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Introduction
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Some people in history seem to have been born to transform the world. In the hey-day of monarchy, now long gone, people were born into royal dynasties, and that placed them in a position where they were able to change things. An old-style absolute monarch had the power to declare war or make peace, and that decision in turn could change the course of history, not only for the nations directly concerned but for a whole continent. Enthroned by an accident of birth, power handed to them on a plate, hereditary monarchs have always been in a position to order change. As the crown prince of Macedonia, Alexander the Great was in a strong position to do great things. Others have been born to inherited wealth and that has given them the ability to do great things. Tolstoy was one of these. 

But there are many among the people featured in this book who were at the other end of the social scale, people who started with no advantage of birth and who had no family fortune to support them. Sometimes they were lucky with their teachers, as Shakespeare seems to have been, sometimes just lucky in having the right idea at the right moment. Many of these people who came out of nowhere had origins that were unbelievably humble and it looks as if sometimes it was the sheer hardship of their childhood that gave them the drive to escape poverty and powerlessness. Newton, Rousseau, Robespierre, Dickens, Stanley, Schliemann and Lomonosov are all members of this category. 

Above all, it is the qualities of determination, drive and tenacity that mark out the world-changers from the rest of humanity – Leibniz, Wilberforce, Pasteur and Edison stand out as prime examples of people who achieved things through sheer hard work. Sometimes the drive and self-confidence amounted to monomania or even egomania, and I sense that some of the world-changers were pyschologically abnormal. Some probably ‘suffered’ from narcissistic personality disorder, a greatly inflated sense of their own importance. Alexander, Ivan the Terrible, Wagner and Hitler were of this type.

This book has a fixed length and there is only room to fit in a finite number of world-changers – about 175 of them in all. It is very obvious that as many names again could easily have been included in the list, and some readers may disagree about who has been included and who has not. Plato is in, Socrates is out. Richard Trevithick is in, George Stephenson is out. Elvis Presley and the Beatles are in, Igor Stravinsky and Michael Tippett are out. These are not finely calculated snubs or rejections, and it should not be assumed that the people who have not been included in this book are second rate. I have simply targetted people whose original or seminal influence on others or impact on events is obvious. Plato is in because he left behind writings that can still be read; Socrates did not. Trevithick was the original inventor of the steam locomotive; the better-known Stephenson was the self-promoting entrepreneur who made money from Trevithick’s invention. I have also tried to balance up different areas of endeavour; it would be possible to find 175 inventors, or 175 writers, so only a representative selection is possible.

Possibly we would all come up with different lists, though I suspect a fair number of the names would crop up in list after list – and there could in any case be a second volume containing another 175 people of generally equal importance. All the people I have selected altered the world in some significant way, through having an idea, inventing something, discovering something, doing something, or in some cases simply by being something. People such as Oscar Wilde and Marilyn Monroe changed the world by being in themselves symbols or icons, heroes or anti-heroes, role models or anti-role models. Some changed the world for the better, like Pasteur and Lister, some for the worse, like Hitler, Mao and bin Laden. Some people have been included because they changed other people’s perception of the world; and changing people’s perception of the world is in effect to make the world a different place. Newton and Einstein did that.

During the course of writing this book it struck me again and again that one world-changer has very often been influenced or inspired by another. Lister was inspired by Pasteur. Jung was inspired by Freud. John F. Kennedy was inspired by Martin Luther King; Martin Luther King was inspired by Gandhi; Gandhi was inspired by Tolstoy; Tolstoy was inspired by Jesus. There is a kind of invisible chain of influences connecting them one to another. 

 I have often wondered about the existence of such a chain since the first time I met Michael Tippett, probably the greatest creative force I have encountered and a great influence on my own creative life, not that I count myself as a world-changer. As we talked, I understood that he was in a similar way greatly influenced by meeting T. S. Eliot. Tippett did not actually meet Yeats or Shaw, though he wanted to, and admitted that he tried very hard to meet Shaw; the nearest he got was seeing Shaw coming out of a house, climbing into a car and being driven off. I had a youthful fantasy of having lunch with Wagner, and imagined the things Wagner would have said. When I met Tippett for the first time, and listened to him telling me over lunch about his own creative relationship with Beethoven, I had the strange sensation that this was the fantasy realized, that here was Wagner, as Wagner related his own achievement back to Beethoven’s in just the same way. It was only recently I discovered that in 1840 Wagner wrote a short story, A Pilgrimage to Beethoven, in which he, Wagner, fantasized about his visit to meet Beethoven, which seemed somehow to close the circle. 

 Such meetings, and meetings of minds, are crucially important to the creative process and to the development of civilization. The network of inspiration spreads endlessly outwards and backwards in time, through Wagner to Schopenhauer and Beethoven, through Beethoven to Mozart, through Eliot to Bertrand Russell, through Shaw to Marx and Dickens, through Galileo to Copernicus and Pythagoras. The movers and shakers move and shake one another, just as much as they move and shake the world around them. Sometimes the world-changers are very agreeable and friendly people – Sophocles, Leonardo, Nelson and Lincoln stand out as the friendliest of men – but often they are competitive, demanding, abrasive, striking sparks off one another. The great quarrel between Freud and Jung is just one well-known example; there were fierce intellectual quarrels between Hume and Rousseau, D. H. Lawrence and Bertrand Russell, Wagner and Nietzsche. People of heightened talent are often drawn together by the attractions of genius but ultimately divided from each other by having their own original and incompatible views. Often the relationship is strained by excessive idealization on the part of one or both parties. Nietzsche started off idolizing Wagner. Then he got to know him really well, saw Wagner’s personality flaws and disillusionment led to bitterness and fierce hostility. Freud and Jung started off by idolizing one another, and that certainly couldn’t last.

Sometimes the influence of one world-changer on another is unconscious. We often forget where we heard or read an idea, and re-invent or re-discover it later. Napoleon based his invasion of Egypt on an anonymous strategic plan that had been devised long before and lay in an archive store in Paris. It was only during his later conquest of Europe, when he took Hanover in 1803, that he stumbled on the original manuscript of the strategic plan; it had been written by Leibniz. Jung thought his animus/ anima theory of the unconscious mind was totally original. Then someone pointed out a passage in Tristram Shandy, the novel by the eighteenth century English writer Laurence Sterne. Sterne wrote of ‘the two souls in every man living, the one being called the ANIMUS, the other, the ANIMA.’ Far from being disconcerted by this discovery, Jung looked further and found that Sterne had recycled the idea from the Rosicrucians; the idea was an archetype. Mrs Thatcher once famously said, ‘There is no such thing as society.’ Did she think that up for herself? No, she got it from her guru Laurens van der Post, and he in his turn got it from his guru – Carl Gustav Jung. We can never be quite sure where our ideas have come from. 

To highlight some of these connections, where the story of one world-changer connects with another entry in the book, the name is highlighted in bold. In some entries it becomes obvious that there is a lot of interaction among great minds, and that influences in many directions are at work. Just to take one example, in the entry on Sophocles the reader will find references both backwards and forwards in time – to Homer, Aeschylus, Euripides, Agamemnon, Pericles, Aristotle and Freud. 

Even though the list of people who have changed the world could be lengthened, doubled or even trebled, I am left with the overriding impression that the human race owes a very great deal to a surprisingly small number of people in total, and conversely that enormous suffering has been inflicted on the human race by a relatively small number of different people. 





PART I: THE ANCIENT WORLD







Imhotep
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Lived about 2970 BC, in the reign of King Zoser.
The earliest architect whose name we know.

 

Achievements:

Designed and built the very first Egyptian pyramid. 

The first individual person to have designed a monument.

Created a lasting memorial to one of the early kings of Egypt.

Revered by ancient Egyptians for his wisdom.

Awarded the status of a cult-hero and god in later centuries.

 

Imhotep was an ancient Egyptian, a physician and adviser to King Zoser. It was Imhotep who designed the unique Step Pyramid at Saqqara, overlooking the city of Memphis. Not surprisingly, in time Imhotep came to be revered as a great guru. By 500 BC, over two thousand years after his death, he was regarded as a minor god, the life-giving son of Ptah, the god of Memphis. Scribes poured out libations to him before beginning their work. The Greeks saw him as the Egyptian equivalent of their god of healing, Asclepius. Many bronze figurines of Imhotep as a god of healing have been found. 

When Herodotus saw and described the pyramids in 450 BC, Imhotep was as far removed from him as the life of Herodotus is from us. One poet wrote:

 

I have heard the discourses of Imhotep and Hardedef
With whose words men speak everywhere.
What are their habitations now?
Their walls are destroyed, their habitations are no more,
As if they had never been.

 

This feeling is common in ancient Egyptian poetry – keening over the infinite poignancy of the transience of man. Human life is short and human achievements crumble and vanish. But as far as Imhotep was concerned, they were wrong. We not only remember Imhotep, thousands of years later, we can see the buildings he created. They are still standing. 

Imhotep’s particular achievement was the development of the pyramid, an ambitious new type of monument. Until Imhotep’s time, royal burial monuments in Egypt were single-storey structures, massive rectangular buildings called mastabas. These monuments were at first built with inward-sloping walls of brick encasing rubble interiors, and only later made of more durable stone. They were raised for the kings of the early dynastic period. The mastabas were almost certainly built in imitation of the palaces of kings and nobles, houses for the dead imitating houses for the living. It was Imhotep, they said, who invented the use of stone for building. 

Imhotep’s Step Pyramid was built in an enclosure that imitates the plan of King Zoser’s palace in Memphis. It features blind doorways carved in solid stone, doorways that stand tantalizingly ajar; they give mortals no hope of access to the interior. 

The Step Pyramid, which was a revolutionary design, started off as a limestone-faced square mastaba 8 metres high, covering a maze of underground royal burial chambers. Then Imhotep had the inspired idea of building another, slightly smaller, mastaba on top and then two further mastabas, each smaller than the last, stacked on top of that. At this point, he realised that he had created an imposing monument that could very easily be made even more imposing by increasing the area of the base and adding a further two storeys. The final version of the Step Pyramid had six tiers.

Imhotep’s new building was higher, more complex, more impressive than anything that had previously been built in Egypt. It was also very luxuriously fitted out with stone carvings and beautiful vessels of alabaster, porphyry and serpentine. Although many of the fittings have been plundered, a surprising number still lie in place at the site – and the pyramid itself still stands intact.

Later pyramids were built on an even grander scale, but it was Imhotep who showed the way by inventing the pyramid design, and in effect became the designer of the oldest wonder of the ancient world. Expert opinion has it that Imhotep achieved this remarkable design in one go, actually thinking it out during the course of building the Step Pyramid. He can also be credited with being the first royal servant to give his patron, King Zoser, the immortality he craved. In 3000 BC, kingship was itself in its infancy. With the new phenomenon of kingship came personality cults, and with those came the desire to make a visible impact on the landscape, the desire to be forever remembered. Imhotep was the first person to fulfil those desires. 





Hammurabi
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Born about 2087 BC, died about 2025 BC
King of Babylon, empire-builder, pioneer law-giver.

 

Achievements:

Created the great Mesopotamian empire of Babylonia.

Turned Babylon from a village into a great city.

Established Babylon as the political and intellectual centre of western Asia.

Compiled the earliest known comprehensive code of laws.

 

 

Hammurabi was born in about 2087 BC and became the sixth king of the Amorite dynasty of Babylonia. He is believed to make an appearance in the Old Testament disguised as ‘Amraphel, king of Shinar’, who invaded Canaan in the time of Abraham. He extended the Babylonian empire during his 43 year reign, making his home town of Babylon into a great metropolis, first rivalling then surpassing the neighbouring city of Kish, just 12km away to the east. Under his rule Babylon became the political, cultural and intellectual centre of western Asia, and then remained so right through to the time of Christ; the famous ‘wise men from the east’ probably came from Babylon. 

During Hammurabi’s time and presumably with his encouragement the priests of Babylon raised the status of the local deity, Marduk, to the status of a great god. In the later Akkadian epic of creation, Marduk is made to supplant Ninurta, the older god who features in the Sumerian creation epic. 

A letter to his governors has survived, and this shows that he had set up a remarkably efficient government administration. The unification of the kingdoms of Sumer and Akkad was achieved by his father, Sinmuballit, and Hammurabi built on this legacy by extending the empire northward to take in the valleys of the Tigris and Euphrates. This proved to be one of the most far-reaching and momentous events in ancient history. 

Hammurabi is remembered today chiefly as a great law-giver. He compiled one of the earliest known codes of law. Evidently monumental pillars were set up, probably one in each town, for reference by courts throughout the empire. A nearly complete tablet inscribed with his laws in the Sumerian language was found at Susa, a diorite slab 2.5m high. It now resides in the Louvre Museum in Paris. The text of the laws is inscribed below a bas-relief showing the king praying to the sun god Shamash, who is giving the laws to Hammurabi in person. This concept was probably a common one throughout the Middle and Near East, and it was later incorporated in the story of Moses acquiring the Ten Commandments directly from Yahweh on Mount Sinai.

Hammurabi had something approaching 300 laws inscribed on the slab found at Susa. Not all copies of the laws were as comprehensive. A set of tablets carrying extracts from the law code have been found at Nippur. 

Hammurabi’s 43-year reign was the most momentous in the ancient history of the Middle East. He established a huge Mesopotamian empire with an efficient centralized administration. He established Babylon as the greatest city in western Asia. He presided over wide-reaching religious reforms, including a reconstruction of the Sumerian pantheon; in effect he reorganized the gods. He set up a comprehensive code of laws and ensured that it was enforced throughout his empire.





Moses
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Lived in the 14th and 13th centuries BC.

Prophet, law-giver, leader of the people of Israel, creator of the nation of Israel, creator of Judaism.

 

Achievements:

Uniting the Israelite tribes into an embryonic nation.

Leading the Israelites out of captivity in Egypt.

Supplying the Israelites with a god, Yahweh, and mediating between the two.

Creating or mediating the Ten Commandments.

Creating the new religion of Judaism.

Leading the Israelites to a God-given ‘Promised Land’.

 

Moses was an Old Testament Hebrew prophet and lawgiver. He was born in Egypt of Levite parents, at a time when the people of Israel were slave workers in Egypt. As a baby, Moses (Hebrew ‘Mosheh’) was saved from a general slaughter of male Jewish children, ordered by Pharaoh, by being concealed by his mother in a chest in bulrushes by the bank of the River Nile. He was found there and brought up by one of Pharaoh’s daughters. When he grew up he killed an Egyptian who was bullying an Israelite, and had to take flight to avoid retribution.

As a young man he lived in Midian with the priest Jethro, marrying one of Jethro’s daughters and becoming the father of Gershom and Eliezer. At the holy mount, Moses had a momentous encounter with God. Disclosing his name to Moses as ‘Yahweh’ (Jehovah), God told him to bring the people of Israel out of Egypt. The newly named god showed his displeasure at the Egyptians’ behaviour by afflicting them with a series of plagues, culminating in the death of the first-born.

Moses had by this stage become the leader of the people of Israel. In about 1270 BC he led them out of captivity, east into the Sinai peninsula, and from there into Kadesh and Moab. The Egyptians who pursued them were drowned in the Red Sea.

While on Mount Sinai, Moses had another encounter with Yahweh, who gave him the Ten Commandments, a very brief and simplified law code. In presenting the Israelites with this law code and mediating with Yahweh, Moses in effect became the founder of the Jewish religion.

After a long period of ‘wandering’, during which the Israelites were tested and proved by their new god, Moses led them towards the borders of what was seen as ‘the promised land’, the land of Israel that ever afterwards was claimed by them as God-given. This continuing belief lies behind many of the territorial struggles that have gone on in Israel/Palestine over the last half century. 

At Mount Nebo, to the north-west of the Dead Sea, Moses died. It was left to his successor, Joshua, to lead the Israelites across the River Jordan into the Promised Land of Canaan.

Later stories were invented round the life of Moses, such as his initiating the worship of snakes and bulls, and it is impossible to know which stories are historically true and which are not. There is no doubt, though, that Moses was the founder of Israelite nationhood. It was Moses who welded together the many tribes into one nation. He was also, in a quite extraordinary way, the founder of the Israelites’ religion; he introduced the Israelites to their new god, Yahweh, and acted as the sole mediator between people and god. He was clearly a great charismatic leader, central to the events surrounding the Israelites’ escape from Egypt. 

The creation of the Ten Commandments was perhaps less of an achievement, representing a simplified and incomplete code of ethical conduct. Even so, in its simplicity and brevity, it became a memorable banner for the new religion – and has remained so. The Ten Commandments have all the power of a corporate logo. Moses unquestionably stands out as one of the greatest and most significant figures in human history.





Muwatallis 
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Born about 1335 BC, died about 1282 BC.

Great king of the Hittites, military commander, strategist.

 

Achievements:

Defeated the Egyptians at the Battle of Kadesh.

Established the Hittite Empire as equal in power to Egypt.

 

Muwatallis was the Great King, or over-king, of the Hittite empire in the run-up to the Trojan War. He ruled a huge sprawling empire that was sometimes called Hatti, covering most of what is now Turkey. Along the western coast there were problems with incursions by the Mycenaean Greeks, who attacked and ransacked several towns before finally attacking Troy in the north-west. The Hittite Great Kings frequently tried diplomacy in dealing with these incursions in the west, because there were larger-scale problems in the east, where there was a clash of interests with the Assyrians and Egyptians.

Muwattallis was the son of Mursilis II, who had preserved the empire his father had left him, intact, for 30 years. Muwatallis was a fat, good-natured man who led a life of action rather than contemplation. He it was who avenged the humiliation of Suppiluliuma, and defeated Ramesses II at the Battle of Kadesh. Kadesh transformed the Hittite Empire and Egypt into rivals of equal status and strength.

Unfortunately, though there are extensive Hittite archives, very little written by Muwatallis, and nothing at all about the Battle of Kadesh, has been found. This may be because Muwatallis moved his capital from Hattusa, which has been both identified and excavated, to a place called Dattassa, and that site has yet to be found. When it is, we may find out more about this remarkable king. One theory is that Dattassa was near Adana, because that is where a monumental carved relief of Muwatallis was discovered. It is not known why Muwatallis moved his capital, but maybe he wanted to be closer to the Syrian border so that he could react more quickly when the border was challenged. 

Another possibility is that it represented a division of responsibility; Muwatallis ruled the south, while his brother Hattusilis acted as a kind of self-appointed viceroy on the northern border. What Hattusilis was doing was unconstitutional, but the effect was that Hatti had two kings, collaborating to control internal conflict. Hattusilis was able to ensure that contingents came from ‘his’ region of Hatti to swell the Hittite army Muwatallis led to confront the Egyptian Pharaoh. 

The shared responsibility was not easily managed, though. On two occasions, Muwatallis launched formal legal action against his brother for offences that are now obscure but probably involved conspiracy of some kind.

Muwatallis left little information about himself and his deeds. We have to turn to Ramesses, his enemy, to read a full account of what Muwatallis did at Kadesh. Ramesses ordered that a full description of the origins and development of the conflict should be carved on the walls of the Ramesseum – and also at Karnak, Luxor, Abydos and Abu Simbel. Temples doubled as museums and libraries in those days. The specific cause of the fighting was the defection to Egypt of the Hittite kingdom of Amurru, roughly corresponding to modern Lebanon. This small kingdom was unimportant except for its location at the junction of three spheres of influence – Hittite, Assyrian and Egyptian. On the strength of this defection, Ramesses, then an impulsive and energetic man in his early twenties, led an army out of Egypt in the hope of conquering the whole of Syria. Muwatallis was informed, and gathered an army to prevent Ramesses from achieving his goal.

A problem is that we usually hear of the Battle of Kadesh from the Egyptian side, which is inevitably biased. An Egyptian poem empathized with the Pharaoh; ‘When the earth became light, then did I join battle, armed for the fray like a lustful bull. . . I thrust my way into the tumult and fought as a falcon stoops . . . I was like Ra at his appearance in the morning; my rays scorched the face of my foes . . . Then did the Wretched One of Hatti send forth and revere the great name of His Majesty: “You are a ruler, the likeness of Ra . . . There is a dread of you in the land of Hatti, for you have broken the back of Hatti for ever.” ’ 

The ‘Wretched One of Hatti’ was King Muwatallis, but it is unlikely that he spoke in such terms to or about Ramesses. It was, in fact, Ramesses who was defeated at the great battle. Some information comes from the Hittite archives, which reveal that they used clever subterfuge and skilled military strategy to trick and outwit Ramesses. Probably it was only nightfall that saved Ramesses from complete annihilation. Ramesses escaped from the battlefield only because the Hittites did not pursue him.

This colossal battle between empires took place in 1285 BC. Muwatallis lay in wait for Ramesses and his huge army, in effect setting up an elaborate trap. Ramesses took the bait – false information supplied by two Bedouin posing as Hittite deserters – and suddenly found his camp surrounded. One of the Egyptian divisions was massacred.

Even from Ramesses’ description of the battle, which is biased in favour of the Egyptians, it is clear that Muwatallis and his generals were master strategists unparalleled in history. Ramesses escaped, lived to fight another day, and was able to portray the event as a victory, but he was in reality defeated. Muwatallis had shown sufficient military might to show the Egyptians that they would never encroach any further to the north. 

Muwatallis did not live long after his great victory. In the treaty with Egypt concluded by his successor, Hattusilis, we learn only that ‘Muwatallis, the Great Prince of Hatti, my brother, passed away according to his destiny.’





Ramesses II 
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Born 1304 BC, died 1237 BC.

Pharaoh, monument builder, master propagandist and self-publicist.

 

Achievements:

Reigned over Egypt for 67 years.

Great self-publicist, ensuring his lasting place in history.

Commissioned the Abu Simbel temples.

Completed the colonnaded hall of the temple at Karnak.

Created the definitive ‘look’ of the ancient Egyptian civilization.

 

Ramesses the Great was the third king of the 19th dynasty, and perhaps the greatest of the Egyptian pharaohs in terms of historic reputation.

As a young man, he tried to extend the borders of his empire north of what is now Lebanon, which brought him into direct confrontation with the Hittite Empire. In the decisive Battle of Kadesh, he was defeated by Muwatallis, although he presented the battle as an Egyptian victory in his account of it. Ramesses had outstanding gifts as a self-publicist, using his scribes and artists to create an image of him as a god-like figure. In the accounts of the Battle of Kadesh his scribes credited him with killing thousands of the enemy. In practice, Ramesses can have done little other than act as a battle standard, giving orders that were often unhelpful. Ramesses’ leadership was the weakest link in the Egyptian military machine; his ideas of strategy – at Kadesh – were conspicuously naïve compared with those of Muwatallis. Ramesses lost the battle, and the territory round Kadesh that his predecessors had acquired, yet he succeeded in convincing his own and subsequent generations that he had won a great victory. It was a masterpiece of spin.

Some time after the battle, a treaty was negotiated with the Hittite Great King, establishing peace and mutual recognition between them. Ramesses married a Hittite princess.

Ramesses ruled Egypt for 67 years. During this incredibly long reign, he built a whole series of magnificent stone monuments, completing the mortuary temple of his father, Seti I, at Luxor and the colonnaded hall of the temple at Karnak, It was Ramesses too who ordered the creation of the rock-cut temple at Abu Simbel. The architectural style, with its massive outsized statues, is typical of ‘great dictator’ art; it is a rigid, hieratic and showy style that gives the ancient Egyptian civilization its distinctive and instantly recognizable look.

Ramesses also spent a great deal of time fathering children – 150 of them. His self-promotional activities diverted attention from the failing health of the Egyptian empire. The mummy of the 90 year old Ramesses was found at Deir-el-Bahari in 1881. His face was well preserved, with flowing hair still attached to the back and sides of his head.

Ramesses II is believed to have been the Pharaoh of the Oppression, in other words the pharaoh who took the people of Israel into captivity, using them in Egypt as slave labour. Merenptah or Ramesses III are traditionally identified with the Pharaoh of the Exodus, but these identifications are not at all certain. One problem in interpreting the scriptures as straight history is that different sections of the Old Testament text were written at different times; one writer, for instance, was well informed about Egyptian geography and constructed a detailed route for the Exodus. Even so, given the length of Ramesses’ reign and the scale of his building projects, it is reasonable to assume he absorbed a significant quantity of forced labour – and the Israelites could easily have been part of that. If he was the pharaoh of either the Oppression or the Exodus, Ramesses played a crucial if entirely unintentional role in the generation of the nation of Israel and the shaping of Judaism. Many of the most momentous changes in history have been unintended. Without Pharaoh there could have been no Moses. 





Agamemnon
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Lived in the 13th century BC.

King of Mycenae 1250—1220 BC, 
King of Achaea, victor of the Trojan War.

 

Achievements:

Made Mycenae into one of the leading cities in Greece.

United bronze age southern and central Greece into a confederation.

Piloted Greek nationhood.

Became High King of the Mycenaean Greeks.

Led the Greeks against Troy and won the Trojan War.

Became an icon of military glory.

 

Agamemnon features as one of the leading figures in Homer’s epic poem, the Iliad. Some scholars still believe the Iliad was a work of fiction written in the eighth century, but most now think that at least some of the story is true. It seems likely from the archaeological evidence that there really were bronze age kings ruling from urban centres like Pylos, Therapne and Mycenae, and there is no reason why they may not have been called Nestor, Menelaus and Agamemnon. 

On the whole it is more likely that Agamemnon was an historical figure than not. We know from contemporary documents that the Hittite Great Kings knew and respected the Greek commander-in-chief. Letters survive that are addressed to ‘the King of Ahhiyawa’ (Achaea) and refer to him as a Great King, in other words of equal stature to the Hittite Great King, who ruled most of Anatolia. There are also references in the Hittite archives to another King of Ahhiyawa who raided the Anatolian coast further south. He was called Attarissyas, which may be the Hittite version of ‘Atreus’, the name of Agamemnon’s father.

After the murder of Atreus, Agamemnon and his brother Menelaus took refuge with Tyndareus, the King of Sparta, and they married his troublesome daughters, Clytemnestra and Helen. Agamemnon had three daughters, Iphigeneia, Electra and Chrysothemis, and a son called Orestes. When Tyndareus died, Menelaus succeeded to the throne of Lacedaimon (Sparta). Agamemnon enlisted his brother’s help in ousting his uncle Thyestes from Mycenae, so that he could claim the throne of Mycenae for himself. 

Agamemnon was an aggressive warrior and soon established himself as the most powerful warlord in Greece.

He naturally emerged as commander-in-chief of the combined Greek forces that sailed against Troy to avenge the abduction of the wife of Menelaus, Helen. According to Homer the punitive expedition was organized solely to avenge the abduction of Helen. Helen was taken by Paris, a Trojan prince and the son of King Priam of Troy, while Paris was staying as a guest at the palace of Menelaus. It may well be that the Greeks wanted to annexe the important port of Troy, which stood at the entrance to the Dardanelles, and so occupied a location that had great strategic importance. 

The Greeks had been interfering along the west coast of Anatolia for a hundred years. This coastline was so far from Hattusa, the Hittite capital, that the Hittite Great King was unable to oppose the Greek raids. The Greeks succeeded in capturing several coastal towns, notably Miletos, and they also established bases on Aegean islands close to Troy. In fact just before the Trojan War it seems that the Hittites regained control over Miletos, so Agamemnon would have had an additional reason for trying to capture a major trading base in the north – to replace it. 

Agamemnon organized a colossal fleet contributed by kingdoms all over Greece, a total of 1200 ships, and well over 100,000 warriors. Many scholars have doubted that the fleet and army could have been that big, but accounts of the Battle of Kadesh, which happened a few decades earlier, show that battles were certainly fought on a grand scale.

After the fall of Troy, the spoils were shared out. Agamemnon was given Cassandra, the daughter of King Priam, as his share.

When Agamemnon eventually returned home after a difficult storm-ridden voyage, he was spotted approaching the port of Nauplion from a watchtower and the news was signalled by way of Argos to Mycenae. While Agamemnon had been away fighting, his place was usurped by Aigisthos, the son of Thyestes, who had become the lover of Agamemnon’s queen Clytemnestra. Agamemnon knew nothing of this, rode inland to Mycenae, where he was welcomed. While he was dressing after bathing, Clytemnestra and her lover Aigisthos murdered him. Aigisthos wanted his throne. Clytemnestra wanted revenge for the death of her daughter; Agamemnon had sacrificed Iphigeneia at Aulis in Boeotia in order to placate the goddess Artemis, whom he had offended and who was controlling the winds to prevent the Greek fleet from sailing to Troy. Clytemnestra blamed Agamemnon for her daughter’s death, but the sacrifice took place at the insistence of the priest Calchas. After Agamemnon’s assassination there was a bloodbath in which Cassandra perished along with many of Agamemnon’s supporters.

It is likely that Agamemnon was buried in the beehive tomb immediately outside the Lion Gate of Mycenae, the tomb ironically known by the name ‘Tomb of Clytemnestra’. It was the last in the series of royal tombs at Mycenae, built at about the right time, 1250–20 BC, and it was conspicuous for its position by the entrance to the citadel and its coating of white plaster. The murder of Agamemnon was eventually avenged by his son Orestes, who returned to Mycenae in about 1212 BC, killed both Aigisthos and his mother, and succeeded to his father’s throne.

The extraordinary life and death of King Agamemnon were given immortality by successive generations of poets and dramatists. The poems of the Epic Cycle contained a summary of events; this was elaborated into a cycle of tragedies by Aeschylus called the Oresteia. The first play in this cycle, called the Agamemnon, opens with the news arriving, by the lighting of a beacon on the mountain top, at ‘Argos’. By the time Aeschylus wrote his play, Argos had become a far more important place than Mycenae, so the play had to have Argos as its setting. This kind of spin has made it very difficult to disentangle the historical reality from the later embellishments. But it is at least clear that Agamemnon’s career has been a major inspiration to artists, writers and composers across many centuries, from Homer, Aeschylus and Euripides to Berlioz and Richard Strauss. 

Agamemnon succeeded in uniting, for a time, perhaps as many as twenty separate bronze age kingdoms in Greece, in a common cause, the destruction of Troy. Maybe, as with many later wars, the cause was not much more than a pretext. The war itself was the main thing: a kind of bonding exercise that gave Greece an embryonic nationhood. Even Homer tells us that the heroes gloried in their killing, and no greater title could be awarded to a king than ‘sacker of cities’.  





Homer
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Lived in the 8th century BC.

Legendary author of the Iliad and Odyssey.

 

Achievements:

Committed to writing, and so preserved, 
an oral tradition dating back 500 years.

Recorded an episode in bronze age history 
that would otherwise have been lost.

Passed on to later generations the names and 
exploits of warrior heroes of the bronze age.

Set a standard for story-telling – for ever after.

 

Homer was a Greek epic poet who is believed to have written down the Iliad and the Odyssey, two long poems telling the story of the Trojan War and Odysseus’s journey home after the war was over.

Considering Homer’s unusually high profile in Greek literature – he was in many ways its founding father – we know very little about him. Some scholars have suggested that he did not exist, and there are good grounds for believing that the Iliad and the Odyssey were written by two different poets. Evidence from the text of the Iliad suggests that its author lived in Ionia, in a Greek colony on the west Anatolian coast. This means that the Iliad was written by a Greek ex-patriot, probably for an ex-pat audience. Four different city-states along the Anatolian coast have been claimed as his birthplace – Smyrna, Ciolophon, Ephesus and the island of Chios.

How the great poems came into being has been discussed endlessly by scholars. So many details embedded in the Iliad have been verified by archaeology that it seems very unlikely that the poem was composed from scratch in 750 BC. Homer must have used pre-existing material, some of it at least handed down by word of mouth from the bronze age. At one time that seemed unlikely, but story-tellers and bards in Ireland and eastern Europe were reciting epic sagas of a similar length to the Iliad – from memory – until quite recently. In the days before writing, far more must have been committed to memory than now. 

The Iliad and the Odyssey are just two parts of a sequence of eight long poems known as the Epic Cycle. The other six parts, including the story of the wooden horse, have been lost; luckily an ancient scholar named Proklos thoughtfully made a summary of them, and that at least has survived.

It looks as if a huge body of historical and poetic material was available to the poets of the eighth and seventh centuries, who selected and reassembled it as they wrote their versions down. Homer was one of the first of these, but there is no way, now, of knowing whether he was the best. Homer and the other epic poets were working at the time when writing was being re-invented. The tradition that he was blind and had to dictate his poems to an amanuensis has no historical basis; it is itself a piece of story-telling. On Chios there is an open-air sanctuary originally dedicated to the goddess Cybele, but now called ‘The Stone of Homer’; a late and probably fictitious tradition developed that this was where the great poet sat and dictated the Iliad.

Homer’s main achievement was accidental – the preservation of a fragment of late bronze age history, a record of a Greek attack on Troy. What was not accidental was the high quality of the epic poetry, which is among the most vivid, striking and monumentally grand ever written. He set a standard that no others have been able to reach. Since Homer’s day, poets, historians and story-tellers – especially the writers of sagas – have always written with his work as the most inspiring model to follow. He wrote lines and phrases that once heard are unforgettable, such as ‘rosy-fingered Dawn’ and ‘the wine-dark sea’.





Nebuchadnezzar 
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Born about 635 BC, died 562 BC.

King of Babylon, aggressive conqueror, oppressor of the Israelites.

 

Achievements:

Restored the Babylonian Empire.

Rebuilt the city of Babylon. 

Took the Israelites into captivity.

Helped create the Israelites’ sense of national identity.

Built the Hanging Gardens of Babylon.

Generated the Babylonian civilization.

 

Nebuchadnezzar II was King of Babylon, succeeding his father Nabopolassar in 604 BC. He was a Chaldean by birth, and he married Amuhia, daughter of the Median king.

He reigned for 43 years, during which time he recovered provinces of the kingdom that had been lost. He restored Babylon to the high status it had formerly achieved during the time of Hammurabi. He also rebuilt or restored virtually every temple in the kingdom. In Babylon he ordered the building of the famous Hanging Gardens, which became one of the Wonders of the World, although nothing of it survives today. The new palace he had built was completed in an astonishing fifteen days. The city was surrounded by a defensive wall and moat. The Euphrates, flowing right through the city, was lined with brick. A startling feature of the new city was its use of blue-glazed bricks, which, used on a large scale, must have been dazzlingly impressive. It also had spectacular stepped pyramids or ziggurats. 

His works became part of the fabric of history because his administrators carefully recorded everything. Archaeologists continually unearth tablets, cylinder seals or bricks inscribed with his name. In this way he ensured his own immortality. Ironically, we usually remember him as Nebuchadnezzar, but his name as it appears in cuneiform, the script of his time, is Nabu-kudurri-usur, which means ‘Nebo, defend the landmark’.

He was, like all successful kings of his age, an aggressive military dictator, though the archives of his conquests are incomplete. In 605 BC, he defeated Necho at Carchemish, driving the Egyptians out of Asia, annexing Syria to the Babylonian Empire – and that was the year before he succeeded to his father’s throne. In a foray to the west he and his army laid siege to Tyre to quell a revolt there. Once Tyre had fallen and was safely back under Babylonian control, Nebuchadnezzar marched on Jerusalem, which he captured in 597 BC. When Jerusalem fell, he had King Jehoiakim put to death, replacing him with a puppet king. Three months afterwards the puppet king was deposed and Zedekiah was made king instead. When Zedekiah led a new revolt against Babylon in 588 BC, Nebuchadnezzar laid siege to Jerusalem a second time, destroying the city’s temple in 586. Nebuchadnezzar took the surviving citizens back to Babylon, where they remained in captivity. Like Ramesses, Nebuchadnezzar played a role in creating the Israelites’ sense of identity, and their historic sensitivity to oppression.

Nebuchadnezzar later asserted his regional dominance by waging another campaign against the Egyptians. In 567 BC, he mobilized his army to defeat the army of the Pharaoh Amasis (or Ahmose). 

He was a great warrior and commander, but there was another dimension to Nebuchadnezzar. He was also unusually devout, committing enormous resources to the restoration of temples throughout his lands. He is remembered as a kind of grand impresario, presiding over the creation of a civilization of barbaric splendour and originality, and in particular over the creation one of the most enigmatic Wonders of the World, the Hanging Gardens of Babylon.





Pythagoras
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Born on Samos 582 BC, died at Metapontium 497 BC.

Ancient Greek philosopher, sage and mathematician.

 

Achievements:

Founded a community of philosophers and mathematicians.

Laid the foundations of modern mathematics. 

Discovered the properties of right-angled triangles.

 

Pythagoras was born on the island of Samos in 582 BC and became a pupil of Pherecydes. In 529 BC he settled in Croton, which was a Greek colony in southern Italy. There he founded a religious community or brotherhood. It seems he suffered some kind of persecution and was driven out under the tyranny of Polycrates. He acquired a reputation as a learned, inquisitive and universally informed man.

Pythagoras wrote nothing, and his life is shrouded in legends, which included extensive travels in foreign lands. Pythagoreanism was more a way of life than a system of philosophy, with an emphasis on asceticism, moral reform and purification; it was more religious than philosophical. The Pythagorean way of life had much in common with that of the Orphic communities. He observed various kinds of ritual self-denial; one of his rules was ‘do not eat beans’. He believed in the transmigration of souls and the kinship of all living things. Pythagoreanism established a short-lived supremacy in Greece, but entanglement with politics led to its downfall. The movement against the Pythagoreans happened within Pythagoras’s lifetime, under the leadership of Cylon, in about 510 BC. Cylon was able to force Pythagoras to retire, and after that the great man went to Metapontium, where he died in around 497 BC. The Pythagorean order continued for several more decades, until it was violently suppressed. The meeting-houses of the order were sacked and burned. The ‘House of Milo’ in Croton was attacked without warning and 50 or 60 Pythagoreans who were living there were killed. The survivors took refuge at Thebes, later returning to Italy, where Taras (Tarentum) became their headquarters. Archytas, the friend of Plato, ruled Taras and was never defeated in battle. The Pythagorean school eventually died out in around 350 BC.

It is not for any of these things that Pythagoras is remembered, but for his mathematical discoveries. He arrived at a mathematical analysis of musical intervals, and daringly proposed that those musical intervals lay behind the structure of the universe. It seems Pythagoras thought of the universe as a series of concentric spheres; although the model has the earth at the centre it is an important first step towards the sun-centred model Copernicus put forward hundreds of years later, and we know that Copernicus consciously built on the system proposed by Pythagoras. 

Pythagoras said that numbers lay behind space itself; ‘one’ was a point, ‘two’ was a line, ‘three’ was a surface, ‘four’ was a solid. He also famously stated the properties of the right-angled triangle. Oddly enough it was not the right-angled triangle that became an object of veneration among the Pythagoreans, but the equilateral triangle made up of ten points, arranged 4 + 3 + 2 + 1. 

Because Pythagoras wrote nothing, it is difficult to be sure what he himself discovered and what was discovered by his disciples. He can nevertheless be credited with initiating a school of thought within which many remarkable discoveries were made. His followers recognized the profound implications of these discoveries, too. The Pythagorean oath shows this; ‘Nay, by him who gave us the tetracys (equilateral triangle) which contains the fount and root of ever-flowing nature.’ 

Pythagoras started an analytical approach to numbers and trigonometry which inspired, fed and stimulated scholars, laying the foundations of all later mathematics. The thinking of the Pythagoreans also had a profound influence on many later philosophers, astronomers and mathematicians, most notably the philosophers Aristotle and Plato. It was Pythagoras’s theory of the immortality and transmigration of the soul that had the greatest effect on them, because it underlined the kinship between people and animals. 





Buddha
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Born about 563 BC, died at Kusinagara about 483 BC.

Founder of Buddhism.

 

Achievement: 

Founded a major new world religion.

 

Prince Gautama Siddhartha, the founder of Buddhism, was born in about 563 BC, the son of the rajah of the Sakya, a warrior tribe in Nepal, 150km north of Benares. To begin with, he lived the conventional life of a prince. When he was 29 years old he put the luxurious court life behind him. He abandoned his wife and all his possessions to lead the life of an ascetic. For six years he led an extremely austere existence, amounting to self-torture; at the end of this he achieved self-enlightenment.

According to tradition, he achieved enlightenment while sitting under a banyan tree near Buddh Gaya in Bihar. After this he became known as Buddha, ‘the enlightened one’. He formed an order of monks and spent the next 40 years as a wandering teacher, gaining many followers. During his lifetime an order of nuns was also created. He died at the age of about 80 at Kusinagara in Oudh. 

At one time it was thought that the life of the Buddha was purely mythological, but now it seems likely that it represents an historic reality, although the miracles belong to a still earlier period. Monuments put up by Asoka after his conversion can still be seen. There was great excitement in the nineteenth century when a monument containing five vessels was discovered in Nepal. One of them contained some bones and carried the inscription, ‘Of the brothers Sukiti, jointly with their sisters, this is the receptacle of the relics of Buddha, the holy one of the Sakyas.’ But it seems that the bones belong to the time of Asoka, 200 years after Buddha’s death, and therefore are unlikely to have belonged to Buddha himself.

It is debatable whether Buddha invented a completely new religion; probably he was promoting a revolutionary transformation of an existing Brahmin faith. The key ideas of Buddhism are that human existence is miserable, that non-existence or ‘nirvana’ is the ideal state, and that nirvana can be achieved by devotion to the rules of Buddhism. Death does not bring nirvana, because souls transmigrate after death. The unholy are condemned to transmigrate through many existences.

Buddhism became a very popular faith, spreading rapidly through India, especially after the conversion of King Asoka. By the third century BC it dominated the whole of the Indian subcontinent. Later it went into decline, especially during persecutions by Brahmanism in the 7th and 8th centuries AD and the ensuing invasion by Islam. Buddhism has nevertheless flourished by spreading to China, Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand and Japan. 

Buddha founded one of the great religions of the world. Because of the distinct beliefs involved, he also had a major effect on the cultural development of south-east and eastern Asia. It is hard to imagine what the cultures of the east would have been like without Buddhism. 





Confucius 

(K’ung Fu-tzu)
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Born in Shantung 551 BC, died 479 BC.

Chinese philosopher, conservative force in Chinese culture. 

 

Achievements:

Created an ethical philosophy. 

Created a secular teaching that replaced religious observance.

Crafted moral sayings that guided the development of the Chinese character. 

Became an icon of conservatism in Chinese culture.

 

Confucius (Latin for ‘the Master K’ung’) was born into a family of poor aristocrats in the state of Lu, now the province of Shantung. His father, Heih, died when he was only a year old. It was noticed that when he was 5 or 6 Confucius liked to play with his friends at setting out sacrifices and practising ceremonial postures. At 15 he decided on a life of learning. At 19 he married and became a government official in Lu. When he was 22 he set up a school for young men who wanted to be instructed in principles of right conduct and government; he was in effect training them for government service. He was promoted to ministerial rank, and had a very successful career as a civil servant. 

In 517, Confucius visited the capital of the kingdom, where he was able to study the works in the royal library. There he also met and conversed with Lao-tsze, the founder of Taoism. Lao-tsze, a transcendental dreamer, thought little of his visitor, while Confucius, an open-minded and inquiring thinker, thought highly of Lao-tsze.

Confucius was very popular, attracting first jealousy then hostility. In 497 BC amid general disorder he left Lu with the ruler he had served and became a wandering sage. He went from one court to another, looking for a sympathetic patron. The ruler of Ts’i did not know how to treat him. He sensed that Confucius was a man who should be honoured, yet he held no conventional rank to justify that. The ruler proposed to give him money, but Confucius was unwilling to accept money if his political advice was going to be ignored. After the development of further unsatisfactory situations, Confucius decided to go back to Lu. He was accompanied in his travels by a group of his disciples. In 485, he returned to Lu and spent his last years teaching. 

In 482, his son died, though this did not affect him unduly. In 481 his favourite disciple, Yen Hwui, died. At this Confucius was distraught, mourning with an intensity well beyond what his disciples thought was appropriate. A further blow was the death of his next favourite disciple, Tze-lu. He was seen wandering up and down outside his door, chanting:

The great mountain must crumble,

The strong beam must break, 

The wise man must wither away like a plant.

Confucius sensed that no worthy ruler wanted his advice, so he might as well be dead. He took to his bed and died a week later.

His disciples buried him with great ceremony, many of them building their huts near his grave. The grave of Confucius still exists, in a large rectangle separated from the rest of the K’ung cemetery outside the city of K’iuh-fow. The grave is a large mound with a marble statue in front of it. 

After Confucius died in 479 BC, his disciples wrote the Analects, a disjointed compilation of their master’s sayings and doings. Most of the other writings attributed to Confucius were compiled later and were probably written by other people. The philosophy of ‘Confucianism’ is therefore only partly the work of Confucius himself. The Doctrine of the Mean, by his grandson, and The Great Learning, by his disciple Tsang Sin, probably give a good idea of his teachings. 

The one book Confucius himself wrote, and referred to as his own book, Spring and Autumn, is a big problem. It is full of inconsistencies between facts and conclusions, and scarcely seems like the work of a great mind. Confucius said, ‘by the Spring and Autumn men would know him and men would condemn him.’ Over the centuries Chinese scholars have invested enormous efforts on it, attempting to find alternative readings in specific sentences or words, in order to create consistency, but their efforts seem futile. It has been commented that it would help the reputation of Confucius if it could be shown that he was after all not the author of Spring and Autumn!

Confucius was nevertheless a great moral teacher who tried to replace the old traditional religious observances with moral values as the basis for social and political order. In The Way (tao), Confucius emphasized the practical virtues of benevolence, reciprocity, respect and personal effort, which were to be developed pragmatically, according to circumstances. His Golden Rule is admirable in its simplicity and common sense; ‘What you do not like when done to yourself do not do to others.’ 

Confucius was also conscious that the literature of the past had to be conserved, respected and handed on if the culture was to survive. Without the links to the past that books created, China would drift from its moorings. The ancient book that he prized most highly was the I-Ching or Book of Changes, which dated back to 3000 BC. Confucius is said to have worn out three successive bindings of his copy. There are some ideas in common between the Book of Changes and the ideas of Pythagoras, who was a contemporary of Confucius, but it is difficult to see how Pythagoras could have had access to the ancient Chinese book. 

The Qin emperor swept away many aspects of the old feudal system, and tried to wipe out all memory of Confucius, burying alive many scholars who remained loyal to his memory. The emperors of the next dynasty, the Han, made great efforts to restore Confucianism.

Confucius was in some ways intensely conservative, but in others way ahead of his time. His attempt – his very successful attempt – to replace a religion-based society with secular values was not emulated in Europe until the twentieth century. Confucius was treated with great reverence by later generations of Chinese and Confucianism became the state religion of China – remaining so until recently. The sayings and ideas have done much to create the character of Chinese people. A typical Confucian saying is, ‘Extravagance leads to insubordination, and parsimony to meanness. It is better to be mean than insubordinate.’ Many Chinese know the sayings by heart and they have seeped deep into the Chinese way of life.  





Aeschylus
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Born in Eleusis about 525 BC, died about 456 BC.

Greek dramatist and tragedian, icon of Greek literature.

 

Achievements:

Wrote several powerful tragedies that 
influenced many later writers.

Established tragedy as an art form.

Vividly re-presented several ancient Greek 
legends and gave them new life.

Set high standards in writing poetry.

 

Aeschylus was born at Eleusis, the town of the Mysteries just to the west of Athens. His father Euphorion was a member of the old Athenian nobility. As a young man, Aeschylus served in the Athenian army during the Persian Wars and was wounded at the Battle of Marathon in 490 BC. At this historic battle he fought alongside his brother Cynaegirus, who was killed while attempting a conspicuous act of bravery. The two brothers were featured in the national picture of the battle which the Athenians later set up in the ‘Picture Porch’ in the city of Athens. Aeschylus probably also fought at the Battles of Artemisium, Salamis and Plataea, so he was no ivory-tower writer who had to imagine what great battles might be like; he knew from first-hand experience what high politics led to and what the realities of warfare were. His personal involvement in these historic and heroic battles as part of a great national enterprise contributed enormously to the vigorous and lofty tone of his writing – and to its intense seriousness. 

The playwright’s brooding meditations on the power of the gods and the dark mysteries of fate may have much to do with his boyhood, with growing up in Eleusis, the town of Mysteries associated with the worship of Demeter. As an impressionable child, he would have seen many processions, ceremonies, awe-inspiring dramatic spectacles – all wrapped up in ancient beliefs about the human soul and its relationship with the underworld. All of this must have helped to give his dramas their quite extraordinary gravity.

A typically weighty yet vivid passage is the chorus that accompanies a funeral procession in Seven Against Thebes:

 

  Nay, with the wafting gale of your sighs, my sisters,

  Beat on your heads with your hands the stroke as of oars,

  Speeding on its way the black-robed sacred bark -

  The bark Apollo comes not near,

  The bark that is hidden from the sunlight -

  To the shore of darkness that welcomes all! 

 

It is dark, grave and profoundly tragic in tone, yet also lyrical and full of arresting images.

Aeschylus had his first work performed in Athens in 499, when he was just 25 years old; his was a very long career spanning 40 years. Athens ran formal drama competitions and Aeschylus’ first triumph in these came in 484 BC. After winning the first prize for tragedy thirteen times, he was profoundly hurt on being defeated in 468 BC, when Sophocles was declared the winner, possibly for political rather than artistic reasons. 

This defeat may have been the spur that made Aeschylus leave Athens for Sicily, where he produced a new version of his Persians, originally performed in 472 BC. Another likely reason for his departure from Athens was his trial on a charge of divulging the Mysteries of Eleusis, which he would have felt as a further humiliation. The charge was brought against him when Aeschylus was himself acting in one of his plays, and a moment came where he referred to the goddess Demeter. The audience suspected him of revealing secrets of the Mysteries, and rose in anger. Aeschylus had to run to the altar of Dionysus in the orchestra; even the angry Athenian crowd respected the sanctuary of the altar. At his trial, his defence was ‘that he did not know that what he said was secret’, and this was accepted by the court. It was said later that his war record was the real reason for the court’s leniency.

His last great victory came in 458 BC. This time the prize was for his trilogy of tragedies, the Oresteia.

Aeschylus died at Gela in Sicily. Aeschylus is known to have written over 60 plays, and it was said in antiquity that there were 90; only seven of them have survived; Persians, Seven Against Thebes, Prometheus Bound, Suppliants and the three plays that make up the Oresteia. Aeschylus was a regular entrant in the drama competitions, and a requirement was the submission of four plays per entry, so it looks as if he entered the competition every second year, or twenty times in all. 

Aeschylus is known as the father of Greek tragedy. His style and subject matter are entirely individual, and his plays stand apart from the rest of Greek literature. The gravity of his themes and the grandeur of his theological conceptions give his plays a profoundly religious quality; he believed in the rule of providence, the inheritance of sin and the ultimate sadness of the human condition. He was recognized in his own time, and ever since, as a playwright without equal. 





Xerxes
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Born about 510 BC, died 465 BC.

King of Persia, conqueror of Egypt and Babylon, ruthless military dictator.

 

Achievements:

Conquered the civilizations of ancient Egypt and Babylon.

Led an invasion of Greece and was defeated.

Decisively cleared the way for the supremacy of the ancient Greek civilization.

 

‘Xerxes’ is the Greek form of the Persian name ‘Khshayarsha’, but the Persian king is always remembered now by the name the Greeks gave him. Xerxes was the son of Darius I and Atossa, the daughter of Cyrus the Great. He succeeded as king of Persia in 486 BC when Darius died while preparing to launch a second expedition against Greece.

Xerxes’ first act was to subdue the Egyptians, who had mounted a rebellion. His predecessors, his father included, had been unable to bring Egypt or any of the other older civilizations under control. Xerxes succeeded by being more brutal, more extreme. In 484 BC made a similarly vigorous onslaught on Babylon, abolishing the ‘kingdom of Babel’. He took away the golden statue of Bel (or Marduk), which the legitimate king of Babel was supposed to touch on the first day of each year; he also killed the priest who tried to stop him. This provocative act prompted two rebellions by the Babylonians, both suppressed. 

Darius left to his son the considerable task of punishing the Greeks for interfering in the Ionian rebellion and for their victory at Marathon. From 483 on, Xerxes prepared his expedition with great care, planning some major engineering works as part of the overall strategy. Xerxes also took the precaution of concluding an alliance with Carthage, to ensure that the Greeks could not call on Carthage for support.

He gathered a vast army drawn from every part of the Persian empire, and advanced with a fleet provided by the Phoenicians. He had a floating bridge constructed across the Hellespont, the channel separating Europe from Asia Minor; this was made out of a double line of boats carrying a walkway. He also caused a canal to be cut through the peninsula of Mount Athos. 

In 482 Xerxes’ army began its march towards the Hellespont, and from there crossed into Greece. At first Xerxes was successful, winning the Battle of Artemisium. When his huge army reached Thermopylae, it was halted for a time by the heroic resistance of Leonidas. After Leonidas and his men had been killed, Xerxes and his army resumed their march towards Athens.

When Xerxes reached Athens, he found it deserted. He destroyed the city. The fleet meanwhile had sailed round Attica from the island of Euboea to the waters in front of Piraeus, the port of Athens. There, on 28 September 480, Xerxes witnessed a great sea battle in the strait between Salamis and Attica, the historic Battle of Salamis in which he saw his fleet defeated, and which decided the outcome of the entire expedition. Following this setback, which cut off his sea route back to Asia, Xerxes withdrew to Sardis. When his general Mardonius was killed leading his land army on the battlefield of Plataea in 479 BC, Xerxes gave up the enterprise of the conquest of Greece and retreated.

Little is known of the later years of Xerxes. His ambition was undiminished, but found new directions. He sent Sataspes off to attempt to circumnavigate Africa. He built a new palace at Persepolis. But the resounding defeat of his great army and navy by the Greeks stung the Persian Empire into a kind of torpor. Xerxes became bogged down in the politics of the palace and harem, and came to depend on courtiers and eunuchs. 

In the end, in 465, Xerxes was murdered by Artabanus, his vizier.

This great military dictator failed, ultimately, to conquer Greece. He made a huge impression on the Athenians and Spartans, frightening the Athenians enough to make them desert their city. He also made a huge impression on every other nation in the region. It is thought that ‘Ahasuerus’ in the biblical books of Ezra and Esther was really Xerxes. 





Pheidias 
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Born 500 BC, died 432 BC.

Ancient Greek sculptor, designed the Parthenon and statues of Athena and Zeus.

 

Achievements:

Became known as the greatest sculptor of ancient Greece.

Created the statue of Athena in the Parthenon.

Created the statue of Zeus at Olympia.

Created, in Zeus, the enduring image of God the Father.

 

 

Pheidias, the son of Charmides, was born in Athens in 500 BC. He was taught by Hegias of Athens and became known as the best sculptor of his time. Among his early works were a chryselephantine (gold and ivory) statue of Athena that he made for Pellene and a memorial for the Battle of Marathon commissioned to stand at Delphi. He also made the large bronze statue of Athena that soared above the Acropolis buildings in Athens; its glinting helmet and spear-point could be seen even from the sea. The head of a statue of Apollo was found in the River Tiber, and it bears so many of the hall-marks of his work that it is possible that this too was made by Pheidias.

It was natural that he should be commissioned by Pericles to create the most important statues for the city of Athens as part of a major rebuilding programme. Pericles also made Pheidias the superintendent for all public works, which meant that he controlled the architecture which would be a setting for his sculptures. He had under him a substantial team of designers and craftsmen including architects, masons, stone carvers, bronze-workers and so on.

Pericles wanted to reshape the monuments on the Acropolis at Athens so that they made a more imposing and unified whole. Pheidias designed and created the Propylaea (the gateway buildings through which people were to enter the Acropolis). He also created the Parthenon, the huge and stately temple to Athena which still dominates Athens and which to many has come to symbolize western civilization. The layout appears informal, but is governed by elaborate trigonometry which makes the buildings more imposing. 

Pheidias designed, but probably did not carve, the marble sculptures that fitted on the walls of the Parthenon, including the remarkable processional frieze that ran round the temple under the eaves - and now known as the Elgin Marbles. Pheidias was not known for marble statues; the works he was known for were made of bronze, gold and ivory. It is likely that the marble statuary on the Parthenon was the work of his pupils, very likely Alcamenes and Agoracritus.

Pheidias also designed and oversaw the construction of the phenomenal gigantic statue of Athena that stood inside the Parthenon. It was a hollow structure made of timber-framing, and its surface was sheathed in ivory and gold. The individual pieces of ivory were necessarily small, but they were individually crafted and tacked onto the wooden frame to create an illusion of vast expanses of pale skin. The statue, known as Athena Parthenos, the Virgin Athena, was dedicated in 438 BC. Although the statue itself was destroyed long ago, we know what it looked like because small-scale marble copies of it were made; two have been found in Athens. The statue showed the goddess Athena as the protectress of the city, wearing a helmet and carrying a shield and a huge spear. The concept was borrowed or recycled later on by the Romans for their goddess Fortuna, and by the British for their patron goddess Britannia. So Pheidias produced what Jung would one day call an archetype, an enduring icon of the protecting goddess. 

The great sculptor became known throughout the ancient world for this one awe-inspiring sculpture. There was one more gigantic commission to come, though. He was asked to create a similar sculpture of Zeus for the Temple of Zeus at Olympia. This was a seated, enthroned figure of a majestic male, again made of timber, ivory and gold. The drapes were made of gold and ivory was used to represent the flesh. Although this statue was a masterpiece and became one of the Wonders of the World, it was too large for the temple. The top of its head very nearly touched the roof, so it would have been impossible for the statue, if living, to have stood up inside the temple. Indeed, to get into the temple, Zeus would have had to crawl in on all fours, like dog going into his kennel. Because of its excessive size, it was oppressive and aesthetically unsatisfactory by comparison with the Athena. Yet it was profoundly awe-inspiring and, for the many who saw it, it became the defining image of god the father – majestic, mature, bearded, benign, impassive, commanding. It has been the world’s image of God ever since. 

The statue of Zeus has gone, though there are small copies of it on surviving coins which at least give an idea of the pose. Zeus was seated on a throne, every part of which was elaborately decorated.

Pheidias was accused of two improprieties while working on the Zeus. It was inevitable that Pheidias had rivals who were jealous of his success and wanted to bring him down. It was alleged that he had used his own likeness for an ornamental detail, which he may have done as a kind of covert signature, and at the time this was regarded as irreligious. He was also accused of taking for himself some of the gold intended for the statue. It is not known whether either of the accusations is true, but they brought his career to an end. Disgraced, he disappeared from Athens. Archaeologists exploring the site of his workshop at Olympia found a cup with the name ‘Pheidias’ marked on it.

A shield was made that included a portrait of Pheidias. He appears as a vigorous, bald-headed old man.

Pheidias was the greatest sculptor that ancient Greece produced. His statues no longer exist, but they were copied and widely imitated and had enormous influence on later artists. It was fundamentally his concept of heightened naturalism that was picked up by Renaissance artists like Michelangelo and is a living presence with us still. Pheidias created noble images of the assertive protecting goddess and the majestic god the father, images that have become universal archetypes.





Sophocles 
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Born at Colonus Hippius 496 BC, died 406 BC.

Greek dramatist and tragedian. 

 

Achievements:

Wrote several classic tragedies.

Invented the heroic ‘tragic flaw’ as a dramatic device.

Was the inspiration for Aristotle’s principles of aesthetics.

 

Sophocles was an Athenian, the son of Sophillus, born at Colonus Hippius, a suburb of Athens. As a boy of 15 and a pupil of the musician Lamprus, Sophocles was chosen to lead the chorus of boys in the celebration after the great victory at the Battle of Salamis. He evidently loved the stage and nursed an ambition to be an actor, but his voice was not strong enough and he had to give up the idea of a career on the stage. Instead he became a dramatist, writing more than a hundred plays. It was unusual for a dramatist not to take part in his own plays, and Sophocles is thought to have been the first dramatist to have taken this step.

Most of Sophocles’ plays were conventional light satirical plays, though only one of these has survived, called the Ichneutae. Of his major plays, seven survive - all written after the spectacular turning-point in his writing career, his victory over Aeschylus in the drama contest of 468. This momentous event was in effect the end of Aeschylus’ career and the start of Sophocles’.

Sophocles won the first prize at the Great Dionysia 18 times in all. The peculiar preoccupations of the ancient Greeks are very evident from their dramas. Sophocles wrote two great plays, Ajax and Antigone, highlighting the ethical and religious problems connected with burial, which would not seem a major issue to most modern people. Aeschylus, Euripides and Sophocles each wrote their own versions of Electra, which again may seem a strange preoccupation with a gruesome matricide, the murder of Clytemnestra by her son Orestes for the murder of his father Agamemnon – by her lover.

Sophocles’ masterpiece is the Oedipus Tyrannus. This was profoundly influential in the ancient world, in that it formed the basis for the aesthetic theory put forward by Aristotle in his Poetica. It was influential in the modern world too, in that Sigmund Freud used it as the basis for the name and function of the Oedipus complex. Sophocles’ play shows how a relatively minor character flaw in combination with the cruel workings of a fate designed by the gods can bring a person to a tragic end. Aristotle discussed this ‘tragic flaw’, which arouses the emotions of pity and fear in the audience and allows these emotions to be exercised in a way that entails no real risks. This is very different from the tragedy of Aeschylus, which is essentially static: in Aeschylus the hero is fundamentally doomed from the start and there is no real plot development.

The diction Sophocles uses is reminiscent of Homer’s Odyssey, but his subject matter was mainly drawn from later epics – and chosen for its tragic potential.

He was appointed at the age of 55 to be one of the generals who would serve with Pericles in the Samian War of 440–439 BC. This appointment is typical of Sophocles’ life; he took his civic duties as an Athenian citizen very seriously and was ready to serve as a foreign ambassador when required. The travel involved increased his knowledge of the world and informed his writing considerably.

Sophocles was known for his affability. Unlike many other great artists, he seems to have been extremely likeable. Everybody liked Sophocles. Many stories were told about Sophocles that are no better than gossip, which his celebrity status naturally attracted. The story told by Satyrus about the nature of Sophocles’ death is typical of these absurdities - that he just ran out of breath when failing to pause while reading his play Antigone. The date of Sophocles’ death, 406 BC, is inferred from a reference to it in The Frogs by Aristophanes, which was written in 405.

Sophocles wrote several great masterpieces of tragic drama and, by seeing human destiny as an interaction between a tragic human flaw and the cruel machinations of the gods, he developed the concept of tragedy several steps beyond Aeschylus. He was a profound influence on Aristotle’s theory of aesthetics and an influence through Aristotle on many later writers. He also influenced the thinking of Sigmund Freud and contributed to the Oedipus complex, one of the most controversial ideas in modern psychology.





Pericles
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Born in Athens 490 BC, died in Athens 429 BC.

Athenian statesman, ruler of Athens, art patron, friend of Sophocles and Herodotus.

 

Achievements:

Ruled Athens as general-in-command for 14 years.

Expanded the Athenian empire.

Provoked the Peloponnesian War with Sparta.

Commissioned great buildings such as the Parthenon.

Commissioned great art works such as the statue of Athena.

Presided over the peak of ancient Greek civilization.

Created a more inclusive society that looked forward to the welfare state.

 

 

Pericles was the son of Athenian aristocrats, Xanthippus and Agariste. Xanthippus had taken a prominent role in Athenian politics and it was natural that he should educate his son with care towards a great career in public service. He chose the most progressive teachers of the day: Damon for music, Zeno for the power of dialectic, Anaxagoras for philosophy. Anaxagoras lived side by side with Pericles in friendship and it is to him that Pericles owed most, a calm undaunted attitude that he maintained even in adversity. Pericles’ political rise was swift and he quickly became the leader of the dominant democracy.

Pericles was often compared to Olympian Zeus because he was always serene and dignified, and because he was so eloquent that he hypnotized both friends and enemies alike. He was strikingly good-looking, except for one peculiarity – his tall pointed skull, which the Athenian comedians exploited to the full. The famous portrait of Pericles wearing a helmet deliberately conceals this deformity.

In around 463 BC Pericles joined in dealing a blow at the oligarchy by depriving the Areopagus of it political power. Shortly after this, Pericles emerged as Athens’ pre-eminent leader, holding from 443 until 429 BC the office of general-in-command. His power was exerted through direct charisma, and for the rest of his life he remained the most influential speaker in the popular assembly.

The rise of Pericles was associated with an expansion of Athenian power. He launched successful naval expeditions to Thrace and Sinope and, by skilful use of numerous colonies, he increased Athenian sea power. Pericles’ major setback came in 447 BC, with the defeat of the Athenians at the Battle of Coroneia. The entire Athenian army had surrendered to the Boeotians and held to ransom; the price of the army’s release was the Athenian evacuation of Boeotia. News of this encouraged other dissident states to rebel; the Megarians slaughtered their Athenian garrison and a Spartan army penetrated Attica as far as Eleusis. 

Pericles’ most ambitious project was the formation of grand Hellenic confederation, with the intention of putting an end to wars that were mutually destructive. The Spartan aristocracy sabotaged the scheme, and unfortunately the enmity between Athens and Sparta was so strong that a Peloponnesian War was virtually inevitable. Even so, a peace was concluded with Sparta in 445 BC, which delayed the outbreak of war for 30 years. The price was Pericles’ renunciation of Athens’ claim to supremacy in Greece.

The aristocratic party tried to overthrow the supremacy of Pericles by attacking him in the popular assembly for wasting money on buildings like the Parthenon and on festivals and amusements. After surviving this onslaught, Pericles reigned as undisputed master of Athens. It was a time when Athenians were achieving incredible things. Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides were writing some of the greatest dramas ever to be written, Pheidias and his pupils and assistants were designing and creating some of the finest buildings and sculptures ever to be made. Pericles was in effect the patron of artists like Pheidias, Callicrates and Ictinus. It was also the age of Socrates and Herodotus. This was the city-state that Pericles presided over. 

 The negative side of Pericles’ supremacy was that enemies who could not strike at Pericles himself were reduced to sniping at his friends, Aspasia, Anaxagoras and Pheidias.

Under the rule of Pericles Athens reached a peak of civilization that would never be surpassed. It was Pericles who commissioned the Parthenon, the Erechtheum, the Propylaea and many other buildings besides. It was Pericles who encouraged and sponsored music and drama. It was Pericles who stimulated the industry and commerce that paid for the art and architecture.

In the end, the Peloponnesian War between Athens and Sparta broke out, in 431. Plague swept through Athens in 430 BC. In the autumn of 429 the plague claimed Pericles himself, and the greatest phase of achievement in one of the greatest civilizations in the world came to an end.

One of the greatest achievements of Pericles was in making Athens more truly self-governing and in some ways more democratic. Public service was paid for, and this opened the door to poorer citizens to participate in government. Jury service was rewarded with cash payment. He set up a fund to enable poor citizens to attend the religious dramas of the Dionysia. Pericles was not a modern socialist by a long way. He was an old-style aristocrat, but he wanted the state of Athens to become more inclusive, to involve more of its citizens in active service, and established practical methods for them to do so. 





Plato
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Born in Athens about 428 BC, died 348 BC. 

Greek philosopher, friend of Socrates, teacher of Aristotle.

 

Achievements:

Recognized as one of the greatest philosophers of all time.

The greatest philosophical writer of all time.

Founder of the Athenian Academy, the first university.

Influenced many later political theorists.

Perpetuated or invented the story of the lost land of Atlantis.

 

 

Plato was born in Athens of a distinguished aristocratic family, the son of Ariston and Perictione. Plato is thought to have been brought up mainly in the house of Perictione’s second husband, Pyrilampes, who was a prominent supporter of Pericles the ruler of Athens. He was related to Critias and Charmides, who were old friends of Socrates; probably Plato knew Socrates from boyhood. Although Socrates was not Plato’s formal teacher, he clearly had a more profound influence on him than anyone else.

Growing up in a political family, Plato inevitably at first had ambitions to go into public life. These political ambitions had withered a few years before Socrates was condemned to death in 399 BC. Plato had sympathies with the reactionary party, of which Critias and Charmides were prominent members. Plato held back from joining them, and was later very glad that he had not involved himself when he saw the excesses of the violent reactionary terror of 404 BC. Plato was not one of the group of disciples who stayed with Socrates while he took poison, possibly because he was a family friend rather than a pupil. He was also probably fearful of the consequences of being too obviously associated with Socrates. Later he was to make up for his cowardice by immortalizing the death of Socrates in three ‘dialogues’. 

After the death of Socrates, Plato and the other disciples of Socrates took refuge in Megara. Plato then became a wanderer, travelling widely in Egypt, Greece and the Greek colonies in southern Italy. In Sicily, Plato made friends with Dion, the brother-in-law of Dionysius I, ruler of Syracuse.

In 387 BC he thought it was safe to return to Athens, where he founded the Academy. This became a renowned centre for learning, for research into philosophy, mathematics and science, and Plato presided over it for the rest of his life. In 367 BC, he revisited Sicily at the request of Dion, to tutor Dionysius II in statecraft. The idea was to turn the new young ruler into a philosopher-king. The scheme failed. Plato made another visit to Sicily in 361. This put him in considerable danger, and the scheme was given up. Plato died in about 348 BC at the age of over 80.

Plato’s writings often took the form of dramatized ‘dialogues’, featuring Socrates as one of the speakers. They give a vivid impression of the way the ancient Greeks sought after truth by way of discussion. One group of dialogues shows Socrates expressing his views, and it is assumed that these are in reality the views of Plato rather than Socrates, but it is difficult to tell. 

The Timaeus and Critias are curiosities, claiming to tell the true story of the fall of Atlantis. Readers are divided between those who see the description as a complete fiction invented from scratch by Plato, and those who believe that Plato was passing on a genuinely historical tradition. Plato insisted repeatedly that the story of Atlantis was ‘certainly true’ and explained that he had got hold of the story by way of his ancestor Solon (six generations before), who picked up an account from temple-priests in Sais in Egypt. Those who want to argue that Plato invented Atlantis seem to forget that an obscure writer called Hellanicus is known to have written a work called Atlantis a century before Plato. Unfortunately only a few lines from Hellanicus’s book have survived. 

Plato is probably best known for the Republic, which describes his political utopia, an ideal state ruled by philosopher-kings and with a rigid social hierarchy. Almost as important is his Laws, a long book containing Plato’s maturest judgements on ethics, education and jurisprudence. It is in effect a model for constitution-making and legislation for those members of the Academy who might be called upon to act as advisers in the founding or re-founding of cities. There was a genuine practical need to think radically about the construction of constitutions. 

Plato was a pupil of Socrates and the teacher of Aristotle; these three wise men were undoubtedly the greatest figures in ancient philosophy. Through the window of Plato’s dialogues, we have an insight into the way Socrates lived and thought. Taken as a whole Plato’s philosophy has had a pervasive and profound effect on political and social thinkers of every period, right through to the present day. 





Aristotle
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Born at Stagira 384 BC, died at Chalcis 322 BC.

Ancient Greek philosopher, moralist, psychologist, political thinker; tutor of Alexander the Great.

 

Achievements: 

Stimulated Alexander’s curiosity about the world, accelerated his drive to the east.

Invented the syllogism.

Created the modern Western approach to learning by subjects.

Created empiricism, the modern Western intellectual tradition of learning by observation.

Guided the development of scientific thought in the middle ages.

The Renaissance and the Reformation were in part a rejection of Aristotle.

 

Aristotle was born at Stagira, a Greek colony on the Chalcidice peninsula in the north-west Aegean, the son of Nicomachus, physician to the King of Macedon. This king, Amyntas II, was the father of Philip of Macedon and the grandfather of Alexander; Aristotle was of the same generation as Alexander’s father. He was, racially, an Ionian; Stagira had been colonized by Ionians from the island of Euboea. Aristotle’s mother was from Euboea and it was natural that in the final year of his life he should retire to her home on Euboea. The Ionian philosophers were particularly interested in studying nature and it may be that Aristotle’s profound interest in studying all aspects of nature was rooted in that tradition.

In 367 BC he went to Athens to study at Plato’s Academy. He stayed there, as a teacher, until Plato died in 347. Then Speusippus became head of the Academy and Aristotle left Athens for 12 years. He went to Atarneus in Asia Minor, where he married, and then to Mitylene.

In 342 he was appointed by King Philip of Macedon to be his son’s tutor. Aristotle duly went to Pella to teach the boy Alexander, who was then 13. At the end of this remarkable episode, when Philip of Macedon was assassinated and Alexander became king, there was no further reason for Aristotle to stay in Macedonia. Aristotle seems to have had little influence in Macedonia, though he probably developed a circle of friends there, which included Theophrastus. He returned to Athens in 335 to found his own academy, a formal college which was called the Lyceum after the Temple of Apollo Lyceus which was close to it. Aristotle taught at the Lyceum for 12 years, and his relationship with Alexander, off conquering the world, naturally petered out. Some arrangement was made with Alexander’s staff to send back scientific information to Aristotle from the east. Aristotle also wrote a piece called Alexander, or on Colonies. The deeds of Alexander himself show little influence by his great teacher, though Aristotle may be credited with stimulating Alexander’s curiosity about the world, and so accelerating Alexander’s drive to the east. 

Aristotle’s followers became known as peripatetics, because of their quaint habit of wandering up and down while lecturing. To begin with, Aristotle’s thinking followed Plato’s, but after Plato’s death he inevitably followed a distinctive path of his own. While Plato had studied reality as a whole, and then mainly as an intellectual concept, Aristotle divided his reality into several spheres, such as physics, biology, politics, psychology. Aristotle’s is much more recognizably our modern Western approach to study, with enquiry and learning broken up into many different subjects. Western education is based on this principle; it is how we are all taught at school. 

Aristotle invented the syllogism, the now-familiar three-part argument. All men are animals; all animals die; therefore all men must die.

When Alexander died in 323 there was a vigorous anti-Macedonian reaction in Athens; Alexander had been a great oppressor of his neighbours and they were glad to see the back of him. Aristotle suffered in this backlash. He was accused of impiety. Remembering what happened to Socrates in a somewhat similar situation, Aristotle fled to his mother’s home at Chalcis on Euboea, where he died the following year.

Little is known of Aristotle as a person, except through his works. The portrait busts show firm lips and intent inquisitive eyes. Tradition gives him a lisp and a concern for his dress. He was a courtier, but with the insatiable and relentless curiosity of the Greek mind.

Aristotle would have a small place in history as the teacher of Alexander, but he is a far more significant figure because of his huge output of writing on a huge range of subjects, from ethics, politics and rhetoric to biology, physics and psychology. In reality, most of the writings are lecture notes written down by his students, edited and published by Andronicus of Rhodes in the first century BC. The body of work is evidently not complete, but shows the extraordinary range of Aristotle’s mind. Aristotle’s most widely read works are the Metaphysics , Politics and Poetics. It is a great loss that his work On Justice, an answer to Plato’s Republic, has not survived.

As well as being wide-ranging, Aristotle was original, systematic and sophisticated in his thinking. He is particularly important in having a huge influence on later thinkers, especially in the middle ages, through Thomas Aquinas. Dante was strongly influenced by Aristotle, referring to him as ‘the Philosopher’. Aristotle has had a profound effect on the whole Western scientific and intellectual tradition. 





Alexander the Great 
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Born at Pella in Macedonia in 356 BC; died at Babylon in 323 BC. 

Charismatic general, king of Macedonia, military dictator, conqueror, creator of a great empire, icon of warrior-kingship.

 

Achievements: 

338 BC - Commanded an army at 18 at the Battle of Chaeronea. 

334 BC - Battle of the Granicus: defeated the Persian army. 

333 BC - Battle of Issus: defeated the Persians under Darius.

332 BC - Besieged and took Tyre. 

331 BC - Founded the city of Alexandria. 

331 BC - Battle of Arbela: defeated the Persians under Darius. 

331 BC - Took Babylon, Sousa and Persepolis. Destroyed Persepolis.

330 BC - Pursued Darius to Media, where Darius was murdered.

326-5 BC - Attempted to conquer India.

Became a role-model for later conquerors.

 

Alexander ‘the Great’ was the son of King Philip of Macedon, a first-rate general and administrator, and Queen Olympias, who was brilliant, impulsive and hot-tempered. Alexander inherited to a high degree the qualities of both his parents. The most striking difference was that Alexander was more ambitious than his father; he was in fact one of the most ambitious people of all time. His mother Olympias taught him that Achilles was his ancestor, and he became so fixated with this idea that his tutor, Aristotle, actually called him Achilles. As part of this obsession, Alexander learnt the Iliad by heart, always carried a copy of Homer’s epic poem with him, and consciously acted out the dangerous fantasy that he was one of Homer’s heroes.
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