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The esarly months ol 1981
aw 3 seriez of earth=
auakes, of varyving magni-
tude, =shake the Greek
mainlsnd. The eplcentre
of SnNis seismic asctivitcy
seams Lo hsve bDeen the
Fulf of Corinth, o the
Wwest of Athens =nd
ahtica. Alfthough some
1ivas Wwera lost and muoh
properfty damaged (includ-
ing khe Parthencon}, khns
paanla of OGreece wers
gpared the horribls suf-
farings of Stheir Italian
naighbours, who had ear=
liar axperienced massive
destruction in the area
around Nzplss, These
outoreakzs of zarthouake
activity zerve ko remind
us of the very unstzbls
nature of thae Medibarra-=
nean region.

This instability =also existed in the ancient warld, and the sarly
Greeks did at times suffer fearfully from the ravages of sarth-
quakes. Then, as now, mush activity was centered in the Gulf of
Corinth. Indeed, the year 373 B.C. saw one of the worsbt sgsh nat-
ural disasters ever Lo strike the classical world. We today are
fortunate bo possess a graphic account of whabt happened in the
nistory writbten by Modorus Siculus:

Greab sarbhguakes occcurred in the Feloponnese
acsompanisd oy tidal waves whieh engulfed the
onen countey and citizz io a2 twanner past
Beliel; Tor wever in the =zarliar periaod had
such disasters befallen Greek cibkiss, nor had
gnftire citiesz along with Lheir inhzbibants dise
appeared a5 a result of some divine foroe
wreaking desbruection and ruin upon mankind.

The exitent of the destruction and ruin was
tnersased by the time of its accurrenca - far
the @artfthgualie did not come in the daytime when
It would hawe bhesn passibhle lor bthe sufferers
Lo help themsslves, hut the blow came zb night,
a0 that whean the houses srashed and erumbled
under the farce af the shoek, the population,
owing to bhe darkness and fo the surprise and
pewildermant occasionaed by bthe oavent, had no
powar to strugzls for 1life.



The majority were caught in the falling houses
and annihilafed, but asz day returned some sur-
vivors dashed from bhe ruinz and, when they
thoughlt they had escaped the danger, met a
greater and still more inecredible disasber:
for the sea rose to = vast heizht, and a wave
Lowering even hizher washed away and drownad
all the inhabitan$z and their native lands zs
wall., Twe <itiss in Achaia bore She orunt of
thiz disazter, Helise and Burs, the former of
whizh had, 23 it happzoed, before the earth-=
quake held first place among the cities of Ach-
aia, (15,48, Bharman translation}

Haere was a devastabing naturzl disaster responaible for the abrupt
Fuin of two major cities, and it is interesting to note that, to
Ene ancient mind, Ythis event appear=d to be a result of zome
divine forzse wreaking destruction and ruln upon mankind. In fack,
agagrding to Pzusanias, it was common beliel that Poseidon, bthe
god of earthquakes and the sea, had become very angry at the
inhabitants of Helice. Apparantly, some suppliants had fled into
Lhe famous Lemple of Poseidon in that olty to take refuge, bub
ware dragged avay from the holy place by the peaple of the ares;
ﬁnlfUﬂish such an offence, the god inflicted the sarthquake upon
Halice.

Taday, of course, earth 2cientists offer a guite different expla-
nation for the sarthqoake activity of this region, one that has to
do with the movemants of the esarth's tectonic plates in bhe Medi-
terranean bazin. But in & world in which the gsods were often
thought to behave in ratbsr vielent ways, it is no wonder that the
vietims of the 373 3.0, dissster looked to Poseldon's wrath for an
explanation of their suffering. After all, even the heroic Ddys-
genz felt the zting of that god's lasting anger as he struggled
for many years to rebturn home Lo Ithacs after the Trojan War.

One can only hope thalk growing scientific understanding of how the
earth works will someday lead bto =0 ability Eo contrel or pravent
such Lerrible catazbrophes.
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