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Chapter 1

Culture in Ancient Greece

As one of the splendid achievements in human history, ancient Greek culture provided
the major foundation of Western culture and ultimately made a powerful impact on the
entire world in terms of the development of human civilization, such as those in politics,
philosophy, science, arts and literature.

There is no doubt that Greek culture benefited from its long prehistory, dated back to
the Neolithic Age (about 4000 BC). By its Bronze Age (about 2800 BC), Greek culture had
come to a stage of substantial development in view of its ability to produce useful tools and
articles and weapons in bronze, as were evidenced by the unecarthed artifacts in the
neighbourhood of the Aegean Sea. The Aegean Civilization or the Stone and Bronze Age
Civilization was thus shaped and included Cretan Civilization and Mycenaean Civilization,
which appeared subsequently, with a high level of cultural development, as was
demonstrated in its architecture, art and crafts as well as the pictographic script (Linear A
and Linear B) which had been used widely.

After the Dorian invasion, Greece was further divided into a number of tribes before
they were organized into the city states. In the Heroic Age, Greece began an era of sea
voyages, which offered her opportunities for the growth of commerce and colonization.
Gradually, Greece, with its developing trade and navigation, moved into full operation.
The ancient Greek economy heavily depended on slave labour, the most popular resource for
production at that time, and laid the foundation for the success of Greek culture, whose
property was attributed to the cultural participation of many talented people who had been
freed from the heavy work later taken up by thousands upon thousands of slaves engaged in
all kinds of manual and mental employment. Consequently, as Engels observed, Greek
culture would have been impossible without the development of slavery. In the 5th — 4th
centuries BC, the slave-based democracy politics in Athens reached its peak during Pericles’
reign, providing a comparatively free environment for the development of Greek culture.

Cultural prosperity was also owed to sound administration by the city government. The
city government was efficient enough to raise large amounts of fund to promote their own
culture. For instance, many magnificent buildings rose up in Athens, such as the Parthenon

and the Temple of Hephaestus. The government often rewarded writers and artists who.did
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well in literature, music and sport. Due to the development of culture and sport, various
talents were in great demand, and candidates were mostly enlisted from ordinary people,
some even originally slaves, and their talents were cultivated with care and devotion in
association with education which had begun to be popular. More respect for learning was
evoked among ordinary people. Such an intellectual climate hence led to the emergence of
quite a number of famous philosophers, artists and historians who made their remarkable
contributions to Greek Civilization.

Meanwhile cultural exchanges with other nations were commonplace. While thousands
of foreign merchants were attracted to Greece, more and more local people went abroad.
Opening to the outside world helped the Greek people broaden their views and increase their
knowledge. They learnt from advanced cultures from other nations. The Greek language
was thus improved by borrowing from ancient Egyptian and Carthaginian languages. The
Greeks introduced some exotic cultures into their own cultural system, as was witnessed in
their art, architecture, sculpture and murals. These would bring them a world reputation
later on.

Opverall, it is generally acknowledged that the ancient Greek society and culture
experienced rapid development and made remarkable achievements due to the talent and
hardworking spirit manifested in their persistent pursuit of a better tomorrow for their seca-
surrounded and mountainous homeland. Additionally, a reasonable social system and
lifestyle based on a slave-supported democracy not only helped Athens impose an enduring
dominance on the Greek city state union and even the neighbouring area of the

Mediterranean, but also passed large amounts of cultural heritage to later generations.

1. H&HFEXH

FA VG5 SO Sk Z FR ) A it SO A R T 2 5 1 — i Y v HLRE SC A AL 8 Je SO
& BAF SCH IR T A TCHT 2600 4ERT H BT A i A, B U A R BRr @R Sz —. AT
SRAL 22093555 Je SCH R A2 e FELRR SO A S R, o B IR M LA R . /A ST AT 1450 —
1400 4F , 368 Jé SR SE BRSO . RATEATTRT 12 4D, JRes iR Br R85 )2
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1. ostracism: In ancient Greece, when a citizen was considered dangerous to the state, he
would be banished for a certain amount of years as a punishment. The decision for the
punishment was made by popular votes. (P F 2 i)

2. Thebes: A Mycenacan city state, located in east-central Greece, northwest of Athens. It
was at the height of power and splendour in the 4th century BC. In 336 BC it came into
the rule of Alexander the Great. (JEE LD

3. Sparta: An ancient Greek city-state of Dorian Greeks in the southeast Peloponnesus,
widely known for its military power, which reached its peak in the 6th century BC
when Sparta defeated Athens in the Peloponnesian Wars (460 — 404 BC) and then
became the leader of the union of Greek city states before it was toppled by the Thebans
in 371 BC. (k)

4. Justinian I (Justinian the Great): The emperor of Byzantium who resisted the Persian
aggression at the eastern frontier of his empire and then re-occupied the former Roman
territories in Africa, Italy and Spain. Eastern Orthodox Christians worshipped him as a
saint. (FE LT JE—i

5. Cleon: Onec of the Athenian political and military leaders during the Peloponnesian
War. He was the first prominent example of the commercial class who was considered

as a warmonger and a demagogue by his contemporaries. (55 &)
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10.

11.

12,

Pericles: 495 — 429 BC, a famous and influential Athenian leader. He was called “the
first citizen of Athens” by Thucydides, a historian. His reign (461 — 429 BC) was
known as the “Age of Pericles”. He promoted literature and arts and built many
buildings. For this reason, Athens became the educational and cultural centre of ancient
Greece. Furthermore, Pericles made contribution to the Athenian democracy. ({H
EH)

Mount Olympus: A high mountain in Greece, well-known for the “home of the gods”
in Greck mythology. The deities who are said to dwell on this mountain are ruled by
Zeus, including his wife, his brothers, his sisters and his children. (BEAKPCHfTIL)
Thespis: He was thought as a singer of dithyrambs by Aristotle. He won a great
reputation for important innovations and reformation in Greek drama. Today it is a
general term for an actor. In some literature, he was depicted as the first well-known
actor in written plays on stage,and he introduced the first principal actor in addition to
chorus. His great contribution to drama is that he initiated Greek tragedy as we know
today. (ZEHTIEHT :

Ptolemy: An Egyptian dynasty ruled by Macedonian kings from 323 BC to 30 BC. The
Ptolemies lasted the long period from Ptolemy I (367 — 283 BC), who had been a
general in Alexander the Great’s army and then became the king of Egypt as Alexander’s
successor (323 — 285 BC), to Ptolemy XV (47 —30 BC), who shared the throne (44 —
30 BC) with his mother, Cleopatra. (FG#j#)

The Battle of Cnidus: The naval battle which happened in 394 BC between the joint
Athenian-Persian fleet and the Spartan fleet. Finally the Spartan fleet was defeated
owing to lack of experience, thus breaking Sparta’s dream of naval supremacy. After
this battle the anti-Spartan union was strengthened and ended the Spartan hegemony
during the Corinthian War. (ZSiA#i5k#5)

Myron: 480 — 440 BC, a Greek sculptor who was born in Eleutherae and lived in
Athens. He was considered the first to achieve lifelike representation in art. He was
well known for his bronze sculpture of athletes in action. However, nowadays only
two of his works are left, including The Group of Athena and Marsyas and Discobolos
(discus thrower). CKEE)

Polyclitus: A noted Greek bronze sculptor in the 5th and the early 4th centuries BC. He
belonged to the school of Argos. His works included the colossal gold and ivory statue,
a famous bronze nude male known as Doryphoros (spear-carrier) and other statues
Discobolus (discus-bearer) and Diadumenos (diadem-wearer). Under the influence of
Polyclitus and Phidias, the classical Greek style was created and shaped, modelled on
Polykleitos’ school which lasted for about three generations as the earliest one in Greek

sculpture history. (P53 BFEH)
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1. Give a brief account of the major achievements of Greek culture,
such as those in religion, philosophy, literature and science.

Greek religion really took shape during the Homeric Age, and featured polytheism with
gods taking human form and feeling. Greck religion made a great contribution to Greek
literature, philosophy and art. It was an important origin of Greck mythology which was
fully developed by the religious tales of the Homeric epic and thus affected the later
development of all kinds of Greek culture.

Greek philosophy started with Thales (640 — 547 BC), who believed that the material
world originated in water. His philosophy was of materialism. He was followed by
Pythagoras, a mathematician who assumed that the key to the understanding of the world
was numbers, on the position of the spokesman for idealism. The core Greek philosophers
were Socrates, Plato and Aristotle. Socrates had scant regard for material wealth, but was
keen on probing into the definition of some ethical and behavioral issues, such as
“friendship” and “courage”. Plato established the Academy — the first Greek institution of
higher learning. His contributions included his theory of idea and his argument on
“republic” which was supposed to embrace his ideals about a future state where humans could
enjoy a happy life. Aristotle was also a learned man and his works covered wide-ranging
arcas. His reputation as a philosopher largely depended on his argument on metaphysics in
which he tried to achieve a compromise between matter and divinity.

Literary representation centred round the two epic poems of Iliad and Odyssey, lyrical
poctry by Sappho and Pindar, and drama by Aeschylus, Euripides and Aristophanes.” Their
works combined Greeck myths and social life and won much appreciation and enthusiasm
from the public.

In science the mathematician Euclid established plane geometry and Archimedes
discovered the ratio of radius of a circle and the relationship between the volume and surface

of a sphere.

2. What do you think of the influence Greek culture has exerted on
Western Civilization as a whole? Give examples.

Greek culture is often termed the cradle of Western Civilization and has had an
enormous impact on Western culture. The specific contributions are found in the areas of
philosophy, politics, literature, art, science and architecture. Greek politics was one of the
greatest influences on Western Civilization. The Greeks were the first to successfully create a
government based on the consensus of the people and thus provided a foundation for Western

democracy.
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The second significant influence was that of philosophy. The Socratic idea about ethics
and knowledge helped Westerners care more for the effect of knowledge and value of
morality, both of which give sound guidance to people to improve and change the world
outside themselves, i.e. human society and the natural world.

Later generations of Westerners have benefited a lot from Greek culture, such as
painting, sculpture, architecture, drama, poetry and historical works. Classicism had Greek
culture as one of the crucial sources, which helped Westerners so much that they ascribed the
origin of the Renaissance to it. This changed the intellectual conditions of the later medicval
period and opened the way to the modern era in the West.

3. Say something about the significance of Greek culture in terms of its
contribution to the West by referring to other cultures like that of
China.

Greek culture has made great contribution to the establishment and development of
Western Civilization. The achievements of ancient Greek culture, which covered myth,
philosophy, literature, science and architecture, were of great significance to Westerners. It
was produced in a relatively peaceful and encouraging environment, which provided some
resemblance to the emerging period of Chinese culture in the same era.

As we all know, Greck cultural prosperity in the ancient time was inseparable from its
socially open and democratic system and custom, in spite of its popular employment of
slavery labor. Such political and social tendencies were passed down and accepted by later
civilizations and societies either via cultural heritage or the intentional imitation by the
successors during the changes of political regimes.

Chinese culture had a period similar to Greek culture, when its vigorous development
culminated during the Spring-Autumn Period. The ordinary Chinese people and intellectuals
of the time were comparatively free to express and exchange their ideas, since the country
was not yet unified into a centralized empire and most of the kings of the numerous states
were busy with their domestic cares to secure their own power over their states. Some of the
important ideas of the time were passed to neighboring countries like Korea, Japan and
Vietnam. These included Confucianism and Buddhism, which were popularly accepted and
worshipped as important ideologies or religions and shaped social structure and intellectual
development within a pretty long period. They emphasized the superiority of monarch,
male and written knowledge, while ignoring ordinary people, women and the uneducated.
The limited freedom allowed to Chinese scholars was precious for Chinese intellectual
development which produced some important ideological schools and created a solid
foundation for later development of Chinese culture. So it was the case with Greek culture.
In this sense one could say the two cultures served as the basis for the beginning of the two
ancient civilizations which exerted immense influence upon other countries, and both
cultures worked as stimulants to the regional or even worldwide development of human

civilizations.
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A. Multiple choice

g is one of the major conditions of Western culture and makes a powerful impact

on the development of human civilization.

A. Ancient European culture B.
C. Ancient Chinese culture D.

2. Greek culture can be dated back to

A. Neolithic Age BY

Ancient Greek culture

Ancient Egyptian culture

Bronze Age
C. Stone and Bronze Age D. OIld Stone Age
3. was called “the first citizen of Athens” by Thucydides and in his reign the
slave-based democracy politics in Athens reached its peak.
A. Justinian | B. Cleon C. Pericles D. Ptolemy
4. Herodotus, father of Greek history, focused on describing the war between in

his book, The Histories .

A. Thebes and Sparta B. Persia and Syracuse
C. Athens and Sparta D. Grecks and Persians

5 established the Academy — the first Greek institution of higher learning.
A. Plato B. Socrates C. Aristotle D. Heraclitus

B. True or false

. Greck philosophy started with Aristotle.

volume and surface of a sphere.

. The play Oedipus at Colonus was written by Aristophanes.

1

2

3. The famous bronze sculpture of athlete, Discobolos, was created by Myron.

4. Euclid discovered the ratio of radius of a circle and the relationship between the

5. The chief Greek philosophers are Socrates, Plato and Aristotle.
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