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Xenophon on the Athenian Embassy to Susa (367 BC) 
 

 

 

 
In Summer 367 Sparta sent Eucles to Susa asking for financial help, 

which was necessary to cope with the consequences of the defeat of Leuctra 
and the invasions of the Peloponnesus by the Thebans. These sent to Susa 
Pelopidas1, in order to substitute Sparta in the relations with Persia and to 

obtain the recognition of Thebes as a warrant of the koine eirene. Pelopidas 

was accompanied by Theban allies, the Arcadians (who sent Antiochos) and 
the Eleans (who sent Archidamos and Argaios). When the Athenians heard 

of the embassy, they sent in their turn Timagoras and Leon.  
Our information on the negotiations derives mostly from Xenophon 

(Hell. VII, 1, 33-38) and Plutarch (Pel. 30-31, 1; Artax. 22, 4-6), whereas 

Diodorus says nothing on the subject2. Xenophon’s and Plutarch’s accounts 
are very different. In my opinion, Xenophon, although biased, is the only 
source which allows us to reconstruct the Athenian embassy in political and 
not exclusively moralistic terms. This paper aims at demonstrating this inter-

pretation. 
 
 

 

1
 And Ismenias, son of the Ismenias who was condemned to death by Leontiades 

and the Spartans: cf. Plut. Artax. 22, 4. 
2
 Diod. XV, 81, 3; cfr. Nep. Pel. 4, 3. Diod. XV, 76, 3 speaks of a koine eirene un-

der the year 366/5, which Xenophon does not mention. See JEHNE 1994, 86-90 (who 

considers Diodorus’ information reliable). 
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1) Xenophon, Hellenica VII, 1, 33-38 
 

33. And now the Thebans, who were continually planning how they 
might obtain the leadership of Greece, hit upon the idea that if they should 
send to the King of the Persians, they would gain some advantage in him 

(pleonekth̀sai a[n ti ejn ejkeivnw/). Thereupon they immediately summoned 

their allies, on the pretext that Euthycles, the Lacedaemonian, was also at the 
King's court; and there went up thither Pelopidas for the Thebans, Antio-
chus, the pancratiast, for the Arcadians, and Archidamus for the Eleans; an 

Argive also went with them. And the Athenians, upon hearing of this, sent 
up Timagoras and Leon. 34. When the ambassadors arrived there, Pelopidas 
enjoyed a great advantage (polu; ejpleonevktei) with the Persian. For he was 

able to say that his people were the only ones among the Greeks who had 
fought on the side of the King at Plataea, that they had never afterwards un-
dertaken a campaign against the King, and that the Lacedaemonians had 

made war upon them for precisely the reason that they had declined to go 
with Agesilaus against him and had refused to permit Agesilaus to sacrifice 
to Artemis at Aulis, the very spot where Agamemnon, at the time when he 

was sailing forth to Asia, had sacrificed before he captured Troy. 35. It also 
contributed greatly toward the winning of honour for Pelopidas that the 
Thebans had been victorious in battle at Leuctra, and that they had admit-

tedly ravaged the country of the Lacedaemonians. Pelopidas also said that 
the Argives and Arcadians had been defeated by the Lacedaemonians when 
the Thebans were not present with them. And the Athenian, Timagoras, bore 

witness in his behalf that all these things which he said were true, and so 
stood second in honour to Pelopidas (sunemartuvrei dæ aujtw/` taùta pavnta wJ" 
ajlhqh̀ levgoi oJ  jAqhnaìo" Timagovra". kai; ejtimàto deuvtero" meta; to;n 
Pelopivdan). 36. Pelopidas was therefore asked by the King what he desired 

to have written for him; he replied, that Messene should be independent of 
the Lacedaemonians and that the Athenians should draw up their ships on 
the land; that if they refused obedience in these points, the contracting par-

ties were to make an expedition against them; and that if any city refused to 
join in such expedition, they were to proceed first of all against that city. 37. 
When these things had been written and read to the ambassadors, Leon said 

in the King's hearing, “By Zeus, Athenians, it is time for you, it seems, to be 
seeking some other friend instead of the King.” And when the secretary had 
interpreted to the King what the Athenian had said, he again brought out a 

further writing: “And if the Athenians are aware of anything juster than these 
provisions, let them come to the King and inform him”. 38. Now when the 
ambassadors had returned to their several homes, Timagoras was put to 
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death by the Athenians on the complaint of Leon that he had refused to share 
quarters with him and had taken counsel in all matters with Pelopidas (kath-
goroùnto" toù Levonto" wJ" ou}te suskhnoùn eJautw/` ejqevloi metav te Pe-
lopivdou pavnta bouleuvoito). As for the other ambassadors, Archidamus, the 

Elean, praised the doings of the King, because he had honoured Elis above 
the Arcadians; but Antiochus, because the Arcadian League was less re-

garded, did not accept the royal gifts, and reported back to the Ten Thousand 
that the King had bakers, and cooks, and wine-pourers, and doorkeepers in 
vast numbers, but as for men who could fight with Greeks, he said that 

though he sought diligently he could not see any. Besides this, he said that 
for his part he thought that the King's wealth of money was also mere pre-
tence, for he said that even the golden plane-tree, that was forever harped 

upon, was not large enough to afford shade for a grasshopper3. 
 
Xenophon’s version (which mentions Pelopidas here for the first time)4 

shows a strong anti-Theban bias, which emerges in several traits of the ac-
count. 

a) Thebes' intention was to obtain hegemony over Greece; Xenophon 

employs twice (§§ 33 and 34) the verb pleonektein (= “to demand more” 
without just right) in order to underline the consequences of the King’s sup-
port to Thebes. From Thucydides onwards, the use of pleonexia suggests an 

imperial, and not hegemonic, terminology5. 
b) Pelopidas was welcomed by the King because of the traditional 

medism of Thebes, which had found expression in the battle of Plataea and 

in the prohibition of Agesilaus’ sacrifice at Aulis before he sailed to Asia in 
396. It is noteworthy that Pelopidas appears to be proud of Theban medism 
before the King6; the great fame of Thebes as the winning enemy of Sparta 
and as aspiring to recognized hegemony over Greece is only secondarily re-

called as a reason for the King’s esteem. This passage maliciously evokes 

 

3
 Translation by BROWNSON 1918-1921.  
4
 TUPLIN 1993, 154: Pelopidas’s presentation (he lowers himself to recalling 

Theban medism without obtaining anything from the King) appears as “a deliberate re-

sponse to the creation of heroes by the pro-Theban tradition”. 
5
 TUPLIN 1993, 152, notes that pleonexia is rejected in Autocles’ and Kallistratos’ 

speeches at the peace congress of Sparta (371). 
6
 BUCKLER 1980, 153-154. 
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one of the most important themes of fourth-century anti-Theban propaganda 
(which found expression in the so-called “oath of Plataea” and in the question 

of the tithe to be consecrated by the Thebans to the Delphian Apollo evoked in 
the Spartan peace congress of 371, cf. Xen. Hell. VI, 3, 20). 

c) Xenophon maliciously emphasizes the increasing tensions between 

Thebes and her Peloponnesian allies (the Argives and particularly the Arcadi-
ans: Pelopidas underlines publicly their dependence on Theban help and their 
claims are not accepted, in favour of the Eleans). This topic is absent from 

other sources, but occurs elsewhere in the Hellenica (cf. VII, 1, 22-26; 39-40): 
at VII, 1, 22-26, regarding the claim to Peloponnesian hegemony by the Arca-
dians, and at VII, 1, 39-40, regarding the refusal of the Greek allies to sign the 

peace of Susa. The opposition was led by Lycomedes of Mantinaea7, but ac-
cording to Xenophon several allies showed dissatisfaction: this ended up en-
dangering Thebes’ hegemonic ambitions. 

d) As for the clauses of the peace treaty, Xenophon’s selection is reveal-
ing: Pelopidas requires the disarmament of the Athenian fleet8, the inde-
pendence of Messene and the obligation to follow Thebes against those who 

violate the peace treaty (a retraction compared to the peace of Athens of 
371/70, which provided for voluntariness in military interventions for the al-
lies)9. In two cases out of three, these requests reflect exclusively Theban in-

terests; only the independence of Messene can be considered of pan-Hellenic 
interest. 

 

Another characteristic of Xenophon’s version is the interest in Athenian 
matters (which can be found in other accounts of diplomatic missions, as for 
the peace congress of 371)10. As already highlighted, Xenophon is the only 

source which recalls the disarmament of the Athenian fleet requested by the 

 

7
 On Lycomedes, perhaps a nationalist like the Theban Ismenias, see DUŠANIĆ 

1970, 292-302; BUCKLER 1980, 105-106; 158-159; 185-198; BECK 1997a, 74 and n. 48, 

222-224; see also TUPLIN 1993, 151-152.   
8
 According to RYDER 1965, 80 (see also BUCKLER 1980, 155), this clause imposed 

general demobilization, and Xenophon underlines its most important consequence; see 

JEHNE 1994, 83. 
9
 “If anybody takes the field against any one of the cities which have sworn this 

oath, I will come to her aid with all my strength” (Hell. VI, 5, 1-3). 
10

 BEARZOT 2004, 93-107. 
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Thebans, and is also the source which speaks more widely (and with more 
political sensitivity) of the role of the Athenian ambassadors Timagoras and 

Leon11.  
Xenophon’s treatment of Timagoras is particularly interesting, since the 

latter recurs in other sources, yet with a different characterization. In Xeno-

phon’s account Timagoras “stood second in honour to Pelopidas” and ap-
pears as Pelopidas’ supporter: he “bore witness in his behalf that all these 
things which he said were true” and “took counsel in all matters with Pelopi-

das”; furthermore, he gives open expression to his dissent from his colleague 
Leon by refusing to share quarters with the Athenian delegation. Leon, on 
the contrary, appears as a loyal supporter of Athenian interests, who vio-

lently reacts to the request to disarm the fleet, threatens to persuade the 
Athenians to look for other allies12, obtains from the King the insertion in the 
treaty of a clause favourable to the Athenians, and after coming home prose-

cutes his colleague as a supporter of Theban politics, obtaining his condem-
nation to death13. 

In Xenophon the contraposition between the two Athenian ambassadors 

is strictly political14 and it highlights the internal tensions in Athens between 
pro-Theban and anti-Theban factions. It is noteworthy that Xenophon intro-
duces no moralistic remarks on the relations between Timagoras and the 

King, as it occurs instead in other, also Athenian, sources, which speak of 
bribery. For example, Demosthenes mentions Timagoras’ case in the speech 
On the False Embassy, in a list of prodidontes, parapresbeuontes and doro-

dokountes (XIX, 191)15: Timagoras is said to have obtained forty talents 
from the King in exchange for unspecified promises (XIX, 137), and for this 
reason was charged by Leon (XIX, 191)16 and condemned to death by the 

 

11
 On Timagoras see KIRCHNER, PA 13595; TRAILL, PAA 883250; on Leon, 

KIRCHNER, PA 9101; TRAILL, PAA 605450. 
12

 TUPLIN 1993, 153 (see also BUCKLER 1980, 157), suggests that Leon’s threat can 

refer to a possible Athenian support to the Great Satraps’ Revolt. 
13

 According to Hansen, the trial (367) was an eisanghelia to the assembly for pro-

dosia and dorodokia (HANSEN 1975, nr. 82).  
14

 PERLMAN 1976, 229; TUPLIN 1993, 153. 
15

 ORSI 1987, 296. 
16

 “Leon denounced Timagoras, his fellow-ambassador for four years”. The prob-

lem of the four years is discussed by MOSLEY 1968, who speaks of a groundless rhetori-

cal exaggeration. 
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people (XIX, 31). While recalling the privileged relation between the King 
and Timagoras, Xenophon does not speak of bribery: rather, Timagoras is 

guilty for not having cooperated with Leon and having supported Pelopidas 
in all matters. 

Finally, Xenophon’s interest for the Arcadian ambassador Antiochos is 

worth noting. First, the refusal of the King’s gifts by Antiochos certainly 
aims at showing dissatisfaction for the issue of the embassy17. Furthermore, 
Antiochos’ words on the bravery of the Arcadians and the weakness of the 

Persians denote consciousness of the unity of the Arcadikon and of its mili-
tary strength, and confirm the increasing self-consciousness of the Arcadians 
favoured by the already mentioned intervention of Lycomedes of Mantin-

aea18. Lastly, Xenophon’s account highlights the forming of two opposite 
axes at the end of the embassy: Thebans/Eleans and Athenians/Arcadians. 
Xenophon’s information on the “Arcadian side” could derive, on the one 

hand, from Leon’s statement (for Antiochos’ disdainful behaviour with the 
King), on the other, from the strong relations with Athens, set up by Ly-
comedes while breaking off with the Thebans, which were interrupted by his 

murder in 366 (for the contents of Antiochos’ statement to the Ten Thou-
sand)19. 

 

 
2) Plutarch, Life of Pelopidas, 3020: 

 

1. Now, when the Thebans learned that ambassadors from Sparta and 
Athens were on their way to the Great King to secure an alliance, they also 
sent Pelopidas thither; and this was a most excellent plan, in view of his 

reputation. For, in the first place, he went up through the provinces of the 
king as a man of name and note; for the glory of his conflicts with the Lace-
daemonians had not made its way slowly or to any slight extent through 
Asia, 2. but, when once the report of the battle at Leuctra had sped abroad, it 

was ever increased by the addition of some new success, and prevailed to the 
farthest recesses of the interior; and, in the second place, when the satraps 

 

17
 PERLMAN 1976, 228. 

18
 BEARZOT 2004, 127-138.  

19
 On Lycomedes’ death see BECK 1997b. 

20
 See GEORGIADOU 1997, 205-211. 
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and generals and commanders at the King's court beheld him, they spoke of 
him with wonder, saying that this was the man who had expelled the Lace-

daemonians from land and sea, and shut up between Taÿgetus and the Euro-
tas that Sparta which, a little while before, through Agesilaus, had under-
taken a war with the Great King and the Persians for the possession of Susa 

and Ecbatana. 3. This pleased Artaxerxes, of course and he admired Pelopi-
das for his high reputation, and loaded him with honours, being desirous to 
appear lauded and courted by the greatest men. But when he saw him face to 

face, and understood his proposals, which were more trustworthy than those 
of the Athenians, and simpler than those of the Lacedaemonians, 4. he was 
yet more delighted with him, and, with all the assurance of a king, openly 

showed the esteem in which he held him, and allowed the other ambassadors 
to see that he made most account of him. And yet he is thought to have 
shown Antalcidas the Lacedaemonian more honour than any other Greek, in 

that he took the chaplet which he had worn at a banquet, dipped it in per-
fume, and sent it to him. 5. To Pelopidas, indeed, he paid no such delicate 
compliment, but he sent him the greatest and most splendid of the customary 

gifts, and granted him his demands, namely, that the Greeks should be inde-
pendent, Messene inhabited, and the Thebans regarded as the king's heredi-
tary friends21. With these answers, but without accepting any gifts except 

such as were mere tokens of kindness and goodwill, he set out for home; and 
this conduct of his, more than anything else, was the undoing of the other 
ambassadors. 6. Timagoras, at any rate, was condemned and executed by the 

Athenians, and if this was because of the multitude of gifts which he took, it 
was right and just; for he took not only gold and silver, but also an expensive 
couch and slaves to spread it, since, as he said, the Greeks did not know 

how; and besides, eighty cows with their cow-herds, since, as he said, he 
wanted cows' milk for some ailment; and, finally, he was carried down to the 
sea in a litter, and had a present of four talents from the King with which to 
pay his carriers. But it was not his taking of gifts, as it would seem, that most 

exasperated the Athenians (ajllæ e[oiken oujc hJ dwrodokiva mavlista par-

 

21
 As for the factors of Pelopidas’ success, personal esteem is emphasized by our 

sources (cf. also Xen. Hell. VII, 1, 34-35) and seems to have had an important role, be-

sides the perception of Spartan isolation in Greece (JEHNE 1994, 82). 
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oxùnai tou;"  jAqhnaivou"). 7. At any rate, Epicrates, his shield-bearer22, once 

confessed that he had received gifts from the King, and talked of proposing a 
decree that instead of nine archons, nine ambassadors to the King should be 
elected annually from the poor and needy citizens, in order that they might 
take his gifts and be wealthy men, whereat the people only laughed23. But 

they were incensed because the Thebans had things all their own way (ajllæ 
o{ti Qhbaivoi" ejgegovnei pavnta, calepẁ" e[feron), not stopping to consider 

that the fame of Pelopidas was more potent than any number of rhetorical 

discourses with a man who ever paid deference to those who were mighty in 
arms24. 

 

Plutarch’s account in the Life of Pelopidas differs from Xenophon’s and 
shows a sharp pro-Theban bias. 

a) Plutarch’s version on the origin of the Theban embassy differs from 

Xenophon’s: in Plutarch the Thebans react to Spartan and Athenian initia-
tive, while in Xenophon they react only to the Spartan envoy; Athens sent 
envoys as last. The discrepancy is not irrelevant: Xenophon emphasizes Ath-

ens’ “defensive” reaction and suggests that she does not intend to get in 
touch with the Persians on her initiative; Plutarch reflects a Theban tradition, 
according to which Athens and Sparta act as allies in order to isolate Thebes.  

b) Pelopidas, who is preceded in Asia by the fame of his brilliant victo-
ries against the Spartans, is represented in a very favourable way; the great 
admiration of the King does not depend on the medism of Thebes but exclu-
sively on Pelopidas’ military bravery. In Persian admiration Theban propa-

ganda is very probably to be recognized, which exalted the Theban role 
(Thebes is said to have expelled Sparta “from land and sea”) and exagger-
ated the purposes of Agesilaus’ expedition (he aimed at freeing Asia Minor, 

not at conquering Ecbatana and Susa). As for the acceptance of gifts by Pel-

 

22
 Sakefovro" means “shield-bearer” (so Perrin) or “bard-bearer”(which is preferred 

by many scholars).  
23

 The anecdote is mentioned by Hegesandros of Delphi [F 7, FHG IV, 414] in 

Athenaeus (VI, 58 [251b]), in the same context of Timagoras’ condemnation to death for 

the proskynesis to the King during the embassy: see GEORGIADOU 1997, 210-211. On 

Epicrates’ case see PERLMAN 1976, 230-231. 
24

 The explanation is superficial and does not consider the support obtained by Ti-

magoras (GEORGIADOU 1997, 211). Translation by PERRIN 1917. 
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opidas, this is not presented as a symptom of bribery: by accepting the gifts 
which “were mere tokens of kindness and goodwill” (cavrito" h\n suvmbolon 
kai; filofrosuvnh"), Pelopidas only shows satisfaction for the good outcome 

of the embassy (contrary to Antiochos, who in Xenophon’s account refuses 

them not for his moral integrity but for his dissatisfaction). 
c) Pelopidas’ requests on the treaty clauses are very different in com-

parison with Xenophon’s account: he obtains from the King the autonomy of 

the Greeks and the repopulation of Messene, as well as friendship between 
Thebes and Persia. In two cases out of three, the requests are of pan-Hellenic 
interest; only the patrike philia between the Thebans and the Persians – 

which is the sole allusion in Plutarch’s account to Theban medism, moreover 
in a positive sense – can be considered of exclusive Theban interest. On the 
contrary, the trickier matters mentioned by Xenophon are omitted: Plutarch 
mentions neither the disarmament of the Athenian fleet nor the obligation to 

follow Thebes in war. 
As for the role of the other ambassadors, Plutarch mentions only Tima-

goras; he is hostile to him, not because of his pro-Theban orientation but be-

cause of his appreciation of the Persian gifts. He recalls his condemnation to 
death, due not to his corruption (dorodokia) by Persian gifts – which are, 
however, carefully listed – but to the success of the Theban embassy: “the 

Thebans had things all their own way”. Although Plutarch’s source empha-
sizes bribery, it ends up by admitting, like Xenophon, that Timagoras’ real 
fault had been the cooperation with Pelopidas25.  

According to Georgiadou, Plutarch knows two versions, that of Xeno-
phon and another which could go back to Kallisthenes (the pan-Hellenic tone 
and the exaltation of Pelopidas seem to support this theory)26; yet he chooses 

the version which permits him to compare Pelopidas' and Timagoras' behav-
iour before the King and to underline Pelopidas’ nobility27. If Plutarch re-
flects, as it appears, Theban information, the impression is that this tradition 

 

25
 PERLMAN 1976, 229. 

26
 GEORGIADOU 1997, 15-24: the account is supplemented with anecdotal elements. 

For Kallisthenes’ presence in Plutarch’s Pelopidas (he is cited at 17, 4) see WESTLAKE 

1939, 18-21; FUSCAGNI 1975 (see also PRANDI 1985, 51 n. 29); BUCKLER 1981; PRANDI 

1985, 70-74. Further observations in BUCKLER 1980, 263-277; SORDI 2002 [1989]; 

SORDI 2002 [1995]. 
27

 GEORGIADOU 1997, 209-210. 
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intends to keep Timagoras at a distance, undermining him and connecting 
him with the Persian King rather than with the Thebans (by recalling anec-

dotes which the Athenian tradition on the whole considers with limited inter-
est). However, despite the anecdotic context, Plutarch substantially confirms 
Xenophon’s version: Timagoras’ behaviour had been politically, rather than 

ethically, deplorable; the reason for Athenian irritation – and for Timagoras’ 
condemnation – was a political, not a moral one, and regarded the relations 
with Thebes, not with the Persians28. 

 
 

3) Plutarch, Life of Artaxerxes 22, 4-629: 

 
4. Ismenias the Theban also, and Pelopidas, who had just been victori-

ous in the battle of Leuctra, went up to the king. Pelopidas did nothing to 

disgrace himself; but Ismenias, when ordered to make the obeisance to the 
king, threw his ring down on the ground in front of him, and then stooped 

and picked it up, thus giving men to think that he was making the obeisance. 
5. With Timagoras the Athenian, however, who sent to him by his secretary, 

Beluris, a secret message in writing, the king was so pleased that he gave 
him ten thousand darics, and eighty milk cows to follow in his train because 
he was sick and required cow's milk; and besides, he sent him a couch, with 

bedding for it, and servants to make the bed (on the ground that the Greeks 
had not learned the art of making beds), and bearers to carry him down to the 

sea-coast, enfeebled as he was. 6. Moreover, during his presence at court, he 
used to send him a most splendid supper, so that Ostanes, the brother of the 
king, said: “Timagoras, remember this table; it is no slight return which thou 

must make for such an array.” Now this was a reproach for his treachery (eij" 

 

28
 GEORGIADOU 1997, 209, only speaks of Timagoras’ bribery by the King, empha-

sizing the affinity between Plutarch’s and Athenaeus’ tradition. However, Athenaeus 

only says that Timagoras had been honoured by the King (II, 31 [48e]) and had made the 

proskynesis, which he considers the reason for his condemnation (VI, 58 [251b]; as for 

Plutarch, in his Life of Artaxerxes he speaks of a condemnation to death for prodosia and 

dorodokia, but in Life of Pelopidas says that “it was not his taking of gifts, as it would 

seem, that most exasperated the Athenians … they were incensed because the Thebans 

had things all their own way”. 
29

 On this passage see ORSI 1987, 293-296. Translation by PERRIN 1917. 
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prodosivan) rather than a reminder of the king's favour. At any rate, for his 

venality (dia; th;n dwrodokivan), Timagoras was condemned to death by the 
Athenians. 

 

In comparison with Life of Pelopidas, the account in Life of Artaxerses 

shows a similar bias, yet information is differently selected. A pro-Theban 
orientation is unquestionable, since Plutarch underlines Pelopidas’ and Is-

menias’ honourable behaviour before the King: Ismenias avoids to make 
proskynesis, while Timagoras is expressly accused to have made it (cf. Ath. 
II, 31 [48e] and Ath. VI, 58 [251b], which respectively depend on Heraclides 

of Cuma [FGrHist 689 F 5] and on Hegesandros of Delphi [F 7, FHG IV, 
414])30. Timagoras (about whom Plutarch mentions a secret message, gram-
matidion aporreton, to the King) accepts gifts which make him a suspect of 

treason (prodosia) and provoke his condemnation to death for corruption 
(dorodokia); Plutarch’s source breaks his ties with Thebes, underlining that 
his betrayal favours the King, not the Thebans. 

Thus, pro-Theban tradition avoided to emphasize the agreement be-
tween Timagoras and Pelopidas, recalling their different behaviour at the 
King’s court, and underlined that Timagoras rather acted in accordance with 

the King. The relation Timagoras/Thebes, which clearly emerges in Xeno-
phon and is also recognizable in Plutarch’s Life of Pelopidas – which in turn 
perhaps partially depends on Xenophon’s account (Pel. 30, 6-7: “But it was 

not his taking of gifts, as it would seem, that most exasperated the Athenians 
… they were incensed because the Thebans had things all their own way”) – 

is totally obscured here. 

 
*** 

 

The comparison of our main sources, Xenophon and Plutarch, high-
lights a noteworthy difference of interests and bias, which also reveals a dif-
ferent origin of their information.  

Xenophon’s interest is focused on (illegitimate) Theban hegemonic 
claims, on Thebes’ difficult relations with her allies and on her contraposi-
tion with Athens; at Susa Thebes acts on her own behalf, in an anti-Hellenic 

 

30
 For the debate on this controversial passage of Athenaeus see ZECCHINI 1989; 

RUBERTO 2006a; RUBERTO 2006b. 
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and pro-Persian perspective. Xenophon’s information, which represents Ti-
magoras as a man of the Thebans, is of Athenian origin and could derive 

from Leon, one of the Athenian ambassadors involved in the negotiations.  
According to Plutarch, on the contrary, Thebes acts in an exclusively 

anti-Spartan and pan-Hellenic perspective, without subordination to the Per-

sians; in his account there are no traces of tensions with Athens and the 
Peloponnesian allies; the role of Athens is not emphasized. Timagoras ap-
pears as a corrupt politician, who appreciates oriental luxury, rather than a 

pro-Theban traitor; he is represented as a man of the Persians, who has noth-
ing to do with Thebes. Plutarch also knows several anecdotic stories on Ti-
magoras which are found neither in Xenophon (who only says that Pelopidas 

“stood second in honour to Pelopidas”) nor in Demosthenes (who considers 
Timagoras as guilty of bribery but recognizes that he had no time to repay 
the King for his gifts)31. Thus, Plutarch’s information probably derives from 

Theban sources. 
The information provided by Xenophon and Plutarch also differs in 

quality: at a historiographical level their versions, although both interesting, 

cannot be considered equivalent. Xenophon’s information, although biased, 
appears to be of better quality. He offers a detailed account, with a strictly 
political statement, that is based on the theme of the relations among the 

Greek, without introducing anecdotic elements or moralistic remarks. His 
account identifies the main lines of Theban hegemonic policy, such as the 
requests to acknowledge the independence of Messene and to disarm the 

Athenian fleet, which intend to strike Sparta and Athens respectively32; as 
for the request to the King to support the Eleans against the Arcadians on 
Triphylia, it created difficulty to the Arcadians, who were claiming hegem-

 

31
 Demosthenes adds that Artaxerxes consequently restored Amphipolis to the 

Athenians, but that thereafter he avoided to give money to anyone. According to 

BUCKLER 1980, 153-154, Amphipolis’ question was the purpose of the Athenian em-

bassy; Artaxerxes expected help from Timagoras, on the one hand, to divide the Atheni-

ans, on the other, to obtain Athens’ acceptance of the peace. 
32

 This request shows the increasing interest of Thebes in sea politics; after she had 

isolated Sparta on land and had withdrawn the King’s favour from her, she could face 

Athens and the question of maritime hegemony. The King possibly offered financial help 

to Thebes to build a fleet, in order to control the Aegean sea, which was menaced by 

Ariobarzanes’ rebellion. See BUCKLER 1980, 155. 
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ony over the Peloponnesus33. When the ambassadors came home, Sparta re-
fused to accept the independence of Messene, while Athens refused the dis-

armament of the fleet: Timagoras condemnation to death on Leon’s denun-
ciation clearly revealed that Athens was not inclined to sign the peace34. But, 
above all, the Thebans were not able to obtain the undersigning of the treaty 

by the Greeks, who had been summoned in Thebes with this purpose (there 
was a strong conflict with Lycomedes of Mantineia, who left the negotia-
tions with all the Arcadians): thus, “the hegemonic claims of Pelopidas and 

of the Thebans, for the moment, were annihilated” (Xen. Hell. VII, 1, 39-
40). The failure of the negotiations appears in Xenophon as the inevitable 
consequence of Thebes’ evident inability to defend common interests. Plu-

tarch, on his part, omits to mention the failure of the hegemonic ambitions of 
the Thebans, since the Greek refusal to undersign the treaty is incompatible 
with his pan-Hellenic reconstruction of the negotiations. Indeed, he says (31, 

1) that “this embassy, then, added not a little to the goodwill felt towards 
Pelopidas, on his return home, because of the peopling of Messene and the 
independence of the other Greeks”: in this way, among the issues discussed 

during the negotiations, he exclusively underlines those of pan-Hellenic in-
terest. However, although Messene’s liberation was one of Pelopidas' great 
successes, the embassy in Susa did not give rise to a more stable balance of 

power in Greece. Plutarch’s version seems to reflect Kallisthenes’ bias, 
which was favourable to Pelopidas and had a pan-Hellenic tone. 

Finally, Xenophon is the only source which provides us with detailed 

information on the behaviour of the Athenian ambassadors. Xenophon’s re-
construction is definitely favourable to Leon, about whom the rest of tradi-
tion knows nothing (in addition to Xenophon, only Demosthenes mentions 

him as the prosecutor of Timagoras); the insertion in the treaty of a clause 
which kept open relations between the Athenians and the King, despite the 
privileged role given to the Thebans, is presented as a success, due to Leon’s 
resolute reaction. Xenophon’s account cannot be explained with a generic 

pro-Athenian bias: rather, Leon was likely his main source of information. 
Furthermore, we could hypothesize that Leon shared the same political ori-
entation of Xenophon, not only for his hostility to Thebes but also because 

he probably favoured the restoration of good diplomatic relations between 

 

33
 BUCKLER 1980, 156-157. 

34
 BUCKLER 1980, 157-158. 
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Athens and Sparta, by dividing Greece in two spheres of influence according 
to the traditional “cimonian” policy. These good relations had been restored 

after Leuctra through an alliance treaty which was, according to Xenophon, 
the accomplishment of his political vision, and which Kallistratos had pro-
posed in the Spartan peace congress of 37135. The hypothesis of a political 

consonance between Leon and Xenophon is suggested by a Suda entry (s.v. 
Timagovra") which scholars have not fully appreciated yet: 
 
Timagovra": ou|to" presbeuth;" pemfqeì" pro;" basileva  jArtaxevrxhn uJpo; 
jAqhnaivwn, ouj movnon crusivon e[labe paræ aujtoù kai; ajrguvrion, ajlla; kai; 
klivnhn polutelh̀ kai; stratiwvta"36 qeravponta" kai; boù" pV kai; katevbh 
ejpi; qavlassan ejn foreivw/ komizovmeno": kai; toì" komivsasi para; basilevw" 
ejdovqh misqo;" tavlanta dV/. toùton ou\n ajneìlon  jAqhnaìoi. oiJ dev fasin 
uJpesch̀sqai aujto;n dialuvsein th;n ou\san Lakedaimonivoi" kai; jAqhnaivoi" 
filivan. ou|to" ou\n oJ Timagovra" proskunhvsa" to;n Persẁn basileva para; 
ta;   JEllhvnwn e[qh kai; dwrodokhqei;" uJpo;  jAqhnaivwn ajnh/revqh.  

 

After reporting the well-known data on Timagoras’ bribery and on his 
condemnation to death, which is connected with proskynesis (as in Ath. II, 
31 [48e] and VI, 58 [251b]) and dorodokia (data are the same reported by 

Plutarch’s Life of Pelopidas), the entry offers a very interesting piece of in-
formation which is not found in remaining tradition: “Others, though, say 
that he had promised (ujpesch̀sqai) to undermine the existing friendship be-

tween Sparta and Athens”.  
According to this piece of information, which goes back to an unspeci-

fied source but cannot have been invented, Timagoras was a member of the 

pro-Theban and anti-Spartan faction, whose purpose was, among other 
things, to put an end to the Athenian/Spartan alliance concluded in 369 (the 
position of this faction is highlighted by Autocles’ speech at the Spartan 

peace congress of 371)37. That the King was interested to support Thebes 
and to weaken the axis between Athens and Sparta is fully understandable in 
the political context of 36738. Thus, Timagoras’ double-cross among Athens, 

 

35
 SCHEPENS 2001. 

36
 On this error see GEORGIADOU 1997, 210. 

37
 BEARZOT 2004, 85-92. 

38
 BUCKLER 1980, 155. 
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Thebes and the King becomes easier to understand. Demosthenes’ allusion 
to the “promises” to Artaxerxes made and never kept by Timagoras also be-
comes clearer (XIX, 137: mhv tiv g j a} ejkeivnw/ tovqæ uJpevsceto pràxai): among 
these “promises” there was probably that of “undermining the existing 
friendship between Sparta and Athens”, mentioned by the Suda.  

Thus, Leon’s accusation is better highlighted by the political back-
ground evoked by the Suda. In a moment in which Athens believed that her 
political fortune depended on the renewed friendly relations with Sparta, 
Timagoras’ behaviour gives a good explanation for his trial, his condemna-
tion, and his insertion by Demosthenes, almost twenty-five years after the 
events, in a list of men guilty of prodosia, parapresbeia, and dorodokia. Ti-
magoras was prosecuted and condemned for strictly political reasons tied to 
his role as an ambassador, which had favoured Thebes and tried to break 
Athenian/Spartan alliance. The charge to have been bribed by the King, 
which originates from a shared interest in supporting Thebes and is scarcely 
found in the Athenian tradition, aims at making Timagoras’ position more 
serious by presenting moralistic issues in which the public opinion was very 
interested39. As a matter of fact, in Timagoras’ vicissitudes prodosia largely 
prevailed on dorodokia: however, medism was a useful topic against the 

Thebans and their supporters (it is noteworthy that it had already been used 
in the trial of Ismenias in 382: Xen. Hell. V, 2, 35-36). 

Xenophon’s partiality for Leon, the convergence of their political ideas, 
and the reconstruction of Timagoras’ case in political and not moralistic 
terms testify, as already recalled, in favour of the identification of Xeno-
phon’s source with Leon; he was perhaps his friend, surely a member of the 
same political faction. It was the availability of an excellent source of infor-
mation (an eye witness, directly involved in the events, and perfectly in-
formed on different aspects of the embassy) which prevented Xenophon's 
account from recurring to moralistic banalities, like the interpretation of Ti-
magoras’ behaviour in terms of mere bribery. However, it must be noted that 
the Suda’s evidence does not derive from Xenophon: a distinct channel of 
tradition, which cannot be fully reconstructed, had preserved traces of a 
strictly “political” interpretation of the Athenian embassy to Susa in 367. I 
would not exclude that Plutarch's second source, besides the pro-Theban 

 

39
 PERLMAN 1976, 229: bribery was an “additional accusation” which came after 

the trial initiated by Leon.  
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source (Kallisthenes?), is not Xenophon, but rather the historian (an author 
of Hellenica?) on whom the Suda depends when referring to Timagoras’ po-
litical purposes (“to undermine the existing friendship between Sparta and 
Athens”) and whose testimony adds a significant tessera to our mosaic. 
 

Cinzia Bearzot 
cinzia.bearzot@unicatt.it 
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