parthenon ap art history

parthenon ap art history is a critical topic that explores one of the most iconic monuments of
ancient Greece and its significance in the development of Western art and architecture. This article
delves into the Parthenon’s historical context, architectural innovations, sculptural programs, and its
lasting impact on art history. Understanding the Parthenon through the lens of AP Art History enriches
the appreciation of Classical Greek aesthetics, religious practices, and political symbolism. The
Parthenon not only exemplifies the height of Classical art but also serves as a key example of how art
and architecture were used to convey cultural values and identity. This comprehensive overview
includes detailed analysis of the temple’s design, the artistic contributions of Phidias, and the
representation of mythological and civic themes. The following sections will guide a thorough
exploration of the Parthenon’s art historical significance.

e Historical Context and Purpose

e Architectural Features of the Parthenon

e Sculptural Programs and Artistic Contributions
e Symbolism and Cultural Significance

e Legacy and Influence in Art History

Historical Context and Purpose

The Parthenon was constructed during the height of the Athenian Empire in the 5th century BCE,
specifically between 447 and 432 BCE, under the leadership of Pericles. It was built on the Acropolis of
Athens as a temple dedicated to Athena Parthenos, the city’s patron goddess. This period, often
referred to as the Classical era, was marked by political stability, economic prosperity, and cultural
flourishing in Athens. The Parthenon symbolized Athenian power, religious devotion, and civic pride,
serving both as a religious shrine and a treasury. Its construction followed the Persian Wars,
representing Athens’ resilience and dominance.

Political and Religious Significance

The Parthenon functioned as a religious center where Athenians worshipped Athena, embodying the
city’s identity and divine protection. Additionally, it served as a symbol of Athenian democracy and
imperial ambition. The temple housed a monumental statue of Athena, crafted by the renowned
sculptor Phidias, which emphasized the goddess’s role as a warrior and protector. The Parthenon’s
grandeur reflected Athens’ leadership within the Delian League and its cultural supremacy in the
ancient world.



Construction and Patronage

The construction of the Parthenon was funded largely by the Delian League’s treasury, highlighting
the political leverage that Athens exerted over its allies. The architects Iktinos and Kallikrates
designed the structure with meticulous attention to proportion and harmony, while Phidias oversaw
the sculptural decoration. The project demonstrated the collaboration between architecture and
sculpture to create a unified artistic masterpiece that projected Athenian ideals.

Architectural Features of the Parthenon

The Parthenon is a masterpiece of Doric architecture with subtle lonic elements, exemplifying
Classical Greek architectural principles. Its design incorporates precise mathematical ratios and
optical refinements that enhance its aesthetic appeal. The temple is a peripteral structure,
surrounded by a colonnade of 46 outer Doric columns, and features an inner chamber or cella that
housed the statue of Athena.

Design and Dimensions

The Parthenon measures approximately 228 feet long and 101 feet wide, with a height of about 45
feet at the columns. The architects employed entasis, a slight curvature of the columns, to counteract
optical illusions and create a sense of perfection. The stylobate, or the platform on which the columns
stand, is subtly curved to enhance visual harmony. These design choices reflect the Greeks’ advanced
understanding of geometry and aesthetics.

Use of Doric and lonic Orders

While predominantly Doric, the Parthenon incorporates lonic elements, such as the continuous frieze
that runs around the inner cella walls. This blending of orders was innovative and demonstrated a
sophisticated architectural vocabulary. The Doric order’s sturdy and plain columns contrast with the
more decorative lonic frieze, balancing strength and elegance in the temple’s design.

Architectural Refinements

The Parthenon features several optical corrections that enhance its visual impact:

e Columns lean slightly inward to create a sense of unity.
* The stylobate curves upward gently to prevent the appearance of sagging.
e Corner columns are thicker to counteract the visual thinning effect.

e Spacing between columns varies subtly to maintain proportional balance.

These refinements reveal the Greeks’ mastery of architectural illusion and their pursuit of ideal
beauty.



Sculptural Programs and Artistic Contributions

The Parthenon’s sculptural decoration is among the most celebrated in art history, primarily
attributed to the sculptor Phidias and his workshop. These sculptures include the metopes, the frieze,
and the pediments, each conveying complex narratives and symbolism related to Athenian identity,
mythology, and religious worship.

Metopes

The Parthenon features 92 metopes, square panels situated above the Doric columns, each carved
with high-relief scenes. These metopes depict various mythological battles symbolizing the struggle
between order and chaos:

e Battle of the Lapiths and Centaurs
e Gigantomachy (battle between gods and giants)
e Amazonomachy (battle between Greeks and Amazons)

e Trojan War scenes

These narratives exemplify Athenian ideals of heroism, civilization, and divine favor.

Frieze

The lonic frieze runs along the upper part of the cella walls, depicting the Panathenaic Procession, a
religious festival honoring Athena. The continuous low-relief scene shows citizens, deities, and
animals participating in the ceremonial procession, highlighting civic unity and religious devotion. This
frieze is a remarkable example of classical narrative art that blends realism with idealized figures.

Pediments

The east and west pediments of the Parthenon feature dramatic sculptural groups illustrating key
mythological events. The east pediment depicts the birth of Athena from the head of Zeus,
symbolizing wisdom and divine power. The west pediment portrays the contest between Athena and
Poseidon for the patronage of Athens, emphasizing themes of competition and civic identity. These
compositions utilize dynamic poses and intricate drapery to convey movement and emotion.

Symbolism and Cultural Significance

The Parthenon embodies the spiritual, political, and cultural values of Classical Athens. Its design and
decoration communicate messages about divine protection, civic pride, and the triumph of order over
chaos. The temple functioned as a symbol of Athenian democracy and imperial ambition, integrating
religious worship with political propaganda.



Religious Symbolism

The dedication to Athena Parthenos reinforced the city’s divine favor and protection. The statue of
Athena inside the temple, made of gold and ivory, represented the goddess as a warrior and
protector, linking religion with the city’s military and political strength. The sculptural narratives
further reinforced religious beliefs by illustrating divine intervention and mythological order.

Civic Identity and Democracy

The Parthenon celebrated the achievements of Athens as a democratic polis. The Panathenaic
Procession frieze, depicting citizens participating in the festival, emphasized the collective identity
and participation of Athenians in civic life. The temple’s grandeur symbolized the city’s prosperity and
cultural supremacy, promoting a unified Athenian identity.

Political Propaganda

Commissioned during Pericles’ leadership, the Parthenon was also a statement of Athenian imperial
power. Funded by the Delian League’s treasury, the temple asserted Athens’ dominance over its allies
and rivals. Its artistic programs glorified Athenian victories and ideals, reinforcing the city’s leadership
role in the Greek world.

Legacy and Influence in Art History

The Parthenon’s architectural and artistic innovations have had a profound and lasting impact on
Western art and architecture. It is widely studied in AP Art History as a quintessential example of
Classical Greek art, influencing countless generations of artists and architects. Its principles of
proportion, harmony, and narrative sculpture continue to inform artistic practice and theory.

Influence on Architecture

The Parthenon set standards for temple design and classical architecture that were emulated in
Roman, Renaissance, and Neoclassical structures. Its use of the Doric order, optical refinements, and
integration of sculpture into architecture established a model for monumental building design. Many
modern public buildings, including museums and government institutions, draw inspiration from the
Parthenon’s form and symbolism.

Impact on Sculpture

The sculptural programs of the Parthenon influenced the development of narrative relief and
figurative art. The realistic yet idealized representation of the human form, dynamic compositions,
and thematic complexity became hallmarks of classical sculpture. The works of Phidias set a
benchmark for artistic excellence and inspired later sculptors in the Western tradition.



Preservation and Modern Study

Despite damage over centuries due to war, pollution, and restoration attempts, the Parthenon
remains a vital subject of archaeological and art historical study. Modern scholarship continues to
uncover insights into its construction techniques, artistic methods, and cultural context. The
Parthenon serves as a powerful symbol of classical heritage and the enduring legacy of ancient Greek
civilization.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Parthenon and why is it significant in AP Art
History?
The Parthenon is a temple on the Acropolis of Athens dedicated to the goddess Athena. It is

significant in AP Art History as a masterpiece of Classical Greek architecture and sculpture,
exemplifying the ideals of harmony, proportion, and the use of the Doric order.

Who designed the Parthenon and during what period was it
constructed?

The Parthenon was designed by the architects Iktinos and Kallikrates under the supervision of the
sculptor Phidias. It was constructed during the High Classical period of Ancient Greece, between 447
and 432 BCE.

What architectural order is the Parthenon primarily
associated with?

The Parthenon is primarily associated with the Doric order, characterized by simple, sturdy columns
without bases, fluted shafts, and plain capitals, although it also incorporates some lonic elements.

What sculptures are associated with the Parthenon and what
themes do they depict?

The Parthenon features extensive sculptural decoration, including the metopes depicting battles
between Greeks and Amazons, Lapiths and Centaurs, and gods and giants, the frieze showing the
Panathenaic procession, and the large cult statue of Athena Parthenos by Phidias, symbolizing divine
protection and civic pride.

How does the Parthenon reflect the values of Classical
Athens?

The Parthenon reflects Classical Athens' values of democracy, civic pride, religious devotion, and
artistic achievement. Its harmonious proportions and refined sculptural programs celebrate
humanism, order, and the glory of the city-state.



What optical refinements were used in the Parthenon's design
to enhance its appearance?

The Parthenon employs optical refinements such as entasis (a slight swelling of columns), a subtle
curvature of the stylobate (platform), and inward-leaning columns to correct visual distortions and
create a sense of perfection and harmony when viewed from a distance.

Additional Resources

1. The Parthenon and Its Sculpture

This book offers an in-depth exploration of the Parthenon's architectural design and its stunning
sculptural decoration. It examines the historical context of the Acropolis and the artistic achievements
of Phidias and his workshop. The detailed illustrations and photographs help readers appreciate the
craftsmanship and symbolism embedded in the Parthenon’s friezes and pediments.

2. Art and Architecture of Ancient Greece

Covering a broad spectrum of Greek art, this book dedicates a significant section to the Parthenon as
a pinnacle of Classical architecture. It discusses the cultural and religious significance of the temple
and its role in Athenian identity. The text also analyzes the stylistic features of the Parthenon
sculptures and their influence on later art.

3. The Parthenon: From Antiquity to the Present

This comprehensive volume traces the history of the Parthenon from its construction in the 5th
century BCE through its transformations over time. It investigates the political, religious, and artistic
importance of the monument. The book also addresses restoration efforts and contemporary debates
regarding the Parthenon's preservation.

4. Phidias and the Parthenon Sculptures

Focusing on the legendary sculptor Phidias, this book explores his creative process and leadership in
crafting the Parthenon's sculptural program. It provides detailed analysis of the iconic statues and
reliefs, highlighting their artistic innovations. Readers gain insight into the religious symbolism and
aesthetic principles underlying the sculptures.

5. The Acropolis: The History and Archaeology of Ancient Athens

This volume situates the Parthenon within the broader context of the Acropolis complex, detailing its
architectural relationship with surrounding structures. It combines archaeological findings with
historical narratives to present a holistic view of the site. The book also explores the political and
religious functions of the Parthenon in ancient Athens.

6. Classical Greece: Art and Society

Offering a broader perspective on the art of Classical Greece, this book examines how the Parthenon
exemplifies the era's ideals of harmony and proportion. It discusses the socio-political environment
that fostered such monumental art. The analysis includes the Parthenon’s significance in the
development of Western art traditions.

7. The Parthenon Marbles: The Story of the Elgin Collection

This book delves into the history of the Parthenon Marbles, exploring their removal by Lord Elgin and
the ensuing controversies. It discusses the artistic qualities of the sculptures and their impact on
European art collections. The narrative also addresses ongoing debates about cultural heritage and



repatriation.

8. Greek Architecture and Its Sculpture

Providing a comprehensive overview of Greek architectural styles, this book highlights the Parthenon
as a masterpiece of Doric design. It examines the integration of sculpture within architectural spaces
and the technical innovations achieved. The text is enriched with sketches and plans that detail the
construction techniques used.

9. The Parthenon Frieze: Meaning and Interpretation

This specialized study focuses on the intricate frieze that adorns the Parthenon's inner colonnade. It
explores various interpretations of the depicted procession and its religious significance. The book
offers comparative analyses with other Greek reliefs to deepen understanding of Classical artistic
narratives.
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