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General Information
Who were the Ancient Greeks?
Greece is a mountainous country surrounded by the Mediterranean sea. Its many
islands are now popular destinations for tourists. Ancient Greece
(2000 BC - 1 BC) was never a unified country. Although the Greeks spoke the
same language and called themselves Greeks they belonged to a number of citystates each with its own town and government. These city-states were
continuously at war with each other as they battled for power. The most famous
city-state was Athens with its patron, the goddess Athena.
What evidence do we have for life in Ancient Greece?
Archaeologists and historians rely on many sources for evidence of ancient
Greek culture:
1. The Greek language - many stories have come down to us which are still read
today - ‘The Iliad’ and ‘The Odyssey’ by Homer, as well as plays by famous
playwrights such as Sophocles and poetry by Sappho, the famous female poet.
2. The remains of Greek towns and temples in Greece, South Italy and Asia
Minor, which the Greeks colonised.
3. Artefacts such as items of pottery showing scenes of daily life, gods and
goddesses, statues, surgical instruments, toys, tools, helmets, spears, discuses,
javelins etc.
Timeline:
2000 BC: Minoan civilisation in Crete
1800 BC: Mycenaean people grow in power and begin to trade all over the
Mediterranean
1500 BC: Fall of Minoan and Mycenaean civilisations
1200 BC: Phoenicians spread throughout Mediterranean. Some Greeks flee
to Asia Minor and establish towns there
800 BC: Ionian and Black Sea colonies founded by Greeks; Greek alphabet
invented; Homer’s poems The Iliad and The Odyssey written; first Olympic
games, 776BC.
600 BC: Democracy begins in Athens
500 BC: Classical period - Athens reaches the peak of its powers; Parthenon
built
400 BC: Rise of Macedonia in northern Greece; Alexander the Great, King
of Macedonia, leads military campaigns in Asia
200 BC: Hellenistic period; Macedonia becomes a province of the Roman
Empire bringing an end to Greek power.

2

Mythology/Religion
The Greeks worshipped a huge range of gods, these included twelve major
Olympian gods and goddesses but also many lesser gods. Each god or goddess
had their own character and area of responsibility, ranging from love to the
weather!
Some of the Greek vases on display at the museum illustrate mythological
scenes including Dionysus, the god of wine; the story of Thetis and Peleus; and a
satyr.
We can learn a great deal about Greek religious customs from surviving evidence
like these painted vases, and also from temples, friezes and statues together with
Greek texts and plays.
The 12 major Olympian gods and goddesses:
Zeus: Father of the gods who overthrew the Titans and divided the rule of
the cosmos with his brothers Poseidon and Hades. Zeus is usually regarded as
the ruler of the heavens and wielder of thunder and the lightning bolt.
Poseidon: Greek god of the sea. He splits the earth and rocks with his
trident and is often known by the name of ‘earth shaker’. He is also ruler of
horses.
Hades: Ruler of the underworld, which is also known as Hades. He has
dominion over the dead.
Hera: Sister and wife of Zeus and queen of the gods. She represents
marriage and family life.
Athene: Goddess of war and wisdom, the daughter of Zeus and Metis. She
is also the protector of Athens and her totem is the owl.
Aphrodite: Goddess of love and beauty.
Artemis: Goddess of wild creatures and the hunt.
Apollo: Son of Zeus and Leto, a god of prophecy, poetry and music; also
patron of medicine and the sun god.
Dionysus: God of fertility and nature, associated with wine and therefore
often shown carrying vine leaves and a basket of fruit.
Demeter: Earth goddess and mother of Persephone who was abducted by
Hades.
Ares: God of war, the son of Zeus and Hera.
Hephaestus: God of fire and metal working.
What is mythology?
Myths and legends can be seen either as merely stories about gods and
goddesses or alternatively as a way in which peoples in the past created an
identity for themselves. However, Greek myths were, in reality, a fundamental
part of their religion.

3

They illustrated the nature of the gods and goddesses, and taught what pleased
and angered them. However they did not set down religious rules such as we
find in the Bible or the Koran.
Greeks were the first people to create gods and goddesses who looked like real
human beings rather than, as in Ancient Egypt, humans with animal heads or
strange creatures. They also showed the gods as having very human
characteristics such as vanity, anger and jealousy. In addition the gods lived in
places which were easily identifiable. Zeus, for example, was said to have been
born on Mount Ida, a mountain on Crete.
Greek myths derive from areas throughout the Greek world. Some early myths
come from the Minoan civilisation on the island of Crete, while others derive from
places further afield in Asia Minor, Babylon and Sumeria.
School
The Ancient Greeks were great scholars and their system of education has
influenced western teaching ever since. There were three types of school - a
general school where you were taught reading, writing and arithmetic; a music
school; and a sports school. Only boys attended school and only boys from
wealthy families who could afford to pay. They would be taken to school by a
family slave who stayed with the boy to make sure he behaved. Boys started
school at seven and left at eighteen to begin their military training.
At school pupils wrote on papyrus scrolls using pens made from reeds. The
papyrus was expensive and came from Egypt. They also wrote on wax tablets
which could be re-used.
Girls stayed at home with their mothers and sisters and were taught domestic
subjects like spinning, weaving, and household management. However some
girls did learn to read and write and some even became great poets, like Sappho.
Music and dance
Some vases in the museum show dancing and feasting scenes. Music and dance
were very important to the Greeks. Indeed music formed a third of the curriculum
as the Greeks believed that it trained the feelings of the soul, doing for them what
gymnastics did for the body.
Greek dress
We can discover a lot about the clothes the ancient Greeks wore from surviving
statues and vase paintings.
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Women and men wore a chiton, a long, draped garment made of finely spun
wool or linen. For outdoor use men, women and children wore a cloak called a
himation. Young men sometimes wore just the himation, wrapped around the
shoulder, the edges weighted with little clay balls to make it hang properly.
Clothes were often dyed in bright colours. Sandals were worn outdoors and
sometimes boots for walking or riding. Richer women wore highly decorative and
elaborate jewellery as a symbol of their wealth and status.
Sport
Sport and athletics were very important to the Ancient Greeks. Many religious
festivals were also sporting events, the most famous being the Olympic games
held every four years at Olympia in honour of Zeus. The gods were believed to
bestow athletic talent upon men they favoured.
Other games included the Pythian Games at Delphi, the Nemean Games at
Nemea, to the southwest of Corinth, and the Isthmian Games at Corinth. Athletes
came from all over Greece to attend and they trained hard for the games, just as
athletes do today. Slaves and women were not, however, permitted to attend.
The lucky winners were greatly honoured and were given prizes.
Athletic events included running, chariot racing, wrestling, boxing, the long jump,
the javelin and the discus.
Plays, poems and choral songs were performed in competitions, which provided
both individuals and city states an opportunity to display their prowess to their
rivals.
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Pottery
General Information: Domestic and decorative pottery
Classical Greek civilisation is renowned for the beauty of its art and architecture.
Classical temple architecture, painted vases and stone and bronze statues are
three of the most famous art forms. Ancient Greek art and culture has had a
consistently wide ranging impact on Western civilisation. Its influence can be
seen through the Roman period, the Renaissance, Georgian England and even
in the modern world.
Decorated vases were painted with elaborate patterns or exquisite figures - either
scenes illustrating stories from Greek myths and legends or scenes of ordinary
life such as feasting, sporting events and warfare.
Chertsey Museum’s collection dates from the early Bronze Age period, c. 2000
BC, to the decline in vase painting in the late Hellenistic period, c. 100 BC.
Pottery as evidence
Pottery is a really useful way of dating events. For example, burnt pottery found
in Athens at the correct depth, may have resulted from the Persian destruction of
the city in 480BC. Archaeologists can also date pottery using
thermoluminescence. The minerals in the clay store energy from any nuclear
radiation it is exposed to. If the clay is heated to above 500 degrees centigrade
(as when a pot is fired to harden it) the stored energy is given off as light. This
light is called thermoluminscence. When the pot is taken out of the kiln it begins
to store energy again. Archaeologists can use special equipment to work out
when a pot was last heated, and thus when it was made.
The different styles of pottery are used as a way of dating the artefact, or
discovering its origins
Pottery shapes
Pottery shapes would vary greatly and depend entirely on the purpose of the pot.

Hydria - three-handled vessel for water
Aryballos - perfume or oil juglet
Alabastron - lotion or perfume bottle
Amphora- two handled vase for oil, wine or other liquid
Stemless Kylix - shallow dish
Kantharos - drinking cup
Lekythos - funeral jar for libations
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Pottery
Cypriot and Mycenaean Ware
2300-900BC
During the Bronze Age, massive copper production in
Cyprus attracted many foreigners from Anatolia
(modern Turkey) and Mycenae on mainland Greece, to
colonise this wealthy island. These new people
influenced the style of Cypriot pottery, which had a
huge export trade due to the island’s central location.
The earliest pottery on display in the museum, the red
and black polished ware with its incised decoration, has
strong influences from south Anatolia. Mycenaean
influences can be seen in the later white slip and Base
Ring ware. Wares with simple hand drawn line patterns originated in Mycenae.
They are well made with good proportions and the decoration is confined to
clearly defined areas of the vase, the neck and belly. Item 1, an original juglet,
known also as an aryballos, dates from this period and originates from Cyprus. It
would have contained perfume or oil.
Geometric period
900-650BC (9th - 7th centuries)
Towards the end of the Bronze Age and in the early Iron Age the Geometric style
of decoration developed from Mycenae. It soon spread throughout the Greek
world.
The geometric style, with its continuous bands of meanders, circles, zigzags,
swastikas and animal patterns soon covered the entire beige coloured vessels.
The overall effect of some designs became fussy but precise. Vase shapes
developed as a more prosperous and sophisticated society emerged, with Athens
taking a new lead. Black on red ware also developed. This marked the start of
the later tradition of Classical art, with men, gods and animals (narrative art).
Archaic Period
650-500 BC (late 7th - 6th centuries)
This period was dominated by the emergence of black figure vase painting.
Athenian vase-painters completely adopted the style with rows of animal friezes lions, goats and sphinxes. New vases were high-quality table vases, with
narrative scenes soon taking precedence. Greek immigrants settled in Southern
Italy and Sicily and continued to produce pottery of the style.
The black-silhouette with incised detail formed the basic element. Red was
mostly used for details, which was the case with images of men. However,
women had white details, a convention observed in Egyptian art.
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Figures were shown strictly in profile, though chests were often shown frontal.
Usually frontal faces were confined to horrific creatures like centaurs, gorgons
and satyrs. Women were usually shown ageless, with an occasional matron.
Men with status or maturity were shown with a beard. Many vases were
designed with scenes of everyday life, such as weddings, burials, gossip at the
fountain, courtship and love.
Classical Period
500-330 BC (5th - 4th centuries)
This period is seen as the high point in Greek culture. It was
the time when Athenian democracy was established and the
Parthenon was built.

It was also the time when red-figure vases emerged. They
were invented in Athens as a direct reversal of black figure
pottery. Here the background and not the figure was painted
black, and the figures were red with details painted upon them
in line detail rather than incised.
The brush is more subtle than incising, resulting in a more
realistic rendering of anatomy and drapery. Men and women
were distinguished by features, dress and anatomy rather than
colour. Drapery reached new freer folds, profile eyes were achieved in profile
heads, pose and gesture suggested emotion and even achieved atmosphere.
Depth and space were suggested with different ground lines. Larger vases often
showed epic encounters. White ground vases were reserved for lekythoi (funeral
vases), so they did not need to survive heavy handling. The replica Greek
Amphore of Hercules dates to this period
Heracles (or Herakles) is more often known by his Roman name, Hercules. This
reproduction vase shows Heracles slaying the lion of Nemea, the first of his
twelve great labours. Heracles was strong from birth. When he was a baby the
goddess Hera sent two deadly serpents to kill him because he was the son of
Zeus and his mistress Alcmene and Hera was jealous. However Heracles
strangled them both and lived. After Heracles married and had children, Hera
was so jealous of his happiness that she drove him mad so that he murdered his
wife and children. In order to make amends he consulted the Oracle (a
priestesss who made prophecies) who told him to offer his services to King
Eurystheus.
Eurystheus set Heracles twelve supposedly impossible tasks. If he completed all
twelve however he would be set free from his guilt and become immortal.
The lion of Nemea had a hide so tough no weapons could touch it. The vase
shows Heracles’ broken sword hanging from a tree - evidence that human
weapons could not touch it. After grappling with the lion, Heracles strangled it
with his own hands and freed the people of Nemea from its reign of terror.
Afterwards Heracles wore the lion’s skin as protection and is often illustrated
wearing it, and carrying his club.
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Hellenistic Period
330-67 BC (4th - 1st centuries)
Vases at this time became over-ornamentalised, especially in
Southern Italy. The humour of other art forms is hard to find in
vase painting of this time. Vase painting went into rapid decline by
the end of the 4th century, as the medium could not achieve the
new realistic painting styles that other media achieved.
However some forms remained as they had done for centuries, for
example, the alabastron (a lotion or perfume bottle)

Theatre Masks
The theatre mask of Dionysus, the god of wine, and would
have been used in theatres during the 5th century BC. The
mask of Epidaurus is a copy of a tragedy mask which would
have been used at the same time.
Theatres were often built into the sides of hills so that the
seats would be tiered, thus helping the acoustics. The actors
would be on the stage at the back with the chorus on the
floor in front. The chorus were singers and dancers, whereas the actors on the
stage would be playing the main characters in the play.
There were 2 types of plays: comedies and tragedies. The
tragedies would be about heroes of Greek myths and dealt
with moral choices, passions and conflicts, often with
unhappy endings. Comedies were about ordinary people,
often mocking leading politicians and personalities of the day.

9

More Greek tragedies than comedies have survived, as many texts were later
destroyed in Medieval times because they made fun of religion. Famous comedy
writers include Aristophanes (c.450-385 BC) who wrote political satires. Plays
often told moral stories and were aimed at keeping the city populations happy
and content.
As women were not permitted to perform, masks were worn by male actors to
depict female roles. They would have been brightly coloured and often clearly
displayed the emotion of the character. Actors and the chorus would have also
worn colourful costumes as well.
Famous playwrights included Sophocles, (c.496-406 BC) who wrote the tragedies ‘Antigone’ and ‘King Oedipus’, Euripides (c.485-c.406 BC) who wrote the
tragic-comedy ‘The Women of Troy’ and 19 other surviving plays, and Aeschylus
(525-456 BC) who wrote the ‘Orestia’.

Toys:
The Greeks had a variety of toys, and babies would have played with rattles in
the shape of animals including pigs and owls. They would also have had dolls,
sometimes made from fabric stuffed with straw, or made from clay with jointed
arms and legs which looked similar to puppets. Older children would have had
spinning tops, yo-yos and hoops. They would have had pull-along toys such as
miniature horse-drawn carts, and hobby horses.
When a girl got to the age of 12-15 she was able to marry and so would give up
her toys to symbolise becoming a woman.
Children and adults would have played games like knucklebones, and board
games like draughts.
Toys would have been made out a mixture of
materials, but it is usually only the clay items
that have been found. Most clay toys have
been found in children’s graves, as they would
have been buried with these and other items to
take to the after-life.
The top is a replica of one that was found,
although the whip did not survive. However, we
know they had a whip, as images of children
playing with tops and whips and other toys are
often found in architecture and on pottery.
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Discus
In ancient Greek athletics, throwing the discus usually featured as part of the five
event pentathlon and not as an event in itself.
The other four events were the long jump,
javelin, running and wrestling. If there was a
winner after the first three events the final two
did not take place. Many athletic activities,
such as the javelin, wrestling and boxing, were
also seen as battle training but the discus did
not really have such a link.

Discuses came in a range of sizes. This is a
replica of a prize clay discus. The actual ones
used in competitions were made of bronze and
were 16.5cms in diameter. The average weight
was 2.5 kg. From evidence on pots we know
that the thrower bent his body low into the swing as they still do today.
This discus dates from the 6th century BC. It has an inscription on it that says
‘Exoidas dedicated me to the twin sons of Great Zeus (Kastor and Polydeukes),
and is the bronze discus with which he conquered the great-hearted
Kephallenians’. Exoidas may have won the discus in a competition on the island
of Kephallenia.

Greek Coins:
Greek coins were used throughout much of the classical world, from the straits of
Gibraltar to North West India.
Apollo
The sun-god, son of Zeus and Leto, was always featured as a
youthful god, and as well as being beautiful he also personified
morality. His cult at Delphi had enormous influence on everyday law
and order. He was also the god of music.
The coin was issued in the city of Katane which is on the east coast
of Sicily.
The reverse of the coin shows a victorious Quadriga, a four horse
chariot with galloping horses and victory hovering overhead ready
to crown the charioteer.
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Zeus
King of the gods, he was also a sky and weather god, god of battle,
the patron of the games and protector of the state. This is a
Macedonian coin from northern Greece. The reverse shows a boy
jockey carrying a palm of victory. This may refer to Philip II of
Macedonia who had a horse that had been successful in the
Olympic Games of 356 BC.
Athena
Daughter of Zeus and Metis, was a deity with many different
attributes. She was a goddess of war but she was also associated
with peace and compassion and was patroness of the arts. Athens
was named after her. She is an important figure in the Odyssey, as
friend and advisor to Odysseus. On the reverse side is an owl,
Athena’s emblem for wisdom. The first three letters of the owl show
the origin to be Athens and these types of coins were
characteristically referred to as ‘owls.’
Alexander the Great
The final coin shows Alexander the Great (336-323 BC) and Athena
seated on the reverse. The coin is significant as it is one of the best
known portraits of Alexander. It was commissioned after his death
by Lysimachus, a close associate. Alexander was the son of Philip
of Macedonia and was responsible for leading the Macedonians
and Greeks across Asia as far as the Punjab in India. Alexander
created a large empire within the short space of ten years and
introduced elements of Greek culture to large areas of central and
western Asia.
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