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				Introduction: A Short History of Ancient Greece

				People have lived in Greece for thousands of years, but we know little about them before 1100 BC, as almost all of their buildings, writings and artworks have been lost to us. From archaeological digs, we know that a race called the Minoans lived on the island of Crete before 1000 BC, and that they were probably the most powerful race in the Mediterranean at that time.

				It is likely that invasions from a race called the Dorians, and possibly a catastrophic natural disaster, cast the Greek world into turmoil around 1100 BC. The next three hundred years have come to be known as the Greek Dark Ages, because we do not know very much about them. The art of writing (at this time, the ancient Greeks used a script known to archaeologists as ‘Linear B’) came to an end, so we have no written records telling us about daily life or historical events. Certainly, there is evidence that the once-proud Minoan civilisation was all but wiped out at around this time.

				It is only after about 800 BC that we really come to recognise Ancient Greece as an historic civilisation in its own right. The period from 800 BC to 500 BC is known as the ‘Archaic Period’. At this time, the different populations living on the mainland and the surrounding islands began to form into what we call ‘city-states’. These communities governed themselves, traded with one another, and were ruled by lords or kings. Importantly, though, most shared certain things in common: they spoke the same language and worshipped the same family (or Pantheon) of Gods.

				In this period, we see the flourishing of literature, architecture and other art forms in the Greek city-states. The most powerful of these centres of culture were the city-states of Sparta and Athens. For hundreds of years, these two were on-and-off enemies, forming alliances with other city-states in their quest for dominance. In the 5th century BC they joined forces to fight off a huge invasion from the mighty kingdom of Persia. But this conflict was the beginning of the end for the Greeks. Over the next one hundred and fifty years, although the arts still flourished, Athens and Sparta became less powerful.

				In the 4th century BC a visionary commander called Philip of Macedonia (a region north of modern Greece), brought the Greek city-states together under his control. His son, Alexander the Great, continued the conquest east into Persia and beyond to the land we now call India. But after his death, the empire was too large for one ruler to control. It gradually fell to pieces as other cultures, such as the mighty Roman Republic (a place not ruled by a king, but by a group of elected officials), took control of Greek lands. The country still had its own language and identity, but as a powerful nation, it was to be no more.

				 

				Everyday life in Ancient Greece

				The geography of Greece is varied, with many islands, mountains and remote natural harbours. The difficulties of travel in ancient times meant that the Greek world was divided into city-states. Most people would have been farmers, rearing crops and animals in order to feed their families. Anything left over could be swapped or sold. 

				That isn’t to say that there weren’t other professions: craftsmen would make ceramics, tradesmen would import goods and sell them at market, wine growers would tend their vineyards and actors would perform in the theatre. Carpenters would make furniture, teachers would instruct the young, there were physicians to heal, and priests would look after the many ornate temples to the Greek Gods. Most of the information we have is  about the  powerful city-state of Athens,  where there was a thriving culture of arts, politics, and trade with overseas.

				In the opposing city-state of Sparta, life was very different. There, the population was divided into two categories: the ruling Spartans and their slave population, the Helots. All Spartan boys were taken from their parents at six years old to be trained to be soldiers for the state. Life was tough, but the Spartan army was the most feared fighting force in all of Greece. 

				Women had little say in the way any state was run. For the most part, they were expected to stay at home, clean, cook and look after the children. Boys would be educated if their parents were wealthy enough, but anything more than a very basic education was unusual for young girls.

				City-states were often at war. All able-bodied men were expected to fight in such battles, so physical fitness was essential. There were open-air gymnasiums in all city-states, where men went to meet with friends and exercise together. Wrestling, running, javelin and discus-throwing were all favourite pastimes. 

				 

				The legacy of the Greeks

				The ancient Greek civilisation has had a huge influence on the world we know today. The political system called democracy (a political system where every man, and, in modern times, woman, is able to vote) – which comes from the Greek words demos (people) and kratia (power) – was developed in ancient Athens.

				The Romans preserved much of Greek literature for later generations. Many of our modern writers return again and again to the themes of Greek stories and poetry, finding relevance even after almost three thousand years. Look around any major city in the Western world, and you will see many buildings in the ‘classical’ style, with fluted columns supporting the distinctive triangular pediments.

				Greek writers and philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle are still studied as the basic texts in philosophy classes, while the plays of dramatists Euripides, Sophocles, and Aristophanes are staged in modern theatres. Technologically, the Greeks weren’t as advanced as the Romans who finally dominated them, but we still have engineering and irrigation inventions to thank them for, plus developments in astronomy and urban planning.

				We owe much of the English language to the Greeks as well. Some say it would be almost impossible to hold a conversation in English without using words that were used by the Greeks.

				 

				An introduction to Greek mythology

				Long before we achieved a scientific understanding of the how the natural world works, we often sought explanations that involved supernatural powers. ‘Mythology’ is the name given to the stories that began to be written down after the Dark Ages. They are a messy, sometimes contradictory, collection of tales that refer to the origins of the world and a time when Gods still intervened in the lives of men and women. Some are legends, in that they refer to voyages or wars that may have really existed. For instance, archaeologists have found ruins that are dated to the periods of history described in some of the myths. Indeed, there may be a grain of truth in many of them. If not, they can be seen as metaphors (another Greek word!) – representing another ‘truth’ about the natural world.

				Almost all Greek myths involve their immortal Gods and the way they affected the lives of men and women. Often, the men and women themselves are distant relatives of the Gods, or the Gods’ sons, daughters, and descendants. This means that many of the characters have superhuman qualities, especially strength, or beauty. The Gods themselves are shown to be much like us – they fall in love, they have rivalries, they become jealous, greedy or angry. They take what they want and punish whoever has offended them. Having the blessing of one God or Goddess is no guarantee that one has the blessings of all.

				The stories were told in the form of poems and plays, but also appear in travel guides, histories and stories about famous historical figures. Only a fraction of the original sources are available to us today, but we do have a fairly established set of material that we can draw from. This includes several long poems and a few dozen dramas.

				However, it’s important to remember that, just as our own stories change, Greek mythology was not static – there was rarely just one version of a story. In the early stages, poems were not written down, but passed from generation to generation orally. This might mean that a poet in one part of Greece might change a tale to suit his audience. But for a reader who isn’t an academic, the myths can simply be fascinating tales of war, bravery, love, death and adventure.

				There were literally hundreds of Greek Gods and demi-Gods, but the main ones were called the Olympians, after their home, Mount Olympus.

			

		

	
		
			
				The War of The Titans

				Long before men walked the earth, and before the Gods of Olympus, led by Zeus, came to power, there existed a group of twelve gods called the Titans. They were the sons and daughters of Gaia – Goddess of the Earth – and Uranus, God of the Sky. Uranus didn’t trust any of his children, especially the Cyclopes, one-eyed giants with incredible strength. He locked them in a place called Tartarus, a prison in the furthest depths of the Underworld.

				But the youngest Cyclops, Cronus, overthrew his father, and ruled with his sister (who was also his wife), called Rhea. Cronus was an angry, jealous God, who guarded his throne with brutality. Each time Rhea gave birth to a new baby, he demanded that it be brought to him, and he would eat the child in front of her. This devious and horrific act ensured that no successor would ever threaten his rule.

				For many years, Rhea dared not object, but one day she gave birth to a son called Zeus. He was such a beautiful little baby that she couldn’t bring herself to hand him over to her bloodthirsty husband. Instead, she wrapped a large pebble in swaddling cloths and gave this to Cronus. He was fooled and swallowed down the rock believing it to be the baby.

				Rhea gave Zeus to a band of spirits called the Kouretes, who guarded him. They crashed their cymbals and other instruments whenever Cronus came near, to disguise the cries of baby Zeus. When he became an adult, Zeus visited his grandmother Gaia, who gave him a special poison to slip into Cronus’ wine. However, the potion didn’t kill Cronus, it just made him sick. Suddenly, up came all the contents of his stomach, including all of Zeus’ brothers and sisters who had been eaten. These were the twelve Gods of Olympus. 

				A war began between the old Gods and the new, the Titans versus the Olympians. It was a bitter struggle. The Olympians had help from three giants, each with a hundred hands, who threw great boulders at the Titans. Zeus himself freed the Cyclopes from Tartarus and, to show their gratitude, they fashioned special weapons for the Olympians: a trident for Poseidon, a helmet of darkness for Hades, and a thunderbolt for the King of the Gods, Zeus. 

				As the war raged on, the Titans were driven back. Many were killed, and others were imprisoned in Tartarus for eternity, guarded by the three giants. Those who had not fought were spared. But Atlas, the son of the Titan Iapetus, was given a special punishment: for siding with the Titans, he would have to bear the weight of the heavens upon his massive shoulders for all time. Some of the other Titans escaped, but not Cronus. He was killed by one of Zeus’ thunderbolts, hurled from Mount Olympus.

				After the Titans had been vanquished, the three brothers Zeus, Hades and Poseidon split the world between themselves. Hades took the Underworld, Poseidon the sea, and Zeus the heavens. Gaia, Goddess of the Earth, was left with the land, though from time to time all three brothers would interfere. From then on, the world would be ruled by the Olympians. 
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