
G
roundbreaking G

reeks
Ancient G

reek lands w
ere m

ade up of the G
reek m

ainland, surrounding 
islands and G

reek colonies across the M
editerranean Sea. Ancient 

G
reece w

as alm
ost entirely surrounded by sea, and the m

ountains on 
the m

ainland m
ade travelling by land difficult. 

Ancient G
reece is know

n for its m
any great thinkers, including 

philosophers, political leaders, scientists, m
athem

aticians, historians 
and w

riters. 
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Pythagoras (c580–c500 BC) w
as a philosopher and m

athem
atician. H

e 
developed a m

ethod to help people to calculate the longest side of a 
right-angled triangle. 

Cleisthenes (c570–c508 BC) w
as a political leader in Athens. H

e 
developed the first dem

ocratic system
. 

Pericles (c495–429 BC) w
as a political leader in Athens. H

e ordered 
the construction of the Acropolis and Parthenon. 

Socrates (c470–c399 BC) w
as a great philosopher. H

e used questions 
to help people to exam

ine their know
ledge and beliefs. 

Hippocrates (c460–c375 BC) w
as a doctor. H

e carried out m
edical 

research and becam
e know

n as the ‘father of m
edicine’. 

Plato (c427–c347 BC) w
as a philosopher and student of Socrates. H

e 
founded the first university in Athens. 

Alexander the G
reat (356–323 BC) w

as a m
ilitary leader. H

e expanded 
G

reece’s territory to create the ancient w
orld’s largest em

pire. 

In ancient G
reece, class and gender determ

ined the roles people could 
play in society and at hom

e. O
nly m

ale citizens w
ere allow

ed to vote 
and m

ake decisions. Below
 them

 in society cam
e m

en called m
etics, 

w
ho w

ere not citizens and lastly, slaves. M
en w

orked as politicians, 
landow

ners, artists, architects, sculptors, scientists and scholars. 
W

om
en w

ere expected to run the hom
e, bring up the children, 

supervise the slaves and m
ake clothing. They w

ere not allow
ed to ow

n 
land, vote or take part in politics.

D
uring the Classical period, ancient G

reece w
as a collection of city 

states, rather than one united country. Each city state, know
n as a 

polis, included a city and its surrounding villages, farm
s and land. Each 

city state had its ow
n governm

ent and hierarchy, although they spoke 
the sam

e language and follow
ed the sam

e religion. The design of each 
city w

as also sim
ilar. They all had a connection to the sea for trade and 

transport, outer w
alls for protection, a variety of buildings inside the 

city w
alls and an acropolis built on a hill. D

espite sim
ilarities and trade 

links betw
een the city states, they w

ere often at w
ar w

ith each other in 
a bid to gain pow

er and land. 

City states

Fam
ily life and social class 

Significant people 

In c1100 BC, the M
inoan and M

ycenaean civilisations collapsed and 
society began to decline. G

reece entered its D
ark Age. M

any people 
left G

reece and skills, including w
riting, w

ere lost. The few
 rem

aining 
people lived in sm

all fam
ily groups and reared livestock for food. They 

also began to m
ine iron to m

ake spears and tools. Then, around  
800 BC, G

reece entered the Archaic period. This w
as characterised by 

the re-em
ergence of society, governm

ent, art and architecture. A new
 

alphabet w
as devised, the population grew

, city states developed and 
the first O

lym
pic G

am
es w

ere held. 

Dark Age and Archaic period 

Ancient G
reek history can be divided into seven m

ain periods or 
civilisations: N

eolithic, M
inoan civilisation, M

ycenaean civilisation, D
ark 

Age, Archaic period, Classical period and H
ellenistic period. G

reece is 
often referred to as the birthplace of W

estern civilisation because of 
the advances that its people m

ade in politics, science, m
athem

atics, 
philosophy, literature and art. 

Significant periods of G
reek history

ancient G
reece

Key

The M
ycenaean 

civilisation existed 
betw

een c1600 BC 
and c1100 BC on the 
G

reek m
ainland. They 

took control of Crete 
in c1450 BC. The 
M

ycenaeans w
ere 

excellent w
arriors. They 

invaded and settled 
in areas around the 
M

editerranean Sea and developed trade links w
ith Egypt, Cyprus and 

m
any G

reek islands. The M
ycenaean chiefs lived in palaces w

ithin 
fortified hilltop citadels. The M

ycenaean people w
ere influenced by the 

M
inoans. They developed the M

inoan Linear A script into Linear B and 
w

ere the first people to speak the G
reek language.

M
ycenaean civilisation 

Artist’s im
pression of the citadel at M

ycenae

The Classical period 
started in c500 BC and 
ended in 323 BC. It is 
know

n as the golden 
age of ancient G

reece 
because m

any discoveries 
and advancem

ents w
ere 

m
ade. People in the 

Classical period believed 
in gods and m

ythology 
from

 earlier periods, 
although philosophers and scientists at the tim

e began to challenge 
those beliefs. Their architecture featured sym

m
etrical designs and 

colum
ns. Like the M

inoans and M
ycenaeans before them

, people in 
Classical G

reece established trade links both w
ithin G

reece and w
ith 

surrounding countries.

Classical period

Aerial view
 of the Acropolis

The M
inoan civilisation 

existed betw
een c3000 BC 

and c1100 BC on the 
G

reek island of Crete. At 
the civilisation’s peak, 
around 10,000 people 
lived in 90 cities. As 
Europe’s first developed 
civilisation, the M

inoans 
lived in tow

ns w
ith 

roads, w
ells and a basic 

sew
erage system

. They 
w

ere capable farm
ers and skilled craftspeople. Their architects oversaw

 
the building of palaces. They w

ere also skilled in m
aking pottery. They 

traded goods, such as olive oil, pottery and cloth. The M
inoans also 

used an early w
riting system

 know
n as Linear A. 

M
inoan civilisationReconstruction of the palace of Knossos
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G
lossary

acropolis 
The upper fortified area of a G

reek city that is 
usually built on a hill.

architect 
Som

eone w
ho designs buildings and m

akes sure 
that they are built correctly.

Athenian
A person from

 Athens.

citadel
A central fortified area of a city or tow

n.

city state 
A city and the area surrounding it w

ith an 
independent governm

ent.

civilisation 
A highly developed culture, including its social 
organisation, governm

ent, law
s and arts.

dem
ocracy 

A political system
, w

hich allow
s people to have a say 

in the w
ay their country is governed.

em
pire 

A group of countries or states ruled by a single 
authority, such as an em

peror or m
onarch.

m
athem

atician 
Som

eone w
ho studies, teaches or is an expert in 

m
athem

atics.

m
ythology 

A collection of religious and cultural stories.

Parthenon
A tem

ple on the Acropolis in Athens.

philosopher 
Som

eone w
ho studies basic ideas about know

ledge 
and reasoning.

w
arrior 

A soldier w
ith skill and experience in fighting.
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Dem
ocracy 

The w
orld’s first dem

ocratic 
system

 w
as created in Athens 

in the fifth century BC. The 
system

 w
as designed to give 

the Athenian people a say 
over how

 their city w
as run. 

Today’s dem
ocratic system

s, 
although different from

 Athens’, follow
 the sam

e principles and allow
 

ordinary citizens to have a say in how
 their country is governed.

Tim
eline

c6000–c3000 BC 
People start to farm

 and m
ake produce in 

N
eolithic G

reece. 

c3000–c1100 BC 
The M

inoan civilisation exists on the island of Crete. 

c1600–c1100 BC 
The M

ycenaean civilisation exists on the G
reek 

m
ainland. 

c1450 BC 
The M

ycenaeans take control of Crete. 

c1100–c800 BC 
G

reek cities are destroyed or abandoned during 
the G

reek D
ark Age. 

c800–c500 BC 
G

reece develops quickly and city states are 
founded in the Archaic period. 

776 BC 
The first O

lym
pic G

am
es are held in O

lym
pia. 

c507 BC
Cleisthenes introduces the w

orld’s first know
n 

dem
ocratic system

 to Athens.   

c500
The Classical period begins.

356 BC 
Alexander the G

reat is born. 

323 BC 
Alexander the G

reat dies and the Classical 
period ends. 

323–30 BC 
G

reece becom
es divided during the H

ellenistic 
period. 

30 BC 
Ancient G

reece is conquered by the Rom
ans. 

Arts and culture 
Theatre w

as an im
portant tradition in 

ancient G
reece. O

ver 40 plays have 
survived from

 the Classical period. Poetry 
w

as another source of entertainm
ent 

and education. Epic G
reek poem

s have 
provided inform

ation about historical and 
m

ythological events. Sculpture w
as an 

im
portant part of ancient G

reek art and 
their m

ethod of painting designs onto 
pottery w

as also distinct and inspired 
m

any other civilisations.

O
lym

pic G
am

es
The O

lym
pic G

am
es w

ere invented in 
ancient G

reece. It w
as one of the greatest 

sporting and religious festivals of its tim
e 

and drew
 in com

petitors and spectators 
from

 all parts of G
reece. Today’s O

lym
pic 

G
am

es share som
e of the sam

e core values 
of excellence, respect and friendship that 
underpinned the original O

lym
pic G

am
es.  

Philosophy and m
athem

atics
Socrates, Plato and Aristotle w

ere 
som

e of the greatest philosophers 
of their tim

e, and their ideas are still 
influential today. Socrates’ m

ethod of 
questioning and discussion, know

n as 
the ‘Socratic m

ethod’, is still used in 
schools and universities. The ancient 
G

reeks also m
ade hugely significant 

advances in m
athem

atics and the ideas of 
m

athem
aticians, such as Pythagoras and 

Archim
edes, are still relevant today.  

Lasting legacies 
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