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Western Civ.

Mr. Cegielski

Essential Question:
How did the Minoans

and Myceneans establish

the basic foundations of

Classical Greek 

Civilization?

Geographic Background

• In ancient times, Greece was not a united country. It was a 

collection of separate lands where Greek-speaking people lived. 

• By 2000 BCE, the Minoans lived on the large Greek island of Crete. 

The Minoans created an elegant civilization that had great power in 

the Mediterranean world. 

• At the same time, Indo-European peoples migrated from the plains 

along the Black Sea and Anatolia. The Indo-Europeans settled in 

mainland Greece. Seaborne commercial networks spread ideas as 

well as resources throughout the eastern Mediterranean. 

• Ancient Greece consisted mainly of a mountainous peninsula —

surrounded by water on three sides-- jutting out into the 

Mediterranean Sea. It also included approximately 1,400 islands in 

the Aegean and Ionian seas. Lands on the western coast of 

Anatolia were also part of ancient Greece. The region’s physical 

geography directly shaped Greek traditions and customs.

Q. Can you name the

seas, islands, cities

and countries?
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THE SEA: 
• The sea shaped Greek civilization just as rivers shaped 

the ancient civilizations of Egypt, the Fertile Crescent, 

India, and China. In one sense, the Greeks did not live 

on a land but AROUND a sea. Greeks rarely traveled 

more than 85 miles to reach the coastline. 

• The Aegean Sea, the Ionian Sea, and the 

neighboring Black Sea were important transportation 

routes for the Greek people. These liquid highways 

linked most parts of Greece. 

• As the Greeks became skilled sailors, sea travel also 

connected Greece with other societies. Sea travel and 

trade were also important because Greece itself was 

poor in natural resources. Greece lacked timber, 

precious metals, and usable farmland.

THE LAND: 
• Rugged mountains covered about three-

fourths of ancient Greece. Mountains divided 

the land into different regions. 

• The mountain chains ran mainly from 

northwest to southeast along the Balkan 

peninsula. They influenced Greek political life. 

• Unlike the Egyptians or the Chinese, it was 

difficult to unite the ancient Greeks under a 

single government. Greece developed small, 

independent communities within each little 

valley and its surrounding mountains. Most 

Greeks gave their loyalty to these local 

communities. 

• In ancient times, the uneven terrain also made 

land transportation difficult. Early Greek roads 

were dirt paths. 
– For example, the city-state of Sparta was only about 60 

miles from Olympia, the site of the Olympic Games. Yet 

it took Spartans almost seven days to travel that 

distance. 

• The land was stony and only a small part of it—approximately 20 

percent—was arable, or suitable for farming. Tiny but fertile valleys 

covered about one-fourth of Greece. The small streams that watered 

these valleys were not suitable for large-scale irrigation projects. 

• With little fertile farmland or fresh water, Greece was never able to 

support a large population. it is estimated that no more than a few 

million people lived in ancient Greece at any given time. Even this 

small population couldn’t expect the land to support a life of luxury.

• he Greeks based their diet on basic staple crops such as grains, 

grapes, and olives. A desire for more living space, grassland for 

raising livestock, and adequate farmland may have been factors that 

motivated the Greeks to seek new sites for colonies. 

THE LAND continued… THE CLIMATE: 
• Climate was the third important 

environmental influence on Greek 

civilization. Greece has a varied climate 

with temperatures averaging 48 degrees 

Fahrenheit in the winter and 80 degrees 

Fahrenheit in the summer. 

• In ancient times, these moderate 

temperatures supported an outdoor life for 

many Greek citizens. Men spent much of 

their leisure time at outdoor public events. 

They met often to discuss public issues, 

exchange news, and take an active part in 

civic life. 
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• The island of Crete was the 
center of Minoan civilization, 
which spread to the Aegean 
Islands, the coast of Asia 
Minor, and mainland Greece. 

• It is called Minoan after the 
legendary Cretan King Minos. 

The Minoan World:  mid-

2M B.C.E.

• Knossos became the dominant 
city in Crete after 1700 B.C. 

• This "Palace of Minos," built of 
brick, limestone and wood, was 
at least three stories high and 
covered nearly six acres.

• It featured a maze of royal 
apartments, storerooms, 
corridors, open courtyards, and 
broad stairways. 
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• Arthur Evans was 

the archaeologist 

who excavated the 

famous palace at 

the city of Knossos 

on Crete in order to 

reconstruct their 

way of life.

Sir Arthur Evans, 1851-

1941

Artist’s Recreation of 

Knossos

Aerial View of Knossos Palace of King Minos –

North Entrance
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• Furnished with running water, 

the palace had a sanitation 

system. 

• Walls were painted with 

elaborate frescoes in which the 

Minoans appear as a happy, 

peaceful people with a passion 

for dancing, festivals, and 

athletic contests. 

Palace of King Minos -

Interiors

Palace of King Minos –

Throne Room



7/9/2009

6

• Women are shown enjoying great freedom.
– They are not secluded in the home but are seen 

sitting with men and taking an equal part in public 
festivities - even as toreadors in a form of bull 
fighting. 

– Their dresses are very elaborate, with colorful 
patterns, pleats, puffed sleeves, and flounces. 

– Bodices are open in front to the waist

– Hair is elaborately fashioned with ringlets over the 
forehead and about the ears.
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Minoan 

Ladies • There were no great temples, powerful priesthoods, 
or large cult statues of the gods. 

• The main deity was the Mother Goddess; her 
importance reflected the important position held by 
women in Cretan society. 

• A number of recovered statuettes show her dressed 
like a fashionable Cretan woman with flounced skirts, 
a tightly laced, low-cut bodice, and an elaborate 
coiffure. 

• She was probably the prototype of such later Greek 
goddesses as Athena, Demeter, and Aphrodite.

Minoan Culture -

Religion

Minoan Priest
Minoan Snake 

Goddess

Bull 

Cult
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Bull Jumping Fresco

• The glory of Minoan culture was its art, 

spontaneous and full of rhythmic 

motion. 

• Art was an essential part of everyday 

life.

Minoan Artistic “Motifs”

• Large-scale trade ranged from Sicily, 

Greece, and Asia Minor to Syria and 

Egypt. 

• Minoans ships were capable of long 

voyages over the open sea. 

• Chief exports were olive oil, wine, 

metalware, and pottery. 
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Mino

an

Trad

e

“Bireme” ship

Coast of Crete

• Administrative records were written on 

clay tablets, using a syllabic script 

known as Linear A, which has never 

been deciphered. 

• Archaeologists rely on Minoan art to 

reconstruct this civilization.

Early Writing System:

“Linear A” 

(Undecipherable)

Canon?

What caused

the End

of the

Minoan 

Civilization??

Click here: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z75J-

0FIJYk&feature=PlayList&p=5974FFDAAB

5828A9&index=0

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z75J-0FIJYk&feature=PlayList&p=5974FFDAAB5828A9&index=0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z75J-0FIJYk&feature=PlayList&p=5974FFDAAB5828A9&index=0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z75J-0FIJYk&feature=PlayList&p=5974FFDAAB5828A9&index=0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z75J-0FIJYk&feature=PlayList&p=5974FFDAAB5828A9&index=0
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• After the destruction of the 

labyrinthian palace at Knossos 

by volcanic activity, the 

Myceneans conquered Knossos 

about 1450 B.C.

• About 2000 B.C., an Indo-European Greek 
tribe, called the Achaeans, entered Greece, 
where they absorbed the earlier settlers and 
ruled Mycenae, Pylos, Athens, and other 
sites. 

• By 1600 B.C. the Achaeans – also called the 
Mycenaeans, had adopted much of the 
advanced culture of the Minoans. 

• They planted colonies in the eastern 
Mediterranean.

The Mycenaean World:  

mid-2M B.C.E.
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• In 1876 archaeologist 
Heinrich Schliemann
(left) unearthed the 
wealth accumulated by 
the kings of Mycenae -
the greatest single 
hoard of gold, silver, 
and ivory objects. 

View of Mycenae

archaeological“tell”

• Mycenean kings ruled from fortified palaces 

and cities, called citadels, and administrative 

centers. 

• Most of the population lived in scattered 

villages where they worked the land.

• The nobles were controlled by the kings. 

• The most important trade item was olive oil, 

which was controlled by a royal monopoly. 

Aerial View of Mycenae
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Mycenae Citadel & 

Reconstruction

Approach to the Lion’s 

Gate

Lion’s Gate Entrance to 

Mycenae
• Mycenean scribes 

kept records, using 

Linear B.

• These clay tablets 

provide details 

about grain, the use 

of wine as wages, 

and the collection of 

taxes. 

Mycenaean Writing 

System: “Linear B”


