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Must the Fantasy End? Transformation of Empire in 

Xenophon’s Cyropaedia 

Alex Ferron 

This paper, an adaptation of the final chapter of my Master’s thesis, was originally 

presented at the Universities in Wales Institute of Classics and Ancient History (UWICAH) 

First Annual Meeting of Postgraduates on 9th November 2013. The theme of the 

conference was ‘Transformations in the Ancient World’; hence the focus on the 

‘transformative’ effect of the Cyropaedia’s epilogue and its impact on our understanding of 

the text’s narrative. As the paper was delivered at a conference aimed at postgraduate 

students who study all aspects of the ancient world; be it ancient history, classics or 

Egyptology, it is intended to be introductory in nature, addressing one of the key questions 

that remains central in almost all scholarly analyses of the Cyropaedia. Many thanks to all 

those who provided comments, criticism and questions on the day; hopefully they have 

been addressed in this final draft of the essay. I would also like to convey a special thanks 

to my thesis supervisor, Dr Maria Pretzler; both for her valuable feedback in the 

composition of this paper, and for her continued enthusiasm and support.      

Xenophon was one of the most prolific and diverse authors that emerged during the 

explosion of thought and culture that occurred in Classical Athens. Active during the 

fourth century BCE, the Athenian solider and student of Socrates turned his pen to 

philosophy, economics, military theory, biography and history. His varied catalogue 

of work tackled such weighty issues as: how to best manage household and state, 

how the Spartan political system had allowed its state to achieve greatness, and a 

rather lengthy treatise on how Athens might recover her empire through the use of 

an entirely state run economy featuring nationalised silver mines and state slaves. 

Xenophon did not focus solely on the great political events of his day, he even 

managed to philosophise upon the most efficient way to arrange the pots and pans 

in your kitchen and considered at length the correct way in which to shoe one’s 

horse. He is perhaps best known amongst a modern audience and students of the 

ancient world as the author of the Anabasis, a vivid and exciting memoir 

documenting his time fighting as a mercenary in the employ of Cyrus the Younger as 

he challenged his brother Artaxerxes II for the Persian throne.  

The survival of such an extensive body of work poses something of an issue for a 

modern scholarly audience (all thirteen works that were attributed to him in antiquity 
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have survived).1 As a historian Xenophon is found wanting. His main historical piece, 

Hellenica, is generally seen as an inferior continuation of Thucydides’ magisterial 

history; whilst other extant sources cast aspersions on the reliability of Xenophon’s 

account. As a philosopher, in spite of enjoying a reputation of the highest order 

throughout antiquity and into the renaissance, Xenophon is overshadowed by his 

contemporary and fellow pupil of Socrates, Plato. The adage ‘jack of all trades, 

master of none’ is often applied wholeheartedly to Xenophon; who is accused of 

exhibiting a competent and informative, yet simplistic style, perhaps on the basis that 

the current generation of academics first learnt Greek through studying the 

Anabasis. It is argued by some academics that Xenophon simply lacked the 

intellectual prowess and depth of perception exhibited by his contemporaries.2  

Despite this rather negative prognosis, there is much to gain from studying 

Xenophon’s wide-ranging corpus of work. In antiquity Xenophon was regarded as a 

philosopher of the highest order; it is only within the last century or so that 

Xenophon’s credentials as a philosopher have been doubted. Scipio Africanus was 

said to be a keen admirer. Cicero remarked that Scipio ‘always had Xenophon the 

Socratic in his hands’ (Cicero, Tusculan Disputations, 2.26), whilst Machiavelli 

challenged his readers to recognise the glory that Scipio had earned through 

‘imitating’ Xenophon’s Cyrus (Machiavelli, The Prince, 60).3 Eunapius, a late antique 

Sophist and historian, even went so far to assert that Alexander the Great would 

have never achieved his ‘greatness’ had Xenophon not provided examples of 

leadership worthy of his imitation (Eunapius, Lives of the Philosophers and Sophists, 

1.1). Whilst Eunapius is evidently overstating Xenophon’s influence on the young 

Macedonian king, Arrian does indeed record that Alexander urged his men to 

emulate the exploits of Xenophon and the Ten Thousand before their victory at Issus 

in 333 BCE (Arrian, Anabasis 2.7.8). Despite his hyperbole, Eunapius’ description of 

Xenophon as ‘unique among all philosophers in that he adorned philosophy not only 

with words but deeds as well’ is a fitting one given Xenophon’s extraordinary life and 

innovative literary career. Indeed, Xenophon was very much a product of the age he 
                                                           
1
 Diogenes Laertius, Lives and Opinions of Eminent Philosophers, 2.57. 

2
 Xenophon’s reputation has suffered greatly amongst modern academics; particularly in the early-mid 

twentieth century, although he is enjoying something of a revival of interest in recent years. For a 
broad treatment of scholarly opinions of Xenophon see: Anderson 2008: 1-8, Gray 2010: 3-6, Tuplin 
2005 ‘Xenophon’ in the Oxford Classical Dictionary.   
3
 Cf. Cicero, Epistuale ad Familiares, 9.25.1-2, Epistuale ad Quintum Fratrem, 1.1.23, Tusculan 

Disputations, 2.116. Dio Chrysostom, Discourse 18.14.   
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lived in, a representative of the ‘Athenian generation gap’ of the late fifth century – a 

generation of young Athenian aristocrats who challenged the established democracy 

of their parents.4 As a child of the Peloponnesian War his early experience of politics 

was coloured by inter-state strife and dissatisfaction with life under the democracy. 

Upon his return from Persia, Xenophon was employed by the Spartan king Agesilaus 

II and was actually present, and possibly fought against his native city at the Battle of 

Coronea. For this crime, or perhaps for his participation in the younger Cyrus’ 

campaign, or even for his radical political stance, he was exiled from Athens; 

although he was quickly settled in an estate in Elis by the Spartans. 

In exile Xenophon began to write, inspired for the most part by the socio-political 

tumult that had seen Greece (almost) continually embroiled in warfare throughout his 

entire life. Like Plato, his Socratic education meant that he yearned to impose a 

better form of government on his countrymen through the application of political 

philosophy. Although Xenophon dabbled in the writing of philosophical dialogue, his 

principle form of philosophy took the form of continuous prose, be it historical or 

fictional, as a medium to present idealised portraits of leadership to serve as models 

for emulation. Leadership, therefore, represents a dominant theme in Xenophon’s 

lexicon and emerges as an ideology in a majority of his works, even in his 

instructional treatises. The most accomplished of Xenophon’s many depictions of 

ideal leadership is found within the Cyropaedia; a text which contains one of the 

most dramatic literary transformations of the age, a subject which I will discuss in the 

remainder of this paper. Indeed, the transformation contained within the epilogue of 

the Cyropaedia is so comprehensive that it defines the entire character of the text 

and remains central to all modern scholarly debates on the nature of the work.5 

The Cyropaedia (The Education of Cyrus) is certainly one of the more unusual 

Classical texts. A difficult text to define, the Cyropaedia is best described as a 

historical-novel-come-romantic-biography of the work’s protagonist, Cyrus the Great, 

the founder of the Achaemenid Empire. In essence, Xenophon presents an almost 

entirely fictional narrative under the guise of a piece of genuine 

biography/historiography in order to create a piece of utopian political literature. In 

this utopian fantasy the ideal state is brought into existence through the endeavours 

                                                           
4
 Forrest 1975: 37-52. 

5
 Gray 2010: 23-25. Nadon 1996: 361. 
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of Cyrus, who plays the part of Xenophon’s ideal ruler and embodies Xenophon’s 

political philosophy based on a moral and upright aristocracy. The Cyropaedia is, 

above all, a didactic piece of literature which sought to inspire Xenophon’s 

readership, members of the wealthy elite, to adopt the code of conduct embodied so 

competently by the work’s hero. Whilst this agenda makes for a particularly 

innovative piece of literature it does not explain what makes the Cyropaedia so 

unusual.  

Xenophon’s choice of a Persian protagonist to serve as the example of the ideal 

aristocrat for his Greek audience to emulate is, on the face of it, bizarre. However, I 

assert that this foreign setting afforded Xenophon the artistic freedom to invent a 

history to suit his purposes, whilst the transformation contained later in the piece 

allowed him to place his fictional utopia within the context of reality.6 Thus, the 

transformation from fantasy to reality is one of necessity and serves to reinforce, 

rather than contradict, the nature of the Cyropaedia. The transformation in the 

Cyropaedia takes place within the epilogue of the piece and describes events in 

Persia following Cyrus’ death. In the narrative Xenophon creates a utopian vision of 

the perfect society, governed by the perfect ruler. Cyrus succeeds in his every 

endeavour, and displays virtue and moderation in both action and word. Time and 

again his disposition wins him friends, subjects and conquests to add to an every 

growing domain. Cyrus’ crowning glory, the conquest of Babylon, brings an end to 

the narrative. 

                                                           
6
 An earlier precedent for a philosophical exercise masquerading as a historical narrative can be 

found within Herodotus’ Histories, 3.71-80. This section of the Herodotus narrative takes place shortly 
after Darius and a number of Persian nobles lead a successful coup against a magus who had 
usurped the throne. In this passage Herodotus presents us with a philosophical debate on the ideal 
form of government; Darius and his fellows evaluate democracy, monarchy and oligarchy, eventually 
coming to the conclusion that monarchy is the superior form of government as the best monarchy 
would far outshine the best democracy or oligarchy (Hdt. 3.82-3). This debate is, of course, pure 
fantasy and despite Herodotus’ protestations to the contrary (Hdt. 3.80) could not have taken place. It 
is more than likely that Herodotus is using his characters to express his own political views and by 
framing in his philosophical exercise in a distant setting, both in terms of time and place, allowed him 
to avoid any negative associations with current political debates. Here historiography/ethnography 
acts as a vehicle for political philosophy. As long as Herodotus’ Persians remain separate from the 
Greek world they may take part in a ‘Greek’ political debate, evaluating Greek political ideas – would 
a Persian in the 5

th
 century BCE really suggest democracy as an alternative to monarchy as 

Herodotus’ Orontes? The Herodotean influence on Xenophon is a significant one as Xenophon’s 
Persian setting serves to act as a similar ‘distancing mechanism’ allowing him to philosophise upon 
the ideal of leadership with freedom.   



 

23 
 

Residing in Babylon Cyrus institutes a government based on the principles that 

inspired his success: discipline [πειθαρχεῖν – literally: ‘to obey one in authority’, for 

Xenophon this could be a superior, the state and its laws, or the gods], (Cyropaedia, 

2.1.21, 2.3.21, 3.3.69-70 cf. 8.8.15ff.), justice [δικαιοζύνη] (Cyropaedia, 1.2.3-6, 16-

17, 4.6.1ff., 5.2.7-9, 6.1.31-7, 8.1.26), self-control and moderation [ζωθροζύνη and 

ἐγκράηεια] (Cyropaedia, 1.2.8, 1.6.17, 5.2.17, 8.1.30) and a love of toil [πόνος] 

(Cyropaedia, 1.5.10-3, 1.6.8, 2.2.25, 5.5.18, 8.1.34-6). Contrary to reality 

Xenophon’s Cyrus lives out the rest of his days in peace and serenity; he dies 

peacefully as an old man and is even afforded the chance to impart his wisdom on 

his sons in a lengthy speech from his death bed.7 Upon Cyrus’ death the fantasy 

ends abruptly, the utopia becomes corrupt and Persian virtue is transformed into 

Persian vice:  

[1] That Cyrus's empire was the greatest and most glorious of all the kingdoms in 

Asia—of that it may be its own witness … And although it was of such magnitude, it 

was governed by the single will of Cyrus; and he honoured his subjects and cared for 

them as if they were his own children; and they, on their part, reverenced Cyrus as a 

father. [2] Still, as soon as Cyrus was dead, his children at once fell into dissension, 

states and nations began to revolt, and everything began to deteriorate … [5] 

Witnessing such a state of morality, all the inhabitants of Asia have been turned to 

wickedness and wrong-doing … [7] Their principles in so far, therefore, are in every 

respect worse now than they were in antiquity (Xenophon, Cyropaedia 8.8.1-7). 

This transformation seemingly contradicts Xenophon’s self-professed purpose in 

penning such a work, and has led many scholars to believe that the Cyropaedia 

actually represents a satire of its Persian hero, a cautionary tale against the inherent 

vices of empire.8    

Why was such a transformation necessary? Why did Xenophon feel the need to 

systematically dismantle the utopia he created in such a long work in a few short 

lines? The answer to these questions, and by extension, a complete understanding 

of the Cyropaedia can be obtained through appreciating the Classical Greek 

perception of Persia and Persians. Following the Greek victory in the Persian Wars 

the term ‘Persian’ became a by-word for the stereotypical barbarian. Persia and its 

                                                           
7
 All other extant accounts (Berossus, Ctesias and Herodotus) indicate that Cyrus died in battle. 

8
 Nadon 1996: 373-4; 2001: 161-80. Tatum 1989: 215-6. 
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society was seen as the antithesis of all things Greek; whilst the Greek poleis may 

have disagreed on the best form of government (be it democracy or oligarchy or 

something else entirely), for the most part, they all agreed that the concept of 

freedom was an inherent right of all full citizens. The Greeks viewed the Persian king 

and, to a lesser extent, his satraps as tyrants and despots who enslaved the Persian 

populace. The Persians, in general, were therefore seen as an effete and servile 

people by their very nature. The Greeks, particularly the Athenians who had suffered 

more at the hands of the Persians than most, were constantly confronted with 

increasingly derogatory depictions of Persians in contemporary literature and 

theatre. The playwrights Aeschylus and Aristophanes, the historian Herodotus, the 

orator Isocrates and even Xenophon himself were responsible for the creation of this 

caricature of the barbaric Persian in Greek thought. This stereotype was revived for 

a modern audience in the film ‘300’, in which we are presented with a depiction of 

Persians heavily influenced by the Classical texts (albeit with a significant degree of 

artistic license).  

In its simplest form the Classical Persian stereotype can be expressed as: (a) a 

ravenous taste for luxury in all its forms; particularly with respect to food, Persians 

were known for their gluttony, (b) a lust for wealth, (c) a talent for deceit and 

treachery (d) above all the Persian lack of discipline and hedonistic lifestyle left their 

men incompetent in the military sphere, both in tactics and combat.9 Yet Xenophon’s 

Persians, at least whilst Cyrus is alive, exhibit none of these vices. It is only following 

the death of the work’s hero, and the subsequent corruption of both Cyrus’ new 

institutions and ancient Persian custom, that the presentation of the Persian in the 

Cyropaedia begins to conform with the popular archetype of the ‘barbarian Persian’. 

Given the nature of this transformation of empire a number of conflicting theories 

have emerged; all of which seek to address the question of the epilogue’s 

transformation within the wider context of the entire novel, in order to understand the 

text’s meaning. The prevailing view, heavily influenced by Leo Strauss’ criticisms of 

Xenophon, remains that the ironic corruption of Cyrus’ empire found within the 

                                                           
9
 Aeschylus, Persians 135-140, 160-172, 239-40, 278-9,541-565, 607-615, 730, 750-758 815-820, 

922-930, 1010-1025. Aristophanes, Acharnians, 64-99. Herodotus, 1.133-5, 5.49, 112,7.21,29,120, 
127, 9.80. Isocrates, Panegyricus, 147-172. Xenophon, Anabasis, 1.8.27, 1.9.19, 2.5.39, 3.1.19. See 
also, Hall 1989: 51-100. 
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epilogue serves as a revision of the earlier narrative.10 Thus, the romantic account of 

the ideal state becomes a ‘narrative of disillusionment’ (Tatum 1989: 215-6), or a 

critical assessment of politics in all its guises (Nadon 1996: 373-4; 2001: 161-80), 

influenced by Xenophon’s disdain for the state of politics in Classical Greece.11 On 

the other hand, some scholars, along with myself, believe that the epilogue serves to 

reinforce the importance of the moral code that Xenophon attributed so 

wholeheartedly to Cyrus and his fellows.12  

The lack of any consensus amongst the academic community surrounding purpose 

of the epilogue, coupled with its seemingly contradictory nature, has led some 

scholars to cast aspersions on the final chapter’s authenticity.13 One translator of the 

Cyropaedia even urges his readers not to read the final chapter, for it ‘spoils the 

perfect unity of the work’.14 This theory is often found lacking; various philological and 

stylistic analyses of the epilogue confirm its consistency with the proceeding 

narrative.15 

Despite disagreeing on the exact purpose of the transformation contained within the 

epilogue, most scholars agree that it serves the function of bridging the gap between 

fantasy and reality, that is, the gap between the ideal state of the Cyropaedia and the 

corrupt and despotic state that existed within the Classical Greek perception of 

Persia. My assessment of this transformation is that it makes the proceeding 

narrative all the more relevant for Xenophon’s audience by placing it within a very 

real context. As I have described, in the Classical mind-set the Persians had come to 

represent the antithesis of the Greek’s own idea of themselves, and the vices that 

the Persians were known for can be seen as the polar opposite of the positive 

characteristics that the Greeks attributed to themselves. Therefore Xenophon’s 

presentation of a moral and upright, and indeed very Greek, Persian nobility subverts 

his audience’s expectations. Xenophon explains this gap between fantasy and reality 

by claiming that the Persians only began to transform into the quintessential 

barbarian upon their abandonment of Cyrus’ customs and the virtues that inspired 

                                                           
10

 Strauss 1989: 146. 
11

 See also:  Due 1989: 224. Carlier 1978: 133-163. Gera 1993: 285-300. For a background: Gray 
2010: 23-5. 
12

 Field 2012: 723-38. Stadter 1991: 377-8. 
13

 See Gera 1993: 23-25 for discussion of the issues posed by the epilogues composition.  
14

 Millar 1983: 438-439. 
15

 Gera 1993: 23-25. Nadon 1996: 362.  
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them. Thus, the transformation serves to blur the lines between the real world and 

the purely philosophical, allowing Xenophon to convince his audience that his 

Persian utopia could have existed in reality, albeit in the ancient past. In this sense 

Xenophon can use ancient Persia as a distancing device to critique the current state 

of affairs in the Greek poleis, whilst reminding his audience of the importance of the 

ancient Greek customs and values that he imposes on his Persian protagonist.  

Therefore I argue that a parallel can be drawn with the loss of Persian virtue 

following their abandonment of Cyrus’ laws and Xenophon’s own assertions that the 

political strife and infighting that marred the Classical Age was the result of the 

Greeks abandoning their own ancient customs that had once made them great. For 

instance, in his Lakedaimonian Politeia (Spartan Constitution) Xenophon asserts that 

the Spartans had lost their discipline and martial effectiveness, and therefore the 

Battle of Leuctra (a defeat from which they would never recover), because they 

abandoned the customs of their (almost certainly mythical) law-giver Lycurgus.16 

Similarly, in Ways and Means Xenophon muses that the excesses of the democracy 

had transformed many leading Athenian politicians into money-grabbing despots in 

their own right.17 

The need to have a lawgiver who could be idealised and emulated was well 

established in Greek political thought; Lycurgus served this function for Sparta, 

Solon for Athens and in the Cyropaedia, Cyrus for Persia. Therefore I would assert 

that the Cyropaedia should be viewed as a cautionary tale, but not one that was 

intended to warn Xenophon’s fellow Greeks against the concept of empire. Nor, 

should we view the Cyropaedia as piece of satire. Above all the Cyropaedia warns 

Xenophon’s fellow countrymen not to abandon their ancient constitutions, and in 

doing so, to avoid the fate of Cyrus’ successors who became barbaric and 

uncivilised. The Cyropaedia provides the lesson that whilst both men and laws 

inevitably come to end, noble ideals are undying and could sustain a state 

indefinitely. Therefore I would conclude that the transformation contained within the 

Cyropaedia’s epilogue should not be seen as an ironic ‘revision’ of the ideal state 

that Cyrus created, but more as a challenge from Xenophon to his readership to 

seize the education of Cyrus for themselves: to adopt the virtuous aristocratic 

                                                           
16

 Xenophon, Lak. Pol. 14.5-7, Hell. 6.4.10-2. 
17

 Xen. Ways and Means, 1.1, 5.6. 
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(remarkably Spartan) lifestyle that Cyrus had exhibited, in order to bring stability and 

prosperity to their respective poleis, and become ideal rulers in the mould of Cyrus.      

 

Alexander James Ferron 

PhD Candidate in Ancient History 

Swansea University 
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