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    When rival cities wager survival on power, the mask of custom slips and human nature stands exposed. Stories from Thucydides offers a distilled passage through the defining conflict of classical Greece, the long contest between Athens and Sparta. Drawn from the History of the Peloponnesian War, these episodes illuminate how ambition, fear, and necessity shape collective decisions and private fates. The selections foreground debates, campaigns, and civic crises, showing how ideals are tested under pressure. Above all, they present Thucydides’ unsparing gaze: a steady, analytical view that refuses ornament, seeking instead to reveal causes, consequences, and the durable patterns by which states and people act.

This book is a classic because it stands at the foundation of critical history. Thucydides rejects legend and moralizing, building his narrative on inquiry, evidence, and clear causal reasoning. Yet his pages move with dramatic intensity: orators contest policy, commanders weigh risk against necessity, and cities struggle to survive. The combination of intellectual rigor and narrative force has influenced historians, philosophers, and political thinkers for centuries. It continues to shape how readers understand war, leadership, and public deliberation. Few works from antiquity have so deeply affected later literature and thought while remaining so modern in method and tone.

The author is Thucydides, an Athenian historian and general active in the late fifth century BCE. He composed his history during and after the Peloponnesian War, the protracted struggle that began in 431 BCE. His account follows events with close attention to chronology, strategy, and diplomacy, and it breaks off, unfinished, in 411 BCE. As an eyewitness participant and later an exile, he had unusual access to testimony from multiple sides. He aimed to produce an enduring study of the conflict, grounded in careful research and intended to help future readers understand comparable crises when motives and pressures recur.

Stories from Thucydides presents selected portions of that larger work as self-contained narratives, while preserving the author’s analytical temper. The episodes gathered here draw out defining moments—councils where policy is chosen, negotiations where peace is tested, and operations where fortune, skill, and miscalculation intermingle. By following these arcs, the book reveals how the historian frames evidence and weighs competing explanations. It highlights pivotal scenes without requiring the entire chronology, offering readers a clear path into a text whose scope is vast. The result is an accessible gateway to the History’s architecture of thought and experience.

The themes are stark and enduring. States act from calculation, reputation, and fear; leaders navigate the tension between civic ideals and imperial ambition; citizens wrestle with persuasion, honor, and survival. Public speech becomes an arena where competing visions of the good collide with the realities of power. War alters moral boundaries, exposing the fragility of norms when scarcity and danger mount. Within this pressure cooker, Thucydides attends to institutions and to character: how rules shape choices, and how choices reshape rules. His stories show not heroes or villains in isolation, but complex actors responding to changing incentives and risks.

Thucydides’ artistry serves his inquiry. He structures events with a severe economy, interleaving battle narratives, diplomatic exchanges, and reflective analysis. Speeches crystallize the arguments that drive decisions, making the reader weigh alternatives rather than accept verdicts. Descriptions of terrain, fleets, and fortifications clarify how material constraints limit grand designs. Patterns recur across books and episodes, inviting comparison without overt instruction. The prose is unadorned yet charged by the stakes of policy and the irreversibility of choice. Through this fusion of form and method, he turns history into a laboratory for testing how ideas and institutions perform under stress.

The book’s influence is vast and traceable. Early modern readers recognized in Thucydides a model of disciplined history and political analysis; Thomas Hobbes translated him into English, reflecting on the lessons of civic conflict and power. In later centuries, statesmen, soldiers, and scholars treated his work as a touchstone for strategy and statecraft. Contemporary debates on international relations still draw on his patterns of causation and his attention to alliances, deterrence, and miscalculation. The endurance of his approach lies not in doctrine, but in method: careful evidence, sober judgment, and a willingness to face uncomfortable truths.

Thucydides also reshaped literature by showing that narrative can clarify without simplifying. His scenes read with the immediacy of reportage and the structural balance of crafted prose, setting a standard for analytical storytelling. Subsequent historians and essayists have imitated his restraint, his attention to competing motives, and his capacity to hold uncertainty in view. Adaptations and retellings have brought his material to wider audiences, demonstrating its narrative resilience. Stories from Thucydides stands within this tradition of mediation, presenting core episodes in a way that supports study, reflection, and discussion while keeping the original’s intellectual contours intact.

At its core, the content surveys how a protracted war reshapes the Greek world. Readers move through councils where policy is argued, embassies where terms are tested, sieges and naval maneuvers where endurance matters, and fragile truces where trust frays. Though the larger conflict spans decades and many theaters, the selected stories focus attention on decisive junctures and the chain of decisions that lead to them. The original history does not close with a formal conclusion, underscoring its commitment to lived process rather than neat endings. This collection respects that openness, inviting readers to track causes as they unfold.

Thucydides’ purpose is practical as well as historical. He seeks to record what happened with as much certainty as evidence permits and to analyze why it happened in terms that future readers can apply to similar situations. He gathers testimony, compares accounts, and, where exact words are unavailable, reconstructs speeches that convey the essential arguments advanced at the time. He describes omens and rumors as part of the record, but his judgments rest on human decisions and material conditions. The method disciplines the narrative, transforming striking events into instructive cases rather than isolated marvels.

For contemporary audiences, this book remains urgent. It speaks to the dilemmas of democratic deliberation under pressure, the costs of overreach, the fragility of alliances, and the difficulty of making choices under uncertainty. It examines how rhetoric can illuminate or distort, how leaders manage risk, and how societies respond to crisis, including disease and internal discord. Its restraint is not detachment; it is an ethical commitment to clarity when panic and passion are strongest. Readers find not prescriptions, but tools: patterns to recognize, cautions to heed, and questions to ask when events begin to rhyme across time.

In sum, Stories from Thucydides distills a work that combines intellectual rigor with narrative power, revealing how war tests institutions, character, and judgment. Its main ideas—cause and consequence, the uses and abuses of power, the interplay of ideals and necessities—retain their force because they are grounded in observed reality. The book endures as both literature and analysis, engaging the imagination while sharpening the mind. It invites us to think historically about present dilemmas, to separate wish from likelihood, and to measure policy against outcome. That is why it remains relevant, unsettling, and enduringly rewarding to read.
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    Stories from Thucydides presents key episodes from Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War, recounting the long conflict between Athens and Sparta in the late fifth century BCE. It follows the historian’s orderly narrative and method, emphasizing careful inquiry, eyewitness testimony, and analysis of causes. The work begins with disputes that strain the Greek alliance system, notably quarrels over Corcyra and Potidaea, and balances immediate triggers with deeper origins. Thucydides identifies the growth of Athenian power, and the fear it inspired in Sparta, as the war’s underlying cause, setting the stage for a protracted struggle of strategies, resources, alliances, and political resolve.

The background to the war is traced through the rise of Athenian power after the Persian Wars. Athens leads the Delian League, consolidates naval supremacy, transfers the league treasury to the city, and fortifies itself with the Long Walls. The narrative shows how these measures, while securing Athenian security and influence, alarm Spartan allies. Diplomatic conferences fail to reduce tensions, and accusations accumulate on both sides. Thucydides’ prelude, known as the Pentecontaetia, summarizes shifting loyalties and competitions across the Greek world, illustrating how prosperity, fear, and interest reshape the balance of power before the formal declaration of hostilities ends the fragile peace.

With the outbreak of war, strategic contrasts become clear. Under Pericles, Athens pursues a defensive plan on land, avoiding pitched battles with Sparta’s superior infantry, while exploiting naval mobility for raids and supply. Spartan invasions ravage Athenian territory under King Archidamus, yet the Athenians shelter behind their walls and rely on maritime strength. Thucydides records formal speeches to explain policy, most memorably Pericles’ funeral oration, which praises the city’s institutions and civic spirit. Early campaigns around the coasts demonstrate the reach of Athenian seapower and the strain of a prolonged conflict on alliances, finances, and the morale of citizens and soldiers.

A sudden plague strikes Athens, severely weakening the city at a critical moment. Thucydides offers a detailed description of the disease’s symptoms and social effects, emphasizing its impact on discipline, religion, and leadership. Pericles, initially fined and criticized, is soon restored to command but dies during the epidemic, leaving successors with different priorities. The war widens: the siege and eventual judgment of Plataea illustrate the harsh legal and military realities facing smaller communities. Civil strife appears in Corcyra, where internal factions, backed by rival great powers, engage in violent struggle, revealing how war intensifies political polarization across the Greek world.

Debate becomes a central feature of Athenian decision-making. The Mytilenean revolt on Lesbos prompts a high-stakes discussion on punishment and policy, with orators articulating competing views of justice, expediency, and deterrence. A revised decision tempers initial severity, reflecting the city’s deliberative processes. Meanwhile, operations at Pylos and Sphacteria result in the capture of Spartan hoplites, a rare and significant event that shifts perceptions of Spartan invincibility and brings leverage in negotiations. Thucydides connects these episodes to broader themes of fortune, calculation, and risk, showing how unexpected outcomes reshape diplomatic possibilities and the confidence of both warring coalitions.

Spartan efforts to recover the initiative turn to northern Greece. The commander Brasidas leads an energetic campaign in Thrace, encouraging cities to break from Athenian control and capturing key positions, including Amphipolis. Athens responds with Cleon, whose actions culminate in a confrontation at Amphipolis. Both Brasidas and Cleon fall, and a general weariness with the war fosters compromise. The resulting Peace of Nicias seeks to restore earlier arrangements, exchange prisoners, and stabilize the theater. Thucydides records the terms, reservations, and lingering disputes, noting how unresolved grievances, partial compliance, and mistrust prevent the agreement from becoming a firm and lasting settlement.

Despite the treaty, tensions remain. Allied resentments and local conflicts continue, culminating in the battle of Mantinea, which tests alliances in the Peloponnese and influences perceptions of Spartan and Athenian capability. A stark episode follows with the Melian negotiations, presented as a dialogue on power, necessity, and survival. There, Athenian envoys state strategic arguments for submission, while the islanders appeal to justice and hope. The outcome underscores the pressures smaller states face amid great-power rivalry. In Athens, attention turns to Sicily, where reports of opportunity and pleas for aid combine with ambition, prompting deliberation over a major expedition far from the Greek mainland.

The Sicilian Expedition is approved under the leadership of Nicias, Alcibiades, and Lamachus. A vast fleet departs, signaling Athenian resources and resolve. Political intrigue soon intervenes: a religious scandal leads to the recall of Alcibiades, who defects to Sparta. In Sicily, the Athenians initially secure positions but face growing resistance from Syracuse, reinforced by the Spartan commander Gylippus. Counterworks and naval engagements intensify. Reinforcements under Demosthenes arrive, attempt to reverse setbacks, and then urge retreat when prospects dim. A delayed withdrawal leads to a decisive encirclement. Thucydides narrates the defeats, capture, and hardships that follow, emphasizing the expedition’s scale and consequences.

After Sicily, the war enters a new phase. Athens confronts loss of ships, men, and prestige, while Sparta fortifies Decelea and cultivates Persian support. Political upheaval in Athens produces the oligarchic government of the Four Hundred, as the narrative moves toward an unfinished close. Thucydides concludes before the final surrender of Athens, focusing on causes, decisions, and patterns that explain outcomes. Throughout, he combines speeches, eyewitness detail, and strategic analysis to show how fear, honor, and interest shape policy. Stories from Thucydides condenses these episodes to present the conflict’s course and central message: the dynamics of power under stress reveal enduring features of human affairs.
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    The book is set in the Greek world of the fifth century BCE, centered on the decades of the Peloponnesian War between Athens and Sparta, 431–404 BCE. Its geography ranges from mainland Greece—Attica, the Peloponnese, Boeotia—to the Aegean islands, Ionia on the Anatolian coast, Thrace, and Sicily. Athens appears as a maritime empire with fortified Long Walls, while land‑power Sparta leads a Peloponnesian coalition. City‑states (poleis) governed themselves, but alliances turned the region into an interconnected strategic system. Thucydides situates events within this multipolar space, tracing the collision of Athenian naval dominance and Spartan infantry strength across a Mediterranean theater.

The time is marked by political experimentation and economic integration. Democratic Athens funded fleets through tribute from the Delian League and revenues from trade and the Laurion silver mines, while Sparta relied on agrarian structures and helot labor. Trireme warfare, hoplite phalanxes, and sieges dominate military practice. The book’s world also includes disease and demographic shocks, notably the Athenian plague, and innovations in fortification, logistics, and diplomacy. Thucydides embeds his narrative in this environment, privileging chronology, cause and effect, and eyewitness precision to show how geographic constraints, resources, and political systems shaped the conduct and outcome of war.

The aftermath of the Persian Wars (c. 499–449 BCE) saw the formation of the Delian League in 478 BCE under Athenian leadership. Initially an anti‑Persian alliance headquartered at Delos, it evolved into an Athenian empire as Athens enforced tribute, moved the treasury to Athens in 454 BCE, and suppressed revolts (e.g., Naxos, Thasos). Monumental building in Athens and naval expansion were financed by league resources. In the book, Thucydides presents this imperial consolidation as the structural cause of conflict: the growth of Athenian power and the fear it provoked in Sparta and its allies made war likely, despite treaties and diplomatic formulas.

The Thirty Years’ Peace, concluded in 446/445 BCE between Athens and Sparta, sought to stabilize the Greek world through arbitration and the recognition of spheres of influence. Athens relinquished some mainland claims but retained its maritime empire; Sparta acknowledged Athenian hegemony over its allies. Yet the treaty’s ambiguities—on allied autonomy and intervention—invited disputes. Thucydides records how incidents tested the peace and how mutual suspicions eroded trust. Through his analysis, the book shows that formal agreements cannot contain systemic rivalry when power imbalances and alliance commitments create constant incentives for preemptive action.

The immediate prelude to war involved conflicts over Corcyra and Potidaea, and the Athenian Megarian Decree. In 435–433 BCE, a civil war at Epidamnus sparked hostilities between Corcyra and Corinth, culminating in the naval battle of Sybota (433), where Athenian support for Corcyra angered Corinth. Athens then besieged Potidaea (432), a Corinthian colony and Athenian ally. The Megarian Decree (432) barred Megara from Athenian markets and ports. Thucydides narrates these crises as proximate causes debated at Sparta in 432 BCE. The book uses them to exemplify how commercial sanctions, alliance politics, and prestige competitions triggered war.

War broke out in 431 BCE after Theban forces attacked Plataea and Spartan King Archidamus led annual invasions of Attica. Pericles’ defensive strategy withdrew Athenians behind the Long Walls, relying on naval raids and empire revenues, while avoiding decisive land battles. Thucydides presents Pericles’ Funeral Oration (431/430) as an ideological statement of democratic values and imperial mission. The book links strategic choices to political culture, showing how Athenian confidence in sea power, logistics, and reserves set the early Archidamian War’s pattern, even as overcrowding and refugee flows strained the city’s resilience.

The Plague of Athens struck in 430 BCE, with recurrences through 426. Thucydides, an eyewitness survivor, describes symptoms, high mortality, and the collapse of social norms. The disease killed soldiers and citizens alike, including Pericles in 429 BCE, and weakened Athens’ manpower and morale. The epidemic’s origins were debated; the author methodically reports clinical features rather than speculation. In the book, the plague reveals the fragility of civic order under stress and recalibrates strategic capacity, demonstrating that contingency—disease, not only decisions—reshaped the war’s trajectory and political leadership.

The Mytilenean Revolt (428–427 BCE) on Lesbos challenged Athenian rule. After suppressing the revolt, the Athenian Assembly initially decreed the execution of all adult males and enslavement of women and children, then reconsidered. Thucydides records the Diodotus–Cleon debate, contrasting punitive deterrence with pragmatic politics, leading to a partial mitigation: only leaders were executed. The book uses this episode to display democratic deliberation under imperial pressure, showing how fear, retribution, and economic calculation competed in policy toward allies and how Athens’ empire navigated rebellion while preserving dominance.

Civil strife (stasis) in Corcyra (427 BCE) became a paradigm of Greek internal warfare. Democratic and oligarchic factions, backed respectively by Athens and Corinthian-Peloponnesian interests, engaged in massacres and retribution. Thucydides analyzes the moral inversion of language and the breakdown of customary restraint: prudence was labeled cowardice, extremism valorized as loyalty. The book connects this turmoil to the wider war, arguing that interstate conflict amplified internal polarization across the Greek world. Corcyra’s stasis illustrates how propaganda, class tensions, and foreign intervention destabilized city-states and normalized atrocity.

Operations at Pylos and Sphacteria (425 BCE) marked a dramatic Athenian success. An Athenian force under Demosthenes fortified Pylos in Messenia; Spartan attempts to dislodge it failed, and a contingent of Spartan hoplites was trapped on nearby Sphacteria. Under Cleon’s political pressure, Athens captured the island, taking over a hundred Spartiate prisoners—an unprecedented shock to Spartan prestige. Thucydides highlights the military innovation and political theater surrounding the victory. The book shows how captured elites constrained Spartan strategy and helped Athens leverage POWs while raiding the Peloponnese from its Pylos base.

In 424 BCE, the Spartan general Brasidas led campaigns in Thrace, persuading cities to revolt and seizing Amphipolis, a strategic Athenian colony near timber and silver resources. Thucydides, then an Athenian general, failed to save Amphipolis and was exiled, an experience that afforded him time and perspective to compose his history. The battle of Amphipolis (422) killed Brasidas and the Athenian leader Cleon. The book links these events to subsequent diplomacy, emphasizing Brasidas’ charisma, propaganda, and moderate terms that appealed to cities chafing under Athenian control.

The Peace of Nicias (421 BCE), intended to last fifty years, sought to restore the pre‑war status quo. Prisoners were exchanged, and cities were to be returned, but implementation faltered amid local grievances and alliance realignments. Athens allied with Argos, Mantinea, and Elis, challenging Sparta’s hegemony. The battle of Mantinea (418 BCE) saw Sparta under King Agis defeat the coalition, reaffirming Spartan land supremacy. Thucydides presents the peace as an armistice riddled with loopholes, showing how prestige, domestic politics, and distrust eclipsed treaties, ensuring a return to open conflict.

The Melian affair (416 BCE) encapsulates imperial coercion and neutrality’s limits. Melos, a Spartan‑colonized but neutral island, resisted Athenian demands for alliance and tribute. After siege and surrender, Athens executed the men and enslaved the women and children. Thucydides frames the episode with the “Melian Dialogue,” a stark exchange in which Athenian envoys articulate a realist doctrine: the strong do what they can, the weak suffer what they must. The book uses this case to expose the ethics of power politics and the costs of empire for both subjects and rulers.

The Sicilian Expedition (415–413 BCE) represents the war’s most ambitious and disastrous Athenian venture. Invited by Segesta (Egesta) to aid against Selinus and Syracuse, Athens debated intervention. Nicias warned against overstretch; Alcibiades urged expansion; Lamachus advocated decisive action. The Assembly authorized a vast armada—over 130 triremes and thousands of hoplites. Pre‑departure sacrilege, notably the mutilation of the herms and the profanation of the Mysteries, led to Alcibiades’ recall; he defected to Sparta. Thucydides narrates these debates and omens to show how political rivalry, religion, and prestige fused to propel strategic miscalculation.

Operations in Sicily unfolded in phases. Athens initially secured positions and began siege works around Syracuse in 414 BCE, but Spartan advisor Gylippus reorganized Syracusan resistance. Lamachus fell in battle; Nicias hesitated, citing disease and logistics. Athenian reinforcements under Demosthenes arrived in 413 but failed, including the night assault at Epipolae. Syracusan counter‑walls and cavalry superiority, combined with Athenian supply strains, eroded the besiegers’ advantage. The book details tactical evolutions—harbor booms, ramming‑beaks, and confined‑space naval fighting—illustrating how terrain and innovation can reverse the fortunes of a naval power.

As a social and political critique, the book dissects imperial democracy’s temptations and limits. The Mytilenean debate and Melian Dialogue expose how reasoned deliberation can yield to fear, profit, and coercive logic. The plague reveals the fragility of civic virtue under material stress, while Corcyra’s stasis demonstrates how factional rhetoric corrupts language and dissolves norms. Thucydides critiques demagoguery—figures like Cleon—and oligarchic conspiracies alike, showing how both exploit mass anxiety. His analysis of tribute, naval finance, and class burdens (liturgies, refugee displacement, helot vulnerabilities) frames war as a crucible exposing structural inequities.

Politically, the narrative interrogates power without idealization. It portrays deterrence failures, punitive overreach, and the moral hazards of empire—from executions at Mytilene to the enslavement of Melos—while also revealing Spartan reliance on coercive labor and Persian gold. Strategic hubris in Sicily and institutional volatility in 411 underscore the tension between civic freedom and military necessity. By pairing speeches with events, the book contrasts public justifications with real motives, indicting self‑interest masked as virtue. In doing so, it offers a sustained critique of decision‑making under pressure, warning how insecurity, prestige, and profit can dismantle justice and prudence.
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    Thucydides was an Athenian historian of the fifth century BCE, renowned for The History of the Peloponnesian War, his analysis of the long struggle between Athens and Sparta and their allies. He is often credited with setting a new standard for historical writing by privileging eyewitness testimony, critical evaluation of sources, and causal explanation over legend or moral exempla. His narrative probes fear, interest, and honor as motives in interstate behavior and examines how chance and human nature constrain leaders and publics. Modern readers prize both the precision of his chronicle and the sophistication of his political analysis and narrative design.

Little is securely known about his early years. He identifies himself as an Athenian and notes ownership of property in Thrace, including interests that would have provided access to the northern Aegean. He also reports having contracted the devastating plague that struck Athens in the early years of the war and surviving it, an experience he describes in clinical detail. His social standing is implied by his eligibility to serve as a general and by his participation in public life. These self-references, scattered through his history, are the safest anchors for reconstructing his biography and situate him within the city's elite political culture.

No formal schooling is documented for Thucydides, but his prose bears the imprint of classical Athens’ argumentative culture. The rhetoric of the law courts and assembly, and the techniques associated with the sophists, inform the structured debates that punctuate his narrative. His work engages a precursor, Herodotus, by pursuing stricter standards of verification and by limiting recourse to divine causation. Scholars also note affinities with the empirical temper of contemporary medical writing, especially in his description of the plague. These intellectual currents help explain his focus on evidence, precise chronological frameworks, and the careful distinction between immediate pretexts and deeper causes.

Thucydides participated directly in the events he records. During the war’s middle years he served as a general, an appointment that indicates civic trust and practical experience in command. After failing to prevent the loss of a strategic city in the north, he was condemned and spent roughly two decades in exile. He states that this enforced distance, together with his connections in Thrace, enabled him to gather testimony from both sides of the conflict. The period broadened his access to non-Athenian perspectives, and it gave him the time and vantage needed to compose a sustained, critical analysis of the war.

The History of the Peloponnesian War is his sole surviving work and remains unfinished, breaking off in the later stages of the conflict. Organized by summers and winters, it melds narrative with embedded speeches that he acknowledges as reconstructions reflecting the essence of what was argued. He differentiates underlying causes from triggering incidents, opens with a methodological program and an archaeology of early Greece, and records episodes from domestic upheaval to overseas expeditions with an eye to pattern and contingency. His aim was a durable work of understanding rather than a showpiece, crafted for readers seeking reliable insight into political and military affairs.

In antiquity his authority was recognized by writers who continued or responded to his project, and later readers in the Roman world esteemed his restraint and focus on causation. After a long manuscript transmission, his reputation grew again with humanists and early modern thinkers who turned to him for lessons on statecraft and the dynamics of power. In modern scholarship he is a foundational text for historians, classicists, and students of international relations. Contemporary debates often invoke his analysis when discussing hegemony and deterrence, though labels coined much later are not his. His work’s exacting standards remain a benchmark for historical inquiry.

Details of Thucydides’ later life and death are uncertain, and it is not clear whether he returned to Athens after the war. The abrupt end of his narrative suggests ongoing revision at the time his writing ceased. Despite these gaps, his legacy is unusually secure. Readers continue to study him for method, for a clear-eyed account of how communities make decisions under pressure, and for a prose style that fuses economy with intensity. Translations and commentaries regularly revisit his arguments, and his history endures as a durable guide to evidence, explanation, and the limits of foresight in public life.
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In a former volume we have traced the course of events which ended in the complete overthrow of Xerxes[1] and his great army. Our present task is to describe the chief incidents in the cruel and devastating war, commonly known as the Peloponnesian War[3], which lasted for twenty-seven years, and finally broke up the Athenian Empire. The cause of that war was the envy and hatred excited in the other states of Greece by the power and greatness of Athens; and in order to make our story intelligible we must indicate briefly the steps by which she rose to that dangerous eminence, and drew upon herself the armed hostility of half the Greek world.

We take up our narrative at the point of time when the Athenians returned to their ruined homes after the defeat of the Persians at Plataea. Of their ancient city nothing remained but a few houses which had served as lodgings for the Persian grandees, and some scattered fragments of the surrounding wall. Their first task was to restore the outer line of defence, and by the advice of Themistocles[2] the new wall took in a much wider circuit than the old rampart which had been destroyed by the Persians. The whole population toiled night and day to raise the bulwark which was to guard their temples and their homes, using as materials the walls of the houses which had been sacked and burnt by the Persians, with whatever remained of public buildings, sacred or profane, and sparing not even the monumental pillars of graves in the urgency of their need.

But jealous eyes were watching them, and busy tongues were wagging against that gallant race of Attica which had been foremost in the common cause against the barbarian invader. "These Athenians are dangerous neighbours[1q]," was the cry. "Let us stop them from building their wall, or Athens will become a standing menace to ourselves." Before long these murmurs reached the ears of the Spartans, and they sent envoys to dissuade the Athenians from fortifying their city. Their real purpose was disguised under the mask of anxiety for the general safety of Greece. "It is not expedient," they urged, "that the Persians, when next they come against us, should find fencéd cities which they may make their strongholds, as they have lately done in Athens and in Thebes. Cease, therefore, from building this wall, and help us to destroy all such defences, outside of Peloponnesus. If we are attacked again, we will unite our forces within the isthmus, and meet the invader from there."

But Themistocles was not the man to be hoodwinked by the simple cunning of the Spartans. By his advice the Athenians dismissed the envoys, promising to send an embassy to discuss the matter at Sparta. As soon as they were gone, Themistocles caused himself to be appointed as head of the embassy, and set out at once for Sparta, instructing the Athenians to keep his colleagues back until the wall had been raised to a sufficient height for purposes of defence. Arrived at Sparta, he kept himself close in his lodging, and declined all conference with the authorities, alleging that he could do nothing without his colleagues.

Meanwhile the Athenians were making incredible efforts to carry on the work which was essential to their liberty and prosperity. Men, women, and children toiled without intermission, and the wall was rapidly approaching a defensible height. The clamour of their enemies grew louder and louder, and angry messages reached the Spartans everyday, reproaching them with their supineness and procrastination. Being asked the meaning of these reports, Themistocles professed total ignorance, and bade the Spartans send men to Athens to see for themselves. The Spartans did so, and when the men arrived at Athens the Athenians, who had been privately warned by Themistocles, kept them in custody, as hostages for their own representatives at Sparta. Themistocles had meanwhile been joined by his partners in the embassy, and learning from them that the wall was now of sufficient height, he spoke out plainly, and let the Spartans understand what his true purpose was. "Athens," he said, "is once more a fortified city, and we are able to discuss questions of public or private interest on a footing of equality. When we forsook all, and took to our ships to fight for the common weal, it was done without prompting of yours; and that peril being past, we shall take such measures as concern our safety, without leave asked of you. And in serving ourselves, we are serving you also; for if Athens is not free, how can she give an unbiased vote in questions which concern the general welfare of Greece?"

It was impossible for the Spartans to express open resentment at a plea so moderate and so reasonable. But they were secretly annoyed to find that their malice had been detected and exposed; and by this incident was sown the first seed of ill-will which was afterwards to bear such bitter fruit for Athens and for Greece. For the present, however, the affair was ended, and the first step secured for the Athenians in their career of glory and power.

Themistocles was the first who clearly saw that the future of Athens lay on the sea. But if Athens was to hold and extend her position as the first naval power in Greece, it was above all things necessary that she should have a strong and fortified station for her fleets, her arsenals, and her dockyards. Nature had provided her with what she needed, in the peninsula of Peiraeus, which juts out into the Saronic Gulf, about five miles south-west of the inland town. As soon as the city-wall was completed, fortifications of immense strength were carried round the whole of Peiraeus; and within this vast rampart rose a second city, equal in size to the old one, with streets laid out in straight lines, and filled with the stir and bustle of a maritime population. Three land-locked harbours gave ample room for the fleets of Athens to lie in shelter and safety; and this great sea-port town was afterwards united to the original city by two long walls, which met the sea, one at the north-western corner of Peiraeus, and the other at the south-eastern point of the Bay of Phalerum. Between these, at a later period, a third wall was built, running parallel to the northern wall at a distance of about two hundred feet, and known as the Southern or Middle Wall.

Many years elapsed before these important works were completed; and in the meantime great events had been happening in other parts of the Greek world, tending more and more to realise the dream of Themistocles, and make his beloved city the undisputed mistress of the sea. After the defeat of the Persian armies and fleets at Salamis, Plataea, and Mycale, much hard work remained to be done, in reducing the outlying cities on the coasts of Thrace and in the eastern corners of the Aegaean[5], which held out for the Great King. The Spartans were still nominal leaders of the allied Greek navy; but after a year of service they resigned this position, which they owed to their acknowledged supremacy in land warfare, to the Athenians. They were induced to take this step, partly by their own aversion to foreign enterprises, and partly by the misconduct of their general Pausanias, who had disgusted the allies serving under him in the fleet by his intolerable arrogance and tyranny. The field was thus left open to the Athenians, who willingly assumed the command offered them by the maritime cities of Greece, with the object of prosecuting the war vigorously against Persia. Each city was assessed to furnish a fixed contribution of ships or money, and the sacred island of Delos was appointed as the common treasury and meeting-place of the league. Thus was formed the famous Delian Confederacy[4], with the avowed purpose of making reprisals on the Great King's territory for the havoc which he had wrought in Greece. For a time all went smoothly, and the various members of the league fought under Athens as her independent allies. But by degrees the Greeks from the islands and coast-lands of Asia began to weary of their arduous duties, and murmured against the Athenians, who proved hard task-masters, and compelled them by force to perform their part in the bargain. One by one the cities revolted from the leadership of Athens, were attacked by her navies, and reduced to the position of subjects and tributaries. Others voluntarily withdrew from all active co-operation in the war, agreeing to pay a fixed annual sum as a substitute for service in the fleet. And before the outbreak of the Peloponnesian War the two powerful islands of Lesbos and Chios were the only members of the original league who still retained their independence.

Such were the circumstances which led to the foundation of the Athenian Empire, which grew up, by the force of necessity, out of the decay of a confederacy born of a common need, and organised for the special benefit of the Asiatic Greeks. For the names of the Greek cities on the coasts of Asia Minor still figured in the Persian tribute-lists; and the moment that the grasp of Athens relaxed on the confines of the King's dominions, after the ruinous defeat in Sicily, Persian tax-gatherers came knocking at the gates of Ephesus and Miletus, demanding the arrears of tribute. So urgent was the need supplied by the energy of Athens, and so blind were these Greeks of Asia Minor to their own interests.

The visible sign of this momentous change, by which the Delian Confederacy became merged in the Athenian Empire, was the removal of the treasury from Delos to Athens. The Athenians now undertook the whole administration of the common fund, using the surplus for the adornment of Athens by magnificent public buildings. This appropriation seems reasonable enough, when we consider that the whole burden of defending the eastern Greeks against Persia, and keeping the barbarian out of Greek waters, now lay upon Athens. This great public duty, which had been thrown upon her by the indifference of Sparta, and the unmanly sloth of her own allies, was faithfully performed; and she might well ask why she should be called upon to lavish the blood of her own citizens for nothing. That Athens should be great, splendid, and powerful, was not only a reward due to her public spirit and devotion to the common cause, but also a guarantee for the general dignity and liberty of Greeks. And we, who have still before us the remnants of her temples and statues, and learn from them what man can accomplish under the inspiration of great ideals, need not scan too closely her claim to appropriate the funds which she employed for so noble a purpose. For this was the great age of Grecian art, the age of Phidias, Polycletus, Myron, and Polygnotus. The greatest of these was Phidias; and in the Parthenon, or Temple of the Virgin Goddess, [Footnote: Athene, the patron goddess of Athens.] built under his direction on the Acropolis at Athens, he has left the most enduring monument of his fame. He also designed the Propylaea, a magnificent columned vestibule, fronting the broad flight of steps which led up to the western entrance of the Acropolis. But the most renowned of his works was the gigantic statue of the Olympian Zeus, wrought in gold and ivory, which was the chief glory of the temple at Olympia. Of this sublime creation, the highest expression of divinity achieved by the ancients, only the fame survives. These triumphs of art were not brought to completion until nearly the close of the period of forty-eight years which separates the Persian from the Peloponnesian War; and it is now necessary to glance backward, and touch briefly on the principal events which occurred after the formation of the Delian Confederacy. The war was carried on with energy against Persia, and hostilities continued at intervals for thirty years after the battle of Plataea. [Footnote: B.C. 479–449.]

The chief leader in these enterprises was the heroic Cimon, leader of the conservative party at Athens, and the great rival of Pericles; and his most brilliant exploit was a crushing defeat inflicted on the Persian army and fleet at the mouth of the river Eurymedon in Pamphylia. But the victorious career of the Athenians received a severe check twelve years later in Egypt, where a large force of ships and men was totally destroyed by the Persian general Megabyzus. The war dragged on for five years longer, and peace was then concluded on terms highly advantageous to the Greeks. Shortly before this, Cimon, who had been the chief promoter of the war, died at Cyprus.

The same years which brought to a successful issue the long struggle with Persia witnessed a renewal of those internal conflicts by which the energies of Greece were finally exhausted, leaving her an easy prey to the arms of Macedon. The guilt of renewing these suicidal quarrels lies with the Spartans, who had long been nursing their grudge against Athens, and were waiting for the opportunity to inflict on her a fatal blow. Fifteen years [Footnote: B.C. 464. ] after the battle of Plataea they seized the occasion when the Athenians were engaged with a large part of their forces in carrying
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