
Every four years the population of ancient Athens celebrated an elaborate and extensive festival known as the Great Panathenaia.  While steeped in tradition, mythology, and legend, the Panathenaia was above all a civic celebration; the festival served to articulate a belief in the polis of Athens and the Athenian citizens, or dēmos.  The Panathenaia was an ideal venue for political propaganda and was manipulated to such end from its inception in the mid-sixth century B.C.E.  In the last decade of the sixth century and first quarter of the fifth century, the celebration of the Panathenaia was conducted under the auspices of the nascent democracy.
  The goal of the present study is to illuminate these early years of the democracy and examine how the Athenian dēmos used monuments to articulate visually their newfound power and authority.

During much of the sixth century, Athens was ruled by the tyrant Peisistratos and, after his death in 528/7, by his sons, Hippias and Hipparchos.  For the Athenians of the second half of the sixth century, therefore, tyranny was the de facto political arrangement in the polis.  It was at the Great Panathenaia of 514/3 that the crucial first steps were taken in the transformation from tyranny to democracy: two aristocratic men, Harmodios and Aristogeiton, plotted to kill the tyrants while they prepared to begin the festival.  They were able to murder one of the brothers, Hipparchos, but their attempts against Hippias were thwarted and the pair were subsequently killed.  It is more than ironic that the majority of ancient sources describe Hippias as being the primary leader at this time – Harmodios and Aristogeiton, therefore, succeeded in merely killing the politically impotent Hipparchos and angering the true tyrant, for it was only after the assassination of his brother that Hippias’ rule became harsher and more ruthless.

The murder of Hipparchos and the action of Harmodios and Aristogeiton became immortalized almost directly after the event transpired.  The two men became known as the Tyrannicides, or tyrant-slayers.  Once the last vestiges of the tyranny were removed and the Athenians began to implement what would become classical democracy, they started to tout the Tyrannicides as the concrete symbol of the new political order.  Evidence for this phenomenon can be located in references to the event and the two men in plays, orations, and songs, laws and decrees regarding the men and their descendents, and the public commission and erection of statues of the two.  Both of the men were buried in the public cemetery, the Kerameikos, where the Polemarch of Athens offered enagismata, or yearly sacrifices, in their honor.
  It was not permitted for an Athenian to name his slaves either Harmodios or Aristogeiton.
  The descendents of both men were granted ateleia, or exemption from having to provide public contributions, as well as the honor of dining at public expense in the Prytaneion, an honor reserved for those who had rendered a great service to the state.  The Tyrannicides were even cited as the liberators of Athens in drinking songs.

The honor bestowed on the Tyrannicides by the Athenian dēmos, however, is most manifestly demonstrated in their memorialization and monumentalization in the form of publicly commissioned bronze statues.  This statue group was the first to be commissioned and erected by the dēmos and Harmodios and Aristogeiton were the first mortal men to be so honored with statues.  The statue group was erected in the Agora, the low-lying area to the northeast of the Akropolis and the heart of the nascent democracy.  The Agora was the seat of the new government and the development of this area in the twenty-year period from the beginning of democracy to the outbreak of the Persian Wars (roughly 508 to 490) created a unique space for civic life.  The monuments within this new area were infused with political significance from the start, being specifically designed for the new democracy.  That the Tyrannicide statue group was erected in the Agora and that they were, in fact, the only statues of historical individuals in the Agora until the fourth century, is a clear indication of the importance of the two men.  Indeed, the Athenians even enacted a law against erecting other statues in the immediate vicinity of the Tyrannicide group (IG I2 97, II2 450).  In this way, the Tyrannicide monument was placed in a prominent space, endowed with overt ideological and political significance merely by its location, and, while being authorized and therefore legitimized by the dēmokratia, in turn served to legitimate and give authority to the power of that same political system.

The Tyrannicide monument was sculpted in bronze by Antenor and erected some time between the murder in 514/3 and the later theft of the statue group by King Xerxes during the Persian sack of Athens in 480.  There are a few factors, however, which might allow us to narrow this time period.  In the first place, it seems highly unlikely that Hippias would have allowed a statue group to be erected for the murderers of his brother while he was still in control of Athens.  We can therefore use his expulsion in 510, about which we will have more to say later, as a terminus post quem.  Pliny, writing nearly six centuries after these events, dates the erection of the monument to 509, thus making it co-terminus with the expulsion of the kings in Rome (NH 34.16-17, 34.69-70).  Pliny, however, is an unreliable source, due not only to his distance from the event, but moreover to additional inaccuracies in his text.  It is known that the statue group was taken, most likely by Xerxes, and brought back to Persia during the sack of Athens in 480.  The entire city, including the temples on the Akropolis and new civic buildings in the Agora, was destroyed by the Persian army at this point.  That the Tyrannicide monument was spared and taken as a relic by the invaders is a testament to its importance for the Athenians, and, I would argue, a sign that it had been erected long enough before this to have become a marked object of special esteem and importance, worthy to be uprooted by Xerxes and hauled back to Persia.  The removal of the Tyrannicide monument can be read in no other way than as an explicit statement by Xerxes as to who controlled the city and who dictated Athenian political policy.  It is possible to lower the date even further when one considers that there is no sculpture attributable to Antenor after 500.  The date for this monument, therefore, must be between 510 and 500.  

A further testament to the importance of the Tyrannicide statue group is that when the Athenians finally defeated the Persians in 479 the first monument to be replaced was this one.  A new statue group was commissioned by the dēmos and sculpted in bronze by Kritios and Nesiotes.  As Sture Brunnsåker has argued, “the [Tyrannicides], in the form they were given by Antenor, had become the concrete symbol of Athenian democracy and liberty.  The loss was evidently one that called for immediate repair” (121).  The replacement group was dedicated in 477/6 (Marmor Parium) and seems to have been placed in the same spot as the group by Antenor.  It is this second statue group that is here reproduced in a Roman copy and in a later fifth-century red figure fragment, most certainly based on the statue group.  While it seems certain that the original group by Antenor was different in appearance, primarily due to the sculptural style in the last decade of the sixth century as compared to the changes made in the first quarter of the fifth, it is possible that Kritios and Nesiotes did not altar the basic composition to a great degree.  If one considers the aura surrounding the monument, indeed the aura surrounding the entire entity of the Tyrannicides, it would be unlikely that the replacement (and it should be stressed that this was a replacement) would deviate drastically from the original group.  

Despite my belief that the replacement group by Kritios and Nesiotes was most likely adapted from the general form of the first Antenor group, we must use caution in interpreting the first monument in terms of the second.  That said, I would now like to turn to a consideration of the area in which the monument was placed, the Agora, and the role the statue group played in the articulation of this space during the last decade of the sixth century and first two decades of the fifth century.  We are told by the Roman travel writer Pausanias (1.8.5) that when he visited Athens in the 2nd c. C.E., the Tyrannicide monument by Kritios and Nesiotes stood alongside the earlier group by Antenor (the Antenor group having been returned to Athens by Alexander the Great when he conquered the Persian Empire).  The two Tyrannicide monuments were placed in the vicinity of what was known as the “Orchestra,” an area used in some periods for athletic contests.  The Orchestra ran through the middle of the Agora, bordered on the west by the buildings along the slope of the Kolonos Agoraios and on the east by the Panathenaiac Way, the primary axis traversing the Agora and leading to the Akropolis.  Although no archaeological material has surfaced to definitively pinpoint the location of the monument, most scholars have placed the group around here.  

In the twenty-year period from the beginning of democracy to the outbreak of the Persian Wars, the Athenians expanded and developed this general area.  They did so by preserving certain buildings previously erected under the tyranny of the Peisistratids, altering others for different purposes, and constructing new facilities intended for the democracy.  The Tyrannicide monument can be listed as one of these initiatives on the part of the dēmos to articulate itself and its nascent political authority in visual terms.  In addition to serving as a memorial for the action of Harmodios and Aristogeiton, the monument helped to restructure the collective memory concerning the end of the tyranny and establishment of the democracy. 

The southeast fountain house was built by Peisistratos in ca. 525 to bring water into the area.  This building was preserved by the democracy for obvious reasons and does not seem to have been altered in any way.  The Altar of the 12 Gods was dedicated by the grandson of Peisistratos in 522 and served both as a shrine and as a point from which distances from Athens were measured.  This monument was likewise preserved by the dēmos and served the same function under the new political order.  In the southwest corner of the Agora there was a grandiose residential complex known as Building F, possibly used by the Peisistratids as their private dwelling.  Following the expulsion of the tyrants and the establishment of the democracy in 508/7, Building F was remodeled and the area directly to the north was leveled and endowed with a new building, the Bouleuterion, or council house.  The central parts of Building F remained unchanged, but the function of the building was undoubtedly altered to serve the purposes of the dēmos.  A terrace was built up between the northern wall of Building F and the southern entrance of the new Bouleuterion, linking the two buildings topographically and axially.  The Bouleuterion itself acts as a concrete visual symbol of the new government; the Boule, or council of 500, was organized as part of the general democratic reforms following the overthrow of the tyranny and this building was their political house.  The tyrant’s private house, therefore, becomes the handmaiden to the new democratic council house as the dēmos claims the old building and puts its own stamp on the architecture and urban landscape of the southwest corner.  The shrines and Stoa Basileius, located along the western edge of the Agora, were also new buildings constructed under the democracy.

Over the course of a decade, possibly two, then, the democracy established itself and symbolized its power and authority via an extensive architectural and urban landscape program in the Agora.  The Tyrannicide monument was included in this program.  It now remains to consider why Harmodios and Aristogeiton were honored and elevated to the status of liberators.  How was their action memorialized and what effect did this memorialization have for the citizens of Athens?  How was the Tyrannicide monument integrated into the landscape of the Agora and what purpose did it serve?

When Harmodios and Aristogeiton assassinated Hipparchos in 514/3, they left alive the true tyrant, Hippias.  After four years of his harsh rule, the Athenians finally managed to persuade the Spartans to help them remove the tyrant and in 510 Hippias was expelled from the city.  The expulsion of the last tyrant did not, however, immediately lead to the instatement of democracy.  Although the government was nominally in the hands of the dēmos at this point, for two years after Hippias’ removal, various aristocratic factions vied for power and created a situation of general turmoil and instability in the polis.  In 508/7 one of these aristocrats, Isagoras, sought the aid of the Spartans, who once again entered Athens with the intent to altar the current political situation.  When the dēmos refused to hand over its newly gained, if still infantile, power, Isagoras and the Spartan general Kleomenes were besieged on the Akropolis for two days before finally being cast out of the city (Hdt. 5.72).  This event represents a turning point in the establishment of the Athenian democracy and can be considered the moment when the dēmos fully assumes the power and authority of their government. 

There is a clear dialectical link between the concepts of tyranny and liberation.  There is also a close connection between the forces of tyranny and the servitude of the polis, a populace enslaved to a single individual.  When tyranny is thrown off, the event is generally lauded as liberation.  In some cases liberation is achieved in order to impose a new dominating force, a tyrant ousted by another tyrant, for example.  In other instances the liberation is undertaken by the citizens of the polis.  In both cases, however, the power and authority of the tyrant is transferred and assumed by the next group to take control.  It is this inheritance of power that bestows sanction on the next political system, connecting them with the authority previously wielded by the tyrant.  When this legitimated power passes to the citizens, rather than a new tyrant or oligarchic faction, a link is formed between liberation and autonomy: the people remove the tyrant and thus gain political control.  In Athens at the end of the sixth century the situation became complicated.  Harmodios and Aristogeiton assassinate the wrong tyrant and then the Spartans, an outside force, have to be called in to help overthrow the real tyrant.  The power, therefore, should have passed to the Spartans.  

When the Athenians besieged Isagoras and Kleomenes and took back that power in 508/7, they were also rewriting their past.  The dēmos became the active agent and took the authority previously held by the tyrants and potentially co-opted by the Spartans.  This event, however, was not a liberation from tyranny and thus the problem arose: how to establish Athenian autonomy in the removal of the tyrants and appropriation of political power?  The answer is located in the Tyrannicides.  The Athenians came to visualize Harmodios and Aristogeiton as two men who symbolized the dēmos; their act of tyrannicide was therefore an act undertaken by the entire populace.  The monument erected by the dēmos in the Agora was a monument to themselves and the hero-cult related to the Tyrannicides was, in effect, a hero-cult to the body politic.  I have shown how the cult of the Tyrannicides was developed and implemented by the democracy, by means of yearly sacrifices and honors for their descendants.  I would now argue that this memorialization of the two men occurred following the events of 508/7 in order to establish an autonomous identity for the new democracy.  The period between the Spartan expulsion of Hippias in 510 and the besieging of Kleomenes and Isagoras in 508/7 was, as stated before, most likely one of uncertainty and instability.  It was not until 508/7 that the dēmos fully came into control of political power and could begin stabilizing their authority.  I think that we could go one step further and even hypothesize a dedication date for the original Tyrannicide statue group.  Their assassination of Hipparchos in 514/3 occurred at the festival of the Great Panathenaia, the most important civic festival of Athens.  The Great Panathenaia of 510/9 must have been an unstable and uncertain occurrence, as I have attempted to demonstrate.  By the festival of 506/5, however, the dēmos will have fully come into control of the government and this will have been the first Great Panathenaia under the democracy.  While there can be no certainty in this dating, I believe that the dedication of the Tyrannicide monument, commissioned by the dēmos as a symbol of the overthrow of the tyranny and establishment of democracy, would have been not only highly appropriate at the 506/5 festival but would have helped to usher in the new period of democratic government during this inaugural celebration.

The original Tyrannicide monument by Antenor was, I would argue, among the first things the democracy commissioned in order to legitimate their power.  It was erected in the Agora, delimiting this sacred space to the East and helping to bound the Panathenaic Way, the primary axis through the Agora and leading to the Akropolis.  Any citizen walking along the Panathenaic Way to the Akropolis would have encountered the statue group, elevated on a stone base and in a dynamic composition, and by merely raising their eyes from the men to the looming Akropolis set as their backdrop would have apprehended the connection, expressed in visual and symbolic terms.  The juxtaposition of the monument and the scene of actual liberation in 508/7 was surely not an accident.  The area of the Agora, and especially the Orchestra, is flat and the monument would have enjoyed a high level of visibility for any citizen or foreigner visiting the polis.  Indeed, its placement nearly opposite the Bouleuterion stresses the idea that the action of the Tyrannicides made the building program of the Agora possible.  

In the heart of the new civic center of the polis stood a monument that celebrated two individuals who were most likely acting out of personal jealousies and with an eye to retribution, not revolution.  The memorialization of Harmodios and Aristogeiton and their appropriation by the democracy demonstrates the lengths to which the dēmos went to legitimate and restructure their authority.  The monument helped to define the area of the Agora and served as a visual symbol of the dēmos, albeit a symbol with a more convoluted past than the statue group would lead one to suspect.
� The Panathenaia was celebrated under the auspices of the democracy throughout the fifth and fourth centuries (with brief respites during the oligarchic coup of the 400 and the short-lived rule of the Thirty) – my emphasis here is on the festival during the immediate beginning of the democracy, when it was still trying to establish its footing in the slippery world of high-stakes and fast changing politics that characterized much of the sixth and early fifth centuries.  Indeed, numerous scholars would argue that the democracy does not become fully realized until the mid-fifth century, with many pointing to the reforms of Ephialtes in 461/0 and the general aftermath of the Persian Wars.  This paper, on the other hand, will attempt to argue that a sense of “dēmokratia” was fashioned far earlier and that the self-identity of Athenian democracy was formulated, in part, during the decade directly following the overthrow of the tyranny and the implementation of the reforms of Kleisthenes.


� Pausanias 1.29.15 for their tomb, AthPol 58.1 for the sacrifices by the Polemarch.


� Gell. 9.2.10, Libanius, Declam. 1.71.


� The so-called Harmodios skolia, composed at some point between 514/3 and the end of the Persian Wars in 479/8.





