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THE AIOLIANS – A PHANTOM ETHNOS? 

Hans Beck 

McGill University 

I.  AIOLIAN ORTHODOXIES 

“And from Hellen, the war-loving king, were born Doros and Xuthos (Ion) and 

Aiolos who delighted in the battle-chariot”. Thus speaks Hesiod (Catalogue of 

Women fr. 9 West), according to whom the Aiolians stood at the highest order of 

the various ethnic branches that made up the Hellenes. Along with the Dorians and 

the Ionians, they were considered to be among the most ancient and, in this sense, 

primordial tribes of the Greeks. In a landmark section of the Histories, where He-

rodotus surveys the settlements of these tribes in Asia Minor, he says that there 

were originally twelve Aiolian towns – the so-called dodekapolis – plus those on 

the islands of Lesbos and Tenedos (1.149–150). Herodotus adds to these a few more 

from the Troad further north, the ones around Mt Ida ‘who were separate from the 

rest’ (κεχωρίδαται γὰρ αὗται: 1.151). Herodotus’ Aiolians send embassies (1.152) 

and man ships (7.95) to those towns, which implies some collective deliberation 

process. And, they harbor fellow Aiolian fugitives and grant them citizenship in 

their local communities, evidently on the grounds of their mutual ethnic bonds 

(1.150).1  

As early as Herodotus’ days, the Aiolians seem to have maintained a common 

sanctuary of Apollo at Gryneion, which they might have also used as their meeting 

place. Gryneion’s function was thus similar to that of the Panionion in Mykale and 

the role it played in the communication among Ionians. The sanctuary is attested 

only in later periods, in the 4th and 3rd centuries BCE, when a League of the Aiolians 

is traceable in the body of epigraphical sources.2 Strabo (13.3.5) marveled at the 

temple at Gryneion which, according to him, was built all in white marble – cover-

age of the immense costs would again attest to a collaborative effort of the Aiolians, 

since they could not be absorbed by the few inhabitants of Gryneion alone. By the 

4th century BCE, at least one Aiolian community, the koinon of Lesbos, struck coins 

with an epigram ΑΙΟΛΕ on the reverse. This documents some sort of communal 

coordination between the cities who participated in those emissions, although it has 

 
1  Prinz 1979, 90–96, 359–365 and passim; Ulf 1996a, 264–270; Gehrke 2001, 304; Hall 2002, 

56f, 71–73 and passim. 

2  I. Erythrai und Klazomenai 16 and SIG3 330. Note also the regional ethnic Aioleus, Rubinstein 

2004, 1033. Apollo Gryneion: Hdt. 1.149; cf. also SEG 40.1109. Cape Mykale: 1.148. A similar 

force seems to have been at work in the Dorian Hexapolis, which celebrated a festival with 

games in honor of Triopian Apollo on a promontory near Knidos (1.144).  
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386 Hans Beck 

become increasingly difficult to pin down the motivations behind such collabora-

tive coinages.3 In sum, the Aiolians had a long and eventful history of cooperation. 

From Hesiod to the Hellenistic Age, there is robust evidence for an Aiolian ethnos 

in Asia Minor, and also for a league that coordinated some of its common concerns, 

including the conduct of its foreign policy.  

Some of the governing assumptions behind the orthodox view of the Aiolian 

ethnos have been challenged. The Aiolians of later periods in Greek history had a 

Mycenaean counterpart. The term ‘Aiolians’ is attested in Linear B, with no further 

geographic specification (evidence from Knossos, Wm 1707). What such an attes-

tation implies is, of course, another matter. For the longest time, scholars have re-

peated the narrative according to which the Aiolians in the post-Mycenean period 

journeyed from mainland Greece across the Aegean, mostly from Thessaly and Boi-

otia, to occupy their new colonial homes in Asia Minor.  

Figure 1: Aiolian migrations from central Greece to Asia Minor: the orthodox picture 

Such a migration pattern is increasingly under pressure. In two articles that were 

published simultaneously and partly in conjunction with each other, yet with vastly 

 
3  Head 1911: 559; Robert 1951: 92–100; Billows 1990: 219. The usage of a common coinage 

among the members of an ethnos, with common weight standards and associated iconographies, 

has often been viewed as a decisive moment in the transformation from tribe to league. Against 

this, Emily Mackil (2013; cf. also Mackil and van Alfen 2006) has reminded us that the emis-

sion of such coinages may or may not speak to a broad array of intercommunal agencies. Po-

litical collaboration, and hence integration, might be one of them, but it is not the only one. In 

this sense, the common Aiolian coinage from the later Classical and Hellenistic periods docu-

ment some sort of communal action but the nature of their exchange is open to conjecture.  
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different research methods, and from divergent bodies of evidence, the literary, ar-

chaeological, and linguistic backgrounds of the migration paradigm have been chal-

lenged. Brian Rose has demonstrated that the archaeological record does not sup-

port the idea of an Aiolian movement across the Aegean. Analyzing the material 

evidence and corresponding narrative traditions of Iron Age settlements in the 

northeast Aegean, Rose stresses that, while evidence for post-Mycenaean migra-

tions from the mainland to Aiolis is generally lacking, the available material actu-

ally points in the opposite direction. Beyond the local ware found in the post-pala-

tial period, for instance in Troy (VIIb1 and 2), the overwhelming amount of ceram-

ics in the Late Protogeometric layers were either local handmade burnished ware, 

or components of an economic exchange involving both sides of the Aegean, rather 

than the result of migration processes.4  

Following up on Rose’s findings, Holt Parker offered an in-depth linguistic dis-

cussion of the Aiolian dialect. His analysis of the presence of Lesbian speakers in 

the northeastern corner of the Aegean in Classical times, usually understood as the 

result of an Aiolian migration, shows that there is no support whatsoever from lin-

guistic analysis. To be sure, linguistic evidence has always been weak, as the con-

voluted discussion of the Aiolian dialect in previous scholarship suggests. Usually 

it is referenced as an agglomeration of several regional dialects (for instance, Boi-

otian and Thessalian), which are presented as sub-branches of a coherent dialectal 

group. The desire to merge these into one is unmistakable.5 Working backwards 

from the 5th century BCE, Parker discloses how the traditional dialects of Central 

Greece cannot be subsumed under one Aiolian label. Thessalian, Boiotian, or Les-

bian speakers were simply people “who were seen to be neither Dorians nor Ioni-

ans” (2008, 460); their dialects are best understood as relatively unaltered branches 

of early Greek that did not undergo some of the later typical linguistic developments 

(e.g., the so-called first compensatory lengthening). Parker concludes that “the idea 

of an Aiolic dielactal group falls apart” (2008, 460). Albert Schachter, finally, has 

recently declared in a paper, which is still unpublished, that any tribal movement of 

the Aiolians, which may or may not have occurred in the Iron Age period, left no 

material traces whatsoever.6 The archaeological and linguistic foundations of the 

Aiolian edifice have collapsed. 

Conceptual advances in scholarship, too, urge us to use caution. In light of re-

cent trends in the studies of ethnic identity formation, it is no surprise that the Aio-

lians further come under scrutiny. The ethnic turn has toppled the traditional view 

that the Greek ethnē of later periods drew directly on a late-Mycenaean pedigree. 

Instead, it appears that the identity formation process was built on essentially chang-

ing and relatively late constructions of identities that took shape most often only in 

 
4  Rose 2008. 

5  For the generic view, cf. Blümel 1982; also Buck 1968 on the traditional view of the Aiolian 

dialect in Boiotia; on perceived Thessalian-Aiolian connections, Garcia Ramon 2007. Vottero 

2006 (which came most likely too late for Parker 2008) has also remarked that evidence for the 

Aiolian dialect is weak.    

6  ‘Aiolians and Boiotians,’ delivered at a workshop at the University of Reading. I am grateful 

to Albert Schachter for sharing the manuscript with me. 
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388 Hans Beck 

the Archaic period. The notorious Dorians have become a landmark example in the 

way the process is now conceived by scholars. In a nutshell, it was demonstrated 

how the idea of Dorian tribal togetherness most likely came into place only in the 

later eighth or seventh centuries. The Dorians of the Archaic Age saw themselves 

as a group with a heroic pedigree, stretching back to the time when they had de-

parted ‘from windy Erineus’ (Tyrtaios fr. 2) in an opaque swathe of land called 

Doris to become the masters over the Peloponnese and to several peoples adjacent 

to it. Both the Mycenaean heritage and the record of so-called ‘Dorians’ in the Lin-

ear B body of evidence (do-e-ro ‘slave’ and do-ri-je-we ‘Dorieus’; the meaning of 

both is naturally debated) fuelled the imagination of such a tribal connection be-

tween the Archaic Age and the distant past of the Bronze Age. But the prime mover 

of Dorian togetherness were the Spartans who couched their claims for leadership 

and, effectively, hegemony in the language of primordiality.7  

The case of Ionian identity formation is even more complicated than its Dorian 

counterpart, due to the convoluted nature of Athenian traditions, material evidence, 

and other immaterial expressions of identity and belonging. Yet despite the differ-

ences, there is also a thrust toward communality. When the Ionians absorbed the 

image of a collective tribal group – scholars are divided over when this was – they 

propagated a heroic lineage for themselves that related them back far in time. In the 

case of the Athenians, the claim for long duration was so pronounced that they saw 

themselves as autochthonous people. This mindset is obvious, and it speaks vol-

umes to the political discourse of the Classical period, when this autochthony was 

celebrated far and wide. While the Dorians were ‘much-wandering’ (Hdt. 1.56, cf. 

7.161) people who had returned to their home in the Peloponnese only through 

waves of migration, the Athenians were born of and from the land.8 

The rise of regional ethnic identities, articulated also in the establishment of 

political leagues or federal states, is in sync with this picture. In a recent volume on 

Federalism in Greek Antiquity (2015), the transformation from an ethnos to the po-

liticized structure of a koinon was described as a helix-type process. The identity 

formation in regions such as Boiotia overlapped with federalism in the sense that 

ethnicity offered a vibrant platform for the integration of local communities into a 

league. For example, several recent studies on Boiotian ethnogenesis show how the 

region’s political integration was practically predisposed to, and in turn made pos-

sible through a common set of regional cults and foundation myths that go back to 

the late eighth century BCE.9 While the process of identity formation was under 

way, it was fused with the development of statehood in the region and its expression 

in the political administration, or institutionalization, of rising urban centres. The 

fundamental belief of common primordial descent and legends of collective action 

fuelled the idea of political cooperation among those cities. Moreover, this cooper-

ation supported the idea of separation from other tribes; hence, it reinstated the no-

tion of tribal distinction. Associated legends of a common heroic past were thus less 

 
7  Ulf 1996 and 1996a; cf. also Hall 2002, 72–89; Hall 2013.  

8  Athenian autochthony, cf. Loraux 1996/2000; Roy 2014; Beck (forthcoming).    

9  Cf. Kühr 2006; Kowalzig 2007; Larson 2007.   
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reflective of actual tribal togetherness, but the immediate result of conversations at 

a regional level. To be sure, the participants in these conversations will have been 

both reassured and inspired by the Mycenaean ruins before them. The development 

of regional customs and traditions further magnified sentiments of togetherness. 

But, at its very core, the origins of this togetherness were construed rather than 

real.10  

There are enough warning signs at this point to flag the ethnos of the Aiolians, 

as it were, and revisit the questions of who they were, what their sense of belonging 

was, and how that sense translated into communal action. While corresponding Do-

rian and Ionian orthodoxies have been challenged in recent years, and effectively 

altered, the Aiolians are lagging behind. The orthodox view suggests that there are 

clear answers to the nature of their tribe. It appears, however, that this view is built 

on a body of evidence that is extremely fragile. Moreover, it is fraught with assump-

tions about what an ethnos is and how tribal identity manifests itself which, upon 

closer examination, are far less compelling than they would suggest.  

It is the goal of this article to contribute to the reassessment of the Aiolians that 

is currently under way. For the purpose of the current volume, such an examination 

can hardly be comprehensive, nor does it strive for the full picture. It is beyond my 

scope to re-examine the dialectal evidence, or to discuss the nature of Protogeomet-

ric ceramics and grey wares that were typically considered Aiolian. In light of the 

overarching theme of the conference, my article limits itself to the analysis of po-

litical expressions of Aiolian togetherness. The approach is genuinely historical. It 

is beyond question that the Aiolian cities in Asia Minor, or at least some of them, 

most obviously the core cities of the dodekapolis, coordinated their interactions 

with the outside world; again, there is ample evidence for this from the Persian War 

to the Age of Antigonos I Monophthalmos. What is more pressing, yet also more 

treacherous, are Aiolian relations between Asia Minor and the Greek mainland, i.e., 

the nature of these relations, through which the Aiolian ethnos is ultimately better 

understood.  

II.  TRAVELLING AIOLIANS: MOTIVATIONS, ROUTES, AND THE 

ONTOLOGY OF PLACE 

The earliest attestation of ethnic ties between Aiolians on either side of the Aegean 

also marks one of the most impactful pieces of evidence. The first person to com-

ment on Aiolian-Boiotian relations was no other than Hesiod who, in Works and 

Days (634–645), speaks of how his father came to Boiotia:  

… just as your father did, … sailing in a ship because he longed for great prosperity. Once, 

long ago, he crossed far overseas in his black ship, and came here, to this place, and left Aiolian 

Kyme far behind. He did not flee from riches and success but evil poverty, which comes from 

 
10  The helix of ethnogenesis, urbanity, and the rise of statehood is further explicated by Beck and 

Funke 2013.  
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Zeus. He settled in a wretched village, near to Helikon, the town of Askra, harsh in winter and 

miserable in the summer, not really good at any time of the year.   

The passage is widely known, and the irony has not escaped commentators. Ac-

cording to Hesiod, his father went from Kyme to Askra, from one bad place to 

another – out of the frying pan and into the fire. The trick is of course that he still 

managed to make a good living in Askra, but this is only of minor concern here.11 

Kyme and Askra were not dissimilar, although the former lay close to the sea 

whereas the latter did not. While Kyme enjoyed the fresh breeze from the sea, 

Askra’s climate was subject to its landlocked location in central Boiotia. The sti-

fling air is, in part, eased by the altitude level (380 m), but today’s visitors can be 

easily overwhelmed by the standing heat. Herodotus confirms that Aiolis had ‘good 

soil but bad climate’ (1.149), supporting Hesiod’s assessment and extending it to 

geomorphic conditions and qualities of the land. Indeed, the conditions for agricul-

ture in Aiolis and Boiotia were similar. Hesiod mentions grain crops and grapes, 

draft animals, and livestock (goats and sheep) that were at the heart of a farmer’s 

annual cycle. Askra was neither a centralized nor a particularly hierarchized com-

munity, and the agricultural regime in Works and Days implies that there was no 

shortage of land to carry out these activities. Anthony Edwards suggested a pattern 

of livestock grazing in the higher pastures during the summer and in the winter 

closer to the village on fallow, whose soil was enriched by the dung of the grazing 

animals. This, on the whole, should summon the scene.12 The situation was then 

indeed similar to the one across the Aegean in Kyme – with one difference, namely, 

while Kyme had developed into a full-flung, stratified community, with all the eco-

nomic tensions this entailed, Askra’s urban and social development were signifi-

cantly less advanced.13  

The similarity of place was of critical importance for everything else that fol-

lowed. When Hesiod’s father arrived near Askra, he found a home away from home, 

in the more common sense of the word. This meant, among other things, that he 

found similar living conditions. Similarities in the natural environment of colo-

nizing cities with that of their apoikiai overseas have long been identified by schol-

ars as a critical factor in the choice of the actual site of the new settlement. For 

instance, Irad Malkin recently remarked (2011, 147) that Massalia, founded at 

around 600 BCE, was established at a site that resembled that of Phokaia (i.e., a 

 
11  Cf. Nagy 2009, 290–294, who sees the tradition of Hesiod’s father’s migration as a reverse 

narrative of legendary tales about Ionian migration movements. We will return to the issue of 

reversed itineraries below.   

12  Cf. the collection of all relevant evidence from Works and Days and analysis by Edwards 2008, 

127–158.   

13  Kyme struck its own coinage from the late 7th century BCE, its circuit wall appears to have 

been in place from the mid-6th century at the latest, Gates 1994, 275. Aristotle’s collection of 

politeiai included a treatise on Kyme (fr. 524R). The fragment comes from the epitome of He-

rakleides Lembos who offers a modestly extensive coverage of Archaic Kyme, reporting, 

among other things, the enfranchisement of individuals who could breed at least one horse and 

the inclusion of 1,000 new citizens shortly thereafter (36–39 Dilts). 
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promontory between two ports). Between Askra and Kyme, the similarities in na-

ture mostly concerned the conditions of the soil and associated agrarian techniques. 

It was not a coincidence then that Hesiod’s father went to Boiotia. Rather, he will 

have heard about the situation there, including the potential availability of land, and 

the promise to work the land under familiar farming conditions. And, presumably, 

he was not alone. Other Aiolians knew of the basic scenario, no matter how accurate 

or detailed their information might have been. To move to Boiotia must have been 

seen as a profitable enterprise, with similar conditions in place that would allow 

migrants to live the same life as at home, only better, because there was more land. 

In other words, from the mid-eighth century there were an increasing number of 

Aiolians who sought their fortunes in the mainland. This was not a migration move-

ment as such, at least not in the sense Greek migrations are commonly conceived 

of. Rather, many people from multiple Aiolian towns took the same paths. The flow 

was steered both by structural influences as well as the way that individuals navi-

gated these structures based on personal ties and relations. Whereas some followed 

paths that they had learned about from other family members or through kin net-

works, others would have heard about central Greece in casual conversations in 

their everyday lives.14  

The pattern of intertwined structural and personal influences is commonplace 

among migration historians. Scholars in the field have put this into compelling re-

search perspectives. In particular, it has been demonstrated how migrant decision-

making is impacted by conscious choices about perceived opportunities. According 

to Dirk Hoerder (2002, 19), one of the main arenas where these opportunities are 

discussed is what he calls the mesolevel, a middle ground between the individual 

and society, namely in the family and in kin and friendship networks, where all 

information about the envisioned journey is digested, where risks are calculated, 

and possibilities weighed. The back flow of information from those who have al-

ready left their homes plays a critical role in those deliberations, as emigrants share 

their knowledge with those who are still at home, not only about the general living 

conditions in their new environment but also about more specific configurations. 

As the exchange at the mesolevel is carried out between individuals who speak the 

same dialect, share in the same cultural traditions and experiences of home, it cre-

ates not only further familiarity but it also implies reliability and trustworthiness. It 

is easy to see how this type of ‘verified’ knowledge spreads through kin networks 

and effectively helps to shape migration streams. German and Ukranian migrations 

from Europe to the North American plains largely followed this pattern, much like 

Highlands Scots migration to Newfoundland, where immigrants also found living 

conditions similar to those in their original their homes. The examples of those 19th 

century migrations also elicit how the exchange of knowledge includes both ends 

of the information flow. Consequently, the accumulation of this type of information 

 
14  The flow to the Greek mainland was presumably not the only route Aiolian emigrants would 

have taken. See Adak 2007 on the presence of Aiolian migrants in Pamphylia, which appears 

to have been another preferred destination.    
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gives rise to new travel arteries, which in turn shape and inform the conversation 

between migrants and those left behind.15  

The Homeric Hymn to Apollo (220–230) provides us with an example of a 

travel artery that emerged along such lines. It recalls the route emigrants would have 

taken from Aiolis in Asia Minor on their journey west, once they had landed on 

Euboia: 

You stood in the Lelantine plain, but it pleased not your heart to make a temple there and 

wooded groves. From there you crossed the Euripos, far-shooting Apollo, and went up the 

green, holy hills, going on to Mykalessos and grassy-bedded Teumessos, and so came to the 

wood-clad abode of Thebes; for as yet no man lived in holy Thebes, nor were there tracks or 

ways about Thebes’ wheat-bearing plain as yet. And further still you went, far-shooting Apollo, 

and came to Onchestos, Poseidon’s bright grove. 

Much like Apollo in the Hymn, when Aiolian travellers came to Boiotia, the main 

travel artery led them from Mykalessos to Teumessos, on to Thebes and its rich 

agricultural chōra, and further on to Onchestos. About a century later Alkaios 

would have taken the same itinerary into Boiotia, judging from what he writes about 

the Tanagraia, Koroneia, and Onchestos.16 From there, it was only 10 kilometres 

southwest to Askra. The Aiolians who came to central Greece from the later eighth 

century BCE were thus most likely not an organized group, and they did not arrive 

there in a coordinated migration movement. Living conditions in Boiotia allowed 

them to avoid dire economic circumstances and social tension and yet maintain their 

lifestyles: their agricultural regime, their foods, and their cuisines. The continuation 

of customs such as these was most likely complemented by other expressions of 

cultural distinctiveness: local music and dances, religious beliefs, and, of course, 

the particular way in which they spoke.17  

 
15  The case of Scottish migration to Newfoundland, which serves as a good template, is discussed 

by Ommer 1977.  

16  Cf. frs. 306 (Tanagraia), 325 (Koroneia), and 425 (Onchestos). On Alkaios and Boiotia see also 

Barner 1967, 23–25; Schachter 2016/(1989), 40–42.  

17   On music, see Athenaios’ famous remarks on the Aiolian mode, which figures alongside Dorian 

and Ionian tunes (14.624c-d). The ethnic register was brought about by the same trajectory that 

we established for Aiolian speech above.   
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Figure 2: The corridor from the Lelantine plain into Boiotia according to the Homeric Hymn to 

Apollo (map after Schachter 2016: xxi. Used with permission).    

 

In sum, Askra, in all likelihood, allowed them to replicate the lifestyle in which they 

had immersed themselves in Aiolis. It is easy to see how later traditions, under the 

omnipresent dynamics of ethnic positioning, conceived of this continuity as the re-

sult of tribal migrations. What had actually happened since the eight century was 

an increasing number of Aiolian emigrants coming to Boiotia, with as many moti-

vations behind their journey as there were walks of life. 

III.  AIOLIAN SYNGENEIA IN CONTEXT  

By the Classical period, several authors comment on the ethnic ties between the 

Aiolians in Asia Minor and their sungeneis in the mainland. The array of sources 

seems compelling, indicating that the Aiolian connection across the Aegean had 

become commonplace at the time. We have already noted how Herodotus’ Histo-

ries are inspired by the idea of an Aiolian tribe, and we will turn to Pindar and 

Thucydides momentarily. The prominence of the Aiolian paradigm was explained 

by Brian Rose with reference to the wider gulf of Hellenic self-perceptions. Rose 

argued that, in the aftermath of the Persian War, and especially after the battle of 

Eurymedon (469/466 BCE), several groups of people from both sides of the Aegean 

Sea were eager to claim bonds of a tribal communality. Such a rally towards trans-

Aegean genealogies, and a shared primordial descent of Greeks on the shores of 

either side of the sea, supported the idea of an ethnic community that extended 

across the Aegean and beyond, making the sea a truly Hellenic koinē. The resulting 

narratives of common descent were by and large tied to the greater trend of othering 
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strategies, as they were applied by the Greeks, in order to bring meaning and pur-

pose to a new, charged sense of Hellenicity.18  

Legendary tales of migration and ethnic lineage were part and parcel of the 

notions and sentiments that fuelled the sense of Hellenicity, carrying with them their 

own agenda. As Rose reminds us, fifth century traditions of Hellenic togetherness 

propel the idea of a migration flow from Greece to Asia Minor. Since, in the after-

math of victory over Persia, the gravitational centre of Hellenicity had shifted from 

the shores of Ionia and adjacent regions to the mainland, the itinerary of migration 

myths was evidently remodelled accordingly, to reflect the new primordiality of the 

mainland. Migration movements, as governing forces behind the perceived ethnic 

ties across the Aegean, were now conceived of as movements that went from west 

to east, from the mainland to Asia Minor, rather than the other way around – and in 

diametrical opposition to what had actually happened between the eighth and sixth 

centuries BCE. The most obvious example is the case of Athens and the Ionians, an 

ethnic relation that was soon propagated as legendary migration of Athenians across 

the Sea to Ionia.19 In the Aiolian case, the direction of the migration streams which 

we discussed earlier was turned up-side-down, making the mainland the point of 

origin rather than Aiolis in Asia Minor.  

Such a creative remodelling in all likelihood gave rise to the idea that the Greek 

mainland had its own region called Aiolis. In a way, an Aiolis in Greece became an 

implicit necessity to support the claim of the mainland as actual point of departure. 

In 3.102.5 Thucydides declares that, after an unsuccessful attempt to take Athenian-

controlled Naupaktos, the Spartans “withdrew, not to the Peloponnese, but to the 

Aiolis, as it is now called, to Kalydon and Pleuron namely, and the other places of 

that region, and to Proschion in Aitolia”. Homer, notoriously so, knows nothing of 

this Aiolis in Aitolia. In the Catalogue of Ships, Kalydon and Pleuron figure both 

as Aitolian (Il. 2.639–640). His ignorance implicitly supports Thucydides’ state-

ment that the region was ‘only now’ called Aiolis. In a fundamental contribution, 

Fritz Gschnitzer (1955) has demonstrated how regional and place names either de-

rived their name from a pre-existing ethnic groups or, in turn, inspired the estab-

lishment of ethnic names. It appears that Aiolis would have belonged to the first 

group, that is that the region was called Aiolis because certain Aioleis had settled 

there. This is well in line with the picture of a migration flow from Asia Minor to 

the mainland, yet it also begs the more intricate question of how the inhabitants of 

the Aiolis viewed their ethnic roots, both within their group and in relation to its 

neighbors.  

 
18  Rose 2008, 419f. This new sense also meant cultural competition and othering strategies within, 

i.e., between Greeks. According to Sophokles (Schol. Theokr. Idyl. 1.56), the verb aiolizein was 

equated to mean ‘to be deceitful’ or ‘speak deceitfully’, clearly resonating with Ionian senti-

ments.     

19  The issue of Ionians is even touchier than that of the Dorians (above note 7). Cf. recently Mac 

Sweeney 2013, 157–173, pointing again to the forceful re-writing of an Ionian identity by Athe-

nian authors in the 5th century BCE (esp. 172). Hall 2002, 70–73 has argued that sentiments of 

Ionian belonging in Asia Minor were fueled also by regional competition with the rise of Aio-

lian identities further north.  
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The issue has sparked a long and lively debate, which is summarized by Sebas-

tiaan Bommeljé.20 While older scholarship strove to reconcile the Aiolians in the 

mainland with the then prevailing picture of the ‘Dorian Migration’, Bommeljé is 

naturally more cautious. Rather than seeing the mythical tradition as reflective of 

authentic migration movements, his analysis of the legendary piecemeal of Ai-

tolian, Achaian, and Aiolian cross-connections (for instance in Strabo 8.1.2, who 

saw the Achaians as an Aiolian tribe) is embedded in the convoluted natural envi-

ronment of Central Greece. In particular, he highlights how the region called Aiolis 

by Thucydides played an intermediary role between the eighth and sixth centuries 

BCE, when it became a vibrant relay station in the exchanges between the northern 

and southern shores of the Corinthian Gulf. With lively exchanges across the Gulf, 

the rise of regional ethnic identities was in persistent movement and subject to mul-

tiple shifts and changes. In an ethnically volatile environment such as this, the influx 

of individuals from a common point of origin elsewhere, over a protracted period 

of time, easily left its mark on the process of identity formation.  

 

Figure 3: Suggested direction of Aiolian migration movements, 8th to 6th centuries BCE. 

If the picture above of wandering Aiolians from Asia Minor to Boiotia from the 

eighth century is correct, then there is ample room to hypothesize that some of those 

travelers will have went beyond Boiotia, either on land or by boat along the northern 

shores of the Corinthian Gulf. The first location where they would have found larger 

sections of arable land, with Delphi and Amphissa being out of the picture, was 

 
20  Bommeljé 1988. Freitag, Funke, and Moustakis 2004, 379f, with further references. 
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Thucydides’ Aiolis, the northern coastline beyond the bottle neck of the Gulf, in the 

region of Kalydon and Pleuron. It was reiterated recently how the nearby Doris in 

Central Greece, famous for its name more than its role as authentic home of the 

Dorians, was a micro-region shrouded in ignorance for many contemporaries of the 

fifth century BCE.21 This seems to have been true about Aiolis too. With lively 

conversations about Hellenic ties across Aegean Greece under way after the Persian 

War, it should come to us as no surprise that an Aiolis appeared on the scene. Cu-

riously enough, Herodotus speaks of Aiolidai (7.176.4) as a small place in northern 

Phokis, in the border lands to Thessaly. Jeremy McInerney (1999) has argued that 

the reference speaks to the heroic genealogy of Phokos, the eponymous hero of the 

Phokians and great-grandson of Aiolos; Aiolidai in Phokis would have been the 

place to authenticate connections between Phokis and (Aiolian) Thessaly. The chal-

lenge is that Herdotus’ reference is opaque, if not erratic. Aiolidai is not mentioned 

in any other source after Herodotus, and there are no traces of an Aiolis in northern 

Phokis otherwise. It almost appears as if the association with an Aiolian pedigree 

in Phokis ran dry in the course of the fifth century BCE. A similar development can 

be observed in Boiotia, which would have been an obvious place to serve as a ter-

rain of Aiolian sentiments in central Greece, given that some Aiolians from Asia 

Minor had settled there since the early Archaic Age. As we will see in the subse-

quent section, there were strong reasons as to why Boiotia was actually unfit for the 

pronouncement of a charged Aiolian togetherness. Further west along the coast of 

the Corinthian Gulf, the fertile lands around Pleuron and Kalydon, between the 

Euenos and Acheloos rivers, offered the one meaningful place for the projection of 

an Aiolian identity.  

The new prominence of claims of tribal bondage after the Persian War brought 

to the fore the issue of belonging locally, regionally, and transregionally. By de-

fault, this impacted legendary traditions of Aiolian togetherness across the sea. At 

the same time, the articulation of ethnic togetherness was nested in convoluted 

power struggles. For instance, while Aiolian ethnicity was on the rise for some time 

in the fifth century BCE, the Aiolian cities of Asia Minor were actually all members 

of the Delian League. Kyme is recorded from 452 as belonging to the Ionian district, 

with an annual tribute of 12 talents. Others included Pitane (1,000 drachmai) and 

Myrina.22 It is intriguing to see how the competition in frontline politics in northern 

Asia Minor also resonated in competing legendary foundation myths, with which 

both sides supported the stakes of their claims. Herodotus states (5.94) that both the 

Athenians and the Lesbians bolstered demands over the Aiolian homeland in the 

Troad. Accordingly, we hear of an Athenian version by Pherekydes (fr. 155) that 

makes the Aiolian cities in the Troad foundations of the Athenian mythical king 

Kodros. The rival claim, articulated in Hellanikos (fr. 32), said that the region was 

 
21  Rousset 2015, with further references. 

22  Cf. Rubinstein 2004, s.v. Kyme, Pitane, Myrina, with references to the relevant epigraphic ev-

idence from the Athenian Tribute Lists.   
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settled by colonists from Lesbos; effectively, the Lesbians demanded suzerainty 

over the Aiolians there.23  

The pattern behind these quarrels is familiar, but one wonders where the main-

land Aiolians were in the power game. Returning to Thucydides, we learn that the 

Lesbian-Boiotian sungeneia did indeed inspire concerted action in war. In 428 

BCE, when Lesbos prepared to revolt from Athens (3.2.3), the Boiotians were the 

main supporters of their kinsmen (sungeneis) in Mytilene. A certain Hermaiondas 

of Thebes was dispatched, presumably with a small force, to fight for the Mytile-

neaen cause. The configuration recurs in later sections of Thucydides’ work: In 413, 

when the Lesbians re-launched their attempt to break away, they are again aided by 

the Boiotians, this time with a flotilla of ten ships (8.5.2). Two years later, in 411, 

an all-Aiolian gang of rebels fought against an Athenian contingent on Lesbos. The 

insurgents included some of the leading exiles of Methymna, hoplites from Kyme, 

and a Theban leader by the name of Anaxarchos, who is again identified as 

sungenēs of the Lesbians (8.100.3).24  

Again, Thucydides was led to believe that the Aiolians from both sides of the 

Aegean had a shared tribal pedigree; and that this notion of ethnic togetherness in-

formed their foreign policy. Thebans and Aiolians supported each other because of 

sungeneia. Mutual help on ethnic grounds is of course well attested throughout the 

Peloponnesian War, with both Athenians and Spartans underpinning their leader-

ship claims with references to their Ionian and Dorian sungeneia, respectively. Io-

nian sungeneia was the backdrop against which the Delian League was founded, if 

we follow Thucydides (1.95.1). At the same time, Thucydides makes it clear that 

he saw such claims as mostly cynical. In book three (3.86.4), he states that refer-

ences to kinship had basically become an empty propagandistic shell that was used 

to obfuscate the exercise of blunt power politics. Thucydides’ analysis might have 

been to the point, yet this does not diminish the force of ethnic arguments as such. 

To the war parties, the ethnic charge of the conflict constituted a reality, no matter 

how elusive the grounds behind such a charge might have been.25  

How do the scattered notes of trans-Aegean sungeneia relate to full-fledged 

ethnic ties between Aiolians and Boiotians, real or imagined? We have already seen 

how the alleged migration of Aiolians was not more than the sum of the actions of 

individuals who emigrated from Aiolia. We also discussed the circumstances under 

which the narratives of this movement reversed their direction from east-west to 

west-east. Effectively, the migration paradigm does not support the idea of tribal 

lineage and common descent. Is there another way then to think of Aiolian togeth-

erness? Much in the spirit of Hesiod’s father, the migrants to the mainland will have 

included many men from the local elites of the Aiolian cities who had left their 

communities for a variety of reasons. Economic motives will have inspired some to 

 
23  Among the earliest pieces of evidence for Lesbian leadership claims Alkaios fr. 129, on which 

see L. Robert, Revue des Études Anciennes 62 1962, 285–315.  

24  Cf. Hornblower 1991–2008 on the respective passages; Fragoulaki 2013, 100–118; Lücke 

2000. 

25  Cf. Fragoulaki 2013, 209–248 and Hornblower 1991–2008 on 3.86.4.  
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seek their fortunes elsewhere, but they didn’t start from nothing in their new homes. 

In other instances, factionalism will have contributed to the decision to pack their 

bags and leave. Social and political upheaval will have driven some leaders of the 

local warrior classes away, or actually exiled them. This is how Alkaios came to 

Boiotia in the sixth century BCE.26 Those emigrants in particular brought with them 

a wide network of social relations and family ties. Connected to an ever-growing 

web of interpersonal relations from common family ancestors, intermarriage, and 

guest friendship, these settlers entertained networks of exchange that spanned 

across the Aegean. They were sungeneis, again real or imagined, who treasured the 

same family traditions and bonds of loyalty. And, in their transregional communi-

cation, they construed stories of heroic lineage that allowed them to forge connec-

tions and establish, or reinforce, ties of reciprocity.  

In Pindar’s Nemean Ode 11 we encounter such an individual, a certain Aristag-

oras of Tenedos who is praised for his installation as head of the boulē of Tenedos. 

Aristagoras came from an illustrious fatherland, says Pindar (line 20). A few lines 

further down, he continues with his noble descent (33–37):   

It was easy indeed to infer his [Aristagoras’] Spartan descent from Peisander of old, who came 

from Amyklai with Orestes, who had led here an ironclad leader of the Aiolians, and also the 

blending of his blood with that of his mother’s ancestor Melanippos, from beside the stream of 

Ismenos. 

On his father’s side, Aristagoras was of Spartan descent, through Periander from 

Amyklai, a companion of Orestes. On his mother’s side, the family tree went back 

to Melanippos, one of the legendary heroes from Thebes who defended their city 

against the notorious Seven. But there is more to this pedigree. First, note how the 

family lineage is modelled according to a migration pattern from west to east: an 

ironclad leader of the Aiolians descended from Spartans and Thebans, respectively. 

Second, Aristagoras’ example indicates that the claims for primordiality and heroic 

descent were articulated in a political context that was again more convoluted than 

the legendary tale suggests. For while Aristogoras, whose Spartan and Theban de-

scent was praised, occupied the position as prytaneis in Tenedos, his community 

was among the most loyal Athenian allies and members of the Delian League in 

that corner of the Aegean. We have already observed that the claims for ethnic af-

filiation in the Troad were a bone of contention among Lesbians/Aiolians on the 

one hand, and Athenians from Sigeion/Ionians on the other. Aristagoras’ call for 

Thebes and Aiolis was thus embedded in a lively controversy over affiliations and 

patterns of belonging. Maybe his Theban stance was the deliberate choice of an 

anti-Athenian faction in Tenedos, but we can only conjecture this. Thirdly and fi-

nally, we ought to acknowledge that the implied ethnic affiliation between Aiolians 

in Asia Minor and the mainland draws once again on the highly personalized family 

pedigree of a member of the local elite. In other words, in the case in question, the 

notion of Aiolian ethnicity melts down to the personal ties of a local aristocrat who 

claimed descent from Spartan and Theban heroic warriors. 

 
26  See above.  
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There is of course nothing unusual about this. On the contrary, across the Ae-

gean local elites entertained legends of far-flung descent in order to secure their 

local distinction. Members of the ruling classes celebrated their time-honoured fam-

ily esteem everywhere, and no matter where they roamed in the world of Aegean 

Greece, the Heroic Age provided them with multi-adaptable names and notions that 

allowed them to plug in, establish proxies, and appropriate the mythical past. Given 

the migration traffic from Aiolis to central Greece, it is easy to see how those com-

partmentalized migration histories added up. Each member of the elite contributed 

to this, and each generation of emigrants added a new layer. Over time, this will 

have translated into the synthetic sense of a shared ethnicity that united the Aiolians 

from both sides of the Aegean.  

IV.  FOURTH–CENTURY LESSONS  

In an inscription from the mid-fourth century BCE, the contributions from Greek 

states to the Boiotian war chest in the Third Sacred War are recorded (IG VII.2418 

= R&O 57). The text has sparked interest because it was believed to reference a 

sunhedrion of the military alliance established by the Thebans during the years of 

hegemony. John Buckler has refuted this interpretation, arguing that the sunhedroi 

in question were not representatives of an interstate council, but rather, they appear 

to have been officials in local communities. As such, they delivered the funds of 

their city to the alliance.27 The diverse way in which individuals are identified in 

the document supports such a reading. The inscription lists contributions from two 

cities, Alyzeia and Anaktorion, brought to Thebes by envoys; from Byzantion by 

the named sunhedroi; and from Tenedos, member of the Second Athenian Confed-

eracy at the time, delivered by the Boiotian proxenos there: 

These contributed money to the war which the Boiotians were waging concerning the sanctuary 

at Delphi against those who were committing sacrilege against the sanctuary of Pythian Apollo. 

In the archonship of Aristion: Alyzeia: 30 minas brought by the envoys (prisgees) … : 

Anaktorion: 30 minas by the envoys … : Byzantium … the money was brought by the sunedroi 

… Athenodoros son of Dionysios of Tenedos, proxenos of the Boiotians: 1,000 drachmai. 

The constellation is not dissimilar from that of Aristagoras of Tenedos and his role 

in Boiotian-Aiolian affairs, as we encountered earlier. Once again, the ties between 

the Aiolian island of Tenedos and the Greek mainland manifest themselves in the 

agency of an aristocratic leader, a man named Athenodoros (which is not uninter-

esting in itself), who served as the guest-friend of the Boiotians on Tenedos. It is 

sometimes thought that Athenodoros made his contribution on the grounds of his 

Boiotian sympathies.28 Or did he do so because of his family ties? Either way, Aio-

lian relations are not invoked in the text and there are no other references to the 

 
27    Buckler 2000; cf. also Jehne 1999.  

28  Cf. the commentaries in R&O 57, p.270 and Harding 1985, 75, p.97.  
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sentiment of Aiolian togetherness between the ethnē of the Boiotians and the Aio-

lians in the fourth century. Is it too hazardous to argue that these references are 

nonexistent because such a tribal togetherness had lost its allure?  

Let us return once more to Hesiod, who is so eminently important for the career 

of the Aiolian paradigm. In a contribution from 1985, many years before the cultural 

and ethnic turns, Albert Schachter brought to life the circumstances of emigration 

surrounding Hesiod’s family. As we have seen, a person such as Hesiod’s father 

would no doubt have known where he was going. He would have found out, 

Schachter reminded us, where land was available, either directly or indirectly, from 

a major centre of colonizing activity, such as Chalkis. “The hearsay reports on 

which he had to depend would no doubt have painted a rosy picture of the promised 

land. Hesiod’s famous complaint about Askra rings strangely true to the ears of any 

immigrant’s child, who will remember his parents’ repeated recollections of the 

delights and pleasures of the ‘Old Country’, rendered glamorous and desirable by 

time and distance.”29 The argument put forth here by Schachter is so convincing 

because it has an authentic Sitz im Leben, a setting in life. Future generations of 

Aiolians followed the tracks that were established by Hesiod, his family, and others. 

When they settled in their new homes, they reproduced the cultural, economic, and 

religious environments of their place of origin for as much as this was possible; and 

they treasured the stories that elaborated on their ethnic togetherness in their moth-

erland. They shaped a new environment that was modelled after the local world 

they left behind. In this sense, they maintained their Aiolianness.  

At the same time, from the early seventh century BCE, the world in which they 

settled began to change around them in dramatic ways. The people in the cities of 

the Kephissos and Asopos valleys developed their own sense of an ethnic identity 

among them. The process of Boiotian ethnogenesis kicked in, so masterfully disen-

tangled by Angela Kühr (2006), Stephanie Larson (2007), and Barabara Kowalzig 

(2007). Their studies show how the rise of Boiotian ethnic self-awareness was prac-

tically geared to, and in turn made possible by a common set of regional cults and 

foundation myths that date to the late eighth century BCE. Angela Kühr in particu-

lar discloses how the narrative development of Boiotian foundation myths over time 

was impacted by the existence of divergent and, at times, competing narratives of 

heroic ancestry. Kühr is able to assign divergent genealogical claims to different 

local communities: Amphion and Zethos to the lower Asopos valley, and the tradi-

tion of Kadmos to Thebes, which allows her to realign the dynamic process of eth-

nic identity formation with the interaction between local communities. As a result 

of their interaction, these communities gradually reinforced the idea of their com-

monality, expressed in the rising prominence of a new primordial hero, Boiotos, 

(twin) brother of the younger Aiolos. Note that Boiotos’ ascendancy did not mar-

ginalize the established local traditions as they were in place, at Thebes, Orchome-

 
29  Schachter 2016/(1985), 28. 
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nos, and elsewhere. Boiotos supplemented those local identities, but he did not su-

persede them. His brother Aiolos, on the other hand, was soon enough reduced to 

an ephemeral role in Boiotian tales of primordial descent.30 

The Aiolian settlers blended in in Boiotia, metaphorically and literally, making 

an impact on material and immaterial threads of culture as they unravelled along 

the way. But this impact appears to have been too scattered to ferment into full-

fledged local traditions, with constant Aiolian heroic lineages or the like. The notion 

of Boiotianness was stronger. In fact, it was so strong that the Boiotians, on their 

part, did not see the need to take the opportunity that was before them. While the 

Spartans and Athenians were eager to extend their ethnic affiliations throughout the 

Greek world, both through space and time, the Boiotians had a different approach. 

It didn’t catch on between them and the Aiolians in Asia Minor. Unlike its Dorian 

and Ionian counterparts, Aiolian ethnogenesis did not ignite in the mainland. It is 

noteworthy to recall that the idea of mainland ‘colonization’ in the Archaic Age did 

not form an integral part of the Aiolian Leagues’ identity in Asia Minor either. As 

was observed by Brian Rose, beyond the literary piecemeal which we discussed 

above, there is nothing to suggest that the Aiolians expressed any claims of togeth-

erness with Central Greece.31  

The amphiktyony of Delphi, on whose behalf the Boiotians had fought so 

staunchly in the Third Sacred War, provides a striking example to put this interpre-

tation to the test. Enumerating the members of the amphiktyonic council, Aischines 

(2.116) declares that he listed “twelve ethnē which shared the shrine: the Thessali-

ans, Boiotians (not the Thebans alone), Dorians, Ionians, Perrhaibians, Magnetes, 

Dolopians, Lokrians, Oitaians, Phthiotians, Malians, and Phokians.” Few scholars 

have commented on the obscure nature of this membership directory, which is puz-

zling in more ways than one.32 In particular, while Dorians and Ionians figure so 

prominently among the ethnos states who ‘dwelled around’ Delphi – the literal 

meaning of amphiktyones –, it is telling enough to note that neither of them actually 

lay in Central Greece.33 The Aiolians, on the other hand, are not listed; rather, Thes-

salians and Boiotians were members in their stead. In fact, Aischines stresses that 

the Boiotians were members, rather than ‘the Thebans alone,’ the punch line being 

that the Thebans had become so dominant that expressions of their political stakes 

and local identity were often equated with those of the Boiotian ethnos, despite the 

fact that they were not. From the local world of Thebes to the collective ethnos of 

the Boiotians, the governing power in the region was the city of Thebes, with its 

enormous pedigree of power and prestige.  

Aiolian togetherness, on the other hand, was a paradigm that was stitched into 

the ethnic and cultural fabrics of Hellenicity. At the macro-level of Greek identities, 

 
30  Cf. Kühr 2006, 118–132. 262–267; Larson 2007, 17–30; Ganter 2014; see also Beck and Ganter 

2015, 135; A. Schachter, Der Neue Pauly 2, 1997, 739, s.v. Boiotos.  

31  Rose 2008, 416. We note that there is no evidence whatsoever for a common Aiolian phylai-

structure on either side of the Aegean.  

32  See also the membership lists in Theopomp BNJ 115 F63 and Paus. 10.8.2. For a discussion, 

Lefèvre 1998; Sanchez 2001, 37–41 and 518 for a synopsis; Funke 2013, 454. 

33  The Dorians made up for this of course through Doris, see above. 
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the Aiolians were an integral part of the highest order of heroic genealogies, inter-

twined with simultaneous trajectories of Dorians and Ionians, and the formation of 

their respective ethnic identities. At the grassroots level, however, in Boiotia, the 

Aiolian paradigm fell flat. The obvious conclusion from Aischines skipping over 

the Aiolians in his list is that they never became visible agents in Central Greece. 

The longevity of their material and immaterial cultural legacies brought to Boiotia 

continued to influence the ways the people talked in that corner of the basin of Lake 

Kopais in one way or another. In addition, it explained certain cultural distinctions. 

Thucydides and Pindar credited those distinctions in conclusive terms, seeing them 

as vital expressions of a pan-Aiolian ethnos. The high authority of their voices, 

along with that of Hesiod, secured the the Aiolians a place in history. However, it 

is increasingly difficult to subscribe to their views. The Aiolians of Asia Minor were 

an ethnos of minor importance and with limited recognition there. As an ethnic 

group in mainland Greece, with a shared tribal agency and identity that cut across 

the Aegean, they are a phantom. 
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