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IN THIS ISSUE:

Spring 2022
Agora is back with some
fantastic content to celebrate
the New Year, and to showcase
the talents and interests of our
LSA CA Classics Ambassadors.
After a year of watching talks
online at home, we have had
the good fortune (or perhaps
some of us have been pouring
libations to the Olympian
gods!) to be able to return to inperson events at AKS Lytham.
It has been a delight to return to
the LSA CA community, to see
our speakers live as well as onscreen, to catch up with fellow
Classics enthusiasts, and – most
importantly – to get back to the
cake stall!
In January, we were also able to
welcome back our President
Michael
Scott
to
the
Association for his Presidential
talk on the island of Delos,
which was, as usual, highly
informative and entertaining.

Pompeii: a social stratification

This was followed by a
wonderful celebration dinner at
Ego and the annual quiz –
another lovely treat after last
year’s was unable to go ahead.
Our Classics Ambassadors from
across the country have been
working diligently these past
six months to produce more
brilliant content which you can
find here in Agora. This issue
covers a wide range of topics
from articles on the Sacred
Band of Thebes to the social
structures of Pompeii, as well as
an interview with Charlotte
Higgins. Plus, we have the
latest Classical Crossword, with
a chance to win a copy of
Higgins’ Greek Myths!
On behalf of the LSA CA team,
I hope you enjoy this season’s
newsletter.
Declan Boyd, Editor

Pompeii is one of the most incredible vestiges from the
ancient world, a town forever frozen in a single moment.
Classics Ambassador Esmé Goodson explores what this
town can tell us about social status in the Roman world
and how the rich and poor interacted as they lived side
by side.
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Artefact of the Issue: Pylos
Combat Agate
Read about this fascinating artefact from Greece dating
from the mid-second millennium BCE, and the insights it
gives us about the early stages of Greek artistic
production.

Page 3

An Interview with Charlotte
Higgins
Read Classics Ambassador Lorna Lee’s interview with
Charlotte Higgins, who delivered a fantastic lecture
earlier this season on why we find Greek mythology so
compelling.

Page 7

The Sacred Band of Thebes
Ethan Gallant explores the influence of this elite Theban
fighting force on developments in the Greek world
following the end of the Peloponnesian War, and their
role in the events which led from Sparta’s position as the
major power in Greece to its downfall and defeat by the
Theban general Epaminondas.
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Pompeii: a
social
stratification
by Esmé Goodson

Pompeii is a gateway into ancient Roman
life. Following the eruption of Mount
Vesuvius, Pompeii and other settlements
surrounding the volcano were consumed
by pyroclastic flows and surges, leaving
them ‘frozen in time’, buried under layers
of ash and pumice. This has left us with
incredibly well-preserved towns which,
through analysis, can act as windows into
the lives of ordinary Roman people.
Pompeii was home to a variety of social
classes and by interpreting their
domestic spaces we can gain an insight
into the influences of social hierarchy on
the lives of first-century CE Pompeians.
One way we can do this is by looking at
the variations in the use of space
between houses. Larger houses, which
usually housed the elite, were more likely
to have wide, open spaces - peristyles
and atria. This was a result of the elite
requiring large social spaces, which was a

man of influence (patron) had clients who
were dependent upon their patron for
social, fiscal or even existential support.
In return for this, clients were expected to
respect, honour and publicly extol the
virtues or activities of their patrons. They
had the duty of salutatio which involved
calling on their patrons each morning.
This would have been one of the
functions of social spaces contained
within the houses of the elite. These
spaces were designed for the reception
of the public and therefore reflected the
social status of their owners. This
illustrates
how
social
hierarchy
influenced the design and use of space
within Pompeian and Roman homes.
At the opposite end of the spectrum, the
living spaces of the non-elite were also
influenced by their standing in the social
hierarchy but were, of course, much less
likely to have the same large spaces for
negotium
(business)
and
social
competition that the elite had. These
homes were more likely to be found
adjacent to commercial buildings such as
shops and bars. In some cases,
commercial and residential properties
were physically linked to one another.
This use of space highlights how those
with lower social status were dependent
on the sale and production of certain
goods in order to make a living. This

The Peristyle at the house of Menander in Pompeii

product of the patron-client relationship
engrained into Roman society. A wealthy

provides a contrast with the use of space

An ancient Roman ‘snack bar’ in Pompeii

of the elite who could afford to use their
space for social demands. Therefore, this
further demonstrates how one’s living
space was impacted by one’s placement
in the social hierarchy.
Social hierarchy would have also
influenced the distribution of homes in
the town of Pompeii. However, within
Pompeii, larger and smaller buildings can
be found interwoven together within the
blocks of buildings or insulae. At first,
presuming that the large houses mostly
belonged to the elite and vice versa, this
implies that social hierarchy did little to
influence the distribution of housing in
Pompeii. Despite this, there are still some
patterns that can be discerned when
taking a closer look at the town’s
distribution. In the west of the town,
there was a greater proportion of larger
housing. It is no coincidence that in this
location houses would have been
provided with glorious views of the sea
and coastline. This implies that the
wealthy elite settled themselves in the
most desirable locations within the town.
Regardless, the general trend still
exhibits larger and smaller buildings
alongside one another. So why might this
be? The answer to this lies within
Pompeii’s
amenities.
Throughout
Pompeii, there were many ‘snack bars’ or
popinae. While these can mostly be found
clustered around the gates leading in and
out of the city, they are still frequently
found on most streets. Rather than being
the chain businesses we might associate
with modern ‘snack bars’, these popinae
were more likely to have been run by
individual citizens. The citizens running
these were most probably those lower
down in the social hierarchy who would
have relied on selling goods to earn
money and survive. As mentioned
previously, these commercial buildings
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were commonly located close to or even
attached to their owner’s home which
implies that non-elite houses were likely
to be found near popinae. The reason why
larger, elite housing can be found here
could be interpreted as simple laziness the rich would simply have wanted
access to the local services such as
popinae that would have been provided
by the poor! However, this juxtaposition
of rich and poor also highlights the
reciprocal relationship between different
classes; wealthy businessmen would own
the shops and be close enough to oversee
their worker’s or tenant’s ‘industria’ and
display their wealth without needing to
be seen to ‘be at work’; the workers in
turn would be able to easily perform
‘salutatio’ and prove their indebtedness
to their patron.

The Alexander mosaic from the House of
the Faun in Pompeii depicting Alexander
the Great

The final way we can gain an insight into
the influences of social hierarchy on the
Pompeians is by taking a closer look at
how houses were decorated. The quality
of a house’s decoration was linked with
the social standing of its occupant. It is no
surprise that it is within some of the
largest houses in Pompeii that we find
some of the grandest and best-known
walls paintings and mosaics. For
example, the grand House of Faun was
where the famous Alexander mosaic was
excavated. The fact that high-quality
mosaics and wall paintings have been
found more prominently in larger
housing illustrates how a higher position
in the social hierarchy permitted the finer
luxuries of elegant decoration.
Since houses could therefore be read as a
display of one’s position in the social
hierarchy, there would have been
underlying social pressures relating to
how one’s home was decorated. When
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examining the humbler homes of the
non-elite, we can find traces of
decoration reminiscent of that displayed
within the homes of the elite. This
mimicry of certain styles may have
appeared fashionable or appealing to the
non-elite. However, there is the potential
that this mimicry of decoration reflects
deeper insecurities in Pompeii’s
inhabitants as non-elite residents sought
to pay homage to their patron’s tastes
and also take part in the culture of
conspicuous consumption. This would
have been a crucial concern for those
whose social standing was precarious
such as a freedman or the nouveau riche
(novi homines) – that is, the first in one’s
family to achieve senatorial status. In this
way, the decoration of Pompeian houses
reflects the competitive nature of the
social hierarchy.

Overall, these different features of
Pompeian houses reflect different
aspects of the social hierarchy. Through
analysing the use of space within the
houses, the distribution of the houses
and how houses were decorated, we can
identify how the spatial environment in
which the Pompeians lived was strongly
tied to their standing in the social
hierarchy. The influence of social
hierarchy on the way people live their
lives can still be observed when looking at
modern settlements and society. This
reveals that while time has moved on, the
way human communities interact
regarding social standing has remained
largely unchanged.

Artefact of the
Issue:
Pylos Combat
Agate

The Pylos Combat Agate is a highly
impressive piece of artwork on a
sealstone from Mycenaean Greece. It
was discovered in the so-called Tomb of
the Griffin Warrior at Pylos and has been
dated to around 1450 BCE. It depicts a
battle scene, where one warrior is
sprawled on the ground while a second
plunges his sword into the chest of a
third. The fact that this was buried in a
man’s tombstone gives us a useful insight
into the importance of warfare in a man’s
life in the Mycenaean period, as is
reflected in literary evidence such as the
Iliad (which is set in the Mycenaean era
and is composed from an oral tradition
most likely stretching back to this early
period).
The intricacy of the decoration,
impressive in itself, is made all the more
so by the fact that this agate is only the
size of a thumbnail. That such an artefact
was produced with such precision at this
early period in Greek history shows that
artistic skill should not only be attributed
to the Greece of the classical period but
also to the Mycenaeans hundreds of
years previously. Some archaeologists
have argued that the production of such
an artefact could only have been
achieved through some early sort of
microscopy. In this case, it also offers an
insight into the technological and
scientific advances that Mycenaean
Greeks had already made almost a
millennium before the classical period.
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Classical Crossword

Use the letters in the boxes highlighted in red to find the hidden word.
For a chance to win, email this word to lsaclassics@gmail.com by Friday 1 April, and one entry will be picked at random to
win a free copy of Charlotte Higgins’ Greek Myths: A New Retelling!
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‘Who could confirm for certain?’:
the obscurity of early Roman
history
by Declan Boyd

The early history of Rome is obscured by
the limitations of surviving literary
sources which we would normally rely
upon to document events in the ancient
world. Sources that do survive were
written long after the events themselves;
therefore, an early history of Rome
containing a sufficient degree of
accuracy cannot be written based on the
evidence of literary sources. Instead,
these later sources tell us much more
about how the Romans thought about,
and reconstructed, their own history in
later times.
On a simple level, one challenge that
often arises is the lack of detail that
ancient literary sources give about
particular events in the distant past,
precisely because they lack sufficient
details. For example, the Roman
historian Livy gives a list of kings of Alba
Longa, the predecessors to the Roman
kings who bridged the gap from the
Trojan hero Aeneas (who settled in Italy)
to Romulus, the legendary founder of the
city of Rome. But Livy does not provide
any details about any of these kings
besides occasional comments that, for
instance, King Tiberinus gave his name to
the Tiber after drowning in it, or that King
Aventinus gave his name to the Aventine
Hill, where he was buried. There is
essentially no useful information being
conveyed here for modern historians to
use to reconstruct this period. Besides, it
is rather clear nowadays that these early
kings are largely fictional constructions
with only a glimmer of historical truth
behind them. So not only does Livy here
give undetailed information, but as an
accurate account of this early history, it
fails to give us reliable information.
Ancient historians will also on occasion
comment on their own lack of
knowledge. Livy expresses uncertainty
on matters such as whether there was

war between the Trojans and Latins upon
the arrival in Italy of the former, or
whether negotiations were made
between the parties before any conflict.
Livy’s rhetorical question ‘For who could
confirm for certain such an ancient
matter?’ captures well the difficulties
that Roman writers had — and
recognised that they had — in
ascertaining the truth about events so far
in their past. Therefore, from an initial
reading of ancient sources such as this, it
immediately becomes clear that they
contain significant gaps in information
(albeit mythical information, in the case
of Aeneas’ arrival in Italy) that prevent
any accurate reconstruction of the facts
that the Romans themselves held to be
true.

Aeneas, while waging war against the
Italian natives, prepares to kill their king
Turnus

However, there are also more complex
issues that arise when considering these
literary sources from the ancient world
and the insight that they can give us into
the distant archaic past. One of these is
the nature of the sources which informed
these histories, many of which were
passed on from earlier generations as
traditions. As these are often oral
traditions, their details are likely to
change over time, leaving only distorted
versions of the truth. One example of this
is Dionysius of Halicarnassus’ description

of the background of the Roman king
Tarquinius Priscus, whom he presents as
the son of a Greek trader named
Demaratus. It is important to consider
why Dionysius tells this story. As he was
writing to advocate the importance of
Roman history to a Greek readership, it
makes sense that he would wish to
portray Roman history as, in part,
stemming from Greece, to cast Rome in
a better light to his readers. The areas of
history that the author chooses to focus
on and the way in which he wishes to
present it are based on the author’s
intentions. The emphasis on early Greek
involvement in Italy may perhaps mislead
those trying to construct an accurate
history of Rome purely from literary
sources, as it suggests that Greece
played a larger role than it did in reality.
The history that we are presented with in
literary sources about Rome is very finely
shaped to the intentions of those telling
the stories. Without seeing through
these biases (which it is often difficult to
do), the early history of Rome cannot be
sufficiently reconstructed.
Furthermore, these traditions which are
handed down are often oversimplified as
they are told over and over again, so that
the picture presented by later writers is
far too neat to be true. This is the case for
the Roman institutions of the kings or
reges, who were selected by the Roman
people, and the interreges, officials who
temporarily took power between the
death of one king and the selection of
another. It seems highly unlikely that at
such an early point in Rome’s history,
when the city was still developing, these
political positions were so well defined
and neatly laid out. Instead, it has been
suggested that rather than being
understood as ‘kings’, which carries
rather grand and official connotations,
the reges should instead be interpreted
as warlords or ‘big men’, the most
dominant figures and greatest fighters in
the early state who managed to draw the
most support to themselves. This, then,
is an example of later Romans projecting
back onto their early history their
understanding of the contemporary
world in which they were writing, a word
where many states were dominated by
well-organised
monarchies.
This
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demonstrates that assumptions can be
made from the literature that has
survived, but due to this tendency to
simplify and neaten the past, we are
prevented from truly accessing this
period in time.

A 19th-century depiction of Tarquinius
Superbus

What follows from this is that, in the
retrospective
viewing
and
oversimplifying of the past, other
influences could come into play and
change the traditions that were handed
down. This is particularly apparent in the
way in which Roman writers tried to map
their own history onto that of Greece,
similarly to how the Greek Dionysius
handled early Roman history. This
tendency explains the similarities
between, for instance, the story told
about the fall of King Tarquinius
Superbus in Rome and that told about
the fall of the Pisistratid tyrants in
Athens. Both tales involve a sexual
transgression: in Rome, the virtuous
woman Lucretia was raped by Tarquin’s
son Sextus; in Athens, Hipparchus,
brother of the tyrant Hippias, was
murdered by Aristogiton and his lover
Harmodius, because Aristogiton feared
that Hipparchus would try to take
Harmodius from him by force — or at
least, so says Thucydides. In addition,
both political revolutions were said to
have occurred in the same year, that
which we now refer to as 510 BCE (or
occasionally 509 BCE in the case of
Lucretia). It is likely, due to the
similarities in these stories, that Roman
historians were influenced by Greek
historians and that, as the Romans
greatly admired the Greeks in many
ways, they wished to compare
themselves with the Greeks and
assimilate the histories of the two
civilisations. As a result, the similarities
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between these stories cast further doubt
on how much we can trust Livy’s
narration of the downfall of the Roman
monarchy.
Finally, the evidence from ancient literary
sources can be compared with evidence
from archaeology to ascertain how
accurate a picture the former can give us.
The foundation story of Rome does not
accord entirely with the archaeological
record. While ancient narratives refer to a
single founder, Romulus, founding the
city in what is now called 753 BCE, the
archaeology suggests that there was a
much longer history of habitation on the
site. There is pottery found on the site
that can be dated to around 1700 BCE,
and this is too abundant to have merely
been dropped as people were passing
through, suggesting some form of
habitation. There is also evidence of
cemeteries in what later became the
Forum in the tenth and ninth centuries
BCE, which again suggests the existence
of a community before the traditional
founding date. By the eighth century,
there were certainly huts on the Palatine
and a boundary wall, and there are also
traces of religious activity on the
Capitoline and a public function of the
Forum. It is therefore difficult to pin
down exactly when a city called ‘Rome’
emerged, but the archaeological

evidence suggests that this was a
community which developed over a long
time period, perhaps over a millennium
before the traditional founding date, and
which was not (as communities in
general are not) founded at a single
moment in time. Archaeology thus
reveals that some of the broad details of
a historical narrative such as the age of a
city or those who contributed to its
founding cannot be trusted when found
in literary sources.
When trying to reconstruct the early
history of Rome, therefore, the evidence
to be found in literature written at a later
date is far from adequate. The lack of
knowledge about their distant past that
the Romans had, and recognised that
they had, forms a significant barrier, as
does the nature of the transmission of
these stories and the intentions of
ancient authors. This makes the task of
writing a narrative history of early Rome
rather difficult, but it does reveal much
about how the Romans thought about
their history and reshaped it for different
purposes. Their conception of the past
may not have been accurate, but it gives
a valuable insight into what their own
past meant to them.

Agora 6 Crossword Answers!

The hidden word was…

MESSALINA
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QUICKFIRE ROUND WITH CHARLOTTE
HIGGINS:

Fact or fiction?
Fiction
Favourite childhood book?
The Dark is Rising, by Susan Cooper
Homer or Virgil?
Homer (today’s answer…)
Catullus or Ovid?
Catullus
Iliad or Odyssey?
Iliad
Least favourite character from myth?
Tereus
Favourite Greek myth?
Impossible! Though I have a very soft spot
for Demeter and Persephone.
If you weren’t a writer, what would you
be?
A gardener
If you could travel back in time to any day
in the ancient world, which day would you
choose?
Whenever an interesting day comes to
mind, it involves either a war, a fatal
stabbing or a crucifixion, so… A perfectly
ordinary day in Augustus’ Rome, please,
with a return ticket.
If you could invite three ancient figures to
a dinner party, real or mythological, who
would you choose?
Horace (he’d be good on doling out the
wine), Sappho and Diotima.
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An Interview with Charlotte Higgins
by Lorna Lee

A few weeks before delivering her
excellent talk on the endurance of Greek
mythology
(https://lsaclassics.com/2021/11/24/whygreek-myths-persist/) in November 2021,
writer, journalist and classicist Charlotte
Higgins was interviewed by Classics
Ambassador Lorna Lee.

Who or what first got you
interested in the ancient world?

stories, then, are told as if they are scenes
woven into elaborate fabrics by female
mythological characters. It’s an idea that
plays on the linguistic and metaphorical
relationship between text and textile in
Latin (and, of course, in English!) It’s hard
to say exactly how the idea came about,
except that the idea of stories told
through descriptions of elaborate
artworks is very present in Greek and
Latin literature, from the shield of
Achilles in the Iliad onwards.

What: a book on our shelves at home
belonging to my elder brother, a
children’s retelling, with wonderful
illustrations, of stories from Homer.
Who: my amazing Latin, and later Greek,
teacher Cynthia Smart at school in the
Potteries.

If you could describe your new
novel, Greek Myths: A New
Retelling, in three words, what
would they be?
“Not a novel!” (We’ll come to that.)
Maybe more seriously, “electrifying
ancient stories”. (Since they are not “my”
stories, I think I can say that without
undue immodesty.)

Could you tell us about the
creative concept behind Greek
Myths: A New Retelling, and how
this idea came about?
When I was thinking about writing a
“book of Greek myths”, which was the
very bald notion that my editor and I
discussed, I knew I needed a structural
device to frame, and actually to limit the
stories I told (since there’s an almost
infinite profusion of possibilities). I hit
upon the idea of adapting to my own
purposes those moments in classical
literature when female characters seize
control of the narrative moment by
weaving – whether Philomela bearing
witness to her rape by weaving the story
of it; Arachne depicting the gods’ terrible
behaviour on a woven textile; or Helen
weaving a design of the struggles of the
Greeks and the Romans in Troy. My

The Fates spinning

What
were
your
biggest
inspirations while writing Greek
Myths: A New Retelling? After
reading your book Red Thread: On
Mazes and Labyrinths, I wondered
if it had been influenced by
Catullus’ mini epic Peliaco
quondam?
That is certainly true: that poem is
largely occupied by a description of an
elaborate coverlet, made for Peleus and
Thetis’ marital bed, decorated with
scenes showing the story of Ariadne and
Theseus. The poem also contains a
wonderful description of the Fates,
those intensely powerful deities whose
wool-working – spinning, allotting and
cutting thread – controls the entire
operation of the universe.
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Who was your favourite narrator
to write, and why?
All of them were my favourites while I
was writing them. Penelope was
wonderful to write because I gave myself
the exercise of turning the last books of
the Odyssey inside out, writing them
entirely from Penelope’s point of view.
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Are there any online resources
you’ve come across while
researching your books that you
would recommend?

Find us on social media:
Twitter: @lsaclassics

Having been educated in the immediate
pre-internet age I’m constantly amazed
at the brilliance of Perseus with its Greek
and Roman texts hyperlinked to
dictionary tools. But that’s old hat.

@lsaclassicsoutr

If you could give one piece of
advice to someone wanting to
write a book about the ancient
world, what would it be?

@learnancientgreek

Facebook: @lsaclassics
Instagram: @lsaclassics

Website: www.lsaclassics.com
Email: lsaclassics@gmail.com

Read every ancient source you can like a
maniac but when it comes to the writing,
have the confidence to let the material
flow through your own mind and create
your own world.

How much of the final novel was in
your original plan and how much
evolved
as
the
writing
progressed?
I’m intrigued you say novel. To me it is
not a novel, if one thinks of novels as
mechanisms that move characters
through time, often with some sense of
psychological development. I’d say my
book was the modern equivalent of an
ancient compendium of mythical stories
– in modern terms nearer Roger Lancelyn
Green or Robert Graves, generically, than
Madeline Miller or Pat Barker. That said,
Greek Myths has been, to my delight and
surprise, named as one of Barnes &
Noble’s top ten fiction titles for 2021; I
suppose it is fiction, without being,
strictly speaking, a novel!
To answer your question: having given
myself a rigorous structure to begin
with, the basics of the plan remained in
place, with a huge number of details
changing, and stories shuffling around or
being excised altogether during the
endless redraftings.

LSA CA Book Club – Daisy
Johnson’s Everything Under
Join us on Zoom on Thursday 24th February for the LSA CA Book Club’s latest
session – we’ll be discussing Daisy Johnson’s 2018 novel Everything Under
which was nominated for the Man Booker Prize and which promises to 'turn
classical myth on its head and take readers to a modern-day England
unfamiliar to most. As daring as it is moving, Everything Under is a story of
family and identity, of fate, language, love and belonging that leaves you
unsettled and unstrung'... we will leave it to you to discover which myth it
turns on its head!
Our online group is free and open to all - send us an email or DM if you’d
like to join us for an informal chat about this fantastic piece of
contemporary fiction!
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The Sacred Band of Thebes
by Ethan Gallant

The Sacred Band of Thebes was an elite
fighting force which thrived in the fourth
century BCE and was famed for ending
the Spartan domination in Greece. Their
marshal prowess stemmed not only from
their gear and training but also from
unity, as the unit was composed of 150
pairs of homosexual lovers, willing to die
for one another and their polis. Being one
of the greatest military corps of Ancient
Greece, these 300 bested the Spartans
twice, proving that the Spartans too were
indeed human. Furthermore, the Sacred
Band grew to become legendary and the
idea of a ‘sacred band’ (hieros lokhos) was
used not only by Carthage but also in the
Greek War for Independence and in the
Second World War.
Thanks to Persian funds and backing
from Artaxerxes II, the king of Persia, and
to the Athenians’ own strategic and
tactical mistakes, the Spartans ran out as
victors in the Peloponnesian War.
Following this, through their general
Lysander and later through their king
Agesilaus, they created an imperialist
line that has been labelled as the ‘Second
Spartan Empire’. This empire dominated
mainland Greece, and during the 390s
Sparta was at its most expansionist,
conducting not just foreign campaigns
overseas but also campaigns in mainland
Greece and even Asia, enjoying an
empire as powerful as fifth-century
Athens. From a successful coup against
the Spartan hegemony, Thebes’
autonomy was restored in 378 and first
reconstituted itself politically as a
moderate
democracy
and
then
reconstituted the Boeotian federal state,
now for the first time as a democracy.
Thebes’ liberation represented a new
dawn for ‘free-thinking’ city-states in
Greece. A dynamic military reform was
instituted by the returned exile Pelopidas
(the first in command of the Sacred Band
who led the Theban coup liberation
against the Spartans) in tandem with the
fabled
general
and
philosopher
Epaminondas. Among the innovations
they presided over was the creation of

the elite hoplite force: the Sacred Band.
Garrisoned in the Kadmeia, the Acropolis
of Thebes, and most likely donning
typical fourth-century BC hoplite armour,
they stood out for having the club of
Heracles, the patron of Thebes,
emblazoned on their shield. The number
was the same as that of the normal
Spartan hoplite bodyguard that was
immortalised at the battle of
Thermopylae, a ‘rebrand’ of the
notorious 300. They not only acted as the
special forces on the front line of battle
but served as protectors of the polis,
acting as firefighters and guards. The
Sacred Band was to be the Boeotians’
secret weapon over the next decade,
during which the Boeotian League both
built up a formidable military alliance on
land in central Greece and lent its support
to the foundation and development of an
essentially naval anti-Spartan coalition
led by the Second Athenian League. The
target of these alliances was Sparta,
which, following the Peloponnesian War,
emerged as a tyrannical threat to the
‘freedom-loving’
Athenians
and
Thebans.
The first sign that Sparta was no longer
the force it had once been manifested
itself in 375, at the Battle of Tegyra in
Boeotia, where the Sacred Band
successfully routed the entire Spartan
army. It was not a full Spartan or
Peloponnesian levy that Pelopidas and
the Sacred Band defeated, only a Spartan
detachment, yet the victory was loaded
with significance in as much as it was the
first Spartan defeat in regular hoplite
fighting since the one-off disaster at
Lechaeum in 390 during the Corinthian
War and the fact that the Spartans
outnumbered the Thebans two to one.
Sparta nevertheless refused to give up its
claim on central Greece, so the Spartan
king Cleombrotus was finally dispatched
in 371 to head a regular Peloponnesian
levy against the full Theban-led alliance,
against
which
Agesilaus
and
Cleombrotus had failed to make any
significant inroads in 376 and 375.

Modern representation emphasising the
manpower and glory of the Sacred Band

The ensuing Battle of Leuctra was the
decisive battle of the first half of the
fourth century. There are four lengthy
accounts of the battle: more than any
other
important
ancient
battle.
Xenophon, who was a pro-Spartan
writer, tried to make light of Agesilaus’
ultimate responsibility for Sparta’s
calamitous defeat by saying that
Cleombrotus and the high command had
gone into the battle drunk. Regardless of
whether the Spartans had been the
Thebans’ teachers, as Antalcidas
allegedly claimed, the Thebans were by
now more proficient in the field than the
Spartans — something as extraordinary
as the fact that in the latter stages of the
Peloponnesian War, the Spartans’ fleet
was superior to that of the Athenians. In
places, Epaminondas massed his Theban
hoplites fifty deep, compared to the
usual eight ranks employed in hoplite
battle. He positioned his crack troops,
the Sacred Band under their commander
(lokhagos) Pelopidas, on the left of his
line, whereas conventionally the superior
wing was the right. He advanced his
troops slantwise (echelon formation —
probably the first instance recorded of
using a diagonal formation), as a front
line yet not head-on as would have been
normal. The Theban left faced the
Spartan right (elite versus elite as it
were), breaking through their lines, felled
Cleombrotus and were then faced,
moreover, only by a demoralised and
short-weight Spartan army. The
Spartans were crushed by the Thebans in
less than an hour simply through
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Epaminondas’ tactical outwitting and the
Theban cavalry’s and Sacred Band’s
outmatching the Spartans in discipline
and
efficiency.
The
geographer
Pausanias, who wrote a lengthy
description of his travels around Greece (I
cannot recommend it enough to those
who wish to explore Greece from a
classical perspective) stated that the
Battle of Leuctra was the most decisive
battle to be fought by Greeks against
Greeks.
However, the brilliance of the Sacred
Band was to be somewhat short-lived. At
the Battle of Chaeronea, Philip II of
Macedon and Alexander the Great
ruthlessly extinguished the Theban
hegemony, the Sacred Band and
infamously destroyed the city of Thebes,
executing all male citizens and enslaving
all of the women and children. Thebes,
like the rest of Greece and in fact the rest
of the known world, was no match for
Alexander and the use of the new
Macedonian sarissa phalanx outmatched
the close-combat Sacred Band, proving
that they too were not invincible. Philip
himself had spent a great deal of his
youth
in
Thebes,
trained
by
Epaminondas and Pelopidas, so would
undoubtedly have known some of those
who died at Chaeronea whilst he was
there. Contrary to popular belief,
Alexander did not lead the cavalry charge
that wiped out the Sacred Band, but
instead led the infantry; yet what
remains accurate is the fact that the
Sacred Band, despite its allies fleeing,
stood their ground and refused to
surrender, cut down where they stood by
the masses of Macedonians. According
to Plutarch, Philip upon seeing the
Sacred Band ‘heaped one upon another’
wept and exclaimed: ‘Perish any man
who suspects that these men either did
or suffered anything disgraceful.’
This period of Greek history is
fascinating: in such a short period,
alliances were broken, new leaders come
out on top, defeating long-lasting powers
until the exhaustion of the Greek city
states jostling for power led to the
unification of Greece under Macedon.
Furthermore, for me, this period of
antiquity building up to the Hellenistic
period is the clearest example of the
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disjointed and divided nature of the
Greeks. As Socrates had said: the Greeks
live around the sea ‘like frogs in a pond’.
If these ‘frogs’ were to look outward and
put aside their differences sooner and
take a nationalistic approach, then
perhaps the fate of the Greeks would be
far greater and Hellenic military power
would prove invisible. (The same idea

Statue of Epaminondas

was also put forward by Xerxes to
Mardonius in Book 7 of Herodotus’
Histories and in Aristophanes’ Lysistrata.)
At the time of Sparta’s defeat by Thebes,
there were not many more than 1,000
adult male Spartan citizens. Various
causes — above all, the earthquake of c.
464 and the Spartan property and
inheritance regime — had operated to
bring about this oliganthropia. Aristotle
rightly considers this shortage of
manpower to be the determining factor
in Sparta’s ultimate failure as a great
power. However, I would like to think it
was Epaminondas and the Theban
Sacred Band that caused a significant
impact on Sparta’s downfall, as at
Leuctra 400 out of the 700 that fought at
Leuctra
died,
including
King

Cleombrotus himself. Agesilaus was
reduced to decreeing by fiat that the
usual punishment should not be applied
to those Spartans who had been guilty of
shirking or cowardice at Leuctra. Thebes
had not only defeated Sparta in battle
but had forced them into stripping
themselves of their own notorious
principles and had sent the once glorious
city state into a downward spiral of
decline and fall from grace.
I would encourage you to read more into
the fascinating lives of Epaminondas and
Pelopidas, as I have given them little
attention in this article. Epaminondas in
particular
has
been
criminally
unrepresented in modern sources, and
although his strategies and tactics are
studied to this day, he is a man shrouded
in mystery. Not only defeating the
Spartans in battle through tactical
genius, he invaded Laconia with an allied
force of between 30,000 and 40,000 men.
He refused to take unwalled Sparta and
spared it, as he marched down to the port
city of Gytheum, through the Eurotas
valley. Plutarch says how for the first
time, Spartan women had seen the
smoke of the enemies’ fires as they
‘caused more tumult in the Spartan ranks
than
the
enemy’
(Aristotle).
Epaminondas, maintaining his honour,
instead of ransacking Sparta, secured the
freedom of the helots in Messina,
Sparta’s economic breadbasket since the
eighth century BC, and built a fortified
city in Messenia to ensure the newly
freed helots would be protected.
Epaminondas, as previously mentioned,
is in my opinion the sole reason the
Spartans
never
reclaimed
their
dominance, just as Alexander is the
reason Thebes never truly reclaimed
theirs. He not only invaded Sparta itself
but dismantled their economic power
and systematically crippled the Spartans.
The story of this man is beyond the scope
of this article as not only was he a warrior
and general, but a practiced philosopher
too: a Pythagorean, intellectually and
morally sound. The Theban Sacred Band
along with its commanders Pelopidas
and Epaminondas forever changed the
political map of Greece; his death
heralded the end of Theban dominance
as well and his life represented end of
Sparta’s legendary military reputation.
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Classics Competition 2022!
Students aged 11 to 18 are invited to take part in this year’s Classics Competition! This
is an excellent opportunity to practise your speaking and research skills, and to win a
share of £550. All we are asking is for a presentation in 15 minutes or less on your
‘unsung hero’ from the ancient world.
You can choose any real or fictional figure, either named or unnamed! For the
purposes of the competition, ‘the ancient world’ covers the Mediterranean and Near
East between 3000 BCE and CE 476. Each school or educational setting may only
submit one video entry; the deadline is by 6pm on Thursday 6 March 2022.
(For the rules and guidelines see https://lsaclassics.com/guidelines-2) The
Committee will then decide who will progress to the final, which will take place this
year in Lytham St Annes on 26th March 2022 and will be judged by Dr Stephe Harrop,
Associate Professor in Drama at Liverpool Hope University. The competition is free to
enter. We look forward to receiving your entries!

