The Nature of Ancient History and Its Relationship with the Humanities

Ancient History is the study of the period typically between the earliest development of written language (Sumerian, which developed circa 3rd millennium B.C.)1 and the fall of Rome in 476 A.D.  The Subject includes topics such as daily life and economy, warfare and politics, along with the study of individuals like Pericles, who are often given heavy focus by the sources. It involves large amounts of source interpretation and analysis to try and gain insights into the ancient world and its people.
Typically, Ancient History is focused on The Mediterranean world, particularly on ancient Greece and Rome. The most common areas of study for ancient Greece is the 5th and 4th century BC. A large part of the reasoning behind this is that it is when “classical civilisation” begins to emerge. The Persian and Peloponnesian wars of the 5th century are the focus of the earliest written historical accounts, “The Histories” by Herodotus, and “The History of the Peloponnesian wars” among others, along with the impressive architecture, such as Pericles building project on the Acropolis in Athens.
The Roman empire is also a major part of the typical course, typically beginning from the first emperor, Augustus, though it can also cover earlier periods, particularly the Roman republic, and it ends when the western Roman empire falls in 476 A.D.
While the study technically covers the entire globe, the focus of study (at least in the UK) is the Mediterranean, especially ancient Greece and Rome, with most other areas being severely neglected in study. The subject rarely covers areas such as China and Mesoamerica, where at the time many incredibly noteworthy events were occurring, such as the rule of Hand Dynasty China2 or the construction and rise of Teotihuacan3 in Mesoamerica. It even often does not give great importance to other empires that interacted with ancient Greece and Rome, such as the Achaemenid Persian empire and the Parthian empire, which are given remarkably little focus, despite being large and formidable empires that were incredibly influential in the development of the ancient world, and even up to modern times. This is slowly being remedied as these previously ignored places are slowly being integrated into the subject, gaining them increased study and academic investigation.
Ancient History has an interlinking relationship with many of the other humanities, as they all rely on context and knowledge provided by each other to form a full picture of the world as it is, without Ancient History, many of the other humanities would not be able to exist, or not be as developed as they are now. Similarly, Ancient History is highly reliant on some of the other disciplines, because without the disciplines such as Classics and Archaeology, Ancient History would not be a completed discipline, and would have many holes in its coverage.
Ancient history has a very close relationship with Archaeology. This is because there are many holes or inaccuracies in historical accounts that archaeological evidence can help put into context or give us the knowledge to properly interpret the sources from the period. Archaeology is also very helpful for historical research into the daily lives of ancient people, as most writers do not deem it significant enough to write down, meaning that it is often a hole in the knowledge of the period. Ancient History can also be used to provide context to artifacts found by in archaeology, through analysis of written sources, and it can also provide insights on where to look for places of significance that could be investigated.
Ancient History also has a very close relationship with philosophy. One of the main reasons for this is that many of the sources from the period were philosophers, such as Aristotle, and understanding them is helpful for the understanding of the people in the periods that are being studied. Additionally, philosophy helps give context to the societal structures that are studied in Ancient History. As well as this, many of the philosophies still studied today were created in the periods studied in ancient history, making the context provided by ancient history very important to properly understanding philosophy as well, because proper understanding is helped immensely by having an understanding of the political and socioeconomic circumstances of the time period when the work was written.
Ancient history is quite similar to Classics, as they both share an overlapping time period, and Ancient History developed from Classics. There are several differences between Ancient History and Classics. One of the most notable differences is the more cultural focus of Classics, which focuses on linguistics, typically Latin of Greek, and on art, philosophy and culture4,5. While Ancient History does briefly cover most of these things other than linguistics, it does not focus on them as much.
Other Historical subjects, such as Medieval History and History are somewhat reliant on Ancient History for context, as the actions of ancient civilizations can have a large effect on history, even up until modern times. This is especially true for Medieval History, as it studies the period directly after the time period covered by Ancient History, meaning that to understand why the political and cultural situation was as it was in the beginning on the medieval period, an understanding of Ancient History is required. In Europe this is best shown by the Roman empire, as the culture that had pervaded much of western Europe came to the forefront, greatly contributing to the spread of Christianity, and its legacy was carried onwards by many groups, such as the catholic church which was based out of Rome, or the Holy Roman empire, a Germanic empire that took up the name of the Roman empire.
Anthropology is also closely connected to anthropology, as it covers many of the early aspects of cultures and practices that continue to exist on into modern times, such as the development of new forms of government, including democracy which was pioneered in Athens during the 6th century. It also covers the rise of several empires, including the Roman empire and the Han Chinese empire, which would go on to hugely influence the development of human culture as time went on, making them vital to study for anthropology, as without them they would be missing critical pieces of knowledge in the development of modern cultures.
Religious studies is heavily tied to Ancient History. This is because Ancient History’s time period covers many varying religions, such as the Greco-Roman pantheon, or some of the oldest still living religions, such as Zoroastrianism, a religion that developed around three-hundred and fifty thousand years ago, and was at the centre of Achaemenid Persia, and still persists today. Ancient History also covers the rise of Christianity through the Roman empire, and how it came to be one of the dominant religious groups for large parts of history since its inception, which is incredibly useful and important for the Religious Studies, as it allows them to take a look at how religions develop over long periods of time, and how their connection to states and empires can shape their development.
Ancient History has deep links to the subject Creative Writing, many important works of literature and theatre were created in the period. Some very important works are the Iliad and the Odyssey, that have had huge effects on the early development on literature. Additionally, the ancient Greek theatre has been very influential from the fifth and sixth centuries B.C., where its tragedies and comedies were performed in massive open-air theatres and celebrated in the Athenian festival known as the Dionysos Eleuthereios12. From there the Greek tragedies and comedies were created through the fifth and sixth centuries B.C., which have had a huge impact on the written works of today. Additionally, possibly the oldest known piece of literature, the poem: the Epic of Gilgamesh13 was written relatively early in the period studied by ancient history, most likely somewhere between 2150 and 1400 B.C.14 The Epic of Gilgamesh details the Mythologies adventures of a most likely real Mesopotamian king who ruled between approximately 2750 B.C. and 2500 B.C. and was mythologised a few centuries later.14

Ancient History is slowly beginning to change as a subject. One of the most notable areas of change is what the subject covers. Traditionally, Ancient History only covered ancient Greece and Rome, and occasionally touches on ancient Egypt, but it is now slowly starting to expand its focus outward. It is beginning to cover areas such as the Achaemenid Persian empire6, China, in periods such as the Han Dynasty2, The Indus basin, or ancient Mesoamerica, with places such as Teotihuacan3. This is not unprecedented, as these places were centres of cultural advancement for a long time, and it is not uncommon that they surpassed the “classical civilisations” of ancient Greece and Rome.
Teotihuacan is one of the most interesting sites that are coming into focus with ancient history. The settlement began somewhere around 200 B.C., and reached a peak in the 6th century, when it was believed to have had between 100,000 and 200,000 inhabitants3. The city itself is an urban grid, built around a several kilometre long central avenue called the “street of the dead”, and features large pyramids and plazas9. It is unknown exactly which ethnic group the city belonged to, and no writing has been found or identified. It has been theorised using analysis of chemical structure of bones that it was a multiethnic society8.
Han Dynasty China is also a period of interest emerging within ancient history. It was an imperial dynasty, that ruled from 202 BC to 9 A.D., and from 25 A.D. to 220 A.D., split up due to a brief usurpation by the Xin dynasty that ruled from 9 A.D. to 25 A.D.10. The empire was highly centralised, similarly to the preceding Qin dynasty and was incredibly successful, being the longest lasting imperial dynasty, reigning for more than 400 years until 220 A.D., when it split up into three separate kingdoms, starting the period known as “the three kingdoms”.10. Despite only now emerging into “western” ancient history, it has long been a feature of Chinese ancient history, something that isn’t uncommon, where a Country will typically teach more about its own history than the history of other countries.
Overall, Ancient History is a discipline that is deeply interlinked with all of the other humanities and is slowly changing to better reflect the diverse histories of the ancient period. It is a vital component of the humanities, and incredibly important for the understanding of the modern world, as the events and work done thousands of years ago can still have far-reaching consequences on the modern world. For these reasons, it is a subject that is very important to be studied, as the events of the past often have great input on the events of today, and without their study the same mistakes may be repeated again.
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