“WE FOUGHT ALONE AT MARATHON”:
HISTORICAL FALSIFICATION
IN THE ATTIC FUNERAL ORATION

Thoukydides, in a well known passage, complains about
the Greeks’ imprecision and gullibility in history: oi yag dv-
Powmor Tag Gxoas TV mpoyeyevnuévwy, xai v émydoia opiot 7],
ouoiws Gfacavicrws map’ aAljiwy déxovtac... (1.20.1). modld 08
xal GALa &t xal vov dvta xal o yedvew duvnoTodueva xal oi dAdot
“Elnpeg 0% 6pBd¢ olovrar... oUtws dralaimwoog Tois moAlois 1)
Lo Tije dAndelas, xal éni va Eroiua pdldov Toémovrar (1.20.3).
Modern historians of ancient Greece are even today often able
to uncover historical errors, deliberate or unintended, that
spread in antiquity. But it is far more difficult for us to find out
whether most Greeks knew these were falsehoods and whether
they were disturbed by them. In one case at least we are fortu-
nate enough to have a means of checking. The Athenian boast
in their patriotic funeral orations that they had fought alone at
Marathon to repel the Persian invader was clearly and directly
contradicted by contemporary evidence available to every citi-
zen, indeed by evidence literally right before his eyes. If we
examine this material, we get an unusual and valuable insight
into the Athenian historical mentality.

It is well known that the Attic Funeral Oration gives a
tendentious view of Athenian historyl). This genre of early
epideictic oratory began sometime after the Persian wars and
was in full swing at Athens by the second half of the fifth
century?). Most of the evidence for the #opo/ in the Funeral

1) G.Vlastos, “Ioovouia mokrw)” in Isonomia: Studien gur Gleichheits-
vorstellung im griechischen Denken, ed. J.Mau and E.G.Schmidt, Berlin 1964,
pp. 22—25. H. Strasburger, ““Thukydides und die politische Selbstdarstellung
der Athenetr”, Hermes 86 (1968) 17—40, esp. 20-28. P.Wendland, “Die
Tendenz des platonischen Menexenus”, Hermes 25 (1890) 171-195.

2) The traditional date for the foundation of the institution was 479/8
(after the battle of Plataia): cf. Dion. Hal., An#. Rom. 5.17.4, and Diod. Sic.
(relying on Ephoros) 11.13.3. For details of the controversy on the best
dating see F. Jacoby, “ITATPIOX NOMOZX: State Burial in Athens and
the Public Cemetery in the Kerameikos”, JHS 64 (1944) 37-66, and A.W.
Gomme A Historical Commentary on Thucydides, Oxford 1956, vol. 2, pp.
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Oration comes from fourth century speeches and even later. But
the remnants of fifth century énirdgior Adyor, including Thouky-
dides’ version put in Perikles’ mouth, are supplemented by
other speeches found in Herodotos, Thoukydides, and the
tragedians. While these are not themselves funeral orationes,
they quite obviously contain topics derived from rizdgprot.

The ostensible subject of the Funeral Oration were those
who had fallen in battle for Athens, but in effect these glorious
dead were hardly so much praised as the city itself. Scholars have
already treated in some detail the #0poi of the Funeral Oration?),
and I shall only briefly recount some of the main points here.
These include the Athenians’ piety, justice, and love of freedom.
They are the benefactors of all Greece, liberators of the oppres-
sed, chastisers of oppressors, a bulwark against the Persians,
selflessly fighting to keep all Greece free. These claims are
illustrated with examples from mythology and history?). The
historical analysis is universally lop-sided and chauvinistic. For
instance, the battle of Tanagra, cited as a victorious effort to
liberate the Boeotians, was really an abortive attempt by the
Athenians to break up the Boeotian league. Athenian civil dis-
orders and the reign of the tyrants are quietly passed over. It is
claimed the Thebans and Argives were willing, while the
Athenians alone refused, to accede to the Persian King’s peace
proposal in 392 that stipulated Persian control of Greek Asia
Minot®). The list could be lengthened$).

94-98. Jacoby seeks a late date (¢ca. 464/3), but Gomme has pointed out the
weakness of Jacoby’s arguments and the fallibility of the evidence available
to us. The delivery of an encomium by a leading citizen over the dead was
probably begun at the same time (479): historical paradeigmata start with
va ITegowxd. See Otto Schroeder, De laudibus Athenarum a poetis tragicis et ab
oratoribus epidicticis excultis (diss). Gottingen 1914, esp. 68—76. There seems
no reason to object to Diodorus’ date (above).

3) Schroeder (s#pra, n. 2). For a convenient compendium cf. Stras-
butger (supra, n. 1) 22—26. Also, J.Ziolkowski, Thucydides and the Tradition
of Funeral Speeches at Athens, unpub. diss., Chapel Hill 1963.

4) On the use of mythology in political propaganda see G.Schmitz-
Kahlmann, “Das Beispiel der Geschichte im politischen Denken des Iso-
krates”, Philologus, supp. bd. 21 (1939) 39ff. A consideration of any of the
extant dmrdegior will reveal the range of magadelyuara. Schroeder (supra, n. 2)
compiles them all. See also H. Herter, RE, suppl. bd. XIII, s.v., Onoeds, and
RM 88 (1939) 301f.

5) Tanagra: Menexenus 242 A-B; the King’s Peace: Menexenus 245 C.

6) Cf. Strasburger’s judgment (s#pra, n. 1) on ,,die geradezu unglaub-
liche Willkiir und Sprunghaftigkeit in der Auswahl der Fakten” (25) in the
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How much were the Athenians aware of such falsifications?
Were the facts sufficiently obscure or the events by-gone enough
that the average hearer would not notice or care about them?
Did the Athenians come to believe the distortions they heard in
the émrdgpior? Out test case to help answer these questions is the
Athenian claim ‘we fought alone at Marathon’. It was a recurrent
topic in the historical section of the Attic Funeral Oration. For
the Athenians the Persian wars was their finest hour. In a speech
based on Funeral Oration #0poi, Herodotos (9.27.5) reports this
claim in the Athenian reply on who should lead the right wing
at Plataia: ¢AAa xai 70 Tot v Magadawe Zoyov kol eipey Toiwo 16
yéoas Eyew xal dAda mpos ToUTw, oftwes wodvor ‘EAivwv )
uovvopayioavres T® Ilépoy xai Zoyw To00UTR Emiyeigfcavres
meueyevopueda xaw évijoauey. The same point is made in book
seven (7.10.8.1), where Artabanus urges Xerxes to retreat from
Greece. And in Thoukydides (1.73.4) the Athenians at Sparta
warn the Peloponnesians against starting a war, recalling their
earlier exploits: gauéy yop Magad@v te pdvor mpoxwdvvetoar T
PagPdow. These fifth century examples find firm parallel in the
fourth century tradition: Andokides (1.107), Lysias (2.20), and
Demosthenes (6o.10-11)7).

Yet despite such claims it is a well known historical fact
that the Athenians did not fight alone at Marathon. The Plataians
fought alongside them, as Herodotos in his description of the
battle clearly tells us (6.108). ’Adwypaloot de terayuévoae év
tepével  HoaxAéog énijidov fondéovreg IDaraiées mavdnuel.Gregory
Vlastos, attempting to explain how Plato could have stated the
Athenians fought alone at Marathon in the Menexenus and then
repeated that notion in the Leges, says, “This error was so en-
crusted in the Athenian image of its own past that Plato may
have been honestly mistaken on this point”8). In like manner,
Jacqueline de Romilly, commenting that the Athenian ambassa-
dors in Thoukydides (book 1) “recall that at Marathon the

Funeral Oration, or Wendland’s comment (supra, n. 1) on the “grobe Uber-
treibungen” and “die systematische Verfilschung der historischen Wahr-
heit” (183).

7) See also Plato’s brief excursus in Leges 698 B~699D on Athenian
history, where he clearly leaves out the Plataians’ role at Marathon. It
might be that Plato had in mind there his earlier remark in the Menexenus
(240 C). For similar omissions see too Isokrates 4.86, and 7.75, and Lykour-
gos, Contra Leocratem 4.86 and 4.109.

8) Vlastos (supra, n. 1) 23, n. 8.
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Athenians acted alone”, says, “such an ovetsimplification is not-
mal... The Athenians are thus mentioning a widely admitted
and true fact”®). But whatever the cause of Plato’s slip, it is not
possible to say so simply that the distortion of fighting single-
handedly at Marathon was an honest error in the Athenians’
view of themselves or “a widely admitted and true fact”.

In fact, the Athenians must have known very well that they
did not fight alone at Marathon, that the Plataiansaided them. In
the Contra Neaeram Demosthenes in the course of a long argu-
ment describes in some detail the special relationship the Platai-
ans enjoy with Athens (59.94—106). He begins his remarks with
his most important point (94), that zhe Plataians were the only
Greeks to help Athens at Marathon. And he buttresses his state-
ment by reminding his audience that the battle of Marathon is
depicted in the Stoa Poikile, and it is patticularly easy to identify
the Plataians in the picture because they are wearing distinctive
Boeotian helmets: xai & xai viv Tijs avdpayadiag adrdv Smou-
vijuaza (1) év Tjj mowidy ovod yoapn dedriAwxey. g ExacTog yae
Tdyovs &lyev, ebdvs mpooPonddy yéygantar, of Tas xwvdg TAG
Bowwtiag &yovres (94). Now the Stoa Poikile was one of the most
outstanding buildings in Athens. It stood right in the Agora
(Aischines, 3.186). And of the paintings in the Stoa the battle of
Marathon was most famous®). Pausanias (1.15.3) says of it,
Tedevtaiov 08 Tijs yoagijs elow oi payeoduevor Magadiv. Boiwrdy
0¢ oi INdraay &govres xai Soov 7y *Avtinoy lacw & yeipag Toig
Bagfdgois... xtA. It is clear that the Athenians had daily before
their eyes a visual reminder of the Plataians’ valor and loyalty at
Marathon, But there were other important reminders as well.
Herodotos tells us that thanksgiving for both the Plataians and
Athenians was proclaimed by the herald at every Great Panathe-
naia, the premier festival at Athens (6.111.2). 476 TavTys ydo ot

9) J. de Romilly, Thucydides and Athenian Imperialism (trans. P. Thody)
Oxford 1963, p. 245: “Thucydides repeats it [the claim] in his own account
when he writes in I.18.1: 7 & Magadav udyn Mijdwy mds >Admaiove.” But
de Romilly’s assettion in fact fails. The Plataians are omitted not to foster
the tendentious claim but metely to avoid pedantry where their mention
would be unnecessary.

10) J.G.Frazer, Pausanias’ Description of Greece, London 1898, 1.15.3,
ad loc. Cf. n. 15. Most recently H.A.Thompson and R.E.Wycherly, in
Agora XTIV, The Agora of Athens, Princeton 1972, pp. 90-94: “The Poikile
was one of the main focal points around which Athenian life in all its varied
forms revolved. To judge by our plentiful evidence, it was primarily a
superior lesche or place of informal conversation.” (92).
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this grant of igomoAwreia in the Contra Neaeram. Such a blanket
award of citizenship to a whole people was of course uncommon
in ancient Greece. Usually it was granted only to individuals and
then only for meritorious service to the state, and at Athens only
through full vote of the assembly. Herodotos tells us that in his
day only two outsiders ever gained this honor at Sparta (9.35).
The Athenians were more lenient, but they could still be strict.
Lysias the orator, who was of course a metic, was denied Athenian
citizenship after the Peloponnesian War despite his great ser-
vices to the city13). The reason for the extraordinary grant to the
Plataians, who were Boevtians, undoubtedly was their great
loyalty to Athens, evinced as eatly as the late sixth century (Hdt.
6.108). We must assume that the Plataian presence at Marathon
was what ultimately moved the Athenians to grant them igomoA-
tela after 427.

Thus, it might be argued that the Plataians were considered
one with the Athenians, were considered to be Athenians; hence
the Athenians fought ‘alone’ at Marathon. But there are objec-
tions. First, it appears from the publication date of Herodotos’
work that the #opos of fighting alone at Marathon antedates
Plataian igomodireia in 427: the typical claims occur in Herodotos
at 9.27, while the work was probably published ca. 430%). Hence
the grant of lcomolire/a will have come too late to cause the
rhetorical Anschluff of Plataians with Athenians in the Marathon
topos of the Funeral Oration. Significantly, too, the Stoa Poikile
and its murals, among which was the Marathon painting show-
ing the Plataians alongside the Athenians, were completed
around 460%%). It may well be, then, that the claim of uovouayia
developed after 460, sometime in the next couple of decades.

13) Plut. Vi, Lys. (Moralia) 835C-836A.

14) Herodotos’ work mentions no event later than 430 but was in
circulation by the early 420’s in time to be parodied by Aristophanes
(Archarnenses 513 f.) He had heard at Athens or knew by report of Perikles’
Samian Funeral Oration: E.Meyer pointed out (Forschungen gur alten Ge-
schichte, vol. 2 (1889) 219ff.) that two speeches in Hdt. (7.161 and 9.27)
contain fopoi common to the Funeral Oration tradition. He further asserted
both wetre composed after 440, from the similarity of the expression of
7.162 (&x To¥ évavrod v6 Zag &kageiodar) with the phrase Aristotle (Rbet.
14113 2-4) attributed to Perikles in his Funeral Oration. Wilamowitz
(Hermes 12 (1877) 365, n. 51) had already pointed out that this must refer to
the émrdguos delivered by Perikles after the reduction of Samos in 440/39
(Plut., Per. 28.3-5).

15) See L.H.Jeffery, “The Battle of Oinoe in the Stoa Poikile: A
Problem in Greek Art and History”, BSA 6o (1965) 41-56, esp. 43—45.

14 Rhein. Mus. f. Philol. 124/3-4
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But the remarks of Lysias in his Contra Pancleona offer a
stronger case that the Plataians retained a distinct and separate
identity at Athens. In that speech the speaker wishes to show
that a certain Pancleon is not a Plataian as he claims. Pancleon
had said that he was a demesman of Dekeleia, but the speaker’s
inquiries there revealed that the defendant is in fact an escaped
slave. Now, in his detective work the speaker went to the
cheesemarket in Dekeleia on the last of the month, the day the
Plataians customarily gathered together. This gathering is
significant, for it shows that even forty years after the initial
grant of {gomoAirela the Plataians are still recognized as different
by the Athenians and so recognize themselves. By their conven-
tion in the cheesemarket at the end of every month they assert
their separate ethnic identity as distinct from the rest of the
Attica: the Plataians have not become assimilated into the
Athenian body politic6).

If this is so, it seems most unlikely that the Athenians think
of themselves and the Plataians as ‘one’ when they claim in their
dmirdguor that they, the Athenians, fought alone at Marathon.
Indeed, Lysias (2.46) in his émizdgiog specifically mentions how
the Plataians fought with the Athenians at the battle of Plataia in
479. While it was certainly natural that they were expressly
mentioned for this event, this clear assertion shows that the
Plataians were thought of in the Funeral Oration tradition as a

Dating the paintings is difficult, but there seem to be some indications.
The building itself seems to have been completed or near completion by
462/1, the year of Ephialtes’ reforms. Jeffery 42, “... Russell Meiggs has
pointed out that its original name, o Iewoiavdxteov, after its founder
Peisianax, would hardly have been coined it if had been begun after that
year: buildings after 462/1 did not carry any private donot’s name, for that
aristocratic privilege vanished under the leveling foundations of radical
democracy”. In the Marathon painting Jeffery sees a ‘Kimonian climate’.
Since Miltiades’ son Kimon was ostracized in 462/1, we may be able to
establish a ferminus ante guem. See Thompson and Wycherly (above, n. 10),
who date the building to around 460 on the style of the mouldings.

16) The Plataians fought, for example, as a separate unit with Athenian
army (Th. 4.67). Aristophanes (Ranae 684) refers to slaves upon fighting a
single sea battle becoming ‘Plataians’. The scholiast RV cites Hellanikos
(FGrHist 3232 F 25) to show that a reference is made to the freeing of
slaves and granting of ‘Plataian rights’ to them for fighting at Arginusai
alongside the free Athenians. It seems clear that the Plataian status is con-
sidered distinct and separate from normal Athenian citizenship. Note too
that Aischines (In Ctesiphontern 162) remarks with a sneer on a ‘certain
Aristion, of Plataian status’. Once again, the distinction is felt.








