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            This book is dedicated to all my Greek friends, acquaintances, former students, and colleagues, wherever they are in the world today, and to the memory of those who are no longer with us.
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            By so much has our city exceeded all mankind in matters of thought and speech, that her students have become the teachers of others; she has caused the name of Greeks to be understood, not in terms of kinship any more, but of a way of thinking, and people to be called Greeks if they share our educational system, rather than a common ancestry.

            —Isocrates, Panegyricus (Athens, 380 BCE)

            There one can see a western European acquiring his ABCs, a Russian learning Greek, a Byzantine studying the works of the ancient Greeks, and an unlettered Greek learning to spell the ancient language correctly.

            —Anna Komnene, Alexiad (Constantinople, c. 1150)

            
               
                  The language given to me was Greek:

                  the poor man’s home on Homer’s sandy shores.

                  My language is my single care on Homer’s sandy shores.

                  —Odysseus Elytis, The Axion Esti (1959)

               

            

            I do not say that we are of the same blood—because I have a horror of racial theories—but we still live in the same country and we see the same mountains ending in the sea.

            —George Seferis, speech accepting the Nobel Prize for Literature (1963)
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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

         

         In this book I use the abbreviation BCE (equivalent to BC) whenever the year or century referred to falls before the start of the Common/Current Era. BCE dates are counted down, so the fourteenth century BCE comes before the thirteenth century, and so on. There was no year 0 in this system, so the year 1 BCE was followed immediately by the year 1 CE (equivalent to AD). I use the abbreviation CE only where the context otherwise might cause confusion. So, whenever neither BCE nor CE is indicated, a date should be assumed to be CE.

         
            *

         

         For more than two and a half millennia, Greek names of people and places have been written in the Greek alphabet, described in Chapter 2. Various conventions have been used at different times to represent these names in the Latin, or roman, alphabet that we use in English. Because pronunciation has changed over the centuries, the sounds represented by several letters of the Greek alphabet are not the same today as they were in ancient times. There is therefore no fully consistent way to write Greek names in English. The problem is compounded because there is a long-established practice of representing ancient Greek names in the Latin forms adopted by the ancient Romans. These are usually far more recognisable in English today than a more rigorous transliteration direct from Greek: xii‘Thucydides’, for example, is the Latin transcription for the name of the historian whose name was more accurately Thoukydides. Particularly well-known names, of both places and people, have long since acquired English equivalents: ‘Athens’, not ‘Athenai’ (ancient) or ‘Athina’ (modern); ‘Plutarch’, not ‘Ploutarchos’.

         I have tried to follow these principles in the pages that follow:

         
	Whenever a name has a reasonably well established English equivalent, I use that (‘Thessalonica’, not ‘Thessalonike’; ‘Jesus’, not ‘Iesous’).

            	Up to the end of Chapter 7, I use latinised spellings for most Greek names, with exceptions for place names which are today more familiar in their Greek form, so ‘Mycenae’ (latinised), not ‘Mykenai’; but ‘Knossos’, not the latinised Cnossus.

            	For the Byzantine period, I use the closest equivalent to the Greek letters of the name: so ‘Anna Komnene’, not ‘Anna Comnena’; although older generations of scholars once did so, it makes no sense to latinise the names of people who lived after the end of the Latin-speaking Roman Empire.

            	For the modern period, I adapt the same principle so as to reflect today’s pronunciation (so, someone called ‘John’ in the Byzantine period will be ‘Ioannes’, but in the modern, ‘Ioannis’ or the more colloquial ‘Yannis’).

         


   


   
      
         
1
            PREFACE

         

         The Greek language is one of only three, among those now spoken and written anywhere in the world, that can boast a continuous written tradition stretching back for more than three thousand years. The others are Chinese and Hebrew. The collective heroes and heroines of the story told in this book are all those people who have spoken and written the Greek language throughout the long centuries of its recorded evolution.

         During that time, Greek was used at first to keep bureaucratic records, then to preserve for posterity the heroic epics, the Iliad and the Odyssey of Homer, that have been read with wonder by every generation since. It was the language of the world’s first fully alphabetic system of writing. It was in Greek that the foundations for modern philosophy and science were laid and, later, that the apostles of Christianity would disseminate the new religion through the New Testament. The original Greek text of the Gospels is still read aloud in Orthodox churches around the world. Evolving as all human speech does over time, Greek in its present-day form is the official language of the Hellenic Republic and one of the two official languages of the Republic of Cyprus.

         The Greeks of the title and the pages that follow are to be understood as speakers of the Greek language. The story of these Greek speakers will turn out to be a story about identity—or rather, about 2identities, in the plural. Greek speakers have been adept, ever since we first get to know them through their earliest writings, at asking questions and interrogating themselves. The answers they have come up with have differed greatly over the centuries, according to cultural changes and changing historical circumstances. Throughout history, Greeks have created types of societies and political systems very different from one another. If they have continuously inhabited the same southeastern corner of Europe and the eastern Mediterranean, they have also, at different times, put down roots in many different places. Again and again, they have proved resourceful at reinventing themselves. They have fought against different enemies, traded with different partners around the world, worshipped different gods, even called themselves by different names. We call them ‘Greeks’, and their land ‘Greece’, in English today because the ancient Romans first encountered a local tribe of Greek speakers whom they called, in Latin, Graeci. In their own language in ancient times, these people were known as ‘Hellenes’ and their land as ‘Hellas’, as they have been known once again since the early nineteenth century. But they have also, at different times, been Achaiwoi (Achaeans) and Romaioi or Romioi (pronounced Romyí), meaning literally ‘Romans’.

         This book asks: What can we learn from the accumulated experience of those who have spoken and written this language, during three and a half thousand years, about how identities are created, perpetuated, and modified or reinvented over time? We all rely on perceptions of the past to establish our own identity in the present. In a world ever more threatened by the clash of mutually exclusive, monolithic identities, we might all do well to reflect, on a more informed basis than we often do, on the ways in which these identities come to be formed and also adapted as the world around us changes. The story of the Greeks, based on their own words, that can be traced all the way back to the earliest period of recorded 3history, sheds light on this process rather than on any single identity, seemingly fixed and given at any one time.

         The story that follows will be rather different from anything you have ever read about Greeks or Greece before. For one thing, it is not the story of a place. ‘Greece’, or ‘Hellas’, was only ever a rather imprecise geographical term in the ancient world. There was never a political entity of that name until 1821, when Greek subjects of the Ottoman Empire raised the flag of revolution and declared their independence. The frontiers of the Greek state as we know it today mostly date from as recently as 1913. To confine the story to these narrow geographical limits would be to leave out precisely the dimension of Greek history that this book is designed to highlight, namely, its global reach.

         Also, it is not the story of a single ‘Greek civilisation’. For most of us, unless we are booking a holiday or doing business, when we think of ‘Greeks’, what comes to mind first is likely to be the artistic and scientific achievements of a group of city-states led by Athens and Sparta around two and a half thousand years ago. The story of that civilisation, that we still call ‘classical’, has been told many times. And deservedly so—because it really was the origin of much of the arts, sciences, politics, and law as we know them throughout the developed world today. In these pages we will often observe this process in action, and sometimes also probe the mechanisms that enabled these achievements to penetrate so far beyond their starting point. Suffice it for now to remind ourselves how many words current in the globalised languages of today, particularly in scientific terminology, come from Greek and refer to things that the Greeks were the first either to create or to define: democracy, politics, philosophy, drama, even crisis and epidemic, to name just a few. Many more, based on Greek roots, have been invented in modern times to refer to inventions unknown to the ancients: telephone, technology, photon are examples. Another is pandemic—a 4real ancient Greek word given an entirely new meaning in many languages in modern times.

         But there is far more to the story of the Greeks than that. Rather than focus on a single civilisation, however foundational for the rest of the world, in this book I will be looking at a whole interconnected series of civilisations. Long before the classical period came the Greek-speaking civilisation that today we call ‘Mycenaean’. The Mycenaeans were Bronze Age warriors. But they were also traders who amassed great quantities of gold and built fortresses that later generations thought could only have been the work of giants. Their world ended suddenly, about three thousand three hundred years ago. Nobody knows for certain why. But the modern theory of ‘systems collapse’, that has been devised to explain how this and other world civilisations came to disappear, is one that we will encounter again, in the rise and fall of later civilisations in which Greek speakers had an important part to play.

         The ‘classical’ civilisation began many centuries after the Mycenaean had ended. That world of competing city-states, in its turn, came to an end when the city-states came under the control of the powerful Greek-speaking kings of Macedonia. The most famous of those kings, known to history as ‘Alexander the Great’, conquered the whole of the Middle East, as far as the frontiers of India today. With that conquest began a new era that we know as ‘Hellenistic’, when Greek first became a world language, in much the same way as English is often said to be today.

         Later still, it was the turn of Greeks to be conquered, as the power of Rome expanded. Greek speakers living under the Roman Empire produced their own, quite distinct version of what we call Roman civilisation. Indeed, the whole eastern half of that empire, reaching from the Adriatic Sea in the west to the River Euphrates in the east and as far south as Aswan in Egypt, used Greek, not Latin, as its common language. After that came Christianity 5and with it an entirely new centralised, monotheistic Greek-speaking civilisation that for the best part of a thousand years was the envy of the West. Nowadays we call that civilisation ‘Byzantine’, or ‘Byzantium’. Lastly, Greeks in more recent times have played distinguished and distinctive parts in forging the most complex society that has ever existed—the global civilisation that we enjoy today, with all of what the founder of psychoanalysis and devoted classicist Sigmund Freud once famously termed its ‘discontents’.

         When we look at Greek history through this perspective and tease out the multiple ways in which Greeks have interacted with all manner of outsiders over more than three millennia, we reach the remarkable conclusion that Greeks have got just about everywhere. Today, the Greek language, the art and archaeology of many different periods of the Greek past, Greek philosophy, literature, and the ancient Greek contributions to science, medicine, law, and politics are studied in schools and universities from Chile to China, from Norway to New Zealand, from Siberia to South Africa. All over the world, during the last three centuries, architects of grand buildings, both public and private, have given a new lease of life to the soaring marble columns and lofty pediments that the Greeks once devised for the temples of their gods. In different ways, the heirs of those ancient Greeks have been interacting, for centuries, with all manner of people, all over the known or accessible world of their time.

         That is why this book is called a ‘global history’. 6
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            OF LEDGERS AND LEGENDS

            1500 BCE–c. 1180 BCE
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         Let us imagine dawn coming up over the Aegean Sea in the year 1500 BCE. Far away to the east and south, the sun is already well above the horizon across the Fertile Crescent that stretches from the top of the Persian Gulf, along the course of the Rivers Tigris and Euphrates, and westwards all the way to the Mediterranean. Those were the lands where the domestication of crops and animals had first begun, many thousands of years before. Complex societies, or civilisations, have been flourishing in those regions for longer than a millennium: in succession, Ur, Akkad, Sumer, Babylon. In 1500 BCE, it is the turn of the Assyrians, ruling from their capital of Ashur on the banks of the Tigris. Recently, a new centre of power and wealth has been making its mark farther north, and closer to the Aegean, in the highlands of Anatolia.

         This is the kingdom of the Hittites. Although over the sea it is still barely dawn, the sun rises upon Hattusa, the Hittite capital, which lies not far from the site of the future Turkish capital of Ankara. The Hittite king maintains an army that can field hundreds of war chariots—and another army of a different kind, less visible, that keeps and maintains immense numbers of records in a script known as cuneiform, devised in the Fertile Crescent during the previous millennium. At almost exactly the same moment, far 8to the south, the valley of the Nile is lit up. The sun first catches the tops of the pyramids of Giza, which are already some fifteen hundred years old. Egypt has been a stable kingdom, with a hierarchical society and a developed system of writing for all that time, and has as many centuries again ahead of it. The wealth and the fabled wisdom of the Egyptians are magnets that draw traders and military rivals from throughout the region.

         Back in Anatolia, the light is starting to pour down the river valleys that lead westward from the plateau that is the Hittite heartland, towards the sea. The people of the coastal lowlands have their own languages, related to Hittite. But in 1500 BCE, they are not ruled directly from Hattusa. As the sunlight reaches the coast, it lights up a city near the mouth of the greatest of these rivers, the Maeander. The city is known to the Hittites as Millawanda and will later enter Greek history under the name Miletus.

         Moments later, a couple of hundred miles to the north and slightly to the west, the strait known as the Dardanelles, or Hellespont, is beginning to catch the growing light. On the Asian side, and a few miles inland from the Aegean coast, the densely populated streets of an even larger city are waking up to the new day. Built in the middle of a fertile plain, this city is well placed strategically to profit from any traders moving from the Aegean through the straits into the Sea of Marmara or beyond, through the Bosphorus into the Black Sea. Its citadel is fortified with massive walls. Below them, the much larger lower city is home to some ten thousand people, a significant population for this part of the world at this time. What language the people here speak, or what name they give to the place, will not be recorded for posterity. It is called Wilusa by the Hittites and Wilios, later Ilios or Ilion, by the Greeks—eventually to become known by the alternative Greek name, which may be no less ancient, Troy (Troia). 9

         The dawn light spreads across the Aegean. The first rays catch the peaks, one after another, of the three great mountain ranges that run from east to west across the island of Crete. Two hundred miles long, no more than forty wide, and with no other land of any size visible from its shores, Crete is home to an advanced civilisation that will be dubbed ‘Minoan’, after the island’s legendary king, Minos, when its remains are discovered three and a half millennia later. Crete under the Minoans is a land of prosperity and plenty. As the sunlight reaches down to the coastal lowlands, on the roofs of buildings it picks out the characteristic, stylised representations of bulls’ horns that look a little like medieval crenellations, though they have not been put there for defence. (The first archaeologists to uncover them, at the beginning of the twentieth century, will call them, rather portentously, ‘horns of consecration’—and the name will stick.) Larger towns are grouped around tightly organised, complex structures that the same archaeologists will call, conventionally, ‘palaces’. In reality, these are centres for the collection and redistribution of agricultural produce and craftwork. These processes are integrally linked to religious ceremonial and ritual activity that has been developing on the island over centuries.

         To most outsiders, even from the perspective of 1500 BCE, the Cretan way of life must seem exotic. Neither the Minoan language nor their writing system is like any other that is in use, anywhere. Minoan architecture has an upside-down appearance: upper storeys are supported on columns that taper downwards from the top. Ceremonial rooms in these palaces are brightly painted, their interior walls covered with stylised frescoes in a range of vibrant colours. Men are depicted wearing short, pointed kilts or loincloths; women, in long, flounced skirts and short jackets that leave their breasts bare and prominent; on occasion they hold live snakes in their hands. Both sexes are shown with unnaturally slim waists. 10Other scenes depict a public spectacle that must be part hazardous sport, part religious observance: acrobats take it in turns to grasp a running bull by the horns and somersault over its back, to land perfectly poised on their feet, facing the way they have come.

         Inside the palaces, tucked away and lit only by lightwells from the upper storey, ‘lustral basins’ flanked by columns lead down into the earth and enable celebrants to communicate with the divine powers below. One of these is often represented in the form of a bull and is probably the forerunner of the ‘Earthshaker’, Poseidon, worshipped in later times. It is possible that the greatest deity of them all is the lithe-waisted, bare-breasted goddess often represented on top of a pinnacle of rock, while wild animals or male humans gaze up at her in adoration. Worship also takes place in sanctuaries high on mountaintops or deep in caves. It is not unknown—and this could even be a regular occurrence—for a young man to be ritually killed, or for child victims to be prepared for a cannibal feast, to propitiate those same gods.1

         And the Minoans of Crete have good reason to fear them. The Aegean is a part of the world where the earth’s crust is on the move. Often in the past, their palaces and towns have been laid low by earthquakes. So far, each time this happens, the Minoans have rebuilt them, more splendidly than before. Now, as the sunlight sweeps across the sea, it illuminates the group of islands to the north, that will come to be known as the Cyclades. Among this group, and closest to Crete, rises into the light an awe-inspiring monument to the destructive forces that lie deep within the earth. This is the ring of rocky islands surrounding a sea-filled, volcanically active caldera, that will later be known as Thera and later still as Santorini. The gently sloping coasts on the seaward side, away from the caldera, used to boast several thriving towns. People used to live here in two-storey houses and painted the interiors with brightly coloured frescoes in the Minoan style. There are probably 11some still living, in 1500 BCE, who remember the catastrophic eruption that hurled volcanic debris many miles into the upper atmosphere and buried every sign of human habitation on Thera under a layer of more than thirty feet of ash and pumice.2

         The remains of Akrotiri, as it will come to be called, will lie undiscovered until 1967 (CE). All that can be seen in 1500 BCE are lifeless mounds of white ash, scored with the black streaks of pyroclastic flows whose temperature, at the time of the eruption, would have reached hundreds of degrees centigrade. No life at all on the island could have survived the destruction. Even after almost half a century, only the scrubbiest vegetation has regained a foothold. Sea winds scour the surface, creating treacherous, shifting ravines and blowing ash and grit far out to sea. It will be a long time before any daring mariner sets foot on Thera again. The inhabitants must have had warning, because the houses and streets that twentieth-century archaeologists uncover will be empty of people. Further afield, terrifying though these events must have been at the time, the eruption of Thera has caused less long-term disruption than might have been expected. The Minoans appear to have taken it in their stride, as they have previous disasters. It could be, though, that more insidious effects are at work and have yet to come to a head. Few signs of this may yet be visible, but it is possible that public faith has been shaken, among the people of Crete, in the deities they rely on for protection or in age-old rituals that may no longer seem sufficient to appease them.3

         At the time of the eruption the winds were blowing from the west. Least affected would have been the people living between one and two hundred miles upwind of the catastrophe on the mainland, whose turn it is, at last, to greet the sunlight on this imagined morning. This is the land that after many centuries will come to be known by the names of Hellas and later Graecia, or Greece. Here, people live in scattered communities, year after year balancing risks 12of crop failure, drought, and flash floods. Apart from a few fertile coastal plains, land suitable for growing crops and grazing is broken up by mountain ranges that keep communities apart from one another. Subsistence farming and animal husbandry, mostly of sheep and goats, are the norm. The terrain is capable of feeding only so many mouths, human and animal. This is a constant that will never really change in all the centuries to come.

         In 1500 BCE there are no buildings anywhere on the mainland to rival those of Crete, either in number or in scale. Until relatively recently, and especially when compared to Crete, the whole area has been a ‘cultural backwater’.4 But a change is in the air. This is especially evident at Mycenae, a hilltop settlement on the edge of the plain known as the Argolid, in the northeast Peloponnese, where a wealthy elite has begun to emerge. The people of the southern Greek mainland are on the way up. These are the people whose descendants, within a few generations, will come to dominate the whole Aegean region, eclipsing the power and wealth of Minoan Crete, and leave behind the earliest records written in Greek.

         
            *

         

         The more distant origins of the Mycenaeans, as we call these people and their civilisation today, and the Greek language that they spoke, are lost in prehistory. Greek belongs to the Indo-European group of languages, which in prehistoric times spread through many populations, from the Indian subcontinent to Iceland. It is often suggested that the first Indo-European speakers must have arrived in the Greek mainland from the north, sometime between 2300 and 1900 BCE (in prehistory, all dates are approximate). As they mixed with the people who had been there before them, the language that we know as Greek slowly emerged—distinct from others of the Indo-European group and incorporating elements absorbed from the older language, or languages, of the 13region.5 Alternatively, it may be that a form of early Indo-European arrived with the first farmers, when knowledge of the techniques of agriculture first spread this far westward from the Fertile Crescent, some six thousand years ago. In that case, the distant origin of the Greek language may reach all the way back to the beginning of the period that we call the Neolithic, or New Stone Age.6 Either way, Greek must have been taking shape as a distinct language in the southernmost tip of the Balkan Peninsula, during several hundreds of years, perhaps even thousands, before our imagined Aegean dawn in the year 1500 BCE.

         It was at the imposing citadel of Mycenae that in 1876 the German archaeologist Heinrich Schliemann first found proof that a complex society had flourished on the European mainland in the Late Bronze Age, a whole millennium before the heyday of ‘classical’ Greece. Buried in what he termed ‘shaft graves’, Schliemann uncovered the remains of the families that had ruled there between about 1600 and 1450 BCE. The bones of the men still showed traces of the wounds and the deformations they had survived during battle-hardened lives. Buried with them was a fearsome array of swords, daggers, and spearpoints. Images represented on grave goods show scenes of fighting, lion and boar hunting, and trapping wild bulls. In six of the burials, the face of the dead man had been covered by a death mask of beaten gold. Women were accompanied by elaborate gold headdresses and finely worked jewellery. In one grave, a small child had been laid to rest encased entirely in gold leaf.7

         Since then, many more finds have come to light, at Mycenae and elsewhere in the southern and central mainland of today’s Greece. In 2015, American archaeologists working at the site of prehistoric Pylos in Messenia, in the southwest Peloponnese, unearthed very similar treasures of the same period in the grave of the ‘Griffin 14Warrior’.8 Clearly, the elites of the sixteenth and fifteenth centuries BCE on the Greek mainland prided themselves on their strength and skill at arms.

         The practice of burying so much wealth out of sight along with the dead has aptly been termed ‘ostentatious waste’.9 How these riches came to be in the hands of the Mycenaean warriors and the families buried alongside them is something of a mystery. Their immediate source, on the other hand, is not far to seek. It lies in Minoan Crete. The Minoans at this time had spread their influence right across the southern Aegean. Later traditions that King Minos of Crete had once ruled the seas probably have their origins in the same centuries that saw the beginning of the Mycenaeans’ rise.10 Minoan outposts had been established on many of the Aegean islands, on the west coast of Anatolia, and as far away even as Cyprus. Trade between Crete and fabulously wealthy Egypt had been going on for centuries. This was the route by which precious materials such as gold and ivory entered the Aegean. It was not only the raw materials that came from Crete. Many of the objects buried in the shaft graves of Mycenae are of recognisably Minoan workmanship. There are so many of these that archaeologists have concluded that craftsmen trained in Crete must have been engaged to work for the local Mycenaean rulers. As they did so, they would have adapted prized Minoan styles and decorations to the artistic tastes, or perhaps the different religious beliefs and customs, of the Mycenaeans.11

         But what did the warrior chieftains of obscure places like Mycenae, Athens, Thebes, or Pylos on the mainland have to offer in return for all these rich goods and services? Archaeologists, attuned to modern patterns of exchange and trade, have noted that mining of copper, lead, and silver at Laurion (modern Lavrio) in Attica seems to have begun at about this time. Perhaps the Mycenaeans traded their surpluses for the exotic treasures that would end up 15buried along with their chieftains? Or were these riches perhaps the reward won by the very feats of arms that the graves were designed to commemorate?

         An intriguing hint comes from a fresco found in a house in the Minoan outpost of Akrotiri on Thera. The house had been buried by the eruption that devastated the island some time before 1500 BCE. In one of the scenes shown in the fresco, a line of warriors emerges from the gate of a walled town and forms up, apparently ready to defend their livestock from attackers trying to land from ships, though they have also been interpreted as a raiding party.12 Either way, the figures are immediately recognisable as Mycenaeans by their beehive-shaped helmets with rows of boars’ tusks stitched to the outside, the enormous rectangular shields that cover the greater part of their bodies, and the spears that they carry, each twice as long as a man. Actual remains of these helmets, traces of the shields, and the points of the spears have all been found in mainland graves and would often be depicted by Mycenaean artists in years to come.

         This evidence tells us that Mycenaean warriors were already a recognisable presence in the Minoan-dominated Aegean before 1500 BCE. But the Minoans seem not to have regarded them as a threat to their own way of life. Coastal towns such as Akrotiri had no defensive walls. At least two of the distinctive Minoan palaces in Crete, at Malia and at Kato Zakros, flourished on flat land right by the sea and were not fortified either. It may well be that Mycenaean warriors acquired their wealth by offering their services as paid enforcers for the Minoans in their Aegean possessions, on islands such as Thera.13 In this case the communities of the mainland would have been exporting not only copper but also surplus manpower. It would have been a way of solving a demographic problem that the region would often have to confront, in not dissimilar ways, in the future. 16

         Whatever the truth, one of the few things we can be sure of is that, beginning about a hundred years after the Thera eruption, a remarkable reversal took place. Around 1450 BCE, most of the palaces and towns of Minoan Crete were gutted by fire. Only Knossos, already the largest and in some sense the most influential of the palaces, survived intact. But telltale damage to some of the outlying buildings surrounding the palace suggests that the cause of the disaster on this occasion was not uncontrollable forces beneath the earth but human action. Who was responsible?

         We have no way of knowing. But we do know who gained by it (which of course is not the same thing). Those who gained the most, in the short term and within Crete, were the rulers of Knossos. This one palace now controlled the greater part of the island, perhaps even all of it. But in the longer term, and over a much wider geographical area, it was the Mycenaeans who benefited.

         In Crete itself, huge changes took place, seemingly very soon after the destructions. Most of the sinister lustral basins were filled in and no new ones would be built thereafter. On the remote northeast coast, in the town of Palaikastro, the destruction seems to have targeted objects of religious significance. A rare idol, made of ivory and other precious materials, was smashed and burned. Here and elsewhere, fragments of the ubiquitous sacred symbol, the horns of consecration, have been found thrown away or mixed with building material.14 Things that the Minoans had once held sacred were now being trashed.

         At the same time, parts of the Palace of Minos itself, at Knossos, were drastically remodelled and redecorated. The wall paintings in the Throne Room, that visitors still queue up to enter, belong to this period—though what you see today is an imaginative reconstruction created in the early twentieth century. Painstaking examination of the fragments of painted plaster has revealed that the original design adapted traditional motifs for a purpose not 17found in Minoan art before this time: to concentrate the attention of the viewer on the majesty of the king, sitting on his throne. Elsewhere at Knossos, tombs began to appear that closely resemble those of the Greek mainland. Minoan burial customs during the previous centuries had been for the most part communal and inconspicuous—it has been suggested that the Minoans paid little attention to their ancestors. By contrast, the ostentatious graves and rich displays, including many weapons buried along with the dead in the environs of Knossos between about 1450 and 1375 BCE, closely match the customs of the Mycenaeans on the mainland at the same time.15 Archaeologists are now reluctant to conclude that there was anything so systematic as a Mycenaean ‘takeover’, or even an invasion of Crete, to explain these developments. But it does look very much as though the palace of Knossos, and therefore at this time most of the island, had come under the control of people with close ties to the Greek mainland.

         It was not just in Crete that these changes were taking place. All over the Aegean, within a few decades either side of 1400 BCE, it was no longer Minoan customs and artefacts that were setting the trend but Mycenaean. In Crete itself, centralised arrangements for the collection and distribution of goods and the organisation of craftwork were now controlled by a single centre at Knossos. Crete became more prosperous than it had ever been.16 And it was here, at the very heart of the Minoan system, that archaeologists found the equivalent of the smoking gun that proves the presence of Greek-speaking Mycenaeans at the top of the new hierarchy in Crete.

         Minoan society had already developed more than one system of writing during the preceding centuries. From about 1900 BCE, the series of signs, each representing a spoken syllable, that we know today as Linear A had been used to keep the palace ledgers. Administrative records were incised into tablets made of soft 18clay. The documents created in this way were not intended to be permanent. But when fire ripped through the palaces, the clay became baked hard and, as a result, preserved for archaeologists to uncover almost four millennia later. This had happened on more than one occasion before the general destruction around the year 1450 BCE—enabling us to recover some of the day-to-day records of the destroyed palaces.

         But when it was the turn of Knossos to experience a damaging fire, the clay tablets preserved in the debris were no longer being written in the Linear A script and in the Minoan language, which has never been deciphered. Within only a few decades after the upheavals of 1450 BCE, the writing system at Knossos had been adapted to produce its close cousin, known as Linear B. For half a century after the first discoveries of documents written in Linear B, by Sir Arthur Evans and his team digging at Knossos, no one could decipher this script either. The breakthrough came in 1952, when a young architect and amateur code breaker by the name of Michael Ventris, working alongside the Cambridge classical scholar John Chadwick, proved that the language of these ledgers was an early form of Greek. Since then, a total of almost six thousand Linear B tablets, more than half of them found at Knossos, have been deciphered and translated. The oldest of these, again from Knossos, are now thought to date from not long after 1400 BCE. Specialists have even detected, in their hesitant, scratchy handwriting, the traces of a new generation of scribes learning to adjust to the new system of writing. If this observation and this dating are correct, then the cache of documents found in the Room of the Chariot Tablets at Knossos represents the earliest surviving records in the Greek language ever found.17

         Whatever happened in Crete during the decades that followed the destructions of 1450 BCE, the consequence was to install a Greek-speaking Mycenaean elite at the head of an island-wide bureaucratic 19 system. It was in this way that the Greek language first made it into writing, and Greek speakers first found themselves running a complex economic and political system, which had already been developed by others before they arrived. No wonder, then, if the Greek language, along with the stories and some of the beliefs that would later come to be recorded in it, bear many traces of this formative period. Mycenaean civilisation was a fusion born out of the encounter between these two very different languages and cultures, of the Greek-speaking mainland and Minoan Crete.

         
            *

         

         At the same time as Crete was being transformed, the Mycenaeans began to build palaces of their own on the mainland. These were designed along different lines. But evidently, they were intended to function in exactly the same way. And it appears that they did—indeed, with as much success as the new Greek-speaking elite had begun to achieve at Knossos. For two centuries at least, and perhaps nearer to three, the Mycenaeans who ran these palaces were able to create an economic system that has been called a ‘massive redistributive operation’, sufficient to support a population far beyond anything that had been possible before or indeed would be again until modern times.18

         Scribes were employed to keep detailed inventories, in just the same way as they were in Crete. Several fragments written in Linear B, discovered at a house outside the citadel of Mycenae, and another at the site known as Iklaina in southwest Greece, both excavated in the twenty-first century, confirm that the new technology of writing and its bureaucratic purpose had spread to the mainland by 1350 BCE.19 Many more Linear B documents, most of them dating from the end of the following century, have also been discovered at the mainland sites of Pylos, Mycenae, Tiryns, Thebes, Volos, and Agios Vasileios near Sparta, as well as at other sites in Crete. The total number found on the Greek mainland is 20around two thousand five hundred. Between about 1300 BCE, at the latest, and shortly after 1200 BCE, the Mycenaean elite was sitting at the top of a rigidly defined hierarchy of offices run by micromanaging bureaucrats.

         These documents enable us to understand many details of how the economy and administration of the Mycenaean palaces were organised. At the top was the king (wanax). At the opposite end of the scale, below a long list of named officials, the local village community was called the damos—forerunner of the later Greek demos, which would give us the word democracy, meaning ‘power of the people’. But the Linear B records give us no insight into the thoughts and feelings of the rulers who commissioned them, still less of the small professional class of scribes who alone possessed the skill to create and read them. The Mycenaeans seem never to have used the art of writing for anything other than bookkeeping. It is possible, of course, that they preserved other kinds of records on perishable materials such as parchment or papyrus, as we know the Minoans did before them. But no evidence has yet been found to prove that they did.20

         Stories and storytelling, on the other hand, must have played a large part in life in the Mycenaean palaces. We know from archaeology that the rulers went to great lengths to keep alive the memory of ruling families from the past. The shaft graves at Mycenae had always been marked by carved gravestones. Some two centuries after the last burials were made there, a ceremonial precinct was built to set apart and preserve the place where the illustrious dead and their treasures had been laid to rest. At about the same time, the fortification walls of the citadel were extended so as to enclose this cemetery. These elaborate and expensive projects would have had no meaning unless the people who commissioned them had had a highly developed method for handing down memories from one generation to the next. 21

         After about 1400 BCE, monumental ‘tholos’ tombs began to appear all over southern Greece. These were excavated out of hillsides, with spectacular entranceways dressed with stone, and topped with stone-built vaults that rose above ground level and punctuated the landscape. The fancifully named Treasury of Atreus at Mycenae is the most architecturally ambitious of these. Long ago ransacked and emptied of the burials and goods it must once have contained, its shell has been admired by visitors since at least the second century CE. This was another way to remember and honour kings, heroes, and their families long after their lifetime. In some form or other, stories about them must have been just as vigorously perpetuated.

         Signs of a taste for storytelling have often been noted in Mycenaean visual art, too. Surviving fragments of the frescoes that once covered the interiors of their palaces show vivid scenes of fighting or hunting. In the Palace of Nestor at Pylos, the frescoes covering the walls, as a visitor approaches the central hearth and the throne of the wanax, seem to mirror the solemnity of actual processions that would have passed that way in honour of the king. To the side, a white-robed man sits on a rock. His head is tiny in proportion to the five-stringed lyre he holds in his left hand while he plucks the strings with his right. Just in front of the lyre, and flying away from him, is a bird proportionally even larger. It is hard not to think of the stock phrase ‘winged words’ that would later be immortalised in the Iliad and Odyssey of Homer. There was a place in the bureaucratic system of the palaces for lyre players: a Linear B tablet from Thebes lists two as due to receive rations. Foreshadowing later times, the lyre player was surely not just a musician but also a ‘singer of tales’.21

         The functions of the palaces combined political and economic authority with religious ritual and belief, just as they had in Minoan Crete. Mycenaean religion overlapped with Minoan, but there seem 22to have been many differences too. These would only increase over time as the Mycenaean elites began to emerge from the shadows of the earlier civilisation of the Minoans. The tablets from Pylos, which date from the very end of the Mycenaean civilisation, between 1200 and about 1180 BCE, give us some snapshots of religious practice as it had evolved on the mainland by that time.

         Gods were both male and female. It is evident from the tablets, as well as from remains of animal sacrifices found in the palace itself, that the most important deity was the bull god Poseidon, in later mythology associated with earthquakes, as he almost certainly had been previously in Minoan Crete. His name appears in the form Po-se-da-o. A warrior goddess not unlike the later Athena seems to have been worshipped at Mycenae, and the name A-ta-na Po-ti-ni-i-ja (meaning ‘Lady Athena’) occurs in a Linear B tablet from Knossos. Names or epithets found on the Linear B tablets can be matched with most of the Greek divine ‘family’ that in later centuries would be imagined as living on the cloud-capped peaks of Mount Olympus. But the fussy preoccupation of palace officials with making sure that each deity received its due, in full and on the prescribed date, tells us little about the nature of the rituals involved, still less of the beliefs of the people who carried them out.22

         One thing the records do tell us, and which is abundantly confirmed by archaeology, is that these palace rituals would culminate in massive communal feasts. Just as in later times, the gods would receive their due portion of the animals slaughtered in their honour. But it was the sharing of meat among the mortal participants that affirmed the self-belief of the community. If we may judge by visual representations, those feasts were shared by women as well as men. Women feature prominently in Mycenaean art, as well as in Minoan. Frescoes show women riding in chariots and as spectators watching a battle. But they are rarely shown bare-breasted like Minoan women. It seems that aristocratic women did enjoy high 23status in the world of the Mycenaean palaces—in death, as well as in life, on the evidence of burials that have been excavated. But when women are mentioned in the Linear B tablets, it is almost always in menial capacities, quite possibly as slave workers. The only woman of high status who has so far been identified in the records was a priestess. There is no indication that any female Mycenaean ever exercised particular authority in a palace hierarchy. Not even a royal consort or female royal title is mentioned in the tablets.23

         Mainland palaces were built in naturally defensible positions above the surrounding terrain. But, to begin with, they had no defensive walls. This had been the Minoan way, and indeed in Crete would remain so even when Mycenaeans seem to have been in charge. On the mainland, by contrast, the palace builders and pioneers of the new centralised economy soon found the need to protect the stored surplus produce and the high-value artefacts they had accumulated inside. First at Tiryns, in the Argolid just outside the modern port town of Nafplio, then at Mycenae itself, a few miles inland, mighty walls began to rise around the citadels. These are no ordinary fortifications. So massive are the stones of which they are built that later generations could not believe they had been raised into position by human beings at all but must have been the work of mythical one-eyed giants, called Cyclopes. The circuit walls of Tiryns and Mycenae in the Argolid and Gla in Boeotia are still called ‘cyclopean’.

         These fortifications bear witness to the power of the rulers to command the labour of many thousands of men. Labourers must have been recruited from a wide area. To house so many and to keep them fed for the duration of the work would have required both resources and organisation. Though hardly on a comparable scale to the much older pyramids of Egypt, the cyclopean walls of the Mycenaean citadels would have presented logistical and engineering challenges very similar in kind. Where did all this manpower come 24from? And why was such a stupendous expenditure of resources and effort needed at all? Some have wondered whether the purpose might have been simply ‘to impress and confer great status on the rulers of the sites’.24 If this was so, it would have been an even more remarkable case of ostentatious waste than burying such a quantity of gold in the shaft graves.

         The first fortifications went up around 1375 BCE at Tiryns and 1350 BCE at Mycenae. A century later, at both sites, they were extended farther. This was when the shaft graves and their ceremonial precinct at Mycenae were brought inside the circuit of the walls. At the same time, the famous Lion Gate was added. Above its lintel can still be seen a monumental version of a design adapted from Minoan Crete. Two lionesses flank a central pillar that may once have been topped with the figure of a deity, most probably a goddess. In a final phase of fortification, considerable engineering ingenuity must have been required, as well as heavy lifting, to enclose access to underground springs at both Mycenae and Tiryns. The same thing was done on the Acropolis of Athens, where few other traces have been preserved to indicate that a Mycenaean palace must once have existed. These efforts cannot be put down to mere ostentation. Around 1200 BCE, when the palaces were about two hundred years old, the elites who administered their economy were expecting to have to last out a siege.

         Not all the Mycenaean palaces were fortified, at least on anything like the scale of Tiryns, Mycenae, the Acropolis of Athens, or Gla in Boeotia. Where they were, they tend to be clustered close together. In the small area of the Argolid, there are no fewer than three, and all were walled in the cyclopean style. By contrast, palaces that according to the bureaucratic record controlled a larger territory seem to have required less elaborate defences. This is the case at Pylos and Thebes.25 So it may be that those elites who chose to fortify their palaces did so for protection not against any external 25threat but from each other. If so, that rationale would be in accord with much of later Greek history.

         Nothing in the archaeological record or in the written documents indicates whether administration or any form of mutual obligation extended beyond the territory controlled by each palace. These territories could be quite extensive, particularly when compared to the generally much smaller city-states of later times. It is rare to find references in the documents to transactions between regional centres. From Mycenae, we have a record of a consignment of cloth being sent to Thebes. Tablets from Thebes refer to ‘Lacedaemonians’, which ought to mean people from the region of later (and modern) Sparta in the southern Peloponnese. But there is nothing to give us a clue to how the separate palatial administrations interacted with one other. Nor is there any hint of a higher level of political authority than that of the wanax who ruled over the territory of each palace.26

         The picture presented by the Linear B tablets is consistent with the evidence of archaeology. Overwhelmingly this is a picture of autonomous kingdoms, each managing its own affairs, but all of them doing so in much the same way, with common standards of language, writing, architecture, arts and crafts, and religious practice. Did all those things that they had in common ever lead to an overarching political structure, with a single geographical centre and a single overall ruler, as was the norm in other civilisations at this time? In the search for answers, we have to look beyond the Mycenaean world to see what outsiders looking in made of it.

         The Hittites, with their capital far to the east in the highlands of Anatolia, came into contact with the Mycenaeans only when the latter began to impinge on their own side of the Aegean. Fragments of Hittite diplomatic correspondence covering the period between 1400 and 1200 BCE—the heyday of the Mycenaean mainland palaces—make reference to a maritime power on the western edge 26of the Hittite sphere of influence. At first this was named as Ahhiya, later as Ahhiyawa. In approximately 1250 BCE, the reigning king at Hattusa wrote at length to an unnamed king of Ahhiyawa, addressing him as his ‘brother’ and equal. Some forty years later, another Hittite king, Tudhaliya IV, declared in the formal text of a treaty: ‘the Kings who are my equals in rank are the King of Egypt, the King of Babylonia, the King of Assyria, and the King of Ahhiyawa.’ The last phrase has been erased by the scribe, who seems to have recognised at once that he wasn’t supposed to include it. But the fact that a professional scribe could have made such an error suggests that kings of Ahhiyawa had until very recently enjoyed this level of recognition at the Hittite capital. The same treaty places an embargo on ‘any ship of Ahhiyawa’ going to the king of Assyria, with whom the Hittites were currently at war. This could refer either to trade or to military reinforcements. In any case, it is evident that Ahhiyawa, by about 1220 BCE, had become a power to be reckoned with at sea, and indeed one of a handful of superpowers of the day.27

         During the same centuries, the Egyptians, too, were in contact with the Aegean world. The Egyptians had long been trading with Minoan Crete, which they called ‘Keftiu’. Then, shortly after the presence of the Mycenaeans began to make itself felt throughout the region, a new name enters the Egyptian records. The forty-second year of the reign of the pharaoh Thutmose III is usually reckoned to be equivalent to the year 1438 BCE, by our system of counting. In that year, the pharaoh accepted a diplomatic gift from a place called ‘T-n-j’. Because Egyptian hieroglyphics record only consonants, not vowels, we can only guess at the exact sound of the name represented. But it was probably something like ‘Tanaja’ or ‘Tanaju’. From the description of the gifts, which included a piece ‘of Cretan workmanship’, we can only suppose that ‘Tanaju’ is to be found somewhere in the Aegean—other than Crete, since the same 27text already mentions Keftiu. Almost a hundred years later, during the reign of Amenhotep III, who died in 1353 BCE, an Egyptian monumental mason recorded a list of regions that may have been destinations for an embassy or trade mission to the Aegean. This time Keftiu and Tanaju appear as separate headings. Several of the readings are uncertain, but the listed destinations clearly imply that the territory known to the Egyptians as Tanaju covered all of the Peloponnese, Boeotia (because Thebes is included), and perhaps some islands.28

         It seems from this evidence that the Hittites and the Egyptians had different names for what we call the Mycenaean world. But the scribes and officials of both civilisations take it for granted that they were dealing with a kingdom, ruled over by a king whose status their own monarch was prepared to recognise. The Hittite texts are quite explicit about this. Even if we understand Tanaju as a geographical term, rather than necessarily the name of a political state, for an Egyptian pharaoh to accept a diplomatic gift implies that whoever ruled there was regarded as worthy to take part in this kind of formal exchange.

         If there was a single kingdom that encompassed the whole Greek-speaking, Mycenaean world of southern Greece, the most likely candidate for its capital would be Mycenae, though Thebes has also been proposed. Or there may never have been a unitary kingdom at all, but rather some sort of confederacy of smaller states, whose different names might have confused outsiders.29 Either way, the Hittite and Egyptian sources reveal a geopolitical dimension to the Mycenaean world that must have some basis in fact, even if we still don’t know how to square this information with the evidence of archaeology and the Greek records.

         But how did the Mycenaeans define themselves and the land where they lived, in their own language? Both the Hittite name, Ahhiya or Ahhiyawa, and the Egyptian, Tanaju, would find close 28echoes in Greek several centuries after the Mycenaean civilisation had ended. We find these in the epic poems of Homer, the Iliad and the Odyssey. There, the people who lay siege to the city of Troy are known collectively not by the later name of ‘Hellenes’ but as ‘Achaeans’ (echoing Ahhiya) or ‘Danaans’ (echoing Tanaju). The place name Achaea would continue in use for centuries, though not always attached to the same place, right through to the end of the Roman period. It seems most likely that, if the Mycenaeans did have a single name for all the lands they lived in, it was something like Achaiwia, an early form of Achaea. And those whom we call Mycenaeans most likely thought of themselves, as Homer’s heroes would later do, as both Achaeans (Achaiwoi) and Danaans—because where else could the Hittite and Egyptian names have come from?

         
            *

         

         However they organised their affairs in their homeland, the Mycenaeans increasingly made their presence felt far beyond it. On several occasions, the Hittite vassal states on the Aegean coast of Anatolia attempted to rebel. The first time this happened was around the year 1400 BCE. A revolt by some twenty cities or states in northwestern Anatolia was serious enough to require a military expedition led by King Tudhaliya himself to put it down. Among the rebels was Wilusa (Troy). Once it was over, among the spoils dedicated to the Hittite Storm God in his temple was a bronze sword, of Mycenaean type, that would be discovered by archaeologists in the twentieth century. The weapon bears an inscription in Hittite giving thanks for victory in putting down the revolt. Support for the rebels, then, seems to have come from Ahhiyawa—that is to say, from the Greek speakers across the Aegean.30

         Not long after this, a Hittite inscription records a ‘ruler of Ahhiya’ making new trouble for Hattusa. The name of this ruler, Attarissiya, would be preserved by much later Greek legends as Atreus, 29the father of Agamemnon, king of Mycenae. Attarissiya is not dignified in the Hittite document with a royal title. Nonetheless, he was apparently capable of mustering a force of a hundred war chariots on the Anatolian mainland. Sometime later, this same Attarissiya took part in a raid on Cyprus, another Hittite vassal. This is the first clear indication that the Mycenaeans had at their disposal a significant naval force. It may also have been the first time that Greek speakers began to make their presence felt in Cyprus.31

         The height of Mycenaean power abroad seems to have been reached between about 1350 and 1250 BCE. This was achieved not by feats of arms alone. The rulers of the Mycenaean palaces were also capable of exercising something resembling ‘soft power’, as we understand it today. Documents written in the Linear B script mention goods such as textiles and scented oils as being ‘for export’. Trade will have taken the form of barter and exchange. It is presumed that the Mycenaeans also took part in ritualised exchanges of gifts between rulers, such as that recorded with Pharaoh Thutmose. Frustratingly, no comparable records of international transactions have so far been discovered on the Greek side.

         Despite this absence of documents, we know from archaeology that Mycenaean traders at the time were exchanging goods all over the Mediterranean. Their ships travelled as far west as Sardinia and the coast of Spain, in the opposite direction to the ports of Egypt and the Levant, and through the straits of the Hellespont and the Bosphorus into the Black Sea. Specialist raw materials came from places even more distant. Amber, used to make necklaces, must have been transported partway by river or overland from the Baltic. Tin, an essential ingredient of bronze, most probably came from Afghanistan, via the Levant coast.

         The cargo of a ship that sank in about 1300 BCE while on its way from the Levant via Cyprus towards the Mycenaean Aegean included ten tonnes of copper ingots together with quantities of 30tin, jars that would have contained olive oil and apparently resinated wine, coloured glass, raw ivory, and several precious objects. Personal items belonging to the crew or passengers also turned up on the seabed. These included tools, weapons, cosmetics, and jewellery, as well as the remains of what they ate onboard and a wax tablet that must have been used for writing—though sadly with no trace of anything that might once have been written on it. Some of the personal possessions reveal from their design that their owners were Mycenaeans heading for home when their ship foundered off the headland in southern Turkey known as Uluburun, which gives the wreck its name today. Objects recovered have been identified as ‘Egyptian, Nubian, Assyrian, Babylonian, Cypriot, Mycenaean, Italian, Balkan, and Baltic’—showing what a truly worldwide network of exchange, relative to the possibilities of the time, already existed in 1300 BCE.32

         Those early Greeks, and the ships they must have built to carry them and their goods in all these directions, were already a major trading force. This seafaring tradition, which has given Greeks their preeminent place in the modern world of shipping today, began early—though it is worth noting, this, too, was something that they must first have learned from their Minoan predecessors.

         One other export, this time almost invisible in the archaeological record but destined eventually to become the most important of all, can also be traced back to the Mycenaean world of the thirteenth century BCE. This was the Greek language. Other than in Crete, no written records in the Linear B script have been found outside the Greek mainland. But it is a reasonable bet that wherever Mycenaean goods were exported, some knowledge of the language spoken by the manufacturers and traders would have reached there too. As a result, in places where the local people were not Mycenaean at all, it was becoming fashionable to give people names that we can recognise today as Greek. 31

         Our best evidence for this comes from Crete. Within a few generations of the arrival of Greek-speaking rulers at Knossos, many of the individuals who appear in Linear B documents have Greek names. Those named go far beyond the ranks of the elite. Often they are humble shepherds and craftsmen, who must surely have been local people.33 Possibly, these names were handed out by the bureaucracy—much as condescending colonial masters in more recent times would do with native servants. Or it might be better to think of something more like the practice traditional in Greece closer to our own day, whereby parents invite a wealthy or influential godfather to baptise their children, who then carry the name of a designated benefactor as their own. In this way, ‘becoming Mycenaean’ might have been a conscious choice made by individuals in a fluid and changing society.

         A more surprising case was Troy. Culturally, archaeologists are agreed, Troy was an Anatolian city, on the fringe of the Hittite world. But during the reign of the Hittite king Muwattalli II, who ruled from 1290 to 1271 BCE, a treaty was drawn up with the ruler of Wilusa (Troy), who is named as Alaksandu.34 This can only be the Hittite rendering of the Greek name ‘Alexandros’ (Alexander), which means, literally, ‘defender against men’. In later Greek legends, Alexander would be an alternative name for the Trojan prince better known as Paris. There could be a connection between this Alaksandu and a dynastic marriage that had apparently taken place about a century before, between a king of Ahhiyawa and a princess of the confederacy that had rebelled against Hittite rule, and had included Wilusa.35 Or perhaps Greek names were becoming popular here, too, during the heyday of the Mycenaean palaces? Royal outsiders as far away as Troy might have wished to adopt what they saw as a winning fashion—as indeed another dynasty of Alexanders would do almost a thousand years later, and end up conquering the whole of the known world. 32

         
            *

         

         The Mycenaean ascendancy came to an end during a period of only a few decades either side of the year 1200 BCE. As always in archaeology, the exact sequence of events across many different sites is hard to piece together. Establishing the causes of the Mycenaean collapse is even harder. Palaces and fortifications had been severely damaged before but had then been rebuilt. The Mycenaeans had proved themselves as capable as the Minoans before them of withstanding natural disasters and carrying on. But at a certain point, each of the great Mycenaean palaces was destroyed. Most were burnt out. Whether they were actively ransacked is less clear.

         These catastrophes happened without warning. At Thebes, a routine list of barley rations, due to be handed out to a list of named individuals, had only just been completed. The clay had not yet had time to dry when the entire palace succumbed to fire. At Pylos, no human remains were found inside or near the palace, as might be expected if defenders had fought to save it from invaders or if an earthquake had trapped victims under the rubble. But archaeologists did find the bones of at least ten cattle. Evidently, a sacrifice had just taken place. The bones had been ritually burnt, then brought indoors, perhaps for the archivists to record the details. The expected feast would have been in full swing outside, in the open air. This was the moment when flames engulfed the palace.36 Even today in southern Greece, summer wildfires frequently destroy homes and whole villages, sometimes with the loss of dozens of lives. It could have been an accident.

         Any number of more dramatic explanations have been offered to account for this accumulation of disasters: invasion by sea, civil war, popular uprising, climate change, crop failure, plague, or some combination of these. But none addresses the key question. This is not how or why each palace came to be destroyed, but why it was never rebuilt. And what can have caused other settlements to be abandoned at the same time, without any sign of destruction? Why, 33even at sites like Mycenae and Tiryns, where some reoccupation and rebuilding did take place, were the ruins of the palaces left untouched?

         Since the 1970s and 1980s, systems-based theories have been developed to account for the collapse of an entire civilisation on such a scale.37 Systems collapse will reappear several times in the course of this longer history as an explanation for catastrophic changes that affected Greeks at different times and in different historical circumstances. According to this theory, it is the very complexity of the system that brings about its downfall. Collapse is explained by an economic model that shows how an increase in complexity brings large benefits at first, then just about sustainable ones, until in a final phase the cost of maintaining the system outweighs the benefits. At this point, instead of gently falling back upon an earlier phase of the cycle, the system becomes vulnerable to increasing threats. Once upon a time, these threats would have been easily seen off. The steps taken would have brought a further increase in the complexity of the system. But with complexity already past its peak, the costs of further action outweigh the benefits and cannot be met.38

         A good example of how this might have worked in practice can be seen in the fortifications of the Mycenaean palaces. Up to a certain point, it must have made sense to the rulers to mobilise vast resources and command huge workforces in order to bring more of the palace’s essential functions and personnel within the area protected by the walls. Later, when the perceived threat became more acute, it still seemed worth the effort and expense to enclose access to the water supply within the circuit. But what do you do when the next threat appears, and this time the cost of meeting it is greater than the system can bear? At this point, following the theory of systems collapse, competing sections within society begin to doubt that their own interest is best served by the system that 34supports all. The mechanism of collapse now sets in. Unless a rival power is on hand to take over and incorporate the failing society into its own more viable system, collapse becomes inevitable.39 The first of these possible outcomes would well account for what happened in Crete around 1450 BCE, when an internal collapse of Minoan civilisation seems to have been reversed by intervention from the rising power of the Mycenaean mainland. The second would account very well for the demise of the entire Mycenaean political and economic system around 1200 BCE.

         It wasn’t just in Greece and the Aegean that this happened. At about the same time, a similar fate befell Troy. All the other cities of the Anatolian coast went the same way. So did the entire Hittite empire and most other civilisations of the Levant. Egypt alone survived with its institutions intact, although only after several decades of upheaval. Much has been made of Egyptian records which refer to attacks on the coast of Egypt by ‘Sea Peoples’. Certainly, large numbers of people must have been on the move around the eastern Mediterranean after the multiple collapses. But at least in the Greek-speaking world, these movements were a consequence, not a cause. Whatever happened elsewhere, seaborne invaders cannot account convincingly for the destructions in Greece, where most of the destroyed or abandoned sites were not on open coasts. The same must apply to the destruction and abandonment of the Hittite capital of Hattusa, which lies many hundreds of miles inland. In all probability it was the sheer weight of all these cyclopean fortresses, and of the top-heavy bureaucracy that had grown up around them, that brought them down.40

         
            *

         

         The first attempt by Greek speakers to emulate the more advanced complex societies (or civilisations) of the Near East had ended in failure. No more palace records seem to have been kept after about 1180 BCE. The Linear B script would soon be forgotten, 35except in faraway Cyprus. Despite this, stories about the Greeks’ legendary past would continue to pass from generation to generation by word of mouth. To an extent that can be traced for few other prehistoric societies, the Mycenaean age gave birth to collective memories that would later take on a new life as a result of being written down. The stories that resulted—the myths and legends of ancient Greece as we know them today—would never subsequently cease to be read, copied, embellished, and commented upon.

         Consider the legend of Theseus and the Minotaur. According to the story, the king of Athens is obliged to send a regular tribute of seven lads and seven maidens to King Minos of Crete to be devoured by a monster that is half-man, half-bull and lives in a ‘labyrinth’ beneath his palace. With the help of Minos’s daughter Ariadne, Theseus kills the beast and escapes with his companions back to Athens. On the way, as well as ungratefully abandoning Ariadne on the island of Naxos, he destroys the Cretan war fleet, thereby putting an end to the tribute and, implicitly, to the supremacy of King Minos at sea.41 We have abundant evidence that between about 1700 and 1450 BCE the Minoans did indeed enjoy such supremacy. Certainly, they exercised a great deal of cultural influence in all the mainland centres that have been excavated. There was a Minoan settlement on the island of Keos, which is about as close to Athens and the silver mines at Lavrio as you can get without coming ashore on the mainland. It is perfectly possible that Athens and its surrounding region, Attica, had once been a Minoan dependency.

         If that were the case, Theseus’s expedition and its successful outcome would be a distant reflection of the tussle for power that must have taken place in the Aegean, between the mainland and Crete, in the years either side of 1450 BCE. The non-Greek name ‘Minos’ may well reflect a dynasty or a royal title rather than the name of an individual. The ‘labyrinth’ in which the monstrous Minotaur 36was housed can be interpreted as a memory of the Palace of Minos at Knossos, the remains of which do indeed very much resemble the later metaphorical meaning of the term, as a maze. It has been speculated that ‘Labyrinthos’, or something like it, may have been the original name for the palace of Knossos in the Minoan language, and indeed a version of it occurs on a Linear B tablet.42

         The Minotaur itself, supposedly the issue of a union between Minos’s queen Pasiphae and a miraculous bull sent by the god Poseidon, similarly reflects the importance of the cult of the bull in Minoan worship and iconography. And the story’s most shocking and memorable element of all, that the Cretans nourished their monster on the flesh of young human victims, has even found its counterpart in the butchered bones of children found together with cooking pots in a building close to the palace at Knossos. These bones date from shortly before the upheavals that led to the Mycenaean presence in Crete after 1450 BCE. Whatever grim ritual lay behind these remains, it would hardly be surprising if the memory of being at the receiving end had persisted for hundreds of years afterwards.43

         Other features of these stories may also preserve distorted historical memories, unless they reflect fundamental human anxieties—or perhaps more accurately, male anxieties. It is partly thanks to the father of psychoanalysis, Sigmund Freud, that everyone has heard of Oedipus, who killed his father and married his mother (though without knowing who they were). Freud relied heavily on one version of this story, as told by the Athenian dramatist Sophocles in the fifth century BCE, as evidence to support his theory of the Oedipus complex. According to this, every male child at a certain stage of development experiences impulses that mirror the actions of Oedipus.44

         These stories are full of powerful, feisty women. Think of Clytemnestra, who murders her husband Agamemnon on his return 37from war, and their daughter Electra, who eggs on her brother, Orestes, to kill their own mother in revenge. Or the enchantress Medea, who in the story of Jason and the Golden Fleece performs much the same role as Ariadne in the tale of Theseus; instead of being dumped on the way home, Medea becomes Jason’s wife and the mother of his children—only to murder them later in revenge for his infidelity. The gorgon, Medusa, whose hair is made of snakes and whose gaze turns men to stone, has become literally a monster. Minos’s insatiable queen, Pasiphae, was fairly monstrous, too, and her alleged sexual appetites gave birth to a monster: the Minotaur.45

         It has sometimes been speculated that these stories reflect a dimly remembered Minoan society in which women had enjoyed a much stronger public presence, and quite possibly also more political power, than in any Greek society that we know about. The notion that Minoan Crete had been a form of matriarchy (that is to say, actually ruled by women) was popularised in the twentieth century and still has its adherents today—although it has been pointed out that no such society is known to have existed anywhere in the world. But it is a striking fact that Greeks of the classical age reserved prime positions for dominant females in their stories, while largely excluding women from public roles or positions of authority in real life. Is this the result of perennial male anxieties, of the sort proposed by Freud, or an enduring revulsion from a different type of society that Greek speakers had once been closely involved with and ever since were determined to shun?46

         In some respects the most powerful—and dangerous—of all these legendary women was Helen. The most beautiful woman in the world, Helen was capable of arousing undying enmity among immortal goddesses and causing the great war that ever afterwards would become a focal point of all the interconnected web of myths and legends. This was the war between a combined force of Greeks and the city of Troy. When Helen deserted her husband Menelaus, 38king of Sparta, and eloped with the handsome Trojan prince Paris, also known as Alexander, the Greeks mounted a mighty expedition to bring her back. In later times, even Helen’s name would be routinely held up as a warning by Greek authors who liked to pun on its first part, which can also mean ‘destroyer’.

         The war lasted ten years, so the story goes. In the end it would be won not by overwhelming force but by ingenuity. As famous as Troy or Helen is the stratagem of the Wooden Horse, or Trojan Horse. This was the device that enabled the besiegers to send a concealed advance guard inside the city to open the gates for the rest, while the Greeks pretended to give up the siege and sail for home. After totally destroying the city, murdering its inhabitants, and taking the women as slaves, the victors gained little from their triumph. Helen’s return to the husband she had abandoned back in Sparta, and to a life of blameless domesticity, is an anticlimax. Most of the men who had led their contingents to the war would find only troubles on their return. Odysseus, who had devised the ruse of the Wooden Horse, would have to endure a further ten years of wandering upon the seas before reaching his home in Ithaca. Even then, he would have to fight to repossess his kingdom and be reunited with his faithful wife Penelope—whose constancy in the face of adversity would often be held up as a foil to the behaviour of the more flamboyant heroines of Greek myth.

         Does this legendary war, too, derive from real events in the lost history of the Mycenaean age? Opinions have been divided ever since ancient times. At least one popular retelling of the story for the twenty-first century takes it for granted that there really was a Trojan War. Heinrich Schliemann, back in the nineteenth, had never doubted it. Schliemann’s discovery during the 1870s, that great Bronze Age cities had flourished at Troy and at Mycenae, seemed to prove him right. But since then, any chance of locating Homer’s sack of Troy in the archaeological record has seemed to 39recede. These days, most archaeologists are sceptical, if they do not dismiss the possibility altogether.47

         If such a war did take place, the most likely context for it might be during the twilight of the Mycenaean world rather than during its heyday. By 1200 BCE, the Mycenaeans had been driven by the Hittites from the coast of Anatolia. But then the Hittites, too, disappeared suddenly from the scene. There must have been a power vacuum in western Anatolia during the first years of the twelfth century BCE. Troy may have been the richest city in the whole region still left standing, a prize quite literally ‘to die for’, in a time of failed and failing states. Excavations at the site reveal that Troy was violently destroyed, and probably also sacked, around 1180 BCE. It may be only coincidence, but according to one set of calculations made in the ancient world, the War of Troy was supposed to have lasted from 1194 to 1184 BCE, by our system of counting.48

         During the same years, archaeology tells us that on the northern edge of the Mycenaean world, in the coastal part of Thessaly, a late arrival among Mycenaean palaces briefly flourished before it, too, collapsed a few decades later. This was the region where, according to legend, the young Achilles ruled. In later retellings of the story, much is made of the tussle between the king of Mycenae, Agamemnon—presented as higher in authority but a hopeless leader—and Achilles, who proves himself the greater hero. Perhaps the rivalry between the two dramatises a distant historical memory of a power struggle between a youthful offshoot of the Mycenaean world in Thessaly and the traditional centre, whose authority was failing, at a time when the Mycenaean system was crumbling and some of its survivors had set their sights on the glittering prize of Troy?49

         If we were to think of the Greek expedition not so much as an organised show of strength by a united force in its prime but more like a desperate act of piracy by a warrior elite whose world back 40home was falling apart, we would not be all that far from the picture that emerges from the later written versions. It is striking that many of the heroes have no expectation that they will ever return home. Those who do have a hard time of it. And as the story would later be told, there is a lingering sense that the effort to conquer Troy had been the last gasp of a dying age.50
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         After the Palace of Nestor burned to the ground, no one ever again returned to build and live on the hilltop where it had stood. Only the name, Pylos, remained in memory—in due course to be transferred to a different place, some miles away on the coast. At Knossos, in Crete, the story was much the same. Here the name remained, but the new town that would grow up, in centuries to come, would never encroach on the ruins of the former palace. Mycenae and Tiryns, with their massive ‘cyclopean’ walls, continued to dominate the landscape of the Argolid. But at the highest points within their citadels, nothing remained but fire-gutted ruins. At both sites, humbler dwellings clustered in their shadows. All over the Mycenaean world, it would have been impossible to escape from the traces of the past. Ruined, deserted palaces and public buildings must have seemed like an ever-present reproach to the current generations that no longer possessed the means, or perhaps even the will, to build anything more than rudimentary shelters. Stone-built houses that still stood were used to bury the dead, while the living made do with makeshift mud huts. It must have been like living in a ‘ghost world’.1

         Within a single generation, in the towns and villages that had made up the kingdom of Pylos, as much as 90 per cent of the 4243population may have been lost. Whether from famine, from disease, or from warfare, people would have died by the thousand if this estimate is anywhere near accurate. Not all regions fared quite so badly. But long-term trends show that the sudden, catastrophic drop in population observed in the southwestern Peloponnese was no temporary blip. Over the next two hundred years, at a cautious estimate, the population throughout the Greek mainland fell to no more than half of what it had been in Mycenaean times.2

         Many of those who survived abandoned their homes to find the means of subsistence elsewhere. Some took to the mountains of the interior of the Peloponnese to try to eke out a living from marginal land that had probably never been cultivated before. Others headed overseas while ships were still serviceable and crews could be found to take them. In this way, new settlements were established on islands in the Aegean and Ionian Seas, and farther afield in Cyprus. In Crete, but not on the mainland, coastal sites were abandoned and people moved inland, to higher ground.3 Here and elsewhere in the eastern Mediterranean, where seaborne invaders brought disruption at this time, the threat may have been caused by displaced Greeks fleeing from disaster at home or even turning to piracy.

         For those who remained where they were, life returned to the subsistence level of the days before the rise of the Mycenaean palaces. Once again people lived on smallholdings and in scattered settlements, growing and harvesting their crops and herding their sheep and goats. Everywhere, the Greek-speaking world fragmented into a patchwork of local communities. Not only had trade links across the Mediterranean all but vanished, but even those Greek communities that were relatively thriving seem not to have been on speaking—or at least on trading—terms with one another. No wonder, then, that the archaeologists who first began to uncover the Mycenaean civilisation in the nineteenth century chose to describe the centuries that followed its demise as a ‘dark age’. 44

         Today, thanks to excavations carried out during the last fifty years, we know that the ‘darkness’ was not quite uniform. Athens seems to have been spared the worst. The citadel of the Acropolis was probably never completely abandoned. And the first signs of recovery there can be detected as early as 1000 BCE. Not far from Athens, at about the same time, on the coast of Euboea on the other side of a narrow strait, something more surprising was happening at the site known by its modern name of Lefkandi. There, not long after 1000 BCE, the only building of any size to be put up anywhere in the Greek mainland in four hundred years, so far as we know, seems to have been designed to house the grave of a local ‘hero’. The cremated remains of the man were accompanied by the body of a woman, decked out in sumptuous jewellery and accompanied by the knife most probably used to kill her. The remains of four horses, dispatched at the same time, were found in the next chamber. Even more unusually for this period, the people of Lefkandi during the tenth century BCE were benefiting from renewed links with the eastern Mediterranean. Archaeologists speak of a revival of trade. But at Lefkandi, it appears that the transactions were all in the one direction. Precious objects buried with the ‘hero of Lefkandi’ came from places as distant as Cyprus and Babylon. But there is no sign in the archaeological record elsewhere to indicate that local goods made in Euboea were being exported. Perhaps the Greeks of Lefkandi were still living as mercenaries, or as piratical raiders, two hundred years after the Mycenaean collapse?4

         Everywhere, the centuries of darkness were a time of profound and irreversible change. People coped as best they could. There is no clear pattern or evidence of purpose in most of the changes that we can observe. About 1050 BCE, the new technology of smelting iron was first developed in Cyprus. From there it quickly spread throughout the eastern Mediterranean. The period of human development that archaeologists and prehistorians call the Iron Age 45had begun. The weapons that accompanied the hero of Lefkandi to the underworld were made not of bronze but of iron. Elsewhere, few communities had enough to spare that they could afford to bury anything much at all with their dead. In the Greek-speaking world, one of the most far-reaching technological changes in human history seems at first to have passed most people by.5

         By 800 BCE, the darkness was beginning to lift. Populations were no longer declining. Indeed, they had begun to rise. Craftsmen were once again creating objects that were of more than essential utility. Communities began to exchange goods with one another again. Trading links were revived. Greek speakers once more found themselves rubbing shoulders with rival traders who spoke other languages. In one direction were the people they called Phoenicians, who traded from the cities of Byblos, Tyre, and Sidon on the eastern Mediterranean seaboard that would later be known as the Levant; in the other, the Etruscans of central Italy.

         Greeks were once again on the move in large numbers. This time they were no longer fleeing chaos and collapse at home but seeking new and better opportunities across the sea. Later Greek accounts present a picture of an extraordinarily mobile population, both within and beyond the heartland of the Greek peninsula. Much about these mass movements of people remains obscure and the object of scholarly debate. There were still no written records. But of two things we can be reasonably certain. First, there was no significant influx of newcomers from outside the region. The idea of a series of invasions by ‘Dorians’ from farther north in the Balkans, that looms large in many twentieth-century history books, has not been confirmed by archaeology. All the ancient sources agree that those they call Dorians were Greek speakers and had migrated from no farther north than central Greece. In times to come, during later collapses, successive waves of new arrivals would leave permanent traces in all later forms of the Greek language: 46Latin-speaking Romans, Slavs, French- and Italian-speaking Crusaders, Albanians, Turks. Nothing like this happened during or after the post-Mycenaean dark age.

         Secondly, during the ninth and eighth centuries BCE, the centre of gravity of the Greek-speaking world shifted eastwards. By the middle of the eighth century BCE, we find Greek communities firmly established right across the islands of the Aegean, all the way down the Aegean coast of Anatolia, from the ruined site of Troy in the north down to Lycia in the southwest corner and far to the east in Cyprus. In anticipation of developments to come much later, some Greek speakers were reaching out in other directions too: northwards to form pockets on the coast of Macedonia, and westwards to Italy.

         As Greeks became more geographically dispersed, their world was becoming more fragmented than ever. By the time the dark age came to an end, even the Greek language had split to form several distinct regional dialects.6 We know this, as we know so much else about the Greek world from that time to this, thanks to the very first of those Greek inventions whose effects are still with us all over the world today: the alphabet.

         
            *

         

         The alphabetic revolution was every bit as transformative as the digital revolution of our own time. The invention would create its own version of an ‘information age’ for the ancient world—at a slower pace, to be sure, but with equally long-term effects for the ways that humans communicate with one another across space and time. The conceptual shift that made it possible was even simpler than the application of binary mathematics to electrical circuits. Indeed, it is so simple, and so much taken for granted throughout much of the world today, that we need to pause for a moment to grasp what was so revolutionary about it. 47

         The basic technology of writing had been known for at least two thousand years already—nothing new about that. By the time the Greeks were beginning to emerge from their dark age, writing systems had proliferated all over the Middle East. In one corner of the Greek-speaking world, in Cyprus, Greek itself was still being written in a script closely related to Linear B. The Mycenaean writing system had long ago been forgotten, but the ‘Cypriot syllabary’, its close cousin, would remain in use in Cyprus right through the dark age and until long after it had ended.7 Both these older systems for writing Greek share the same drawback. A syllabary is a system in which each syllable of the language is represented by its own sign. (One of the first Greek words to be recognised in Linear B was represented by the four characters: ti-ri-po-de, meaning ‘two tripods’.) To make this work, you need around ninety characters. To learn to write in Linear B or the Cypriot syllabary meant acquiring a specialist skill. And the resulting written record still left a good deal of guesswork for the reader, as any expert on Linear B will tell you.

         Instead, the Greeks looked elsewhere. The writing system that eventually caught their attention had been developed during the previous centuries by the Phoenicians living on the Levantine seaboard. The language of the Phoenicians, and the script they used to write it, belonged to the Semitic family that also includes Hebrew. The Phoenician script was in effect a syllabary. But by leaving out the vowels, it had the great advantage of reducing the number of signs to just over twenty. Here was the beginning of a system that anyone could learn. The Semitic signs were given names that served as mnemonics for the respective sounds: alf, bet, and so on. This is why, when the Greeks adapted this system for their own use, they called it the ‘alphabet’.

         But there was one vital difference between the Phoenician system and its adaptation by the Greeks. And here we aren’t talking 48any more about ‘the Greeks’ in general. This can only have been the initiative of a single individual, because it happened only once, at a single point in space and time. As well as borrowing the symbols of the Phoenician script to represent similar-sounding consonants in Greek, this individual picked out four other symbols that represented Semitic consonants not needed in Greek and invented one new one, so as to represent the five basic vowel sounds that are still found in most alphabets today. Suddenly, it was possible, using hardly any more signs than the Phoenicians did, to write down fully and accurately the actual sounds of speech.8 From now on, the ‘winged words’ addressed to each other by heroes on the battlefield, or by gods decreeing human destinies, even unspoken thoughts or the fleeting contents of the imagination, could be brought down to earth, preserved and transmitted far beyond the time and place of the original utterance. And within a few years, all over the sea routes that were once again being plied by Greek traders, this is what happened.

         It wasn’t just Greeks who adopted the new system. The alphabet was soon being adapted to write Phrygian, an Indo-European language of western Anatolia distantly related to Greek, and Etruscan, the largely undeciphered language of the Romans’ northern neighbours in Italy. The invention was still new when Rome itself was founded, according to tradition in 753 BCE. Soon the Romans, too, would adopt a version of it to write their own language, Latin. The actual form of the letters used in each region and to write each of these languages varied enormously, particularly during the early centuries. The distinct Greek and Roman alphabets, as we know them today, would not become standardised until much later. But none of these was a separate invention. We can be sure of this, because the basic system and the equivalence between the Phoenician and the alphabetic signs remained everywhere the same.9 This 49single invention—the addition to the existing Phoenician system of separate symbols to represent vowel sounds—lies at the root of the ‘roman’ alphabet in use all over the world today, as well as the Greek.

         Exactly when and where the invention took place are the subject of much speculation. We will probably never know. If recent redating of some of the earliest inscriptions is correct, it must have happened between 850 and 825 BCE. This is a little earlier than the generally accepted date of the early eighth century. As for where, it must have been a place where Greek and Phoenician traders rubbed shoulders. One possibility is Crete. A Phoenician trading post had been established on the south coast of the island during the ninth century BCE, and a sample of Phoenician writing has been found in a tomb at Knossos, dating from the same period. Or it could have happened at Lefkandi, or another port town in southern Euboea, since the area was a centre for Greek trading networks at the time. Ancient traditions name Thebes, nearby on the mainland, and also link the first ‘Phoenician letters’ with the city’s legendary founder, Cadmus. Other candidates that have been proposed lie at opposite ends of the Greek world at the time: either Cyprus or one of the Greek outposts in southern Italy.10

         Wherever it started, to borrow a metaphor from the digital age, it very quickly went viral. At places hundreds of miles apart, owners of decorated drinking cups began to scratch messages onto their glazed surfaces. Often it was no more than the owner’s name that was written, or a brief phrase of the type ‘I belong to Philion’. Even this is revealing. There’s no point in writing your name on a treasured possession if nobody but you can read it. Not long after the year 750 BCE, at the trading settlement of Pithecoussae on the island of Ischia in the Bay of Naples, the owner of a high-value painted cup went further and etched into its surface three lines of verse: 50

         
            
               Nestor’s hearty-drinking cup am I.

               He who drinks this cup will soon take fire

               with fair-crowned Aphrodite’s hot desire.11

            

         

         The anonymous writer playfully links together the joys of drink and sex (Aphrodite being the goddess of carnal love). And the use of verse links the very new technology of alphabetic writing with the rhythm and the mythological subject matter of what must have been a centuries-old tradition of storytelling in Greek before this time.

         Within a few decades, makers of fine pots would begin to add captions to the images that they painted on them. This was done deliberately, before the clay was sent to the kiln for firing, and therefore as part of the manufacture. Once again, to make it worth anyone’s while, there must have been an assumption that if you could afford to own such an object, you and your friends would be able to make the connection between word and image. Literacy would still not become widespread for several centuries. But writing was no longer the preserve of a specialised craft guild of scribes. Aptly it has been said that ‘The early alphabet likes to declare ownership or belonging, and it speaks in the first person’. There had been nothing like this in the Mycenaean world, or anywhere else in the ancient Near East.12

         Over the next few centuries, the alphabet would bring into existence the forms of communication that we know today as history, philosophy, and literature. All of these depend on the preservation and transmission of the spoken word by means of writing. The alphabet was now unleashing the full potential of the written word to generate and to replicate messages beyond the control of any single authority, be it political, religious, or commercial. This potential first manifested itself, on a scale that we still call epic for this very reason, in two monumental poems whose written versions 51are almost as old as the alphabet itself, and in all probability began to take the shape in which we read them today not long after the year 800 BCE.13

         
            *

         

         The Iliad and the Odyssey of Homer bring to life the legendary world of the Trojan War and its aftermath. The Iliad tells, in almost sixteen thousand lines, of the quarrel between Agamemnon and the best of his fighters, the youthful Achilles, during a period of only a few days in the final year of the ten-year siege of Troy. The Odyssey, in over twelve thousand lines, takes as its subject the adventures and homecoming of just one of the heroes, Odysseus (also known as Ulysses), after a further ten years of wandering on the sea. Neither epic gives anything like the whole story. From passing allusions scattered throughout the texts, we realise that the audiences who would have heard these poems sung or recited were expected to be already familiar with the bigger picture.14

         These stories have become so well known that it can be hard to grasp the sheer strangeness of the original Greek texts. One thing about them is their enormous length. Whether they were created on the page or in the course of an oral performance, the logistical challenge would have been extraordinary. Based on techniques that have been observed at work in modern oral traditions around the world, it has been estimated that the Iliad would have taken three full days to perform before an audience—much longer if the poet was dictating his words to a scribe.15 On the other hand, if someone had sat down to conceive an entire epic poem in writing, in a world in which storytelling had for centuries been defined by the limits of an evening’s entertainment and the patience of an assembled group of listeners, how could the result have ever reached an audience? No matter how you look at it, there’s no getting away from a singularity almost as striking as the invention of the alphabet itself: How did the art of oral composition in performance ever make the 52quantum leap into writing? In some way, the new technology must have been the spur to a narrative experiment on a scale that would previously have been inconceivable. But how it was done, and why, we simply do not know.16

         Then there is the language. Homer’s Greek presents a notorious challenge to modern students. But this was the case in the ancient world as well. The language of the epics belongs to no single place or time. It can never have been the natural speech of any individual. Instead, the poems mix elements taken from dialects that in the eighth century BCE were spoken in different parts of the Greek-speaking world. At the same time, they preserve many linguistic ‘fossils’—traces of earlier forms of Greek that, it has been argued, go back at least as far as Mycenaean times.17

         Closely bound up with the language of the poems is their metre, or verse form. Verse is a way of organising language not just into sentences that make sense but also according to repeated patterns of sound, that resonate with the natural rhythms of the human body and so help to lodge them in the brain. (Those of us who were taught to memorise and recite poetry at school will recognise the process at once.) The metre known as dactylic hexameter was used for all the earliest Greek narrative poetry. It also appears in some of the oldest inscriptions that have survived from the eighth century BCE, among them the one incised on Nestor’s Cup. It is now generally accepted that this system must have been the creation of generations of poets working in a tradition that functioned quite independently of the written word, long before the invention of the alphabet. Some would go further and see the hexameter verse form as another inheritance from the Mycenaeans, if not even from the Minoans before them.18

         Neither the Iliad nor the Odyssey gives any indication of who its author may have been, when or where that person might have 53lived, or the circumstances in which these monumental narratives came to be born. The name ‘Homer’ begins to appear only around 500 BCE, more than two hundred years after the poems most probably began to circulate in written form. Various accounts, thereafter, imagine the epic poet as having been active somewhere on the coast of Anatolia—perhaps Smyrna or the nearby island of Chios. ‘Homer’ is not even a name but an ordinary noun which means ‘hostage’. From the few and contradictory scraps that pass for information recorded in antiquity, it is evident that the Greeks of the classical period knew no better than we do whether there ever was such a person. The Iliad and the Odyssey may or may not have been the work of the same poet or poets. Opinions were divided in ancient times and remain so today. Though we still speak of ‘Homer’ (usually without quotation marks) as a form of shorthand, there is a growing acceptance that many different individuals, and indeed generations, must have had a hand in the creation of the epics that we read today. Behind the name ‘Homer’ we might do better to think not so much of an ‘author biography’ on the cover of a book but of the credits rolling at the end of a film.

         Together with the earliest books of the Hebrew scriptures, these two poems are the oldest narratives in the world that have been continuously copied, read, commented upon, and used as a source of inspiration by creative artists in every genre and every generation from that time to this. After them a cycle of six other shorter epics came into existence, traditionally attributed to poets of whom we know even less than we do about Homer. These poems are known to us only through summaries and a few quotations by later authors. They seem to have been written to fill in the many gaps left by the two great epics. Possibly these ‘cyclic epics’, as they are known, represented more closely the living tradition that had preserved and enhanced these stories over the centuries. Or perhaps 54there was already a whiff of the library about them—conscientious attempts to capture whatever nuggets of the oral tradition their authors could come upon, and maybe even make up the rest. In any case, the cyclic epics never enjoyed the prestige of their towering counterparts attributed to Homer. Of the two, the Iliad always had pride of place, followed at some distance by the Odyssey.19

         In the earliest years, performers called ‘rhapsodes’ (literally: ‘stitchers of songs’) had a special role in reciting the poems in public. But, as there were many rhapsodes, active in many different places, it seems that rival versions proliferated. None of these can have been exactly similar to the versions that we possess today. By the 540s BCE, the poems had already become so central to public life in Athens that the city’s ruler, Pisistratus, decreed that definitive, authorised versions should be made. This may have been the time when the epics acquired the prestige throughout the Greek-speaking world that they would never lose thereafter.

         Three centuries later, scholars in Alexandria in the service of the Greek dynasty, the Ptolemies, took it upon themselves to collate all the manuscript versions of the poems they could lay their hands on. They stripped out all the bogus, redundant lines that had crept in through successive retelling and copying. The result was the model texts that would ever afterwards be copied with great accuracy right down to the invention of printing in the fifteenth century. So anxious were the Alexandrian scholars to ensure that the epics could be read and reliably understood by future generations that they even introduced an innovation into the Greek alphabet. These are the accent marks written above all words of more than one syllable that have remained an essential part of written Greek ever since—allegedly devised for no other purpose than to assist the understanding of a form of the language that was already as distant from speakers in the third century BCE as Chaucer’s 55English is from us. Just so important had these epics become some six hundred years after they were first written down.

         Over a period of almost a millennium after that, while Greek remained the language of education in Egypt, from the third century BCE to the seventh CE, more copies were made of the epics of Homer than of all other Greek authors put together. We know this from the many thousands of fragments cut or torn from scrolls of papyrus that were preserved by the dry conditions of the Egyptian desert and that have come to light in the last hundred and fifty years.20 Many of these were school textbooks. In the ancient world, to be able to read and write, to be considered educated at all, you had to know your Homer. But the Iliad and the Odyssey were also read and studied as the nearest thing to a sacred scripture that the Greeks ever had. Historians, philosophers, anyone seeking moral guidance in the everyday world or seeking revelation about the true nature of the gods would turn as a matter of course to ‘divine Homer’. Not even the coming of Christianity and the toppling of the statues of the old pagan gods would greatly change that. For another thousand years, devout Greek-speaking Christians would labour to expound the ways in which the ancient epics had prefigured the revealed truths of Christianity and devise ingenious interpretations that turned them into moral allegories.21

         The Iliad and the Odyssey in later times would become a fixed point of reference for writers far beyond the Greek world. The Roman poet Virgil famously drew on both as the models for his Aeneid. Written at the turn of the first century CE, Virgil’s epic links the Trojan story to the origin of the city of Rome and its still-expanding empire. In medieval and modern times, many nations have produced their own ‘national epics’. In English, John Milton, writing in the aftermath of the English Civil War of the 1640s, drew on both Homer and Virgil to create the epic poem of 56Protestant Christianity, Paradise Lost, first published in 1667. The twentieth century saw such literary experiments as James Joyce’s Modernist novel Ulysses in 1922 and the modern verse epic of the Caribbean, Omeros, by Derek Walcott in 1990. In our own century, these quintessentially male stories have been memorably upended by leading women novelists: Margaret Atwood in The Penelopiad in 2006, and Pat Barker in The Silence of the Girls in 2018. And this is to confine examples to the English-speaking world and to the written word. Adaptations for cinema and TV go back to the early years of both these media and the creation of the ‘swords-and-sandals’ genre.22

         It is not hard to see why the epics should have had such lasting appeal. Consider the moment in the Iliad when Hector breaks through the Greeks’ defences to set fire to the ships beached on the shore:

         
            
                     Then glorious Hector burst in

               with dark face like sudden night, but he shone with the ghastly

               glitter of bronze that girded his skin, and carried two spears

               in his hands. No one could have stood up against him, and stopped him,

               except the gods, when he burst in the gates; and his eyes flashed fire.23

            

         

         Or think of the ways that the homecoming of Odysseus has been adapted in later times to stand for a universal human experience. In many languages, today, we speak of an odyssey to describe either a long journey or a difficult quest. Near the beginning of the twentieth century, the Alexandrian Greek poet C. P. Cavafy wrote the poem ‘Ithaca’, which imagines Odysseus’s journey as equivalent to life itself. Cavafy concludes: 57

         
            
               To Ithaca you owe the splendid journey.

               Had it not been for her you’ d never have set out.

               But she has nothing left to give you now.

            

            
               And if you find her poor, Ithaca did not cheat you.

               So wise as you’ve become, from your adventures,

               you’ ll know at once the meaning of an Ithaca.24

            

         

         This may be a far cry from the actual opinions of any Greek alive in the eighth century BCE. But Cavafy’s much-loved poem testifies to the enduring power of the story. And there could have been no twentieth-century ‘Ithaca’ if there had not first been Homer’s. What we now call ‘world literature’ effectively begins with the Iliad and the Odyssey.

         
            *

         

         The action of the two poems is set in an age of heroes that was imagined as already long past before the stories came to be told. At four different points in the Iliad, a hero is said to pick up and hurl ‘a stone, a huge thing which no two men could carry / such as men are now’.25 The repeated expression betrays itself as one of the traditional building blocks of oral poetry, a ready-made ‘formula’ which the poet could adapt to fit different situations as his narrative developed. And this ‘now’, that is contrasted to the age of heroes, is not even fixed to any one point in time; it was already enshrined in the oral tradition before the Iliad ever came to be written down.

         Specific details of the heroic age, particularly as it is described in the Iliad, often seem uncannily to correlate with objects or practices discovered by modern archaeology—but not consistently with those belonging to any one time. Some of these go far back into the Mycenaean Bronze Age. At one point we hear of a helmet made out of the tusks of wild boars stitched onto leather. Elsewhere a hero carries a rectangular shield large enough to cover his whole 58body. We know from the Thera frescoes, buried before 1500 BCE, and other finds of that period, that these types of armour had once been characteristic of the Mycenaeans. They were already becoming obsolete by the time the first palaces rose on the Greek mainland.26 In another scene, the Trojans go out to battle sporting helmets crowned with a horse-hair plume and a horn. Helmets exactly matching this description appear on the long-nosed, rather bedraggled-looking warriors who march round the surface of the famous ‘Warrior Vase’ from Mycenae. But this vase dates from about 1150 BCE, at least four hundred years after the eruption that buried the Thera frescoes. Then there are the obsequies devised by Achilles for his dead friend Patroclus. The poet describes how female captives were killed above the hero’s tomb, along with his favourite horses. Something very similar seems to have happened at Lefkandi but in a different historical period again, in the early Iron Age, not long after 1000 BCE.27

         Armour and weapons, in the epics, are made of bronze, as they had been in Mycenaean times and for about two centuries afterwards, and not of iron, as they more often were in the eighth century BCE. Chariots appear regularly in the battle scenes in the Iliad. This was another feature of the Bronze Age that had disappeared from warfare long before the invention of the alphabet. But the poet seems unsure about how they might really have been used in the field—and the men in the audience, who can never have seen them in action either, appear not to have minded. Heroes in the epics, when they die, are invariably cremated on funeral pyres. The Mycenaeans had laid the bodies of warriors to rest in graves of varying types but almost always intact. The change to cremation had begun towards the end of the Mycenaean period and continued gradually until it became general during the dark age. Later, both methods for disposing of the dead would again coexist. But Homer knows only the practice of the dark age. Homer’s age of 59heroes, then, cannot be a realistic depiction of any world that actually existed. Rather, it incorporates elements drawn from many different times, that range across a span of astonishing depth: from the sixteenth to the eighth centuries BCE.28

         The same applies to what might be termed the geopolitics of the epic world. Halfway through the second book of the Iliad, the poet interrupts himself to call upon the ‘Muses … who know all things’ to tell ‘Who … were the chief men and the lords of the Danaäns’ (that is, the Greeks). The section that begins here has long been recognised as in effect a separate poem, embedded at this point. Most modern readers probably skip over the ‘Catalogue of Ships’, as it has come to be known, and with good reason. The story is held up while the poet lists the participants in the war on both sides. Alongside the names of places and their rulers, we also learn, for the Greek side, the size of each contingent, measured by the number of ships each leader has contributed to the expedition. The poet reveals a remarkable grasp of the physical geography of the Greek peninsula and the Aegean and describes it in terms that we would nowadays call political.29

         No one in Homer’s time, or for many centuries afterwards, could have seen anything remotely resembling a modern map. We have the advantage of being able to see the information contained in the Catalogue laid out in spatial form. But the ‘singer of tales’ had to spell it out in words. The act of telling brings in the dimension of time in the form of a sequence. This narrated ‘map’ begins in the centre, with Thebes and Boeotia, then spirals outwards to draw a circle that encompasses the Peloponnese and the southern part of the mainland to the north. (It may not be entirely accidental that this was almost exactly the area covered by the modern Greek state when its frontiers were first established in 1832.) The poet then reaches outside the circle to bring in a number of outliers: first moving in an arc from Crete northwards and eastwards 60to include several islands of the Dodecanese, including the largest, Rhodes. Then he jumps to the far north, where he starts with Achilles’s homeland in Thessaly and rounds off with a rather vague account of even remoter places that mark the northernmost edge of his world.

         This presentation gives a very clear sense of a geographical, and perhaps also political, centre and a periphery beyond it. Politically, the greatest concentrations of power, as represented by numbers of ships, are the Argolid, with a combined total of 180 from Mycenae and Tiryns, and Pylos with 90. Mycenae fields the largest single contingent, 100. Agamemnon, king of Mycenae, commands the entire expedition. Athens and Sparta, the cities that would emerge in classical times as the rival ‘great powers’ of the Hellenic world, are of middle rank, with 50 and 60 ships, respectively.

         The opposing Trojan forces are presented rather more summarily, and of course they have no ships to be counted because they are defending Troy from the land. Effectively, and drawing on information given elsewhere in the poem, we learn that the defenders of the city have been recruited from the entire northern and eastern coastline of the Aegean, stretching from the Axios (Vardar) River, just to the west of modern Thessalonica, all the way round to Lycia, in the southwestern corner of today’s Turkey. Some of the islands closest to the eastern mainland, including Tenedos and the much larger Lesbos, also lie within the Trojan sphere. The result is a world symmetrically split along an axis that runs through the Aegean Sea from northwest to southeast. On land, the two alliances are neatly separated by the highest mountain massif in the region, Mount Olympus, which is also the home of the gods who are the final arbiters of fortune in the war being waged between them.30

         It has often been noticed that the picture presented in the Catalogue matches the archaeological record for the Greek-speaking world in the Mycenaean age far better than it does for Homer’s 61time. But it is not an exact match for either. Many of the names listed refer to places that the Greeks themselves, in classical and Roman times, were unable to identify. Several of these names have now turned up in Linear B tablets and can be linked with Bronze Age sites known to archaeologists. By the eighth century BCE, on the other hand, the centre of gravity of the Greek-speaking world had shifted to the eastern side of the Aegean. Homer himself, according to tradition, and most probably his first audiences, too, on the evidence of the language used in the poems, actually belonged to that newly expanded eastern Greek world. Why are these things never mentioned?31

         One answer must surely be that the political geography of the Iliad is inseparable from the great conflict that forms the background to the whole poem. The alliances and oppositions presented, according to the logic of the story, have been created by the unique event of the Trojan War. How the thirty-odd separate kingdoms that make up the Greek side relate to one another in peacetime we are never told. The Trojan alliance is an even more ad hoc affair. In other words, what divides the two sides and draws a line across the Aegean Sea in the Iliad is nothing but the Trojan War itself. This is not to say that Homer’s world was simply invented. Rather, it must have been pieced together, probably over generations, if not over centuries, by people who had been brought up on stories handed down from different periods in the past. But the coherent whole that the Iliad, in particular, creates is an imagined age of heroes, not the faithful record of a historical reality.

         In that imagined world, the people that we know as Greeks are never called by the name that would later become standard: ‘Hellenes’. In the Catalogue of Ships, ‘Hellas’ is the name given to a local region in the kingdom of Achilles, in what would later become Thessaly. ‘Hellenes’ make up only a small group within one of the smaller contingents besieging Troy—though of course their leader 62proves himself the most glorious of all, which may help to explain how the name would eventually come to be applied to everyone who spoke Greek. Instead, the combined forces that make war on Troy in the Iliad, and the survivors of the expedition in the Odyssey, are most frequently called ‘Achaeans’ (Achaiwoi). Sometimes they may alternatively be called ‘Danaans’ or ‘Argives’ (men of Argos). But so far as we can tell, all three of these names have the same undifferentiated meaning, equivalent to later ‘Hellenes’. ‘Achaeans’, and probably also ‘Danaans’, had been current in Mycenaean times, as mentioned in the previous chapter.32

         We have no means of telling how Greeks were in the habit of referring to themselves in the eighth century BCE. If anything like a ‘panhellenic’ identity is to be discovered in the Homeric poems, whether a distant echo from Mycenaean times or the beginning of something new in the eighth century BCE, it is curiously elusive.33 It has been tellingly pointed out that there is nothing resembling what we would nowadays call a national consciousness on the Greek side in the Iliad. It is different for the Trojans: Hector speaks movingly of the honour and necessity of defending one’s ‘fatherland’. Among the Greeks, individual heroes are identified not as Achaean but by their place of origin—Mycenae or Argos, Ithaca or Phthia (Achilles’s homeland). Achaeans, Danaans, and Argives only ever appear in a generalised plural.

         Nothing in the epics marks out Trojan people as being different from Achaean people, except perhaps the detail that Priam seems to have many wives. Some of the Trojans’ allies speak different languages, and the poet implies that this puts them at a slight disadvantage. We aren’t told what language the Trojans speak among themselves (nor the Achaeans, either, for that matter). But both sides communicate with each other all the time, and without any hint of a language barrier, so we must presume in Greek. Neither the poet nor any of the characters, who often hurl defiance at each 63other in long speeches, expresses any sense of superiority for one side or contempt for the other on the grounds of being Achaean or Trojan.34

         Both sides worship the same gods, whose home is on the cloud-covered peaks of Mount Olympus. Many scenes in the two epics are set there. Already in the first book of the Iliad, we meet Zeus, ‘Cloud-Gatherer’ and ‘Thunderer’, lording it over a dysfunctional family of nine other named gods and goddesses, who constantly conspire with each other or with favoured mortal heroes on one side or the other. The kingdom of Zeus among the clouds is as full of quarrels as the councils of men down below—with the difference, often wistfully invoked by poet and characters alike, that the Olympians live forever.35

         Achaeans and Trojans approach these gods in identical ways. A hero begs a particular deity for a favour and promises rich sacrifices in return. Gods and goddesses are pleased or displeased by the amount of respect paid to them by mortals. Often, they intervene in person on the battlefield—either invisible to humans or in human disguise, penetrable only by the poet or sometimes by a hero at a heightened moment that brings a sense of frisson. Zeus has decided in advance that Troy is to fall and that Odysseus will be allowed to return home. But there is plenty of room for the scales of advantage to tip one way or the other through the ten years that elapse before either of these destinies can be fulfilled. There is never any suggestion that the ‘Greek’ gods show special or consistent favour to the Achaeans because they are Greek. There is nothing in Homer to compare with the ‘chosen people’ of the Hebrew scriptures.

         On both sides, too, the heroes share the same code of values. It is honourable to die in battle and still more honourable to be remembered for your deeds long afterwards. Achilles knows that he has been given a choice: 64

         
            
               Either,

               if I stay here and fight beside the city of the Trojans,

               my return home is gone, but my glory shall be everlasting;

               but if I return home to the beloved land of my fathers,

               the excellence of my glory is gone, but there will be a long life

               left for me …

            

         

         To run away to save your skin is dishonourable. And the greatest dishonour is for that, too, to be remembered after you are gone. Hector resolves to stand up to Achilles in the duel in which he will lose his life because he fears that if he does not:

         
            
               someone who is less of a man than I will say of me:

               ‘Hektor believed in his own strength and ruined his people.’

               Thus they will speak; and as for me, it would be much better

               at that time, to go against Achilleus, and slay him, and come back,

               or else be killed by him in glory in front of the city.

            

         

         And shortly afterwards, when he realises that the gods have deserted him and he must die, Hector concludes:

         
            
               Let me at least not die without a struggle, inglorious,

               but do some big thing first, that men to come shall know of it.

            

         

         For Achaeans and Trojans alike, in the bleak world of the Homeric poems, the generations of men are like generations of leaves 65that flourish, fall, and are forgotten.36 The only compensation worthy of a hero is to win ‘the fame of men’ and to have his deeds commemorated long afterwards in song. What makes him a hero is neither his homeland nor the cause he is fighting for but the monumental song that preserves his memory.

         And so in the end, the true heroes of this story turn out to be not the warriors, with their deeds of valour or ingenuity, but the poet and the Greek language in which he tells his tale. The Iliad and the Odyssey do not single out the deeds of Greeks and glorify them over the deeds of others. Anyone can win a place on the roll of honour if he lives up to a set of values that the poet assumes are universal. In many ways, the most sympathetically presented of all the heroes in the Iliad, on either side, is the ‘enemy’ champion, Hector.37 Homer’s world is a Greek world only because Homer’s words are Greek. And that world is, above all, a world of the imagination. For all its multiple points of reference to a history that may reach back through hundreds of years, the real significance of that world lies in what it tells us about the Greek imagination, in or around the eighth century BCE.

         
            *

         

         In both epics, the main story of heroic words and deeds is punctuated by little vignettes drawn from everyday activities such as farming, hunting, or seafaring. These would have been part of the familiar experience of the poems’ audiences. Known as ‘epic similes’, many of these vignettes seem to open up windows that enable us to look into the lives and experience of ordinary Greeks living in the eighth century BCE. Often extending to several lines of verse, there are almost two hundred of them in the Iliad. The Odyssey has far fewer. But one stands out because it brings home to the listener the horrors that await the inhabitants of a sacked town—seeming to imply that it could easily be your turn, and your family’s, anytime: 66

         
            
                     … as a woman

               weeps, as she falls to wrap her arms around

               her husband, fallen fighting for his home

               and children. She is watching as he gasps

               and dies. She shrieks, a clear high wail, collapsing

               upon his corpse. The men are right behind.

               They hit her shoulders with their spears and lead her

               to slavery; hard labor, and a life

               of pain. Her face is marked with her despair.38

            

         

         Even in time of peace, in both poems a typical activity is to go rustling somebody else’s livestock. In the Iliad the worldly-wise old windbag Nestor tells the story of how he first won his spurs in a glorified cattle-raid that blew up into a mini-war when things got out of hand. Odysseus, while still a boy, had been sent by his father from Ithaca to the mainland to reclaim three hundred stolen sheep. And at the end of the Odyssey, when he has killed the suitors who had been besieging his wife and depleting his stores, the hero knows only one way to begin to recoup his losses:

         
            
               I have to go on raids, to steal replacements

               for all the sheep those swaggering suitors killed,

               and get the other Greeks to give me more,

               until I fill my folds.39

            

         

         Activities such as these seem to be taken for granted by poet and audience alike, because they elicit no comment. Another is trading by sea, something that we know Greeks were once again doing on a large scale by the eighth century BCE. Usually, in the Odyssey, sea traders are depicted as Phoenicians. They are usually also devious tricksters—though hardly worse in this respect than the hero himself, Odysseus ‘of many wiles’. As in many other societies of 67later times, trade is presented as no occupation for a gentleman, still less for an epic hero. But Odysseus, that master of disguise, is several times permitted to pretend to be a trader—and even the goddess Athena is not above doing the same on occasion. Often the line between legitimate exchange of goods and piracy or plunder appears to be easily crossed. The Cyclops, the savage giant with one eye, shortly before he starts to eat his uninvited guests for dinner, suspiciously demands of Odysseus, newly arrived at his cave:

         
            
                     Where did you come from

               across the watery depths? Are you on business,

               or roaming round without a goal, like pirates,

               who risk their lives to bring disaster

               to other people?40

            

         

         Although heroes on the battlefield are expected to have higher motives, the force that drives ordinary people in the real world of the eighth century BCE is the brute reality of hunger and the fear of starvation. In another of his disguises, this time as a decrepit old beggar, Odysseus gives voice to a motivation that listeners to the poem would surely have had no difficulty in recognising:

         
            
               There is no way to hide a hungry belly.

               It is insistent, and the curse of hunger

               is why we sail across the relentless seas,

               and plunder other people.41

            

         

         On the positive side, a special place in the world of the epic poets is reserved for song. In the Iliad, the great Achilles is not too proud to console himself by playing on the lyre and ‘singing of men’s fame’, while sulking in his tent with only his companion Patroclus for company. But it is in the Odyssey that we encounter the 68‘singer of tales’ at work. The suitors, who have taken over the hero’s palace in his absence to pay court to Penelope, have conscripted the services of the local bard to entertain them while they plunder Odysseus’s storerooms and feast to their hearts’ content. And at the court of the imaginary kingdom of the Phaeacians, the blind singer Demodocus is loved and honoured by all—indeed, his name might loosely be translated as ‘pillar of society’. Demodocus moves the hero to tears when he takes up his lyre and sings the story of the Wooden Horse and the sack of Troy, as vividly as though he could have actually seen these things. This episode in the Odyssey is probably the origin for the legend, often repeated in antiquity and since, that Homer himself was blind. Clearly no aristocratic feast would be complete without its ‘singer of tales’.42

         These vignettes in the Iliad and the Odyssey are not our only witnesses to what life was like for Greeks in the eighth century BCE. At about the same time as the great epic poems first made it into writing, or perhaps a little later, Hesiod of Ascra also took up his pen. Much shorter than the epics, and more personal too, Hesiod’s two surviving poems are known today as the Theogony (or Birth of the Gods) and the Works and Days.

         The first of these tells a story of origins. But in the course of telling this cosmic tale, a poet for the first time in Greek literature gives us his name and tells us how he had learned the art of song—directly, he would have us believe, from the Muses, the patron deities of the arts, on the slopes of nearby Mount Helicon.43 More revealing of the realities of life in the eighth century BCE is the Works and Days. Here, we learn that Hesiod’s father had migrated from the city of Cyme on the coast of Anatolia to the village of Ascra overlooking the Boeotian plain, where he had been born. It was there that Hesiod had inherited the plot of land that he was still cultivating for a living when he wrote his poem. The poet goes on to complain about his layabout brother, Perses, and the failure 69of the village authorities to deal fairly with Hesiod’s complaints against him. All this is couched in the form of wise advice for fellow farmers, honed by bitter experience.

         Much of what Hesiod has to say seems pretty strange to us today: ‘Make sure you do not stand / Facing the sun when you piss’. (The wind, yes—but the sun?) His poem also brings vividly to our senses the sheer drudgery and hardship of eking out a living in what Hesiod, long before modern archaeologists, was the first to call an ‘age of iron’:

         
            
               By day, men toil; night worries them with care,

               And the gods will give them troubles hard to bear;

                     …                               Lacking pity,

               With the rule of fist, one sacks another’s city.

            

         

         It is the same bleak picture that we find in the similes in the epics, but this time with the added touch of authenticity that comes with Hesiod’s individual voice. Life in Ascra is presented as a constant struggle against the elements and unscrupulous neighbours. Winter is so harsh that it ‘bends an old man into the shape of a hoop’; the summer sun ‘withers the skin’.44

         But even while Hesiod was painting this grim picture of life in Boeotia, conditions in the Greek-speaking world were starting to change, and rapidly. As the eighth century BCE wore on, the population reached phenomenal proportions. It has been estimated that in Athens alone, by the year 720 BCE, the number of inhabitants had multiplied sevenfold over just two generations. (Ironically, it is from statistical evidence for burials of the dead that archaeologists have been able to base their estimates for the number of the living.) The Greeks were not the only people affected. Several populations around the shores of the Mediterranean seem to have experienced a similar increase at this time. We don’t know the reason for this. But 70the ways in which Greeks responded would define the Greek world and its people for centuries to come and prepare the ground for the ‘classical’ civilisation that was still some way in the future. With good reason, the next three centuries would come to be known as an ‘age of experiment’.45
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