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‘While I cannot be regarded as a pillar, I must be regarded as a buttress of the church, because I support it from the outside.’ – William Lamb, Viscount Melbourne

‘Mutatis mutandis.’ – F.R.

‘The Pope is resolved to be lord and master of the world’s game.’ – Pope Clement III

‘Everything is what it is and not another thing.’ – Bishop Butler

‘Wanna bet?’ – Failed US TV game show
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Aristophanes’ comedy The Clouds opens with Socrates a literal basket case, suspended in airy eminence above the ancient Athenian audience. Was the original question-master prone to the haughty contemplation implied by meteora phrontistes, celestial pundit? Not a bit. One of the earliest habits of show biz is anything for a laugh. ‘Sent ’er up’, literally in this case, is camp for taking the piss. The Athenians of 423 BCE, their city’s eminence still intact, were not greatly amused to have their prime celebrity derided. The original version of The Clouds came third and last in the competition. Ah, rewrites! How many dramatists, of all sizes, have followed the great Aristophanes into the business of try-again-and-again?

More street than starry-eyed, the mundane Socrates kept his feet on the ground. When smug Athenians affected to define terms such as courage or justice, he punctured their conceits, supplied no answers. His sole boast was that, to his amazement, the Delphic oracle had named him wisest of mortals: he alone of men, it declared, had the intelligence not to affect certainty. Inscribed on the temple of Apollo, where the priestess, high on earthy exhalations, chewed out her ainaigmata (crafty ambiguities), was gnōthi seauton, ‘Know Thyself’. Two and a half thousand years and billions of words later from generations of know-it-alls, Wittgenstein declared, ‘Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one should be silent.’ That’ll be the day, possibly.

Greek gods could also be jokers. Zeus’ express messenger Hermes doubled as cracksman. Crafty Hephaestus snared his exquisite wife Aphrodite in a golden filigree while she was bumping her daisy with Ares. The other Olympians mocked the lame cuckold no less than the god of war and his divine piece. Male gods were forever up for carnal favours from mortal females, seldom philia, the chaste devotion advocated by Christians. Goddesses too had choice human protégés. Thwarting Hera’s malice, virgin Athene saw Odysseus home safely, slowly, to Ithaca after his wooden equine troop-carrier, bellyful of commandos aboard, had conned its way through the Trojan walls. Priam’s city on fire, Aphrodite saved Aeneas, her son by mortal Anchises, and translated him, via Dido’s Carthage, into Latin myth as founder of Rome. In pettish mood, she did for Hippolytus, having taken his aversion from sex as a personal slight. Fate implicit in his name, the Horse-Looser was fatally thrown when his chariot-team bolted at the shock surge of a sea-monster commissioned by the jilted goddess.

Ever since the golden age of Athenian democracy, in the late fifth century BCE, when laurel crowns topped official prizes, lampoonery has shone a light to enrage prudes, pique pretensions. Laughter remains the common man’s tribute, farcical playwrights its shameless prompters. In 404 BCE, once-imperious Athens slumped in shock after conclusive defeat at Aegospotami ended the long-off-and-on Peloponnesian Wars. From 404 to 403, Plato’s relative Critias (no mean tragedian), leader of the Thirty Tyrants, lorded it over the sorry city and its flattened walls. The proto-quislings were then overthrown, their Spartan back-up sent packing, Critias killed. Restored democracy, like the old, had no public prosecutor. Its citizens passed a law mê mnêsikakein, against hawking bitter memories, reopening wounds. Over two thousand years later, Nelson Mandela did likewise in post-Apartheid South Africa. Magnanimity did not preclude issuing his own fatwa against Israel. What fun some neo-Aristophanes might have with a sky-pilot called Archbishop Tutu, as in too-too divine!

In 399 BCE, Meletus and Anytus and their friends, who had had family members murdered by Critias and his crew, persisted in bringing charges against the allegedly collusive Socrates. Arraigned before a jury of male citizens, he was voted guilty of having sided with the deposed tyranny, of flaunting his personal daimon (non-curricular mini-god) and corrupting the young with scepticism. Invited to exercise a convicted man’s right to propose a suitable penalty, he dared to suggest that, like an Olympic champion, he should receive a state pension and free meals for life. Things had changed. His reward for skittishness was to be sentenced to death by a larger majority than had deemed him guilty of impiety. He had provoked, if not rigged, martyrdom at the hands of his own people; so too Jesus of Nazareth, Hugh J. Schonfield suggested, in The Passover Plot (1965). Democracy was to be damned in the first case, ‘the Jews’ in the second. Both charges have had a long run.
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From its beginnings in sixth-century-BCE Asia Minor, philosophy – later crowned ‘Queen of the Sciences’ – transcended mundane borders, as did the spill of the first minted coinage, from the gilded Lydia of King Croesus. The Seven Sages – the first Greek-speaking thinkers, most from Asia Minor – saluted no patron deity. Across the Aegean, mainland Hellenes elected to applaud Dionysus, divine play/boy arriviste from the Orient. Trouper forever on tour, he was Zeus’ son by mortal Semele, victim of a literal coup de foudre. When pregnant, she demanded a divine visit. Zeus responded in the you-asked-for-it form of a lightning bolt. Divine condescension roasted Semele, extracted the embryo unharmed.

Parading as a smooth-cheeked ephebe, Dionysus proved resentful, very, should his beardless divinity not be saluted. The young Theban king Pentheus paid the exemplary price in Euripides’ last play, Bacchae. Caught, in drag, while shadowing Dionysus’ female devotees, the Bacchantes, on a rural rave, the regal voyeur was torn to pieces. His reeling mother Agave juggled her son’s head in bloodied hands. Pentheus was but the first to crave answers to an old, old question: what do female initiates get up or down to when in exclusive, if not lubricious conclave? Ghetto and harem came to excite similar curiosity about Jews and women: lock them away, then peek through keyholes, suspect conspiracy, ascribe witchcraft, imagine Lyttonesque lubriciousness.

In Dionysus’ wake, the first player-manager, Thespis, unhooked the back of a halted farm cart to declaim his heroic monologues. After static theatres had been carved in hillsides with suitable acoustics, a second masked, buskined male actor, then another, enlivened the play with iambic dialogue. Cutting and thrusting, one-line-each stichomythia added verbal duels to tragedy’s melodious choruses. Theatre became a means of advancing abrasive ideas. Audiences sat in serried judgement, a popular press. No few spectators proved capable of remembering tracts of Euripides’ Elektra after one hearing: hence Milton’s lines of how their recitation saved ‘Athenian walls from ruin bare’ at the hands of Spartan Lysander. Anonymity lent energy to applause, verged on insolence in vocal form. The best criticism is still to write a better play.

Thebes had a bumpy ride in myth and history. In myth, the spurned Dionysus erupted in seismic rage; in history, the Theban oligarchs yielded to Xerxes while braver Greek cities got together, in 480 BCE, and defeated the Persian invaders: on sea at Salamis, led by the Athenians; on land by the Spartans, at Plataea. The victorious Hellenes regarded the concessive Thebans with disdain. A century and a half later, Thebes made fatal amends by joining the Athenians in resisting Macedonia’s brazen incursion from the north. In 338, the new allies were crushed at Chaeronea by one-eyed Philip II and his eighteen-year-old son Alexander, both eyes on greatness.

The house of Pindar and a few religious shrines were alone left standing in flattened Thebes. The sixth-/fifth-century-BCE poet had been the first to confect commissioned eulogies to commemorate victors in the Olympic and other games. Reprieved by their heroic back-story, the defeated Athenians were saddled with an alliance with Macedon: favour and humiliation at a stroke. Demosthenes, the people’s strong man, author of the magniloquent anti-Macedonian polemics known as Philippics, was driven to suicide. Three centuries later, in Rome, Marcus Tullius Cicero’s no-less-brave speeches against Mark Antony adopted the same title. His latter-day Philippics stung Antony into delegating killers to cut the long civilian neck that Tully extended from between the curtains of his cornered litter. Democracy was again the casualty.
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Homer’s Iliad his warrant, newly enthroned Alexander led his Macedonians and as many mainland Greeks as he could muster in what he paraded as revenge for Xerxes’ invasion of well over a century before. Asiatic Hellenes fought the pillaging invaders in greater numbers than Alexander had raised mainland auxiliaries. Aristotle’s great-nephew, Callisthenes, was commissioned to play Alexander’s embedded historian, as Edward Luttwak was when Anglo-American forces came to settle rigged scores with Saddam Hussein.

Callisthenes’ early despatches served as laurels. They failed to save his neck after he presumed a Macedonian’s entitlement to old-style free speech and spoke out against the conqueror’s policy of uniting Greek and Persian courts. Hellenes were then obliged to pay grovelling obeisance, proskynesis, in the oriental manner. Alexander later planned to crossbreed an elite, rootless class to enforce his law and rigorous order. Like Himmler’s Death’s-Head SS, they were to do and die in an environment without family affinities or local allegiances. The shiny, black-helmeted rank and file of Francisco Franco’s Guardia Civil, motto Todo Por La Patria, were barracked far from their native soil, so too Stalin’s NKVD and its successors, with their sinister loyalty.

After Alexander’s fevered death, in 323 BCE, when thirty-two years old, the Middle East was fractured into kingdoms sequestered by his soon contentious marshals. Ptolemy, quickest off the mark, ensconced himself in Egypt, sea and desert its natural ramparts. The Ptolemaic dynasty, alien pharaohs, ruled for three centuries; Cleopatra, the last, was the first to be fluent in the local language. Alexandria – tradesman’s corner of the Mediterranean, roundly advertised by the Pharos lighthouse – soon harboured a cosmopolitan population. Greeks and Jews, competitive Levantines, merchants, fancy poets, tricky dicks, drawn by commercial prospects, voluminous library, whores for all tastes. Prolific third-century-BCE Callimachus’ verses set a showy bookman’s tone. Doctus (wise guy) Gaius Valerius Catullus rehearsed its allusive wit two centuries later.

The last of the City of Love’s poets, Constantine Cavafy (1863–1933), lived above a brothel in the Rue Lepsius, commonly known as the Rue Clapsius. Buy-the-hour houris pandered to tastes with no appeal to its upstairs neighbour. Alex’s patchwork society lasted till the mid-1950s. Pan-Arabist pretender Gamel Abdul Nasser expelled Egypt’s last king, Farouk, de luxe porno collector, and a swath of long-resident Greeks and Jews. How many Egyptians rejoiced to be collated as Arabs? The Levant’s many-faceted jewel, Alexandria became a prosaic dump. Copts, a dissident sect of native Christians, were suffered to remain as odd men in. One of their churches was burnt down, congregation incinerated, in 2022, by Muslim zealots who remain unpunished.

Lawrence Durrell’s Alexandrian tetralogy (1957–60) stands as polychrome obituary for the happy-for-some days when the British lorded it over the city. So what if one volume features a Coptic grandee being treated to a Muslim funeral or upgrades green to a primary colour? Justine, raven Jewess, echoes Proust’s Rachel-when-from-the-lord; little Larry, a little over five feet tall, resuscitates le petit Marcel. Einstein’s theory of relativity served to deck Durrell with a coat of philosophical chic, as Henri Bergson’s élan vital had Proust’s A la recherche du temps perdu. Durrell based a character called ‘the poet’ on a scarcely disguised Cavafy, who died before he could witness his sumptuous city of lettered love reduced to witless monotony and littered scruffiness.

Like Socrates, Cavafy – first language English (he spent early years in mercantile Liverpool) – had no affection for the countryside. Unlike Socrates, who cared for nowhere else, the poet never felt at ease in Athens. In hospital there, under treatment for terminal cancer, the Alexandrian yawned at the steep view of honeyed Hymettus. Abroad and the past served Cavafy for where and when, as for countless Greeks and Jews. ‘Moiadzouni’ (they’re like each other), an Athenian barber told me, while littering his floor with sections of my then-copious black hair.

When did racial affinity guarantee affection? Frères-ennemis abound in the Mediterranean. Leopardi despised the French for their stiff treatment of Latin. James Joyce, in his Hibernian liaison between Jew and Greek, Dublin-wandering Leopold Bloom, based in part on Joyce’s Triestine friend and protégé Italo Svevo (né Aron Hektor Schmitz), contracts Odysseus’ ten-year trek, Homer’s twenty-four-book Odyssey, into twenty-four stylistically variform hours. Ulysses (1922) was trumpeted by admirers as the ne plus ultra of the novel. More variform curiosity than classic revision, how many readers does it now excite, for all the long-censored entrance of Cunty Kate in those delectably soiled knickers?
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The first clutch of Hellenic savants competed for attention, severally, near the Mediterranean’s eastern littoral. Clustered and cloistered under Persian dominion, their speculations reached few ears or eyes in mainland Hellas. Alike only in discounting divine visitations, Thales and his peers proposed various, non-mythical, accounts of the material universe. Their alien speculations provoked no pious indignation among Medes and Persians. The Seven Sages, as they came to be ranked, seldom ruminated about death; nor did they toy, in public, with sex, as Diogenes came literally to do by masturbating in public. Reason and Females had an uneasy relationship from the start. Philosophers may be amorous (‘Freddy’ Ayer not least); they rarely dwell on Robert Graves’s ‘meum-tuum sense’. Socrates’ wife, Xanthippe, was traditionally portrayed as a shrew. In the 1996 dialogues bearing her name, Roger Scruton, rare and scholarly master of erotic refinement, lent her a tart tongue.

Few early free spirits craved collegiate salutes. Heraclitus of Ephesus alludes to others only to disparage them. War no common topic, Heraclitus was markedly shrewd in declaring it king and father of all things. No less epigrammatic, the philosopher-poet T. E. Hulme echoed him in Edwardian England and died, a thirty-four-year-old volunteer, in the trenches in the Great War. One of the neat images in his tart verses was ‘like any creeping Turk to the Bosphorus’. Major Clement Attlee, Gallipoli veteran, came to say, ‘Johnny Turk isn’t a bad chap.’

Long-lived Democritus (460–370 BCE) is rare in being credited with a smile. His atomic theory was more logical than scientific: if things were smaller than each other, it followed that whatever was smallest had to be fundamental. Chaptered together by tendentious scholars to fashion a plinth for understanding Plato, the thinkers grouped as pre-Socratic (not a few disparaged as needing-the-money sophists) were variously inventive, seldom in step when it came to the origin and nature of the physical world. As for the gods, Heraclitus is unusual in referring, if with small piety, to ‘the power that men do, or do not, call Zeus’.

In the late fifth century, Pericles’ imported guru, Anaxagoras of Clazomenae, declared the moon a bolus of molten metal larger than the Peloponnese. Outraged by what they took for blasphemy, if not lunacy, lumpen Athenians clamoured for his indictment, a hint to Pericles that in a democracy no one was immune, orthodoxy boxed with innovation; see today’s Israel. Anaxagoras quit Attica with prompt discretion and set up as a freelance pundit in Lampsacus in the Troad.




5

In 1794, Antoine Lavoisier was sentenced to the guillotine, on specious charges, by Parisian judges. Capital levellers, while conceding his rare qualities as a physicist, they chose to remain too principled to have them warrant his reprieve. Revolutionaries exult in making no exception of the exceptional. Jesus complained, unless he boasted, that the Son of Man had no sure place to lay his head. Wittgenstein conceded – or was it insisted? – that the philosopher was implicitly homeless. The exaltation of vagrancy hinted at the Jewishness he long sought to evade. Those bracketing hand-gestures, chopping logic, which the faithful imitated in mimetic piety, can be read for sublime tinkering and tailoring. Any brazen dissident is wise to keep a bag packed.

Socrates advocated no theories, spoke only Attic Greek, sought no society other than chatty, unduly smug Athenians. Buzzy body, the gadfly is on record as quizzing a slave just once, to prove, by a series of leading questions, the validity of the theory of anamnesis: stored in his immortal soul, the supposed ignoramus ‘remembered’ more than he knew and could be re/minded of it, by leading questions. Anamnesis contributed to the Christian notion that belief, then Faith, trumps knowledge. Famous for eironeia – our irony, his tease – feet-on-the-ground Socrates had little time for the stilted presumption of metaphysics. He took the opinionated to mean what they said, then put them to the question until they conceded that its plausibility was flawed. Two and a half thousand years later, John Wisdom reported having had an unsatisfactory afternoon with another philosopher. ‘Perhaps you made the mistake,’ Wittgenstein told him, ‘of disagreeing with something he said.’ W’s quasi-Socratic method was to coach (not to say intimidate) a speaker into realising his own inadequacy and so to repair his own flaws: psychoanalysis above the belt. W’s Cambridge seminars resembled the diagnostic sessions of a physician who never affected to heal himself.

Gate-crashing Thrasymachus (Mr Fisticuffs), in The Republic, is alone in being recorded by Plato as having got the better of Socrates. Barging in to declare justice ‘the will of the stronger’, he proved rough and tough enough to rock the notion that Justice was an immutable golden measure. Doctor Johnson took a no-less-unsubtle attitude to Bishop Berkeley’s ‘idealism’. Kicking a stone, he said, ‘Thus do I refute him.’ In modern times, G. E. Moore held up a polite, policing hand to illustrate that common sense promised that reality was more solid than ‘sense data’. Does the latter concept remain exemplary anywhere outside retrospective academia?
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When the executioner handed him his fatal cup of hemlock, Socrates offered a cocky toast to Asclepius, god of healing, before draining the paralysing draught. Modern medicos are known to call the opiate offered to those in their last agony a ‘terminal cocktail’. Socrates’ death primed his disciple Plato to attribute all manner of theories to the silenced chatterbox, as St Paul did to Jesus; so too the conceits echoed in Stalin’s verbose appropriation of Lenin’s mantle. Theaetetus is an astronomical scheme never advanced in propria persona by the Athenian gadfly. Who but Saint Paul ever vaunted his native Tarsus as other than a mean city?

Provincial insolence stimulated Paul to fancies which the Jerusalem disciples lacked the gall to propound. Jesus of Nazareth came to be adorned with celestial finery by a multi-national, elaborately robed clerisy. Its pontiffs delivered ex cathedra ideas that were never His. During an abbreviated lifetime, before crucifixion by the Romans, he preached exclusively to the circumcised. Yes, he composed a chastening parable about the Good Samaritan, but did he ever venture into proto-methodist Samaria? As with Socrates, all sorts of ideas came to be branded under his name. Academic jokers accuse both of the same mistake: neither published.

Friedrich Nietzsche charged Socrates with blighting the spontaneity that, he fancied, had sharpened Greek wits before second thoughts sissified it. If Nietzsche’s unpruned moustache advertised a virility he scarcely exemplified when it came to the ball-breaking charm of Lou Andreas-Salomé, his genius postulated Apollonian and Dionysiac strains, proportion and disproportion, creatively at odds in the Greek psyche. Men and de – on the one hand and then on the other – recur in Hellenic counterpoised garrulity. Nietzsche, wandering Gentile, clinched his place among top aphorists with ‘There can be no argument about matters of taste? All life is an argument about matters of taste.’ Collapsing into madness in arcaded Turin, Zarathustra’s callous spokesman fell weeping onto the neck of a sorry cab-horse as it was being flogged.

Friedrich out of the way, his sister Elisabeth twisted his prophecies to clap approval on National Socialism and its anti-Semitism. In fact, not least to needle his ex-friend Richard Wagner, Nietzsche rated Jews not unusually more intelligent than the Herren Volk. His proclamation of the death of God induced the philosopher’s inferiors to ridicule the augur of a brutal century which Christian confidence scarcely survived.
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Sceptics are more reliable sources than disciples. Defining ‘gospel’ as the highest form of truth is Christian insolence. Seven centuries later, that presumption was matched by Islam declaring the Prophet Muhammad without conceivable successor, the Koran the last word. Socrates, good and dead, has been saddled with Plato’s ideas, Jesus of Nazareth with the syncretism concocted by Paul of Tarsus. He was succeeded by a train of sainted speculators, bent on embellishing ecclesiastical credentials and proto-papal vanities. The Vatican crossed Delphi with Orwell’s Ministry of Truth in dogmatic kit. Images of the balding Paul were graced with saintly majesty; so too were busts of pug-faced Socrates unrumpled into images of serene sagacity.

What more surely certifies Aristophanes’ genius than that the Greek colonels, in power from 1967 till 1974, banned production of his satires? In the midst of the Peloponnesian War, ancient Athenians had greeted Lysistrata, the playwright’s ridiculing of their city’s bellicose policy, with the ribaldry of the world’s original democrats. The colonels dreaded derision licensed by the oldest scripted comedies in Western civilisation. The last of the ’67 putschists, Dimitrios Ioannides, was pitiless, first to his friends, then to himself: after the return of democracy and of Constantine Karamanlis (from eleven years of Parisian exile), his vanity chose prison before apology. Sado-masochism, humanity’s alternating current, seldom lacks brutes craving brutality.

Ancient Attica his adult play/ground, himself a closet dramatist, Plato paid sporting tribute to Aristophanes by casting him as a star participant in The Symposium. He was then credited with that dialogue’s image of lovers resembling two halves of what was once a single person, severed at birth, each yearning for reunion with the other. Aristophanes and Socrates were the jokers in the Attic pack: odd men in. Plato later became the unsmiling monitor of the so-called ‘Republic’.

In the late 1960s (as the early 1970s were called), on his return to Byron’s ‘tight little island’ from starring on Broadway in Beyond the Fringe, Peter Cook affected to be dismayed by the deluge of giggling he and his Oxbridge quartet had primed. His horror was sharpened by finding David Frost in command of the TV sat/ire biz, backed by an entourage of larky scriptwriters. Kitty Muggeridge capped Frosty’s captious fellow-satirists when she said of that soon-beknighted operator, ‘He rose without trace.’
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In the sixth century BCE, Thales declared water the origin of life. Said to have foretold an eclipse of the sun (a prediction probably derived from Babylonian astrologers), he had the mundane sagacity to make a fortune in olive oil futures. ‘Speculation’ soon acquired its two faces. Anaximander, another native of mercantile Miletus, on the receding shore of Persian-ruled Asia Minor, declared to apeiron, the unlimited, the stuff of life. In the later fifth century, Protagoras of Abdera, in Thrace, declared man to be the ‘measure of things that are, that they are, and of things that are not, that they are not’. Gods did not come into it; nor would they into Thucydides’ unsentimental elegy for the humiliation of Athens in the Peloponnesian War. Speeches attributed to significant players in the war were plausible approximations. ‘Dramatise, dramatise,’ Henry James would say. Fiction and non-fiction, affecting distinction in library catalogues, season each other’s progeny. Thucydides backed his doleful history to be a kteema es aei, prize (and awful warning) for the ages.

Tradition’s ‘Father of History’, Herodotus had been a product of Halicarnassus on the Asiatic littoral. Inquisitive traveller, he came back with a plethora of appetising stories. His chronicle of Xerxes’ ill-fated Persian expeditions to Hellas, first published during a prolonged recital at the Olympic Games, made him the prototypical raconteur, A.J.P. Taylor his 20th-century successor. The opinionated early Greek-speaking pundits lived on the eastern Mediterranean rim of the wide Persian Empire. Their elastic language disposed them to be snappy – not lyrical, as Hebrew did the prophets. Both languages packed portable treasure for wanderers and wonderers. Prattling like frogs, as Plato put it, around the Black Sea, as well as the Mediterranean, Greek speakers shared a Homeric culture, but no common citizenship until 1821; Jews – after the fall of Jerusalem in 70 CE – had their books but knew no homeland until 1948.

Isolation has sharpened all manner of minds, from Boethius to Sir Walter Raleigh, Bonnivard to Baruch (later Benedict) Spinoza, Antonio Gramsci to Joseph Brodsky, Adolf Hitler to Nelson Mandela. Doctor Johnson observed that the prospect of being hanged in a fortnight concentrated a man’s mind wonderfully. It is truer, if less waggish, to say that having no prospect of reprieve liberates candour. What is there to lose when there’s nothing to lose? Philosopher and solipsist are compounded in solitary.




9

Pythagoras (570-495 BCE) was born on the island of Samos when it was ruled by Polycrates, the ‘much-powered’. His enlightened tyranny posed a sparkling Hellenic alternative to the near-neighbouring Great King’s Persia. Lured by the prospect of mainland power, Polycrates crossed the narrow water to conspire with the local satrap (provincial viceroy). Had the latter grandee been tipped off that the Great King had his truth-telling spies, or was he a two-timing fisher of men all along? Not as empowered as he was nominated, Polycrates was crucified soon after stepping on Asiatic soil. Pythagoras, by now on his travels, attracted followers over whom he exercised mesmerising authority. As the ‘reverend’ Jim Jones would prove, over two millennia later, ductile gulls are never in short supply.

Samos did not lose its distinction. After Xerxes’ calamitous invasion of Greece in 480 BCE, the islanders voted to join the Delian confederacy, which soon became the Athenian Empire. A few years later, its treasury was hefted from Delos to the resurrected, magnificent Parthenon, paid for in good part by the allies’ involuntary subscriptions. Lazier signatories financed their own subjection by subscribing to Athens’s ‘protection’; the Samians elected to retain their fleet. When they voted to secede from Pericles’ increasingly dictatorial Athenian Empire, he sent a force to nail their leaders to planks. After a nine-month siege, so a latish source promises, lingering survivors were cudgelled to death. Ruthlessness abroad served to confirm popularity at home. Karl Marx took the view that nineteenth-century English lower orders were too proudly Union-Jacketed ever to identify with the workers of the world.

Standard accounts promise that Pericles (Mr All-About-Fame) was as good as president for life of democratic Athens in its golden age. His standing was maintained by his being repeatedly voted a member of the panel of generals. Its incumbents could be re-elected year after year. Civil magistracies, by contrast, rotated annually, from members of one of Cleisthenes’ factitious ‘tribes’ to the next, in order to avoid any single man lording it over the city, as Pericles contrived to do, not without a few bumps in his commanding path, until his death in 429 BCE. Maurice Bowra, wag in person, prig on the page, most fulsome of his promoters, has inflated Pericles’ fame. With the rhetorical superiority and personal wealth to dominate the assembly, thanks to Thucydides, he impersonates his city’s glorious age. Early death, from the plague, has axed his responsibility for initiating the eventually calamitous Peloponnesian War.
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