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Foreword




When, on his way to Thebes, Oedipus encountered the Sphinx, his answer to its riddle was: Man. That simple word destroyed the monster. We have many monsters to destroy. Let us think of the answer of Oedipus.


George Seferis, Nobel Prize acceptance speech, 1963





Long before history, Zeus sent a pair of eagles to fly around the world. Wherever they met would be its centre, and there an oracle would sit to pronounce on the affairs of men. Delphi was that place, not far to the west of Athens, and for a thousand years its oracle did just that.


The oracle’s main message was ‘Know thyself.’ For Aristotle, that meant knowing that man was a ‘social animal’ who without community became either ‘beast or god’. This insight underpinned a new idea about how men should govern themselves: demokratia. It was a good idea, so good that a vital part of it endured even after a devastating civil war had opened the door for tyranny to return. Demokratia, it seemed, didn’t only bring purpose to lives, but also beauty and meaning. It empowered men (only men at that time) not just to govern themselves but to create great art and science too.


Wherever Greeks went, the idea of human empowerment went with them, and they travelled far and wide. So Alexander the Great’s empire became Greek, just as the Roman Empire became the Greek one that saved Europe from conquest. The Renaissance courts of Northern Italy drew inspiration from the Greeks, as did the philosophes of the European Enlightenment.


The West owes its civilisation to the Greeks. It’s a debt we often tell ourselves we have repaid: by supporting Greece’s struggle for independence and the nation’s expansion in the nineteenth century; her stand against Nazi tyranny, postwar boom and joining of the European Union in the twentieth. But this support has seldom been disinterested, and it has sometimes come at great cost to the Greek people. After the Second World War, Britain and America helped bring about a civil war whose legacy was half a century of political turmoil and the worst financial crisis ever endured by an advanced economy. The harsh terms that were attached to Greece’s ‘rescue’ from that crisis suggest that Europe now considers its debt fully settled.


It isn’t. Over the coming decades, our democracy will be tested as never before. In its current guise it is unlikely to survive. I have written this book because I believe that the story of the Greeks – ancient, modern and contemporary – can help us reinvent it.




PART ONE


RULING HALF THE WORLD
(Beginnings–1453)





 



THE HOMERIC AGE





These things never happened, but are always


Sallust, Roman philosopher, 4th century CE





It is 1000 BCE and you are sitting beneath a wall made of stones only giants could have lifted. Thunder and lightning rend the night and a bitter wind scatters sparks from the fire that warms you. You shiver and wonder. Who built this wall I sit beneath? What makes the thunder? How did I learn to make this fire? To whom or what do I owe the beauty and misery of my existence? Someone sits down beside you. He is the travelling bard, and he has the answers. Through the night he will recite them in poetry that you know almost by heart.


He’ll talk of Chaos that came before everything, then the first incestuous coupling that brought forth the world. How Gaia (Earth) and her son Uranus (Sky), gave birth to twelve Titans – six males and six females – plus a race of one-eyed Cyclopses and some giants, each with a hundred hands. It was they who built the wall with its huge stones.
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The work of giants: Cyclopean stones at Mycenae





One of the Titans, Cronus, rebelled against his father and castrated him, then married his own sister, Rhea, by whom he had the first generation of Greek gods. But Cronus kept eating his offspring, fearing a repeat of what he’d done to his father. So Rhea spirited away her new-born Zeus, giving her husband a wrapped stone to swallow instead. Zeus came back with a potion that made Cronus vomit up the stone along with all his siblings. He banished his father and, true to tradition, took his sister Hera for wife.


Eventually, after battling it out with the Titans, Zeus and Hera came to rule over ten senior gods on Mount Olympus. There they consumed nectar and ambrosia and interfered in the affairs of mankind, not always to its benefit. It was Prometheus, a Titan not a god, who gave us fire. Zeus was so angry that he chained him to a rock, his liver to be daily pecked out by an eagle.


Next was a time of mortal heroes. Most were men and most had a god for parent. Perseus, Oedipus, Jason and Theseus battled with giants, sphinxes, gorgons and dragons to make the world safe for humans. Prometheus was eventually set free from his chains by the greatest hero of them all: Heracles.
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Gorgon’s head: architectural ornament from Thassos, c.4th BCE





The Greeks looked to their gods to explain their world, to answer the questions posed by thunder and lightning, earthquake and drought. It was to them they gave thanks for the change of seasons and the glory of the heavens at night. The Milky Way (Galaxias), for example, was splashed across the nocturnal sky when Hera pulled the enormous baby Heracles from her teat. They looked to the gods, too, for answers to the questions posed by being mortal: the emotions, motives and contradictions that make us who we are. It helped that these gods were as imperfect as those they ruled over. They too loved, schemed, lusted, envied and took their revenge. Their moral instruction was limited and practical. Give hospitality (xenia) to the stranger who knocks at your door, they said, since he might just be Zeus in disguise.


The great German scholar of Greek mythology, Walter Burkert, described myth as a ‘traditional tale with a secondary, practical reference to something of collective importance’. The gods helped the Greeks to understand not just their world, but themselves. ‘Know thyself,’ prescribed the Oracle. It was the first step towards self-government.


From Myth to History


The Greek Bronze Age (3000–1000 BCE) saw three extraordinary civilisations: Cycladic, Minoan and Mycenaean. It was the Minoan that gave Europe her founding myth. It told of a Phoenician princess, Europa, who was gathering flowers when the ever-randy Zeus, on this occasion disguised as a beautiful white bull, carried her off to Greece to seduce her. She became the first queen of Crete and mother of King Minos, from whom the words Minoan and Minotaur are derived. Zeus so loved her that he painted himself among the stars in the shape of a bull – Taurus.
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The historical Minoan civilisation of Crete (2500–1400 BCE) seems to have been a peaceful trading culture. Figurines show a caste of powerful, snake-wielding female priests, who are generally larger than their darker-skinned male counterparts. Exquisite frescoes from the Minoan settlement of Akrotiri on Santorini suggest a sea-faring civilisation given to fishing, celebration and commerce.




The Akrotiri Monkeys


How far afield did the Minoans trade? The picture is still changing. Frescoes found at Akrotiri depict monkeys with ‘s’-shaped tails that look very similar to the grey langurs of the Indus Valley. At the time when the Minoans were exporting luxury goods, like the purple dye made from Murex sea snails farmed off Crete, the rich Bronze Age Harappan Civilisation was thriving on the banks of the Indus. Is it possible that some Minoan merchant took a cargo of snails to the east, and came back with monkeys?
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Minoan monkey tails: wall fresco from Akrotiri, c.17th BCE





The Mycenaean civilisation was very different. It began around 1700 BCE when the Achaeans, an eastern steppe people, migrated south and settled in the Peloponnese, the claw attached to the bottom of Greece by a skinny wrist of land they named the isthmus. Their society was hierarchical, with a warrior elite devoted to horses, and they built fortified settlements, the most famous of which were at Mycenae and Tiryns. The giant stones they used gave the name Cyclopean to this style of architecture, since later Greeks imagined only giants could have lifted them. At some point, the Mycenaeans took to the sea and came into contact with the Minoans, who introduced them to the advantages of trade.


Around 1600 BCE, the Minoan civilisation was fatally damaged by a huge eruption on the island of Thera (today’s Santorini), which buried Akrotiri’s monkeys under ash. The Mycenaean Empire, though, continued to flourish, reaching its apogee in the 12th century BCE, by which time it had spawned settlements across the Aegean, right up to the shores of Asia Minor. ‘Like ants or frogs around a pond,’ Plato would write almost a millennium later.




The Shipwreck and the Script


In the summer of 1982, a young sponge diver from the village of Yalikavak, near Bodrum in Turkey, chanced upon one of history’s most spectacular shipwrecks. Mehmed Çakır discovered the remains of a 14th-century BCE vessel that had probably sunk on its way from a port in the Levant to a Mycenaean palace in Greece. It was carrying a cargo of luxury items ranging from African hippopotamus teeth to jewellery from Canaan. The Greek Peloponnese was at the heart of a trading network that connected the great civilisations of Egypt and Mesopotamia – and possibly India, if the tails of the Akrotiri monkeys do not deceive.


Also found in the shipwreck was a small boxwood writing tablet engraved with the mysterious Linear B script. Its deciphering in 1952 is attributed to the British architect Michael Ventris, but much of the legwork was done by Alice Kober, an academic from New York. In the 1930s, Kober began work on samples that had been found fire-baked into tablets in palaces throughout the Peloponnese. Having mastered Hittite, Akkadian, Old Irish, Tocharian, Sumerian, Old Persian, Basque and Chinese, she assembled a database in 40 notebooks on 180,000 cards, using cigarette cards when paper was rationed during the war.1 After her death her work was used by Ventris who, with the addition of some inspired guesswork, deciphered the script in 1952 and established it as Mycenaean Greek.


The signs and ideograms of Linear B were used mainly to record the distribution of goods like wool and grain to customers. They bear witness to a talent for organised trade that perhaps reached as far as India.
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This Linear B tablet was baked, and thus preserved, by the fire that destroyed the Palace of Pylos, c.1200 BCE.





Iliad and Odyssey


Homer’s epics are vital staging posts on the Greek journey from myth into history. The two poems are set towards the end of the Greek Bronze Age, when the Mycenaeans might well have crossed paths with the mighty Hittite Empire, of which the city of Troy (Ilios) may have been a western outpost. On the Aegean coast of modern Turkey, just over 100 miles from today’s Greek border, it would have made an attractive target for pillage.


The Iliad describes a few crucial weeks towards the end of the ten-year siege of Troy, when the Greeks are on the point of losing the war. Everything turns on whether the semi-divine Achilles – their one-man blitzkrieg – can be persuaded to abandon literature’s longest sulk to rejoin the fight. The target of his anger is King Agamemnon, who has dishonoured him by exercising droit de seigneur over his concubine Briseis, the spoil of a previous battle.


When Achilles finally leaves his tent, it isn’t because Agamemnon has apologised, but to avenge the death of his best friend Patroclus, who has been killed by the Trojan champion, Hector. The gods intervene decisively in the encounter, as they do throughout the tale, but their interventions are capricious and unpredictable, following the twists and turns of their own internecine squabbles on Mount Olympus. They are like superpowers using the clashes of smaller nations to fight a proxy war.


Achilles wades through oceans of blood to exact his revenge, mutilating and dishonouring Hector’s corpse in a frenzy of grief and rage. Soon afterwards, though, he is visited in his tent by Hector’s grieving father, King Priam of Troy, who begs for the return of his son’s body. Against all expectations, Achilles is moved by pity and gives Hector back.


The Odyssey is very different. More human and intimate, it tells of Odysseus’s perilous journey home from Troy to the small island of Ithaca. He survives sea monsters, whirlpools, witches and cannibals – and the wrath of the sea god, Poseidon – only to find himself in the midst of another siege, that of his wife Penelope by 108 rowdy suitors. Odysseus defeats (and kills) them all in an archery contest, winning back both wife and kingdom.


What makes these two stories so important? Millions of words have been written on this subject, but perhaps it comes down what they have to say about a single question. Who decides our fate – the gods, or us?


The first word of the Iliad in Greek is ‘wrath’ (minin) and many of the next 16,000 lines seem to be part of a vast hymn to rage. Yet the whole story hinges on the moment when rage dissolves into grief and pity, as Achilles allows Priam to remove his son’s body and give him a proper burial. This is the moment when Achilles puts divinity behind him and embraces the business of being human, which is the business of grief and pity. At the start of the poem, he is more god than human, son of the sea goddess Thetis. By the end, he is the very mortal son of his mortal father, Peleus, and able to feel another father’s grief. The age of gods is over, and the age of man can begin.


In the Odyssey, composed later, humans are firmly at centre stage. Events are driven by the dangerous adventures that thwart the hero’s longed-for home-coming. It reflects a time when the Greeks were founding new homes across the known world, when it felt vital to define what it meant to be Greek.


Whether the two poems were authored by a man called Homer or emerged from a collective folk tradition, their form was more or less fixed in the sixth century BCE. They were recited again and again at festivals and other public events, including over consecutive nights at the Olympic games. Together they speak of the Greeks’ first steps towards taking responsibility for their world. They underpin later Greek political thinking, playing a vital part in the growth of a system that put citizen participation at its very core.




Milman Parry (1902–35)


It was another eccentric American academic who established that Homer must have been working in an oral tradition. Milman Parry toured the Balkans on great recording adventures, listening to traditional poetry sung to the one-stringed gusle (and later reciting it under the stars to his long-suffering family). He revealed the oral poet’s tricks of the trade. Stock phrases like eos rhododaktylos (rosy-fingered dawn) or podas okus achilleas (swift-footed Achilles) served to keep the bard within the metrical pattern and helped his extempore composition.


Parry’s painstaking work also contributed to our understanding of the Iliad as something older than the Odyssey – a story reaching back to a time when the Greeks’ ancestors were migrating west across the steppes, and when the horse not the sea was the dominant feature of their lives.





Collapse


The Mycenaean civilisation collapsed around 1100 BCE, to be followed by three centuries often called the Greek Dark Age. The cause of the breakdown could have been civil war or climate change, or a combination. Or perhaps it was the result of some attritional war, of which Troy became the mythic record. The most attractive hypothesis involves the mysterious ‘sea peoples’, yet to be firmly identified, who laid waste much of the eastern Mediterranean around that time and may have burned down the palaces in which the baked Linear B tablets were found.


THE ARCHAIC AGE (776–500 BCE)



Growth of the Polis


Into the darkness rushed the Dorians, from around 1100 BCE. Where the tribe came from is anyone’s guess, though Herodotus tells us it was Macedonia. They poured into the Peloponnese, bypassing the Ionians, who’d chosen Attica for their home.
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As the Mycenaeans were to the Minoans, the Dorians were to the Ionians. The former were militaristic arrivistes, the latter a settled trading people. Only an isthmus separated them, and though the two would never merge, their temporary partnership would bring forth the miracle of the Greek Classical Age.


From about 800 BCE, both began building cities (poleis), often upon Mycenaean ruins. The Dorians built Sparta, while the Ionians chose a rock named after Athena, goddess of wisdom. Legend has it that Poseidon, brother of Zeus, also wanted patronage of the city, so the two deities went head-to-head, competing to see who could offer the Athenians the best future. Poseidon drove his trident deep into the earth, bringing forth a spring and the promise of maritime riches. Athena’s response was to plant an olive tree next to the spring, symbolising a future of peace and plenty.


The poleis were a response to population growth and competition for resources. Over time a fortified place of refuge evolved into a permanent storage centre. At first this was controlled by an individual with the power of distribution, but as the cities grew into small states a bourgeoisie of citizen-soldiers, or hoplites formed, prepared to defend what they’d built in exchange for a say in how things were run. So began the process of political evolution from monarchy towards (for some) democracy.


Competition between poleis made for rapid military innovation. The Spartans perfected the phalanx, a lethally effective formation that involved serried ranks of long spears and locked shields, with armour protecting exposed body parts. Battles took place on specially selected flat ground, and resembled a pushing match. They ended when one party broke and ran. War was conducted according to Homeric rules: the fighting didn’t begin until both sides were ready and there were no surprises. Victory went to the most disciplined, which was usually Sparta.


Next came the trireme out of Corinth, though it was based on an earlier Phoenician design. This was a warship capable of reaching speeds of 11 knots and executing a U-turn in under a minute. With its three banks of oars, a trireme was a kind of maritime guided missile (Paul Cartledge), and it would dominate Mediterranean warfare for centuries to come.
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City-state super-weapon: the trireme





But the true genius of the Greeks was to create bodies like the Delphic Oracle and the Olympic Games that sat above the city states and helped them to compete peacefully. The first Games were held at Olympia in the Peloponnese in the early 8th century BCE, and others joined them at Nemea, Isthmia and Delphi, so that they became an annual event. They were open to all Greeks, wherever they lived, so long as they were male (even the coaches were stripped to ensure they weren’t proud mothers in disguise). These Games offered an annual alternative to war. They combined competition with diplomacy and were held under a strict truce that allowed athletes to travel and politicians to parley. While wrestlers grappled and javelins were hurled, alliances were made, new colonies planned and tensions released.


The Games probably included a full recital of the Iliad across three evenings, perhaps as the soundtrack to the feast that followed the mass slaughter of 100 bulls on the altar to Zeus. With its unmistakable message of pan-Hellenic cooperation and the disasters that attend its breakdown, it would have powerfully underlined the very point of the Games.




Fair Play: Ancient and Modern


The Peloponnese (literally ‘island of Pelops’) got its name from Prince Pelops of Lydia, in today’s western Turkey. Legend has it that he came over to win the hand of Hippodameia, daughter of King Oenomanos, who ruled the land around what would become Olympia. The king challenged all suitors to a chariot race that he would always win. But Pelops procured his horses from Poseidon then bribed the King’s charioteer to replace his wheel-axles with wax. Oenomanos was killed and Pelops won both his daughter and a kingdom. To celebrate, he held the first Games at Olympia.


Despite this rather ignoble origin story, the Games had a sound system for punishing cheats: they were fined, and the money spent on erecting Zanes. These were small statues dedicated to Zeus, with the cheater’s name engraved on the plinth, his disgrace cast forever in stone.





Sparta


The film ‘300’ vividly depicts the Spartans as the ultimate fighting machine, but their formidable reputation owed as much to their domestic arrangements as it did to foreign exploits. Having conquered and enslaved the native Achaeans of the Peloponnese, the invading Dorians had found themselves vastly outnumbered by them. They needed a social structure to keep these subjugated peoples in place.
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City states of the Peloponnese





According to their own foundation myth, a man called Lycurgus gave the Spartans their laws and system of government, perhaps in the 9th century BCE. This consisted of two kings, a House of Elders (the Gerousia, whose average age was 60+), and a hardened, militarised youth. Society was divided into three classes. At the top were the spartiates, Sparta’s citizens, all male, who endured the tough agoge training regime between the ages of 7 and 20, when they joined a syssition. This was a kind of supper club, paid for with a monthly fee, whose fifteen members were deliberately under-nourished on a diet that included black pig’s blood broth.2 Spartiates could marry at the age of twenty but not live with their wives for ten years after that. They remained on active service until they were sixty.


Next were the perioikoi, who were free, but not citizens. These were often ex-spartiates unable to afford or cope with the agoge, and they existed as a sort of military reserve.


At the bottom were the helots, or state-owned slaves, mainly made up of conquered Achaeans from Messenia and Laconia. Their lot was to produce food for the spartiates and be hunted annually by them for sport and training. The Spartans’ enslavement of whole Greek tribes set them apart from the other city states.
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The Spartans weren’t great writers, so much of what is known of them comes from their enemies, like Aristotle, for instance, who considered them thugs. Did they really throw weak babies into a ravine in the Taygetos mountains? So far, archaeologists have only found adult remains there. Did they persecute the helots? Aristotle claimed they ritually declared war on them every year, but what evidence we have suggests that they treated them better than the Athenians treated their own slaves. Helots were allowed to keep half of what they produced, to marry, and to buy their freedom. Were Spartan women valued only as breeders of more and more Spartan men? Perhaps, but even so they were better off than most Greek women. They were educated, allowed to own property and absolved from child-bearing until their bodies were strong enough. On average they lived ten years longer than their counterparts in Athens.




Spartan Wit
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Spartan smile: marble bust, possibly of King Leonidas, 490–480 BCE





In the archaeological museum at Sparta, the torso of a magnificent Spartan warrior is topped by a no less magnificent head, which is grinning from ear to ear. But was there room for humour in a state like Sparta? It’s true that the Greek god of wine, Dionysus, had no festival there, but there was a temple to Gelos, god of laughter.


In fact the Spartans were famously witty. Socrates once said: ‘If you talk to any ordinary Spartan, he seems to be stupid. But eventually, like an expert marksman, he shoots in some brief remark that proves you to be only a child.’ And when Philip II of Macedon invaded southern Greece, he sent a threatening message to the Spartans asking if he should come as friend or foe. The reply was: ‘neither’. He then sent a nastier message to say that if he entered Laconia, he would raze Sparta. Another one-word message came back: ‘If.’


Laconia, Sparta’s south-eastern province, has given us the adjective laconic, meaning ‘dry or understated’. Attic wit, on the other hand, was ‘subtle or delicate’. Perhaps nothing defines difference like humour.





There was, however, a design flaw built into the Spartan system. The toughness of military training, the obstacles to family life and heavy battle losses meant that true spartiates were in permanent decline. By Aristotle’s day in the mid-4th century BCE, citizenship had declined from 9,000 to 1,000, but the inflexibility of the Spartan social and political structure meant that any accommodation with the helot underclass was unthinkable.


THE CLASSICAL AGE (500–323 BCE)


It is called the Greek Miracle – two centuries of spectacular achievement in almost every field of human endeavour. These were the years when demokratia was established, first in Athens then across the Greek city states. This wasn’t the representative democracy that we know today, but something more direct. Over those 200 or so years, demokratia was born, peaked, declined and was reinvented – though perhaps for another time, since by then tyranny was back. What the Greeks learned from that process is still of vital interest to us today.


The Path to Freedom


By the 7th century BCE, the Greek world consisted of more than 1,000 city states, run by elites who were against any form of democracy. In Athens, the ruling classes had taken over so much of the city’s wealth that ordinary people began to rebel. In 594 BCE, a new ruler, Solon, began to think about how to run things differently.


For Solon, extremes of wealth were at the heart of the problem. ‘Nothing in excess’ was another of the Delphic Oracle’s dicta and Solon took it seriously. He abolished debt bondage and made public office dependent on means rather than birth, promoting the ambitious middle classes at the expense of the aristocracy. He allowed all citizens – even thetes, the poorest class of freemen – to attend the ecclesia (assembly) that made the city’s laws, though they did not have the right to speak. Above all he fostered paideia (education) as the way to spread arete (virtue) and inoculate the Athenians against tyranny. It was, he wrote, through ignorance that the people fell into ‘the bondage of the despot’.


Yet the path to demokratia was not smooth. Solon was succeeded by the tyrant Peisistratus (561–527 BCE, off and on). Political reform ground to a halt, but Peisistratus continued Solon’s good work in other areas. He kept most of his laws and solved Athens’s notorious water problem by building wells and aqueducts; land was redistributed and olive farmers subsidised. Peisistratus also understood the power of populist gestures. After his first exile, he dressed a tall woman in breastplate and helmet and made his triumphal re-entry into the city in a golden chariot, with ‘Athena’ by his side.


It was in 507 BCE, when Cleisthenes introduced the deme (‘ward’ or ‘district’), that true revolution came. The deme became the basis for a new concept of citizenship where the classes were mixed up so as to promote maximum – and fair – participation in the key functions of the polis: assemblies, religious festivals, law courts and representation on the central council of 500. Citizens were chosen to serve by lot.


The Pnyx was the hill in Athens where the ecclesia was held, and the assembled citizens were now permitted to speak. There was room for around 6,000 on it (perhaps a fifth of the total citizenry) and voting was by the simple raising of the right hand. To start with it met once a month (more often later) and only rain could stop play – rain being a sign of divine disapproval. The boule, brainchild of Cleisthenes, was its steering committee, the body that prepared and instituted its laws.




[image: Illustration]


*Positions requiring specialist skills were filled by election





But, as Solon had known, demokratia only works if citizens understand why they’re raising their hands. So an Athenian education had to both instruct and to encourage informed participation. The system of paideia had long been teaching aristocratic children how to be model members of the polis. Now it was expanded to include the middle classes.


Paideia strove to promote arete (‘virtue’ or ‘excellence’) in every area. It combined study of the liberal arts and science with physical and moral education, imparted through music, poetry and philosophy. Perhaps above all, it encouraged the mastery of rhetoric – an essential skill in a direct democracy.


Sparta also had an education system whose raison d’être was to instil commitment to the polis, but its emphasis was on the martial. It did not encourage creative expression: there would never be a Spartan temple on a par with the Parthenon, nor a Spartan playwright to rival Aeschylus’s genius.


Persian Wars


It was these two very different versions of the Greek polis that, early in the 5th century BCE, together faced the Persian invasions. Darius, the Persian ‘King of Kings’, wanted to punish Athens for encouraging the Greek cities of Asia Minor to revolt against his rule. In 490 BCE he sent a task force across the Aegean sea to land at Marathon, just east of Athens. There it was defeated on the beach by the Athenian hoplites, and the Persians went home.




Pheidippides


The story of the young hemerodrome (‘day-runner’) who ran 150 miles and back to Sparta, then 25 miles from Marathon to Athens to bring news of victory may be the stuff of legend, but it still thrills. Pheidippides is said to have died on delivering his news – hardly surprising given that he had run over 300 miles in three days.


Pheidippides’ exploits were the inspiration for the first modern marathon race, introduced at the re-born Olympic games in 1896 and now run by millions across the world. They also inspired two 20th-century Greek runners to athletic triumph at vital times in their nation’s history. We’ll come to them later.





Ten years later the Persians, under Darius’s son Xerxes, invaded again, this time with overwhelming force. In the first invasion, Sparta’s involvement had been limited to executing a few Persian ambassadors, and its forces had arrived too late to join the main action at Marathon. This time was different. King Leonidas led 300 Spartan hoplites to defend the pass at Thermopylae, where they and others held off the Persians for three days before being betrayed by an obscure local named Ephialtes, who showed the Persians a path to outflank them. Xerxes marched on to lay waste to Athens, including the Acropolis, and prepared to confront the Greek army gathered at Corinth. But first he needed command of the sea. In a tactical masterstroke, the Athenian general Themistocles lured the huge Persian fleet into the straits of Salamis, where it was destroyed by the much smaller Greek one. A year later, the Persians were defeated at the battle of Plataea, and again they went home, this time for good.


Of the 700 or so poleis of the Greek heartland, only 31 had joined the coalition against the Persians. The Thebans, after fighting for a time with the Spartans at Thermopylae, had swapped sides, and more Greeks fought with the Persians than against them. This meant that Athens and Sparta emerged from the wars with their reputations – and those of their very different systems of government – much boosted.


For the Athenians, victory over Persia vindicated a system that bound citizens from all classes to the polis. Before demokratia, it had been the cavalry of the aristocracy that had protected the people. Then it had been the farmer-citizen hoplites who won at Marathon. At Salamis, the very poorest class of citizen had rowed their triremes to victory.


The Spartan system, on the other hand, seemed to foster the iron discipline that made men stand firm at Thermopylae. Yet it was built around the enslavement of Greeks. Athenians might admire its efficacy – and welcome Sparta as an ally when expedient – but it was as much a threat as an object of emulation.


It was the Athenians who had produced perhaps the war’s greatest leader. Themistocles had masterminded the brilliant subterfuge that lured the Persians to their destruction at Salamis. Then, in the decade between the two invasions, he had persuaded his fellow citizens to spend the dividend from their new silver mines wisely, on building more ships.




Oracles


Themistocles had a genius for interpreting the Delphic Oracle’s answers to suit his purpose. When the Athenians asked how they should fend off the Persians, the priestess answered: ‘Only wooden palisades will save you.’ She might just as easily have been telling him to barricade the Acropolis but Themistocles read it as ‘take to your ships’. The Athenians went with that version and won at Salamis.


Her answers were famously ambiguous. Another leader weighing up whether to go to war was told: ‘You will go you will return never in war you will perish.’ The meaning hinges on the placement of a single punctuation mark.


At Delphi, the Oracle delivered her pronouncements on the seventh day of every month – seven being the sacred number for Apollo. Some said she was intoxicated by fumes seeping out of a geological vent below. Whether she was stoned or not, kings paid homage to her, and her strange utterances could alter the fate of empires.


Other oracles, like the one at Dodona in Epirus dedicated to Zeus and Dione, communicated via wind in the trees. At the museum in Ioannina there are lead tablets inscribed with the questions posed by visitors. One reads: ‘Lysanias asks Zeus Naios and Dione whether the baby Annyla is now bearing is really his.’


King Croesus of Lydia is said to have tested the oracles by getting his men to ask each of them what he was doing at the precise time the question was asked. It was only Delphi that got it right: ‘eating lamb and tortoise stew’.


When the oracles’ baffling answers got too much, the Greeks could always go to the nearest Necromanteion. There they’d consume a meal of pork, barley bread and narcotics, before descending deep underground via stone steps and corridors to seek advice from the ancestors. Priests would often preside from above, suspended in mid-air by hidden machines.





With the Persians down but hardly out, the other city states could choose either Athens or Sparta for protection. Two rival blocs, based broadly upon Dorian and Ionian tribal kinship, began to take shape. In the Peloponnese, with the exception of Argos, they looked to Sparta. North of the isthmus, with the exception of Thebes, and across most of the islands, they looked to Athens.
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