
Thucydides on the evacuation of Athens in 480 B.C. 

By Mikael Johansson, Gäteborg 

What does Thucydides mean when writing the following in his History of the 

Peloponnesian War? 

Th. 1.18.2 xal, �cyaA01J XLVÖUV01J bnxQc�ao{}EVtO� Ol Tc AaXcöaL�OVLOL 
n'bv SU�JtoAc�lloavT{JJv cEAArlVWV �YrlOaVTO ÖUva�EL JtQOUXOVTc�, xal, OL 
'A{}llvaLOL EJtLOVTWV Tmv MrlÖwv ÖLavoll{}EVTc� EXALJtcLV T�V JtOALV xal, 
avaoXc1JaOa�cVOL E� Ta� vau� EoßaVTc� va1JUxol, EyEVOVTO. 

In the Loeb Classical Library, Forster Smith' translates the passage the follow­
mg way: 

In the face of the great danger that threatened, the Lacedaemonians, be­
cause they were the most powerful, assumed the leadership of the Hellenes 
that joined in the war; and the Athenians, when the Persians came on, re-
olved to abandon their city, and packing up their goods embarked on their 
hips, and so became sailor . 

According to Michael Jameson2, the finder of the famous decree from Troizen 
(EM 13330) and also it first publisher, Thucydide , together with Lysias and 
Cornelius Nepos3, could have been familiar with the forerunner of this decree, 
and that is why Thucydides, in concordance with the history implied by the 
decree from Troizen, possibly is placing the evacuation of Athens earlier than 
e.g. Herodotus4• This point of view, that Thucydides 1) knew the text of the in-

C. Forster Smith, Thucydides. HislOry of the Peloponnesian War, Books I-lI. The Loeb C1assical 
Library (London 19l9, repr. 1999) 32. 

2 M. Jameson, "A decree of Themistokles from Troizen", Hesperia 29 (1960) 202, n. 6, and 204. 
3 Jame on (above n. 2,204) first states that "Thucydides ... offers no indication of a preeise date", 

then writes that after Thucydides and Lysias (2.30) "only Nepos (Them. 2.6-3.1) place the eva­
cu at ion before Thermopylai". Lysias (2.33) explicitly places the evacuation after Artemision 
and Thermopylai. Cornelius Nepos, apart from being untrustworthy at large, is not elsewhere in 
concordance with the text of the inscription from Troizen. The inscription (Iines 11-12) orders 
the treasurers and the prieste se to remain on the Acropolis in order to guard the property of 
the gods, while Nepos (Them. 2.8) states that they "Ieft the citadel to the priestesses and a few of 

the elderly to attend to the acred rites" (arcem sacerdotibus paucisque maioribus na tu ad sacra 

procuranda tradunt). Further, the number of Athenian ships in the classis communis at Arterni­
sion was, according to Nepos (Them. 3.2),200 (ducentae erant Atheniensium) while the inscrip­
tion from Troizen (Iines 40-44) places 100 ships at Artemision (and 100 guarding the coast of At­
tica). We simply cannot assurne that Nepo was familiar with the text of the inscription from 
Troizen, and the only way of explaining the early evacuation of Athens in the text of the inscrip­
tion and in the text of epos mu t be that the originator of the inscription from Troizen and Ne­
pos both made an error in placing the evacuation of Athens as early as they did. 

4 Herodotus (8.41) places the evacuation of Athens after the battles ofThermopylai and Artemision. 
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scription from Troizen and 2) was familiar with the early evacuation of Athens, 
I have already to a certain extent discussed and refuted in an earlier article5• But 
two things, closely connected to one another, need to be further investigated in 
the phrase Ol 'A{}YjvuLm E1UOVtWV 1:WV M�Öwv ('nuvoYj{}Evn:� EXAlJt:ELV 1:�V 
nOAlv, if we are going to be able to establish the Thucydidean date of the 
evacuation. First of all, the verb ÖlUVOEW; what exactly is the meaning of this 
word here? Secondly, we need to investigate the phrase EnlovHDv 1:WV M�Öwv; 
exactly what does this genitive absolute mean? 

The verb ÖlUVOEW, we learn from LSJ, is in early writers (thus also in Thucy­
dides6) always a deponent. We find three rather similar meanings of the verb, 
1) to be minded, intend, purpose, 2) have in mind, 3) with adverbs, to be minded, 

or disposed. Then one wonders why the translator above translates the words 
ÖlUVOYj{}EV1:E� EXAlnElv 1:�V nOAlv "resolved to abandon the city

,,
7. The transla­

tion of ÖWVOEW as "resolve" is not to be found in LSJ. Already in the first para­
graph of Thucydides' first book we find the word ÖlUVOO1J!J.EVOV in its original 
meaning "intending to". Thus the meaning of the phrase must be that the 
Athenians "intended to abandon their city", no t that they "resolved" to do so. 
The difference between "intend to" and "resolve" might at first hand seem 
small, but it is of great importance to be clear on the point that it is not an 
Athenian resolution to abandon Athens that Thucydides has in mind when 
writing ÖlUVOYJ{}EV1:E� EXAl1tElV 1:�V nOAlv, but the actual historical events stud­
ied in the rear-view mirror. He simply reports the emergency plan for the 
defence of Athens, the plan that was to be carried out if the defence at Ther­
mopylai and Artemision should fai!. And in the rear-view Thucydides of course 
knew that the emergency plan was carried out. 

Having determined the meaning of ÖlUVOEW, we move on to a more difficult 
task; to esta blish the meaning of the phrase EnlOV1:WV 1:WV M�ÖWV8. According 
to the translation above we should translate it "when the Persians came on", 

5 M. Johansson, "The Inscription from Troizen: a Decree of Themistocles?", ZPE 137 (2001) 69-
92. 

6 See E. A. Betant, Lexicon Thucydidellm, vol. I (Geneva 1843) 243-244. 
7 The translation consilium capere in the Lexicon Thucydideum (see note above) is doubtful. In 

the commentary by C1assen-Steup (Berlin 1890-1919, rev. 1963,66) we read the following: "ÖLU­
vOllilijvm, sich entschliessen, wie dieser Aorist von Th. überhaupt nur von dem Fassen von Ent­
schlüssen, Plänen oder Gedanken gebraucht zu sein scheint (vgJ. c. 1.141.1; 1.143.5; 4.13.4; 
6.91.1; 7.40.5; 7.47.3; 7.74.2; 7.80.1; 8.4; 8.87.3)." At several of these places the interpretation 
"sich entschliessen" is impossible, and at others unnecessary. 

8 Richard Crawley (Worldsworth Classics) does not translate EJuoV'tWV 'tWV M�Öwv, neither does 
Robert B. Strassler (The Landmark Thucydides. A Comprehensive Guide to the PeLoponnesian 

War, ew York 1996, 14): "And the Athenians having made up their minds to abandon their ci­
ty, broke up their hornes, threw themselves into their ships, and became a naval people." In Jac­
queline de Romilly's translation (Thucydide. La Guerre du PeLoponnese, Livre I, Paris 1953), 
"Ie Atheniens, eux, devant I'avance mede, decidaient d'abandonner leur ville et montaient avec 
leurs affaires a bord des navires� devenant alors des marins'·. the Athenians abandon their city in 

the face of the Persians' advancing. 
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which, of course, is possible. But whether we interpret EJnovtwv tWV M�Öwv 
this way or, as I will argue, conditionally "if the Persians ca me on", one impor­
tant question remains; to what word or phrase does this genitive absolute 
belong? Are we to take it as a qualification of the wh oie phrase xai. OL 'A�vaIOL 
EJnovtwv "twv M�Öwv Ölavorl{}EVtE� EXAlJtEIv t�V JtOAlV xai. avaoxEuaoa�EvOL 
E� ta� va'Ü� EoßaVtE� vautlxoi. EYEVOVtO, or just of (ÖLaVOrp�'Ev"tE�) EXAlJtElv t�V 
JtOAlV? Grammatically both interpretations are possible, but the meaning 
differs greatly, If we take the genitive absolute to be a temporal qualification of 
the whole sentence we will have the following meaning: "When the Persians 
came on, the Athenians, after firstly having intended to abandon their city and 
having packed up their goods, thereafter embarked their ships and became 
sailors." According to this interpretation, the Athenians became sailors when 
the Persians were already marching against Greece. This seems strange, to put it 
mildly. The other possible interpretation, if we assume that EJtlOVtWV tWV 
M�öwv is a conditional qualification only of EXAlJtElv "t�v JtOAlV, gives the fol­
lowing translation: "The Athenians, after having intended to abandon their city 
if the Persians ca me on and after having packed up their goods9, embarked on 
their ships and became sailors." This interpretation of Thucydides 1. 18.2 gives 
us a ver ion that is in many ways in concordance with other ancient writers: 

1) The Athenians, as in Herodotus and other Greek authors, did not desert 
their city before the Persians' arrival at Artemision, but were forced to a hasty, 
but probably carefully planned, evacuation since the Greeks did not manage to 
stop the Persians at Thermopylai. The decree from Troizen implies that Athens 
was evacuated before Thermopylai and Artemision. 

2) It is, at least if we choose to interpret the genitive absolute conditionally, 
in concordance with the general opinion that Thermopylai was more than just a 
delaying-action (cf. Herodotus 7.175 and Diodorus Siculus 1 1.4.1)10. 

3) It is in concordance also with the history told by Herodotus, Plutarch and 
others, that the Athenians did not become a naval power when the Persians 

9 The verb avaaxE1J(i�w seems itself to be troublesome (in the middle voice it occurs only here in 
Thucydides). LSJ gives two (probably unintentionally) different translations of the word in the 
middle voice for our phrase (Th, 1.18): 1) break up camp, march away 2) dismantle one's house. 

The translation in the Lexicon Thucydideum (see note above) is colligere vasa, i,e. to collect 
one's military equipment. In Xenophon 's Cyropaedia (8.5.2) aVEOXEUU�E'tO must mean "packed 
up", But in Xenophon's Anabasis (6.2,8) the active voice 1:�V ayoguv ELoW aVEOxEuaaav means 
"they moved the market within the walls", I wonder if not this meaning of the active verb, "to 
move something", also could be transferred to the reflexive middle voice? Thus avaaXEUaaU!!E­
VOl perhaps will have the meaning "to move one's belongings up". This meaning would perhaps 
be useful here indicating that the phrase ÖI,UVOTJ'frEVlEs EXAutEIV 1:�V 1tOALV xaL avaaXEUaaU!!E­
VOl could mean that the Athenians had the intention of leaving their city and drew themselves in­
to the city from Attica in order to more easily be able to evacuate should it be necessary, 

10 Also Cornelius Nepos, in concordance with Herodotus and Diodorus Siculus, states that the 
purpose of occupying Thermopylai was to stop the Persians from advancing further ( ep. Them. 

3.1/taque missi sunt deLecli cum Leonida, Lacedaemoniorum rege, qui Thermopylas occuparent 
longiusque barbaros progredi non paterentur). 
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were already advancing, but that they had begun to create their fleet some years 
earlier, under the threat of a Persian invasion (i .e . flEyaAO'lJ XLVÖUVO'lJ bUXQE­
flUO{}EV'tO�) 11. 

We can find some arguments in the text in favour of the second interpreta­
tion. The first genitive absolute in Thucydides 1.18.2, flEyaAO'lJ XLVÖUVO'lJ bu­
XQEflUO{}EVtO�, is placed at the beginning of the whole sentence indicating that 
it is the temporal expression giving the background for the whole sentence. The 
second genitive absolute, buovtwv tWV M�Öwv, is placed differently, as it is 
placed between OL 'A{}YJvulm and ÖLUVOYJ{}EVtE� EXAIJtElv t�V JtOALV. It seems as 
obvious as can be, considering the often ambiguous language of Thucydides, 
that the first genitive absolute is the more emphasised one, giving the back­
ground for the whole action. The phrase EJtLOVtWV tWV M�Öwv is connected 
only with the second part of the sentence, or more probably only with (ÖLU­
VOYJ{}EVtE�) EXAlJtclv tilV JtOALV. This alone, however, is not enough for exclud­
ing the first interpretation. We need stronger arguments. Therefore, let us ex­
amine the four conjunctions and particles of the sentence (XUt, tE, XUt, XUt). The 
first XUt, before the phrase flEyaAO'lJ XLVÖUVO'lJ EJtLXQEflUO{}EVtO�, is merely a 
conjunction tying the senten ce closely together with the preceding one. The last 
XUt is merely connecting the two participles to one another, ÖLUVOYJ{}EVtE� and 
avuoXE'lJUOaflEVoL Then we have to examine the two remaining particles. The 
first phrase containing the particle tE (OL tE AUXEÖULflOVLOL tWV �'lJflJtOAE­
flYJoavtWv cEAA�VWV llY�OUVtO Ö'lJVaflH JtQOUXOVtE�) must be closely united 
with the second containing XUt (xut OL 'A'frY]vulm EJtLOVtWV tWV M�Öwv ÖLU­
VOYJ{}EVtE� EXALJtElv t�V JtOALV xut avuoXE'lJUOaflEVm E� ta� vuu� EoßaVtE� VU'lJ­
tLxot EyEVOVtO.). tE ... XUt often serves to unite clauses, and tE .. , XUt is often 
used of actions coincident in time. Thus the two phrases beginning with OL tE 
AUXEÖULflOVLOL . . .  and xut OL 'A'frY]vulm ... are both qualified by the temporal ex­
pression flEyaAO'lJ XLVÖUVO'lJ EJtLXQEflUO{}EV'tO�, and both of them are coincident 
in time. The second genitive absolute, EJtLOVtWV tWV M�Öwv, as is shown by its 
place, must be taken as belonging only to (OL 'A {}YJvulm ÖLUVOYJ{}EVtE�) EXAIJtElv 
t�V JtOALV. The whole second part of the sentence is, as stated but as ought once 
again to be observed, just as the first part is, temporally qualified by flEyaAO'lJ 
XLVÖUVO'lJ EJtLXQEflUO{}EVtO�. The meaning of OL 'A 'frY]vulm EJtLOVtWV tWV 
M�Öwv ÖLavoYJ{}EVtE� EXAIJtElv t�V JtOALV could be, as suggested above, that the 
Athenians intended to abandon their city if the Medes came onl2 . This is a 
strong argument against Thucydides' having been familiar with an evacuation 
of Athens ta king place as early as the one implied by the inscription from 
Troizen . The Athenians became a naval power already when threatened by the 

11 So me 100 or 200 ships were built in 483/2 B.C. from the riches of Laurion, on the advice of The­
mistoc\es (cf. Hdt. 7.144; ep. Them. 2.2; Arist.Ath. 22.7). 

12 The audience of Thucydides would not have at all reflected on this expression, since the evacua­
tion of Athens was weil known and the phrase hardly could have been misunderstood. 
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Persians, not when the Persians were advancing through Greece, but they did 
not evacuate Athens until later. Thus, the translation of Thucydides 1.18.2 
ought to be something like this: 

In the face of the great danger that threatened, the Lacedaemonians, be­
cause they were the most powerful, assumed the leadership of the Hellenes 
that joined in the war; and the Athenians, who intended to abandon their 
city if the Persian would advance and who packed up their goods, embarked 
on their ships, and so became sailors. 

To sum up, we can be quite sure that Thucydides in his work did not intend to 
put the evacuation of Athens as early as so me modern scholars have argued. He 
is quite in concordance with Herodotus and others. It is understandable though, 
that the discussion has taken place, considering Thucydides' often obscure ways 
of expressing hirnself. Of course there is also the possibility of Thucydides not 
having paid too much attention to the evacuation of Athens in 480 B.C (the 
Persian Wars, as we know, was not his main theme13). And most certainly, 
Thucydides could not really have imagined the difficulty E1UOV-'(;WV "[wV M�öwv 
would bring. He did not foresee that someone almost 2400 years after his own 
death would find an inscription at Troizen that would give a reason to question 
the meaning of the phrase. 

Correspondence: 
Mikael Johansson 
Department of Classical Studies/Greek 
Box 200 
S-40530 Göteborg 
E-Mail: MikaelJohansson@c1ass.gu.se 

13 Si mon Hornblower's statement that "we should not, however, forget the last two words va'U'tt­
x.oi, EYEVOVtO, 'became sailors', which suggests that Th.s' mind was more generally on the deve­
lopment of an Athenian naval tradition than on the specific mobilization and evacuation before 
Salamis" is noteworthy (S. Hornblower, A Commentaryon Thucydi des, vol. I, books 1-11, Ox­
ford 1991, 54). 
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