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Overview academic skills BA History year 1 

2016-2017  

BLOCK 1 

Modern History  Introduction to Historical Studies 
Writing: Taking lecture notes  Writing: Developing writing skills by way of source 

criticism assignment 

Writing: Composing a summary  Research: Composing a primary literature/works cited 

list 

Writing: Applying correct referencing methods Research: Introduction to library skills set 

Writing: Developing writing skills by way of archival 

assignment 

Sources: Engaging in source criticism 

Research: Analysing secondary literature Critical thinking: Reflecting critically on the practice 

of history and the role of the historian  

Sources: Introduction to the archive  Critical thinking: Incorporating - and thinking about - 

scientific integrity 

 

BLOCK 2 

Contemporary History  World Cultures 

Writing: Developing writing skills by way of essays; 

applying correct referencing  

Writing: Developing writing skills in comparative 

history by way of essays; applying correct referencing 

Writing: Self-diagnosing language capabilities by way 

of language quiz  

Writing: Formulating a research question 

Research: Reflecting critically on secondary literature 

and positioning within the scientific debate 

Research: Understanding and applying concepts in 

World History  

Research: Testing theories using empirical evidence  Research: Engaging with debates on cultural heritage 

in museums 

Sources: Identifying and analysing (digitised) primary 

sources 

Research: Reflecting critically on secondary literature 

Critical thinking: Contextualising and relating issues 

to society 

Sources: Analysing visual and material sources 

 Critical thinking: Developing a well-founded 

argument 

 

BLOCK 3 

Introduction to Ancient History  Introduction to the Middle Ages 

Writing: Developing writing skills by way of 

museum assignment; applying correct referencing 

Writing: Developing writing skills by means of essay 

assignments; applying correct referencing 

Writing: Formulating a thesis statement  Research: Identifying and comparing different types 

of arguments 

Research: Analysing academic debates  Sources: Analysing narrative sources 

Research: Finding literature to answer a research 

question 

Sources: Using specialised reference works 

Sources: Introduction to historical research 

centred on material culture 

Sources: Introduction to hand-written sources and text 

criticism 

 

BLOCK 4 

Early Modern History The City  

Writing: Developing writing skills by means of 

various assignments; applying correct referencing 

Writing: Giving, receiving and implementing (peer) 

feedback 

Writing: Setting up and formulating a scientific paper Research: Introduction to and applying Digital 

Humanities research methods 

Writing: Giving, receiving and implementing (peer) 

feedback 

Research: Introduction to and applying quantitative 

methods 

Research: Finding and analysing secondary literature Sources: Processing, evaluating and reporting on 

digital and statistical data and sources  

Research: Embedding a historical case study in theory 

and historiography 

Sources: Selecting and analysing relevant sources 
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1 S. Price and P. Thonemann, The Birth of Classical Europe: A History from Troy to Augustine (London 2011). 
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PREFACE 

 

General learning objectives and setup of course 

 
By the end of the course “Introduction to Ancient History” the student will have 

achieved the following goals:  

 The student has an insight into  and understanding of  the most important events, 

structures and changes that took place during the era.  

 The student is familiar with different types of source material used in the study of 

Ancient History.  

 The student is familiar with several central scholarly debates in the study of Ancient 

History.  

 The student is able to recognise thesis statements, arguments and use of sources in 

modern secondary literature on Ancient History.  

 The student is able to connect primary and secondary literature with information 

provided in lectures or in the textbook.  

 The student has acquired academic skills.  

 

By the end of the course the students will have:  

 an overview and knowledge of the most important events, structures and changes 

that took place during the era.  

 developed the following academic skills:   

o Placing material culture in a historical context.  

o Using material culture as a primary source in historical research.  

o The analysis of important scientific debates, and the ability to verbally explain 

and defend a certain standpoint.  

o Formulating a clear scientific research question along with the necessary sub-

questions.  

o Researching literature pertaining to a research question.  

o Further development of writing skills by way of a museum assignment.  

o Familiarity with giving presentations.  

 

The educational trajectory will be made up of:  

 

1. A weekly lecture of two hours 

2.  A two-hour seminar twice a week 

3. Workshop material culture at the University Museum (week 3) and a visit to the 
National Museum of Antiquities in Leiden (week 6) 

 

This syllabus contains an overview of the compulsory course material, further explanations 

to this material and the assignments that need to be prepared for the weekly seminars. The 

time necessary to prepare for the seminars, attend classes and study exam-related material 

adds up to an average 20 hours a week.  
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The division of the final grade will be as follows:  

 

- Assignment Utrecht University Museum   15% 

- Assignment Nation Museum of Antiquities  15%     

- Final exam on the entire course material   70 % 

 

 

Course material  

The material for this course is comprised of the following literature:  

 

 S. Price and P. Thonemann, The Birth of Classical Europe: A History from Troy to 

Augustine (London 2011). During the course this book will be referred to as ‘the 

textbook.’  

 Additional literature and source material are on Blackboard (‘weekly literature’), 

and some some texts need to be accessed via the UB website (e-books).   

 The syllabus ‘Introduction to Ancient History’ year 2016/2017 includes weekly 

assignments in preparation for the lectures and seminars, as well as assignments 

meant to expand on the topics discussed during seminars.  

 

Additionally, the assignment s will regularly refer to the Oxford Encyclopedia of Ancient 

Greece and Rome (in short Oxford Encyclopedia) or the Encyclopedia of Ancient History. 

These are digital sources where you might find further information on names or terms 

relating to Antiquity. You are encouraged to regularly consult these sources. You can find 

the digital Encyclopedias on the University Library website: www.uu.nl/bibliotheek  

 

 Go to ‘zoeksystemen’ (‘search systems’) 

 Click on ‘Oudheid’ (‘Antiquity’), under the header ‘Geesteswetenschappen’ (‘Humanities’).  

 There you’ll find the links to the ‘Encyclopedia of Ancient History’ and the ‘Oxford 

Encyclopedia of Ancient Greece and Rome’  

 

Resources 

A thorough knowledge of Mediterranean geography will be essential during the course. 

Consulting a good historical atlas is recommended. One good example would be the 

Westermann Grosser Atlas zur Weltgeschichte. For Ancient History in particular, R.J.A 

Talbert’s Atlas of Classical History (London: Routledge, 1985, or a later edition), [ISBN 0-

415-03463-9 (pbk)], would be a good resource. Another option would be the large 

Barrington Atlas of the Green and Roman World (Princeton 2000), which is available at the 

UB. The maps in these atlases give an especially useful overview.   

 

For further explanation of certain words, names or terms found in the course materials, 

you might turn to the Oxford Encyclopedia of Ancient Greece and Rome, the Encyclopedia of 

Ancient History, or the Neue Pauly; additional online sources are available via the 

University’s online library. 

http://www.uu.nl/bibliotheek
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The following works might also be of use: the Oxford Classical Dictionary, Der Kleine Pauly 

(Lexikon der Antike auf der Grundlage von Pauly’s Realencyclopädie der klassischen 

Altertumswissenschaft), and the Lexikon der Alten Welt. These books are all available at the 

University’s library (UB).  

 

Another useful aid for the study of Ancient History is the ‘Perseus project’ website: a 

searchable database with (translated) ancient sources: 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper 

A different website that might come in handy in the translation of primary sources is the 

‘‘Lacus Curtius’’ page: http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/home.html 

 

 

COURSE PROGRAMME  

 

Lectures: general  

The course programme consists of seven lectures. During the lectures the most important 

aspects of antiquity’s society will be discussed, as well as the era’s most significant political 

developments. The lectures will follow a chronological narrative as provided by the 

textbook. In order to fully engage with the lectures’ content the student is expected to have 

prepared beforehand by reading the assigned texts in the textbook. However, as the 

textbook is rather concise, the lectures will serve as an opportunity to delve deeper into the 

material, explore readings and opinions that may differ from those explained in the 

textbook and discuss important concepts. The lectures will be supported by a variety of 

visual data. 

 

All material discussed in the lectures is included in the final exams. It is therefore 

important to take accurate notes during the lectures. The power points presented will be 

made available on Blackboard.  

 

Seminars: practical information 

During the seminars questions and assignments regarding textbook or lecture material will 

be discussed. The students will be expected to have prepared the assignments thoroughly 

and in written form before class, in a manner that shows their understanding of the given 

material.   

 

Seminars  

Attending the seminars as well as preparing for them is mandatory. Absence during a 

seminar will only be accepted in the case of force majeure, and no more than twice. If at 

all possible, the lecturer must be made aware (in writing) of the student’s absence 

beforehand, or within 24 hours after class. The student is responsible for submitting 

additional ‘‘evidence’’ of force majeure.  

 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper
http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/home.html
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If the student has missed more than two seminars, the course participation will end 

automatically. He or she will not be able to sit for the final exams. Exceptions are made 

only in extraordinary cases; in these cases the History Department’s student advisor 

must be informed as soon as possible.   

 

In a situation where a student cannot sit exams due to circumstances beyond his or her 

control, the student is expected to inform the course coordinator in writing beforehand. 

If the student might still want to retake the exams, he or she must hand in a well-argued 

written request to the course coordinator within 7 days after the initial exams.  

 

For more information, see:   

https://students.uu.nl/en/hum/history-ba/practical-information/academic-policies-and-
procedures 

 
Plagiarism 

 

Plagiarism entails the copying of texts, thoughts or arguments created by an external 

source and used without crediting. Students are expected to refer to their sources without 

exception: one must not only cite a source, but show how the source has shaped, related to 

or otherwise helped form one’s thesis or analysis. This applies to both print as well as 

online sources.  

 

Extra care must be taken in a group setting: copying peers’ work qualifies as plagiarism as 

well. Plagiarism is considered fraud by the University’s Examination Committee, and is 

punished severely. For more information on how plagiarism is determined and handled at 

the University, see: 

https://students.uu.nl/en/practical-information/policies-and-procedures/fraud-and-

plagiarism 

 

If a lecturer has determined, or has a well-founded suspicion that work has been 

plagiarised, the departmental Examination Committee is always informed. The committee 

then decides on whether or not the case qualifies as plagiarism; if it has been determined 

that, indeed, there has been a case of fraud, the piece in question will be declared invalid. 

This will be registered in OSIRIS and accompanied by an official reprimand.  

 

 

EXAMINATION 

The student’s comprehension of the material for the course ‘‘Introduction to Ancient 

History’’ will be evaluated on three occasions. As mentioned previously, a part of the final 

grade will be determined in accordance with the student’s museum assignments  during 

the seminars themselves; the remaining grade will be made up of the final exam, wherein 

the student’s comprehension of the complete course material will be tested. An overview of 

the examinations is as follows:  

https://students.uu.nl/en/hum/history-ba/practical-information/academic-policies-and-procedures
https://students.uu.nl/en/hum/history-ba/practical-information/academic-policies-and-procedures
https://students.uu.nl/en/practical-information/policies-and-procedures/fraud-and-plagiarism
https://students.uu.nl/en/practical-information/policies-and-procedures/fraud-and-plagiarism
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The first evaluation‘’ will take place in week 3, when a report must be completed 

responding to the visit to the archaeology collection of the Utrecht University museum 

(15%). In week 6 the students will visit the RMO and give a short presentation of a given 

museum object, together with a report handed in at the beginning of week 7; the museum 

assignment will count for 15% of the student’s final grade. The final evaluation will be the 

final digital exam (70%), taking place in week 9. The material examined will include 

everything discussed during the lectures and seminars:   

 

1) The course’s textbook. 

2) Material from the syllabus (assignments, primary sources and articles) week 1 to 7.  

3) Lectures week 1 to 7 (including the accompanying visuals).  

 

During the digital exam, the student might be shown images previously discussed either in 

the textbook or the lectures. The student will be expected to contextualise these images. It 

is strongly advised to keep on top of the assigned weekly reading in preparation for the 

exam. With the open questions, the student’s insight into historical context will be tested, 

as well as their understanding of background and developments in the Ancient world and 

factual knowledge. In answering these open questions, the student is expected to 

formulate a clear and well-structured response, using their own phrasing making the 

appropriate links. There is also a map question, a source question and a question about key 

concepts. A sample exam will be posted on Blackboard. The final digital exam will comprise 

70% of your final grade.   

 

The exam ends the course. It will take place in the week following the final lecture and 

seminar. The retake will take place two weeks afterwards.  

 
Exam dates 
 
Exam   Tuesday 4 April, 17:00-19:30 Educatorium Gamma    
   

Resit  Monday 24 April (block 4), 17:00-19:30 Educatorium Beta  

 
Results 

The exam results will be announced on Blackboard within two weeks after the exam. 

Following this, a date will be set for the exam’s inspection moment. This is also when the 

final grades for the course in its entirety will be announced. Questions regarding the 

grading may be put to the course coordinator, Dr. S. Stevens, during the inspection moment 

after the course has ended (will be announced in due course).  

 

Passing the course 

The student has passed the course if their final grade (=the result of both the smaller 

assignments as well as the exam) is  5.5 or above.  
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Resit 

The opportunities to retake an exam or revising a final grade are limited. The rule at the 

moment is that the student is allowed one retake of an exam, only when the existing 

grade is between a 4,0 and a 5,0. The minimum of 4,0 remains valid until further notice 

by the university council.  

 

COORDINATOR “INTRODUCTION TO ANCIENT HISTORY” 

The course coordinator for “Introduction to Ancient History” is Dr. S. Stevens. The 

students are to contact her in cases of truly pressing issues, in terms of content as well as 

organisation. She has a weekly office hour dedicated only to the students of this course. She 

can be reached every Monday from 12:00 to 13:00, Drift 6, room 2.14. The coordinator is 

not available via email for issues concerning “Introduction to Ancient History”. In most 

cases, the information needed is to be found in this syllabus.   
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WEEK 1   

 

THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST 

 

SEMINARS 

International Relations: conflict, violence 
and order in the Neo-Assyrian Empire  
  

 

 
I Textbook: chapter 1 
 
II Literature: 
 For a historical background, consult the following chapters in The Encyclopedia of 
Ancient History (online, via UB):  
 Assyrian kings, Neo-Assyrian period (Mordechai Cogan) 

 Adû (Pierre Villard) 

And read the passages of (Blackboard): 

 Maul, S., ‘Der assyrische König - Hüter der Weltordnung’, in: K. Watanabe (ed.), 

Priests and Officials in the Ancient Near East (Heidelberg 1999), 201-211. 

 

III Sources (see Blackboard) 

 Esarhaddon’s Treaty with Ba’al of Tyre (Pritchard, J.B., The Ancient Near East 

(Princeton 1958) vol. II, 52-3. 

 Assurbanipal and Egypt (Mieroop, M. van de, A History of the Ancient Near East. Ca. 

3000-323 BCE (Malden, MA and Oxford 2007) 13.1, 257-8. 

 

Introduction 
 

Assyria stretched along the top of the river Tigris with Ashur, Nineveh and Kalhu 

(Nimrud) as its main cities. The region was literally called the ‘kingdom of Ashur’: after 

the capital’s most important divine resident, the god Ashur. Assyria had no coastline, 

was relatively thinly populated, and had a shortage of artisans who might make the 

impressive works that were available to the elite of Babylonia, Phoenicia and other 

nearby regions. The Assyrians were also in want of several fundamental raw materials, 

such as iron.  

From the early 9th century the Assyrian kings began a significantly more 

aggressive way of doing politics, with the goal of expanding the economic wealth and 

increasing the presence of raw materials in the kingdom. With a large army, the force 

and size of which was unprecedented, the Assyrian rulers managed to conquer the 

kingdom’s surrounding regions without much difficulty. The kings began by aiming their 

armed forces at the progressive and rich Babylon, then continued northward to Asia 

Minor, and westward towards the coast of the Mediterranean Sea. These regions would 

become the Assyrian Empire’s provinces, subjected to the same obligations as the rest of 
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the kingdom. They had to supply soldiers and, by turns, provide for maintenance of 

temples and cults of the Assyrian gods.    

 

 
 
Courtesy of Atlas of the Bible Lands, Hammond, C.S. & Co (1959) 
 
Next, the Assyrians began to direct their expeditions more toward the southwest, to 

Phoenicia, Palestine and Egypt. The Assyrian army was of a size, technological 

advancement and violence all previously unknown. Yet it was clear to the ruling kings 

that they would not be able to maintain their far-flung empire solely by means of armed 

occupation. They began looking for other methods that would enable them to maintain 

control over larger areas, and came up with an incredibly invasive form of politics: they 

would deport entire populations from the one end of the empire to the other, filling up 

the newly ‘empty’ regions with other deported groups. In this fashion, several million 

people were de-territorialised over the years.  

The main goal of this undertaking was in part to demoralise and shatter social 

cohesion in the face of possible uprisings against the harsh regime, and partly to supply 

the Assyrian mainland with the skilled labourers it so desperately needed. It was due to 

this that the Aramaic people, originally settled in what is today Lebanon, were 

collectively moved to central Mesopotamia. There, it seems, their dialect was easily 

understood by those who spoke Semitic languages, so much so that Aramaic quickly 

spread to become the lingua franca of the Middle East.  

 In the territories outside the mainland, the Assyrian kings waged a targeted form 

of politics, which will be the main topic of this assignment. The many large and small 

kingdoms and city-states were made to sign bilateral treaties, under oath, with the 
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Assyrian army looming in the background. These treaties essentially made vassals of the 

previously independent kings and city councils, who now owed the Assyrian Empire 

their tributes and allegiance, even though they remained (rather dependant) rulers of 

their own regions. Should one of the vassals, however, breach one of the ‘agreements’ or 

perhaps miss a payment, punishment followed : the feared Assyrian army, which was 

impossible to rebuff, attacked and executions and deportations followed.  

 Many of the Assyrian ‘treaties under oath’ have remained for us to analyse. The 

model of these treaties was much older still: the Hittite kings had built a similar network 

of vassals through bilateral treaties around 1200 BCE But the Assyrians gave this system  

a new character. Close reading of these texts allows us insight into how these kings’ 

worldview shaped the way they managed international politics. In their minds, what 

they did was not solely down to a greedy drive for military power or economic gain, but, 

rather, fulfilment of a moral obligation. These notions are easily compared with ideas of 

a world order that would follow in later centuries, as well as the motives that have been 

used—and are still used—in the waging of war.  

 

ASSIGNMENTS 
 
A  Textbook questions 

1. Make a concise summary of chapter 1 and bring this to the seminar. 

2. Describe the political and economic systems underlying the palatial states of Crete 
during the first half of the 2nd millennium BCE, including their reflection in some 
smaller settlements of the island. Compare this infrastructure with that of the 
palatial states on the Greek mainland.  

3. Throughout chapter 1, the authors emphasize that the Near Eastern empires outdid 

the contemporaneous Minoan and Mycenean societies is several respects. Explain 

why they argue was the case, giving one example for the Assyrian and one example 

for the Egyptian empire. 

 

B Chapter ‘Assyrian kings, Neo-Assyrian period’ (Mordechai Cogan). A treaty under 

oath was drafted by Esarhaddon (681-669 BCE), King of Assyria, and signed by his 

vassal king Ba’al of Tyrus.   

1. What administrative duties does Ba’al have to fulfil for Esarhaddon? How can 

Esarhaddon check whether or not Ba’al has kept his word?  

2. What economic rights does Esarhaddon refer to?  

3. Locate the ports and cities involved. Make use of the Internet.  

4. Who is in debt to whom according to this document, and why?  

5. How does Esarhaddon demand obedience by way of the oath? And what gods are 

involved (search for several names online)?  

 

C  Chapter ‘Adû’ (Pierre Villard): report of Ashurbanipal II (669-627 BCE) on his 

campaign in Egypt.  

In 671 BCE Esarhaddon conquered Egypt. He left behind several army units, as well 

as signing several treaties under oath with local vassal kings who were then 
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obligated to rule their regions in the name of the Assyrian king. After the death of 

Esarhaddon, one of these vassal kings, Taharqa, tried to usurp the Assyrian power 

over greater Egypt. He included several other vassal kings in his mutiny, but to no 

avail: Ashurbanipal sent his powerful troops, who defeated Taharqa’s army in 664 

BCE Looking back, Ashurbanipal reflects on the events in this report.  

1. What were the relations between Ashurbanipal and various vassal kings before 

the uprising?  

2. What laws did Taharqa, Necho and other rebelling vassal kings break, according 

to Ashurbanipal?  

3. Why, according to Ashurbanipal, was defeat inevitable for the revolting vassals?  

4. What was Ashurbanipal’s relation to Ashur? And what obligation did this 

relationship entail?  

5. Taharqa did not survive the defeat, but Necho’s story was quite different. What 

position did Ashurbanipal grant Necho and why, according to his own account? 

Can you come up with another reason?  

 

D  Stefan M. Maul, ‘Der assyrische König - Hüter der Weltordnung,’ in K. Watanabe 

(eds.), Priests and Officials in the Ancient Near East, Heidelberg, 1999. pp. 201-11. 

Synopsis: the aim of Assyrian politics was two-fold: the political goal was to crush 

rebellion; the economic goal was to create a varied labour force. In analysing the 

texts above, one might also conclude that ‘to crush rebellion’ served as another, third 

goal that, in the Assyrian mind-set, transcended the mere mortal politics of power.  

 

1. Explain, in your own words, what higher goal the Assyrian kings strived for in 

their politics.  

2. How is the notion of a higher goal and other, more ‘earthly’ goals (power, wealth) 

linked in the two texts?  

3. The Assyrian ideology is a prime example of the notion of bellum iustum (Latin 

for, ‘righteous war,’ also called ius ad bellum, ‘the right to war’), a term that has 

been at the heart of international relations since the Roman Republic. The term 

implies that man goes to war not for power or wealth, but for justice. The war 

serves a higher purpose: the reinstatement of justice (which, in itself, entails the 

justified right to self-defence). In the bellum iustum ideology, the genuine belief in 

one’s own justified position is not always clearly distinguishable from 

opportunism. It goes without saying that the opposition does not share this 

particular vision on the given war. Can you think of several examples where these 

forms of ‘justified’ wars are being waged in the present day, or in recent history? 

Perhaps in the same regions where the Assyrians waged their own ‘justified 

wars’?  
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WEEK 2   

 

ARCHAIC  GREECE 

 

 

SEMINARS 

Greek colonisation  

 

 

I Textbook: chapters 2 and 3 
 
II Literature (Blackboard):  
 Osborne, R., Greece in the Making 1200-479 (London 1996), 8-16. 

 Hall, J.M., A History of the Archaic Greek World, ca. 1200 479 BCE (Malden MA 2007), 

100-110. 

  
III Sources (Blackboard): 
 Herodotus, book 5.150-159 

 Pindar, Pythian Ode 5.55-95 

 The Foundation Decree of Cyrene  

 
 
Introduction  

The Greeks have been seafarers since the Late Bronze Age. This is not much of a 

surprise, with a geographical environment that features one of the longest coasts in the 

world, along with hundreds of islands alongside it. From the fourteenth century BCE, 

Mycenaean seamen began setting up mercenary posts across a region that stretched 

from Asia Minor far into Italy. However, the Mycenaean culture reached much further 

than this: archaeologists have found Mycenaean pottery far into the Middle East, as well 

as the Egyptian interior. Even following the collapse of the Mycenaean palace culture in 

the twelfth centuries BCE, the Greeks remained active on sea, at first as fishermen but 

increasingly as merchants, armed to defend their goods if necessary.  

Starting in the year 1000 BCE, the inhabitants of the Greek mainland begin to 

make the collective and systematic move to the shores of Asia Minor (in Latin, Asia 

Minor). The people of the Aeolic-Green speaking North of the mainland colonised the 

island of Lesbos during this time, as well as the northern coast of what is now Turkey 
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(usually referred to as Aeolia). The Ionic-Greek speaking people of Attica founded new 

settlements in the south- west coast of Asia Minor, an area that we therefore like to call 

Ionia. Finally, the Dorian-speaking people of the South or Greece and Crete were 

colonising Rhodes and the southwest corner of Asia Minor. This period, which probably 

lasted until around 800 BCE, is often called the first Greek wave of colonisation.  

Around the same time, the Phoenicians begin to increasingly move towards the 

western half of the Mediterranean basin, rich in raw materials, and in particular the 

North African coast, where they found their most important colony: Carthage. There are 

also increasing indications that the Lydians were moving from Asia Minor toward mid-

Italy during this period, where they found themselves at the forefront of Etruscan 

civilisation. It was during this time of expansive trading contracts and adventurous 

explorers that the Greeks began to cast their eyes westward. Starting around the 8th 

century BCE, Sicily and southern Italy were particularly popular Greek destinations for 

those hoping for a better life. The most significant colonising cities were, at the time, 

Chalcis and Eretria (on the island of Euboea), Corinth, Megara (on the Greek mainland), 

Miletus and Phocaea (in Asia Minor). Above all the cities of Euboea were pioneers. 

Eretria was quick to build a settlement on Corfu that was most probably intended as a 

springboard for further expeditions westward. And indeed it was in the West that, in the 

few years after 750 BCE, Pithecusae was founded: a trading post on the island of Ischia, 

off the coast of Campania. This trading post gave the Greeks the position they needed in 

order to begin trading with the Etruscans. Pithecusae was quickly followed by Naxos 

(735 BCE), and many more cities in Sicily and the south of Italy, which for that reason 

was often called Magna Graecia (Greater Greece).     

The Greek, however, did not stop at Italy; Sardinia, Corsica, southern France and 

the northern coast of Spain would soon be colonised. The elements that enabled this so-

called ‘second wave’ of Greek colonisation can be traced back to, on the one hand, the 

over-population of Greece as well as its many internal squabbles, and, on the other, the 

promise of trade across the sea and endless swathes of arable land (in particularly 

Sicily). Starting with the seventh century BCE, many people (especially the people of 

Megara) began to move northward, to the coast of Propontis (the Sea of Marmara). They 

were soon followed by the Miletians of Ionic Asia Minor, who went on to found 

numerous settlements along the coast of Pontis (the Black Sea). There the Miletians 

gathered grain, wood and other raw materials from the lower reaches of the rivers Don, 

Dniester, and the Dnieper. This second period of colonisation lasted until far in the 5th 

century BCE, intensifying in certain areas with the arrival of new immigrants.  

In general, the colonies would bring over the dialect, cults and political customs 

of the ‘mother city’ (metropolis). And while the connection between the ‘new’ city and 

the old was rather a close one, the new ‘polis’ (apoikia, the ‘place away from home’) did 

have its own autonomous community. The connection to the mother city was 

represented by the ritual symbolism of the holy (and in theory eternal) flame of the 

mother-city’s Prytaneum, brought over to the apoikia. Within this ritual, a special 

position was reserved for the oikistes, the founder of the city, who oversaw the 

expedition and was responsible for both the religious as well as practical elements of 
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everyday life in the new polis. One of the most important practical duties in the founding 

of the new polis was the equal division of the land among its citizens. Aside from the 

apoikia, the new colonies that often sat in the middle of miles of arable land, there were 

also colonies that functioned as trading posts, emporia, such as Pithecusae. The most 

well-known emporion, however, would be Naucratis, built on a small island in the Nile 

Delta in 7th century BCE. This settlement gave the Greeks the perfect position to trade 

with the rather introverted Egyptians, who themselves had no desire to set out toward 

the sea. Excavations in Greece show how, after the establishment of Naucratis, the 

import of Egyptian goods (especially of luxury items) increased massively, which points 

toward an increase in trading connections..   

 All these Greeks, spread across such a massive stretch of land—from modern 

Georgia to the east coast of Spain—were highly aware of their own, Greek culture. 

Perhaps precisely because of their intense interaction with other peoples, the Greeks 

began to put more and more of an emphasis on their own culture. Through mythological 

stories from across the regions of Greece, people would search for community, weaving 

together the many narratives into a tapestry where everyone had their place, since they 

shared the same legendary forefathers. New stories were invented for new communities, 

a phenomenon that has been called the ‘invention of tradition.’ Entirely (or partly) 

made-up stories gave a sense of cohesiveness to the very fragmented reality of the Greek 

cosmos (‘order/world’). Moreover, the Olympic Games, with their twelve canonical 

Olympic gods, played a huge role in maintaining this cohesiveness. Especially the oracle 

of Apollo in the city of Delphi was of major import: the colonists often turned to her for 

advice before departing on another voyage. Next to Delphi, the shrine of Zeus in Olympia 

played a massive role in emphasising a collective identity: every four years, Greeks from 

all regions would come together in Olympia to participate in the famous games. Delphi 

and Olympia are at times referred to as pan-Hellenistic sanctuaries, due to the fact that 

they were accessible to all Greeks, no matter what their precise origin. In a culture 

without a capital or a universally acknowledge centre, these pan-Hellenistic shrines 

served as an important common ground for Greeks, a place where different streams of 

knowledge crossed paths and new customs, materials and objects could be exchanged.   
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ASSIGNMENTS  
 
A  Textbook questions  

1. Make a concise summary of chapters 2 and 3 and bring it to the seminar. 

2. The end of the Bronze Age was marked by some profound social transformations. 

What were the foremost changes in: 

a. the political structure of the Greek states? 

b. the economic integration of Greece with the wider Mediterranean at large? 

3. To what extent do these changes reflect the situation in the Near East? Discuss 

briefly the situation in: 

a. Egypt 

b. Anatolia/Asia Minor 

c. Mesopotamia 

4. The polis, or citizen-state, came to dominate the Greek political world from the late 

eighth century BCE onward.  

a. What form of government is most often identified with the polis during its first 

two centuries? 

o Monarchy 

o Aristocracy 

o Tyranny, or 

o Democracy 

b. What was the main concern of the early polis’ lawcodes? Explain. 

c. Why were so many of the polis’ main sanctuaries located away from the urban, 

and in rural areas? 

d. How did the rise of the polis affect the way in which settlements were laid out 

(“zoned”)? 

5. During the tenth century BCE, trade with Egypt and the Near East had resumed. The 

seventh century BCE is even known as the ‘Orientalizing’ period, because so many 

forms and ideas were imported at that time. Name three such ‘Oriental’ influences 

that came to define Greek culture. 

 

B Read page 106 to 110 in Hall’s section.   

1. What is the difference between ‘relative’ and ‘absolute’ dating?  

2. According to Hall, what are the dangers in comparing this historical source and the 

archaeological finds?  

3. How does Hall explain that some of the shards found in Greek colonies are factually 

older than the dates Thucydides assigned them?  

4. How is this explanation supported in Hall’s analysis of archaeological finds in Megara 

Hyblaea?  

5. How does Hall explain the early Chalcis pottery found in Syracuse, which according 

to Thucydides was founded by Corinth? 
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D Read the assigned sources for this week, the excerpts from Hall (100-106) and 

Osborne (8-16).  

 

1. When was Cyrene built, according to the more common narratives? Refer to Hall 

and Osborne in your answer.  

 

2. Read the Herodotus fragment.  

a. Describe briefly how the two described traditions differ in regard to 

the founding of Cyrene.  

b. And in what ways are they similar? 

c. Which of Herodotus’ traditions is best paralleled in Pindar’s fragment? 

Explain.   

d. How does Osborne explain the existence of two different foundational 

traditions?  

e. Show how Osborne applies the notion of ‘the invention of tradition’ 

(see introduction), without using the precise wording.  

 

3. According to Herodotus, ‘Battos’ was not the original name of Cyrene’s founder.  

a. What is his reason for believing this? 

b. Why is Hall in agreement? 

c. How does Osborne explain the fact that Pindar calls the founder Aristotle, 

and not Battos? 
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4. The so called ‘foundation decree’ of Cyrene dates back to the 4th century BCE 

and tells of the Therans’ decision to build Cyrene.  

a. Which of Herodotus’ traditions can you see most clearly in this text?  

b. Name several elements that resonate with Herodotus’ traditions. 

c. What in the text suggests that the decree is a fourth century 

falsification?  

d. And what speaks against this? 

e. Why would the people of Cyrene be more willing now to accept the 

Theranian version? 
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WEEK 3   

 

CLASSICAL GREECE 

 

SEMINAR 

The Athenian Political System  

 

Visit to the Utrecht University 

Museum – the archaeology 

collection  
 

 

I Textbook: chapter 4 
 
II Literature: 
 
 Wallace, R., ‘Law and Rhetoric: Community Justice in Athenian Courts’, in: Kinzl, K.H. 

(ed.),  A Companion to the Classical Greek World (Malden MA 2006), 416-431. 

  
See notes on Wallace’s article following the assignments below. 
 
Introduction 

 

In the textbook, the polis—and specifically the democratically organised polis—is 

defined as a society that resulted from a search for a balance between the interests of 

the of the collective versus that of the individual. One important difference mentioned 

between the classic Athenian democracy and contemporary democracy is that in the 

latter, the rights of the individual take centre stage—whereas the Athenian model 

emphasised the community’s collective interest over that of the individual.  

 In classical Athens’ democratic development both politics and judicial institutions 

play an important role. Reflecting on that, the book states that the people’s assembly 

functioned as the ‘centerpiece of the government’ (68). This follows the opinion of 

British scholar Douglas MacDowell, who declared the assembly the ‘crown of the 

system.’ In the assembly, every adult Athenian man could directly participate in the 

process of political decision-making. Alongside this reading, the textbook quotes a 

passage from Aristotle’s description of the Athenian constitution, where he focuses on 

the importance of the role of the people in jurisprudence: ‘when the people have the 

right to vote in the courts, they control the constitution’ (68). 

 The relative overall importance you might assign to the political versus the 

juridical institutions also determines whether you consider it was Solon, Cleisthenes or 

rather Epilates who put through the crucial reforms that eventually made Athens into 

the democracy it was. Next to political jurisdiction, maintaining the democracy also 

came down to keeping up a good relationship with the gods: it was, in the end, their 

favour that had brought forth Athens’ prosperity both in peaceful periods and times of 

war. The conviction that the community’s interests could best be met by involving as 
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many citizens in everything regarding the polis evolved around the same time as  

constitutional developments anda shift in religious expression. New priesthoods, for 

example, were no longer only accessible for a small, exclusive group of people; now, all 

Athenians could apply. Step by step, the process of democratisation madeallowed room 

for the direct participation of the majority of Athenian civilians who were involved in the 

community in one way or another.  

 The major question of whether the collective’s interest was always truly at the 

forefront of not only political issues, but also juridical issues, is the main theme in the 

article as well as this assignment. Can we speak of a ‘rule of law’ in regard to the 

Athenian judicial system’? Or are the Athenians doing something entirely different that 

cannot be understood using this term? Or is it entirely beyond our modern political and 

judicial understanding?    

  

 

ASSIGNMENTS 

 

A. Textbook  

1. The authors of The Birth of Classical Europe consider the period of the Greek-Persian 

Wars (c. 499–479 BCE) a pivotal moment in the evolution of Europe as a cultural and 

geographical idea.  

a. Summarize how according to the authors the Ancient Greeks contributed to 

this development. 

  b.   Try to think of  (a) reason(s) why the idea of ‘Europe’ is not self-evident (i.e.

  why it had to be developed).  

2. The authors of The Birth of Classical Europe rightly state that the Athenian maritime 

empire was founded on more than the superior power of the Athenian navy. What 

preexisting ‘deeper undercurrents’ favored the establishment of Athenian hegemony 

in the Aegean during the fourth century BCE?  

 

B.  R. Wallace’s article  

1. From page 417 to 424, Wallace touches on several of the main differences between 

the Athenian and contemporary Anglo-American judicial system. Make an outline of 

the differences Wallace mentions (5 in total). 

2. On page 417-8, Wallace provides the reader with a short overview of the academic 

discourse to which his chapter contributes.  

a. What is the central issue at the heart of this discourse? 

b. What positions do Rhodes and Lanni take up in this discussion, and in 

opposition to that, what are the viewpoints of Osborne, Herman and Cohen? 

3. From a modern perspective, the Athenian litigants pay a remarkable amount of 

attention to what Wallace calls ‘extraneous’ arguments.  

a. What sort of arguments does he mean and to what extent are these 

arguments ‘extraneous’? 

b. Wallace is in agreement with Rhodes in stating that the Athenian litigants’ 
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arguments certainly were in every way ‘relevant.’ Why is this standpoint such 

an appealing defence?  

4. Rhodes has to admit that his explanation still gives way to gaps of ‘irrelevant 

passages’ (p. 418). Wallace’s proposed solution for this is to implicitly give the very 

term ‘relevance’ a different meaning than Rhodes does. P.J. Rhodes, in his influential 

re-evaluation of the Athenian oration practices, proposes: ‘if we grant that the point 

includes its wider context, Athenian litigants were much better than we have 

allowed at keeping to the point’ (P.J. Rhodes, ‘Keeping to the point’, in: Harris & 

Rubinstein ed., The Law and the Courts in Ancient Greece, 2004, p. 156). In what way 

does Wallace’s understanding of ‘relevance’ differ from that of Rhodes? 

5. a. What is meant in the discussion of the ‘open texture’ of Athenian litigation and why 

is this same sort of ‘openess’ seen as problematic in modern legislation? 

b. Why could this phenomenon be appreciated in Classical Athens, whereas it is quite 

a different story these days? Explain by listing two primary sources quoted by 

Wallace that show the positive potential of ‘open texture’ legislation.  

6. As a good historian, Wallace sets up his argument carefully, backing up his 

statements with passages taken from primary sources. Still, one may still criticise 

Wallace’s use of sources.  

a. Wallace posits on page 423 that courts of law were places (loci) where a 

‘community sentiment’ might be expressed, in particular the Athenian 

tendency to speak over the orator when they were unwilling to listen to his 

standpoint. To what degree does Wallace back up this statement with primary 

sources?  

b. What crucial claim, which directly contributes to Wallace’s entire argument, is 

not backed up by primary sources? What makes the claim described in b so 

problematic? 

  c. Why does Wallace still choose to highlight the aforementioned claim?  

The collective orations of the Athenian litigants function as the primary source for the 

Athenian justice system. As literary sources they are more comprehensive and 

informative than what has remained of legislation and texts describing the Athenian 

justice system (i.e., the Athenian Constitution by Aristotle). However, this material does 

have its disadvantages: the litigants were trying to convince the present dikastes during 

the lawsuit.    

d. Explain how this might be used to argue for the validity of Dem.21.224 (cited 

on page 429), regarding the important role of the dikastes. 

e. What concequences does this limitation on the source material mean for 

Wallace’s observation (429/30) that ‘once decisions are reached, we rarely 

hear of further dissention’? 

7. Are you convinced by Wallace’s argument? Explain your answer carefully.  
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Article notes  

 

417  ‘republished their laws in the decade after 410’ 

 At the end of the 5th century BCE, Athens experienced two temporary oligarchic 

regimes, meaning that a small group of aristocrats were ruling the polis.  

 The first time was in 411, when a group of 400 oligarchs managed to convince the 

demos to renounce its sovereignty. This was done during a vote in a popular assembly at 

a moment when the fleet was absent. The second time was in 404, following the defeat 

against Sparta, when the pressure of the Spartans forced the quick instalment of 30 

Athenians—later known as the thirty tyrants, or simply, the thirty, due to the reign of 

terror they implemented for fear of losing their position of power. After the democracy’s 

recovery in 403, measures were taken to protect the constitution, including the re-

inscription of laws en masse.  

 

418 Thucydides' Funeral Oration 

Also known as ‘Pericles’ Funeral Oration.’ This famous speech was delivered by Pericles 

at the public funeral for the Athenian war dead, the oration of which is described in 

Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War. In Thucydides’ recollection, Pericles takes 

the opportunity as it presents itself and uses his speech to expound on the marvels of 

the Athenian polis and its (democratic) ideologies.  

 

422 – ‘Substantive - but, I note, not the procedural - provisions of Athens' legal 

statues’: ‘Substanive law’ reflects on laws and duties; ‘procedural law’ prescribes  

        how the ‘substantive law’ should be applied.  

 

425 logos: literally, ‘word’ but also ‘argument’, ‘speech’  

 

427 the Thirty: ‘the thirty tyrants’ of 404 BCE, & Athenian history between 411 and 

404: see footnote p. 417 

 

429 ‘the Mysteries’ scandal of 415: on the night before an Athenian fleet was to sail 

on a grand expedition to Sicily, a club of rich Athenian youths destroyed a 

collection of Herma, statues of the god Hermes. What followed was general unease 

and suspicion among the Athenian people that this vandalism belonged to an 

oligarchic plot. Rumours started spreading that several prominent Athenians were 

parodying initiation ceremonies (the ‘Mysteries’) of harvest goddesses Demeter 

and Cora.  

   The people’s reaction to these events, as described in Thucydides’ passage 

quoted by Wallace, was to swiftly and arbitrarily punish suspects. This was a-

typical behaviour for Athens and must be seen in the light of the ongoing war. 

Thucydides’ description of the matters has a critical tone.  
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WEEK 4   

 

THE HELLENISTIC WORLD 

 

SEMINAR  

‘The Age of Empires’: Dynasties in the 

Middle East  

 
 

 

I Textbook: chapter 5 

 

II Literature: 

 Kuhrt, A., and Sherwin-White, S., ‘Aspects of Seleucid royal ideology. The cylinder of 

Antiochus I from Borsippa.’ Journal of Hellenic Studies 111 (1991), 71-86 (Download 

via JSTOR). 

 Erickson, K., ‘Apollo-Nabû. ‘The Babylonian policy of Antiochus I,’ in: Erickson K.,  

and G. Ramsey (ed.), Seleucid Dissolution: The Sinking of the Anchor. Philippika 50 

(Wiesbaden 2011), 51–66 (Blackboard). 

 

During the Hellenistic period, the role of the superpower in the Middle East—until then 

fulfilled by the Persian Empire—shifted toward a new player: the Seleukid Empire. This 

empire was a large, multi-ethnic dynasty ruled by a small Greek-Macedonian, and later 

on also Iranian, elite. The Seleukids’ principal method of imperial control was to create 

and maintain good relations with cities and aristocracies (rather than control regions 

and peoples completely). Under the Seleukids, the monetary economy in the Middle East 

expanded substantially due to the fact that the kings would pay their army in coins (the 

symbolic imagery and ruler portraits on these coins played an important role in the 

spread of monarchic ideology). Cities functioned as central markets, where agricultural 

surpluses were collected and converted into money. It was there, too, that rulers 

concentrated their ‘fiscal’ activities.  

  However, the subjugation of cities to the empire was not a given fact. the relation 

between city and king was constantly (re)negotiated, and rulers were generally obliged 

to return a city’s tribute payments by way of favours and the protection of civic 

autonomy. In short, there was a complex entanglement of city and that could be to the 

advantage of both. We cannot be entirely sure how these negotiations took place, as they 

often occurred behind closed doors. We do, however, have a rich corpus of source 

material from the period showing how the rhetoric and propaganda surrounding these 

negotiations was expressed.   

 It is because of inscriptions and cuneiform texts from cities in Asia Minor and 

Mesopotamia that we know what we do about the relationship between cities and 

empire in the time of the Seleukids. An important open question is to what degree the 

Greco-Macedonian conquerors actually influenced cultural change among the peoples 
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they ruled. Summarised in somewhat basic terms: according to some historians, the 

Seleukids ‘ ‘enlightened’ the barbaric ‘East’ with European civilisation, but, according to 

others, the Seleukid Empire was nothing more than a continuation of its Persian 

counterpart under a new dynasty.   

 

A. Textbook questions  

1. In this chapter, the focus of The Birth of Classical Europe is widened to include the 

Middle East and even Central Asia.  

a. How do the author’s legitimate the inclusion of these regions in a book about the 

history of Europe?  

b. The authors devote quite some attention to a nameless city in present-day 

Afghanistan: the excavated site known only by its modern name, Ai Khanoum (‘Moon 

Lady’). What is it—in terms of cultural style(s) and geographical location—that 

makes this city so very interesting in the eyes of historians and archaeologists of the 

Hellenistic period? 

2. Price and Thonemann draw attention to a fascinating aspect of the Hellenistic period 

that is still relevant today: apocalyptic literature. An apocalypse (lit.: ‘revelation’) 

broadly speaking is a religious text in which the future of the world is foretold in a 

prophecy or a dream; a sub-genre specifically concerned with the ‘End of Days’ is known 

as eschatology.  

a. Ancient texts often can be difficult to date. This is particularly the case with biblical 

literature. The Book of Daniel, however, is a noteworthy exception. How can a 

terminus post quem (a date after which the text must have been composed) and the 

terminus ante quem (the date before which the text must have been written) be 

established for the apocalyptic and eschatological chapters in the Book of Daniel? 

b. In what historical context was the Book of Daniel composed? How could these 

prophecies be used to legitimize revolt and support the Jewish rebels in their 

struggle against the Seleukids?  

c. What is foretold in the Egyptian ‘Oracle of the Potter’ and how can this text, too, be 

understood as a form of ‘cultural resistance’?  

d. Both the Book of Daniel and the Oracle of the Potter purport to be written 
centuries before they were actually composed. Try to think of a reason why it was so 
important to suggest that a prophecy concerned mainly with the present was in fact 
a centuries-old prophecy. 

 

B. Assignments on Kuhrt and Sherwin-White’s article  

In their article, Kuhrt and Sherwin-White aim to understand the relationship between 

the Seleukid Empire and the city of Babylon. They focus on one crucial text: the so-called 

Antiochos Cylinder from Borsippa, a cylinder seal with a cuneiform text in which  king 

Antiochos I Soter, addressing the people of Babylon and surrounding areas, declares his 

great respect for Babylon and its gods. It is a contemporaneous source: an authentic 

letter of a king to the Babylonians, a letter from the empire to the city. Kuhrt and 

Sherwin-White provide a translation of this text on page 76-77 (94-95 in the 
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handwritten page numbers); a more recent academic translation by M. Stol and R. J. van 

der Spek of the Vrije Universiteit is available, along with extensive commentary, on the 

livius.org website:  

www.livius.org/cg-cm/chronicles/antiochus_cylinder/antiochus_cylinder1.html 

 
Using the article, describe the document central to this question: what kind of text as 
well as object is the Antiochus Cylinder? With what purpose was it made, and how was it 
rediscovered? 
1. What out-dated notion are Kuhrt and Sherwin-White trying to debunk using the 

Antiochus Cylinder?  

2. What non-traditional aspects do Kuhrt and Sherwin-White note in the cylinder text? 

To what degree should we accept these aspects as Greco-Macedonian influence?  

 

C. Assignments on Erickson’s article 

After a long period of simply ‘accepting’ Kuhrt et al.’s continuation paradigm, the 21st 

century saw a historiographical change: a new generation of academics offer more 

nuances, or even straightforward disagreement. Not only the idea of continuity, but also 

the historiographical relevance of continuity as a heuristic conceptis now being 

questioned. Is continuity not an obvious point? Instead of ascertaining a simple 

continuation of ‘ancient traditions’ without analysing the relevance of this conclusion, 

the question posed now is: are these tradition really as old as claimed? what if the 

alleged Greek and non-Greek traditions were in fact manipulated by the new rulers and 

their local allies following regime change? Is there perhaps a degree of an ‘invention of 

tradition’ at work here—and if so, to what purpose?  

In the final article in this series, Babylon and its gods are foregrounded. Kyle Erickson 

wonders why the Seleukids, ruling a  huge, multi-ethnic empire that stretched as far as 

Afghanistan, still chose to depict Greek gods on their principal medium of monarchic 

representation: coins. After all, only a small minority of their subjects actually had a 

Greek identity. Erickson also tries to figure out why Antiochos I chose to replace the coin 

image of the almighty Greek god Zeus with that of the lesser god Apollo. The answer is 

surprising: Antiochos’ Apollo may have been less ‘traditional’ than he looks.   

 

http://www.livius.org/cg-cm/chronicles/antiochus_cylinder/antiochus_cylinder1.html
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Image: silver coin of Antiochus I Soter from Syria; left: a portrait of the king with his royal 

diadem (purple or white ribbon); right: the god Apollo, sitting on the omphalos with his 

bow and arrow. The text reads, ‘BASILEŌS ANTIOCHOU,’ that is, ‘Of King Antiochus.’  

1. In the above image of the Seleucid tetradrachm (silver coin), Apollo is sitting on the 

omphalos. Look up omphalos and try to t explain the meaning of such a symbol for 

King Antiochus’ monarchic ideology.  

2. With which Babylonian deity does Erickson link Apollo, and what are the similarities 

between the two?  

3. How has Apollo’s image been manipulated in the above image in order to suggest a 

certain similarity between the two? 

 

DISCUSSION QUESTION: 

Over the past decades, historians of the Hellenistic Near East have been avidly 

discussing the issue of whether the Seleukid Empire was a ‘Western’ or ‘Eastern’ polity. 

What would be the essential difference between the two categories (if they exist at all), 

and where can one draw the line?   
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WEEK 5   

 

ROME: REPUBLIC 

 

SEMINAR 

Roman Expansion  

 
 

I Textbook: chapters 6 and 7  
 
 
II Literature: 
 Lomas, K. ‘Italy during the Roman Republic.’ The Cambridge Companion to the Roman 

Republic, (Cambridge 2006), 199-219.  Available for download via UB site. 

 Harris, W. V., War and Imperialism in Republican Rome (Oxford 1979), 10-23 and 36-

40. 

 Eckstein, A. M., ‘Intra-Greek balancing, the Mediterranean crisis of c. 210–200 BCE, 

and the rise of Rome,’ in: S. J. Kaufman, R.  Little, W. C. Wohlforth (ed.), The Balance of 

Power in World History (New York 2007), 71-98. 

 
III Sources: 
 Polybius  
 

Introduction 

 

The period of about 509 to 338 BCE was quite a restless one: Rome was constantly in 

conflict with the cultures and communities surrounding it. The region of Latium had 

either the Latins or the mountain tribes to fight off, and in the north the Etruscans were 

causing unrest. The battles usually revolved around fertile arable land or control over 

trading routes to the south. In the early 4th century BCE, Rome managed to conquer the 

Etruscan city of Veii. This meant that, suddenly, Rome had the upper hand in comparison 

to other Latin cities—which in turn resulted in those cities turned against Rome. 

However, Rome took down its most daunting competitors one by one, first by dissolving 

the Latin federation in 338 BCE Rome’s influence spread further and further, 

establishing power by way of a federation and treaty network connecting near and 

distant cities to Rome itself.   

Between 220 and 150 BCE, the Roman Republic managed— through a series of 

bloody wars—to battle its way into being the single ruling military superpower in the 

Mediterranean. The Greek historian Polybius (2nd century BCE), an admirer of the 

Romans, described this period as one of unity (symplokē). Important conflicts during this 

period were the Carthaginian Wars in the west of the Mediterranean basin, as well as the 

many wars fought against the Hellenistic kingdoms to the east of the Mediterranean. The 

Romans fought one battle after another, and won almost all. 
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Roman sources generally speak of defensive war: Rome, or one of its many allies, would 

be attacked by a violent aggressor and the Romans had no choice but to respond in 

kind—and was it their fault if they won all the time? Following this narrative, Rome 

appears to have risen to power through a series of accidental but ‘justified’ wars that 

were entirely outside of their hands. Recently, historians have begun to question this 

somewhat rose-tinted representation of Roman warfare in ancient texts—found, for 

example, in the works of the Roman historian Livy (1st century BCE). A major reason for 

this critical reading is down to the aforementioned Polybius, whose objectivity in 

writing about the Romans shows a more complicated understanding of ‘blame.’ 

Moreover, whoever reads Polybius closely will notice that wars could have been avoided 

through diplomacy— and even that the Romans tended to provoke wars. In the last 50 

years many theories have emerged to explain why the Roman Republic was so often, and 

so continuously, at war. For example, the Austrian-American historian Ernst Badian 

proposed that the promise of economic advantages served as the main driving force 

behind the Roman Senate’s military interventions.  

In the following assignment, we will start out by focussing on the Roman 

expansion in the Italian peninsula and the establishment of power that came with it. We 

will then continue with reading one of Polybius’ works on the expansion of the Roman 

Republic outside of Italy. Finally, we will turn to two of the most influential explanatory 

models on the Roman expansion outside of Italy: the mentalité–based approach of 

William V. Harris in his book, War and Imperialism in Republican Rome (1979), and the 

more recent works of Arthur Eckstein, whose work is based on political theory and takes 

an international relations angle.  

 

ASSIGNMENTS  

A. Textbook questions 

1. How do the ancient literary sources and the archaeological data concerning the 

foundation of the city of Rome relate to each other? What do they tell us about the 

earliest history of the city respectively? Explain the differences. 

2. How would you characterise the city of Carthage from a cultural point of view? 

Explain your answer. 

3. Describe the relationship between Carthage and Rome from 507 BCE onwards. Make 

sure to include the most important dates and events. 

4. “…Augustus […] would have been horrified to find us making the battle of Actium a 

break between two historical periods.” Explain why the authors think this would 

have been the case. 
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B. Lomas’ article 

1. According to Lomas, what is the issue with textual sources describing the period of 

expansion between the 2nd and 1st century BCE?  

2. What authors are referred to? Look up when they lived and to what genre their work 

belonged. Based on this information, can you consider these authors ‘objective’ 

sources? 

3. According to Lomas, what other sources are also essential in studying this period?  

4. a. In what way did Rome expand its range of influence after the Latin war of 338 

BCE? 

b. During that period, what problem did Rome run into in the process of expansion? 

5. What levels of Roman citizenship could the conquered cities gain? What did these 

levels entail, and why did the Romans adhere to these distinctions?  

 

C. Assignments on Polybius and the articles by Harris and Eckstein  

In this section, we will be focussing on why the Romans maintained such (apparently) 

aggressively expansionist politics. To do so, we will be using two angles: Harris’s and 

Eckstein’s.  

First read the corresponding primary sources: two extracts from the Greek historian 

Polybius’ (c. 200-118) works. In these passages, Polybius aims to characterise the period 

from question A.4 as a time of globalisation avant la lettre: from now on, it is no longer 

possible to write a singular history of either Greece or Spain of Egypt, for now the 

histories of these places are interwoven. Polybius’ goal was indeed to write this 

integrated ‘world history.’ He wanted to describe and explain the spectacular Roman 

expansion between 217-168 BC from an international, Mediterranean perspective. 

Polybius was an admirer of the Romans, but unlike Livy (who had Polybius to thank for 

much of his research), Polybius remained critical and did not hesitate to describe Roman 

atrocities or discuss Roman defeats. Polybius systematically compares the Roman 

military and political systems with the Macedonian monarchy or Greek democracy—and 

time and again maintains the Roman system was better.  

 

1. Search for basic biographical facts on Polybius. Using this information, can you 

explain his fascination with the Romans and the rise of Rome?  

2. In the text, Polybius describes the coalescing of world politics in this fifty-year 

period: the fate of the three continents (Europe, Africa and Asia) is from now on 

forever connected. How does this happen, exactly, and how does this process of 

symplokē take place, according to Polybius?  

3. Read the assigned passage from the much talked-about monograph War and 

Imperialism in Republican Rome by William V. Harris. How does Harris explain the 

Roman Republic’s aggression in comparison to the attitudes of the surrounding 

states and cultures?  

4. Now, read Eckstein’s 2007 article on what he calls the ‘Mediterranean crisis of 201-

200 BCE.’ Summarise this ‘crisis’ and what it entailed. Why is this important to 

understand Roman expansion.  
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5. What is Eckstein’s position on Harris’s theory of Roman aggression? What, according 

to Eckstein, is the main driving force of Roman expansion during Polybius’ period of 

symplokē? 
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WEEK 6   

 

THE ROMAN EMPIRE 

 

SEMINAR 

Emperor Nero 

 

Visit to the National 

Museum of Antiquities 

in Leiden 

 
 

 

I Textbook: chapter 8 

 

II Literature: 

 Elsner, J. ‘Constructing decadence: the representation of Nero as imperial builder’, in: 

Elsner, J., and J. Masters (ed.) Reflections of Nero. Culture, history & representation 

(London 1994), 112-127. 

 Bergmann, M. ‘Portraits of an Emperor – Nero, the Sun, and Roman Otium, in: 

Buckley, E. and M.T. Dinter (ed.) A Companion to the Neronian Age (London 2013), 

332-340. 

Introduction 

He is known as the mother-killer who, in the year 65 BCE, is supposed to have watched 

the city of Rome burn while playing his lute. Moreover, the deaths of many Christians 

have been attributed to him. We are, of course, speaking of the emperor Nero, the last 

emperor of the Julio-Claudian family. What has remained of his image is anything but 

positive. What is Nero’s negative image based on? The first part of the following 

assignments will investigate this question in depth, aiming to see whether Emperor 

Nero was actually as despicable as he is considered to be today. In Jas Elsner’s article 

this issue will be further explored by looking at Nero’s politics of imperial building.  

 In the second part of the assignment, we will be focussing on Nero’s public image 

in his own time. In Marianne Bergmann’s article, the emperor’s portraits and their 

function take centre stage. The main question we will be investigating is, what changes 

can be found in the emperor’s portrait types, and what can these developments tell us 

about the political agenda of this infamous ruler?  
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ASSIGNMENTS 

A. Textbook questions 

One of the more remarkable features of the Roman Empire, at least during the first two  

centuries of its existence, is the extent to which subject populations wanted to be part of 

that Empire. Irrespective of cultural differences including the languages they spoke and  

the collective memories they cherished, many of the populations conquered by Rome  

wanted to participate in all Rome had to offer. Discuss this phenomenon by answering  

and expanding on the following questions: 

 

1. How did the Romans manage? What was it that made Roman culture so appealing? 

Give a set of concrete examples to show that Roman culture made a huge impression 

on those under the aegis of Roman imperial power.  

2. Discuss the examples you have collected: are they from the sphere of culture or 

politics, or both? Are some examples better suited and more convincing than others? 

How does one actually measure this process in ways that are historically convincing? 

3. How do we call this phenomenon (technical term)? 

4. Was the process of adapting to Roman practices and mores different in the West 

from the ways in which this process unfolded in the East? Why and how so?  

5. What was the military reality that made all of this possible? Discuss how the Romans 

managed to rule their immense Empire from the military point of view. Was all 

always “quiet on the Western front” so to speak, or did the Romans also get into 

trouble militarily, at times? 

6. Were there limits to the seemingly limitless impact of Roman culture? Was there 

ever any cultural or political resistance? What shape did it take? Where, when, and 

why did such boundaries come into focus? 

 

B. Elsner’s article 

1.  What’s the main point of Elsner’s article? Formulate a good thesis statement to go 

with the article.  

2.   What, according to Elsner, is the purpose of public architecture in shaping the 

emperor’s position of power? Support your answer using two examples.  

3. a. On page 115, in the penultimate paragraph, Elsner speaks of a paradox. What is the 

paradox he refers to?  

 b. What did Nero have to watch out for in shaping his building program?  

4.  Elsner goes into detail discussing a description of Emperor Caligula written by the 

2nd century BC author Suetonius. What is Elsner trying to show with this example? 

5.   How do ancient authors’ reports (Tacitus’, Suetonius’) compare to archaeological 

sources, as far as Nero’s architectural projects are concerned?  
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C.  Bergmann’s article (pp. 332-340) 

1.  What function does Bergmann attribute to the portraits of Roman emperors?  

2. a. What is meant with ‘portrait type’?  

b. How did Nero’s portrait type develop? And what circumstances facilitated this 

development?  

3.  Study both sides of the coins below. Going by Nero’s representation on the coins, 

as well as the accompanying texts, describe Nero’s development as an emperor.  

4. Following Nero’s death, many of his portraits fell prey to what academics call, 

‘damnatio memoriae,’ literally, ‘condemnation of memory.’ What did this mean, in 

practice? Can you think of parallels in events from recent history?  

 
A. Coin dates to 54 CE  

 Text obverse: Agrippina mother of Caesar Nero, son of the divine Claudius.  

 Text reverse: Imperator Nero Caesar Augustus Germanicus, son of the divine 

Claudius / [this coin was minted] by decree of the Senate  

 
B. Coin dates to 54 CE  

 Text obverse: Imperator Nero Caesar Augustus Germanicus, son of the divine 

Claudius, ruler of the people’s tribune, consul. 

 Text reverse: Agrippina mother of Caesar Nero, son of the divine Claudius / [this 

coin was minted] at the decree of the senate  
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C. Coin dates to 60-61 CE  

 Text obverse: Nero Caesar Augustus Imperator. 

 Text reverse: Pontifex Maximus, ruler of the people’s tribune for the seventh time, 

console for the fourth time, father of the nation / [this coin was minted] at the 

decree of the senate 

 

 
D. Coin use dating back to 64-65 CE  

 Text obverse: Nero Caesar. 

 Text reverse: Augustus Germanicus. 
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WEEK 7   

 

LATE ANTIQUITY 

 

SEMINARS 

Woman in early Christianity  

 

 
 

 

I Textbook: chapter 9 

 

II Literature: 

 Stark, R., The Rise of Christianity (San Francisco 1996), chapter 5.  

 Clark, E. A., Women and Religion (London 1996), chapter 1.   

 

III Sources: 

See sources file on Blackboard, week 7 literature.  

 

Introduction 

During the era of Late Antiquity (textbook pp. 167-195), the Roman Empire experienced 

its last period of bloom. At the same time, certain structural changes were taking place 

within the empire that would eventually facilitate its near total demise across the 

western Mediterranean.   

 Late Antiquity began with Emperor Diocletian (284-305 CE), who came to power 

after a restless period of soldier emperors (235-284 CE). Over the course of his rule, 

Diocletian managed to mould the empire into what would be its final coherent form. 

Starting with the late 4th century CE, the Western part of the late-Roman Empire was 

facing the increasing pressure of immigrating Northern and Asian tribes. To the east of 

the empire, a period of renewed bloom came to a slow stop in the 5th century with the 

rise of Islam (the battle of Yarmouk in the north of Jordan, 636 CE).  

 The East-Roman Byzantine Empire continued to exist, if in reduced form, until 

1453. The West-Roman Empire, however, ceased to exist in 476 CE From that point 

onward the West was mostly in the hands of tribes such as the Ostrogoths (Italy), the 

Visigoths (Spain) and the Francs (Gallia). The Lombards’ invasion of Italy in 568 AD 

marks the beginning of the Middle Ages in the old centre of the (former) Roman Empire. 

In 711 CE, Spain was conquered by the Umayyad (an Arabic dynasty), which meant that 
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the Mediterranean Sea ceased being a Roman sea. Transnational trade throughout the 

Mediterranean, on the other hand, continued as usual throughout this period.    

It is not merely the expansion of Christianity (from the 4th century CE) that 

defines Late Antiquity. It was religion in general that began playing a huge rule in the 

social order and politics in general: the essence of any one person was decided by what 

they believed, and everything that entailed. Starting with Constantine, late-Roman 

emperors were no longer restricted to solely administrative issues, and often involved 

themselves in Church-related religious debates. It was during that same period that the 

early Christian church grew into a very important actor in the political arena.  

There is a plethora of primary source material dating back to Late Antiquity. A 

considerable amount of that material can be traced back to the early Church’s 

theologians. These authors were often referred to as ‘Church Fathers.’ One such well-

known Church Father was Augustine of Hippo (354-430 CE). Despite the fact that the 

writings of Church Fathers are often characterised by a very specifically Christian view 

of history, they still contain quite a lot of useful historical information. The purpose of 

the following assignment is to get to know this genre of primary sources.  

The assignment itself focusses on the role of the woman in early Christianity. 

Some academics are convinced that the rise of Christianity improved women’s position 

in society. These same scholars also often propose that it was women, in fact, who 

played a large role in spreading the new religion—though there are still many others 

who question this statement. This difference of opinion usually comes down to different 

readings of primary sources. This assignment will focus on the different ways in which 

primary sources may be interpreted.  

 

A. Textbook questions 

1. Explain why we should or should not consider Constantinople during the reign of 

Constantine a Christian city. Reflect on both points of views in your answer.   

2. During his reign Diocletian implements various reforms of which the authors say that 

his aspirations were “traditional, but the methods he used were not”:  

a. Which reforms were implemented by Diocletian and why was it necessary to 

reform?  

b. What was traditional and what was new about his changes?  

3. In the fourth century the cities in the Roman empire were affected by changes.  

a. Which changes affected the cities and how were they affected by them?   

b. Discuss whether we could speak of a general decline of urbanization.  

4. In the fourth century, the Roman Empire was divided into an Eastern and a Western 

part.  

a. Who was responsible for this division and why was the empire divided?  

b. What were the differences between the two parts?  
c. How did the two parts develop differently in Late Antiquity/Early Middle Ages? 
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B. Read Rodney Stark’s chapter and answer the following questions:  

1. What is Stark’s thesis, and what arguments does he use to support this thesis? Stark’s 

theory is made up of a total of five standpoints.  

2. Read source 1, 2 and 3. To what degree do these sources support Stark’s ideas 

regarding the abandonment of new-born babies in the Ancient world? What can be 

said about the nature of the primary sources used? 

3. What is Stark trying to prove by using the 5.1 index table and the accompanying text? 

Is his thesis convincing?  

4. Study source 4. What can you say about this graph? Compare this graph with Stark’s 

5.1 index table. Does source 4 support Stark’s data, or do these graphs contradict one 

another?  This is not an easy question, but if you consider source 4 in detail, you 

should come up with an answer.  

5. Are you now convinced that the different ages of marriages in Stark’s Table 5.1 can 

truly be attributed to Christianity? Or are there other possible explanations? In 

answering, study sources 5 and 6 closely. In comparing the two, what is notable 

about their inscriptions? (Pay close attention the visual characteristics of the 

inscriptions, such as fonts etc.)  

 

C.   Read Clark’s chapter and answer the following questions: 

1. What are Clark’s most important theses? What can be said about the role of the 

woman during early Christianity going by the New Testament? Identify at least four 

important theses that Clark proposes.  

2. Paulus’ letters are some of the oldest literary sources on the position of the woman 

in early Christianity. Compare the way in which both Stark and Clark, respectively, 

interpret Paulus’ letters. Which interpretation do you think is the most convincing 

and why?  

3. Study sources 7 and 8. Does Paulus have a positive attitude toward the woman’s 

position, or is he being more of a misogynist? In fact, to what degree are Paulus’ 

letters useful as historical sources? 

4. Read source 9. What kind of a source is this? What does its literary genre say about 

the historical reliability of the source?  

5. What is remarkable about Thecla’s behaviour, as described in source 9? What does 

this mean in regard to women’s social role in early Christianity? 

 

 

D.  Discussion questions 

1. Stark maintains that women have always been more generally inclined to convert to 

new religions. The evidence he uses for this is empirical data until the present day (p. 

100). Is this manner of argumentation historically sound? Can one take 

contemporary behaviour and project it onto the past?  

2. What do you think of Guttentag and Secord’s theory (101-102) and the way Stark 

interprets it?  
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3. Stark maintains that women in early Christianity generally enjoyed a higher status 

than did their heathen contemporaries. What do you think about the way Stark 

employs the term ‘status’? 

4. Are you convinced by Stark’s suggestion (115, 122) that Christian communities were 

characterised by increased fertility and therefore a higher birth-rate in comparison 

to their heathen contemporaries? What do you think about Stark’s use of evidence in 

supporting his thesis?  
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IMPORANT DATES 

The following list contains important dates that will be considered common knowledge for 

the final exam: 

 

I ANCIENT NEAR EAST AND GREECE 

All dates indicated are BCE  

C. 3000   Beginning of great civilizations Mesopotamia and Egypt 

C. 1700   Babylonian King Hammurabi’s laws 

C. 1800-1500   Minoan civilisation (Crete) 

C. 1600-1200   Mycenaean civilisation (Greece) 

C. 1000-750   Bloom Phoenician cities 

‘C. 1000’   King David of Israel 

C. 900-612   Assyrian Empire 

C. 612-550   New-Babylonian Empire 

C. 550-331   Persian Empire 

C. 800-500   Archaic Greece 

‘776’    First Olympic games 

594    Solon archon in Athens 

546   Cyrus of Persia conquers the Lydian Empire and Greek cities on the 

west coast of Asia Minor  

539    Cyrus conquers Babylon; end Babylonian exile of the Jews 

508/7   Cleisthenes: reorganised the political structure of Athens 

Ca. 500-323   Greece’s Classical Era 

490    Battle of Marathon 

480    Battles of Thermopylae and Salamis 

479    Battle of Plataeae 

477-404   Founding of the Delian League   

449    Peace agreement with Persia 

447    Start of the Periclean building programme on Acropolis 

431-404   Peloponnesian War 

415-3    Athenian expedition to Sicily 

404-3   ‘‘The Thirty’’’s rule of terror over Athens; civil war; reestablishment of 

democracy  

399    Socrates’ death 

395-340   Different coalitions of Greek poleis; rise of Macedon  
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371    Battle of Leuctra 

338    Philip II of Macedon defeats Greek allies at Chaeronea  

336-323   Alexander the Great 

Ca. 330- ca. 30     Hellenistic era Greece and Near East 

294    Museum founded in Alexandria  

197    Roman victory over Macedon army 

167-142   Revolt of the Maccabees  

146    Macedon becomes a Roman province; destruction of Corinth 

133    Pergamon left to the Roman state by way of testament  

86    Sulla destroys Athens 

64    Seleucid Syria becomes a Roman province 

30    Ptolemaic Egypt becomes Roman province  

 

 

II ROME 

All dates are following Common Era, unless otherwise indicated.   

 ‘753’ BCE   Founding city-state of Rome 

‘715-509’ BCE   Era of the Seven Kings 

‘509’ BCE   Founding of the Republic 

451-449 BCE   Law of the Twelve Tables (Lex Duodecim Tabularum) 

396 BCE   Fall of Veii and the beginning of Roman expansion 

264-241 BCE   First Punic War: expansion (Italy) 

218-201 BCE   Second Punic War: expansion (Spain) 

197. BCE    First victory Greece: expansion (the East) 

149-146 BCE   Third Punic War: destruction of Carthage (and Corinth) 

133 and 123-122 BCE   Internal conflicts: land law reforms of the Gracchi 

91-8 BCE    Allied war 

88-82 BCE    Civil war between the Marius and Sulla 

49-45 BCE    Civil war between Pompey and Caesar 

44 BCE   Caesar murdered  

44-31 BCE    Civil war between Octavian and others 

31 BCE    Battle of Actium and annexation Egypt 

27. BCE-14 CE  End Republic and beginning Principate = Octavian’s rule = 

Augustus 

14-68 CE   Julio-Claudian dynasty  
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68-69     Year of the Four Emperors  

69-96     The Flavian Dynasty  

96-180    The Adoptive Emperors 

193-194    The Year of Five Good Emperors 

193-235    The Severan Dynasty  

212     Roman citizenship for everyone instituted by Caracalla  

235-284    The Soldier Emperors 

284-305    Early Late Antiquity: Diocletian and the Tetrarchy 

306-337    Constantine (the Great) + Christianity 

337-363    Constantian Dynasty 

361-363    Julian the Apostate 

364-476    Division Roman Empire into East and West 

410  Rome taken over by West- or Visigoths + political 

disintegration of the West Roman Empire  

476  Last West Roman Emperor abdicates: end of West Roman 

Empire 

476-552    Ostrogoths in Italy 

527-565    Emperor Justinian + reclamation of Italy & North Africa 

568     Invasion Italy by Lombards = beginning of the Middle Ages 

1453     End East Roman Empire (Byzantium-Constantinople) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


