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Chapter One The Ancient Greeks

I .History

1. The Minoans

The earliest inhabitants of what is now Greece are the Indo-European people. They
were originally some nomadic tribes who moved from place to place and some of the
tribes merged into one social group in the process of trading. By 3,000 BC they had
built a well-organized society on the island of Crete, where the Minoan (derived
from the Cretan King Minos) Civilization started. The forests on the island
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provided timber for building ships. Because of its favorable geographic location,
trade developed quickly between Crete and the rest of the Mediterranean world, for
example, the buying and selling of foodstuffs, ivory, and glass of Egypt, the
silver, pottery and marble of the Aegean Isles, the copper of Cyprus,and their own
wine, olive oil, fleece, and pottery. From 2,200 BC to the mid-fifteenth century
BC, Crete became the centre of trade in the Mediterranean.

The Cretans had bronze and around 1,500 BC they learned to melt iron. They were
famous for the building of palaces. The royal palace at Knossos is a good example of

their achievements in architecture.

The palace of Knossos

2, The Mycenaeans

Around 2, 200 BC the Achaeans, some other Indo-European people, crossed the
Balkans and settled on the southern part of the Balkan Peninsula. Several centuries
later, they established several small kingdoms from Thessaly down to the southern
tip of the Peloponnesus and began to trade with the Minoans. Mycenae, the most
prosperous city, became a center of all the settlements.

In the 17th century BC the Cretans suffered a series of natural disasters. In 1628 BC
a volcanic eruption almost destroyed the island of Santorini ( Thera), which is
located to the north of Crete.
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In the fifteenth century BC, the Mycenaeans, as the Achaeans were later called,
began to raid the Cretans. After 1,200 BC the Mycenaeans again got involved in the
Trojan War, which is reflected in the Iliad and the Odyssey by Homer. As a result
of the invasions by Mycenaeans, and natural disasters like earthquakes and volcanic
eruptions, the Minoan civilization came to an end around 1,150 BC. Meanwhile the
Mycenaeans themselves were attacked by the Dorians in the same century. Their
citadels and cities were destroyed, and Greece entered a dark age.

Around 800 BC, poleis appeared in Greece, and over the following years some
developed into city-states, which were separated from each other by mountains.
Being isolated and independent, the city-states had little contact with and influence
on each other. Each town or city dominated the area around it. Among them
Sparta, which is located in the southern Peloponnesus, developed into a military
power, because the Spartans had to rule the far outnumbered helots or serfs
conquered by their Spartan ancestors. Boys of seven began a life of military training

and service which ended when they reached 30.
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Sparta and Athens
Athens, another city-state, developed in a different direction. The Athenians
originally had a monarchy which was replaced by an oligarchy of nine archons who

were the chief executive officers. The archons were members of the aristocratic
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class. The newly-appeared middle class were not happy with the situation and
reform was carried out in the 6th and 5th centuries BC. Solon, an aristocrat, was
made chief magistrate in 594 BC, and he admitted propertyless citizens to the
Assembly which possessed little power at that time; Pisistratus, who made himself
the first tyrant of Athens about 560 BC, changed the economic condition of
propertyless peasants and the city poor with public works; Cleisthenes, who came
into power about 506 BC, established ten tribes on the basis of territorial divisions
after abolishing the old tribes; and Pericles (461-429 BC), an aristocrat who later
became a democrat, made the Assembly powerful. Consequently Athens became a
democratic state. What Pericles said in a speech in honor of the war dead can furnish
us with some information about Athens:

Our government is not copied {rom our neighbors. We are an example to
them. Our constitution is called a democracy because power is in the hands not
of the few but of the whole people. When it is a question of settling private
disputes; everyone is equal before the law. No talented man is kept out of public
service because he is poor or from the wrong class. We have no dark words or
angry looks for our neighbor if he enjoys himself in his own way. We are open
and friendly in our private,day-to-day relations with each other.

As early as the 8th century BC, because of overpopulation, some Greeks began to
move to other places around the Mediterranean, including Sicily and southern Italy,
which came to be called Magna Graecia, or Greater Greece. They built their colonies
in northeastern Spain and southern France, where their chief colony was
Marseilles. By the fifth century BC the Greek colonies also scattered throughout the

entire Black Sea Basin.
3. Classsical Greece

3.1 The war with the Persians

In the mid-sixth century BC, the Persian Empire began to invade the Greek city-
states in Asia Minor, and having conquered them, the Percian Emperor Darius |
(in reign from 521-486 BC) sent out an expedition that landed at Marathon in 490
BC. The Athenians, with the help of rivalries among the Greek cities, defeated the

Persians. Ten years later the Persians returned with larger forces: ten thousand



