To attempt to understand whether Sulla’s actions in Athens were justified, there are three main areas to look at, these are, how bad was the damage done to Athens, as this can show the extent of Sulla’s brutality. The second is, why Sulla felt he had to slaughter and destroy areas in and around Athens. Thirdly is, it is important to understand if Sulla’s actions in Athens were necessary.
The first mithridatic war was a conflict between the kingdom of Pontus, and the Roman republic. The war would start in 89 BCE when Mithridates VI of Pontus would massacre Romans and Italians in Asia Minor, this would then lead to the sack of Delos in 88 BCE.[footnoteRef:1] Arguably the two main figures in this war would be Mithridates VI, also known as Mithridates the great, and Sulla.[footnoteRef:2] In his life Sulla became consul twice, had been dictator towards the end of his life, and had been awarded the grass crown. Sulla was one of the most influential Roman figures in his generation, if not in the republic as a whole. The first Mithridatic war was a war to challenge Rome’s power over the Greek world. Mithridates did this with the intent to create a black sea empire.[footnoteRef:3] When Mithridates declared war many Greek city states joined him in an attempt for those cities to become free of Rome. The war lasted for five years and resulted in Mithridates abandoning his conquests and return to his home territories. [1:  B. Sparkes, The Edinburgh Companion to Ancient Greece and Rome (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2010) p. 511.]  [2:  Ibid, p. 513.]  [3:  A. Mayor, The Poison King (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 20100 p. 237] 

Sulla’s assault on Athens would be extremely bloody and expensive for the Athenians, Pausanias would say that Sulla’s destruction of Athens would be “so savage as to be unworthy of a Roman”.[footnoteRef:4] While all of mainland Greece and the Greek islands were under Roman control since 146 BCE, Athens, as well as others, would attempt to break away from Rome and side with mithridates VI in the first mithridatic war.[footnoteRef:5] Sulla would, after the Battle of Chaeronea, lay siege to Athens. According to Appian Sulla would dig a trench around the city to prevent people from escaping.[footnoteRef:6] Although skirmishes would occur between the defending Athenian and the attacking Roman forces, the main issue for those behind the wall was the lack of food. Sources like Appian and Plutarch emphasise the starvation of the defenders, and even claim that some were eating human meat in order to survive.[footnoteRef:7] Once sappers would undermine one of the weakest and least manned parts of the wall, Sulla ordered his men to attack the city and slaughter the occupants.[footnoteRef:8] Although he would prevent Athens being put to the torch,[footnoteRef:9] the city would still take heavy damage which would take many years to recover from. Although the city would still be standing, Sulla’s soldiers plunder, kill, and rape their way across the city. A large amount of those who were lucky enough to survive the slaughter were taken as slaves and sold at auction. Those who avoided being slaughtered and enslaved were then given protection by Sulla, and therefore the Roman Republic.[footnoteRef:10] [4: ]  [5:  J. McGregor, Athens (Harvard: Harvard University Press, 2014) p. 133.]  [6:  Plutarch, The Parallel Lives, p. 332.]  [7:  Ibid.]  [8:  J. McGregor, Athens (Harvard: Harvard University Press, 2014) p. 132.]  [9:  Appian, The Mithridatic Wars, p. 38]  [10:  Ibid, p.39.] 

An example that shows how bad the damage was to Athens, is that areas like the porch of the Asclepius temple would be repaired during the time of the first few Roman emperors.[footnoteRef:11] Emperors, like Augustus would rebuild ancient Athenian monuments that were damaged by Sulla’s men.[footnoteRef:12] Other areas like the Lyceum and other major school were either damaged or destroyed.[footnoteRef:13] [11:  J. McGregor, Athens (Harvard: Harvard University Press, 2014) p. 133.]  [12:  Ibid.]  [13:  Plutarch, The Parallel Lives, p. 333.] 

Another example of the damage that would occur within Athens would be that Sulla stole a large amount of gold and silver that were likely from the acropolis and the entire library located there.[footnoteRef:14] Sulla’s soldiers would also remove the shields of Athenian heroes from the Stoa of Zeus Eleutherius as spoils of victory.[footnoteRef:15] Sulla would also harvest some columns from Athens and send them back to Rome so that they could be part of the great temple to Jupiter on Capitoline Hill.[footnoteRef:16] [14:  M. Hoff, ‘Civil Disobedience and Unrest in Augustan Athens’ The Journal of the American School of Classical Studies at Athens, 58(3), 267-276 (p. 230).]  [15:  Ibid.]  [16:  Ibid.] 

It is important to note that despite the long-term damage done to areas of the city, Athens would continue to thrive as a city. This can be seen as a number of high ranking roman officials would prefer to spend their time in Athens then Rome, the heartland of the Roman republic.[footnoteRef:17] Two examples of this is, Mark Anthony, who was a former consul of Rome, a veteran of the gallic wars and, a member of the second triumvirate, would settle in Athens in 39 BCE and live there for a number of years until his death in 30 BCE.[footnoteRef:18] The second example would be Emperor Hadrian (117-138) who preferred to either stay in Athens or Alexandria than at his place of residence on the Palatine Hill.[footnoteRef:19] When Mark Anthony moved into Athens, which was over forty years after Sulla’s siege, a planned commercial extension of the Athenian Agora still remained incomplete, this work would be restarted by Julius Caesar, and after Caesar’s assassination Augustus would later finish it.[footnoteRef:20] More funding would be needed to repair the damage done to Athens, in 62 BCE Pompey would give the city fifty talents to help the reconstruction of part of the Piraeus, which was the port outside Athens that Sulla would go on to raze.[footnoteRef:21] This shows that almost twenty years later, the port still had not fully recovered to the extent it was before Sulla razed it. Julius Caesar would match Pompey’s gift and give fifty talents to help finance the construction of a new agora.[footnoteRef:22] [17: ]  [18:  J. McGregor, Athens (Harvard: Harvard University Press, 2014) p. 134.]  [19:  Ibid.]  [20:  Ibid, p. 138.]  [21:  M. Hoff, ‘Civil Disobedience and Unrest in Augustan Athens’ The Journal of the American School of Classical Studies at Athens, 58(3), 267-276 (p. 271).]  [22:  M. Toher, ‘Herod, Athens and Augustus’ Zeitschrift für Papyrologie und Epigraphik, 19(1) (2014), 127-134 (p. 128).] 

During the siege of Athens, a bronze krater, which was over two feet high, was given to Athens by Mithridates as a sign of generosity for joining the war, this krater would be stolen by Sulla and taken to Rome.[footnoteRef:23] This krater would belong to emperor Nero, over two hundred years later, who would keep it in his villa at Antium.[footnoteRef:24] This krater would be found in the villa’s ruin by Pope Benedict XIV in the eighteenth century, it is now a centrepiece in Rome’s Capitoline Museum. [23:  A. Mayor, The Poison King (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 20100 p. 249.
]  [24:  A. Mayor, The Poison King (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 20100 p. 249.] 

Although Sulla is responsible for the destruction that occurred in Athens in 86 BCE, there was an instance where the Greeks destroyed part of an important monument in order to hinder the Romans. The defenders burnt the roof timbers of the Odeon of Pericles, this was to prevent the Romans building siege equipment with this material. It took a while for this destruction to be repaid, it was only until Ariobarzanes II of Cappadocia, who reigned from 63/62-51 BCE, paid for the restoration of the building to be completed.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  J. McGregor, Athens (Harvard: Harvard University Press, 2014) p.141.] 

One way Sulla’s actions can be seen as somewhat justified, or at least justifiable in the eyes of Sulla, is that he wanted to end the first mithridatic war as fast as he could to allow him to return to the Italian peninsula and deal with Marius. [footnoteRef:26] One example of this is that the peace deal he gave mithridates would effectively restore things back to the status quo, mithridates would go back to his Pontic territories, but he was able to keep his power over the land. It is likely that if Sulla did not have to go back to Rome then perhaps, he would have taken the Pontic kingdom and made it Roman territory, like Pompey would in the third mithridatic war. If Sulla’s actions in Athens were to prevent Mithridates or others in the area from attacking or hampering Roman ambitions, then it did not work. This can be seen by the fact that there were two more mithridatic wars, although the second one was less of a war, and more of a blunder from Murena, who invaded mithridates territories against the will of Rome and misinterpreting Mithridates’ actions. The war resulted in no territorial changes and Murena would be recalled to Rome. This could perhaps support the idea that Sulla wanted a quick peace with Mithridates so he could focus on his plans for the city of Rome. Perhaps Sulla’s assault on Athens was an attempt to prevent other Greek city-states from revolting and this would allow Sulla to focus on his Roman ambitions.[footnoteRef:27] [26:  B. Frier, ‘Sulla’s Propaganda: The Collapse of the Cinnan Republic’ The American Journal of Philology¸92(4) (1971), 585-604 (p. 586).]  [27:  B. Frier, ‘Sulla’s Propaganda: The Collapse of the Cinnan Republic’ The American Journal of Philology¸92(4) (1971), 585-604 (p. 585).] 

 Sulla has a reputation by many as being a tyrant, this can be seen in contemporary sources like Cicero and Sallust who thought this, other later sources like Plutarch and Appian viewed Sulla as tyrannical, and this view has carried over to modern scholarship.[footnoteRef:28] When Pompey was fighting Caesar, and Mark Anthony was fighting Octavian, comparisons were made between the two and Sulla, some would refer to them as a ‘second Sulla’.[footnoteRef:29]  [28:  S. Lewis, Ancient Tyranny (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2006) p. 238.]  [29:  S. Lewis, Ancient Tyranny (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2006) p. 238.] 

The tyrannical nature of Sulla that many historians portray him as may not be entirely true. He would do many actions that can be considered tyrannical, like marching onto Rome twice, or ordering the death of those who supported his rival, thanks to these actions, and many more, some consider him to be a proto-emperor.[footnoteRef:30] But Sulla would do one thing that no other tyrant would do, not even Caesar, this would be to relinquish his almost ultimate power he had, and to go back home and mostly leave Roman politics behind. [30:  S. Lewis, Ancient Tyranny (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2006) p. 239.] 

One example of Sulla needing to get back to Rome, is that in 85/84 BCE, not long after the end of the first mithridatic war, Sulla would send a letter to the Roman Senate promising to take vengeance on his enemies in Rome, this would most likely be against the two consuls at the time, Lucius Cornelius Scipio Asiaticus, and Gaius Norbanus .[footnoteRef:31] [31:  A. Thein, ‘Reflecting on Sulla’s Clemency’ Historia: Zeitschrift für Alte Geschichte, 63(2) (2014), 166-186 (p. 175).] 

One of the reasons why Sulla would want to end the first mithridatic war quickly was because Marius and Sulla would be in a civil war between 88-82 BCE. While Sulla was campaigning in Greece Marius, Sulla’s rival, would march onto and seize Rome.[footnoteRef:32] This is similar to what Sulla had done previously to Marius before setting off to fight Mithridates. After the end of the first and second mithridatic wars, Sulla would return to Italy in 82 BCE and once again march onto Rome, where he would become dictator from 82-80 BCE. Marius was a Roman General who won the Cimbric and Jugurthine wars and was consul seven times. [footnoteRef:33]  [32:  Ibid.]  [33:  Ibid.] 

Sulla would not be present during the third mithridatic war (73-63 BCE) as he died in 78 BCE, which was three years after he gave up his dictatorship. But the third mithridatic war would be important for both the Roman Republic and the Kingdom of Pontus, for Rome it saw generals like Lucullus, and Pompey become more well-known and gain more prestige. It would also see the end of the kingdom of Pontus, with Mithridates killing himself and his land being turned into a Roman Provence.
After the siege, Athens, with the permission of Sulla, would mint a number of coins. Some of these coins would bear two trophies on it, this represents the two battles in which Sulla was hailed as imperator, these would be the battle in Cilicia and the victory at Chaeronea. These coins also celebrate the victory over Mithridates and having won another war. The coins would be a show of power, it would remind those who were loyal about the power of Rome, and to those who opposed Rome it would show their prestige.[footnoteRef:34] This is in contrast with the fact that coins of Mithridates VI have been found in the city of Athens, this possibly either ended up there as either a gift from the Pontic kingdom, or from trade across the black sea.[footnoteRef:35] [34:  C. Mackay, ‘Sulla and the Monuments: Studies in His Public Persona’ Historia: Zeitschrift für Alte Geschichte, 49(2) (2000), 161-210 (p. 207).]  [35:  P. Cook, ‘A new mint for Mithridates VI of Pontus?’ The Numismatic Chronicle, 168(1) (2008), 135-139 (p. 126).
] 

Sulla would severely damage the city of Athens during the first Mithridatic war, and this damage would take a very long time to rebuild. Although Sulla’s harsh actions against Athens did prevent future Greek uprisings and allowed Sulla to march on Rome for a second time, this can not be seen as a justification of his actions. Sulla needlessly slaughtered and enslaved many innocent people, and it can be said that actions like these rightly earn him the title of tyrant.
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