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. The ancient Mediterranean civilizations and their heritage
When the European identity was being constructed in the Early Modern
Period (say, 1450–1700), people living in Europe saw themselves as
inhabiting the remains of the ancient Mediterranean civilizations and as
having inherited their cultural and intellectual productions.
Nevertheless, there are striking di ferences between the realities of the
lost Greco-Roman and the nascent European civilizations. This
encounter with the ancients facilitated new approaches to studying both
texts and the natural world. In some sense, this process of cultural
assimilation can be seen as a debate between those who advocated more
hierarchical, authoritarian systems of knowledge and power, and those
who advocated more egalitarian, evidence based, systems.

Key Point
Although modern Europeans trace key features of their culture back to
Greece and Rome, in the ancient world the cultural category of European
did not yet exist, and the Greeks and Romans did not think of themselves
as European, in this modern sense.
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Ancient Cultures around the Mediterranean Sea

. The Hellenic city states, around 550

.
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. The Persian Empire, around 500
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. The Delian League, around 450
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. The Peloponnesian War, 431 to 404

(Three phases)
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. Alexander’s Empire, 323

.
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. The Punic Wars, 264 to 146

(Three wars)

8 / 35

. The Roman Empire (half Latin speaking), around 100

.
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. The Eastern Roman Empire (Greek speaking), around 600
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. Religions and religious life
Much of the culture that united the ancient Mediterraneans centered
around stories that they told about their gods and goddesses.
The ancient gods were not omnipotent. Although they were eternal and
powerful, they acted in many ways like mortals: they got drunk, fell in
love, had petty feuds, and killed in ts of rage. They could be generous, or
cruel. They fought against each other, and with humans. They concerned
themselves directly in human a fairs: they picked sides in wars, they
seduced and raped humans giving birth to semi-divine mortals.
There were a number of generations of gods, in which the younger
generations had overthrown, and killed or subdued the older generations.
The current gods were always concerned that mortals would rise up
against them. There was an existential tension between gods and mortals.
There were many di ferent temples and many di ferent rites. There were
important festivals that involved processions, singing, dancing, drinking
and theatrical performances. One of the most famous of these was the
festival of Dionysus, in Athens.
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The Temple of Hephaestus, Athens

Detail of the Temple of Hephaestus, Athens

The remains of an ancient theater, Epidaurus

Festival of Venus, Peter Paul Rubens (1635)

. Literature and “high culture”
Greek literature and high culture, centered around myths involving the
gods and mortals. Latin literature was largely an imitation of Greek
paradigms. Most ancient literature was in verse, but there were also prose
compositions, including a few novels.
In some sense, in the ancient period, high culture was centered in the
Greek language, and in this regard many Romans felt a sense of inferiority.
Even after the Romans conquered the Hellenistic states, much literature,
philosophy and nearly all science was practiced in Greek. Romans
studied in the Greek schools of philosophy.
Mythology and literature are keys to understanding the ancient world.
Many of these myths are full of sex and violence – the perennial
ingredients of popular stories.
Prometheus
Zeus, Leda, her child Helen, and the Trojan War
Romulus and Remus and the foundation of Rome
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J. Cossiers, Prometheus Carrying Fire, 1637

G. Moreau, Prometheus Bound, 1868

. Leda and the Swan, W.B. Yeats (1928)
A sudden blow: the great wings beating still
Above the staggering girl, her thighs caressed
By the dark webs, her nape caught in his bill,
He holds her helpless breast upon his breast.
How can those terri ed vague ngers push
The feathered glory from her loosening thighs?
And how can body, laid in that white rush,
But feel the strange heart beating where it lies?
A shudder in the loins engenders there
The broken wall, the burning roof and tower
And Agamemnon dead.
Being so caught up,
So mastered by the brute blood of the air,
Did she put on his knowledge with his power
Before the indi ferent beak could let her drop?
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The union of Zeus and Leda resulted
in the birth of Helen, who was called
the “most beautiful woman in the
world.”
Helen was abducted by Paris, a
young prince of Troy, from Menelaus
of Sparta, her husband. The Greeks
formed an army and laid siege to
Troy for 10 years, to get Helen back.
All of the gods took sides and joined
in the war.

Abduction of Helen, Roderick Mead (1945)

In the end, Odysseus came up with
the idea of the Trojan Horse, and the
Greeks slaughtered the Trojans in
their sleep.

The Procession of the Trojan Horse in Troy, Giovanni Domenico Tiepolo (1773)

Romulus and Remus were the sons
of Rhea and the god Mars. She had
been forced to become a Vestal
Virgin by her great-uncle, who had
deposed her father from his throne
and killed her brothers.
The infants were abandoned in the
wilderness, but were suckled by a
wolf, and then found and raised by a
shepherd. When they learned their
identities, they killed their
great-uncle and restored their
grandfather to his throne.
They then founded the city of Rome,
in the process of which they fought,
and Romulus killed Remus.

Romulus and Remus, P.P. Rubens (1615)

. Politics and political life
Politics was an important aspect of life in ancient Greece and Rome, and
both the Greeks and the Romans developed elaborate systems of politics
and law.
A number of the early Greek cities, following Athens, were democratic,
and early Rome had a republican government. Both of these forms of
government involved participation and power-sharing. This placed an
emphasis on the ability to convince others of one’s opinion in public
spaces, and on an open discussion of political ideas.
Even after the Hellenic city-states had been joined into large kingdoms
and the Roman government had become imperial, this emphasis on
political debate and discussion remained. Ancient philosophers
developed elaborate techniques of dialectic and rhetoric, and studied the
processes of logical and emotional persuasion.
Political life remained an important area of activity for men of the higher
classes throughout the ancient period.
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. The public forum
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Cicero Denounces Catiline, Cesare Maccari, Fresco (1889)

. The “others:” Women, slaves, foreigners
Access to political life in the ancient Mediterranean was very restricted.
Citizenship was reserved for native-born males, of a certain age, usually
landowning. There was no concept of “human rights” or equality before
the law.
Women were expected to be socially invisible. With few
exceptions, they could neither own property, nor manage
their own a fairs. Their lives were strictly controlled, by
men.
Slaves were a vital part of the ancient economies. They were
either born into slavery or fell into it through military
defeat. Slavery was not generally an ethnic issue.
Foreigners were accepted into most Greek cities, but had no rights.
There were often race riots in Greek-governed cities. Our
word “barbarian” is the ancient word for foreigner. The
Romans gradually allowed non-natives to become citizens.
In general, it would have somewhat been better to have been one of the
others in Roman society than in Greek society.
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. Philosophy and the intellectual life
In the intellectual pursuits, as in literature, Greek culture was always
regarded as superior to Roman culture, even by most Romans.
The Greeks had a remarkably high opinion of the value of philosophy.
Although in the early period philosophers were shunned as social
parasites, and Socrates was killed, after the period of Plato and Aristotle,
this changed. The youths of the social elite were expected to study in the
the Greek schools of philosophy, and even some Roman emperors
practiced Greek philosophy.
There was no standardized education in the ancient world and Greek
schools were primarily places where one learned di ferent kinds of
philosophy, rhetoric, and to a lesser extent mathematics and the sciences.
The di ferent schools of philosophy - such as Plato’s Academy, Aristotle’s
Lyceum, Epicurus’ Garden, the Stoa, the schools of the Skeptics, and so on
- all had very di ferent views of the fundamental nature of the world, our
roles in society, and our relationship to the gods. In the late-ancient
period, there was a grand synthesis of the views of Plato and Aristotle.
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Diogenes the Cynic was a philosopher who
lived in a bathtub in the marketplace, in Athens.
He mocked Alexander and lived, embarrassed
Plato on his interpretation of Socrates and
shocked everyone with his behavior.
“Diogenes, when asked from what country he
came, replied, ‘I am a citizen of the world.’”
“Of what use is a philosopher who doesn’t hurt
anybody’s feelings?”
“It is the privilege of the gods to want nothing,
and of godlike men to want little.”

Diogenes, J.W. Waterhouse (1882)

“When I look upon seamen, men of science and
philosophers, man is the wisest of all beings;
but when I look upon priests and prophets
nothing is as contemptible as man.”

The School of Athens, Ra faello Sanzio da Urbino (1511)
Plato and Aristotle are in the middle, surrounded by philosophers and scholars, such as
Pythagoras, Socrates, Diogenes, Euclid, Ptolemy, etc. (The artist is in the upper right.)

. Natural sciences and mathematics
In the sciences and mathematics, Greek was the language of choice and
there were few Latin texts in these elds before the late medieval and
early modern periods. Romans also practiced the sciences in Greek.
Athens, and then Alexandria, acted as centers that attracted talented
scholars from the peripheries. These scholars developed mathematics,
astronomy, medicine, optics, harmonics, life sciences and engineering to
a high level. The sciences were not fully institutionalized in the ancient
Mediterranean. There were a number of rulers who patronized the arts
and sciences, particularly in the museum and library of Alexandria, but by
and large ancient scholars were privileged individuals of the upper
classes.
There was no scienti c revolution in the ancient world. Science was always
practiced by a small group of privileged individuals, it did not greatly
e fect or change society. With a number of exceptions, as ancient
societies became more hierarchical and centralized, the creative
productivity of mathematics and the natural sciences began to decline.
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A Latin translation of
Aristotle’s On the History of
Animals, in a 15th century
manuscript.
This is Aristotle’s longest
treatise on biology and gives
a treatment of his
classi cation of animals and
their parts.

Euclid’s Elements, 1482
(First printing, Latin translation)
The Elements was a book in thirteen
chapters on the foundations of
geometry, upon which a number of
natural sciences – such as
astronomy, optics, mechanics, and
so on – were based.

Ptolemy’s Geography, 1482 (Latin translation)

th
. Appropriating the Past: The Humanists (15 century)

In the 15th and 16th century, a new style of scholarship, generally called
humanism, became prominent. Scholars began a second wave of
translations of ancient texts, now mostly from Greek (as opposed to the
earlier translations that were mostly from Arabic).
Humanism advocated the study of ancient texts in their original
languages on the basis of Greek and Latin philology (also Hebrew, Arabic,
and Aramaic). A number of ancient texts were “rediscovered:”
The Hermetic Corpus, Plato’s Dialogues, Ptolemy’s Geography,
Dioscorides’ Medical Material, Lucrtetius’ On the Nature of Things,
Celsus’ On Medicine.
This included many secular, mystical and pagan works (not Christian, and
often incompatible with Christianity). First mostly poetry and history,
later science, medicine and mathematics.
Ancient Historians, Cicero’s Republic, Galen’s anatomical and
physiological works, Aristotle’s political works, Archimedes’ work in
mathematics and mechanics, the Aristotelian Mechanical Problems.
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th
. Appropriating the Past: Classical Scholarship (19 century)

The 19th century saw the development of techniques of critical,
philological scholarship and the majority of our Greek and Latin classics
were edited in the 19th and early 20th centuries.
There were two somewhat con icting tendencies:
Especially in the German states, there were projects to establish the
ancient texts on a secure historico-critical basis. These projects
emphasized the di ference between ancient and modern cultures
and extended to many other languages, such as Hebrew, Arabic,
Persian, Sanskrit, and so on.
Especially in Britain, there were projects to assimilate the ancient
texts into modern culture. Greek and Latin were taught in
compulsory education. Texts were translated into modern languages
and edited to make them more Christian, suitable for “ladies,” and
serviceable for the projects of colonization and empire building.
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. Overview
The ancient Mediterranean societies were very di ferent from the
societies of early modern Europe, in which people rst conceived of
“European” as an identity category.
We can study the ancient Greeks and Romans both as they were in
themselves and also as their works and ideas were received,
interpreted and appropriated by European thinkers, artists, and
statesmen.
“The ancients” meant di ferent things to di ferent people and
arguing about the historical relationship between the ancient
Greco-Roman societies and the modern European societies was, and
remains, an important way of arguing over the meaning of
“European.”
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