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INTRODUCTION:

PHILOSOPHY HAS A GEOGRAPHY
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This book, which is about the first stirrings of philosophical thinking among the Iron Age Greeks, began a few years ago at sea in the eastern Aegean. My wife Sarah and I were in Samos early one summer and had tied up for the evening at a small quay somewhere on the south coast. Other boats had come in after us, laying their anchors over ours. It happens in busy harbours. And so, first thing in the morning, at first light, with the air as pale as the harbour water, and only the cats awake, I jumped off into its lime-green blue and swam down the 12 feet or so to the sandy sea floor, hand over hand and link by link down the chain, looking for the tangle that needed to be undone. 

In one dive after another, I picked up the later anchors, setting them aside. Three dives were enough for ours to lie clear. I was soon back on board, dripping and cold, a towel and then a jersey around me, the engine running quietly under the deck. Whispering to each other so as not to disturb our neighbours, we raised and stowed our anchor and freed the warps from the quay.

With scarcely a wake behind us, we left the harbour, pulled slowly out into the sea south of the island and turned east towards the channel between Samos and the great bulk of Mount Mycale on the Turkish mainland. As the first of the sun touched the tips and vertebrae of mountain and island, we cut the engine, raised the sails, winched them in, felt the hull of the boat starting to lift and surge on its way. We tacked at the far end of Samos, freed the sheets, set the boat on a reach and made for Chios, 50 miles away in the haze. The shadows and ghosts of the blue-grey islands and headlands lay around us all day, as calm as a family of sleeping lions. The Aegean sang and swept beneath us as we took the helm in turn and dozed in turn, heeled over in that wind, driving north and west in the blue and glitter of life.

The whole day felt like a dose of happiness, a moment of suspension, both transient and unexpected, when this earth and this life seemed not only to be wonderful, replete with beauty and grace, but astonishingly, almost overwhelmingly whole, undisturbed by the news-and-noise of daily existence, or any sense of hurry.

I had with me an old and battered copy of a book Sarah’s father, who had taught Greek at King’s College, Cambridge, had co-authored with his friend Geoffrey Kirk in the 1950s. The Presocratic Philosophers by G. S. Kirk and J. E. Raven has been for many generations the guidebook to the beginnings of western thought. Carefully, in both Greek and English, the two friends outlined the first emergence 2,500 years ago of the instinct that understanding was not simply to be learned from priests or elders, or experts, or by imagining a congeries of terrifying metaphysical monsters, but could be gathered by each of us applying the worrying and thinking mind to the conundrums of life. Questions come rippling out of their pages. What is the underlying structure of things? what lasts? what is constant in a world of flux? what is identity? or substance? what is the relationship of thought to world? what is being? what value? what justice? And, in the light of any answers to those questions, how should we be? How should we treat each other?

I never knew John Raven. He died ten years before I met his daughter. But it is one of the miracles of books that through their pages you can start to know a man decades after his death. I could, in a way, hear him and converse with him through his printed words. And as we sailed through the Aegean that day, and as I looked at the chart beside me, I began to ask why this eruption of new thinking had happened in this place and at that time. Almost in view from the cockpit of our small chartered boat was the whole province in which Greek philosophy had begun. Those grey-blue masses of island and mainland hid within them the thinkers’ cities. Thirty or forty miles to the south in Miletus was the birthplace of the first theorists of the physical world. Twenty miles to the east in Ephesus was the home of Heraclitus, the first person to consider the interrelatedness of things. Just to the north, in the twin cities of Notion and Colophon, was the country of Xenophanes, the first philosopher of civility. Just over the horizon was Lesbos, the island of Sappho and Alcaeus, the greatest early lyric poets. To the south in Samos, the birthplace of Pythagoras, the man who first imagined an everlasting soul and who when exiled to southern Italy took this intellectual revolution to a new and western Greek world, where it flowered again in surprising and radical forms.

That wonderful day’s sailing was the invitation to which this book is an answer. It is an exploration of the sea-and-city world in which, in the western tradition, the great and everlasting questions of existence were first explored. What I have written is grounded in a double belief: first that places give access to minds, however distant and strange, that philosophy has a geography and that to be in the places these thinkers knew, visit their cities, sail their seas and find their landscapes not overwhelmed by the millennia that have passed is to know something about them that cannot be found otherwise; and second that, despite that locatedness, and despite their age, the frame of mind of these first thinkers remains astonishingly and surprisingly illuminating today. Read them and you will find your way of seeing the world refreshed and renewed, as if you had bathed one cool morning in a different sea.

Metaphysical philosophy, that branch of thought which deals with the first principles of things, the nature of being and knowing, is, as Bertrand Russell wrote in an early essay, ‘the attempt to conceive the world as a whole’. Philosophy had not begun, he added, as an act of intellectual exclusion but had ‘developed, from the first, by the union and conflict of two very different human impulses, the one urging men towards mysticism, the other urging them towards science’. Russell thought that super-rationalists – he named the eighteenth-century Edinburgh philosopher David Hume – may have achieved greatness through science and analysis alone and others such as Hume’s younger contemporary William Blake through deep mystic insight. 

But the greatest men who have been philosophers have felt the need both of science and of mysticism: the attempt to harmonise the two was what made their life, and what always must, for all its arduous uncertainty, make philosophy, to some minds, a greater thing than either science or religion. 

That meeting of impulses is what defines philosophy. Its place is to bridge the transition between the perception of a universal harmony and the daily encounter with the world as it is, in all its difficulty and multiplicity. Both aspects of human experience seem real and yet contradictory. How do they connect? How to reconcile a sense of the whole with the experience of dividedness, the chaos and mutability of things? 

These first Greek thinkers, teaching and writing between about 650 and 450 BC, found their life on that boundary. They did not provide a set of rationalist solutions nor of religious doctrines, but again and again explored the borderland between those ways of seeing, holding their position in the shadowy ground between the poetic and the analytic, the physical and metaphysical.

The heart of their approach, in one thinker after another, was not assertion but enquiry, a shuttling between thinking and imagining, and so perhaps should not be called philosophy – the love of wisdom – as if wisdom were a commodity to be taken down off a shelf, but the more troubled and anxious zetosophy, the search for wisdom.
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The harbour minds of archaic Greece.

That focus on the uncertain, engaging with the unknown other, was common to every one of these Greek thinkers. This book makes a suggestion: their emphasis on fluidity, on interchange and connectedness, derived from their emergence in the great port cities of the Iron Age Aegean, in the period of Greek history known conventionally by historians as the archaic. They lived in a fluid world and thought with a harbour mind. Their cities’ lives were dependent on the sea and on the connections the sea could provide, so that this version of Greece in the centuries between 700 and 500 BC was not land-based. It essentially existed at sea and, where it touched the land, it appeared and manifested itself as the cities from which these philosophers came. 

Early philosophy is a harbour phenomenon, a by-product of trading hubs on the margins of Asia, on the islands, and eventually in the rich lands of Sicily and southern Italy. What we think of now as the mainland of Greece, then filled with communities of farmer-warriors, played no part in this. The creators of the philosophical revolution were from the mobile edges, merchants in ideas, people from communities in which exchange was the medium of significance and for whom inherited belief was not enough.

That condition is their lasting value. We may want fixed answers but, along with these great and inspiring early minds, we must know in the end to stay afloat, stay with the questions and entertain doubt as the unlikely bedrock of understanding.




1

HARBOUR MINDS
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The beginnings of philosophy Eastern Mediterranean 1200–650 BC

It is a story of the margins, the product of deep political and cultural changes in the eastern Mediterranean between about 1200 and 800 BC. Nothing about the new way of thinking came from centrality or long-instituted authority; every one of its qualities derived from conditions found on the edges of power, where fusion, manoeuvrability, thievery, deceit, eclecticism and openness were aspects of a vitalized, at times anxious and often predatory life.

To imagine large geopolitical change as human experience is difficult, partly because it occurs on a far from personal scale and over time spans that stretch beyond the individual life. And we cannot think of ourselves as epiphenomena, bubbles on the surface of a much larger stream. But the sources of philosophy were not merely brilliant individuals nor chance happenings. It can be seen in retrospect to have emerged from the intersection of three culture-worlds in the eastern Mediterranean about 3,000 years ago. The meeting of the western limits of Asia, the northern shore of Africa in Egypt and the braided and tasselled fringe of southern Europe gave rise to what we now see as the beginnings of western thought.

The change had been a long time coming. For the centuries after 3000 BC, the great river-based empires of Egypt on the Nile and Mesopotamia in what is now Iraq had been the power centres of the most civilized and enriched region of the world. Vast authoritarian structures, both physical and administrative, had been established by which the dominion of priests and kings ruled for generation after generation. Fat with the nutrients their alluvial valleys could give them, cities, palaces, temples, writing, literature, sculpture, historical records, libraries, accounting systems, mathematics and astronomy had all been developed to serve the purposes of an overwhelming divine and regal authority. All the goods of the world, wines and ivories, spices and scents, fine timbers, precious metals and exquisite goods were drawn in towards them.

Different forms of a palace economy ruled this core of the Bronze Age world. In Anatolia, the Hittite empire played its part as one of these near-eastern power blocs. In Crete, the palace-temples of the Minoans drew on Egyptian and Mesopotamian models, commanding a sea-based empire stretching up into the Aegean and west towards Italy. The warrior-kings at Mycenae in mainland Greece were first the acolytes and then imitators of the Cretans, and after about 1450 BC their conquerors. Where the rest of Europe and most of western Asia remained divided into low-tech, small-scale chiefdoms, these sophisticated literate empires looked as if they could last for eternity. 
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The Mediterranean, a compendium of complementary niches, connected by a sea that extends east and west through similar, if ever-varying environments. Any voyage of sufficient length would be sure of a landfall.

Almost without exception, this civilization was concentrated in great capital cities, hived around a royal or priestly ideology and arranged in rigid hierarchies. The empires competed with one another, but each was founded on that same centralizing principle. All thought was bound either to the temples or to the great autocratic monarchs. Thinkers were the servants of order; their highly conservative scribal world was singular and fixed for centuries at a time. Precise repetition, not inventiveness, was its virtue. The thousands of texts that survive from them, as the Assyriologist Leo Oppenheim said, are ‘stereotyped, self-centered, and repetitious’. No dialogue, no setting out of opposing views and no multilayering of perspectives is ever encountered. This was, as Oppenheim wrote, a ‘curiously inhibiting and ultimately falsifying [set of] constraints’. Palace and temple ordained a long-lasting imperial reality and the intellectuals were tied to it. The atmosphere was in its way not unlike those of the giant quasi-autocracies of the twentieth century and of China now.

With many vicissitudes, the river empires persisted until about 1300 BC, when for reasons that remain opaque the long-fixed pattern of power started to fray and erode. The authority of the pharaohs began to shrink and Egypt’s Mediterranean presence and command faded. Monument-building came to an end. The Mesopotamian cities went into decline. To the north, in Anatolia, the empire of the Hittites collapsed. On the edges of this palace-world, Mycenaean power in Crete, in mainland Greece and on the Aegean shore of what is now western Turkey splintered and crumbled. Settlements returned to poverty and insignificance. Instead of grand bureaucratic dynasties, minor warlords came to control small and parochial territories. The population of the islands in the Aegean and its peripheries fell by three-quarters. Houses became small, poor and simple, filled with basic equipment. The knowledge of writing and metalwork disappeared from the Greek world.

It was the end of the Bronze Age. The causes of this general catastrophe, which unfolded over some 200 years, reaching a nadir in about 1050 BC, are not known. There is no sign of any great climatic change. It may simply have been that the administrative and political systems of the empires had become etiquette-bound, rigidified and overloaded, unable to keep up with the demands and challenges of imperial rule.

The key factor may have been what the Cambridge prehistorian Cyprian Broodbank, borrowing a term from modern economics, has called ‘the advantage of backwardness’. When old and deeply established institutions or empires grow to the point where their systems start to inhibit them, and their actions become sclerotic and cumbersome, the advantage moves to the agile and impoverished outsiders who can exploit the opportunities that old and elephantine systems cannot use.

As the authority of the empires began to fall apart, fleets of sailing ships from the north, filled with crews of freebooters, raiders-cum-traders, with Greeks among them and often equipped with a new kind of European slashing sword, began to roam the eastern Mediterranean, terrorizing its inhabitants. In Crete the populations of hundreds of villages deserted their seaside locations and built high, hidden refuges up in the hills. In Egypt, a pharaonic inscription records the bafflement of the authorities when faced with these new and unpredictable enemies:

The unruly Shardana [their identity has never been established] whom no one had ever known how to fight, came boldly sailing in their warships from the midst of the sea, none being able to withstand them.

These sea raiders were a pan-Mediterranean phenomenon, led by private individuals unencumbered and unburdened by any priority except immediate gain. You could portray them either as pirates or as seaborne entrepreneurs, independent, resourceful and inventive. Unlike the armies of the great river empires, these maritime nomads had no need to attend to centralized control. They could go where they wanted, take what they wanted, sell where they wanted and focus their interest on short-term benefits. They could both service and prey on a world in transition, acting in effect as both symptoms and agents of flux. It is the phenomenon that emerges at the end of empire, whether in post-Roman Europe, the post-Ottoman Balkans or post-Soviet Asia. Overarching control diminishes and everywhere comes a surge of local vitality and demand.

The first beneficiaries of this shift and dispersal of authority were the trading cities on what is now the coast of Israel and Lebanon. Collectively these people were known to the Greeks as the Phoenicians, meaning the ‘red ones’, perhaps because of the purple-dyed cloth they made and wore. It was a name unknown to themselves, and they were called after the cities from which they came: the men of Tyre, of Sidon, of Byblos. These were the dynamic coastal entrepôts of the years after 1000 BC, providing goods and treasure to the remaining markets to the south and east, intensified by the imperial demands of the newly energized and expansive Assyrian empire, and so developing into multicultural exchange hubs for information, beliefs and goods. 

Their reach was long, and by about 900 BC the whole of the Mediterranean was starting to become a single maritime space. Goods travelled its length. A Phoenician hoard deposited then and recently dug out of the river muds at Huelva in the Gulf of Cadiz contained a helmet from Mesopotamia, swords from Ireland and Atlantic France, African ivory and ostrich shell, brooches from the eastern Mediterranean and pottery in patterns that originated in Tyre and Sidon but made of local Spanish clay. The Phoenician merchant oligarchs who had gathered and transported these treasures straddled the entire sea and its connections, founding new towns (for which the Phoenician word was Qārtḥadāšt, later heard by the Romans as ‘Carthage’), and building port installations. In Tyre itself, a city of 20,000 inhabitants in 900 BC, where the water was piped to fountains within its walls, they made a 15-acre harbour basin, protected against all winds and raiders, next to a marketplace and with a channel that led to an inner harbour for extra safety. 

The Phoenicians in many ways were the proto-Greeks – rich, adventurous, enterprising, living on the edges of the great Egyptian and Mesopotamian inheritances, aggressive, urban, ruled by nominal doge-like kings but with the real power resting with the merchant oligarchy in city councils. They remain a puzzling phenomenon. They were literate, adopting and developing the alphabet that in the eighth century the Greeks would borrow and adapt from them in their turn, but the Phoenicians left nearly no record of themselves: no poetry, no epic tales, no literature, no history, no drama, no philosophy. The so-called Annals of Tyre were kept in that city and much later were sent by Alexander the Great for safekeeping to Tyre’s colony of Carthage in north Africa, but the papyri were lost there and next to nothing beyond a few brief Phoenician inscriptions remains. The silence of the Phoenicians is one of the great absences of this story. Did they begin to develop the kind of thought that later emerged and was recorded among the Greeks? Did equivalent conditions in the Phoenician cities not generate an equivalent frame of mind? In several of the early thinkers, there is an explicit Phoenician connection, usually a parent, often a journey. If the texts in which they recorded their thoughts had not disappeared, would this book have been about them? Would the Phoenicians, Semitic and Asian as they were, now be recognized as the progenitors of our world?

From about 900 BC onwards, the Greeks began to insinuate themselves into this Phoenician network, trading to what is now the coast of Syria and to the Italian peninsula (leaving their ceramics as evidence), where the Etruscans were also playing their part in a vortex of change and rivalry. Animated by the ambitions of these seaborne remakers of the world, the Mediterranean was driving itself out of the post-Bronze Age slump. The population of the sea as a whole had reached about 20 million by 800 BC, and was still growing. It was now that the terraces, the identifying mark of Mediterranean ambition and enterprise, were first built on island hillsides. Vines and then cuttings from olive trees were exported from one end of the sea to the other. The house mouse, originally a near-eastern species, gradually spread west and north in the holds and cargoes of the pioneer traders. By about 800 BC, the Mediterranean was in touch with itself, a spinning, fractalizing and hybridizing whirlpool of expanding and interacting cultures in which every voyage could be certain of finding a known destination on a distant shore.

This brief history is the soil in which the seed of early philosophy began to grow: the fraying of ancient, imperial control; the eruption of an unregulated stimulus in the sea-based freebooters; the development by them of trading networks which ran the length of the Mediterranean; and, as a product of those networks, the growth of merchant cities, first among the Phoenicians and then, after about 800 when Phoenician autonomy began to shrink under renewed pressure from the neo-Babylonian empire to the east, the emergence of the Greek cities into their own years of potency.

These are tangled beginnings, more a meshwork than a network, one lattice of interactivity laid over another in a rösti of connectedness, but a pattern can be made out within them: the Greeks would draw on the ancient, inherited learning of Egypt and Mesopotamia; set it in the frame of an adventurous and disruptive approach to life; and then look for a third term, neither wedded to autocratic power nor merely interested in a piratical free-for-all, but seeking what might be called the inventively civic, forms of life and understanding that depended neither on arbitrary authority nor on anarchic violence but were forever in search of the middle ground of social and personal justice, looking for, if perhaps never quite finding, the shared understanding of the three connected realms of soul, city and cosmos that would come to define them. 

Absolutely fundamental to it is a sense of justice. For the Greeks, justice was ‘the indicated way’, the way of things that the arrangement of the universe suggests. If the universe can be seen to have a certain structure, then the self and the city should adopt that structure. The three realms of self, city and cosmos are the points of a triangle within which a coherent understanding can be found.

A microcosm of the interaction between the Greek merchant harbour cities and the world in which they found themselves can be heard in a traditional story told by the second-century AD Greek traveller Pausanias about the harbour city of Erythrae, now on the coast of Turkey, out to the west of Izmir. It was strategically placed to use and benefit from the sea roads that crossed the Aegean and led north towards Thrace and the Black Sea and south towards Egypt and the Levant. As one of the cities that had been founded by the Greeks on the Aegean shores of Ionia in the centuries after 1100 BC it had begun to thrive along with its Greek neighbours on this maritime crossroads.

At some point, at the height of Phoenician success and expansion, before the Greeks had begun their own wide-scale Mediterranean career, perhaps in about 900 BC, a statue of Hercules, whose origins as a demi-god were partly in Greece, partly in the Near East, set out on a wooden raft from the port of Tyre in the land of the Phoenicians. When the raft arrived off the coast of Ionia, it bumped ashore on a headland exactly halfway between the harbour of the Erythraeans and its great rival the Greek island city of Chios.
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Hercules floats from the great Phoenician city of Tyre to a point halfway between the young Greek settlements of Chios and Erythrae in Ionia.

The modern frontier between Greece and Turkey now divides these two places – at night you can look out across the channel from Erythrae in Turkey to the lights of Chios on the Greek side, the red pinpoints of its wind turbines on the ridge above them, and the lanterns of the fishing boats catching squid and mullet in the channel between. It is one of the narrow crossings between Asia and the European Union which in the twenty-first century has seen thousands of refugees from Asian wars attempt to find a new life in Europe, and where many have died. 

Some 2,900 years ago the two were merely rivals in a contested sea. Citizens from both urgently wanted to bring home the enormous Hercules. For a while neither succeeded, until a fisherman from Erythrae called Phormion, who had lost his sight through disease, had a vision in a dream: the women of Erythrae must cut off their hair and weave a rope with it, and by using it the men of the city would be able to tow Hercules into their harbour. 

The women of Erythrae refused to shave their heads for such a crazed scheme from a poor, blind fisherman, but the non-Greek Thracian women in the city – Thrace is roughly equivalent to Bulgaria today – some of whom were slaves and some now freed, offered up their hair. A rope was made and with it the men towed the statue home. Phormion the fisherman recovered his sight and a marvellous temple was erected to enshrine their prize. Hercules became the half-human deity of Erythrae (as of many other places in the Mediterranean), but no women except Thracians were allowed within his sanctuary. Statue and temple were still there more than a thousand years later, in the second century AD, when the image of the god was described as ‘absolutely Egyptian’ by Pausanias, who was also shown the hair rope, still kept as a holy relic.

The heavy-featured Hercules, fat-lipped, boxer-nosed, brutal-browed, wearing on his head the mane and pelt of the lion he had strangled to death at Nemea in the Peloponnese, came to embody the spirit of this port city, with its acropolis high over the harbour, its cornlands and olive groves stretching into the shallow valleys of the hinterland, and with a scatter of low, sheltering islands across the sea between it and Chios. It is the head that would appear forever stamped on Erythrae’s silver coins.
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The coins of Eryrthrae showed on one side Hercules wearing his lion pelt and on the reverse his club, quiver and bow.

What to make of the tale? There seems little doubt that there was a statue of Hercules in Erythrae, one that was not to be recognized as particularly Greek. It had somehow come in from elsewhere, and why not from the city of Tyre in the Levant, where the patron god of the city Melqart was merely Hercules by another name? Hercules was the embodiment of masculine strength, a tough, god-defying, god-becoming man, who had adventured down to Hades to wound the king of the underworld and returned unharmed, who was an ex-slave himself but with club and bow had dominated creation. All animals shrank before him; mice on the Black Sea coast would refuse to eat the grapes from a vine that grew around his statue, or even to be on the same island when it fruited, for fear of his vengeance. 
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A gigantic stone head from Old Smyrna, perhaps the kind of statue Pausanias saw in Erythrae and described as ‘absolutely Egyptian’.


An undatable statue excavated from Old Smyrna, quite unGreek, and of which only the giant head now survives in the museum in Izmir, may well have something of the raft-borne Hercules about it: huge, semi-abstract, battered, irreducibly masculine. This Hercules represented dominance and would surely protect any person or place that gave tribute to him. Any small harbour city would want him to hand. Perhaps to those first Greeks in Erythrae he embodied the success and reach of the Phoenicians who had already made their way to the far end of the world. Here was a god who could bring good fortune.

There is something more: the weak and disenfranchised had brought Hercules to Erythrae. In the face of opposition from the rich women, the blind fisherman and the Thracian slaves and ex-slaves had come together to welcome the Phoenician/Herculean power to Erythrae. That combination makes this an epitome of these sea-edge stories: significance dragged in from elsewhere; potency found afloat on the sea; foreignness welcomed in by foreigners; a sea fisherman given, even in his blindness, a vision of the future; and the slave or ex-slave class contributing to that acquisition of potency. The underlying significance of this counter-intuitive alliance of shorn-headed slave women and the most dominating of Mediterranean male figures is that the wellbeing of a city was dependent on such an alliance. Strength was to be derived from drawing in the strange; more often than not, the understanding of the poor, the blind and the enslaved was central to that success. A city would thrive only by accommodating all that it was offered and by defeating its rivals in doing so.

This world built on exchange, connection and openness to the foreign has left one supremely articulate trace: the coins, like Erythrae’s, that these cities made and used. The Greeks, as great borrowers and transformers, had initially taken the idea of coinage from the metal-rich Lydian empire just to the east of the Aegean, whose king Croesus would acquire a proverbially moneyed status he has yet to lose, but it was the Greeks who were the first to use coins as travelling emblems of the cities from which they came.

For centuries the power of silver money irrupting into their world retained a kind of mythic presence for the Greeks. It was said (admittedly by a late source) that the first of the Phoenicians who perhaps in about 800 BC sailed to Tartessus, the ore-rich country of south-west Spain,

took on board so much silver that, when they had loaded up the olive oil and other merchandise of lesser value, they had no more room to take on the silver, so before their departure they had no choice but make the silver into the objects that they used, including all of their anchors.

The Greeks soon followed. Herodotus thought the people from Phocaea in Ionia were the first to get there, welcomed by the tyrant of Tartessus, Arganthonios, whose name means something like ‘Silver King’ and who urged them to stay. They would not, but with the rich pickings from their voyage they fortified their city with a long and expensive wall. Soon after the Phocaeans, by about 640 BC, a merchant explorer from Samos called Colaeus also found his way to Tartessus, claiming to have been blown there by a storm, returning from his secret destination with a vastly rich cargo of silver with which he beautified the great sanctuary of Hera on his island. 

Silver enabled the making of sea connections, the establishment of cities and the adornment of temples. This sounds mythic, but it was not. The scale of the works at Rio Tinto in south-west Spain is some indicator of how vast the silver business was. Between the ninth and sixth centuries BC, something approaching 3 million tons of waste rock was dug from and deposited outside the silver mines.

One set of extraordinary archives preserves a record of this foundational metallic moment. Like most of the silver in antiquity, the Spanish ores were mixed with lead. They could be roasted and smelted in wood-fired clay furnaces, from which, when the fires reached 1200°C, the two metals could be run off and separated, but the furnace smoke always contained traces of metal. Tiny fragments of lead were carried away on the prevailing winds, blown north on the eastern edge of Atlantic lows, gradually falling out over Europe and the north Atlantic. Most of that Tartessian dust has been eroded or dispersed but a few grains have been miraculously preserved and encased as distinct layers under the falling snow that became the Greenland ice sheet and in peat bogs in various places on the continent.

In the layers of ice and peat the silver boom of the Iron Age Mediterranean left its mark. Cores taken down to the bedrock from the ice sheet in the centre of Greenland, some 300 miles from each coast, or through the floor of the bogs, can be read year by year. These physical calendars show that where lead pollution had dropped to almost nothing after the collapse of the Bronze Age civilizations in about 1100 BC and remained low for centuries thereafter, from about 800 BC onwards, as the fires in southern Spain were lit to satisfy the appetites of the Phoenicians and then the Greeks and to feed the growing metal-hunger of the Mediterranean, the lead content of the winds began a rise that marks the emergence of what we call civilization. The later stories of silver riches were not wrong. The pollution created in its smelting was the sign of a world getting back to business.
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The specks of lead found in the peat of a Serbian bog chart the vicissitudes of Mediterranean civilization: a Bronze Age boom, a post-Bronze Age slump, followed by the sharp rise of smelting in the early Iron Age as the Phoenicians and Greeks returned to work.

Thousands of coins have survived. For a few tens of pounds or dollars you can buy one today that was made on the shores of this sea 2,500 years ago. To hold one of them in your hand is a reorientating experience. We easily assume that the materials of the past were large and monumental, that the miniature or the delicate would not have entered such ancient lives. But look at a silver obol on the tip of your finger, made in Ephesus in about 550 BC and weighing about two-hundredths of an ounce, and you start to feel in touch with this Greek Iron Age. It is a coin, but hardly in the sense we would recognize; no more than a fragment or suggestion of metal, but stamped with the bee that is one of the emblems of Ephesus because Artemis Ephesia, the presiding goddess of the city, was queen of the bees. She was not the Artemis known throughout classical Greece, the hunter sister of Apollo, but an older, more earthy deity of Anatolia, in all likelihood a transmutation of the ancient east Mediterranean mother goddess Kybele, for whom the bee was an emblem and whose priestesses were known in Greek as the Melissas, the bee girls. And so at the heart of this most famous of Greek Ionian cities was a deity and her cult that could scarcely be less Greek and which derived their potency from those deep and borrowed roots. 

The coin with its bee emblem, now sitting balanced on my fingertip, is proof that the Ephesians saw value and fertility in the gatherings of a hive. And what was a hive but a bee city running with liquid riches? The coin is a nugget of value almost exactly the size of a single cell in a honeycomb. It is wealth both concentrated and portable and it connects with an earlier object, from the Bronze Age and now in the museum in Chania in Crete, of a boat, about 9 inches long and made in about 1400 BC, with honeycomb cells in its deck designed to be filled with honey for the voyage to eternity.
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A Minoan honey boat for the afterlife, its deck peppered with honeycomb cells.


Bees, honey, money, trade goods and voyaging were not aspects of business marginal to the central concerns of life but a set of mind-shaping elements and connections by which this thought-world was made. Plato famously compared the Greeks to ants or frogs sitting expectantly and warily around the edges of a pond. But just as vivid a picture is provided by these bee analogies: every city a hive, every ship running with liquid gold, every mind busy for gain. 

Emblems stamped into the silver, or electrum, a silver–gold alloy, were chosen to demonstrate the governing realities of different cities. The Ionian harbour city of Phocaea, among the most enterprising of all these Greek adventurers, the founder of Marseille, marked its money with the figure of a harbour seal, sometimes with an octopus clamped between its teeth, as phoka is the Greek for seal and the city was named after a small island at the entrance to the harbour that looks, if you are willing to believe it, seal-like in profile, perhaps even with the tentacles of an octopus spilling from its jaws. 

Athens had her owl, the grey-eyed bird of wisdom, sometimes with an olive sprig beside her; the holy island of Delos had Apollo’s lyre; Larissa in Thessaly, with a grand reputation for breeding horses, a high-stepping stallion; and Metapontum in the great cornlands of southern Italy an ear of barley on whose bristles a grasshopper perches, ready to spring. 

Many of these micro images also embraced the sea connections that made the coins both possible and necessary. Sicilian Acragas had a crab, the island city of Aegina a sea-swimming turtle and the Black Sea port of Apollonia an anchor with crayfish near by. The island of Thasos in the northern Aegean off the coast of Thrace has the most disturbing image of all: a naked satyr, a bearded, bug-eyed and bulbous-nosed wildman, with a huge and engorged penis, carrying off a girl, conventionally called ‘a nymph’ – but the Greek word nymphē can be applied to a young woman of marriageable age as much as to a semi-divine daughter of Zeus – who with open-handed shock is protesting at the horror of her rape. 
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Coins from Larissa, Delos and Metapontum.

The Thasos coin is a warning that this beginning of our civilization is not to be sentimentalized. The island, which had hugely valuable seams of silver and gold, was one of the great consumers of slaves captured in Thrace to the north, and conducted a business exporting them to cities further south. Brutal dominance and subjection of the weak played central roles in its gathering of riches.

[image: Image Missing]

Coins from Aegina, Apollonia and Thasos.


The facts of slavery recur throughout the story. The philosophers consistently interact with them, and for slavery to have been significant in the ancient world there must have been a slave trade. That is what the coin of Thasos means: the woman is in the act of being enslaved. Enslavement is rape. One of the structural myths of Greek culture, the Rape of Europa, describes the stealing of a Phoenician princess by Zeus the king of the gods disguised as a bull and her rapid transport to Crete; there she gave birth to Minos, who became king of Crete. It may be disturbing to our sensibilities that this early Greek world of achievement, ambition and beauty was not only dependent on slavery, and not ashamed of the presence of slavery, but sexually excited and stimulated by the act of enslavement. To be engorged and erect as a slaver/rapist was a badge of pride for the Greeks of Thasos, and by implication of the world they served. To be a slaver was to be potent, to replay Zeus’ foundational act.

It may be – and this is one of the themes this book will explore – that the increased presence of slaves in these cities is central not only to their growing commercial heft but to the changing ways in which the citizen-merchant-oligarch-philosophers of archaic Greece thought of the world: full of distinctions made between the valued and the valueless, the high-minded and the domestic-ordinary, the noble and the degraded. In the words of Walter Benjamin, the twentieth-century cultural critic: 

Without exception cultural treasures have an origin which cannot be contemplated without horror. They owe their existence not only to the efforts of the great minds and talents who have created them, but also to the anonymous toil of their contemporaries. There is no document of civilization which is not at the same time a document of barbarism.

Benjamin’s famous words represent a sobering truth underlying every one of these chapters. A world full of pleasure in the sunlight of one of the most beautiful places on earth sat alongside a form of human exploitation that was fundamental to its existence.

It was assumed that every citizen had a slave or two. At the peak of production, in the silver mines at Laurion in Attica, on which the economy of Athens relied, perhaps as many as 20,000 slaves at any one time worked to extract the ores. The number of Athenian slaves was perhaps 80,000 to 100,000 in all, or roughly 30 per cent of the population. Other ancient estimates are much higher. Mnason, a trader from Phocaea, the seal city north of Smyrna, had more than a thousand slaves himself.
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Archaic Greece, a culture with its life as much at sea as on land.

It was a giant enterprise. Slaves were set to work in households – one Greek family of eight members was known to have had five domestic slaves to run their lives. They were bought to provide the workforce in the fields, in pottery, sculpture and metal factories, and for onward sale to the Near East. Prices were generalized: one adult slave was worth about half a ton of wheat. An educated slave was worth a good horse. You could buy six or seven children for the price of a man who might be able to manage a household. One merchant from Chios, called Panionius, specialized in boys, castrating them and selling them in Anatolian slave markets from where they would be transshipped to customers deep in the Persian empire. A skilled craftsman would have to devote nine years’ earnings to buying a high-class Athenian courtesan of the kind aristocrats owned.

Slaves came from the northern shores of the Black Sea, from many parts of Anatolia and from further afield in Syria and even Ethiopia, people whose black skins meant they commanded exceptional prices. Inland tribes would funnel captives – or the children of the poor – towards the Greek entrepôts on the coast. Many of these slave origins are known because the Greeks, like the English later, would rename their slaves: many were given Greek names but others were called simply ‘the Phrygian’, ‘the Scythian’ or ‘the Thracian’, part of the dehumanizing process on which slavery depends. The name ‘Thratta’, meaning female Thracian, was a straightforward synonym for slave in Greece. Without doubt, many of them were sex slaves. A fragment survives from the archaic and notoriously unbuttoned poet Archilochus in which he says a woman ‘was sucking like a Thracian or a Phrygian sucking beer through a tube, and she was bent over working hard’, which the modern editor footnotes: ‘The fragment almost certainly describes a woman engaged in fellatio.’ A small fifth-century plate discovered in the Greek city of Taranto in southern Italy carries the image of a young African boy standing beside a water basin, with the words KALOS KALOS written on the surface of the plate around him. The words mean ‘beautiful, beautiful’, the usual attribute a Greek man would give to his younger boyfriend or ‘beloved’. Perhaps his given slave name was Kalos and that was the joke: here for your delectation is a picture of beautiful Beautiful. 

[image: Image Missing]

A fifth-century BC plate, made in Attica and found in Taranto in southern Italy, portraying an African boy, labelling him kalos kalos, meaning ‘beautiful beautiful’. 

The nameless names of slaves confirm a conceptual prejudice. As the archaeologist Timothy Taylor has said, the institution of slavery is founded on ‘the absence of a universalizing category of “human being”’. These people were not seen entirely as people. They were chattels, depersonalized and commodified. One term used by the Greeks to describe a human slave, typically of captives taken in war, was a ‘man-footed animal’, andrapodon, equivalent to the tetrapodon, the ‘four-footed beast’. According to Aristotle, friendship with a slave was as impossible as it would have been with a horse or an ox.

Greece was not alone in this: between a quarter and third of the population of Babylonia under the Persian empire may have been enslaved, but the point needs to be made that the civilization of archaic Greece saw the co-emergence of a slave society and an unprecedented flowering of thought. It seems as if the more advanced the Greek city state, the more likely it was to have large numbers of slaves. The cities in which Greek civilization flourished most fully were those in which slavery played the biggest part. Where freedom of speech, thought and action was most cherished, slavery was always to be found. Philosophy and autocracy may have been incompatible; philosophy and a slave-based society certainly were not.

There is one further witness to the presence of slaves in this world: the relative emptiness of the ancient shipwrecks found on the floor of the Mediterranean. Many of them appear to be half empty and quarter laden because the slaves that represented a good proportion of their cargo would have swum or been washed away as the vessel went down, leaving no trace for the archaeologists to find.

It is impossible in the early twenty-first century not to associate these grim and terrifying journeys with those of the poor and afflicted who have drowned here over the last decade. Every headland and bay is a reminder. These seas alongside the philosophers’ cities have been filled with the terror and sorrow of a modern exodus, whether in the channels between Turkey and the near Greek islands, or at the Mediterranean’s own narrows, its wasp-waist between Libya, Sicily and southern Italy. The UN High Commission for Refugees reckons that, between 2014 and the middle of 2022, about 2,300,000 people made these desperate crossings by sea, all in search of asylum, however defined. Of those, more than 26,000 drowned or are now missing, about a fifth of them children. The philosophical ideas may have persisted over the millennia; so has the chasm between the potent and the powerless.

Any evidence of the scale of the slave business is patchy and often late, paradoxically, as Timothy Taylor has written, ‘because the phenomenon was so widespread and highly organized – just as one might vainly scour newspaper after newspaper today, searching for figures relating to total national electricity or water consumption’. Slavery was not the focus of what these cities thought about themselves, and so the figure that appears on more silver coins from more cities in this newly metalled, connected and enabled world was not the slave on which the enterprise depended but an emblem of the network itself: the dolphin. It appears everywhere: as dolphin-shaped money from the Greek city of Olbia on the Black Sea coast of what is now Ukraine; from Thera in the Cyclades, where the dolphins swim in opposite directions, dramatizing precisely the coming and going and interchange of the voyages themselves; on the coins of Syracuse in Sicily where in issue after issue four dolphins circled the head of Arethusa, the nymph who, wanting to escape the attentions of Alpheius the Peloponnesian river god, became a river herself and flowed under the sea from the Peloponnese to the island of Ortygia where she founded the city. 
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Dolphin coins from Thera and Syracuse.

In Dankle or Zankle (now Messina) at the north-eastern tip of Sicily, founded by Greek colonists in the eighth century BC, the coins showed on one side a dolphin leaping within the near-enclosing walls of its perfect harbour and on the other a sea shell, perhaps a cockle, within a geometric matrix.
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Dolphin coins from Dankle, Taranto and Cyzicus.

At Taranto in southern Italy, founded from Sparta, Taras, son of Poseidon, rides a dolphin on his voyage across the Ionian Sea, his left arm outstretched, as if pointing the way to a new world on the back of an animal that embodies the sea route that took him there. 

Dolphins proliferate from sea city to sea city: alongside wolves, lions and eagles, or as magical transporters of lost mariners, as emblems of dominance and potency at sea. A wonderful silver-and-gold coin from Cyzicus on the Sea of Marmara shows two powerful dolphins trapping and enclosing a tuna, for whose fishery Cyzicus was famous.
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The sixth-century dolphin discus from Gela, Sicily, about a foot in diameter, weighing 9 lbs.

Even those cities that made another animal prominent on their coinage often included a small accompanying dolphin or two, subscript or superscript, as if to suggest that the voyage was the element in which all the city’s riches swam.

That emblem of the dolphin as the voyage in animal form is also what lies behind the consistently repeated imagery in the stories of encounters with dolphins that spread across the Greek sea world: the great singer Arion was rescued by one; in a Homeric hymn, Dionysus was captured by Etruscan pirates who eventually flung themselves into the sea where they were turned by the god into dolphins; the sea nymphs, the Nereids, rode dolphins; Eros, the god of longing, rode them; in the Greek port city of Gela in southern Sicily a sixth-century bronze discus, now in Vienna, was unearthed in the nineteenth century, deeply etched with the form of a dolphin so that it would fly as far and fast as the sea mammal whose image it bore.

The Homeric Hymn to Apollo cannot be dated but may be just earlier than the first philosophers in the mid-seventh century BC, perhaps contemporary with the Odyssey and sharing much of its language. The hymn is a vision of the Greek world, surveying seas, headlands, islands and cities as if from thousands of feet above them, and describing how Apollo himself, wanting to find people who could be the priests and guardians for his newly acquired oracle at Delphi, became aware of ‘a swift ship on the wine-like sea filled with many handsome men, Cretans from Knossos, the city of Minos’. 

In the open sea Apollo leapt on to their swift ship, like a dolphin in shape, and lay there, a great and awesome monster. None of the crew could understand but they tried to throw the dolphin overboard. But the god kept shaking the black ship every way and making the timbers quiver. So they sat silent in their craft for fear, and did not loosen the sheets throughout the black, hollow ship, nor lowered the sail of their dark-prowed vessel, but as they had set it first of all with oxhide ropes, so they kept sailing on; for a rushing south wind hurried on the swift ship from behind. 

The dolphin god was in command, the ship would not obey the helm, and he led it to the sands at Crisa on the Gulf of Corinth below Delphi and grounded it there at the head of the harbour, when ‘like a star at noonday, the lord, far-working Apollo, leapt from the ship: flashes of fire flew from him thick and their brightness reached to heaven’.

This spark-haloed, dark-bodied, forge-like sea-mammal god was Apollo Delphinios, Dolphin Apollo, equipped with both lyre and bow, vast-bodied in the mind of any crew who encountered him. He became the presiding deity at the great harbour city of Miletus in Ionia and of its many colonies to the north, including Olbia on the Black Sea where the dolphin currency was made. The central sanctuary in the marketplace of Miletus, from which the annual processions set out along the sacred road to the oracle at Didyma, was the Delphinion, a holy site in which the god of understanding, beauty and brilliance was fused with the sea creature that was most intimate with human voyaging. This meeting of city and voyage, of culture and nature, the spirit of the dolphin voyage, stood at the foundation of the city itself. 
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The foundation of the altar of Apollo Delphinios in Miletus, caked in silt from spring floods, the holiest place in the greatest port city of the archaic Greek world. 

There is one other illuminating presence in this archaic Greek consciousness. On the marble base of his giant gold and ivory statue of Zeus in Olympia, Phidias, the prince of fifth-century sculptors, carved all the great gods of Greece and arranged them in pairs: the Sun with his sister Moon; Apollo with his sister the huntress Artemis; Aphrodite, the goddess of love, with her son Eros; Zeus with his Queen Hera; Poseidon with his sea queen Amphitrite; the smith god Hephaestus with his wife, the grace Charis; and Athena with her foster son Hercules. No gathering of the divine could be more glorious than these. Among them, given equal status, was another pair, not brother and sister, nor guardian and ward, nor husband and wife, but bound to each other as deeply as any two gods in Greek mythology. They are not one of the beauty couples of the Greek pantheon but they are the presiding spirits of the harbour city: Hermes and Hestia.

They belong together because they don’t belong together. Hermes is the god of movement and change, of unreliability, of the imminent presence of the foreign. Hestia is the goddess of the hearth, the central, the immovable, the safe and the domestic. She is habitat, he is journey. She is navel, he is gesture. She is centred, he disperses. They represent those two irreconcilables: the urge to settle and the urge to explore. In a house, she is at the hearth, he on the threshold, as on the borders of a city, where he can protect it from thieves because he is the king of thieves himself. 

He brings luck and can slip sidewise through the keyhole of a door, ‘like the autumn breeze, even as mist’, as a Homeric hymn says. He treads softly and makes no noise: ‘As a sudden thought spikes into a man’s heart as his cares crowd about him, or as an eye flashes across a room from one to another, so glorious Hermes planned both thought and deed at once.’ He made for himself wickerwork shoes ‘by the sand of the sea, wonderful things, unthought of, unimagined; for he mixed together tamarisk and myrtle-twigs, fastening together
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