The Topography of History in Pausanias’ Thebes


This paper is an examination of the interaction of historical memory and literary technique in Pausanias’ description of Thebes and its surroundings.  Thebes used to be one of the most culturally and politically significant of the Greek cities, even enjoying a brief period of hegemony in the fourth century BC.  But the successive Macedonian and Roman conquests devastated it so seriously that, by Pausanias’ day, it had been largely depopulated (Strabo 9.2.5; Paus. 9.7.6; Symeonoglou 1985).  Because Pausanias’ presentation of historical events through landscape and monument tends to refer to an idealized Greek past of the Archaic and Classical periods, Thebes’ dramatic reversal in fortune and the resulting tension between its former glory and its contemporary desolation posed a distinct problem for him, confronting him with a significant cognitive gap between the present and former states of the polis.  In response, he altered his typical method of regional description so as to present an image of Thebes that is closely aligned to its former power, while also reflecting, on a structural level, the changes to the Theban cityscape in his own day.

Recent scholarship on Pausanias’ description of Boeotia has noted that it differs significantly from his typical narrative practice in the Periegesis, both in the overall arrangement of Book 9 and in his unusual blurring of the distinction between urban and rural spaces in and around Thebes (Musti 1988; Hutton 2005).  Following from these insights, my argument focuses on Pausanias’ Thebaid principally as a literary construct, examining the presentation and arrangement of historical narrative and topographical details within the Theban section of the Periegesis (9.4-9.27), and highlighting further peculiarities.  On the level of both topographical detail and historical narrative, Pausanias is shown to “map” the territory of Thebes as a space free of virtually any sign of Hellenistic and Roman-era decline.  A survey of the topographical and monumental material in Book 9 shows that Pausanias regularly includes indications of ruin or decline in the other parts of Boeotia, but almost wholly omits them in the historical territory of Thebes, including only those ruins which were associated with Thebes’ mythic foundations and, therefore, with its great cultural importance (9.12.3; 9.16.5).  Similarly, the details of Theban history are incorporated in spatially significant ways.  References to the Macedonian or Roman conquerors, and to the effects they had on the topography and population of Boeotia, occur with some regularity throughout Book 9; but these conquerors are almost wholly “written out” of the description of Thebes, serving only to mark the transitional points between Theban territory and other parts of Boeotia.  By contrast, the lengthy biography of Epaminondas and the narrative of Classical Theban history, rather than being incorporated into the historical introduction of Thebes (9.6-9.7) in Pausanias’ normal manner, instead serves as the centerpiece of the Theban section of Book 9 (9.13-9.15).  In this arrangement of historical material, Pausanias is shown to have constructed a “map” of Thebes in which the spatial, temporal, and textual levels align, and in which the pinnacle of Theban power occupies a central position in all three, while the conquerors are relocated to the margins.
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