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Representing Greece: Archaeology, Nationalism, and the Media

Many of us were first introduced to Greece in elementary school or even earlier, through the Classical myths of Zeus and Hera, Herakles, Theseus and Minotaur, or any one of a hundred others.  Perhaps in high school we went on to read the Odyssey or Iliad or Edith Hamilton’s Mythology.  Then as undergrads we were subjected to the philosophy of Plato, the plays of Euripides, and again the works of Homer.  In art history, we were introduced to the flowering of Greek art and architecture.  In American history class, perhaps we were introduced to the idea that it was the ancient Greeks that began the great experiment of democracy.  We were taught to see Classical Greece as the beginning of what we think of as civilization.  But we never talked about what modern Greece is or what happened to Greece after the fall of the Classical city-states.
The Classical civilizations of Greece lasted from about 500-200 BC.  From 200 BC to about 395 AD, Greece was a Roman province.  Between 395 and 1453 AD, Greece was part of the Byzantine Empire and from then until 1820, it was part of the Ottoman Empire.  The Modern Greek state created its first government in 1827.  Modern Greece is a country of eleven million people, 98% of whom are recognized as ethnically Greek (that is, Greek Orthodox Christian) by the Greek state.  It has the second-lowest income per capita in the European Union, of which it is currently president.  It is hosting the summer Olympics in 2004.  The preparations for the Olympics have required damaging to much of the city’s underground Classical archaeological material, as Metro lines are expanded and foundations for new structures are built.  And the British still refuse to return the Parthenon sculptures.  These last two facts are the ones that have garnered the most press over the last year.  
Two main points stand out here.  First, what Americans know about Greece seems mostly confined to the past.  Second, the Classical civilizations lasted for 300 years, yet somehow this is the period that the average American knows the most about.  Why should this be so?  In this paper, I will argue that the news media, Greek nationalism, and Westerners’ perceptions of their relationship to the Greek past all influence this bias towards Classical subjects in the representation of Greek archaeology in Western news media.
Part of the reason for the relative abundance of articles about Greek archaeology as opposed to the scarcity of articles about other Greek subjects has to do with the expectations of the rest of the world, particularly those countries identified as the West. “Philosophers muse that to journey to Greece is to return home, for the legacy of ancient Greece pervades the consciousness of all Western nations” (Willett, et. al 2002: 17).  In other words, we are interested in the Classical Greek past because it is our past, as well.  Fewer of us have any relationship with the Greece of the present.  

Another factor in the presentation of the Greek past is the relationship between Greece and its past.  One of the key elements in the creation of modern nation-states is the successful creation of common history and heritage.  Archaeological sites are key components in the nationalist enterprise, since they are symbols of a common past.  They “help define a people as distinct and occupying (or claiming) territories that were historically theirs” (Kohl and Fawcett 1995: 11).  If a group of people occupied an area in the past, then it has the right to occupy the land in the present and into the future.  Thus, archaeological sites and their conflicting interpretations can become sources of conflict, where ethnic groups and nations quite literally fight over the past (Shack 1994: 116).  This is especially true in the case of nations like Greece where much of their identity is tied up in a concept of continuity with the past.

Indeed, the Greek educational system emphasizes the continuity of Hellenism from antiquity to the present.  The “superiority of Greece’s three thousand-year-old civilization and the belief that it has remained unchanged throughout the centuries” are emphasized and Hellenism is seen as unalterable and unified, independent of time and space (Avdela 2000: 245).  The Classical past is the foundation of Greece’s sense of itself in part because of its glories and in part because it was the last time that Greece can point to before the modern era that Greece was an independent “nation”, to use the term loosely.
Finally, the relationship between archaeology and the media is implicated in the bias towards coverage of Classical Greek sites.  One of the major ways that archaeological data are communicated to the wider public of non-archaeologists is through the agency of mass media—newspapers, magazines, and television.  It has become increasingly clear in the recent past that these ambassadors are not as benign as we would like to think.  They sensationalize, simplify, and, perhaps most importantly, sanitize to change complex archaeological data into something that “the common person” can understand.  Thus, archaeology becomes a daring adventure story with hero who overcomes tremendous odds (and often the natives, who have no real understanding of the importance of the archaeologist’s work) to find “the truth” (and maybe gather some loot along the way).  A simple, straightforward past with an evolutionary chain going back to our oldest ancestors and culminating in modern, Western civilization is presented.  

Perhaps more importantly, these media tend to homogenize the past.  “Frequently, the past is made more accessible through the lens of contemporary American concepts, categories, and social relations, homogenizing all pasts to look like ours, and marking all prehistoric events along a timeline of the rise of Western civilization” (Gero and Root 1996: 541).  In other words, the past is explained in terms of the present, thus obviating the need to really explain the differences.  It is particularly easy to do this with ancient Greek data, as the Classical Greeks are often seen as the originators of our scientific disciplines, system of government, and artistic traditions.
So what implications do these factors have for the representation of Greek archaeology in the news media?  Given the importance of the past, particularly the ancient past, in constructing Greek identity and the Western construction of Greece as its cultural homeland, we would expect to see an emphasis on discoveries that point out the age and sophistication of ancient Greeks and link them to our common Western heritage.  We would expect to see a preponderance of news items dealing with the Classical and pre-Classical Greek world and very few dealing with more recent eras.  We would expect to see Greek claims for the repatriation of looted artifacts from these particular eras and not from later ones, as well.  In short, we would expect to find that news relating to the ancient sites and symbols so important to Greek identity were more likely to 1) be reported to the international press by the Greek government and 2) be more likely to be reported by the international, particularly Western, press.  

To begin examining these issues more closely, I did an internet search in the archives of seven sources of internet news: CNN Online, the BBC Online, the Athens News (English-language Greek newspaper), the Washington Post Online, The Australian, New York Times Online, and The Sunday Times (South Africa) for “Greece archaeology”, “Greek archaeology”, “archaeology Greece”, and “archaeology Greek”.  The results of this search were interesting.  To begin with, CNN Online had only one article on Greek archaeology, the BBC had nineteen, the Washington Post one, The Australian four, the New York Times thirteen, The Sunday Times zero, and the Athens News twenty-seven.  I had expected The Australian to have a higher number of Greek archaeology-related articles because of its relatively high population of immigrant Greeks.

Overall, the results were generally what I would have predicted (see Appendix A).  Of the sixty-five total articles reviewed, twenty-six were about archaeological sites or finds.  None detailed sites from any period later than the Roman, and there was only one of those, from the Athens News.  This corroborated my thesis of the importance of the Classical and pre-Classical pasts in expressions of Greek identity and nationalism and thus its relative importance in Greece’s external representations of itself.  

The Elgin Marbles, again a Classical subject (22), were the next-largest topic, unsurprisingly garnering the most mentions in the BBC items, but surprisingly few in the Athens News (1).  This has recently been a major diplomatic issue between Great Britain and Greece and also can be seen to have nationalist implications.  The Elgin Marbles, now resident in the British Museum, were taken from the Parthenon by Lord Elgin, a British Ambassador to the Ottoman Turks, in the period 1801-1815.  Since Greece became an independent state, it has been attempting to regain the Marbles, most recently so as to have them on display with the rest of the Parthenon sculptures for the 2004 Olympic Games.  The main argument is the nationalist claim that, despite the fact that Greece was part of the Ottoman Empire when the Marbles were taken, it was still Greece, and thus the Marbles were taken illegally.  I would have expected this to be a major issue in the Greek press, but apparently it is a less important issue in Greek news than I would have thought.  It is also possible that a more specific search for the Marbles in the Greek news would have turned up more hits, but this possibility was not built into my methodology.  The remaining seventeen articles dealt with modern archaeologists (particularly their deaths), site destruction, museum exhibits, and travel articles related to antiquity.  They have less to do with archaeology as a subject and more with the social context of archaeology in Greece.  

So what can we take from this admittedly superficial examination of Greek archaeology in the news?  First, we can see that there is a very strong trend towards reporting on Classical and Pre-classical archaeological finds.  This trend in reporting reflects a trend in the actual practice of archaeology in Greece, where the high-status and high profile digs are most often at sites of these time periods.  I would argue that the trend is also a reflection of a nationalist agenda in archaeology and an emphasis on the ancient past in the formation of Greek identity.  In addition, the expectations of Western audiences are a determining factor in the number and distribution of articles about Greek archaeology found in news sources.


Clearly, Greek nationalism and identity are closely bound to constructions of a common past, as with any nation-state, and thus are also closely bound to archaeological data.  Greek history courses represent the past as unchanging, homogeneous, inevitable, and as an unbroken chain stretching from the ancient past to the present.  Even under the Romans, the Byzantines, and the Ottomans, Greece was still Greece, its people were still Greek and, more importantly, they carried on the traditions, language, and culture that modern Greeks possess.  In Greece, history and the ancient past unite all those who can claim Greekness and marginalizes everyone else.


We can see this process at work in press accounts of archaeological research undertaken within Greece.  Those sites that emphasize the age and importance of Greek civilization are published in the international press, while other sites are not mentioned.  Perhaps this is a manifestation of the kinds of questions it is appropriate to ask and the kinds of sites it is appropriate to dig in Greece; more work needs to be done on this topic to understand the full implications of my preliminary research.  Whatever the outcome, it is clear that the reporting of archaeology in the news, as is the case with many other subjects, is not merely a matter of reporting all the work that is going on.  A complex web of interactions between archaeologists, news agencies, governments, and news consumers is at work in determining what is reported to whom and when.
