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Iktinos and Kallikrates. Parthenon (Athens), 447-438 BCE 
 

 



IMPORTANT DATES and 
EVENTS 

 

Battle of Marathon 

(490 BCE) 

 
Sack of Athens by the Persians 

(480 BCE) 

 

Delian League formed (477 

BCE) 
 

Peloponnesian War begins 

between Athens and Sparta 

(431 BCE) 

 



Greek temples served 

as shrines for the gods 

and depositories for 

civic and religious 

treasures.  Both 

theaters and temples 

functioned as public 

meeting places.   

 

Much like the 

Mesopotamian 

ziggurat, the Greek 

temple was a 

communal symbol of 

reverence for the gods, 

but, whereas the 

ziggurat enforced the 

separation of 

priesthood and 

populace, the Greek 

temple united religious 

and secular domains. 



The Parthenon itself replaced an 
older temple of Athena that was 

destroyed in the Persian invasion 

of 480 BCE.   

 

Like most Greek temples, the 

Parthenon was used as a 

treasury.  For a time, it served as 

the treasury for the Delian 
League. 



No previous Greek temple expresses Classical balance, 

proportion, and unity to the same extent as the Parthenon.  

Its exceptional esthetic impact is enhanced by its so-called 

refinements, which are slight architectural adjustments to 

improve the visual impression of the building.   

 

For example, lines that look like horizontals actually curve 

upward toward the middle, thereby correcting the tendency 

of the human eye to perceive a long horizontal as curving 

downward in the middle.   

 

Other refinements involve the columns, all of which tilt 

slightly inwards; those toward the corners of the building 

are placed closer together, creating a sense of stability and 

the illusion of a frame at each end.  

 

The columns also have a subtle swelling, or entasis, and tilt  

inward slightly from bottom to top, and the space between 

columns is less at the corners than elsewhere.  In addition, 

the corner columns were slightly thicker than the rest; 

otherwise they would look thinner against the open sky. 

Even the flutings on each column were tapered as they rose.  

In fact, there are few straight lines in the whole temple.  



Architectural Orders 
Doric/ Ionic/ Corinthian 



raking cornice/ pediment/ cornice 

frieze/ metopes/ trigylphs/ architrave 

capitals/ flutes/ stylobate/ stereobate 



A 

B C 

D 

E 

Typical Features of a Greek Temple: 
 

A= Naos 

B= Pronaos 

C= Cella 

D= Adyton (Rare) 
E= Opisthodomos (Sometimes Omitted) 



The row of freestanding columns surrounding the 
Parthenon is called a peristyle.  





“Even in antiquity, its architectural refinements were legendary, 
especially the subtle correspondence between the curvature of the 

stylobate, the taper of the naos (or cella) walls and the entasis of the 

columns.”  

 

John Julius Norwich, English historian 



Phidias. Athena Parthenos, model 

of the lost statue  created for the 

cella of the Parthenon (Athens) c. 

438 BCE 

 

 

Athena Parthenos was the title of 

a massive chryselephantine 

sculpture of the Greek goddess 

Athena made by Phidias. 

 

According to Pausanias, the 

ancient historian, the apotropaic 

head of Medusa is located on her 

breastplate and she holds a statue 

of Victory (or Nike).  Near her 

spear is a serpent named 

Erichthonius, the symbol of an 

ancient Athenian king. 



The decoration of the shield, 

pedestal, and other attributes of the 

statue combined a series of related 

themes signifying the triumph of 

civilization over barbarism, echoing 

Athenian civic pride at having 

repulsed the threat of Persian 

domination and reasserting Greek 

national identity. In her 

significance both as a symbol of will 

to power and an emblem of civic 

identity, the gold-plated Parthenos 

embodies that peculiarly Periclean 

alloy of the political, the social, and 

the religious.  

 

Cult statues in a temple symbolize 

the presence of the deity at 

sacrifices in her honor. But 

sacrifices took place at an altar 

outside the temple and the 

Parthenon had no new altar of its 

own.  



The colossal statue of Athena by 

Phidias was not related to any cult 

and never inspired any recorded 

religious fervor. It did not seem to 

have any priestess, altar nor cult 

name. According to Thucydides, 

Pericles once referred to the statue as 

a gold reserve, stressing that it 

"contained forty talents of pure gold 

and it was all removable". 

 

The Parthenon never hosted the cult of 

Athena Polias, patron of Athens: the 

cult image, which was bathed in the 

sea and to which was presented the 

peplos (a woven garment), was an 

olivewood xoanon (cult statue made of 

wood), located at an older altar on the 

northern side of the Acropolis. 



Leo von Klenze. Reconstruction of the Acropolis  

and Areus Pagus in Athens, 1846 (View of Athena Promachus) 

 

 



Visitors to the Acropolis in 400 B.C.E. would 

have climbed a steep ramp on the west side of 

the hill to the sanctuary entrance, perhaps 

pausing to admire the small, marble temple 

dedicated to Athena Nike (Athena as the 

goddess of victory in war), poised on a 

projection of rock above the ramp.  Turning 

left, they would have passed through the center 

of an impressive porticoed gatehouse called the 

Propylaia. (The Greeks called the gate to a 

religious precinct a propylon, meaning “outer 

gateway”; for gateways and vestibules opening 

to large enclosed spaces, they used the plural, 

propylaia.)  

 

Upon emerging from the gatehouse, they would 

have confronted a huge bronze figure of Athena 

Promachos (the Defender).  This statue, 

designed and executed by Pheidias between 

about 465 and 455 BCE, showed the goddess in 

a helmet and bearing a spear.  So tall was it 

that sailors entering Athens’s port of Piraeus, 

about 10 miles away, could see the sun 

reflected off the helmet and spear tip.  





Above: east pediment depicting the birth of Athena 

Below: west pediment depicting the  contest of Poseidon and Athena 

 

The west pediment sculpture, facing the entrance to the Acropolis, illustrated the 

contest that Athena won over the sea god Poseidon for rule over the Athenians.  The 

east pediment figures, above the entrance to the cella, illustrated the birth of Athena, 

fully grown and clad in armor, from the brow of her father, Zeus.  



At the left side of the east pediment, Helios’ horses mark the rising of the 
sun, because Athena was born in the east at dawn.  The horse of the moon 

descends at the right corner.  The location of the scene on this pediment 

also corresponds to the sunrise in the East. Thus, in this arrangement, the 

artist has formally integrated sculpture and architecture with iconography.  



Three Goddesses from the east pediment of the Parthenon, c. 438-432 BCE 

 

Most art historians now think that these three figures are goddesses, perhaps 

Hestia (a sister of Zeus and the goddess of the hearth), Aphrodite, and her mother, 

Dione (one of Zeus’s many consorts).  These monumental interlocked figures seem to 

be awakening from a deep sleep, slowing rousing from languor to mental alertness.  

The sculptor, whether Pheidias or someone working the Pheidian style, expertly 

rendered the female form beneath the fall of draperies.  The clinging fabric both 

covers and reveals, creating circular patterns rippling with a life of their own over 

torsos, breasts, and knees and uniting the three figures into a single mass.  



The ninety-two metopes were carved in high relief, a practice employed until then 

only in treasuries (buildings used to keep votive gifts to the gods). According to the 

building records, the metope sculptures date to the years 446–440 B.C.E. Their 

design is attributed to the sculptor Kalamis. The metopes of the east side of the 

Parthenon, above the main entrance, depict the Gigantomachy (mythical battles 

between the Olympian gods and the Giants). The metopes of the west end show 

Amazonomachy (mythical battle of the Athenians against the Amazons). The 

metopes of the south side show the Thessalian Centauromachy (battle of the Lapiths 

aided by Theseus against the half-man, half-horse Centaurs). 



19th century French color 
drawing of the Parthenon 



Metopes depicting struggle between a lapith and a centaur 

 

The Parthenon metopes illustrate four mythological battles.  The best preserved were 

originally on the south frieze and represent the battle between Lapiths and Centaurs. 

The violent energy of the battle contrasts dramatically with the relaxing gods on the 

east pediment.  



The other three metope battles depicted Greeks against Amazons on the west, the 

Trojan War on the north, and the Olympians overthrowing Titans on the east.  Each set 

of metopes expressed an aspect of the Greek sense of superiority.  The Lapiths and 

Centaurs symbolized the universal human conflict between animal instinct or lust- 

exemplified by the drunken Centaurs- and rational self-control- embodied by the 

Lapiths.  The Greek victory over the Amazons symbolized the triumph of Greek 

warriors over the monstrous female warriors from the east.  

 

 In the Trojan War, West again triumphed over East, and in the clash between Titans 

and Olympians, the more human Greek gods wrested control of the universe from their 

primitive, cannibalistic predecessors.  As at Olympia, the sculptural program of the 

Parthenon represented mythological battles as a way of alluding to recent, and 

historical, victories.  The political subtext of the battles on the Parthenon metopes is 

thus the Athenian triumph over the Persians.  



Phidias. Inner Ionic frieze of the Parthenon, 447-438 BCE 



The most characteristic feature in the architecture and decoration of the 
temple is the Ionic frieze running around the exterior walls of the cella, 

which is the inside structure of the Parthenon. The bas-relief frieze was 

carved in situ; it is dated in 442 BC-438 BC. 

 

One interpretation is that it depicts an idealized version of the 

Panathenaic procession from the Dipylon Gate in the Kerameikos to the 

Acropolis.  



The Panathenaic procession was held every four years, and the entire city 

participated in presenting a sacred peplos (dress woven by selected noble 

Athenian girls called ergastines) to Athena. The continuous nature of the 

Ionic frieze, uninterrupted by triglyphs, is consistent with its content. Thus 

the shape of the frieze corresponds with the form of a procession.  In order to 

maintain the horizontal plane of the figures, Phidias adopted a sculptural 
convention of isocephaly. When a work is isocephalic, all the heads are set at 

approximately the same level. Debate continues as to whether this might be 

a representation of a specific Panathenaia or whether it stands as an ideal 

representation of all such processions. 



The underlying message of the frieze as a whole is that the Athenians are a healthy, 

vigorous people, enjoying individual rights but united in a democratic civic body 

looked upon with favor by the gods.  The people were inseparable from and symbolic 

of the city itself.  



The so-called “peplos scene” of the Parthenon Frieze 



Procession of epheboi in the inner Ionic frieze 



Depiction of Greek gods as spectators 





Despite its patriotic intent, the frieze probably drew wrath from Athenians who felt 

that it was disrespectful of the gods to decorate a religious building with scenes of 

contemporary human activity rather than mythological figures. Pheidias was 

supposedly accused of even depicting himself and Perikles among the figures in the 

procession, but no one in modern times has been able to identify what might be their 

portraits.  



Erechtheion (Athenian acropolis), c. 421-405 BCE 



The Erechtheum is on the northern side of the Acropolis, opposite the Parthenon.  It 

replaced an old temple to Athena that housed a wooden, Archaic statue of the goddess.  

The temple was destroyed by the Persians, but the Athenians decided to display the ruins 

to remind citizens of the sacrilegious act of sacking the Acropolis.  A more complex Ionic 

building than the Nike temple, the Erechtheum is built on an uneven site.  The eastern 

room was dedicated to Athena Polias, or Athena in her aspect as patron of the city.   



The small southern porch is distinctive for its six caryatids (statues in the form of the 

female figure), a convention already in place in the Siphnian Treasury.  But these now 

stand in a relaxed ideal form characteristic of the Classical style.  



The temple as seen today was 
built between 421 and 406 BC. Its 

architect may have been 

Mnesicles, and it derived its name 

from a shrine dedicated to the 

legendary Greek hero 
Erichthonius. The sculptor and 

mason of the structure was 

Phidias, who was employed by 

Pericles to build both the 

Erechtheum and the Parthenon. 
Some have suggested that it may 

have been built in honor of the 

legendary king Erechtheus, who is 

said to have been buried nearby. 

One of the structure’s shrines is 
believed to have housed a sacred 

spring dedicated to Erechtheus 

during whose reign the goddess 

Demeter was said to have 

instructed the Athenians in the 
agricultural arts. 



The mythical contest between the 
sea god Poseidon and Athena for 

patronage over Athens was said to 

have occurred within the 

Erechtheion precinct.  During this 

contest, Poseidon struck a rock with 
his trident (three-pronged harpoon), 

bringing forth a spout of water.  

This sacred rock, believed to bear 

the marks of the trident, was 

enclosed in the Erechtheion’s north 
porch. The structure also contained 

a memorial to the legendary founder 

of Athens, Kekrops, half man and 

half serpent, who acted as the judge 

in the contest between Athena and 
Poseidon.  And it housed a new 

shrine for the wooden cult statue of 

Athena that was the center of the 

Panathenaic festival.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

Above: Caryatids from the 

Erechtheion 

Left: Ionic column (with volutes) 



 

Above: Temple of Athena Nike 

(Athenian acropolis),  

c. 427-424 BCE 

Left: Nike from the Temple of 

Athena Nike 

 



This temple is located on a 

promontory.  A notable feature of 

the temple is its parapet, the 

famed "Nike Parapet", named for 

its frieze of Nikai celebrating 

victory and sacrificing to their 

patroness, Athena. 

 

The temple is an expression of 

Athens' ambition to be the leading 

Greek city state in the 

Peloponnese.  Its south frieze 

showed the decisive victory over 

the Persians at the Battle of 

Plataea. 



A cult statue of Athena Nike stood 

inside the small 5 m x 5 m naos (or 

cella). The account by ancient writer 

Pausanias describes the big statue as 

made of wood, holding a helmet in 

her left hand, and a pomegranate 

(symbol of fertility) in the right. Nike 

was originally the "winged victory" 

goddess.  

 

The Athena Nike statue's absence of 

wings led Athenians in later 

centuries to call it Nike Apteros 

(wingless victory), and the story 

arose that the statue was deprived of 

wings so that it could never leave the 

city. 



The best surviving sculpture from the Nike 

temple is the relief of Nike Adjusting her 

Sandal, originally located on a balustrade of 

the parapet.  This figure combines a 

graceful, curved torso with diagonal planes 

in her legs.   

 

The sheer, almost transparent drapery 

(called “wet drapery,”-because it appears to 

cling to the body) falls in a pattern of 

elegant, repeated folds.   

 

Behind Nike are what remains of her open 

wings.  Their smooth surfaces contrast with 

the folds of the drapery, and, at the same 

time, echo and frame the torso’s curve. 
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Lord Elgin paid the enormous sum of 

£39,000 to acquire the marbles, and 

was careful to obtain documents from 

the Turkish Government approving 

their removal from Greece, which had 

then been part of the Ottoman Empire 

for 350 years. Since Parliament legally 

purchased the marbles from Lord Elgin 

in 1816, the British Museum’s title to 

them is unassailable. By the time Lord 

Elgin became ambassador to Istanbul 

in 1798, the Parthenon was a ruin. 

Turkish soldiers used the marbles for 

target practice, and the locals burned 

statues to make lime for the mortar to 

build their houses. His purchase of the 

marbles was motivated by the real risk 

to their survival. 

 

Should the Marbles be returned to 

Greece? Look at the websites listed at 

the left to review the pros and cons of 

this controversial issue. Justify your 

opinion on the subject. 

The Elgin Marbles will never 
return to Athens - The Telegraph 

 

Should the Elgin Marbles be 

returned to Greece – Debatewise 

 
Losing Our Marbles - The 

Huffington Post 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/journalists/richard-dorment/5699534/The-Elgin-Marbles-will-never-return-to-Athens-the-British-Museum-is-their-rightful-home.html
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Discuss ways in which the Parthenon and the surrounding Acropolis, all 
forming as a sacred site (or temenos) conveyed a sense of cultural identity 

for the 5th century B.C.E. Athenians. 



What does the striking 
contrast between the 

Greek Parthenon and 

Egyptian temples 

reveal about the two 

different cultures? 


