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Recording history in ancient Greece:
From myth to writing
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Abstract:

In this article, we aim to shed light on one of the most important eras in human history, notable for its
ideas, achievements, and the intellectual, cultural, and civilizational legacy it left. Specifically, we focus on
the history of ancient Greece, tracing the development of historical writing during this period and examining
the methods used by historians of the time. Greek historical writing began with legend. The ancient Greeks
initially relied on myths and heroic tales to record their history and achievements, a practice exemplified by
Homer, who conveyed the events of the Trojan War through a legendary narrative interwoven with poetry.
This approach marked the beginning of historical awareness among the Greek people. Over time, historical
writing evolved, gradually increasing in sophistication and methodological rigor. Historians began to
prioritize analysis and critical scrutiny, moving toward a more objective approach. This shift is evident in the
prose works of Herodotus, which transitioned from legendary, oral storytelling to a structured prose method.
This development inaugurated the golden age of historical writing in ancient Greece, a period characterized
by a gradual departure from myth, leading to a more scientific, accurate, and analytical recording of history.

This article addresses a fundamental question: What were the methods and means of historical
documentation in ancient Greece, and how did the Greeks move from oral mythological accounts to prose
writing?

In our study, we adopted an analytical approach to examine the opinions and theories of historical
documentation among ancient Greek historians. We also used a historical approach, evident in our
exploration of ancient Greek history and the works of its historians.

In this article, we conclude that the formation of historical awareness among the Greeks occurred
gradually and in stages. Over time, they moved away from the legendary, orally transmitted accounts found
in poetic works and embraced prose writing, crafted by the pens and talents of historians. This evolution
highlights the intelligence, creativity, and analytical abilities of the ancient Greek people

In this article, we have observed the amazing development of ancient Greek historians. After historical
documentation was initially limited to documenting the heroism and glories of the Greek people and their
heroes in their wars against other peoples, it gradually moved to documenting the history of some peoples
with whom the Greeks came into contact. Greek historians also began to move to other countries to
document events and describe conditions. Moreover, while early Greek historical writing concentrated
primarily on wars, it gradually broadened to cover other aspects of life, reflecting the growth of the
historian’s awareness and analytical mindset.

The genius of ancient Greek historians is evident in their constant efforts to refine methods of historical
documentation and their deep reflection on the dynamics of history, transitioning from divine to human-
centered narratives. They relentlessly sought to understand the true purpose of history. Initially focused on
recording past events, their work gradually aimed at deriving lessons for building the future. This remarkable
insight and analytical acumen were unprecedented, establishing Greek civilization as a cradle of science and
knowledge. Its heritage, including its history and intellectual achievements, continues to be studied in
schools and universities worldwide.

Key words: History; Historical writing; Legend; Prose; Objectivity
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