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DIODOROS ON DELION AND EURIPIDES' 
S UPPL ICES 

Diodoros (12.70.1-3) gives the following account of the battle at Delion in 424 B.C.: 

a/l(/)TEp`Jv Se 7rrp08u/.u.u C0 P.L79.LE-VWcV 7rapETraxO'laav at' Svva/IELSt O'vSE OYv rpo'7TOV. 7Tapd 
rois Botw-roti EcraXO31aav E71( TO SEtL0V KEpag (9/a1oL, EITL SE TO EVWVV/IOV 'OPXO/e'VLOL, 

77jv Se pCnEbrav aLvEITrApoVv Oa'Aayya BotW7oTo1 7TPoEILaXov-o SE 7TTa'vTW vot 77ap' EKE WOLt 

,qVLOXOt KaL lirapaf3aLTat KaAov/LeVoL, auS pEg EIvTlAEKTOL TpLaKO'atOL. A9fqvatoL SE 
SLaTar-rovTEr E-L T7tTV SVvaCLtv 'vayKa'Al/Uav cuvvau,bat Wa'X-v. yevope'V97r Se -rjg 
7rapaTrac4Ewg iuavpdg, To% ,E'v 7TrpJov oi' Trcv AO'qvatawv L77TELrg adyWVLwo/1LEVoL AaprTpCZ 

qvayYKacaav qvyELV Tovr ciVTataTavTaS- r T 7TEfr /.LETa Se' ra6-ra rcLv 7VEcCcV &taywvtaa/LtE'vWv o 

TaX&EVTEr KaTa% ToU's- e9fat'ovr AO-qvaiot (Ltaa0ELETE ET-paIT7T)aaV, oI Se' AoLt7ro Tov1X a'AAovg 
BotwToE'r TPEC/aIcL,LEvOL KaLL OrV X VEaoCVTE!9 Ec LKaVoV T67TOV eSlw6av. cU' SE %(9?flatol, 
SLtalpovTErg ratLs- TWjV UaW/MTaWV AsvLpptg, EV7EUTpEbav ao i7T6To6 StLWY/LOV, KKla ToLg SLuCKOvat 
TOJV AO-qva W v EC7L7TEcaVE TEs -UvyELYv 7)VaYKaUEaVe E t7LquVEL SE /.La9X VLK 9UELVTES /LEyaXv77V 
a7Tq7vECyKavEro S0ELav ipos cavSpElav. 

His description differs from that of Thucydides (4.91-101) in two significant ways: 
there are charioteers and their riders ( "vioXOL KaL Trapapd'raL) fighting as promachoi 
before the Boiotian hoplites, and the Athenians are victorious in a cavalry clash 
before the main encounter of the infantry.1 

These differences in Diodoros' account, specifically his assertion that chariots were 
present in the fighting at Delion, have elicited a variety of reactions from scholars. 
Jeffery in the CAH accepted Diodoros' statement at face value and included 
charioteers and their parabatai as part of the Theban military of the late fifth century 
B.C.2 Wilamowitz suggested that Diodoros' reference to chariots here was simply an 
archaism of language which preserved the title of 'charioteers and their riders' for an 
elite group of the Theban army long after this group had ceased to use chariots in 
battle. He cited as a parallel for such an anachronistic title the 11T7TEeFS of the classical 
Spartan army, a group of hoplites which acted as a guard for the king when the 
Spartans entered battle.3 Gomme and Pritchett simply rejected Diodoros as wrong on 
all counts but neither provided an analysis of the issue.4 

Despite the authority of the CAH, it is incredible that chariots would have been 
present at Delion. There is no evidence for their use by any Greekhoplite army,5 and it 
is not possible to construct a scenario in which they would have made tactical sense in 
such an army on the Greek mainland. The explanation of Wilamowitz, which on first 

In addition, Diodoros fails to mention the sudden appearance of the Boiotian cavalry on the 
Athenian right which turned the tide of the battle; cf. Thuc. 4.96.5. 

2 CAH 42 (1988), 360. 
Ulrich von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff, Euripides Herakles (Berlin, 1895), 3.113-14. The term 

hippeis would seem to suggest that originally it had been a cavalry corps, but Lazenby in OCD3 
(s.v. 'hippeis', 709) plausibly suggests that these Spartan Hippeis could well have been originally a 
squadron of chariots. 

4 A. W Gomme, A Historical Commentary on Thucydides (Oxford, 1956), 3.568 and W K. 
Pritchett, The Greek State at War (Berkeley/Los Angeles, 1974), 2.221-2. 

Herodotus (5.113.1) refers to 7ToA1E/ILaT7)pta ap,Iara among the forces of the Kouries on 
Cyprus in the 490s, but clearly this is due to the proximity of the island to Asia, where chariots 
were used in warfare throughout the classical period by the native populations. Cf. J. E. Powell, A 
Lexicon to Herodotus (Cambridge, 1938) s.v. apCpa. and W W How and J. Wells, A Commentary 
on Herodotus (Oxford, 1912), 2.62. 
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consideration seems plausible, also has problems, not the least of which is that, even if 
it is right, it does not solve the problem of a victorious Athenian cavalry charge in 
Diodoros' account. This paper will argue that Gomme and Pritchett are correct in 
rejecting the historicity of Diodoros' account, and, through an investigation of the 
whole issue, will offer an explanation of Diodoros' error and free us from charioteers 
or their misnamed descendants on the battlefield at Delion. 

The attraction of Wilamowitz's explanation can be estimated from the fact that 
three other scholars in the century since have arrived at essentially the same conclu- 
sion, all without knowledge of Wilamowitz, and, apparently, of each other.6 But when 
the implications of his explanation are followed up, it becomes much less convincing. 
Diodoros' description seems to support Wilamowitz in so far as he says these men were 
the ones 'called' the charioteers and their riders and he describes them as an 'elite' 
(CTrAIEKrTL) of three hundred. We must conclude, then, that there was an anachro- 
nistically named cavalry counterpart to the l'pos Ao'Xo which existed in the Theban 
army fifty years before the formation of its better-known infantry complement. Or, 
alternatively, since there is nothing in Diodoros which excludes it, we might conclude 
that it was an elite hoplite group, but then that necessarily assumes a precursor to the 
Sacred Band which disappeared (annihilated like the Band itself in one battle?) or was 
reformed under a new title in the fourth century. Although the term epilektoi is often 
used to describe a group which performed special duties within an army (light-armed 
troops for ambushes or bodyguards of magistrates), we must conclude from Diodoros' 
description of their position as a promachic group that the -rvtoXOt Kat frapafatrat 
would have been a select group of 'professional' cavalry or hoplites who trained all year 
round at their own expense or that of the state.7 The evidence for such epilektoi within 
hoplite armies has been collected by Pritchett, and except for the ephemeral Argive 
One Thousand and a shadowy group, the Six Hundred, in the Syracusan army, these 
elite bands were a fourth-century phenomenon. Their development, then, is testimony 
to the experience of constant warfare in the Peloponnesian War and to the advantage 
to a citizen army of a sub-group always trained and in fighting trim.8 It is not 
impossible that there was an elite band in the Theban army of the fifth century called 
the 7vtloXot KaL Tapafd'rat, but circumstantial evidence does not support the 
probability and the complete silence about such a group in all the rest of our evidence 
for the Theban military argues against its plausibility. 

But as mentioned above, the problem with Diodoros' account is twofold, and an 
explanation, even if plausible, of the rvltoXoL Kca 7Trapaad'raT does not solve the 

problem of Diodoros' account of the cavalry in the battle. In Thucydides, the Athenian 
cavalry do not figure at all in the battle, and the Boiotian cavalry only as a flying 
squadron against the Athenian right wing whose sudden appearance turns the tide of 
the battle in favour of the Boiotians. The cavalry of both armies had been aligned on 

6 J. Kromayer and G. Veith, Heerwesen und Kriegfiihrung der Griechen und Romer (Munich, 
1928), 2.64 (followed by Lambertz in RE s.v. 'IapafdaTaL', XVIII 3, 1126-7); P. Salmon, Etude 
sur la confederation beotienne (Brussels, 1978 = Mem. classe des lettres, Acad. Royale de Belgique, 
vol. 63, fasc. 3), 181; and G. L. Huxley, 'Boiotian charioteers in Diodoros', Philologus 135 (1991), 
320-1. And so these parabatai have now become accepted as 'a type of warrior found in central 
Greece in the fifth century' (A. M. Bowie, 'Tragic filters for history: Euripides' Supplices and 
Sophocles' Philoctetes', in C. Pelling (ed.), Greek Tragedy and the Historian [Oxford, 1997], 46, n. 
63). 

7 Salmon (n. 6), 181 and RE XVIII 3, 1127. 
8 On epilektoi in Greek armies, cf. Pritchett (n. 4), 2.221-4, who correctly excludes the Spartan 

Hippeis as being of a different order. 
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the wings of each line (4.93.4-94.1), and Thucydides says that the extreme wings of 
both lines did not figure in the main battle because they were hindered by water- 
courses (4.96.2) 

Huxley thought that the differences in Diodoros' account of Delion were due to 

Ephorus, but there is no evidence for this and, even if true, such a suggestion only 
moves the problem back to Ephorus. It does not explain the mysterious charioteers 
and the Athenian success with their cavalry at Delion.9 

A solution to the problems in Diodoros, 12.70, may be found in Euripides' account 
of the battle for the return of the dead Argives in his Supplices (650-725). A Messenger 
gives the following description of the first part of the battle (674-83 and 694-6): 

7TOLPEVE,l 8 O)XWv 
rETpaopWV KaT7)pxOv) EcVT6EEV FLacX?3 

7TErpav 8E 8tEAaaavTE, aS'AAt'Awv OXovs., 
7TacL/3ac EUT7U3L r4 ev Sopo 7rrapat a-rag Yar?ruav Eg Ta Os..pdS 

X /5EV UL8'qpp 8tli,axovO , oL a 8UTPEOOV 

TwAoV9 E' &'AK'4V aiOts E'S 7paPaLfTa'-ra. 

i8~v &' '/pfag, ok /.LOVvaLk7TVKWV a'va 

7qv roi 'EPEXOEI8cLLULV 0P/LaTWVL 

otr' )aiT r1 K6KSpou8vLE Sc,AaacrOV LT7tLKOV, 

avvijbav a'AK-)V Ka'Kpa-rovv 7UorUcWvro TE... 

vLKwVra 8 TI;TMOLS E )VTE84ETO UTLpaT'v 

KpE'wv r0V E)VOE'v, I-TEfav Aa/A'cv XEPL' 

XWPEL, -zrpLV AEWEV eV[tLcL.aotgS 8vcUOvtUtav. 

As in Diodoros, there are charioteers and their parabatai fighting in Homeric fashion 
as promachoi, and the Athenians are successful in a preliminary cavalry charge, which 
moves Kreon to engage with his hoplites. Euripides' Messenger then provides a 

description of a standard hoplite battle that parallels remarkably the course of the 
battle at Delion as described by Thucydides. In both accounts the battle is even for 
some time marked by persistent pushing and fighting (cp. Supp. [699-700 and 706]: 
Kt% ava51TavcLvTEs oErov ra1TQVLa UTpacT %V / KTKEWOV E)KEL;OV7O... 7V 8' C%V 
,o'ppogos and Thuc. 4.96.2: ro SE a"AAo Kap -EpcL Kca L cLo/Ipcurw a v 

4 UvELU'rjKEL); the Thebans and the Athenians are both successful on their right wings 
(Supp. [704-6]: .`KAWvE yap KE'paSg / r' Aatov q7/LV 8EeLOU6 8 ' '7JUU9WIEVOV / OEV'EL To 

KEWVJV . . . and Thuc. 4.96.3-4: KaL TO /~EV EVcOVV11OV T&J1) BOLLOTCJ Ka1 f_pLt 

Pdgov -aacirro ii0 r5;v AO8lvat'wv ... ro 'jv ov'v Tavr 'ro -rav BOLWT53V Kat 
0% /IUXd'I'E"D KaTE'OvyE, ro SE' SELOtV, o' v, o he3cLaoL t gav, E'Kpa'TEL 'r5v 

AO-jvaivv); but in each account defeat on the left wing is only avoided by the quick 
action of the commander of the successful army, Theseus for the Athenians and 

Pagondas for the Boiotians (Supp. 709 718 and Thuc. 4.96.5-6). 
The similarity between Euripides' mythic battle and Thucydides' description of 

Delion has long been noted.10 It seems clear that the Supplices must have been staged 
not long after 424 and the defeat at Delion, when the historical abrogation of the 
'pan-Hellenic nomos' by the Thebans concerning the return of the dead would have 
been fresh in the minds of the Athenian audience, and the Messenger's description of 
Theseus' victory would have assuaged historical reality with presentation of mythic 

' Huxley (n. 6), 320. 
'o Cf. Bowie (n. 6), 46, with references. In general on Euripides and hoplite battles, cf. J. F 

Lazenby, 'The killing zone', in V. D. Hanson (ed.), Hoplites. The Classical Greek Battle 
Experience (London/New York, 1991), 87 109. 
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success. There is reason to think, based on a statement in Plutarch's Theseus, that 
Euripides was the first to introduce into the tradition an actual fight over the bodies,l" 
and the defeat at Delion would have been the motivation for this innovation. 

Although Diodoros' description of Delion is puzzling, the anachronistic account of 
Homeric chariot battle and hoplite fighting in the Supplices can be explained as part 
of a motif of anachronistic juxtaposition that runs throughout the play. The most 
obvious anachronism is the character of Theseus himself, a king who rules over and 
lauds a democratic Athens (e.g. Supp. 429-55).12 In the Supplices, the burial of the 
Argive dead is a combination of a hoplite burial of most of the dead (oXAos) at 
Eleutherai (just over the border into friendly territory, as defeated hoplite armies 
tended to do),13 and a heroic cremation of the Argive heroes at Eleusis and the return 
of their remains (except those of Capaneus) to Argos. This treatment of the heroes 
recalls the fate of Sarpedon, the Homeric hero and son of Zeus whose remains were 

transported by divine agency from Troy for burial in his homeland of Lycia (II. 
16.676-83), and, of course, the fate of the contemporary Athenian 'heroes' in their 
annual public funeral. Another anachronism occurs with Adrastus' funeral oration, 
which presents a eulogy of the individual dead heroes, a practice avoided in real 
epitaphioi until the very end of the genre;14 but it is praise that depicts the Argive 
heroes as exempla of fifth-century polis values.15 Euripides uses anachronistic juxta- 
position throughout the Supplices to define the heroic action of the play by reference 
to contemporary circumstances, and so it is in relation to this motif of anachronism 
that the Messenger's description of the battle makes dramatic sense. 

Euripides' battle description in the Supplices and Diodoros' account of Delion 
have the same character, and this leads to the conclusion that Diodoros incorporated 
the ahistorical reflection of Delion found in that play into his 'historical' account 
of the battle.16 In Euripides, the fighting progresses unhistorically but sequentially 
from the charge of the chariots and their parabatai (674-9) which in turn causes the 
Athenian cavalry commander to lead his force into the battle (680-3), and the success 
of the Athenian cavalry causes Kreon to enter the fray with his hoplites (694-6). 

1 Plut. Thes. 29.4: avvr7Tpa5e 8e KaL Apada'rco rr'v avalpEaLv TV T VTT O T-J KaSuLeta 
7reaovTwv, ov;X os EvpLtr['8rs ETroiraev ev rpaySIla, .a-X? T' v O-f"aiwv Kparrjaas, aAAa 
7rTEaas KaL a7TrLadaLEvos 

' ovT'w yap OL 7TAErEaTO AEyovau. After the production of the 
Supplices, the version of the myth in which the Athenians fight a battle to retrieve the dead 
became a staple theme of the Athenian epitaphios logos and other patriotic oratory (cf. Lysias, 
Epitaph. 7-10; Plato, Menex. 239b; Isocrates, Paneg. 54-59), and it is significant that both Plato 
and Isocrates credit the version of the myth that they give to the poets, Isocrates (Panath. 168) 
specifically to the tragic poets. Cf. C. Collard, Euripides Supplices I (Groningen, 1975), 6 and E. 
McDermott, 'Double meaning and mythic novelty in Euripides' plays', TAPA 121 (1991), 125-6. 

12 Cf. P. E. Easterling, Anachronism in Greek tragedy', JHS 105 (1985), 9, and N. T. Croally, 
Euripidean Polemic. Trojan Women and the Function of Tragedy (Cambridge, 1994), 207-15. 

13 Cf. Pritchett (n. 4), 4.99-100. 
14 N. Loraux, The Invention of Athens. The Funeral Oration in the Classical City, trans. A. 

Sheridan (Harvard, 1986), 52-3. 
15 Cf. H. Foley, 'The politics of tragic lamentation', in A. Sommerstein et al. (edd.), Tragedy, 

Comedy and the Polis (Bari, 1993), 119-20; Bowie (n. 6), 51-2; and C. Pelling, 'Conclusion', in C. 
Pelling (ed.), Greek Tragedy and the Historian (Oxford, 1997), 230-1. 

16 This is not the place to enter into the aporia of Diodoros and his sources. Cf. the recent dis- 
cussions in K. Sacks, Diodoros Siculus and the First Century (Princeton, 1990) and P. Stylianou, A 
Historical Commentary on Diodoros Siculus Book 15 (Oxford, 1998), 25-131. I assume, based on 
Diodoros' affinity for Euripides (cf. the next note), that he is responsible for the Euripidean 
elements in his description. But my point remains valid even if one could present a plausible case 
that it was his 'source' (Ephorus?) who placed the 7rjvLoXo KaI vrapada-rat on the field at Delion. 
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Diodoros does his best to incorporate the Euripidean elements into his account, but 
without much success. He has the elements but his sequence is disjointed. He simply 
places the three hundred ~vloXoL Kat 7rapaa3'rat before the main hoplite force and we 
hear no more about them. Possibly Diodoros knew that at Delion there could not have 
been a chariot charge as described in Euripides, and he may have rationalized the three 
hundred rvioXol KaL Trrapafldrat into just the anachronistic corps that Wilamowitz 
proposed (arriving at the number three hundred by reference to the Sacred Band?). 
Diodoros incorporates Thucydides' description of how the battle was forced on the 
Athenians, but then he introduces Euripides' Athenian cavalry success as preliminary 
to the main hoplite encounter, his account of which subsequently follows Thucydides 
again. In addition to the clear correspondences between the battle descriptions in 
Euripides and Diodoros, there is circumstantial evidence to support the hypothesis 
that Diodoros was using Euripides in his account of Delion. 

Diodoros mentions Euripides nine times in the extant remains of his history, and 
six times he cites verbatim passages from his plays.l7 He cites the work of no other 
playwright and only mentions in passing Aeschylus (11.27.2) and Sophocles (12.54.6, 
13.103.4). It is clear that Diodoros knew Euripides' plays well and respected them, and 
knew in particular his Supplices, since he mentions its plot in contrast with that of his 
Phoenissae (13.97.6). Furthermore, Diodoros was particularly inaccurate and careless 
when it came to battle descriptions and tactics.18 That he might have deliberately or 
inadvertently introduced into his account of Delion an episode that derived from a 
Euripidean tragedy is not improbable. 

The proposition that an ancient historian might have used a dramatic or poetic 
account to elaborate his description of an historical event may be disturbing to his 
modem counterpart, but there is evidence that Diodoros would not have been alone in 
this.19 While such a conclusion will not enhance our estimation of Diodoros' historical 
accuracy, it does account for the startling similarities between his account of Delion 
and Euripides' battle description in the Supplices, and it removes the conundrums of 
historically impossible Theban charioteers in battle at Delion or a ghostly body of 
three hundred epilektoi for which there is otherwise no evidence.20 

Union College, Schenectady, NY MARK TOHER 
toherm@union.edu 

17 Cf. 1.7.7, 1.38.4, 1.39.1, 9.10.4, 10.9.8, 13.97.6, 13.103.5, 20.14.6, and 20.41.6. 
18 Cf. J. Hornblower, Hieronymus of Cardia (Oxford, 1981), 37-8. For example, Diodoros 

seems to have introduced siege tactics into fifth- and fourth-century conflicts that were only 
practised in the Hellenistic era; cf. R. K. Sinclair, 'Diodoros Siculus and fighting in relays', CQ 16 
(1966), 249-55. 

19 So, for example, on Simonides as a source for 'historical' accounts of famous battles, cf. D. 
Boedeker, 'Simonides on Plataea: narrative elegy, mythodic history', ZPE 107 (1995), 217-29, 
and M. A. Flower, 'Simonides, Ephorus, and Herodotus on the battle of Thermopylae', CQ 48 
(1998), 365-79. 

20 I am grateful to Michael Flower for his comments on an early draft of this piece. 
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