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I

Introduction





The reader is asked, for the moment, to accept this as a reasonable statement of fact, that in a part of the world that had for centuries been civilized, and quite highly civilized, there gradually emerged a people, not very numerous, not very powerful, not very well organized, who had a totally new conception of what human life was for, and showed for the first time what the human mind was for. This statement will be amplified and, I hope, justified in what follows. We can begin the amplification now by observing that the Greeks themselves felt, in quite a simple and natural way, that they were different from any other people that they knew. At least, the Greeks of the classical period habitually divided the human family into Hellenes and barbarians.1 The pre-classical Greek, Homer for instance, does not speak of ‘barbarians’ in this way; not because he was more polite than his descendants, but because this difference had not then fully declared itself.

It was not, in fact, a matter of politeness at all. The Greek word ‘barbaros’ does not mean ‘barbarian’ in the modern sense; it is not a term of loathing or contempt; it does not mean people who live in caves and eat their meat raw. It means simply people who make noises like ‘bar bar’ instead of talking Greek. If you did not speak Greek you were a ‘barbarian’, whether you belonged to some wild Thracian tribe, or to one of the luxurious cities of the East, or to Egypt, which, as the Greeks well knew, had been a stable and civilized country many centuries before Greece existed. ‘Barbaros’ did not necessarily imply contempt. Many Greeks admired the moral code of the Persians and the wisdom of the Egyptians. The debt – material, intellectual and artistic – which the Greeks owed to the peoples of the East was rarely forgotten. Yet these people were ‘barbaroi’, foreigners, and classed with (though not confused with) Thracians, Scythians and such. Only because they did not talk Greek? No; for the fact that they did not talk Greek was a sign of a pro-founder difference: it meant that they did not live Greek or think Greek either. Their whole attitude to life seemed different; and a Greek, however much he might admire or even envy a ‘barbarian’ for this reason or that, could not but be aware of this difference.

We may note in passing that one other race (not counting ourselves) has made this sharp distinction between itself and all other foreigners, namely the Hebrews. Here were two races, each very conscious of being different from its neighbours, living not very far apart, yet for the most part in complete ignorance of each other and influencing each other not at all until the period following Alexander’s conquests, when Greek thought influenced Hebraic thought considerably – as in Ecclesiastes. Yet it was the fusion of what was most characteristic in these two cultures – the religious earnestness of the Hebrews with the reason and humanity of the Greeks – which was to form the basis of later European culture, the Christian religion. But Gentile and Barbaros were very different conceptions; the one purely racial and religious, the other only incidentally racial and not in the least religious. What then led the Greek to make this sharp division? And had it any justification?

It would be one answer, a true and sufficient one, to say that while the older civilizations of the East were often extremely efficient in practical matters and, sometimes, in their art not inferior to the Greeks, yet they were intellectually barren. For centuries, millions of people had had experience of life – and what did they do with it? Nothing. The experience of each generation (except in certain purely practical matters) died with it – not like the leaves of the forest, for they at least enrich the soil. That which distils, preserves and then enlarges the experience of a people is Literature. Before the Greeks, the Hebrews had created religious poetry, love-poetry, and the religious poetry and oratory of the Prophets, but literature in all its other known forms (except the novel) was created and perfected by the Greeks. The difference between ‘barbarian’ historical chronicles and Thucydides is the difference between a child and a man who can not only understand, but also make his understanding available to others. Epic poetry, history and drama; philosophy in all its branches, from metaphysics to economics; mathematics and many of the natural sciences – all these begin with the Greeks.

Yet if we could ask an ancient Greek what distinguished him from the barbarian, he would not, I fancy, put these triumphs of the Greek mind first, even though he was conscious that he set about most things in a more intelligent way. (Demosthenes, for example, rating his fellow-citizens for their spineless policy towards Philip of Macedon, says ‘You are no better than a barbarian trying to box. Hit him in one spot, and his hands fly there; hit him somewhere else, and his hands go there.’) Nor would he think first of the temples, statues and plays which we so justly admire. He would say, and in fact did say, ‘The barbarians are slaves; we Hellenes are free men.’

And what did he mean by this ‘freedom’ of the Greek, and the ‘slavery’ of the foreigner? We must be careful not to interpret it in political terms alone, though the political reference is important enough. Politically it meant, not necessarily that he governed himself – because oftener than not he didn’t – but that however his polity was governed it respected his rights. State affairs were public affairs, not the private concern of a despot. He was ruled by Law, a known Law which respected justice. If his state was a full democracy, he took his own share in the government – and democracy, as the Greek understood it, was a form of government which the modern world does not and cannot know; but if it was not a democracy, he was at least a ‘member’, not a subject, and the principles of government were known. Arbitrary government offended the Greek in his very soul. But as he looked out upon the wealthier and more highly civilized countries of the East, this is precisely what he saw: palace-government, the rule of a King who was absolute; not governing, like the early Greek monarch, according to Themis, or a law derived from Heaven, but according to his private will only; not responsible to the gods, because he was himself a god. The subject of such a master was a slave.

But ‘eleutheria’ – of which ‘freedom’ is only an incomplete translation – was much more than this, though this is already a great deal. Slavery and despotism are things that maim the soul, for, as Homer says, ‘Zeus takes away from a man half of his manhood if the day of enslavement lays hold of him.’ The Oriental custom of obeisance struck the Greek as not ‘eleutheron’; in his eyes it was an affront to human dignity. Even to the gods the Greek prayed like a man, erect; though he knew as well as any the difference between the human and the divine. That he was not a god, he knew; but he was at least a man. He knew that the gods were quick to strike down without mercy the man who aped divinity, and that of all human qualities they most approved of modesty and reverence. Yet he remembered that God and Man were sprung of the same parentage:

‘One is the race of Gods and of men; from one mother1 we both draw our breath. Yet are our powers poles apart; for we are nothing, but for them the brazen Heaven endures for ever, their secure abode.’

So says Pindar, in a noble passage sometimes mistranslated by scholars who should know better, and made to mean: ‘One is the race of Gods, and that of man is another.’ But Pindar’s whole point here is the dignity and the weakness of man; and this is the ultimate source of that tragic note that runs through all classical Greek literature. And it was this consciousness of the dignity of being a man that gave such urgency and intensity to the word that we inadequately translate ‘freedom’.

But there is more than this. There were ‘barbaroi’ other than those living under Oriental despotism. There were for example peoples of the North, living in tribal conditions from which the Greeks themselves had not long escaped. What was the great difference between these and the Greeks, if it was not merely the superior culture of the Greeks?

It was this, that the Greeks had developed a form of polity which we clumsily and inaccurately translate ‘city-state’ – because no modern language can do any better – which both stimulated and satisfied man’s higher instincts and capabilities. We shall have much to say about the ‘city-state’; here it will be enough to remark that the city-state, originally a local association for common security, became the focus of a man’s moral, intellectual, aesthetic, social and practical life, developing and enriching these in a way in which no form of society had done before or has done since. Other forms of political society have been, as it were, static; the city-state was the means by which the Greek consciously strove to make the life both of the community and of the individual more excellent than it was before.

This certainly is what an ancient Greek would put first among his countrymen’s discoveries, that they had found out the best way to live. Aristotle at all events thought so, for that saying of his which is usually translated ‘Man is a political animal’ really means ‘Man is an animal whose characteristic it is to live in a city-state.’ If you did not do this, you were something less than man at his best and most characteristic. Barbarians did not; this was the great difference.

In compiling this account of a people about whom such a lot might be said I have allowed myself the luxury of writing on points that happen to interest me, instead of trying to cover the whole field in a systematic and probably hurried way; also, I have stopped short with Alexander the Great, that is with the end of the city-state: not because I think the Greece of the next few centuries unimportant, but on the contrary because I think it far too important to be tucked away in a perfunctory final chapter – which is often what happens to it. If the gods are kind, I shall deal with Hellenistic and Roman Greece in a second volume.

I have made the Greeks speak for themselves as much as I could, and I hope that a reasonably clear and balanced picture emerges. I have tried not to idealize, though I deal with the great men rather than the little ones, and with philosophers rather than rogues. It is from the mountain-tops that one gets the views: and rogues are much the same everywhere – though the Greek rogue seems rarely to have been dull as well as wicked.
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II

The Formation of the Greek People


Xenophon tells an immortal story which, since it is immortal, can be retold here. It concerns an incident in the march of the Ten Thousand through the awful mountains of Armenia towards the Black Sea. These men were mercenary soldiers who had been enlisted by Cyrus the Younger to help him drive his half-brother from the Persian throne – not that Cyrus told them this, for he knew very well that no Greek army would willingly march three months from the sea. However, by deceit and cajolery he got them into Mesopotamia. The disciplined and well-armed Greeks easily defeated the Persian army, but Cyrus was killed. An awkward position for everybody. The Persians suddenly had on their hands an experienced army that they could do nothing with, and the Greeks were three months’ march from home, without a leader, paymaster or purpose, an unofficial, international body, owing allegiance to no one but itself. They might have run amok; they might have degenerated into robber-bands to be destroyed piecemeal; they might have been incorporated into the Persian army and empire.

None of these things happened. They wanted to go home – but not through the length of Asia Minor, of which they had seen quite enough. They decided to strike north, in the hope of reaching the Black Sea. They elected a general, Xenophon himself, an Athenian country-gentleman, and he was as much Chairman as he was General, for they decided policy in concert. With the self-discipline that these turbulent Greeks often displayed, they held together, week after week, and made their way through these unknown mountains, conciliating the natives when they could, and fighting them when conciliation failed.

Some perished, but not many; they survived as an organized force. One day, as we read in Xenophon’s quite unheroic  Anabasis, Xenophon was commanding the rearguard while the leading troops were climbing to the head of a pass. When they got to the top they suddenly began to shout and to gesticulate to those behind. These hurried up, imagining that it was yet another hostile tribe in front. They, on reaching the ridge, began to shout too, and so did each successive company after them – all shouting, and pointing excitedly to the north. At last the anxious rearguard could hear what they were all shouting: it was ‘Thalassa, thalassa’. The long nightmare was over, for ‘thalassa’ is the Greek for ‘sea’. There it was, shimmering in the distance – salt water; and where there was salt water, Greek was understood, and the way home was open. As one of the Ten Thousand said, ‘We can finish our journey like Odysseus, lying on our backs.’

I recount this story, partly on Herodotus’ excellent principle, that a good story never comes amiss to the judicious reader, partly because of the surprising fact that this eminently Greek word ‘thalassa’, ‘salt water’, appears to be not a Greek word at all. To be more precise: Greek is a member of the Indo-European family of languages, akin to Latin, Sanskrit, and the Celtic and Teutonic tongues: languages carried by migrations from somewhere in Central Europe south-east to Persia and India, so that the Indian ‘raj’ is akin to the Latin ‘rex’ and the French ‘roi’, southwards into the Balkan and Italian peninsulas, and westwards as far as Ireland. Yet the Greek for so Greek a thing as the sea is not Indo-European. Where did the Greeks find it?

A companion-picture to Xenophon’s may explain that – though the earliest authority for this story is the present writer. Some ten, or maybe fifteen, centuries before the march of the Ten Thousand a band of Greek-speaking people was making its way south, out of the Balkan mountains, down the Struma or Vardar valley in search of a more comfortable home. Suddenly they saw in front of them an immense amount of water, more water than they or their ancestors had ever seen before. In astonishment, they contrived to ask the natives what that was: and the natives, rather puzzled, said, ‘Why, thalassa, of course.’ So ‘thalassa’ it remained, after nearly all the other words in that language had perished.

It would of course be very rash to base upon a single word any theory of the origins of a people: foreign words are adopted, and can strangle native words, with great ease. But in the mature Greek civilization of the fifth and subsequent centuries (B.C.), there are many features which are most easily explained if this civilization was the direct offspring of two earlier ones, and there is some evidence that in fact it was.

Let us examine a few more words. There are in Greek two classes of words which are not Greek by origin, words ending (like ‘thalassa’) in –assos or – essos, mostly place names – Halicarnassos, Herodotus’ birthplace, is an example – and words ending in –inthos, such as ‘hyacinthos’, ‘Corinthos’, ‘labyrinthos’, all of which are familiar to us. Foreign importations? Corinth originally a foreign settlement? Possibly. What is more surprising than ‘Corinth’ is that ‘Athens’ is not a Greek name, nor the goddess Athena. Sentiment at least rebels against the idea that Athens owes her name to foreigners intruding upon Greeks – and so does tradition, for the Athenians were one of two Greek peoples who claimed to be ‘autochthonous’, or ‘born of the soil’; the other one being the Arcadians, who were settled in Arcadia before the birth of the moon.

Now, there is reason, as we shall see presently, for treating traditions with respect, and there is at least some plausibility in these Arcadian and Athenian legends; for Arcadia is the mountainous heart of the Peloponnese, difficult to conquer (as the Turks found later), and Attica, the territory of the Athenians, has thin soil not very attractive to invaders or immigrants. Athena then is non-Greek, and there is some reason to think that she and her people are also pre-Greek, which is a different thing.

Another Athenian legend may take us a little further. One of the best known of Athenian stories was that there was once a contest between Athena and the god Poseidon for the possession of the Acropolis. Athena came off best, but the god also obtained a footing there. Now, Poseidon appears to be a Greek god – it might perhaps be less confusing to say ‘Hellenic’: Athena is non-Hellenic. The interpretation of legends like these is not a matter of certainty, but it is tempting to see in this one the memory of the collision, in Attica, of an incoming Hellenic people with the indigenous worshippers of Athena, a collision which found a peaceful issue, with the natives absorbing the incomers.

The later Greeks themselves believed in an original non-Hellenic population which they called Pelasgian, remnants of which still remained pure in classical times, speaking their own language. Herodotus, who was interested in nearly everything that came to his notice, was interested in the origin of the Greeks; and of the two main branches of the later Greek people, the Ionians and the Dorians, he asserts that the Ionians were Pelasgian by descent. Indeed, in distinction to the Ionians he calls the Dorians ‘Hellenic’. He goes on to say ‘What language the Pelasgians used I cannot say for certain, but if I may conjecture from those Pelasgians who still exist … they spoke a barbarian language’ – meaning by ‘barbarian’ no more than ‘non-Hellenic’.

This tallies well enough with what we have conjectured about the Athenians, for they claimed to be the leaders and the metropolis of the Ionian Greeks, and they also claimed to be indigenous.

This then would be the picture, if we could trust the traditions. An indigenous non-Hellenic race inhabited Attica and the Peloponnese. At some time that cannot be determined Greek-speaking peoples from further north migrated into this region – no doubt very gradually – and imposed their language on them, much as the Saxons did on England. This was not a sudden, catastrophic invasion: the archaeological records show no sudden break in culture before the Dorian invasion of about 1100. Pelasgian ‘pockets’ which escaped the influence of these incomers continued to speak a language unintelligible to Herodotus.

I have said that the date of these migrations cannot be determined; it is, however, possible to set a lower limit. It is quite certain that these Dorian Greeks of about 1100 were not the first bringers of the Greek tongue to Greece, for they were preceded, by at least two centuries, by Achaean Greeks, about whom we know something, though not enough. Some of these have, to generations of Englishmen, been more familiar than our own Egberts and Egwiths and Aelfrics, for Atreus’ sons Agamemnon and Menelaus were Achaeans, and Achilles and the other heroes of whom Homer was to write, three hundred years or so later.

Were these Achaeans then the first Greek-speakers in Greece? Nothing obliges us to think so; indeed, nothing but the tradition really obliges us to think that anything other than Greek was ever the dominant language in Greece, for it is conceivable, though not perhaps very likely, that non-Hellenic names like Athens are intrusions.

But is there any reason to believe these traditions? A hundred years ago historians said no. Grote wrote, for example, that the legends were invented by the Greeks, out of their inexhaustible fancy, to fill in the blank space of their unknown past. To believe that a King Minos had ever ruled in Crete, or that a Trojan War had ever been fought, would be foolish: equally foolish to deny the possibility. An earlier historian of Greece, Thucydides, treated the traditions quite differently, as historical records – of a certain kind – to be criticized and used in the appropriate way.

His account of the Trojan War, given in the early chapters of his history, is a fine example of the proper handling of historical material – for it never occurred to Thucydides that he was not dealing with historical material. On Minos the legendary King of Crete he writes:


Minos is the earliest ruler we know of who possessed a fleet, and controlled most of what are now Greek waters. He ruled the Cyclades, and was the first colonizer of most of them, installing his own sons as governors. In all probability he cleared the sea of pirates, so far as he could, to secure his own revenues.



Thucydides, like most Greeks, believed in the general truth of the traditions: modern writers disbelieved. But Grote’s admirable history had not passed through many editions before Schliemann went to Mycenae and Troy and dug up something uncommonly like Homer’s two cities: and subsequently Sir Arthur Evans went to Crete and practically dug up King Minos and his island-empire. It is at least abundantly clear that from early in the third millennium to about 1400 B.C. – a period as long as from the Fall of Rome to the present day – Crete, especially the city of Cnossos, was the centre of a brilliant civilization which gradually spread in all directions over the Aegean world. Since Cnossos was unfortified, its masters must have controlled the seas, just as Thucydides said.

This is the outstanding example of the general reliability of tradition – in the Greek world: parallels elsewhere are not hard to find. Sometimes legends have been corroborated to an almost absurd degree. The story of the Minotaur is an example. There was a story – which Thucydides is too austere to mention – that each year the Athenians had to pay the tribute of seven youths and seven maidens to a dreadful monster, the Minotaur, who lived in a labyrinth at Cnossos, until they were set free by the royal prince Theseus, who slew the Minotaur, aided by Ariadne and the ball of string which she gave him to guide him out of the labyrinth. Such was the legend: here are some facts. Of the name ‘Minotauros’, the first half is obviously Minos, and the second half ‘tauros’ is the Greek for a bull; and from what Evans found at Cnossos – friezes, statuettes and the like – it is quite clear that these Cretans worshipped the bull. Then, if anything ancient looks like a labyrinth it is the ground-plan of the vast palace which Evans dug up. Further, there is abundant evidence that these Minoan Cretans used, as a symbol of divinity, or of authority, a double-headed axe of the kind that the later Greeks called ‘labrys’. Finally, Attica certainly came under Cretan influence culturally, quite possibly then politically as well: it is therefore not at all unlikely that the lords of Cnossos did in fact take hostages for good behaviour from noble Athenian families, just as the Turks did many centuries later. Theseus seems to be a mistake, as he comes from a later period, and so far no one has substantiated the romantic Ariadne or found the string: otherwise the legend emerges with credit.

Similarly with Troy. Of the nine superimposed cities on that site, Troy VI was destroyed by fire at about the traditional date of the Trojan War (1194–1184). One of Homer’s standing epithets for Troy is ‘of the wide way’: Troy VI did have a wide street running around the city just inside the walls. These walls were built by two gods and one mortal, and the sector built by the mortal was weaker and proved vulnerable: the walls of Troy VI were weaker at one point (where access was more difficult), and this corresponds with Homer’s description.

So it is with many of the genealogies. Of the Homeric heroes most could trace their line up through three generations, then comes a god. With some irreverence this has been suggested as meaning ‘And who  his father was, God only knows’: with more reverence, one may suggest alternatively that it represents a claim to divine favour made by the founder of a dynasty: ‘By the grace of God, your new King’. In the other direction, these genealogies peter out two generations after the Trojan War, which would bring us to the traditional date of the Dorian invasion, about 1100, at which time (as excavation has shown) all existing cities on the mainland were destroyed. Again, the longest genealogies known were those of the royal houses of Attica and Argos; these would take us back to about 1700 B.C. We have already seen that the Athenians, with some plausibility, claimed to be oldest inhabitants, but there is also this point: Athens and Argos were conspicuous among Greek cities in the Classical Age in having as their chief deity not a god but a goddess, Athena and Argive Hera. Now, many cult-images have been discovered in Crete, and they make it fairly clear that this people worshipped a goddess. If there was a god, he was subordinate. The goddess was evidently a nature-goddess, symbolic of the fertility of the soil. The Hellenic deities were predominantly male. It is at least suggestive that these two people, the Athenians and the Argives, which had the longest genealogies, worshipped female deities, one of whom, and probably both, had non-Hellenic names. Zeus (Latin deus ‘god’) is purely Hellenic. He had a very shadowy Hellenic consort Diône, whose name is akin to his own. But in Greek mythology his consort was Argive Hera, and we are assured by a Homeric Hymn that Argive Hera had been reluctant to marry him – not unreasonably, as it turned out. Once more an obvious interpretation lies to hand, in the fusion of two peoples of different cultures, apparently of different languages, and possibly therefore of different race.

We see then that traditions which profess to be historical are by no means to be dismissed out of hand. Herodotus, an avid and not uncritical inquirer, regarded the Ionian Greeks as a ‘barbarian’ people who had been Hellenized: it may yet be shown that he is right. If so, we should certainly expect to find that the process was a very gradual one: only the Dorian Invasion presents the appearance of a general conquest.

Our brief discussion has touched on another point: gods and goddesses. In the religious observances of classical Greece there is a kind of dualism. This is rather surprising in so philosophic a people, and is most easily understood on the assumption that Greek culture is the offspring of two profoundly different ones. From a distance the Olympian Pantheon of the twelve gods, presided over by Zeus, looks impressively solid, but on closer inspection this solidity dissolves. The goddesses, as we have seen, turn out not even to have Greek names, and the keystone of the whole arch, the marriage of Zeus with Hera, looks very like a dynastic marriage. Moreover, there was a whole region of cult and belief that had only an adventitious connexion with Olympus. The true Olympian cults were based on the ideas of a god who protected the tribe or the state or the family, and took the guest or the suppliant under his care; the god was, in fact, intimately connected with the social organism. He was also a nature-god, but only in the sense that he explained certain natural forces: Zeus sent the rain and lightning, and Poseidon stirred up the sea and shook the earth. Into this system Athena was entirely absorbed: she became the daughter of Zeus, the armed protectress of the city, the giver of social wisdom. But her Owl reminds us of her origin – a nature-goddess, not a goddess of the tribe. Cults based on the mysterious life-giving powers of nature existed in Greece side by side with the Olympian cults and in sharp contrast with them; for instance, these mystery cults appealed to the individual, the Olympian concerned the group: these admitted anyone, bond or free, the Olympian admitted only members of the group: these taught doctrines of rebirth, regeneration, immortality; the Olympian taught nothing, but were concerned with the paying of the honours due to the immortal and unseen members of the community. They are entirely different conceptions of religion, and it is roughly true to say that the god-conception is European and the goddess-conception Mediterranean; the goddesses come down in straight descent from Minoan Crete.

It is time now to say something about this age-long civilization which was a dim memory to the historical Greeks and pure fancy to our grandfathers. Chronologically, it begins in the Neolithic stage at about 4000 B.C., has reached the Bronze Age by 2800, and thereupon flourishes, with periods of great brilliance alternating with periods of relative stagnation, until Cnossos is finally sacked and destroyed at about 1400. Geographically, it begins in Cnossos, then spreads to other sites in Crete, then gradually to the islands of the Aegean and to many parts not only of southern and central Greece but also to the coasts of Asia Minor and to Philistia. From 1600 certain places on the Greek mainland begin to rival Crete herself as centres of civilization, and after the destruction of Cnossos become its heirs: among these the chief is Mycenae, whence this late branch of the old Minoan, or Aegean, culture (though the first to be rediscovered) is known as the Mycenaean civilization. It is a late stage of this, imperfectly remembered, which is the background of the Iliad.

It is impossible to say much here about this civilization. The absence of fortification attests that it was politically based on sea-power; the vast palaces attest its wealth. The extremely complex plan of the palace at Cnossos suggests that it was a centre of administration rather than a stronghold. We may safely attribute a palace-government to these ancient Cretans; it is impossible to fit any kind of popular government into the ruins. The painted vases, friezes, statuettes and other material remains show that this civilization was one of great elegance, vigour, gaiety and material well-being. There is the often quoted remark of the French scholar contemplating the Cretan ladies on a frieze: ‘mais ce sont des Parisiennes!’ And – to turn to a rather different aspect of human culture – the drainage system of the great palace was hailed as ‘absolutely English’. The pottery, big and little, shows in its best periods a marvellous craftsmanship and sense of design. It can indeed be fussy, filling with ornament what should be empty space; on the other hand it sometimes uses empty space with an assurance and security reminiscent of Chinese art at its best. In general, we get the impression of a gay, aristocratic culture, with hunting, bull-baiting and acrobatics well to the fore.

But other sides of their civilization were, presumably, as important to these Minoans as their art – possibly more so. In books about past civilizations art is commonly given undue space – for two reasons. In the first place, it is easier to photograph a temple or a painting than a moral creed or a political philosophy; and in the second place, many peoples have been inarticulate except through their art. In fact, the Greeks and the Jews are the first ancient peoples who were not. So it is with the Minoans. Their art speaks to us directly, nothing else speaks at all, except indirectly, through inferences. Their remains are abundant, and, in both senses of the word, unquestionable. But what they thought about life, how they faced its problems, we do not know. They did indeed know the art of writing; we have something of what they wrote – but we cannot read it. We must hope that someone, sometime, will succeed in deciphering and translating it – to tell us, it may be, why an official was angry with a subordinate, or what, in the seventeenth century before Christ, was the price of beef.

But though we know nothing, except by inference, about their ideas and experiences, we know something about their ancestry. They have left representations of themselves, and these make it quite clear that they were of the slight, dark-skinned, black-haired ‘Mediterranean’ stock which originated in North Africa. This people had already passed out of the palaeolithic stage when they came – some of them – to an uninhabited Crete. Did others of them push further, and settle in parts of Greece? That is what we do not know.

The latest Cretan art leads directly into the ‘Mycenaean’ culture of the mainland, almost without a break, though with the addition of new features. The typical palace-plan was different. Not only was the palace more of a fortress (which the more turbulent conditions of the mainland would explain), but also the rooms seem to have been less open, as if the style had originated in a harder climate; moreover, as the style developed it achieved a symmetry unlike anything in Cretan architecture. Another difference is the greater prominence, in vase-painting, of the human figure. Cretan artists had used, in the main, linear patterns, and designs (whether naturalistic or stylized) derived from animal or plant life; the Mycenaean artists continued the linear designs, but used the human figure more frequently, as in processional scenes and chariot races.

Who were the people who made this Mycenaean culture? Artists and craftsmen who abandoned a Crete in decay and settled in a new home, among rude Hellenes, and made art for them? Or have we (as seems more likely) a predominantly non-Greek population, already deeply influenced by Crete, and possibly akin to the Cretan people, but having over them a newly-arrived, charioteering Greek aristocracy? Is it possible, if the latter supposition is true, that Herodotus is right, and that the mass of the ‘Mycenaeans’ were Ionians, whether already Hellenized or not? – These are questions that may be answered, some day. Meanwhile, whatever be the picture that we attempt to draw, we should probably be wise not to try to make it too tidy, for no doubt casual immigrations and local conquests had been going on for a very long time: and somewhere in this picture room must be found for Homer’s ‘brown-haired Achaeans’, brown-haired (Xanthoi) in evident distinction from the black-haired people over whom they ruled. For Homer’s Zeus-born kings were a quasi-feudal aristocracy lording it over inert subjects who played a very small part either in fighting or in politics. An obvious parallel is the Norman aristocracy which planted itself on Saxon England: the ‘palace’ which Atreus built at Mycenae and bequeathed to his son Agamemnon was a fortress rather than a palace, the centre of a system of strategic roads which gave ready access to various parts of the Peloponnese and Central Greece: and in these parts of Greece there were other fortresses of the same kind. Achaean iron weapons had proved themselves superior to Mycenaean bronze, but in general the Mycenaean culture was the higher one. From this point of view it is interesting to note one of the inaccuracies of the tradition on which Homer worked, three or four centuries later. In some respects this tradition reproduces the Mycenaean Age with remarkable fidelity, notably in its political geography. When Homer wrote – perhaps somewhere near 850 – the Dorian Invasion of about 1100 had completely changed the map of Greece. Mycenae itself, for example, had become a place of no importance, and the Asian coast, Homer’s own home, had become Greek. Yet the Iliad preserves with complete fidelity a picture of Greece as it had been in the thirteenth century; nothing in it implies the Ionia in Asia which Homer himself knew. But the interesting inaccuracy is that the art and the articles of luxury which Homer describes are attributed to the Phoenicians. The fact that they were of native workmanship was completely forgotten, and must have seemed incredible. The Achaeans were rude conquerors with no art: still more so the Dorians who followed them. They have been compared to a man who succeeds to an estate and spends all his capital.

Other inconsistencies point in the same direction. In Homer the dead are cremated, but the native practice – and indeed the usual classical practice – was burial. In Homer we meet the Olympian religion of sky-gods; there is no trace of the Cretan and Aegean earth-goddess. In Homer there is hunting in plenty, but no sign of the bull-baiting so prominent in Mycenaean art. So one might continue. The Homeric tradition is accurate so far as it goes, but it is the tradition of a small conquering class, separated by a wide gulf from the life of the more civilized subject-people, yet not suddenly destroying or even seriously modifying that civilized life.

When did the Achaeans arrive? To put the question like this implies, probably, over-simplification. Cnossos was destroyed, certainly by raiders from oversea, at about 1400, and contemporary Egyptian records say that the ‘islands of the sea’ were being disturbed and the coasts of Egypt raided by ‘Akhaiwashi’ – who are near enough in name to the Homeric ‘Akhaivoi’ to make the identification certain. Rather later we hear from Hittite sources of marauders in Asia led by a man whose name is suspiciously like ‘Atreus’. Agamemnon’s father was called Atreus. There is no need to try to identify the two. The Atreus whom we know was the King of Mycenae, son of Pelops who gave his name to the Peloponnese (‘island of Pelops’) – not perhaps a very likely person to be chasing Hittites in Asia Minor. ‘Pelops’ is a Greek name, meaning ‘ruddy-face’ – and he came from Lydia in Asia Minor, so that the other Atreus may have been of the same family.

All this suggests widespread disturbances during the late fifteenth and the fourteenth centuries, with people called Achaeans taking the lead. If we can rely on the genealogies, Pelops crossed the Aegean and married into the royal family of Elis, near Olympia, in the first half of the thirteenth century, since his grandson Agamemnon led the united Achaeans to Troy very early in the twelfth (traditionally, 1194). Moreover – if the genealogies are to be trusted – it was during the same thirteenth century that other Achaean dynasties were founded.

But they all fell, and the decaying Mycenaean Age came to an end, at the end of the twelfth. Other conquerors, the Dorians, came down from north-central Greece, this time not successful adventurers seizing or harrying small kingdoms, but a destroying flood of men, making a sudden end of a long civilization, and beginning a Dark Age, three centuries of chaos, after which Classical Greece begins to emerge. The Ionians have taken refuge across the sea (except the Athenians), the name ‘Achaea’ is confined to the narrow plain along the southern coast of the Gulf of Corinth, and the ‘brown-haired’ Achaeans – and for that matter the brown-haired Dorians, if they also were of this colour – have been absorbed into the dark-haired type which Greece produces, much as the fair-haired Celts of Gaul became dark Frenchmen.

A hundred years ago this Dark Age was completely dark, but for the sudden and inexplicable blaze of Homer, and the Classical Age that followed was the miraculous first flowering of civilization and art in Europe. Now the darkness is a little less dense, since we can follow through it the arts of the potter and the metal-worker. The latter art actually progressed, stimulated by the introduction of iron, and the painting of pottery, though it lost the elegance, freedom and invention of the earlier age, produced in the ninth century the splendid ‘Dipylon’ vases of Athens. Like the earliest Minoan pottery, they are decorated with geometrical patterns; but again, we find a  motif which had not been so common in Crete: the human figure. We find subjects like warriors with their chariots, funeral scenes, men rowing a warship; the figures stylized, with thin lines for arms and legs, a blob for a head, and a triangle for the upper body: primitive in technique, but extremely successful in general design, and showing, like some of the Mycenaean vases, the typically Hellenic interest in man and his works.

This has been a long and necessarily inconclusive survey, but it has brought out one important point, that the art of Classical Greece was not an entirely new creation, but rather a Renaissance. It is, however, a Renaissance in very different conditions and of a very different temper. To the earlier art something had been added; the confusion which we have just described produced a fusion – a new people with the gifts of both its parents. I have suggested, perhaps a little rashly, that we have signs of this in the interest shown, first by Mycenaean, and then by Athenian, painters in the activities of man, and indeed this interest in man is one of the dominant characteristics of Greek thought. But we may perhaps go deeper. The greatness of Greek art – and let us use the word in its most inclusive sense – lies in this, that it completely reconciles two principles which are often opposed: on the one hand control and clarity and fundamental seriousness; on the other, brilliance, imagination and passion. All Classical Greek art has to a remarkable degree that intellectual quality which shows itself in the logic and the certainty of its construction. Intellectualism in art suggests to us a certain aridity; but Greek art, whether it be the Parthenon, a play by Aeschylus, a Platonic dialogue, a piece of pottery, the painting on it, or a passage of difficult analysis in Thucydides, has, with all its intellectualism, an energy and a passion which are overwhelming precisely because they are so intelligently controlled.

Now, if we compare the art of Classical Greece with Minoan or Aegean art, we find a significant difference. The best of Minoan art has all the qualities that art can have – except this consuming intellectualism. It is difficult to imagine Greek architects evolving, even by accident or under pain of death, a building so chaotic in plan as the palace at Cnossos. Greek art won some of its most brilliant victories in the hardest and most serious of all the arts, big-scale sculpture: it can be no accident, at this time of day, that no Minoan sculpture has been found other than quite small works. It is of course true that all art worthy of the name must be serious – and reflective: nevertheless, there is a sense in which one would attribute these qualities to Greek art and not to the Minoan: brilliant, sensitive, elegant, gay – these are the adjectives which one instinctively uses of the Minoan – but not ‘intellectual’.

For the intellectual strain in Classical Greek art we must turn to the Hellenes – and not without evidence. When they descended from the northern mountains they brought no art with them, but they did bring a language, and in the Greek language – in its very structure – are to be found that clarity and control, that command of structure, which we see pre-eminently in Classical Greek art and miss in the earlier. In the first place, Greek, like its cousin Latin, is a highly-inflected language, with a most elaborate and delicate syntax, and the further back one can go in the history of the language, the more elaborate are the inflections, and (in many ways) the more delicate is the syntax. Greek syntax is much more varied, much less rigid, than Latin – as the young student of Classics soon discovers, to his joy or his sorrow, according to temperament. Consequently, it is the nature of Greek to express with extreme accuracy not only the relation between ideas, but also shades of meaning and emotion. But closer to our present point is a consequence of this – unless indeed it is a cause – the periodic style. Both in Greek and in Latin, if a statement happens to be complex, consisting of one or more leading ideas accompanied by any number of explanatory or qualifying ideas, the whole complex can be set out, and normally is, with perfect clarity in a single sentence. That is to say, both languages have a markedly architectural quality. But there is a significant difference between them. The Romans seem to have achieved the periodic style by sheer determination and courage: the Greeks were born with it. Not only has Greek many more ways of slipping in a subordinate clause – for example, the regular Greek verb has ten participles (if I have counted correctly), the Latin only three – but also Greek is well stocked with little words, conjunctions that hunt in couples or in packs, whose sole function is to make the structure clear. They act, as it were, as signposts. The reader must often have had the following embarrassing experience: reading aloud, he has embarked on an English sentence, and at a certain point has dropped his voice, under the impression that the sentence was coming to an end: but at the critical point he has found not a full-stop but only a semi-colon or a comma, so that he has had to retrace his steps for a word or two, hitch up his voice, and continue. This could never happen to him in Greek, because the Greek writer would have put at the very beginning the word which I must write as ‘te’ meaning ‘This sentence (or clause or phrase) is going to have at least two co-ordinate members, and the second (and subsequent ones, if any) is going to be a simple addition to the first’, or the word ‘men’, meaning precisely the same thing, except that this time the second (and subsequent) members will be not a continuation but a contrast. English of course can do this: an English sentence can begin ‘While, on the one hand…’ But Greek does it with much more ease, by instinct, and always. We have indeed no direct transcripts of Ancient Greek conversation, but we have passages, in the dramatists and in Plato, in which the writer is striving to give the effect of unpremeditated speech, and in these a fairly elaborate periodic structure is not uncommon, but even if we do not find this we always find a perfectly limpid and unambiguous ordering of the sentence, as if the speaker saw the ground-plan of his idea, and therefore of his sentence, in a flash, before he began to put it into words. It is the nature of the Greek language to be exact, subtle and clear. The imprecision and the lack of immediate perspicuity into which English occasionally deviates1 and from which German occasionally emerges, is quite foreign to Greek. I do not mean that it is impossible to talk nonsense in Greek; it is quite possible – but the fact that it is nonsense is at once patent. The Greek vice in language is not vagueness or woolliness but a kind of bogus clarity, a firm drawing of distinctions which are not there.

The mind of a people is expressed perhaps more immediately in the structure of its language than in anything else it makes, but in all Greek work we shall find this firm grasp of the idea, and its expression in clear and economical form. With this clarity and constructive power and seriousness we shall find a quick sensitiveness and an unfailing elegance. This is the secret of what has been called ‘the Greek miracle’, and the explanation – or an important part of it – lies in the fusion of cultures, if not of peoples too.
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III

The Country



This perhaps is the place to consider briefly the geography of Greece. What is the nature of the country that attracted these successive bands of rude Northerners, and occasionally Easterners, and what did it do for them?

The reader will be familiar with the general configuration of Greece – a land of limestone mountains, narrow valleys, long gulfs, few rivers and many islands – the surviving eminences of a drowned mountain-system, as a glance at the map at once suggests. There are a few plains – not large ones, but extremely important in the economy and the history of the country. Of these, some are coastal, like the narrow and fertile plain of Achaea that runs along the southern coast of the Gulf; others lie inland, like Lacedaemon (Sparta); perhaps almost entirely barred from the sea by mountains, like the plains of Thessaly and Boeotia. The Boeotian plain is particularly lush,1 and with a very heavy atmosphere; ‘Boeotian pig’, the more nimble-witted Athenians used to call their neighbours.

Greece is a region of great variety. Mediterranean and sub-alpine conditions exist within a few miles of each other; fertile plains alternate with wild mountain country; many an enterprising community of seamen and traders had as neighbours an inland agricultural people that knew the sea and commerce hardly at all, traditional and conservative, even as wheat and cattle are traditional and conservative. Contrasts in Greece today can be startling. In Athens and the Piraeus you have at your disposal – or had, before the war – a large modern European city, with trams, buses and taxis, aeroplanes arriving every few hours, and a harbour crammed with ships going everywhere – to Aegina across the bay, up the east coast, up the west coast, through the Canal, to Alexandria, to the chief ports of Europe, to the Americas; but in a few hours you can make your way to parts of Central Greece or the Peloponnesus where for miles around the only roads are bridle-tracks and the only wheeled vehicle is the wheelbarrow. In Kalamata I was taken over a large, up-to-date flour-mill, into which the corn was brought directly, by suction, from the holds of the ships that had carried it; two days before, and not twenty miles away, I had seen threshing being done, in Old Testament style, by horses or mules careering around a circular threshing-floor in a corner of a field, and the winnowing done on the same spot with the never-failing help of the wind. In antiquity the contrasts are perhaps not so great, but they are still very striking. Variety meets us everywhere, and is a fact of great significance.

It is of great importance to the development of Greek culture that most states had their strip of fertile plain, of upland pasture, of forested mountain-slopes, and of barren mountain-summits, and in many cases access to the sea as well. There was no Birmingham, or Wiltshire; no community, that is, with a uniform way of life; less uniformity even than in medieval England. States that we think of as pre-eminently commercial and industrial, like Corinth and Athens, were at least as much agricultural as commercial. The brilliance of the civic life of Athens in the fifth century makes us forget too easily that most Athenian citizens were in the first place farmers. It is evident from the earlier comedies of Aristophanes that Athens remained very much of a country-town, and Thucydides expressly says that those in Attica who had land lived on it until the Peloponnesian War drove them into the city for safety. It was the Spartan invasions that turned them into city-dwellers.

If this is true of Athens, it is much more true of the other Greek states. Town and country were closely-knit – except in those remoter parts, like Arcadia and Western Greece, which had no towns at all. City-life, where it developed, was always conscious of its background of country, mountains and sea, and country-life knew the usages of the city. This encouraged a sane and balanced outlook; Classical Greece did not know at all the resigned immobility of the steppe-mind, and very little1 the shortsighted follies of the urban mob.

Having such variety of soil and climate, the normal Greek state was reasonably self-sufficient, and could enjoy a balanced corporate life. The Greek word for Self-sufficiency, Autarkeia or Autarky, we have learned to use in recent years, but in a more dismal context; to the Greek, as we shall see later, it was an essential part of the idea of the State – and the physical conditions of Greece enabled him to realize it.

There was another important consequence of the constant variety found within this small Greek world. Though most states could be reasonably self-supporting, thanks to variations of altitude, many had their special products – for example, the olive of Attica, the marble of Melos, the wine of the small island of Peparethus. This encouraged brisk trade and constant intercourse. Moreover, communications by sea were easy and – except in winter – safe. With this, we may consider another fact of decisive importance, that Greece as a whole faces southeast. The mountains run in that direction, consequently the valleys and harbours face that way, and the chains of islands, continuing the mountain-ranges, guide the voyager in a small ship, without a compass, in perfect security to Asia and Egypt, the homes of earlier and richer civilizations. The result was that in prehistoric days Greece lay invitingly open to traders and others from Crete and then from Phoenicia, while in historical times, when the Hellenes had themselves taken to the sea with enormous success, the sea-lanes took them to lands older than their own. The contrast with Italy will make the point clear. The Apennines lie near the east coast; the rivers and valleys therefore run westwards, and the fertile plains and the harbours are on the west coast. To the east, Italy presents her most inhospitable coast-line. Civilization therefore came late to Italy; Minoan influence was not great, and the Greeks, when they planted colonies, worked their way around the south coast and up the west. The great differences between Greek and Roman civilization must be due largely to the fact that the Latins, unlike the Hellenes, did not find the old culture of the south-eastern Mediterranean well established in the peninsula that they invaded: the Apennines had been too much of a barrier.

Another contrast suggests itself, that between the Greek Archipelago and the Hebrides.
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