Sparta/Persia Primary Source Activity (Leonidas and Xerxes)

Primary Source Activity: Read the passage and discuss as a group. Answer questions on one sheet of paper. Answers must be in complete sentences or no credit will be given.

“The various nations had each captains of their own under whom they served; but the one to whom all especially looked up, and who had the command of the entire force, was the Spartan, Leonidas. ... Leonidas had come to be king of Sparta quite unexpectedly. Having two elder brothers, Cleomenes and Dorieus, he had no thought of ever mounting the throne. However, when Cleomenes died without male offspring, as Dorieus was likewise deceased, having perished in Sicily, the crown fell to Leonidas. ... He had now come to Thermopylae, accompanied by the three hundred men which the law assigned him, whom he had himself chosen from among the citizens, and who were all of them fathers with sons living. On his way he had taken the troops from Thebes, whose number I have already mentioned, and who were under the command of Leontiades the son of Eurymachus. The reason why he made a point of taking troops from Thebes, and Thebes only, was that the Thebans were strongly suspected of being well inclined to the Persians. Leonidas therefore called on them to come with him to the war, wishing to see whether they would comply with his demand, or openly refuse, and disclaim the Greek alliance. They, however, though their wishes leaned the other way, nevertheless sent the men.”

1. Why do you think Herodotus remarks on the reluctance of the troops from Thebes?

2.  What would it be like to be Leonidas, the Spartan commander, under these circumstances?
3. What type of leader does Leonidas seem to be?
Xerxes' Royal Inscriptions:

When my father Darius went away from the throne, I became king on his throne by the grace of Ahuramazda. After I became king, I finished what had been done by my father, and I added other works.

A great God is Ahuramazda, who created this earth, who created yonder sky, who created man, who created happiness for man, who made Xerxes king, one king of many, one lord of many.

I am Xerxes, the Great King, King of Kings, King of countries containing many kinds (of men), King in this great earth far and wide, son of King Darius.”

1. By what authority does Xerxes claim his right to rule?

2. What religion is Ahuramazda a God in?

3. Xerxes talks about finishing what his father started, what do you think he is talking about?

4. From reading this, what kind of king do you think Xerxes was?

