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Greece

The exhibition area dedicated to Greece reveals one of the most striking as-
pects of Greek culture through a vital source of information: its pottery. Over
the centuries, the figurative decorations on Greek vases documented a world
of diverse contents intended for the people who used these vessels in their
daily lives, their homes, their graves and their celebrations and exported
them to every corner of the Mediterranean. These depictions offer us valua-
ble insight into their social and religious rituals and institutions, their artis-
tic, intellectual and scientific achievements, and the imagery of their
mythology and poetry.  

Greece in History

The audiovisual production «Greece, from 2000 BC to 2000 AD» shows visi-
tors how the values, beliefs and institutions that laid the foundations of wes-
tern civilisation were born in this Mediterranean region. The essential
concepts that constitute Greek culture’s greatest contributions, accompanied
by geographic and artistic references, allow us to understand our roots and
many of the cultural values of the contemporary world.

A sequence of seven display cases offers an overview of the major stages in an-
cient Greek history, from the Bronze Age to the Hellenistic period (16th-3rd
century BC), through the evolving forms and decorative styles of its pottery
vessels, star witnesses and unquestionably valuable sources of cultural infor-
mation on each different period and moment of Greek history. 

Greek Identity

At the heart of the ideological, ethical, social and political discourse of Greek
culture was the need to define Greek identity. The ideal model was man, em-
bodied here by the figure of the god Apollo, as opposed to his counter-mo-
dels –animals, women and foreigners– which represented the negative,
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rebellious aspects of divine and
human laws. Consequently, Greek
men exercised absolute power, le-
gitimised their superiority and
perpetuated the exclusion of
everything that was different. 

Oikos. The House

In Greek society, the role of
women was secondary and subor-
dinate to men. A woman’s destiny
was to give her husband legitimate
offspring, thereby maintaining the
family’s social and economic unity.
The Oikos or the house was where
a woman’s identity was forged, life
was conceived and the social order
was perpetuated.

Three display cases are dedicated
to domestic life. The first, Gamos,
narrates the customs and symbolic
significance of the marriage ritual,
its different stages and the con-
tents of the bridal dowry, which
symbolised the rank and prestige
of the woman’s legal and social sta-
tus. The second case, Thalamos,
shows the basic activities and ele-
ments of domestic life –food, clo-
thing, ornaments and hygiene–
and the specialisation and sophis-
tication of the vessels used in this
essentially female domain. Finally,
Genesis illustrates the rites of pas-
sage that marked each stage of
life –childhood, youth and old age–
which began and ended in the pri-
vacy of the home.

Female terracotta  >
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Polis. The City

The polis was the framework of the individual’s integration in society, the
place where a person’s identity as a Greek citizen was forged and defined.
The polis was an ideological construct with economic, social and political ra-
mifications that was built around the hegemony of men and founded on ins-
titutions governed by regulations. The Athenian model of civic life is the
focus of this exhibition area. 

Gymnasion discusses the education of citizens at school and in the palaestra.
Symposion, the banquet, is a space dedicated to this social, recreational, con-
vivial ritual reserved for men in which wine played a vital role. Theatron, en-
tertainment, explains the development and significance of the theatre, a
monument to Greek genius. Agora, politics, tells us how citizens participated
in city government by means of democratic mechanisms: voting, elections
and ostracism. Akropolis, religion, shows scenes and instruments used in the

Krater with Symposium scene<
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city’s religious ceremonies. Akademia, science, features several pieces and an
audiovisual production about the rational underpinnings and intellectual and
scientific achievements of Greek thinkers. Agon, sport, presents the different
athletic contests and disciplines and the prizes awarded to the winners. Pole-
mos, war, shows the battlefield as the place where Greek men displayed their
heroic virtues, exhibits battle gear and offers several examples of Greek ima-
ges that seem to take a critical view of war.

Thánatos. Death

Death, the final outcome, and its ritual and material expressions are the
subject of four display cases in this area. The first three illustrate funeral
ceremonies, which helped the deceased make the transition to the after-
life and enhanced the standing and unity of his/her social group. In Athens,
a stela marked the grave where white perfume vases, ribbons and wreaths

Attic cup with Minotaur <

<  Zeus Defeats the Giants (Lekanis)
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The Promise of Paradise (sítula)<

to commemorate the dead were placed. In Magna Graecia, hydria deposited
in women’s graves bear images of their new home, the gynaeceum of Hades,
god of the underworld. Men were buried with kraters depicting the land-
scape of the cemetery, where the living and the dead parted ways. The fourth
display case, Hades, narrates the difficult journey to the underworld kingdom
through the turbulent waters that led to Hades. Strange, monstrous creatures
like sphinxes, Sirens, Gorgons and griffins helped souls to reach their desti-
nation.
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Mythos. The Imaginary

The last area is given over to mythology, the primary source and inspiration
of Greek religious thought. The myths were odes to the gods and goddesses,
to heroes and heroines. They recalled that sacred, primordial time when
mortals and immortals lived side by side and shared the same destiny. They
were the sublime discourse of their imaginary.

A large display case contains pottery vessels whose images narrate the iden-
tities and episodes in the lives of the Olympian deities as well as the heroes
and their principal feats.

A special space is reserved for Heracles, the civilising hero and paragon of
masculinity, and his deeds. Another is dedicated to Dionysus, god of plants,
wine and possession, who offered his followers a blessed existence in the af-
terlife. The paradises, located at the outer limits of the mythical universe, are
the theme of the final display case: luminous, lush, sensual landscapes where
men and women could spend eternity in blissful happiness after death. 

A magnificent concluding audiovisual entitled «Cosmos: In the Beginning…»
uses the words of the poet Hesiod to narrate the myth of how the universe
was born, the generations of the Olympian gods and the ages of men. Eros,
the life-giving deity, presides over the tale. 

Aison Cup
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