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Introduction
We possess a good number of studies that elucidate a va­
riety of technical aspects of ancient Greek naval warfare: 
considerably more is known today about the innovations 
made in shipbuilding technology, the origin and devel­
opment of naval powers, and the way fleets were 
manned and deployed, to mention only some of the 
main areas in which noticeable advances have been 
made.1 Such fundamental topics, however, as the politi­
cal, economic and social implications of naval warfare 
remain largely unexplored? That neglect is all the more 
surprising in view of the improved possibilities which 
the newly-gained insights into the technical matters 
have provided for exposing and assessing the long­
term consequences of a major transformation in the 
nature of naval warfare that had occurred by the early 
fifth century bc.

Navies in the proper sense, recent scholarship argues, 
began to emerge in the Greek world after the middle of 
the sixth century bc and were chiefly the result of two 
almost concurrent lines of development. First, the multi­
purpose vessels with one or two banks of oars (particu­
larly, the triakontors and pentekontors) gradually ceded 
their dominant place in fleets to a new, larger type of 
craft with three banks of oars and exclusively designed 
for warfare at sea, the trireme. Even though subsequent 
innovations led to structural modifications of this ship 
type and to the introduction of various new types (the 
quadriremes \tetrereis\, qtiinqueremes [pentereis], and 

others, generally called ‘polyremes’),3 the basic concept 
of the specialized warship remained that established by 
the trireme. Second, states took, in a competitive fash­
ion, the decisive step to build fleets consisting (entirely 
or mostly) of publicly-owned ships. Thus possession of 
purpose-built, public vessels in large numbers is seen as 
the defining characteristic of the developed navy.4 If the 
cardinal points of that exposition are accepted (and our 
evidence strongly suggests that they should be), then in 
the period c. 550-470 bc a great part of the Greek world 
faced an entirely novel situation: challenges, needs and 
pressures of a new kind and an unprecedented scale be­
gan to leave their heavy imprint on the economic and 
social life of naval states. Henceforward poleis aspiring to 
possess and maintain naval establishments had to find 
ways to respond to economic demands, which even at 
the best of times exceeded the capacity of their own re­
serves, financial or otherwise.

In this paper I propose to treat what I believe are two 
important questions: (1) What were the fiscal systems 
used by Greek city-states in order to finance naval activ­
ity? (2) What was the impact of these systems on the so­
cial structure of the city-states involved? I shall focuse on 
two particular poleis at two different periods of time: 
Classical Athens and Hellenistic Rhodes. Before dealing 
with each of these two naval powers separately, it may be 
useful to mention briefly some general but significant 
characteristics of ancient naval warfare.
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Naval warfare and resources
Historical accounts of the Classical and Hellenistic peri­
ods amply confirm the validity of Thucydides’ statement 
(1.143.5) ‘sea power (thalassokratia) is indeed a great 
thing’. It is imperative, however, to avoid the tendency 
of earlier and more recent scholarship to impute to the 
word thalassokratia the modern, Mahanian-inspired con­
cept ‘control of the seas’.5 Whether it refers to the prin­
cipal means by which a hegemonic power tried to keep 
rivals out of its declared sphere of influence, or to the 
endeavours of states which—styling themselves police­
men of the seas—assumed the task of combating piracy, 
‘control of the seas’ was hardly ever possible for a num­
ber of reasons, most of which are related to the peculiar 
features of ancient warships and the way they were used 
in naval warfare.6

First, fleets were comprised of oared vessels which for 
tactical purposes were primarily used as weapons, that is, 
as floating missiles supplied with a powerful bronze ram 
at their prow with which to puncture an enemy craft, 
often after performing the manoeuvres of perip lous and 
diekplous.7 Indeed, the ram itself (and so the offensive 
capability of vessels) was already in existence on the pen- 
tekontors and other early, multi-purpose ships.8 But its 
full use in a universally followed (though not equally ex­
pertly practised) tactical concept became possible only 
after the invention of the man-driven torpedo, the tri­
reme. Speed and agility were therefore essential qualities, 
and to achieve these qualities naval architects strove to 
construct fairly slender, light ships with, as far as practi­
cally possible, maximum oar-power.

Second, and in consequence, these men-of-war were 
filled to the brim with large rowing complements requir­
ing a large daily intake of food and water, yet they had 
precious little space available for carrying the amount of 
provisions actually needed:9 the standard crew of the tri­
reme of the Classical period numbered 200, of whom 
170 were oarsmen; a slightly different type of warcraft, a 
quadrireme in the fleet of Hellenistic Rhodes, was 
manned by forty-six officers and ratings, to which per­
haps three times as many oarsmen should be added.10 
Third, lightness for the purpose of speed required that 
the ships were frequently dried on land so as to avoid 
their becoming waterlogged. Fourth, in addition to 

making possession of great skill a vital prerequisite, han­
dling these vessels posed exhorbitant demands in terms 
of human energy. Simply, the ability of even a well- 
trained rowing crew to maintain the high speed needed 
in combat lasted for only a short period of time: as 
Nikias, the Athenian commander-in-chief of the expedi­
tionary force to Sicily (415-413 bc), explained in a letter 
to his home government, ‘the peak efficiency of a [row­
ing] crew is brief and few are the oarsmen who can both 
set the ship out and maintain their oarstroke’ (Thue. 
7.14.1).

These four features alone limited severely the war­
ship’s radius of action (‘action’ here does not refer to the 
leisurely cruising under sail and reduced oar-power) and 
imposed the need of having not only a naval headquar­
ters adequately supplied with infrastructural facilities 
and personnel, but also an extensive network of bases 
dispersed over strategically vital areas.11 Once naval bases 
are defined as regional aggregations of three contiguous 
and interacting zones—(a) harbours with their naval in­
stallations, (b) adjacent settlements and (c) the cultivated 
or forested hinterland surrounding them—it becomes 
easy to appreciate a pronounced economic function 
which was intimately tied to their strategic significance: 
their ability to satisfy an ever-present demand for man­
power, provisions and naval materials—not least ship­
building timber—turned them into arterial systems of 
recruitment, logistical support and fleet maintenance. 
Thalassokratia, therefore, primarily referred to the suc­
cessful endeavours of a naval state to possess and control 
the greatest number possible of conveniently situated 
bases from which operations could be mounted.

In the sphere of inter-state relations, all this came in­
evitably to add new impetus to traditional mechanisms 
of domination. Places which, because of their geographi­
cal location and resources, did offer the advantages just 
described, might try to use them to enhance their own 
diplomatic and military value. Most of them, however, 
constantly faced the grim prospect of either being force­
fully reduced to subjection by a stronger naval state or— 
what in many instances amounted to the same—will­
ingly becoming its allied dependencies. It was first and 
foremost a question of power. Political pressure or 
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armed violence were taken into use for appropriating an­
other community’s naval infrastructure and resources, 
human as well as material. The acquisition schemes fash­
ioned in order to achieve these ends were admirably so­
phisticated and fiercely oppressive.

Understood this way, the concept of thalassokratia 
implies intense naval activity, primarily in order to de­
fend existing bases and to acquire new ones, and intense 
naval activity, in its turn, requires command over enor­
mous material and financial resources. It is to the theme 
of resources that I now turn.

Besides bringing a specific mode of warfare squarely 
within the venue of economic activity at large, that 
theme highlights the frequent correlation between the 
aims of naval warfare and the means that made its prac­
tice possible. ‘If some city is rich in ship-timber’, wrote a 
fifth-century Athenian, ‘where will it distribute it with­
out the consent of the power having the lead at sea? And 
if some city is rich in iron, copper, or flax, where will it 
distribute it without the consent of the leading sea 
power? In all these, however, I see the very materials of 
which also my ships are built.’12 ‘His ships’, were, of 
course, those of the Athenian empire. Thucydides’ ac­
count of how imperial Athens used raw muscle to appro­
priate the naval establishments of disaffected allies (e.g. 
Thasos in the 460s,13 Samos in 440-43814), or of how bit­
terly she fought over control of places renowned for 
their richness in silver-mines, timber and manpower 
(Eion and Amphipolis in Thrace15) offer concrete testi­
mony to that effect. Yet much more valuable—because of 
the general validity of its conclusions—is Thucydides’ inci­
sive analysis of the intimate connection between two pairs 
of terms: ‘naval power’ (nautike dynamis) and ‘prepared­
ness’ (paraskeue), on the one hand, and ‘expenditure’ (da- 
panê) and ‘revenue’ (prosodos chrematon), on the other.16

A dominant thread running throughout the part of 
his work which scholarship calls the Archaeology (but 
which properly is the section where he constructs the 
main interpretative framework of his historical account) 
is the function of financial resources in fuelling the de­
velopment of naval power, as well as the use of naval 
power for the acquisition of further financial resources. 
These points are presented by way of treating a succes­
sion of Thalassocracies, from king Minos onwards.17 
More importantly, they preface the ancient historian’s 

description of how Athens, by 431, had become so great 
a naval power, in control of such vast amounts of re­
sources, that it brought fear to the Eacedaimonians—in 
Thucydides’ view, the truest cause of the Peloponnesian 
War (1.23.6). Thus, in an important sense, the Thucy- 
didean analysis is in accord not only with Plato’s pro­
nouncement that ‘all wars are fought for the possession 
of wealth’ (Phd. 66C), but also with Aristotle’s conclu­
sion that ‘even the art of war is by nature an art of acqui­
sition’ (Pol. I2$6b23).

A fourth-century Attic orator quite fittingly charac­
terized the triremes with the adjective ‘gluttonous’ 
(adephagoi friereis) thereby indicating the great costs 
involved in keeping fleets of such ships afloat. Even 
when an inherent bias towards exaggeration is taken into 
account, there is much in the surviving source material 
to document clearly the shear incidence and general 
magnitude of economic pressures. Quantifying these 
pressures with a tolerable degree of precision is, however, 
a different matter. What we really want to know are the 
total costs which naval states had to meet in three areas: 
(a) shipbuilding, (b) maintenance and (c) of having 
fleets in commission. Yet the sad truth is that we shall 
probably never be able to reconstruct anything near 
credible ‘naval budgets’, for even the evidence from clas­
sical Athens, the most richly documented city-state, fails 
to provide full or reliable information on these matters. 
Indeed, Thucydides and inscriptions give some figures 
that are useful pointers to the high level of expenses in 
only certain areas and in isolated years during the fifth 
century bc,19 but there are still substantial gaps. For in­
stance, the total cost of the grand expedition to Egypt in 
the 450s, which ended in disaster, or the cost of the 
equally great (and likewise disastrous) expedition to 
Sicily in 415-413 BC.20 Furthermore, not even qualified 
guesses can be ventured about the costs of such con­
spicuously large-scale shipbuilding programmes as that 
launched by Athens in 483/2, or that by Dionysius I of 
Syracuse in 399, or the one by Antigonus I in 315, or, 
again, those which led to the aggrandizement of the 
Ptolemaic and Seleucid fleets in the third and second 
centuries bc, not to mention a series of comparable, 
though not quite as large, enterprises carried out at nu­
merous other places from the later part of the sixth cen­
tury onwards.21
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Some comfort comes from the series of fragmentarily 
preserved Athenian inscriptions known as the naval re­
cords. These documents, which generally cover the pe­
riod 378-322 BC, are the published accounts of the Dock­
yard Superintendents, a board of officials responsible for 
the headquarters of the Athenian fleet (i.e. the harbours 
of Kantharos, Zea and Mounichia). Their meticulously 
arranged entries record the day-to-day administrative 
and financial business transacted by these officials, as 
well as the naval matériel in stock in discrete years.22 
Still, while these valuable inscriptions document Athens’ 
naval strength in terms of hulls and equipment, and to­
gether with the speeches of the orators (e.g., Lys. 21.1-10) 
give a good impression of the cash spent by private indi­
viduals, the trierarchs (cf. below), they have obvious 
limitations: above all, they are very little concerned with 
operational expenses and not at all with what can safely 
be regarded as one of the most onerous budgetary items: 
paying and maintaining crews. In this regard, moreover, 
fourth-century Athens is highly exceptional. No compa­
rable material survives from Rhodes, the other city-state 
with which I am concerned here, nor, for that matter, 
from any other Classical or Hellenistic naval power.

Our difficulties in quantifying the financial pressures 
are compounded by two further factors. One is the cir­
cumstance—and this is important to remember in the 
following—that everywhere naval activity was financed 
partly by public, partly by private funds. The figures 
provided by our sources relate either to the first or to the 
second, but seldom, if ever, to both. For instance, a 
good indication of the expenses of a warship seem to 
come from an inscription recording the fact that in c. 
ioq> BC the Rhodians set the cost of keeping a trireme in 
commission for one month at 10,000 drachmas (i.e. 330 
dr. per day). That amount, however, appears in a clause 
of a treaty of alliance stipulating the financial obligations 
of an allied state (the Cretan city of Hierapytna).23 We 
do not know if the ally concerned had to bear all or 
some of the relevant expenses, nor if that sum was nor­
mal or exceptional. It certainly exceeds the daily rate of 
200 dr. which fifth-century Athens usually gave to a tri­
reme crew (1 dr. per man: Thue. 3.17.3). But any infer­
ences that might be drawn from such a comparison are 
rendered hazardous by our inability to say whether the 
Rhodian amount expresses—as the Athenian one cer­

tainly does—only what was to be defrayed from public 
funds, excluding any additional outlays frequently taken 
care of personally by ship captains.24

Fhe other factor is the almost complete unpre­
dictability of both the duration and the financial re­
quirements of campaigns. In the Classical and Hellenis­
tic periods fleets or squadrons were often dispatched to 
carry out a multiplicity of objectives on the basis of 
funding schemes only roughly calculated by their gov­
ernments—and sometimes even without such schemes 
at all.25 But as soon they left their home ports, the ele­
ment of unpredictability increased for every mile they 
put behind their sterns. An illustration of the exigencies 
facing fleet commanders in such situations is provided by 
Demosthenes’ censuring of the Athenians in 341 bc: Tor 
where else do you suppose that he [sc. a fleet commander] 
looks for the maintenance of his crews, if he gets nothing 
from you and has no private fortune to furnish their pay? 
To the sky? No, indeed; it is from what he can collect or 
beg or borrow that he keeps things going.’ (Dem. 8.26).

So the decision of a state to build up a naval estab­
lishment was one thing—even if that state (1) quite un­
expectedly came into possession of the cash needed to 
build ships (as Athens did from her silver-mining reve­
nue in 483/2 bc),26 or (2) proved capable of rerouting to 
that area any surplus accumulated in other spheres of 
economic activity (as Archaic Corinth is said to have 
done with her revenue from seaborne commerce),27 or 
(3) succeeded in enlisting the financial support of an­
other power (as Sparta managed to do via her rapproche­
ment with Persia from 412 BC onwards,28 or, finally, (4) 
activated the mechanisms of Herrschaft for appropriating 
the reserves of subjected territories (as Achaemenid Per­
sia, imperial Athens, Alexander the Great, the Antigo- 
nids, the Ptolemies and other rulers are seen to have 
done). Quite another thing, however, was to ensure a 
constant and, if possible, steadily growing flow of re­
sources with which to maintain naval supremacy. Funds, 
naval materials and manpower came to be three of the 
most highly prized commodities, and as such they 
caused those who had them and those who needed them 
to become interlocked into a variety of complex political 
and economic relationships.

Few, if any, city-states commanded public treasuries 
capable of funding such costly projects entirely on their 
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own. Therefore, two additional, and sometimes comple­
mentary, things were needed: (i) a reliable fiscal infra­
structure by means of which domestic, private cash 
could be made available; and, to the extent one could 
muster the necessary amount of diplomatic skills or mili­
tary power, (2) the deployment of acquisition schemes 

designed for the purpose ol gaining control over external 
resources. How exactly the first of these should be 
shaped was above all a political issue whose solution 
mainly hinged on the way a community, according to 
the prevailing ideology, had defined and arranged its in­
ternal power structure.

The Fiscal system of Classical Athens
The principal institution of this system is known as the 
trierarchy (Greek: trierarkhia), a substantive designating 
the duty or service performed by a trierarch frierarkhos). 
The word trierarkhos is a compound of trieres (the Greek 
word for trireme) and arkhon (here, commander), but 
from early Classical times onwards it was universally 
used for a warship captain tout court, whether the ship in 
question was a trireme or a different kind of warcraft. 
Yet, even though virtually all Greek naval states had 
their ships captained by trierarchs, that position—and in 
particular the rules determining its appointment and re­
sponsibilities—was not everywhere part of the same in­
stitutional structure as that of Athens.29 An under­
standing of the view taken by the Athenian democracy 
on three issues is crucial for our appraisal of the system 
introduced at Athens in order to make private cash avail­
able for financing naval activity: (a) whether—and if so, 
the mode in which—private wealth, possessed on a 
grand scale, should be subjected to the regulatory forces 
of redistributive mechanisms; (b) the kind of obligations 
to be carried by individuals qua members of a political 
community as well as the ways of rewarding the fulfil­
ment of these obligations; and (c) who was legally enti­
tled to exercise armed violence.

Attitudes towards the first two had already been 
formed by, and were being transmitted through, the old 
custom of leitourgia-. properly, a useful service to the 
community as a whole, voluntarily performed by afflu­
ent individuals, that is to say, in response to a predomi­
nantly moral obligation to expend part of their wealth 
and time on the public good.30 Democratic Athens 
adeptly reinforced and redefined aspects of that custom 
in accordance with the prevailing ideology in order to 
shape her peculiar liturgy system, one which remained in 
force throughout Classical times. In principle, that sys­

tem too held on to the view that private wealth and per­
sonal abilities should, regularly and out of a strongly-felt 
moral commitment, be put to public utility. In practice, 
however, it replaced ‘moral obligation’ with ‘statutory 
compulsion’, while at the same time it sought to main­
tain an element of volition by attaching to liturgical 
spending a set of rewards, mostly honorific ones. These 
are the main characteristics of the broader institutional 
framework into which naval commandership, alongside 
a number of other civic services,31 was transferred: the 
trierarchy became a liturgical obligation. Indeed, litur­
gies, including that of captaining a warship, were to be 
found in other states as well (cf. note 29 above). What 
gave the Athenian system its idiosyncratic style, how­
ever, was its being, ideologically and juridically, the 
product of a particular political regime.

To bring out the view taken by the Athenian democ­
racy on the third issue mentioned above—the right to 
exercise armed violence—it is necessary to specify, at 
least cursorily, the meaning of a central concept: naval 
activity. This largely consisted of either one of two 
things. Anyone who wishes to become familiar with a 
formal sea battle can read through the chapters of Hero­
dotus (and the verses of Aeschylus’ Persae) on the battles 
at Artemision and Salamis (480 bc), or those of Thucy­
dides on the battles off the Sybota islands (433 bc), in 
the Crissaean Gulf (i.e. Phormio’s operations in 428 BC) 
or those of Xenophon on the battle at Argynousai (406 
BC), or those of Diodorus on the engagement between 
the fleets of Demetrius Poliorcetes and Ptolemy at Sala­
mis in Cyprus (306 BC), or any other account of similar 
engagements by these and other authors. But if one 
wants to be acquainted with informal naval warfare, then 
good descriptions, which are fairly representative of in­
numerable other such instances in our sources, are avail­
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able in Xenophon’s account of how, from their base in 
Aegina, the ships of the Spartan admiral Teleutias car­
ried out a night attack on the harbour of the Piraeus, 
and in Diodorus’ account of how small squadrons of 
Rhodian craft operated during Demetrius’ siege of 
Rhodes in 305-304 BC.32

A formal battle is usually a large-scale engagement of 
a limited duration between two opposing fleets; its be­
ginning is clearly signalled, its end quite easily perceived 
by the combating parties. Informal naval activity, on the 
other hand, essentially consists of surprise attacks carried 
out by a small number of ships or fleets against other 
warships, merchantmen or some territory; they may or 
may not be connected with a formally declared war; to 
the same kind of activity, of course, belong attempts to 
offer protection from such assaults, as was for instance 
the case with squadrons of warships escorting merchant­
men. Whereas the formal battle at heart is a forewarned 
measurement of relative strength between two contest­
ants within a spatially limited scene of action—hence, in 
an important sense, resembling the hoplite phalanx 
fighting in land warfare—informal naval activity, in its 
psychology and techniques, is firmly rooted in a differ­
ent concept, that of the raid. Already in the world de­
picted by the Homeric epics the raid mentality consti­
tuted the dominant structural element in what Aristotle 
was later to call an ‘art of acquisition’, and as such it 
turned peaceful trade and the forceful seizure of goods 
into interlapping activities, regardless of whether the 
practitioners were individual heroes or whole communi­
ties.33 Historically, the formal sea battle, like the pur­
pose-built warship, is a later phenomenon—which is 
why ancient historians were preoccupied with recording 
its first occurrence.34 Yet the seaborne raid went on be­
ing a most widely-used mode of naval warfare, despite 
the fact that the right to practice it became a major po­
litical issue. Much of the history of ancient piracy can be 
written in terms of the stand taken by states on precisely 
that issue.

An Athenian warship captain who distinguished 
himself in the battle against the Persian fleet at 
Artemision in 480 bc was Kleinias son of Alkibiades. 
Kleinias, Herodotus reports (Hdt. 8.17; cf. Plut. Ale. 1), 
fought on his private ship and with a crew of 200 men, 
whom he provided from his own means. Several things 

are remarkable about Kleinias. First of all, as the size of 
his complement strongly indicates, he was the owner of 
a relatively novel, extremely powerful, and highly expen­
sive, purpose-built warship, a trireme. Secondly, by par­
ticipating in the fighting with his own ship and crew he 
responded not so much to a statutory duty as to a moral 
obligation that emitted from his social and political 
status: as a member of the old Athenian aristocracy he 
was expected to display generosity and military valour 
and to defend his polis with his own weapons;35 in so do­
ing, he responded to the norms of the old leitourgia cus­
tom. Thirdly, on that particular occasion (in 480 bc) he 
definitely acted both within the formal naval estab­
lishment of his state and in the pursuit of its strategic 
aims, but the frequency of campaigns of that kind was 
hardly high enough by itself to justify the private posses­
sion of a regular warcraft. What, then, did Kleinias do 
with his trireme (and crew) when he was not busy de­
fending his polish

He very probably used it to honour another kind of 
obligation, one at least as strong as that to defend his 
own community: to fight on the side of an influential 
foreign connection with a view to fulfilling such vows of 
reciprocal allegiance as those ensuing from established 
guest-friendships (xenia relationships).36 Again, if driven 
by political ambition to carve out for himself and his 
house an offshore, semi-private dominion, the sort of 
small-scale ‘tyranny’ which the elder Miltiades appears 
to have set up for himself in the Thracian Chersonese, 
personal command over naval resources was indispensa­
ble.37 Finally, he almost certainly used it entirely on his 
own behalf as an independent raider.

The principal word expressing that vocation is 
leisteia, which can retain its traditional rendering ‘piracy’ 
(piraterie, pirateria, Seeraub, etc.) as long as we remem­
ber three important things. That it referred to a behav­
iour deeply entrenched in the economic, political and 
social structure of ancient communities. That the shades 
of meaning—often pejorative ones—imputed to it by 
Classical and Hellenistic sources, were strongly coloured 
by current perceptions about who was and who was not 
entitled to practice the violent seizure of territory, prop­
erty and persons by using the sea as a primary means. 
And, finally, that the distinction often made in our 
sources and consistently drawn by modern scholar­
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ship38—viz. between (a) illegitimate, privately-con­
ducted, gain-motivated maritime aggression and (b) le­
gitimate, ‘political’ maritime aggression committed 
either during a declared war by the main participants 
and/or their allies and privateers, or in connection with 
duly declared retaliatory reprisals—-is really an artificial 
one, and so broadly irrelevant, precisely because legiti­
macy and illegitimacy were political constructs which 
could be manipulated by those possessing the necessary 
amount of power.

The instance concerning the seizure by an Athenian 
trireme of a merchantman from Naukratis in 355 bc will 
suffice to illustrate the latter point. The plunder, on 
high seas, of goods worth 57,000 drachmas from the 
citizens of a community currently not at war with Ath­
ens was a gain-motivated predatory act conducted in pri­
vate by the two captains who commanded a public war­
ship and the three ambassadors who sailed with them. 
By contrast, the formal decision of the Athenian politi­
cal authorities, when they later learnt of the incident, to 
regard the seizure of Naukratian property as not illegal 
on the grounds that the cargo of the merchantman ‘at 
the time was not friendly (viz. to the Athenians)’ was 
simply the public justification of the act, one intimately 
connected to the view taken by the Athenians that by 
law the loot was state property. That the Athenian state 
quite arbitrarily defined the legal nature of the seizure 
(and, in a formal sense, ultimately became the plun­
derer) does not alter the fact that the capture of the mer­
chantman was an act of gain-motivated maritime aggres­
sion, pure and simple.39

An allegedly Solonian law-clause provides explicit 
evidence to the effect that Archaic (as opposed to Classi­
cal) Athens legally recognized the corporate existence of 
‘those going away for plunder (or booty: leiaY. 40 But 
even without that specific testimony we would still find 
the same point amply documented in the major implica­
tion underlying the inter-communal arrangements con­
cerning the right of seizure (sylari), 41 namely that leisteia 
was not always looked upon disapprovingly by states. 
Closer to the point is Thucydides’ remark (1.5.1-3 ff.) 
that ‘in earlier times both the Greeks and the Barbarians 
who dwelled on the mainland [sc. of Asia Minor] near 
the sea, as well as those on the islands, (...) turned to 
leisteia, under the lead of their most powerful men, 

whose motive was their private gain and the support of 
their weaker followers (...) for this occupation did not as 
yet involve disgrace, but conferred something even of 
glory.’42 True, especially from Classical times through to 
the grand-scale Roman anti-pirate campaign that was 
launched in 102 bc and beyond,43 leisteia was constantly 
condemned and often fought, but that did not keep 
people from practising it.

By far the most noteworthy thing about Kleinias, 
however, is the virtual disappearance of his kind from 
the Athenian record after about 480 bc. The process of 
harnessing the independent raider all the more to com­
munal decisions and actions had, as the movements of 
the Younger Miltiades suggest, already began previously. 
Operating on his own accord and very probably with his 
own ships in 493 BC, Miltiades raided Lemnos, captured 
the island, and then ‘handed it over to the Athenians’— 
private gains were turned to public property.44 His expe­
dition to Paros in 489 bc had indeed all the charac­
teristics of a raid which, according to Herodotus (6.132- 
133), was undertaken out of purely personal motives. Yet 
this time Miltiades could employ the force of seventy 
ships as well as the appropriate amount of funds and 
manpower only after the Athenian assembly had issued 
an authorization to that effect, and only after he himself 
had assured his home authorities that his personal ven­
ture against some place (whose identity he did not dis­
close) would be beneficial to (i.e. it would ‘enrich’, Hdt. 
6.132) all the Athenians. In 480 BC, Kleinias fought side 
by side with other ship captains, or trierarchs. But the 
majority of these trierarchs commanded public triremes 
and had been appointed by the state to perform an obli­
gation prescribed by the law of democratic Athens.

By that time, Athens had come into possession of an 
unprecedentedly large fleet, about 200 triremes, most of 
which had been built through the so-called Themisto- 
clean programme of 483/2. To meet the high costs accru­
ing from the maintenance and operation of that fleet a 
particular fiscal mechanism was designed by incorporat­
ing naval commandership into the orbit of liturgical ob­
ligations. Henceforward, what was needed on board 
every ship was a rich man who could aid the public 
treasury by making cash payments on the spot: wealthy 
Athenians were required, for one year at a time, to cap­
tain and finance a trireme. Hence, the independent 
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raider gave way to a state appointee whose primary 
qualification was the thickness of his purse. The raid 
mentality, however, persisted. What really changed in 
Athens is that its practice in naval warfare was depriva­
tized to become the prerogative of the state.

Not long after the introduction of the new fiscal sys­
tem came the second measure needed for achieving tha- 
lassokratia. In 478, the Athenians were recognized as the 
leading member of the newly-founded Delian League, 
whose members came under an obligation to provide 
either ships for the common fleet or cash for the League 
fund kept at Delos. What initially united these under 
Athenian leadership was ‘a pretext’: to exact revenge 
from the Persians by ravaging the Persian king’s terri­
tory, certainly also through pillaging and piracy.45 There 
was no doubt in Thucydides’ mind that that step sig­
nalled the beginning of the Athenian rule {arche) over a 
steadily growing number of allies (1.96-98). The process 
leading to a further increase in Athens’ naval power in 
the course of the fifth century can, among a host of 
other measures, be followed (a) in the massive conver­
sion of ship contributions to monetary payments of trib­
ute (phoros), (b) in the use of these funds on primarily 
Athenian war operations (while from 454 onwards the 
goddess Athena was allowed to skim 1/60 of the incom­
ing amounts of phoros), and (c) in the series of confisca­
tions of the fleets belonging to disaffected allies. The 
general outcome, which is what matters here, is summa­
rized by Thucydides (1.99.3): Tor because of this reluc­
tance [of the allies] to face military service, and in order 
to avoid being away from home, most of them assessed 
themselves to pay a corresponding sum of money in­
stead of supplying ships. Consequently, the Athenian 
fleet grew strong with the money which the allies them­
selves contributed, while whenever the allies revolted 
they were ill-prepared and inexperienced for the war.’ 
To finance naval activity fifth-century Athens had man­
aged to direct towards herself an immensely rich flow of 
external resources by imposing on her subjects collec­
tively the function of an extra-polis treasury.

So the years around 480 represent a significant turn­
ing-point. In the military sphere, Athens became a naval 
power in possession of a large public fleet. In the politi­
cal sphere, the bodies of government (Assembly and 
Council) took total control of that fleet, which practi­

cally meant that the state ensured for itself total monop­
oly over the exertion of armed violence at sea. In the 
economic sphere, two parallel developments occurred: 
the creation of a fiscal system, the trierarchic institution, 
as well as Athens’ subsequent control over an extra-polis 
treasury, garanteed the uninterrupted availability of reve­
nue {prosodos chrematori) with which to meet naval ex­
penditure {dapanep, at the same time, a hitherto vital 
field of private economic activity was dispelled from the 
polity structure as the pursuit of gain by using the sea 
was snatched from the independent raider to become the 
prerogative of the state. Finally, in the social sphere, the 
old-fashioned naval raider died out. The Athenian de­
mocracy gradually tamed the aristocratic warrior by 
turning him into an honourable tax-payer. The story of 
the latter process, which runs on to the fourth century, 
is too long to be told in full here, but its main themes 
are: (1) the enormous drain on Athens’ financial reserves 
caused by the expenses of the Peloponnesian War; (2) 
the loss of imperial tribute even before the defeat to 
Sparta in 404 bc—which was not followed by the loss of 
the will to embark on new power-political projects rela­
tively shortly afterwards; and, as a consequence of these, 
(3) the need to squeeze harder the domestic tax-potential 
(i.e. the rich Athenians) by privatizing an ever-growing 
part of naval expenditure. It is to the fourth century that 
we must turn in order to see the effects of all these, espe­
cially that produced by the growing privatization.

One cannot but empathize with Apollodoros, the son 
of an ex-slave (Pasión) who had become one of the 
wealthiest citizens of Athens. In 362 bc, when Athens 
was about to send a naval squadron to the northern 
Aegean, he was required to discharge three obligations: 
(1) to pay his share of the extraordinary war-tax 
{eisphord) levied in order to finance the expedition; (2) 
together with 299 others—who like him were the richest 
men of Athens—to pay in advance the whole amount of 
that tax-levy (a proeisphora) and then try to recoup his 
money from a number of Tp/ww-payers; and (3) to cap­
tain a ship of the expeditionary force.46 Even though he 
tried to perform these duties as conscientiously and lav­
ishly as possible, he was hit by almost every disaster 
imaginable; that he ultimately proved unable to recoup 
his advance money (i.e. the proeisphora) was among the 
lesser ones (50.9).
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When the warship which he commanded as trierarch 
had carried out the crossing from the island of Thasos to 
the Thracian coast, Apollodoros found the shore too 
hostile to attempt a landing, all the while he had to en­
dure a violent storm. ‘So’, he says, ‘we were forced to 
ride at anchor all night long in the open sea, without 
food and without sleep’ (50.22). His rowing crew, in to­
tal dismay, unfed and exhausted after the crossing, was 
unable to engage in battle should they be attacked (a re­
minder of the importance of bases). On a reasonable es­
timate, the daily amount of food needed by Apollo­
doros’ crew to satisfy their basic energy requirements to­
talled about 300 to 400 kilograms, most of which would 
consist of grain; as for water, another indispensable item, 
they needed one hundred gallons (c. 545 litres) or 
more.47 Initially, his complement consisted of con­
scripted Athenian sailors, but these he dismissed already 
before the fleet departed from the Piraeus, because they 
were too few and too inexperienced. Instead, he hired a 
full complement of skilful but expensive specialists from 
the open market (50.7-8); from this point on his troubles 
started for good. For in spite of the fat wages Apollo­
doros paid them, his crew deserted ship four times, and 
each time he had to hire fresh manpower by offering 
higher pay. On top of this, the trierarch appointed to 
succeed him the following year failed to arrive from 
Athens, with the result that Apollodoros had to serve an 
extra term—and spend more money; all the while, as he 
complained later, not only was his own life at risk, but at 
home his farm was being neglected, his wife fell ill, his 
children were still minors and his mother breathed her 
last shortly after he reached harbour (50.59-62). In the 
end, he was compelled to raise loans from five different 
creditors in order to meet the running expenses of his 
obligation. And indeed these expenses did not include 
any compensatory payments—usually in the order of 
5,000 drachmas or more—which his government would 
demand of him, in the event his ship was damaged or 
lost.48

Apollodoros would have confirmed the point which, 
according to Thucydides (1.121.3), a Corinthian repre­
sentative made before a Peloponnesian assembly held at 
Sparta already in 431 bc: ‘For by contracting a loan we 
(the members of the Peloponnesian League) can use the 
inducement of higher pay to entice away from the Athe­

nians their foreign crews: for the strength of the Atheni­
ans consists of hired hands rather than their own citi­
zens.’ In his own speech to the Athenians in the same 
year, one also reported by Thucydides (1.143.1-2), Peri­
cles confidently emphasized the naval skills of Athenian 
citizens and the loyalty of the foreign sailors serving in 
the Athenian fleet. Either of these remarks highlights the 
virtual inability of even such a large city-state as Athens 
to respond to the demands for manpower without resort 
to recruitment of foreign labour, free or slave.49

Surely, Apollodoros would also have subscribed to 
the fourth-century orator’s characterization of triremes 
as ‘gluttonous’ (cf. p. 74 above). How gluttonous tri­
remes could be is shown by another example from the 
latter half of the fourth century: Konon son of 
Timotheos, and grandson of the victor at the battle of 
Knidos, had in a ten-year period spent about 70,000 
drachmas on several trierarchies; a large part of that sum 
(which seems astronomical when compared to the one 
and a half to two drachmas per day earned by a skilled 
labourer) consisted of compensatory payments for dam­
aged or lost ships.50 Granted, not all trierarchs incurred 
so great expenses. But even when—as in most cases— 
the level of outlays was lower, the very frequency of their 
recurrence was high enough to produce a cumulative fi­
nancial burden which, in combination with the liabili­
ties incurred from other civic obligations, forced this 
class of people to adjust their economic action according 
to their financial circumstances and responsibilities, 
mainly in two ways. Negatively, by minimizing expendi­
ture on personal extravagance and conspicuous con­
sumption, or through the hypothecation of their prop­
erty in order to obtain loans. And positively, by expand­
ing or intensifying their economic operations—be it as 
rentiers, contractors of silver-mines, investors in trade, 
or producers of marketable agricultural goods—in order 
to generate the surplus capital needed.51

Finally, Apollodoros would have tacitly agreed with 
the complaints made by other Athenians about the bur­
densome liturgies, the trierarchies, the tax-paying groups 
(symmetries) and the personal dangers to which they were 
exposed when sailing aboard a trireme. 52 In the 330s and 
320s, privatization of naval costs had reached hitherto 
unheard of levels. All those liable to these fiscal demands 
had of course two options which they sometimes used.
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One was to try to evade their obligation entirely by 
claiming lack of financial resources on the scale required 
(a claim usually accompanied by attempts to conceal 
their property),53 though this they could do only at the 
risk of being challenged to the dreaded antidosis, the ex­
change of properties.54 The other was to find a substitute 

who, for a sum of money, agreed to take over part of 
their duty and captain the ship on their behalf. Yet re­
sorting to either of these means removed the fourth-cen­
tury Athenian trierarch even farther away from his pre­
cursor, the independent raider.

Hellenistic Rhodes
In 227 BC, Rhodes was hit by a severe earthquake that 
caused the great Colossus and the larger part of the city 
walls and naval dockyards to collapse.55 Historically, 
however, that catastrophe is more significant for the im­
provement it brought than for the damages it caused. 
Polybius explains how the Rhodians, through a tremen­
dous amount of skilful diplomatic footwork, ‘made such 
an impression on the cities, and especially on the kings, 
that not only did they receive presents beyond measure 
(i.e. material aid amounting to far more than the extent 
of the actual damage) but they even made the donors 
feel under obligation to them.’ (5.88.4). Of the gifts 
listed by Polybius to have been given on that occasion 
those featuring most prominently are the very commodi­
ties by which Rhodes could maintain its primacy as a 
trading centre and as a naval power: notably, cash, grain 
and naval materials. Ptolemy III Euergetes gave pine 
timbers (probably from Cyprus) for the construction of 
ten quinqueremes and ten triremes, 3,000 pieces of sail­
cloth and tow weighing 3,000 talents, in addition to a 
consignment of corn to feed the crews of ten triremes. 
Antigonus III Doson offered high quality Macedonian 
timber (probably roof-timbers cut to size for the repair 
of the dockyards), and substantial amounts of pitch, tar, 
iron and lead. The gift of the Syrian king Seleucus II 
Kallinikos included ten ready-built quinqueremes pro­
vided with complete sets of gear, shipbuilding timber 
and 1,000 talents each of raisin and hair. If we add the 
gifts—of the same or similar kind—which were given by 
many other donors, but which Polybius saw no need to 
record in detail, then we can appreciate the degree to 
which the Rhodians proved able to boost their naval es­
tablishment by capitalizing on the catastrophe.

Two comments seem necessary. First, what this 
whole affair really documents is not the creation of a net­

work of external suppliers, but rather the inducement of 
traditional suppliers to make synchronized, ad hoc and 
exceptionally large contributions of valuable commodi­
ties—thus relieving the recipient city of the economic 
pressures which it would otherwise have had to lift itself 
in connection with a refurbishment of its naval estab­
lishment; and, as it may already have been noticed, vir­
tually all of the commodities concerned in this instance 
are identical to those which a fifth-century Athenian had 
said could be acquired by his state by virtue of ruling 
over an empire (cf. 74 and note 12). Second, all these giv­
ers hurried to respond to the Rhodian appeal out of an ob­
vious self-interest in the maintenance of a first-rate naval 
power which, besides operating a vast trading-network of 
its own, was willing to service their separate economic 
needs. In the Hellenistic period Rhodes had assumed the 
leading position which was previously held by Athens 
among crack fleets of the eastern Mediterranean. Rhodian 
naval supremacy and, above all, its overly benevolent 
function towards a large number of trading communi­
ties is emphasized by Polybius’ account of the conflict 
between Rhodes and Byzantion in 220 bc—especially by 
his statement ‘the Rhodians had the lead at sea’ 56—and 
by other authors, too. In the context of 305/4 bc, Dio­
dorus (20.81) writes:

The city of Rhodes had a powerful navy and 
enjoyed the finest government in Greece, and so 
was an object of competition between the dynasts 
and kings, as each sought to win it over to his 
friendship. (...) It had reached such a peak of 
power that it took up on its own, on behalf of 
the Greeks, the war against the pirates and 
cleared the sea of that scourge, (trans. Austin 
1981, no. 39).
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Again, referring to Hellenistic times, Strabo (14.2.5 [652- 
53]) says:

It (i.e. the city of Rhodes) is also remarkable for 
its good order (eunomia') and for the care it 
devotes to the rest of its administration and 
especially to naval matters; as a result it 
controlled rhe seas for a long time and destroyed 
piracy, and became a friend to the Romans and 
to those of the kings who were well disposed 
both to the Romans and to Greeks, (trans. Austin 
1981, no. 92).

Archaeological evidence and inscriptions add to that pic­
ture by way of firmly documenting the existence of a 
huge naval infrastructure which, in addition to an exten­
sive system of dockyard facilities at home, comprised a 
far-reaching web of naval bases abroad.57 There is abso­
lutely no doubt that the Rhodians too drew on their do­
mestic capital in order to finance such a prodigiously ex­
pensive structure and particularly their fleet. Yet it ap­
pears that they did so primarily by resorting to schemes 
that bear little resemblance to those used in Classical 
Athens. The specific character of these schemes de­
pended on whether or not the political regime was sus­
ceptible to an ideology prescribing three things: (a) the 
enforcement of redistributive mechanisms mainly based 
on compulsion; (b) the complete nationalization of the 
practice of armed violence at sea; and, consequently, (c) 
the denial to individuals of the right to use naval activity 
as a venue to private enrichment, and hence also as a 
form of production.

Indeed, at Rhodes, too, public warships were cap­
tained by appointed trierarchs who also had financial 
obligations. Furthermore, though there is no explicit evi­
dence to document such a thing, the trierarchy might 
have been one of the liturgies which wealthy citizens 
were expected to undertake. But even so, it would be 
completely unwarranted to assume that the liturgies 
there were subject to the same rules and institutional set­
ting as those of Classical Athens. In fact, there are dis­
tinct indications to the effect that the Rhodian naval or­
ganization differed from that of Classical Athens in cer­
tain important respects. One of these is that at Rhodes 
there existed a formal substitute for those trierarchs who 

either were not able or did not wish to command their 
vessel in person—the officer bearing the title epiplousf 
At Athens, on the contrary, not only was the obligation 
of wealthy men appointed to serve as trierarchs formally 
inalienable, but such substitutes were, from an official 
point of view, nonexistent—to which should be added 
that, at least on one occasion, the trierarchs who had 
transferred the active part of their duty to a substitute 
risked being collectively charged with treason and deser­
tion because their evasive action was believed to have 
been the cause of a naval defeat.59

More generally, though no less importantly, what 
fails to surface in a voluminous body of inscriptional evi­
dence from Rhodes is anything to indicate the use of 
such compulsory mechanisms as those known from 
Classical Athens (including the organization of tax-pay­
ers and trierarchs into symmories and the antidosis pro­
cedure). In the Rhodian material, references to extraor­
dinary taxes in the form of eisphorai and proeisphorai are 
staggeringly few, date from the very end of the Hellenis­
tic period, and appear in contexts that are not even re­
motely associated with the navy or military activity at 
large.60 Absent too are such, and similar, schemes from 
the exceptionally detailed literary record that chronicles 
an entire year’s severe military crisis, i.e. Rhodes’ siege 
by Demetrius in 305-304 bc (Diod. 20.83-100.5). What 
does surface, instead, with a frequency that makes the 
total lack of evidence for compulsory mechanisms even 
more conspicuous is a different mode of utilizing private 
cash for communal purposes: the publicly solicited vol­
untary contributions (epidoseis).6l Even though the pro­
jects attested so far to have been funded that way do not 
include military operations (but see Diod. 20.88.3), the 
preponderance of such schemes in our source material is 
still of significance, inasmuch as it suggests that the 
Rhodians generally prefered voluntarism to compulsion.

The most significant difference between Classical 
Athens and Hellenistic Rhodes, however, lies elsewhere. 
Notably, in the fact that a considerable part of the latter 
state’s fleet consisted of private ships whose owners put 
them at the service of the state; in other words, a system 
akin to that known to the Athenian Kleinias. Aristotle 
reports that (at some fourth-century date) the Rhodian 
trierarchs successfully carried out an oligarchic revolu­
tion, primarily because under the democratic govern- 
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ment they had been unable to recover money owed to 
them by the state.62 The transactions alluded to here 
cannot have represented simply the reimbursment of 
captains for expenses they had incurred while serving on 
public ships, since in that case trierarchic service would 
not have entailed any monetary outlays at all—a con­
struct which is out of the question because it mislead­
ingly reduces the financial obligations of trierarchs to the 
provision of short-term loans. In addition, the situation 
described here is completely the reverse of that prevail­
ing in Classical Athens, where much too often it is the 
trierarch who was deeply in debt to the state. 63 Rather, 
Aristotle refers to a system, according to which the trier­
archs took upon themselves an obligation that elsewhere 
fell entirely on the state: to provide ships and gear (and 
probably crews, too) in return for a fixed sum of money. 
A good part of the Rhodian fleet consisted of privately- 
owned ships chartered by the state.

Intimately connected to that system of partly public, 
partly private ships—and so reflective of it—are the 
types of vessels used in the Rhodian naval establishment. 
They fall into two general categories. One was com­
prised of an unknown number of relatively large types of 
craft which were primarily designed for deployment in 
formal sea battles. Their structural characteristics placed 
them—alongside some other, even larger denominations 
(the ‘polyremes’) which crop up in other fleets in early 
Hellenistic times—in the class of ships called katap bracts 
(‘fenced-in’ or ‘armoured’ vessels, provided with a super­
imposed fighting-deck and protecting screens along the 
sides forming an oarbox). Ships of that category in the 
Rhodian navy consisted of triremes, quadriremes and 
quinqueremes, that is, three different versions of the spe­
cialized (or purpose-built) warhip. The other category 
was made up of a variety of smaller craft, whose struc­
tural features set them apart from the kataphracts and 
gave them a generic appellation of their own: aphracts 
(light, ‘unfenced’ ships without an oarbox or screens).64 
The presence of this latter kind of craft in the fleet of 
Rhodes (and in those of other states) is a reminder of the 
fact that the almost complete transition—one best docu­
mented in Classical Athens—from multi-purpose galleys 
to the purpose-built warship was far from a universal 
phenomenon. A number of navies retained, or fre­
quently enlisted the services of, a contingent of vessels 

that performed a wider range of functions, of which em­
ployment in formal sea battles was generally not the 
principal one.

Most, if not all, of these functions subsumed under 
the concept of the raid. Still towards the end of fifth 
century bc, the Rhodian federal fleet counted a number 
of multi-purpose pentekontors.65 The ‘double-banked’ 
galleys (dikrotoi) mentioned by Hellenistic sources are 
either that or a closely similar kind of ship.66 Another 
type which is attested to in the same period as a unit in 
an expeditionary squadron is the ‘oared vessel of two 
banks’ {epikopon ploion dikrotori), probably a merchant 
galley that was used as a naval auxiliary after it had been 
beefed up with a second bank of oars and had its prow 
armed with a ram.67 Furthermore, it seems likely that 
Rhodes possessed also some triremes of the aphract ver­
sion.68 But by far the greatest in importance and num­
bers among the Rhodian contingent of aphract vessels 
were the triemioliai, after which came a lesser number of 
an akin ship-type, the hemioliai.^ Our sources often de­
scribe the hemiolia as a type of craft preferred by pirates, 
the triemiolia as the type favoured by those chasing pi­
rates,70 but perhaps we should steer clear of such stereo­
typing and accept that the pirates themselves also used 
triemioliai (and other types of ships) whenever conven­
ient. Much more relevant is to note that, since the tac­
tics of the pirate and his chaser were basically identical 
(and therefore both of them opted for craft that was 
swift and structurally suitable for sudden raids and sur­
prise attacks), the main—but not the sole—functional 
characteristic of the hemioliai and the triemioliai was 
predatory action, regardless of whether the target was the 
pirate’s prey, the pirate himself, or enemy craft at large.

How great an emphasis the Rhodians laid on that 
characteristic is indicated by two peculiar features of 
their naval organization. One concerns the varying com­
position of their fleets according to the nature of mili­
tary operations in which they were engaged: while their 
aphract ships—and especially the triemioliai—were sel­
dom deployed in large-scale, formal battles and then 
only in insignificant numbers, such craft constituted the 
standard units in raiding expeditions.7' The other is that 
nine times out of ten the Rhodians fought no formal 
battles but chased pirates.72 The close link between the 
design of ships and the purposes for which these were 
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used was not a new one. Thucydides (1.10.4) distin­
guishes between two kinds of vessels: (1) the kataphract 
ships of the developed navy (kataphract at that time re­
ferring to purpose-built warships supplied with a raised 
deck above and a protective leather screen at the sides); 
and (2) the older types ‘that were fitted out pirate-style 
(leistikoterori)’, that is, fast, aphract vessels.73 It thus ap­
pears that the functional nexus between aphract vessels 
and raiding activity (see e.g. Diod. 20.97.5), and the fre­
quent dissociation of both from the purpose-built war­
ship, had already been firmly established in the fifth cen­
tury BC.

In many places, the raid mentality never really lost its 
close affinity to private ship-ownership, be that the pos­
session of a merchant galley, a multi-purpose aphract 
vessel, or even a specialized warship. In 412 bc, the Rho­
dian Dorieus, a celebrated Olympic victor and member 
of the prominent lalysian family of the Diagoridai, 
made his political come-back from his place of exile 
(Thurii) by joining the Spartan fleet with ten triremes he 
owned in private.74 His possession of fighting vessels 
placed him within a long-lasting tradition adhered to by 
men of comparable status, both at home and abroad. In 
the Homeric catalogue of ships, Rhodes is represented 
by nine vessels, made up of three groups, with one group 
belonging to Ialysos, one to Camiros, and one to Lin­
dos—the three separate political communities that in 
the fifth century bc merged (through a political synoik- 
ism) to form the federal state of Rhodes.75 T hese ships 
were owned by aristocratic families. In addition to the 
Athenian Kleinias, famous predecessors of the Rhodian 
Dorieus are to be found in such independent raiders as 
Philippos son of Boutakides from Kroton, who in 510 bc 
participated in the campaign of the Spartan Dorieus on 
his own trireme and crew, or Phaylos, another promi­
nent citizen of Kroton, who in 480 BC took his own 
ship to the battle of Salamis, or the Phocaean Dionysios, 
who after the battle of Lade took off with his own ships 
to Sicily where he enriched himself by operating as a 
full-time raider/6

Classical Athens’ clear break with that tradition-— 
seen already in the law ordaining that goods violently 
seized by the use of public warships were state property, 
Dem. 24.12—is neatly illustrated by the political inci­
dent caused by one Makartatos. In the early fourth cen­

tury he sold his plot of land in order to raise money with 
which to purchase a trireme. Then, having hired a com­
plement, he sailed off to fight as a privateer on the side 
of a Cretan city which at that time seems to have been 
on unfriendly terms with Sparta. This is the sole known 
instance of private ownership of a warcraft at Athens af­
ter 480 bc. And even though Makartatos was acting out­
side the naval organization of his polis, the mere fact that 
an Athenian citizen used a regular warship for a purpose 
likely to endanger Athens’ relations to Sparta sufficed to 
upset the Athenians so greatly as to put the matter on 
the agenda of the assembly: Athens did not tolerate in­
dependent naval action of that kind.77 Other city-states, 
however (perhaps including Classical Sparta and some of 
its Peloponnesian allies)/8 armed themselves by resort to 
a mixed system of public and private ships, with some of 
the private ones belonging to their own citizens, some to 
foreign privateers: Makartatos offered precisely that sort 
of service, and so also did (to mention but one other ex­
ample) the c. 1,000 part-time merchants, part-time-pri­
vateers who, in addition to peiratai, joined Demetrius’ 
forces during his siege of Rhodes in 305-304 bc.79 The 
motive which our sources give for the former group’s 
participation in the siege—i.e. the private gain likely to 
accrue from plundering wealthy Rhodes (Diod. 
20.82.4)—shows that the line separating the merchant, 
the privateer and what we call a pirate was often thin 
enough as to be nonexistent.

In contrast to the Athenian Makartatos stands Han­
nibal, the daring Carthaginian who (for some reason un­
known to us) was nick-named ‘the Rhodian’. Acting 
within the naval organization of his country during the 
First Punic War (264-241 bc), he created havoc among 
the Roman contingents with his private warship, an ex­
ceptionally fast quinquereme—which after his capture 
was used by the Romans as the model for a brand-new 
fleet.80 Almost certainly, his outstanding skills in sea­
manship, especially as a blockade runner, were acquired 
in the same way as those of the Athenian Kleinias: by 
operating, for most of the time and with his state’s con­
donation, as an independent raider. At some early se­
cond-century date, the Rhodian admiral Epikrates, who 
currently held command over a fleet of ships from 
Rhodes, the Nesiotic League and Athens, issued an ordi­
nance to the effect that those among his forces who car- 
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ried out piratical raids against the enemy may not launch 
their attacks from Delos but must use their own har­
bours as bases. Epikrates neither condemned nor prohib­
ited the practice itself; he only sought to spare Delos 
from becoming the target of reprisals.81 Granted, that 
occurred during a time of armed conflict, but there is 
nothing peculiar (or overly significant) in the fact that 
warfare provided a justification for acts of violence that 
frequently were committed in peacetime as well. When­
ever piratical activity comes under lire in our sources, it 
frequently takes the form of exasperated outbursts of 
condemnation pointedly targeted at the Cretans, the 
Ozolian Locrians, the Aetolians, the Acarnanians, the 
Tyrrhenians, the Cilicians and the Illyrians.82 Yet, on 
that matter, many more states actually continued to 
hold an opinion very similar to that which the Illyrian 
Queen Teuta tersely expressed in her response to an offi­
cial Roman complaint (230 bc) about the assaults of her 
subjects’ vessels on Italian shipping: ‘so far as concerned 
private activities, it was not customary for Illyrian rulers 
to preclude their subjects from augmenting their for­
tunes at sea.’83

In about 260 bc, the commanders and crews of three 
Rhodian triemioliai put up a dedication to Athena at 
Lindos. They had just returned from one or more opera­
tions against Tyrrhenian pirates, and to thank the god­
dess for the successful completion of their mission they 
offered her part of the booty (Japhyra) which they had 
captured from the pirates as ‘the first fruits’ (aparcha).84 
It is pointless to try to decide whether that mission was a 
private or public one: it simply was both. The dedica­
tion was a private one, as also in all likelihood were the 
ships involved. No official authorization of that (or any 
other known) mission is recorded, and none may have 
been needed, since the task accomplished by these units 
was fully in accord with Rhodes’ policy to pose as the 
protector of trade and as a dedicated combatant of pi­
racy. Moreover, ‘booty’, as the clause of a treaty from c. 
200 bc makes clear,85 often comprised not only the pi­
rates’ capture (persons and valuables), but also the pi­
rates themselves and their ships. If, as seems certain, the 
commanders of these three triemioliai themselves kept 
the remaining and greatest part of the booty, then their 
action must, indeed, be viewed as a substantive mode of 

‘augmenting their fortunes at sea’. And, inevitably, this 
view could also be applied to their ability, as proprietors 
of multi-purpose craft or even regular warships, to en­
gage in various fields of economic activity—be it the 
non-violent pursuit of their own trading interests, or the 
offer of protection to Rhodian and foreign shipping 
against raiders, or, whenever opportune, the violent ap­
propriation of wealth belonging to others.

So, in Hellenistic Rhodes, the political regime 
(whether democratic or oligarchic) appears to have been 
resilient to the ideological prescriptions mentioned 
above (p. 82): neither the enforcement of redistributive 
mechanisms based on compulsion, nor the total nation­
alization of armed violence, nor, again, the denial to in­
dividuals of the right to enrich themselves through naval 
activity seemed workable propositions there. Rather, the 
regime in Hellenistic Rhodes chose to respond positively 
to a different ideological construct, one that recom­
mended that the increasing financial burdens imposed 
by naval warfare be met by allowing certain key aspects 
of the traditional power-structure, including the aristo­
cratic habit of private ship-ownership, to run their 
course. Consequently, the long-term impact of that 
choice on the socio-political sphere was of a fundamen­
tally conservative nature: for one, the fiscal system re­
mained anchored to the old, pre-Classical (and non­
Athenian) notion of the leitourgia custom; for another, 
not only was the independent raider allowed to live on, 
but his dealings continued to be an acceptable mode of 
economic activity that was largely in harmony with the 
interests of his state. Throughout Hellenistic times, a 
large part of the Rhodian fleet remained in the hands of 
a limited but overly dominant group of families which, 
in addition to having monopolized almost all higher 
functions of the state, formed a nearly close-ended and 
powerful naval aristocracy. Hence, while the fourth-cen­
tury Athenian warship captain appears all the more often 
in the pitiful guise of the begrudging tax-payer, his Rho­
dian counterpart is frequently seen in inscriptions as 
publicizing his naval exploits with a self-assertiveness 
and pride that prove him to be a far more worthy succes­
sor of the Athenian Kleinias.

Department of History, University of Copenhagen
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1 Morrison and Williams 1968; Rouge 1981; Morrison and Coates 
1986, 1989 and 1994; Meijer 1986; Casson 1986; Wallinga 1993; 
Coates, Platis and Shaw 1990; Shaw 1993; Gardiner and Morri­
son 1995.

2 See, however, Momigliano 1944; Lazenby 1987b; Starr 1989; 
Gabrielsen 1994; Strauss 1996 and 2000.

3 Murray 1989; Morrison and Coates 1994.
4 See now the lucid paper of de Souza (1998), whose dating of the 

emergence of the public, purpose-built warship and definition of 
the latter are followed here; Wallinga 1993, 13-32; a useful sum­
mary is given by Starr 1989, 21-28.

5 The modern concept of‘control of the seas’, developed by Alfred 
Thayler Mahan, The Influence of Sea Power upon History 1660- 
1983 (Boston, 1890) was followed by Rodgers (1937, xiv, 117-20, 
127-29) and continues to be employed.

6 Further reasons are given by Starr 1989, 4-6.

7 Morrison 1974, 1991; Whitehead 1987; Lazenby 1987a; Holladay, 
1988; Wallinga 1993, 73-74.

8 The pictorial evidence is discussed by Casson 1986, 49-74. First 
mention of the use of the ram in our literary sources: Hdt. 
1.166.2 (battle off Alalia [in Corsica], dated to ca. 546 BC).

9 Thucydides (1.48.1) notes that the Corinthian fleet off Corcyra in 
432 BC had taken three days’ supplies. This seems to be some­
thing exceptional.

10 Classical trireme: Morrison and Coates 1986, 107-18. Rhodian 
quadrireme: Segre, 1936, 228.

11 Gomme 1933.
12 Ps.-Xen. Ath.Pol. 2.11-12.
13 Thue. 1.101.3.
14 Thue. 1.117.3; cf. 1.99 and 1.19: ‘The Athenians, on the other 

hand, after a time deprived the subject cities of their ships and 
made all of them pay a fixed tribute, except Chios and Lesbos.’ 
Cf. Hornblower, Comm I, 57, ad loc.
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Thue. 1.98.1, 1.100.2-3, 4108.1; cf. Hdt. 5.23.2, 5.126.
Kallet-Marx 1993, 1-20.
Thue. 1.1-23. Cf. Kallet-Marx 1993, 21-36.
Lys. fr. 39 (Thalheim), quoted by Harpokration s.v. ddephagous 
triereis .
E.g. Thue. 2.70.2, 3.17.3: 2,000 talents spent on the siege of Poti- 
daia, 431-429 BC; IG P 363 (ML 55): c. 1,400 talents were spent 
on the campaign against Samos (440 BC); IG P 364 (ML 61): 26 
talents to the squadrons sent to aid Korkyra in 433/2 BC. See fur­
ther Kallet-Marx 1993.
Thue. I.no.4 (Egypt), 7.87.5-6 (Sicily).
Athens: Hdt. 7.144.1-2; Thue. 1.14.1-2; [Arist.J Ath.Pol. 22.7. 
Dionysios I: Diod. 14.41-43.4. Antigonos I: Diod. 19.58.1-6. On 
the Ptolemaic fleet, see e.g. Diod. 20.49.1, with Meiggs 1982, 133- 
34; H. Hauben, RDAC (1987) 213-26.
IG I2 1604-32, to which should be added a few other fragments 
published elsewhere.
SICA 581, lines 70-73.
Thue. 6.31.3; Lys. 21.19; [Dem.] 51.6.
Pritchett (GSU2 5.495-97) discusses the exceptional case docu­
mented by IG II2 207, where on its dispatch an Athenian fleet is 
provided by the home authorities with grain purchased from a 
Persian Satrap; cf. also ibid. 485-99.
Hdt. 7.144.1-2; [Arist.J Ath.Pol. zi.y.
Thue. 1.13.4-5.
Thue. 8.18, 8.43.3, 8.80.2-3; Ken. Hell. 1.1.24-25, 2.1.10-12, cf. 
Thue. 2.65.12.
Trierarchs at Samos (Hdt. 6.14.2, 8.85), Aegina (Hdt. 7.181, 8.93), 
Naxos (Hdt. 8.46), Sparta (Thue. 4.11.4), Rhodes (Arist. Pol. 
13041029), Teos and Lebedos (SICP 344.66), Priene (ibid. 1003.29) 
and Egypt (R. Bagnall, ‘The Ptolemaic Trierarchs’, CE 46 (1971) 
256-62). A.W. Gomme’s surmise, from Thue. 4.11.4, that the tri- 
erarchy at Sparta was similar to that at Athens is unwarranted 
(HCT 3. 448, ad loc). In Herodotus trierarkhos perhaps means 
simply the captain of a warship (e.g. 6.14.2). Cf. 0CD3 s.v. ‘trier- 
archy’.
Lewis 1960,1965.
Davies 1969.
Teleutias: Xen. Hell. 1.5.21-24. Rhodian squadrons: Diod. 
20.84.5-6, 88.4-6, 93.2-5.
E.g. Hom. Od. 3.73fr (= 9.252. ff, Hymn to Apollo, 452 ff.), 
14.224-359. Good discussions of the central passages from 
Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey are offered by Ormerod 1924, 72-74, 
87-94, Nowag 1983; Pritchett, GSW 5.320-21; van Wees 1992; de 
Souza 1995 and van Wees 1992.
Thue. 1.13.4 (battle between the Corinthians and the Cor- 
cyraeans), with 1.13.6 (battle between the Phocaeans and the 
Carthaginians), cf. FGrH Timaios F 71, which is to be distin­
guished from the battle off Alalia (ca. 546 BC) between the Pho­
caeans and the joint forces of the Tyrrhenians and Carthaginians 
reported by Hdt. 1.166-67.
For the possession of ships by Archaic aristocrats, see Haas 1985.

36 APF no. 600 (V), pp. 15-16; more generally, Herman 1987, 97- 
105, 128-30.

37 The elder Miltiadcs: Hdt. 6.34-36. The five ships employed in 
493 BC by the elder Miltiades’ nephew and successor (as a tyrant 
in the Thracian Chersonese), Miltiades (the Younger) son of Ki- 
mon (Hdt. 6.41), were almost certainly his private possession. In 
view of Hdt. 6.39 (the same Miltiades was in 516 sent on a tri­
reme-—the first Athenian trireme mentioned by our sources—to 
the Chersonese by Hippias and Hipparchos), these ships were prob­
ably triremes: D.M. Lewis in CAH IV2, 298, but cf. de Souza 1998, 
285-86. On the character of these colonizing projects, see Berve 1937, 
26-36; Figueira 1991,133-37, with appendix D, pp. 260-62.

38 Ormerod 1924; Ziebarth 1929; Jackson 1973; Brulé 1978, 128-31; 
MacDonald 1984; Garlan 1978, 1989; McKechnie 1989, 101-41; de 
Souza 1995. Even Pritchett, who in his detailed presentation and 
discussion of the relevant material (GSW 5.312-63, cf. 245-97, 3^3~ 
98) writes (319) ‘It is well to heed the warning of Jacoby {FGrH 
3B Suppl.2 p. 322) that the difference between naval warfare and 
piracy is in the eyes of the beholder’ (with his comment, p. 319, 
on Y. Garlan’s [1978] typology of brigandage), distinguishes 
throughout between ‘privateers’ (i.e. ‘politically motivated ene­
mies’) and ’freebooters’ (312 n. 441). See, however, Davies in 
CAH VII2, part I, 286.

39 Dem. 24.11-14, 120; quotation from section 12. The particulars of 
this case are as follows: (i) after they had been plundered the 
merchants made a petition to the Athenian authorities, claiming 
that the seizure of their property was unlawful; (ii) the Assembly 
rejected their claim on the grounds that at that time the cargo of 
the merchantman ‘was not friendly’ (bos apecheirotonesasth’ 
hymeis me philia einai tote, 24.12)—the further explanation, that 
the Athenians, even though not at war with Egypt, were on 
friendly terms with Persia, from which Egypt was at the time in 
revolt (Ormerod 1924, 62; Pritchett, GSW5.384), is not what the 
text says; (iii) at the same time, and in accordance with Athenian 
law, the seized property was considered to be the property of the 
Athenian state; (iv) even so, the loot continued to be in the pos­
session of the three ambassadors who together with the trierarchs 
had carried out the seizure; (v) but later, when a decree ap­
pointed a commission of inquiry and directed all citizens to give 
information about the holders of sacred or public money in pri­
vate hands, Euktemon laid information that the trierarchs held 
public property worth 91/2 talents; (vi) subsequent proceedings 
involved treatment of the matter by the Council and then by the 
Assembly, where the ambassadors lodged a protest against Euk- 
temon’s information, declaring that the money was in their pos­
session; (v) following this (and in the same meeting), Euktemon 
made a proposal to the effect that the state collects the money 
from the trierarchs, who can then take legal steps to make the 
ambassadors accountable for it. Cf. Pritchett, GSW2 5.119 n. 113, 
383-84, and Hansen 1974, no. 13, pp. 32-33, and 50-51. A similar 
case concerns the seizure of five talents from a merchantman 
from Kyzikos by Meidias in his capacity as captain of the Athe­
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nian ‘sacred’ ship Paralos-. Dem. 21.173 with Pritchett, GSW 5. 
335, who rightly remarks: ‘What is not clear is why a merchant 
ship of Kyzikos was regarded in Athenian courts as an enemy 
one.’ In his critique of Ormerod’s (1924, 62) use of Dem. 24.11- 
12, McKechnie (1989, 115) misses the important point that the 
Athenian trireme, even though a public vessel, was used for a pri­
vate purpose.
Cited by the Roman jurist Gaius in the 47.22.4.
Gauthier 1972; Bravo 1980; Pritchett GSW2, ch. 8, and 5.68-152; 
J.K. Davies in G4//VI12, part I, 287-90.
Cf. Hornblower, Commentary, I, 23, ad loc.
Ormerod 1924, 208-47, f°r a discussion of the Roman campaigns 
against piracy, initiated by Marcus Antonius the Orator in 102 
BC. For the Roman ‘Piracy Law’ of 100 BC, see Hassall, Craw­
ford and Reynolds 1974. Piracy as a chronic phenomenon in the 
Mediterranean: Semple 1916.
Hdt. 6.137-38, with 6.41.1-2. Cf. Figueira 1991, 138.
Thue. 1.96.1, with S. Hornblower in The Athenian Empire. Lak- 
tor i, 3rd edn. (London, 1984), 28, and Hornblower, Comm, I, 
144, ad loc.
[Dem] 50.4, 8-9. All subsequent references in the text are to that 
speech.
For the calculations underlying these estimates, see Gabrielsen 
1994, 120 with n. 36.
Gabrielsen 1994, 139-45.
Weiwei 1974, 65-104; Hunt 1998, 40-41, 83-101. 
For details, see Gabrielsen 1994, 222 with n. 4.
Osborne 1991, argues for the impact of liturgical expenditure on 
agricultural production.
E.g. Isoc. 8.128.
Gabrielsen 1986. 
Gabrielsen, 1987.
For this and what follows, see Polyb. 5.88-90.4, with Meiggs 
1982, 144-45.
Polyb. 4.45.9-47.7, 4.49.1-52.10, quotation from 4.47.1-2.
For the dockyards in the city of Rhodos, see Blackman, Kno­
blauch and Yannikouri 1999. For those at Eulimna (mod. Alim- 
nia), see Delt 35 (1980) Chron. 561-63. Overseas bases: SIGA 
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(1932) 170, no. i, cf. M. Segre, RFIC n.s. 10 (1932) 452-53 (Aigila 
[mod. Antikythera], first half of the third cent. BC). Cf. Gabriel­
sen 1997,37-42.
Segre 1936, 231-33; Casson 1986, 307 and n. 29.
[Dem.] 51.8-9. On Athenian practices, see Gabrielsen 1994, 95- 
102.
Eisphora: Clara Rhodos 2 (1932) 202, no. 34. Proeisphora: I.Lindos 
384b.14, 384d.i3, 449.11, 482.12; TCSuppl. 216, no. 101e.11; Nuo- 
voSER 175, no. 29.14; ASAA 2 (1916) 147, no. 20; Pugliese Car- 
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