Athens and Attika Essay (HPAH6073)
Was the formation of the Delian League the most influential factor which gave the Athenian navy its notorious reputation?
	The Athenian navy is undoubtedly one of the most prolific and well-known aspects of the Classical era of Greece. When discussing ancient Athens, the first thing that comes to mind is their navy, therefore it is worth arguing which event was the most impactful in bringing about this notoriety of Athens’ navy. To determine how ‘notorious’ these certain factors are, we must look at which one allowed the Athenian navy to flourish the most and be successful, leading to it gaining a vast degree of attention in the process. The Delian League, formed by Athens in 478 BC, is one of these factors which brought about Athens’ fame in the Greek world as a naval superpower; with the geographical position of Greece granting an enormous coastline and hundreds of scattered islands within the Aegean sea, it is no surprise that the world of ancient Greece would be dominated by the Poleis with the most superior navy. However, there are many other factors to consider within Athens’ history as a naval power, these include the events of the Persian wars and their ability to finance the fleet.		The first surviving account that we have of the battles in the Greco-Persian wars comes from Herodotus’ ‘Histories’ starting in book 6 with Athens’ victory over the Persian invasion force at Marathon in 490 BC. The cause of the first Persian invasion of Greece was a response to the Athenians and Eretrians supporting the Greek city states of Ionia in their revolt against Persian rule, from 499 to 493 BC. Athens and Eretria were at first successful in 498 BC when they captured and burned down Sardis, but they were soon forced to retreat and were eventually defeated by the Persians who subdued the revolt. According to Herodotus, the Persian king Darius swore that he would burn down Athens and Eretria in revenge and made one his servants say to him: ‘Master remember the Athenians’ three times every day before he ate dinner.[footnoteRef:1] This shows that when the Persians began their invasion of Greece in 490 BC they were not unaware of what the hoplites were capable of and through successfully defeating them once during the Ionian revolt, it must have seemed likely that they could do it again in mainland Greece. It is also important to note that Persia was an incredibly vast and powerful empire and that despite some of the attempts Herodotus makes to undermine the Persians, they were still a formidable opponent for the Greeks to face, which inadvertently makes the Greek military all the more superior in their victories, thus supporting Herodotus when he exclaims that this was the case.   								The city of Athens was evacuated as the Greek allies retreated to defend the Isthmus of Corinth while the fleet under the Athenian General Themistocles was stationed on the nearby island of Salamis. Before the naval battle of Salamis ensued there was much debate amongst the allied commanders about whether to engage the Persian fleet in battle as they were outnumbered at least two to one; after ignoring Themistocles’ attempts to persuade them that they needed to attack, they eventually received news that they were surrounded and had no way of escaping and so they had to fight. The battle itself is not well documented by ancient sources as it was improbable that anyone at the battle would have had any idea of what was going on as Herodotus even admits: ‘I cannot give precise details of the part played in this battle by the various Greek or foreign contingents in the Persian fleet’;[footnoteRef:2] so, what we have is a description of what could have happened. During the naval engagement, the strategy of Themistocles proved successful as they imitated a retreat causing the Persians to chase them into the narrow straights where they did not have much room to manoeuvre their heavier, more cumbersome ships. When the wind changed direction, the Greeks attacked the Persian fleet using their ships lighter weight and manoeuvrability to their advantage and began destroying the Persian navy resulting in them retreating and Xerxes fleeing back to Asia leaving his land force behind to continue the invasion. The Athenians lost only 40 ships whilst the Persians lost around 200 to 300. 								The Delian League is recorded in Thucydides 1.89-117, where he describes to us the series of events which are known as the ‘Pentekontaetia’, the end of the Persian wars in 479 BC to the beginning of the Peloponnesian war in 431 BC. This is invaluable to us because no other source gives a continuous account of these events. Thucydides’ account of these years was simply meant to explain Sparta’s growing fear of Athenian power, as a hypothesis for the cause of the Peloponnesian war, and has therefore selected certain events to this end and omits others. Athens’ real reason for the league was to gain power and wealth. However, the Delian League started off with good intentions as Athens had suffered a lot and wanted to make sure the Persians never came back. In 479 Persia was defeated, but still remained a huge Empire, including Egypt, the greater part of Asia Minor and most of the Middle East. Throughout the duration of Athens’ Delian league, they would receive tributes from the other poleis’ which would enable them to continue funding their vast navy, and also meant that those poleis’ within the Delian league did not have to provide any ships themselves.		As previously mentioned, the geographical position that Athens had enabled their navy to flourish and this was shown convincingly during their control of the Delian League. This has been seem many times in history, as Rome’s long peninsular in the Mediterranean allowed them to control the surrounding lands and become the famous empire which we all know; another example is Corinth who ‘was a colonial power in the archaic period thanks largely to her position on the Isthmus.’[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Hdt. 5.105. ]  [2:  Hdt. 8.87]  [3:  Hornblower, 1991: 106.] 

Whilst the occurrences of these major naval events in Athens’ history are vitally important to answering the question, one main reason for their success in the first place was how they were able to afford the cost of such a massive fleet. It would be impossible to construct and maintain the Athenian fleet if they did not have the financial capability for it, otherwise every city-state of Greece would have had a navy like Athens. Firstly, the cost of constructing a single trireme including the materials needed to build it, which were imported mostly from foreign places, and the wages of the builders is estimated to have been about one talent, or 6000 drachmas.[footnoteRef:4] However, the cost of maintaining a trireme was a lot more as it involved paying the wages of the numerous crew and for the general upkeep of the ship, this cost was around twenty talents per year.[footnoteRef:5] Slavery played a substantial role in aiding the economies of ancient Greece and so it could be argued that this would have been a good method of cutting the costs of a crew, more so for a Polis like Sparta whose whole system was based on the Helot slaves doing all the hard labouring, however, Thucydides explains why having slaves onboard a ship was not the best idea as ‘the precision of the service is lost’ meaning that the slaves would not have the incentive or purpose to work hard when rowing the ship. This shows the extent to which the Athenians had to go in order to finance their superior navy of triremes considering that by the time of the Persian wars, their fleet had reached a size of 200 ships.[footnoteRef:6] 										The question that now arises is how did the Athenians pay for this great cost; they did not have income tax as a way of collecting funds, but one method that was used was a type of indirect taxation implemented on their imports and exports. Athens’ main export was silver and this was their main source of wealth that played a massive part in financing the construction of the ships that Themistocles ordered to be built and led to their victory at Salamis.[footnoteRef:7] The silver came from the Laurion mines in southern Attica, which also conveys that this is a geographical factor, and this provided the coinage which was famous across the Mediterranean as being unique to Athens; it started being mined in the late 6th century BC, but in 483 BC there was a huge silver deposit discovered at Maroneia[footnoteRef:8] and this was when Themistocles convinced the Athenians, who had just been embarrassed at their navies failure at Aegina in 484 BC, to use the silver to build their navy into the formidable fleet of 200 warships.[footnoteRef:9] Some of the financing would have come from the plundering on naval voyages throughout the Mediterranean which supports the notion that the Athenian Empire with the control of the Delian league is the reason for Athens’ naval success, however, Gerassimos adds that: ‘an Athenian naval expedition might collect some booty, to be shared amongst the participants, but sometimes its objective was purely political, e. g. the aid given to the Ionian cities in 499.’[footnoteRef:10]   											Another method that Athens, as well as other Greek Poleis, used to finance their navy was the liturgy. The liturgy is an undemocratic system used by Athens as a specialised and subtle method of taxation. Individual rich people are taxed in order to provide something for the state. This could include things such as funding for performances of Greek tragedy and comedy plays, which could only take place because of these liturgical contributions. These rich people and families that were taxed, would benefit from the social status and glory that they received. They would gain political and social status giving them a bragging right and a certain degree of influence. Trierarchy is the type of liturgy where you pay for the cost of operating a trireme for a year and captain the ship and crew. It was the most expensive type of liturgy therefore they would be allowed a year off after a year of running it. After 411, the trierarchy could be shared between two men. They could also delegate a captain to operate the trireme on their behalf, so they did not have to go into war personally; this was partly done to prevent these fundamental rich people from dying. After the Peloponnesian war, the rich people of Athens become poorer. This affected the whole social situation within the state. In 357, the trierarchy changed to a ‘symmory’ system, which meant a group of men funding a single trireme. After the collapse of the Delian league we see a decline in the economic capacity of Athens. The symmoria was a group of men who were liable for paying a specialised taxation called the eisphora. The trierarchic symmoriai was the 1200 richest citizens of Athens divided into 20 symmoriai known as the ‘liturgical class’. The system had its problems from the beginning and Demosthenes proposes reforms in 354. These were put in place by 340, however there was still problems with maintaining the finance of the fleet. Antidosis is when one of these 1200 Athenians was delegated with a liturgy and attempted to avoid this by nominating a wealthier man to perform the duty. If the other man disagreed with this, then they would be obligated to swap estates with the other person as a way of proving that they were not the wealthier person.[footnoteRef:11].							There can be no doubt that each and everyone of these factors are responsible for Athens gaining their reputation as a notorious naval power, predominantly throughout the Classical Greek era. The Persian wars established the foundation for what the Athenians would forever be remembered for and their ability to finance the navy with the silver and usage of the liturgies shows us how they were economically able to afford such an expense. The Athenian Empire, created by the Delian league, mainly consisted of Athens’ rule of the seas, whilst the Persian wars was a contrast of land and navy success of their military.  Overall, the formation of the Delian League seems to be the most influential in proving why Athens’ navy was so formidable and notorious because of the way in which they utilised their geographical position by dominating the islands and much of the coastline in the Aegean sea, furthermore, the tribute that the client states of Athens paid to them adds a financial element which the formation of the Delian league is responsible for.  [4:  Hanson, 2005: 262. ]  [5:  Gerassimos, 1998: 9.]  [6:  Gerassimos, 1998: 22. ]  [7:  Hornblower, 1991: 106.]  [8:  Gerassimos, 1997: 22.]  [9:  Connolly, 1998: 18.  ]  [10:  Gerassimos, 1997: 8. ]  [11:  Christ, 1990. 163-164.] 
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