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Datis, the Commander of Darius the Great in the
Battle of Marathon: Persian or Median?

Tahmoores Mehrabi’

Abstract

With the establishment of the Achaemenid state by Cyrus
the Great (550-530 BC), although the Median empire was
dissolved, many Median commanders joined Cyrus the
Persian, two of whom were Harapagus and Mazaris.
During the time of Cambyses, the Medes were with the
Persians in many battles, but during the time of Darius,
with the rebellion of Gaumata and the rebellion of
Phraortes in Media and Parthia, Darius became pessimistic
towards the Medes and believed that the Medes were
planning to establish their own government again. In order
to reduce the influence of the Medes and because of the
rebellion that threatened the Achaemenid Empire, he put
the name of Medes in the tenth place in the list of satrapies
in the Behistun Inscription. However, Darius commanded
the Battle of Marathon in 490 BC. handed over to Datis.
There are still debates and differences of opinion among
researchers about whether Datis was a Median or a
Persian, but in most Greek writings, he is referred to as “a
Mede”. Considering that Darius was completely
pessimistic towards the Medes at this point in time and
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actually saw the Medes as a threat in overthrowing the
Persian government, the presence of a Median commander
in the battle of Marathon is far from expected and it seems
that Datis has been Persian. So far, no independent
research has been done about Datis, only in some books
and when describing the battle of Marathon, he has been
mentioned in passing. In this essay, using ancient
historical reports and archeological data, the character of
Datis, whether he is a Median or a Persian, and the reason
why he was chosen by Darius to command the battle of
Marathon will be analyzed. By examining and analyzing
the sources, it seems that Datis was Persian and not
Median.
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Datis, the Commander of Darius the Great in the Battle
of Marathon: Persian or Median?

Extensive Abstract

Introduction: With the establishment of the Achaemenid Empire by
Cyrus the Great (550-530 BCE), although the Median dynasty was
dismantled, many Median commanders joined forces with Cyrus, two
notable figures being Harpagus and Mazares. During Cambyses' reign,
the Medes also participated in many battles alongside the Persians.
However, under Darius, after Gaumata’s uprising and the rebellion of
Phraortes in Media and Parthia, Darius grew suspicious of the Medes,
believing they sought to restore their former rule. To curtail Median
influence, and due to the rebellion that threatened the Achaemenid
Empire, Darius ranked Media tenth in the list of satrapies in the
Beistun inscription. Despite this, Darius appointed Datis as the
commander of the Battle of Marathon in 490 BCE. Scholars remain
divided over whether Datis was Median or Persian, although most
Greek sources refer to him as "Datis the Mede." Given that Darius was
highly distrustful of the Medes during this period, viewing them as a
potential threat to overthrow the Persian rule, the presence of a
Median commander at Marathon seems unlikely. It is plausible,
therefore, that Datis was in fact Persian. To date, no independent
research has been conducted on Datis; he is only briefly mentioned in
various works when discussing the Battle of Marathon. Based on the
analysis of sources, it appears that Datis was Persian, not Median.
Methodology: This study will employ a critical analysis of ancient
historical reports and archaeological evidence to investigate the
character of Datis, specifically focusing on whether he was Median or
Persian. Additionally, it will explore the rationale behind Darius'
decision to appoint him as the commander of the Battle of Marathon.
By examining primary sources, such as Herodotus and inscriptions
from the period, the research will analyze the socio-political context
of Datis’s role within the Achaemenid Empire. Furthermore, the study
will consider the implications of his ethnic identity on military
strategy and leadership, providing a nuanced understanding of the
dynamics at play during the Persian expansion into Greece. Through
this multi-faceted approach, the research aims to contribute to the
broader discourse on Persian military history and its influential
figures.
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Discussion and Conclusion: In the tablets discovered at Persepolis,
Datis is referred to as "Datiya,” while the Greeks called him "Datis."
By piecing together the available evidence from the Achaemenid
period, it appears that several factors contributed to Datis, who was in
fact Persian and governed the satrapy of Media, being referred to as
"Datis the Mede" in ancient texts. One such factor is the tendency of
foreign nations, particularly Egypt and Greece, to label all Iranians as
Medes. The Greeks, from whom much of our historical knowledge of
this period derives, viewed the Achaemenids as successors to the
Median Empire and regarded the battles between Median commanders
and the Greeks as "Median wars."

Another factor is the Achaemenid integration with the Medes, as
reflected in the Persepolis inscriptions, where Achaemenid rulers wore
Median garments, further blurring the distinction between the two
nations in the eyes of foreigners. Additionally, the Medes held
significant military influence in the early Achaemenid Empire, with
many of the empire's initial commanders being of Median origin.

A final factor contributing to the misconception could be the Greek
misunderstanding of Achaemenid practices regarding prominent
figures. The Greeks often identified important Persian individuals by
the provinces they governed, and since Datis governed Media, they
referred to him as "Datis the Mede."

The name "Datis" itself is Persian, not Median. As mentioned earlier,
"Datis" or "Datiya" can be compared to names like "Martiya," which is
distinctly Persian. Even if one assumes that a Persian had adopted a
Median name, given the arguments presented above, it still cannot be
concluded that Datis was Median. In addition to the Persian origin of
Datis’ name, his children also bore Persian names. Before the Battle of
Marathon, Datis not only held the satrapy of Media, but he was also the
leader and commander of all forces assembled in Asia Minor to monitor
and wage war against the Greeks. Although he failed to capture Athens,
he fulfilled Darius’ expectations. After Datis' death and the failure to
return his body to Iran—an incident which contributed to Xerxes’
invasion of Greece—two of Datis' sons, Harmamitres and Tithaeus,
assumed command of Xerxes’ cavalry. In conclusion, based on the
evidence and arguments provided, Datis was Persian, not Median.

Keywords: Achaemenids, Medes, Darius the Great, Datis, Battle of
Marathon.



