rituals, it is necessary to qualify who were the participants 

in the homecoming rituals. 

Importantly, and perhaps most obviously, both of the arrival scenes under review show that neither 

warrior took part in the rituals on his own. Agamemnon is led into his house by his wife toward the 

hearth, and Cassandra is sent to the altar of Zeus Ctesius where she was to join the other slaves already 

waiting for her. This simple picture conforms to wider scholarly understanding of domestic religion in 

ancient Greece, in which ritual was often male led but still a communal event, members of the oikos 

were usually welcome.224 In Heracles, the hero is sent indoors by his father, but led in by his wife and 

children. As he enters, and heads toward his hearth, Heracles emphasises the importance of family 

and a man’s love for it.225 This articulation of family love and family unity not only relates to the terror 

having been faced by his family at the hands of Lycus, but it also relates to the coming ritual at the 

hearth. The family home, epitomised by the hearth, will welcome back the kyrios and be complete 

once more. 

                                                           
223 Infants: Berlin, Antikensammlung: F2444, BA 209215; Bochum, Ruhr Universitat, Kunstsammlungen: S1085, 
BA 46410. Youths, attendants or slaves: Wurzburg, Universitat, Martin von Wagner Mus.: HA120, BA 201654; 
Paris, Musee du Louvre: G538, BA 216030; Paris, Musee du Louvre: S1431, BA 11286; Paris, Musee du Louvre: 
G46, BA 202097. Other military men: Wurzburg, Universitat, Martin von Wagner Mus.: HA120, BA 201654; 
Bologna, Museo Civico Archeologico: 189, BA 202882; Paris, Musee du Louvre: G46, BA 202097. Dogs: Athens, 
Benaki Museum: 38151, BA 9029956; Paris, Musee du Louvre: G46, BA 202097. 
224 Importantly, oikos does not mean blood family, but the household, which clearly, in this instance, includes 
the slaves. 
225 Eur. Her. 631-6 



117 
 

It may seem very one-dimensional to describe the participants of the homecoming rituals as simply 

the members of the oikos. However, it is important to remember that the oikos was not a rigidly 

defined construct. A clear example of this is found in the evidence for the cult of Zeus Ctesius. Our 

sources differ in their descriptions of who was invited to take part in rituals around the altar: 

Agamemnon implies that all of the household slaves were welcome, Antiphon states that close friends 

and mistresses took part, whereas Isaeus implies that only close family were able to participate.226 

Nevertheless, what all of the sources agree on is that this was a domestic ritual, based on close ties 

associated with the household. 

The Rituals 

The most prevalent ritual in the warrior departure motif is the libation, a ritual which took precedent 

over earlier ritual topoi such as the post-sacrificial hieroscopy. The physical imagery offers two main 

difficulties of interpretation: the first is context, the libation ritual does not usually offer a suggestion 

of the god or gods to whom the libation is being poured; the second is the continuation of ritual 

practice, does the disappearance of the sacrifice ritual suggest a change in practice or is it simply a 

change in artistic design? By way of contrast, the two plays under review do offer some suggestions 

about the rituals involved during the homecoming. First it is necessary to set out which rituals are 

described in each instance, and what form they take. Following this, discussion must turn to the 

question of purification, whether a homecoming warrior needed some form of purification ritual 

before re-entering the home.  

Aeschylus presents three distinct ritual practices within his distorted homecoming. The thanksgiving 

sacrifice at the hearth, the purifying bath of Agamemnon, and the sacrifice during a ritual of 

incorporation at the altar of Zeus Ctesius.227 The two sacrifices clearly echo the imagery of early 

warrior departure scenes, but raise an interesting contrast. Within black figure and early red-figure 

scenes of departure, it is not the actual sacrifice which is commonly depicted, but the reading of the 

liver. As has been argued in 2.2.1, the depiction of hieroscopy imbues the hoplite with a sense of 

control by somehow grasping an insight into the future. For a homecoming, this form of ritual is not 

necessary because the hoplite is not departing into the unknown. Yet there is one example, on the 

obverse of an amphora in the Michael C. Carlos Museum [Figure 9a), in which a bloody altar serves as 

the focal point of the scene.228 

                                                           
226 Aesch. Ag. 1037-8; Antiph. 1.16-7; Isae. 8.16 
227 For the thematic motif of sacrifice, and its corruption, in Agamemnon see Zeitlin (1965: 463-83) (1966: 645-
653). 
228 Atlanta (GA), Emory University, Michael C. Carlos Museum: 1984.12, BA 16673 
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Figure 9a: Red-figure amphora attributed to the Niobid Painter, with a warrior returning or departing, before a 
bloodied altar and with the aid of a woman. Figure 9b: A young warrior arms for departure while a woman waits 
ready to pour the libation. Mid-5th century B.C. Atlanta (GA), Emory University, Michael C. Carlos Museum: 
1984.12. 

The pot is fragmentary, so a full analysis is not possible. The man is identifiable as a hoplite, due to his 

shield apron and doru. The woman holds an oenochoe in her hand, which compliments the presence 

of the altar and identifies this as a probable example of the warrior departure/arrival motif. On the 

reverse of this amphora [Figure 9b] is a separate departure scene that, while fragmentary, offers 

greater indication that it depicts a departure. The hoplite is clearly a young man, sans beard, and the 

direction in which his helmet is facing suggests that he has been given it by the woman. His pensive 

look at the helm in his hand gives the scene the necessary sadness inherent in the departure motif. 

Finally, the positioning of the shield, with its outer side facing toward him, imitates that scene on the 

New York pelike, creating the impression he has yet to be handed it by the woman. It is unlikely that 

both scenes depict the same event, since the fragments, as they exist now, do not suggest it is the 

same man and woman in both scenes. The woman’s dress shows a different design on its trim, and 

the man carries one doru on the obverse, but two on the reverse. Also the design of the altar differs 

on both the base and the top. 

Even without a clear identification, the presence of the bloodied altar in Figure 9a is important. It is 

one of the few allusions to the use of sacrifice in the motif, confirming the literary description in the 

Agamemnon. If the woman was not pouring a libation, but instead this was replaced with image 

depicting the reading of a liver, there would be no question that the scene should be read as a 

departure. By replacing the hieroscopy with a libation, the artist allows for an ambiguous reading, 

enabling the viewer to identify the ritual as a post-sacrifice libation at either the departure or at the 

arrival. In turn, this corroborates the main ritual activity as described by Aeschylus. 
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In the Agamemnon, there is also a fourth form of ritual practice, alluded to at various points in the 

play, but never actually performed. The ritual in question is the libation poured to Zeus sōtēr tritos, a 

ritual commonly attested after a meal.229 Most evocatively, Clytemnestra describes the murder of 

Agamemnon as a distorted version of these libations: 

“Twice I struck him, and with two groans his legs relaxed. Once he had fallen, I dealt him yet 

a third stroke to grace my prayer to the infernal Zeus, the saviour of the dead. Fallen thus, he 

gasped away his life: throwing forth a quick burst of blood, he struck me with dark drops of 

gory dew”230 

The triadic schema has been maintained by Clytemnestra, but it is not fully revealed until the final 

strike which kills her husband. Only now does the audience realise that the first two strikes were a 

perverse form of libation in her mind, followed by the third and final libation to Zeus the Saviour in 

the form of Agamemnon’s own blood.231 This perversion is further emphasised by her description of 

Zeus as the saviour of the dead, rather than the living. The libation metaphor is maintained in 

Clytemnestra’s speech by her contemplation of pouring a libation over Agamemnon’s head, like one 

would a sacrificial victim.232 Finally she describes Agamemnon’s accursed wrongdoings like wine, first 

filling the mixing-bowl to the brim, and then drinking it himself.233 

The libation was a ubiquitous feature of Greek religion, supplementing almost every prayer and 

sacrifice.234 Additionally, in domestic religion, it was commonly associated with hospitality, and 

communal socialising at meals or with drinks. Libations would be poured to recognise new friendships, 

they were poured to begin and end communal meals, and they were poured during symposiums.235 A 

                                                           
229 Burian (1986: 332). Most commonly three libations were poured: one to Olympian Zeus and the other 
Olympians, one to the heroes, and a final one to Zeus the saviour. Aeschylus’ allusion to this ritual in the 
Oresteia was noticed as early as the 19th century A.D. by Meuller (1833). 
230 Aesch. Ag. 1384-90. Trans. Smyth (1926 [Adapted]): παίω δέ νιν δίς: κἀν δυοῖν οἰμωγμάτοιν μεθῆκεν αὑτοῦ 
κῶλα: καὶ πεπτωκότι τρίτην ἐπενδίδωμι, τοῦ κατὰ χθονὸς Διὸς νεκρῶν σωτῆρος εὐκταίαν χάριν. οὕτω τὸν 
αὑτοῦ θυμὸν ὁρμαίνει πεσών: κἀκφυσιῶν ὀξεῖαν αἵματος σφαγὴν βάλλει μ᾽ ἐρεμνῇ ψακάδι φοινίας δρόσου. 
231 For the blasphemy inherent in this revelation see Zeitlin (1965: 473); Garvie (1986: xxxviii); Alexopoulou 
(2003: 78). 
232 Traditionally, scholars have interpreted this as the libation one would pour over a victim; e.g. Lucas (1969: 
60-8); Burian (1986: 335, n. 10). This view has been challenged by Hame (2004: 523) who argues that it should 
be contextualised with funerary rites, and that this would be a grossly inappropriate way to treat a body. 
Hames argument is valid, in that the mistreatment of the body was a gross taboo in Greek culture, but this 
does not undermine the position of traditional scholarship. The reason Clytemnestra is debating the act is 
surely because she is treating her husband as a sacrificial victim, but is well aware that he is not one. 
Ultimately she decides against doing it, even though she feels justified, as it is one step too far. 
233 Aesch. Ag. 1398-9 
234 Patton (2009: 33-4) 
235 Friendships: Hom. Od. 7.163-4. Communal meals: Athen. 15.692; Diod. 4.3. Symposiums: Pind. Isth. 6.1-9; 
Xen. Cyr. 2.3.1. 
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libation would also be poured before a departure on a long journey, or indeed a departure for war.236  

In other words, libations were often used in domestic rites to cement close relationships and formal 

bonds. Therefore, Clytemnestra’s subversion of the libation ritual simply accentuates the shattering 

of close bonds between husband and wife. 

The motif of hospitality in the Agamemnon has been explored by Paul Roth, who has shown that xenia 

and its code of hospitality is plainly evident from the early parts of the play.237 Clytemnestra was 

herself a xenē, both as a stranger to the family brought in by marriage, and within the play as a host.238 

She hosts Agamemnon and Cassandra on their arrival, but subverts the code of hospitality.239 She 

stops her husband at the entrance, rather than offering a quick invitation inside, she delays his change 

of clothing, and rather than allowing him to bathe in peace, she murders him.240  In turn, the 

Agamemnon offers a very different dynamic to the homecoming scenario. The portrayal is one of 

Clytemnestra purposefully failing in her wifely duty, and that duty was to reintegrate the warrior back 

into the oikos from which he has become estranged. 

In his Heracles, Euripides only describes two forms of ritual that follow the warrior’s homecoming. The 

first sees Heracles enter his house to address the gods at the hearth, a ritual which the playwright fails 

to describe in any detail. Following Agamemnon, this was likely to be a ritual of thanksgiving on his 

part, and one of reintegration between him and his oikos. The theme of reintegration and re-

acquaintance is one articulated by Heracles to his children and wife, as they enter the house: “Come 

now, children, accompany your father into the house. My entering in is fairer in your eyes, I think, 

than my going out.”241 

The second ritual is a purification, following the murder of Lycus, and it is this ritual that Euripides 

subverts into the massacre of Heracles’ family.242 This episode offers a description of the elements 

involved in the purification ritual: 

“Victims to purify the house were stationed before the altar of Zeus, for Heracles had slain 

and cast from his halls the king of the land. There stood his group of lovely children, with his 

                                                           
236 Pind. Isth. 4.193-200; Antiph. 1.18 
237 Roth (1993: 2-8) 
238 Xenos can refer to a friend, a stranger, a foreigner, a friend, a guest, as well as a host. For the close 
association between marriage and xenia see Gould (1973: 97-8); Roth (1993: 3-4). For their use to forge 
alliances see Finley (1978: 99); Herman (1987: 36). 
239 Roth (1993: 5-6) 
240 Quick invitation: Hom. Il. 11.776-79; Od. 1.113-25, 4.20-43. Bathe: Hom. Od. 3.464-68, 4.48-50, 8.426- 55, 
10.358-65, 17.87-90 19.320-2. 
241 Eur. Her. 622-4. Oates & O’Neill (1938 [Adapted]): ἀλλ᾽ εἶ᾽, ὁμαρτεῖτ᾽, ὦ τέκν᾽, ἐς δόμους πατρί: καλλίονές 
τἄρ᾽ εἴσοδοι τῶν ἐξόδων πάρεισιν ὑμῖν. 
242 On the purposeful subversion of this ritual see Seaford (1989: 94). 
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father and Megara; and already the basket was being passed round the altar, and we were 

keeping holy silence. But just as Alcmene's son was bringing the torch in his right hand to dip 

it in the holy water, he stopped without a word.”243 

The messenger describes a sacrifice being made at the altar of Zeus. The underlying purpose of the 

ritual is described as purification, but, as Parker has observed, the ritual seems to be a normal 

sacrifice.244 This may reflect the Athenian attitude to justified homicide, in which the perpetrator could 

in certain circumstances, be considered unpolluted by his acts.245 This may explain why there is an 

absence of specific purification rites, and Heracles’ desire to purify himself may simply reflect what 

Parker describes as ‘private scruples.’246 There is, however, another way of interpreting this ritual, 

based on Euripides’ choice to stage the massacre within it. For he produces a scene which uses similar 

dramatic constructs to the death of Agamemnon, by choosing to debase the purifying ritual with death 

and destruction. To understand this decision, and the place of purification within a warrior’s 

homecoming, it is first necessary to establish the polluted status of a homecoming warrior. 

In his seminal work on miasma, Parker does not deal with military pollution in any great depth, other 

than to show that purification rituals on campaign were often used to unify the army.247 The most 

concrete example for this is found in Xenophon, who describes the Ten Thousand in council, agreeing 

to restore order and discipline.248 Following the meeting, Xenophon and the seers proposed that the 

entire army be purified. Xenophon does not describe the rituals in any detail, and Pritchett is most 

likely correct in his assertion that this suggests that Xenophon expected his readers to be familiar with 

the ritual.249 Otherwise Parker, following Pritchett, does not find any examples of purification rituals 

at the end of military service. This topic has been left relatively unexplored by scholars.250  Crowley, in 

his work on the motivating factors behind an Athenian hoplite’s will and capacity to fight, argues that 

killing in battle was non-polluting, but refrains from exploring other forms of pollution that hoplites 

were susceptible to during service.251 Tritle, in his work on the experience of the veteran in ancient 

                                                           
243 Eur. Her. 922-30. Oates & O’Neill (1938): ἱερὰ μὲν ἦν πάροιθεν ἐσχάρας Διὸς καθάρσι᾽ οἴκων, γῆς ἄνακτ᾽ 
ἐπεὶ κτανὼν ἐξέβαλε τῶνδε δωμάτων Ἡρακλέης: χορὸς δὲ καλλίμορφος εἱστήκει τέκνων πατήρ τε Μεγάρα τ᾽: 
ἐν κύκλῳ δ᾽ ἤδη κανοῦν εἵλικτο βωμοῦ, φθέγμα δ᾽ ὅσιον εἴχομεν. μέλλων δὲ δαλὸν χειρὶ δεξιᾷ φέρειν, ἐς 
χέρνιβ᾽ ὡς βάψειεν, Ἀλκμήνης τόκος ἔστη σιωπῇ. 
244 Eur. Her. 940, 1145. Parker (1983/1996: 114, n.39). See also Moulinier (1952: 88) and Rudhardt (1958: 270). 
245 On the topic of justifiable homicide see also Hewitt (1910: 99-113) 
246 Parker (1983/1996: 114) 
247 Parker (1983/1996: 22-3, 32, 113, n.37, 226) 
248 Xen. Anab. 5.7.13-35 
249 Pritchett (III: 202) 
250 Parker (1983/1996: 113, n.37). Pritchett (III: 196-202) collected seven disparate pieces of evidence to 
explore pollution and purification in Greek military history, the majority of which came from outside of the 
classical period. 
251 Crowley (2012: 94-5) 
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Greece, claims briefly that the Greeks had forms of ‘rituals involving actual religious sacrifices’ which 

would have facilitated the warrior in his homecoming, but offers no direct evidence to support this.252   

The most extant attempt to challenge the view set out by Parker is that of Bernard Eck. Eck challenges 

the assumption that bloodletting in ancient Greek battle did not cause pollution.253 He combines 

evidence of pollution as a direct result of action in war, but not killing, with wider ethnographic 

evidence of purification rituals, none of which come from the classical Greek period. The most 

compelling piece of evidence to his argument, and one that had been observed by Parker before him, 

comes from Aeschylus’ Seven Against Thebes:254 

“There are enough Cadmean men to go to battle with the Argives; such blood is cleansed 

(καθάρσιον). But the death of two men of the same blood killing each other- that pollution 

can never grow old”255 

The Greek term, καθάρσιος, here in its adjectival form, agrees with αἷμα to form a very condensed 

clause. It is possible to translate the clause along the lines of the blood already being cleansed, or that 

it will cleanse itself.256 This fits into the scholarly consensus that this bloodshed did not cause pollution. 

However, it is being used as an example with which to contrast the killing of kin. The Chorus is not 

necessarily saying that killing strangers in battle does not cause pollution, but rather it causes a less 

severe pollution than the killing of one’s own brother. The contrast being made is that the blood-guilt 

of battle is minimal, and can be easily cleansed in ritual, whereas the pollution from fratricide can 

never be removed.257 Parker’s solution to this passage is the more compelling; that bloodshed in battle 

could simply be washed away. This does not mean that battle was not polluting, but that it was not a 

severe form of pollution and caused little to no concern for Athenian men. This may go some way to 

explaining the contrasting evidence available that suggests that killing in battle was free from blood-

guilt, it was not a pollution which lingered for very long.258 

                                                           
252 Tritle (2000: 191) 
253 Eck (2012: 49-87) 
254 Parker (1983/1996: 113, n.37) 
255 Aesch. Sept. 679-82. Trans. Sommerstein (2008 [Adapted]): ἀλλ᾽ ἄνδρας Ἀργείοισι Καδμείους ἅλις ἐς χεῖρας 
ἐλθεῖν: αἷμα γὰρ καθάρσιον. ἀνδροῖν δ᾽ μαίμοιν θάνατος ὧδ᾽ αὐτοκτόνος, οὐκ ἔστι γῆρας τοῦδε τοῦ 
μιάσματος. 
256 See Sommerstein’s unedited translation. 
257 The reading of this small section has been debated for over a century. Much of the debate stems not from 
the Greek in particular, but from the form of the cleansing being described. Verrall (1887: 81) argued that all 
bloodshed was polluting, thus killing in war brought with it a need for purgation via sacrifices. Tucker (1908: 
139-40) directly opposed Verrall’s argument, arguing that the language suggests that no purgation was needed 
but that the blood could simply be washed from the hands and that be the end of it. 
258 Eur. Ion. 1334; Pl. Leg. 869d; Dem. 13.55; Xen. Cyr. 4.6.4-6; Andoc. 1.97. 
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This does not mean that a hoplite could not become polluted for other acts he performed on 

campaign. We have already heard from Xenophon that disobedience and the possible incitement of 

mutiny in an army was cause for a purification rite. Hoplites were not immune to the many causes of 

pollution, such as sex, and impious actions in temples. Similarly, while the killing of an enemy may not 

have been very polluting, the touching of the dead still remained a great taboo. The logistics of dealing 

with the war dead on a battlefield shall be dealt with in section 4.1, but for the topic in question here 

it is important to note that hoplites seemed to have avoided the collecting of their own dead, leaving 

it to their slaves.259  

The importance of this state of pollution, for the topic of homecoming rituals, is that the hoplite was 

not immune to pollution during his service. Thus, like every other aspect of his religious behaviour, he 

would have habitually cleansed himself before embarking on a ritual within the home. This cleansing 

was unlikely to be any more than a standard use of lustral water as described by both Clytemnestra, 

and the messenger in Heracles, allowing the hoplite to, quite literally, wash his hands of the matter. 

Therefore, referring back to the question of Euripides’ decision to place the murders during this point 

of purification, the playwright has chosen an innocuous, yet omnipresent pre-ritual that focusses the 

attention of the audience onto the theme that engulfs his entire story, a warrior’s homecoming. In 

turn, by choosing the one aspect of ritual that was least likely to vary between households, the 

murders then resonate both with the theme and with the audience.260 

3.4.3 Arrivals vs Departures 

The pivotal question that was asked at the end of section 3.3.3 was whether the rituals involved in the 

homecoming of a hoplite would look identical to that of a departure. If this was the case, then the 

prior argument that the warrior departure/arrival motif was often made to be purposefully ambiguous 

by the vase painters, would hold some validity. A breakdown of the main elements from the two ritual 

events, as depicted in our sources, is offered in Table 4. By combining the literary evidence with the 

iconographic evidence dealt with above, it is possible to see a great continuity between the scenes. 

The two ritual events are closely focussed around the domestic environment. In the departure scene, 

this is alluded to in the iconography, whereas in the written sources for an arrival, this is made 

abundantly clear through the focus on the hearth as the destined point of homecoming. The ambiguity 

within the departure scene motif does not allow for the identification of various altars within the 

                                                           
259 Eur. Supp. 763-768, 939. See also the unusual behaviour of the Thessalians, following the death of 
Pelopidas, in wanting to handle his body as a mark of respect: Plut. Pel. 33. 
260 That is to say the presence of some form of purification ritual would be a social continuum, not necessarily 
the form in which that ritual took. 



124 
 

home, but the presence of altars in the art does correspond with the literary evidence for homecoming 

quite acutely.  

Table 4: Comparison between the departure and arrival motifs 

Departure Scenes Arrival/Homecoming Scenes 

Location: 

 Interior scenes 

 Domestic Location 

Location: 

 Domestic Location 

 Focal point of the hearth 

 Other altars inside the oikia 

Participants: 

 Oikos members 

 Woman/women 

 Older man 

 Sometimes children/attendants 

 Sometimes goddesses 

Participants: 

 Oikos members 

 Women 

 Children 

 Slaves 

Rituals: 

 Hieroscopy  

 Libations 

Rituals: 

 Sacrifice 

 Libations 

 Purification rituals 

 

The participants involved in both scenes vary between depictions, however each show a focal 

emphasis on members of the oikos. How different household defined those members seems to have 

varied, especially in terms of participation in households ritual, but both of the scenes discussed here 

show the importance of oikos members, however defined.261 The actual rituals that took place in a 

departure scene and in a homecoming scene look very similar on paper, but this is misleading. For 

instance, both scenes share sacrificial rites. However, the iconographic emphasis was never on the 

sacrifice that took place in a warrior’s departure, but on the hieroscopy that followed it. Whereas 

hieroscopy is never mentioned in the homecoming literary motif. Libations are shared between both 

scenes, due in part to the ubiquitous nature of the libation in Greek religion. Similarly, the purification 

of the participants in each would have been omnipresent, but it is found only in homecoming scenes. 

                                                           
261 One other participant who makes an appearance in both forms of ritual scene is the goddess Iris. This 
observation should not be pushed too far, yet it is at least worthy of note that Iris is the harbinger of Lyssa, in 
Heracles. Her presence as a messenger goddess is at least fitting for both rituals, due to her role as a 
messenger goddess, passing prayers from men to the gods: in the departure, prayers of protection, and in the 
homecoming, prayers of thanksgiving. 
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Furthermore, the presence of the purification ritual in a warrior’s homecoming often appears for the 

purpose of subverting religious sensibilities: the polluting state of homicide is induced at the point 

where pollution should be being cleansed. 

One major difference between the two scenes is the overarching emotional context. As discussed in 

2.2.2, a warrior’s departure was an emotionally wrought time for the family. This is evident in both 

the literary evidence, and on many of the departure-scene vases; indeed, as argued above, when a 

red-figure scene notably conveys the emotion of sadness then it should be confidently identified as a 

departure scene, rather than an arrival. Conversely, the emotional context of a warrior’s homecoming 

is expected to be one of happiness. While our literary sources purposefully invert this expectation to 

emphasise their tragic stories, they still express the expectation that their nostos should be a happy 

event.  

Only now is it possible to answer the original question. The two scenes reflect one another quite 

closely. If a vase painting depicts a warrior, surrounded by his family or oikos members, participating 

in a libation ritual with or without an altar, then it is equally plausible that the scene is meant to depict  

a homecoming, as much as it is a departure. There are two provisos to this assessment. The first is 

that the presence of a hieroscopy strongly suggests a departure. However, the disappearance of the 

hieroscopy from the motif adds to the ambiguity of these scenes, by removing the one ritual that 

denotes one scene over the other. The second proviso is that of emotion. As discussed in section 3.3, 

there are iconographic markers of sadness and mourning in Greek art, and they should be associated 

with the warrior’s departure in all but exceptional circumstances. However, many of scenes from the 

warrior-departure motif do not bear the marks of grief and sadness, but remain neutral, and at least 

one example shows happiness.  

The warrior’s homecoming formed a mirror image to his initial departure. It was a domestic affair, and 

included a wide array of oikos members. He was greeted by members of his oikos before entering the 

homestead, and would have been guided toward the hearth first and foremost. He would first purify 

himself through a simple wash or maybe a sacrifice, and then perform rituals of thanksgiving to the 

gods. In turn, this ritual at the hearth would reintegrate the warrior back into his oikos by returning 

him to his rightful role in the household – whether as kyrios resuming command of the domestic rites, 

or as a son having these rites performed on his behalf. Once this was complete, secondary rituals 

would then be performed, if necessary, such as the integration of slaves, or giving thanks to specific 

gods at their altars. 

To understand the homecoming process it was first necessary to examine the logistics involved. It has 

been argued that the majority of Athenian armies would have arrived at the Piraeus, and thus it has 
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been established that the Athenian army would have required a collective homecoming. The rituals of 

the military homecoming are illusive in the source material. However it seems likely, from the 

evidence we do have, that the army would have disembarked from their ships and marched in a non-

military fashion and entered a particular, but yet undisclosed, temple for the strategos to perform a 

final sacrifice. Following this, the army was disbanded but their military identity would be forever 

remembered through an act of collective dedication. The hoplite himself would return home and 

undergo a series of rituals which reintegrated the hoplite into his domestic environment. It has been 

argued that these rituals would have included a process of purification, not because battle itself was 

particularly polluting, but because the experience of a military campaign offered numerous 

opportunities for a hoplite to become polluted. The process of purification was not an attempt by the 

family to help the hoplite cope with the trauma of combat, but rather a means to make him acceptable 

to enter the sacred space of the oikos. That being said, the presence of purification rituals shows a 

clear change of state for the warrior between his domestic and military activities. The act of going to 

war necessitated a series of rituals to reincorporate him into the oikos, thus emphasising the leminal 

space the returning warrior resided in. As described in 1.1.3, a perceived lack of social support has 

been consistently linked to PTSD prevelance, and in this instance the Athenian warrior is made very 

aware at the moment of homecoming that he does not yet belong in the oikos. 

In chapter 2, the de-individuated state of the hoplite was identified in the departure process, but it 

was not a focal point of the evidence, and indeed there was no suggestion of any friction arising from 

this de-individuation. This is not the case when analysing the military homecoming. It has been shown 

that this de-individuation was maintained beyond the point at which an army returned to Athens. 

Even after the official homecoming, the strategos was able to act on the behalf of his men through 

collective dedications, which in turn cemented the collective military identity of the hoplite without 

any acknowledgement of individual identity.  However, there were other group dedications made 

after military service which acknowledge all levels of a hoplite’s social identity. Aside from the army 

as a whole, the tribe, and the deme, there was also the possibility for personal dedications to be made. 

On their own these seem innocuous, but when considered next to the large collective dedications 

already made on the hoplite’s behalf, these other forms suggest that the hoplite could still maintain 

his own personal micro-identities through this association within subgroups of the larger collective. In 

turn, this raises futher doubts regarding the notion of a singular set of ideals that existed within both 

the domestic and military spheres. The relativist argument against the potential for trauma existing in 

the ancient world is once again open to question. It relies on a seamless transition of ideals between 

domestic and military service, but this was clearly not the case. It was not the case for the warrior, nor 

for his family who treated him like an outsider until he was purified of his military experience. 
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4. Military Homecoming of the Dead 

The homecoming of the war dead was the final transition available to Athenian hoplites. Scholarship 

on the Athenian war dead understandably focusses more on their funeral, and the famous funeral 

oration, epitomised by that recounted by Thucydides and attributed to Pericles in the first year of the 

Peloponnesian War.1 But, for the purposes of understanding the transition of the war dead, it is 

important to try and reconstruct the entire process of their homecoming, beginning with their 

processing on the battlefield. Not only will this allow for a broader understanding of the commitment 

involved in the handling of the dead, but it shall also allow any inconsistencies within the evidence to 

come to the fore. 

During the classical period, the Athenian army processed their war dead by one of two distinct 

methods. Either, they buried them on the battlefield, as they did at Marathon and Plataea, or they 

cremated them and then transport the remains back to Athens for burial in a public polyandrion.2 

Thucydides incorrectly states that the Athenians made an exception at Marathon to bury the dead, 

but otherwise they only used the process of cremation and repatriation, as part of what he describes 

as an ancestral custom (patrios nomos).3 This assertion has been disproven categorically by the work 

of Pritchett, who collected every example of battlefield burial and shows that the Athenians followed 

the wider Greek practice until sometime into the early 5th century B.C.4 Yet, it has proven difficult to 

date the introduction of battlefield cremations. Pausanias describes the earliest polyandrion in the 

demosion sema belonging to the Athenians who fell in battle against the Aeginetans, possibly dated 

to 490/1 or 487/6 B.C.5 It was not until the time of Cimon that the demosion sema was officially 

designated to accommodate the war dead and bring with such a designation the rituals described by 

Thucydides.6 Therefore, it can safely be stated that the Athenians began cremating their war dead 

                                                           
1 Thuc. 2.34.8 
2 Burial on the battlefield: Thuc. 2.34.5; Hdt. 9.85; Paus. 1.29.4, 1.32.3.Cremation as the normal process of 
disposing of Athenian war-dead: Schol. Thuc. 2.34.1; Pritchett (IV: 251). 
3 Thuc. 2.34.5. For a defence to Thucydides’ famous ‘blunder’, see Toher (1999: 501) who argues that it was a 
purposeful generalisation for his non-Attic readers. 
4 Contra Robertson (1983: 78-92), who argues that the Greek norm was to bring the dead home rather than 
bury them on the field. His view fails to convince because of the mass of evidence accumulated by Pritchett, if 
for nothing else. For a similar dismissal of his argument see Hodkinson (2000/2009: 268, n.54) 
5 Paus. 1.29.7. This contradicts his earlier assertion that the first to be buried in the demosion sema were those 
who fought at Drabescus. This may come down to a simple manuscript error, where the polyandrion of 
Brabescus is not the first chronologically (πρῶτοι) but the first geographically (πρῶτον). For further discussion 
on this error see Jacoby (1944: 40-1); Pritchett (IV: 112-3); Arrington (2010b: 503, n.19). Pausanias simply says 
that they were killed before the Persian invasion, but does not describe whether that was during the kingship 
of Darius or Xerxes. 
6 Clairmont (1983: 11-3); Pritchett (IV. 113, n.61); Bakewell (2007b: 127) 
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from as early as the turn of the 5th century, but the pomp and ceremony associated with their 

homecoming may not have been introduced until the middle of the 5th century.7 

4.1 Battlefield Cremation 

To understand the cremation process, it is necessary to understand one important aspect of how the 

war dead were interred. Thucydides describes the remains in Athens residing in cypress wood boxes, 

one for each tribe, so ten in all.8 If this is correct, it would be valid to assume that the war dead were 

collected from the battlefield and categorised into a maximum of ten distinct piles. These piles were 

then each cremated separately, transported back to Athens, and placed in their respective boxes. This 

basic account forms the general scholarly consensus, but it rests on a few assumptions.9 The first is 

that the Athenians could identify their war dead accurately.  

In her study of the identification of the war dead, Pamela Vaughn follows this consensus, but observes 

that identifying the bodies would have been made very difficult by the looting of identifiable clothing 

or armour in the case of a defeat.10 Nevertheless, she asserts that the presence of the katalogoi 

allowed the Athenians to take accurate stock of their dead.11 The battle of Solygeia in 425 B.C., is a 

strong example in favour of this; the Athenians won the day, but were forced to retreat before 

collecting all of their dead, leaving two behind.12 The fact that the Athenians knew that they were 

missing two of their dead does suggest a level of organisation surrounding their identification. In the 

battle, the Athenians lost fewer than fifty men, so it is conceivable that the dead could be found 

quickly and identified in an organised manner, allowing them to recognise the absence of two bodies.13 

However, the logistics behind the removal, identification, and the cremating of these men becomes 

harder to fathom when they are placed in the aftermath of battles where the Athenians lost greater 

numbers. To exacerbate the issue further, battles with a higher loss of men commonly followed a 

defeat, after which the Athenians would have had their dead returned to them naked, and possibly in 

                                                           
7 This follows the sensible argument made by Arrington (2015: 33-49), who proposes that the patrios nomos 
developed over time, beginning with the fundamental cremation and public burial sometime circa 500 B.C. For 
a similar assessment see Stupperich (1977: 206-224), (1994: 93). For a later date see Jacoby (1944: 46-50); 
Clairmont (1983: 3); Hornblower (I: 292); Czech-Schneider (1994: 22-37); Matthaiou (2003: 199-200). 
8 Thuc. 2.34.3 
9 Jacoby (1944: 37, n.1); Humphreys (1999: 140, n.21); Connor (2004: 25); Honig (2013: 102); Hamel (2015: 73); 
Arrington (2015: 34); Phang et al. (2016: 208). See also Pritchett (IV: 256-7) who lays out this same view but 
with concerns over the logistical realities involved, describing them as ‘impracticable’. Pritchard (2010: 33-4) 
and Low (2010: 347-8) base their reconstructions of the patrios nomos on this model, while not explicitly 
describing it.  cf. Garland (1985/2001: 92); Georgoulaki (1996: 109), who argue that the war-dead were 
cremated individually. 
10 Vaughn (1991: 47); Arrington (2015: 33-4) 
11 Vaughn (1991: 44, 49-50) 
12 Thuc. 4.44 
13 cf. Crowley (2012: 165, n.111) who offers a different interpretation, arguing that it is more likely that the 
two missing men were noticed in their absence by their fellow demesmen.  
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a decaying state, depending on the time delay between battle and their collection.14 The battle of 

Delium resulted in 1,000 Athenians dead, at Amphipolis it was 600 dead, and of the 400 dead at 

Mantinea, half were Aeginitans who would also have needed separating from their Athenian 

counterparts first.15 While it is true that the katalogoi may have informed the officers of who had died, 

they would not have informed them of whose body they were throwing onto which tribal pile. 

The second assumption, arising from the standard model, is that the Athenians brought back all of the 

remains for the war dead that were cremated. This assertion brings with it three interlinked questions 

worthy of further exploration: how then did they burn so many bodies? What constituted the remains 

they transported home? Is there any evidence that they left any of the remains on campaign?  

 4.1.1 Pyres and (C)remains 

To take the first question, the bodies were burned on outdoor pyres. During the Sicilian Expedition 

(415-3 B.C.), Thucydides provides the only account in the classical Greek literature of such a pyre 

described on a battlefield: 

‘[The Athenians] having collected their dead and laid them upon a pyre, passed the night upon 

the field. The next day they gave the enemy back their dead under truce, to the number of 

about two hundred and sixty, Syracusans and allies, and gathered together the bones of their 

own, some fifty, Athenians and allies.’16 

This passage is revealing in a few of its details. The first is that the pyre is given in the singular (πυρὰν), 

there is no suggestion that there are multiple pyres as we may have expected. Secondly, Thucydides 

implies that the Athenians were burned with their allies together, and that the accumulative remains 

were then collected, in an impossible state of personal identification. These first two observations 

immediately challenge the assumption that the dead were separated into tribes before cremation, 

and that somehow these remains were kept separate up to and including their internment back in 

Athens. Thirdly, Thucydides gives a timeframe for burning fifty bodies, stating that the army 

bivouacked over night before collecting the bones, perhaps suggesting a standard practice.17 

                                                           
14 As an extreme example, the Athenians did not receive back their war-dead following their defeat at Delium 
for 17 days (Thuc. 4.101.1). 
15 Delium: Thuc. 4.101.2. Amphipolis: Thuc. 5.11.2. Mantinea: Thuc. 5.74.3. On Athenian losses in battle see 
Brulé (1999), for an examination of the proportional losses of armies during the classical Greek period see 
Krentz (1985: 13-20). 
16 Thuc. 6.71. Strassler (2008 [Adapted]): ξυγκομίσαντες δὲ τοὺς ἑαυτῶν νεκροὺς καὶ ἐπὶ πυρὰν ἐπιθέντες 
ηὐλίσαντο αὐτοῦ. τῇ δ᾽ ὑστεραίᾳ τοῖς μὲν Συρακοσίοις ἀπέδοσαν ὑποσπόνδους τοὺς νεκρούς (ἀπέθανον δὲ 
αὐτῶν καὶ τῶν ξυμμάχων περὶ ἑξήκοντα καὶ διακοσίους) , τῶν δὲ σφετέρων τὰ ὀστᾶ ξυνέλεξαν (ἀπέθανον δὲ 
αὐτῶν καὶ τῶν ξυμμάχων ὡς πεντήκοντα). 
17 Arrington (2015: 34) 
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Thucydides does not describe the pyre in any detail, but artistic evidence would suggest that it was 

open, with layers of logs alternating in direction, presuming that there was sufficient time to make 

such a formal pyre construction.18 As noted by Noy, the construction of an adequate pyre was time 

consuming and, by the Roman period, it was considered to be a job requiring technical competence, 

so perhaps such a perfect and formal pyre on a Greek battlefield was unlikely.19 

An ancient pyre was capable of reaching similarly high temperatures to a modern British cremator 

(which has an operational temperature of 800-1000⁰C), but was simply inefficient.20  Unlike modern 

cremators, a pyre loses much of its energy to the atmosphere, and unlike a modern cremator a pyre 

supplies heat onto the body from just one direction, from beneath it.21 Similarly, a constant 

temperature is impossible to maintain;22 the central area will be immensely hotter than the 

peripheries, while the wind and rain will affect the temperature and its distribution.23 The body 

provides a source of fuel, the fat that is rendered from the body, but is itself a poor conductor of heat, 

meaning that any part of the body with insufficient heat directed upon it will fail to cremate 

effectively.24 This issue is further impaired if the body is protected from below by a bier of some sort25 

although, due to the sheer magnitude of the military cremation, it is unlikely that the Athenians 

afforded their war dead such a luxury. As a pyre burns it will collapse and the body will fall upon the 

heat source, potentially smothering the flame of oxygen.26 To counter this, the pyre needs constant 

tending and, toward the end, a greater heat is necessary, as only the least combustible parts of the 

body remain.27  

Crucially, to cremate a body successfully takes time and a large amount of fuel. McKinley estimates 

that an ancient, non-military, cremation would take 7-8 hours, while some experimental pyres have 

taken up to ten hours;28 this is in keeping with Thucydides’ timeframe in the passage above. No ancient 

source describes the necessary amount of fuel for a pyre, but modern comparisons in India would 

suggest 500-600 kg of wood are necessary to completely burn one body.29 Nevertheless, this 

                                                           
18 See the assorted imagery collated by Musgrave (1990: 275, n.22). The later writer Vitruvius (2.19.15) 
describes the process of placing the layers at right angles to the ones beneath them. 
19 Noy (2000: 30-1). See also Goldhahn & Oestigaard (2008: 215-6) for a similar assessment of medieval pyres. 
For examples of informal pyres in Greek artwork see Musgrave (1990: 275, n.22). 
20 McKinley (2008: 183); Musgrave (1990: 272) 
21 McKinley (2008: 183) 
22 McKinley (2008: 183-5). Charlier et al. (2009: 52) show that one Greek cremation, not performed on a 
battlefield, fluctuated between temperatures of 940⁰C and 285⁰C. 
23 McKinley (2000: 407), (2008: 185) 
24 Body fat as fuel: DeHaan (2008: 9). Body as a poor conductor: McKinley (2008: 183). 
25 McKinley (2008: 185) 
26 Musgrave (1990: 275) 
27 Noy (2000: 187) 
28 McKinley (1989: 67). Experimental pyres: Piontek (1976: 247-80). 
29 Badge, Bhole & Kokil (2016: 4129) 
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information only answers the question of how to burn one body on a pyre, not multiple bodies on the 

same pyre. A comparable instance of mass pyre cremation potentially offers a more nuanced estimate 

of these logistics. After the battle of the Alamo in 1836 A.D., the defeated Texans were burned on two 

or three pyres constructed by the Mexicans immediately after the battle. A little under 200 bodies 

were burned, offering a comparable scale to the losses faced by the Athenian army. The pyres were 

built with alternating layers of wood and bodies 10 feet high, and then doused with two different 

types of grease to act as an accelerant.30 Once lit, the fires burned for two days and two nights, and 

needed constant replenishing of fuel and grease to keep it going.31 This offers a minor discrepancy 

with Thucydides’ account; the Mexican pyres burned for twice as long as the Athenian’s did. This may 

mean that the Mexican pyres were a lot larger than the Athenian pyre, but one source does mention 

the constant refuelling of the fire, so they were most likely just better managed.32 

The Alamo offers a good comparison for the time it takes to cremate multiple bodies on a pyre, but 

no sources describe the amount of fuel required, only that the job of sourcing the wood was assigned 

to a platoon of dragoons, and took approximately seven hours.33 By contrast, there are examples of 

mass pyre cremations that do describe the quantity of fuel required, but they serve as a poorer 

comparison to the Athenian precedent.  One such example comes from governmental guidance on 

the disposal of bovine carcasses following a foot and mouth breakout.34 The obvious differences 

between burning a cow and a human make the comparison very strained, and the use of diesel fuel 

as a necessary accelerant offers no comparison to the Athenian model.35 What the comparison does 

offer is an understanding of fuel efficiency when more than one body is burned. One Australian report 

suggests that 1.5 tonnes of dry wood is required to burn a cow.36 This figure is reduced by one third 

when more than one cow is being burned on the same pyre. This is not a perfect ratio to transplant 

                                                           
30 Pablo Díaz, in San Antonio Express, March 26th, 1911, as transcribed in Hatch (1999: 87-8); Groneman (2001: 
183). The presence of an accelerant is an acceptable differentiating factor between the pyres at the Alamo and 
those of the Athenians. Although there is no evidence that the Athenians used an accelerant on their pyres, it 
is not infeasible, nor does it appear to make a significant difference in terms of time or efficiency of cremation 
(see below). It is possible to use other historical examples in comparison, most notably the pyres used by the 
Nazis at concentration camps such as Auschwitz and Chełmno, but such examples invariably show the use of 
more effective chemical accelerants such as oil or methanol to dispose of much larger numbers of bodies: 
Piper (1994: 163); Fullbrook (2012: 228); Montague (2012: 115-6).   
31 Juan Antonio Chavez, in San Antonio Express, April 19th, 1914, as transcribed in Matovina (1995: 116). 
32 Juan Antonio Chavez, in San Antonio Express, April 19th, 1914. 
33 Battle came to an end around 6:30am: José Juan Sanchez-Navarro, Journal, March 6th, as transcribed in 
Groneman (2001: 199-200); Lord (1961/1978: 174). The Mexicans construct the pyre from 2pm-5pm: Francisco 
Antonio Ruiz (as quoted in Williams 1931/2010: 82-3). Assuming the dragoons were given their orders 
relatively quickly after the battle ended, this gave them up to seven hours to collect the necessary firewood. 
34 AUVEST Plan version 3.1 (2015) 
35 The evidence shows that the Greeks used pitch during sieges, suggesting that Greek armies carried the 
accelerant with them on a regular basis (Thuc. 2.77.3-4, 4.100.4; Xen. Cyr. 7.5.23; Diod. 13.13.6, 14.51.2). 
However, there is no evidence of pitch being used in the construction or lighting of a pyre in classical Greece. 
36 AUVEST Plan version 3.1 (2015) Appendix 7. 
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into the ancient world, due to the differences in body types, the use of diesel fuel as an accelerant, 

and the use of dry wood rather than green wood. However, it offers the acknowledgment of fuel 

efficiency for multiple cremations. This provides the approximation of 330-400kg of (dry)wood per 

cremated body in the instance of a mass cremation. Thus, in the Sicilian example above, the 50 

Athenian bodies would have required c.20 tonnes of wood to cremate them effectively. Taking into 

account this only accounts for a single pyre, and the disposal of only 50 men, this is a remarkable 

amount of a finite resource and raises an unanswerable question: where did they get all of that 

expendable wood from?37 

The second question, borne from the standard model for the cremation of the war dead, concerns the 

cremated remains themselves. In modern British practice, the ‘ashes’ that are returned to the family 

of the deceased are not fire ash, but the ground up bones that remain after the raking process.38 There 

is a problem in using this terminology for the ancient world, because the pyre cremation would, as a 

natural consequence, produce real ash as well as reveal the bones. The use of the modern term ‘ash’ 

could equally mean the remains of the dead and/or the ash leftover from the pyre. This makes the 

terminology used in the ancient sources very important. Sources that describe the collection of merely 

the ash (σποδός) could suggest the abandonment of larger masses of bone, producing a lower weight 

to be handled and a smaller space required for storage. Equally, it could mean that the pyre’s ash was 

collected in addition to some or all of the bone, which would produce a larger weight and require 

greater space. 

Thucydides only uses the term τὰ ὀστᾶ, the bones, to describe the cremated remains in Sicily, and it 

is the same term he uses to describe the remains during the public funeral back in Athens.39 

Conversely, Aeschylus paints a very vivid, yet unrealistic, scene in his Agamemnon, in which the ashes 

of the dead are return to the city in individual urns, without any mention of the bones.40 Whereas 

Euripides, in his Suppliant Women, corroborates Thucydides by describing the collection of bones from 

the pyre, not ash.41 It is possible that the Greeks used ash as an umbrella term for the remains of a 

                                                           
37 On the finite nature of timber as a resource, especially to the Athenians, see Meiggs (1982: 118-9, 204-6); 
Borza (1987: 32-6); Rackham (1990: 106). 
38 McKinley (1994: 339). The largest bone fragment noted by McKinley in her research of modern crematoria 
was 2.5cm long. 
39 Thuc. 2.34.3 
40 Aesch. Ag. 435-6, 443-4. The lack of realism stems from the need to cremate each of the bodies individually, 
and it implies that each urn was somehow identifiable to the families as well. Nevertheless, it has been 
influential, see for instance Garland (1985/2001: 92); Georgoulaki (1996: 109). Arrington (2015: 34-5) tries to 
resolve the issue by envisaging the bodies burned by tribe, but then the remains being collected into vases for 
transportation, although he does not make clear if these are collective vases or individual urns. 
41 Eur. Supp. 949, 1114, 1124, 1185. The only time’s ash is mentioned in the play it is poetic, or a description of 
anguish, it does not relate to the physical remains of the bodies. This epitomised by an exchange between son 
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cremation, but it is certainly not clear. This confusion has caused modern scholars to fluctuate 

between describing the remains as ash or bone, with Pritchett, as an example, even going so far as to 

translate ὀστᾶ as ash.42  

The assumption that ash returned to Athens, rather than bone, influenced Hamel to calculate a 

plausible amount of ash resulting from the Athenian victory at Arginusae (406 B.C.).43 She estimated 

the weight of ash resulting from the retrieval and incineration of 2,500 adult male bodies, producing 

roughly 5.2 pounds (just over 2kg) of ash each. This, it is argued, would result in 13,000 pounds 

(roughly 6 tonnes) of ash, which, if stored as one mass, would require a storage vessel measuring 8 

cubic yards (roughly 6,100 litres). However, the modern weight estimates of the ashes, used by Hamel, 

mostly consist of ground bones, because the human body does not produce very much ash on its own. 

For these calculations to be correct, the bones of the war dead would need to have been collected 

and ground down to produce the necessary amount of ashes, but there is no evidence that bones 

were ground down after a cremation in classical Athens.44  

If it is assumed, for the moment, that the entire skeletal remains were removed from the pyre, each 

weighing approximately 1.6kg, then the skeletal remains of 2,500 adult remains would weigh 

approximately 4,000kg (4 tonnes, or 8,800 pounds).45 While this is considerably less than Hamel’s 

estimate, there is the logistical issue of space to consider. Hamel’s estimate for storage was based on 

                                                           
and mother (line 1124-1131) in which the son describes the collection of the remains of the body (μέλη) from 
the pyre, and his mother describes the bodies having been replaced by ash. See also lines 1142 and 1160. 
42 Pritchett (IV: 195). Pritchett (IV: 103, n.25) explains that his choice of translation stems from the verb 
ὀστολογίαν, which he says was used to describe the collection of ashes after a cremation, referencing 
Diodorus (4.38.5). However, Diodorus’ use of the term only fits with the word’s standard definition, the 
collection of the bones. The reference in question describes Iolaüs approaching the pyre of Heracles to collect 
his bones; it focusses on Iolaüs’ revelation that the bones of Heracles are missing from his pyre, not that he 
collected the ashes. 
Examples of scholarship referring to the remains as ash include Garland (1985/2001: 92-3); Loraux (1986/2006: 
47); Rawlins (2007: 197); Goette (2009: 188); Arrington (2011: 180), (2015: 34); Hornblower (III: 482); Raaflaub 
(2014: 24), (2016: 48); Phang et al. (2016: 208). See also Bakewell (2007a: 127) who remains inconclusive on 
whether the remains were ‘ash and/or bone’.  
43 Hamel (2015: 73) 
44 See Huntsman & Becker (2013: 158-9) for the suggestion that the Etruscans did sometimes perform a form 
of crushing process after a cremation. Nevertheless, as McKinley (1994: 339) has argued, it was not a common 
process in ancient Europe as a whole. 
45 For the mean weight of cremated remains see McKinley (1993: 285); Charlier et al. (2009: 50). This average 
is based on a study of modern cremations, and included female bodies as well as male bodies; the mean 
weight of male cremated remains is approximately 1.8kg. Male weight ranged from 1.3kg-2.4kg, once the <2-
mm fraction was excluded to conform to archaeological cremations. Female weight ranged from 1kg-1.7kg, 
giving an average weight of just under 1.3kg. The overlap of these weight ranges, combined with the 
difference in stature between modern cadavers and ancient ones, means that I have chosen the pan-gender 
average to err on the side of a cautious estimate. This allows for possible variations in the height and weight of 
the Athenian war dead, which are thus far unknown. For a slightly higher estimated weight of 2kg for male 
remains see Huntsman & Becker (2013: 158). This approximate weight of 2,500 bodies assumes that the bones 
were not packed with anything else, such as soil or fabric material. 
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ash, which is a substance that becomes compact when stored in a pile, whereas osteological remains 

stack upon themselves, leaving gaps in between. The work of archaeologist Per Holck is of particular 

use here, as he studied the volume of cremated bones, in a modern crematorium, before they were 

ground down. Holck found that the average volume of a cremated skeleton was 7.8 litres.46 This figure 

should be used cautiously, however. The skeletons that were examined were modern Norwegian men 

and women, so on the one hand it needs to be stated that the remains were likely to be larger than 

that expected from the ancient Greek world.47 On the other hand, a volume average is merely the 

minimum amount of space necessary to contain all of the bones, it does not take into account extra 

residue from an ancient pyre, for instance. A final, yet pertinent, observation is that this average, 

minimum volume would not reflect the volume of the storage vessel assigned the task of containing 

the remains.48 This means that 7.8 litres may be used as a lower estimate of the volume required to 

store the cremains of one body. By multiplying this estimated volume by the number of dead bodies 

given by Hamel, we can set a lower estimated volume for the remains at 19,500 litres, or 25.5 cubic 

yards, revealing a sizeable difference to 8 cubic yards estimated by Hamel.49 This, in turn, highlights 

the great logistical considerations necessary to handle the war dead, not just in terms of weight but 

also storage, when it is taken into account that the Athenians were not bringing home ash but actually 

bone.  

A possible solution to the scholarly conundrum of whether it was ash or bone, or both, that was 

brought back to Athens, could be provided by Plutarch. Admittedly a very late source, Plutarch does 

not use σποδός or ὀστᾶ to describe the Athenian war dead, but, in his De Gloria Atheniensium he uses 

the phrase τὰ λείψανα τῶν σωμάτων, ‘the remains of the bodies’.50 It is not an isolated incident, as he 

uses the same term, τὰ λείψανα, to describe the cremated remains of various Greek historical 

figures.51 Once again, a comparison with the pyres at the Alamo offers a similar insight into the reality 

of burning so many bodies. Following two days and two nights of cremation, eyewitnesses were still 

                                                           
46 Holck (1987: 72) 
47 Holck (1986: 71-3) studied 10 bodies, six male and four female, with an average age of 70 years; the average 
weight of the cremains was 3.375kg. 
48 An example can be found in the Athenian record, where a lebes pot was given to an athletic champion from 
Attica and still contains the cremated remains of an adult male: Charlier et al. (2009: 49). It is 20cm tall, and 
has a diameter of 32cm, giving it an estimated volume of 15 litres. Unfortunately, due to the multi-faceted 
roles of pots in the Greek world, it is impossible to state whether this lebes was designed specifically for the 
storing of the cremains, or not. It, therefore, cannot serve as a baseline to an approximate amount of space 
that the Athenians designated for the cremated remains of an adult male. The pot is one of three prize vases 
that may have been used as cinerary urns, see Vanderpool (1969: 1-5); Amandry (1971: 602-10). 
49 Interestingly, this figure is three times the estimated volume of Hamel, which is in keeping with Holck (1986: 
72) who observes that the volume of full cremains is three times that of crushed cremains. 
50 Plut. De Glor. Ath. 8 
51 Plut. Phil. 21.2 (Philopoemen); Alex. 56 (Demaratus of Corinth), 77.1 (Iolas); Phoc. 37.3 (Phocion); Cim. 4.2 
(Thucydides), 8.6 (Theseus), 19.4 (Cimon). 
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able to describe seeing the charred remains of different anatomical features including heads, arms 

and legs.52 Considering that these pyres used an accelerant, and burned for twice the amount of time 

than is permissible by Thucydides’ narrative in Sicily, the flames still failed to consume every part of 

the dead bodies. It becomes unrealistic, therefore, to assume that the Athenian pyres were any more 

successful than those of the Mexicans, and Plutarch’s description of ‘remains’ should be considered 

an accurate one. 

Plutarch’s use of abstract terminology, to describe whatever is left behind after a cremation, has a 

modern equivalent: ‘cremains’.53 This has an important advantage in its usage; it does not require the 

cremation to have been completely successful. The terms ‘ash’ and ‘bones’ create an image of 

complete cremation, in which the bodies are fully broken down by the fire into these two distinct 

elements. However, as discussed above, pyres are not consistently hot, nor is the body a good 

conductor of heat. Therefore, unless the pyre is tended to continuously, it is unlikely to result in such 

a clear finished article, and soft tissue may remain on some of the bones.54 This was certainly true 

during the Roman period, as demonstrated by the presence of the ‘half-burnt corpse’ in Latin 

literature.55 When the practicalities of the Athenian system are taken into account - building as many 

as ten pyres on a battlefield, watching and tending to them over night, having sourced enough fuel to 

complete the job - it is, then, best to describe the war dead as returning home as cremains, rather 

than ash or bone. These cremains would not have been as clean as Holk’s test subjects, so his average 

figure here should be taken as a minimum volume, presuming that all of the cremains were present. 

This presumption, however, raises the final question on this topic: did the Athenians really transport 

all of the cremains home every single time? 

 4.1.2  Leaving Cremains behind 

The Athenians did not bring back all of their war dead. This was an accepted fact of Athenian life, not 

all of the war dead would return home. This is evident during Thucydides’ description of the patrios 

nomos: ‘Among these is carried one empty bier decked for the missing, that is, for those whose bodies 

could not be recovered.’56 While it was abhorrent for the Athenians to consider their men unburied 

through negligence, there was a general understanding that there were circumstances in which bodies 

                                                           
52 Pablo Díaz, in San Antonio Express, March 26th, 1911; Journal of Dr. J.H. Bernard, May 25th, as transcribed in 
Hatch (1999: 87-8); Hansen (2003: 615); Tucker (2009: 331-2). 
53 Quinn et al. (2014: 28). The term is used already by archaeologists looking at the ancient Greek period, such 
as Ubelaker & Rife (2007: 41), but it is not within the common parlance of historians of the period. 
54 McKinley (2008: 197-9). Experiments with the burning of small pigs show, on a much smaller scale, the 
unreliability of pyre cremations: Jæger & Johansen (2013: 18). 
55 Noy (2000: 188). For a Roman military example see Vell. Pat. 2.119.5. 
56 Thuc. 2.34.3. Strassler (2008 [Adapted]): μία δὲ κλίνη κενὴ φέρεται ἐστρωμένη τῶν ἀφανῶν, οἳ ἂν μὴ 
εὑρεθῶσιν ἐς ἀναίρεσιν. 
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could be lost, such as at sea.57 Therefore, the Athenians implemented a symbolic gesture for the 

missing dead, so that those who were not brought home were still an integral part of the funerary 

ritual. This, in essence, allowed the war dead to be laid to rest and given due honours, without needing 

to be wholly present in the grave. Therefore, while the emotions and sanctity surrounding the retrieval 

of the war dead are apparent, there was still a base understanding and acceptance of the logistical 

limitations faced by the army.58 Perhaps, with this in mind, this goes some way to explain a confusing 

discrepancy in the work of Xenophon.  

After the Athenians were defeated in the naval battle of Ephesus in 409 B.C., the commander 

Thrasyllus arranged the customary truce to be able to collect the 400 war dead. Xenophon then 

describes what the commander did next: ‘The Athenians, having collected the corpses under a truce, 

sailed away to Notium, buried them there, and sailed on[.]’59 The key phrase is κἀκεῖ θάψαντες 

αὐτοὺς, with αὐτοὺς referring to the corpses. The aorist participle comes from θάπτω, which is 

conventionally translated ‘to bury’. The LSJ also observes later usage of the verb that refers to 

cremation rather than burial, but no examples are given from the classical period.60 A more inclusive 

translation would be ‘dispose of the dead’ or ‘honour with funeral rites’, but it maintains a default 

meaning in Athenian literature of bury, or inhume, unless further qualification is provided.61 It is 

possible, following Pritchett, that Xenophon meant that the Athenians transported the bodies and 

cremated them, before sending the ashes on to Athens.62 This would at least offer credit to 

Xenophon’s writing, as opposed to Jacoby’s solution that Xenophon suffered a ‘slip of the pen.’63 

                                                           
57 The importance of collecting the war-dead is evident at the battle of Solygeia, as discussed above. Examples 
of bodies being left on the battlefield are rare, but certainly present: Thuc. 7.72.2, with Pritchett (IV: 235-9). 
Diodorus (13.101.1) claims that the trial of the generals, following the Athenian victory at Arginusae, was 
because they failed to collect the Athenian dead; although Xenophon’s account (Hel. 1.7.1-5) states it was a 
failure to collect the survivors, while Plato (Menex. 243c) describes the unburied dead without reference to 
the trial of the generals.. See also Vaughn (1991: 44). Losing men at sea: Eur. Hel. 1241-3. 
58 Arrington (2015: 48-9) makes a similar observation, but only applies this to a singular ‘exception’ in Athenian 
history, the battle of Ephesus (409 B.C.), discussed below. 
59 Xen. Hell. 1.2.11. Trans. Brownson (1918 [Adapted]): οἱ δ᾽ Ἀθηναῖοι τοὺς νεκροὺς ὑποσπόνδους 
ἀπολαβόντες ἀπέπλευσαν εἰς Νότιον, κἀκεῖ θάψαντες αὐτοὺς ἔπλεον. 
60 E.g. Diod. 3.55. Collard (1975: 17) argues that Eur. Supp. 935 uses the verb in this way, but his example 
seems uncertain. The discussion in the play falls on the fate of the corpse of Capaneus, who was struck by 
Zeus’ lightning bolt. Adrastus asks Theseus whether Capaneus will be buried (θάπτω) apart from the rest of the 
dead, and Theseus confirms this, stating that the rest will be burned on one pyre. Collard’s interpretation that 
θάπτω should here be translated as cremated would keep it consistent with Theseus’ description of the pyre, 
but is not strictly necessary. The conversation then moves on to where Capaneus will have his tomb, 
emphasising that the burial is the primary concern, not the means of internment. cf. Storey (2008: 71). For 
further discussion on the use of the term in this context see Pritchett (IV: 203). 
61 Collard (1975: 17), followed by Pritchett (IV: 203). See also Carey (1989: 214) and Edwards (2007: 333) who 
both discuss the passage based on this same interpretation, without any explanation offered for the supposed 
anomaly. 
62 Pritchett (IV: 203) 
63 Jacoby (1944: 37, n.1) 
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However, the use of the adverb κἀκεῖ focuses the rituals within a spatial context, it happened there. 

If the bodies were cremated and transported to Athens, this adverb would not be necessary; however 

if this was a burial, the emphasis on location makes more sense. If this was a slip of Xenophon’s pen, 

it was not his only one. The verb θάπτω appears nine times in his Hellenica, three of which refer 

specifically to Athenian burials. The other two instances do not emulate the adverbial description, but 

instead use the preposition ἐν, which similarly emphasises the spatial parameters, focussing on the 

placing of the body or remains into the ground via a burial.64 One of these instances centres on an 

Athenian mantis, who, having died at the battle of Mounichia, is described by Xenophon as being 

buried in the ford of the Cephisus River.65 Not only does the context of the ford give credence to the 

translation of ‘bury’, but the military context of his death offers a tantalizing suggestion that not all of 

the Athenian war dead had to be buried communally.66 

If the Athenians did bury their dead at Notium, as Xenophon suggests, the question still remains why? 

Thrasyllus had embarked on a large naval campaign that year to try to take control of the Ionian Coast, 

with early success. His defeat at Ephesus was not the end of the campaign. Rather than return to 

Athens, his fleet moved north to Lampsacus where it was later joined by another Athenian fleet and 

they continued in their strategic aims. This context may explain the burying of the Athenian dead: they 

could not be carried around while the fleet was still on active duty. This explains their transportation 

to the nearest safe point, Notium, and their immediate disposal. What this does not explain is why 

they buried the cremains, rather than sent them back.67 Thrasyllus’ men collected 400 dead bodies for 

processing. If, as we would have expected, these bodies were cremated, then the resulting weight of 

bone would have been c.640kg (over half a tonne). In turn, the minimum amount of space needed to 

store this amount of bone would be c. 3,120 litres (just over 4 cubic yards). It was certainly possible to 

send these cremains home, in one or numerous containers, however it would take major logistical 

considerations.68 

                                                           
64 Xen. Hell. 1.7.22, 2.4.19. For a non-Athenian example, using the same preposition, see Xen. HeI. 7.3.12. 
65 Xen. Hell. 2.4.19 
66 The battle was fought against the army of the Thirty in Athens, but Xenophon (2.4.19) does show that the 
usual practice of retrieving the war-dead remained intact. It is plausible that an exception to communal burial 
could have been made for the seer, due to his unique position, but the casualty list IG I3 1147 would suggest 
that a seer who died in battle or on campaign was buried and commemorated with his army. Parker (2005: 
117). 
67 This assumes, with Pritchett (IV: 203), that the bodies were still burned before burial. There is no evidence to 
argue either way, but the removal of dead bodies from unsafe regions, before their processing, is evident in 
our sources. 
68 For a similar conclusion, based on Xenophon’s description alone, see Arrington (2015: 49). This size of 
container is roughly half of the size to that estimated by Hamel (2015: 73) for the war-dead at Arginusae, and 
her discussion regarding the logistics involved in transporting the dead is still very valuable.  
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There are two further logistical factors which must be considered once the cremains arrived in Athens. 

The first is the visual impact that such large containers carrying the cremains would have had on the 

people of Athens when they arrived. Aeschylus dramatizes the distress felt by families at the sight of 

individual urns returning to them, following battle;69  what then would the Athenian citizenry have felt 

seeing large boxes being brought off the ships at the Piraeus? The second factor is once more of 

storage. Thucydides is very clear in his description of the public funeral, it occurred in the winter, 

outside of the campaigning season. So where were the cremains kept until it was time for the funeral? 

The battle of Ephesus was fought in the early summer of 409 B.C. If the cremains had been sent back 

to Athens they would have needed storage for at least four months, if not longer.70 In addition, they 

would have been joined by further cremains during the campaigning season. If Bradeen’s 

interpretation of one particular casualty list is correct, then the year 409 B.C. saw somewhere between 

900-1,400 dead.71 This requires a minimum of 500 further Athenian dead to join those from Ephesus 

in storage somewhere in Athens. The problem with this image is not a matter of space, there would 

have been large enough buildings in which to store the cremains, but a matter of sensibilities. The 

prolonged storage of over a tonne of unburied cremains is hard to reconcile with the elaborate 

honours that the war dead were to be given later in the year. 

A possible solution to this issue is that the Athenians did not bring home all of their dead’s cremains.72 

Archaeologists researching cremations describe a sub-category of cremation burial in which a 

significant amount of the skeleton is missing, these are called ‘token’ cremation burials.73 A token 

burial could result from a variety of socio-religious factors, such as the sociological conception of what 

represents an individual, or the social expectation for an individual to be buried in more than one 

place.74 The presence of a bier for any missing bodies already averted the potential sacrilege of not 

burying all of the dead in the demosion sema. Therefore, on a ruthlessly practical level, there was no 

need to bring all of the dead home.75 When the sheer size and weight of the cremains are taken into 

                                                           
69 See n.40. 
70 The exact month of the patrios nomos is debated. Jacoby (1945: 56-66) suggested it took place in late 
September, whereas Gomme (II: 100-2) argues that it was later in the winter. Hornblower (III: 292), following 
Loraux (1986/2006: 70-1), observes that we cannot assume that it was always held in the winter, because 
Hyperides’ funeral oration suggests it was delivered in early spring. 
71 Bradeen (1964: 50-5) (1969: 146) dates the inscription SEG 21.131 (later republished as IG I3 1191) to 409 
B.C., based in part due to the naval activities of Thrasyllus in that year. Contra Pritchett (IV: 203). See also 
Hansen (1988: 18). 
72 Another interpretation, less radically following a suggestion in Kurtz & Boardman (1971: 108), is that the 
custom of bringing home all of the war dead was not always followed. 
73 Quinn et al. (2014: 28). See also McKinley’s remarks (1997: 142) concerning a potential correlation between 
the status of the dead, and the amount of time spent collecting the cremains from a pyre. 
74 Quinn et al. (2014: 28) 
75 This is what ultimately separates the Athenians from their Greek counterparts. For a non-Athenian instance 
of efficient disposing of the war-dead while on the march see Plut. Eum. 9.2. 
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account, alongside their possible long-term storage through the summer months, it may be that a 

more efficient solution was enacted. Only a few of the bodies were cremated and sent back to Athens 

as token burials for the rest, who were processed and buried in foreign soil. This solution does not 

answer every question raised here, but it would equally explain Thucydides’ lack of tribal pyres in 

Sicily, and Xenophon’s description of Thrasyllus’ men being buried at Notium.  

4.2 Patrios Nomos 

Before the full ceremony of the patrios nomos can be analysed, it is first important to highlight two 

large gaps in our understanding, both of which have been drawn out by the previous sections. First, it 

is not known where the cremains of the war dead were held before their burial, how they were stored, 

or if any form of ritual had occurred before or during the placement of them into storage. Second, it 

is not known how many of the dead men actually had their cremains interred back in Athens.76 That 

being said, there is no evidence to suggest that the Athenian public thought, or even suspected, that 

only a token number of the war dead came home. While this does not, in any way, disprove the notion, 

it is pertinent for the following section to state that essentially, the Athenians believed that the 

majority of their war dead were interred during the public funeral. 

 4.2.1 The Funerary Rites 

Thucydides describes the public funeral of the war dead on one single occasion, the first such funeral 

of the Peloponnesian War. The funeral was paid from public funds during the winter following the first 

campaigning season. It consisted of extravagant pageantry that lasted for three days, culminating in 

the burial of the cremains in the Kerameikos. This, Thucydides tells us, was an ancestral custom, a 

patrios nomos. Dating the introduction of the rites has proved difficult for scholars, partly because 

there is so little evidence for it, and partly because of Thucydides’ assertion that it was an ancestral 

custom. The interest here does not concern the implementation of some form of public funeral for 

the war dead, but rather with the specific rituals described by Thucydides and contemporaneous 

authors. While not all of these rituals may have been performed throughout the entire period under 

review, they do reveal the zenith of the ideological construction of both the funeral and, in turn, allow 

for a more general understanding of the transition undergone by the war dead. 

Thucydides’ patrios nomos, as he is the only author to use that term, is intrinsically linked to the tribal 

system of Athens, which only existed after the reforms of Cleisthenes.77 If it is accepted that the use 

                                                           
76 Even the discovery of four, possibly five, connected late 5th century polyandria in the demosion sema has 
failed to show a truly mass grave, with the numbers we may expect for the Athenian war dead during the early 
years of the Peloponnesian War: Stoupa (1997); Blackman et al. (1997-1998: 8-11); Touchais (1998: 722).  
77 This is similarly true of the casualty lists, which were also categorised by tribe. 
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of the Kerameikos for polyandria coincides with the implementation of the patrios nomos, then a start 

date c.500 B.C. is appropriate.78  The original rituals, whatever they had been, were added to over 

time and made much grander by such innovations as the introduction of the funeral speech 

(epitaphios logos), and also the funeral games (agon epitaphios), which is intriguingly absent from 

Thucydides’ description.79 By describing the funeral, Thucydides’ aim was to explain to a non-Attic 

audience something that was uniquely Athenian.80 In turn, this gives insight into particular elements 

of the rituals, and the order in which they came.81 

The first stage of the funeral occurred two days before the burial;82 the bones of the war dead were 

laid out in a specially constructed tent, possibly in the agora, and people brought gifts for them.83 This 

public prothesis was almost a deliberate contrast against the Solonian laws on private prosthesis, 

which only allowed such a display to last for one day.84 In his short description, Thucydides does not 

make clear the state in which the dead were ‘laid out’ (προτίθενται).85 More commonly, this verb 

refers to the laying out of a body before cremation or burial, usually in its entirety.86 Yet, this form of 

exposure was simply not possible for the war dead and their cremains. Firstly, there was no body to 

speak of, only the fractured cremains of a multitude of bodies.87 Secondly, the cremains must at this 

                                                           
78 Arrington (2010a: 37) 
79 Lys. 2.80; Plat. Menex. 249b; Dem. 60.36 
80 Toher (1999: 499-500, 501). 
81 Although I would not go as far as Loraux (1986/2006: 46) and describe his account as equal to modern 
anthropological investigations. 
82 Gomme (II: 102); Loraux (1986/2006: 49); Steinbock (2013: 51) 
83 Loraux (1986/2006: 50); Arrington (2015: 36). Another strong candidate is in front of the Diplyon Gate, 
which has been suggested by Stupperich (1977: 32). However this location relies on the belief that the 
presence of the war dead would be polluting to the city, a notion that has since been discredited by Parker 
(1983/1996: 42-3). 
84 Dem. 43.62. Reverdin (1945: 116) argues that the discrepancy in the duration between private and public 
prothesis could be explained by the need for less severe prophylactic measures, because the bodies had 
already been cremated. However, I am more convinced by Loraux (1986/2006: 49, 432-3, n. 15) who suggests 
that the extra day of prothesis was a purposeful attempt to further honour the dead. Furthermore, I would 
suggest it allowed the relevant families time to pay their respects to the coffins before the burial – although 
this suggestion may be too rationalistic for Loraux. 
85 The difficulty in visualising what happened at this stage has influenced much of the scholarship on the topic. 
Either the issue is left silent, or the bodies are described as being ‘exposed’ for two days (e.g. Loraux 
(1986/2006: 49, 50)), without clarification of what this actually means. Steinbock (2013: 51) describes the 
bones of the dead being laid out in the tent, before being collected on the day of the funeral and placed in 
their tribal coffins, whereas Morris (1992: 106) speculates on an earlier stage of exposure and decomposition 
of the flesh, before the day of the funeral. Although, Morris fails to make clear the need for this exposure 
when we consider the original cremation on the battlefield. 
86 E.g. Hdt. 5.8; Eur. Alc. 644; Eur. Supp. 50-3; Ar. Lys. 611; Lys. 12.18 
87 This would make it both impossible to identify which cremains belong to which body, and also impossible to 
ensure that each body had all of its relevant skeletal parts. Also the sensory experience of the families visiting 
the cremains must be considered. Not only the smell of the partially burned, partially rotting remains, but also 
the visual impact of fractured bones. Not only would this have offered a rather undignified presentation for 
the war dead, but also the impact of seeing the bodies so changed would have been unbearable to the 
families: Eur. Supp. 941-6. For more on this Euripidean passage see section 4.3.1. 
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point have been categorised into their tribes, if not before, so the cremains would have mixed, making 

such an individual display impossible.88 An alternative solution is that the ten larnakes were closed but 

laid in the tent, perhaps with a mark to associate each tribe, and it was to these boxes that the family 

and friends went to show their respect.89 

The second stage of the funeral witnessed the ten larnakes transported by ten carts, carrying out the 

cremains from the tent to the demosion sema. This procession, according to Thucydides, could be 

joined by any male citizen or foreigner in Athens, as well as the female relatives of the dead. Once 

again, Thucydides is unclear in what he is describing. A larnax could be a chest or a coffin, but it could 

specifically refer to a cinerary urn.90 While the use of cypress wood does suggest a box of some sort, 

this has not prevented some scholars from perpetuating the idea that ash returned to Athens, and 

this ash was placed into appropriate urns, which in turn were placed into boxes.91 From the previous 

discussion in section 4.1.1, it has been established that the cremains of the dead were not ash, but 

predominantly cremated bone, so the translation of coffin in this context is an appropriate one. As for 

its size, Thucydides gives no indication. If, for instance, only a select amount of cremains were returned 

from campaign, then they would only require a standard sized coffin.92  

Conversely, if this hypothesis is incorrect, and all of the dead were returned to Athens, then the size 

of these larnakes must have been very notable. The, near intact, casualty list IG I3 1174 shows that the 

tribe of Erectheis lost 177 men in one campaign season. If the traditional model is correct, the 

cremains of these men would have been placed in a single box; 177 cremated bodies would require 

roughly 1380.6 litres of volume, or just under 2 cubic yards.93 By way of comparison, a fitted coffin, 

designed for a man who was 5ft 8in, has a volume of 262 litres; therefore, the cremains would fill the 

equivalent space of five fitted coffins.94 

There is then the question of uniformity between the ten larnakes. The ten tribes would not have 

suffered equal losses each year, so we must imagine either different sized boxes for each tribe, or a 

uniformed size between them all. If it was the former, this would have reinforced the tragedy and 

                                                           
88 Contra Steinbock (2013: 51) 
89 A modern comparison can be made with the modern British war dead, where the family are invited to sit 
next to their relevant coffin, which is covered in a Union Jack. The difference here is that the Athenian coffin 
was a communal one, so there was no distinction of individuality among the dead. 
90 Cinerary urn: Hom. Il. 24.776. 
91 Engels (1999: 110); Chaston (2010: 134) 
92 The volume of an inhumed body (c. 66 litres) is that much larger than the volume of a cremated one, 
therefore numerous individual cremains would fit inside the coffin. Visual examples of Greek coffins can be 
seen on late black-figure vases Athens, National Museum, CC688, BA 480; Brunswick (ME), Bowdoin College: 
1984.23, BA 361401. 
93 Based on the allocation of 7.8 litres per person. See section 4.1.1. 
94 http://www.midlandfuneralsupplies.co.uk/coffin_sizes_02.html, accessed 5th September 2018. 
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sacrifice felt by one tribe over the others. If it was the latter, then the campaign year covered by IG I3 

1174 would have seen ten boxes on parade, each one having the same visual impact on the crowds 

who saw them. While there are, as yet, no solutions to this line of enquiry, it highlights the difficult 

practicalities that underpin the generic model for the burial of the war dead. 

Alongside the ten larnakes, Thucydides describes an empty bier (κλίνη) for those whose bodies were 

not returned to Athens. The term klinē, in this context, refers to a funerary couch or bed,95 not another 

coffin, as it is sometimes described.96 The differentiation made by Thucydides, between the larnax 

and the klinē, suggests an important contrast in how the two forms of war dead were being treated. 

The klinē was customarily used to transport the dead to their pyre, or their final resting place, during 

the ekphora. The Athenians were symbolically replicating this part of the funerary process; covering 

the bier with blankets and possibly ribbons.97 Through the presence of the empty klinē, the missing 

bodies were ritually processed as if they had returned home. While the larnax represents the very end 

of the process, filled with the cremains, ready for internment, the klinē offered a symbolic middle, the 

missing dead were offered their death bed, fully adorned, ready for the next stage of the funeral. So 

that, by the time the larnakes were lowered into the polyandrion, the missing men were laid to rest 

alongside them; not as a superficial appeasement to the families, but in accordance to the ritual rubric 

that surrounded the disposal of the dead.  

The third stage of the funeral witnessed the burial of the larnakes, after which an orator, specially 

chosen for the job, gave his funeral oration (epitaphios logos). Nothing can yet be said on the actual 

burial of the dead. As Patterson astutely observes, it cannot even be discerned whether it was the 

larnakes or just the bones that were placed into the earth.98 Additionally, it is not known what 

happened to the klinē, whether it was buried or not.99 The polyandrion itself was a narrow rectangular 

tomb, walled internally with monumental blocks plastered with lime, and possibly subdivided into 

chambers.100 The base was paved, and slabs would have been placed on top of the grave after burial. 

There is also evidence of votive offerings being placed in the graves; although, it is not certain whether 

                                                           
95 For two clear, artistic examples dating from the 5th century B.C. see Shapiro (1991: 647-9, figs. 18 & 19) with 
discussion. 
96 cf. Smith (1919: 363); Morris (1992: 131); Clairmont (1981: 132); Hanson (1994/2009: 207); Tritle (2000: 150-
1); Strauss (2005: 178); Bassi (2007: 191-2); Wheeler (2007: 236); Hall (2010: 74) 
97 Garland (1985/2001: 24) 
98 Patterson (2006: 54, n.35) 
99 Presumably it was, or else its ritual role loses its purpose during the most pivotal point of the funerary rites. 
Its symbolic representation of the missing dead, aligned with its physical role as a carrier of dead bodies, not 
cremains and ash, would lead to the expectation that it was buried, and maybe even cremated beforehand. 
This would bring an end to the symbolic ritual and take the missing dead into the final stage of their journey, in 
the same state as their comrades inside the larnakes. 
100 Blackman et al. (1997-8: 8); Arrington (2010b: 517-9) 
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these were placed in the larnakes or in the grave, all that is certain is that these offerings were not 

cremated with the bodies.101 Once the war dead were laid to rest inside these polyandria, the chosen 

orator would begin his speech to the crowd of mourners.  

 4.2.2 The Funeral Oration 

Each epitaphios logos was written for unique individual occasions, but they maintained certain 

distinctive elements that define them as a genre.102 From antiquity, two speeches have survived 

relatively intact (written by Demosthenes and Hyperides), one speech survives but is not a verbatim 

script of the speech delivered (Thucydides’ account of the speech of Pericles), two speeches exist that 

which were never intended to be delivered (written by Lysias and Plato), and the final one exists but 

only in a fragmentary form (written by Gorgias).103 From these examples a general structure has been 

identified: a prelude which focusses on the role of the speech, a praising of the dead and the city’s 

past glories, an exhortation giving advice to the living and consolation directed at the parents of the 

deceased, and an epilogue followed by a dismissal of the crowds.104 The speech was laced with political 

rhetoric, mythical as well as actual history, and cultural ideology, but its primary aim was to honour 

the dead.105  

The scholarship and debate surrounding the epitaphioi is vast and wide ranging, but the genre’s 

primary relevance to this section is within its role in the homecoming transition of the war dead. There 

are two particular themes that may be expected in a speech delivered at the graveside of the 

repatriated dead. The first is the theme of homecoming; the Athenians went through the effort and 

expense of returning the dead, so, if the repatriation was so important to them, then it can be 

expected that this would be mentioned in the speeches. The second theme is the transformation of 

the war dead; the Athenians bestowed upon their war dead a singular, collective, heroic identity, so 

                                                           
101 Blackman et al. (1997-8: 9-10) 
102 The various topoi of the genre was compiled by Burgess (1902: 148-57). For common patterns within the 
genre see Ziolkowski (1981: 31-57, 100-37); Loraux (1986/2006: 279-81); Carey (2010: 243-4). For discussion 
around variation and originality in the genre see Frangeskou (1999: 315-336). 
103 Lys. 2; Dem. 60; Hyp. 6; Thuc. 2. 35-46; Plat. Menex. 236d-249c; Gorg. fr.6. Of these, only the speeches 
made by Demosthenes and Hyperides were actually made during the patrios nomos. There is some debate 
surrounding the authenticity of the speeches of Lysias and Demosthenes in particular. Doubts were raised, 
mainly in the 19th century A.D., but the scepticism continued into 20th century scholarship as well: Pohlenz 
(1948: 69-74); Korres (1953: 120-5); Treves (1936: 153-74). Arguments have generally rested on the style of 
rhetoric, and whether these speeches match the high standards of the two logographers. For a more recent 
attempt to argue for the authenticity of these speeches see Frangeskou (1999: 315-336). With no consensus in 
sight, I am swayed by the conclusion of Worthington (2003: 156-7), who says of Demosthenes’ speech ‘we 
should not immediately reject what we have today just because it is so different from Demosthenes' other 
types of speeches. Its very nature meant that it should be different.’  
104 Plat. Menex. 236e4-7; Frangeskou (1999: 319); Trivigno (2009: 34) 
105 Thuc. 2.42.1-4 
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it can be expected that this transformation, the purpose it served, and any justification for it, would 

be present in the speeches as well. 

The first theme of homecoming is actually conspicuous in its absence. Not one of the surviving 

speeches offers any attention to the homecoming of the dead. There is no appreciation for their 

return, no description of the bodies having returned to Attic land, no sense that the return of the 

bodies has offered any form of completion or closure to their military service. The topic of ἄταφος 

(‘lack of burial’) does arise in two of the orations, Lysias and Demosthenes each mention the story of 

the Seven against Thebes.106 The mythical reference in the speech is seemingly clear, only the 

Athenians ensured the correct burial of the war dead back then. Perhaps the implication was clear to 

the Athenian crowd that they, like their predecessors, were ensuring the correct burial for their war 

dead, but it is never stated explicitly.107 This omission is even more startling when considered next to 

one of the recurring themes in the epitaphioi, the reference to the Athenians’ status as autochthones, 

and being born from the earth of Attica.108 As Nicole Loraux has persuasively outlined, the 

autochthones motif commands a central role within the genre.109 It is, therefore, peculiar that there 

is no narrative that succinctly ties the returning of the dead to the land from where they were 

sprung.110 Even though the limited number of speeches that are available make it difficult to discuss 

absent concepts in the motif, this lack of examples still suggests that the physical homecoming of the 

bodies, if present in the motif at all, was certainly not an important ideological feature.111 

The reason for this absence may be due to the second expected theme, the war dead’s transition into 

a heroic status. Pericles comes the closest to describing the physical burial of the dead, but in so doing 

highlights where the ideological emphasis of the speech lay:112 

                                                           
106 Lys. 2.7-10; Dem. 60.8. Plat. Menex. 239b also alludes to it briefly. 
107 This theme is not unique to oratory, but is also present in tragedies such as Euripides’ Suppliants, see Rehm 
(1994: 116). 
108 Thuc. 2.36.1; Lys. 2.17; Plat. Menex. 237c; Hyp. 6.7. For the use of autochthonism in the epitaphios logos 
see Rosivach (1987b: 301-5); Loraux (1993: 65-9); Frangeskou (1999: 319-21). For autochthonism as a 
fundamental aspect of Athenian identity: Rosivach (1987b: 302-4); Pelling (2009: 471-6). 
109 Loraux (1993: 50) 
110 Especially if Garland (1985/2001: 93) is correct, and the driving force behind the repatriation of the dead is 
underpinned by the ideological need for the autochthones to be buried in their own soil. The only speech 
which makes the link in anyway is Plat. Menex. 237c, but it is part of a larger metaphor of Attica as mother to 
the Athenians and describes the dead being laid to rest (κεῖσθαι) in their abodes (ἐν οἰκείοις). It is hard to 
determine if Plato is here parodying the reality that the mothers of the dead were not allowed to receive the 
bodies and lay them to rest. If so, the reliability of this one small quote must be brought into question. Its 
unique presence within the genre, if anything, highlights the potential of it being a purposeful parody.  
111 Note Mills (1997:48-9, n.14) and her justified criticism of Loraux’s analysis of such absences. 
112 The tomb in which the men are buried is sometimes mentioned, but most frequently as a location rather 
than as part of a ritual process: Lys. 2.1, 60; Dem. 60.1, 13, 30; Hyp. 6.1. 
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‘For this offering of their bodies, made in common by them all, they each of them individually 

claimed that undying praise, and a most glorious tomb, not so much this resting place, but 

one in which their glory remains to be eternally remembered upon every occasion on which 

deed or story shall fall for its commemoration. For renowned men have the whole earth for 

their tomb . . .’113 

Pericles’ words undermine the importance of the physical burial place in the Kerameikos, they instead 

conceptualise an eternal tomb that has no spatial confinement, and it becomes the whole earth.114 

Pericles builds on this image to state that the memorialisation of these men is not bound to the stele 

at the tomb, but resides in the memories of the people.115 This imagery is cleverly chosen, it creates 

the impression of everlasting glory through communal memory, something Pericles uses to entice 

future generations to take up arms for Athens.116 It also prioritises a metaphysical tomb of 

remembrance in place of the physical one.117 This shift in emphasis allows for the inclusion of all those 

men who could not be returned to Attica, thereby alleviating the physical parameters that normally 

determine and define the burial of a body or its cremains. 

Having downgraded the importance of the tomb, the orator looks to a different form of transition for 

the war dead. The transition was not a physical one from the battlefield to the grave, but a 

transcendental one, taking these men from being individual citizens to a collective embodiment of 

Athenian ideals. This transformation raises a hotly debated question of whether the Athenian war-

dead became heroes, and recipients of heroic cult, or not.118 They certainly received all of the honours 

granted to heroes, most notably the commemorative games.119 Yet, the rhetoric in the epitaphioi is 

slightly reserved in this regard, with no example describing the dead as heroes (ἥρως). Demosthenes 

describes them as associates (παρέδρους) of the gods below, while Hyperides describes it as plausible 

                                                           
113 Thuc. 2.43.2. Strassler (2008 [Adapted]): κοινῇ γὰρ τὰ σώματα διδόντες ἰδίᾳ τὸν ἀγήρων ἔπαινον 
ἐλάμβανον καὶ τὸν τάφον ἐπισημότατον, οὐκ ἐν ᾧ κεῖνται μᾶλλον, ἀλλ᾽ ἐν ᾧ ἡ δόξα αὐτῶν παρὰ τῷ ἐντυχόντι 
αἰεὶ καὶ λόγου καὶ ἔργου καιρῷ αἰείμνηστος καταλείπεται. ἀνδρῶν γὰρ ἐπιφανῶν πᾶσα γῆ τάφος. 
114 For a similar observation see Loraux (1986/2006: 121), following Immerwahr (1960: 285-90).  
115 Thuc. 2.42.3; Lys. 2.79 
116 For the importance of this over physical memorialisation by way of casualty lists see Arrington (2011: 181-
2). 
117 See also Lys. 2.2; Dem 60.33. For a similar analysis of Simonides’ eulogy of the dead at Thermopylae see 
Steiner (1999: 383-8). 
118 Parker (1996: 137); Loraux (1986/2006: 71-5); Sourvinou-Inwood (1995: 192-3); Arrington (2015: 114-120). 
119 First fruits and honours: Hdt. 9.85.1 and Thuc. 3.58.4, with Isoc. 14.61. Commemorative games: Lys. 2.80; 
Plat. Menex. 249b-c; Dem. 60.36.6. cf. Arrington (2015: 119), who emphasises the lack of concrete evidence 
for sacrifices made to the war dead. If the Athenians did not worship and give sacrifice to their own war dead, 
it would make them anomalous with other Greek poleis such as Sparta (Simonides fr. 531; Xen. Lac. 15.9; Diod. 
11.11.6), Megara (IG VII 53, with Ruano’s (2017: 38) cautious assessment; Paus. 1.43.3) and Thasos (Pouilloux 
(1954: 371-80)).  
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(εἰκὸς) that the war dead experience some sort of favour from the gods.120 This paradox between the 

war dead being heroes in all but name, honoured in all but official cult, has been explained best by 

Parker, who rightly observes that the official mandating of heroes would take a long time, suggesting 

that the Athenians heroized the war dead as ‘best as they could.’121 However, there is a further 

complication in the characterisation of the war dead. What Parker does not consider is that what was 

heroized was not the individual who had died, but the institution itself: it was not a man who died in 

war, but rather the collective ‘war dead’, which was heroized. This is emphasised within the epitaphioi 

through two interweaving themes: the removal of individual identity, and the reiteration of collective 

action. 

Individual identity does not exist in the rhetoric of the war dead for anyone except, on one anomalous 

occasion, the strategos.122 The shared ancestry of the dead is emphasised, as are the shared motives 

of the men in battle, and their collective death.123 Pericles even goes as far as to state that the previous 

errors and misdemeanours of the war dead, in civilian life, were erased by their death in battle.124 His 

phrasing is particularly relevant here: κοινῶς μᾶλλον ὠφέλησαν ἢ ἐκ τῶν ἰδίων ἔβλαψαν (‘their 

service together [outweighed] their harm as individuals’). In essence, Pericles is deleting the living 

memory of the individual hoplite and replacing it with the collective identity of the war dead.125 This 

erasure of personal identity can also be seen further in Pericles’ ideological projection that social 

status and financial position do not determine valour.126 This is repeated later in the speech, but this 

time in direct reference to the dead, when he reminds the crowd that not one of the dead allowed 

their financial status to affect their actions.127 Whether they were rich or poor in life, whether they 

were good or bad as citizens, this did not matter once they had been consumed into the identity of 

the war dead. This collective identity extended beyond the names inscribed onto the casualty list for 

that year, it included all of the war dead up until that point.128 This is implied by the recitation of past 

wars and sacrifices made by Athenians, thus aligning the war dead with their predecessors. This 

connection between them is overtly described by Demosthenes, who declares his intention to remind 

                                                           
120 Dem. 60.34; Hyp. 6.43. Parker (1996: 135-6). 
121 Parker (1996: 137) 
122 Hyperides mentions the dead strategos Leosthenes throughout his oration, which was a drastic break from 
the literary tradition: Frangeskou (1999: 316); Worthington, Cooper & Harris (2001: 129). 
123 Shared ancestry: Lys. 2.20; Dem. 60.4; Hyp. 6.7. Shared motives: Gorg. fr. 6; Lys. 2.23-24; Dem. 60.27; Hyp. 
6 16. Collective death: Thuc. 2.43.2. 
124 Thuc. 2.42.3; Trivigno (2009: 43) 
125 Derderlan (2001: 177-8) 
126 Thuc. 2.37.1 
127 Thuc. 2.42.4. For a similar sentiment see Plat. Menex. 246e; Dem. 60.2. 
128 Contra Franchi & Poietti (2015: 235) who argue that the honours for the war dead were only for those who 
died in any given year, but they do not discuss the evidence offered here. 
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the crowd of the previous war dead so that, when he begins his praise, he will praise not only that 

year’s war dead, but all of the war dead collectively.129   

Having secured the collective identity of the war dead, the final element of the transition was the need 

to identify the immortal nature of the dead. The greatest complication in the identification of the war 

dead as ‘heroes’ is that they were never named as such. A further complication was that these were 

mortal men known to the mourning crowd; to transform them into something greater than that was 

no simple task. As the epitaphioi repeat time and again, these men were born in mortal bodies and 

died mortal deaths.130 However, their deaths were not the same as a normal death. Within the genre, 

the descriptions of their deaths lay the groundwork for their transition. According to Demosthenes 

and Hyperides, the war dead were blessed (εὐδαίμονές), and for Lysias they were the most blessed of 

all people.131 As mentioned above, their association with the gods was assured by their sacrifice, so 

too was their place in the afterlife in the islands of the blessed.132 Their death also removed them from 

the shame of defeat, if indeed they died in a battle that was eventually lost.133 Nevertheless, this still 

resulted in a mortal death, in an elevated and praised form there is no doubt, but a death all the same. 

For their full transformation into a heroic homogeny to occur, they needed to possess some form of 

immortal asset, something that, like the gods, was ageless. 

Within the epitaphioi, the war dead are said to exchange their mortal bodies for immortality. That 

immortality was not metaphysical, but one of memory. The war dead derived their immortality from 

their valour (ἀρετή), which in turn gave them a right to immortal remembrance.134 This immortality is 

described in generally one of two ways: immortal (ἀθάνατος) memory and glory, or ageless 

(ἀγήρατος) memory and glory.135 Gorgias offers a different interpretation, saying that it was the 

mourning felt by the living that was immortal, describing it as living on ‘immortal in bodies that are 

not immortal.’136 This transfers the importance directly onto the survivors, positioning them into an 

                                                           
129 Dem. 60.12 
130 Gorg. Fr.6; Lys. 2.81; Plat. Menex. 247d; Dem. 60.19, 37; Hyp. 6.24. Although, the orators used euphemisms 
and broader concepts such as mortality and immortality, in place of using the verb ‘to die’: Loraux (1986/2006: 
27). 
131 Dem. 60.33; Hyp. 6.42; Lys. 2.79 
132 Dem. 60.33. Plat. Menex. 235c may be parodying the concept, with Socrates describing an overwhelming 
ability of the orators to influence the listeners of the oration. He jokes that he almost believes that he is in the 
islands of the blessed, before coming to his senses once the orator’s bewitchment had worn off: Trivigno 2009: 
33. For the islands of the blessed (also called the Elysian Fields) in Greek thought see Hom. Od. 4.563-9; Hes. 
W&D. 168-73; Pind. Ol. 2.70ff. 
133 Lys. 2.31; Plat. Menex. 243d; Dem 60.19. Seemingly this was because they had chosen to die nobly rather 
than live a shameful life: Dem. 60.26; Thuc 2.42.4. 
134 Lys. 2.80; Gorg. Fr.6 
135 Immortal: Lys. 2.23, 81; Dem. 60.27; Hyp. 6.24. Ageless: Thuc. 2.43.2; Lys. 2.79; Dem. 60.32; Hyp. 6.42. For 
the importance of memory and memory formation within the epitaphioi see Shear (2013: 511-36). 
136 Gorg. Fr.6. Trans. Herrman (2004: 25): ἀλλ' ἀθάνατος οὐκ ἐν ἀθανατοις σώμασι ζῆι οὐ ζώντων. 
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active role of maintaining this immortality, which the abstract notion of memory only offers in a 

passive sense. This sentiment is echoed in the words of Pericles, who says that it is the praise of the 

dead that will not grow old;137 similarly, Demosthenes describes the honours of, and to, the dead as 

ageless.138 This clarifies the fragility of the war dead’s immortality; it was not the gods that made them 

immortal, but the people who survived them.139 For the war dead to be correctly honoured, the 

crowds could not be passive agents of memory. Instead, they were being urged to actively engage 

with maintaining that immortality through the praising of the dead, and the giving of due honours.140 

For an Athenian man to gain this form of immortality, he needed to first give up his life in battle. This 

exchange of one’s life for ageless glory and honour is described, with varying explanations between 

the logographers. In Demosthenes, the mortal death and the creation of immortal valour are 

synchronised events, the mourner then chooses which to emphasise more.141 In Lysias, the exchange 

contrasts chance with choice; the dead men happened upon (ἔτυχον) their mortal bodies, but 

bequeathed (κατέλιπον) an immortal memory arising from their valour.142 Whereas, in Hyperides, the 

exchange is described almost like a transaction, he uses the genitive of value to describe the war dead 

acquiring (ἐκτήσαντο) immortal glory in exchange for their mortal bodies.143  

In whatever way it was perceived, the war dead had offered up their lives in exchange for this 

immortality of memory, which identifies the final transition they underwent. From the moment they 

died on the battlefield, these men were taken on a transitionary journey from physical remains to an 

immortal memory. During the process they were stripped of their individual identity. In the first 

instance, this was a product of necessity during the cremations. The bodies were burned together and 

the cremains collected for storage. From the aftermath of the cremation their individuality had been 

subsumed into the collective mass of the war dead. In the second instance, the epitaphioi articulated 

the removal of individuality as part of a larger process. The war dead were united as one in their 

sacrifice, and so were offered shared lineage, shared motives and shared action, all at the expense of 

                                                           
137 Thuc. 2.43.2; see also Hyp. 6.42. 
138 Dem. 60.36 
139 On the distinction of civic immortality, as opposed to celestial immortality, see Loraux (1986/2006: 166-70). 
140 The only fragment which seems to describe the war dead themselves explicitly as immortal comes from 
Stesimbrotus via Plutarch (Plut. Per. 8.6 = Stesimbrotus, FGrH, 107 F9). He is relating the funeral oration 
delivered by Pericles in 439, following the Athenian war with Samos. Pericles is alleged to have said that the 
war dead become immortal, like the gods. Revealingly, Pericles is quoted as describing the gods as unseen, and 
only known from the honours they receive and the blessings they bestow, thus the Athenians conclude that 
they are immortal; so it was with the war dead. If this account is accurate, it does conform to the analysis here; 
the two defining features highlighted for immortality are continual honours and the bestowing of favour from 
the dead. 
141 Dem. 60.27 
142 Lys. 2.81 
143 Hyp. 6.24 
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their idividual identities. In death, they joined a new singularity. It was no longer the army which had 

absorbed them, but now the heroic conception of the war dead. They would be remembered and 

honoured, not for the man that they were, but for the collective they had joined. 

4.3 The Domestic Reception of the War Dead 

The political usurpation of the war dead significantly distanced the domestic household, both as a 

location and as a social unit, from the rites and reception for the dead. Although the families of the 

dead were invited to give offerings to the boxed remains of their family member’s tribe and to attend 

the funeral, they were but one of many families doing the same. By the time of the procession, the 

single family, in mourning for their loss, had been joined by thousands of other people, both citizens 

and foreigners. What the state offered in return was to transform the dead family member into a child 

of Athens for the entire city to mourn in unison. The political rhetoric portrays this as an honour to 

the dead man and to his family, but it fails to empathise with the loss felt by the family; not just the 

loss of a son or husband, but the loss of direct involvement in the funeral. This final section shall 

examine three interconnected threads of inquiry: the extent to which families were extricated from 

the sacred rites; what were the experiences of the bereaved families; and finally to ask the question, 

were the war dead ever returned to the family?144 

It has long been established that the family of the war dead were purposefully pushed to the margins 

by the advent of the Athenian public funeral.145 The traditional funerary role of women, in particular, 

had been taken from them by the centralisation of death in war.146 Loraux considered this a part of 

the democratisation of the war dead, elevating the public funeral from being a ritual for the dead to 

becoming a statement of democratic unity.147 However, this ‘removal’ of the oikos from the funeral 

has never been placed into the wider context of military service.148 As has been apparent in chapters 

2 and 3, the oikos and the individual had been superseded by the army from the very beginning of a 

hoplite’s military service. From the moment the hoplite left his house he became de-individuated by 

the larger collective that he joined during the muster. This individual identity was not restored until 

he re-entered his oikos and reclaimed it through acts such as the making of thank offerings to the 

gods, in both public and domestic spaces. For the war dead, they never left their military service. In 

                                                           
144 This question will be examined below, but it is important to clarify here that this does not refer to the 
physical body, but rather a symbolic return that allows the family to claim some form of ownership over the 
memory of the dead. 
145 Loraux (1986: 52-8); Shapiro (1991: 646); Holst-Warhaft (1992: 99); Tyrrell & Bennett (1998: 9), (1999: 50); 
Pritchard (2010: 45) 
146 Alexiou (1974/2002: 21); Shapiro (1991: 646); Foley (1993: 122-3) 
147 Loraux (2001: 27) 
148 Toher (2001: 334, n. 11) 
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death, these men were never demobilised but instead were transferred into a heroic collective. To 

understand the experience of the family members who had survived the hoplite, it is more fruitful to 

examine it as part of this military continuum. The issue was not so much that the family had been 

overlooked during the rites, but rather their dead relative was not returned to them; he was never re-

individuated.  

4.3.1 Subversion of Funeral Norms 

When an Athenian citizen died outside of military service, it was the family’s obligation to collect the 

body and perform the necessary rites. This obligation was so ingrained in the Athenian psyche that it 

was raised as proof, or disproof, of a right for an individual to inherit from the deceased.149 The 

prothesis took place inside the house, and began with a ritual washing of the body by the women of 

the oikos.150 Once the body was cleaned, clothed and adorned with ribbons and flowers, it was then 

placed upon a klinē with the feet facing the door.151 The body would lie in state for one day, in 

accordance with Solonian law, before it needed to be buried.152 During this day, the body would be 

visited by family members, to be mourned and lamented over. 

The primary actors during these rites were the women of the oikos. Prothesis scenes on vases show 

the women taking responsibility of the body once it entered the home.153 They would prepare the 

body, dress it and decorate the bier appropriately.154 They would also take a primary role in the 

lamentations during the ekphora and burial.155 Women were so integral to the funerary process that 

some scholars consider that the Solonian laws, brought in to control private funerals, were as much a 

control over women as they were a control of aristocratic spending.156 That is not to say that the 

funeral was a predominantly female affair. As the work of Kerri J. Hame has established, control of the 

body was ultimately the responsibility of the male members of the family.157 They would also approach 

the body during the prothesis and mourn over the body as well.158 Once the ekphora began, and the 

                                                           
149 Isae. 4.19–20, 9.4 
150 Interestingly there is evidence that families would disagree about which house the prosthesis should take 
place. A speech of Isaeus describes the death of a grandfather that resulted in a debate as to whether the body 
should be kept in his home, as per the wishes of the grandmother, or be moved to the home of the grandson. 
The implication is that the grandson’s request to move the body was the norm, but he concedes and follows 
his grandmother’s wishes: Isae. 8.21-2; Hame (2008: 4, n.18). 
151 The best overview of the evidence for the prothesis is still to be found in Garland (1985/2001: 23-31). 
152 Dem. 43.62; Plut. Sol. 21.4-5; Garland (1989: 3-7); Shapiro (1991: 630-1) 
153 Shapiro (1991: 647-8) 
154 Plat. Phd. 115a; Eur. Phoen. 1319, 1667. MacDowell (1978: 109); Parker (1983/1996: 3-5); Dillon (2002: 289) 
155 Shapiro (1991: 646) 
156 Shapiro (1991: 630); van Wees (1998b: 36-40, 43); Alexiou (1974/2002: 22-3). cf. Parker (1997: 50); Blok 
(2006: 198-9) 
157 Hame (2008: 1-4) 
158 van Wees (1998b: 33); Dillon (2002: 279) 
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body was taken outside, men took a more leading role in the procession, with the women following 

behind.159 While it is tempting to overemphasise this gendered division of responsibility, for the topic 

at hand, the most important aspect is that the oikos, as a collective, had a direct role in every stage of 

the funerary rites.  

This contrasts directly with the preparation of the war dead. The family did not collect the body, the 

army collected it during a formal truce. The body of the war dead was not washed or prepared, but 

ceremoniously burned and was, in the eyes of the family at least, returned to Athens. The war dead 

lay in state for two days, rather than one, and the ritual space for mourning and lamentation needed 

to be shared with all of the other relatives of the dead. However, describing this as the removal of the 

oikos from their ritual obligation would suggest that the family did at some point in the past have, or 

expected to have, close funerary contact with the war dead. Yet all of the evidence available suggests 

that this was not the case. The introduction of full-scale repatriation for the war dead in Athens 

replaced the otherwise Panhellenic ritual of burying the war dead out on campaign.160 

If anything, the public reproduction of the domestic funerary rites offered the family access to rituals 

that had otherwise been kept from them. The family had the opportunity to be with the remains and 

give semi-private offerings. Similarly, they could follow the larnakes through the streets as part of the 

ekphora. Unlike the private ekphora, which most commonly saw the body transported on a bier with 

the body covered up to the neck in cloth, the public ekphora witnessed a large scale procession with 

the larnakes drawn on carts.161 Much like the prothesis, this was a shared experience for the family. 

Not only did they walk alongside the other families of the dead, but also any citizen or stranger in the 

city was permitted to join as well.162 The same is true of the actual burial. Once the war dead had 

reached the Kerameikos the women were then permitted to begin their ritual laments.163  

Without the introduction of a public burial, the family would have continued to miss out on all of the 

hands-on rituals involved in processing the dead. With that being said, there is the issue of the family 

being allowed to be so close and yet kept distant at the same time. The family could take part in the 

usual forms of ritual, but under unusual circumstances. They could go to the prothesis, but not perform 

it in their own home. They could mourn in the presence of the dead, but only in front of the coffin, 

                                                           
159 Dem. 43.62 
160 Pritchett (IV: 249-51). Low (2003: 104-8) convincingly shows that Athens was not the only polis that 
repatriated its dead during the Peloponnesian War; however, there is no suggestion anywhere that Athens 
was not the first to introduce this new system in place of burying the dead on campaign. 
161 The preparation of the body, with the head uncovered, is clearly seen on a red figure depiction of the 
prothesis: Munich, Antikensammlungen: 2369, BA 9028081; Athens, National Museum: CC1168, BA 202188. 
162 Thuc. 2.34.4 
163 Thuc. 2.34.4 
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and not in the privacy of the house. They could take part in the ekphora and lament at the grave, but 

they were only a small number in the large crowds. This conflict between expectation and reality is 

reflected quite neatly in Euripides’ Suppliant Women, when Adrastus encourages the mothers of the 

dead to approach their sons on their biers following battle: 

Adrastus: Draw near, unhappy mothers, to your sons! 

Theseus:  That is not a good idea, Adrastus. 

Adrastus:  Why? Should mothers not touch their sons? 

Theseus:  To see them so changed would be their death. 

Adrastus:  Yes, the blood and wounds of the dead are a painful sight. 

Theseus:  Why then do you want to add to these women’s grief?164 

Importantly, the first reaction is for the mothers to want to touch the corpses. Although the act of 

touching the body was, in itself, polluting, this did not concern the members of the relevant oikos. This 

desire to touch the bodies of dead children, of any age, is similarly reflected in Medea. Jason begs 

Medea to allow him to bury his murdered children, but she refuses and declares that she will bury 

them with her own hand.165 He then requests to kiss them, or at least touch them, but to no avail.166 

Finally he calls upon the gods to witness her actions in preventing him touching the bodies of his 

children.167 It is pertinent to observe that this desire to touch the corpses transcended the orthodox 

compartmentalisation of gendered roles.168 Not only did Jason wish to perform the necessary rites, 

but his desire to touch his children is repeated throughout the short exchange. The desire of fathers 

to touch their children’s bodies also occurs elsewhere in Greek tragedy, showing that this urge was 

not based on gender or maternal bond but was a desire that permeated the oikos.169 Yet, within the 

historic Athenian practice, this ability to touch the war dead was impossible. Much like the distraught 

Jason, the family members of the war dead were refused the ability to conduct the funeral, and then 

refused the simple consolation of embracing the body one last time 

                                                           
164 Eur. Supp. 941-6. Trans. Kovacs (1998). 
165 Eur. Med. 1378 
166 Eur. Med. 1399-403 
167 Eur. Med. 1405-12 
168 Hame (2008: 6-7). Hame forces the question of who had control of the funeral too far in this instance. 
Jason’s desire to simply touch the corpses shows that he had abandoned any hope of burying the bodies and 
suggest an emotive plea, rather than a move to retain control of the ritual afforded to him via his gender. 
169 Living children: Soph. OT. 1466-70. Dead children: Eur. Phoen. 1700. This can also be seen in Antigone’s 
description of lifting her brother’s corpse by hand (χερί): Sop. Ant. 43. 
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The funerary status quo that was subverted by the public funeral was not a female control of the 

funerary rites, nor the taking of responsibility away from the oikos. The oikos did not have control of 

the war dead’s burial to begin with. The subversion was something much worse; the polis of Athens 

returned the bodies of the dead home and invited the families to join in an appropriated set of rituals, 

but stopped them short of touching distance. Like the torture of Tantalus, the family could see the 

prospect of having the body returned to them, only for it to move away the closer they tried to get. 

Simply put, the family was left as part of a wider audience to their relative’s burial. 

4.3.2 Public Memorialisation 

Although the oikos had never been in control of the funeral for the war dead, before or after the 

introduction of repatriation, they did have the ability to commemorate them. Yet, as has been 

discussed in the previous chapter, one of the main functions of the epitaphioi was to give responsibility 

for the memorialisation of the war dead to the wider Athenian population. The most obvious 

manifestation of this public attempt to control the memory of the dead individual is with the casualty 

lists. 

The casualty lists were large marble stelae erected in the demosion sema, containing the names of all 

of the men who had fallen in battle during that year, organised by their tribal affiliation.170 As Arrington 

has identified, these were symbols of defeat as much as they were symbols of memory.171 The greater 

the defeats in that year, the more names on the lists and thus the larger the memorial. These lists 

have been compared to the large Vietnam War memorials in the United States of America, in an 

attempt to show these to be more than a list of names, and that they served as powerful memorials 

that would have elicited a similar emotive response to the Athenians who read them.172 There is, 

however, one important discrepancy between the modern war memorial and that of ancient Athens: 

how the names were recorded. 

Contrary to the modern war memorial, which record the full names of the deceased, the Athenian 

casualty lists bear only the given names of the dead, without patronyms. The only way that a name 

could be identified was by the tribal headings or, more commonly, subheadings.173 There are eleven 

stelae which have one or more of the names partnered with a designated formal position, such as 

strategos, trierarchos, phylarchos, taxiarchos, and mantis, but these are rare and do not account for 

                                                           
170 The most influential analysis on these monuments can be found in Bradeen (1969); Stupperich (1977: 4-22); 
Clairmont (1983: 46-54); Pritchett (IV: 139-40); Low (2010); Arrington (2011). 
171 Arrington (2011: 189-94); contra Tritle (2000: 176-7) 
172 Tritle (2000: 165-72, 181-3); Arrington (2015: 94-5) 
173 Example of a casualty list for one tribe alone: IG I3 1147. Examples of casualty lists broken down by tribal 
subheadings: IG I3 1162, IG I3 1186, IG I3 1191, IG II2 5221. 
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the majority of names on the lists.174 The removal of patronyms, allied with the tribal organisation of 

the lists, has been interpreted by many scholars as indicative of the democratic overtones of the 

funeral.175 To quote Polly Low, the identification of the hoplite was ‘not his ancestral lineage, but his 

tie to the democratic structure of the polis.’176 However, as the work of Polly Low goes on to show, 

this broad sweeping identification of democratic intent within this memorialisation does not stand up 

scrutiny, especially when it is compared to other Greek poleis who also erected casualty lists. These 

non-Athenian lists offer a mix of tribal and non-tribal organisations, as well as patronymic and non-

patronymic identifiers, from both democratic and oligarchic regimes.177 The individual elements of the 

Athenian casualty list were not exclusive to democratic regimes; although, Low is most probably 

correct in assuming that Athens still considered their memorialisation intrinsically Athenian and 

intrinsically democratic.178 If the addition or omission of patronyms crossed political ideologies, then 

perhaps it is more accurate to consider that the omission, in particular, was not solely to cement 

democratic ties, but rather to cut familial ties. 

It has long been argued that the severing of family ties for the dead was part of a larger movement 

stemming from the early 6th century B.C. to restrict aristocratic power.179 This resulted in the banning 

of ostentatious funerals under Solon, and in turn, by the classical period, resulted in many of the old 

aristocratic funerary honours being given to the war dead alone.180 While there is of course validity to 

this explanation of the Athenian system, it ignores the majority of the men listed on the stelae who 

were not from wealthy families. They would not necessarily have appreciated this purpose, nor indeed 

cared. The lack of patronyms is not the only omission that is conspicuous, there are also no demotics. 

There may be a very practical reason behind this – there were after all 129 more demes than tribes, 

which would require more space, more effort at a greater cost – however, this had adverse effects on 

the family. Firstly, it made it harder to identify their loved one on the list, as they would have to first 

read the entire list to make sure there were not two people with the same name, only then would 

they know they had identified them.181 This leads to the second issue, there are examples with the 

                                                           
174 Strategos: IG I3 1147, IG I3 1162, IG II2 5221. Trierarchos: IG I3 1166, IG I3 1186, IG I3 1191. Phylarchos: IG I3 
1190, IG II2 5222. Mantis: IG I3 1147. Taxiarchos: IG I3 1186, IG I3 1191. With notes from Arrington (2011: 184, 
n.32). 
175 Goldhill (1990: 111); Ebbott (2000: 94-5, n.30); Goette (2009: 198); Pritchard (2010: 34-5); Arrington (2011: 
187); Papazarkadas & Sourlas (2012: 602) 
176 Low (2003: 99) 
177 Low (2003: 102). See in particular LSCG Suppl. 64=Arnaoutoglou 1998.78. 
178 Low (2003: 109) 
179 Gernet & Boulanger 1932, 132–137; Alexiou (1974/2002: 18-19); Frisone (2011: 182-3) 
180 Tyrrell & Bennett (1998: 7); Carey (2010: 241) 
181 IG I3 1147 contains the most, with six pairs and one set of homonymous triplets. See also IG i3 1162 and IG i3 

1184. 
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same name appearing more than once under the same tribal heading, so there would be no sense of 

having found the name of a loved one.182 

The lack of demotics brings into question the statement by Arrington that this purposeful anonymity 

absorbed the dead man into a collective identity of military men, and that the ‘tie that binds is military 

service for the city.’ On the one hand, this is correct, the only way these men are identified is by their 

military action; on the other hand, the foundation of that military experience was the man’s place in 

the deme. As has been established in section 2.3, the deme was the building block of military service, 

and the removal of the war dead from his deme is worthy of note. It was not just the oikos that lost 

ownership over the dead hoplite, but also his fellow comrades-in-arms, the very men he died fighting 

alongside.  

The only defining feature afforded to a dead hoplite by the polis was his tribal denomination.183 The 

tribe was a disparate community split throughout Attica, whose important political role never resulted 

into a close-knit community.184 Yet, the one thing that the tribes did have were specific eponymous 

heroes, so the symbolism here may be more important than the practicalities involved.185 The war 

dead were listed by the Attic heroes who they were deemed to have followed. If the ten Eponymoi 

were representative of the citizen army, then it makes sense that the war dead were categorised by 

their relationship with them.186 While the deme was of fundamental importance to the individual 

hoplite, it held little to no official position in the Athenian army. Therefore, it is not necessary to see 

the memorialisation only in terms of political structure and ideology, it is equally apparent that the 

war dead were kept within their official military framework.187 Because of this, the casualty lists echo 

many of the sentiments from the epitaphioi. IG i3 1162 contains an epigram dedicated to the Athenians 

who died in the Chersonnese in the mid-5th century B.C., describing the casualty list as an ‘immortal 

memorial of their excellence (ἀρετε͂ς).’188 This reinforces two sources of the immortal nature of the 

war dead, as identified in section 4.2.2: their valour (ἀρετή) and their memory. The wording of the 

casualty lists also emphasises the military rhetoric of manhood, emphasising the deaths in combat, 

sometimes depicting the dead as fighting against larger forces.189 Similarly, the casualty lists continue 

the silences in the epitaphioi, the men are kept in their de-individuated state. By only recording the 

                                                           
182 Arrington (2011: 189-90) 
183 Hardwick (1993: 157) 
184 Jones (1999: 169-172), (1995: 504); Crowley (2012: 29) 
185 For the practicalities see Arrington (2011: 186) 
186 Raaflaub 2001: 323. Demosthenes goes as far as to claim that the men of each tribe were influenced by the 
legacies of their tribal heroes in their honourable duty of dying for the polis. 
187 cf. Loraux (1986/2006: 52) who argues that the listing by tribe was intended to ‘remind the citizen that he 
owed everything to the polis.’ 
188 IG i3 1162. Trans. Lambert & Osborne (AIO, 2017): ἀθάνατον μνε͂μ’ ἀρετε͂ς. 
189 IG I3 1181 with Arrington (2011: 187-8). 
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first name and tribe of a dead hoplite, the individual was effectively deleted from public memory; he 

was stripped of his family, of his community and of his own personal military identity within the deme. 

4.3.3 Private Memorialisation 

Before the instigation of the public funeral, the memorialisation for the war dead was the sole 

responsibility of the relevant oikoi. This could have manifested itself in ostentatious monuments of 

remembrance, such as those Solon’s laws intended to curb, or within private actions that rarely 

receive any mention in the source material.190 But, when the polis took control of the war dead and, 

in turn, their memorialisation, the oikos finally had something taken from them. They lost the sole 

right to remember their relative.  

After the instigation of the public cemetery in the mid-5th century B.C., there was a sharp decline in 

the number of private monuments.191 Evidence from vase paintings seem to suggest that families 

would go to the public grave and tie ribbons to the stelae, thus privately engaging with the public 

memorial. One fine example from a white ground lekythos in New York [Figure 10] shows a woman 

and a mature youth making their offerings to two stelae, both of which are already covered in fillets 

and votive offerings.192 The stelae are, unfortunately, shown side on, so there is no way to be certain 

                                                           
190 The prime example of an ostentatious commemoration would be the Kroisos kouros (c. 540 B.C.), which 
commemorates the young man Kroisos who died in battle by way of a statue and epigram: SEG 10.461. For 
similar epigrams from outside of Attica see CEG 145 and CEG 136. 
191 Arrington (2015: 205) 
192 New York (NY), Metropolitan Museum: 35.11.5, BA 209194 

Figure 10: White ground lekythos attributed to the Vouni Painter, with a woman and 
youth standing before two stelae and grave. New York (NY), Metropolitan Museum, 
35.11.5 
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these are meant to be casualty lists. However, casualty lists have been identified on vase paintings, 

showing that the medium was not adverse to such a depiction.193 So, while the identification of these 

graves being those for the war dead is not certain, nevertheless the large number of offerings and 

ribbons is quite unusual, and would suggest that these are meant to be public graves, tended to by an 

entire community.194 The lekythos serves as a double reminder of this process, not only does it depict 

personal offerings, the vase itself would also have been used as one. Therefore, it is important to set 

down, before moving on to more personal memorialisation, that families would have engaged with 

the public memorials and this lekythos is a prime example of that. 

With that being said, most of our evidence for private memorialisation for the war dead show a degree 

of separation from the public monuments. The majority of these are visually striking, and often grand 

pieces of art, whether sculptural or ceramic. However, private memorials did not need to be visually 

ostentatious, or indeed very grand. The Chorus in Euripides’ Suppliant Women paint an emotive and 

private picture of the home in mourning for a dead son: 

“Tears are all I have left; in my house, sad memories of my son are stored; mournful tresses 

shorn from his head, garlands that he wore, libations for the dead departed, and songs, but 

not such as golden-haired Apollo welcomes; and when I wake to weep, my tears will ever 

drench the folds of my robe upon my bosom.”195 

The focus of the pain felt by the chorus is centred on small items of remembrance that still lie in the 

house. Specifically there is mention of locks of hair and former garlands that he wore. To take them in 

their order, the cutting of the hair was a standard trope, which features in the story of the Seven 

Against Thebes.196 This act of cutting hair is replicated on a few departure scenes, which lack the 

necessary iconography to align them with this specific story. On a red-figured lekythos in Cleveland, a 

lone hoplite stands armed, but for his helmet and shield which rest on a stool in front of him.197 In his 

hand, he holds his sword, and with it, he is in the act of cutting a lock of hair from his head. The isolated 

figure offers no indication that he is meant to be a hero of some sort, nor that he is a member of a 

larger group of men preparing for imminent battle. Similarly, a fragment of a kalyx krater shows the 

                                                           
193 Amsterdam, Allard Pierson Museum: 2455, BA 42150 
194 Arrington (2015: 80). See also the references to the public ceremony that can be found on warrior 
loutrophoroi, eg. Athens, National Archaeological Museum: 1700, with Stupperich (1994: 95) Arrington (2015: 
210). Warrior loutrophoroi: Stupperich (1977: 155-162), (1994: 95-7); Clairmont (1983: 76-81); Schmidt (2005: 
79-85); Hannah (2010: 266-303). 
195 Eur. Supp. 971-9. Oates & O’Neill (1938 [adapted]): ὑπολελειμμένα μοι δάκρυα: μέλεα παιδὸς ἐν οἴκοις 
κεῖται μνήματα, πένθιμοι κουραὶ καὶ στέφανοι κόμας, λοιβαί τε νεκύων φθιμένων, ἀοιδαί θ᾽ ἃς χρυσοκόμας 
Ἀπόλλων οὐκ ἐνδέχεται: γόοισι δ᾽ ὀρθρευομένα δάκρυσι νοτερὸν ἀεὶ πέπλων πρὸς στέρνῳ πτύχα τέγξω. 
196 E.g. Private Collection, Toronto, BA 452 
197 Cleveland (OH), Museum of Art: 28.660, BA 207549 
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arm of a hoplite extending toward the hand of a child, passing over a lock of his hair.198 The presence 

of the child holds no parallel, neither iconographically nor literarily, and so should be similarly 

considered as separate from the story of the Seven. This would suggest that the motif transcended its 

mythical boundaries and may have been part of a pre-battle or pre-departure ritual. 

When the shearing of the hair is combined with the garlands, Euripides’ Chorus is describing personal, 

intimate items of remembrance. The scene that is being portrayed is one of sorrow and constant 

remembrance. As the family walk around the house, they see these items and mourn their lost 

relative. The lock of hair is symbolic of mourning, being placed on the porch to indicate that there was 

a death in the house.199 The garland was so often associated with festivities, joy and success that it 

would bring sorrow to think of those joyous times coming to an end.200 The Chorus also mentions 

songs of mourning, implying that a personal rite of singing could take place in the home as well. Of 

course, being a scene from tragedy, it cannot be assumed that this reflects actual Athenian practices. 

However, it does offer an insight into the emotionally charged nature of the mourning oikos. Similarly, 

it shows an appreciation for how even the smallest items from the deceased can serve as a memorial 

within the home.  

Unlike the use of pottery, ribbons, and personal trinkets, families could also choose to commemorate 

their dead relative with a permanent structure, a cenotaph. The use of private cenotaphs to 

commemorate the war dead is evident in both the historic and archaeological records. Lysias describes 

a cenotaph erected for Diodotus following his death in battle in 410/9 B.C., worth just under 25 minae 

(2,500 drachmae).201 Xenophon also suggests that those who died at Phyle, during the civil war of 403 

B.C., were collected by their families and buried privately.202 In addition to these sources, there is the 

overwhelming archaeological evidence. Although it is often noted that the establishment of the 

demosion sema brought with it a steep decline in private cenotaphs, Arrington correctly observes that 

there is still evidence that the practice persisted before the conventional watershed of 394/3 B.C., 

with the erection of the Dexileos monument.203 One such cenotaph, dating from the third quarter of 

the 5th century B.C., suggests that this form of private memorial was not just for the wealthy. In the 

Kerameikos, archaeologists uncovered a small pyre with a flat stone in the centre of it. With it, they 

found accoutrements pertaining to ritual activity, such as animal bones, olive stones, and broken 

                                                           
198 Samothrace, Archaeological Museum: 65.1055, BA 1726 
199 Eur. Alc. 98-103, 215-7 
200 Xen. Hell. 5.1; Xen. Ages. 2.15; Lyc. 1.110; Plut. Per. 28.3-4; Soph. Trach. 179 
201 Lys. 32.21. For more on the story of Diodotus see below section 4.4.1. 
202 Xen. Hell. 2.4.7. Although, Xenophon does not make it clear whether these burials included the erection of 
cenoptaphs. 
203 Arrington (2015: 205-7). Decline in private cenotaphs: Boardman and Kurtz (1971: 89-90); Morris (1992: 
146). Watershed: Osborne (2010: 263). 
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pottery. Rather uniquely, they also found two spearheads and one butt spike, but no human remains. 

This certainly validates the assessment that this was meant to be a memorial for a member of the war 

dead.204 Ursula Knigge’s explanation for the flat stone is a beguiling one, that it was a substitute for 

the missing body, meaning the body which was interred in the public cemetery.205 Combining the overt 

military objects with the missing body and the presence of ritual activity, it would appear that this 

pyre was an attempt to not only commemorate their dead relative, but to actually reclaim and 

reproduce the funerary process. 

This example is, thus far, a unique one. The most common forms of cenotaph are the large marble 

monuments erected by wealthy Athenian families. The earliest known monument, that can be 

successfully dated, is the famous cenotaph of Dexileos [Figure 11].206 The inscription beneath the 

monument informs the reader that he was a young cavalryman who died at Corinth during the 

                                                           
204 Knigge (1974: 191 Figure 20, n.17, 193), (1975: 123); Arrington (2015: 207) 
205 Knigge (1975: 123) 
206 Athens, Kermaeikos Museum: P1130 

Figure 11: Relief for the cenotaph of Dexileos. 394/3 B.C. Height: 1.75 m. 
Athens, Kermaeikos Museum: P1130 
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archonship of Euboulides, allowing a preliminary dating of 394/3 B.C.207 The relief depicts a valiant 

Dexileos astride his horse, raising his javelin high above his head. Beneath him, between the legs of 

his horse, cowers an enemy hoplite, accentuating the power and dominance of Dexileos. The image is 

accompanied by this inscription: ‘Dexileos son of Lysanias of Thorikos. He was born in the archonship 

of Teisandros; he died in that of Euboulides, at Corinth, one of the five cavalrymen.’208 

The monument’s value for this topic is not its overt projection of aristocratic ideals, nor indeed the 

design of the sculpture itself. It is more important to try to understand the purpose behind the family’s 

commission. Why did they feel the need to commission it, and why did they chose certain 

characteristics in their portrayal of Dexileos? In the first instance, the need to commemorate Dexileos 

may seem misguided. He would have appeared on potentially two casualty lists for that campaign 

season, both the standard tribal based casualty lists and a casualty list for the cavalry.209 Yet, 

importantly, there is a discrepancy between the cavalry list and Dexileos’ own inscription. According 

to the private cenotaph, Dexileos was one of five cavalrymen to have died outside of Corinth, yet the 

official casualty list names eleven men.210 There is no logical reason for this to have been a purposeful 

mistake; it offers no ideological or political merit to downplay the number of dead cavalrymen.211 This 

discrepancy would suggest that the original commission was made before the official casualty list was 

erected. In the year of his death, the Athenian cavalry were present at two major battles, the Nemea 

and Coronea.212 The Nemea was fought outside of Corinth and was the site of Dexileos’ death. It stands 

to reason that when the Athenian army returned home from Corinth it brought with it a list of five 

dead cavalrymen, but potentially more badly wounded. It was at this point, almost immediately after 

the news of death was received by the family, that the monument was commissioned. By the end of 

the year, following the death of more wounded warriors, and a second battle in Boeotia, the list of 

names had grown and thus the casualty list reveals more names. 

One of the most unique elements of this inscription is the inclusion of his year of birth 414/3 B.C., 

during the archonship of Teisandros. It has been noted that the political significance of this 

information would suggest that its inclusion was to remove the young Dexileos from any association 

with the oligarchic revolutions of the final decade of the 5th century B.C. As a cavalryman, he would 

                                                           
207 See below. 
208 IG II² 6217: Δεξίλεως Λυσανίο Θορίκιος. ἐγένετο ἐπὶ Τεισάνδρο ἄρχοντος, ἀπέθανε ἐπ’ Εὐβολίδο ἐγ 
Κορίνθωι τῶν πέντε ἱππέων. 
209 Tribal based list: IG II2 5221. Cavalry list: IG II2 5222. His name appears on the cavalry list but he is absent 
from the fragmentary tribal based list: Arrington (2015: 206). 
210 One phylarch and ten cavalrymen. 
211 A different historical interpretation that has been made since the late 1800’s is that ‘the five cavalrymen’ 
was some form of specific, or elite, group, but there no corroborating evidence to support such a notion. 
Brueckner (1895: 204-7); Vermeule (1970: 110); Rhodes & Osborne (2003: 42). 
212 For the question of dating the battles, and reconciling these lists see Rhodes & Osborne (2003: 42). 
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have been associated with a pervading stigma, as an obvious member of the aristocracy and part of 

an institution that was inherently linked with the oligarchy of the Thirty (404/3 B.C.).213 However, this 

over emphasis on the political landscape has led Josiah Ober to identify the crushed hoplite in the 

relief as representing Harmodius, one of the famous tyrant slayers.214 To Ober, it is tempting to read 

the monument as a ‘metaphoric overthrow by the aristocratic cavalryman . . . of democracy itself.’215 

This interpretation pushes the imagery too far. He assumes, through the presence of an oenochoe in 

the grave that depicts the Tyrannicides, that the family intentionally imitated the iconography to 

portray the hoplite as Harmodius, presuming in turn that the family designed every single element of 

the relief. However, when the inscription is considered alongside the relief, and the presence of the 

one vase, among at least five, then a different interpretation is possible.216 

If we consider the emphasis that the inscription places on dating the life and military activity of the 

young Dexileos, it is clear that the intention was to separate him from the memory of the oligarchies. 

The presence of the vase showing a historic overthrow of aristocratic tyranny would support this 

intention; not only was he not associated with the oligarchies, he was to be associated with the heroic 

Tyrannicides no less.217 Yet, it would seem that the relief forms a picture of elite, aristocratic power 

over the hoplite. How can this dichotomy be reconciled? In effect, by unshackling our interpretations 

from a political rhetoric, for it is the contrasting political messages which cause the cognitive 

dissonance. If the monument is seen simply for what it is, a family’s memorial to a fallen son, then the 

individual elements begin to make sense.  

The Dexileos monument served one important purpose for the family, it allowed them to reinstate his 

identity. By setting up such a monument they had the opportunity to retake control of his memory. 

Firstly they reinstated his patronym, in essence returning him to his family, and secondly, they offer 

him back his personal and social identity by listing his deme. Furthermore, rather than allowing 

Dexileos to be consumed by the collective war dead, and condemned to a list that categorises him as 

purely a cavalrymen during a period of history where this did reflect well in Athenian society, the 

family took quick action. They took pride in his military role, epitomising the aristocratic ideology the 

family held, and so the action in the relief embodies that pride. The concern would not have been that 

he was aristocratic, nor that he fought on horseback, if it was then the relief fails to address these 

concerns. The problem was the connotation of his service, so the family chose to limit how his memory 

                                                           
213 Lys. 16. 3, 6, 8 Arist. [Ath. Pol.] 38.2. Bugh (1988: 139-40) referencing an unpublished paper by Colin 
Edmonson; Rhodes & Osborne (2003: 43); Ober (2005:  241); Arrington (2015: 233). 
214 Ober (2003: 242), and again (2005: 244-5). 
215 Ober (2005: 244) 
216 Vases in the grave precinct: Vermeule (1970: 94-111). 
217 Vermeule (1970: 105-6) 
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could be appropriated. It categorically proves that he was not involved in the oligarchic rule, and the 

oenochoe reiterates this statement. There is, therefore, no contrasting political message to the 

monument, only the multiple messages projected by a family in mourning. He was a brave warrior, 

who died in battle, from a good and wealthy family, upholding aristocratic ideals of military service, 

all in the name of democracy. 

The decision for a family to commemorate their lost loved one in a state of glory or heroic posture is 

understandable. Its purpose is obvious, to portray their relative in a courageous light and to reclaim 

their personal glory from the anonymity of the casualty lists, and the numerous examples of varying 

postures and designs support this.218 Thus, when an example arises which does not conform to this 

method of commemoration, its motives become even more interesting to understand. One such 

monument is the grave relief of Demokleides [Figure 12].  

 

                                                           
218 For an overview of the different designs of private reliefs, see Stupperich (1994: 95-9); Arrington (2015: 
217-37). 

Figure 12: Grave relief for Demokleides. First quarter of the 4th century B.C. 
Height: 0.7m. Athens, National Archaeological Museum: 752. 
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The relief portrays the dead Athenian sat on the deck at the front of a trireme.219 Behind him lies his 

aspis and Corinthian helmet, identifying him as a hoplite or possibly epibate rather than as a rower. 

The ship’s prow is prominent, and the original colours of the stele would have offered a clear definition 

to the man, the ship, and the sea beneath.220 Unfortunately, the relief does not survive in tact so it 

cannot be known how big the original commission was. The relief is topped by a small epigram, kept 

to the right hand side of the sculpture: ‘Demokleides, son of Demetrios’.221 The relief is unique in a 

few of its elements: the portrayal of a trireme, the commemoration of naval service, and the allusion 

to the manner of the man’s death.222 However, its most defining feature must surely be its use of 

space. Demokleides is squashed into the top of the relief, surrounding by space, the most striking 

element being the originally deep blue beneath the ship to depict the sea.223 His own name similarly 

sits in a confined space above his head, primarily it identifies the man, but it also accentuates the great 

void that surrounds him.224  

The choice of imagery would suggest that Demokleides lost his life at sea, and the presence of the 

hopla behind him would suggest that he died in military service. The emphasis on space, the 

diminutive depiction of the dead, and the melancholic posture he holds, with his head in his hands, all 

point to a sense of longing and of absence. This has led to the speculation by scholars that he may 

have been missing in action, but this assumes that the family were informed of who was missing in 

action.225 Furthermore, this evaluation is based on the absence of the usual grandeur and heroism in 

the portrayal of the deceased. We do not see the confusing dichotomy of aristocratic and democratic 

idealism like that of Dexileos, this is a poignant monument that highlights how one man had become 

consumed by something larger than himself. The decision to portray the man sat on a trireme, rather 

than dressed in his hopla, emphasises the larger collective, the navy. The size of the ship, and the 

bright colours of the sea attract the eye away from the small figure in the corner and the small 

inscription above, he is meant to be a surprise, somebody who is found after the image is first scanned.  

                                                           
219 This seems the more logical reading for the image. For a different interpretation which argues that the man 
is sitting on land rather than the ship itself, see Kaltsas (2002: 163). 
220 Clairmont (1993: 316-7); Strauss (2009: 262-3); Arrington (2015: 223-4) 
221 IG II2 11114: Δημοκλείδης⋮ Δημητρίο. 
222 Trireme and naval service: Strauss (2009: 262-5); Arrington (2015: 223). Manner of the death: Kurtz & 
Boardman (1971: 139); Garland (1985/2001: 16). 
223 Wassermann (1969: 198) 
224 The short epitaph is not unique, but it is more commonly seen stretching from one side of a stele to the 
other: e.g. Grave stele of Stratokles, Boston, Museum of Fine Arts, John H, and Ernestine, A. Payne Fund: 
1971.129. 
225 Panofsky (1964: 23); Clairmont (1993: 317); Strauss (2009: 263); Arrington (2015: 224). On the topic of the 
family receiving notification of death see below section 4.4.1. 
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The relief does seem to be emphasising loss and absence, but not necessarily a physical loss of the 

body. As a casualty of naval warfare, Demokleides’ role was downplayed in Athenian discourse.226 

Although the majority of its citizens would have experienced naval duty, or perhaps because of it, this 

vital sacrifice of lives went unnoticed. Unlike Dexileos, Demokleides’ epitaph offers no demotic 

identifier, but, as mentioned previously, there is space for it. Rather, the family felt no need to reassert 

his own military identity because the deme did not serve this purpose. Instead, as one of the epibatai, 

his military identity is clearly defined by the presence of the trireme and the hopla. Importantly, the 

family has chosen to define his service, but not define him by it. He sits aboard a ship, at melancholic 

rest. He is not dressed for war, he is not engaged in combat, and he is in domestic clothing. This non-

military dress, added to the patronymic identifier, suggests that the family were reclaiming their son 

or husband from his military identity. They did not want his death in service forgotten, nor did they 

want their son consumed by the vast collective identity of the war dead. 

The evidence for private commemoration, in the face of such a grand and public funeral, clearly 

demonstrates that the families of the deceased were not satisfied with the grand rhetoric. In direct 

contravention to the calls in the epitaphioi, the families did not accept that the memorialisation of 

their relative was now a public duty. The emphasis on re-individuation — patronyms, demotics, one 

instance of unorthodox iconography of service — seems to be a direct action against the de-

individuation being pronounced on a political level. However, this is to look at mourning and 

remembrance through a purely political lens. While these private monuments were in many ways 

subversive, they were paramount to a family directive to re-establish that which they had lost.227 They 

restored the memory of the person they had lost and in so doing reclaimed a small part of that which 

the public funeral had most subverted from the oikos, the sole right to remember. 

4.4 Experience of the Oikos 

Scholarly interest in the Athenian war dead has traditionally rested on the political ideology that 

underpins it. However, since the 1970s a secondary focal point of study has emerged, which has 

explored the role of women within the funeral process.228 As has been discussed in section 4.3.1, 

women held a primary function within the funerary practices of Athens, and the state’s control of the 

war dead removed them from these traditional roles. However, this emphasis on women has forced 

researchers to examine the gender dynamic to the detriment of understanding the experience of the 

family as a unit. Whether the kyrios or the female relatives had official ‘control’ over the funeral is not 
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wholly relevant to this enquiry, what is more important is that both genders held important roles 

within the process:229 funerals brought the household together in a mutually reinforcing ritualistic 

format. 

The task of examining the domestic reception of the war dead is undoubtedly complicated by the fact 

that the household did not receive the body of their deceased family member. The model of the war 

dead being cremated, returned to Athens, given the honours of the patrios nomos, and duly 

commemorated on the casualty lists, only offers a politically relevant narrative and completely 

bypasses the families who have lost an integral member of their oikos. One reason for the 

pervasiveness of this model is because of the minimal evidence available to elucidate the family’s 

experience. There are, however, two elements of their experience that can be brought to light. The 

first is an important addition to the entire process of homecoming discussed in chapter 3, the family 

needed to be notified that their male relative had been killed in battle. The second offers a different 

slant on the epitaphioi discussed in the previous chapter. The family was present, listening to the 

speech, and was directly referred to during the consolation. This allows an examination of how the 

higher rhetoric of the war dead envisioned the role of the family, and can offer insight into the wider 

experience of family members who had lost a loved one. 

 4.4.1 Notification of death 

The first direct point of contact that the oikos had with the war dead was when they were notified 

that their family member had died. The process by which the Athenian oikos was informed of their 

loss is not made clear within the sources. Xenophon’s account of the aftermath of Leuctra (470) gives 

a clear indication of the Spartan method of notification.230 He describes a herald returning with the 

news and passing it on to the ephors. The ephors then sent messages to the households of the 

deceased to disclose the four hundred names.231 This model offers a clear pattern of communication 

that would reliably disclose the information to the families.232 The Athenian equivalent to the Leuctra 

disaster would be the Sicilian campaign, but Thucydides’ account does not offer such a clear-cut 

system of communication. According to Thucydides, the news of the disaster was brought back to 

Athens by the survivors.233 The men were not believed for a long time, which presumably made it 

                                                           
229 For an illuminating analysis of the gender dynamics inherent in the handling of the dead, see Hame (2008: 
1-15). 
230 Xen. Hell. 6.4.16 
231 One thousand Lacedaemonians died, of which four hundred were Spartiates: Xen. Hell. 6.4.15.  
232 As part of the message included an order to the women of the households not to perform their usual 
lamentations, it can be assumed that this was the first notification that the Spartan oikoi received following 
the battle. 
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harder for the families to know whether their relatives had died or not. Although Thucydides is the 

only direct evidence available to guide this enquiry, his account cannot be transferred for the purpose 

of reconstructing a standard account for the notification of the family. The disaster in Sicily was a 

unique situation, the Athenian army and navy had lost control of the Great Harbour where they had 

beached their ships. Without access to the sea from the harbour, it would not have been an easy task 

to send a herald ahead of the survivors to inform the Athenians. Furthermore, the available indirect 

evidence would suggest that the families could receive notification before the army had returned from 

campaign.  

There are passing mentions to the oikos receiving notification of death, particularly in the court 

speeches, but they rarely offer any direct information.234 The clearest example comes from a fragment 

of a court speech of Isaeus, which describes a trierarchos during the archonship of Cephisodorus (c. 

323 B.C.) who returned home from service to find that his oikos had been informed that he had died 

in a naval-battle.235 This return from the dead would have categorised the trierarchos as a 

deuteropotmos, ‘second fated’.236 This polluted state had consequences, including the prohibition of 

entry into sacred spaces, not least the precinct of the Semnai Theai whose protection the presumed-

dead would have already been placed under.237 If Hesychius is correct in linking a deuteropotmos with 

a hysteropotmos described by Plutarch, then the trierarchos needed to have undergone an elaborate 

set of rituals re-enacting a new birth before he could properly reintegrate himself into society.238 In 

terms of the mechanism of communication, this fragment offers no suggestion as to the means by 

which the family were informed, but the fact that this miscommunication was possible is in itself 

revealing. The fact that false news of a death could precede the man’s own return suggests that the 

report did not return with the naval forces.  

This specific example was a case of accidental misinformation; a more sinister example can be seen in 

a suit for impropriety in the role of a guardian, written by the logogropher Lysias in the early 4th century 

BC. A man by the name of Diodotus wrote a will before departing on military service, which named 

his brother Diogeiton (who was his wife’s own father) as guardian of his children should he die in 

battle.239 Diodotus did not return from his military service, he died at Ephesus in 409 B.C., but this 
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news did not reach his wife or children.240 Diogeiton concealed the death from his daughter and is 

alleged to have taken control of all of the financial documents that Diodotus had left with his will. 

Then, after much time had passed (ἐπειδὴ δὲ χρόνῳ), he finally revealed to the family that Diodotus 

had died and they carried out the customary rites.241 The remainder of the suit explores how this ruse 

was exploited by Diogeiton to take control of his brother’s wealth and abuse his role of guardian to 

his own niece and nephews. 

Lysias does not reveal how Diogeiton came to hear of his brother’s death, but there are still important 

elements from this case in need of consideration. The wife was not informed of the death first hand; 

if there was a messenger of any sort sent to the houses, similar to the Spartan example mentioned 

above, then the messenger spoke to the acting kyrios. It seems unlikely that Diogeiton would have 

acted so precisely and blatantly without knowing for certain that his brother had died. This discounts 

the possibility that it was a rumour, or second hand news.242 It seems equally unlikely that, considering 

the timeframe involved in the deception, the news of the death came back with the returning fleet. It 

is hard to fathom how a family could be kept in the dark for so long if a list of the war dead had 

returned, and with it, other members from the same deme who served with Diodotus and would have 

known he had died.243 The actions of Diogeiton relied on the local population similarly being unaware 

of his brother’s death, suggesting that the other demesmen who survived the battle at Ephesus had 

yet to return. The speaker states that once Diogeiton finally revealed the fate of Diodotus his family 

were able to perform the customary rites. Presuming that these are the same rites described in the 

patrios nomos, then it is possible that Diogeiton held onto the information until the last possible 

moment, to maximise his time to secure his brother’s assets. This would suggest that he waited until 

the forces of Thrasyllus returned, and with it people who also knew of Diodotus’ death. On the balance 

of this, it would appear that, in a similar vein to the Spartans, Diogeiton was told via a messenger.  

A second, yet no less important element to this narrative is the male control of information. While the 

news of Diodotus’ death appears to have arrived at his oikos without any problem, the news was then 

filtered down to the rest of the family in accordance to the intentions of the kyrios. In essence, this 

means that it would be inaccurate to describe the family or the oikos as receiving the news, but rather 

it was the kyrios who received it. Even within this extreme example, it is clear how separated the 

                                                           
240 He is described in the suit as serving with Thrasyllus (Lys. 32.7), allowing an accurate date of his death to be 
assigned; O’Connell (2017:150). If this is the case, then Diodotus was part of the body count that Xenophon 
describes as being buried at Notium rather than being sent back to Athens: see section 4.1.2. 
241 Lys. 32.8 
242 For the fear of rumour bringing home false news see Aesch. Ag. 620-33. 
243 Such as that described in Isae. 9.4. 
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various members of the oikos were from the war dead, even those who considered him dearest.244 

The speaker’s mention of the delay to the customary rites, whatever they may have been, emphasise 

the interruption in the oikos’ reception of their dead. It is notable that later in the same speech, 

mention is made to a memorial erected for Diodotus separate from the public tomb in the 

Kerameikos.245 The reason that the speaker mentions it is because it was a part of Diogeiton’s financial 

manipulation; he took from the estate twice the amount it actually cost, and erected a smaller 

memorial as a result. If this was one of the rites mentioned, then Diogeiton’s subterfuge not only 

delayed the necessary memorialisation of a lost family member, it actually allowed him to take control 

of it.  

There is one final piece of evidence that needs to be briefly considered for this topic. It comes from 

Diodorus’ description of the trial of generals after the victory of Arginusae (406 B.C.). His account 

varies greatly from the contemporary source Xenophon, most notably Diodorus claims that the 

generals were tried, in part, for their failure to collect some of the war dead, whereas Xenophon claims 

that it was a failure to collect the survivors.246 In Diodorus’ narrative, the surviving families of the 

uncollected dead entered the Assembly in a clear state of mourning and demanded the generals be 

punished. Conversely, Xenophon reports that the mourning ‘families’ in the assembly were no more 

than paid stooges. The conflating information between the two sources is difficult to resolve, but is 

fortunately not an impediment to our line of enquiry. What is most pertinent is that both sources 

describe an expected presence of mourning families, during a scenario in which we are categorically 

told that not all of the dead/survivors had been identified. This, in itself, raises an interesting question: 

were Athenian families informed if their relative had not been identified? 

There is minimal evidence of personal or domestic ritual practice focussed on those missing in action. 

In Euripides’ Helen there is the possibility that the characters describe a relevant ritual.247 It begins 

with a sacrifice, followed by the procession of an empty bier adorned with offerings, and finally the 

bier is put on a ship and taken out to sea. However, within the play this ritual forms part of the plan 

for Helen and Menelaus to escape, so it is impossible to say how much, if any, of this is in any way 

reflective of Athenian practice. There is evidence of memorials to men lost at sea, but they are in a 

non-military capacity.248  There is no direct evidence for the pronouncement of the names of those of 

                                                           
244 Although it is certainly not unique. A similar case is described in Isae. 9, but describes a non-family member 
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the war dead who were unidentified or uncollected. However, the example of Isaeus’ unnamed 

trierarchos would suggest that the list of the war dead that first came home did not concern itself with 

who was or was not securely identified. This would suggest that the lists did not state who was missing 

in action and who was confirmed to be dead. Furthermore, it would serve no purpose to tell a family 

that their relative had not been identified because it would not prove to the family that their relative 

was dead. All of the evidence we have for familial action following the notification of death, correct 

or otherwise, must have been based on the surety of the information given. If the information was 

given that their relative was missing, presumed dead, it is unlikely that the families would have taken 

such quick and extreme measures as dividing the estate before the army returned home. 

As the evidence suggests, the system of notification was not a refined one. It could lead to false 

information returning home, as well as the control of that information once it had been delivered. 

Seemingly, the only time a family could be sure of their relative’s death was when the original army 

or naval force, with which he had departed, had returned to Athens. That being said, a form of 

notification of death appears to have preceded the return of the army. The case of Diogeiton suggests 

this notification of death was received by the kyrios, or acting kyrios, which offers one of two 

possibilities. The first, and least likely, is that this notification was made in a public space where only 

the kyrios was present. This is unlikely because it would entail a public pronouncement of death, which 

would have made Diogeiton’s subsequent machinations very difficult. The second, and more probable, 

is that some form of messenger was sent to inform the families, and that this messenger was met by 

the (acting) kyrios of the house.249 

 4.4.2 Funeral Oration 

Following from the notification of death, the next direct form of contact that the family had with the 

war dead was during the patrios nomos. Five of the six extant epitaphioi each include extended 

sections of exhortation and consolation directly aimed and addressed at the families of the dead. 

Within these sections it is possible to read the public rhetoric that the families would have been 

surrounded by, during their state of mourning. From these five speeches it possible to highlight certain 

themes that arise time and again, which suggest that these were the forms of advice and expectations 

placed on the families.  

Perhaps the most striking idea declared in the epitaphioi was the notion that the family of the war 

dead were to be envied. Thucydides’ Pericles states this bluntly, with no acknowledgement for the 
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grief felt by the family.250 Similarly, Hyperides lists all of the reasons he considers the family to be 

fortunate that their relative has died so that, by the time of the consolation, his recognition of grief 

seems rather hollow.251 Both Lysias and Demosthenes offer a more sympathetic understanding of 

what was being stated, while simultaneously maintaining the standard trope.252 Plato’s speech does 

not allow for such a direct observation to be made by the speaker, because for much of the section 

he claims to be relaying the words of the war dead. However, he does have his speaker question the 

assumption that the loss of a child in war was actually a misfortune to bear.253 

The emphasis present in the epitaphioi is not on the family as a unit, but rather its constituent parts. 

While the speakers often state their envy or sympathy for the family, they direct different reasons to 

the different elements. Hence, according to this rhetoric, the family can be split into three distinct 

parts: the parents of the deceased, the children of the deceased, and the widows of the deceased.254 

According to Plato’s breakdown of the genre, the consolation was particularly aimed at the parents of 

the deceased. Remembering that, up until this point in the funeral, the parents had been unable to 

see or touch the bodies of their son, had been made to participate in public funerary rites alongside 

hundreds of other parents, and had stood through a speech which had thus far attempted the de-

individuation of their child, and remove their familial duty to be responsible for remembrance. There 

is a general understanding that the parents would feel the loss of a son acutely. In Plato, the parents 

are in need of healing, for Lysias they are in particular worthy of pity; whereas Pericles is aware that 

that the parents will be hard to persuade that they are, in fact, fortunate to have lost their child.255 

That being said, most of the speeches call upon the parents to move beyond their grief in some way. 

Thucydides and Plato are the most hardlined in this. Pericles calls upon the parents, who can, to go 

and produce more children so that they too may fight and die for Athens, whereas Plato’s use of the 

hypothetical words of the dead allows him to emphasise the emotional strain put on the parents 

during the funeral. The parents are called upon by their dead sons to curb the excess of their grief.256 

The fathers in particular are called to show courage in their grief, like their sons showed courage in 

their own death. Yet, this call for a show of courage is tainted by the threat that accompanied a failure 

to do so: that such a failure to show courage would have aroused suspicion, and ultimately call into 

                                                           
250 Thuc. 2.44.1 
251 Hyp. 6.27 
252 Lys. 2.71-5; Dem. 60.36 
253 Plat. Menex. 247c 
254 There is a potential fourth category, siblings of the deceased, but these are only briefly addressed in Hyp. 
6.27, and Thuc. 2.45 where the brothers are addressed with the sons of the dead. Brothers are also briefly 
mentioned on a list of mourners: Lys. 2.71. 
255 Plat. Menex. 247d; Lys. 2.72-3; Thuc. 2.44.2 
256 Plat. Menex. 247e, 248b-c 



171 
 

question the father’s legitimacy in calling the dead man his son.257 Hyperides accepts the limits of his 

influence on the grieving, but still calls for courage and for them to control their grief.258 

Of course, the source of their grief was not simply that their son had died, but stemmed from the 

further implications of this.259 Both Lysias and Plato highlight the impact that losing a son could have 

on the parents. To have reared a son old enough to die in war, they themselves must have been 

elderly; a stage in life which brought with it physical weakness, isolation and friendlessness, and an 

inability to procure a new income.260 Their protection and guardianship in old age had been the 

responsibility of the son, but the parents are assured that the city will step in and look after them.261 

Lysias’ description of this assistance is vague and suggests a more symbolic rather than material form 

of help. However, Plato makes mention to a law which states that the parents of the dead were to be 

looked after (ἐπιμελεῖται), and responsibility for this was held by the highest city official.262 Again, he 

is not clear in his details, and this support receives no mention in any other classical source, but it is 

possible that it was an extension of the state sponsorship offered to the war orphans.263 

These war orphans were the focus of a lot of attention within the epitaphioi. Unlike the parents of the 

deceased, the children were not assumed to be in any great state of mourning. The children, above 

all, were worthy of envy, for they did not know their fathers well enough to mourn them, at least 

according to Lysias.264 Not only had their fathers died, proving that the children were of courageous 

stock, but as orphans they would be well provided for by the state.265 The precise mechanism is, once 

again, unclear. Plato describes this as the responsibility of the ‘highest authority in the city’, which 

could be considered one of the archons. However, Xenophon makes a tangential reference in his 

writings to a board of guardians for orphans (ὀρφανοφύλακας), and it may be that this board was 

specifically responsible for the war orphans.266 While this not certain, what is clear is that the war 

orphans would not have undergone a scrutiny to ascertain the legitimacy of their Athenian citizenship, 

as evidenced by the fact that adopted and illegitimate children could receive the subsidy.267 That being 
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said, Ronald Stroud is surely correct in his presumption that orphans would have needed to prove that 

their father had indeed died in war.268  

The endowment did not amount to very much financially, most likely equalling one obol a day, the 

same amount given for an incapacity pension.269 It is not known how this was delivered, but Loraux’s 

suggestion that it was paid in kind by way of food in the prytaneion seems plausible in the absence of 

any evidence.270 Once the male orphans reached their majority they were awarded a full hopla and 

then called on to exercise authority over their parental home.271 By contrast, female orphans do not 

receive very much attention. It is not clear whether the subsidies were paid for both male and female 

orphans; females would certainly not have received a hopla from the state. There is a highly 

fragmentary decree of Theozotides, combined with the fragmentary legal case against him, authored 

by Lysias, which may suggest that both genders would normally have received a subsidy.272 However, 

Lysias’ attack of this proposed decree was on behalf of bastards and adopted children, suggesting that 

it was not the gender that was important in the decree, but that legitimacy was defined as a 

prerequisite.273 Thucydides does not address female war orphans at all, but does refer to the children 

(παισὶ). In the important section the ‘children’ and the brothers of the deceased are both addressed 

with the same advice, suggesting that his words were aimed solely at male members of the family.274 

Similarly, Hyperides makes no mention of female orphans when he claims that a sister of the deceased 

will benefit through law to make marriages worthy of them.275  

To become a (male) war orphan, according to the rhetoric of the epitaphioi, was to win a prize 

(στέφανον, ἆθλον). The death of the father was not simply a manifestation of his own excellence as a 

citizen, but ultimately as a father. As Plato declares, the death of the father was a noble treasure, as 

the honours bestowed upon him reflect well upon his descendants.276 For Demosthenes, the only 

orator to acknowledge any sadness for the children, the sorrow was assuaged by the inheritance of 

their father’s glory.277 Thus, within the framework of the epitaphioi, the best father was a dead father, 

and the best child was a war orphan. Yet, the epitaphioi placed the most amount of pressure on the 
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youngest generations. Pericles is characteristically blunt on the matter, proclaiming that he foresees 

a great struggle for the children and brothers of the deceased. For the dead would always be praised 

and, until the young men in the audience join the fathers or brothers as one of the war dead, they 

would always be inferior.278 The orphans in particular are said to be honoured, but they held no right 

to claim that honour for it was not theirs to begin with.279 In order to warrant the honour given to 

them, they needed to first emulate the deeds of their war dead.280 

The final category of family which is explicitly mentioned and addressed in the epitaphioi is that of the 

wives, who had become war widows. The war widows receive a mention in three of the surviving 

speeches, one of which addresses them directly for part of the consolation.281 This address comes 

from one of the most notorious sections of Pericles’ speech, in which he finishes addressing the issues 

faced by the sons and brothers of the dead, and moves onto the subject of ‘female excellence’. He 

qualifies this statement, making it clear that the notion of female excellence was not being directed 

at all of the women in the crowd, but rather the new widows (νῦν ἐν χηρείᾳ) in particular. This 

excellence stemmed from one trait, being spoken about least among the men; unlike the parents 

whose emotions were mostly addressed, or the male relative whose need for future valour was 

defined, the comment for the widows was about their present behaviour.282 It is difficult to ascertain 

exactly what this advice is suggesting: should the widows be silent and invisible, should they be quiet 

in all but their laments, are men speaking about their availability or their poor behaviour?283 All that 

is important here is that Thucydides only mentions them to discuss their behaviour, there is no 

acknowledgement of grief, or of a sense of pride for being married to such a valorous man. The reason 

may be, if we take this sentiment in a similar vein to Thucydides’ statement to the mothers, that they 

had yet to sacrifice a son of their own. Their only duty was to marry another Athenian.  

Lysias offers a more emotive response to the war widows. He acknowledges their loss alongside that 

of the orphans, parents and siblings of the deceased.284 He also makes reference to the people of 

Athens offering support to the widows.285 What is interesting about this statement is that there is no 

evidence that war widows received any official support from the state. While there is external 

evidence for the support of both the parents and the orphans, there is no mention, or even the hint 

of a mention, of an infrastructural basis with which war widows were given any help. It seems likely 
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here that Lysias’ words are meant to invoke comfort, and an offer of social support. Yet the wording 

in the subordinate clause is inconclusive; the people of Athens were urged to help the widows ‘as [the 

war dead] did when they were alive.’286 Notably, the only other epitaphios to make a similar claim is 

Plato’s, and the suggestion is that the parents of the dead should take up responsibility to look after 

the widows, not the city.287 Interestingly, the idea of looking after the widows comes from the words 

of the dead, but when the orator speaks with his own voice, they received no further mention. This is 

most starkly apparent because the orator almost purposefully responds to the dead’s final points. The 

city will look after the parents, the city will look after the children; but there is no mention of the 

widows, and their absence is conspicuous. It is an absence which pervades the two final epitaphioi, 

that of Demosthenes and Hyperides, which fail to mention the widows in any capacity. It is also an 

absence throughout Plato’s own explanation of the exhortation and consolation, the widows are again 

over looked.288 Indeed, taking Plato’s epitaphios as a parody of the genre in many respects, perhaps it 

is most revealing that the orator ignores them, but the war dead do not. The concerns of the dead do 

not entirely match the concerns of the city. 

For the family of the war dead, the funeral was a grand occasion which brought with it mixed emotions 

of grief, closure and comfort. Yet the underlying message from the epitaphioi was not so much one of 

solace but of pragmatism. The family was told to restrict their grief, to control their emotions, and to 

behave in a particular manner. The aim of the exhortation was to influence the next generation of war 

dead. The sons and brothers were told in no uncertain terms that they would be inferior unless they 

emulated the dead. In the consolation, the parents were urged to bring an end to their natural state 

of grief, to produce new children if possible, or else take comfort in the support that the city would 

now offer them. As for the widows, when they are briefly addressed it is to call on them to act in an 

appropriate manner befitting their gender. Ultimately, the aim of the epitaphioi was to assert control 

over the families: control over the behaviour of women, control over the aspirations of the next 

generation, control over the emotions and grief of the parents, and control over the fate of the war 

orphans. 

4.5 Return of the War dead 

The familial reception of the war dead ran parallel to their military homecoming. It is not, however, 

possible to describe a domestic homecoming for the dead. For the families, the first stage of their 

reception occurred at the notification of death. The process is elusive, yet there seems to have been 

                                                           
286 Lys. 2.75. Trans. Todd (2000 [adapted]): οἷοίπερ ἐκεῖνοι ζῶντες ἦσαν. 
287 Plat. Menex. 248c 
288 Plat. Menex. 236e 
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a system of notification prior to the army returning home. Once this news was received, the families 

would decide on how to begin a process of memorialisation. For the wealthier families this may consist 

of a formal commission for a cenotaph, for the poorer or less ostentatious families this would consist 

of the choice of smaller items like lekythoi. However, this attempt to claim the memory of the 

deceased was not in keeping with the rhetoric of the city. The physical and ritual treatment of the 

Athenian war dead was primarily a continuation of action based on the war dead’s association with 

military service. As has been argued above, the family would not receive their dead relative back from 

the city in either physical or metaphysical form. In both the patrios nomos and the culture of public 

commemoration, the war dead were stripped of all personal identifiers and turned into a collective 

group for the city to mourn as a whole. Private memorials went a long way to reclaim the right to 

memory. The presence of patronyms and demotics on stelae show a purposeful illumination of the 

identities of the dead warriors. Similarly, the choice of iconography allowed the families of Dexileos 

and Demokleides to choose how their sons would be remembered. Both images are a clear indication 

of control by the family, control of both public and private memory and association.  

Following the notification of death, the family would not have direct contact with the dead until the 

start of the funeral. Following a semi-private visit to the coffin containing the remains of their tribe’s 

dead, they would re-join the collective and commemorate the war dead two days later. As a member 

of the crowd they heard how the deceased ceased to be theirs, how his personality and life history 

were deleted by his sacrifice. Only then were the family finally addressed by the city’s chosen 

representative. In their state of sorrow and mourning they were offered pity, but also envy. They were 

urged to act and perform in the city’s interest, whether that be to have more children to sacrifice, or 

to emulate the great men who had died, or simply in the case of the widows to keep quiet. The entire 

rhetoric heard by the family was one of control: the emotions of the family needed to be controlled, 

their actions needed to be controlled, the memory of their relative had been controlled. And yet, as 

has been mentioned previously, there is no direct evidence to suggest that the families did not 

conform to this way of thinking. Indirect evidence can be found in the commemoration habit that 

comes to the fore toward the end of the Peloponnesian War, but seems to have begun decades before 

this. The private grave monuments were not a site of subversive thought, or even behaviour, but 

rather an attempt by the family to keep a hold of their dead relative. As Arrington neatly describes, 

these private memorials created ‘alternative sites and iconographies of commemoration that encoded 

and consolidated memories of the individual dead for the family.’289 They were a supplement to the 

                                                           
289 Arrington (2015: 208) 
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public rhetoric, but were the families’ way of making sure their relatives came home. As the city did 

not intend to return the war dead, the families chose to take them instead. 

What the homecoming of the dead highlights are the contrasting views between the political/military 

and domestic spheres regarding military service. The reclamation of the dead hoplite’s individual 

identity by the families clearly shows that the political ideology of communalism and the 

collectivisation of both military service and the war dead was not entirely ubiquitous among Athenian 

citizens. The group identity of the war dead, aligned with the controlling advice directed toward the 

families in the epitaphioi, suggests that the families were meant to conform to this ideology. Yet, it is 

clear that there was not a seamless transition of ideals between the military and domestic spheres. 

This means that within each of the three transitions under examination, the evidence has shown 

repeatedly that the relativist model of an Athenian’s social conditioning offering him some form of 

immunity against the risk of PTSD relies on a prioritisation of political rhetoric, and an 

underrepresentation of the evidence for domestic ideology. This may not prove that war-induced 

trauma did exist in classical Athens, but it does show that the argument is still not settled and that 

more sociological factors are in need of similar analysis. 
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5. Conclusion 

The primary aim of this thesis was to establish the ritualistic and logistical framework that enabled an 

Athenian hoplite to transition from his domestic environment to his military service, and back again. 

This was acheived through an analysis of three distinct periods of transition: the departure of the 

hoplite, the homecoming of a living hoplite, the homecoming of the war dead. To further understand 

these three transitionary periods, they were each bisected into domestic and military designations. 

Not only did this allow for a wider understanding of the transitions undergone by the hoplite, it also 

allowed for the role of the individual to be tracked through each transition.  

Having established the presence of a distinct domestic departure, it is apparent that this departure 

was not entirely dictated by a public ideology of civic duty and service. The emphasis within the 

evidence is of families and individuals actively participating in the rituals, consisting of libations, 

sacrifices and possible omen readings; although, the iconographic evidence does show a move away 

from this motif toward the end of the 5th century B.C. Once he left the home, the hoplite joined a wide 

scale system of recruitment via the implementation of the katalogoi or a pandemei. It has been shown 

that the katalogos was a slow system of enlistment, giving men more than enough time to prepare 

for their own departure in most instances. It has also been shown that there was a mechanism in place 

that would allow the system to be sped up by way of a salpinx or heralds, and that this would have 

facilitated a pandemei during an emergency. It has been argued that the hoplite intially joined with 

his demesmen in a micro-muster, together they made collective vows to specific gods before heading 

toward their allocated mustering point. Once there, the strategos and the mantis would lead the 

relevant departure rituals in front of the army. These rituals were ostensibly identical to those in the 

domestic ritual, included offerings of libations, sacrifices and the reading of omens, but in this instance 

the strategos and mantis would perform them on everyone’s behalf. The hoplite would partake in a 

communal prayer and song and then the army would begin its departure from the city. 

Examining the logistics of the hoplite’s homecoming has highlighted the hitherto underappreciated 

role of the navy in the movement of Athenian forces. As 65% of Athenian military action required ships 

to transport the hoplites, it can be assumed that an Athenian army required a collective homecoming, 

and that the most common returning point for an Athenian army was the Piraeus. Once an army 

arrived in the port, it has been demonstrated that they would march in a non-military fashion, without 

any air of pomp or victory, and enter a given temple for the strategos to perform a sacrifice. Only then 

was the army disbanded, and a hoplite was free to return home. Following this disbanding, the military 

identity of the army was often cemented in perpetuity by an act of collective dedication. Contrary to 

the military homecoming, the evidence for a domestic homecoming of the hoplite was problematic, 

but this chapter has proposed a new way to identify homecoming motifs on red-figure vases, through 
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the analysis of parallel familial scenes that depict warrior departures/homecomings. By combining this 

iconographic evidence with literary evidence of homecoming, deriving predominantly from the nostoi 

tragedies of Attic drama, a basic template of the homecoming rituals was identified. The location of 

the rituals would vary depending on the availability of internal shrines, but predominantly the hearth 

was the focal point of the homecoming. Participants of the rituals would vary depending on the 

individual definitions of oikos, for some this included slaves and close family, for others it only meant 

immediate blood relations. The rituals themselves were a mixture of sacrifices, libations and 

purification rites. Once again, the evidence shows distinct variations between households so these 

should be considered part of range of rituals used during a hoplite’s homecoming, not a precise list of 

rituals that occurred every time. 

Having analysed the homecoming of the living, it was deemed important to establish the homecoming 

of the dead also. Focus was initially placed on the logistical considerations inherent in the Athenian 

commitment to repatriate their war dead. For the first time, it has been demonstrated that the process 

of burning the war dead was an expensive and time-consuming affair. The resultant cremains would 

have been considerable, especially in situations where the Athenians sustained heavy casualties. 

Through an analysis of the logistics involved, many questions have been raised which are as yet 

unanswerable. The evaluation of the commitment involved, combined with some conflicting evidence 

in the ancient accounts, has led to the supposition that the war dead may not have been returned 

home on every single occasion and not always in their entirety. Once the cremains had been tracked 

back to Athens, it was deemed pertinent to place them into the context of the public funeral. This 

logistical analysis raises questions around the prothesis, where I have suggested that the cremains 

were left in their coffins and not laid out as previously presumed.  

Having established the physical homecoming of the dead, the epitaphioi were examined to 

understand the nature of the transition that the war dead had undergone. It has been argued here 

that the war dead were kept within the rubric of their military service and were transitioned into a 

new homogenous state as a heroic collective. It was as a part of this new identity that the war dead 

were being remembered during the public funeral. At the end of the funeral, the homecoming of the 

war dead seemingly comes to an end, but such an analysis would ignore the families of the dead and 

their experience of this homecoming. The second half of this chapter explored the issue of a domestic 

reception for the war dead. Although his physical and metaphysical transition had come to an end at 

the hands and words of the polis, following the funeral, there was still an issue surrounding the 

memory of the dead. It has been shown that the polis removed all personal identity from the war dead 

and subsequently denied the family the right to remember them for the people that they were. 

Nevertheless, evidence for familial remembrance and commemorations demonstrates that the 
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political rhetoric did not always run parallel with domestic actions. Thus, the final transition of the war 

dead was one of memory, with some families reinstating the identity of the war dead in their private 

commemorations. In essence, they reclaimed their husband or son from the polis and in so doing, 

enabled his final transition back from military service. 

During the analysis of these three transitions, an important, overarching theme has been the role of 

individuation and de-individuation during military service. Throughout all three transitions it has been 

possible to highlight a direct presence of an individual identity for the hoplite, and for that individual 

identity being removed from him as a part of his military service. Contrary to Crowley’s relativist 

model, this suggests that there was not a seamless, experiential continuity between the military and 

domestic environments. During the domestic rituals of departure the evidence firmly places the 

hoplite at the very centre of the activity. If the hoplite was not himself performing the acts of sacrifice 

or libation, he was still an active participant in the wider ritual. This active role was taken from him at 

the point he joined the military group, when the rituals performed were most often done by a mantis 

and/or a strategos, on behalf of the whole army. His own part was performed through hymn or prayer, 

led by the manteis and performed as a mass group. While the contrast in experience here is stark, it 

is important to note that the evidence does not, on its own, suggest any feeling on the part of the 

hoplite; it is not possible to identify whether he felt bolstered by his group identity, or whether he 

actually felt this loss of personal identity. 

Analysis of the hoplite’s homecoming has shown how his de-individuated status was maintained 

beyond the physical homecoming of the army. The strategos was able to act and perform on behalf 

of his army even after their return to Athens, the collective dedications that commemorated a period 

of service maintained this military identity. Once again, only when the hoplite returned to his domestic 

environment was it apparent that he was able to reclaim his individual identity, via the process of 

transition into the oikos. The process of homecoming has also revealed a level of dissent to the 

continued de-individuation of the hoplite, even when he was still considered a part of the military 

group. As has been noted, the group dedications were performed at all of the levels of social identity: 

the army, the tribe, the deme, and the individual. Considering that a collective dedication was already 

being made by the strategos on behalf of everyone, these smaller dedications offer an important 

example of micro-identities and subgroups within the larger collective identity. This system of 

dedications was a way to prolong the homecoming, and reinforce military identities, even after the 

disbanding of an army. What they also show is that the homogenous identity of an army was not 

always considered an adequate identity for some dedicators. They preferred to be identified with 

different social groups such as the deme, or, in the case of Hegelochus, a man’s own oikos. 
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It was during the homecoming of the war dead that the friction between the de-individuated state 

during military service and the individual identity of the hoplite was most evident. From the moment 

a hoplite died in battle he was subsumed into a new mass identity, the war dead. This was reinforced 

by the epitaphioi, which attempted to erase their personal identities from the memory of the public. 

As the war dead were never to leave their military service, they could never undergo a transition of 

re-individuation and so the polis asserted their continued claim of ownership. The war dead were to 

be mourned by all, they were now a collective hero of the polis not members of an oikos or deme. 

Patronyms and demotics had no place on the commemorative lists of the dead. Many of the sub-

groups identified in the commemorations of service for the living were purposefully removed from 

the identity of the dead, leaving them with only a first name and a tribal affiliation. The domestic 

reaction to this is most evident in private commemorations. This thesis has demonstrated that the 

domestic system of commemoration could vary between small acts and objects of remembrance, to 

large monumental commemorations. These large memorials are perhaps the most revealing, in that 

they strive to assert an identity back onto the dead hoplite through the listing of demotics and 

patronyms. Furthermore, individuality is at the forefront of remembrance, in the case of Demokleides 

this is clearly represented by the presence of non-military dress and the isolation of the small figure. 

These sites of remembrance were not a purposeful subversion of the status quo, but rather an attempt 

by the family to reclaim the identity and memory of the son or husband that was taken from them – 

not just by death, but by the polis as well. 

The second major theme that has been evident through all three transitions is the contrasting views 

on military service between the domestic and military spheres. This ubiquitous theme is the clearest 

indication that the evidence can challenge the relativist model within the PTSD debate, which relies 

upon a continuity of ideals. During a hoplite’s departure, there was no evidence of friction surrounding 

the state of de-individuation, there was however a clear understanding of tension and fear during the 

domestic departure. Contrary to the model of Athens put forward by Crowley, the iconographic 

evidence suggests some reticence during the hoplite’s departure, a reticence that is clearly articulated 

in the few instances of literary portrayal. Xenophon in his Cyropaedia expresses the richest indication 

of the emotional turmoil that engulfed a departure. Panthea articulates all that would be expected of 

a patriotic women, pushing her husband to do great military deeds. Yet she has a stark change of 

opinion once she cradles the head of her dead husband and blames, among other things, her own 

words during the departure for his death. Evidence of such reticence is to be expected, the emotional 

ties of the oikos are as predictable as they are moving. Nevertheless, this offers a clear indication that 

Crowley’s assumption of a seamless transition of ideology between the domestic and military sphere 

is at least questionable. 
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By way of contrast, the homecoming of the living revealed no evidence of such emotional tension, 

something again that may be expected due to the positive emotions associated with survival and 

return. Yet there is distinct evidence of a change in status for the hoplite due to his military service. 

The presence of purification rituals and the focal point of the hearth in the domestic rituals of 

homecoming suggest a reintroduction of the man back into the oikos. While a man’s actions in battle 

may not have given him a prolonged polluted status, his period of service as a whole was enough for 

the members of his oikos to treat him as such and necessitated him to go through the relevant rites 

to allow him back into the home. This shows a clear ideological distinction between a man’s military 

service and his domestic life. However, contrary to the universalist argument that the ancient Greeks 

used purification rituals as a form of social healing, the evidence suggests that the hoplite was being 

made fit to return to the oikos, implying that military service had made him an outsider of the oikos, 

not that the oikos was helping him to deal with his experiences in war. 

Familial attempts to recapture the memory and identity of the war dead offer a suggestion of 

discomfort to the military ideology of a homogenous, heroic group identity. The rhetoric of the 

epitaphioi, combined with the formatting of the casualty lists, clearly demonstrates a political desire 

to eradicate the identity of the war dead. The level of controlling advice aimed at the family of the 

deceased in the orations similarly suggests that the families were expected to conform to this 

ideology, to believe that their relative had become a hero to the polis, one for all of Athens to mourn 

and celebrate. Yet the desire to continue with private commemorations, without the cremains and in 

spite of the public memorial, show that the ideology was not seamlessly adopted by the oikos. This is 

not to say that the majority of families did not believe that their relative had joined the heroic masses 

of the war dead, and that such a distinction was a source of pride to them. However, it does show a 

cognitive dissonance between believing the ideology, and missing their dead son or husband. The 

desire to remember them as an oikos member was more powerful than the established remembrance 

of their military service. 

The distinct presence of these two themes, reinforced by the clear distinction between the domestic 

and military environments, suggest the potential for dissonance on the part of the hoplite. If we 

accept, in line with Crowley, that the domestic and military ideals were both influential on the 

motivations of the hoplite, then it should be noted that the two ideologies were not congruous with 

one another at all times.1 The military ethos of Athens taught the hoplite that there was no greater 

                                                           
1 See in particular Crowley’s (2012: 80-104) discussion on the socio-political system, in which he concludes that 
the Athenians were ideologically homogenised and that it was the civic society which ‘conditioned’ the hoplite 
to take his place on the battlefield (104). It should be noted that Crowley does not actually give mention to the 
oikos as part of this civic influence, but focuses on wider Athenian society to make this argument. 



182 
 

honour than to fight for the polis; that there was no action more important than holding one’s position 

in the phalanx; and that to die in battle was the greatest achievement available. This ideology 

extended into the workings of the oikos, the rhetoric of the epitaphioi in particular reflected the 

ideology of the hoplite into the domestic sphere: the best hoplite was a dead hoplite, the best father 

or son was one who had died in battle, and the luckiest child was a war orphan. These were not views 

shared by the oikos. Praxithea’s image of the crying mother calling upon her son to stay alive, giving 

him ‘bad advice’ as a result, is a prime example. More dramatically, the change of perspective from 

Panthea demonstrates how the military ideology could penetrate the domestic sphere, but it similarly 

shows how war exposed their difference in priorities. Even tangential acts of ideological dissent such 

as the personal dedications made by surviving hoplites, or the personalised commemorations made 

by families of the dead, reveal a different relationship with war, a different relationship with military 

service, to the ideology that was politically and militarily projected.  

The dissonance experienced by modern veterans is usually associated with contrasting moral 

behaviours. Much of this dissonance ultimately stems from the act of killing, because of an 

underpinning facet of Judeo-Christian culture, ‘Thou shalt not kill’. As has been firmly shown by 

Crowley, the Athenians were unlikely to struggle with such a dissonance over the act of killing.2 

However, the contrasting ideals about military service that have been identified in the sources do 

show areas of conflict and thus a potential for dissonance. For instance, a hoplite who survived battle 

and came home was on the one hand a dutiful warrior and good citizen, worthy of praise and 

adulation; but during the patrios nomos he would hear from the orator how only those men who died 

were worthy of the highest praise. By surviving battle, the living had not yet demonstrated the 

unchallengable valour of the war dead.  

Having now established a framework for domestic and military transitions undergone by the Athenian 

hoplite, it is possible for scholars to readdress the ancient PTSD debate from a firmer methodological 

foundation. This thesis has demonstrated that there was a distinct transition, both physically and 

ritually, between the oikos and military service. It has also been shown that the ideologies surrounding 

military service could permeate into, yet also be at odds with, domestic ideology. These two 

observations, by themselves, do not prove that the Athenians would have experienced any form of 

combat trauma. What they do show is that these transitions into and out of service cannot be 

considered seamless. Before the topic of combat trauma and its presence in the ancient world can be 

fully evaluated, it is vital that the main sociological factors are established; not only theoretically, but 

through an analysis of those social factors as they appear in the ancient evidence. This thesis has 

                                                           
2 Crowley (2014: 115) 
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shown how complex and nuanced the military to domestic transitions could be and, in turn, it has 

raised the important issue of variation. Yet, what has been clear throughout is the potential tension 

between domestic and military ideology and rhetoric. The PTSD debate has attracted some greatly 

scholarly minds from all sides. Hopefully the debate can now move forward from a stable, culturally 

and diachronically-sensitive basis. 
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