Sparta and the greek world
What was the Nature of Spartan Contact in North Africa
This paper is going to focus on the nature and extent of Spartan contact in the Greek colonies of North Africa. For the most part I will concentrate on its relationship with the cities of Tocra and Cyrene. The role of Sparta in these cities has been debated quite extensively as the ancient sources and archaeology appear to present conflicting interpretations. Firstly I am going to present the main sources and what they tell us about Greek activity in present day Libya and will then attempt to equate these with the archaeological evidence. To achieve this I will look in to whether Spartan institutions existed at Cyrene, and also if Cyrenaeans made an impact within Laconia.

Accounts for the foundation of Cyrene are unusually abundant in the sources. This does not mean however, that the story is complete and without problem. The sources themselves, although extensive, offer inconsistent accounts, particularly in regard to the Cyrenaean mother city. According to tradition, Cyrene was founded in 631 BC. Pindar and Herodotus, and in particular the latter, offer the best information on the foundation of the colony by the colonists from the island of Thera. Although writing in the 5th century, and not contemporary with the events they were describing, they are nevertheless the earliest surviving accounts. Pindar, in his ode celebrating the victory of Arcesilas of Cyrene in the Pythian Games of 462 BC, describes how the Theran Battus was sent, with Oracular sanction from Delphi, to found a colony in Libya:

'...on a day when Apollo happened to be present, gave an oracle naming Battus as the colonizer of fruitful Libya, and telling how he would at once leave the holy island and found a city of fine chariots on a shining white breast of the earth, and carry out in the seventeenth generation the word spoken at Thera...'

Pindar Pythian Odes 4.5-10

Herodotus' version, in which he accounts both the Theran and the Cyrenaean description of events, agrees with this, noting that a drought on Thera forced them to turn to the oracle who instructed them to send a colony to Libya (Herodotus 4.151). The similarities between these sources therefore show that in the 5th century there were corresponding foundation traditions. With the surviving stories coming from areas as diverse as history and lyric poetry, it would suggest that they recall at least a view prevalent at the time, albeit forty years apart, no matter how much of it is based on truth. The common elements of both versions however would seem to show that at least some part of the foundation story put forward by the Cyrenaeans was based on truth.

Later versions of the same story however give much more emphasis on the Spartan role in Cyrene's foundation. Writing in the 4th century BC, Isocrates makes mention of a Spartan origin for the colony of Cyrene. He does this in an impromptu way in which he uses it as an example of a good place to found a settlement abroad:

'... [Athens] should seek out for colonization the regions which are far distant from peoples which have a capacity for dominion and near those which have been habituated to subjection-such a region as, for example, that in which the Lacedaemonians established the colony of Cyrene.'

Isocrates Speeches and Letters 5.3 [to Philip]

He makes no further mention of this subject, and as he was over ninety when he wrote this particular piece, it could be interpreted as an old man's mistake. That is if it was not for Pausanias, who also involves the Spartans in the founding of Cyrene, but not as sole colonisers. He instead relates the story that Chionis, a Lacedaemonian and several time winner of the foot race at Olympia, accompanied Battus of Thera to Libya and helped him establish Cyrene (Pausanias Description of Greece 3.14.3). As can be seen this does share much with both the Herodotus and Pindar versions, except for the addition of Chionis.

It has been suggested that the notion of Spartan participation in Greek colonisation in North Africa in these later accounts, may relate to its supposed relationship with Thera, the Cyrenaean founder city. Sparta was widely held as the mother city of Thera itself and as a result would have been the 'grandmother city' of Cyrene (Schaus 1985a: 395). Herodotus, who as it has been mentioned, gives us the fullest account of the founding of Cyrene, does not mention any Spartan involvement in the colonising process, just that they may have been among the people of the Peloponnese who moved there around sixty years later (Herodotus 4.159, 161). Immediately before his narrative on the Theran expedition to North Africa however, he does recount the story of how men, chosen from the various tribes of Sparta, went and settled on Thera, which was supposedly named after their leader Theras (Herodotus 4.147-149). Schaus suggests that it was due to this that the distinction between the Theran founders and their Lacedaemonian ancestry may have become distorted, resulting in the several references to the Cyrenaeans as 'the breed of the Lacedaemonians' (Schaus 1985a: 395).

So is this the reason why Isocrates in the 4th century BC and Pausanias in the 2nd century AD attributed a Spartan contribution to the founding of Cyrene? But the rumours would also not have been helped by the fact that, contrary to Pindar and particularly Herodotus, there may have been a Laconian presence at Cyrene from a very early date (Osborne 1996: 16). As previously mentioned, Herodotus does acknowledge that under the third of the Battiad Kings, many new settlers from various cities were invited to join the colony, with some of these coming from the Peloponnese (Herodotus 4.159, 161). The archaeological evidence of Laconian pottery recovered from Cyrene and Tocra would suggest that Laconians of some variety did indeed make up a percentage of these Peloponnesians (Austin 2008: 193-4). The earliest Laconian pottery at Tocra however comes from a deposit dated to c.620-590BC while those at Cyrene date to the first quarter of the 6th century BC (Schaus 1985b: 16). If these can be identified as representing settlement, then the presence of Laconians at both sites would appear to predate the second colonisation, dated from Herodotus to 580BC at the earliest. As a result this presents us with several questions as to the Laconian role in Libya. If Laconians played no part in setting up the colony of Cyrene why were they there at such an early period? Or was the second colonising wave earlier than thought by Herodotus?

The evidence for Spartan influence in North Africa will now be explored. Much archaeology has been carried out at the sites of Cyrene and Tocra, although identifying archaic deposits is difficult due to continual occupation of the sites up to modern times. Both sites contained a large amount of Laconian pottery dating between 600-500 BC; 7% of all pottery recovered from Tocra and 3-4% from the sanctuary of Demeter and Persephone at Cyrene (Schaus 1985b: 15). Although this does not sound a lot in comparison to the 38% Corinthian and 13% Attic ware excavated from Tocra, it is the quantity relative to other sites and the types of vessels found that is important. Boardman notes that there would have been three main reasons for Greek pottery to travel overseas; because it had intrinsic value and was desired as a trade item itself or for the product it contained, to supply Greeks living overseas with familiar items if they were not willing or able to use the non-Greek alternative or if it was carried incidentally by Greek traders for their own use (Boardman 1999: 15-16). Pottery was present in too large a quantity at both sites to have been casual items accompanying traders. This therefore leaves the possibility that they may have been traded by the Lacedaemonians for wider consumption throughout the Greek World and so does not denote an actual Laconian presence. On the other hand it could also suggest Laconian communities resident in Libya in this period, wishing to use objects from their homeland. This is much more likely and is supported by the pottery types found. Unlike the Corinthian and Athenian fine wares, which were extremely popular types found in quantity throughout the Mediterranean, Laconian ware was not really desired for its beauty (Boardman and Hayes 1966: 14). It did become more desirable in the second quarter of the 6th century, but its early and continued presence, including many poor quality semi decorated vases and plain, black glazed vessels would suggest that it was required for everyday use not for its inherent value. Schaus also points out that the range and number of pottery types is usually unmatched outside of Sparta during this period (Schaus 1985b: 15). This all suggests that rather than being members of a trading colony such as those involved in Naucratis in Egypt, Libya and Cyrene and Tocra in particular, was home to a permanent settlement of Laconians. These people would have brought their own pottery with them and continued to import it for when it needed to be replaced.

There would therefore seem to be little doubt that Laconians made up a relatively substantial part of the population of Cyrene at least as early as the mid 6th century. But to have played a part at such an early stage would imply a much stronger link between Sparta and Thera than is known from the archaeological record or ancient sources. Thera did have several institutions that were characteristically 'Spartan', but as shall be discussed this does not mean there was necessarily a relationship between the two cities. Therefore, if Sparta really did not play any role in Cyrene's foundation, this creates a puzzling situation as to how to explain such an early Laconian settlement within a Theran colony. The usual answer to this is that the dates given by Herodotus were wrong and other Greek settlers came to Cyrene at least twenty years earlier than he described (Schaus 1985a: 401). Osborne also agrees with this point of view, and both he and Schaus offer as support the near contemporaneous founding of Cyrene's own colonies of Tocra, Ptolemais and Euesperides with Cyrene itself, as suggested by the archaeological evidence at these sites. They argue that this would not have been possible if Cyrene's population had remained constant as Herodotus suggests:

'During the lifetime of Battus, the founder of Cyrene, who ruled there for forty years, and of his son Arcesilaus, who ruled for sixteen, the number of people in the town remained equal to that of the original settlers.'

Herodotus Histories 4.159

For Cyrene to have sent out three colonies in this period, they propose it would have taken many more people than the island of Thera could have provided as colonists. There is also a complete lack of Theran pottery at Tocra and they therefore suggest that it was not predominantly the Theran colonists who established Tocra, but rather Greeks arriving in Libya early on from a variety of different city states; including a contingent from Laconia (Osborne 1996 15-16, Schaus 1985b: 99-100). James on the other hand, believes that it is the actual chronology of archaic pottery that is wrong, and that if the chronology established from Archaic Corinthian and East Greek wares was lowered by thirty-five years then the archaeology would support the historical account. He argues that not only would the archaeology from Libya match much more closely with Herodotus' account, but that in other areas too, this revision to the archaic chronology would allow for a much closer relationship between the archaeological and the historical evidence (James 2005: 14).He therefore implies that there is no early Laconian presence at all; the material evidence found relates to the second colonisation wave of 580BC, but was merely misdated by around thirty years. So was there a Lacedaemonian involvement in the early history of Cyrene? This is fundamental to understanding the nature of and reasons for Spartan contact in North Africa; that there was a Laconian settlement is known, as has been seen from the evidence, but it is the arrival of these settlers that is the crucial point. An early date would suggest almost definite Spartan involvement in the foundation of the colony and much closer relationship between Sparta and Thera than previously known, whereas a later date of early to mid 6th century would hint at limited to no state involvement in the colony but the independent movement of Laconians to a new location. The answer to this would seem to lie in how much the literary texts can be trusted in relation to the archaeology. Osborne and Schaus' argument is based on the assumption that Herodotus is wrong, and they assert that too much reliance is placed on the ancient authors, suggesting that in this case the sources should be re-evaluated in light of the archaeological evidence (Osborne 1996: 357, Schaus???). In contrast, scholars such as James suggest too much trust is being placed in the archaeological evidence at the expense of the literature, and disagree with Herodotus' account being dismissed so easily (James 2005: 11, 15). Both arguments are persuasive and it is difficult to support one side over the other without appearing biased towards either the archaeological evidence or the historical sources. But until more evidence can be put forward to support changing the chronologies of Early Corinthian pottery from other archaic sites across the Greek world, Osborne and Schaus' position remains the most convincing. I do not however feel that there is enough support for Spartan involvement in the founding of the colony and so in some ways I do take the middle ground between the two views. I suggest that there was a group of Laconians who settled in Cyrene shortly after it was founded and who, perhaps hoping to benefit further from the fertile agricultural land of Libya, helped to settle Cyrene's own colony of Tocra. These people were most likely Perioikoi who would have had no reason to be involved in the original colonising venture, but who may have wished to settle in a new area perhaps with the prospect of more political freedom than they were allowed in Laconia (Schaus 1985a: 402). Cartledge suggests that the Perioikoi were bound to Spartan foreign policy, and so although free unlike the Helots, they would not have been able to make many decisions within their communities autonomous of Spartiate authority (Cartledge 2002: 153). Consequently the offer, from the people of Cyrene through the Delphic Oracle, to settle and be given land in Libya may have provided some of them with the opportunity they needed to move out of the shadow of Sparta (Herodotus 4.159). If the invitation to settle at Cyrene was earlier than estimated from Herodotus, this would indicate the reason for a Laconian presence in North Africa. However I do not wish to appear to be dismissing Herodotus completely and share Boardman's view that perhaps it is the interpretation of his account by historians that is wrong, rather than the man himself (Boardman 1994: 143). In his support he did record many other details which are wholly supported by the archaeology, such as the origins of the new wave of settlers which can be seen in the range of pottery types. Although it is just as possible that writing around 150 years after the event he may have gotten some of the facts wrong.

This Laconian presence may therefore be the root of the later rumours of Spartan involvement at Cyrene, but it is possible that there may have been subsequent relations between the two cities.

At Cyrene the office of ephor was present, and this was an institution that was markedly Spartan in origin. In addition, Cyrene was ruled by the Battiad kings, descendents of the founder Battus; monarchies were relatively rare in the Greek world, but also in place in Thera and diarchic Sparta (Malkin 1994: 180, Nafissi 1999: 248). Malkin strongly asserts the link between Sparta, Thera and Cyrene and proposes that it was through this relationship that Spartan traditions established themselves abroad. Thera, as has been discussed was traditionally founded by a group of Spartans under their leader Theras, but there is little evidence even in the ancient sources of a mother city - colony relationship between the two. Malkin's argument suggests that Spartans brought these institutions to Thera, and they in turn to their colony of Cyrene. He also attends that this was the also the case with the cult of Apollo Karneios, which again was present in all three poleis (Malkin 1994: 10). Nafissi on the other hand believes it unlikely that the ephorate would have been established in Sparta when Thera was founded, and instead suggests that it was introduced at a later period due to conscious effort to highlight Laconian descent, but independent of Spartan contact (Nafissi 1999: 248). Thera may then have introduced it to Cyrene or again it could have developed independently. While this may be true of the ephorate, it is harder to see with the beginnings of kingship as from what we know it was present both at Thera and Cyrene from their foundation. This however is the hardest institution to directly make a Spartan connection with, as kings were not unheard of in other poleis and Sparta's unique dual kingship was not replicated elsewhere. The cult of Apollo Karneios though is specifically attributed a Theran origin by Pindar in his ode to Arkesilas a king of Cyrene and winner of the chariot race in 462/1 BC (Pindar Pythian Odes 5.77). As a cult especially connected with Sparta this would seem to support Malkin's view of chain like links between the three cities, with it having been brought by Spartan colonists to Thera and in turn Theran colonists to Cyrene. Both scholars essentially agree that Sparta's connection with Cyrene was predominantly via Thera, but Malkin favours more direct association over Nafissi's idea of enhancing tenuous Laconian links at a later period. Nafissi raises the interesting point that even when Spartan institutions can be identified at Cyrene, this still does not confirm that full Spartiate citizens, rather than Perioikoi, had any role to play in North Africa. It was the Perioikoi who played the major role in craft production and trade in this period as Spartan citizens were forbidden from doing manual work with their hands and engaging in trade, and so again the pottery evidence would link them rather than Spartiates to Cyrene (Cartledge 2002: 158). Although it is possible that the presence of Spartan institutions in Libya indicates direct contact between these areas in the late Archaic to Classical Periods, it is far more likely, as has been discussed here, that it was indirect contact through the Theran connection.

As a result, what is interesting in light of this is the Cyrenaean influence that is visible within Laconia. If there really had been no particular relationship between the two cities then this would not be expected. This is principally seen in the cult of Zeus Ammon which became particularly popular at Sparta in the 5th century BC, but which originated in Libya in the 6th, as evidenced by the depiction of the ram headed Zeus on Cyrenaean coins (Austin 2008: 213). This is analogous to the spread of the cult of Apollo Karneios in the opposite direction which has been discussed above. It is possible that the cult may have been transmitted through the Laconians who had settled at Cyrene, and the trade links they must have had with other Perioikoi from whom they received their pottery. But the Perioikoi had their own local cults, and it is thought that Spartiates would not have participated in these. Although for the most part the same gods were worshipped by these two groups, regional variants existed which would not have been found in the same form at Sparta (Luraghi 2002: 56). This therefore makes it difficult to see how the cult of Zeus Ammon, if spread through the Perioikoi, would have disseminated into the Spartan citizen population and religious practice. This would therefore imply a relationship between Sparta and Cyrene that was not identified through the pottery evidence or analysis of Cyrenaean institutions.

This North African connection can also be seen through vase decoration, of which there are several examples showing definite Cyrenaean scenery. One such example is the Arcesilas Cup which depicts King Arcesilas II weighing Silphion, a plant that was native to Libya and thought to possess healing powers and which was the reason for Cyrene's great wealth. The cup itself is Laconian and dated to the mid 6th century. The inscription on the cup is in the Laconian alphabet and this suggests that it was painted by a Laconian, but one who was familiar with Cyrene and its environment (Schaus 1979: 104-5). Schaus also draws attention to a Laconian kylix fragment decorated by the so called Naucratis Painter which features an inscription that uses the three stroke iota. This letter form was not in use in Laconia but was at Cyrene, and he proposes that this is evidence for a Cyrenaean actually at work in the pottery industry within Laconia. He does concede however that this may instead be reflective of Corinthian influence, where the three stroke iota was also in use (Schaus 1979, 1985b: 102). Given the Libyan scenes on other Laconian vases of this period though, a Cyrenaean origin would seem the most likely. Despite this however, it was the Perioikoi and not the Spartiates who were involved in craft and trade, as has been previously seen, and so by itself this is again not conclusive evidence for actual Spartiate involvement at Cyrene. Nevertheless, the fact that there was Cyrenaean impact in Laconia in the form of artistic influence and the possible presence of a Cyrenaean painter in the region, suggests at the very least that there was a close trading relationship between the Perioikic communities of Laconia and their former countrymen who had gone to settle in North Africa.

Carvings in ivory have been found in Sparta, particularly as dedications at sanctuaries such as at Artemis Ortheia and this may be suggestive of a possible ivory trade with the colonies of Africa. However this art form developed in the mid 7th century and therefore before the colony of Cyrene was established. There may have been other contacts with North Africa before the permanent Greek presence there, but it is suggested that the ivory most likely came from the Near East (Sahlins 2004: 76).

Laconian black figure pottery became a much more desirable commodity in the mid 6th century and has been found at centres across the Greek World. Yet along with several other pottery types which had been popular in this period, Laconian ware was eventually replaced by Athenian pottery and exports ceased. They lasted slightly longer at Cyrene than in most other poleis, but by the 5th century Athenian ware dominated (Schaus 1985b: 107).

It can therefore be seen that Laconians most definitely made up a part of the population of Cyrene and its colony Tocra. Most of the evidence points to these people being Perioikoi rather than Spartiates; evidence for influence of the latter is tenuous at best. The cult of Zeus Ammon is probably the best indication of a link between Spartan citizens and the people of Cyrene, but there is little else to suggest Sparta or its citizens played any role in the founding of the colony or had any part in a continued relationship between the two states. What appears to have caused the confusion in the later sources of Pausanias and Isocrates was the active trade relations between the Laconian-Cyrenaeans and their former homeland throughout the 6th century. Their early settlement in the region, either before Herodotus' second colonisation wave or as part of that influx but at an earlier time than Herodotus states, may have been behind the myth of Spartan involvement in the principal foundation. So while direct Spartan contact cannot be ruled out completely, there is simply not enough evidence in support of it.
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