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Critical Review of:

W. Kendrick Pritchett, "Chapter XIII. The Battlefield Trophy" in The Greek State at War, Part II, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1975 / 2024, pp. 246-275.


Any object or place associated with events that are significant for an individual or group has potential to become sacred, and to tell stories, which change depending on the audience. I intend my portfolio to explore this storytelling, both within societies and with external groups, and its application as political power.

This section of Pritchett’s multi-volume work on warfare in the ancient Greek world focuses on the “tropaion”, a temporary monument made from the war gear of the defeated, erected at the end of a battle, at the place where the enemy broke. It is the ancestor of modern war memorials, and the root of the English word “trophy” (Osterkamp 2012). 

The author assesses scholarship on the history and meaning of the tropaion up to the time of publication, and offers theories of his own that have contributed significantly to later discussions about how and where sacred places are created; how long they are meant to last; who they are meant for; and what purposes they serve. The chapter lists every mention of tropaia in Thucydides, Xenophon, and Diodoros; mentions from others, including Cicero and Plutarch, are cited throughout.

The word “tropaion” is itself important, as its use changed over time; Pritchett (1975: 271) points out that Plutarch uses it for monuments that were not termed as such by Herodotos. He credits Woelcke (1911) with establishing that it referred to two distinct types of monument: 1) those set up on the field of battle immediately after victory; and 2) permanent war memorials, erected on the battlefield, in the victor’s city, or in a sanctuary; Stroszeck (2002) adds hills and territorial borders.

This chapter analyses the first type, which Pritchett defines as having four characteristics of form, location, durability, and sacredness:

1) It was erected at the turning point (“trope”) of the battle, made from the armour and weapons of a soldier from the defeated side.
2) It was not renewed or repaired when it decayed.
3) It was inviolable, and would not be interfered with even if erected in enemy territory.
4) The right to erect a trophy was determined by possession of the battlefield.

[image: ]The form of the trophy, as depicted on pottery and coins, and described by Virgil in the Aeneid 11.5-8 (in Pritchett 1975: 255) was an anthropomorphic mannequin, built using a branchless tree trunk to which armour and weapons were attached, ‘if possible splendid ones taken from outstanding men’ (Stroszeck 2002).

[bookmark: _Hlk214309073]Pottery showing tropaia has been dated to the 5th Century BCE (Pritchett 1975: 246). Lissarrague (2014: 59), describing the image shown here, notes that the artist has shown the precise moment at which the trophy is completed, and that this honour goes to Nike, ‘Victory herself. The Gods give victory; without them, victory is not possible, and one should not forget to thank them.’
Nike setting up a trophy, Red-figure pelike, 450-440 BCE, Greek, Classical Period, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (Photo: Osterkamp 2012)

Lissarrague (2014: 57) asserts that the word tropaion is found in Thucydides and Xenophon, but not Herodotos or Homer. 

Pritchett (1975: 249) claims that Odysseus and Diomedes ‘erect a kind of trophy in honour of Athena’ after killing Dolon on their way to spy on the Trojan camp (Homer, Iliad X: 460-466). Osterkamp (2012) dismisses this, and from reading a translation of that passage, I agree. Odysseus does hold up the arms and pledges them to Athena while asking for aid, and places them in a bush, but this is so he can find them on the way back from the mission; they are later retrieved and stored in Odysseus’ ship to await proper dedication. Given Pritchett’s (1975: 258) insistence that a trophy was inviolable once erected, it does not seem that this meets his criteria.

The inviolable and ephemeral nature of tropaia were linked. There was a long-standing taboo against repairing arms, skyla, that had been seized and dedicated to a god at a temple (Pritchett 1974: 55), and this extended to tropaia. A passage by Cicero in De Inventione 2.23 (in Pritchett 1975: 253) describes the Thebans being accused before the Amphictyons, a panhellenic religious council, of setting up in bronze a monument to a battle they had won against Sparta; Cicero says it was ‘not right for Greeks to set up a permanent memorial of their quarrels with Greeks’.

Stroszeck (2002) says that ‘there may have been a moral obligation, but no written law’ to observe this prohibition, and that Lonis (1979, cited in Stroszeck 2002) had ‘argued convincingly that this rule is an invention of the fourth century BCE, when the unity of the Greeks became a major theme’. 

Pritchett (1975: 272, 273) agrees that tropaia must have had a geo-political component, perhaps even more important than their religious aspect. He notes they were often ‘in enemy territory and in remote spots where they could never have become cult objects’, but that they were nevertheless protected by religious sanction, making them a valuable propaganda tool, a ‘symbol of prestige, with a powerful psychological value… the trophies became, at least in part, instruments of publicity for advertising the prowess of the victor.’ The reach of this publicity grew enormously from the 4th Century BCE onwards, when the hoplite trophy images were used extensively on coins throughout the Greek world (Pritchett 1975: 274).  

Pritchett’s sometimes aggressive dismissal of previous scholarship has drawn criticism (Ober 1987), but my only complaint is his refusal to translate quotes; while linguistic mastery allows Pritchett to draw on a broad range of earlier work, he cares little for the limitations of his readers; one particular page requires fluency in English, Ancient Greek, French, German, and Dutch to be fully understood (Pritchett 1975: 247). 

However, his analysis of the Greek etymology is relevant. Tropaion stems from trope, turn, in this context meaning the turning point of the battle where one side broke and ran (Pritchett 1975: 253, 259). Naval battles were more complicated; Pritchett (1975: 260) says that because both sides retired afterwards to their bases, mastery of the sea was not as clear-cut, and so both sides would often claim victory and raise trophies. On land, however, the victors erecting a trophy marked their possession of the battlefield, and everything on it.

“The trophy is erected with the weapons of the enemy: it precisely marks the fact that the winner has been able to spoil the corpses of the defeated. The defeated, on their side, can take the corpses back, once spoiled, if they acknowledge their own defeat.” 
(Lissarrague 2014: 58) 

Pritchett (1975: 260, 261) says ‘asking for a truce to recover the dead was important because it was an admission that the enemy had possession of the field’, and emphasises the shame of having to do so, given the social pressure on soldiers to win, or die in the attempt. ‘We can understand how terrible was the contempt which awaited a Spartan who survived defeat, when we find fathers positively rejoicing that their sons by dying had escaped such a fate.’

Conversely, Pritchett (1975: 274) cites Xenophon in Hellenika (4.3.21) describing victorious soldiers watching the trophy being built while bedecked with garlands, and pipes playing during the ceremony; Xenophon claims this performance intimidated the opponents in to asking for a truce. The effect on the victors should also be examined; the sights and sounds of the ceremony, and the soldiers’ physical and emotional exhaustion after the battle, could have created an altered mental state. 

In Connerton’s (1989) terms, constructing the tropaion would both inscribe meaning on the landscape, and incorporate a sequence of somewhat sacred movements, gestures, and words. It is easy to imagine that the effect on the soldiers’ morale, the deepening of bonds with their comrades, and their sense of contributing to society would likely be profound. 

Some individuals profited in other ways. Politicians and generals, including Pericles, were often praised in their eulogies for the number of trophies they had set up (Pritchett 1975: 274). The political capital that an ambitious general could gain from trophies was recognized, and lamented. 

	“Whenever the army sets up a trophy… the strategos gets the credit for it. Now he was but one among ten thousand others to brandish his spear. He only did the work of one, but… wins more praise than they.”
Euripides, Andromache 693-698 (from Pritchett 1975)

Pritchett (1975: 275) concludes that the primary aim in erecting a tropaion was to create a symbol of pestige. While the victorious soldiers, general, and the civilian society behind them derived benefit from this, it seems to me that that the primary audience were the defeated survivors and the population from which they came, given that the trophy would often be in their territory, and that a victory on home soil could be more widely celebrated in the polity’s temples and cities. In this sense a tropaion was a political and psychological message, part of which was surely a warning to remember the consequences of resisting a more powerful neighbour. 

‘Past actions, events, myths and stories ‘colour’ landscapes... (while) these landscapes... create the people who belong to them’ (Tilley 1996). The creation of a tropaion on what may have been a previously unremarkable piece of the landscape would surely change people’s perception of it, creating a newly significant place; seeing the trophy would be an ‘act of remembrance’ through ‘engaging perceptually with an environment that is itself pregnant with the past’ (Ingold 1993). 
_________________________________________________________________________
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