
 
Inquiry Set 6.4: The Spread of Hellenistic Culture 

 
 

I. Inquiry Set Introduction 

Inquiry Set Title   The Spread of Hellenistic Culture 

Brief Description  Interconnection between regions in Afroeurasia increased by the activities of Greeks, Alexander the Great, and the 
Hellenistic kingdoms. They initiated connection of the Mediterranean world, Persia, India, and central Asia. Trade 
and the spread of ideas and technologies, particularly Hellenism and Buddhism, spread throughout this area. 

Authors  Shennan Hutton, Program Coordinator, CHSSP 

Grade Levels  6 

Topics/Concepts  Ancient Greek colonies, city-states, money and marketplaces, Persia, Alexander the Great, Macedon, Bactria and 
Persian Empire, creation of Hellenistic towns, cosmopolitanism, successor kingdoms, Ptolemaic Egypt, Seleucid 
Persia, Parthian Persia, Graeco-Bactria, Maurya Empire, Asoka, central Asian nomads 

CA HSS 
Standards / 
Frameworks  

World History and Geography: Ancient Civilizations  
 
6.4 Students analyze the geographic, political, economic, religious, and social structures of the early civilizations of 
Ancient Greece.  
 

6.4.1 Discuss the connections between geography and the development of city-states in the region of the 
Aegean Sea, including patterns of trade and commerce among Greek city-states and within the wider 
Mediterranean region.  

 
6.4.7 Trace the rise of Alexander the Great and the spread of Greek culture eastward and into Egypt. 

Framework 
Excerpt 

Next students investigate how Greek culture spread in the Hellenistic era, with the question: How did Greek trade, 
travel, and colonies, followed by the conquests of Alexander the Great and the spread of Hellenistic culture, affect 
increasing connections among regions in Afroeurasia? Philip II’s son Alexander of Macedonia (ruled 336 – 323) led 
a military campaign of unprecedented scope, conquering the Persian Empire, Egypt, Central Asia, and even to the 
Indus River valley. Following his death, his generals and their sons carved his short-lived empire into separate 
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states. The following two centuries are known as the Hellenistic period. “Hellenistic” refers to the influence of Greek 
cultural forms in regions far beyond the Aegean, though in fact a lively interchange of products and ideas took place 
in the broad region from the Mediterranean to the Indian subcontinent. Athenian democracy did not survive, but 
Greek ideas, such as language, sculpture, and city planning, mingled creatively with the cultural styles of Egypt, 
Persia, and India. For example, the Egyptian goddess Isis took on a Greek-like identity and came to be venerated 
widely in the Hellenistic lands. The era also brought innovations in science and mathematics, for example, the 
principles of geometry came from Euclid, who lived in the Hellenistic Egyptian city of Alexandria. During the 
Hellenistic period, exchanges of products, ideas, and technologies across Afroeurasia increased greatly and 
penetrated into many more regions, culminating with connections to China via the Silk Road. Cosmopolitan 
Hellenistic cities became sites of encounter for people of different cultures, religions, and regions. Eventually, the 
Hellenistic kingdoms west of Persia succumbed to the greater military power of Rome, which in turn absorbed many 
aspects of Greek culture. 

Standards  California English Language Development Standards for Grade 6 
 
Part I. Interacting in Meaningful Ways 

B.  Interpretive 
6. Reading closely literary and informational texts and viewing multimedia to determine how meaning is 

conveyed explicitly and implicitly through language. 
7.  Evaluating how well writers and speakers use language to support ideas and arguments with details 

or evidence depending on modality, text type, purpose, audience, topic, and content area. 
8. Analyzing how writers and speakers use vocabulary and other language resources for specific 

purposes (to explain, persuade, entertain, etc.) depending on modality, text type, purpose, audience, 
topic, and content area. 

 
Common Core State Reading Standards for Literacy in History/Social Studies, Grades 6 – 8 

1. Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and secondary sources. 
4. Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including vocabulary specific to 

domains related to history/social studies. 
7.  Integrate visual information (e.g. in charts, graphs, photographs, videos, or maps) with other information in 

print and digital texts. 

Investigative 
Question 

How did Greek trade, travel, and colonies, followed by the conquests of Alexander the Great and the spread of 
Hellenistic culture, affect increasing connections among regions in Afroeurasia? 
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Historical 
Background 
 

Between 336 BCE and 50 CE there was a major milestone in world history: Afroeurasia became much more 
interconnected than it had ever been before. Trade routes for the first time connected most of Afroeurasia, from the 
Atlantic to the Pacific, so that products actually traveled from China to Spain. The Greeks played a major role in the 
early stages of building those connections. This set uses art objects as evidence of connections between cultures. 
Because of the many peoples and areas involved in this topic, it is complicated. Use maps to orient students. Trace 
every name and movement on a map. All the changes that the Greeks brought can be classified into two groups — 
more trade and Hellenistic culture. First the Greeks (and others) spread their culture around the Mediterranean, then 
Alexander and the Hellenistic kingdoms spread trade and culture eastward to India, north into Central Asia, and 
south into Africa. They established a firm connection of trade and exchange with India and central Asia that was 
never broken. (Later other exchanges — via the Silk Road — connected China, so that the entire middle of 
Afroeurasia was linked.) You might think of this lesson as building a chain, link by link.  
  
The first link in the chain was the spread of trade and culture around the Mediterranean and southwestern Asia. 
From the eighth century BCE, Greeks and other people around the Mediterranean Sea connected their city-states 
together by sea travel and trade. Greeks formed hundreds of colonies around the coasts of the Mediterranean and 
Black seas, and they developed a new way of exchanging goods — using money in a public marketplace. In the 
Classical Age (the fifth and fourth centuries BCE), Greeks interacted with different cultures in northern and eastern 
Africa, southwest Asia, and Europe. The most powerful empire at that time was Persia, and in addition to waging 
wars, Greeks traded with the Persians, traveled to Persia, and were familiar with Persian culture (sources 1 and 2). 
  
Alexander the Great constructed the second link. His father, Philip of Macedon (a state in northern Greece) had built 
a powerful military and used it to conquer the Greek city-states. In 336, his son Alexander led that army to conquer 
the Persian Empire and states as far east as the Indus River. Before he died at age 33, Alexander swept away 
empires, rulers, and states. He also put in place policies that united all these lands in trade networks and cultural 
exchange. As Source 3 relates, Alexander intended to create a new multicultural empire by intermarrying 
Macedonians with Bactrians and Persians, and by training children from the conquered peoples to use Macedonian 
weapons. He also made supportive laws and conditions for trade, created Greek-style towns, and introduced to the 
areas he conquered the set of Greek cultural traditions historians call “Hellenism”. Hellenism or Hellenistic culture 
included the use of the Greek language; education in the Greek style (for both mind and body) in gymnasiums; 
athletic games; discussions of politics and philosophy; theaters; and styles of art, architecture, dress, and 
entertainment.  
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Hellenism did not replace local cultures, but gave the wealthy elites a highly attractive alternative culture. Elites from 
Spain to India could participate in Hellenistic culture and become “cosmopolitan,” or a citizen not of a city, but of the 
world. Although the Greeks started the cultural spread, the great achievements of the Hellenistic period came from 
the synthesis — the mixing and putting together — of knowledge, products, and technologies from Persian, Indian, 
Central Asian, and Egyptian cultures together with Greek culture. 
  
When Alexander died in 323, his generals divided his conquests into four large kingdoms. These successor 
kingdoms formed the third link. Ptolemy took over Egypt as the Ptolemaic Empire. Over the next 300 years, he and 
his successors represented themselves in both Greek and Egyptian styles, in writing and statues. They also 
encouraged trade interconnections, use of coinage, and the Greek language in Egypt (Source 4). The exchange 
was not only with Egyptians adopting Hellenism but also with Greeks and other Hellenistic people adopting Egyptian 
styles and ideas. Under the rule of the Ptolemies, merchants and sailors sailed down the east coast of Africa and 
around the Arabian Sea to trade with India (Source 5).  
  
Alexander’s general Seleucus took over Syria and Persia in the Seleucid Empire. He also continued Alexander’s 
policies of supporting trade, cultural exchange, and Hellenism, but in 247 BCE the Parthians, people who lived in the 
borderland between Persia and Central Asia, began to take over parts of Persia. The Seleucids hung onto some 
territory until the mid-first century BCE, but the Parthians were the ultimate victors. Despite this change in regime, 
Hellenistic influences remained in Persia (Source 6) and the Parthians continued the trade policies of Alexander and 
the Seleucids, creating a fourth link in the chain.  Another successor kingdom was Graeco-Bactria in Central Asia. 
Hellenistic rulers, trade, and cultural influences made that area a vital link between east and west on the Silk Road 
(the fifth link). There were also trade and contacts between the Hellenistic kingdoms and the Mauryan Empire in 
India. As the Maurya expanded their control into the northwest, they connected with the Hellenistic world through the 
Greek-style cities and Greek-speaking people who lived in that area (sources 7 and 8). This was the sixth link in the 
chain that connected Afroeurasia from the Atlantic to India and Central Asia. 

Map  
 

Afroeurasia, China, Greece, Mediterranean, India, Central Asia, Africa, Black Sea, Persia, Macedon, Bactria, Egypt, 
Syria, Maurya Empire, Atlantic Ocean, Susa, Indus River, Alexandria (Egypt), Aduli, Coloe, Axum, Barygaza, 
Ganges River  
Note: These are the ancient regions and kingdoms (400 BCE – 100 CE), NOT modern nations! 

 
 
 

California Historical Society 4 



The Spread of Hellenistic Culture 

II. Source Sets 

#1 Primary 
Source 

Persian Soldier on Amphora 
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Title of Source Attic Red-Figure Amphora 

Holding Institution The J. Paul Getty Museum 

Link to Record http://www.getty.edu/art/collection/objects/29521/attribut
ed-to-the-berlin-painter-attic-red-figure-amphora-greek-a
ttic-490-470-bc/?artview=dor137180  
 

 

For the Student 
 

This photograph shows a painting on an amphora, a large clay storage jar. Sometime between 490 and 470 BCE, 
in or near Athens, an artist painted this representation of a Persian soldier on one side of the amphora. (There is a 
Greek soldier on the other side.) At this time, the Persian Empire was the largest and most powerful empire in this 
region. Because the Persians had invaded Greece in 490 and 480, many Greeks had seen how the Persian 
soldiers dressed. Therefore, the artist could show the dress and weapons of the Persian soldier accurately. Notice 
that the Persians wore pants or leggings, while the Greeks did not. The soldier has a special hat worn by people in 
Anatolia and Persia. He carries a quiver for arrows. What weapons did the Persian soldier carry? 

For the Teacher 
 

Athens and other Greek city-states and colonies were connected to each other by travel and trade by sea. Have 
students analyze maps that show the extent of the Greek homeland (on both sides of the Aegean Sea) and 
colonies along the Mediterranean and Black Sea coasts and the extent of the Persian Empire. Greek city-states 
were not self-sufficient: they depended on sea trade with other areas. Athens had excellent deposits of clay, which 
its potters used to create amphoras, bowls, and other pottery for export around the Mediterranean and into the 
Persian Empire. Roughly 50,000 pottery pieces still survive, and the art painted on them gives us evidence about 
the ancient Greek world. Students should understand that there were extensive contacts between the Greeks and 
the Persians — which included war, but also the exchange of knowledge and products. The soldier in the painting 
is armed with a bow and sword. 
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#2  Primary 
Source 

Grave Stele with Persian Coat 
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Title of Source Grave Stele of Myttion 

Holding Institution The J. Paul Getty Museum 

Link to Record http://www.getty.edu/art/collection/objects/8188/unk
nown-maker-grave-stele-of-myttion-greek-attic-abou
t-400-bc/ 
 

 

For the Student 
 

This carved piece of marble is a grave stele, made around 400 BCE to mark the grave of a young woman named 
Myttion. Her hair is braided and wrapped around her head. The dress she wears was a Greek style for young 
women, but the coat she wears over the dress was based on Persian clothing. This coat has long sleeves and 
hangs to her knees. In the carvings at Persepolis, the capital of the Persian Empire, artists carved Persian 
noblemen wearing a coat called a kandys. A little later, Athenian artists began painting Athenian women and 
children wearing coats that were similar but with longer sleeves. The records call this coat a kandys. This stele is a 
piece of evidence historians use to support the interpretation that there were connections between the Greeks and 
the Persians.  

For the Teacher 
 

Grave steles from the Classical period in Athens (480 – 323 BCE) often showed the deceased with family members 
or alone. There is an inscription above the figure that states her name, Myttion, but most of the inscription is too 
faint to read. There are traces of red paint on her shoes. She is holding a bird that might have been a pet or an 
offering to the gods. Since there is no surviving writing by any Athenian woman from the Classical period, artistic 
and archaeological evidence such as this provides clues to their lives. The same type of evidence supports 
interpretations about interconnection between cultures.  

#3 Primary 
Source 

Arrian, The Life of Alexander the Great 
(Slightly modernized by Shennan Hutton) 
 
Here at Susa he [Alexander] held wedding ceremonies for the high officers of the Hetaeri; he also took a wife 
himself — Barsine, Darius’ eldest daughter … He had already married Roxane, daughter of Oxyartes of Bactria…. 

California Historical Society 8 

http://www.getty.edu/art/collection/objects/8188/unknown-maker-grave-stele-of-myttion-greek-attic-about-400-bc/
http://www.getty.edu/art/collection/objects/8188/unknown-maker-grave-stele-of-myttion-greek-attic-about-400-bc/
http://www.getty.edu/art/collection/objects/8188/unknown-maker-grave-stele-of-myttion-greek-attic-about-400-bc/


The Spread of Hellenistic Culture 

Similarly, the other officers — eighty all together — were given young women of the noblest Persian and Median 
blood as their brides. The marriage ceremonies were in the Persian fashion: chairs were set for the bridegrooms in 
order of precedence, and when healths had been drunk, the brides entered and sat down by their bridegrooms, 
who took them by the hand and kissed them…. There proved to be over 10,000 other Macedonians who had 
married Asian women; Alexander had them all registered, and every man of them received a wedding gift…. 

Here in Susa, Alexander received … the governors of the territories he had previously overrun. They brought with 
them some 30,000 young fellows, all boys of the same age, all wearing the Macedonian battledress and trained on 
Macedonian lines. Alexander called them his Epigoni — ‘inheritors’ — and it is said that their coming caused much 
bad feeling among the Macedonians, who felt it was an indication of his many efforts to lessen his dependence for 
the future upon his own countrymen. Already the sight of Alexander in Median clothes had caused them much 
distress, and most of them did not like the Persian marriage ceremonies…. 

 

Title of Source The Life of Alexander the Great 

Preferred Citation Arrian, The Life of Alexander the Great, 2nd century CE, translated by Aubrey de 
Sélincourt, Great Britain: Penguin, 1958. Slightly modernized by Shennan Hutton. 

 

For the Student 
 

Alexander the Great became the king of Macedonia when he was 20 years old. He was a military genius who led 
the Macedonian army to conquer the great Persian Empire and lands north and east to Central Asia and the Indus 
River before he died just 13 years later. This history of Alexander’s wars was written by Arrian 400 years after 
Alexander’s death; Arrian based his account on earlier texts that have not survived to today. It is not a primary 
source written by someone in Alexander’s lifetime, so historians are skeptical about its accuracy. In these two 
excerpts, Arrian describes Alexander’s policy of multiculturalism. Alexander wanted the Macedonians, Persians, 
Bactrians, and all the other people he ruled over to unite and become one people. How would Macedonian men 
marrying Persian women help achieve this goal? Why do you think Alexander had Persian boys trained as 
Macedonian soldiers? What did the Macedonian soldiers think about this plan? 

 
Secondary note on source text: Alexander had just returned to Persia in 324 BCE from his expedition to India, 
where his exhausted soldiers had forced him to turn back because they wanted to return home to Macedonia. 
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Vocabulary 
● Hetaeri: elite Macedonian soldiers 
● Darius: –the king of Persia, defeated by Alexander in 331 BCE 
● Median: a group of people in Persia 
● Persian and Median blood: from Persian noble families 
● precedence: in a hierarchy of their nobility; those who came from the highest families would be first, and 

those from the lowest families would be last 
● healths had been drunk: the people at the wedding had drunk a toast to the grooms 
● registered: Alexander had scribes write down the marriages in the records, which made the marriages 

official 
● overrun: defeated and conquered 

 

For the Teacher 
 

As students read this text they should look up all the locations and people mentioned on a map of Alexander’s 
conquests. There is also a literacy strategy you can use with the reading. Students should understand that 
Alexander had a plan to merge all the people he conquered into a multicultural society, and that at least some of his 
Macedonian soldiers did not support this plan. In fact, after Alexander’s death all of his major generals except 
Seleucus divorced their Persian and Bactrian wives. Arrian writes quite a bit about how the Macedonian regiments 
refused to follow Alexander to further conquests across the Indus River and complained about his “orientalism” 
when they had returned to Susa, his Persian capital. This happened just one year before Alexander died, and his 
troops seemed to be losing their enthusiasm.  
 
One problem with this source is that it was not written until the second century CE, although Arrian based it on 
earlier biographies and accounts of Alexander’s military campaigns that no longer exist. Students should 
understand that, strictly speaking, it is not a primary source about Alexander’s life. It is a primary source about how 
Alexander was understood 400 years after his death. However, since we do not have any contemporary accounts 
of Alexander, historians use this account as a source for Alexander’s life, but with reservations about its accuracy. 
This is an excellent opportunity to talk about the limited evidence that exists of early time periods and therefore, 
how little we really know.  
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#4  Primary 
Source 

Collection of Ptolemaic Jewelry, 225-175 BCE 

 
 
 
Title of Source Collection of Ptolemaic Jewelry (16) 

Holding Institution The J. Paul Getty Museum 

Link to Record http://www.getty.edu/art/collection/objects/17679/unknown-maker-collection-of-ptolemaic-je
welry-16-greek-225-175-bc/ 
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For the Student 
 

This collection of 16 pieces of gold jewelry belonged to wealthy woman in Ptolemaic Egypt during the Hellenistic 
period. Ptolemy, one of Alexander’s generals, took over Egypt after Alexander died. He founded a dynasty that 
ruled for the next 300 years. Cleopatra was the last Ptolemy, and then Rome took over Egypt. Under the Ptolemies, 
Egyptian and Greek styles were mixed together, and materials and styles from the whole Hellenistic world were 
available. The bracelets show coiled snakes, an Egyptian symbol, and the hairnet (in the top left corner) has 
designs of Aphrodite and Eros from Greek myth. The gold came from Persian territories and some of the jewels 
from India. How does this collection of jewelry show the trade connections of the Hellenistic world? 

For the Teacher 
 

During the Hellenistic period, gold flooded into the Mediterranean, where it had been fairly rare before. In the 
successor kingdoms (Ptolemaic Egypt, Seleucid Persia, Macedonia, and Graeco-Bactria), there was a wealthy 
cosmopolitan elite that followed Hellenism, but combined it with styles, knowledge, materials, and products from 
Persia, Egypt, India, and other lands that were connected by trade. There was also local controversy about elites’ 
adoption of Greek culture. The Jewish communities, ruled over by the Seleucids, split over Hellenism, with some 
Jewish elite adopting Hellenistic culture and others opposing it strongly. The conflict led to the Maccabean revolt. 
Alexandria, Egypt, was the center of this cosmopolitan world that united a wide band of Afroeurasia from the 
Atlantic Ocean to the east coast of India and the mountains in Central Asia. Students should understand that this 
jewelry is evidence of trade connections between Egypt and Greece, Persia, and India. 

#5  Primary 
Source 

Periplus of the Erythraean (Red) Sea 
  
… From Adulis, a fair-sized village, … [it] is a three-days’ journey to Coloe, an inland town and the first market for 
ivory…. Practically all the elephants and rhinoceros that are killed live in the places inland…. 
There are exported from these places [on the northwest coast of South Asia] … ivory, agate, carnelian,… cotton 
cloth of all kinds, silk cloth … [and] pepper…. The inland country back from the coast toward the east includes 
many desert regions and great mountains; and all kinds of wild beasts- leopards, tigers, elephants, enormous 
serpents, hyenas and baboons of many sorts; and many populous nations, as far as the Ganges. 
 

Title of Source The Periplus of the Erythraean Sea 

Preferred 
Citation 

The Periplus of the Erythraean Sea, translated by Wilfred H. Schoff (London: Longmans, Green, and 
Co., 1912), pp. 22-23 and 40-43. Slightly modernized by Shennan Hutton 
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For the Student 
 

A periplus was a book/scroll written for sailors and merchants in the Hellenistic world. The writer wrote down sailing 
directions, the names of ports and the products a merchant could buy in those places, along with information about 
the states and people. This periplus was written in Alexandria, Egypt, between 1 and 100 CE. It describes travel 
from Egypt down the Red Sea, to the east coast of Africa, up to the Persian Gulf and across to India. The first 
excerpt describes the port of Adulis, in the kingdom of Axum in east Africa, and the second describes Barygaza and 
other ports on the northwest coast of India (South Asia.) What products were exported from these two places? 
What animals might a Greek merchant or sailor meet in these places? 

For the Teacher 
 

The Periplus of the Erythraean (Red) Sea is an extraordinary source that gives evidence of extensive trade and 
contact around the Indian Ocean. Show students the locations on a map. Although historians know little about the 
identity of the merchants and sailors who traveled on these routes, the fact that the author of the periplus wrote in 
Greek shows the significance of that language for trade and cultural transmission in the Hellenistic world. Draw the 
students’ attention to the connections between Egypt and Meroë they studied earlier. By the first century CE, these 
connections extended into the Mediterranean and farther down the coast of east Africa. The author of the periplus 
knew about the Ganges River, which implies a fairly extensive knowledge of India. The jewels, cotton cloth, and 
pepper were products of India, but the silk cloth came from China, either by the sea route or the Silk Road.  

#6  Primary 
Source 

Parthian Net Bowl 
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Title of Source Net Pattern Bowl 

Date 1st c. B.C.E. 

Holding Institution The J. Paul Getty Museum 
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Link to Record http://www.getty.edu/art/collection/objects/12858/unknown-maker-net-pattern-bowl-near-
eastern-parthian-1st-century-bc/ 

 

For the Student 
 

This bowl was made in Parthia, an area in the Central Asian part of Persia, between 100 and 1 BCE. Parthia had 
been part of the Persian Empire and Alexander’s conquests, and many of the people who lived there were nomads 
who traded across Central Asia and into India. The patterns on the bowl come from two different artistic traditions. 
The flower petal design in the center is a Persian style, and the silver net between the flowers is a Greek style. The 
jewels in the center of each flower are garnets, which came from India. How do you think the artist who made this 
bowl learned about both Persian and Greek art styles? At the time this bowl was made, a Parthian dynasty ruled 
over Persia. Central Asia was very important for travel and trade connections between Persia and China, which 
were linked by the Silk Road in the next century. Central Asia was the crossroads of Afroeurasia, and through it the 
Mediterranean world, Persia, India, and China were connected. 

For the Teacher 
 

Central Asia was a crucial area for the development of the trade links across Afroeurasia. The area was dry and 
populated by nomads, who often invaded more settled lands, such as the Persian Empire. The nomads also carried 
trade products between cultures, including India, Persia, the Hellenistic world, and China. During Alexander’s 
conquests and the rule of Greeks in Seleucid Persia and Graeco-Bactria, Greek merchants and communities 
settled in towns along the trade routes. When a Parthian dynasty defeated the Seleucids and took over Persia, the 
Greek merchants and communities seem to have stayed in place. The Parthians continued to combine ideas and 
styles from Persian, Greek, and Indian sources. Thus, Hellenistic influence remained strong in Parthian Persia and 
Bactria, and throughout Persian and Central Asian territory. Show students these locations on a map, and help 
them to understand that the Parthian artist would have seen both Persian and Greek art styles from exposure to 
people and art from both areas. 

#7 Primary 
Source 

Asoka, Kalinga Edict, 261 BCE 
 
So, what is conquest through Dhamma is now considered to be the best conquest by the Beloved of the Gods. And 
such a conquest has been achieved by the Beloved of the Gods not only here in his own dominions but also in the 
territories bordering on his dominions, as far away as … six hundred yojanas where the king named Antiochus is 
ruling and where beyond the kingdom of the Antiochus, four other kings named Ptolemy, Antigonus, Magas, and 
Alexander are also ruling… 
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Title of Source Aśoka, “The Kalinga Edict" (261 BCE) 

Preferred Citation Aśoka, “The Kalinga Edict (261 BCE),” from Inscriptions of Aśoka, translated by D. C. Sircar (New 
Delhi, India Publications Division, Ministry of Information & Broadcasting, Government of India, 1967,) 
57-59. 

 

For the Student 
 

This excerpt comes from an edict (a new law) of King Aśoka of the Maurya Empire in 261 BCE. Shortly after 
Alexander died, an Indian dynasty founded the Maurya Empire, South Asia’s first big empire. The Mauryas had a 
policy of cultural exchange and trade with Seleucid Persia. The third Maurya king, Aśoka, conquered almost all of 
South Asia. He was a faithful Buddhist and wanted to spread the ideas of dhamma, correct behavior to both Hindus 
and Buddhists, all over his empire. He did this by building many Buddhist stupas, or shrines, and by inscribing his 
ideas, like this excerpt, on stone pillars. Under the Mauryas, the religion of Buddhism traveled into Persia and 
central Asia. How much did Aśoka know about the Hellenistic kingdoms? 

 
Vocabulary 
 
Dhamma: an important idea in Hinduism and Buddhism. You will learn more about it later when we study India. 
Aśoka was saying that he would conquer people’s hearts through religious ideas, which would be better than 
conquering their lands. 
Beloved of the Gods: Aśoka himself 
dominions: lands he rules over 
six hundred yojanas: about 1,500 miles 
Antiochus: the king of Seleucid Persia 
Ptolemy: the king of Ptolemaic Egypt 
Antigonus: the king of Macedonia 
Magas: a Hellenistic king in North Africa 
Alexander: another Hellenistic king 

 

For the Teacher In the India unit, students will learn more about the Maurya Empire and Aśoka. What is important now is that Greek, 
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 Hellenistic, and Persian ideas and art styles spread into South Asia as the Maurya dynasty conquered and united 
the subcontinent of South Asia. Also, through Aśoka’s pillars and stupas, Buddhist ideas spread into Central Asia 
and probably into the Mediterranean world as well. This passage shows that Aśoka knew about the Seleucids, who 
were closely connected to the Mauryas by trade, cultural exchange, and marriage. He also knew the names of 
other Hellenistic kings in kingdoms that stretched to Greece and Egypt. Aśoka had the pillars in northwest South 
Asia inscribed in Greek and Aramaic (a language spoken in Persia), which is evidence that people speaking those 
languages lived in that area, where Alexander had founded many Greek cities. First the Seleucids, and then other 
Hellenistic kingdoms received war elephants from the Maurya. 

#8  Primary 
Source 

Head of a Male, Gandhara, 4th c. CE 
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Title of Source  Head of a Male 
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Date  4th c. 

Holding Institution The Metropolitan Museum of Art 

Link to Record https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/3
8189?searchField=All&amp;sortBy=relevance&amp
;when=A.D.+1-500&amp;ft=indian&amp;offset=20&
amp;rpp=20&amp;pos=29 

 

For the Student 
 

This head of a male is probably part of a statue that has not survived. It was made in Gandhara, in modern-day 
Pakistan, in the fourth century CE. It was an example of an art style that combined Hellenistic and Indian features. 
In the years after Alexander the Great founded Greek-style cities in Gandhara, the area was ruled by many different 
cultural groups — Greeks (the Seleucid Empire), Indians (the Maurya Empire), and Central Asian nomads (the 
Kushan Empire). The people of Gandhara used the art styles and ideas of all of those people. This head shows 
features that are Hellenistic (the facial expression, the nose and mouth, the wreath around his head) and features 
that are Indian (the eyes and the curly, detailed hair). Much of Gandhara’s art was inspired by Buddhism.  

For the Teacher 
 

So that students can better see the mixing of art styles in Gandhara, search the website of the Metropolitan 
Museum for the Seated Buddha from Gandhara. Gandhara became a critical crossroads where Mahayana 
Buddhism was developed and transmitted to Central Asia and over the Silk Road to China. Students should 
understand that the artist who made this head was inspired by both Hellenistic and Indian styles. This artwork offers 
us evidence of the lasting impact of Hellenism in South Asia and Central Asia. The links across Afroeurasia from 
Greece to the Indus River were now extended into all of South Asia. Along those links, people exchanged products, 
ideas, and technologies. Those links were never broken and were later extended to China. 
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III. English Language Development extension activity 

The Greek historian Arrian wrote this biography of Alexander of Macedon during the second century CE, 400 years after Alexander’s death. The 
translation presents difficult challenges to sixth graders, particularly if they are English learners or read below grade level. The sentences are long 
and complex; there are lots of names and places and unfamiliar words; and Arrian just narrates events and does not explain their implications. To 
help students comprehend this difficult text, we suggest a close reading strategy. This strategy will aid comprehension by breaking down the 
sentences into smaller components and clarifying the actors, actions, and references.  
 
Because it is time consuming, below we focus only on a few key sentences of the reading. More advanced readers should tackle the entire text. 
The directions that follow are for a teacher-directed close reading activity. The first reading is individual silent read, the second is whole class 
sentence deconstruction and references activity, the third reading is text annotation, and the fourth reading is to answer a text-dependent 
question. 
  

Reading Question: How did Alexander try to mix Macedonian, Greek, Persian, and Bactrian people and cultures? 

Directions 

1. For English learners and those who read below grade level, prepare a shortened version of Source 3. This is the Student Handout. Give 
more advanced readers the entire excerpt. Both versions should include the vocabulary list. 

2. Go over the vocabulary list with students. Then have them read the first paragraph to themselves. 

3.   Have students turn to a partner and discuss: What is this paragraph about? What was happening? 

4. Tell students to highlight or draw a box around every name of a place or group of people (not the first names of people but the identifier, 
such as “of Bactria”). Oxyartes was the king of Bactria. 

5. Then display or pass out a map of Alexander’s conquests. Have students locate all of the places on the map. For the Persians and 
Medians, students should locate the heart of the Persian Empire — the southern part of the modern country of Iran.  

6. Tell students to underline all the subjects. Tell them that the sentences have lots of clauses, and each clause has a subject, so they need 
to look for lots of subjects (coming before verbs.)  

7. Project the shorter passage on the overhead and review which subjects should be underlined. Then use arrows to identify all the referrers. 
Have students draw arrows on their papers. 
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8. Tell students to circle all the verb or verb phrases. Review on the overhead. Focus on the “were given” verb in the third line. Tell students 
that this is in the passive voice and ask them who gave (Alexander) and what was given (brides). This is an excellent time to discuss 
marriage practices among elites in the ancient world. These were arranged marriages for both the grooms and the brides. 

9. Repeat the procedure of 3 – 8 for the second paragraph. The item to focus on in 4 is the phrase “the territories he had previously overrun.” 
Explain that this means all the places that Alexander had conquered. Have students look at the map and tell you what places would be 
included in that summary phrase (Persia, Arachosia, Mesopotamia, Bactria, etc.) So the boys would have been Persian, Arachosian, etc. 
The governors might have been Macedonian or local. In 8, focus on the verb phrase “it is said that their coming caused.” It is said probably 
means that Arrian read this in one of the earlier histories, but it might also mean that Arrian himself was skeptical about the information 
and didn’t want to present it as a fact. Make sure students understand what “their coming” refers to, and have them draw an arrow to the 
referrer. 

10. Divide the students into pairs and tell them to annotate the text and write questions or notes in the margins. They should highlight evidence 
that will help them answer the reading question. 

11. Project several student annotations on the elmo (overhead projector.). Discuss with the whole class and answer their questions. If you 
want to work with students on citing evidence in writing, you could take this opportunity to show them how to shorten long sentences in 
quotations. 

12. Have students answer the reading question, How did Alexander try to mix Macedonian, Greek, Persian, and Bactrian people and cultures? 
Review some of their answers with the class and connect the reading question to the larger question of this source set: How did Greek 
trade, travel, and colonies, followed by the conquests of Alexander the Great and the spread of Hellenistic culture, affect increasing 
connections among regions in Afroeurasia? Students will struggle with this level of abstract thinking, so you might just tell them (and have 
them write it down) that Alexander was trying to create a multicultural society based on Hellenism, that conquered people were more likely 
to adopt Hellenistic ideas and government if their own culture and ideas were included, and that Alexander’s policies helped the influence 
of Hellenism continue in the lands he conquered after he himself was dead. His actions helped interconnect all the regions he conquered. 
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