
[image: cover]


[image: image]


Copyright

William Collins

An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

WilliamCollinsBooks.com



HarperCollinsPublishers

Macken House

39/40 Mayor Street Upper

Dublin 1

D01 C9W8

Ireland



This eBook first published in Great Britain by William Collins in 2024

First published as Xωράει όλη η αρχαιότητα στο ασανσέρ in Greece in 2021 by Key Books



Copyright © Theodore Papakostas 2021

English translation copyright © Patricia Felisa Barbeito 2024





Theodore Papakostas asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library



Illustrations © Thanos Tsilis



Cover design and illustration by Jo Thomson

Border © Shutterstock



All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, down-loaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins



Source ISBN: 9780008596064

Ebook Edition © August 2024 ISBN: 9780008596088

Version: 2024-07-25


Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Prologue

Introduction

1 Like A Rolling Stone (The Stone Age)

FAQ: What is Archaeology?

2 Hello to the Sun (Cycladic Culture)

FAQ: Who Was the First Archaeologist?

3 Get into the Groove (Minoan Civilisation)

FAQ: What Do You Mean By ‘Not Just Digging Stuff Up’?

4 Getting No Satisfaction (Mycenaean Civilisation)

FAQ: How Are Archaeological Finds Dated?

5 Yesterday (The Dark Ages)

FAQ: Why is Archaeology So Contentious?

6 You Spin Me Round (The Geometric Age)

FAQ: Did They Do This, That or the Other in Ancient Greece? The ‘Worst’ Kind of Questions?

7 Light My Fire (The Archaic Period)

FAQ: No More Difficult Words, I Promise! Why So Much Jargon?

8 Another One Bites The Dust (The Greco-Persian Wars)

FAQ: How Do Cities and Antiquities End Up So Deep Underground?

9 Glory Days (The Classical Period)

FAQ: What is an Excavation’s Most Important Find?

10 Wrecking Ball (Alexander the Great)

FAQ: Why is Mythology Such a Mess?

11 Big Old Changes (The Hellenistic Period)

FAQ: Was There a Dark Side to Antiquity?

12 Kill Me Softly (The Roman Period)

Epilogue

Author’s Note

About the Publisher

[image: image]


Prologue

An elevator does not fit all of ancient Greece, but the imagination certainly does.

Whereas archaeology as a discipline is the relatively new product of modernity, the human need to imagine the past is timeless, innate. That said, the nineteenth-century norms of scholarship that shaped archaeology also steeped it in a staid and stultifying formalism – something akin to philology, but outside, in the open air.

Let us not forget what came next: pedantry, obfuscation, treasure-hunting, and the primordial national narratives of so many: the Greeks, the Egyptians, the Chinese, the Thais, the Turks, the Mexicans . . . The nation, every nation, began to rely on archaeology for evidence of both the timelessness of its origins and the glories of its history. All this at a time when popular culture began to enter the fray and globalise the archaeophilic dream and corrupt its hierophants. As the twentieth century drew to a close, as Indiana Jones quietly ran into Lara Croft, we in Greece were in the process of confronting our own ‘Vergina syndrome’, overwhelmed by the diversity of an archaeological reality that is still, paradoxically, very much alive.

With this book, Theodore Papakostas helps us practise something that we have not dared to do until now. A trained archaeologist with enviable professional accomplishments, he melds the discipline with the sensibilities and approaches of pop culture. He does not shy away from playfully and light-heartedly probing the past and the role that we allow it to play in our lives. And he invites us to join him in this subversion by upending longstanding scholarly ‘isms’ and pieties.

A captivating storyteller who is also known by the virtual persona of Archaeostoryteller, the author returns to the archaeology of schools and university departments with consummate knowledge and a curious and open mind. He explains, he teaches, without ever losing his humorous touch. In so doing, he reveals archaeology’s living range and diversity – both in Greece and in the rest of the world – not only to the non-specialist reader but also to the ‘experts’.

Archaeostoryteller’s antiquity may not fit in an elevator, but it certainly fits into the imagination and, importantly, the heart.

Professor Dimitris Plantzos,
National and Kapodistrian University of Athens


Introduction

There we were, two strangers standing side-by-side in an elevator, when he suddenly glanced at me and, eyes wide, cried excitedly, ‘Everything flows!’

The entire scene was rather surreal. It’s not often that you hear such sentences exchanged by strangers – and least of all in an elevator.

It had all begun with a turn of events at once unexpected and completely ordinary: the elevator came to a grinding halt, and we found ourselves trapped in it.

There was no reason for panic. The elevator was large, modern, all glass; the fancy kind one finds in high-end shopping centres; the kind you walk into and your heart beats like a child’s when it starts its ascent, but because you are an adult, you try to keep your cool, face set.

Through the glass walls we could see the shopping centre courtyard, the sun glinting among flowerbeds brimming with ficus and ferns, muzak pouring from loudspeakers. As I have already mentioned, I was not alone; I had company. Before me stood a fellow to whom I had not given a second thought when I stepped into the elevator. Now, he was staring at me with a calm yet also somewhat perplexed expression. After a brief exchange, we immediately telephoned for help. Then there was nothing else for it but to occupy our time with conversation. We introduced ourselves and he asked me what I did for a living.

‘I’m an archaeologist.’

‘An archaeologist? That’s great! I wanted to be an archaeologist when I was younger; I even took a course at uni, but then decided to do something a bit more practical, you know what I mean? Sadly, I don’t remember anything about the classics, a little about Pericles, Socrates, the Olympian gods. Ah, I still remember that phrase that was popular among the ancients . . . Oh, what was it?’ Hand on forehead, he racked his brain. ‘Everything flows!’ he cried with a smile of satisfaction.

‘Strictly speaking, it wasn’t something that was “said” or shared publicly in the ancient world. It’s an aphorism of Heraclitus’s, the ancient philosopher. What’s more, that’s not exactly what he said, but rather it’s how Plato decided to sum up Heraclitus’s philosophy. At any rate, as a maxim, it’s both clever and concise.’

He stared at me with the expression of someone trying to puzzle out the degree of my nerdiness. Probably deciding it wasn’t worth the energy, he filled the awkward silence by saying: ‘The ancients, they had a way with words, didn’t they? So shrewd and insightful.’

‘Well, I wouldn’t say it was all insightful. It’s just that many of their catchphrases have gone down in history.’

‘What’s your favourite?’

‘Hmm . . . I don’t think I have a favourite. There is one by Heraclitus, though, that has always made an impression on me.’

‘The same guy who said “everything flows”?’

‘Exactly. He had another aphorism that goes like this: ‘Ὅμηρος ἄξιος ἐκ τῶν ἀγώνων ἐκβάλλεσθαι καὶ ῥαπίζεσθαι καὶ Ἀρχίλοχος ὁμοίως.’

‘Are you familiar with the saying “It’s all Greek to me”? You didn’t expect me to understand that, did you?’

Point taken. I translated for him. ‘He’s saying: “Homer deserves to be thrown out of the contests and thrashed, and Archilochus too.”’

‘That’s it? That’s a silly thing for a philosopher to say!’ Nevertheless, there was a spark of curiosity in his eye.

‘It wasn’t silly.’

‘Alright, but it’s not something that I’d want to get inked on me, if you know what I mean! I thought it would be something clever, insightful.’

‘It was, because he was proposing a different way of looking at the world. He was pointing to the fact that we ought not to automatically admire luminaries, famous and exalted personalities, simply because that’s what we have been taught to do by our parents and grandparents.’

I suspected that this would probably bring an end to our discussion.

‘So the dude was trying to say that Homer wasn’t worthy of respect? Is that what you’re telling me? Kind of wacky, don’t you think?’

I could have let it go, but I have that bug in me that makes me unable to resist talking about my work, my discipline. Besides, when I see someone goading me, convinced of something with which I disagree, it’s as if I break out in an itch that I cannot help but scratch. (I must remember to discuss this with my therapist.)

‘What the . . . “dude” actually said is open to interpretation. I’m just offering you mine. Heraclitus was of the opinion that not everything about those we worship is truly worthy of our awe and respect; that the legacy handed down to us by our ancestors, to which we blindly pay homage because that’s what we’ve been taught to do, can be just as problematic. Most broadly, he’s speaking out against an indiscriminate belief in authority. He dared to express a different point of view and take issue with the greatest poet of the Greek world, perhaps even of the entire world.’

‘Okey dokey.’ His brows rose sceptically. ‘Plus, even though I know who Homer is, I know nothing about the other one he mentions – Archilochus.’

‘Archilochus was a lyrical poet. His preferred genre was erotic poetry.’

‘The schmaltzy romantic stuff?’ He smirked.

‘No, it wasn’t sentimental. I’m talking about erotica, regular erotic poetry.’

Seeing that I now had his full attention, I continued: ‘Unfortunately, none of his truly “naughty” poems survive. He was from the island of Paros.’

‘What do you mean by lyrical?’

‘Don’t get hung up on the word “lyrical”. It simply refers to verse that was accompanied by the lyre, a type of music that was not focused on the glories of the past, like Homer, who composed epics. Instead, lyric poetry addressed the daily lives of people at the time – like pop music today.’

‘Ah, so he was a musician! Did you say he was from Paros, the island paradise? And the verses were erotic? So just like Bruno Mars, eh, all sex and paradise!’

‘I suppose you could say that: he was the Bruno Mars of the ancient world. In any case, Archilochus provides a paradigm different from what we generally associate with the ancients. As a matter of fact, once, fearing for his life in battle, he abandoned his shield and skulked off to save himself. Not only was he unashamed of this cowardice but he wrote a poem about it.’

‘You’re kidding! Do we still have the poem?’

‘Yes.’

‘What does it say? And no more ancient Greek, please,’ he added quickly, before I got any grand ideas.

‘It says something more or less along these lines: “Oh, enemy, you’re welcome to my shield, tossed in the bush, when I turned tail, quick-heeled! It’s no skin off my nose, anyway. My life is safe, and I can buy another shield any day.”’

‘He dumped his shield and left? No way! “Either with it or on it”, isn’t that what the ancients used to say? There was nothing more shameful than being a coward!’

‘It’s a phrase the Spartans used, “either with it or on it” – the shield, that is; in other words, come back victorious or dead. But that was just the Spartans, not everyone. Besides, did you know that Archilochus was an extremely popular poet in antiquity despite the fact that he turned his cowardice in battle into a joke? Didn’t you notice that Heraclitus puts him on par with Homer?’

‘Ach, you’re throwing too many names at me! It’s all a big muddle. When did all these characters live? Also, answer me this: why do all you archaeologists, historians, and whoever else studies the classics always overanalyse and nitpick? Sure, it was a glorious, really important time back then – we Greeks built the Parthenon, discovered philosophy, etc. – but why should we care now? Seems like a big to-do about nothing to me.’

‘Not so fast! There’s nothing to be gained by rushing to cancel an entire discipline! We need archaeology, my friend.’

‘Well, what for? How’s it useful?’ he demanded, needling me.

‘OK, good question. Here’s my answer. Let’s say that, one fine morning, you wake up and find you’ve lost your memory. You don’t remember anything: who your father and mother are, who your grandparents are. Most likely, you would go and see a doctor. Am I right?’

‘Yes.’

‘Fine. So now let’s say the doctor tells you that it’s all good, not to worry, he can easily put things to rights, and he presents you with two choices. The first requires that you undergo therapy to recover your lost memories, the second to deliberately accept your state of forgetfulness. All you have to do is choose. Would you choose to regain your memories of the past, or would you prefer to let them go?’

‘I’d want to remember, of course!’

‘Why?’

‘Because, mate, it’s true that the past is not always pleasant, and in an ideal world we wouldn’t remember every last, dysfunctional family detail, but nevertheless, it’s important to me to know the main events in my life, at least. Who are the people who gave me life, and the people who gave them life? What kind of people were they? What were our good times like? What about the times when I needed help, or offered it to someone else? I mean, knowing your past is even important for medical reasons. But that’s another issue. The main point is that my past defines who I am now.’

‘Exactly! Since you would choose to recover the memories that you lost that morning, I think you can understand that we all need archaeology for the very same reason: because we want to know where we came from as humans. The preservation of collective memory, however, works in completely different ways than the preservation of individual memory. This is where science and scholarship come in. They help us comprehend what led us to where we are now. They can also help us determine if there is anything we can change in time to save the planet and ourselves!’

‘What business of mine is the collective past?’

‘Aren’t you part of a community? Do you want to live your life like a robot, just going through the motions? Or do you generally feel the need to understand the world you live in and to develop your own worldview? If you want to live like a machine, puttering mindlessly through your days – sleeping, waking, eating, going to work, over and over again like clockwork each day – I suppose that’s your right. But is that enough for you? No matter what line of work you’re in or what your area of expertise is, you will want to know what has come before. You can’t just start blind – you’ll fall flat on your face if you do. So the more you open up and extend that impulse, the more you’ll see how connected you are to the rest of humanity.’

‘Alright, fine. The past is the bomb. But it’s also a rat’s nest, and it’s not like I was ever really taught it properly—’

‘Listen, this “I wasn’t taught it properly” has become quite the chestnut – and it’s also a big, fat excuse. It’s not like we’re talking about quantum physics. Would it make sense to you if, as a society, we simply stopped learning once we were out of school? Education does not begin and end with our schooling! In fact, knowledge is always available if you look for it, and archaeology is really accessible, easy both to discover and understand. As an adult, have you tried to learn anything about it?’

‘But why should I bother with ancient Greece and the classical past?’

‘Because, although it might sound like a cliché, it is true that it was the cradle of western civilisation. Don’t you think it’s exciting to learn when and how our entire culture began?’

‘But where would I begin? It’s a rat’s nest, I tell you – to me, at least. I don’t even have a sense of the timeline, of when the various periods were, of Alexander the Great, Odysseus, Socrates, the Mycenaeans, the Minotaur. You’ve studied it – can you describe in clear and simple language what the order was?’

Clearly believing that he’d finally stumped me and that I would be replying in the negative, he smiled somewhat dismissively.

‘Of course! Right away, and in simple language. But to learn about ancient Greece and the classical world, to fully appreciate it and understand it, you need to see the whole picture. We need to start with what happened before the phenomenon known as classical Greece; the events, peoples, cultures that shaped the Greek world. After all, there were prehistoric cultures and important developments during the historic period that led to the “miracle” of classical Greece. It’s all one continuous line of interesting stories. I can guide you through all that, nice and easy. We have time.’

My response surprised him. He stared at me, bewildered, as if trying to figure out whether I was having him on. But I just stood there, silent and smiling.

‘Cool,’ he said after a brief pause. ‘I’m hungry, though. If only we had a something to nibble on . . .’

After I sat myself down on the floor of the elevator and he joined me, both of us cross-legged, I rummaged around in my satchel, dug out a bag of crisps, opened it, and placed it between us. The elevator-shaft speakers provided the musical accompaniment – rock, pop, country, and everything in between – to our conversation. When the loud crunch of the crisp he had just stuffed into his mouth ushered in the opening notes to a new song, I began to speak.
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Like A Rolling Stone

(The Stone Age)

‘Alright then, let’s start at the beginning!’

‘OK.’ He looked at me sceptically. ‘How did it all begin?’

‘With love.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘I’m joking. It’s just that according to Greek mythology, the first being that came forth out of the darkness and chaos was Eros.’

‘Really? In other words, love conquers all?’ He smiled, nodding his head suggestively.

‘Always. Basically, love and power rule over everything.’

‘And money.’

‘Money is just the way power likes to dress itself.’

‘What about love? Does love have a favourite costume?’

‘Love, my friend, is always naked. In any case, let’s get back to archaeology. We were talking about prehistory.’

‘Weren’t you going to talk about ancient Greece?’

‘Slow down. We’ll get to classical antiquity, and many of your questions will be answered. I think it’s best, though, like I said, to start by taking a stroll through the entirety of Greek antiquity, not just the classical part. Prehistory is critical – it’s interesting, fascinating, illuminating, and it tells us why and how ancient Greece came to be. After all, prehistory is also antiquity.’

‘Prehistory? Do you mean cavemen, ooga booga and all that?’

‘“Ooga booga and all that”?! How exactly do you imagine prehistoric humans?’

‘Well, I guess . . . kind of like brutes – a bit . . . thick, I don’t know . . .’

‘It’s a common mistake. We believe that distance in time somehow also implies an intellectual distance. In our individualised way of seeing things, we think of history as a human life writ large, and by unwittingly locating ourselves in the adult phase of that life, we relegate earlier generations to younger and less mature phases.’

‘OK, but you can’t say that humans haven’t developed intellectually!’

‘Of course they have, massively so, and each generation continues to evolve. Prehistoric humans, however, may have started at ground zero, but they were far from stupid. They were just different. Had prehistoric humans been stupid, they would not have survived. Have you any idea how difficult it is to hunt enormous wild tetrapods in order to feed yourself?’

‘Like mammoths, you mean?’

‘Among others. Why, you think it’s easy to catch wild buffalo?’

‘I’ve never tried, so I don’t know. The only thing I’ve ever hunted are the chickens in the village when I was little.’

‘Yeah, I’d point out that there’s a tiny difference between the two types of fauna we’re talking about.’

‘True . . . and to tell you the truth, I never managed to catch a single chicken when I was a boy. How did they hunt wild animals?’

‘By using the most powerful weapon there is: the human mind! For example, we know from later sources that humans contrived to corral herds of wild animals along paths built specifically to lead them to precipices from which the startled animals would fall and die. Something similar could easily have taken place in the prehistoric period.’

‘Genius! In the end, human nature never really changes, does it?’

‘Ah, well that’s a huge can of worms right there. If you were to ask me, I would say that there is no such thing as human nature when it comes to society. There is human biology, I’ll give you that. We get hungry, thirsty; we need to piss; we hurt; we cry. This is all part of our biology, not our nature. Our nature is something we constructed and continue to adapt, as I will show you very shortly.’

‘So how very different could prehistoric humans have been?’

‘In some things not at all. In others, very much. They certainly had a different way of looking at the world. But, first off, they definitely had feelings akin to ours.’

‘How can you say that with such certainty?’

‘Because when we find Palaeolithic burial sites and see the care with which people were interred, we know that they were mourned, that someone was saddened by their loss. From that, we can surmise that prehistoric humans must also have felt anxiety, concern – for example, about whether a young woman’s pregnancy would go well in the depths of a difficult winter. Or the anguish of waiting for those who had gone out hunting when they took too long to return . . . the breathless watching of the horizon as the group, now reduced in number, made its approach; the frantic attempts – knees weak, pulse racing, heart squeezed by fear – to discern a loved one among the silhouetted figures. On the other hand, they were people who had a very different awareness of themselves and the world immediately surrounding them.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘It’s very simple. The world back then was nothing like the one we know. And when I say nothing, I mean nothing. There were no cities, no technology, none of the material goods with which we surround ourselves, and so their view of the world, the ways they interacted with it, were founded on completely different stimuli.’

‘Oof, well, that’s all a little too general and abstract for me. Besides, while I understand why I ought to know something about periods in history when stuff actually happened, I just don’t get what there is to understand or relate to in prehistory.’

‘But the prehistoric period is when everything began! That’s when we became humans!’

‘When are you talking about?’

‘OK, let’s go back to the beginning. We’re talking about the Stone Age, which is divided into three periods: the Palaeolithic, the Mesolithic, and the Neolithic. Have you heard these terms before?’

‘Yes, and it’s obvious how they are sequenced, but that’s about it. I also know that we’re talking about a very early period. Why, though, is the Stone Age divided into three parts, and why does it come first? Is it just random? What about the names?’

‘Yes. It really is that simple. Scholars split prehistory into three main categories: the Stone Age, the Bronze Age, and the Iron Age.’

‘OK, I get it, but why are they named that? Why not call them something else?’

‘Just because!’

‘Are you pulling my leg?’

‘Just a little. All joking aside, though, we had to call them something, so the consecutive periods were named after their predominant tool-making materials that archaeologists, in the early days of the discipline, retrieved from excavations. So, as I’ve already mentioned, the first period, that enormous stretch of time we call the Stone Age, is divided into the Palaeolithic, the Mesolithic, and the Neolithic, and each division has a number of other subdivisions.’

‘Wait, wait! You’re already losing me. Too much jargon. Let’s go back to the beginning. To the first period.’

‘The Palaeolithic: it’s the period that sees the emergence of humans over almost all of the planet. Then, there are many, many millennia that intervene between the dawn of the human species and the revolution that brought about the domestication of plants and animals as well as the establishment of permanent dwellings – developments that are associated with the Neolithic period, and which occurred relatively recently in the history of the human species.’

‘Wait, from the Palaeolithic we go to the Neolithic? What happened to the Mesolithic?’

‘The Mesolithic is wedged between the other two, because, as I hope is clear, changes did not happen from one day to the next. Essentially, the Mesolithic is the transitional period between the Palaeolithic and the Neolithic.’

‘And all this took place in Greece?’

‘No! Globally. Greece is not the birthplace of the human species. Nor is Europe. Humans originated in East Africa and from there they spread throughout the world.’

‘All in the Palaeolithic era?’

‘Exactly!’

‘So when was Greece inhabited by humans?’

‘We don’t yet know when exactly. It’s something we’re looking into. Even though we have found archaeological evidence for the oldest species of humans in Greece. I won’t confuse you with a catalogue of deep prehistory’s human species, however, because, as you’d say, it’s a rat’s nest.’

‘Human species?’

‘Yes – we are Homo sapiens sapiens, but before us there were other species. Homo heidelbergensis, for example, or Homo neanderthalensis, also known familiarly as Neanderthals.’

‘Ah, I know a number who are still alive and kicking among us!’ He laughed.

‘Yes, for some reason they are usually to be found behind a steering wheel! In all seriousness, though, to explain in the simplest way possible, just bear in mind the following: A long-gone ancestor created the first tool, and we called him Homo habilis – in other words, Handy Man. After that came the discovery of fire, and another ancestor got up on two legs and began to walk like we do today, and we called him Homo erectus, or Upright Man. That act of switching from all fours to walking on two set off a veritable avalanche of change. In any case, evidence exists for the fact that at some point H. heidelbergensis, H. neanderthalensis, and other species of human traversed what we now know as Greek land, which makes sense since it forms a passageway between the south and the north. We are still trying to determine when exactly the human species moved from Africa and spread throughout the rest of the world. Future research will provide more information.’

‘In other words, Greeks have been living in Greece from the Palaeolithic period?’

‘Whoa there! No. We can’t possibly know that. What we do know is that some form of “human” appeared on what later became Greek land many hundreds of years earlier. We don’t know which species exactly, and we certainly can’t call them Greeks – they were, instead, inhabitants of this space. We can’t even say if there was such a thing as a Greek ethnic group – or any other type of ethnic group for that matter – and, more broadly, how things like ethnic groups, states, even social organisation were understood that far back in time. We can’t really talk about these things in prehistory.’

‘You mean they didn’t exist at all during the prehistoric period?’

‘I mean that we cannot know if they did because we don’t have any evidence, a text or some other form of information, to help us understand how they defined themselves. We simply cannot locate ethnic groups or nations in deep prehistory, and anyone who tells you different is lying.’

‘But I saw an article on the internet that said—’

‘You’ll find all sorts of things on the internet,’ I interrupted him. ‘It doesn’t mean that they’re trustworthy, evidence-based, or founded on any scholarship. Attempts to identify nations during the prehistoric period are always politically motivated, and in the end they all fail miserably because there is simply no evidence for it. They have no basis in recognised scientific method. At any rate, prehistory is enormously important to the entire human trajectory on the planet, and whether prehistoric peoples were called Greeks, Malagasies, Egyptians, or Maasais is of little significance. Even though we cannot identify ethnic groups at that time, we can study the human species as a whole and the development of its civilisations.’

‘OK, but I have a question. How old is this Palaeolithic period?’

‘As a rule of thumb, on a global scale it begins around 3.5 million years ago. It is the period that we know the least about because it is also the most difficult to define and analyse.’

‘Why?’

‘It stands to reason, doesn’t it? We’re talking about a time before humans learned to document their thoughts and practices; before they began to leave great works behind; before they even had fixed dwellings. People back then were nomadic hunters and gatherers. Imagine, this was even before they began to cultivate their food! They ate whatever they managed to hunt or find growing on trees. It was not an easy life. In fact, for hundreds of thousands of years, humans endured lives of relentless hardship. Essentially, the only surviving relics of the period that are helpful in making some sense of Palaeolithic humans are their stone tools. The Palaeolithic period and the dawn of human civilisation began very simply. But if you think about it, it’s a truly amazing moment.’

‘What do you mean? What moment?’

‘The moment when one of our early ancestors created the first tool and led us to where we are today. Of course, it all happened gradually – very gradually – but that one tool is where it all began. Humans at that time were not in a position to appreciate the import of his – or her – act—’

‘Her? A woman created the first tool?’

‘Well, is there any evidence that it was a man?’

‘True . . .’

‘For all humans, then, both men and women, that moment set them apart from the natural world that surrounded them, marking a first, infinitesimal step towards the creation of their own nature. It is arguably the most meaningful moment in our development as a species on this planet.’

‘What exactly are you trying to say? Can you elaborate? Why is that moment so important?’

‘Because it is the moment when, for the first time, human beings created something that was completely new. What is it that sets us apart from the rest of this planet’s fauna? The fact that we possess the capacity to both create and destroy – even ourselves. The moment when humans created tools was also the moment when they began to shape the world around them. Nothing would ever be the same again, nor would the constant change this moment unleashed ever stop. For millions of years of life on this planet, flora and fauna had meekly and dutifully bowed to the supreme laws of nature. Yet the moment came when one species dared to “hack” nature, rise above it, and create its own – and it all started with a crack.’

‘What crack? Do you mean the sound?’

‘Yes – the sound made by someone striking two stones together, chipping away to create a blade. Those cracks have echoed through the many centuries since: the sound of the human species transgressing the laws of nature; a blade that carved a completely unprecedented path for humanity’s future; the crack that announced the beginning of the human miracle. Humans left the warm climes of Africa and spread throughout the farthest reaches of the earth like grains of sugar spilled on a kitchen counter.’

‘I see. So that was the beginning of humanity? Is that generally accepted fact?’

‘It’s my – and I imagine many others’ – “interpretation” of what is ultimately more of a philosophical question about the beginnings of the human trajectory on this planet. Different interpretations offer different points of origin for human civilisation: when an infuriated ancestor decided to use words instead of stones, for example; or when early humans, for the first time, decided to honour their dead with a burial. When it comes down to it, though, these debates are purely academic and speculative. The truly important point is that humans created civilisation and thereby set themselves apart from other forms of life on the planet.’

‘Cool! So humans went all over the earth . . . and then what?’

‘It was, and continues to be, a thrilling journey; its only constant is change, which humans orchestrate but still fear, strangely enough. Anyone with a tiny bit of insight into the human trajectory on this planet, however, will get a good chuckle out of this obsession of ours for refusing to acknowledge the one unchanging element that defines who we are.’

‘I disagree! I don’t think that humans cause change, or things to change. It’s just the way things are. We are hardwired that way – it’s the way of nature.’

‘Again with the nature, my friend? Is it in your nature to eat bread, get dressed, drive, read, live in buildings that tower over the earth, tame electricity, or use an elevator? And look, now you’re even trapped in one!’

He stared at me, silent and pensive. ‘You’re serious, aren’t you? There’s no such thing as human nature?’

‘Obviously there is, but it has to do with survival and biology, and we’d better accept it because our fates are inextricably linked. Just as we ought to appreciate our impact on the planet and the fact that we are tied
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Author’s Note

Time is a child at play

The kingdom of this world belongs to a child

Heraclitus

This book serves a dual purpose: it introduces Greek antiquity to the general public, quickly, simply, and enjoyably, without demanding specialised knowledge, and it answers common questions about archaeology, a discipline that, despite being integral to our daily lives, remains a complete mystery to many. This book came about as the result of a social media project titled Archaeostoryteller that aimed at a broader communication of disciplinary knowledge. As a popularised approach to archaeology, the book takes us on a journey through Greek antiquity, from the hidden depths of prehistory to the era that is generally accepted as bringing an end to the ancient world. And it does this by eschewing the scholarly jargon and terminology that might discourage the non-specialist reader. By the end of the book, the reader will be acquainted with the basic characteristics of all the major periods of Greek antiquity, a full picture that will allow them to locate and understand any new piece of information within this broader story or frame.

Each chapter focuses on a different ancient period, while each intervening FAQ section answers a common question concerning archaeology and its practices. The questions were selected from discussions with my Archaeostoryteller followers on social media. It is true that the classification of the periods of antiquity can be quite complicated and present a bewildering range of choices. In the book, I chose to focus on the most commonly and widely accepted periods that coincidentally led to twelve separate chapters – just like the twelve Olympians of the Greek Pantheon of gods. The book title poses a question: can all of ancient Greece fit in an elevator? I will let the reader decide. For me, it was certainly a challenge to make it all fit within the pages of this book. It was also challenging deciding on what to leave out and what to include. In the end, though, no matter whether we’re talking about books, elevators, or what have you, the point is that I hope the essence of what I’m saying here captures the imagination, our way of thinking, so that it becomes something that remains with us always. One thing I do want to make clear, because I can already hear the inevitable questions about why I didn’t include this, that, or the other, is that it is impossible to include everything. I say this pre-emptively and I hope you take it to heart: if you ask the same question, that’s the answer you’ll get.

I thank all my colleagues at the Archaeological Service of Kilkis, where I was employed all the while I was writing this book. In particular, I thank the director, Georgia Stratouli, my immediate supervisor, Nektarios Poulakakis, as well as Maria Farmaki, Stamatis Chatzitoulousi, and Magda Parharidou. I also thank my former colleagues at the Thessaloniki Archaeological Museum, where I was lucky enough to learn so much in my early days as a fledgling archaeologist; the colleagues throughout Greece, from Crete, Aetolia-Acarnania, Laconia, Preveza, Abdera, etc., who so enthusiastically supported Archaeostoryteller, including from the National Archaeological Museum and the Ephorate of Antiquities of Piraeus and the Islands; the professors of archaeology who did me the honour of inviting me to their classes: Eurydice Kefalidou and Marlen Mouliou at the National and Kapodistrian University of Athens, Alexandra Alexandridou and Cleopatra Kathariou at the University of Ioannina, and Stavros Vlizos at the Ionian University. I also thank all the other colleagues (I regret that they are too many to name individually), both within and without the archaeological service, who shared their insights and feedback with me and who supported me during the Archaeostoryteller project. It’s a truly wonderful feeling to have the assistance and encouragement of your peers. I want them all to know what a source of inspiration they were and continue to be. I thank Vasiliki Pliatsika and Kostas Paschalides for friendships developed over disagreements on social media! Thank you to Tassos Bekiaris, who helped me with his deep and enviable knowledge of prehistory. Thank you to Styliana Galiniki and Tassoula Dimoula for the coffees, the conversation, and the unwavering support. Thank you to Vasilis Dimou, my companion since before the turn of the century, when we studied together in old Albion, and whose incisive reading of the entire book manuscript was indispensable. I still remember sending the first version of this book – at the time structured as a monologue – to Dimitris Plantzos, Professor of Classical Archaeology at the National and Kapodistrian University of Athens, whose insightful advice changed the course of the book. ‘Why don’t you write it as a dialogue?’ he asked, and, of course, that’s exactly what I did. For this and all the constructive criticism dating back to Archaeostoryteller’s first steps, I am deeply grateful. Now I must also, per convention, issue the caveat: all error or infelicities are entirely my own and not those of any of the generous souls who advised me. And I mean it! And, of course, thank you, mother! Thank you, aunt!

I thank the entire Athens TEDx team who believed in me before I had a clear sense of where this was all leading. As well as – patience, I’m almost done! – Ioannis, Giorgos, Willy, Dimitris, Eva, Lazaros, Eleni, Christos, Christina, Giorgos, Alexandros, Sophia, and Jerry.

In closing, I want to warmly thank my agent, Evangelia Avloniti, who believed in me from the start and has always supported me. I also want to express my admiration and gratitude to the wonderful team at Key Books and HarperCollins UK, who gave their all and believed in this book and what it stands for. And, of course, I will never forget Liana Stefani, former director of the Archaeological Museum of Thessaloniki, who departed this life so prematurely on a Christmas Eve. From 2007, when I first met her, to 2019, she was the staunchest of friends and a true exemplar of incisive scholarship and ethical conduct. When I began the project on popularizing archaeology, I published my work as Theodoros Papakostas. Liana was the one who said, ‘Find a pseudonym, it’ll work better.’ And she was right. That’s how I became Archaeostoryteller.
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