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1. The epic poems, the Iliad and the Odyssey were first written down in some form 

in the 8th century BCE, but they were based on oral traditions that stretched back 

to the Bronze Age (c. 1200 BCE). The “Homeric Question” concerns how much 

conditions portrayed in these epics honestly represent Bronze Age or Dark Age 

Greece. Archaeological evidence indicates that Mycenae and Troy were both 

important cities in the Bronze Age, each possessing its own distinct culture. In 

the Iliad, Agamemnon, the king of Mycenae, leads the other Greek kingdoms in 

the war against Troy. Archaeological evidence supports this story showing that 

the site of Troy known to archaeologists as “Troy VIIa” was purposefully 

destroyed c. 1200 BCE and not a victim of a natural disaster. Additionally, 

ancient Greek historians traditionally dated the Trojan War to around this time 

(1200 BCE). Of course, whether it was the king of Mycenae and his troops that 

ravaged Troy VIIa is up for debate.  

 

Another argument in favor of the Homeric texts as historical documents as 

opposed to fictionalized entertainment is the fact that the Linear B tablets indicate 

that the Mycenaean Greeks worshipped some of the same gods that are 

depicted in the Homeric epics, such as Zeus and Poseidon. However, the large 

bureaucracy evidenced by these same tablets and the archaeological remains of 

the great Mycenaean palaces with their vast storerooms and workshops are very 

different than the much more primitive lifestyles of the heroic Homeric kings, 

which are actually more consistent with the archaeological evidence for 

conditions during the Dark Ages (c. 1100–800 BCE). 

 

2. Both Athens and Sparta, like other city-states, experienced a shortage of arable 

farmland due to population pressures beginning in the 8th century BCE. Both city-

states sent out colonies to relieve this shortage. Ultimately, Sparta resolved this 

problem by conquering the neighboring city-state of Messene in the 7th century 

BCE and enslaving its population as Helots to work as serfs on land owned 

collectively by Spartan citizens. Consequently, Spartan citizens were subjected 

to rigorous military training in preparation against any Helot rebellion.  

 

In Athens, as in other city-states, tyrants offered to protect the common farmers 

from exploitation by powerful noblemen. Cylon tried and failed to establish a 
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tyranny in 632 BCE, whereas Peisistratus succeeded in doing so c. 560 BCE. 

Unlike other city-states, Athens was much larger as it covered all of ancient 

Attica and included several different regions separated by mountains. Thus, the 

city was also plagued by local rivalries. In Athens, the legal reforms of Solon (590 

BCE) and Cleisthenes (509 BCE) provided a means for common farmers to 

protect their interests and resolve local rivalries through citizens’ participation in 

the assembly (Ekklesia) and law courts (Heliaea) as well as election by lot to the 

Boule or council of 500. Thus, the development of Democracy in Athens in this 

period ultimately created a peaceful, law abiding way to resolve disputes arising 

due to the land shortage. 
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