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Introduction


Sometime between 450 and 420 BCE, a man from Halicarnassus took up his pen and started work on a new sort of book. His name was Herodotus, and he wanted “to preserve the fame of the important and remarkable achievements produced by both Greeks and non-Greeks”. To do this, he created a completely new type of narrative: a history.


Herodotus seems to have realized that there was something incredibly special about Greek civilization. In fact, some would argue it is the greatest civilization of all time, cradle not only of history, but philosophy, mathematics, astronomy, law, chemistry, medicine, theatre, poetry, biology and sculpture. We even have the Greeks to thank for democracy, alarm clocks, cheesecake and the Olympics!





This book takes us on a thrilling journey into the glorious past that was Ancient Greece – from inside the mind of Socrates, to inside the warships of Alexander the Great. Along the way we’ll meet some of the greatest writers, statesmen, warriors and scientists of all time, and discover that the world we live in now is one that owes a huge debt to a group of people who first arrived on the human stage over 3,000 years ago…
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Ancient Greece continues, thousands of years later, to fascinate us, inspire us, and to inform our everyday lives. The Ancient Greeks are a reference point for so much of our Western world. But who were they, what did they do, and how is it that what was a small country on the Mediterranean would grow to be one of the greatest empires the world has known?


Come on a journey into a past which astonishes not just for what it is, but in how familiar much of it is – because what happened there during that time affects, in so many ways, what is happening here now.










The Cradle of Western Civilization


Ancient Greece has long been known as the “cradle of Western civilization”. When Herodotus took up his pen, Ancient Greece had been established for around 800 years, and it would continue for almost 500 more. In the course of its 1,300 years, it would, as we shall see, produce some of the greatest thinkers, and some of the greatest warriors, in human history.


At its peak in the fourth century BCE, 8–10 million people would have regarded themselves as being ruled by Greece, which was nearly a quarter of the world’s population. And its empire covered some 2 million square miles, from what we now know as Russia and Ukraine on the eastern borders, all the way to Spain in the west.


But it has never just been about size when it comes to Ancient Greece. Other empires have dwarfed it in terms of population and acreage. But none have come close to its influence. In fact, the book you are holding in your hands is part of a long history of telling the Greeks’ story – a story which started with the most beautiful woman in the world.










The Most Beautiful Woman in the World


Her name was Helen, and some believe she was the daughter of the god Zeus, and Leda, the wife of a king from the Greek city of Sparta. Paris – a prince from the city of Troy – had been promised the most beautiful woman in the world by the goddess Aphrodite. So, one day, he kidnapped Helen and took her to Troy. The Greeks raised a fleet to go and get her back, and this made her “the face that launched a thousand ships”.


The war over Helen – the Trojan War – would go down in legend, but more than that, it would go down in poetry. The bard Homer told the story of the last ten days of the battle to reclaim Helen in The Iliad, and then the story of the journey home of the Greek hero Odysseus in The Odyssey.


Was there a Trojan War? Debates continue. But those who believe there was place it at a date of around 1200 BCE. Whether or not Homer had his facts right and Ancient Greece began with Zeus and Leda, something shifted in the history of the world at around that date.










The Trojan War


It is, in many ways, the founding myth of the Greeks – the battle of their forebears, the Achaeans as Homer called them, against the city of Troy, to bring Helen home after Paris abducted her. The war is said to have lasted ten years, and many of the events have passed into our own history and language.


For example, the Trojan Horse, and the expression “beware of Greeks bearing gifts”, which refers to the large wooden horse the Achaeans left outside the gates of Troy. The Trojans took it inside, believing it to be a victory gift. Then, when night fell, the horse opened and Greek soldiers poured out, opened the gates to allow their army in, and defeated Troy. They reclaimed Helen, and the hero of the Trojans, Hector, was killed and dragged around the city behind a chariot – a profound display of contempt.


We have only the Homeric myths, and the poems of later Romans such as Virgil, to tell us of the war’s existence. A founding myth tells us what a nation wants to be. The Greeks saw themselves as a heroic race, and so it would prove.










Homer


Some 2,800 years after his death, Homer is still regarded as one of the greatest authors in history. His two epic poems, The Iliad, which tells the story of the Trojan War, and The Odyssey, which tells the adventures of one of its soldiers, Odysseus, continue to yield new translations and adaptations, everything from Ulysses by James Joyce to the film O Brother, Where Art Thou? by the Coen brothers.


Of the man himself, we know very little. In fact, scholars are divided over whether he was the author of both texts – or even of one of them! Many see the name “Homer” as a label for a group of poets whose work evolved over centuries. Perhaps Homer is the name of the man who edited the final versions – one meaning attributed to Homer is “he who fits (the song) together”.


The Ancient Greeks seemed sure that the poet was one man, and that the two books are works of genius. We may not agree on the first point, but it is impossible to disagree with the second.










The Dark Ages


The Greek Dark Ages, which historians refer to as the time between 1200 and 800 BCE, displayed little of the intellectual and artistic glory we have come to associate with Ancient Greece. There were, as far as we know, no Homers, no Platos, no Aristotles, no Euclids and no Sapphos – each of whom, as we shall see, produced some of the greatest works of humankind.


However, as the Iron Age began to take shape between 1200 and 500 BCE, these Greeks were at the forefront of changes in technology, such as new weapons and ceramics. Moving into the space left by the fall of the Mycenaean Greeks (1750–1050 BCE), who had met their end either in an earthquake or a war, the new Greeks built on their predecessors’ achievements.


There was little to suggest that these new inhabitants of Greece would become the Ancient Greeks as we have come to know them. But one invention, partly their own, partly borrowed, was to begin a process that would come to dominate the world.










The Written Word


When Homer told his tales of Helen and the Trojan War, and of Odysseus battling the Cyclops and the Sirens, he would have done so by an age-old method: oral transmission. Many of the formulaic techniques used by the poet, such as repetition and verses, were to help the reciter remember the huge texts – each of which ran to thousands of verses.


Then, somewhere around 800 BCE, Greece rediscovered a lost art: writing. We have some Greek writing from before 1300 BCE, but nothing then for 500 years – hence the name the Dark Ages. Taking the idea of writing from neighbouring Phoenicia (now regarded as the eastern Mediterranean and Lebanon), and adding what we would call vowels, the Greek alphabet suddenly transformed the culture.


Now poets didn’t need to remember so many words, which doubtless came as a relief. But more importantly, the written word altered the way Ancient Greeks thought – with repercussions that are still being felt in disciplines such as philosophy and politics. It is no exaggeration to say this is the birthplace of the Western mind as we know it.










The Archaic Period


Unfortunately for historians, historical eras don’t start on the dot – there is always a period of transition and, after all, the era is usually named well after it occurs. Who knows what historians in three thousand years will call our own time!


That said, when dealing with Ancient Greece, it is conventional to refer to the Dark Ages ending, and what is known as the Archaic period beginning, in exactly 800 BCE. Greeks went to bed at midnight at the end of 801 BCE swathed in darkness, and woke, if not quite swathed in light, then swathed in the archaic. Little did they know that they had begun a journey different from that of any other civilization before them, and that a mere 320 years later, their descendants would be part of the greatest flowering of human knowledge ever. These ancestors would go to bed archaic and wake up classical.










Numbers Game


“Archaic” is, in fact, a word from the Greek, from arkhaios, meaning “ancient, old-fashioned, antiquated, primitive”. Of course, archaic people don’t really know they are archaic, so using the word is an anachronism – which is another word from the Greek, meaning “a chronological inconsistency” (ana meaning “backwards”, and khronos meaning “time”). As you can see, once the Greeks started writing things down, they gifted us a lot of words!


For all their achievements, the Archaic Greeks lacked a lot of things which were required for the Classical era to begin, and first among these was a sufficiently large population. If you are going to change the world, you need people on the ground, and in 800 BCE Greece there were only about 700,000 people, roughly the same as Luxembourg today. (No offence to Luxembourg, but it seems unlikely to change Western civilization quite as radically as the Ancient Greeks did!)


By 350 BCE that number had increased to around 10 million – more than ten times as many in just 450 years. By then, one tenth of the Earth’s population was Greek. Where did they all come from? And what were they doing?










Keeping Account


One answer is that they came from other places. There was a great deal of immigration to mainland Greece, as developments in agriculture and politics fed population growth, and population growth fed developments in agriculture and politics.


Trade was also growing. Then (as now) Greece was known for its olives, its wine and its pottery. It was also at the forefront of metalwork, particularly bronze. Money started to flow into Greece.


Fortunately, one of Ancient Greece’s main imports has ceased to be traded: slaves. But food staples, spices, wood and metal are part of any healthy economy, and the Archaic Greeks were no slouches in bringing them in. With all of this activity, new business practices also came in, which we can still recognize today – taxation, tariffs and coins.


There was also huge trade in papyrus – writing really had caught on, and accounts needed to be kept, transactions recorded, invoices sent out.


But if people were flowing into Greece, they were also flowing out. They were not emigrating; they were setting up colonies. As Herodotus noted in his The Histories, the empire had slowly begun.










Herodotus


The “father of history”, Herodotus was born in what is now Turkey, in 484 BCE. He spent much of his early life travelling, and would draw on these adventures when he came to write his The Histories. As much as his book is a story of kings, queens and generals, and of famous battles and tragedies, it is also a marvellous collection of myths and legends, tall stories and travellers’ tales.


He is a storyteller as much as a historian. He always prefers a bad joke to no joke at all, and would rather tell a story and let us decide if it is true, than check the facts himself. In Libya, we are told, there are giant snakes, dog-headed men and headless men with eyes in their breasts (“I merely repeat what the Libyans say,” he writes), while in India there is a bird “so strong that it can take up an elephant in its talons” and ants that dig up gold.


As he himself put it, “Very few things happen at the right time, and the rest do not happen at all. The conscientious historian will correct these defects.”










Settlements


While the Greek mainland would always remain the centre of the Greek empire, the Archaic era saw the first waves of expansion which would eventually bring a huge proportion of the globe under the control of the Greeks.


Some of this was through the establishment of settlements. There were two types of settlement. The first was known as emporia, from which we get the word “emporium” – and yes, these were a type of shopping centre, or at least trading posts where goods could be manufactured and exchanged. They spread across the Mediterranean, the Sea of Marmara (in what is now Turkey) and the Black Sea.


More important were the settlements which later became independent cities of Greece, spreading across Europe and into the Balkans. The first of these was set up in Sicily, and soon after in places like Marseille (in modern France) and Cyrene (in modern Libya).


In fact, there were so many settlements in southern Italy that it became known as Magna Graecia – Greater Greece!










Building an Empire


There was also, of course, what historians have called the “shotgun method” – colonisation, pure and simple. As in the history of any empire, independent populations were invaded, rebels killed, and the empire given dominion. This would reach its height under Alexander the Great 150 years later, but it began in Archaic Greece.


By the end of the sixth century BCE, the population of the Greek mainland had grown to 3 million, while the population of the Greek settlements outside the mainland accounted for another 2 million. Of the 10 million Greeks in 350 BCE, around 6 million were outside the mainland.


This, of course, brought its own problems: how does one run an empire? There are plenty of examples in history of ruling tyrants and despots, but the Greeks were developing new methods of governance. In the Archaic period, we see the first hints at what would become the sort of political systems that exist today. First among these was the development of the very thing we get the word “political” from: the polis, meaning “city”. And the man who takes the credit was a poet, named Solon.










Solon


He became known as one of the Seven Sages of Greece, but Solon’s origins are obscure. We do know that he was about 30 when he came to public prominence in 600 BCE, reciting one of his poems which roused the Athenians to win a war that seemed lost. But it was not through poetry that Solon acquired his fame.


His fame came not from revolution but reform. Made archon (essentially, a governor) in 594, he instituted the sort of government that is recognizable today. His initial popularity was based on what was known as the seisachtheia, meaning “the shaking off of burdens”. This involved debt relief, the freeing of slaves, and the return of lands taken by the aristocracy.


He also strengthened the idea of the polis – the idea of a community working together – so he began forming cities out of villages that were close to each other. This form of urbanization made the population stronger and more dynamic. His system of laws would become a model for all later democratic societies.


He died aged 80, and was celebrated for that most Greek of virtues: moderation.










Sparta


But Athens didn’t have the Archaic period to itself. In fact, while Solon was transforming his city-state, nearby Sparta was widely recognized as the leading Greek state. Legend has it the state grew in prominence 60 years after the Trojan War, when the area was invaded by a people known as the Dorians.


Sparta had a Dark Age, and it too had a legendary figure who led them out of it: Lycurgus, which means “wolf”. As Solon did with Athens, Lycurgus brought law and order, and a stable political and economic state. He also incorporated nearby city-states into Sparta, either by treaty or force, a practice that continued after his death.


This became known as the Peloponnesian League, after the city of Peloponnese, and included legendary cities such as Corinth, Argos and Megalopolis, which literally means “massive city” – legend has it that giants lived there at one time!


There was also a city that was to find fame for a different reason. Its name was Olympia and in 776 BCE, it gathered together the best warriors and athletes in all of Greece, and held a series of games.










The Olympic Games


Olympia was named after Mount Olympus, the home of the gods, and the athletes came from everywhere to compete – from as far west as Spain, and as far east as the Black Sea. To qualify, participants had to be “legitimate sons of free-born Greek parents”. As with so many things in Ancient Greece, only men were allowed to compete.


Many of the sports are recognizable, like running, wrestling, long jump, shot put, javelin, boxing and equestrian events. And while we don’t have the medal count, or a list of winners, we do know that a cook from the city of Elis, named Koroibos, won a 600-feet long foot race.


Did everyone compete in the nude, as rumour has it? Accounts vary. In fact, one legend has it that it was Koroibos who kicked things off, after his shorts fell off while racing, and others followed his example!


The Olympics was held every four years for over 800 years, until 393 CE, long after the fall of Greece. They would not be held again until 1896, in Athens. No one was nude on that occasion, a tradition that thankfully continues to this day…
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