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ANCIENT GREECE: CRADLE OF WESTERN CIVILISATION

[image: ]




Ancient Greece was a civilisation of the northeastern Mediterranean, flourishing from the twilight of the Greek Dark Ages in the twelfth to ninth centuries before the common era, enduring until the close of classical antiquity around the sixth century of the Christian era. It comprised a loose confederation of culturally and linguistically kindred city-states and communities. Prior to the advent of Roman dominion, these lands were formally united but once, under the sway of the Kingdom of Macedon from 338 to 323 BCE. In the annals of Western history, the era of classical antiquity was succeeded by the Early Middle Ages and the rise of Byzantium.

Three centuries after the fall of Mycenaean Greece amid the tumult of the Bronze Age collapse, the Greek city-states, or poleis, began to emerge in the eighth century BCE, ushering in the Archaic period and initiating the colonisation of the Mediterranean. This age was followed by that of Classical Greece, spanning from the Greco-Persian conflicts to the death of Alexander the Great in 323 BCE, encompassing the splendour of Athens’ Golden Age and the Peloponnesian War. The unification of Greece by Philip II of Macedon, and the subsequent campaigns of Alexander the Great into the Persian Empire, extended Hellenic civilisation across the Near East. The Hellenistic era drew to a close with the annexation of Ptolemaic Egypt by Rome in 30 BCE.

The culture of Classical Greece, particularly its philosophy, left an indelible mark upon Rome, which transmitted these ideas throughout the Mediterranean and much of Europe. For this reason, Greece is often regarded as the cradle of Western civilisation, furnishing the archetypes and principles of governance, philosophy, science, and the arts upon which the modern West is founded. Classical antiquity in the Mediterranean is generally considered to have commenced in the eighth century BCE, with the earliest surviving poetry of Homer, and to have concluded in the sixth century CE.

The period preceding Classical Greece, the Greek Dark Ages (c. 1200–800 BCE), is attested archaeologically by the protogeometric and geometric designs on pottery. The Archaic period that followed saw the consolidation of political and social structures that would shape the Classical era, which endured from the Persian invasion of Greece in 480 BCE to the passing of Alexander the Great. Classical art and architecture, exemplified by the Parthenon of Athens, became the benchmark for aesthetic judgement for later generations. Politically, the fifth century was dominated by Athens and the Delian League, followed by Spartan ascendancy in the early fourth century, succeeded in turn by Thebes and the Boeotian League, and ultimately by the League of Corinth under Macedonian leadership. Wars with Persia, the Peloponnesian conflict, and the rise of Macedon defined the century.

The Hellenistic age, from 323 to 146 BCE, witnessed Greek culture and influence expanding into the Near East. Roman Greece is often dated from the Roman triumph over Corinth in 146 BCE to the establishment of Constantinople as the imperial seat in 330 CE. The subsequent period of Late Antiquity, marked by the spread of Christianity, culminated in the closure of the Academy of Athens by Emperor Justinian in 529 CE. Ancient Greece is distinguished in history as the first civilisation chronicled in extensive narrative historiography, rather than fragmentary annals or inscriptions.

Herodotus, celebrated as the “father of history,” composed his Histories in the mid-fifth century BCE, detailing the Persian conflicts and referencing figures of the sixth and eighth centuries BCE. He was succeeded by chroniclers and philosophers such as Thucydides, Xenophon, Demosthenes, Plato, and Aristotle, most of whom were Athenian or sympathetic to Athens, which explains the preponderance of information on that city.

The Archaic period, roughly 800–500 BCE, saw the rise of the polis as the principal political unit in Greece. The fragmented geography of mountains and valleys encouraged the development of numerous independent city-states. Several of these saw tyrannies emerge, notably in Corinth. This era also witnessed the founding of colonies across the Mediterranean, bringing Greek influence to regions as far-flung as Italy, France, Spain, and the Black Sea coast. Contact with other cultures enriched Greek art, architecture, coinage, and writing.

In Athens, the foundations of democracy were laid during the Archaic period, through the reforms of Draco and Solon, and the later establishment of Cleisthenes’ democratic measures. Sparta, in contrast, developed a diarchic system with two kings, a council of elders, and five ephors, while subjugating the region of Messenia. By the sixth century BCE, Greek city-states began forming alliances, such as the Peloponnesian League led by Sparta, and entered into complex networks of diplomacy and conflict.

The Persian Wars began in 499 BCE with the Ionian revolt, culminating in the Athenian victory at Marathon in 490 BCE and the decisive engagements at Thermopylae, Salamis, and Plataea a decade later. These conflicts precipitated the rise of Athens and Sparta as dominant powers and the creation of the Delian League, which ultimately transformed into an Athenian empire. Rivalries among Greek states led to the Peloponnesian War (431–404 BCE), the Sicilian expedition, and the eventual Spartan hegemony, which was in turn challenged by Thebes in the mid-fourth century BCE.

The vacuum left by internecine conflicts was filled by Macedon under Philip II and his son Alexander, whose conquest of the Persian Empire spread Hellenic culture from Greece to India. Alexander’s death in 323 BCE inaugurated the Hellenistic period, when his generals—Antigonus, Demetrius, Ptolemy, and Seleucus—established monarchies blending Macedonian and Near Eastern traditions. The Hellenistic kingdoms flourished culturally in cities such as Alexandria and Antioch, though political boundaries were in continual flux.

Greek colonisation, both in the form of independent poleis and commercial emporia, spread the Hellenic way of life throughout the Mediterranean and Black Sea regions. These settlements remained largely autonomous, though often bound by kinship or alliance to their mother-cities. The city-states themselves, rarely unified, cherished their independence; leagues formed and dissolved in response to shifting threats and ambitions, while the occasional tyrant seized power to navigate class conflict or preserve order.

Greek society was hierarchical: free citizens exercised political rights, while women tended domestic affairs, and slaves, though legally protected to some degree, were without political status. Sparta relied upon the helot system to sustain its militarised state. Education was the preserve of the wealthy, with boys trained in letters, music, and athletics, and girls in household management; in Sparta, boys received rigorous military instruction. The intellectual traditions of Greece—exemplified by the Lyceum, the Platonic Academy, and the philosophical schools of the Hellenistic age—produced enduring legacies in philosophy, science, and letters.

Greek achievements encompassed music, mathematics, astronomy, and medicine. Figures such as Hippocrates in medicine, Archimedes in mathematics, and Aristarchus in astronomy advanced knowledge which would echo through later centuries. Literature and theatre flourished from the epic verses of Homer to the comedies of Aristophanes, and Hellenistic scholarship preserved much of this heritage through the Museum and Library of Alexandria.

The arts of Greece profoundly influenced Rome, and thence the wider Western world. Sculpture, architecture, and painting set standards emulated for millennia, while Greek religious practices, although diverse, centred upon sacrifice, ritual, and a pantheon that came to be codified in the Olympian twelve. Through Rome, Greek culture became the cornerstone of Western civilisation, further perpetuated by the Byzantine Empire and revived in the Neoclassical movements of later centuries.

Thus did the civilisation of ancient Greece, fragmentary yet immensely fertile, leave an enduring mark upon the world: a mosaic of city-states, a crucible of thought, art, and polity, whose legacy has resonated across time to shape the modern West.
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THE GODS AND RELIGION OF ANCIENT GREECE
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In ancient Greece, the gods were regarded as immortal beings—anthropomorphic, potent, and eternal. They were conceived not as abstract forces or ideas, but as distinct persons, possessing human form and passions, though grander in stature and beauty. The deities shared in nearly all the emotions and actions of mortals: they loved and quarrelled, deceived and desired, displaying jealousy and moral indifference with equal freedom. Yet they were thought to possess wisdom beyond the reach of mankind, conversing in a divine tongue unknown to human ears.

Their immortality, the essential mark of their godhood, ensured that they did not wither with age but remained perpetually in the prime of life. Instead of mortal blood, their veins were filled with ichor, a sacred substance born of their divine sustenance, which preserved their eternal existence. Through their power they were able to shape and govern the world of mortals—sending rain or storm, fostering the growth of crops, stirring the seas, or visiting pestilence upon humankind. They could likewise determine the fortunes of war and the outcome of great political events.

Greek religion was polytheistic: the same people might honour many gods at once, each with his or her own name, function, and cult. A deity’s identity was marked chiefly by name and epithet—the latter often signifying a specific aspect of power, local association, or relationship to another god. Worship was rendered in the hope of divine favour, for the Greeks believed that the gods could bestow prosperity, protection, and success beyond mortal control.

Religious practice took many forms—sacrifice, prayer, libation, festival, and the erection of temples. By the eighth century before Christ, sanctuaries had become common throughout the Greek world. These sacred precincts, or temene, were usually dedicated to a single deity and contained a temple, altars, and often halls for ritual feasting. Each god’s cult possessed its own customs: the nature of the offerings, the site of the sanctuary, and the rites observed all contributed to how worshippers conceived the divine character of the being they revered.

The personality and functions of a deity were established through two chief means: mythology—the stories told of their deeds—and iconography—their representation in art. Myth described their exploits, their relationships, and their roles within the divine order, while art gave form to these tales, shaping how generations imagined the gods. The earliest and most influential sources of myth were the Homeric epics—the Iliad and the Odyssey—and Hesiod’s Theogony, which offered a genealogy of the gods and an account of the world’s creation. Myths varied between regions, reflecting local concerns and traditions; some sought to explain the origins of rituals, others may have arisen directly from them.

Artistic representations, often predating literary accounts, reveal much about the evolving conception of the divine. Vase painting and sculpture endowed the gods with recognisable symbols: the thunderbolt of Zeus, the trident of Poseidon, the lyre of Apollo. In this way, art both reflected and shaped the Greek understanding of divinity.

Foremost among the gods were the Twelve Olympians, thought to dwell upon Mount Olympus and bound together as a divine family. Zeus was acknowledged as their chief, though Athena and Apollo commanded widespread devotion, and Dionysus has since drawn particular attention from modern scholars. Yet the Greek pantheon extended far beyond these twelve. The earth, the sea, the sun, and the winds were all imbued with divinity, while lesser spirits—nymphs, river gods, and local deities—were honoured in particular regions or springs. Even abstract ideas, such as Victory, Justice, or Strife, were personified and sometimes worshipped.

The Olympian family comprised two generations: the elder, born of Cronus and Rhea—Zeus, Poseidon, Hera, Demeter, and Hestia—and the younger, chiefly offspring of Zeus—Athena, Apollo, Artemis, Ares, Hephaestus, Aphrodite, Hermes, and Dionysus, though accounts varied. They succeeded an earlier race, the Titans, children of Uranus and Gaia, who were overthrown in the great war known as the Titanomachy, after which Zeus established his reign over gods and men.

The cult of the Twelve Gods, or Dodekatheon, is first attested in the sixth century before Christ, with the construction of the Altar of the Twelve Gods at Athens. By the Classical period, the idea of twelve chief deities was firmly established, though their composition differed by region—Hestia and Dionysus being alternately included or omitted. Hades, though brother to Zeus and ruler of the underworld, was excluded from this company, being a god of the chthonic realm rather than of Olympus.

Beneath the heavens, the Greeks also venerated the chthonic deities—those of the underworld and of the earth’s hidden powers—foremost among them Hades and Persephone. Other deities personified the natural world: rivers, seas, mountains, and winds. These were worshipped wherever their presence was most keenly felt, and countless local cults flourished across the Greek world.
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