
 

 

Classics Week 12  

Plan: 

Introduction:  

Aeschylus the “Persians”: yes – The hubris of Xerxes, and Persia as a whole thus culminates in the 

intervention of the gods against the Persians. Additionally, Aeschylus constantly compares Xerxes as 

a ruler to that of Darius, arguing Xerxes’ ineptitude meant that they deserved their defeat.   

Herodotus the “Histories”: not necessarily – Herodotus has attributed the causes of the war as a 

result of the many abductions between the east and west in ancient times. This reasoning and the 

explanation that both sides abducted women from each other undermines the sole blame on the 

Persians. Furthermore, Herodotus clearly demonstrates the devastating effect on both sides of the 

war, instead of focusing entirely on the Persian side and their melodramatic grief.  

- Establish this argument and write a contention. 

Paragraph 2: Evidence and explanation from the Persians regarding why it presents the Persians as 

deserving of their defeat, primarily as a result of their Hubris, Xerxes’ inept ruling, and his arrogance 

to control all of Greece and Asia. 

Paragraph 3: Evidence and explanation from the “Histories” regarding why it presents that the 

Persians are not exclusively deserving of their defeat, instead portraying the results on both side of 

the fighting.  

Paragraph 4: Compare the “Persians” and the “Histories”, primarily drawing upon the similarity that 

the Persians made poor tactical decisions such as attacking the Isle of Salamis with ships unsuited to 

its waters. Difference in the depiction of the Greeks, whereas the “Persians” glorify the freedom and 

liberty of the Athenians, Herodotus shows of the deceit used by the Athenian commander 

Themistocles to ensure Greek unity and perseverance in the confederacy.  

Paragraph 5: Compare the socio-historical context of the two texts, consider that the 
“Histories” was constructed later in the Pentecontaetia time period, that is, after the events 
of the Greco-Persian war yet before the Peloponnesian war. For the “Histories” the 
depiction from both Greek and Persian perspectives accurately reflects how Herodotus 
received information from both sides after the war, whilst the “Persians” only occurred 8 
years after the war and was greatly influenced by Aeschylus own personal role in the war. 
 

 

 

 

Both Aeschylus and Herodotus leave us feeling that the Persians deserved 
what they got. 

  

Do you agree with this view of The Persians and The Histories? 

 



 

 

Whilst Aeschylus’ “The Persians” clearly portrays that the Persians were ultimately deserving of their 

defeat, and of the subsequent repercussions brought about by their loss, Herodotus’ “The Histories” 

does not necessarily offer the same one sided view. Herodotus’ “The Histories” contrasts with “The 

Persians” by not only demonstrating the effects of the war through both the Greek and Persian 

perspectives, but by additionally offering a starkly different reason to that of Aeschylus in terms of 

the justification of the war between the “East” and “West”.   

Through Aeschylus’ portrayal of the hubris and ostentatious display of wealth which characterises 

the Achaemenids throughout the “The Persians”, they are fundamentally portrayed as deserving of 

their defeat. Indeed, whilst the palace of Susa in itself is described as a “wealthy palace in a gold” 

and Persia as a whole a “repository of great wealth”, Aeschylus exacerbates the opulence of the 

Persians by going beyond the scene and describing the people directly, such as the “Persian women, 

grieving amid their luxury”. The purpose of which, essentially shows the Persians as an overly showy 

people, perhaps deserving of their defeat due to their overly ostentatious display of wealth, and 

with their Queen, Atossa, stating that “for those without wealth the light of success does not shine 

in proportion to their physical power”. Additionally, the hubris expressed by the Persians, in 

particular with regards to Xerxes, whom is held by the chorus as “a man equal to the gods, from the 

race begotten of gold” fundamentally demonstrates the overly proud nature of the Achaemenids, 

believing themselves capable of conquering all of Greece. Thus, their hubris culminates in the 

“guileful deceit” of the gods “caus[ing]” total disaster!” for the Persians, therefore Aeschylus 

demonstrates the role of the Olympian gods causing their defeat as a result of their hubris against 

the gods, and not of the Greeks.  

Herodotus’ attribution in “The Histories” regarding the origins of the war essentially demonstrate 

that the origins of the conflict lie before the time of Xerxes, and portrays that both sides played a 

role in causing conflict between the two people. Whilst additionally, the “Histories” demonstrates 

the Hubris of Greek characters such as Themistocles, portraying neither side as free from excessive 

arrogance. Firstly, Herodotus draws upon the fact that it was the “capture of Troy that first them 

[Persians] enemies of the Greeks” thus evidencing “enmity” existed between Asia and Greece even 

in the Mycenaean time period, well before Xerxes’ or even Darius’ decision to invade and attempt to 

conquer all of Greece. Furthermore, Herodotus has offered on account of the Persians, that the 

“abductions of women” were “taken lightly enough” by the Asiatics, whilst the Greeks “raised a big 

army, invaded Asia and destroyed the empire of Priam.” This acknowledgement of the Persian 

account clearly portrays the Greeks as the belligerent original invaders, thus suggesting that the 

defeat the Persians suffered may not have been purely deserved on their part, as the Greeks were 

the original agitators of the conflict, not Xerxes. Secondly, through Herodotus’ recount of the 

Athenian general Themistocles’ actions, Homer demonstrates Themistocles’ excessive greed, and to 

an extent even hubris, regarding his belief of the people of “Andros” owe him money, ultimately 

demonstrating that both Achaemenids and Greeks are capable of exhibiting hubris.  

Whilst “The Persians” and “The Histories” both offer similar arguments that Xerxes’ hubris 

culminated in Greek victory, yet whilst the in “The Persians” the actions and culture of the 

Achaemenids are almost the sole focus of the entire play, with only a short discussion glorifying the 

Athenians, “The Histories” portrays excessive arrogance and other flaws on both sides of the 

fighting. Indeed, according to Aeschylus’ chorus in “The Persians” “Xerxes handled everything 

unwisely” and claim that the “strength of the monarchy has utterly vanished.” This is similar, 

although not the same to Herodotus’ interpretation, whom has regarded Xerxes’ decision to attack 

the isle of Salamis without proper foresight as also a clear sign of Hubris, yet in this decision 

Herodotus reveals that this was not a conclusion reached merely by Xerxes alone, as he employed 



 

 

Mardonius to seek the advice of other generals such as Artemisia, and although he dismisses her 

advice, acts in accordance with what the majority of his generals believe. The revealing detour in 

“The Persians” regarding Atossa’s question of: “Where in the world do they say that Athens is 

situated?” fundamentally presents an overly glorified view of the Athenians. Indeed, the “spears for 

close combat and… shields for defence” portrays the Athenians as overly heroic in contrast to “the 

slayers of the bow” that the Persians are depicted, yet once again, Herodotus offers a contrasting 

depiction of the Athenians, and moreover the Greeks as a whole, depicting their own hubris and 

flaws. The most pivotal demonstration of this is the necessity of Themistocles to bribe the Spartan 

commander Eurybiades, and the Corinthian commander Adeimantus, both of whom were key 

members of the Greek confederacy, and the requirement of bribing them contrasts with the “free 

fighting depiction seen in “The Persians”. In addition to this, the bribe derived from the Euboeans, 

and in Themistocles himself retains the rest of the bribe, representing a form of hubris, perhaps 

offering that the Persians did not truly deserve their defeat if the Greeks also expressed over-

confidence.  

Although the socio-historical context of “The Persians” and “The Histories” are of a similar time 

period, the (at least) forty year difference between the texts results in the differing depictions of the 

Achaemenids and the Greeks which ultimately change the question of whether the Persians truly 

deserved their defeat. For “The Persians” due to Aeschylus own personal eyewitness involvement in 

the Greco-Persian war, in addition to the fact that his play was performed in Athens a mere 8 years 

after Xerxes’ defeat, the play represented the fundamental contrast of monarchy and freedom to 

the Athenian audience. For the Athenian audience in particular, they regarded that in its golden age, 

Athens was a sprawling centre; home of many western ideas including democracy and liberty, 

whereas Persia symbolised the monarchical old world with by its god-king, a stark contrast to 

democracy. This socio-historical context thus suggests why “The Persians” would be depicted as 

deserving of their defeat. Similarly, Herodotus belongs to Pentecontaetia time period, still very much 

within the borders of the Athenian golden age and its aforementioned principles, yet due to the fact 

“The Histories” was created forty years after “The Persians” Herodotus has compiled his historical 

recount from both the Greek eyewitnesses of the war, in addition to the Persian perspective of the 

war. The effect of which, is clearly demonstrated in “The Histories” as Herodotus provides 

perspectives from both sides of the war, contrasting to the one-sided depiction in “The Persians” 

and suggesting that perhaps the Persians are not truly deserving of their fate due to factors such as 

hubris, as the Greeks exhibited this idea as well. 

Thus, whilst Aeschylus’ “The Persians” definitively offers that the hubris of both Xerxes, in believing 

himself capable of conquering all of Greece and Asia, and the other Persians (represented by the 

chorus) believing Xerxes to a “equal to the gods”, ultimately culminates in the divine intervention 

against the Achaemenids, which causes their defeat, and not by the mortal Athenian hands. For 

Herodotus’ “The Histories” however, whilst he offers a similar argument of Xerxes exhibiting hubris 

in conquering all of Greece, Xerxes and his current Persians cannot be held directly responsible for 

the conflict, as the war between the Asiatics and Greece pre-dates Xerxes, whilst additionally, 

Herodotus also demonstrates hubris in the Athenians as well, as Themistocles’ believed himself to 

be entitled to the money from Andros, even after receiving the gift from the Euboeans. Finally, the 

role of socio-historical context also functioned in dividing the two texts as “The Persians” was 

created a mere eight years after the war, to an Athenian audience of many who would be veterans, 

whereas Herodotus created his account forty years after the conflict, and thus took his account from 

sources both Greek and Persian. Ultimately, Aeschylus “The Persians” portray the Achaemenids as 

decisively responsible for the defeat they suffered, whilst Herodotus offers a less definitive answer. 



 

 

 

 


