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Golden Age of Athens 
 

Athenian Art: Sculpture 
The art and sculpture of Ancient Egypt were a major influence 
on early Archaic Greek works. However, by the Classical 
Period in the fifth century BCE, the Greeks had developed an 
important and radical artistic skill of their own. 
Sculpture A is an example of Egyptian Sculpture 
Sculpture B is an example of early Archaic Greek sculpture 
Sculpture C is an example of the later Classical period of 
Greek sculpture 
 
Impressive as they were on their own, buildings like the 
Parthenon would not have been quite so magnificent without 
the statues and carvings created to decorate them. Greek 
sculptors were among the finest the world has ever known. 
The Greeks were particularly adept at sculpting the human 
form. Sculptors carefully studied what people looked like, not 
only while they were still but also while they were moving. The 
sculptors then tried to re-create what they had observed, 
paying particular attention to how the subject’s muscles looked. 
In most cases, the result was a statue that looks as if it could 
come to life. For example, look at the statue of the discus 
thrower pictured on the previous page. The athlete depicted in 
the statue looks as though he is in the process of launching his discus into the air. 

While the Greeks wanted statues to look lifelike and active, they did 
not necessarily want them to look realistic. Greek sculptors were not 

interested in depicting people as they really looked. 
Instead, they chose to portray their 
subjects as physically perfect, without 

any blemishes or imperfections. As a result, Greek 
statues almost all depict figures of great beauty and grace. 

Though we know a great deal about ancient Greek sculpture, very 
few original works remain. Much of what we do know about Greek 
sculpture is based on copies of Greek statues made by the 
Romans a few hundred years later. Roman artists made many 
copies of what they considered to be the greatest Greek statues, 
including the discus thrower shown in this chapter. Many of 
these copies survived even after the original statues were 
destroyed. 
 
[Source: “Golden Age of Athens,” Susan Ramirez, et al., World 
History: Human Legacy, Holt (adapted)] 
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Athenian Art: Pottery 
Although today it is thought of as a primary symbol of Greek art, pottery design is 
considered a secondhand art form for the Ancient Greeks. The Greeks used pottery 
vessels primarily to store, transport, and drink such liquids as wine and water. Smaller pots 
were used as containers for perfumes and ointments. However, because fired clay pottery 
is highly durable—and few or no Greek works in wood, textile, or wall painting have 
survived—the painted decoration of Greek pottery comprises a large part of the 
archaeological record of Ancient Greece, and since there is so much of it, it has 
heavily influenced our understanding of Greek society. 

Pottery A is an example of Geometric Style 
Pottery B is an example of Orientalizing Style 

Pottery C is an example of Black-Figure Pottery Style 
Pottery D is an example of Red-Figure Pottery Style 
 

Greek pottery developed from a Mycenaean tradition. The 
earliest stylistic period is the Geometric, lasting from about 

1000 to 700 BCE. In this period the surface of the pot was 
completely covered with a network of fine patterns of 
mostly circle and arc, but also meander (key 
pattern), checker, triangle, herringbone, and 
swastika. Human figures, when drawn, were 
portrayed from the side. The pots made at this 
time were the earliest in Greek art to show 
narrative scenes from popular myths, 
particularly those about Heracles. 

Expanding Greek trade during the late 8th and 
early 7th centuries BCE led to a growing Eastern 

influence on Greek pottery painters. In this 
“Orientalizing” phase, Asian motifs found their way onto Greek pots. New 
subjects appear, especially such monsters as the sphinx, siren, griffin, 
gorgon, and chimaera, as well as such exotic animals as the lion. Painters 

from the Greek polis of Corinth created figures 
painted in black glaze with thin lines cut away 
to show detail. 
Athenian painters adopted this black-figure 
pottery style around 630 BCE but emphasized 
human figures rather than Oriental animal motifs. 
From 600 BCE on, Athens increasingly became 
the dominant centre for Greek pottery, eventually 
exporting its ware throughout the Mediterranean 
world. The method by which this distinctive color was achieved, involving a 
complicated three-stage process of firing, has been successfully analyzed and 
reproduced in the 20th century. 
Red-figure pottery, invented at Athens about 530 BCE, is just the reverse of 
the black-figure style in that the reddish figures appear light against the black 
background of the pot surface. Because the details of the figures such as eyes 
and interior lines were painted on in black with a brush, this style allowed more 
subtle details than did the cutting tool used in black-figure pottery. The red-
figure technique allowed a more naturalistic and attractive depiction of human 
figures. These advances in Greek pottery design give some idea of 
achievement in large-scale painting at the time. Greek artists sought to endow 
their figures with mood and character, as well as the capacity for action. 
[Source: “Greek Pottery,” Encyclopedia Britannica (adapted)] 
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Athenian Theater 
 
The Greeks invented drama as an art 
form and built the first theaters in the 
West. Theatrical productions in Athens 
were both an expression of civic pride and 
a tribute to the gods. As part of their civic 
duty, wealthy citizens bore the cost of 
producing the plays. Actors used colorful 
costumes, masks, and sets to dramatize 
stories. The plays were about leadership, 
justice, and the duties owed to the gods. 
They often included a chorus that danced, 
sang, and recited poetry. 
Tragedy and Comedy The Greeks wrote 
two kinds of drama—tragedy and comedy. 
A tragedy was a serious drama about 
common themes such as love, hate, war, or betrayal. These dramas featured a main character, or tragic hero. 
The hero usually was an important person and often gifted with extraordinary abilities. A tragic flaw usually 
caused the hero’s downfall. Often this flaw was hubris, or excessive pride. 
In ancient times, Greece had three notable dramatists who wrote tragedies. Aeschylus (EHS•kuh•luhs) wrote 
more than 80 plays. His most famous work is the trilogy—a three- play series—Oresteia (ohr•res•TEE•uh). It is 
based on the family of Agamemnon, the Mycenaean king who commanded the Greeks at Troy. The plays 
examine the idea of justice. Sophocles (SAHF•uh•kleez) wrote more than 100 plays, including the tragedies 
Oedipus the King and Antigone. Euripides (yoo•RIP•uh•DEEZ), author of the play Medea, often featured strong 
women in his works. 
In contrast to Greek tragedies, a comedy contained scenes filled with slapstick situations and crude humor. 
Playwrights often made fun of politics and respected people and ideas of the time. Aristophanes 
(AR•ih•STAHF•uh•neez) wrote the first great comedies for the stage, including The Birds and Lysistrata. 
Lysistrata portrayed the women of Athens forcing their husbands to end the Peloponnesian War. The fact that 
Athenians could listen to criticism of themselves showed the freedom and openness of public discussion that 
existed in democratic Athens. 
 
[Source: “Golden Age of Athens,” Susan Ramirez, et al., World History: Human Legacy, Holt (adapted)] 
 

Lysistrata  

Lysistrata	(lizis-TRA-ta)	is	an	anti-war	comedy	written	by	Aristophanes.	The	story	takes	place	
during	the	Peloponnesian	War,	during	which	Greek	city-states	were	at	war	with	each	other.	In	the	
play,	the	women	of	Athens,	along	with	women	from	other	city-states,	band	together	to	force	their	
husbands	to	end	the	war	by	depriving	their	husbands	of	sex.	 

LYSISTRATA:	Don't	you	feel	sad	and	sorry	because	the	fathers	of	your	children	are	far	away	from	you	
with	the	army?	For	I'll	wager	there	is	not	one	of	you	whose	husband	is	not	abroad	at	this	moment...	Now	
tell	me,	if	I	have	discovered	a	means	of	ending	the	war,	will	you	all	second	me?	 

MYRRHINÉ:	Yes	verily,	by	all	the	goddesses,	I	swear	I	will!	

CLEONICÉ:	And	so	will	I!	 

LYSISTRATA:	Then	I	will	out	with	it	at	last,	my	mighty	secret!	Oh!	sister	women,	if	we	would	compel	our	
husbands	to	make	peace,	we	must	refrain...	 



MYRRHINÉ:	Refrain	from	what?	tell	us,	tell	us!	

LYSISTRATA:	But	will	you	do	it?	

MYRRHINÉ:	We	will,	we	will,	even	if	we	would	die	of	
it.	

LYSISTRATA:	We	must	refrain	from	the	male	
altogether...	(The	women	start	walking	away	in	
response.)	 

LYSISTRATA:	Nay,	why	do	you	turn	your	backs	on	
me?	Where	are	you	going?	So,	you	bite	your	lips,	and	
shake	your	heads,	eh?	Why	these	pale,	sad	looks?	why	
these	tears?	Come,	will	you	do	it-yes	or	no?	Do	you	
hesitate?	 

MYRRHINÉ:	I	will	not	do	it,	let	the	war	go	on.		

CLEONICÉ:	Anything,	anything	but	that!	Bid	me	go	
through	the	fire,	if	you	will,-but	to	rob	us	of	the	
sweetest	thing	in	all	the	world,	Lysistrata	darling!		

LYSISTRATA:	And	you?		

MYRRHINÉ:	Yes,	I	agree	with	the	others;	I	too	would	sooner	go	through	the	fire.	 

LYSISTRATA:	Oh,	uncontrollable,	vicious	sex!	The	poets	have	done	well	to	make	tragedies	about	us;	we	
are	good	for	nothing	then	but	love	and	lewdness!	But	you,	my	dear,	you	from	hardy	Sparta,	if	you	join	me,	
all	may	yet	be	well;	help	me,	second	me,	I	conjure	you.	 

LAMPITO:	'Tis	a	hard	thing,	by	the	two	goddesses,	it	is!	For	a	woman	to	sleep	alone	without	ever	a	strong	
male	in	her	bed.	But	there,	peace	must	come	first.		
	

Athenian Architecture 
Design of the Parthenon The Athenians 
wanted their city to be the m	ost 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 the Athenian General 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 and wars. 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)  

 

Sacred Space on the Acropolis Of all the architectural wonders of the 
Ancient Greek world, none is more famous than the Acropolis at Athens. An acropolis, literally 
“high city,” was a feature of many Greek cities, originally used for defensive purposes but later 
utilized for religious functions. The structures that exist on the Acropolis today were almost 
entirely those built under the Athenian leader Pericles after the Greco-Persian Wars in the 5th 
century BCE. Prior to the conflict with Persia, the Acropolis already possessed two temples, the 
Temple of Athena Polias and the Hekatompedon. However, after the Athenian victory over the 
Persians at the Battle of Marathon, the Hekatompedon was demolished to make room for a new 
temple, the original Parthenon. According to Robin Francis Rhodes, it “was probably intended, at 
least in part, as a monument to and a monumental thank-offering for the miraculous survival of 
their tiny democracy in the face of an immense and aggressive Persian tyranny.”  
 
Yet, before it was ever completed, the Persians returned for a second attack, in the prelude to 
the Athenian victory at the Battle of Salamis, the Persians invaded the abandoned city of 
Athens and destroyed every structure on the Acropolis. It was only in the years after the 
Athenian victory over Persia that the Periclean Parthenon was built on the site where the 
original Parthenon was being built. The second temple, the Temple of Athena Polias, was not rebuilt. Instead, the site it 
formerly occupied became a holy space, and the Erechtheion, which was built alongside it, included a porch that over 
looked the grounds where the temple once stood. 
 
Source: “The Theatricality of the Periclean Acropolis,” Peter Casey, Midterm Paper for HIST 711 Urbanism in 
Antiquity with Professor Joel Allen at CUNY Queens College (adapted) 
 

The Acropolis 



Parthenon as Political 
Propaganda The Acropolis of Periclean Athens 
was built not only to honor the gods and fulfill a religious 
function but also to serve as a symbol of Athenian 
greatness… The Mycenaean Wall was part of the original 
structure… from the Mycenaean period. During the 
[renovations of Pericles], part of the older remaining 
structure, with its rougher, clearly more ancient appearance, 
was retained… so that visitors to the site could make a 
visible connection to the past and to the antiquity of Athens. 
[On] the former site of the Temple of Athena Polias, 
[porches] extended from the newly built Erechtheion to 
dramatically overlook the remains of the Temple destroyed 
by the Persians, which would have elicited feelings of 
solemnity (seriousness, mourning) as well as anger, and 
reminded the visitor of what the Athenians had 

experienced and what they had sacrificed. Finally, the 
Periclean Parthenon, among its many features worth 
mentioning, included friezes (relief sculptures along the top 
of a building) depicting battles with centaurs and giants, 
understood to represent the civilized Greeks fighting back 
against the barbaric 
Persians, along with 
other depictions of the 
valiance and bravery 
of the Athenian 
soldiers. All together, 
the Periclean 

Acropolis provided its visitors with a theatrical experience, [in] an attempt to use 
these structures for more than simply religious functions, and guide the visitors 
through the story of the greatness of Athens, past, present, and future. 
 
Source: “The Theatricality of the Periclean Acropolis,” Peter Casey, Midterm 
Paper for HIST 711 Urbanism in Antiquity with Professor Joel Allen at CUNY Queens College (adapted) 
 

Parthenon Through History 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 
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