Phormio the Spartan
Phormio the son of Asopius is famous in the History of Thucydides as a pre-eminent Athenian admiral victorious in two engagements with Peloponnesian forces in the Gulf of Corinth around Naupactus (Thuc. 2.83-84, 2.90-92).  Despite his supremacy at sea, a notably Athenian trait, I contend that Phormio is presented as a relatively un-Athenian Athenian, displaying characteristics more normally associated with Spartans in the History.

When the Corinthians bring their complaints to the Peloponnesian Congress early in the work at 1.68-71, their ambassadors highlight the chief differences between Athenian and Spartan national characters: Spartans are slow, dilatory, cautious, and fearful; Athenians are bold, reckless, audacious, and quick.  Thucydides echoes these statements throughout his work via numerous examples, but also in propria persona at 8.96.5; we may safely assume that characterization in such broad strokes is a thematic point in the work (cf. Connor, 39).  When we first see Phormio, on the other hand, he acts neither quickly nor boldly, preferring slow (and prudent) caution.  Appointed command of an army marching to relieve the besieged Potidaea in the Chersonese, his marches are methodical as he ravages the territory of the enemies he passes through so that no resistance can form behind him (κείρων ἅμα τὴν γὴν, 1.64.2).  Speed seems to be dictated by the emergency—other Athenian commanders rush to the scene, but not Phormio.  His act of ravaging the territory echoes the Spartan depredations of Attica (e.g., 1.114, 3.1, 3.26, etc.), and in fact is usually a non-Athenian act in the History.  

The first battle at Naupactus shows Phormio as a man supremely in control of the situation; the Spartans are in fact forced (ἀναγκάζονται, 2.83.3) to do battle in the open waters where his ships have the advantage.  The Peloponnesians are surprised by this behavior; they thought that he would not dare (τολμῆσαι, 2.83.3—despite this being an Athenian trait!) to attack there.  But, I would argue, this entire episode in fact lacks daring.  When confronted, the Peloponnesians immediately curl into a defensive (and, I think, reflexive) kuklos formation, an analog of a defensive plaision on land, and await Phormio’s encircling perikuklosis (cf. Whitehead, Lazenby).  Phormio knows the Spartan weakness at sea, he knows the weather, and he knows the tactics; none of these situations are at all risky for him in this situation, none of it is bold or audacious; he knows the outcome in advance since the Spartans are out of their element: ἤλπιζε γὰρ αὐτῶν οὐ μενεῖν τὴν τάξιν, ὥσπερ ἐν γῇ πεζήν, 2.84.2.
In the second action at Naupactus, Phormio faces off against superior numbers and a replacement Peloponnesian command (including the atypically bold Brasidas).  In this second engagement, Phormio repeatedly refuses to engage—a tactically sound, but still Spartan characteristic (2.86.5)—and eventually the action is forced into the straits where the Athenian’s superior seamanship is nullified.  The speech Phormio makes to his men prior to the second engagement is directed largely at allaying their fears (2.89.1), usually a hallmark of Spartan armies; he bids them man their posts and retain order and silence (2.89.9), again, hallmarks of Spartan troops; I would argue that he is attempting to craft Spartan troops out of his sailors via this speech.

In the ensuing battle, the uncharacteristically bold Spartans (under Brasidas, of course) manage to rout the Athenians; Phormio’s ship is itself being hunted when the chance encounter of a Leucadian vessel (ἔτυχε δὲ ὁλκὰς, 2.91.3)offers him the chance to round and sink his pursuer—tyche figures strongly in Spartan character, though they often fear it (Luginbill, 87); rightly so, it would seem, since after this small victory the Spartans are routed en masse, and the Athenians win the day.

I believe that the character of Phormio in these passages is deliberately presented ambiguously—sometimes Athenian, often not, a non-traditional ‘type’—in order to underscore that the understanding of national tropes and characteristics was important for a successful general.  But more vitally, a truly successful and clever general must be able to move beyond these tropes and manipulate the presentation of them to defy expectations and win victories.

Select bibliography:

Connor, W. R. Thucydides.  Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985.
Lazenby, J.F. “The Diekplous.”  Greece & Rome (n.s.) 34 (1987): 169-177.

-----. The Peloponnesian War: A Military Study.  Routledge: London, 2004.

Luginbill, R.D. Thucydides on War and National Character. Boulder: Westview Press, 1999.

Whitehead, I.  “The Periplous.”  Greece & Rome (n.s.) 34 (1987): 178-185.
