
17 Ancient Greece
17.1  Overview
Numerous videos and interactivities are embedded just where you need them, at the point of learning, in your 
learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. They will help you to learn the content and concepts covered in this topic.

17.1.1 Links with our times
In 2004, the Summer Olympic Games, officially known as the XXVIII Olympiad (28th Olympiad), were held 
in Athens, the capital of modern Greece. Its motto, ‘Welcome Home’, was chosen because Greece was the 
birthplace of the Olympics. According to Greek tradition, the first ancient Greek Olympics were staged in  
776 BCE. As we will see in this topic, the Olympics are far from being our only legacy from Greece. Greeks 
have settled in many places, bringing their culture with them. More people of Greek descent live in Melbourne 
than in any city except Athens. Much more importantly, many ancient Greek ideas were handed down to the 
present through other cultures. Ancient Greek influences are all around us.

Spartans, the Olympics and the birth of democracy. Was ancient Greece the happening place to be?

SOURCE 1  Statues called caryatids on the Acropolis, Athens, Greece

Resources

eWorkbook Customisable worksheets for this topic

Video eLesson Ancient Greece (eles-1836)
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c. 1400–1200
The Great Age of Mycenae �ourishes.

c. 776
The First Olympiad is held.

508
Democracy is
introduced in Athens. 

460–445
The First Peloponnesian War.

146
The Romans conquer Greece.

336
Alexander the Great becomes ruler of Greece. 

431–404
The Peloponnesian War is waged between
alliances led by Athens and Sparta.

c. 1000
Dorians settle in Sparta and other Mycenaean sites.

c. 800
The Greek alphabet is developed.

c. 750
The Greek archaic period (to c. 490)

490
The Persian Wars begin.

403–371
Sparta dominates the Greek world.

334
Alexander the Great invades

the Persian Empire.

371
The Thebans defeat the Spartans.

c. 490
Greek Classical Age (to c. 323): a period of

great achievements in art, literature and drama

c. 1150
The Greek ‘Dark Ages’ (to c. 750): Many
Greeks migrate from the mainland to the
Aegean islands and the coast of Asia Minor.

c. 3000
The Minoan civilisation develops on Crete. 
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SOURCE 2  A timeline of ancient Greece
int-4294
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17.2  Examining the evidence

17.2.1 How do we know about ancient Greece?
Every year millions of people visit Greece to marvel at the many surviving traces of its ancient civilisation. 
These include the shells of magnificent buildings such as the Parthenon and Erechtheion on the Acropolis 
of Athens, and the National Archaeological Museum, which holds the world’s largest collection of ancient 
Greek artefacts. They also visit the extensive ruins of the original Olympic Games at Olympia and other 
sites, such as the god Poseidon’s temple at Sounion and the sanctuary at Delphi, which the ancient Greeks 
called the ‘navel of the Earth’. There are also great collections of Greek art 
in other parts of the world, including the famous Parthenon Marbles, which 
were taken from the Parthenon by the British diplomat Lord Elgin more 
than two hundred years ago and are now displayed in the British Museum 
in London.

LEARNING INTENTION

By the end of this subtopic, you will be able to describe the archaeological and written sources for ancient 
Greece and explain the gaps in our knowledge.

SOURCE 1  Some of the many marble sculptures that once adorned the 
Parthenon in ancient Athens

SOURCE 2  Mycenaean soldiers 
painted on pottery. Mycenae was 
the earliest civilisation on the Greek 
mainland.

SOURCE 3  A theatre mask used in performances of plays in 
ancient Athens. Beside the mask you can see the excavated 
remains of an ancient Greek amphitheatre in Aphrodisias on 
the Turkish coast. It was in open-air theatres like this that 
ancient Greek actors performed wearing such masks.

acropolis    stronghold on high 
ground in an ancient Greek 
city-state
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Written sources
The Greeks also left many written records. Ancient 
Greek writers are still read today. Among the best 
known are the works of the epic poet Homer, the 
historians Herodotus (c. 484–425 BCE) and Thucydides 
(c. 460–403 BCE), the philosophers Plato (c. 428–348 
BCE) and Aristotle (c. 384–332 BCE), and playwrights 
such as Sophocles (c. 495–405 BCE). Their works and 
other written records add much to our understanding of 
ancient Greece.

SOURCE 4  Part of the ancient Greek temple 
called the Parthenon, viewed from below the 
Acropolis of Athens

17.2 ACTIVITY

Design a theatre mask to represent a different kind of character from the one depicted in SOURCE 3. Use 
plasticine or other suitable material to make this mask.  History concepts: Source, Evidence 

 HASS skills: Communicating and reflecting

17.2 EXERCISE

To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, go 
to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au.

Check your understanding

 1. What is the main reason that millions of people visit Greece each year? 
 2. Name an ancient Greek writer whose works are still read today.
 3. Where were the original Olympic Games held?
 4. What was the earliest civilisation on the Greek mainland called?
 5. Who was Herodotus?

Apply your understanding

 6. Look closely at SOURCE 1.
 a. Describe the details of the scene depicted in this sculpture.
 b. What opinion could you form from this source about the artistic skills of ancient Greek sculptors?
 c. Use this source to develop a hypothesis about the wealth and values of ancient Athens.

 7. What do you think we might learn from SOURCE 2 about:
 a. the skills of Mycenaean potters
 b. the arms and armour of Mycenaean soldiers?

 8. What kind of character do you think the mask shown in SOURCE 3 was meant to represent?
 9. Look closely at the building in the top left of SOURCE 4. Describe a feature of this ancient building that you 

recognise as having influenced the style of many modern-day public buildings.
 10. Write a short summary of what you have discovered about ancient Greece from these four sources.

For sample responses to every question, go to www.jacplus.com.au.

Learning pathways

LEVEL 1
Questions 
1-5

LEVEL 2
Questions 
6-9

LEVEL 3
Question 
10

TOPIC 17 Ancient Greece 5

c17AncientGreece.indd   5 10/06/20   6:07 PM

UNCORRECTED PAGE PROOFS



17.3  The Minoans and Mycenaeans

17.3.1 Minoan civilisation
Civilisation in Greece began before 3000 BCE when people started to grow crops and herd animals on Crete, 
the largest of the Greek islands. The archaeologist Arthur Evans was the first to excavate their cities. He called 
these people Minoans after their legendary King Minos. During the fourteenth century BCE, their peaceful 
civilisation appears to have been overrun by the more warlike Mycenaeans of mainland Greece.

By about 2500 BCE the Minoans had built towns. They had also learned to make tools, weapons and 
ornaments from bronze and to create beautiful pottery. The main Minoan city, Knossos, dates from about  
1900 BCE. The walls of the buildings in Knossos were decorated with scenes of Minoan life, including 
athletes leaping and performing acrobatics on the backs of wild bulls (see SOURCE 1).

LEARNING INTENTION

By the end of this subtopic, you will be able to describe the first ancient Greek civilisation, the Minoans, and the 
Mycenaeans, who conquered them around 1375 BCE.

SOURCE 1  A fresco (wall painting) from Knossos showing young Minoan men and women leaping on the back of a bull
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Around the time that Knossos was built the Minoans were building palaces, and most Minoans were living 
in large coastal towns. These were probably centres of their extensive sea trade. There is evidence that the 
Minoans set up trading bases on several Greek islands and exchanged goods with Egypt, Syria and other 
civilisations. The Minoans used a written language we call Linear A. It disappeared suddenly about  
1450 BCE and it is still not understood. Around 1700 BCE the Minoan cities were destroyed following the 
eruption of a volcano on the island of Santorini, which triggered a massive tsunami. The cities were rebuilt but 
were destroyed again by earthquakes in about 1450 BCE.

17.3.2 The Mycenaeans
Most archaeologists believe that by about 1375 BCE, Mycenaean invaders from small kingdoms such as 
Mycenae, Athens and other hilltop cities on the Greek mainland had conquered the Minoans. Mycenaean 
civilisation flourished between about 1400 BCE and 1200 BCE. The Mycenaeans were great seafarers and 
traders and were highly skilled in the use of bronze. They appear to have copied some aspects of Minoan 
culture. The warrior ruling class lived in palaces and enjoyed music, dancing and sport.

The Mycaenaeans spoke an early form of Greek. Their written language, which we call Linear B, has been 
translated since its code was cracked in 1952. The earliest Mycenaean stories to appear in written sources are 
Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey. These epic poems had been handed down by word of mouth for centuries before 
they were written down. The Iliad tells the story of how in about 1200 BCE the Mycenaeans laid siege to, and 
finally captured and destroyed, the city of Troy in Anatolia (present-day Turkey).
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SOURCE 2  Crete, Greece and Egypt at the time of the Minoan and 
Mycenaean civilisations
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Homer’s Iliad and the Trojan War
The story told in the Iliad is so popular that it has been told and retold, even by Hollywood in a twenty-first 
century movie. Whether any part of the story is true is still a mystery. Some archaeological discoveries have 
only added to the debate. The story was probably passed down by storytellers for three centuries before it was 
recorded in writing by Homer. Homer is believed to be a Greek who lived in the eighth century BC. However, 
some scholars think that his poems were the work of several people.

As the Iliad tells the story, there are several main characters. Among them are:
 • Agamemnon, the king of Mycenae
 • Menelaus, the king of Sparta and brother of Agamemnon
 • Helen, the wife of Menelaus
 • Priam, the king of Troy
 • Paris, son of Priam
 • Odysseus, a Mycenaean warrior hero.

According to the Iliad, the war started because Paris abducted Helen and took her to Troy. As Homer tells the 
story, Agamemnon gathered a great Greek navy and led a ten-year siege of Troy that included huge battles 
outside the city’s walls. Troy was finally defeated by Mycenaean trickery. Pretending to have given up the 
siege, the Greeks left a giant wooden horse with their hero Odysseus and about twenty other warriors hidden 
inside. Seeing that the Greeks had sailed away, the Trojans thought that the Greeks had left the horse as a gift. 
After the rejoicing Trojans dragged the horse into the city, Odysseus and his companions crept out and opened 
the city gates for the returning Greeks, who seized and destroyed Troy.

Fact or fiction?
Even in ancient times the truth of the Iliad was doubted (see SOURCE 4). Until the late nineteenth century 
CE, the story was thought to be simply a myth. Then, in 1870, a German amateur archaeologist, Heinrich 
Schliemann, began digging on what he believed was the site of ancient Troy. He used the Iliad to help find 
its location and he discovered the ruins of a city that could have been Troy (see SOURCE 5). However, later 
excavations showed that the level Schliemann identified as Troy was hundreds of years too early.

SOURCE 3  A scene from one of the wall paintings found at Tiryns, a Mycenaean 
site from the fourteenth to thirteenth centuries BCE
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The Mask of Agamemnon?
Four years later, Schliemann excavated Mycenae to find the grave of Agamemnon. He found at least five royal 
graves filled with gold and other treasure. His most exciting finds were several gold masks, including one 
pictured in SOURCE 6 that became known as the ‘Mask of Agamemnon’. Many archaeologists doubt that this 
really is Agamemnon’s death mask for several reasons:

 • Schliemann had a record of faking archaeological finds and he could have had the mask made.
 • The grave where the mask was found is about 300 years earlier than the supposed date of the Trojan War.
 • The ‘Mask of Agamemnon’ looks very different from the masks, including SOURCE 7, found covering the 

remains of other Mycenaean chieftains.

There is still no clear evidence that the Trojan War really happened or that the grave Schliemann unearthed at 
Mycenae was in fact the grave of King Agamemnon.

SOURCE 4  From The Histories, written by the ancient Greek historian Herodotus (c. 484–425 BCE)

... had Helen really been in Troy, she would have been handed over to the Greeks with or without Paris’ consent; 
for I cannot believe that either Priam or any other kinsman of his was mad enough to be willing to risk his own 
and his children’s lives and the safety of the city, simply to let Paris continue to live with Helen.

SOURCE 5  At Canakkale, about 300 km south-west of Istanbul 
in Turkey, Schliemann dug up these city ruins. Later excavations 
have shown that the site contains ruins of nine different 
settlements, built one on top of the other.

SOURCE 6  The gold ‘Mask of Agamemnon’. 
Heinrich Schliemann claimed to have found it in 1876 
when he excavated graves in Mycenae. It is held in 
the National Archaeological Museum, in Athens.

SOURCE 7  Another Mycenaean gold mask from 
excavated graves in Mycenae, now held in the 
National Archaeological Museum, in Athens
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17.3 EXERCISE

To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, go to your learnON 
title at www.jacplus.com.au.

Check your understanding

 1. Describe the achievements of Minoan civilisation by around 1700 BCE.
 2. What appears to have caused the collapse of Minoan civilisation?
 3. Who were the Mycenaeans?
 4. What role might the Mycenaeans have played in the destruction of Minoan Crete?
 5. According to legend, what caused the Trojan War?
 6. How did the Mycenaean Greeks win the Trojan War?
 7. What was the main effect of the Trojan War?

Apply your understanding

For help with analysing sources, go to topic 13 History skills and concepts and 17.12 SkillBuilder: Analysing and 
corroborating sources.

 8. List the main events in the rise and fall of Minoan civilisation in chronological order.
 9. Study SOURCE 1.
 a. Describe what is depicted in this Minoan wall painting.
 b. Do you think the Minoans did such things for sport or could there be another explanation for the scene? 

Give reasons for your answer.
 10. Referring to SOURCE 2, explain how the location of Crete would have helped the Minoans to trade with other 

civilisations and how the Minoans would have benefited from trade.
 11. Analyse SOURCE 3. What might it be possible to say about Mycenaean art and everyday life, using it as your 

evidence?
 12. In SOURCE 4, what does Herodotus doubt about the account of the Trojan War in the Iliad?
 13. The Iliad was an epic poem, whereas Herodotus was trying to write history. How would this have led to him 

taking a different perspective on the cause of the Trojan War?
 14. Why is it likely that the walls in SOURCE 5 are not the walls of ancient Troy?
 15. Compare SOURCES 6 and 7.
 a. Describe the features of the mask in SOURCE 6.
 b. Describe the features of the mask in SOURCE 7.
 c. If both of these masks were really found in the graves at Mycenae, why do you think a decision was made to 

call SOURCE 6 rather than SOURCE 7 the mask of Agamemnon?
 16. Choose two sources in this subtopic and determine three questions you would ask about each of them to 

assess their accuracy, reliability and usefulness for a study of Minoan and/or Mycenaean history.
 17. Why do you think other archaeologists and historians have contested Heinrich Schliemann’s interpretation of 

his findings about Troy and Agamemnon?
 18. Describe the main changes that took place in the ancient Greek world between 3000 BCE and  

1200 BCE.

For sample responses to every question, go to www.jacplus.com.au.

Learning pathways

LEVEL 1
Questions 
1-7

LEVEL 2
Questions 
9, 11-14, 16, 17

LEVEL 3
Questions 
8, 10, 15, 18
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17.4  The ‘Dark Age’ to the Archaic Period

17.4.1 The influence of geography
From their heavily fortified cities, the Mycenaean kings dominated the south of Greece from around 1600 BCE 
to 1200 BCE. But soon after 1200 BCE, Mycenaean culture suffered a sudden and violent collapse. This was 
followed by the Greek ‘Dark Age’, which lasted almost four hundred years. We know very little about ancient 
Greece between 1150 BCE and the development of the Greek alphabet around 800 BCE.
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SOURCE 1  The origins of Greece

LEARNING INTENTION

By the end of this subtopic, you will be able to identify the geographical features of Greece and explain how they 
influenced the development of Greek civilisation from about 1150 BCE to 490 BCE.

TOPIC 17 Ancient Greece 11
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What we do know is that the landscape, climate and natural resources of Greece had a huge influence on 
its civilisations in this period and later. As you can see in SOURCE 1, 75 per cent of the Greek mainland is 
mountainous. This meant that settlements were isolated from each other, overland travel was difficult and only 
about 20 per cent of the land was useful for farming. This caused the Greek settlements to turn to the sea for 
contacts and trade.

Ancient Greece had long, hot summers and short, cool and wet winters. Rainfall was unreliable and long 
droughts could cause hunger, but floods could also destroy food crops. However, soils in many of the valleys 
were suitable for growing barley, oats and some wheat, while the uplands provided slopes for grazing sheep 
and goats and growing grapes and olives. Most ancient Greeks were small farmers who lived in small villages. 
They provided the staples of the Greek diet — bread, wine and olive oil — as well as products from the herds 
— wool, skins, cheese and occasionally meat.

Trade
Although sudden storms made sea travel in ancient times very dangerous, the Greeks also relied on the sea 
for trade in bronze, timber and other materials they lacked. Some wheat also had to be imported because 
from around 600 BCE, the Greek population increased and wheat did not grow well in the steep terrain and 
limestone soils. The Greeks imported it and other foods from Egypt, southern Italy and around the Black Sea. 
They exported olive oil, wine and pottery.

17.4.2 The development of the Greek city-states

The Greek ‘Dark Age’, c. 1150–750 BCE
The period from about 1150 to 750 BCE is called the Greek ‘Dark Age’ partly because very little is known 
of it. Mycenaean palaces were looted and burned and nearly all the Mycenaean fortresses except Athens were 
abandoned. We do not know who the attackers were. Until the late twentieth century, historians mostly agreed 
that they were Dorians from northern Greece. Among these Dorians were people who settled in villages at the 
site of Sparta around 1000 BCE. However, archaeological evidence suggests that the Mycenaean kingdoms had 
collapsed before the Dorians moved south.

During the Dark Age, the art of writing was lost, trade collapsed and central government disappeared. A 
consequence was a lack of evidence for this period. Another important Dark Age development was the 
migration from around 1050 BCE of mainland Greeks to the Aegean islands and the coast of Asia Minor 
(modern-day Turkey). According to Greek legends, these migrants included people fleeing from the Dorians. 
Around the same time, the Iron Age reached Greece which meant the beginning of tool and weapon 
manufacturing using iron.

SOURCE 2  An archaeological excavation at the 
site of an ancient Greek settlement in what is now 
the Black Sea port of Odessa, in Ukraine

SOURCE 3  Athens today as seen from its port, 
Piraeus. The arid mountains in the background are 
typical of Greece.
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The Archaic Period and the rise of the polis
The time between c. 750 and 490 BCE is called the Archaic Period. It 
describes the time leading up to the Classical Period. Many changes took 
place in the Greek world. Pan-Hellenic institutions, such as the Olympic 
festivals, came to express a common Greek culture. Around 750 BCE, 
Greeks set up colonies in southern Italy, Sicily and even as far away as the 
Black Sea. This was probably because of a growing shortage of farming land 
on the dry, rocky mainland. By the early seventh century BCE, throughout 
the Greek mainland, islands and colonies, a new kind of state developed. 
Greeks formed poleis — independent, self-governing city-states such as 
Athens, Sparta, Corinth and Thebes that often fought each other for territory.

Dorians    tribes from the north of 
Greece who moved into the south 
during the Dark Age

Iron Age    period in which people 
learned to use iron to make tools 
and weapons

pan-Hellenic    for all the Greeks

polis    (plural poleis   ) ancient 
Greek city-state

17.4 EXERCISE

To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, go to your learnON 
title at www.jacplus.com.au.

Check your understanding

 1. Complete the following paragraph by selecting the correct words from the list: sea; fifth; unreliable; 
mountainous; isolated; hot.
The type of civilisation that developed in ancient Greece was influenced by the ______ landscape, ______ 
summers and ______ rainfall. Only a ______ of the land was good for farming. Because Greek settlements 
were ______ from each other, the Greeks used the ______, despite the risk of dangerous storms.

 2. What is meant by the Greek ‘Dark Age’?
 3. What became of the Mycenaean cites and writing in this period?
 4. To which areas did Greeks migrate during the Dark Age?

Apply your understanding

For help with analysing sources, go to topic 13 History skills and concepts and 17.12 SkillBuilder: Analysing and 
corroborating sources. 

 5. Look closely at SOURCE 1.
 a. How much of Greece is mountainous and how would that have affected farming and travel by land?
 b. Why is the Greek coastline very long relative to the size of Greece?
 c. How would these geographical features have encouraged many Greeks to emigrate from Greece?
 6. Look closely at SOURCE 2. What four questions would you ask about its usefulness and reliability as evidence 

for the establishment of ancient Greek colonies?
 7. Athens (see SOURCE 3) was an ancient Greek city-state and is the capital of modern Greece. Describe the 

landscape of its surroundings.
 8. Using all of the sources in this subtopic as evidence, explain why Greece became a country of independent, 

self-governing city-states that often fought each other.
 9. Describe the broad changes that occurred in Greece between c. 1200 and 490 BCE.

For sample responses to every question, go to www.jacplus.com.au.

Learning pathways

LEVEL 1
Questions 
1-4

LEVEL 2
Questions 
5-7

LEVEL 3
Question 
8, 9

TOPIC 17 Ancient Greece 13

c17AncientGreece.indd   13 10/06/20   6:08 PM

UNCORRECTED PAGE PROOFS



17.5  Government in Athens and Sparta

17.5.1 Athens — the roots of democracy
Athens and Sparta were the two most powerful city-states in ancient Greece. They had many things in common 
with other ancient Greek city-states. For example, they generally worshipped the same gods and used the same 
language and alphabet. However, city-states had their own laws and traditions and their own ruling systems.

Greek city-states (or poleis) were originally ruled by kings. Later, most came under the control of oligarchies. 
From the seventh century BCE, many poleis were for a time led by absolute rulers called tyrants who, all the 
same, often carried out reforms to win popular support. In most cases the aristocrats (oligarchs) eventually 
regained power. Then in 508 BCE, Athens introduced a new system of government called democracy.

Democracy in Athens was well-established by the fifth century BCE. 
Athenian citizens decided how their city-state would be run. At meetings 
of the governing assembly (called the Ecclesia), they voted on laws and 
elected officials. Membership of the Council of 500 and jury courts was 
rotated. This meant that all citizens could participate, and no-one became 
too powerful. In fact, someone suspected of trying to grab power could 
be ostracised. Ostracism meant that if 6000 citizens spoke up against 
a man, he could be exiled from Athens for 10 years. Citizens expressed 
their concern by scratching the man’s name on a piece of broken pottery 
called an ostrak on.

But was it democratic?
In Athens, as in Australia, only adult citizens could vote. In Australia 
today, most people who live here are citizens. However, during the 
fifth century BCE only about 45 000 of Athens’ population of around 
300 000 were citizens. Women and children (who made up nearly half 
the population), metics (who made up about 12 per cent) and slaves 
(who made up about 25 per cent) could not take part in the democratic 
process.

metic    free man living in Athens but 
not born there; could not vote or own 
property but served in the army and 
paid taxes

LEARNING INTENTION

By the end of this subtopic, you will be able to explain the different systems of government that developed in 
Athens and Sparta.

oligarchy    governing council of rich 
aristocrats

democracy    a political system 
according to which citizens choose the 
way in which they are governed

ostracism    the punishment of being 
banished from Athens

DID YOU KNOW?

All citizens were able to participate personally in the government of Athens because the citizen population was 
fairly small. Each citizen could discuss and vote on Athenian laws. They could also be elected to work as public 
officials on a fair, rotational basis. This sort of democracy is called direct democracy.

The form of democracy in Australia is called representative democracy. Australian citizens aged over 18 vote for 
politicians who they believe will best represent their or the community’s interests. Generally, these representatives 
belong to political parties. The party or coalition winning most of the 151 seats in the federal House of 
Representatives forms the federal government. The main losing party or parties form the Opposition, whose 
role is to critically review what the government does. The Senate comprises 76 people — 12 from each state of 
Australia and two from each territory. Its role is to protect state interests.
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17.5.2 Spartan rule
Dorians settled at the site of Sparta around 1000 BCE. During the eighth century BCE, Sparta took control of 
the Laconian plain and conquered neighbouring Messenia. The Spartans made most Laconians and Messenians 
slaves, called helots, whom they controlled brutally.

Initially, Sparta was ruled by two kings who inherited their position. By about the end of the seventh century 
BCE, the government had become an oligarchy. Most power was in the hands of a few families who controlled 
the Ephorate and dominated the council of elders. These two bodies 
decided what laws and policies the Spartan citizens in the Assembly of 
Spartiates would vote on. Citizens could not discuss these matters. They 
could only shout ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to a proposal. Even if they voted ‘no’, 
this decision could be overruled.

• Ten men chosen
• Had to be citizens with 

military experience
• Often served for more
    than one year
• Had special powers

War generals

• Nine men chosen
• Had to be citizens
• Had special powers

Religious of�cials

• Comprised Athenian 
citizens

• Met every nine days
• Debated and voted on  

all Athenian laws and 
policies

Assembly or ecclesia

• Comprised 50 men from 
each of the 10 tribes of 
Athens, chosen by lot

• Took action on laws 
passed by ecclesia

• Citizens could be 
members only twice in a 
lifetime

• Leader changed daily

Council of 500 or boule

• Comprised
 6000 citizens 
• Juries were drawn by 

lot from the 6000
• Dealt with all crimes 

except murder

Jury courts or heliaea

• Helped to manage 
specific aspects of 
government (e.g. 
markets)

• Each comprised
 10 elected citizens
• Minor officials 

elected to help 
committees

Committees

Elected

Worked
with

Elected
every
year

Elected

Elected
every
year

Referred laws
and policies
for voting

GOVERNMENT IN ATHENS

SOURCE 1  Government in Athens

SOURCE 2  Painting of Athenian Assembly after the death of Pericles in 429 BCE

helot    slave of the Spartan state

Ephorate    five-man ruling body in 
Sparta that advised the kings

TOPIC 17 Ancient Greece 15

c17AncientGreece.indd   15 10/06/20   6:08 PM

UNCORRECTED PAGE PROOFS



DISCUSS

In history, we use arguments to interpret and explain the past, including how events caused changes. But we 
have to be careful to ensure that our reasoning is sound.

Is the reasoning sound in the following statements? Why or why not?

Statement 1: Spartan women had more rights than most other women in ancient times.

Statement 2: The modern women's rights movement, called feminism, emerged in the second half of the 
twentieth century.

Conclusion: Feminism came from ancient Sparta.  General capability: Creative and critical thinking

• Comprised five men
• Elected for one year
• Met daily
• Responsible for law 

and order (controlled 
army and secret police 
force)

Ephorate

• Comprised citizens
 (men over 30)
• Met every month
• Could not discuss
 anything
• Its vote could be
 overruled
• Citizens shouted ‘yes’ 
 or ‘no’ to vote

Assembly of Spartiates

• One led army
• One ruled at 

home

Two kings

Could preside over

• Comprised two kings
 and 28 respected
 citizens over 60 who were 

elected for life
• Membership on basis of 

achievements
• Selected by applause in 

Apella (popular assembly)
• Tried treason cases

Council of elders
or Gerousia

AdvisedAdvised

Members of

Could preside over

Called meetings

Elected
members
each year

Referred laws and 
policies for voting

Referred laws and 
policies for voting

GOVERNMENT IN SPARTA

SOURCE 3  Government in Sparta

17.5 EXERCISE

To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, go to your learnON 
title at www.jacplus.com.au.

Check your understanding

 1. What did the ancient Greek city-states have in common?
 2. When did Athens introduce a system called democracy?
 3. What percentage of the population of Athens were citizens?

Learning pathways

LEVEL 1
Questions 
1-5

LEVEL 2
Questions 
6-12

LEVEL 3
Question 
-
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 4. Why could citizens be ostracised and what happened to them?
 5. What was the effect of the Spartan conquest on the Messenians?
 6. Around what time did Sparta become an oligarchy and what did that mean?

Apply your understanding

 7. In chronological order, list the three forms of government that existed in many Greek city-states before 
Athens introduced democracy. What were the differences between these forms of government?

 8. Using SOURCE 1, explain the difference between the Assembly and the Council of 500.
 9. Describe the scene in SOURCE 2 and suggest what impression it gives of the character of the Athenian 

Assembly meetings.
 10. Examine SOURCE 3.
 a. Explain who could be Spartan citizens.
 b. Describe powers held in Sparta by each of the following institutions: the Ephorate, the Gerousia and the 

Assembly.
 11. Using SOURCES 1 and 3 and other information in this subtopic, identify whether the following statements are 

true or false.
 a. In Athens, all citizens voted on laws. In Sparta, citizens (Spartan men aged over 30) could vote but their vote 

could be overruled.
 b. Ordinary citizens had more power in Sparta than in Athens.
 c. In both Athens and Sparta, women, slaves and non-citizens did not have the rights of citizens.

 12. Use the internet to find archaeological sources from Athens and Sparta. Develop a hypothesis to suggest 
why there are many from Athens and so few from Sparta.

For sample responses to every question, go to www.jacplus.com.au.

17.6  Everyday life in Sparta

17.6.1 A strong city-state
After brutally putting down a slave revolt in about 650 BCE, Sparta became a military state, and it remained so 
for the next 300 years. Culture and art were no longer valued, and luxuries were despised. The main role of a 
Spartan man was to be a brave warrior, while the main role of a Spartan woman was to bear strong children.

Like many settlements in ancient Greece, Sparta was a city-state. This means it was a fortified centre 
surrounded by a town community and farmlands. The farmlands provided the produce that people needed to 
survive. Like all city-states, it had its own laws and form of government. The city-state of Sparta became very 
powerful because it was the only one with a permanent army.

LEARNING INTENTION

By the end of this subtopic, you will be able to identify how Sparta became a military state, and describe how 
Spartan men and women lived.

SOURCE 1  As the Greek writer Plutarch notes, the main aim of boys’ education was to teach them to be fierce, 
disciplined soldiers.

The boys learned to read and write no more than was necessary. Otherwise their whole education was aimed 
at developing smart obedience, perseverance under stress and victory in battle. So as they grew older they 
intensified their physical training, and got into the habit of cropping their hair, going barefoot and exercising 
naked. From the age of twelve they never wore a tunic, and were given only one cloak a year. Their bodies were 
rough, and knew nothing of baths or oiling.
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A tough life
Sparta soon dominated the Peloponnese peninsula. But life in Sparta was harsh. Ancient Greek writers 
claimed that weak or sickly male babies were abandoned on a hillside to die of exposure. However, recent 
archaeological evidence casts some doubt on this story.

Boys left home at the age of seven to start their military training in barracks. Everything was geared to 
protecting the state — personal needs did not matter.

Spartan women
Spartan women could not become citizens, vote or hold public office. However, they could own land and 
represent themselves in court. There is evidence that Spartan women came to own about a third of Sparta’s 
land and wealth because so many Spartan men were killed in battle. Like boys, they were taught to be brave 
and outspoken.

Women wore plain clothing, cut their hair short and did not wear perfume, makeup or jewellery. They trained 
to keep fit, and exercised and danced naked. Their role was to bear healthy children and to be tough for their 
men.

Such great importance was placed on producing Spartan children that it influenced the way Spartans viewed 
death and funerary customs. The most honourable death for a Spartan man was to die in battle. Along with 
men who died in battle, women who died in childbirth were the only Spartans who were permitted to have 
their names on tombstones.

17.6.2 The helots and the perioeci
Unlike slaves in other Greek states, the helots were not owned by individuals. They were the property of the 
Spartan state, which allocated families of helots to farm the land set aside for each Spartan. Because the helots 
greatly outnumbered them, the Spartans lived in fear of a helot rebellion. It was probably this fear that led the 
Spartans to cruelly control the helots and to adopt a system that made Sparta such a harsh military state.

The perioeci were descended from Dorian tribes who settled in other areas around Sparta. Though perioeci 
men had to serve in Sparta’s army if required, they were otherwise free. They were mainly craftspeople and 
merchants — occupations forbidden to the elite Spartans.

How did the helots react to enslavement?
When the Spartans conquered the Messenians, reducing them to the status of slaves, it was this slavery that 
made the Spartan way of life possible. Spartans could only be full-time soldiers because their state provided 
each Spartan family with sufficient helots to work their land and to provide those families with the produce 
they needed.

Evidence suggests the Messenian helots never lost the will to regain their freedom. They rebelled against 
Sparta around 650 BCE and again in 464–459 BCE. It is likely that the methods used by the Spartans to 
suppress the helots made the helots even more rebellious. The 
Spartan Ephorate ran a secret police force called the Krypteia. It 
recruited young Spartans and sent them out for a year to spy on the 
helots. They were authorised to kill helots, especially those who 
appeared to have the kinds of qualities that might fit them to lead a 
helot rebellion (see SOURCES 3 and 4).

Peloponnese peninsula    the southern part of 
mainland Greece, joined to the north by the 
narrow Isthmus of Corinth

perioeci    peoples of Laconian towns around 
Sparta who could be required to fight for 
Sparta but were not citizens
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 A The army barracks and other Spartan settlements had no walls.

 B Even after they married, Spartan men still ate in the army barracks as a member of a mess. To become a 
citizen, a man had to be a member of an army mess.

 C Men lived in military camps until they were 30, when they could become a citizen and marry.

 D Spartan soldiers grew their hair long and usually wore little clothing. However, when fighting or training, they 
wore armour and bright red cloaks. When in their phalanx formation, they stood close together, with shields 
touching and their spears jutting straight out ahead.

 E Boys were often flogged to teach them to put up with pain and develop their courage. Being caught stealing 
was severely punished — though stealing itself was accepted.

 F Beds were a bundle of long reeds, cut from the riverbanks, and laid on the floor.

 G In the military camps, boys and young men exercised, played war games and learned about Sparta’s rules of 
conduct. The boys enjoyed no ‘home comforts’ and discipline was very harsh.

E

F

G

C

B

A

D

SOURCE 2  Spartan males lived a harsh and disciplined life, much of which was spent in military camps.
int-5983
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How have historians explained Sparta’s treatment of the helots?
Our only ancient sources for Sparta are a few archaeological traces and the writings of several ancient Greeks, 
including Herodotus and Thucydides. Almost none of our ancient written primary sources were created by 
Spartans and none by helots. Yet an enormous number of books and articles have been written about ancient 
Sparta by historians using the little evidence that exists. SOURCES 5 and 6 are two examples.

SOURCE 5  An account of Spartan motives for suppressing the helots, from Sarah B. Pomeroy, et al., Ancient 
Greece: A Political, Social and Cultural History, 1999

The Second Messenian War [of c. 650 BC] had been a terrifying revelation of the potential risks of the helot 
system, and the possibility of a repetition haunted the imaginations of Spartans and their enemies. One certain 
way of avoiding such a catastrophe, abandoning Messenia, was unthinkable... the Spartans realized that if all 
potential hoplites could be mobilized and trained to the highest degree of skill possible, Sparta would enjoy an 
overwhelming military advantage over its helots and other enemies... In effect they waged a perpetual war against 
the helots and were consequently always prepared to engage in other acts of aggression when necessary.

SOURCE 6  An account of Sparta recruiting helots as soldiers, from Antony Andrewes, Greek Society, 1991

The other main source [of recruits] was the helots. The 700 whom Brasidas took with him to the north [in 425 BC] 
were still formally slaves; they were only liberated on their return home... About the same time... Sparta created 
a whole new class... These were helots who were already liberated at the time when they were enrolled. For the 
next fifty years, they were a very important part in Sparta’s military effort... The training-up of such numbers from 
a notoriously oppressed and ill-treated class looks like an appalling risk, though no doubt, in case of trouble, the 
Spartans could count on the perioikoi [perioeci] to support them.

17.6 EXERCISE

To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, go to your learnON 
title at www.jacplus.com.au.

Learning pathways

LEVEL 1
Questions 
1-6

LEVEL 2
Questions 
7-15

LEVEL 3
Question 
-

SOURCE 3  A description of the treatment of helots, by the ancient Greek writer Plutarch (c. 46–120 CE)

The magistrates dispatched privately some of the ablest of the young men into the country, from time to time, 
armed only with their daggers... they... killed all the Helots they could light upon; sometimes they set upon them 
by day, as they were at work in the fields, and murdered them...

Aristotle, in particular, adds, that the ephori, [ephors] so soon as they were entered into their office, used to 
declare war against them [the helots], so that they might be massacred without a breach of religion.

SOURCE 4  A description of the treatment of helots who had fought for Sparta against Athens in 424 BCE, by 
the ancient Greek writer Thucydides (c. 460–403 BCE)

The Helots were invited by a proclamation to pick out those of their number who claimed to have most 
distinguished themselves against the enemy, in order that they might receive their freedom; the object being to 
test them, as it was thought that the first to claim their freedom would be the most high-spirited and the most apt 
to rebel. As many as two thousand were selected accordingly, who crowned themselves and went around the 
temples, rejoicing in their new freedom. The Spartans, however, soon afterwards did away with them, and no-one 
ever knew exactly how each one of them perished.
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17.7  Everyday life in Athens

17.7.1 The very different lives of Athenian men and women
Athens was the largest of the Greek poleis. It was very different from Sparta. From the fifth century BCE, it was 
one of the richest and most beautiful cities in the ancient world, famous for its temples, fine public buildings and 
love of the arts. Plays were often performed in theatres, and its citizens had a high regard for learning.

Check your understanding

 1. Why did Sparta need to develop such a strong army?
 2. What was life like for Spartan women?
 3. Look up the adjective ‘spartan’ in a dictionary. Explain why the word has the meaning it does today.
 4. Who were the perioeci and the helots?
 5. In what ways was the position of the helots different to that of slaves in other parts of Greece?
 6. Explain how the slavery of the helots made the Spartan way of life possible.

Apply your understanding

For help with analysing sources, go to topic 13 History skills and concepts and 17.12 SkillBuilder: Analysing and 
corroborating sources. 

 7. Read SOURCE 1. Explain how you think the hardships Spartan boys had to endure would have helped them 
to develop obedience and perseverance.

 8. Look carefully at SOURCE 2, and read the labels. Then answer the following questions.
 a. What did Spartan boys do to keep fit and increase their mental strength?
 b. Would Spartan army camps have been easy targets for an enemy? Explain.
 c. Why might the way Spartans lived have reduced the influence of the family? How might this have benefited 

the state of Sparta?
 d. Describe what an approaching phalanx of Spartan soldiers would look like. Why might it frighten their 

enemies?
 9. Read SOURCES 3 and 4 and analyse them by answering the following questions.

 a. What information about Spartan treatment of helots does each source provide?
 b. What kind of source is it?
 c. Who wrote each source and around when would it have been written?
 d. Why do you think each source was written and how useful is it as evidence for this topic?
 e. What more would you need to know about the author to judge the source’s reliability?

 10. Do SOURCES 3 and 4 provide complementary evidence or conflicting evidence for the Spartans’ treatment of 
the helots? Give the reasons for your answer.

 11. Compare and contrast SOURCES 5 and 6. What conclusion does each of these secondary sources present 
on Spartan attitudes towards the helots?

 12. How do Pomeroy (SOURCE 5) and Andrewes (SOURCE 6) differ in their interpretations of Sparta’s treatment of 
the helots?

 13. Using the sources and other information in this subtopic, explain what life was like for a helot and how the 
helots might have viewed their situation.

 14. Using the sources and other information in this subtopic, explain how Sparta’s enslavement of the helots 
changed everyday life in Spartan society after 650 BCE.

 15. What can we tell about the effect of Sparta’s almost constant involvement in warfare from the fact that the 
only Spartans allowed tombstones were men who died in battle and women who died in childbirth?

For sample responses to every question, go to www.jacplus.com.au.

LEARNING INTENTION

By the end of this subtopic, you will be able to identify the main characteristics of Athenian society in the period 
when Athens was at the peak of its power.
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The man was the important figure in Athenian life. He decided everything — when and whom his daughters 
would marry, and even whether or not new babies would live or die. Most girls were married in their early 
teens to men twice their age (see SOURCE 1).

After marrying, a man spent most of his time away from the 
house. He might carry out government duties, run a workshop, 
work out in the gymnasium, meet his friends in the agora for 
a chat or attend dinner parties. In contrast, a woman spent 
virtually the rest of her life in the home. She was expected to 
produce children, especially sons. With the help of slaves and 
older daughters, women ran the household. Marriage feasts 
were one of the few occasions when women were able to do 
something other than home duties and celebrate with their 
menfolk.

Education
Only boys went to school. Very privileged girls might have 
a home tutor to teach them to read or perhaps play the lyre. 
Boys started school — a dawn-to-dusk affair — at around 
the age of seven. Their teachers read to them from papyrus 
scrolls, and the boys learned how to write on a wooden-
framed slate (a fine-grained stone that easily splits into 
sheets) coated with wax. They were also taught reading 
(including poetry), maths, music and physical fitness.

Housing
Though most Athenian houses had two storeys, they 
were fairly small. Wealthy Greeks did not usually build 
impressive mansions, as most used their spare money to 
fund athletic and religious events. The home of a wealthy 
Greek family might have a central courtyard, a bathroom 
and a stone floor, rather than one made from packed earth. 
Apart from this, there was little difference between a 
mansion and the homes of poorer people.

Athenian houses were made of sun-dried bricks. All rooms 
faced inwards and were usually fairly dark, airless and 
smoky spaces. This was because windows were small and 
set high, and open fires were often lit indoors. Furniture 
was sparse, with household items mostly stored on the floor or hung 
from nails in the wall.

SOURCE 2  One of the few regular trips 
women could make outside the home was to 
collect water from public fountains near the 
agora. They carried the water in an amphora.

SOURCE 3  After a meal, men relaxed by 
telling jokes and riddles and playing musical 
instruments. Sometimes they might be 
entertained by singers, dancers, musicians or 
gymnasts.

SOURCE 1  This painting from a small Greek pottery box shows a bride being escorted to the home of her new 
husband after a wedding feast at her parents’ home.

agora    large open space in the centre of a 
Greek city that served as a public meeting 
area and marketplace
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Men and women had separate living areas. The women’s area was as far away as possible from the entrance 
and public areas of the house. It was forbidden to strangers and was often very dark.

17.7.2 Public life, death and burial
Only men could become citizens. Women generally had no legal or political rights. They could not hold public 
office or go shopping. They could, however, take part in some religious festivals and rituals.

Men’s banquets were an important and common part of daily life as you can see in SOURCE 3. Slaves removed 
guests’ sandals when they arrived and washed their feet. Lying around on low couches, the men enjoyed foods 
such as fish fried in olive oil, boiled vegetables, cheese made from goats’ milk, bread, figs, dates and grapes. 
They ate with their fingers, drinking wine mixed with water.

The fifth century BCE was the peak of the Golden Age of ancient Greece. By this time, Athens was a wealthy 
city with a stable democracy, strong trade links, a thriving culture and a keen sense of civic pride.

Death and burial practices
Athenians, like most other Greeks, believed in an underworld, where Hades, the brother of Zeus, reigned over 
the dead. They believed that a person’s psyche (spirit) left the body at the very moment of death. To make sure 
that the psyche would find its way to the afterlife, the dead person’s mouth and eyes were closed. The body 
was anointed with oil, wrapped and displayed for two days while women stood by wailing, and friends and 
relatives visited to mourn. On the following day, the body was taken in a procession to the cemetery, which 
was outside the city gates of Athens, and placed in a tomb.

In the seventh and sixth centuries BCE, aristocratic families erected earth mounds, upright slabs or pillars, 
statues and some very elaborate monuments at grave sites. But by the end of the fifth century, Athenians were 
burying their dead in simpler stone coffins. In both eras, the aim was to ensure that the dead were remembered. 
They appear to have believed that such remembrance was needed to ensure life after death.

17.7.3 A city of beauty and bustle
Like most other city-states, Athens had a prominent acropolis at the 
centre of its cluster of houses and a large agora (or marketplace). It was 
surrounded by a large area of open country.

The Acropolis
During this time, elegant buildings were erected 
on the Acropolis in Athens — a large, rocky hill 
about 150 metres high. The largest of these was the 
Parthenon, which is pictured in SOURCE 4. It was 
a temple dedicated to the goddess Athena. She was 
the city’s patroness and protector in time of war.

The Parthenon was decorated with many beautiful 
sculptures as well as with carved panels of the 
gods, battles and festivals. During the early 
nineteenth century, many of these carved panels 
were removed, cut into pieces and shipped to 
Britain by Lord Elgin. He was at that time the 
British Ambassador to the Turkish Empire, of 
which Greece had been part for over a thousand 
years. Today more than half of the surviving panels 
are in the British Museum. The Greek government 
is trying to get the Parthenon Marbles back.

SOURCE 4  Work on the Parthenon started in 447 BCE 
and took 25 years to complete. Much of the building 
was destroyed in 1687 when it was being used by 
the Turks to store gunpowder, which exploded under 
enemy attack.

Parthenon    Athenian temple 
dedicated to the goddess Athena
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The agora
Below the Acropolis was the agora (see SOURCE 5). This large tree-filled square, framed by public buildings, 
was the place where everything happened. It was the city’s centre of government. It was also the place to buy 
goods such as food, animals, furniture, jewellery, musical instruments and pots. Men went there to shop, learn 
more about new ideas, watch plays and chat with their friends. Women were rarely seen.

int-5984

C

A

E

D

B

F

SOURCE 5  The agora was the political, legal, commercial and social heart of the city in ancient Greece.
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Attica
Most of the population of Athens lived in Attica (the surrounding countryside that was ruled by Athens). 
Although many were farmers, the generally dry and rocky landscape meant crops such as grain were not 
always easy to grow. So Athens imported grain from places such as Egypt and Sicily. It also imported timber 
and metals. On the other hand, crops such as olives, figs and grapes grew well. The export of goods such as 
olive oil and wine made Athens very wealthy.

C

A

E

D

B

F

 

 

 

 

 

 

 A   Public buildings surrounding the 
agora in Athens included the law 
courts (Heliaea), the mint, the 
military headquarters (Strategeion) 
and the Bouleuterion (meeting place 
of the Council of 500).

 B    Plays were first held in the agora 
and later in special amphitheatres. 
They began as religious ceremonies 
in honour of the Greek god 
Dionysus. He was the god of wine 
and merriment.

 C    Athenian pots were usually 
decorated with detailed scenes 
of daily life and with the stories of 
myths and legends.

 D    Slaves were bought and sold in 
the agora. A highly skilled slave 
might cost 6000 drachma; a simple 
wooden couch might cost 20 
drachma. A drachma was the main 
silver coin of the ancient Greeks. 
Before coins were introduced, 
goods in ancient Greece were 
bought and sold by bartering.

 E    To build columns, ropes and pulleys 
were used to hoist blocks of stone 
into position. Metal rods joined 
each block to the one above and 
below.

 F    The mass of men provided an 
audience for philosophers such as 
Socrates. Works by philosophers 
such as Plato (Socrates’ star pupil) 
and Aristotle (a follower of Plato) 
have been translated into English.
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17.7 ACTIVITY

Work in small groups to design a poster or a museum display for an exhibition on everyday life in ancient Athens. 
Use sources and other information from this subtopic along with images and information from websites, including 
museum websites. For each heading select a suitable image and write a paragraph about it. Arrange your display 
under at least four of the following headings:

 • Eating and drinking
 • Clothing, hairstyles, makeup and jewellery
 • Worshipping
 • Entertainment
 • Marriage
 • Children
 • Occupations.

 History concept: Continuity and change

17.7 EXERCISE

To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, go to your learnON 
title at www.jacplus.com.au.

Check your understanding

 1. Describe the lifestyles of Athenian men and boys.
 2. To what roles were Athenian women and girls confined?
 3. Describe ways in which men were privileged in Athenian public life.
 4. How were the Athenian dead prepared for the afterlife?
 5. What do Athenian funeral rituals tell us about their beliefs?
 6. What was the Acropolis of Athens?
 7. To whom was the Parthenon dedicated?
 8. How were the Parthenon Marbles lost from Greece?
 9. Why did men visit the agora?

Apply your understanding

 10. Examine SOURCE 1. Identify the bride and groom and discuss what evidence this source provides for the 
wealth and social class of the couple getting married.

 11. What evidence does SOURCE 2 provide for the clothing and hairstyles of Athenian women and for their 
position in Athenian society?

 12. Describe the scene in SOURCE 3 and discuss what Athenian women might have thought about men’s 
banquets.

 13. Look closely at SOURCE 4 and use clues from SOURCE 5 to explain how the Parthenon’s supporting columns 
were built.

 14. Study SOURCE 5. In two columns make a list of similarities and differences between the activities in the 
agora and what would be seen in a modern market.

 15. Explain what similarities in the houses of rich and poor Athenians and changes in burial practices might 
suggest about the impact of democracy in Athens.

For sample responses to every question, go to www.jacplus.com.au.

Learning pathways

LEVEL 1
Questions 
1-10

LEVEL 2
Questions 
11, 12, 14, 15

LEVEL 3
Question 
13
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17.8  Laws, myths, gods and oracles

17.8.1 Laws, myths and gods
The ancient Greeks lived in about a hundred separate city-states that often fought each other. However, they 
shared many aspects of their culture, which gave them a sense of shared identity. They all spoke dialects of 
the Greek language. They also shared the same myths, worshipped the same gods and took part in the same 
festivals to honour these gods.

Greek laws
There is evidence that each Greek city-state had its own laws, although no systematic collection of ancient 
Greek laws has survived. In some matters, such as inheritance, the laws of the city-states seem similar. But, 
even so, there were differences between Athens and Sparta. By the seventh century BCE, many Greek poleis 
chose men called ‘law-givers’ to make written records of their existing laws or set down new laws.

Athens is the city-state for which we have the most evidence. Athens appointed Draco as its first law-giver 
around 620 BCE. Around 594 BCE, he was followed by Solon, who created several new laws. Under Solon’s 
laws, murderers were to be banished, but most crimes were punished only by fines. His laws also dealt with 
such matters as trade and the location and spacing of houses in Athens. Solon’s laws also corrected at last 
one injustice that had threatened to cause civil war in Athens. In the seventh century BCE, creditors (people 
who were owed money) had the power to enslave those who could not repay their debts. Solon abolished this 
practice, freed debt-slaves and cancelled their existing debts.

Law courts were established in Athens to try cases and decide on punishments but there were no official judges 
or lawyers. For most court cases, decisions were made by Athenian citizens, who were chosen by lot.

Sparta’s laws were not written down. However, according to ancient Greek historians, Lycurgus was the 
legendary law-giver who brought Sparta the ‘Great Rhetra’, the set of laws dictating the entire Spartan system. 
Most evidence suggests that these laws were probably introduced after 650 BCE. However, it is doubtful that 
Lycurgus actually existed and much more likely that his story was a myth.

LEARNING INTENTION

By the end of this subtopic, you will be able to describe the main beliefs and values of the ancient Greeks as 
expressed in their laws, their many myths and their religious ideas.

SOURCE 1  Herodotus, The Histories, Book I, 66.

How the change to good government came about I will now relate. Lycurgus, a distinguished Spartan, visited the 
Delphic oracle, and no sooner had he entered the shrine than he was greeted with these words:

Hither to my rich temple have you come, Lycurgus,

Dear to Zeus and to all gods that dwell in Olympus.

I know not whether to declare you human or divine –

Yet I incline to believe, Lycurgus, that you are a god.

... [Lycurgus] made fundamental changes in the laws, and took good care that the new ones should not be 
broken. Later he reorganized the army, introducing the system of messes and the new tactical divisions of 
squadrons and companies... By these changes Spartan government was put upon a sound basis, and when 
Lycurgus died a temple was built in his honour.
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Greek myths
In common with people in many societies, the early Greeks had their myths (see SOURCE 2), which were 
handed down from one generation to the next through epic poems recited by storytellers. From about 800 BCE 
these stories were written down. Homer’s Odyssey and Iliad are the two best known of these epics. The Iliad 
tells the story of the siege of Troy. The Odyssey follows the ten-year homeward journey of Odysseus, hero of 
Troy, and his encounters with many strange creatures and great dangers. In these mythical stories, the gods 
behave like people, often taking sides in human conflicts.

The gods of Mount Olympus
The Greeks believed their lives were controlled by the many gods who lived on Mount Olympus in the north 
of Greece. These gods were immortals but they had all too human weaknesses. The chief god was Zeus. The 
other gods were his brothers, sisters, sons and daughters. Each was responsible for a different aspect of human 
life.

 • Hera, Zeus’s wife, was patroness (protector) of marriage and children.
 • Ares was the god of war.
 • Artemis was patroness of hunting and wild animals.
 • Dionysus was the god of wine and pleasure.
 • Athena was the goddess of 

wisdom.
 • Hephaestus was the god of fire.
 • Hermes was the messenger of 

the gods.
 • Apollo was the sun god and 

god of law.
 • Aphrodite was goddess of love 

and beauty.
 • Poseidon was god of the sea.
 • Pluto was god of the 

underworld.
These were the most important 
gods, but there were others, and 
there were many mythical heroes 
who were not immortals but had 
powers beyond those of ordinary 
people.

SOURCE 2  A relief sculpture from mid-fourth-century BCE Athens 
depicting two Amazons fighting a Greek warrior. In Greek mythology, the 
Amazons were a nation of female warriors. They were often depicted in 
battles with Greeks.

immortals    gods who lived forever

mythology    a body of myths

DID YOU KNOW?

In Greek mythology, the hero Heracles was not a god, but he was so strong that the gods sometimes depended 
on his strength. When he was still a baby, he strangled poisonous snakes. As a youth, he killed a ferocious lion. 
As a man he performed legendary feats that included abducting Cerberus, the three-headed hound that guarded 
the underworld. For a time he also held up the sky, which was normally supported by Atlas. His death came as a 
result of a trick played on him. He put on a poisoned robe that caused such pain that he threw himself onto a fire. 
The gods then took him up to dwell with them on Mount Olympus.
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17.8.2 The oracles — messages from the gods
In our own times some people still believe in fortune tellers. Similarly, the ancient Greeks believed in oracles. 
An oracle was a place where people could question the gods about the future. It was also a message from 
the gods in answer to such a question. The most important oracle 
was at Delphi (see the map in subtopic 17.4). According to myths, 
Delphi was the ‘navel of the world’ so the Greeks built a sanctuary 
there. Any Greek who went to Delphi to consult the oracle had to 
pay a fee, sacrifice a goat and look for omens in its entrails. They 
would then ask questions of a priestess called the Sybil. The priests 
of Apollo would translate the Sybil’s answers but they were usually 
vague enough to have many possible meanings.

SOURCE 3  A metope from the Temple of Zeus at Olympia. The scene tells 
part of the myth of the 12 labours of Heracles (Hercules). It shows Atlas 
offering Heracles the apples of the Hesperides while Heracles and Athena 
hold up the sky and the world.

metope    part of the pattern of alternating 
motifs under the pediment (the triangular part 
crowning the front) of a Greek building

entrails    internal organs of an animal

omen    sign that predicts good or evil

SOURCE 4  From The Persian Wars, by the ancient Greek historian Herodotus

... the Athenians, anxious to consult the oracle, sent their messengers to Delphi... [They] went back with it to 
Athens. When, however, upon their arrival they produced it before the people, and inquiry began to be made into 
its true meaning, many and various were the interpretations which men put on it.
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17.9  The Olympic Games

17.8 ACTIVITIES

 1. Use your library or the internet to research a Greek myth. It could be related to the scene in SOURCE 2 or 
SOURCE 3. Write a short summary of the myth and tell it to the class. History concept: Sources

 HASS skills: Questioning and researching
2. In small groups, discuss similarities and differences between the roles and importance of myths, religion and 

predictions of the future in ancient Greece and in modern times. You could, for example, compare the role of 
oracles in ancient Greece with astrologers who write the horoscope columns today.
 History concept: Continuity and change
 HASS skills: Analysing

LEARNING INTENTION

By the end of this subtopic, you will be able to describe the ancient Greek Olympics and explain their connection 
with Greek religion and their contribution to a sense of Greek identity.

17.8 EXERCISE

To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, go 
to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au.

Check your understanding

 1. How were most crimes punished under Solon’s laws?
 2. Which of Solon’s laws would have been popular with poor citizens in Athens?
 3. What were the two meanings of the term ‘oracle’?
 4. Explain why the ancient Greeks consulted oracles.
 5. In Greek mythology, who were the Amazons?

Apply your understanding

 6. Identify reasons why most historians would doubt the story in SOURCE 1.
 7. Suggest why the scene in SOURCE 2 was a popular theme in ancient Greek art.
 8. Identify the three figures in SOURCE 3.
 9. Read SOURCE 4.
 a. Identify reasons why the message from the oracle could have many different meanings.
 b. What can you tell from this about the type of answers given to questions put to the oracle at Delphi?
 c. Why might such answers have been given?

 10. Evaluate the role of shared myths and shared gods in contributing to a sense of Greek identity.

For sample responses to every question go to www.jacplus.com.au

Learning pathways

LEVEL 1
Questions 
1-5

LEVEL 2
Questions 
6-9

LEVEL 3
Question 
10
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17.9.1 The ancient Olympics
For modern athletes, the most important competition is the Olympic Games, which attracts top competitors 
from all over the world in a huge range of sports. These sports include running, high jump, swimming, 
soccer and discus throwing. For any modern athlete, to represent his or her country at the Olympic Games is 
considered the greatest honour. To win a medal at the Olympic Games is usually the peak of a top athlete’s 
career. The idea for the modern games was taken from ancient Greece, but in many ways the ancient games 
were very different from those of today.

The ancient Greek city-states had many religious festivals but the most important of them was held every four 
years at Olympia, in the city-state of Elis, to honour the god Zeus. The Greeks regarded 776 BCE as the year 
of the first Olympiad. By the sixth century BCE, the Olympic festival was attracting competitors from all over 
the Greek world. During each Olympiad a truce was declared between any city-states that were in conflict. 
As the Greeks were scattered over mainland Greece, the islands and colonies, these 
festivals contributed to a common sense of Greek identity. The Olympic festival 
continued to be held until 393 CE, when it was abolished by the Christian Roman 
emperor Theodosius I, who was opposed to all pagan festivals.

17.9.2 The events
The main events in the ancient Olympics were running races. These included the stade (a sprint), the dolichos 
(a long-distance race) and a race in which the competitors ran in leg guards and helmets carrying their shields. 
Other events included boxing, wrestling and the pankration (see SOURCE 2). The pentathlon was the highlight 
of the festival. It included discus throwing, long jump, javelin throwing, running and wrestling. When chariot 
racing was added to the Olympics it became the most spectacular of all events, with up to forty chariots racing 
and turning at high speeds. The city-states gave many rewards to their athletic heroes but crowns of olive 
leaves were the only official Olympic prizes.

SOURCE 2  A fifth-century BCE Athenian 
vase depicting the pankration, a form of 
wrestling in which the only banned tactics 
were biting and eye-gouging.

SOURCE 3  The entrance to the ancient stadium at 
Olympia. The arch was added by the Romans.

SOURCE 1  From History of the Peloponnesian War, by the contemporary historian Thucydides

This summer were celebrated the Olympic Games... The Spartans were refused access to the temple by the 
Eleans and so prevented from sacrificing and competing in the games. This was because the Spartans had not 
paid the fine which had been imposed upon them by the Eleans according to the Olympic law. The Elean case 
was that the Spartans had made an attack... and had sent hoplites of theirs into Lepreum during the period of 
the Olympic truce.

Olympiad    a staging of 
the Olympic Games

hoplites    Greek foot soldiers
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DID YOU KNOW?

Games were the main part of the ancient Olympic festival, which began with a religious ceremony and lasted five 
days. For the amusement of the crowds there were also acrobats, plays and sideshows. As the ancient games 
expanded, new events were added, including poetry and music competitions. Merchants attended the games to 
sell souvenirs. Athletes competed naked and only men were allowed to take part in the events. At first, women 
were not even allowed as spectators, although this changed later.

17.9 ACTIVITIES

 1. Work in groups to find out why any modern country has been excluded from the Olympic Games or has 
chosen not to take part in them. You can find information on this issue on the internet. Present your findings 
to the class.
 History concept: Continuity and change
 HASS skills: Questioning and researching

 2. Use SOURCE 2 and your imagination to write and present a sport commentary on the pankration.
 History concept: Significance
 HASS skills: Communicating and reflecting

17.9 EXERCISE

To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, go 
to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au.

Check your understanding

 1. Where did the idea for the modern Olympic Games come from?
 2. What date is given to the first Olympiad?
 3. What god was honoured at the ancient Olympic festival?
 4. Name three events in the ancient Olympics that are not in the modern Olympics.
 5. Explain why those three events would not be held in any modern Olympics.

Apply your understanding

 6. According to Thucydides in SOURCE 1:
 a. Which Greek city-state was refused permission to attend the Olympic Games?
 b. What evidence does this source give for reasons why a city-state could be excluded from the ancient Olympics?

 7. Study the depiction of the pankration in SOURCE 2. Describe what it and the other events you identified in 
your answer to question 4 might reveal about one purpose of the ancient Olympics.

 8. What does SOURCE 3 suggest about how the Romans came to regard the Olympics when they conquered 
Greece?

 9. Make a list of the differences between the ancient Greek Olympic Games and the modern Olympics. You 
could organise your notes under the following headings:
 • Locations where the games are held
 • Nationalities and gender of the athletes
 • Events
 • Rewards for winners and place-getters
 • Purpose of the Olympics
 • Periods of time from the beginning to the end of one Olympic Games.

 10. Based on your work in this subtopic, how would you evaluate the historical significance of the ancient Olympics?

For sample responses to every question, go to www.jacplus.com.au.

Learning pathways

LEVEL 1
Questions 
1-6

LEVEL 2
Questions 
7-10

LEVEL 3
Question 
-
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17.10  Greeks, Persians and Alexander the Great

17.10.1 The first Persian invasion, 492–490 BCE
The city-states of Greece were often at war with each other, but most of them united when the mighty Persian 
Empire attacked Greece in 490 BCE and again in 480–479 BCE. Together they saved Greece from being 
swallowed up by the Persian Empire. In the following century Greece was again invaded, but this time by their 
northern neighbours the Macedonians, who would soon set out to conquer the known world.

In ancient times Persia was the land we now call Iran. Under Cyrus the Great (559–529 BCE) and his 
successor, Cambyses, the Persians won a great empire that included Anatolia (modern Turkey), Palestine, Syria 
and Egypt. In 499 BCE, the Greek cities of Anatolia, with help from Athens, revolted against their Persian 
overlords. The revolt failed and Persia seized the offshore Greek islands.

The Battle of Marathon
To punish Athens for supporting the rebellion, King Darius I of Persia sent a fleet to invade the Greek 
mainland in 492 BCE, but the fleet was wrecked in a storm. Still Darius demanded that the Greeks submit 
to him. When Athens and Eretria refused, Darius sent another fleet carrying a large Persian army. His forces 
captured Eretria in 490 BCE and then sailed for Attica. They landed on the plain of Marathon, 40 kilometres 
from Athens (see SOURCE 1). There, 10 000 Athenians and their Plataean allies defeated 50 000 Persians in a 
surprise attack.

17.10.2 The second invasion, 480–479 BCE
Darius died in 486 BCE but his son, Xerxes, spent several years organising a still greater invasion of 
Greece. His preparations included building a floating bridge to carry his army across the narrow strait 
called the Hellespont that separates Europe from Asia. A huge army of spearmen, archers and cavalry from 
all over the Persian Empire marched into Greece. It was supported by a great fleet sailing down the coast 
(see SOURCE 1). To meet the threat, 31 Greek states called off their quarrels and agreed to unite against the 
Persians.

Athens played the leading naval role in the conflict but Sparta led the Greek armies in major land battles. At 
Thermopylae in 480 BCE the Spartan king, Leonidas, held a narrow mountain pass against the Persian horde 
with just 300 Spartans and about 7000 other Greek hoplites. They were eventually defeated and killed, but they 
crucially delayed Xerxes’ advance.

Naval battles
Shortly after the Battle of Thermopylae, at Artemisium, 60 kilometres from Thermopylae, a Greek fleet fought 
three battles against the much larger Persian fleet. Both sides suffered heavy losses, but the Persians were 
greatly weakened, having already lost hundreds of ships in two storms.

As the Persian fleet approached Attica, Athens was evacuated and left to be burned by the Persians. Then the 
Greek navy attacked the Persians at Salamis, where the sea was too narrow for the Great Fleet to be used 
effectively. This time the Persians were completely defeated.

LEARNING INTENTION

By the end of this subtopic, you will be able to identify the events that briefly united the ancient Greeks, events 
that tore them apart and events the changed ancient Greece forever.
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SOURCE 2  A modern artist’s impression of Greek and Persian infantry at Thermopylae in 480 BCE
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SOURCE 1  Naval and land campaigns of the Persian Wars
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The final clashes
At Plataea in 479 BCE, the Spartans led a Greek army of about 100 000 in destroying a much larger Persian 
force. Only a fraction of the once mighty invading army survived to return to Persia. The Greek fleet then 
sailed for the island of Samos off the coast of Anatolia. They landed and defeated the Persian army at Cape 
Mycale. Although fighting continued for many more years, the Greeks no longer feared Persian invasion.

17.10.3 Alexander the Great

The Peloponnesian Wars
Cooperation among the Greeks did not last long. During the Peloponnesian 
Wars (460–445 BCE and 431–404 BCE), Greece was divided into two 
camps — the states and colonies dominated by Athens and those who 
allied with Sparta. The second war finally ended when Sparta, with Persian 
help, forced Athens to surrender. Sparta came to dominate Greece until the 
Greek city-state of Thebes defeated the Spartans in 371 BCE.

Macedon conquers Greece
After so many years of fighting each other, the Greek city-states were too 
weak to withstand a new invasion when Philip of Macedon conquered 
Greece in 338 BCE. Two years later Philip was murdered and his son 
Alexander (356–323 BCE) became the ruler of Macedon and Greece. 
When Thebes again revolted, Alexander crushed the city ruthlessly, killing 
6000 of its people and enslaving the rest.

SOURCE 4  A detail from the 
Alexander Sarcophagus (stone 
coffin) showing Alexander on 
horseback (Sidon, in modern-
day Lebanon)
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SOURCE 5  The empire of Alexander the Great was established through an 
11-year military campaign during which his army marched nearly 34 000 
kilometres.

SOURCE 3  From the description of the Battle of Thermopylae in Herodotus, The Histories, Book VII, 227

Of all the Spartans and Thespians who fought so valiantly, the most signal proof of courage was given by the 
Spartan Dieneces. It is said that before the battle he was told by a native of Trachis that, when the Persians shot 
their arrows, there were so many of them that they hid the sun. Dieneces, however, quite unmoved by the thought 
of the strength of the Persian army, merely remarked: ‘This is pleasant news that the stranger from Trachis brings 
us: if the Persians hide the sun, we shall have our battle in the shade.’
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Alexander creates an empire
In 334 BCE, Alexander led an army of 
Greeks and Macedonians eastward to invade 
the Persian Empire. They defeated King 
Darius III in battles at Issus and Gaugamela 
in 333 and 331 BCE (see SOURCE 5).

In 330 BCE, Alexander conquered 
Persepolis, the Persian capital, and seized 
control of the empire under the title ‘Great 
King’. But his armies pressed on. By 326 
BCE, Alexander had reached India and 
defeated the Indian king Porus, whose 
forces included troops on war elephants. 
In every land he conquered, Alexander 
had cities built to strengthen his control. 
Many were named Alexandria.

Alexander died of fever when he was only 
32 years old. His huge empire fractured 
into three main parts: his homeland of 
Macedon included all of Greece; Egypt 
was ruled by one of Alexander’s generals, Ptolemy Soter, and his descendants for three centuries; in the east, 
the Seleucid Empire stretched from Syria to Afghanistan.

The age of the Greek city-states ended with Alexander. But although he adopted many of the customs of 
the peoples he conquered, he was devoted to Greek culture, which he spread throughout much of the east. 
Alexander’s conquests were one important way in which Greek ideas were spread far beyond Greek shores and 
passed down through time.

SOURCE 6  Two sides of a silver coin of Alexander the Great, 
probably made around 324 BCE. The figure on horseback 
is believed to be Alexander. The figure at left is wearing a 
Macedonian cloak, Greek armour and a Persian headdress and 
carrying a thunderbolt. They are believed to be the only surviving 
images of Alexander from his lifetime.

Deepen and check your understanding of this topic with related case studies and auto-marked questions.
 • The Mediterranean world > Persian Wars
 • The Mediterranean world > Peloponnesian Wars
 • The Mediterranean world > Philip of Macedon
 • The Mediterranean world > Alexander the Great

Explore more with

17.10 EXERCISE

To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, go to your learnON 
title at www.jacplus.com.au.

Check your understanding

 1. What is the modern name of Persia?
 2. Name the modern countries that belonged to the Persian Empire under Cambyses.
 3. What did Athens do in 499 BCE that provoked a Persian invasion?
 4. Why did the Persian invasion of Greece fail in 492 BCE?

Learning pathways

LEVEL 1
Questions 
1-9

LEVEL 2
Questions 
10, 11, 13-15, 17, 18

LEVEL 3
Questions 
12, 16
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17.11  The heritage of ancient Greece

17.11.1 Medicine, mathematics, science and philosophy
Along with the idea of democracy and the Olympic tradition, many ancient Greek ideas have influenced 
later times, even up to our present age. The heritage of ancient Greece includes developments in science, 
mathematics, architecture, medicine, philosophy, drama and poetry. Ancient Greek civilisation reached its 
high point in the fifth century BCE. By the fourth century BCE, Greek culture had spread as far east as 
India through the conquests of Alexander the Great. After the Romans conquered Greece in 146 BCE, Rome 
absorbed Greek culture and contributed to the passing down of Greek ideas through the ages.

Medicine
Most ancient Greeks thought that sickness or disability was a punishment from the gods. Hippocrates  
(c. 460–377 BCE) practised and taught medicine, changing many of its ideas and methods. Among his 
teachings was the then new idea that sickness was caused by problems in the body, including diet. His set of 
principles to guide the conduct of medical practitioners, the Hippocratic Oath, is still widely observed today.

 5. Who was Xerxes?
 6. Describe the preparations Xerxes made for the second Persian invasion of Greece.
 7. Over how many years did the Greek city-states fight each other in the Peloponnesian Wars?
 8. How did the results of the Peloponnesian Wars help Philip of Macedon to conquer Greece?
 9. Describe how Alexander treated Greek city-states that revolted against his rule.

Apply your understanding

 10. Examine SOURCE 1.
 a. How close did the Persian force get to Athens in 490 BCE?
 b. Who defeated the Persians at Marathon, ending the first Persian invasion attempt?

 11. Read SOURCE 3 and analyse and evaluate it using the following questions.
 a. Who wrote this source and why might it have been written?
 b. As the Spartans were all killed at the battle, how would the writer have obtained this source?
 c. How could we know that it is reliable?

 12. What clues do SOURCES 2 and 3 provide about the reasons why the Spartans and other Greeks were able to 
delay the Persian army at Thermopylae?

 13. Study SOURCES 4 and 6.
 a. Describe the way that Alexander is depicted in these sources.
 b. Why do you think he is depicted like this? (Clue: normally only a god would be shown holding a thunderbolt.)

 14. Study the map in SOURCE 5 showing Alexander’s conquests and compare it with a map of the same region 
in a modern atlas.

 a. List the ancient countries conquered by Alexander.
 b. Find the modern names of those countries.

 15. Place the major battles of the second Persian invasion on a timeline with notations to show who won each 
battle and how they won.

 16. List significant events in Alexander’s career in chronological order.
 17. Identify one cause of war that was significant in the Persian Wars, Philip of Macedon’s conquest of Greece 

and Alexander’s wars to build his empire.
 18. Using the sources and information in this subtopic, evaluate the extent to which Greece remained the same 

and the extent to which it changed from the beginning of the Persian Wars to the death of Alexander the Great.

For sample responses to every question, go to www.jacplus.com.au.

LEARNING INTENTION

By the end of this subtopic, you will be able to describe the legacies left by ancient Greece for the modern world, 
in the fields of medicine, mathematics, science, philosophy, drama, poetry and architecture.
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Mathematics, science and philosophy
Ancient Greece produced some remarkable thinkers. Anaxagoras, Aristarchus and Eratosthenes developed ideas 
based on observations in astronomy, including the idea that the Earth orbited the sun. Pythagoras (c. 582–500 
BCE) arranged pebbles to show the connections between space and numbers; he is remembered today for 
Pythagoras’s theorem (see SOURCE 1). As well as numbers and geometry, he was also interested in astronomy 
(he concluded that the Earth was round), musical notes and matter. He believed all things were made up of 
four elements: earth, air, fire and water. Euclid also developed explanations that are still used in geometry. 
Thales (c. 624–546 BCE) discovered static electricity. Archimedes, who lived in the third century BCE, 
discovered important principles in physics.

Another achievement of the Greeks was the development of philosophy by thinkers such as Socrates, Plato and 
Aristotle. In the fourth century BCE, Aristotle taught that the other planets, the moon and the stars all moved 
around the Earth. This idea was mistakenly believed throughout Europe for nearly 2000 years after his death.

17.11.2 Architecture, drama and poetry
The Greeks developed building styles that are still used today. Many great modern buildings are influenced by 
ancient Greek styles; for example, St George's Hall in Perth has a portico like an ancient Greek temple.

Theatre was very popular in ancient Greece. One of the most famous Greek 
playwrights is Aristophanes (c. 448–380 BCE). He wrote brilliant comic plays 
that are still performed today. Few women had the chance to achieve fame in 
ancient Greek society, but one who did was Sappho from the island of Lesbos. 
Born in about 600 BCE, she became the greatest poet of the ancient Greeks. 
Some of her poems were preserved on Egyptian papyrus (an early form of 

The longest
side is
called the
hypotenuse.

Find the
total of the
pebbles in
these two
squares.

Count the pebbles
in this square.
Compare the total
with the combined
total below.

SOURCE 1  The philosopher and mathematician Pythagoras 
found that the square of the length of the hypotenuse (the side 
opposite the right angle) of a triangle was equal to the sum of 
the squares of the other two sides.

astronomy    study of the stars 
and planets

portico    a roof supported by 
columns, usually attached as a 
porch to a building
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paper), but only fragments remain. There are also many ancient Greek sayings that are still used because they 
remain as relevant today as they were when first written. Among them are the words of the fable writer Aesop, 
who lived in the sixth century BCE. He wrote, for example, ‘We hang petty thieves and appoint great ones to 
public office’ and ‘In union there is strength’.

SOURCE 2  The ruins of the Erechtheion, regarded by many as the most beautiful building on the Acropolis of 
ancient Athens

17.11 ACTIVITIES

 1. Use the internet to find out what international efforts have been undertaken to conserve the remains of 
buildings such as the Parthenon and Erechtheion and to conserve sculptures and other traces of ancient 
Greek culture.  History concept: Significance

 2. To find out more about the legacies of ancient Greece, work in groups to research one of the following 
questions.

 a. What are the words of the Hippocratic Oath?
 b. What is Archimedes’ Principle and is it still used today?
 c. Where and how were Greek plays performed in ancient times? And today?
 d. How did the Greek idea about the elements differ from modern scientific understanding of the elements?

History concept: Continuity and change
HASS skills: Analysing
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17.11 EXERCISE

To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, go to your learnON 
title at www.jacplus.com.au.

Check your understanding

 1. What did most ancient Greeks believe to be the cause of sickness?
 2. Draw up two columns. In the left column put the following names: Hippocrates, Pythagoras, Aristotle, Euclid, 

Thales, Archimedes. In the right column briefly describe their achievements or mistakes.
 3. Name a building that has been influenced by ancient Greek styles.
 4. Who was Aristophanes?
 5. What did Sappho achieve and why was her achievement very unusual in ancient Greek society?

Apply your understanding

 1. HS3 Study SOURCE 1 and use the pebble method to demonstrate Pythagoras’s theorem.
 2. HS3 Study SOURCE 2.
 a. Describe the surviving features of the Erechtheion.
 b. Why do you think it is regarded as an outstanding example of ancient Greek architecture?
 3. HS3 In SOURCE 2 what evidence do the remains of the Erechtheion provide for the quality of ancient Greek 

building techniques?
 4. HS4 Is the observance of the Hippocratic Oath in modern times an example of continuity or change?
 5. HS5 Why did only fragments of the poetry of Sappho of Lesbos survive into later times?

For sample responses to every question, go to www.jacplus.com.au.

Learning pathways

LEVEL 1
Questions 
1-8

LEVEL 2
Questions 
9, 10

LEVEL 3
Question 
-
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17.12  SkillBuilder: Analysing and corroborating 
sources

17.12.1 Tell me

What are the main ancient Greek sources?
Ancient Greek sources include pottery, tombs, temples, fortifications, weapons, tools, coins, theatres and 
written records. They also include artworks such as statues and other sculptures in stone and bronze and the 
paintings that decorated vases and other types of pottery.

Why is it important to analyse and corroborate ancient Greek sources?
Almost all of our knowledge of ancient Greece comes from such sources. Works of art, in particular, tell us 
much about ancient Greek culture, especially myths and religious ideas. Buildings and sculptures tell us about 
technology, skills and values. Written records tell us about Greek ideas about politics, myths, history, science 
and a vast range of other subjects. Not all ancient Greek sources are really primary sources as some were 
written long after the events they describe.

17.12.2 Show me

How do we analyse and corroborate ancient Greek sources?
When you study an ancient source, you need to think carefully about the clues it provides and ask questions 
about its accuracy, usefulness and reliability. You need to ask questions such as:

 1. What is it?
 2. Who created it and when was it created?
 3. Who or what was it created for?
 4. For what aspect of ancient Greek history does it provide useful evidence?
 5. Is the evidence it provides accurate and reliable and how can we tell this?
 6. What conclusions can we draw from the source about ancient Greek society?

These questions have been applied to SOURCES 1 and 2.

SOURCE 1  A sixth century BCE Spartan cup showing Spartan soldiers returning from war carrying a slain comrade

LEARNING INTENTION

This SkillBuilder shows you how to analyse and corroborate sources. Analysing and corroborating sources is part 
of the Analysing HASS skill.
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Ancient writers and many later historians have regarded Spartans as tough soldiers who would die fighting 
rather than surrender or run from battle. SOURCES 1 and 2 are relevant to this issue.

 1. What is it? It is a cup with a design showing Spartan soldiers carrying the body of a comrade killed in 
battle.

 2. Who created it and when was it created? We do not know who made it but we know that it was created in 
Sparta in the sixth century BCE.

 3. Who or what was it created for? We cannot know whom it was created for. It was made to be a cup but 
more likely as a decoration than for practical uses.

 4. For what aspect of ancient Greek history does it provide useful evidence? It indicates that Spartans 
honoured their men who died in battle by carrying their bodies from the battlefield.

 5. Is the evidence it provides accurate and reliable and how can we tell this? Without other evidence, we 
cannot tell whether this source is accurate and reliable. However, several ancient Greek sources support 
this view of the Spartans.

 6. What conclusions can we draw from the source about ancient Greek society? The Spartans regarded 
fighting bravely and dying in battle as great virtues.

 1. What is it? It is an account of the surrender of a force of Spartans during the Peloponnesian War.
 2. Who created it and when was it created? It was written by Thucydides, an Athenian general and historian, 

in the fifth century BCE, soon after the events it describes.
 3. Who or what was it created for? Thucydides wrote a history of the Peloponnesian War, a conflict that 

divided the Greeks for many years. The extract was part of that history. Its original readers would most 
likely have been other Athenians.

 4. For what aspect of ancient Greek history does it provide useful evidence? It tells of an occasion when a 
Spartan army surrendered to Athenians rather than fighting to the death.

 5. Is the evidence it provides accurate and reliable and how can we tell this? In judging its accuracy and 
reliability, we should take into account that the writer was an Athenian general and therefore someone 
who had fought against the Spartans. Without other evidence, we cannot tell whether this source is 
accurate and reliable. However, as many other Greeks would have witnessed this event it is unlikely that 
Thucydides would have distorted the facts.

 6. What conclusions can we draw from the source about ancient Greek society? We can conclude that, 
although the Spartans regarded fighting bravely and dying in battle as great virtues, they did not always 
carry out this ideal. If the source is reliable, we might conclude that Spartans were not always as heroic as 
many liked to think they were.

SOURCE 2  Written by the Athenian general and historian Thucydides (c. 460–403) in his book, History of the 
Peloponnesian War, this extract describes the surrender of a force of 120 Spartans in the seventh year of this 
war between Athens and Sparta

was... made, to know if they [the Spartans] would surrender themselves and their arms to the Athenians... 
[Hearing] this offer, most of them lowered their shields and waved their hands to show that they accepted it. 
Hostilities now ceased... after consulting together they surrendered themselves and their arms...

Nothing that happened in the war surprised the Hellenes [Greeks] so much as this. It was the opinion that no 
force or famine could make [Spartans] give up their arms, but that they would fight on... and die with them in 
their hands: indeed, people could scarcely believe that those who had surrendered were of the same stuff as the 
fallen.
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17.12.3 Let me do it
Complete the following exercise to practise this skill.

17.12 EXERCISE

 1. Ancient writers and many later historians have regarded Spartan women as being as tough as Spartan men. 
SOURCES 3 and 4 are relevant to this issue. Use the following questions to analyse SOURCES 3 and 4.

 a. What is it?
 b. Who created it and when was it created?
 c. Who or what was it created for?
 d. For what aspect of ancient Greek history does it provide useful evidence?
 e. Is the evidence it provides accurate and reliable and how can we tell this?
 f. What conclusions can we draw from the source about ancient Greek society?

 2. Apply your skills to answer the following questions.
 a. Explain how you would differentiate between ancient 

Greek primary sources and secondary sources about 
ancient Greece.

 b. Why should SOURCE 3, the extract from Plutarch, be 
classified as secondary source?

 c. In this SkillBuilder you have worked with a Spartan cup 
and a bronze figure (artefacts) and written accounts by 
two ancient Greek historians. Identify three other types 
of primary sources that a historian could use for a study 
of ancient Greece.

 d. Explain why it is sometimes difficult to judge the 
reliability of ancient Greek primary sources.

SOURCE 3  From Plutarch, Moralia, III, Sayings of Spartan Women, 241. Plutarch lived c. 46–120 CE. 
He was born in Athens but was an admirer of Sparta and was writing many centuries after the events he 
described.

Another Spartan woman killed her son, who had deserted his post because he was unworthy of Sparta. She 
declared: ‘He was not my offspring... for I did not bear one unworthy of Sparta’.

Another, hearing that her son had fallen at his post, said: ‘Let the cowards be mourned, I, however, bury you 
without a tear, my son and Sparta’s’.

As a woman was burying her son, a shabby old woman came up to her and said, ‘You poor woman, what a 
misfortune!’ ‘No, by the two goddesses, what a good fortune,’ she replied, ‘because I bore him so that he 
might die for Sparta and that is what happened for me’.

Another woman handed her son his shield, and exhorted him: ‘Son, either with this or on this’.*

* In order to run from battle a soldier would have to throw away his heavy shield. A soldier who was killed in 
battle would be carried home on his shield.

SOURCE 4  A bronze figure of a running 
girl, 520–500 BCE, believed to have been 
made in or near Sparta
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17.13  Thinking Big research project: Helot manifesto
Scenario
You are living during the period between the seventh and fourth centuries BCE. You are a helot, one of the 
many Messenian and Laconian Greeks who were enslaved by Sparta in the eighth and seventh centuries BCE, 
and who have suffered under Spartan control ever since. You know that the enslavement of your people has 
made it possible for all Spartan men to become highly trained full-time soldiers. Meanwhile you and your 
fellow helots are forced to work hard to provide these Spartans with their food and other needs. However, you 
know that your fellow helots vastly outnumber the Spartans and have never given up the desire to regain their 
freedom.

Task
You are to write a manifesto (declaration) that will inspire your fellow helots to unite and rise up against 
Sparta!

Follow the steps detailed in the Process section to complete this task.

Process
 • Open the projectsPLUS application for 

this topic. Click the Start new project 
button to enter the project due date and 
set up your project group. Working in 
small groups will enable you to share 
responsibility for the project.

 • Navigate to the Research forum, where 
you will find starter topics loaded to 
guide your research. You can add further 
topics to the Research forum if you wish. 
When you have completed your research, 
you can print out the Research report 
in the Research forum to easily view all 
the information you have gathered. In the 
Media centre you will find an assessment 
rubric to guide your work.
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 • You should first read through subtopics 17.5, 17.6 and 17.12 to select relevant information and sources.
 • Find further information by using other resources and weblinks listed in your Media centre.
 • Write your manifesto using suitable subheadings in your Research forum.
 • Use examples of Spartan mistreatment of helots to inspire your fellow helots to unite and rise up against 

Sparta.
 • You can view, share and comment on other group members’ writing.
 • Be sure to enter the source for any information you find online.
 • Check thoroughly to ensure correct spelling and grammar, and that you have completed all elements 

required. When happy with your work, submit your completed task to your teacher for assessment.

Resources

ProjectsPLUS Helot manifesto (pro-0229)
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 17.14  Review
17.14.1 Key knowledge summary
17.2 Examining the evidence

 • There is an abundance of archaeological evidence from ancient Greek civilisation including the remains of 
entire buildings, amphitheatres, statues, relief sculptures and vases.

 • The ancient Greeks left many written sources, including histories, poetry and drama.

17.3 The Minoans and Mycenaeans
 • Minoan civilisation developed on Crete from around 3000 BCE and was destroyed around 1575 BCE.
 • Mycenaean civilisation flourished between 1400 and 1200 BCE.
 • The Mycenaeans were legendary conquerors of Troy, as told in the Iliad.

17.4 The ‘Dark Age’ to the Archaic Period
 • Geographical features shaped the kind of civilisation that developed in Greece and its patterns of trade.
 • Most Mycenaean citadels were abandoned in this period and the art of writing was lost.
 • Dorians occupied much of southern Greece.
 • Many Greeks migrated from the Greek mainland.

17.5 Government in Athens and Sparta
 • The city-states of Athens and Sparta developed very different forms of government.
 • Under the Spartan system, power was concentrated in the hands of a few families.
 • Athens adopted democracy from 508 BCE.

17.6 Everyday life in Sparta
 • From around 650 BCE, Sparta became a harsh military state.
 • Spartan enslavement of the Messenians made the Spartan way of life both possible and necessary.
 • Spartan women had more power than Athenian women.

17.7 Everyday life in Athens
 • From the fifth century BCE, Athens was a rich and beautiful city with a flourishing culture.
 • Men ruled Athenian society. Women were denied education and had very few rights.
 • Athenian burial customs reflected those of most of the ancient Greek world.

17.8 Laws, myths, gods and oracles
 • Each Greek city-state appears to have had its own laws.
 • The myths and gods of ancient Greece were common to all Greek city-states.
 • The ancient Greeks believed in oracles, the most important of which was at Delphi.

17.9 The Olympic Games
 • The ancient Greek Olympic festival was held every four years to honour the god Zeus.
 • The festival contributed to a common sense of Greek identity.
 • The festival was very different to the modern Olympic Games.

17.10 Greeks, Persians and Alexander the Great
 • When the Persian Empire invaded Greece, many of the Greek city-states united and they were able to 

inflict crushing defeats on the Persians.
 • The Greek city-states were weakened by the Peloponnesian Wars and were conquered by Macedonia.
 • Philip’s son, Alexander the Great, became ruler of Macedon and Greece.
 • Alexander invaded the Persian Empire and created a vast empire.
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17.11 The heritage of ancient Greece
 • The heritage of ancient Greece includes the idea of democracy and the Olympic Games.
 • Other legacies of ancient Greek culture were developments in science and the arts.
 • Rome absorbed Greek culture and contributed to passing down Greek ideas through the ages.

17.14.2 Key terms

acropolis    stronghold on high ground in an ancient Greek city-state

agora    large open space in the centre of a Greek city that served as a public meeting area and marketplace

astronomy    study of the stars and planets

democracy    a political system according to which citizens choose the way in which they are governed

Dorians    tribes from the north of Greece who moved into the south during the Dark Age

entrails    internal organs of an animal

Ephorate    five-man ruling body in Sparta that advised the kings

helot    slave of the Spartan state

hoplites    Greek foot soldiers

immortals    gods who lived forever

Iron Age    period in which people learned to use iron to make tools and weapons

metic    free man living in Athens but not born there; could not vote or own property but served in the army and paid taxes

metope    part of the pattern of alternating motifs under the pediment (the triangular part crowning the front) of a Greek building

mythology    a body of myths

oligarchy    governing council of rich aristocrats

Olympiad    a staging of the Olympic Games

omen    sign that predicts good or evil

ostracism    the punishment of being banished from Athens

pan-Hellenic    for all the Greeks

Parthenon    Athenian temple dedicated to the goddess Athena

Peloponnese peninsula    the southern part of mainland Greece, joined to the north by the narrow Isthmus of Corinth

perioeci    peoples of Laconian towns around Sparta who could be required to fight for Sparta but were not citizens

polis    (plural poleis   ) ancient Greek city-state

portico    a roof supported by columns, usually attached as a porch to a building
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c. 1400–1200
The Great Age of Mycenae �ourishes.

c. 776
The First Olympiad is held.

508
Democracy is
introduced in Athens. 

460–445
The First Peloponnesian War.

146
The Romans conquer Greece.

336
Alexander the Great becomes ruler of Greece. 

431–404
The Peloponnesian War is waged between
alliances led by Athens and Sparta.

c. 1000
Dorians settle in Sparta and other Mycenaean sites.

c. 800
The Greek alphabet is developed.

c. 750
The Greek archaic period (to c. 490)

490
The Persian Wars begin.

403–371
Sparta dominates the Greek world.

334
Alexander the Great invades

the Persian Empire.

371
The Thebans defeat the Spartans.

c. 490
Greek Classical Age (to c. 323): a period of

great achievements in art, literature and drama

c. 1150
The Greek ‘Dark Ages’ (to c. 750): Many
Greeks migrate from the mainland to the
Aegean islands and the coast of Asia Minor.

c. 3000
The Minoan civilisation develops on Crete. 

1300
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  A timeline of ancient Greece
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17.14.3 Reflection
Complete the following to reflect on your learning.

17.14 Review Exercises 

Multiple-choice topic test

 1. Which of the following causes probably contributed to the collapse of the Minoan civilisation?
 A. Lack of trade
 B. A tsunami and earthquakes
 C. Plagues
 D. Floods

 2. The earliest Mycenaean stories to appear in written sources are which of these?
 A. The Iliad and Odyssey
 B. The Bible
 C. The Koran
 D. The Upanishads

 3. Many Greek city-states were isolated from each other due to which of these geographical features?
 A. Rivers
 B. Deserts
 C. Mountains
 D. Seas

 4. In ancient Athens, ostracism meant which of the following fates?
 A. Imprisonment
 B. Torture
 C. Enslavement
 D. Exile

 5. Which of the following people in Athens were excluded from the rights of citizens?
 A. Farmers and soldiers
 B. Poor people
 C. Women, metics and slaves
 D. Rich people

Revisit the inquiry question posed in the Overview:

Spartans, the Olympics and the birth of democracy. Was Ancient Greece the happening place to be?

 1. Now that you have completed this topic, what is your view on the question? Discuss with a partner. Has your 
learning in this topic changed your view? If so, how?

 2. Write a paragraph in response to the inquiry question outlining your views.

Resources

eWorkbook Customisable worksheets for this topic
Reflection (doc-xxxx)
Crossword (doc-xx)

Interactivity Ancient Greece crossword (int-7694)

Learning pathways

LEVEL 1
Questions 
-

LEVEL 2
Questions 
-

LEVEL 3
Question 
-
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 6. Which of the following resources did the ancient Greeks import?
 A. Olive oil and grapes
 B. Bronze and timber
 C. Wine and beer
 D. Pottery

 7. Although Spartan women could not be citizens, they could:
 A. vote.
 B. hold public office.
 C. fight in wars.
 D. own land.

 8. Helots were which of the following?
 A. Messenians enslaved by the Spartans
 B. Allies of the Athenians
 C. Followers of Alexander the Great
 D. Peoples of the Persian Empire

 9. In Athens, the large temple dedicated to the goddess Athena was called:
 A. the Agora.
 B. Attica.
 C. the Parthenon.
 D. the Erechtheion.

 10. An event that was part of the ancient Greek Olympic festival but not part of the modern Olympic Games 
was:

 A. long distance running.
 B. the high jump.
 C. discuss throwing.
 D. the pankration.

 11. Marathon, Thermopylae and Salamis were the sites of major battles in which of these conflicts?
 A. The Trojan War
 B. The Persian Wars
 C. The Peloponnesian Wars
 D. The Macedonian conquest of Greece

 12. Which of the following ancient Greeks contributed to ideas 
in medicine?

 A. Hippocrates
 B. Socrates
 C. Sappho
 D. Aristophanes

Short answer
Source, Evidence

 1. Write an analysis of this source based on the following 
questions.

 a. What are the main details of the painting on the vase?
 b. What types of skilled craft workers or artists would have 

created the vase?
 c. Why would it have been created?
 d. What evidence does it provide of ancient Greek artistic 

skills?
 e. What evidence does it provide of ancient Greek beliefs 

and values?

SOURCE 1  A red-figured stamnos (a type 
of ancient Greek vase) from about 430–420 
BCE. The mythical scene shows Helen 
being abducted by Theseus.
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Significance

 2. Alexander the Great is considered to be one of the most significant individuals not just in ancient Greek 
history but in ancient history generally. Write a half- to one-page assessment of Alexander’s significance 
using the following points as a guide:

 • how Alexander maintained his power in Greece

 • Alexander’s invasion and defeat of the Persian Empire

 • the extent of his conquests by the time of his death

 • the effect of his rule on the Greek city-states

 • the significance of his role in spreading Greek culture.
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RESOURCE SUMMARY Resources

Below is a full list of rich resources available online for this topic. These resources are designed to bring ideas to 
life, to promote deep and lasting learning and to support the different learning needs of each individual.

17.1 Overview

eWorkbook
• Customisable worksheets for this topic
Video eLesson
 • Ancient Greece (eles-1836)
Interactivity
 • Interactive timeline (int-4294)

17.6 Everyday life in Sparta

Interactivity
 • Spartan males (int-5983)

17.7 Everyday life in Athens

Interactivity
 • The agora (int-5984)

17.10 Greek, Persians and Alexander the 
Great

My World History Atlas
 • The Mediterranean world > Persian Wars
 • The Mediterranean world > Peloponnesian Wars
 • The Mediterranean world > Philip of Macedon
 • The Mediterranean world > Alexander the Great

17.13  Thinking Big research project: Helot 
manifesto

ProjectsPLUS
 • Helot manifesto (pro-0229)

17.14 Review

eWorkbook
 • Customisable worksheets for this topic
 • Reflection (doc-xxxx)
 • Crossword (doc-xxxx)
Interactivity
 • Ancient Greece crossword (int-7694)

To access these online resources, log on to www.jacplus.com.au
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