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​Preface
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Among the most widely known episodes in Greek history, the stand at Thermopylae occupies a singular place. The name of the pass remains associated with a battle in which a group of Greeks faced the army of Xerxes I, in one of the most remembered moments of the Greco-Persian Wars. Yet in the sources that preserve this event, the battle is not limited to the final confrontation. It forms part of a broader sequence of decisions, movements, and circumstances that led to the encounter in the narrow passage between mountain and sea.

The history of Thermopylae does not begin on the battlefield. Before the armies meet, the tradition presents the expansion of Persian power, the tensions among the Greek cities, and the choices made in the face of invasion. The episode thus emerges within a larger conflict, in which different communities of the Greek world were compelled to choose between resistance and submission.

The events connected with the battle have come down to us chiefly through the account of Herodotus. His work provides the most extensive and continuous narrative of the episode, preserving names, numbers, and events that shaped its later memory. Other ancient authors returned to these events, at times confirming, at times modifying or abbreviating elements of the tradition. This diversity is not a problem to be removed, but a characteristic feature of historical transmission in the ancient world.

In this book, these testimonies are presented in continuous form, allowing the reader to follow the course of events from the context that precedes the Persian advance to the developments that followed the battle. The formation of the Greek forces, the choice of the pass, the days of resistance, the episode that made possible the advance through the mountain path, and the outcome of the battle form parts of a single narrative preserved in the sources.

The stand at Thermopylae belongs to a moment in which Greek history is already distinct from myth, yet still retains a form of narrative shaped by memory and interpretation. For this reason, understanding the episode requires attention not only to the battle itself, but also to the way it was transmitted and remembered over time.

The pages that follow present this tradition without turning it into fiction or adapting it to modern narrative forms. The aim is to allow the reader to follow the history of Thermopylae as it was preserved by the ancient authors, recognizing the coherence of a narrative that, over the centuries, has remained among the most enduring in Greek history.
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​Part I — Before the Pass

[image: ]


The events that follow belong to a time when the Greek world was still turned toward its own disputes and traditions. Its cities lived apart, shaped by different customs, interests, and forms of government, joining together at times and clashing at many others, without a single power capable of bringing them under one will.

At the same time, an external force was rising from the East. Its power did not belong to a single city or region, but extended across vast lands and brought many peoples under the command of one king. This advance altered the balance known to the Greeks and placed before them a threat greater than the conflicts to which they were accustomed.

The memory of earlier events still weighed upon this moment. What the Greeks had already faced did not remain only in the past, but influenced the way each city received the signs of what was coming. Recent memory became part of the decisions that were now beginning to take shape.

In the face of this situation, the responses were not the same. Some cities leaned toward resistance; others sought different paths; others still remained divided between fear, caution, and necessity. Each decision arose from the history, the interests, and the circumstances of each community.

Within this setting, the positions that would shape the events to come began to take form. Long-standing rivalries, the weight of Sparta, the growing role of Athens, and the approach of a war from the East together form the opening landscape of this narrative.
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​1. The War from the East
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In the traditions preserved by the ancient authors, the events that would lead to the wars between Greeks and Persians are not presented as a conflict that arose suddenly. Rather, they appear as part of a broader movement, tied to the expansion of a power that, emerging from the East, advanced progressively over different peoples and territories.
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Herodotus begins his account precisely with this movement. Before turning directly to the Greeks, he directs his attention to the kingdoms and lands of Asia, describing the succession of peoples who, over time, exercised dominion over one another. This sequence is not presented as a simple list of conquests, but as the gradual formation of a power that expands from generation to generation.

Among these peoples, the Persians emerge as those who, having risen among others, come to exercise dominion over vast regions. What distinguishes this moment in the ancient sources is not merely the victory of one people over another, but the formation of an authority that gathers under itself territories both extensive and diverse.

Thus, when the tradition begins to draw this power toward the Greek world, it does so already within a broader framework.

Greeks and the Peoples of Asia

In the ancient narratives, the distinction between the Greeks and those who inhabited the lands of the East appears as one of the fundamental elements for understanding the events. It is not merely a geographical difference, but a separation established by the authors themselves in the way they organize their accounts.

Herodotus, in describing the conflicts that precede the Persian Wars, frequently sets the Greeks in contrast with the peoples of Asia. This distinction does not necessarily imply a uniform judgment upon all involved, but serves as a framework through which the events are narrated and preserved.

The Greek cities, spread across the mainland and the islands, appear in the sources as autonomous communities, each with its own laws and customs. By contrast, the peoples subject to eastern power are presented as part of a broader organization, united under the authority of a single ruler.

This contrast, though not absolute, shapes the way the events are transmitted. The advance from the East is not merely the movement of an army, but the approach of a form of power different from that known among the Greeks.

The First Approaches

Before any direct confrontation takes place, the ancient sources record moments of contact between eastern power and the Greek world. These contacts do not immediately take the form of open war, but already reveal the presence of interests extending beyond their original regions.

Herodotus preserves episodes in which rulers turn their attention toward territories that did not originally belong to them. Expeditions, alliances, and interventions in distant regions appear as signs of a movement that does not remain confined within its initial boundaries.

These early contacts, though not in themselves constituting the conflict that would later unfold, form part of the process by which different worlds begin to intersect. The presence of external interests in regions inhabited by the Greeks ceases to be occasional and becomes part of a more constant reality.

The Extent of Dominion

One of the most striking aspects of this advance, as conveyed by the ancient sources, is the extent of the dominion achieved by the Persians. The power that emerges is not limited to a single region, but encompasses peoples of different origins, languages, and customs.

Herodotus devotes extensive portions of his work to describing these regions and the peoples who inhabit them. His narrative moves across distant lands, revealing the variety of customs and ways of life that come to form part of the Persian domain.

This breadth is not presented in the sources merely as a geographical fact. It represents the formation of a power whose ability to gather and mobilize different peoples constitutes one of its defining features. The war that would later reach the Greeks thus arises from a context in which this expansion had already attained considerable scope.

A Conflict Drawing Near

As eastern power expands and its interests draw closer to regions inhabited by the Greeks, the possibility of conflict ceases to be distant. The ancient sources do not present this moment as a sudden rupture, but as the result of a process already underway.

The advance from the East, which initially unfolds among the peoples of Asia, begins to touch territories connected to the Greek world. From this point onward, events no longer belong solely to distant regions, but come to involve the Greek cities directly.

In the preserved narratives, this moment marks the transition from a situation in which the Greeks observe from afar the growth of a foreign power to one in which they themselves begin to be reached by its actions. The war that came from the East, once perceived as something external, now approaches in a more tangible form.

The Beginning of a New Phase

It is within this context that the beginning of a new phase in the events preserved by the ancient sources takes shape. The movement of expansion, which had until then unfolded in distant lands, now enters into direct relation with the Greek world.

The ancient accounts do not treat this moment as an isolated episode, but as part of a sequence leading toward later developments. The advance from the East does not cease, and its approach establishes the conditions that would lead to the decisions and confrontations that followed.

Thus, before the most widely known episodes unfold, the tradition presents this initial period as the time in which the conflict takes form. The war does not begin with the first clash, but with the movement that, coming from afar, gradually draws near and begins to involve those who had until then remained beyond its reach.
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​2. The Persian Empire and the Ambition of Xerxes
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The Rise of Persian Rule

The traditions preserved by ancient authors place the origin of Persian rule among the peoples of Asia who inhabited the lands of the Iranian plateau. Among them were the Medes and the Persians, peoples of common origin, yet not united under a single king.
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The Medes had risen before the Persians and had formed a dominion that gathered several tribes under the authority of their kings. This dominion extended over important regions to the north of Mesopotamia and exercised control over neighboring peoples. Among those subject to their authority were the Persians themselves, who occupied lands to the south.

According to Herodotus, this situation changed when Cyrus II, son of Cambyses and of Persian lineage, rose against Astyages and defeated him. With the fall of Astyages, the dominion once held by the Medes passed into the hands of Cyrus, who took control of these lands and incorporated them into his rule.

This union marked the beginning of Persian rule as it would develop in the generations that followed.

Cyrus and the Expansion of Power

After taking control, Cyrus directed his forces against other kingdoms. One of the first was Lydia, in Asia Minor. Croesus, its king, known for his wealth, was defeated, and his lands passed into Persian hands.

The fall of Lydia had consequences beyond the region itself. The Greek cities along the coast of Asia Minor — among them Miletus, Ephesus, and other Ionian cities —, which had previously been tied to Lydian authority, now came under Persian rule. In this way, the dominion of Cyrus came into direct contact with the Greek world.

He then turned against Babylon. The city, situated along the banks of the Euphrates, was one of the most ancient and influential centers of the East. Its capture brought fertile lands, trade routes, and an established political tradition under Persian control.

By the end of his reign, Cyrus had brought under his authority the former Median kingdom — established in the lands of the plateau north of Mesopotamia —, Lydia in Asia Minor, the Greek cities along the eastern coast of the Aegean Sea, and Babylon on the Euphrates. The dominion that thus emerged was no longer confined to a single region, but extended across distant lands and peoples of different origins.

Cambyses and Egypt

With the death of Cyrus, power passed to his son Cambyses. Ancient sources associate his reign with the conquest of Egypt.

Herodotus describes the campaign against Psammenitus, son of Amasis, and recounts the Egyptian defeat as the moment when the Nile valley passed under Persian rule. Egypt, with its cities, temples, and agricultural wealth, was incorporated into the king’s dominion.

This conquest further expanded the reach of Persian power, which now extended from Asia into northeastern Africa. Peoples of widely different traditions were brought together under a single authority.

The sources also mention later expeditions directed toward regions such as Ethiopia and Libya, not all of which were successful. Even so, the incorporation of Egypt remained one of the defining achievements of this period.

Darius and the Order of the Empire

After the end of Cambyses’ reign and the struggles that followed, power came to Darius. In Herodotus, his rule is closely associated with the organization of the dominion already acquired.

Darius divided the lands into satrapies, regions governed by officials responsible for the collection of tribute and the maintenance of order. Herodotus describes this system in detail, naming the peoples and regions that contributed to the king’s power: Lydians, Egyptians, Babylonians, Ionians, Phrygians, Cilicians, among others.

This arrangement made it possible to maintain control over a vast and varied territory. The authority of the king rested not only on military force, but also on a network of administration, tribute, messengers, and roads that connected distant regions.

Darius also conducted campaigns that brought Persian power into areas near the Aegean Sea and into the north, where Thracians and Scythians appear in the ancient accounts. By the end of his reign, the empire encompassed extensive lands, numerous peoples, and the resources required to sustain great undertakings.

The Succession and the New King

With the death of Darius, the question of succession became central. Among his sons there was more than one claimant to the throne.

Xerxes stood out among them. As the son of Atossa, daughter of Cyrus, he possessed a direct link to the founder of Persian power. This connection strengthened his position among the others.

After the decisions taken at court, Xerxes assumed power. In becoming king, he received not only lands and peoples, but a dominion already established by the actions of those who had come before him.

Counsel and Hesitation

Once in power, Xerxes began to hear counsel concerning the course to be taken.

Mardonius, close to the king and connected to the royal family, urged the continuation of war. According to Herodotus, he recalled the wrongs done by the Greeks and insisted that they should not go unpunished. He also praised the lands of Europe, presenting them as worthy of subjection.

In opposition, Artabanus advised caution. He warned of the dangers of a campaign of great extent and reminded the king that large forces encountered great difficulties.

Faced with these opposing views, Xerxes hesitated. The decision did not present itself at once, but took shape amid conflicting counsel.

Dreams and Decision

According to Herodotus, after considering abandoning the campaign, Xerxes had a dream in which a figure appeared to him, rebuked him for changing his mind, and ordered him not to abandon the plan. The vision returned on the following night with the same command.

Xerxes then reported what had occurred to Artabanus. To test the matter, Artabanus took the king’s place, put on his garments, and lay down in his bed. During the night, the same figure appeared to him in a dream and threatened him for attempting to dissuade Xerxes.

After this experience, Artabanus abandoned his opposition. In light of these events, Xerxes’ hesitation gave way, and the king resolved to carry the campaign forward.

The Ambition of Xerxes

In the speeches preserved by the sources, Xerxes declares that he did not receive his dominion in order to leave it diminished.

He recalls the conquests of his predecessors and states his intention to extend them. His aim is to carry Persian rule beyond the limits already reached and to assert his authority over new lands.

At the same time, he presents the campaign as a response to wrongs suffered. The idea of vengeance is joined to the desire for expansion.

From that point, war ceased to be a mere possibility and began to take shape as the decision of the king.
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​3. The Memory of Marathon
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When speaking of Xerxes’ campaign against Greece, that movement cannot be separated from the memory of an earlier event that remained alive among Greeks and Persians alike: the battle of Marathon.
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This confrontation did not belong to the time of Xerxes, but to the reign of his father, Darius. Even so, its memory endured through the years and continued to shape decisions, speeches, and fears. It was not merely a battle from the past, but an episode that had revealed the limits of Persian power before an enemy that, until then, had seemed lesser.

Among the Greeks, Marathon was remembered as an unlikely victory. Among the Persians, it remained an affront not yet avenged.

The Ionian Revolt and the Path to Conflict

The origins of the conflict go back to the revolt of the Greek cities of Asia Minor against Persian rule. These cities were known as Ionian because they belonged to the Ionians, one of the branches of the Greek world established along the eastern coast of the Aegean Sea. Among them was Miletus, incorporated into the empire after the fall of Lydia.

Under Persian rule, these cities were not governed directly by foreign kings, but by local tyrants tied to imperial authority. This form of rule preserved order, but did not remove the tensions. Persian authority was accepted, but not without resistance.

According to Herodotus, Aristagoras of Miletus began the revolt by breaking with this arrangement and attempting to sustain his position through a broader uprising. To that end, he turned to the Greek cities across the sea, seeking support among those who shared language, customs, and origin.

Athens and Eretria answered the call and sent forces to aid the rebels. This intervention marked a decisive change. The conflict was no longer confined to the cities of Asia, but now directly involved Greek communities of the mainland.

The assembled forces advanced as far as Sardis, the Persian administrative center in the region, and set part of the city on fire. The attack did not last long, but its impact endured. It was not merely a local uprising, but an action that struck directly at Persian authority.

When Darius learned what had happened, he did not treat the episode as an isolated disturbance. The participation of Athens and Eretria transformed the event into something greater. From that moment on, the conflict between Persians and Greeks took on another dimension.

The Decision to Punish Athens and Eretria

Herodotus relates that Darius demanded the punishment of those who had taken part in the revolt. Athens and Eretria became direct targets of that decision.

According to tradition, the king ordered that the name of the Athenians be repeated to him constantly, so that he would not forget the need for vengeance. This was no casual reminder. It shows that the episode had not ended with the close of the Ionian revolt.

Thus, the campaign that would lead to the confrontation at Marathon did not arise in isolation. It formed part of a
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