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The Importance of the Battle of Thermopylae – A Scholarship Review

In this scholarship review, I will be looking at several books and articles that discuss the importance of the Battle of Thermopylae and its impact on the course of history. The Battle of Thermopylae took place in 480BC between the invading force of Persians led by Xerxes and the allied Greeks, led by King Leonidas of Sparta and his 300 strong Royal Bodyguard. The Greeks were vastly outnumbered, with an estimated 7000 Greek warriors facing a colossal Persian army, with estimates ranging between 120,000 and 300,000 men.
 The battle itself took place within the narrow pass of the 'Hot Gates', an ideal place to defend from as it gave the superior numbers of Xerxes' army less impact. The Greeks managed to defend the pass from the Persians for a number of days but they were betrayed by a man called Ephialtes who told Xerxes that there was a small path that would allow the Persian forces to outflank the Greeks and surround them. When Leonidas realised that he was being outflanked, he sent most of the Greek allies into retreat and him and his Spartan accompaniment acted as a rearguard, defending the pass to the death.
 The amount of scholarship that deals directly with the impact of the Battle of Thermopylae is limited with most work being published between 2000 and 2009. Paul Cartledge seems to be the leading scholar in this area, having published a number of works on the Battle of Thermopylae and how it has impacted western culture. Morris has also written specifically on the importance of The Battle of Thermopylae but most other scholars have written about tactics or comparisons between the work of ancient scholars on the topic of Thermopylae rather than articles that are directly relevant to my topic. As such, there are limited points of view that can be demonstrated within scholarship and there are not necessarily strict sides in the debate, since all points of view I discuss here are correct and valid and scholars can agree with multiple points of view.

I decided on these particular books and articles because they demonstrate the limited array of viewpoints in the debate around what makes the Battle of Thermopylae so important and which area it impacted the most. As mentioned above, the selection of scholarship on this specific topic is very limited with many scholars writing about the military or political aspects of the Battle of Thermopylae or just mentioning it as an aside. As such, the majority of the articles I have included does not focus their main argument on the importance of Thermopylae but I have gathered what information I can from each one, regardless of how vague their interest.

The first article I am going to look at is Paul Cartledge's 2004 entry into the Greece & Rome journal: 'What Have The Spartans Done For Us: Sparta's Contribution to Western Society'. Cartledge's main argument in this piece is that the Spartan sacrifice at Thermopylae is one of the most important events in western history. He concludes this article with the argument that even though they were defeated, their bravery and suicidal sacrifice in defence of their laws and their city has created a Spartan ideal that has echoed throughout history and the concept that there are some things worth dying for has irrevocably changed western history. In his article he mentions that John Stuart Mill argued in 1846 that the Battle of Marathon was more important than the Battle of Hastings, even to English History
. However, Cartledge argues that the Battle of Thermopylae was more important than the Battle of Marathon because it became a moral or morale victory that proved to the Greeks that the Persian's could be fought and that dying for your homeland was a worthy and admirable reason to die. In this article, Cartledge provides a fascinating overview of Spartan contributions to western culture and history and he uses a range of literary, etymological and inscription-based sources to support his argument. His line of reasoning is succinct and, although it is sixteen pages long, it does not go off on unnecessary tangents. Furthermore, he includes an array of political, idealogical and cultural examples to sum up the Spartan influence on western culture. I agree with his overall argument and thought this article was a very interesting and useful read, not just for military historians but also from an anthropological or social historian point of view.

Morris looks at the Battle of Thermopylae from a different angle in his article “To Make a New Thermopylae': Hellenism, Greek Liberation, and the Battle of Thermopylae”. His key argument in this piece is that the Battle of Thermopylae is important because of its influence in modern Greek independence and Panhellenism. One line of thought that Morris talks about repeatedly throughout the article is the importance of the role of Leonidas, King of Sparta, in the Battle of Thermopylae and that, as a result of his death in the battle, he became a hero figure to those fighting for Greek independence against the Turks in the 19th Century. The reason for this is that he not only represents dying with virtue for one's homeland but also represents the freeing of Greece from the East in a Persian/Ottoman comparison. As such, he became a figurehead for the fight for Greek independence. Morris's article seems to be written from a unique viewpoint amongst the scholarship I have read on this topic. His focus on modern politics is an unusual angle from which to discuss the impact of the Battle of Thermopylae but the principles he discusses are not dissimilar to those talked about by Cartledge in his 2004 article examined above. For example, Morris uses the idea of the heroic figure of Leonidas as an inspiration for 19th century Panhellenism whereas Cartledge uses a similar idea of sacrifice and martyrdom but focuses it specifically on the impact it had on the Greco-Persian war. As such, both of these scholars could be considered to have the same idea but they are just applying it to different historical events and periods. Morris writes an interesting piece here, particularly focusing on the influence of Thermopylae on Greek Independence and he uses mainly literary and artistic evidence to support his points. It is a rather long-winded article that is difficult to get into but it also provides an eye-opening and different point of view on the ways that antiquity can influence modern culture and events.
Kleist looks at The Battle of Thermopylae and its importance from a slightly different angle in his 2008 article 'The Battle of Thermopylae: Principles of War on the Ancient Battlefield.' His main point in regards to my topic is that the Spartan sacrifice at Thermopylae enabled the allied Greeks to throw the Persians out of Greece. His reasoning for this is that: “The inspiration from a valiant few, therefore, can become the greatest influence towards victory for a civilization.”
   From a military history point of view, his greatest focus in this article is on the tactics and strategy used in the Battle of Thermopylae, which includes an analysis of the principles of war that Leonidas used to keep his men alive for as long as possible. Some examples of these principles include the use of terrain, mass and manoeuvres which limited the obvious numerical advantage possessed by Xerxes. Because of his focus on descriptions of the battle from ancient historians and lack of debate within the article, it is difficult to relate Kleist's work to other scholars. His point of view that the Spartan sacrifice enabled a overall Greek victory in the Greco-Persian wars is the same as that of Cartledge but this is a point of view that is only expressed in the conclusion. This article provides an interesting close analysis of the military strategy and an examination of the weaponry and armour used by both the Greeks and the Persians in the Battle of Thermopylae, making it particularly useful for military historians. It is easy to read and understand, unlike Morris' article discussed above. While Kleist's work here is not exactly original or groundbreaking, it does provide a good in-depth introduction for scholars wanting to delve deeper into the world of classical warfare.
In his 2015 article “The Persian Wars (480-479BCE) and the Defence of Thermopylae” Matthew explores the Battle of Thermopylae from a military historian's point of view, focusing primarily on the use of weaponry and tactics to identify how and why the battle ended the way it did within 3 days. He has a quite unusual point of view which is that the Battle of Thermopylae could have been a victory for the Greeks and that, although ridiculously outnumbered, the Greek forces had actually planned to win the battle and that the Spartan sacrifice was not actually necessary. His reasoning for this is that the Persian supply line, intended to be provided by the Persian fleet which shadowed the invading force along the Greek coast, was cut off by the Athenian fleet positioned at Artemisium. Using this, Matthew states that the Persians would have only had to have been held in position at Thermopylae for ten to fourteen days until they would have been forced to retreat due to lack of food and water. As such, Matthew reasons, by the time the Persian's had reached their limit before they starved or died of dehydration, the rest of the Greek army would have turned up and either chased them out of Greece or defeated them in open battle. This is not a viewpoint I have seen discussed in other scholarship written about the Battle of Thermopylae and it is not one I think many scholars would agree with.  Matthew does mention one scholar, Rupert Matthews, who he states has written that the Persian army would have run out of food within ten days if they remained engaged with the Greek allied forces at Thermopylae, perhaps evidencing that there is at least one other scholar who has explored the possibility that failure at Thermopylae was not the most likely outcome in the eyes of the Greeks fighting there. While this article provides an interesting examination of military tactics and a detailed description of the armour and weapons used by the soldiers fighting for both sides, including several diagrams demonstrating exactly how the fighting would have looked. However, the overall hypothesis given my Matthew seems illogical from my point of view, simply because regardless of the betrayal of Ephialtes leading to the outflanking of the Greek forces, the vast numerical difference between the two armies probably would have never allowed the Greeks to hold off the Persians for a fortnight. This article is interesting to read and it does make you think but I have to disagree with his overall argument. 
In conclusion, the range of scholarship on the importance of the Battle of Thermopylae is limited but through close analysis of the articles I have examined in this review, it becomes possible to see that there is generally a consensus amongst scholars that the Battle of Thermopylae was instrumental in Greece eventually becoming victorious in the Greco-Persian war and that the reason for this is primarily the sacrifice of the Spartans and the message this sent to the rest of Greece, assisting in the unification of the city-states against the invading force. As demonstrated, this has been linked to modern Greek independence but, at its root, it is the same idea. The lack of scholarship on this particular topic between 1998 and 2018 is disappointing as I do consider it to be a fascinating subject that deserves to be explored further but it is also reasonable to expect that the majority of scholarship regarding the Battle of Thermopylae to be more closely focused on the military point of view, because of the particular skill used by Leonidas and his men in defending against such an overwhelming force of invaders and the tactics and strategy used by them is particularly interesting and somewhat unique.
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