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F
ew civilisations have made an impact 
on history quite like ancient Greece. 
Emerging out of a so-called ‘Dark Ages’ 
roughly three millennia ago, Greece’s 
powerful city-states would come to 

dominate the western world for centuries to 
come, making huge contributions towards the 
fields of science, philosophy, literature, medicine 
and art. Indeed, some of ancient Greece’s greatest 
intellectuals and thinkers – from Archimedes  
to Aristotle – are still lauded today, while tales 
from Greek mythology continue to capture the 
popular imagination.

In this month’s essential guide, we’ll be 
taking readers on a tour through Athens, Sparta, 
Corinth and beyond, looking at the story of 
ancient Greek civilisation across more than 
eight centuries. Accompanied on our journey by 
renowned classicist and expert Professor Paul 
Cartledge, we’ll also examine Greece’s role in the 
birth of democracy, the creation of the original 
Olympic Games, and the impact of war, religion 
and slavery on people’s everyday lives. 

We begin on the next page, however, with an 
overview of some the most important milestones 
of the period...

30 Milestones in ancient Greek history
An overview of the key events that shaped the civilisation’s existence

32 Everything you wanted to know about ancient Greece 
Professor Paul Cartledge answers our questions on everyday Greek life 

36 The birth of democracy
How an ancient Athenian political model would go on to inspire future societies

38 Women’s lives 
Find out what it meant to be a woman in Athens, Sparta and further afield

40 14 influential ancient Greeks 
From Socrates to Sophocles, meet the figures whose names still loom large today

43 Warfare
Inside the fearsome weaponry and battle tactics used by warring city-states

46 Sport and leisure 
How did the Greeks spend their free time, and how did the Olympics begin?

48 Religion 
Discover the huge cast of deities worshipped by the ancient Greeks

51 Art and sculpture 
Learn how Greek visual arts evolved over the centuries

52 Slavery 
 Inside the brutal treatment meted out on enslaved men, women and children

54 Medicine and healthcare 
Find out why Hippocrates would influence physicians for centuries to come

56 The battle of Thermopylae 
An account of the clash that saw the heroics of 300 Spartans go down in legend
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KEY MILESTONES IN  
ANCIENT GREEK HISTORY

Ancient Greek civilisation spanned more 
than eight centuries, encompassing countless 
conquests, discoveries and battles – here are 
some of the most significant events
WORDS: EMMA SLATTERY WILLIAMS
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H Coins are 
introduced and first 

used as currency  
in Athens.

The First 
Macedonian 

War is fought 
between Philip 
V of Macedonia 

and Rome, which 
is supported by 
its allies in the 

Aetolian League 
(a group of Greek 

states united in 
opposition to 

Macedonia). The 
conflict ends in 

stalemate.

The First 
Peloponnesian War 

rages between 
the two leading 

Greek city-states of 
Athens and Sparta. 
The Thirty Years’ 

Peace is declared, 
but this will only 
last for 14 years. 

Mathematician 
and philosopher 

Pythagoras is 
born on the 

island of 
Samos – his 
work on the 
importance 

of numbers in 
understanding 

the natural 
world helps 
to develop 
the field of 

mathematics.

Philip V’s defeat 
during the Second 
Macedonian War 

causes him to lose 
much of southern 

Greece. The 
newly freed Greek 

states now find 
themselves under 
Roman protection.

The Third 
Macedonian War 

ends the monarchy 
of Macedonia, 

which becomes 
divided into 

four republics 
subservient  

to Rome.

E The battle 
of Corinth is 

fought between 
Rome and 

Corinth, along 
with its allies 

in the Achaean 
League. Greece 
is defeated and 

becomes directly 
ruled by Rome. d

The Persians  
are defeated at the 
battle of Marathon. 

According to popular 
legend, prior to the 
battle, an Athenian 
messenger named 
Pheidippides runs 
around 150 miles  
over two days to 
request help from  

the Spartans. 

H Another Persian invasion sees  
a heroic, albeit failed, defence by an 

alliance of Greek city-states, led by King 
Leonidas I of Sparta 
(right) at the battle 

of Thermopylae. 
Athens is burned but 
the Persian forces are 
defeated at Salamis  
a few weeks later, 

and again at Plataea 
in 479 BC. The failed 

Persian invasion 
ushers in the  

Classical period. 

H The Delian 
League, a group of 
city-states under 
the leadership of 

Athens, is founded 
in the face of 

Persian aggression.

Athenian democracy 
is established by 

the statesman 
Cleisthenes, who 
furthers Solon’s 

efforts. He creates 
a series of reforms 
called demokratia 

(power of the 
people), which 
removes the 

monopoly over 
politics held by  

a small number of 
prominent families.

H Statesman and lawmaker Solon 
(pictured) institutes new constitutional 
and judicial reforms in Athens. Men over 

18, regardless of social 
class, can now attend 

the ekklesia – the 
Athenian assembly. 

Property rights of the 
poor are protected, 
debt slavery (where 
people are enslaved 

to their creditors 
until they can pay 

them) is forbidden, 
and the Draconian 
Laws are revised.

G Construction begins on 
the Parthenon, a temple to 

the goddess Athena,  
on the Athenian acropolis.

The Greeks set their 
sights further afield. 
One of their earliest 

western colonies 
is Pithekoussai 

in the Bay 
of Naples, 

with further 
settlements 

arising in the 
Mediterranean 

and North Africa. 
Around this time, 
the poet Homer 

writes The Iliad and 
The Odyssey.

The First Messenian 
War is fought 
between the 

Greek city-states 
of Sparta and 

Messene. The latter 
is defeated and 

becomes annexed 
by Sparta, with 

most of its citizens 
reduced to slaves.

The Second 
Messenian War 

begins as a slave 
revolt by the 

Messenians against 
their Spartan 

overlords. However, 
the uprising fails, 
and the Spartans 
remain in control. 

Meanwhile, the city-
states of Athens, 

Sparta and Corinth 
continue to grow  

in power.

F A new body of 
laws is introduced 

in Athens, allegedly 
by an aristocrat and 

legislator called 
Draco (pictured). 

So brutal are 
the punishments 
prescribed that  
the so-called 

Draconian Laws are 
said to have been 
written in blood,  

and people  
are executed.

G The first Olympic 
Games are held in 

honour of Zeus  
at Olympia.

E Alexander 
the Great 
dies, and 
ancient 

Greece enters 
an era now 
commonly 

known as the 
Hellenistic 

period.

Philip II of 
Macedonia defeats 
Athens and Thebes. 

He establishes 
the League of 
Corinth, or the 

Hellenic League, 
an offensive and 

defensive alliance, 
which unites all of 

the Greek city-
states (except 
Sparta) under  

his rule.

Alexander the 
Great becomes 

king of Macedonia 
(today this area 
includes North 

Macedonia as well 
as parts of Greece, 
Bulgaria, Albania, 

Serbia and Kosovo), 
and later conquers 

Egypt, making 
its new capital 

Alexandria. He goes 
on to defeat the 
Persian empire  

in 330 BC.

H The Second 
Peloponnesian  
War sees the 

Spartans emerge  
as the victors.

G Thebes ends 
Spartan dominance 
and becomes the 
leading military 
power in Greece 

after securing 
victory at the battle 

of Leuctra. 

G A quarter of 
the population of 

Athens is killed due 
to an outbreak of 
plague, including 
its leader, Pericles 

(pictured).

H Greece starts to emerge from its  
so-called ‘Dark Ages’ following the 

collapse of the Mycenaean civilIsation. 
City-states known as poleis begin to 

form on the Greek mainland, eventually 
expanding around the Aegean.

H Philosopher Plato establishes his 
academy in Athens, considered the 

earliest university in the world, where 
philosophy, mathematics, science and 

statesmanship are studied.

F Famed Athenian 
philosopher 

Socrates is executed 
via poison after 

being condemned for 
impiety (irreverence 
to the gods) and for 

corrupting the 
youth of 
the city.

387 BC

399 BC

c600 BC

214–205 BC

c750 BC 743–724 BC776 BC

430 BC

371 BC 338 BC 336 BC

594 BC 570 BC

460–445 BC

200–196 BC 171–167 BC 146 BC

660–650 BC c621 BC

431–404 BC

323 BC

490 BC480 BC478 BC 447 BC c507 BC

ANCIENT GREEK MILESTONES

c800 BC
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ANCIENT GREECE Q&A

EVERYTHING YOU  
WANTED TO KNOW ABOUT  
ANCIENT GREECE
Professor Paul Cartledge answers key questions about one of  
the world’s greatest civilisations

Q:  What time period do we
define as ancient Greece,
and which events bookend
that period?

There’s really no such thing as 
‘ancient Greece’, in the sense 
there’s a ‘modern Greece’. Ancient 
Hellas is what the Greeks would 
have called it, and it was really 
wherever Greeks (Hellenes) lived 
permanently – where they made 
homes, spoke Greek, worshipped 
gods in the Greek way, and so on. 

The Greek language is attested 
as early as c1400 BC in a script 
we know as Linear B – this was 
a syllabic script, with every sign 
standing for a syllable rather than 
a letter. Linear B was devised for 
a very different Greek civilisation 
than the one we’re exploring in 
this essential guide. So, you could 
say that ancient Greece goes back 
as far as 1400 BC, but I would 
date it from around 1000 BC 
until the end of the Hellenistic 

period and the death of Cleopatra – 
who was an Egyptian Greek – in  
30 BC. After that, the Roman period  
of Greek history takes over.

Q:  How many ‘periods’ 
of ancient Greece 
were there?

A: Within ancient Greece (c1000– 
30 BC) there were three broad periods: 

Archaic, Classical and Hellenistic. The 
beginning of the Archaic period used 
to be dated to 776 BC, which is the 
traditional year for the founding of the 
Olympic Games. This period goes on for 
about three centuries, so I would say 
from about 800–c480 BC. There was  
a turning point in the final two 
decades of the Archaic period when a 
tiny handful of Greek cities saw off a 
great Persian invasion (at the battles 

of Salamis and Plataea) and retained 
their independence. That’s traditionally 
when the Classical period is seen to 
have started, and that middle period 
lasted until the death of Alexander 
the Great, in 323 BC. And then there 
was the Hellenistic period, which, as 
I’ve mentioned, lasted until 30 BC. In 
this final period, we see a new Greek-
dominated Middle East – as far east as 
modern-day Afghanistan and Pakistan 
– that is dominantly Greek, but that 
incorporated a certain amount of oriental 
elements as well. 

Q:  How did Athenian 
democracy differ from
democracy as we know 
it today? 

A: Typically, those of us who live in 
a democratic country have a form 
of democracy known generically as 
‘representative’. In other words, you and 
I, on a daily basis, do not rule: we choose 
people to represent us in parliament. 
Representative democracies differ from 
country to country, but they all are 
the same in that they choose people – 

representatives – who rule for them. 
The ancients didn’t have that notion. 
They thought if you’re going to rule; if 
you have power (kratos); if you choose 
officials; if you elect generals; if you sit on 
the council; or if you attend an assembly 
meeting and raise your right hand and 
vote, then that was it: they were ‘doing’ 
democracy. They were the ruler as well as 
the ruled; in other words, the Republican 
notion – no monarch, no single ruler and 
no tyrant, but everybody in turn fulfilling 
different roles at different times. And 
that included being judges. We think that 
the conduct of legal justice is something 
quite separate from legislation or holding 
executive office. The ancient Greeks didn’t 
have a notion of separation of powers. So 
they were a direct democracy.

 Q: How has ancient Greek 
democracy influenced the way 
in which democracy has 
developed since?

A: Oddly enough, very little directly. 
The word ‘democracy’, coined by the 
ancient Greeks, is the universal term for 

whatever different countries decide their 
democracy should be. But the direct line 
of descent stops in ancient Greece; there is 
no ancient Greek-style direct democracy 
after the second or first century BC. 
When, in the early modern period, the 
word ‘democracy’ starts creeping back – 
especially in 17th-century England and 
18th-century France and America – then 
democracy acquires a salience, and people 
start looking back to the ancient Greeks. 
But there was a universal agreement in 
the 19th century, when democracy started 
expanding quite considerably, that the 
system – partly because of size – must be 
indirect. It must be representative. There 
was, in fact, quite a lot of discussion about 
the dangers posed by direct democracy 
in ancient times, namely the danger of it 
shifting over into mob rule.

 Q: Was Alexander the Great 
really as great as he is often 
made out to be? 

A: Alexander III actually acquired the 
nickname ‘the Great’ after his death, 
but he was certainly unparalleled as a 
conqueror. As the commander of forces, 
both in pitched battle and sieges, and 
in traversing vast unknown terrains, 
he, quite frankly, was in a league with 
leaders like Genghis Khan – an elite 
‘super league’ of commanders, if you 
like. One of the extraordinary things 
about Alexander the Great was that, 
technically, he was never defeated in 

Professor Paul Cartledge discusses life in ancient Greece on the HistoryExtra podcast:  historyextra.com/ancient-greece-pod

“THERE IS NO ANCIENT GREEK-STYLE DEMOCRACY AFTER THE SECOND OR
FIRST CENTURY BC”

Alexander the Great, shown in a mosaic from c100 BC, deserves a place in an elite ‘super league’ of commanders, says Paul Cartledge

The Acropolis of Athens, 
situated high above the city, 
was a key religious and 
municipal site in ancient times

LEFT: Linear B script on a clay tablet from the c15th century BC  ABOVE: The forces of Alexander the Great 
defeat those of India’s Rajah Porus in 326 BC;  the Greek king died undefeated in any major battle

Democracy 
crowns the 
seated Demos 
(people) of 
Athens in this 
marble stele 
from 337 BC
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PROFESSOR PAUL CARTLEDGE  
is AG Leventis Senior Research Fellow and 
Emeritus AG Leventis Professor of Greek 
Culture at the University of Cambridge. 
His most recent book, Thebes: The 
Forgotten City of Ancient Greece, is now 
available in paperback (Picador, 2021)

any battle that made a difference. There 
were skirmishes when leaders under 
him were defeated, for example, but he 
personally never suffered a single failure 
as a general. And that’s really quite an 
extraordinary feat. 

Alexander came to the throne at the 
age of just 20, after the assassination 
of his father, Philip II. But he had been 
commanding armies since the age of  
16, and by the time he was 18, he was his 
father’s right-hand man in battle. By 330 
BC, Alexander had effectively defeated 
the Persian empire, but it wasn’t enough 
for him: he then made the decision to 
push on to what he thought were the 
outer limits of the entire inhabited world.

 Q: How did Alexander die?

A: Well, the evidence for such a climactic 
event is very confused so we’re not sure 
how, or from what, he actually died in 
323 BC. He may have been killed by one 
of his warlords – some of them would 
fight for the next 50 or so years over 
the land Alexander had conquered, and 
would eventually carve it up into three 
major kingdoms. Or his death could have 
been from natural causes. We just don’t 
know for certain.

The main problem was that Alexander 

died without a living male heir. 
He had three wives, one of 
whom, Roxana – from Sogdiana 
or Bactria, in modern-day 
Afghanistan – was pregnant at 
the time of his death and later 
gave birth to a son (Alexander 
IV). But both Roxana and her son were 
murdered by one of the many rivals for 
Alexander’s kingdom, which just shows 
you how murderous, how vicious the 
struggle for power was after his death. 

Q:  Where is Alexander buried?

A: His tomb has never been found but 
there is really, in terms of our evidence, 
only one site in which he conceivably 
was buried, and as far as we know, his 
remains have never since been moved 
from there. And that’s Alexandria in 
Egypt. Alexander died in Babylon and 
his corpse was mummified so that it 
could be transported to the capital of 
Macedonia, a place called Pella in what 

is now northern Greece. But as it was 
passing through Damascus in Syria, the 
funeral procession was interrupted by 
Ptolemy I – Alexander’s former general 
who, after his death, became ruler of 
Egypt. Ptolemy effectively hijacked the 
corpse and took it to what was then his 
capital, Memphis in Egypt. Alexander 
had designated Alexandria to be the new 
capital of Greek Egypt, so his corpse was 
eventually transferred from Memphis to 
Alexandria and given a fantastic burial 
with great ceremony, and placed in a 
tomb with glass over the top so that his 
mummified corpse could be viewed. And 
that’s the last we know for sure of where 
his remains were. 

There’s a famous story that claims 
Augustus, the first Roman 

emperor of Egypt after 
the death of Cleopatra, 

made a pilgrimage 
to the tomb to see 

the corpse of 
Alexander.  
He is said to 
have been so 
keen to look at 
the corpse that 
he knocked 
its nose off! 

At any rate, I 
have no doubt 

that Alexander is 
buried somewhere 

in Alexandria.

 Q: Why were homosexuality
and bisexuality accepted in
ancient Greece but not in Rome?

A: It’s very, very hard to say. I think one 
possible explanation is that if you conquer 
a people and you think yourself, therefore, 
superior to them, you look for the things 
that differentiate your civilisation from 
theirs. And the Romans singled out 
their abhorrence, their rejection, of this 
‘deviant custom’ of homosexuality among 
the Greeks, which they thought was 
effeminate. So I think that’s the answer: 
the Romans conquered the Greeks; Greeks 
were therefore seen as feeble; and one 
manifestation of their feebleness was seen 
to be their acceptance of homosexuality.

Q: Where was religion 
practised in ancient Greece?

A: There were specific sites of 
worship. The ancient Greeks 
actually had a word that meant 
a ‘cut out space’, where a 
sanctuary, which might or might 
not include a temple, was sited. 
So there were shrines and distinct 
religious spaces. 

But religion was really practised 
everywhere. If you went to battle, 
you would slaughter an animal 
before that battle to get the will 
of the gods. The liver and entrails of the 
sacrificed animal would be removed and 
‘read’ by manteis (seers); if the readings 
were favourable, you would go into battle. 
If they weren’t, you didn’t. 

At home, you would have a statue of 
Hermes just outside your back door. You 
would pour a libation – wine, olive oil or 
some other liquid – and that would be 
your way of making your peace with the 
gods. There was a notion of there being a 
type of contract between mortals and the 
gods – if you, the human, did the gods 
favours, looked after them and gave them 
their due, then the gods were bound by 

contract to do you a favour in return.  
It was a give and take relationship. 

Religion was everywhere, in principle, 
and just about any phenomenon  
could have a religious interpretation. 
A rainbow, for example, was a goddess 
called Iris; the Sun was the god Helios. 
So the ancient Greeks were incredibly 
religious, and that’s why it’s a bit of a 
paradox that some Greeks were able to 
draw a distinction and actually even 
question whether the gods – Zeus, 
Hermes and so on – were real, or 
whether they were figments of human 
imagination. In other words, we see 
the beginnings of atheism through 

humanism, as well as most Greeks being 
what we would call very religious.

 Q: What role did Oracles play?

A: The Delphic Oracle – the high priestess 
of the Temple of Apollo at Delphi – 
was the most significant because it 
was thought to be the most holy and 
authoritative. You could consult an oracle 
by various means – by listening to the 
cooing of doves or by getting a prophecy, 
a form of utterance meant to be directly 
inspired by, in this case, Apollo. And that 
would tell you an answer to a question. 

There were actually two main types of 
oracle: one was the public, official one, 
which advised a city or an individual 
ruler. The other was the purely individual 
type, which a lot of Greeks at one or 
other point in their life – typically during 
life crises such as marriages, births and 
deaths – would consult. d 

INTERVIEW: EMMA MASON 
WORDS: CHARLOTTE HODGMAN

“THE LIVER AND

ENTRAILS OF A

SACRIFICED ANIMAL

WOULD BE ‘READ’

BEFORE BATTLE”

RIGHT: The so-called Alexander  
Sarcophagus, named for its carvings of 

the Greek leader, never held his body

BELOW RIGHT: Alexander depicted on 
his deathbed. The cause of his demise  

is still unknown

ABOVE: Alexander the Great with his wife, Roxana, shown in a 1756 painting. The king is 
 known to have had three spouses in total  RIGHT: An image from c500 BC shows two  

males embracing. Homosexuality was accepted by the ancient Greeks, but not the Romans

LEFT: Animal sacrifice 
and offerings were 
important ways to 
honour and appease 
the gods 

BELOW: A terracotta 
sheep liver – a votive 
offering to the gods

ABOVE: An individual 
consults Pythia, the 
Delphic Oracle, on this 
vase fragment from the  
fourth century BC

TOP: The remains of  
the Temple of Apollo 
at Delphi, where 
ancient Greeks would 
seek godly advice 
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ATHENIAN DEMOCRACY

THE BIRTHPLACE  
OF DEMOCRACY 
Athens was ruled by people power for nearly two centuries, 

establishing a model of politics that would resonate long afterwards 

Even though Athenian democracy far from 
gave all people political representation, there 
were intellectuals and leaders at the time who 
condemned the system as too inclusive. Critics 
warned of mob rule or, at least, a poor majority 
of citizens in the ekklesia who were ignorant and 
untrained, and so predisposed to get decisions 
wrong. To make this point, Socrates compared 
politics to a ship, which needed a skilled captain 
rather than just anyone attempting to navigate. 

The general and revered historian Thucydides, 
playwright Aristophanes, and the so-called ‘Old 
Oligarch’, author of the pamphlet The Constitution 
of the Athenians, all agreed that 
democracy would breed corruption 
and demagoguery. Among the 
strongest opponents, however, was 
Plato (a pupil of Socrates). He did 
have cause to be sceptical: in  
399 BC, his beloved teacher had 
been sentenced to death by a jury  
of 501 randomly selected 
Athenians using the democratic 
method of sortition. 

FIGHT THE  
PEOPLE POWER
Not everyone in Athens gave the idea of 
democracy their vote...

T
he word ‘democracy’ comes 
from the Greek demokratia 
– demos meaning ‘people’ 
and kratos ‘power’ – and the 
birthplace of that system of 

government now held above all others 
around the world was the Greek city-
state of Athens. This ancient form of 
people power did not resemble today’s 
representative democracies, where the 
people elect someone to act on their 
behalf, but was a direct democracy in 
which all citizens could participate in 
making laws and serving in the bodies 
that governed them.

Under the principle of ho boulomenos 
(anyone who wishes), Athenian citizens 
had the right to attend, address and vote 
in the ekklesia, the assembly held every 
10 days or so to carry out the political 
agenda. The meeting place was a hill less 
than a mile from the Acropolis called the 
Pnyx, with a space large enough for at 
least 6,000 citizens. Each session began 
with a ritual sacrifice before anyone could 
approach the bema, a flat-stone platform, 
and speak with total freedom of speech. 

The ekklesia covered areas of 
policy from declaration of war and 
military organisation to raising money, 
maintaining food supplies, nominating 
magistrates, arranging trials and agreeing 
on legislation. Votes were held by raising 
hands, or if this could not determine a 
winner, then stones would be used to cast 
ballots. In the special case of ostracism, 
any Athenian could be sent into exile for 
10 years, and so be ostracised, as long as 
a majority of the minimum necessary 
6,000 voters agreed by writing the name 
of that person on a piece of pottery, called 
an ostracon.

DOING ONE’S DUTY
Setting the agenda was the boule, 
an advisory council tasked with 
administering the day-to-day business  
of government, including finance. Its  
500 volunteer members were not 
elected, but randomly selected from the 
citizenry by drawing lots – a method 
called sortition, aimed at eliminating 
corruption as the wealthy could not buy 
their way into office. To further curb the 

power-hungry, each member had to be 
over 30, was limited to serving one year, 
and could only be in the boule for two 
non-consecutive years during their life. 

The same method was used to 
populate the courts, or dikasteria. Every 
year, 6,000 citizens over the age of 30 
were chosen by lot to be jurors and 

magistrates. Each case, brought by a 
citizen, had a jury several hundred 

strong. Only a handful of positions 
would actually be elected to ensure that 
someone possessing the right skills or 
training held the office, most importantly 
that of the generals. Otherwise, the 
complex system of the ekklesia, boule, 
dikasteria and dozens of smaller bodies 
was intended to keep democracy from 
being corrupted into an autocracy.

Yet Athenian democracy was 
vulnerable to powerful figures 
dominating the process. Critics argued 
that ignorant and unskilled voters 
could be swayed by a talented orator or 
demagogue (a leader who makes use of 
popular prejudices and false claims and 
promises to gain power) – such as after 
the battle of Arginusae in 406 BC when, 
despite Athens winning, six of the eight 
generals were tried and executed based 
on confusing information. Ostracism, 
too, could be used to get rid of a rival or 
unpopular figure.

Women, slaves and foreigners were 
excluded from participating. So even 
though Athens had a population of 
around 250,000 in the fifth century 
BC, the actual citizen body numbered 
only 30,000 on average and peaked at 
50,000 to 60,000. Within that, only a 
few thousand attended the ekklesia and 
volunteered for offices. Compared to the 
autocracies and oligarchies in other Greek 
city-states, however, Athens still boasted 
a huge politically active population, and 
democracy came to be seen as more than 
a right: it was a civic duty. 

Athens was not actually unique in 
attempting to introduce such a system of 
government in Greece, but its democracy 
was by far the most advanced, the 
longest-running and best recorded in 
antiquity. Traditionally, three men have 
been celebrated as its founders, starting 
with the mythical king Theseus, the 
conqueror of the Minotaur who united 
Attica and first demonstrated how the 
Athenians would rule themselves.

The second man was the statesman 
Solon. In the early sixth century BC, he 
introduced sweeping changes and a new 
constitution that redefined citizenship 
and the political structure: splitting the 
population into four groups based on 
land production and granting rights 
according to wealth, not birth. This was 
a radical shift away from the aristocracy, 
and the poorest could now vote in the 
assembly. While Solon’s reforms did not 
last once Athenian noble families broke 

out into factional fighting, they laid  
a foundation for another experiment in 
democracy at the end of the century.

The third, and true, founder of 
democracy was Cleisthenes. Previously 
elected as archon (chief magistrate) 
under the tyrant Hippias, he had been 
forced out of Athens before returning at 
the invitation of the people. Athenians, 
fearing attacks from other Greek city-
states like Sparta and invasion from Persia, 
had grown more hostile to the norm of 
autocratic rule, which laid the foundations 
for a new political system established by 
Cleisthenes’ bottom-up reforms.

EXTERNAL THREATS
In c507 BC, Cleisthenes created 139 
small territorial entities across Attica 
called demes, and decreed that all 
Athenian men over 18 had to register at 
one in order to become a citizen. The 
deme transformed the political map so 
that a citizen’s rights depended on the 
locality rather than entitlement by birth. 
Cleisthenes then gathered all Athenians, 
which meant everyone in Attica, into  
10 groups, or tribes, breaking the  
existing aristocratic power 
structure. The boule, which was 
expanded from Solon’s 400 to 
500, would be made up of 50 
men from each tribe.

Thus, Athenian democracy 
was born. Its early years brought 
several serious threats both by 
rival city-states and two Persian 
invasions, but in all cases, Athens 
and its ideology prevailed. The 
Persian forces of Darius I were 
defeated at the battle of Marathon 
in 490 BC, and then the invasion 

a decade later by his son, Xerxes I, ended 
with the naval battle of Salamis and the 
land battle of Plataea. 

The next century saw more political 
changes, most notably by the statesman 
Ephialtes, and the temporary dismantling 
of democracy after the Peloponnesian 
War, which ended with Sparta installing 
a brutal oligarchy in Athens. Democracy 
may have been restored and revamped 
– including citizens being given an 
allowance to attend the ekklesia – but 
it did not make it through the fourth 
century BC, being dismantled c322 BC 
following the failure of the Greek revolt 
against Macedonian rule. The structure 
built by Cleisthenes, on foundations by 
Solon, may have been gone, yet the idea 
of people power had changed the world, 
and endured. d
WORDS: JONNY WILKES

“CRITICS ARGUEDTHAT IGNORANTVOTERS COULD BEEASILY SWAYED BYDEMAGOGUES”

ABOVE: An illustration of the boule, which comprised 500 
members randomly selected from the citizens of Athens 
RIGHT: A decree issued by the boule and ekklesia – or 
council and assembly, 445 BC 

ABOVE: Athenians could 
vote to exile fellow 
citizens by writing the 
person’s name on a 
sherd of pottery known  
as an ostracon

ABOVE LEFT: The 
politician Aristides was 
briefly ostracised in 
c482 BC. According to 
one story, he was asked 
to scratch his own name 
on a sherd by an 
illiterate man who did 
not recognise him

MAIN: A statue of the mythical king, 
Theseus. According to legend, he 
united Attica under one rule

LEFT: The statesman Solon dabbled 
with an early form of democracy 
during the early sixth century BC

BELOW: Cleisthenes reformed the 
Athenian constitution in c508 BC, 
helping to ensure that a citizen’s 
rights were not decided by birth

An 18th-century painting depicts 

Socrates shortly before consuming 

the poison drink that killed him

The playwright 
Aristophanes 

criticised 
democracy’s 
shortcomings 
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WIVES, MOTHERS 
AND WORKERS

Some city-states were worlds apart when it came to female 
emancipation, but Greek society still very much revolved around men

I
n popular depictions of ancient 
Greece, the mythical Amazons 
loom large. A tribe of independent, 
fierce and powerful warriors, their 
legend is inspired by real nomadic 

women who lived in the Eurasian 
Steppe – and it’s very revealing about 
the roles women played in Greek society. 
For the ancients, these strong women 
represented a threat to the patriarchal 
order, and most versions of the myth 
see them tricked and overcome by the 
hero Herakles, the ultimate symbol of 
masculine strength.

For the ancient Greek ideal, you might 
instead look to Penelope, the wife of 
Odysseus in Homer’s Odyssey. Beset 
by more than a hundred suitors, she 
remains calm, dedicated to her domestic 
duties, and, most importantly by the 
standard of the day, loyal to her husband.

When considering the lives of ancient 
Greek women, though, it’s important, 
says classicist Paul Cartledge, to 
distinguish between different Greek 

city-states. While many sources 
of the period come from Athens, 
we cannot assume that women’s 
role in Athenian society was 
representative of the lives of 
women across the rest of Greece. 
The lives of Spartan women 
would have been very different 
from their Athenian sisters, as 
we’ll see over these two pages. 

Another key difference is 
status. While no woman would have 
found themselves on equal footing with 
men in ancient Greek society, the lives 
of women would have greatly depended 
upon how wealthy their father or 
husband was. Greater wealth did not 
necessarily mean they enjoyed greater 
freedom, though. “If you were a woman 
in Athens, the richer you were, broadly 
speaking, the more confined you were,” 
explains Cartledge. 

Here, we take a closer look at the 
different elements of women’s lives in 
ancient Greece...

The lives of ancient Greek women were 
largely confined to the home. Men would 
serve the polis – state – while the domain of 
women was the oikos – the household. The 
women’s quarters of a house, the gynaikon, 
were located on the upper floors, and wives 
were expected to bear and raise children 
and undertake domestic duties. Marriage 

itself would usually take place when a kore 
(maiden) was between 13 and 15 years old; 

only after the birth of her first 
child would she technically 
become a gyne (woman).

In ancient Greek society, the 
reputation of women was in all 
cases to be preserved. Athenian 
historian Thucydides, writing in 
the fifth century BC, famously 

asserted of women: “The greatest glory is to 
be least talked about among men, whether 
in praise or blame.” This meant that many 
wealthy Athenian women were supervised 
and chaperoned by male relatives when 
outside, and in some cases not allowed to 
leave the house at all. 

For Spartan women, however, life was 
different from their Athenian counterparts. 
They rarely married before the age of 20, 
while motherhood gave them enhanced 
status; raising future warriors was considered 
one of the most important roles in Spartan 
society. Women in Sparta (and in Delphi, 
Gortyn, Thessaly and Megara) could also own 
land, and because of military campaigns that 
took men away for long periods of time, they 
often had control of their own homes.

While women were generally 
excluded from the arts, one of 
ancient Greece’s most celebrated 
poets was a woman named 
Sappho. Born in either Eressos or 
Mytilene on the island of Lesbos, 
likely to a wealthy family (given that 
she could read and write), Sappho’s 
lyrics and poetry were remarkable 
for their candid depictions of 
passion and sexuality – particularly 
between women. The seventh-
century BC poet was even dubbed 
by Plato as the “Tenth Muse”, and 
honoured on ancient coins. 

It’s also possible to find 
evidence of women 
artists, such as Kora, 
who was from Sicyon 
and active around 650 
BC. Along with her 
artist father, Dibutades, 
she is credited with 
the invention of 

Much like their greater 
freedoms as mothers and 
within the domestic sphere, 
Spartan women also had better 
access to education than their 
counterparts in other Greek 
city-states. While their early 
education would have taken place 
at home rather than in a school, 

women were seen as a key 
part of Spartan society 

and allowed to make 
business transactions. 

One famous 
example of 
the greater 
opportunities 
available to 
Spartan women 
(albeit noble 

women) concerns 
the fifth-century 

BC Spartan queen, 
Gorgo. The only known 

child of Cleomenes I, king of 
Sparta, Gorgo (who later married 
King Leonidas I) was schooled 
in literature, culture and physical 
education – the latter of which 
included wrestling and combat 
skills. Indeed, Gorgo was noted by 

Though life for Athenian women held many 
restrictions, religion provided a viable career path 
for those hailing from aristocratic backgrounds. 
In fact, the most senior religious office of the 
state – high priestess of the Athena Polias – was a 
female role. This, and other similar positions within 
Athens’ religious cults, would have afforded the 
officeholders a certain degree of public influence, 
and in some cases, payment and property.

There is also the story of a pioneering Athenian 
midwife named Agnodice. According to 
legend, Agnodice – concerned at the 
high number of local women dying 
in childbirth – decided to disguise 
herself as a man and study medicine. 
According to some versions of the 
tale, the midwife would ‘reveal’ her 
true gender to patients in order 
to gain their trust, leading envious 
male doctors to accuse her of 
seducing pregnant women. While 
the existence of Agnodice is still 
debated by scholars, her legend has 
been used by women to support their 
role in medicine since the 17th century.

However, a more common – and certainly 
real – profession for many women of the time was 
that of sex worker. Of these, it’s known that there 
were two particular groups of workers, called hetairai 
and pornai. A hetaira would have been able to read 
and write, and been employed to work for the higher 
classes in society. They would have also served as a 
companion – perhaps more comparable to the role of 
a geisha in Japanese culture. 

Meanwhile, pornai (from which we get the modern 
word ‘pornography’) would have spent their time 
working in a brothel and were expected to serve all 
levels of the city’s men, from the elite to members of 
the lower classes.

relief modelling. According to a 
popular tale, Kora fell in love with 
one of her father’s apprentices, 
and traced the outline of his face in 
charcoal on a wall. Dibutades later 
filled the outline in clay, creating 
the first relief.

Another example of a woman 
who broke the mould was the 
fifth-century BC artist Timarete, 
who, according to the Roman 
author Pliny the Elder, “scorned 
the duties of women and practised 
her father’s art”. d
WORDS: ELINOR EVANS

fifth-century BC Greek historian 
Herodotus as a woman of great 
wisdom; she advised her father on 
military matters, and is sometimes 
credited as being one of history’s 
first cryptanalysts. 

For Athenian women, however, 
there was no such freedom to 
participate in their city-state’s 
political and social life. Even if they 
were educated in some manner 
of business dealings, they could 
not by law enter into any contract 
beyond the value of one medimnos 
of barley – a small amount that 
ensured any transaction was 
restricted to domestic purchases.

And while Athens is lauded 
as the birthplace of democracy, 
Athenian women were never true 
‘adults’ in the eyes of the law. 
This inequality had long echoes 
into the 20th century; women in 
modern Greece didn’t have the 
unconditional opportunity to vote 
until 1952.

DEADLY DELIVERYAs well as being the ancient 
Greek goddess of hunting and 
wild animals, Artemis was also  

a deity of childbirth. If a woman 
died during labour, it was said 
she had been struck by one  
of Artemis’ silver arrows – which were apparently painless. 

ABOVE LEFT: Women are shown carding wool on a fifth-century BC drinking cup, now held in a Berlin museum
 LEFT: Raising warriors was an important duty for Spartan women – here, a son leaves his mother to go to battle

Kora apparently traced 
the outline of her lover’s 
face on a wall as he slept

A statue of the poet 
Sappho stands on 
her native island 
of Lesbos

LEFT: A marble  
relief shows Greek 
soldiers fighting  
the Amazons – a 
mythical group of 
female warriors

BELOW: In Homer’s 
Odyssey, Penelope 
demonstrates her 
loyalty to her husband 
when beset by suitors

RIGHT: A fifth-century BC relief 
depicts a goddess, mother and 
nurse with a newborn infant. 
The artwork may have been 
offered to a healing deity as 
thanks for ensuring the safe 
delivery of a woman’s child 

BELOW: A Greek illustration 
shows a man enjoying the 
company of a courtesan 
a courtesan

MOTHERHOOD AND THE HOME

WORK

ARTS AND CULTURE

EDUCATION 
AND POLITICS

Lena Headey (right) as Gorgo in the film 300. The real-life queen was trained in combat skills and military matters
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14 INFLUENTIAL GREEKS

WHO’S WHO IN 
ANCIENT GREECE?

Get to know some of the civilisation’s most influential people

SOLON
c630–c560 BC  

ALEXANDER  
THE GREAT 
356–323 BC

SAPPHO 
c630–570 BC 

One of the innovations the ancient 
Greeks are most famed for is 
democracy – a political system of 
ruling by the people as opposed 
to by a monarch or dictator – and 
its grandfather is considered to be 
the Athenian magistrate Solon. 

Born in the late seventh century 
BC, Solon was chosen to become 
a governor or archon of Athens. 
Through his economic reforms,  
he freed those who had been 
forced into debt-slavery for not 
being able to pay their creditors, 
and encouraged people to take 
up trades to avoid poverty. 

Thanks to Solon, all Athenian 
male citizens could also attend 
the general assembly for the first 
time, and rule was taken from 
being solely in the hands of the 
city-state’s aristocratic families.

 Many of the lawmaker’s 
reforms failed initially, as Athens 
was temporarily ruled by the 
tyrant Peisistratos a few years 
after Solon left the city. His 
efforts, however, would lay the 
foundations for the reforms 
brought in by Cleisthenes a few 
decades later, which formally 
established democracy in Athens.

As much as we love a laugh when we go to the 
theatre, there’s something about a tragic story that 
appeals and pulls at the heartstrings, and we have the 
Athenians to thank for the genre of tragedy. Watching 
a play in ancient Greece was a favourite pastime, and 
festivals held to honour the god Dionysus saw three 
dramatic genres emerge: tragedy, comedy and satyr 
drama (the latter combining both). The works of 
Sophocles are some of the earliest-surviving tragic 
plays, and include Oedipus Rex and Antigone. 

Born just outside Athens in the early fifth century 
BC, Sophocles’ talents first came to prominence when 
he won first prize for tragedy in the Dionysian festival, 
beating the Athenian king of drama, Aeschylus. 

As well as his work as a dramatist, Sophocles 
worked as a treasurer, diplomat and 

general, and is thought to have 
written more than 120 plays, 
though only seven complete 
works survive. He also did 
much to revolutionise 
drama, with perhaps his 
most important innovation 
being the addition of 

a third actor to a play. 
Previously two actors  
would play several roles, 
but with the addition of 
one more, more characters 
could be written, and the 
plot could become more 
varied and exciting. 

Despite his short rule, Alexander the 
Great transformed the ancient world 
in just over a decade. In 336 BC, 
after the assassination of his father, 
Alexander ascended the Macedonian 
throne at the age of 20; educated by 
the great philosopher Aristotle, he was 
an adept leader and strategist. Under 
his rule, Macedonia continued asserting 
its power within Greece. Even more 
impressively, Alexander conquered territories 
that were formerly part of the Persian empire 
without losing a single major battle, including 
Asia Minor, Syria and Egypt. At 25, he was leader 
of Greece, pharaoh of Egypt and overlord of Asia 
Minor, and for the next decade he consolidated his 
sprawling empire, which spanned three continents. His death at  
the age of 32 saw his empire broken up, and many historians  
have since questioned how much more he could have achieved had  
he lived longer. Today he is still considered one of history’s greatest 
military commanders.

Thought to have been born in the late seventh 
century BC on the island of Lesbos, poet Sappho 
was from an aristocratic family. On Lesbos, she 
ran an academy for young unmarried women 
devoted to Eros and Aphrodite – the god 
and goddess of love. Sappho was considered 
one of the greatest lyric poets of her day and 
mainly wrote on the themes of love, family and 
friendship. While some say she died of old 
age, other stories claim that she threw herself 
off a cliff after having her heart broken. Three 
centuries after her death, Sappho became the 
source of parody and was characterised as a 
promiscuous homosexual – the term ‘lesbian’ 
is derived from the island where she was born 
and ‘sapphic’ refers to love between women, as 
well as the four-line form that Sappho’s poetry 
usually took. There is little concrete evidence 
about her true sexuality, though, and she wrote 
as passionately about men as she did women. 

SOPHOCLES
c496–406 BC

HERODOTUS c484–c425 BC 
Without Herodotus, we might not know as much as we do about the events 
of ancient Greece. He’s believed to have hailed from Halicarnassus, a Greek 
city that was under Persian rule at his birth in the early fifth century. In 
around 425 BC, he published The Histories – an account of the Greco-
Persian Wars. This was the first time that a writer had attempted to explain 
the cause of an event, or study it in such detail – and so historical analysis 

was born. Herodotus’ work was based on his travels across the Persian and Greek 
territories and the stories he collected on the way. What we know about the battle of 
Marathon is all thanks to Herodotus. Other writers criticised his weaving of fiction into his 
narratives, but he is widely considered the first true historian.

PYTHAGORAS c570–c495 BC
To the ire of many students, the theories of 
mathematician Pythagoras are still taught today. 
We have little concrete knowledge about his life, 
though it’s thought he was born in Samos in the 
early-sixth century BC. After travelling, Pythagoras 
settled in Italy where he formed a secret group  

of students who lived by a philosophy based around mathematics 
– appropriately known as the Pythagoreans. He is credited with 
discovering the functional significance of numbers, as well as the 
Pythagoras theorem, used to calculate the length of the sides in  
a right-angled triangle.

PERICLES  c495–429 BC
General and statesmen Pericles oversaw Athens 
during its golden age and was so well respected 
that he was lauded as the city’s ‘first citizen’.  
He led Athens during the first few years of the 
Peloponnesian War and expanded the Delian 
League – a group of Greek states – into an empire. 

A lover of the arts and literature, his ambitious building 
programme, which included the Acropolis, helped Athens become 
the cultural and educational centre of the ancient world. He 
succumbed to the Plague of Athens in 429 BC.

HIPPOCRATES  c460–c375 BC 
Unusually for the ancient world, physician and 
philosopher Hippocrates believed that illnesses 
had rational rather than supernatural explanations. 
At the time, the gods and magical curses were 
often blamed for causing disease. Instead, 
Hippocrates’ pupils were encouraged to observe 

their patients, note their symptoms, and analyse how their 
illnesses progressed. He established medicine as a formal 
profession, and the Hippocratic Oath – a code of conduct for 
doctors – still inspires the one taken by physicians around the 
world today. He was also a believer in exercising and eating a 
healthy diet as a way of preventing and treating disease. The 
work of Hippocrates later inspired the physician Galen (AD 129–
c210), and the ideas of both men were treated as fact until the 
late medieval period.

SOCRATES c470–399 BC
We only know the ideas of Socrates – the founding 
father of western philosophy – thanks to his pupil, 
Plato: Socrates didn’t write anything down, but 
luckily Plato did. Before pursuing philosophy, 
Socrates fought in the Peloponnesian War and 
worked as a stonemason. His philosophical ideas 

were extremely radical for the time – he believed that people 
should focus on their behaviour and morality rather than wealth 
and power. Although he attracted many scholars to his discussions, 
Socrates wasn’t widely liked in Athens and was an outspoken 
opponent of democracy. In 399 BC, he was sentenced to death 
after being charged with corrupting the city’s youth and 
disrespecting the gods. 

“SAPPHO WAS
CONSIDERED ONE OF

THE GREATEST LYRICAL
POETS OF HER DAY”

Solon was a statesman, lawmaker and poet, and is often credited 
with having laid the foundations for Athenian democracy

A 19th-century French  
painting of Sappho with 
her lover Phaon, who 
supposedly broke her heart
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HOMER
c8th century BC 

ARCHIMEDES 
c287–212 BC

If you were to take an epic journey 
or voyage – physical or spiritual 
– some may describe it as an 
odyssey. The use of this term goes 
all the way back to a poem written 
during the early days of the ancient 
Greeks. Few concrete facts are 
known about the life of Homer, but 
legends claim he was a blind bard 
from the island of Chios and that 
his poems would have been spread 
orally before being written down. 
His work is presumed to include the 
Iliad – one of the most important 
sources about the legendary Trojan 
War – and the Odyssey – an account 
of the epic journey taken by 

Odysseus after the fall of Troy. 
The works were the foundation 

of ancient Greek literature and are 
still considered some of the most 
important in the western canon. 
There is some debate over exactly 
who wrote the poems attributed 
to Homer, but experts agree they 
were written around the late 
eighth to early seventh century BC. 
Whether Homer did write them 
or not, the epics shaped Greek 
culture, highlighted popular values 
of the time (such as honour and 
courage), and remain some of the 
oldest surviving works of literature 
still widely read today. 

If you’ve ever had a brilliant idea and shouted “Eureka!”, 
you have Greek scientist and inventor Archimedes 
to thank for that. According to an anecdotal story, 
Archimedes allegedly discovered that the amount of 
water displaced when he entered his bathtub was equal 
to the amount of upward force put on the body. He was 
so delighted that he apparently ran down the street 
naked, shouting “Eureka!” – Greek for “I have found 
it!”. Whether or not the story is true, Archimedes, who 
hailed from Syracuse in Sicily, is one of ancient Greece’s 
most famous scientists, inventors and mathematicians. 
He discovered the law of hydrostatics, the principles 
of the lever and created siege engines. It’s thought 
that he even designed machines that could lift ships out of the 
water, and found an accurate approximation of pi – the ratio of 
the circumference of any circle to the diameter of that circle. 
Despite this, Archimedes’ mathematical writings were little 
known in his own time – it wasn’t until the sixth century AD that 
they gained a wide readership.

ANYTE OF TEGEA c3rd century BC
Anyte was so celebrated as a poet in the third century BC that 
she was widely known as the female Homer. Born in Arcadia in 
the Peloponnese, she stood out from the crowd as one of the 
first poets to focus on the natural world rather than the gods or 
the supernatural. Ancient Greek poets were often commissioned 
to write epitaphs and epigrams to celebrate battle victories and 
heroes, but Anyte instead memorialised loved ones and favourite 
pets. More of her work survives than any other ancient Greek 
female writer, except for Sappho. d
WORDS: EMMA SLATTERY WILLIAMS

PHEIDIAS c480–430 BC 
Pheidias was one of the most famous artists of  
the ancient world whose greatest works have 
unfortunately not stood the test of time. Little of 
his life is known, but he worked mainly in Athens 
before creating a workshop at Olympia. Here, he 
created his greatest masterpiece – a gold and 

ivory seated statue of Zeus that became one of the Seven 
Wonders of the Ancient World. He also created three monuments 
to Athena, as well the Parthenon carvings – these survive today, 
and those in the British Museum are known as the Elgin Marbles. 
Pheidias’ later years took a dramatic turn when he was thrown in 
prison after being accused of embezzling gold intended for a 
statue of Athena; it’s thought he died while incarcerated.

ARISTOTLE 384–322 BC
Philosopher and polymath Aristotle came from  
a tradition of great thinkers – he was a pupil of 
Plato who was himself a student of Socrates. 
Aristotle founded a school of philosophy at the 
Lyceum in Athens and was considered influential 
enough to be the teacher of the young Alexander 

the Great. Aristotle’s writings were some of the first to create a 
system of western philosophy that included logic, science, 
morality, politics and metaphysics. He heavily influenced Christian 
theology, as well as medieval Islamic and Jewish traditions, and his 
work is still studied and analysed today. 

“HE WAS SO DELIGHTED THAT HE APPARENTLY RAN DOWN THE STREET SHOUTING ‘EUREKA!’”

A 16th-century woodcut  
of Archimedes having his 

‘eureka moment’ in the bath

Homer’s epic Iliad depicts  

the bitter 10-year siege of  

Troy by a coalition of Greeks 
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ANCIENT GREEK WARFARE

ARMED AND 
DANGEROUS

Greek city-states are famed for their cultural expression, but the grim 
reality was that none could thrive without mastering the art of war

C
lassical Greece (c480–323 
BC) is chiefly remembered 
for its poetry, statues and 
extraordinary works of 
architecture such as the 

Parthenon. Yet for all the energy the 
ancient Greeks expended on forging art 
for the ages, they also dedicated a great 
deal to mastering the art of war. 

One of the main reasons for this  
was competition. In the fifth and fourth 
centuries BC, Greece wasn’t a single 
country like it is today. It was made 
up of lots of smaller city-states (from 
Athens to Sparta, Corinth to Thebes), all 
competing for finite land or resources. 
Such rivalries were often resolved at the 
point of a sword. Then there was Persia. 
This regional superpower attempted to 
conquer Greece more than once.

The resulting conflicts produced some 
of the most celebrated clashes in history 

– the Athenians’ victory over the  
Persians at Marathon (which, prior to 
the battle, reputedly saw Pheidippides 
run 150 miles from Athens to request 
help from the Spartans), and Lysander’s 
brilliant naval triumph over Athens to 
end the Peloponnesian War, to name  
just two.

Just as Classical Greece saw enormous 
leaps forward in politics and culture, so 
it also witnessed advances in military 
technologies. These included the trireme, 
the galley that helped Athens rule the 
waves in the fifth century BC, and the 
fearsome Macedonian phalanx.

By the end of the Classical period, 
Alexander the Great was using these 
advances to turn the tables on the 
Persians and forge an enormous empire. 
Greek warfare would now be exported 
across the known world – with history-
shaping consequences.  

All Greek city-states took their military 
seriously. But only one lived and breathed 
martial prowess, and that was Sparta. 
Sparta was a true warrior-society, as men 
discovered at the earliest of ages. At the 
tender age of seven, boys were plucked 
from their families and entered into a  
23-year military training regime designed 
to turn them into consummate warriors. 

From the outset, the trainee fighters 
were taught that loyalty to their city 
should always take precedence over self-
preservation. This mantra was reflected 
in the austere nature of their training: 
they were subjected to continuous (often 
violent) competitions, given meagre food 
rations, and encouraged to steal food in 
order to prepare themselves for life in a 

warzone. Worse still, they were often 
encouraged to mistreat the 

helots, Sparta’s slave class.

Women, too, bought into the warrior 
ethos. They were expected to keep 
physically fit, while mothers reportedly 
told their sons before they left for battle, 
“Come back with your shield, or on it.”

This unstinting dedication to war made 
the Spartans feared opponents, famed for 
their bravery. Such courage earned them 
a place in history: 300 Spartans were 
famously among those who fought against 
a massive Persian army at Thermopylae 
(see page 56). 

In 404 BC, the Spartans used their 
martial prowess to unseat Athens as the 
dominant power in the Greek world at the 
climax of the Peloponnesian War (see page 
46). Just over 30 years later, the Thebans 
invaded the region of Laconia and freed 
many of the helots. For all their military 
acumen,  the Spartans’ spell at the top table 
of Greek powers was to be short-lived. 

SPARTA’S WAR MACHINE 
Ancient Greece’s warrior-society produced skilled and fearless fighters 

Gerard Butler as 
Sparta’s King 

Leonidas in the 
blood-soaked  
war epic 300

Spartan men and boys 

were required to undergo  

a gruelling training regime 

to prepare them for battle

A modern illustration shows 
Sparta sailing to victory against 
the Athenians at the naval battle 
of Aegospotami in 405 BC
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When the Greek city-states went to 
war, it was the hoplites who formed the 
backbone of their armies. The hoplites 
were not professional soldiers but 
primarily free citizens (often farmers and 
artisans) able to afford linen and bronze 
armour. From the eighth or seventh 
century BC, hoplites started fighting in 
the phalanx, a formation that helped 
them achieve a string of notable victories 
over the Persians, such as the triumph at 
Marathon in 490 BC. 

If one hoplite was a fearsome 
prospect, then how about 256?  

That was the number that joined 
forces to form the Macedonian 
phalanx, an infantry formation  

that was a cornerstone of  
Alexander the Great’s  

extraordinary conquests  
in the fourth century BC.

HOPLITE FIGHTER
A guide to the footsoldiers of  
ancient Greek armies 

STRENGTH 
IN NUMBERS

The Macedonian phalanx swept 
the known world before it 

No ancient Greek city-state could hold its 
own without some degree of mastery of 
the seas – and at the heart of the quest for 
maritime power was a war galley called the 
trireme. The trireme was the dreadnought 
of its day, a state-of-the-art killing machine 
that could race into battle at top speed and 
pack a destructive punch when it got there. 

It’s thought to have been crewed by 

around 170 oarsmen in three tiers (known 
as thranites, zygites and thalamians) along 
each side of the vessel, propelling it across 
the waves at speeds of up to 8mph. But 
it really came into its own in the heat of 
battle, courtesy of a bronze-sheathed 
battering ram affixed to the prow, which 
was used to sink enemy ships. And if that 
didn’t do the trick, the oarsmen were 

complemented by a posse of hoplites and 
archers primed to board enemy ships.

Excavations suggest that the Athenian 
trireme was the epitome of the type, 
playing a crucial role in the Greek victory 
over the Persians in the battle of Salamis. 
Can it be any coincidence that the vessel’s 
heyday – the fifth century BC – coincides 
with the height of Athens’ power?

KILLER ON THE HIGH SEAS 
The trireme, the high-speed galley that packed a punch, helped Athens rule the waves in the fifth century BC 

THE PELOPONNESIAN WAR
F The Peloponnesian 
War (460–404 BC) 
saw Sparta and 
Athens squaring up 
for a clash that 
changed the course 

of history. The war can be divided into three 
stages: the first a 10-year series of inconclusive 
clashes; the second, a six-year truce. Yet there 
was nothing inconclusive about the third phase. 
In 405 BC the Spartan general Lysander 
defeated the Athenian fleet at Aegospotami, 
leading to Athens’ surrender. Sparta was now 
the undisputed top dog in the region.

THE BATTLE OF MARATHON 
F When Athenian 
forces attacked a huge 
Persian invading army 
at Marathon in 490 BC, 
the stakes couldn’t 
have been higher. 

Victory would provide a huge shot in the arm for 
the nascent Athenian democracy; defeat would 
see it swallowed up by the Persian empire. 
Fortunately, the Athenians’ commander Miltiades 
executed a brilliant battle plan, drawing the best 
Persian troops into his army’s centre before 
surrounding and routing them. The scene was 
now set for ancient Greece’s golden age.

THE MACEDONIAN WARS
F These four 
conflicts, fought 
between the  
Greek kingdom of 
Macedonia and Rome 
in the third and 

second centuries BC, saw a dramatic reversal in 
fortunes. Macedonia under King Philip V bested 
Rome in the first war, but suffered defeats in the 
second and third. The fourth saw Macedonia 
turned into a Roman province in the second 
century BC; Rome would remain the dominant 
force in the Mediterranean for generations. d 

WORDS: SPENCER MIZEN

BATTLES OF THE ANCIENTS
Three of the most significant clashes in Greek history

HARD NUT
The fighter’s helmet was 
often decorated with a 
horsehair crest – these 
could be black and white, 
or multicoloured. Helmets 
were sometimes 
decorated with bronze 
animal horns and ears, 
and could even be 
painted as well.

BODY ARMOUR
The hoplite’s body was 
protected by the cuirass,  
a breastplate and backplate 
fastened together. This was 
sometimes fashioned from 
bronze but was more often 
made up of layers of canvas 
or linen glued together to 
form a stiff shield.

PROTECTIVE 
SHIELD
In his left hand the 
hoplite carried the aspis, 
a heavy wooden shield 
measuring around one 
metre in diameter.  
The shield rested on the 
fighter’s shoulders – and, 
courtesy of a leather 
fastening for the forearm, 
was particularly 
manoeuvrable.

SHORT SWORD
If his spear snapped or the 
chase was on for a routed 
enemy, the hoplite often 
turned to his short sword: 
the xiphos. The xiphos 
featured a blade of around 
two feet and was usually 
carried on a strap under 
the fighter’s left arm.

DEADLY SPEAR
Hoplites went into battle 
carrying a long spear 
called a dory. This was 
eight feet of iron-tipped 
brutality, with a deadly 
blade at the top end and  
a spike at the bottom  
end, which acted as a 
counter-weight and a 
secondary killer. The 
spears used in Alexander 
the Great’s Macedonian 
phalanx were even longer: 
13–21 feet.

MASTS  
AND SAILS
There were two 
trireme masts and 
sails – a mainmast and 
a mainsail amidships 
(in the middle) and  
a boatmast and  
boatsail forward.

STRIKE SAILS!
Normally, if a trireme went 
into battle, the sails were left 
on land and the masts were 
taken down and laid in the 
boat. This vessel has been 
attacked by surprise, so the 
masts and sails are still up.

MAINSAIL

STERN

CABIN

GUNWALE

THALAMIAN

LANCE

OFFICER

HOPLITE ZYGITE OAR

STEERING

FIGHTING 
PLATFORM

MAINMAST

MAINMAST
STEP

BOATMAST YARD

WIDTH (BEAM):
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LENGTH:
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BOATSAIL
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ANCIENT GREEK LEISURE

FUN AND GAMES
Religion formed the bedrock of ancient Greek life, but 

there was still time for other leisure activities 

I
n a section of his c350 BC ethical 
treatise Nicomachean Ethics, Greek 
philosopher Aristotle ponders 
the meaning and importance of 
leisure in ancient life. “Happiness 

is thought to depend on leisure; for we 
are busy that we may have leisure,” he 
writes. But far from being a passive act of 
relaxation, Aristotle believed that leisure 
should take the form of an activity that 
was meaningful in itself, as a way of 
cultivating virtue – from music to poetry 
to philosophy. The goal of work, therefore, 
was not play, but leisure, as the following 
examples show...

THEATRE

TRAGEDY
The exact origins of the genre are still 
debated, but works of tragedy were being 
performed across theatres in ancient 
Greece from the late sixth century BC. 
Plots in tragedies were mostly inspired by 
episodes from Greek mythology, which in 
turn formed part of Greek religion, so would 
have formed serious subject matter for the 
viewer. Moral rights and wrongs were also 
at the forefront of tragedy plays, but no 
violence was permitted on stage. Three of 

the most famous writers of Greek tragedy 
were Aeschylus (c525 BC–c456 BC), 

Sophocles (c496–406 BC) and Euripides 
(c484–406 BC).

COMEDY
Out of Greek tragedy emerged 
a new genre – comedy – with  

An exclusive pastime for aristocratic  
men, symposia were the height of  
intellectual luxury

Literally meaning ‘drinking together’, symposia were 
ritualised drinking events hosted by aristocratic men 
for their peers as a form of entertainment, as well 
as to display their wealth and sophistication. Often 
hosted in a purpose-built room (known as an andron), 
men would recline on long, elaborately decorated 
couches called klinai, set around the edges of the 
room, and drink wine (diluted with water and mixed 
in a central krater). Musicians and other performers 
would entertain them and those present would 
recite poetry and discuss philosophical matters. 
One popular drinking game commonly played at a 
symposium was kottabos, where the dregs of wine 
from cups would be thrown either onto the floor, in an 
attempt to create the first letter of a beloved’s name, 
or at a target in the centre of the room. 

SYMPOSIA

A healthy body was as 
important as a healthy mind

As the ancient Greeks sought  
to nurture their minds, so too did 
they work hard to develop their 
bodies. Most large cities boasted 
at least one public gymnasium, 
where men would train and 
compete in sports such as 
wrestling, discus throwing, javelin 
and boxing, as well as socialise. 

Athletic competition formed 
part of many important religious 
festivals including the Pythian 
Games, held at Delphi in honour of 
Apollo, and, of course, the Olympic 
Games, held in Olympia in honour 
of the god Zeus.

Initially a one-day event, the 
ancient Games were extended to 
three days in 684 BC, and then to 
five days in the fifth century BC. 
With a ‘sacred truce’ called 
between warring city-states 
for the duration of the Games, 
tens of thousands of men, 

boys and unmarried girls (married 
women were not allowed to 
attend) travelled safely to Olympia 
to watch athletes compete for the 
honour of their cities. Horse and 
chariot races, wrestling, boxing, 
long jump, running, javelin and 
discus were all on the sporting 
agenda, with winners earning a 
wreath of leaves and hero status. 

The most important part of  
the Games was the sacrifice 
to Zeus, when 100 oxen were 
sacrificed and burnt, their ash left 
to form an ever-growing altar that 
is said to have stood six metres 
high by AD 200.

Women were not completely 
left out; they had their own 
sporting festival at Olympia, 
too. Held every four years, 
the Heraia honoured the 
goddess Hera and saw 

unmarried women and girls 
compete in a footrace. d  

WORDS: CHARLOTTE HODGMAN

SPORTS

ABOVE: Two symposium guests prepare for a game  
of kottabos in this fifth-century BC fresco

TOP: The Symposium of 
Plato by Anselm Feuerbach, 
c1869. Such gatherings  
were an opportunity for 
philosophical discussion  
and entertainment

LEFT: Euripides holding a mask of tragedy, 
the theatrical genre in which he excelled

BELOW: A satyr play, depicted on a vase 
fragment from the fifth century BC

ABOVE: The ruins of ancient Olympia,  site of the first Olympic Games
TOP: A modern interpretation of the torch-race (part of the Panathenaic Games). The goal was to finish the race with the flame alight

The ancient Greeks took leisure time seriously and theatre provided a way to 
understand the world around them, and what it meant to be human. The Festival of 
Dionysus (also known as the Great Dionysia), was held in Athens every March from 
the sixth century BC – after it was refounded by the tyrant Peisistratus – and played 
a key role in the development of Greek drama. Honouring Dionysus, the god of wine, 
the festival is credited with the emergence of tragedy, comedy and satyric drama, with 
playwrights, actors and sponsors competing for prizes in front of huge audiences.  

perhaps its most notable writer being the 
Athenian dramatist Aristophanes (c450 BC–
c388 BC). His works, like those of many 
writers of early Greek comedy, were mainly 
satirical, mocking those in power as well 
as contemporary events. Over time, as the 
genre evolved, so too did subject matter, 
with later dramatists like Menander (342 BC–
c292 BC) taking what we might now  
call a ‘sitcom’ approach, using fictitious 
characters from ordinary life.

SATYR PLAYS 
Mixing both comedy and tragedy,  
satyr plays seem to have been introduced 
in the early fifth century BC, with tragic 
poet Pratinas frequently credited with the 
genre’s creation. Much shorter than works 
of tragedy, satyr plays, of which few survive, 
were light-hearted plays probably designed 
to offer a contrast to, or relief from, the 
seriousness of works of tragedy. Mythical 
half-human, half-goat figures known as 
satyrs were the stars of such plays, and  
the genre’s popularity can no doubt be 
gauged by the visual representations that 
have survived on vases and pottery from  
the period.
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The polytheistic ancient Greeks 
worshipped a pantheon of deities

T
he ancient Greeks were 
polytheistic, meaning that 
they worshipped multiple 
deities as well as other 
supernatural beings. At  

the core of their religious system were  
12 gods and goddesses known as the 
Olympians (see opposite page), who 
were venerated around Greece, as well 
as in Greek cities around the Black Sea 
and other colonies in the western 
Mediterranean. These deities existed 
within a hierarchy, with Zeus – king of 
the gods – holding the top position. 
They had very different characters and 
temperaments, with many of them 
notable for their character flaws (such 
as jealousy, infidelity and vanity) on top 
of their great deeds and powers.

The gods were tied closely to 
individual cities: Athena, for example, 
was closely associated with Athens, 
while Zeus was linked with the 
sacred site of Olympia, in which the 
Olympic Games were held in his 
honour. The ancient Greeks also 
looked to the different deities to help 
them with specific circumstances or 
needs, such as Hera for weddings and 
Ares for matters of war. 

Unlike many religions followed 
today, the ancient Greeks had no 

common religious text underpinning 
their belief system – although 
Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey and 
Hesiod’s Theogony had considerable 
influence. The relationship between 
humans and deities was instead 
based primarily on acts of exchange, 
with the gods and goddesses offered 
– and appeased with – gifts, offerings 
and animal sacrifices. 

Religious practices and events were 
typically organised at a local level, 
with ceremonies undertaken at altars 
– and later temples – devoted to 
individual gods. One particularly 
gruesome observance was pharmākos, 
in which a man or woman perceived 
to be ‘ugly’ was selected as a scapegoat 
– they would be fed and paraded 
around before being beaten with 
green twigs. The scapegoat would 
then either be ostracised from their 
community or stoned to death.

There were two main ways of 
becoming a priest in ancient Greece; 
the position was either inherited from 
a parent (either male or female, for 
some women could be priests too), or 
a person was appointed by a priest on 
his or her deathbed. Priests were 
generally associated with one god 
specifically, and while they organised 
religious ceremonies and prayers they 
were not necessarily religious experts.

The ancient Greeks had no word 
for religion. The closest terms were 
eusebeia (piety) and threskeia (cult). 
Nonetheless, religious practices and 
faith were intertwined with daily life. 
Everything in the natural world was 
spiritual and divine, and most events 
were attributed to the influence of 
the gods. Religious festivals were also 
important events; the most famous 
were held every four years at 
Olympia, Delphi, Nemea and Isthmia 
and included feasting, sacrifice and 
athletic competitions.  
WORDS: RACHEL DINNING

ANCIENT GREEK RELIGION

THE GODS 
AND THEIR 
WHIMS

ARES 
GOD OF WAR

In contrast to  
his sister Athena, 
Ares embodied 
the more brutal 
aspects of warfare. 
He was never 
particularly popular 

with the Greek public and – despite 
receiving sacrifices in times of 
warfare – had few formal places of 
worship in temples. His offspring 
inherited his penchant for violence: 
they included Diomedes (who fed 
his horses a diet of human flesh) and 
Kyknos (who used strangers’ heads 
to build a temple to his father).

APHRODITE
GODDESS OF SEXUAL  
LOVE AND BEAUTY

When Cronos 
castrated his 
father Uranus and 
threw his testicles 
into the sea, the 
waters frothed 
and birthed the 

goddess Aphrodite. Although 
primarily known as the goddess of 
sexual love, fertility and beauty, 
Aphrodite – who was married to 
Ares – was also worshipped as a 
deity of the sea. As befits her origin 
story, her name comes from the 
Greek word aphros, meaning foam.

DIONYSUS
GOD OF GRAPE-HARVEST, 
WINEMAKING AND WINE

Dionysus was  
the only Olympian 
with a mortal 
parent: Semele, 
lover of Zeus. He 
gained a cult-like 
status and was 

worshipped in woods rather than  
in temples. According to legend, 
Dionysus was one of the only gods 
to successfully return a dead 
person from the Underworld; this 
was his mother, who had burned to 
a crisp after being tricked by Hera 
into seeing Zeus in his true form. 

HERMES
HERALD OF  
THE GODS

In Homer’s Odyssey, 
Hermes appears 
as a messenger 
of the gods as 
well as an escort 
of the dead on 
their way to the 
Underworld, but he 
was also associated 
with cattle, sheep and 
agriculture. People in ancient 
Greece would attribute to Hermes 
incidents of good fortune, such as 
the discovery of small treasures. 

APOLLO
GOD OF HIGH CULTURE  
AND HEALING

Of all the ancient Greek gods, 
Apollo is the only one to have 

the same name in 
Roman 
mythology. 
Beautiful  

and athletic, 
he is considered  

the embodiment 
of kalos kagathos, 

a phrase used  
in ancient  
Greece to refer to 

gentlemanly conduct 
in a military context.

ATHENA
GODDESS OF WAR, 
HANDICRAFT AND REASON

Athena was said  
to have been the 
favourite child of 
Zeus. It is said she 
was born without  
a mother, instead 
springing forth 

from Zeus’ forehead (although one 
story suggests this only occurred 
after Zeus devoured the pregnant 
Metis, goddess of counsel). Over 
time Athena became known as the 
goddess of war, representing more 

civilised aspects of battle such 
as skill, wisdom and justice. 

HEPHAESTUS
GOD OF FIRE AND  
PATRON OF CRAFTSMEN

Hephaestus  
was, according  
to myth, either 
born lame or 
became lame in 
childhood. He 
seemed to 

displease his parents, Zeus and 
Hera, who each threw him out of 
Olympus at different intervals. 
Considered ‘ugly’ by the other 
Olympians, Hephaestus was 
venerated for his skill as a 
craftsman and made weapons for 
both gods and mortals.

POSEIDON
GOD OF THE SEA

Ill-tempered and 
vengeful, Poseidon 
was considered 
one of the most 
tempestuous gods 
of the Olympians. He 
was god of the sea, 
earthquakes, storms 
and – perhaps rather 
curiously – horses. 

DEMETER
GODDESS OF HARVEST  
AND AGRICULTURE

Demeter was said 
to have taught 
humans how to 
sow and plough 
food, thereby 
putting an end to 
their formerly 

nomadic existence. But just as her 
powers could be fruitful, so too 
could they be disastrous: she was 
believed to bestow famine upon 
those who displeased her. As 
goddess of fertility, she also 
possessed the ability to gift women 
with a good or bad pregnancy.

ARTEMIS
GODDESS OF  
WILD ANIMALS  

AND THE HUNT

Known for her deftness 
with a bow and her ability 
to turn herself – and others 

– into animals, Artemis 
was one of the most 

venerated of Greek 
deities. Her temple at 

Ephesus was one of 
the Seven Wonders 

of the Ancient 
World until its 
destruction  

in AD 401.

HERA
GODDESS OF WOMEN, 
MARRIAGE, FAMILY AND 
CHILDBIRTH

As the goddess of 
marriage and monogamy, 
it’s fitting that the 
goddess Hera was also  
well-known for her 
vengeful rage in the 
face of infidelity. 
She repeatedly 
sought revenge 
on her husband 
Zeus’ many 
mistresses and 
illegitimate 
children. 

ZEUS
FATHER OF GODS  
AND MEN

As king of Mount Olympus 
(the home of Greek gods) 

Zeus was father of both 
gods and mortals alike. 
He was believed to be 

omnipotent and was 
known for having 
many lovers (much to 
the chagrin of his long-
suffering wife, Hera). 

TWELVE TOP OLYMPIANS

The gods could be appeased by gifts; here, 
Herakles sacrifices a bull to Aphrodite
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HERAKLES
Bravery was something Herakles – son 

of Zeus – had to learn early in life; one 

of his first deeds involved eliminating 

two serpents sent by the goddess Hera 

to murder him in his crib. Such feats 

continued into adulthood: he is perhaps 

best known for completing the 12 

impossible ‘labours’ assigned to him by 

King Eurystheus – which included the 

slaying of beasts such as the Nemean 

lion, whose golden fur made it 

impervious to attack from a mortal. 

ACHILLESVenerated as the greatest of all warriors of antiquity, Achilles is the protagonist of Homer’s Iliad; his most notable feat was killing the Trojan prince Hector during the Trojan War. According to legend, Achilles’ goddess mother Thetis had dipped him into the River Styx to make him invulnerable save for his heel – the part of the foot from which she held him. As such, when the Trojan prince Paris shot Achilles in the heel with an arrow, he died. It’s from this tale we get the idiom ‘Achilles’ heel’.

JASON
Betrayal, vengeance and justice – these  are the components that have made the Greek myth of Jason and the Golden Fleece so compelling over the years.  The story begins when Jason’s father, the king of Iolcus, is killed by his half-brother Pelias. Vowing to reclaim the throne,  Jason joins forces with the Argonauts (a band of 50 heroes) in a bid to acquire the Golden Fleece, a symbol of kingship that lay beyond the edge of the known world. 

SIX HEROES AND VILLAINS  

OF GREEK MYTHOLOGY 
The gods weren’t the only ones to make mischief – they were  

supported by a cast of monsters, Titans and heroes

MEDUSA
Medusa was certainly monstrous, 

although it could be argued that 

her villainous deeds were 

somewhat out of her control. The 

daughter of the sea gods Phorcys 

and Ceto, she was a breathtakingly 

beautiful mortal woman – until she 

invoked the jealousy of Athena 

and was transformed into a 

hideous creature with snakes for 

hair. According to legend, any 

person who gazed upon Medusa 

would turn to stone.

THE MINOTAUR
According to Athenian legend, King Minos 

– one of Zeus’ many sons – imprisoned the 

murderous minotaur, a mythological 

creature that was part-bull and part-man 

(and also the offspring of Minos’ wife, 

Pasiphae) within a labyrinth on the island  

of Crete. Every nine years, a tribute of 

children (seven Athenian boys and seven 

maidens) were fed to the monster until  

it was killed by Theseus, son of the  

Athenian king, Aegeus. d

CRONOS Greek mythology has its fair share of gruesome deeds and grisly goings-on, but those attributed to Cronos are among the most disturbing. The son of Uranus, ruler of the universe, Cronos dispatched the genitals of his father with a great stone sickle before casting his testicles into the sea. When his own children – Demeter, Hestia, Hera, Hades and Poseidon – were born, Cronos devoured them all in a bid to circumvent a prophecy that suggested they were going to overthrow him. 
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ANCIENT GREEK ART

STYLE SETTERS
From c800 BC until the Roman occupation of the Greek world nearly 800 years later,  
Greek society moved through three main periods – Archaic, Classical and Hellenistic. 

With each period came cultural changes that were reflected in the visual arts, whether 
sculpture, vase painting, wall painting or mosaics. And as Greek power filtered  

across its borders, so too did its cultural impact.

The Archaic period in Greek history 
ran from the eighth century BC 
until the second Persian invasion of 

Greece in 480 BC. In artistic and 
cultural terms, the most significant 

advance during this time was the 
introduction of monumental 
sculpture, principally life-
sized figures in hard stone 
known as kouroi (those of 
naked young men) or korai 
(those of clothed or draped 
women), which showed a 
clear Egyptian influence. 
These were created and 

used to either mark graves or 
offer a religious dedication. The 
oldest surviving example of the 
latter is the marble sculpture 
the Dedication of Nikandre 
(pictured left), created c650 BC. 
Dedicated to Artemis, it was 

discovered in 1878.
Archaic pottery showed 

a distinct movement from 
abstract decoration to that 

which was more figurative. 
Representations of the human 
form first adorned Cretan 
pottery in the early ninth 
century BC, taking more  
than a century before the 
practice was widespread  
on the mainland.

Following the defeat of the second Persian invasion, Athens was the 
dominant force in Greece in many aspects of life, whether politics, 
economics or culture. Lasting around 160 years until the death of 
Alexander the Great in 323 BC, this golden age saw statuary become 
notably more realistic in its proportions and form, a movement led by 
the pioneering Polykleitos of Argos. Bronze rather than hard stone 
became the dominant material for freestanding sculptures, which  
wasn’t the only convention to be broken during this period. With his 
c350 BC marble sculpture of Aphrodite of Knidos, Praxiteles presented 
an undraped woman for the first time. 

Realism was also a guiding principle for Greece’s vase painters in 
the Classical period. With the popular red-figure technique, human 
representations were increasingly more faithful, particularly when 
rendering motion. Douris, Makron and the anonymous ‘Kleophrades 
Painter’ were notable vase painters whose influence and reach were 
amplified by the expansionism of Alexander the Great, himself a great 
patron of the arts.

If you believe Pliny the Elder, the Hellenistic period – the near-300-
year-period between Alexander the Great’s death and the completion 
of the Roman conquest of the Greek world – was culturally moribund. 
Describing the end of the Classical period, he wrote “then art ceased”. 
But there were definite advancements in sculpture and painting. Sculptors 
developed the portrayal of emotion in their work, while their subjects 
became more prosaic and everyday, whether common people, children or 
animals. No longer was sculpture simply concerned with ideals of beauty.

There was also a more egalitarian approach to wall paintings. 
Previously only found in places of worship or tombs, such artworks now 
adorned the walls of the homes of important members of Greek society. 

The creation of mosaics also advanced, with 
the use of exclusively black and white 
pebbles superseded by the introduction 
of coloured ones, along with other 
materials, such as glass and terracotta. d 
WORDS: NIGE TASSELL

ARCHAIC PERIOD CLASSICAL PERIOD

HELLENISTIC PERIOD

The Dedication of Nikandre was found 
during excavations on the island of 
Delos. It was dedicated to Artemis by  
a woman who hailed from Naxos

Macedonian soldiers pictured on a  
fourth-century BC tomb from Agios 
Athanasios, near Thessaloniki

Red-figure pottery, 
such as this kylix (drinking cup), 
became increasingly popular 
during the Classical period
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TRAPPED  
IN SERVITUDE
Treating other humans as property was part and parcel of Greek 
life, with enslaved people ‘used’ across virtually all areas of society

The helots were an 
enslaved group living 
in the Spartan regions of Laconia and 
Messenia. Being collectively owned by 
the state rather than the possessions of 
individual masters, to what extent helots 
were subjugated rather than enslaved is 
disputed. While the Athenian author and 
statesman Critias determined that helots 
were “slaves to the utmost”, helots led a 
relatively stable domestic life, much less 
likely to see their family members sold off, 
unlike enslaved people elsewhere in ancient 
Greece. And they could prosper, too. Thanks 
to the region’s agriculturally rich lands, 
financially comfortable lives were possible, 
once their tribute to the state had been paid 
in the form of a portion of their harvests. 
In 223 BC, around 6,000 helots coughed 
up the not-inconsiderable sum of 500 
drachmas apiece to buy their freedom.

Helots were widespread and large in 
number. In the fifth century BC, Herodotus 

wrote of the helot population 
being seven times that 

of the Spartans. 
Outnumbered to 

such an extent, 

it was incumbent 
of the Spartans, for their own self-
preservation, to keep the helots under 
control and to quell the merest sniff of 
rebellion. Plutarch wrote that the Spartans 
treated them “harshly and cruelly”, while 
Thucydides observed that “most Spartan 
institutions have always been designed with 
a view to security against the helots”. Also, 
as Myron of Priene noted, the helots were 
subject to “a stipulated number of beatings 
every year, regardless of any wrongdoing, 
so that they never forgot they were slaves”. 
Every autumn, the Spartans declared war 
on the helots, meaning that a proportion 
of them could be slaughtered without any 
censure from religious institutions. 

This wasn’t to say that helot rebellions 
didn’t occur – after all, Aristotle called them 
“an enemy constantly sitting in wait” – but 
the Spartan preoccupation with security 
largely prevailed, thanks to the ways of the 
Krypteia, their secret police. And, of course, 
the Spartans took full advantage of the 
helot population when filling the ranks of 
their troops for wars against other states. 

HELOTS
Life could be brutal 
for one particular 
group of people in 
ancient Sparta

E
nslaved people were an 
integral part of society in 
ancient Greece. Or, rather, the 
work they were involuntarily 
charged to undertake was an 

integral part of society – tasks, duties and 
jobs that the Greek citizens were broadly 
loath to carry out themselves.

Servitude was widespread in Greek 
antiquity. Athens alone was home to an 
estimated 60,000–80,000 slaves during 
the fifth and fourth centuries BC, with 
each household having an average of 
three or four enslaved people attached 
to it. Athenian slaves tended to enjoy 
more freedom than those elsewhere. A 
typical Athenian slave formed part of 
his master’s household and was initially 
welcomed with ceremony, offered nuts 
and fruits, just as a new bride might be. 
While denied many of the judicial rights 
possessed by Athens’ citizens, Athenian 

slaves enjoyed a few personal liberties: 
they could follow their own religious 
customs and they couldn’t be struck by  
their master. 

VARIED FORTUNES
But, as the property of their master, 
Athenian slaves could still be sold off 
in the blink of an eye. Even Aristotle, 
arguably one of Athens’ more progressive 
thinkers, referred to enslaved people 
as ktêma empsuchon – a phrase that 
roughly translates as ‘animate property’, 
or ‘property that breathes’.

If they fell on hard times, Athenians 
could become a slave themselves through 
a practice called debt enslavement. For 
instance, if they leased land from a 
landowner but fell behind on the rent 
payments, they would become ‘enslaved’ 
to that landowner until the debt had been 
fully paid off. Many enslaved people were 

foreigners who had been captured during 
wars; the sons of defeated enemies might 
also be forced into slavehood, sometimes 
ending up serving the clients of male 
brothels. Or enslaved people were simply 
born into servitude, resigned to a life of 
comparative captivity as they inherited 
the family ‘trade’.

So-called chattel slaves were those 
owned by a master who viewed them 
as his possession, while dêmosioi were 
public slaves owned by the state and 
who worked for the civic good, whether 
in non-manual roles, such as clerks, or 
undertaking more physical work, such 
as road construction. All, though, were 
united in being denied civic rights and 
disqualified from participating in politics.

The most common type of work 
for enslaved people was within the 
agricultural sector, although many 
were otherwise set to task in quarries 

and mines. Domestic 
slaves arguably had less 
physically demanding 
existences; some would 
accompany their masters 
on their travels, perhaps 
even being becoming 
informal confidantes. 
Enslaved people might 
also work in professional 
trades, perhaps as artisans or 
shopkeepers or bankers. These – 
known as chôris oikountes – didn’t 
actually live under their masters’ roofs, 
but did work on their behalf, and paid 
them a commission. Their lives would, 
unsurprisingly, not be as harsh as those 
forced into heavy manual labour every day.

So, just as there was great variety 
in the nature of the work undertaken, 
when it came to status, being an enslaved 
person in ancient Greece was by no 
means a uniform experience either; 
there was no neat slave/non-slave binary 
distinction. Several shades of grey 
existed. For instance, enslaved people in 
Sparta were known as helots (see box, 
above), a group that, at least in the eyes 
of the scholar Pollux, occupied a status 
“between free men and slaves”. In the 

region of Thessaly, the 
closest equivalent to 
helots were penestae 
who, like their Spartan 
counterparts, were 
tied to the land they 

inhabited. While their 
status was similar to serfs 

in later medieval times, the 
land of Thessaly was notably 

fertile and uncrowded, ensuring 
the penestae could comfortably  

pay the proportion of their produce  
due to their masters. The third-century 
BC writer Archemachus even claimed 
that “many of them are richer than  
their masters”.

FINDING A WAY OUT
Enslaved people who lived and largely 
worked independently of their masters 
were those least likely to feel the iron rod 
of discipline. Athenian slaves, too, could 
be physically punished and even tortured, 
and enslaved people elsewhere were also 
subject to beatings. As the statesman 
and intellectual Demosthenes argued, 
“the body of a slave is made responsible 
for all his misdeeds, whereas corporal 

punishment is the last penalty to inflict  
on a free man”.

While most enslaved people remained 
in servitude until death, it was possible 
to be freed by a master – the process of 
manumission, or enfranchisement. In 
all but the most benevolent of cases, an 
enslaved person effectively had to buy 
their way to freedom for this to happen, 
paying their master a sum that at least 
equated to their value were they to be 
sold off to a new master. If the slave had 
sufficient savings to be able to do this, 
their emancipation was likely to be total, 
meaning they couldn’t be enslaved again 
at any point in the future. 

But if, as was distinctly likely, the 
enslaved person didn’t have access to 
sufficient funds, they might request  
a so-called ‘friendly’ loan from their 
master. In these circumstances, it was 
probable that they would still have to 
fulfil particular obligations to their 
former master until the loan had been 
repaid. That is, emancipation would 
only be partial. Completely escaping 
the control of a master was an ambition 
seldom realised. d
WORDS: NIGE TASSELL

A modern illustration shows 
prisoners of war being sold into 
slavery – a common practice 
throughout ancient Greece

ABOVE RIGHT: An ancient funerary relief, dated 
c430 BC, depicts a young man with his slave 

RIGHT: Female slaves usually carried out domestic 
duties such as preparing food or fetching water

An example of 
traditional Greek 

red-figure pottery, 
depicting an enslaved 

person working in  
a mine

The helots found themselves subject to regular beatings from the Spartans, making sure they “never forgot” they were slaves

RAGS TO RICHESThe fourth-century BC Athenian 
slave, Pasion, had an unusual life 

trajectory. Initially owned by a pair 
of bankers named Antisthenes and 

Archestratus, Pasion proved so 
useful that he ended up taking 

over the bank when his masters retired, and was granted Athenian citizenship. 
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ANCIENT GREEK MEDICINE

IN SICKNESS 
AND HEALTH
Ancient Greece saw the birth of modern medicine,  
as physicians began to seek a more scientific approach

E
arly Greek medicine 
borrowed numerous ideas 
from ancient Egypt, with 
many people seeking 
supernatural explanations for 

their ailments, such as curses and the 
judgment of the gods. If someone became 
unwell, they would typically end up in 
an asclepeion – a temple dedicated to the 
god of medicine, Asclepius. The patient 
would sleep there and hope to be visited 
by Asclepius overnight, who would tell 
them their cure. 

Upon waking the next day, the patient 
would report their dreams to priests, 
who would prescribe them a treatment – 
usually based on prayer, exercise, bathing 
and herbal remedies. If they were cured, 
the grateful worshippers would leave 
behind a model of their affected body part 
in the temple as an offering of thanks. 

However, a desire to seek more 
pragmatic explanations for people’s 
ailments grew as time went on. One of 
the most notable physicians to advocate 
science and reason was Hippocrates 
(c460–c375 BC), who helped further the 
theory of the four humours (see box on 
opposite page), and was one of the first 
doctors to accurately describe conditions 
such as epilepsy. Whereas some people 
believed that the disorder was a result 
of demonic possession, the Kos-born 
physician instead determined that the 
cause lay inside the human brain. 

Thanks to the work of Hippocrates 
and his adherents down the generations, 
distinctions now also began to be made 
between acute (short and sudden) 
and chronic (long-lasting) diseases, 
while emphasising the importance of 
observation. Physicians would also 
regularly take checks of their patient’s 
progressing symptoms, as well as their 
pulse, temperature and excretions. 

In addition, the Hippocratic school 
pioneered important new techniques:  
a collection of writings attributed to 
the physician’s followers (known as the 
Hippocratic Corpus) features the earliest 
known reference to an endoscopy using  
a rectal speculum. 

PROFESSIONAL METHODS
As medicine was still a developing 
field, physicians were often viewed 
with suspicion. Hippocrates, however, 
developed a code of ethics that 
helped turn medicine into a respected 
profession, and ensured that physicians 
came to be seen as important members of 
society. The so-called ‘Hippocratic Oath’ 
laid out basic ground rules for a doctor’s 
bedside manner, as well as text on the 
importance of honesty, compassion, 
confidentiality, cleanliness, and careful 
noting of a patient’s symptoms (which 
could then be used by other physicians). 
Indeed, more than 2,300 years after 
Hippocrates’ death, much of the oath still 
resonates today:

I swear by Apollo the physician, and 
Asclepius, and Hygieia and Panacea 
and all the gods and goddesses as my 
witnesses, that, according to my ability 
and judgment, I will keep this Oath and 
this contract... I will use those dietary 

regimens which will benefit my patients 
according to my greatest ability and 
judgment, and I will do no harm or 
injustice to them... Into whatever homes 
I go, I will enter them for the benefit of 
the sick, avoiding any voluntary act of 
impropriety or corruption, including the 
seduction of women or men, whether 
they are free men or slaves.

Whatever I see or hear in the lives 
of my patients, whether in connection 
with my professional practice or not, 
which ought not to be spoken of outside, 

I will keep secret, as considering all such 
things to be private.

So long as I maintain this Oath 
faithfully and without corruption, may 
it be granted to me to partake of life fully 
and the practice of my art, gaining the 
respect of all men for all time. However, 
should I transgress this Oath and violate 
it, may the opposite be my fate.

While Hippocrates is perhaps the most 
famous of the ancient Greek physicians, 
he certainly wasn’t the only doctor 
to have had an important impact on 
medical thinking. Herophilus (c330–c280 
BC), for instance, is believed to have 
been one of the first to perform human 
dissections during a time when a ban on 
the practice (for religious reasons) was 
temporarily lifted in Alexandria. 
Through his careful studies of the 
body, Herophilus deduced that 
veins only carried blood (it was 
previously thought they also 
carried a mixture of water and 
air), and devised a method for 
measuring the pulse.

A FERTILE IMAGINATION 
Despite their pioneering ideas, the 
ancient Greeks still had some unusual 
beliefs when it came to conditions like 
pregnancy, including the notion that 
a baby’s gender could be determined 
through the complexion of the mother – 
the appearance of freckles was thought 
to be a sign that she was carrying a girl, 
while a clear complexion indicated that  

Humourism, or the theory of the four 
humours, was a prevalent concept in ancient 
Greece. Though the theory is believed to 
have originated much earlier, Hippocrates is 
often credited with refining and popularising 
it. The core belief was that the human body 
was made up of four fluids – blood, yellow 
bile, black bile and phlegm – and that these 
corresponded with the four elements of 
earth, fire, wind and water. If any of these 
became imbalanced, you could become ill. 

The humours were also believed to be 
connected with temperature and weather. 
Blood was associated with moisture and 
warmth; if you suffered from redness, 

perspiration and swelling, you were said 
to have too much blood in your body. To 
solve the problem, doctors would practise 
bloodletting, achieved by cutting the skin or 
by using leeches. Fainting was usually seen 
as a sign that the treatment was working, 
but death could occur if too much blood  
was drained. 

The four humours theory did not die out 
with the ancient Greeks. In fact, humourism 
would remain part of western medicine 
until as late as the 19th century, when germ 
theory (the idea that pathogens cause 
disease) and other medical discoveries  
took hold.

THE FOUR HUMOURS
While it seems bizarre through a modern lens, one medical concept 
popularised by the ancient Greeks would dominate for centuries

a boy was due instead. Meanwhile, 
if a couple wanted to increase 
the likelihood of having a boy, 
the man could tie up his left 
testicle before intercourse; 

according to contemporary 
thinking, the right testicle was 

believed to be ‘superior’ and would 
therefore conceive a stronger (and more 

desirable) male heir.
Another medical technique that the 

ancient Greeks utilised was trepanation 
– drilling a hole into the skull. While 
earlier civilisations may have adopted 
the procedure to allow evil spirits to 
escape, it’s possible that Greek physicians 
had other ideas as to the benefits of the 

procedure. According to some historians, 
trepanation may have been used as a way 
of treating head fractures, on the basis 
that recovery was more likely if pieces 
of dead bone could be removed before 
infection set in. 

Regardless of how strange some of 
their methods may seem today, however, 
the work of ancient Greek physicians had 
an undeniable impact on the western 
world. The teachings of ancient Greece 
were adopted by ancient Rome, and –  
as the Roman empire expanded – those 
ideas spread further afield. Together, 
they would influence medicine for many 
centuries to come. d 
WORDS: EMMA SLATTERY WILLIAMS

ALL GREEK TO METhe image of the Rod of 
Asclepius – a serpent-entwined 
staff – is still used as a symbol 

for healthcare and healing 
across the globe. It famously 

appears on the flag of  the World Health Organization.

A fifth-century BC marble relief shows a Greek physician treating a woman

ABOVE LEFT: An image 
of Hippocrates from 
the 14th century. The 
Greek physician has 
been dubbed the 
‘Father of Medicine’

ABOVE RIGHT: The 
Hippocratic Oath still 
influences the conduct 
of doctors today

The four humours were  
an integral part of ancient 

Greek medical thought

A 14th-century depiction of trepanation – a treatment also 
practised in ancient Greece
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THE BATTLE OF THERMOPYLAE

LEONIDAS AND 
THE BATTLE  

OF THERMOPYLAE
It was a spectacular defeat – but ancient Greece’s greatest  

clash would go on to symbolise heroism for generations to come

T
he battle of 
Thermopylae holds 
a significant place 
in Greek history. 
Although events were 

grave for the country’s troops, 
and it was a defeat that was 
almost inevitable, the battle was 
also a harbinger of future unity, 
of shared ideals, and of a growing 
devotion to a bigger cause.

In 490 BC, the first Persian 
invasion of Greece had come  
to an end following the invaders’ 
defeat at the battle of Marathon,  
a loss that brought the 
expansionist ambitions of Darius 
the Great to a close. After his 
death in 486 BC, Xerxes I – not 
the eldest of Darius’ sons but the 
one he had chosen to succeed 
him – resurrected these plans 
to conquer Greece. During the 
first six years of his rule, Xerxes 
assembled a huge military force, 
both in terms of army and naval 
manpower, and in 480 BC, he 

launched a second invasion, 
aiming to succeed where his 
father had failed 10 years earlier.

Fearful of such an invasion, 
the previous year a congress had 
been held at which, in the face of 
this seemingly inevitable Persian 
aggression, around 30 Greek city-
states agreed to form an alliance, 
led by King Leonidas I of Sparta. 
The Spartans and the Athenians 
were prime movers of this union 
and took charge of the combined 
military forces; the Spartans 
controlled the army, while the 
navy – if not officially – was 
effectively run by the prominent 
Athenian politician Themistocles. 

It was Themistocles who 
masterminded the allies’ key 
plan of defence. He suggested 
that the Greeks’ combined land 
forces should aim to block the 
Persians’ progress at the coastal 
pass of Thermopylae. At the same 
time, his ships would attempt to 
contain the invading advance in 

the tight Straits of Artemisium. 
Accordingly, the 7,000-strong 
Greek army marched north 
towards Thermopylae.

CUT TO RIBBONS
Subsequent retellings of the 
events at Thermopylae make 
frequent reference to the tight 
dimensions of the east/west pass, 
a route apparently so narrow 
that it could only accommodate 
a single cart or chariot at one 
time. The pass was no more 
than 15 metres wide, even in the 
middle, and largely consisted of 
treacherous marshland, across 
which a narrow pass offered 
the only means of progress. The 
Malian Gulf was to the north 
and a seemingly insurmountable 
hill to the south. The topography 
certainly favoured the Greeks, 
who were further aided by the 
pass being protected by a series of 
gates erected the previous century 
by the Phocians as a means of 

“THE BATTLE WAS

A HARBINGER OF

FUTURE UNITY AND

SHARED IDEALS”

ABOVE: Persia’s first invasion of Greece had come to an 
end at Marathon in 490 BC RIGHT: Politician Themistocles 

organised the main defence strategy at Salamis

Accompanies  
the BBC Radio 4  

programme Happy 
2,500th to the 

Brave 300!

MAIN: Persian soldiers fight their way along the 
narrow coastal pass at Thermopylae – slaying 
their Greek foe in the process

RIGHT: A statue of King Leonidas in 
modern-day Sparta. More than 2,500 
years after his death, the warrior 
ruler remains a Greek icon



THE BATTLE OF THERMOPYLAE

SEPTEMBER 2021    5958    HISTORYEXTRA.COM

G
ET

TY
 IM

A
G

ES
 X

3,
 A

LA
M

Y
 X

3,
 B

B
C

 X
1

3 MILLION 
The size, in square kilometres, 

of the Persian empire at the time  
of its second invasion of  

Greece in 480 BC

BIG 
NUMBERS
Vital statistics from one  

of the most iconic battles 
of the ancient world...

defence. (Thermopylae literally means 
‘hot gates’, a name that also referenced 
the nearby hot springs.)

When they arrived at Thermopylae, 
it was clear that the Persians vastly 
outnumbered the allied defence. That 
said, their forces were nothing close to 
the several million soldiers claimed by the 
contemporary writer Herodotus. More 
realistic estimates suggest the invaders 
were around 200,000 in number, a force 
that still dwarfed that of the Greek allies.

Despite their size, it wasn’t until the 
fourth day after their arrival – in either 
August or September 480 BC – that 
the Persians began their assault on 
the blockade. This first attack came in 
the form of a barrage of arrows fired 
by 5,000 archers, which the Greeks 
comfortably defended; the historian 
Diodorus wrote about “the great size of 
their shields”. Then came the first frontal 
attack, launched by a wave of around 
10,000 men. It was far from successful. 
Thanks to their superior weaponry, 
the Greeks suffered very few casualties 
while the Persians were, in the words of 
the chronicler Ctesias, “cut to ribbons”. 
Xerxes responded by sending in his elite 
force, the 10,000-strong Immortals. They 
fared no better. 

A SECRET PATHWAY
On the second day of hostilities, Xerxes 
sent in the infantry. The belief was that, 
as the fighting continued, his plentiful 
personnel would ultimately come to bear 
as he launched further waves of attacks. 
As Herodotus wrote, “they joined battle, 
supposing that their enemies, being so 
few, were now disabled by wounds and 
could no longer resist”. But, again, the 
invaders were unable to penetrate the 

Greeks’ defences. Xerxes withdrew his 
troops from the frontline, unsure 

and confused as to which tactic to 
employ next.

Then a godsend came his way 
when a local man, Ephialtes, fed 

him a morsel of insider information. It 
would be a morsel that abruptly changed 
the direction of the battle. Ephialtes 
revealed the existence of a path leading 
over the adjacent mountain, one only 

known and used by local shepherds, 
that would bypass the stand-off. The 
motivation for Ephialtes was a potentially 
sizeable reward from the Persian king. 
After all, this was valuable intelligence: 
using this path would give Xerxes, 
already in possession of that numerical 
advantage, a strategic edge too.

The local man’s tip-off proved fatal for 
a couple of thousand allied Greek troops. 
On the evening of the battle’s second 
day, Xerxes instructed his commander 
Hydarnes to take 10,000 Immortals on 
this lesser-used path, along the ridge of 
the tree-covered Mount Anopaea and 
down towards the Malian Gulf that lay 
beyond Thermopylae. 

At daybreak the following morning, 
Phocian guards were alerted to the 
Persians’ presence by a rustling in 
the trees. As Herodotus wrote, “the 
Phocians jumped up and began to put 
on their weapons, and in a moment the 
barbarians were there”. With the secret 
path captured, the Persians marched 
on in their plan to surround the Greeks. 
Hearing that the Phocians had failed to 
keep the path secure, Leonidas swiftly 
called a council of war. While certain 
factions among the allies favoured a 

retreat, he announced that he 
and his 300 Spartans would 
remain firmly in place.

When word came through 
that the Greek rear guard 
had been encircled, Leonidas 
allowed his allies to leave if so 
desired. Many accepted the 
invitation and fled, but 2,000 
soldiers held their positions. 
Further withdrawals followed 
– either voluntarily or under 
instruction from Leonidas 
– leaving 700 Thespians, 
400 Thebans and those 300 
Spartans to fight to the death.

SPARTAN VALOUR
Ten thousand Persian light 
infantrymen and cavalry 
charged at the Greek troops 
who left their position on the 
narrow pass to meet their 
attackers head-on. Wide-scale 
loss of life was inevitable, but 
as they met their certain fate, 
they sought to take as many 
Persian casualties as possible. 
Two of Xerxes’ brothers were 
killed in the fighting, as was 
Leonidas himself, the victim 
of an arrow. The Persian 
archers did their best to 
ensure that not a single Greek 
was left standing; the Thebans 
abandoned the fight  
at the end and are said to  
have surrendered.

After three days of fighting, 
the allies had lost around 

2,000 men. Persian casualties 
were much heavier – perhaps 
as high as 20,000 – but 
Xerxes’ forces had won the 
battle, unlocking the pass at 
Thermopylae and allowing 
his ambitions of conquering 
Greece to advance. The 
Persians then marched on 
Athens, which they razed 
to the ground, before being 
defeated at the battle of 
Salamis, a naval skirmish 
which ultimately resulted in 
Xerxes’ retreat back to Asia. 
The second Persian invasion 
of Greece had lasted even less 
time than the original one.

Arguably, the most 
enduring legacy of the 
battle of Thermopylae 
was the cultivation of the 
cult of Spartan valour. 
The honourable notion of 
surrendering yourself for  
the greater common good had 
firmly taken hold. As historian 
Paul Cartledge writes, the 
resistance undertaken at 
Thermopylae has “resonated 
indeed throughout the entire  
western cultural tradition  
as a deed emblematic of  
the peculiar Greek and 
Spartan qualities of reasoned 
devotion to, and self-sacrifice 
in the name of, a higher 
collective cause”. Leonidas 
was its author. d
WORDS: NIGE TASSELL

5,283,220
The number of Persian soldiers and 
support personnel at the battle, as 

calculated by the contemporary 
writer Herodotus. The more realistic 
figure is closer to 200,000 soldiers

15
How many metres wide  

the navigable part of  
the Thermopylae  

pass was 

20,000 
The estimated number of  

Persian soldiers killed in the  
three days of fighting  

2,000 
The estimated number of  
Greek soldiers killed in the  

three days of fighting

“THE ARCHERSENSURED THAT NOTA SINGLE GREEKWAS LEFT STANDING” 

A relief showing some of Persia’s ‘Immortals’ – an elite royal guard that, according to Herodotus, numbered precisely 10,000 men

ABOVE: A carving 
depicting the Persian 
king Xerxes I. While his 
troops were victorious 
at Thermopylae, his 
invasion of Greece 
would prove ultimately 
unsuccessful

ABOVE RIGHT: A still 
from Zack Snyder’s 
2006 film, 300. The 
Hollywood blockbuster 
has been one of many 
efforts to bring the 
Spartans’ heroics to 
the big screen

A tablet at the battle site commemorates Leonidas and his resilient Spartans

GET HOOKED
LISTEN

Happy 2,500th to the Brave 300!  
is scheduled to air on BBC Radio 4  
on 30 August

GET HOOKED
If we’ve whetted your appetite for ancient Greece, why not explore 

the topic further with our pick of books, films and podcasts

BOOKS

LISTEN

WATCH

Ancient Greece: A Very 
Short Introduction

By Prof Paul Cartledge  
(OUP, 2011)

Covering everything from 
politics, trade and travel to 

slavery, gender, religion and 
philosophy, Professor Paul 
Cartledge uses the history 
of 11 major Greek cities to 

illuminate the most important 
and informative themes in 

ancient Greek history.

300 (2006)

(Now streaming on various platforms) 
 

This graphic retelling of the battle of 
Thermopylae sees Sparta’s King Leonidas 

lead an alliance of Greek forces against the 
mighty Persian army of King Xerxes I.

Ancient Greece: The Greatest Show 
on Earth (2013)

(BBC Four, now streaming on Amazon Prime)

Professor Michael Scott explores the history 
and influence of Athenian theatre in this three-
part series, including the role of the Romans in 

preserving Greek drama.

Pandora’s Jar: Women 
in the Greek Myths

By Natalie Haynes  
(Picador, 2020)

Taking Pandora and her jar as 
a starting point, broadcaster, 
writer and classicist Natalie 

Haynes puts the women 
of the Greek myths – from 
Hera, Athena and Artemis, 
to Clytemnestra, Jocasta, 
Eurydice and Penelope – 
on equal footing with the 
menfolk whose stories are 
more commonly known.

E Natalie Haynes Stands Up for the Classics (BBC Radio 4): Natalie Haynes takes  
a fresh look at the ancient world, creating stand-up routines about figures from 

ancient Greece and Rome. Listen at bbc.co.uk/programmes/b077x8pc

A Visitor’s Guide to the 
Ancient Olympics

By Dr Neil Faulkner 
(Yale University Press, 2012)

What was it like to attend 
the Olympics in 388 BC? 

Would the experience 
resemble Olympic festivals 

as we celebrate them today? 
Dr Neil Faulkner offers a 

complete tour of the Olympic 
site exactly as athletes and 

spectators found it – evoking 
the sights, sounds and smells 

of ancient Olympia.

E For podcasts, features, quizzes, interviews  
and more on ancient Greece, visit our website: 
historyextra.com/period/ancient-greece


