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Beginnings


‘Now there are cornfields where Troy once was.’


Ovid, Heroides (1.53)





In the beginning was chaos. Or so the Greek poets claimed. It is an oddly comforting idea. Chaos – nothingness, the void – at least gives you a starting point for your story. You know where to begin. It is literally Ground Zero. It also gives the account a feeling of progress. After all, anything is better than nothing.


For the classical world, finding a beginning is not so easy. There is no one single moment of creation. The classical world emerges slowly into view and it is not a story of unimpeded success. Things go backwards as well as forwards. The roots of the classical world run deep. Traces of human habitation in the Mediterranean go back as far as 40,000 years. The lifestyle of these early inhabitants was often much better than their European neighbours to the north. As early as 20,000 BC we can see the great advantages that living on the shores of the Mediterranean brought for the interchange of goods and ideas. For example, we find at a number of Palaeolithic and Neolithic sites a bustling trade in blades made from obsidian brought some considerable distance from the island of Melos in the Cyclades. This hard volcanic glass produced blades of exceptional sharpness. Even today obsidian scalpels cut better than their steel rivals.


The ability of the Mediterranean Sea to act as the conduit for goods and ideas meant that the revolutions in agriculture and the domestication of plants and animals arrived in Greece from the Near East much earlier than they did in central Europe or Britain. The cultivation of the famous ‘Mediterranean triad’ of grain, grapes and olives begins not long after we see similar experiments in cultivation in the Near East at around 8,000 BC. It was this ‘networking’ of Mediterranean communities that was responsible for the tremendous advancements we see in Greece and later Italy as these cultures were able to take advantage of the more sophisticated civilizations of Egypt, Phoenicia, and Mesopotamia.
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The Greeks were also adept at establishing their own internal networks. The palatial system that developed under the Minoan civilization (c. 3500–1100 BC) on the island of Crete unified large numbers of villages and groups under the control of a central authority. These organizations were able to harness agricultural surplus and transform it into highly developed economies that could support elaborate suprastructures: palaces, complex religious and social practices, and large bureaucracies to administer it all.


Visiting palatial sites like Knossos today, it is hard not to be impressed by both the size and sophistication of this culture. The palace is enormous and complex. Tourists are always struck by the beauty of the frescoes adorning the walls. The treasures unearthed here show exquisite workmanship using precious materials such as imported gold and ivory. It is easy to understand why Sir Arthur Evans (1851–1941), who unearthed this site in 1901, thought that he had discovered the palace of King Minos, the most famous mythical king of Crete. Given Minos’ association with the Minotaur (the monster was his stepson), the occurrence of bull imagery in the decoration of this labyrinthine palace only seemed to confirm the relationship. Certainly ‘Minoan’, the name he gave this civilization in honour of the king, has remained.


Evans was not the only archaeologist who thought that he was unearthing the stuff of legend. A few decades earlier, on 30 November 1876, the archaeologist Heinrich Schliemann (1822–90), at the site of Mycenae, claimed to have discovered the tomb of Agamemnon, the leader of the Greek forces at Troy. Handling the gold facemask that once covered a king’s face, Schliemann felt a moment of intimate connection: ‘I have gazed on the face of Agamemnon’, he is reported to have said.


In fact, Schliemann had discovered the tomb, not of Agamemnon, but of one of the important rulers of the Mycenaean civilization (c. 1600–1200 BC), named after the site Schliemann excavated.


This civilization flourished from c. 1400–1200 BC when it took over from the earlier Minoan civilization as the dominant power in Greece. The Minoan language (Linear A) remains unintelligible to us, but in the 1950s the language of the Mycenaeans (Linear B) was deciphered by Michael Ventris and John Chadwick. Mycenaean texts present a complex stratified society in which a considerable number of subsidiary officials administer large areas under the control of a ruler based in a central palace. Goods and services were centralized in the palace, which functioned as both storehouse and manufacturing centre.


Evidence reveals that the Mycenaeans were well connected with civilizations outside of Greece. Close ties with both Egypt and most of the principal Near Eastern kingdoms are documented. Textiles and high quality metalwork were popular exports. We find Mycenaean gold, silver and bronze work travelling as far as Italy and the Levant.


The Minoan and Mycenaean civilizations establish a formula for how to succeed in the Mediterranean. The ability to control and harness often-precious natural resources needs to be coupled with a facility to take advantage of the networking opportunities that the Mediterranean provides. It was impossible to stand alone. This last point is underlined by the collapse of Mycenaean civilization. At around 1200 BC, we notice the start of the collapse of important palaces. Fires consume large parts of them. Within the space of two generations, a number of sites are abandoned, never to be reoccupied. The central government collapses. Only dim memories of Mycenaean civilization remained in the Greek consciousness to be reworked as decorative ornaments in oral epic poems such as the Iliad and Odyssey.


The precise cause of the collapse remains debatable. However, what is clear is that this collapse was not happening in isolation. In the same decades as the collapse of the Mycenaean palaces, the Eastern Mediterranean is thrown into a huge turmoil that is felt as far as Sicily and southern Italy. The great Hittite Empire in Asia Minor falls apart. Many of its cities are abandoned or destroyed. Egypt is invaded by mysterious ‘sea people’ who plunder the kingdom and leave it immeasurably weakened.


The period after the collapse of the Mycenaean civilization used to be known as the ‘Dark Ages’. These days we prefer less pejorative terms such as the ‘Iron Age’. Certainly life in the ‘Dark Ages’ was not as bleak as scholars used to think. Yet, it is clear that the turmoil around 1200 BC took its toll. The sundered networks took a long time to recover and substantial reorganization needed to occur in both the Mediterranean and the Near East before either group was ready to engage with each other again on a scale that matched previous exchanges. Yet the formula persisted: as Greece emerged resurgent, the twin principles of internal organization and external engagement are once more recognizable. Politics and diplomacy are the bedrock of any successful state. It is these that keep chaos at bay.
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Athens – the ‘lucky’ city


‘Our government favours the many instead of the few; this is why it is called a democracy. Our laws afford equal justice to all. Advancement depends not on social standing, but on ability.’


Pericles, Athenian statesman (c. 495–429 BC)





Athens was the city that never was supposed to succeed. It was the runt of the litter. If you had asked a Greek in the sixth century BC which city-state was destined for greatness, he would have named numerous cities ahead of Athens. Sparta by that time had established itself as ruler over large sections of the Peloponnese. Corinth was an impressive commercial capital whose goods could be found all over the Aegean. Miletus on the coast of Asia Minor was not only established as one of the centres for ancient philosophy and science, but was also an important wealthy power, having founded over 90 colonies that spread from the Black Sea, down the coast of Turkey, and out into the Mediterranean. There were dozens of contenders who had a better chance of making it big than Athens.


Yet in the space of a little over 100 years, Athens went from the back of the pack to its undisputed leader. It was a rise that astonished even the Ancients. Writing at the end of the first century AD, the biographer and essayist Plutarch wondered how Athens achieved greatness. Was it luck or cunning? Did Athens deserve to be more famous for her generals or her artists and philosophers? These days we might be surprised to learn that it was her success in military exploits that Plutarch identified as Athens’ greatest asset.


For us, Athens is synonymous with the rich life of the mind and the skills of her artisans. It is her cultural products that we admire so much. Her reputation rests on her democratic innovations, the elegance of the Parthenon, the power of her tragedy, and the cleverness of her philosophic schools. Yet all of those marvels, for which she is justly admired, could not have occurred had Athens not also been one of the most effective and ruthless military powers of her age.


Admittedly, Athens enjoyed some natural advantages. It is important to remember that most Greek city-states were tiny. The average Greek city-state occupied a landmass of between 50 and 100 square kilometres and had a population of approximately 400 to 900 male citizens. In contrast, the area of Attica is approximately 2,650 km2 and during her height Athens had a population of 30,000 male citizens. Along with wives, children, slaves, and foreigners, this gave the city a population of about 300,000.


Indeed, the difficulty of marshalling Athens’ resources may explain why the city was such a late developer. The early history of the city is one beset by stories of infighting among regional factions. Greek myth speaks of Attica (the area surrounding Athens) as home to 12 independent cities and, while this overstates the degree of urban sophistication of archaic Attica, it nevertheless correctly captures the level of intense regionalism. The unification of Attica under a central urban authority based in Athens was neither an easy process nor, ultimately, a completely successful one. Even in the fifth century BC, long after the unification of Attica, the historian Thucydides describes the emotional wrench that many Athenians felt as they left their villages in the country and went to cower behind the walls of the city as the opposing forces from Sparta invaded Attica. For many Athenian citizens, their ties with their local region were as, if not more, important than their ties to the city of Athens.
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The Athenians liked to pretend it was the mythical King Theseus who unified the region of Attica under the control of Athens. Theseus – who slew the Minotaur and performed numerous amazing tasks including ridding the countryside of dangerous monsters and evil bandits – was Athens’ answer to Heracles, and his feats were clearly modelled on his more famous predecessor. On the Athenian treasury at Delphi the sculptural decoration features the labours of Heracles and Theseus side-by-side with the implicit invitation to compare the efforts of the two great heroes. Almost every indigenous institution that the Athenians valued was attributed to Theseus.


In fact, the person who should get the greatest credit for unifying Athens was not a mythical monster slayer, but an ambitious politician by the name of Pisistratus (c. 600–527 BC). His attempts to seize power in Athens dominate the second half of sixth century Athenian history. Our undoubtedly exaggerated accounts stress that there was nothing that Pisistratus would not do to get into power. He faked attacks on himself in order to be awarded a bodyguard. He dressed a woman up as the goddess Athena in an attempt to fool the Athenians into believing that he enjoyed divine favour. Finally, he invaded Attica with the backing of mercenaries in c. 546 BC and established himself as tyrant of Athens for almost 20 years. When he died, he was succeeded briefly by his sons Hippias and Hipparchus.


The reign of the Pisistratids (as they are known) represents an early Golden Age for Athens. The Pisistratids provided Athens with her first aqueduct, securing a water supply for the city. They encouraged the rural economy by promoting the cultivation of the olive. Under their influence Athenian traders and trade goods travelled as far north as the Black Sea and as far west as France. Pisistratus deserves credit: he made Athens look beyond her borders to seek a role on the Panhellenic stage. He put an end to factional infighting through a combination of exiling, bribing and neutralizing his opponents. He reorganized the city’s central marketplace and undertook an extensive building programme. A sign of this regime’s ambition can be seen in the enormous temple to Olympian Zeus which the Pisistratids initiated – a structure so large that it was not completed until many centuries later in the reign of the Roman Emperor Hadrian. Today its enormous columns remain one of Athens’ most striking landmarks. Under Pisistratus’ rule, Athens became a centre for poets, artists and thinkers.
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Of course, no democratic Athenian would ever admit (at least not in public) that tyranny had its benefits. Pisistratus’ name was maligned and his achievements reattributed to other less problematic individuals – the Athenian democracy ensuring that his legacy should remain forever ambivalent.


The overthrow of the Pisistratids came to be regarded as a watershed moment in Athens’ history. Their downfall was the result of a combination of factors. Exiled opponents of the regime fermented discontent. Sparta, worried about the rise of Athens, was keen to assist in the removal of the regime. And the regime was weakened when one of the sons, Hipparchus, was assassinated in a homosexual lovers’ dispute. A rule that began as relatively mild became increasingly brutal and unpopular. All these factors came to a head in 510 BC and resulted in the overthrow and exile of Hippias. Intriguingly, the overthrow seems to have been a genuinely popular movement rather than one instigated and controlled by members of the elite. The rule of one man gave way to democracy.


The democratization of the city is a trend that we see happening in many places all over the Greek world. Sparta may have retained having two kings until the end of the third century BC, but even by the seventh century BC, their powers were severely curtailed by the citizen population. The Kings may have controlled the agenda, but they needed the ratification of the people before their proposals were put into action. Time and again we see, throughout the Greek world, the establishment of an ever-increasing number of councils and assemblies as franchise was extended beyond a few elites to more and more people.


Athens was unique in perfecting this democratic trend. In the wake of the overthrow of the Pisistratids, her people established the most important and influential democracy in the ancient world – the one by which the term ‘democracy’ was judged. The centrepiece of the system was the Assembly (Gk. ekklesia), an organ that met at least three to four times a month to vote on all matters relating to governance of the State. The Assembly was an institution in which any male citizen (women were excluded) over the age of 20 had a right to vote and speak, and which valued ‘frankness of speech’ as one of the pre-eminent civic virtues. Attendance was healthy: there were rarely fewer than 6,000 citizens attending, and for important civic matters many more would turn up. Attending the Assembly became almost a form of sport or entertainment. In 427 BC, one frustrated speaker berated his fellow citizens for behaving like spectators who come along just for the thrill of hearing novel arguments.


Magistracies and privileges that had previously been the sole preserve of the elite were now awarded by lot to any eligible male citizen who put his name forward. The Athenians were much keener on awarding political positions by chance than using elections. The only notable magistracy in Athens that was an elected position was the generalship. A lottery was considered much more democratic than election as it provided a level playing field in which differences in wealth, education and background between candidates were entirely erased. It also created a space for the divine to participate in the election. If the lot did not fall your way, it was clearly the will of the Gods.


The Athenians were rightly proud of their democratic experiment. No other state had instituted democracy so widely or so deeply. However, it is easy to be overly romantic about this system. The gap between rich and poor in Athens remained extremely wide and the wealthy still enjoyed tremendous advantages. It is one thing to allow anybody to stand for office, but it is another thing to have the time and resources to feel that you could fulfil the required duties and so put your name forward. Anyone could speak in the Assembly, but it is striking how regularly the same expensively-educated voices seem to be heard.


By transferring power away from the realm of private households into public assemblies, Athenian democracy disadvantaged women who traditionally had wielded greater power within familial structures. Women still had influence in affairs, but it was indirect. For example, a litigant in the Athenian law court warns the jury about facing the wrath of their wives and daughters when they go home, if they get the decision wrong. Female opinion mattered, even if women did not enjoy the power of direct franchise.


These democratic innovations would have remained a curious anomaly were it not for a series of the events that pushed Athens into the spotlight. The event that ensured Athens’ greatness was the Persian Wars.
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The Persian Wars provided another opportunity for Athens to confound expectations. Persian expansion in Asia Minor and the surrounding areas had gone largely unchecked for over a century. Their resources and army dwarfed their Greek opponents.


Ambition and fear were Athens’ driving motivations in the conflict. It was a desire to play a greater role on the Panhellenic stage that encouraged Athens to provide support to the failed revolt by Greek forces against Persia in 498 BC and so incur the ire of Persia and make conflict between Greece and Persia inevitable. And it was fear that Persia would impose on the city the ousted tyrant Hippias as a sympathetic ruler and destroy democracy that caused Athens to oppose the Persians so strongly when their forces landed in Greece in 490 BC and to defeat them on the plains of Marathon.


Marathon quickly entered into Athenian mythology. In theory, the battle should have been an easy Persian victory. The Athenians were substantially out-numbered. The Persian troops were seasoned veterans. However, through a combination of luck and sound military judgement the Athenians were victorious. Attacking on the run, the Athenians caught the Persians by surprise. Confusion reigned on the battlefield. Large sections of the Persian army, which still had not properly disembarked from the Persian ships, were caught off guard in the muddy terrain and slaughtered. The few Athenians that died in the conflict quickly became regarded as heroes – the epitome of the democratic, freedom-loving citizen defending his homeland. The battle site and the tomb of the Athenians who died there became a site of pilgrimage. Over a century later, as part of their education, all Athenian young men were required to visit and make offerings to the tomb of the war dead. The myth of Marathon refused to die. Many centuries later, the writer Pausanias records that it was possible at night to hear the ghosts of Greek and Persian warriors still fighting on the plains of Marathon.


These days we remember Marathon for the long running race named after the battle. The event was established at the first modern Olympic Games in Athens in 1896. The distance (c. 40 km) represents the distance between the plain of Marathon and Athens and the event supposedly commemorates the run of the brave Athenian who rushed to Athens to announce the victory over the Persians. He ran the whole distance without stopping. Arriving at the Assembly, he proclaimed the victory and then promptly collapsed and died. The story of the run is told by Plutarch in his essay ‘On the Glory of Athens’. In fact, there is good reason to doubt Plutarch’s version: he was writing centuries after the events, and it is hard to find any contemporary evidence. The historian Herodotus, our closest contemporary source, does describe an incredible run undertaken by an Athenian, but this run was not to Athens, but to Sparta to seek help. It is this run that seems to have become confused in our accounts. Modern athletes should be glad for the confusion: had the instigators of the modern Olympic Games followed Herodotus instead of Plutarch, athletes would be facing a gruelling run of close to 246 km (the distance between Athens and Sparta).
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