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WC: The Rise of Hellenic Civilization





From 1100 to 800 BCE, the Greek world passed through the Dark Age, a period between the dead Mycenaean civilization, and an unborn Hellenic civilization. The Dark Age saw the migration of Greek tribes from mountains to fertile plains, and from the mainland to the Aegean islands. One group invaded the Peloponesian peninsula and later founded Sparta, while another group, the Ionians settled in Attica, where Athens is located, and later crossed to Asia Minor. During this period the Greeks experienced war, poverty, and isolation. Everything that the Mycenaeans had disappeared. After 800 BCE, town life revived. Writing became a part of the culture, the population increased dramatically, there was a rise in the usage of metals, and overseas trade expanded. Gradually, Greek cities founded settlements on the islands of the Aegean, along the coast of Asia Minor, and southern Italy. These colonies, established to relieve over population and land hunger, were independent, self governing city states, not possessions of the homeland, although close ties were maintained between the two. In time, a new class emerged, the merchants, who were the middle class. 





The poet Homer lived just after the Dark Age. His great epics helped shape the Greek spirit and religion. Homer was the earliest molder of the Greek outlook and character. Homeric heroes strove for honor and faced suffering and death with courage. Homer did not just deal with a hero’s actions, but what the hero thought and felt too. Homer sensed what would become a fundamental attitude to the Greek mind: there is a universal order to things. Later Greeks would formulate this insight in philosophical terms. Homer grasped war’s tragic character: it confers honor and dignity on the victorious, but suffering, grief, enslavement, and death on the defeated. And one day, the hero, who had been lauded for his courage and prowess and had brought glory to his family and city, will also perish by the sword. To Mesopotamian and Egyptian minds, the gods were primarily responsible for the good or evil that befell human beings. In Homer’s work, the gods are still very much involved, but he also makes the individual a decisive actor in the drama of life. 





During the Dark Age, Greek Religion was a mixture of beliefs and cults of gods and goddesses inherited from the Mycenaean past. The Greeks had no prophets, but Homer’s epics gave some clarity and structure to Greek religion. In time, Homer’s epics formed the basis of the Olympian religion accepted throughout Greece. The principal gods were said to reside on Mount Olympus in northern Greece, and on its highest peak was the palace of Zeus, the chief deity. Although all Greeks recognized the Olympian gods, each city retained local gods and rituals. Many Greeks found an outlet for their religious feelings in the sacred ceremonies of mystic cults. In the early stages of Greek history, most people sought to live in accordance with the wishes of the gods. Although religion pervaded daily life, the Greeks had no official body of priests who rules religious matters and could intervene in politics. Instead, religious ceremonies were conducted by citizens chosen to serve as priests. Religion was more social than spiritual. In time, traditional religion would be challenged and undermined by a growing secular and rational spirit. 





