The Persian War as Civil War in Plataea’s Temple of Athena Areia

Few events had as substantial or as lasting an impact on Greek memory as the Persian War.  Scholars have long noted variations in the surviving narratives of the war (Starr 1962, West 1970, Jung 2006, and Marincola 2007), but the extent to which these recollections diverged even within living memory has never received sufficient attention.  In this paper I examine two diametrically opposed notions of the Persian War that emerged in Athens and Plataea within twenty years of Xerxes’ defeat.  Athens represented the war as a glorious struggle against an alien invader, whereas the Plataeans chose to cast it as a civil war between Greeks.  I argue that these distinct memories owed much to the divergent political needs of these two states in the years immediately following the war (Gehrke 2001).  


The more familiar, Athenian, recollection of the war is best exemplified by Aeschylus’ Persae, in which the messenger expends 141 lines relating the events of the battle of Salamis, but mentions no medizing Greek states (Garvie 2009) even though the Ionians made up a substantial part of the Persian fleet and fought with distinction in the battle (Hdt. 8.85.1).  At Plataea, however, the artistic program of the Temple of Athena Areia suggests a striking alternative.  Pausanias describes the two mythological analogues to the war (now lost along with the temple) that dominated the interior: “Odysseus after slaying the suitors by Polygnotus and the earlier expedition of Adrastus and the Argives against Thebes by Onasias” (9.4.2).  In a later passage Pausanias adds one further detail: “Onasias also painted Euryganeia bowed with grief at the fight between her sons” (9.5.11).  One shared theme is immediately arresting – civil conflict.  The suitors are Odysseus’ countrymen, and the fight of the Seven against Thebes is at heart a sibling quarrel.  Moreover, the representation of Odysseus amid the corpses of the slain and particularly the image of Euryganeia bowed in grief at the sight of her two ill-fated sons would have further underscored the disquieting repercussions of civil strife already implicit in the stories.  

This significant conceptual difference, I argue, derived ultimately from the divergent present needs of these two states (pace Castriota 1992, who maintains that the Plataean temple was a product of Athenian funding and propaganda).  At Plataea an emphasis on the medizers is understandable since the security of that state was threatened, not by the distant Persian Empire, but by those fellow Boeotians who had supported Xerxes during the war.  For the Athenians, however, it was advisable to ignore past collaboration with Persia inasmuch as their hegemony still depended on the support of such former Persian allies as Samos, Lesbos, and Chios.
Bibliography:

Castriota, D. 1992. Myth, Ethos, and Actuality: Official Art in Fifth-Century B.C. Athens. Madison.

Garvie, A. 2009. Aeschylus, Persae with Introduction and Commentary.  Oxford.

Gehrke, H.-J. 2001. “Myth, History, and Collective Identity: Uses of the Past in Ancient Greece and Beyond”, in N. Luraghi (ed.) The Historian’s Craft in the Age of Herodotus. 286-313.

Jung, M. 2006. Marathon und Plataiai: Zwei Perserschlachten als “lieux de mémoire” im antiken Griechenland. Göttingen.

Marincola, J. 2007. “The Persian Wars in Fourth-Century Oratory and Historiography”, in E. Bridges, E. Hall, and P. J. Rhodes (eds.) Cultural Responses to the Persian Wars: Antiquity to the Third Millennium. Oxford. 105-125. 

Starr, C. 1962. “Why Did the Greeks Defeat the Persians?”, La Parola del Passato 86: 321-32. 

West III, W. 1970. “Saviors of Greece”, GRBS 11.4: 271-82.

