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			The Battle of Thermopylae

			Key information

			
					When: August 480 B.C.

					Where: The coastal pass of Thermopylae, a Greek passage between northern and central Greece

					Context: The Second Persian War (481-479 B.C.)

					Belligerents: The Persian Empire against the allied Greek states led by Sparta

					Commanders and leaders:	Leonidas I, King of Sparta (c. 540-480 B.C.)

	Xerxes I, Great King of the Persian Empire (c. 519-465 B.C.)

	Mardonius, Persian General (died in 479 B.C.)




					Outcome: Persian victory

					Victims:	Greek camp: the 300 Spartans of Leonidas I were killed, and probably the 700 Thespian allies (inhabitants of the Greek city in Boeotia), as well as an unknown number of Thebans

	Persian camp: many deaths were suffered, but the exact number is unknown




			

			Introduction

			In 480 B.C., ten years after the first Persian War, the mighty Persian Empire prepared a second attempt to invade mainland Greece, while it already dominated the Greek cities of Asia Minor (now Turkey) and part of the Greek Islands, Thrace and Macedonia, north of Aegean Sea. During the summer, although a victory seemed impossible, the Greek cities put their rivalries aside and sought, on land and sea, to bar the way to the Persian army and its huge fleet. A contingent of several thousand men, led by Leonidas I, King of Sparta, was then sent to the narrow pass of Thermopylae, which led to the heart of Greece.

			The Battle of Thermopylae belongs to the category of events that fueled European imagination for centuries, and went from history to legend. Almost everyone has heard of Leonidas I and his heroic Spartans, who stood up to the Persian Empire, at the dawn of the classical Greek era. Addressing this event therefore requires one to separate the story from the legend and, in particular, question the real political and military significance of Thermopylae: did this battle really aid the victory of the Greeks over the Persians, or has its importance been amplified over the centuries?

		


		
			Political and social context

			At the heart of the conflict: the Mediterranean expansion of the Persian Empire

			The great Persian offensive against Greece in 480 B.C. came as no surprise to the Greek cities which had time to prepare. Indeed, they had long suffered from the conquering ambitions of the powerful Eastern Empire. 

			The Greeks under Persian domination

			The conflictual relations between Greece and the Persian Empire are rather ancient. Since the mid-6th century B.C., the Greek cities of Asia Minor were subject to Persian rule, which imposed the payments of tributes, sometimes garrisons, and intervened in their internal affairs. To control the various Greek cities, the Persian leaders would sometimes install tyrants acquired to their cause there, and would support them and maintain their power. 

			The revolt of Ionia

			While the region enjoyed economic prosperity, the increased harshness of Darius I (King of Persia, c. 522-486 B.C.) provoked, between 499 and 493 B.C., the uprising of Ionia. Despite the support of Athens and Eretria which resulted in the ransacking of the city of Sardis in 498 B.C., the heart of Persian power in the region, the Greeks were finally defeated at Lade (west of Miletus). The repression was very severe and the city of Miletus was demolished. Darius I, who seemed to want to permanently resolve the Greek question, was preparing an offensive against the Greek mainland from 492 B.C. That year, the Great King managed to regain Thrace and Macedonia in Europe, regions that were conquered from 513 B.C.

			The first Persian War

			Two years later came the first Persian War. The fleet of Darius I, which had nearly 600 ships, stormed Greece, under the orders of the Mede Datis (died after 490 B.C.). The Great King could count on rallying cities, as many Greek cities considered any resistance to be useless. However, Athens, which found itself virtually alone against the invader, managed to repel the Persians: the expected landing at Marathon, in Eastern Attica, was kept in check by the hoplites, particularly because the Persian cavalry had already re-embarked upon their arrival. This defeat did not affect the projects of the Persians, who showed themselves determined to continue their quest; preparations for a new expedition began a few years later.
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			Scene representing a battle between a Persian warrior and a Greek hoplite painted on a Kylix, around 480 BC. 

			On the eve of the invasion of 480 B.C., the Greeks thus knew that Xerxes I, who succeeded his father Darius I in 486, was preparing a new attack.

			The Persian Empire, a self-asserted power

			The Persian Empire was a huge heterogeneous space, which extended from the Indus, near India, to the Mediterranean, and from the Caucasus to Arabia and Egypt. The empire thus included the countries of the Medes, located south of the Caspian Sea and the Greek historians named the offensives of Darius I and his son Xerxes in 490 and then in 480 B.C. after them. Conquered by Cyrus II (King of Persia, 556-530 B.C.) from 559 B.C., the empire was organized into satrapies (regions), each headed by a senior official, the satrap, appointed by the Great King. Therefore, there was a satrap in Sardis, on which the Greek cities of Ionia depended.

			Despite various attempts at invasion, the Greek world remained a very secondary concern for them. The offensives of the early 5th century B.C. can thus be explained by the wish of Darius I to dominate the Aegean rather than Greece itself. Nothing indicates a systematic imperialist intention, nor a desire for a universal empire.

			The Greek cities: a politically divided space

			At the time of the Battle of Thermopylae, most of Greece was organized into cities, i.e. small independent states with permanent central institutions, and a highly fortified city, as well as developed artisanal and commercial activities.

			In the early 5th century B.C., the Greek cities remained a highly divided group, where local and regional wars were practically permanent. Sparta, which had many allies gathered in the Peloponnesian League represented the main power, even though the city of Athens, which had just adopted a new democratic constitution, was on the rise. After the Battle of Marathon (490 B.C.), the discovery of silver-lead mines in the Laurion massif, in the heart of their territory, allowed the Athenians to build a large war fleet, the future instrument of their victories over the Persians and their dominance over Greece.

			Besides these cities, a more archaic form of organization still existed, which the Greeks called ethnos (from the Greek meaning “people” or “race”), mainly in the western highlands and in the north. In this case, there was no capital city or permanent common institutions, but a network of more and less important villages. This was particularly the case in Thessaly, Macedonia and Phocis (in northern Greece).

			The second Persian War: a large-scale offensive

			Since his inception in 486 B.C., Xerxes continued the work of his father and decided to project a gigantic expedition against Greece, as announced by the following preparations, between 483 and 481 B.C.:

			
					Two pontoon bridges were built on the Hellespont (now Dardanelles), a strait which allowed for the passage from Asia to Europe;

					A channel was dug to prevent the Persian fleet from having to bypass the peninsula of Mount Athos;

					Food was channeled to Thrace and Macedonia, which had already surrendered.

			

			Moreover, even if we do not have precise figures, the Greek historian Herodotus (c. 484-420 B.C.) argues that the king was able to draw on a large fighting force, estimated at about 200 000 men and 1 000 boats. Tradition states that the army marched for seven days and seven nights before its leader, which, for Greek writers, is an opportunity to highlight the excess (hubris) of the East.

			In 481 B.C., Xerxes I left the capital of Susa for Sardis, and the following spring, the immense army set out and arrived in Macedonia without having fought, while its fleet was stationed north of the Aegean Sea. Unlike the invasion of 490 B.C., the Great King directed the expedition in person, thus being at the head of several hundred thousand soldiers that were joined as they advanced by Greek contingents raised in the countries they crossed and that were immediately submitted if they had not already done so, such as Ionia, Thrace, Macedonia and Thessaly. 

			The Greek cities organized resistance

			Faced with this mortal danger, the Greek cities managed to put aside their antagonisms and quickly organized a joint strategy: meeting at Corinth, they united in a Pan-Hellenic league and entrusted the command of operations to the Spartan King Leonidas I. The Thessalians, immediately threatened by Xerxes I, then proposed the establishment of a line of defense between their country and Macedonia, but after the refusal of the Greek league, they eventually joined the Persian camp. The Greeks chose to await the enemy in the south:

			
					their fleet waited at Artemisium, in northern Evia;

					a part of the infantry was stationed in the pass of Thermopylae.

			

			The strategy was clear: blocking the Persians in narrow places where they could not deploy all of their forces. 

		


		
			Commanders and leaders

			Leonidas I, King of Sparta
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			Bust portraying Leonidas I. 

			Leonidas became King of Sparta in 489 or 488 B.C., together with Leotychidas (died 469 B.C.). He embodied the resistance of the whole of Greece against the Persian invasion, since it was he who led the division in charge of detaining the army of Xerxes in 480 B.C. at Thermopylae. Little is known about him outside of the conditions of his accession to the monarchy and his role during the battle in which he was killed.

			
				
					Good to know

					The city of Sparta was led by two kings, appointed from two different royal families, the Eurypontides and the Agiades, supposedly descended from Hercules. Their powers were limited, but they both had very important military and religious functions. Although it was hereditary, royal power seems to have been subject to the approval of the Spartans, with the existence of the two kings limiting the risk of falling into tyranny.

					The kings shared their power with other institutions, such as:

					
							the Gerontes, which formed a high court of justice controlling the decisions of the assembly of the people;

							the Ephors, which formed a sort of government, ensuring foreign relations and executing the decisions of the popular assembly;

							the citizen’s assembly, which elected the Gerontes and the Ephors, passed laws and voted for peace and wars, but their real power seemed limited.

					

				

			

			Belonging to the royal family of the Agiades, Leonidas succeeded his elder half-brother Cleomenes, who died without a male heir in 490 B.C., as the grandson of King Anaxandrides. He married Gorgo, the daughter of Cleomenes. This ascension, although unexpected, complied with Spartan custom and seemed to pass without being challenged. 

			However, Leonidas I took power in a context where the monarchy seemed subject to closer monitoring by the civic body:

			
					Whereas before, the two kings could take to the field together, one of them was now required to stay in the city, where he could counter-balance the one who commanded the army. Therefore, Leonidas I was sent to Thermopylae alone, while Leotychidas remained in Sparta.

					Moreover, while Cleomenes could still take the initiative to raise an army as he saw fit, it was now customary for the people’s assembly to decide on war or peace before the king’s departure on the campaign.

			

			
				
					Did you know?

					During a military campaign, the king, surrounded by a guard chosen from the elite troops, fought in the front row of the right wing. He had several rights, such as:

					
							the right to life and death over his men;

							the right to conclude a truce and forge alliances.

					

					However, to make peace, he had to obtain the agreement of the city.

				

			

			This trend may explain the strict obedience to the law that characterized the action of Leonidas I, and the eagerness with which he defended Thermopylae, even though the position was obviously lost.

			Was it that he was afraid of retaliation in the case of failure upon his return? This question deserves to be asked, as the king was under the control of the powerful Ephors, senior judges who applied the decisions of the assembly of the people and could demand accountability from kings on their return to the country.

			This did not however detract from the heroism of the Spartan leader and the value of his military action, which was celebrated in Sparta, as well as in the rest of Greece until the end of the ancient period and beyond, as further evidenced by the statue erected in the fifties on the site of the battle.

			Xerxes I, the Great King of the Persian Empire

			The son and successor of Darius I, Xerxes I was 35 years old when he ascended to the head of the Persian Empire in 486 B.C. and immediately organized a major offensive against Greece, which ended in a major failure. 

			He belonged to the Persian Achaemenid dynasty, of which he was the fourth sovereign, and ruled over a vast territory that had been enlarged even further by his father. His reign was characterized by religious intransigence, especially to the Mesopotamian cults. Outside of the Empire, he continued the policy of domination over the Greek world started by his father and sought to avenge the humiliation suffered in the defeat at Marathon.

			However, the 480 B.C. offensive, gigantic in terms of the means implemented, also had a strategic logic: already controlling Egypt, the Near East, Asia Minor and Thrace, the Great King sought to control the entire perimeter of the Aegean by obtaining the submission of the Greek cities of the European side. For the first time, he took charge of the expedition himself, demonstrating the importance that he attributed to it.

			The failure of the invasion did not have any serious consequences for the empire and the sovereignty of Xerxes I was also not contested. However, he never managed to reach an agreement with the Greeks. Indeed, it was his successor Artaxerxes I (465-424 B.C.) who signed the Peace of Callias in 449 B.C., which officially put an end to the state of war with Greece. 

			More generally, it should be noted that with Xerxes, the Persian territorial expansion stopped: he was the first sovereign to not obtain a significant exterior victory.

			He was assassinated in 465 B.C., victim to one of the greatest evils of the empire: court conspiracy.

			Mardonius, Persian General

			Cousin of the Great King Xerxes, Mardonius played a political and military role in the offensive against Greece in the early 5th century B.C.

			In 492 B.C., at the beginning of the first Persian War, he became head of the expedition that aimed to restore the Persian domination over Thrace and Macedonia, but faced violent resistance, during which he was wounded. He then returned to Persia, losing much of his fleet in a storm off Mount Athos.

			Herodotus says that Mardonius exerted a strong influence on Xerxes I, who he apparently convinced to once again march against Greece to take his revenge on Athens, which had defeated the Persians at Marathon, but also because “Europe was a wondrous beautiful region, rich in all kinds of cultivated trees, and the soil excellent: no one, save the king, was worthy to own such a land” (The Histories, Book VII). He also drew on the experience of the 492 B.C. campaign to convince the king that the Greeks would never present a united front and that many of them would quickly rally to the Persians.

			After the Persian defeat at Salamis in September 480 B.C., Mardonius favored a continuation of operations and the rapid submission of Greece by land. Remaining in the north of the country during the winter with the best troops of the empire, he led the offensive of 479 B.C., which resulted in the Persian defeat at Plataea where he died facing the troops of the Spartan Pausanias (died c. 467 B.C.), brother of Leonidas I.
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