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The Burning of Greek Temples by the Persians and 
Greek War-Propaganda*

Eduard Rung

In 330 BC the soldiers of Alexander the Great, inspired by Thaïs of Athens, 
burned down the splendid palaces in Persepolis.1 This outrageous action was 
reported by Diodorus Siculus, Arrian, Plutarch and some other authors.2 Arrian 
(An. 3.18.12) supposes that the burning of Persepolis’ palaces formed part of 
the implementation of Alexander’s panhellenic program in the war against the 
Persians:

He burnt down the Persian palace, though Parmenio advised him to pre-
serve it, for many reasons, and especially because it was not well to destroy 
what was now his own property, and because the men of Asia would not 
by this course of action be induced to come over to him, thinking that he 
himself had decided not to retain the rule of Asia, but only to conquer it 
and depart. But Alexander said that he wished to take vengeance on the 
Persians, in retaliation for their deeds in the invasion of Greece, when 
they razed Athens to the ground and burnt down the temples. He also 
desired to punish the Persians for all the other injuries they had done the 
Greeks (translated by E.J. Chinnock).

Diodorus (17.72.2–3) and Plutarch (Alex. 38.1–7) stress the role of Thaïs of 
Athens in the burning of Persepolis. Diodorus (17.72.2–3) reports: 

* I would like to express my sincere thanks to Dr. Dorothy Thompson (Girton College, 
Cambridge, UK) for polishing my English in this article.

1   On the burning of Persepolis by Alexander, see especially: J.M. Balcer, “Alexander’s Burning 
of Persepolis,” IrAn 13 (1978) 119–33; E.F. Bloedow, “Alexander the Great ‘Under Fire’ at 
Persepolis,” Klio 79 (1997) 341–53; G. Morrison, “Alexander, Combat Psychology, and 
Persepolis,” Antichthon 35 (2001) 30–44.

2   Also in Curtius (5. 6. 19–20), Strabo (15. 3. 6) and Athenaeus (13. 576 d–e). Arrian and the 
vulgate sources disagree as to the role of the courtesan Thaïs. A.B. Bosworth, A Historical 
Commentary on Arrian’s History of Alexander, vol. 1 (Oxford: Oxford Universiy Press, 1980) 331 
reports that the vulgate version and the deliberate fĳiring are generally understood as depend-
ing on motives other than revenge: (i) as a demonstration to the people of Asia that the 
Persian Empire had perished; (ii) a reafffĳirmation to the Greek world that Alexander was still 
aware of the problem of his homeland; (iii) an attempt to destroy the morale of the Persians 
by burning the symbol of their empire.
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Thaïs said that for Alexander it would be the fĳinest of all his feats in Asia 
if he joined them in a triumphal procession, set fĳire to the palaces, and 
permitted women’s hands in a minute to extinguish the famed accom-
plishments of the Persians. This was said to men who were still young 
and giddy with wine, and so, as would be expected, someone shouted out 
to form the comus and to light torches, and urged all to take vengeance 
for the destruction of the Greek temples (translated by C.H. Oldfather). 

Thus, as one can conclude from Diodorus’ account, someone in the Macedonian 
forces, at this particular juncture, proclaimed the slogan of revenge and this 
stimulated the crowd of soldiers to set fĳire to Persepolis’ palaces. Diodorus 
(17.72.6) further explicitly states that “it was most remarkable that the impi-
ous act of Xerxes, king of the Persians, against the acropolis of Athens should 
have been repaid in kind after many years by one woman, a citizen of the land 
which had sufffered it”. Plutarch, however, reports this story somewhat difffer-
ently (Alex. 38.17). He emphasizes that the said Thaïs was responsible for the 
idea of revenge against the Persians: “it would be a still greater pleasure to go 
in revel rout and set fĳire to the house of the Xerxes who burned Athens” (Plut. 
Alex. 38.4). Plutarch goes on to report that the soldiers who had set fĳire to the 
palaces of Persepolis indeed believed that this act of revenge would mean 
the end of the campaign in Asia and their return home: “For they hoped that 
the burning and destruction of the palace was the act of one who had fĳixed 
his thoughts on home, and did not intend to dwell among Barbarians” (38.7). 
Despite the diffferent versions of the event, there is a consensus in the sources 
that the background for Alexander’s burning of Persepolis was a Greek sense of 
the need for revenge going back to the period of the Persian wars. 

In this chapter my aim is to consider the slogan of revenge against the 
Persians who had burned down the Greek shrines and, further, to take account 
of other aspects of this theme: (a) the Persian practice of burning Greek 
shrines in the period of the Persian wars; (b) the influence of Persian imperial 
policy in Greece on Greek consciousness and ideology, and (c) when it was that 
this Greek slogan for revenge actually efffected policy, and the consequences 
of this development. 

It is well known that the Persians had systematically burned Greek shrines 
since the time of the Ionian revolt down to Xerxes’ invasion of Greece in 
480 BC.3 Herodotus (5.102) explicitly states that the burning of the temple of 

3   Cyrus the Great has been already responsible for the burning of Greek temples in Asia Minor, 
e.g. temple in Phocaea (Hdt. 1.144). R.J. van der Spek, “Cyrus the Great, Exiles, and the Foreign 
Gods: A Comparison of Assyrian and Persian Policies on Subject Nations” in Extraction & 
Control. Studies in Honor of Matthew W. Stolper (eds. M. Kozuh, W.F.M. Henkelman, C.E. Jones, 
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Cybele during the Ionian attack on Sardis in 498 BC was the main pretext for 
the subsequent burning of Greek temples by the Persians. Hornblower sug-
gests that Herodotus is here adopting or reporting a Persian line of explana-
tion, which presented the Ionian revolt as an act of Greek aggression, to which 
the Persians then replied in kind. As Hornblower notes, the ‘orientalizing’ 
theme of Persian temple-burning in 480 was important long after Herodotus’ 
own time, as it was used as the pretext for Alexander the Great’s invasion of 
Asia; Herodotus’ earlier point about Sardis was naturally forgotten, or at any 
rate not followed up, in later accounts and later propaganda.4 Of course, one 
cannot be certain why the Persians actually did burn the Greek temples, given 
their usual religious tolerance towards foreign gods and cults.5 Some alterna-
tive views have been suggested for this Persian impiety in Greece. The most 
popular view is that the destruction of the temples by the Persians was due to 
the religious situation in Iran, as well as deriving from certain features of the 
Iranian religion of Zoroastrianism. I note here just a few of the most indicative 
scholarly views. Munn claims that the redistributive burning of Greek tem-
ples in the time of Xerxes resonates with the zealous temper expressed in the 
name of right religion by Xerxes in the Daiva inscription at Persepolis.6 George 
 supposes that the Persian burning of some Greek shrines stood in contrast to 

C. Woods, Chicago: The Oriental Institute, 2014) 236 mentions this action of Cyrus along 
with others as an argument against scholarly opinion on Cyrus’ religious tolerance. On the 
Persian practice of burning Greek shrines, see: P. Tozzi, “Per la storia della politica religiosa 
degli Achemenidi: Distruzioni persiane di templi greci agli inizi del V secolo,” RSI 89 (1977) 
18–32; G. Firpo, “Impero universale e politica religiosa. Ancora sulle distruzioni dei templi 
greci ad opera dei Persiani,” ASNP ser. 3 16,2 (1986) 331–93. On the Persian attitude to Greek 
temples, see: P. Funke, “Die Perser und die griechischen Heiligtümer in der Perserkriegszeit” 
in Herodot und die Epoche der Perserkriege. Realitäten und Fiktionen. Kolloquium zum 
80. Geburtstag von Dietmar Kienast (ed. B. Bleckmann, Köln, Weimar, Wien: Böhlau, 
2007) 21–34.

4   S. Hornblower (ed.), Herodotus Histories Book V (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 
2013) 9.

5   This is the most traditional view, on which see, for example: A.T. Olmstead, History of the 
Persian Empire (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1948) 465; R.N. Frye, The Heritage of 
Persia (Cleveland: World Publishing, 1963) 78, 82, 120; R. Ghirshman, Iran: From the Earliest 
Times to the Islamic Conquest (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1978) 133 T. Cuyler Young, Jr., 
“The Early History of the Medes and the Persians and the Achaemenid Empire to the Death 
of Cambyses,” in CAH2 4 (1988) 42, 100, 102, 111; M.A. Dandamaev, V.G. Lukonin, The Culture 
and Social Institutions of Ancient Iran (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989) 358. 
In criticism of this concept, see: van der Spek, Cyrus . . ., 233–6.

6   M. Munn, The Mother of the Gods, Athens and Tyranny of Asia (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2006) 227 n. 19.
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the veneration of yet other Greek holy places and reflected the Persian practice 
of burning the abodes of enemy gods.7 Dandamaev and Lukonin suggest that 
by destroying the temples and removing the statues of their gods, Xerxes strove 
to deprive a hostile population of the help of their local gods.8 Kuhrt came to 
opposite conclusion: “the destruction of temples in Greece and perhaps Asia 
Minor does not fĳit with the statement that the king replaced the worship of 
daivas with the cult of Auramazda, while Xerxes’ sacrifĳices to Greek gods and 
use of local rituals and practices contradicts any such notion”.9 Some scholars 
assume that the Persian treatment of Greek shrines is comparable with similar 
sacrilegious actions in Egypt, Babylonia and other places where it is reported 
that the Persians also destroyed local temples.10 

It is striking that four distinguished experts in the Achaemenid history 
(in ‘Herodotus and Babylon Reconsidered’), while considering the literary 
tradition of Xerxes’ destruction of the Babylonian temples, refer to similar 
practice in Greece: “It has recently become clear that Greek accusations made 
against Persians, of hierosylia and sacrilege have their Sitz im Leben in the Greek 
experience of temple destruction in the course of Xerxes’ Greek  campaign. Yet 
it is clear that these destructions were part of the war strategy and not a reli-
giously motivated act of vengeance by the Persians, as Herodotus and others 
have implied”.11 The problem of Achaemenid religious policy is too complex 

7    P. Georges, Barbarian Asia and the Greek Experience (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1994) 56.

8    Dandamayev, Lukonin, Culture . . ., 360.
9    A. Kuhrt, The Persian Empire: A Corpus of Sources from the Achaemenid Period (Oxford: 

Routledge 2007) 242.
10   For an evaluation of the Greek evidence for the Persian misdeeds and destruction of 

temples in Egypt and Babylon, see: I. Ladynin, “Adversary Ḫšryš(Ȝ): His Name and Deeds 
According to the Satrap Stela,” CdE 87 (2005) 108–109; A. Kuhrt, S. Sherwin-White, “Xerxes’ 
Destruction of Babylonian Temples” in Achaemenid History. vol. II: The Greek Sources 
(Proceedings of the Groningen 1984 Achaemenid History Workshop) (eds. H. Sancisi-
Weerdenburg, A. Kuhrt, Leiden: Nederlands Instituut voor het Nabije Oosten, 1987) 
69–78; W.F.M. Henkelman, A. Kuhrt, R. Rollinger, J. Wiesehöfer, “Herodotus and Babylon 
Reconsidered” in Herodot und das Persische Weltreich—Herodotus and the Persian Empire. 
Akten des 3. Internationalen Kolloquiums zum Thema “Vorderasien im Spannungsfeld klas-
sischer und altorientalischer Überlieferungen”, Innsbruck, 24–28. November 2008 (eds. 
R. Rollinger, B. Truschnegg, R. Bichler, Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2011) 449–70. 
There is a tendency in the historiography to challenge the testimony of Classical authors 
on Xerxes’ ‘sacrilegious’ actions towards the native temples and cults in Egypt as well as in 
Babylonia.

11   Henkelman, Kuhrt, Rollinger, Wiesehöfer, Herodotus . . ., 458.
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to be discussed here in detail12; however, it is still necessary to put forward 
some arguments in support of the idea that Persian ‘sacrilegious’ actions were 
not reflections of their more general religious policy, but rather were caused 
by the actual experience of military campaign in Greece.13 This view corre-
sponds with the Greek explanation of the Persian burning of the temples since 
it focuses not on the religious enmity between the Greeks and Persians but 
instead stresses the idea of revenge, which, strictly speaking, was the chief fac-
tor in their relations leading to war. Besides, in almost all cases, which involved 
Greek temples and shrines, the Persians also burned other buildings inside the 
cities and annihilated local population. 

The earliest written example of such an act against a Greek city was 
recorded by Ctesias (FGrHist. 688. F. 13.22). According to Ctesias, when Darius 
crossed the bridge over the Propontis he razed to the ground the homes and 
temples of the Chalcedonians (Χαλκηδονίων οἰκίας καὶ ἱερὰ ἐνέπρησεν), because 
they planned to set the bridge near them adrift and because they destroyed 
the altar which Darius had dedicated on his way through in the name of Zeus 
Diabaterios. Similar words are found in Herodotus’ accounts of the Persian 
destructions of Greek temples in 490 and 480/79 BC. Herodotus also records 
that the Persians set fĳire to the Ionian cities including their temples in 494 BC 
(6.32: τὰς πόλις ἐνεπίμπρασαν αὐτοῖσι τοῖσι ἱροῖσι). In the case of the Samians, 
neither their city nor temples were burned down in 494 BC (Hdt. 6.25: οὔτε 
ἡ πόλις οὔτε τὰ ἱρὰ ἐνεπρήσθη). In contrast, when in 490 BC the Persians were 
enslaving the Naxians they burned down both their temples and the city 
(Hdt. 6.96: οἱ δὲ Πέρσαι ἀνδραποδισάμενοι τοὺς κατέλαβον αὐτῶν, ἐνέπρησαν 
καὶ τὰ ἱρὰ καὶ τὴν πόλιν); similarly, in 480 BC the cities and temples of Phocis 
were set alight by Xerxes (Hdt. 8.33: καὶ ἐς τὰς πόλις ἐνιέντες πῦρ καὶ ἐς τὰ ἱρά). 
Herodotus refers particularly to the burning of the cities of various Phocian 
ethnic  communities—the Panopeans, Daulians and Lilaeens, but makes no 
mention of their temples being burnt (Hdt. 8.35: καὶ γὰρ τῶν Πανοπέων τὴν 
πόλιν ἐνέπρησαν καὶ Δαυλίων καὶ Λιλαιέων). He similarly omits mention of tem-

12   See: A. Kuhrt, “The Problem of Achaemenid ‘Religious Policy’ ” in Die Welt der Götterbilder 
(eds. B. Groneberg, H. Spieckermann, Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2007) 117–42.

13   The case of Babylon shows a close parallel. There is a Greek tradition of a destruction 
of sanctuaries by Xerxes in Babylon (e.g. sanctuary of Bel) and Alexander’s intention 
to restore them (Arr. An. 3.16.4; 7.17.1; Strabo. 16.1.5). The possible Xerxes’ destruction 
of Babylonian temples was probably connected with a revolt mentioned by Ctesias 
(FGrHist. 688. F.13.25), and was therefore intended as a punishment for the rebellious 
country. There is no Greek or Egyptian direct evidence of a Persian destruction of local 
temples in Egypt, however, according to the Aramaic papyri from Elephantine, some 
Egyptian temples were destroyed by Cambyses (DMOA. XXII. B 19–20).



171The Burning Of Greek Temples

For use by the Author only | © 2016 Koninklijke Brill NV

ples, when recording the burning of Thespiae and Plataea in Boeotia at the 
hands of the Persians (Hdt. 8.50: ἐμπρήσας Θεσπιέων τὴν πόλιν αὐτῶν . . . καὶ τὴν 
Πλαταιέων ὡσαύτως). On his retreat from Athens, however, which had survived 
the destruction by Xerxes one year earlier, according to Herodotus (Hdt. 9.13), 
Mardonius burnt down the walls, houses and temples (ἐμπρήσας τε τὰς ̓ Αθήνας, 
καὶ εἴ κού τι ὀρθὸν ἦν τῶν τειχέων ἢ τῶν οἰκημάτων ἢ τῶν ἱρῶν, πάντα καταβαλὼν καὶ 
συγχώσας). What these accounts suggest is that the burning of temples was not 
an explicit policy on the part of the Persians during their campaigns against 
the Greeks.

Herodotus refers to acts of revenge on only a few occasions.14 A careful 
reading of his account of the burning of the temple of Cybele in Sardis by the 
Greeks (Hdt. 5.102) clearly shows that this temple was not set alight intention-
ally but was demolished as a result of the burning of the city (καὶ Σάρδιες μὲν 
ἐνεπρήσθησαν, ἐν δὲ αὐτῇσι καὶ ἱρὸν ἐπιχωρίης θεοῦ Κυβήλης). And in recounting 
acts of Persian aggression Herodotus draws particular attention to the burning 
of Greek temples by the Persians as examples of retaliation: τὸ σκηπτόμενοι οἱ 
Πέρσαι ὕστερον ἀντενεπίμπρασαν τὰ ἐν ῞Ελλησι ἱρά (Hdt. 5.102); τὰ ἱρὰ συλήσαντες 
ἐνέπρησαν, ἀποτινύμενοι τῶν ἐν Σάρδισι κατακαυθέντων ἱρῶν (on Eretria: Hdt. 
6.101). There are, however, some additional examples of temple-burning in 
Herodotus which are not connected by him with any acts of revenge, but are 
plain accounts of setting fĳire to temples. One such example is the burning of 
the temple of Apollo in Abae (Hdt. 8.33); secondly, there was the Persian plan 
to burn down Delphi, which was never efffected since, as Herodotus shows, 
the deity became involved (Hdt. 8.35–39). In both of these cases, the Persian 
actions were not directed immediately against the Greek gods or cults. It was 
simply the case, according to other Greek authors, that the Persians, consid-
ered sacrilegious by the Greeks, in the course of their invasion plundered 
Greek shrines; they also removed to Persia a variety of sacred objects, as they 
had already done from Egypt and Babylonia.15 Arrian (An. 3.16.7–8) reports on 
such booty, found by Alexander in Susa in 330 BC: “Many other things were 

14  On the idea of revenge in Greek ideology and culture: H. Bellen, “Der Rachegedanke in 
der griechisch-persischen Auseinandersetzung,” Chiron 4 (1974) 43–67; H.-J. Gehrke, “Die 
Griechen und die Rache. Ein Versuch in historischer Psychologie,” Saeculum 38 (1987) 
121–49.

15   On the removal to Persia of sacred objects from Egypt and Babylonia: Ladynin, “Adversary 
Ḫšryš(Ȝ). . ., 110–11; Kuhrt, Sherwin-White, Xerxes . . ., 70–2 and Henkelman, Kuhrt, 
Rollinger, Wiesehöfer, Herodotus . . ., 453–8, an attempt to downplay Greek evidence for 
Xerxes’ destruction of the Babylonian temples and removal of the statue of Bel-Marduk 
(Hdt. 1.183).
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also captured there, which Xerxes brought with him from Greece, especially 
the bronze statues of Harmodias and Aristogeiton. These Alexander sent back 
to the Athenians . . .” (πολλὰ δὲ καὶ ἄλλα κατελήφθη αὐτοῦ, ὅσα Ξέρξης ἀπὸ τῆς 
῾Ελλάδος ἄγων ἦλθε, τά τε ἄλλα καὶ ῾Αρμοδίου καὶ ᾿Αριστογείτονος χαλκαῖ εἰκόνες. 
καὶ ταύτας ᾿Αθηναίοις ὀπίσω πέμπει ᾿Αλέξανδρος).16 Arrian provides further 
information when reporting the arrival of Greek embassies to Alexander in 
Babylon in 323 BC (An. 7. 19.2):

He also gave the ambassadors permission to take with them all the 
statues of men and images of gods and the other votive offferings which 
Xerxes had carried from Greece to Babylon, Pasargadae, Susa, or any other 
place in Asia (ὅσους δὲ ἀνδριάντας ἢ ὅσα ἀγάλματα ἢ εἰ δή τι ἄλλο ἀνάθημα 
ἐκ τῆς ῾Ελλάδος Ξέρξης ἀνεκόμισεν ἐς Βαβυλῶνα ἢ ἐς Πασαργάδας ἢ ἐς Σοῦσα 
ἢ ὅπῃ ἄλλῃ τῆς ᾿Ασίας). In this way it is said that the brazen statues of 
Harmodius and Aristogeiton, as well as the monument of the Oelcaean 
Artemis, were carried back to Athens (translated by E.J. Chinnock).

This account carries with it the implication that the removal of sacred and 
other objects from Greece to Persia in the course of Xerxes’ invasion in 
480 BC was devoid of any religious motivation. In addition, we should note that 
the Greek authors reporting the Persians’ plundering of Greek temples in all 
cases employ the verb συλάω, ‘pillage’, ‘plunder’. According to Herodotus, when 
the Persians captured Miletus in 494 BC they plundered the temple and oracle 
before they set them alight (Hdt. 6.19: ὁ νηός τε καὶ τὸ χρηστήριον, συληθέντα 
ἐνεπίμπρατο). And when they captured Eretria in 490 BC, they plundered and 
then burned the temple as well (Hdt. 6.101: τὰ ἱρὰ συλήσαντες ἐνέπρησαν). As 
for the temple of Apollo at Abae, the Persians also plundered this before they 
burnt it down (Hdt. 8.33: τὸ ἱρὸν συλήσαντες ἐνέπρησαν). Herodotus also lays 
stress on the Persians’ intention to plunder Delphi and to deliver the treasures 
there to king Xerxes (8.35: ὅκως συλήσαντες τὸ ἱρὸν τὸ ἐν Δελφοῖσι βασιλέϊ Ξέρξῃ 
ἀποδέξαιεν τὰ χρήματα). 

Scholars often make the point that in many cases the Persians in fact treated 
Greek gods in a not unfriendly manner; on occasion Persians even showed 

16   According to Pausanias (1.8.5), the statues of Harmodias and Aristogeiton were returned 
to Athens only by Antiochus. Valerius Maximus (2.10. ext.1) ascribes this to Seleucus; Pliny 
the Elder (NH 34.70), to Alexander. Bosworth, A Historical . . ., 317 resolves this contradic-
tion by suggesting that Alexander merely promised the return of the statue-group during 
his stay in Susa.
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themselves anxious to respect Greek gods.17 There are numerous examples 
that could be adduced but we will mention only those that relate to the Persian 
wars. The Lindian chronicle twice mentions Persian offferings to Athena of 
Lindos, though it is probable that two reports relate to the same event—the 
attack on Rhodes by Persian forces in 490 BC. According to the fĳirst record, 
Artaphernes sent earrings, a dress, tiara, bracelets, knife and ornate clothing 
to the temple of Lindos (Lind. Chron. XXXII. 65–69). The second entry records 
that, after failing to capture Rhodes by siege, Datis removed his garment and 
sent this, together with his bracelets, tiara and dagger, and also his chariot, as 
an offfering to the goddess (Lind. Chron. XLII. 35–38).18 The offfering made by 
Datis during the expedition against Greece in 490 BC to the temple of Apollo 
on Delos was well known (Hdt. 6.97). Finally, Herodotus mentions a sacri-
fĳice which Xerxes, after taking Athens in the summer of 480 BC, ordered the 
Athenian exiles to make on the Acropolis (Hdt. 8.54).

In spite of the fact that Persian ‘sacrilegious’ actions in Greece were not 
caused by enmity towards Greek religion or Greek gods, the Greeks themselves 
considered these as impious and needing to be remembered and revenged. 
Herodotus reports that both the Greeks and the Persians were well aware 
of the signifĳicance of temple burning in Greek policy and propaganda, as 
becomes clear in several of his comments (Hdt. 8.109, 140, 143–144). Moreover, 
a number of Greek authors mention the Greek decision not to rebuild the tem-
ples destroyed by the Persians, so as to leave them as memorials for the next 
generations. Isocrates (4.156) claims a similar decision was fĳirst taken by the 
Ionians, but Diodorus Siculus (11.29.4) and Lycurgus (Leocr. 81) see this rather 
as a requirement of the so-called Plataean oath.19 There has been much debate 
about the authenticity of the Plataean oath,20 but it is clear from other Greek 
sources that a decision on this subject was indeed taken by the Greeks during 
the Persian wars. This is reflected in the archaeological data and confĳirmed 

17   P. Briant, From Cyrus to Alexander. A History of the Persian Empire (Winona Lake, Indiana: 
Eisenbrauns, 2002) 547–9; P. Georges, Barbarian Asia . . ., 57–8.

18   C. Higbie, The Lindian Chronicle and the Greek Creation of Their Past (Oxford:  Oxford 
University Press, 2003).

19   It must, however, be noted that there is no mention of this in the text of the oath pre-
served on the Acharnae stela: Tod II. 204 = GHI 88.

20   P. Siewert, Der Eid von Plataiai (München: Verlag C.H. Beck, 1972); H. van Wees, “ ‘The 
Oath of the Sworn Bands’: The Acharnae Stela, the Oath of Plataea and Archaic Spartan 
Warfare” in Das frühe Sparta (eds. A. Luther, M. Meier, L. Thommen, München: Franz 
Steiner Verlag, 2006) 125–64; P. Krentz, “The Oath of Marathon, not Plataia?,” Hesperia 76 
(2007) 731–42; recently: P. Cartledge, After Thermopylae: The Oath of Plataea and the End 
of the Graeco-Persian Wars (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013).
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by Plutarch’ reference (Per. 17) to Pericles’ congress decree (itself also the sub-
ject of scholarly controversy21) and by the date when construction work was 
started on the Athenian Acropolis in the mid fĳifth century BC.22

The origin, therefore, of the idea of taking revenge on the Persians for their 
burning of the Greek shrines, appears to be contemporary with the period of 
the Persian Wars. This is clear enough from Aeschylus, who in his ‘Persians’ 
(472 BC) explicitly expresses the idea. The context here is a description of the 
Persians’ sacrilegious actions in Greece (ll. 809–812): 

For in coming to the land of Hellas they did not shrink in reverence 
from plundering the statues of the theoi or to burn their temples. 
The altars and the shrines of the daimones are no more to be seen, 
utterly overturned from their very foundations and scattered in 
confusion. 

(οἳ γῆν μολόντες ῾Ελλ άδ’ οὐ θεῶν βρέτη / ᾐδοῦντο συλᾶν οὐδὲ πιμπράναι νεώς· 
βωμοὶ δ’ ἄιστοι, δαιμόνων θ’ ἱδρύματα / πρόρριζα φύρδην ἐξανέστραπται 
βάθρων).

(translated by Niall McCloskey and John Porter)

The Persians, as the text continues, had already sufffered for their sacrilegious 
actions in Greece in the outcome of the battle of Salamis; new suffferings will 
await them in the future in the battle of Plataea and even later (ll. 813–819): 

As a result, having acted evilly, they sufffer evils 
as great or greater, while others are still to come, nor yet has 
the foundation of their misfortunes been laid: it still must be 
capped offf 
such is the great libation of the blood of those slaughtered that will be 
poured 
on the land of the Plataeans by the Doric spear. 
The mounds of corpses will bear silent testimony 
to the eyes of mortals even to the third generation, 

21   See, for example: R. Seager, “The Congress Decree: Some Doubts and a Hypothesis,” 
Historia 18 (1969) 129–31; G.L. Cawkwell, “The Peace between Athens and Persia,” Phoenix 
51 (1997) 126.

22   A.E. Raubitschek, “The Peace Policy of Pericles,” AJA 70 (1966) 39; I.S. Mark, The Sanctuary 
of Athena Nike in Athens: Architectural Stages and Chronology (Princeton: Hesperia 
Supplement 26, 1993) 100–101.
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warning that, being mortal, one must not have thoughts greater than 
one’s station (translated by Niall McCloskey and John Porter).

Herodotus also writes of the necessity of taking revenge on the Persians in the 
context of Xerxes’ peace proposals to the Athenians; he suggests that instead of 
making pacts, it is necessary for the Athenians to take revenge on the Persians 
(Hdt. 8.144: τοῖσι ἡμέας ἀναγκαίως ἔχει τιμωρέειν ἐς τὰ μέγιστα μᾶλλον ἤ περ 
ὁμολογέειν). There is no clear indication in the sources that the idea of tak-
ing revenge for the Persian practice of temple burning had any signifĳicance in 
the period from the Persian wars down to Philip of Macedon. It was nowhere 
explicit in the proclaimed goal of the Delian League (Thuc. 1.96 speaks of 
ἀμύνεσθαι ὧν ἔπαθον δῃοῦντας τὴν βασιλέως χώραν,23 but he does not specifĳically 
refer to the religious factor; so revenge is rather for the Persian devastation of 
Greece more generally). 

In the Spartan-Persian war of 400–394 BC the slogan of ‘Freedom of the 
Greeks of Asia Minor’ was dominant.24 And in Isocrates’ orations (Panegyricus 
and Philip) revenge for Persian religious crimes in Greece was not put forward 
as one of the main arguments for launching a Greek expedition for the con-
quest of Asia.25 The theme of revenge appears again in Diodorus (16.89.2) who 
attributes it to Philip of Macedon after the battle of Chaeronea: 

23   On the meaning of Thucydides here, see: P.A. Brunt, “The Hellenic League Against Persia,” 
Historia 2 (1953/4) 150; R. Sealey, “The Origins of the Delian League”, in Ancient Society 
and Institutions. Studies Presented to Victor Ehrenberg on his 75th Birthday (ed. E. Badian, 
Oxford: Blackwell, 1967) 238, 241; A.H. Jackson, “The Original Purpose of the Delian 
League,” Historia 18 (1969) 12–6; H.R. Rawlings III, “Thucydides on the Purpose of the 
Delian League,” Phoenix 31 (1977) 1–8; N.D. Robertson, “The True Nature of the ‘Delian 
League’ 478–461 BC I,” AJAH 5 (1980 [1981]) 73–4.

24   See: R. Seager, C.J. Tuplin, “The Freedom of the Greeks of Asia: On the Origins of a Concept 
and the Creation of a Slogan,” JHS 100 (1980) 144–6.

25   On the slogans of panhellenism in the fĳifth and fourth centuries BC: M.A. Flower, “From 
Simonides to Isocrates: The Fifth Century Origins of Fourth Century Panhellenism,” ClA 
19 (2000), 65–101. J. Seibert, “ ‘Panhellenischer’ Kreuzzug, Nationalkrieg, Rachefeldzug 
oder Eroberungskrieg?—Überlegungen zu den Ursachen des Krieges gegen Persien” 
in Alexander der Grosse. Eine Welteroberrung und ihr Hintergrund. Vorträge des 
Internationalen Bonner Alexanderkolloquium, 19.–21.12.1996 (ed. W. Will, Bonn: R. Habelt, 
1998) 23, cites only two passages in Isocrates (Paneg. 185 and Philip. 125), and claims 
that in both the ‘Rachemotiv’ (concept of revenge) plays a subordinate role; in response 
to Seibert’s argument, see: E.F. Bloedow, “Why did Philip and Alexander Launch a War 
against the Persian Empire,” AnCl 72 (2003) 263–4.
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He spread the word that he wanted to make war on the Persians on the 
Greeks’ behalf and to punish them for the profanation of the temples, 
and this won for him the loyal support of the Greeks (translated by 
C.H. Oldfather).

It seems probable that, in the changed political conditions in Greece and for 
his own advantage, Philip revived the old Greek slogan of revenge against the 
Persians for their acts of temple-burning in Greece during the Persian wars. It 
is difffĳicult to say if this slogan went down well among the Greeks at that time, 
but the continuation of the Athenians’ cooperation with the Persians during 
Alexander’s invasion of Asia shows that it was not a fruitful one. Alexander 
had inherited this slogan from his father, as shown by the events at Persepolis.26

The conclusion must be that, while the burning of Greek shrines by the 
Persians was an expression of a religious aspect of war, it did not add up to war 
against either Greek religion or Greek gods, nor indeed did it represent any 
form of religious war. The Persian ‘sacrilegious’ actions were not reflections 
of their more general religious policy, but rather were caused by the actual 
experience of military campaign in Greece. The slogan of revenge against the 
Persians appeared originally as an expression of Greek war propaganda. Later, 
in the time of Philip and Alexander, it became a demonstration of Macedonian, 
anti-Persian propaganda that aimed, as Diodorus (16.89.2) rightly says, to win 
the loyal support of the Greeks.
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