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The Athenians wanted their city to be the most beautiful in all of Greece. To help reach this 
goal, they built magnificent temples, theaters, and other public buildings throughout the city. To 
enhance the appearance of these buildings, they added fine works of art, both painted and 
sculpted. 

The grandest of all Athenian buildings were built on the acropolis at the city’s center. Marble 
temples and bronze statues on the acropolis were visible from all over the city, gleaming in the 
sunlight. No other building on the acropolis, however, was as magnificent as the Parthenon, the 
massive temple to Athena that stood at the center of the acropolis. Begun by Pericles in 447 BC, 
the Parthenon took some 14 years to build. When finished, the marble temple was more than 
200 feet long and 100 feet wide. 

However, the Parthenon was impressive for its proportion, not for its sheer size. Its designers 
were careful not to make it either too tall, which would have made it look flimsy, or too wide, 
which could have made it appear squat. 

Like most Greek temples, the Parthenon had doors but no windows. The structure was 
surrounded by tall, graceful columns, above which were slabs of marble carved with scenes 
from myths. Though the ruins of the Parthenon appear white today, parts originally were 
painted in vivid colors. A huge gold and ivory statue of Athena stood inside the temple. 

Source: “Golden Age of Athens,” Susan Ramirez, et al., World History: Human Legacy, Holt 
(adapted) 
 
 
The Parthenon in Athens has a long and complex history. Built nearly 2,500 years ago as a 
temple dedicated to the Greek goddess Athena, it was for a thousand years the church of the 
Virgin Mary of the Athenians, then a mosque, and finally an archaeological ruin. The building 
was altered and the sculptures much damaged over the course of the centuries. The first major 
loss occurred around AD 500 when the Parthenon was converted into a church. When the city 
was under siege by the Venetians in 1687, the Parthenon itself was used as a gunpowder store. 
A huge explosion blew the roof off and destroyed a large portion of the remaining sculptures. 
The building has been a ruin ever since. Archaeologists worldwide are agreed that the surviving 
sculptures could never be re-attached to the structure. 
 
Source: “The Parthenon Sculptures,” BritishMuseum.org 


