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chapter 3

Rewriting History: The Battle of Salamis, 480bce

Mathieu de Bakker

1 Introduction1

The year 480bce is widely regarded as a watershed between the Archaic and

Classical periods. Following their successful resistance against Persian at-

tempts at subjugation, theGreeks embarked on a period of expansion, prosper-

ity, and accelerated cultural development. However, the extent to which 480

was truly crucial depends, in part, on an assessment of the historiographical

sources. This study examines these sources, comparing their portrayals of the

Battle of Salamis—an event that, based on these very accounts, is commonly

seen as the turning point of the PersianWars.

In 480, the Persians marched into Greece, overcame Spartan resistance at

Thermopylae, took control of Attica, and razed Athens. Yet, their navy faced

a setback in the Strait of Salamis, a pivotal moment in the war. This defeat

weakened the Persian hold on the Aegean and compelled the king to with-

draw from Europe, leaving his troops under the command of Mardonios. Due

to the absence of physical remains, scholars rely mostly on ancient narrative

sources to reconstruct this battle. The messenger speech in Aeschylus’ Per-

sians and the Salamis episode in Herodotus’ Histories are considered crucial

pieces of evidence, as witnesses were still alive to recount their memories.2

Diodorus Siculus (first century bce) offers a condensed account in his Lib-

rary, crediting Herodotus but also drawing on later historians such as Ephorus,

Theopompus and Ctesias.3 Additional information is found in Lysias’ Funeral

Oration (early fourth century bce), and in the biographies of Themistocles

1 I am grateful to the editors of this volume for meticulously reviewingmy chapter and provid-

ing numerous valuable comments.

2 Aeschylus is reported to have taken part in the battle himself by Pausanias (1.14.5) and Schol.

in Persians 432 (ed. Dähnhardt), which refers to Ion of Chios (fifth century bce) as a source.

Caution is needed, however, as biographies of ancient writers tend to include elements

derived from their works. For Aeschylus, see Lefkowitz 1981: 69–70.

3 Credit toHerodotus: Diod. Sic. 11.37.6 (see below). For the other sources, seeMarincola 2007a:

107–111. For Diodorus’ use of Ephorus in particular, see Hornblower 1994: 36–38; Flower 1998:

370; Green 2006: 14–16; 27–28; 70 n. 72; Marincola 2007b.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
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and Aristides by Nepos (first century bce) and Plutarch (first to second cen-

turies ce).4

Despite this wealth of sources, reconstructing the Battle of Salamis proves

challenging since these accounts solely originate fromGreekperspectives,with

a noticeable absence of independent Persian sources. Moreover, the narratives

are shaped by generic conventions that impose limitations on their histor-

ical reliability.5 Some scholars argue that Aeschylus, while composing Persians,

adhered closely to the actual events, given thatmanyAthenians in his audience

had been personally involved in the battle.6 However, his playwas part of a reli-

gious festival and featured a Salamis narrative embedded in a fictional speech

delivered by a messenger at the Persian court—a tale of Greek victory told

through the imaginary lens of a defeatedPersian.7 As a tragedy, Persians focuses

on universal themes, portraying Xerxes’ defeat in Greece as a consequence of

hubris and staging him in utter consternation at the end of the play. Interest-

ingly, the play avoids naming individual Greeks, possibly to prevent causing

offence to bereaved relatives in the audience, as Goldhill suggests.8 Aeschylus,

it seems, had more immediate concerns than writing a straightforward histor-

ical account. By crafting an immersive narrative rich in sights and sounds, the

playwright aimed to address the collective trauma stemming from the battle,

and, more broadly, from the evacuation, loss, and rebuilding of Athens and its

sanctuaries.9

4 Aesch. Pers. 249–514; Hdt. 8.40–125; Lys. 2.32–44; Diod. Sic. 11.13.3–4; 11.15.2–19.6; Nep. 2.4–5;

3.2; Plut.Them. 10–17; Arist. 8–9. For historical analyses, seeHignett 1963: 193–239; Green 1970:

153–198; Burn 1984: 450–475; Lazenby 1993: 151–197.

5 In general, battle narratives pose challenges as their narrative format enables those involved

to retrospectivelymake sense of the disorderly events on the battleground by imposing chro-

nological, spatial, and causal order onto them. See the useful discussion by van Rookhuijzen

2021: 213–214 on the consequences for the topography of battlegrounds (see below) and

Huitink’s 2024 analysis of the narratives of the Battle of Cynaxa.

6 Lazenby, in his conclusion regarding Aeschylus’ and Herodotus’ narratives, asserts that ‘the

coincidences between the two accounts… suggest that in relying on them,we can come close

to the truth’ (1988: 185, my italics). See Wallinga 2005: 114–119 for comparison. Parker 2007: 6

takes a more nuanced stance, highlighting the probability of distortions in the account due

to patriotic and generic influences.

7 Pelling characterizes the messenger speech as ‘a version of history … fashioned, stylized, and

elaborated according to some generic conventions and audience expectations’ (1997: 1). See

also Hammond 1956: 39, who points at generic aspects that make it impossible to regard the

messenger speech in Persians as a comprehensive account of the battle.

8 Goldhill 1988: 192–193.

9 For the impact of trauma andmemory on the accounts of the PersianWars, see Proietti 2019,

2021, including references to scholarship on the broader effects of war trauma on (histor-

ical) narratives. See also Proietti’s contribution to this volume, pp. 30–34. For the ‘therapeutic’
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Historiographical sources adhere to generic conventions as well. It is widely

recognized that ancient historiography is rooted in epic traditions.When read-

ing Herodotus’ account, therefore, we, as Flower puts it, are ‘viewing the events

of the Persian Wars through the lens of Homeric epic’.10 Recently, van Rook-

huijzen has introduced another perspective, shedding light on the challenges

faced by a historian likeHerodotuswhen reconstructing a naval battle like Sala-

mis. He identifies Herodotus’ ‘littoral gaze’, in which identifiable landmarks

on the coasts of Attica and Salamis are intricately linked to the topography of

the battle.11 Most important for my argument here, however, is the polemical

nature of ancient historiography, as discussed in insightful studies by Marin-

cola and Thomas.12 Beginning with Hecataeus, ancient historians examined

their predecessors’ works, aiming to correct, revise, and adapt them.13 In this

process, they were driven by contemporary concerns, aligning their narratives

with goals that lay beyond the narratives’ temporal boundaries, as demon-

strated by Grethlein.14 In Herodotus’ narrative, for instance, references to dis-

putes over the roles of the Aeginetans and Corinthians in the Battle of Salamis

(Hdt. 8.84 and 8.94, respectively) appear to mirror later fifth century tensions

between erstwhile allies turned opponents at the time when Herodotus com-

posed his work.15

function of Persians, see Proietti 2022. For insights into the immersive effects of descript-

ive elements like sight and sound in battle narratives, see Allan 2018.

10 Flower 1998: 375. Strasburger 1972 is seminal for the influence of Homeric epic on histori-

ography. Marincola’s 2018 overview explores the diverse ways in which Herodotus’ battle

narratives are shaped by Homeric epic.

11 Van Rookhuijzen 2021, acknowledging that ‘we will never be able to reconstruct in full

detail what happened in 480bce’ (2021: 217).

12 Marincola 1997: 217–257; Thomas 2000: 214–221.

13 Hence, the interdependenceof these sources complicates the findings of thosewho recon-

struct events by comparing sources as if they exist in isolation. In the case of Salamis,

Wallinga argues for the credibility of the 1,207 ships in Xerxes’ fleet, citing its occurrence

in both Persians (341–343) and Histories (7.89.1) (Wallinga 2005: 32–46, and see 117–119 for

his argument that Herodotus did not use Persians as a source). This claim elicited a varied

response, with some reviewers supporting it (Meißner 2006; Papalas 2006; Evans 2008)

and others dissenting (Potter 2006; Murray 2008). Parker 2007: 2–3 acknowledges that

Herodotus derived the number from Aeschylus (cf. Lazenby 1993: 173–174), whose work

he must have known. Verbal allusions to Persians by Herodotus have been pointed out by

Lazenby 1988: 185, Pelling 1997: 2n5, Bowie ad 8.68γ, and Parker 2007.

14 Grethlein 2013.

15 Passages in Thucydides (e.g., 1.73–74) reveal that the Persian Wars held significance in

Greekdiplomacy in theperiodpreceding thePeloponnesianWar. For contemporary issues

in Herodotus’ historical narrative, see also Fornara 1971, Moles 1996, Thomas 2000, and
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In a perceptive article, Marincola sheds light on this fundamentally ‘revi-

sionist’ approach of ancient historiographers towards their predecessors by

comparing the depictions of the battles in the Persian Wars.16 In the case

of Salamis, he notes disparities between Aeschylus, who portrays the Greeks

as a unified force, and Herodotus, who underscores internal divisions within

the Greek alliance. Diodorus Siculus, on the other hand, emphasizes Greek

unity, depicting Spartans and Athenians interacting more harmoniously than

inHerodotus’ account. Here,Marincola identifies traces of a ‘decidedly panhel-

lenic perspective’, probably derived from the fourth century historian Ephorus,

in Diodorus’ version.17

In this contribution, I will build on Marincola’s findings and explore the

narrative sources of the Battle of Salamis in relation to one another.18 First, I

will examine the initial engagement of the battle and argue that Herodotus’

account responds to Aeschylus’ more glorifying rendition in Persians. Next,

I will discuss four aspects in which Diodorus’ version reacts to Herodotus’

account, seeking insights into the reasons behind these differences. Addition-

ally, I will examine chronological inconsistencies in Diodorus’ narrative and

argue that they stem from a revisionist agenda.

2 Aeschylus and Herodotus on the Initial Engagement at Salamis

In a recent comparative analysis, Parker notes regarding the start of the battle

that ‘Herodotus’ account in general agrees with Aeschylus’, as both authors

depict the action at Salamis commencing with a Greek ship ramming an op-

ponent (Aesch. Pers. 408–411; Hdt. 8.84.1).19 Parker, however, chooses to ‘omit’

the circumstances under which this initial engagement occurs.20 Yet, their

Irwin 2013. Osborne 1996: 337 points out that stories about the Persian Wars ‘became

so politically charged that no confidence can be placed in any claims about what went

on’.

16 Marincola 2007a. See also vanWees in this volume (pp. 92–123) on Ctesias’ version of the

PersianWars as a deliberate departure from Herodotus’ account.

17 Marincola 2007a: 114–122, with 117–120 on Salamis. The citation from page 115.

18 For a comparable discussion of the sources of the Battle of Thermopylae (from a more

formalist narratological perspective), see de Bakker 2018. For a comparison of Herodotus’

account of the Battle of Plataea with the encomiastic version of Simonides’ Plataea Elegy,

see Thomas 2018: 276–282.

19 Parker 2007: 6. Compare Wallinga 2005: 114, who observes ‘no serious disagreements’

between Aeschylus and Herodotus.

20 Parker 2007: 17.
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distinctions are noteworthy, as Aeschylus—in contrast to Herodotus—

portrays the Greeks confidently initiating the attack on the Persians:

At that time, theGreeks chanted a solemnpaean not as a signal for retreat

but advancing into battle with a confident spirit (ἐς μάχην ὁρμῶντες εὐψύχῳ

θράσει).

aesch. Pers. 392–394

As dawn breaks, the ships emerge ‘in proper order’ (εὐτάκτως, 399) and move

forward, away from the coast of Salamis, as indicated by ‘the entire fleet set out’

(ἐπεξεχώρει, 401). However, in Herodotus’ account, the Persians take the initi-

ative, as they ‘immediately attacked’ (αὐτίκα ἐπεκέατο, Hdt. 8.83.2) when the

Greeks had set their ships to sea. The Greeks initially ‘backed water and ran

their ships aground’ (πρύμνην ἀνεκρούοντο καὶ ὤκελλον, 8.84.1), only engaging

when the Athenian Ameinias (or, in an alternative version, an Aeginetan ship)

had attacked and set an example. Their initial lack of confidence is emphasized

in the subsequent anecdote about a phantomwoman, who rebukes ‘all’ (ἅπαν)

Greeks for backing water (8.84.2). Thus, while in Aeschylus’ narrative the Per-

sians are alarmed by the unexpected sight and sound of the approaching fleet

(Aesch. Pers. 391–392), in Herodotus it is the Greeks who seem intimidated by

the advancing Persians and almost yield under pressure.

Several scholars have noted the disparity betweenHerodotus and Aeschylus

on this matter.21 Lazenby views the initial Greek retreat as a tactical man-

euver, either a ‘momentary hesitation’ for the Greeks to complete their battle

line or a deliberate strategy to entice the Persian fleet into the narrows.22 In

Herodotus’ account, however, the initial Greek retreat is not attributed to a

strategic motive. In other battles, the historian explicitly mentions instances

when strategy guides these actions. For example, during the Battle of Thermo-

pylae, the Spartans turn their backs to the Persians to surprise their pursuers

(Hdt. 7.211.3). Similarly, in theBattle of Artemision, theGreeks ‘draw their sterns

together’ (8.11.1) tomaximize their chances of success against their numerically

superior opponents. This contrasts with the opening engagement at Salamis,

where the Greeks back water and run their ships aground, diminishing their

effectiveness.

21 Hammond 1956: 39; Hignett 1963: 234; Pelling 1997: 7–8; Marincola 2018: 12, cf. p. 12 n. 31.

22 Lazenby 1988: 181, cf. 1993: 189. Compare Hammond 1956: 46–47, Green 1970: 187 (‘a simu-

lated flight’), and Burn 1984: 460–461;Wallinga 2005: 125–129 believes that the Corinthian

retreat (Hdt. 8.94) should also be explained as a tactical maneuver.
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If we agree with Parker and others (see n. 13 above), that Herodotus was

familiar with Aeschylus’ Persians, the question arises: why did Herodotus opt

to portray the Greeks as appearing fearful at the beginning of the battle? Given

that he admits that he was in the dark about the precise course of the fight-

ing (8.87.1), it seems unlikely that he had access to any better sources than

Aeschylus’ play. In this light, a thematic explanation of Herodotus’ account

may be more plausible. A comparison with Herodotus’ two other major battle

narratives of the Persian Wars (Thermopylae and Plataea) reveals three con-

verging aspects in the passage under review. Together, these aspects seem to

hint at an underlying message in Herodotus’ battle narratives of the Persian

Wars.

First, in these two battles Herodotus highlights Greek fear preceding the

first encounter, creating the impression of a formidable enemy. At Thermo-

pylae, the Greeks initially plan a complete withdrawal ‘out of fear’ (καταρρωδέ-

οντες, 7.207), and prior to the Battle of Plataea, Pausanias, ‘fearing the Persians’

(καταρρωδήσας τοὺς Πέρσας, 9.46.1), asks the Athenians to swap positions and

line up opposite the Persians instead of the Spartans.23 Herodotus also notes

Spartan fear of the Persian cavalry (9.56.2). Seeking refuge in the foothills of

the Cithaeron, the Spartans urge the Athenians to supply assistance (9.60).24

Ultimately, it is the Arcadians who initiate the attack on the Persians, with

Pausanias and his Spartans joining only when their sacrifices prove favorable

(9.62.1).

Second, in each battle, Herodotus highlights the fragility of the Greek coali-

tion. In the case of Thermopylae, the Spartans’ final stand is not somuchmotiv-

ated by a noble ideal of self-sacrifice, but rather attributed to the anger of the

Phocians and Locrians. They have been promised security when invited to join

the coalition and accordingly feel abandoned when the Peloponnesians plan

to withdraw to the Isthmus (7.203; 207).25 When Ephialtes’ betrayal leaves the

Greek forces surrounded, opinions are again ‘split’ (ἐσχίζοντο, 7.219.2). Only the

Thespians decide to stand with the Spartans, while the rest of the coalition

23 Even before the outbreak of the war, the approaching Persian army instills ‘great fear’ in

the Spartans, which makes them concede when Tisamenos demands Spartan citizenship

(Hdt. 9.33).

24 Spartan problems escalate during the Battle of Plataea when their commander, Amom-

pharetos, refuses to withdraw with Pausanias, thus jeopardizing the entire operation

(9.53–57). Baragwanath 2012: 309–310 emphasizes the symbolic significance of this pas-

sage, highlighting how Amompharetos’ stubborn steadfastness underscores the Spartan

willingness to compromise.

25 De Bakker 2018: 73.
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retreats.26 Prior to the Battle of Plataea, the fragility of the coalition is once

more evident when the Athenians consider striking a deal with the Persians if

the Spartans fail to send troops (9.7; 11). Only at the last moment do the Ephors

yield, following the advice of Chileos from Arcadia (9.9.2).27

Third,Herodotus ascribes apivotal role toAthens, whichpermeates his entire

narrative of the war. Athens defies oracles predicting its destruction before

the invasion, and, according to Herodotus, it is Athenian resilience in the face

of danger that ultimately saves the Greeks from Persian enslavement. This

opinion, he acknowledges, will be ‘begrudged by the majority’ (7.139), which

reveals a perspective from the later fifth century, when Athenian policies had

grown unpopular in Greece. Yet, in the admirals’ debate at Salamis, Eurybiades

casts the decisive vote in favor of the Athenians, recognizing that the coali-

tion stands no chance against the Persianswithout them (8.63).Moreover, their

merits are not confined to sea battles but also extend to the battleground. At

Plataea, Herodotus records significant interventions as the Athenians replace

the battered Megareans (9.21) and deliver the decisive blow in besieging the

Persian camp. In this endeavor—unlike the Spartans—the Athenians exhibit

the ability to scale and tear down the wall ‘with courage and resilience’ (ἀρετῇ

τε καὶ λιπαρίῃ, 9.70.2). Most crucial, according to Herodotus, is their readi-

ness to accept Spartan overall command of the coalition, despite contribut-

ing the largest number of ships in the sea battles at Artemision and Salamis

(8.1.1 and 8.44.1, respectively). They align with the Spartans in rejecting Gelon’s

ambition to lead the coalition (7.161) and remain obedient to Pausanias even

when they realize his leadership is challenged by the mutiny of Amomphare-

tos (9.54).28

Greek fear, coalition fragility, and Athens’ pivotal role converge in the build-

up to the initial engagement at Salamis. Herodotus highlights the division

among Greek admirals, portraying their discussions as ‘verbal skirmishes’

(ἔπεσι ἀκροβολισάμενοι, 8.64.1), ‘clashes of words’ (ὠθισμὸς λόγων, 8.78) and

‘disputes’ (λόγων ἀμφισβασίη, 8.81). Themistocles even engages in derogatory

remarks about his Corinthian counterpart Adeimantos, threatening to with-

draw from the coalition if theGreeks abandon their position at Salamis (8.61.2–

26 On the ambiguities in Herodotus’ characterization of Leonidas, whose choices in battle

are not exclusively motivated by heroic ideals, see Baragwanath 2008: 64–78.

27 This is a second instanceof Arcadian—rather thanSpartan—alertness in thePlataea epis-

ode. Observe also that Arcadians are cited as the first to enter the Persian camp in the final

phase of the battle (Hdt. 9.70.3).

28 For the Athens-centered perspective of Herodotus, see also van Wees in this volume

(pp. 94–96, 100–102, 112–114).
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62). At dawn, in his pre-battle exhortation, Themistocles urges the Greeks to

‘choose the better over the weaker’ (8.83.1), but their fearful retreat in the face

of the Persian attack reveals a failure tomotivate them. Crucially, the Athenian

Ameinias (later praised as one of the best individual commanders, 8.93.1) puts

an end to the initial Greek retreat by ‘charging forward’ (ἐξαναχθείς, 8.84.1) and

colliding his ship with an opponent’s. When he is unable to dislodge, others

rush to his aid, marking the commencement of the battle. In line with the spe-

cial roleHerodotus attributes to theAthenians, their ship is the first one named

as igniting the spark in the tinderbox.

The contrast with Aeschylus’ portrayal of the confident and collective Greek

attack is striking. In Persians, the Greeks initiate the attack and operate as

a cohesive, united force, whose warlike qualities are attributed to the free-

dom of their citizens (Aesch. Pers. 231–245). In reaction, Herodotus seems

to have chosen a different perspective in his battle narrative to align it with

the overarching themes he intends to convey. Unlike versions that amplify

Greek heroism and unity in a spirited defense, Herodotus’ account emphas-

izes Greek fears, division, and distrust.29 It highlights that the war against

the formidable armies of Xerxes was won with difficulty, and thanks to for-

tunate, well-timed, and dutiful interventions by the Athenians. Contempor-

ary concerns may have inspired Herodotus to emphasize these themes. In a

significant flash-forward, immediately after commending the Athenians for

yielding command to the Spartans during the Persian invasion, Herodotus

alludes to post-war developments: Athens continues fighting the Persians inde-

pendently after taking command from the Spartans, a separation that ulti-

mately leads to internal strife among the Greeks (cf. στάσις … ἔμφυλος, Hdt.

8.3).

3 Diodorus’ Version of Salamis

Herodotus’ successors revisited and adjusted the Salamis narrative, seemingly

in response to their predecessors. Their impact becomes evident in Diodorus

Siculus’ rendition of the PersianWars. Despite crediting Herodotus (Diod. Sic.

11.37.6), Diodorus does not follow Herodotus’ account of the Battle of Sala-

mis obsequiously. Although Marincola notes a ‘fairly strict fidelity to the fifth-

century tradition’ in Diodorus’ version of the battle itself, he detects a different

29 Compare vanWees’ 2018 exploration of the historical aspects of the Thermopylae narrat-

ives, concluding that Herodotus probably revised an older, more legendary version of the

events at Thermopylae.
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portrayal of the surrounding events anddebates, withmore praise for Athenian

and Spartan leaders than found in Herodotus’ narrative.30 Building on Marin-

cola’s insights, I will examine four aspects of Diodorus’ account where notable

divergences are apparent. These pertain to (1) the connection with the Greco-

Carthaginian war in Sicily, (2) Xerxes’ role, (3) the preliminary debates, and (4)

the battle itself.

3.1 The Sicilian Connection

Diodorus’ account of the Persian Wars pays more attention to the Sicilian

Greeks than Herodotus’ narrative. When Athens and Sparta seek assistance

against the Persians at Syracuse, Herodotus portrays Gelon as unwilling to offer

support unless he can lead the coalition (Hdt. 7.157–163.1). Later, Gelon shows

a willingness to submit to Xerxes in the event of a Greek defeat (7.163.2). Hero-

dotus also mentions Gelon’s war against the Carthaginians as a reason for not

supporting the Greeks (7.165). At this juncture, Herodotus brings up the Battle

of Himera, which is claimed to have occurred on the same day as the Battle of

Salamis (7.166).31

While Herodotus views Sicily and Greece as independent battlegrounds

during Xerxes’ invasion, Diodorus attributes both conflicts to Xerxes: when

planning the invasion of Greece, the king urges the Carthaginians to attack

the Greeks in the West, orchestrating a war across the Mediterranean (Diod.

Sic. 11.1.4–5). The connections between battles in these wars are also more

intertwined, even at the expense of chronological consistency. Diodorus’ Sala-

mis narrative (11.13.3–4; 11.15.2–19.6) precedes that of Himera (11.20–26), even

though, in his version, the Battle of Himera did not coincide (as in Herodotus),

but took place earlier in time, on the same day as the Battle of Thermopylae,

creating a scenario where ‘the greatest victory coincided with themost famous

defeat’ (11.24.1). Gelon’s victory at Himera ‘inspired the Greeks with courage’

at Salamis, elevating Gelon alongside Themistocles as an architect of the vic-

tory over the barbarians (11.23.1–2). DespiteGelon’s eagerness to join theGreeks

30 Marincola 2007a: 119. A complicating factor is that we can only tentatively reconstruct

Diodorus’ reliance on sources for this part of the narrative beyond Herodotus (most not-

ably Ephorus). Furthermore, Diodorus himself should not be viewed as a mere copyist of

his sources. It is important, as highlighted by Sacks 1990, to consider the late Hellenistic

context inwhichhe composedhiswork. For an overviewof the debate regardingDiodorus

and his sources, see Priestley 2014: 14; 162–168 and Muntz 2017: 14–26.

31 Pindar (Pyth. 1.75–80) alreadymentions the battles of Salamis, Plataea, andHimera in one

breath. For the tradition linking the battles of Himera and Salamis as synchronous events,

see Gauthier 1966.
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against Xerxes after defeating the Carthaginians, he abandons this campaign

upon learning of the Greek victory at Salamis (11.26.5).32

Scholars attribute Diodorus’ pro-Sicilian inclination to sources aiming to

counter Herodotus’ more unfavorable portrayal of the Sicilian Greeks. Marin-

cola points to Ephorus, who asserted that Gelon, through his victory at Himera,

liberated all Greeks.33 Priestley identifies Timaeus, a Sicilian historian who

‘reworked Herodotus’ narrative to glorify Sicily’s history for the years of the

PersianWars’.34 However, Diodorus’ own approach to writing universal histori-

ography further reinforces the connections between Sicily and Greece. Clarke

mentions the historian’s principle of symmetry—his goal to ensure equal treat-

ment of events of similar greatness in his work. Additionally, she notes ‘nar-

rative weaving’, resulting from the annalistic organization of his work.35 This

involves dealing with events in different regions of the oikoumenē within the

same chapter, emphasizing their synchrony.36 Regarding the battles of Salamis

and Himera, already linked in tradition, Diodorus’ narrative techniques allow

him to compare the battles at the end of his account (11.23) and enhance their

causal connection, retrospectively portraying Gelon’s victory as a contributing

factor to the outcome of Salamis.37

3.2 Xerxes’ Role

Diodorus’ account of theBattle of Salamis highlightsXerxes’ supremeauthority

more thanHerodotus does. In Diodorus’ version, the king personally orders his

admiral to engage (Diod. Sic. 11.18.3), while Herodotus describes initial Persian

movementswithout explicit reference to commands (Hdt. 8.76; 84.1). Diodorus’

version omits Artemisia’s advice to Xerxes as well as Mardonios’ counsel (see

Hdt. 8.68; 100; 101–103).When the battle begins, Xerxes’ position atMountAiga-

leos is mentioned by Diodorus (Diod. Sic. 11.18.3), excluding the references to

his retinue found in Herodotus’ version (Hdt. 8.90.4).38 Unlike Herodotus, who

32 The pro-Sicilian revision also clarifies why Diodorus excludes Herodotus’ references to

Gelon’s abstention from the fightingduringXerxes’ invasionof Greece, aligningwithHero-

dotus only in noting the Corcyrean abstention (Diod. Sic. 11.15.1, compare Hdt. 7.168).

33 Marincola 2007a: 112–113. See FGrHist 70 F 186 = scholion on Pind. Pyth. 1.146a.

34 Priestley 2014: 168.

35 Clarke 1999: 265–267. Cf. Rubincam 1987.

36 Green 2006: 10–12.

37 See Marincola 2007a: 111–114 for discussions about ‘the decisive contribution’ to the Per-

sianWars in later fourth century historiography, with Thermopylae, Himera, and Salamis

as contenders.

38 In Aeschylus’ Persians, we only discover the king’s role as a spectator at the battle’s con-

clusion (ll. 465–470).
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reports that Xerxes beheaded the Phoenician admirals for slandering the Ioni-

ans (Hdt. 8.90.3), Diodorus has Xerxes killing them for their cowardice in battle

(Diod. Sic. 11.19.4). On the whole, Diodorus’ account simplifies Herodotus’ por-

trayal of Xerxes, omitting his advisors and depicting the king as the sole archi-

tect and executor of his campaign.39

The revision of Xerxes’ character in Diodorus’ versionmay have contributed

to a second inconsistency in the narrative order of the events. After defeat-

ing the Spartans at Thermopylae, the king opts to undertake naval combat

(Diod. Sic. 11.12.1). Inviting his admiral Megabates, he orders him to battle the

Greeks ‘with the entire fleet’ (11.12.2). Megabates sets out from Pydna in North-

ern Greece and anchors at Magnesia, where he loses over 300 ships in a storm.

With the remaining ships, he sails to Aphetai, opposite Artemision, where the

first sea-battle of the war unfolds (11.12.3–11.13.2). At this point Diodorus’ nar-

rative order re-aligns with Herodotus’ account, as it takes the news of the

Spartan defeat at Thermopylae as the reason for the coalition’s navy to with-

draw (Hdt. 8.21.2, Diod. Sic. 11.3.3).40 This chronological inconsistency suggests

a clash between narrative strategies in Diodorus’ version: while it seems to

respect Herodotus’ account in general, it subordinates its chronological order

to an increased focus on Xerxes as the commander of the expedition.

3.3 The Preliminary Councils and Meetings

What setsHerodotus’ account of Salamis apart fromother existing sources is its

detailed exploration of preliminary diplomacy. Xerxes seeks counsel from his

admirals, while the Greeks grapple with the strategic challenge of choosing the

optimal battleground, fearing entrapment at Salamis if defeated. Initially opt-

ing to retreat to the Isthmus, they reconsider under Themistocles’ persuasion,

aiming to protect Aegina and the refugees fromAthens andMegara.41 However,

internal unrest jeopardizes this decision, prompting Themistocles to covertly

inform Xerxes about Greek withdrawal plans. In response, Xerxes dispatches a

naval squadron to block any attempt at escape, making engagement at Salamis

inevitable.

Diodorus provides fewer discussions and meetings in his much shorter ac-

count. He excludes Xerxes’ council with his admirals and Themistocles’ private

39 Compare de Bakker 2018: 73–74 for Xerxes’ characterization in Diodorus’ version of the

Battle of Thermopylae.

40 Herodotus does notmentionXerxes’ order toMegabates. In his account, the stormatMag-

nesia occurs before the Battle of Thermopylae (7.188–191), which coincides with the Battle

of Artemision.

41 For a detailed study of Themistocles in Herodotus, see Blösel 2004.
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table 3.1 Overview of debates and meetings before the Battle of Salamis

Herodotus Diodorus Siculus

Debates

1. Xerxes seeks counsel from his admirals 8.67.2–69 not mentioned

2a. Greeks decide to retreat to Isthmus 8.46; 56 not mentioned

2b. Greeks reconsider and stay at Salamis 8.59–64 11.15.2–16.1

2c. Greeks discuss withdrawal to Isthmus 8.74–75.1; 78–82 not mentioned

2d. Greeks decide to fortify the Isthmus 8.71 (flashback) 11.16.3

3. Themistocles encourages the troops 8.83 11.17.4

Private

meetings

4. Themistocles meets Mnesiphilos 8.57 not mentioned

5. Themistocles meets Eurybiades 8.58 not mentioned

6. Themistocles meets Aristides 8.79–80 not mentioned

7. Covert message to Xerxes 8.75 11.17.3–4

8. Message from deserting Greeks 8.82.1 (Tenians) 11.17.3–4 (Ionians)

conversations with Mnesiphilos, Eurybiades, and Adeimantos. While Herodo-

tus’ narrative pays more attention to the preliminary debates compared to the

actual battle (63% versus 37%), Diodorus allocates nearly equal space to both

elements (51% versus 49%).42 Additionally, Diodorus’ version lacks speeches

in direct discourse, a prominent feature of Herodotus’ account.43

Asmentioned above, Herodotus underscores the fragility of the Greek coali-

tion, where each member state is primarily concerned with its own survival.44

Themistocles faces an uphill battle in advocating the defense of Salamis due

to the alliance’s reluctance to fight in front of occupied territory (ἡ γὰρ Ἀττικὴ

ἀπεῖτο ἤδη ‘Attica was already ruled out’, Hdt. 8.49.1). Upon Mnesiphilos’ warn-

ing about the potential disintegration of the coalition if they withdraw to the

Isthmus, Themistocles convinces Eurybiades to reconsider the decision (8.58).

Publicly, he employs strategic arguments, emphasizing the Greek advantage in

42 In terms of oct pages (Hude), Herodotus’ preliminary debates span 9.25 pages, while the

battle narrative covers 5.5 pages. In contrast, Diodorus’ preliminary debates consist of 255

words, with the battle narrative comprising 244 words.

43 Speeches in direct discourse in Herodotus’ Salamis narrative (aftermath included): 8.57.2;

59 (twice); 60; 62; 65.2–4; 4–5; 68; 75.2–3; 77.1–2; 79.3–4; 80.1–2; 84.2; 88.2–3; 94.3; 96.2;

100.2–5; 101.2–4; 102.1–3; 106.3; 109.2–4; 110.3; 114.2; 118.3; 125.2. Diodorus only includes

speeches in indirect discourse: 11.15.3; 4; 17.1; 2; 3; 18.3; 19.4; 5.

44 Regarding theGreek deliberations at Salamis, Pelling 2006: 110–112 highlights the paradox-

ical circumstance that the ‘danger of fragmentation … imposed the victorious unity’ (as

quoted on page 112). See also Barker 2009: 163–172.



84 de bakker

the narrow waters (8.60β), skillfully avoiding offense to the Peloponnesians,

and countering Corinthian admiral Adimantus with two rejoinders (8.59; 61.2).

Ultimately, his threat of coalition departure makes Eurybiades decide to stay

at Salamis (8.63). However, the decision receives only lukewarm support and

is revisited amid escalating fears and contentious meetings among the troops

(8.70.2; 74.2; 78–82).

In Diodorus’ more concise version of the debate, there is less focus on

internal Greek division, and the verbal conflicts reported by Herodotus are

omitted. Initially, the Peloponnesians are depicted as ‘only concerned with

their own safety’ (τῆς ἰδίας μόνον ἀσφαλείας φροντίζοντες, Diod. Sic. 11.15.3). How-

ever, Themistocles persuades ‘all’ (ἅπαντας, 11.15.4) to recognize the strategic

advantages of Salamis, which results in a ‘communal decision’ (κοινοῦ δόγματος,

11.16.1). Eurybiades and Themistocles jointly attempt to reassure the anxious

troops. When these efforts prove fruitless, Themistocles, in his covert message

to Xerxes, announces the imminent Greek withdrawal (11.17.1), but without

including the suggestion found in Herodotus that part of the Greeks would

defect to the Persians (Hdt. 8.75).

Unlike Herodotus, in Diodorus’ narrative the troops are genuinely uplif-

ted by Themistocles’ exhortatory speech and ‘enthusiastically’ board the ships

(προθύμως, Diod. Sic. 11.17.4). Another noteworthy distinction is the betrayal of

the Persians by their Ionian allies (11.17.3–4). In contrast, in Herodotus’ ver-

sion, the Ionians remain loyal to Xerxes and their contributions to the battle

are even highlighted (Hdt. 8.85.2–3: two Samian admirals; 8.87–88: Artemisia;

compare 8.90.2: Samothracians).45 These variations confirmMarincola’s claim,

mentioned above, that Diodorus drew from versions aiming to reshape Hero-

dotus’ narrative to emphasize a more united, panhellenic perspective, under-

lining the cohesion and loyalty of the Greek coalition instead of its fragility and

division.46

Oncemore, the review of this segment of the Salamis narrative by Diodorus

and his sources has resulted in chronological inconsistencies. Both Herodotus

and Diodorus agree that in the early stage of Xerxes’ invasion, the Isthmus

was chosen as the coalition’s command center (Hdt. 7.172; Diod. Sic. 11.3.3).

Later, the Peloponnesians decided to fortify the place to prevent the Persians

from invading the Peloponnese. According to Herodotus, the Spartans unilat-

erally took this decision directly after the Battle of Thermopylae, and it was

45 Van Wees in this volume identifies Ephorus as Diodorus’ probable source for the Ionian

betrayal of the Persians in the Battle of Salamis (p. 109).

46 Herodotus’ and Diodorus’ accounts of the Battle of Thermopylae differ similarly in this

respect. See de Bakker 2018.
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executed swiftly (Hdt. 8.71; 74). The decision caused unease in the Greek coali-

tion, as the Athenians, after withdrawing from Artemision, were ‘deceived in

their expectation’ (ἐψευσμένοι γνώμης, 8.40.1) when Sparta chose to fortify the

Isthmus instead of fighting the Persians in Boeotia. Attica now lay exposed and

required a hurried evacuation. In Diodorus’ version, however, the decision to

fortify the Isthmus is made by the coalition as a whole because of the fall of

Athens, driven by the fear and despair of the Greek troops (Diod. Sic. 11.16.3).47

This emphasizes communal zeal in the Greek defense. Yet, Diodorus’ version

already refers to the completion of the fortification in the preliminary coun-

cil that precedes the decision to fight the Persians at Salamis (Diod. Sic. 11.15.3:

τετειχισμένου … αὐτοῦ καλῶς, ‘with the place [Isthmus] now well fortified’).

Moreover, the location of this council—where ‘all commanders’ had to jointly

decide on strategy (cf. Diod. Sic. 11.15.2)—at the Isthmus is incongruous, as it

implies that the Greek admirals left their fleet leaderless at Salamis, under the

eyes of Xerxes and in the face of the advancing Persian fleet.

3.4 The Battle

Like the preliminary debates, Diodorus’ account of the Battle of Salamis is sig-

nificantly shorter than Herodotus’ version. The sack of Athens receives only a

brief mention (Diod. Sic. 11.14.5), contrasting with Herodotus, who embeds his

elaborate, dramatic narrative (Hdt. 8.50–55) in the context of the first prelim-

inary council (8.49; 56), emphasizing its impact on theGreeks at Salamis. Addi-

tionally, Diodorus’ version lacks a catalogue of ships (cf. Hdt. 8.43–47) as well

as references to oracles, portents, and the statues of the Aeacids (cf. Hdt. 8.64.2;

65; 77; 83.2; 84.2; 96).48 Aristides’ battle against the Persians on the islet of Psyt-

taleia is also excluded, with Aristides himself only appearing at Plataea as the

Athenian commander (Diod. Sic. 11.29.4).49 This omission places Themistocles

in the spotlight as the architect of Greek victory, despite Eurybiades’ overall

command, in alignment with Diodorus’ evaluative comment at the beginning

of the Salamis narrative:

47 In Lysias’ encomiastic account of Salamis, the fortification of the Isthmus occurs even

after the Battle of Salamis (Lys. 2.44). Apparently, this event was so flexible in the avail-

able traditions that authors could incorporate it wherever it suited their narratives.

48 Overall, the divine is notably absent in Diodorus’ account, a stark contrast to the signific-

ant role played by the divine in punishing Xerxes’ hubris in Aeschylus’Persians (345–347;

361–362; 373; 454–455; 472–473; 514; 515–516; 519–520; 532–536; 601–602; 604; 739–742; 749–

750; 809–815; 820–828; 911–912; 921; 1005–1007).

49 This contrasts with the biographers, whomention Aristides in the context of Salamis. See

Nep. Arist. 3.2; Plut. Them. 11.1; Arist. 8–9.
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Their admiral was Eurybiades the Spartan, but it was Themistocles the

Athenian who was actually in charge of the disposition of the fleet, since

on account of his sharp intelligence and strategic skill he was held in

favor, not only among the Greeks throughout the fleet, but also by Eury-

biades himself: he was the man to whom everyone looked for guidance,

and whose word they eagerly accepted.

diod. sic. 11.12.4, transl. Green, with adaptations

While in Herodotus some of Themistocles’ plans falter and some of his words

have no effect, in Diodorus’ version all his words and actions are fully effect-

ive, and there are no challenges to his authority. Altercations with other Greek

admirals are not mentioned, and anecdotes about his bribery by the Euboeans

(cf. Hdt. 8.4) and extortion of Andrians, Carystians and Parians are absent (cf.

Hdt. 8.111–112).50 It is throughundisputeddirective actions of Themistocles and,

on the Persian side, Xerxes, that the circumstances for the Battle of Salamis are

arranged.

In Diodorus’ account, the actual battle unfolds according to Themistocles’

predictions. There is no mention of an initial Greek retreat as in Herodotus.

The Persiansmanage tomaintain order until theymove from the open sea into

the narrow strait (Diod. Sic. 11.18.4). However, the heroic death of the Persian

admiral (11.18.5) leads to chaos and conflicting orders.This allows theAthenians

to strike and chase away the Persian ships (11.18.5–6). The battle on the other

side of the strait remains in balance until the Athenians arrive to deliver the

decisive blow (11.19.2). In this context, Diodorus does not mention the Aeginet-

ans, who play such a prominent role in Herodotus’ narrative (Hdt. 8.91–93.1).51

The two accounts differ also in their explanations of Greek success. Hero-

dotus underscores discipline as the decisive factor, highlighting the Greeks’

ability to hold their line and ‘fight orderly’ (σὺν κόσμῳ ναυμαχεόντων, Hdt. 8.86),

50 This more positive depiction of Themistocles is also evident in the biographies. Nepos

(Them. 3.2) attributes to him a victory at Artemision, crediting him with the strategy of

engaging in the narrows (angustiae), a tactic reminiscent of the Spartans’ approach in

Thermopylae (Them. 4.5). Nepos also acknowledges Themistocles for the triumph at Sala-

mis (Them. 5.3). Plutarch attributes Xerxes’ defeat to the consequences of Themistocles’

naval strategy (Them. 4.5–6) and highlights Themistocles’ success in maintaining the

Greek coalition at Artemision, despite Eurybiades’ apprehensions (Them. 7.5–7; cf. Lys.

2.42).

51 Marincola 2007a: 119–120 explains this as resulting from the disappearance of Aegina as a

powerful state in the course of the fifth century. For fourth-century historians like Ephorus

its prominence would have been hard to understand given its contemporary insignific-

ance.
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while portraying the Persians as battling ‘without sense’ (οὐ … σὺν νόῳ, 8.86).52

Despite the Persians operating more bravely under the watchful eye of Xerxes,

his presence ultimately leads to chaos as Persian ships collide in their eager-

ness to excel (8.89.2).53 In Diodorus’ account, the emphasis shifts to the terrain

itself, with the Persian fleet forced out of line upon entering the narrow street

(Diod. Sic. 11.18.4), as Themistocles had predicted. Diodorus then summarizes

how theAthenians systematically engage and repel one squadron after another

(11.19.1–3). His version lists all the ethnicities of these squadrons, including

Phoenicians, Cyprians, Cilicians, Pamphylians, and Lycians. This level of detail

is perhaps intended as a polemic response to Herodotus’ admission of ignor-

ance regarding the precise course of the battle (Hdt. 8.87.1).

4 Conclusion

This analysis of sources related to the Battle of Salamis illuminates the signi-

ficance ascribed to the year 480bce, commonly seen as a watershed between

the Archaic and Classical periods. Aeschylus addresses the Persian defeat at

Salamis in Persians, the only surviving tragedy centered on a contemporary his-

torical event. Herodotus’ extensively covers this year, devoting nearly one-fifth

of his entire Histories to it.54 Thucydides describes its battles as the ‘greatest

of previous achievements’ (Thuc. 1.23.1). Diodorus Siculus, who wrote when

Greece was under Roman rule, dedicates substantial attention to the battles

of 480bce, while Nepos and Plutarch produced biographies of the Greek com-

manders involved.55

52 In Persians, the Greek fleet also forms a closed formation (Aesch. Pers. 399). Although the

Persians resist the initial onslaught (412–413), they quickly devolve into chaos, colliding

with one another due to the confined space (413–416). Lysias portrays the battle as initially

balanced (Lys. 2.38), with Athenians oscillating between hope and fear. The narrative per-

spective consistently adopts the viewpoint of an individual engaged in the battle (2.39)

reminiscent of Aeschylus’ immersive approach in the messenger speech.

53 Both historians characterize the situation as a θόρυβος (Hdt. 8.87.2; 90.1; Diod. Sic. 11.18.4).

At Diod. Sic. 11.18.6 there is an ironic allusion to Herodotus’ phantom woman rebuking

the Greeks (8.84.2), when the Persians are reported to have ‘put an end to backing water’

(πρύμναν … ἀνακρούεσθαι κατέπαυσαν), opting instead to turn their ships around and flee.

54 Herodotus’ narrative of 480bce (7.37–8.129) covers 155 pages, constituting 19% of the 805

pages of Hude’s oct edition, the most of any single year. In Diodorus’ Library, the most

extensive coverage within the surviving books 11–20 is dedicated to the events of 480bce

(11.2.3–26.8), spanning 35 pages in Oldfather’s Loeb edition.

55 The Persian Wars were a popular topic for the Romans. A reenactment of the Battle of

Salamis took place in Rome in 2bce as part of the festivities commemorating the inaug-
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Yet, the analysis also reveals a lack of detailed knowledge about the events.

The sources exclusively originate from Greek traditions and they rely on one

another, while they conform to certain genre expectations, and also serve the

interests of their contemporary audience. Due to the absence of testimonies

independent from the Greek traditions (e.g., a contemporary Persian account),

amorebalanced reconstructionof the actual events remains elusive.Therefore,

numeroushistorical aspects, including the fleet size and the admirals’ roles,will

continue to be subjects of debate.56

Aeschylus, Herodotus, and Diodorus Siculus present varying narratives of

the events of and surrounding Salamis, and the latter two historians seem to

be responding to earlier accounts. Aeschylus depicts Greeks fighting heroically

and united against a hubristic opponent. Herodotus, by contrast, downplays or

omits this heroism, possibly in contrast to other post-war traditions.57 Instead

of portraying confident Greek attacks, he initially emphasizes their retreat. He

also underscores the fragility of the Greek coalition, especially in the prelimin-

ary, acrimonious debates. Additionally, he highlights noteworthy achievements

of Greeks fighting on the Persian side. These revisions probably reflect contem-

porary concerns, with the factionalism of the Greeks in the later fifth century

mirrored in his portrayal of a fragile Greek coalition.

Diodorus’ account appears to be based on fourth century sources like Epho-

rus, who revisited the events with a more panhellenic perspective. Diodorus’

version highlights unity and harmony among the Greeks as they defend them-

selves against a tyrannical opponent orchestrating a total war across theMedi-

terranean. This revision results in serious inconsistencies in the narrative order

of the events, with confusion arising about the Battle of Artemision, the pre-

liminary council of Greek commanders before Salamis, and the fortification

of the Isthmus. Unlike Herodotus, Diodorus’ version offers a straightforward

portrayal of leadership, casting Themistocles as the champion, Xerxes as the

villain, and attributing the Persian defeat to the absence of effective leadership

after the death of their admiral. While Diodorus makes the Persian fleet fall

apart under Athenian pressure, Herodotus attributes the outcome to Xerxes’

distorting presence as the supreme commander overseeing the events.

uration of theMars Ultor temple in the Forum of Augustus. For details and references, see

Spawforth 1994: 238 and Hardie 2007: 129.

56 Compare van Wees’ observations on Ctesias and Herodotus in this volume pp. 93–120.

These authors’ substantially different versions of the PersianWars reflect the interests and

political conditions of their own time and place.

57 Compare the Plataea-elegy ascribed to Simonides and the ‘Legend’ about Thermopylae as

reconstructed by vanWees 2018.
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In summary, when investigating the history of the Battle of Salamis, it is

crucial to be aware of numerous uncertainties, a challenge acknowledged by

Herodotus himself:

About the others I cannot tell exactly how each squadron of Greeks and

Persians battled.

hdt. 8.87.1

In a broader context, this sobering realization highlights the constraints on

our comprehension of what is, in modern scholarship, considered an ‘epoch-

making’ year. The assumption that, freed from foreign interference, Greece

entered a ‘Classical’ or ‘Golden’ Age is prevalent. However, the extent to which

the events of 480bce truly played a pivotal role in this transformation is an

increasingly open question.
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