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Many things are both wonderful & terrible,

but none more so than humankind.

Through highwalled waves of ocean storm

the species makes its way

drenched but victorious. What cant we do?

The flesh of the earth 

Gaia, weariless mother of all 

we pound, slash, and try.

Year in, year out, our ploughs scrape back & forth.

The gleeful tribe of birds

we bring down low. Roaming beasts are bound.

The nets we weave steal speechless creatures from the deep.

All thats wild we will outwit.

So we break the urgent steed;

the massive bull, however proud, must learn to wear our yoke.

Words serve us too. Give voice to a thought and it journeys the globe

in no time. Shelter from winters spite

we have contrived, and more besides:

all the craft that makes a state

is part of human skill.

How not to die eludes us: true. Meanwhile,

whatever ails our mortal state we plot to thwart

with clever  and successful  cures.

Experience unbaffles us. But human cunning

leads two ways. To scheme for bad;

to work for good. Hold firm with laws

carved by centuries, and trust in solemn oaths:

so the city stands. To go the other way 

is how to bring it down.

After Sophocles, Antigone 33270
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Preface

Two terms in the title of this book require some definition.

Classical is an ambivalent word. Broadly, it can mean the period and places of antiquity in which the Greeks and Romans flourished: emphatically (but not entirely) around the Mediterranean, and chronologically from around 800 BC until AD 400. In some contexts it may denote an epoch lasting little more than the fifth century BC, a recognized summit in the landscape of Greek politics, art and literature. Associated with this sense of classical is the concept of a classic. This comes from a Latin adjective, classicus, and is used to categorize something as absolutely excellent: first class, worthy of emulation, of a standard to be aimed for. The first of these senses predominates in this book, but the second has some bearing upon how we take the word civilization.

This is very civilized, we might say, on finding a delicious meal laid out, or some other situation marked by comfort and good manners. Such a loose understanding of the term civilization is not irrelevant here, but it will not serve as a starting point. Living in cities is perhaps over-deterministic, but associations with a communal existence governed by expectations of property rights, mutual respect and the rule of law take us closer to what we want from the word. Of course it is proper to speak of earlier civilizations in India, Anatolia and Egypt. But one justification for this book lies in the fact that so much of our terminology for defining civilization comes from the classical languages. Whether Greek (democracy, hygiene, political, ethical, barbarous, sympathy) or Latin (society, civility, justice, humane, equality, liberty, fraternity), our ways of thinking are so conditioned by the Graeco-Roman legacy of discourse and intellectual formation (academic, education, scholarship) that we can hardly avoid using ancient Greece and Rome as exemplary.

The story that follows tries not to idealize this exemplary status. If it fails to dwell upon the routine indignities of slavery, the subjection of women, the practice of religious superstition, and the prevalence of squalor, disease, violence and infant mortality in the ancient world, that is because it is, after all, a survey of classical civilization. And because there is also the adjacent sense of classical civilization, readers will find little by way of evoking everyday life in ancient Greece and Rome. Certain archaeological sites  such as Olynthus in the Chalkidike peninsula, destroyed in 348 BC, and never reoccupied; or Pompeii and Herculaneum, caught in the volcanic eruption of Vesuvius in AD 79  offer fascinating, if sometimes morbid, relics of domestic life. But a book that sought to encompass everything, from elite pleasures to peasant subsistence, would be a very big and potentially rather boring volume.

Our story begins in the Bronze Age, with Troy  Troy imagined, Troy as was  and it ends, under 2,000 years later, at Constantinople  not very far, geographically, from the beginning. An exceptional chapter, inadequately entitled Utopia, comes in the middle. This forms an interval for consideration of Greek and Roman philosophy and science. It was one of those philosopher-scientists, Aristotle, who defined our species as political animals. What he meant by this definition is that humans  along with certain other gregarious creatures, such as bees, ants and cranes  tend to form societies focused upon a shared common end, or communal benefit. Some implications of this categorization are insidious (are masses of humans destined to be drones, serving a single royal ruler in the hive?), yet it brings us naturally to consider the household, the community and then the city, or city-state (polis), as a defining unit of our species. Given the nexus between cities (as developed in the Graeco-Roman world) and civilization as routinely characterized, it seemed obvious to organize the rest of the book according to particular cities of classical antiquity. The narrative impetus remains, however, more chronological than topographical.

A different author might have said more about medicine, mathematics, technology and the subtleties of Roman jurisprudence. But a different author might have said less about those aspects of classical antiquity that enshrine, or foreshadow, those modern values usually described as liberal. Again etymology is telling: the anticipation of tolerance, decency and humanitarian concern comes with the Greek concept of philanthropia, love of humankind, and the Latin phrase humanitas Romana. At the risk of wishful thinking, and doubtless in justification of a life spent largely in learning and teaching Classics, I have privileged those elements from Greece and Rome that underlie our concept of the Humanities  time-honoured yet fragile as they are.

Nigel Spivey

Emmanuel College, Cambridge


A note on spelling and orthography

Renditions of names, places and periods generally, though not invariably, follow the example set by the Oxford Classical Dictionary (fourth edition, 2012). Where Greek has been transliterated, it is left in its simplest anglicized form.


I
Troy
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A rather underwhelming ruin on the shores of Asia Minor; a prehistoric stronghold associated with conflict and destruction. Why begin with Troy?

It is tempting to answer that question in the melodramatic cliché, one man…  with the name added in a Hollywood growl: Homer. The temptation is dangerous, not least because we know so little about the existence of this individual. Yet Troy depends upon him; and this city, as he imagined it, is where classical civilization begins.

Around the middle of the eighth century BC  over 2,700 years ago  it seems that a certain professional poet, known to posterity as Homer, gained a reputation for reciting stories cast in epic verse. This was not rhyming poetry, but it had a strong rhythm or beat; and its subject was strong, too. Epic denotes a narrative set in the age of heroes  great-hearted, muscular characters whose deeds make the lives of ordinary mortals appear puny by comparison. Homers name is attached to a pair of epic poems that constitute the founding works of Western literature. One is the Iliad, which describes certain events during a protracted siege of Troy by a contingent of Greek warriors led by Agamemnon; the other is the Odyssey, which tells how one of those Greek warriors, Odysseus, made his adventurous way home after Troy was eventually taken.

Homer did not come from Troy. That sounds like an odd statement, since although his own epics do not directly recount the destruction, he was well aware that Troy had been burned to the ground. But Homer was probably born not far away from the site of Troy  on the island of Chios, perhaps, or at the port settlement of Smyrna (modern Izmir). He may have paid a visit to the site: in his day, it was somewhat ruined, but not entirely abandoned. Troy was only one of the various names that existed for the place. Once it had been listed in the territory of the ancient Hittite empire as Wilusa. The Greeks knew it as Ilios, Ilion or Troia; sometimes Homer also calls it Pergamos, which can mean just citadel. Dilapidated as it was, however, Troy stood proud in collective memory. The city, by the agony of its end, was symbolic of all cities; and the strip of land between the city and the sea  the Trojan plain, where most of the fighting took place  became a precious portion of the earths surface where mortals were transfigured, by violence raw and refined, into demigods.

The coastline has shifted since Homers day. But it is still possible to stand upon the excavated foundations of Troys towers and gaze across to where the Mediterranean narrows as it prepares to join the Black Sea: the passage known as the Hellespont, or the straits of the Dardanelles. The traffic of modern shipping is continuous: one would not dare to swim the intercontinental distance without special arrangements. Little historical imagination is needed to suppose that there was once a time when Troy monitored access through these waters, and therefore that it was a contested location. Trade routes, however, did not concern our poet  rather, it was the flux of events long ago. We would describe these events as mythical, perhaps intending myth to mean made up or fictional, and certainly different from history. Such a distinction post-dates Homer. For him, Troy once prospered as a kingdom ruled by the descendants of Dardanus, an offspring of the god Zeus. But already the city was subject to attack (by Herakles, another son of Zeus) during the reign of Laomedon; and though handsomely rebuilt by Laomedons son, Priam, Troy would not survive.

How Troy became a rich and eminent place, and whether its wealth was enough to invite raiders, are questions of no importance for Homer. He is only aware of the poetic cause of the war that brought down Priams Troy. In summary, this can seem whimsical, even ridiculous, but since Homer assumes we know it, the story should be outlined. It begins with an incident at a wedding celebration. The happy couple, Peleus and Thetis, have issued invitations to the Olympian deities  the gods and goddesses of the Greek pantheon, whose primary habitat was imagined upon Mount Olympus, on the confines of Thessaly and Macedonia. While these deities are gathered at the marriage feast, a strange dispute breaks out. Three goddesses  Hera, Athena and Aphrodite  are at a table where a golden apple appears. They do not know it, but this unusual fruit has been slyly placed there by another deity, one whose nature was to cause trouble  Ares, god of war. The apple carries an inscribed message: For the Fairest. The three ladies reach for it  all at once.

The dispute that duly arises is not one that Zeus, as most senior of the Olympian deities, feels sufficiently impartial to judge (though liberal in his dalliance elsewhere, he is after all married to Hera). So Zeus delegates to a mortal the task of deciding which of the three goddesses is most beautiful. This mortal happens to be a young man called Paris  one of many children born to the Trojan king Priam. The divine messenger Hermes brings Hera, Athena and Aphrodite for the resultant Judgement of Paris. Each goddess tries to bribe him. Hera offers the promise of kingly power (Paris, with at least one older brother, was not otherwise in line for royal succession). Athena offers him renown in war (though a good shot with bow and arrow, Paris was not the most redoubtable fighter). For her part, Aphrodite teases Paris with the prospect of love. More precisely, she promises him the favours of the worlds loveliest woman.

Paris nominates Aphrodite for the golden apple. Then the grave consequences of his choice become stark. For the worlds loveliest woman is not, to put it crudely, available. Her name is Helen; she is the wife of Menelaus, king of Sparta. If he wants Helen as his prize, Paris must go to Sparta and steal her.

So he does. And this is how Helens becomes the face that launched a thousand ships  for Menelaus was not the sort to endure an outrage to his honour. He called upon not only his powerful brother Agamemnon to assist with vengeance, but many other chieftains. Some, notably Odysseus, contentedly ruling his island of Ithaca, were reluctant to join the expedition to regain Helen from Troy. But their muster of a thousand ships was impressive nonetheless. Led by Agamemnon, they set sail for Troy in the faith that this force comprised the best of the Achaeans.

Achaeans is Homers name for them. The country of Greece did not exist in his time; actually, it did not come into existence as a nation-state until AD 1821. In any case, Homer set his story in the past. Broadly, the Achaeans equate to Greeks of a prehistoric period. Homer describes their physical presence with awe: beyond their frightening readiness for combat, the Achaean heroes are capable of tossing enormous boulders that no individual in Homers time could even budge  and they have appetites to match, feasting nightly upon slabs of roast meat. Yet the poet enters their world without any imaginative inhibitions. All that the heroes say is heard, and cast into direct speech: so we learn, verbatim, how Agamemnon as senior commander quarrels with the most fearsome and egotistical of his subordinate warriors  Achilles, the offspring of Peleus and Thetis. Homer reports what the Olympians say, too: supernatural though they are, the deities also squabble, take sides, and have grievances to settle.

So it is that while some details of a characters background remain ill-defined  was Agamemnon king at Mycenae, or Argos?  Homers epic narrative is both fantastic and plausible. Of course he did not himself concoct all elements of the stories; and we must remember that the texts of Homer were first produced, at Athens, almost two centuries later, and canonized (in Alexandria) later still. But there is a widespread scholarly consensus that a single poetic voice is responsible for the Iliad and the Odyssey; and most readers will intuitively sense that these poems share a shaping spirit, at once grandiose and humane.

Two instances of Homers engagement with his mighty protagonists are enough to epitomize the narrative style. In the sixth book of the Iliad, the poet shows us Priams foremost offspring, Hector, taking leave of his wife Andromache by the walls of Troy. Holding their little son Astyanax in her arms, Andromache tearfully implores Hector not to enter the fray, foreseeing that he will leave her a widow and Astyanax fatherless. Hector reaches out to take the baby boy  who only clutches closer to his mother, for he is terrified by the sight of his fathers helmet with its great crest of horsehair. Both parents dissolve into laughter; Hector removes his helmet and comforts the child, with a prayer that one day this infant will outdo his father in bloodstained glory. The vignette unites the trio briefly but significantly. It has a structural purpose, for Andromaches premonition will be realized later in the story; and the tenderness of the family group contrasts with a particularly savage pledge made earlier in the same book by Agamemnon, not only to slaughter all inhabitants of Troy but even to rip unborn Trojans from the womb. It also serves to flesh out the humanity of Hector, the great warrior. He is not exactly domesticated, but he becomes any soldier fighting on behalf of hearth and home.

Or there is the scene in the ninth book of the Odyssey: the adventure in which the hero Odysseus, on his way home from Troy, puts ashore to an island that turns out to be occupied by a tribe of lawless monsters known as the Cyclopes.*1 Seeking shelter, Odysseus attempts to ingratiate himself with one of these monsters, Polyphemus, but soon finds himself and his shipmates imprisoned inside the cave where Polyphemus dwells with his herd of sheep. Polyphemus, though gross, has humanoid form, yet soon he proves himself not civilized, or bread-eating: he devours two of his prisoners, and proposes to do likewise with the rest. Thereupon Odysseus forms a ruse: he offers the Cyclops wine, and then, having persuaded the giant to drink himself into a stupor, drives a fiery wooden stake into his single eye. The cave is blocked by a boulder so huge that only Polyphemus can shift it  as he eventually does, for his flock must be let out to graze. Then the blinded Cyclops, unaware that Odysseus and his men have strapped themselves to the underbellies of the sheep, crouches by the mouth of his cave, pathetically patting the beasts as they pass, trying to recognize them by touch. Here Homer cannot resist adding the detail that Odysseus is beneath the fleece of a favourite ram, now the last of the herd to exit the cave, which causes Polyphemus to cry out:

Dear ram, what is this  how come you are last of the flock to leave the cave, you who have never lagged behind the ewes? Usually you step out so proud  first to seek the pasture of succulent grass; first to browse by the waters of the brook, and first to heed the call of the fold when evening falls. Yet today you bring up the rear. Are you sad for your master, robbed of his eyesight by a rascal?

The soliloquy proceeds, with the audience aware that Polyphemus is being tricked all the while  and deservedly so  yet perhaps beginning to feel some pity for his plight.

Such is the poets gift for empathy. Homer may have recycled the storylines, but the way he told them was, it seems, unprecedented. Other bards may have sung of a heros encounter with a cannibalistic giant, even of Odysseus versus Polyphemus. But was there any rival for Homers vivid detail, describing how the Cyclops cave was pungent with its raised array of seasoning cheeses, or just noting how Polyphemus would whistle as he went off with his flock? A search for comparable narrative style within the literate cultures of Egypt, Anatolia, the Middle East and Assyria yields nothing quite like this. The Mesopotamian epic Gilgamesh, for example, from the third millennium BC, is a fast tale of the title hero and his quest  an interestingly flawed hero at that  yet, as it comes down to us, the story barely goes beyond what happens to Gilgamesh and his friend Enkidu. How events take place  the psychology of motive, interaction of characters, and so on  is not a narrative concern; nor is there any graphic evocation of setting.*2

Homer represents a long oral tradition: that much is clear from analysis of his language and from comparative studies made of oral poetry in later times. As the American scholar Milman Parry showed, bards in the Balkans, recorded in the 1930s, could recite many hundreds of lines of formulaic verse in performance  and they were illiterate. Yet was Homer in a different league of not only quantity, but quality? Accepting that audiences of epic poetry in Greece around 750 BC had never heard any performance quite so enchanting as Homers, one proposal is that a direct effect of such poetry was to catalyze the advent of literacy in the Greek world. This hypothesis, crudely summarized, takes alternative forms. The first is that Homer himself either dictated his poems, or learned the craft of writing, in order to preserve (or memorize) his work. The second is
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