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SIMILARITIES IN THE RURAL LIFE
OF

ancient and modern GREECE

If one wanders through the Greek countryside of today,

one sees pictures everywhere recalling passages from Homer,

Hesiod, Aristophanes, Sophocles and other of the ancient

writers. And here and there we might be looking at the very

group selected by a fifth century vase painter for his sub

ject. Indeed, so many of the methods employed in the field

and in the house, and the implements themselves, are so similar

to the ancient ones that it seems quite possible that they have

been inherited in a direct line from the Greeks of antiquity.

Of course all primitive rural life is bound to be very much

the same in ahatever age, because of the limited type of work,

furthermore, when we consider how conservative most agricultural

communities are in accepting change, and that in Greece the

poorness of the soil prohibited much in the way of rapid de
velopment, it seems plausible to consider that customs that
are peculiar to Greece today and in antiquity are direct sur
vivals. If such be the case the study of modern Greek rural

life may help to elucidate obscurities in the ancient and it
is with this in mind that I shall endeavour to point out some
of the most obvious similarities between the two.

first, let us consider the location and the appearance

of the country village. Today we find the older of the vil
lages built on hillsides, while the fields lie below. from
archaeological remains of ancient towns, from prehistoric times
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At Delphi the women had wooden troughs with a water channel

grooved at one end. They were so placed that there was a con

tinual stream of fresh water passing through them. Some of

the women used heavy wooden paddles to beat the garments and

others used the more primitive method of treading.

This primitive way of working is also true of many of

the other household occupations. Spinning with the distaff

and weaving is an ordinary sight, often the duty of the old

grandmothers. Leonidas of Tarentum writes of just such an one:

"Morning and evening, sleep she drove away.
Old Platthis,- warding hunger from the door.

And still to wheel and distaff hummed her lay
Hard by the gates of Eld, and bent and hoar:

Plying her loom until the dawn was grey.
The long course of Athene did she tread:

With withered hand by withered knee she spun
Sufficient for the loom of goodly thread,

Till all her work and all her days were done.
And in her eightieth year she saw the wave j

Of Acheron,- old Platthis,- kind and brave.

Besides this and other literary references, the vase painter has

left us ampls evidence of the similarity of ancient and modern
2

spinning.

Perhaps one of the most typical institutions of Sreece,

if we may call it that, is conversation. «hat town or village
is without its Kapheneion, which is primarily devoted to what
sounds like violent lingual battles fought over a cup of coffee
or a glass of wine? True, coffee is a modern importation and
the Kapheneion is a converted wineshop, but none can deny that

-o 1 oomA What Greek of today would not feel
the foelir.g xs the same.

. . AV. 4 r.+,vVifi mfi p. ' chorus in the Peace:
perfectly natural saying with Aristophan

. - . -rviA Soinninr Woman, trans, by A. Lang—-tSoHldae of Tarentum The Bieber, abb. 1J5
2. For looms, see Neuberger,

Tor spinning, see Neuberger, abb. 227
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"But I love to pass my days
With my wine and boon companions
Round the merry, merry blaze,
When the logs are dry and seasoned.
And the fire is burning bright.
And I roast the pease and chestnuts
In the embers all alight,
— Flirting too with Thratta
When ray wife is out of sight. (ground.

Ah, there's nothing half so sv/eet as when the seed is in the
God a gracious rain is sending, and a neighbour saunters round.
'Oh Comarchide 81 ' he hails me: 'how shall we enjoy the hours?'
'Drinking seems to suit my fancy, what with these benignant 1

showers!

Scenes with two or men in conversation seem to have been a common

motif for the ancient vase painter, which is significant in prov

ing that it must have been as obvious a habit of the Greeks as
2

it is today.

The very food served during these social hours was

much akin to what one would receive today. The roasted pease

and chestnuts mentioned by Aristophanes can be bought on nearly

every street corner. The meal of a farmer today is exactly

like that of the countryman, coming into town for the assembly

in Aristophanes' time;

"Each with his own little
Goatskin of wine.
Each with three olives, tv/o
Onions, one loaf, in his
Wallet to dine." 5

In the Peace^ a more hearty diet is mentioned:
"Therefore let three quarts, my mistress,

of your kidney-beans be fried.
Mix them nicely up with barley,

and your choicest figs provide;

Then'tharrought to be eome beeetlnge,
four good plates of hare besides

A

All of these dishee are

The foods even come from the same parts of the country in many

eiCiriri the staple diet of the country.

T. Aristoph., peace,
2. Hoppin, R.F. Hj PP- ^5' 5,
5. Aristoph., Ecclesezusai, 506
4. Aristoph., Peace, 1145
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Prebysa and Jannina I saw many rectangular sheepfolds, made of

wattles, and probably like those which Homer describes on the

famous shield of Achilles;

"Therein also the famed God of the two strong arms
wrought a pasture of white fleeced sheep, and
folds and roofed huts and pens." 1

The shepherds of today, still love to pipe as d,id their fore

bears. In Arcadia one hears the shrill notes of the pipe above

the tinkle of the bells, and in Epirus, too. It is as if Apollo

had come again to tend the flocks of Admetus;

"Amid thine habitations, a shepherd of sheep.
The flock of Admetus he scorned not to keep,
While the shepherd's bridal strains soft swelling ^
Prom his pipe, pealed over the slant sloped lea.

There are a number of vase paintings with shepherds piping,

usually with a two barreled pipe, while the modern one as a rule
has only one. Whether the music is a descendant of the ancient
is a moot question which I have not the knowledge to discuss.

But it seems to come from Byzantine music which may be a survi

val of the ancient Greek music, or at least influenced by it.
Besides sheep and goats the modern herdsman often keeps

cattle and swine. We know that this was true of Homer's time and
on downs

"And therein he rrougi.x a herti of straight-
horned kine. The kine were fashioned of
rold and tin and with lowing they hasted
forth from byre to pasture, beside the
sounding river, beside the waving
And golden were the herdsmen that walked
beside the kine, four in number, and nine
dogs swift of foot followed after them.

And In the Odyseey the s»lneherd Euneeue playe a prominent part.
Beeidoe thl. reference to swlna,. there i. the «aU-lcno»n incident
I. HoMorT II-' "yH''
I. Eurlp.. AlocstiB, 568
5- Homer, 11. XTIH, 575
4. Homer, Od. XIv,
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among the foremost of the olive producing states of Greece.

Herodotus tells us that when the Epidaurians consulted the Delphic

oracle about tVie failure of their crops, they were told to set

up images of garden olive to Damia and Auxesia: "Then the Epi-

. daurians sent to Athens and asked leave to cut olive'ttood in

Attica believing the Athenian olives to be the holiest; or

according to Athens, because at that time there were no olives
i

anywhere else in the world but Athens." Though not literally

true this points to a strong tradition that Attica was the first

olive producer of Greece. Pausanias adds to this evidence, by

calling the tree in the pandroseum the most ancient tree in the
2

world, and one in the Academy the second oldest. And Sopho

cles says the olive grew spontaneously and to greater size in
5

Attica than anywhere else. So here we have the direct conti

nuity of a crop from ancient to modern tines.

Theophrastus gives us most of our information on the cul

tivation of olive by the ancients. planting was done mostly

»lth slips placed with the out end pointing downwards and tended
very carefully. In his own words, "All those trees which are
propagated by pieces cut from the stem should be planted with
the cut part downwards, and the pieces should not be more than

a handsbreadth In length, as was said, and the bark should be

left on. From such pieces new shoots grow, and as they grow

one should keep heaping up earth about them, till the tree be
comes strong."" The present day method of propagation is nearly
always by cuttings, and with the exception of the else of the
slips which today are usually longer than a handsbreadth, one
could follow the above instructions for modern ones. Theophras
tus also cognisant of the fact that heavy manuring and
Y. Herod. V, 82
2. Pau8. I, XXX, 2
sj. Soph., Oed. Gol. JOO
4, Theoph. II> 5. ^
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name for it is probably derived from the wcrd 'ov
/

diminutive of , a word which as Miss Harrison points

out Hesychius defines as a three or five pronged fork, which

is either a shovel for grain or a trident. So in view of the

evidence given by Miss Harrison this shovel is in all pro ba bi1-
1

ity the same type as that used by the ancients for winnowing.

Thus we have seen that with even a brief study of the

ancient and modern Greek rural life a great many striking simi

larities can be found. And that in cases such as the plough,

the olive press, the treading of the grapes, and the winnowing

of the grain we probably have direct survivals of the ancient

method or tool. However there are only a few years left in

which a study of this kind can be of value because the invasion

of Greece by western machinery has begun to wipe out the more

primitive agricultural methods native to Greece. But xn the

less available villages there is still a wealth of material in

this field which may yet be a valuable source of information in

clarifying our picture of the ancient Greek farmer.

1. Harrison, Jane E., Myetica Vannus Tacchi, J.H.5., 1^05, p. 222

I
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