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ANCIENT GREEK SCULPTURE
Note to Volunteers:


Designing a lesson about Greek art for elementary school students proved unexpectedly difficult.  In part, this was because of the general unavailability of reproductions of Greek art.  Secondly, Greek society had different standards from ours regarding nudity.  For instance, athletic competition, an important part of ancient Greek culture, was conducted in the nude.  Statues of gods and goddesses intended for sacred shrines often depicted them nude.  The naked human body was considered beautiful and a desirable subject for art.  In avoiding showing naked figures to our students, I have been forced to eliminate some of the most famous examples of Greek art, like the Venus de Milo or the Discus Thrower.

Strangely enough, although Washington is filled with buildings in the style of Greek architecture, no local museum contains a collection of Greek art.  Dumbarton Oaks houses a Byzantine Greek collection with one case of neo-classical Greek art.  The Walters Art Gallery in Baltimore, however, does boast a collection of Greek and Roman art among its other holdings.  I recommend a visit to this lovely, small museum.  

I.  WHY IS GREEK ART IMPORTANT?
The legacy of ancient Greece:

The contributions of the ancient Greeks to Western civilization are widely acknowledged.  Some of these contributions were borrowed from Egypt and the Near East; most were invented by the Greeks.  The alphabet we use is the Roman alphabet, but it is derived from the Greek alphabet.  Greece is the source of our theories of government--the terms democracy, anarchy, aristocracy, monarchy are all derived from Greek. Athens was the first democracy.  The tradition of philosophy began in classical Greece.  Our forms of literature, both poetry and prose, fiction and non-fiction, originated in Greece.  The words "drama," "tragedy," "comedy," "poet," "chorus," "theater," and "rhetoric" are inherited from the Greeks.  Our medical and scientific vocabulary is filled with Greek terminology.  Doctors today still take a version of the Hippocratic oath, originating with the famous Greek physician Hippocrates.  Many of the constellations are named after figures in Greek legends, like Orion the hunter.  Our public buildings are modeled after Greek temples.

How did Greek culture spread?


Alexander the Great, after conquering Greece, helped spread Greek culture around the eastern Mediterranean world in the mid 4th century B.C.  When the Romans conquered Greece in 146 B.C., they brought over Greeks to educate their young in the arts and sciences.  Roman sculptors were commissioned to make marble copies of famous Greek bronzes.  Roman poets, philosophers, public speakers, and architects all relied on Greek models. Roman armies then helped spread this borrowed Greek culture throughout the vast lands of the Roman empire.  After the fall of Rome, Greek literature was preserved in monasteries in the Byzantine Empire and in the Arab world.  Greek literature and art were rediscovered by Italian humanists in the 15th century.  The Renaissance's enthusiasm for ancient Greece helped Greek art and literature once again to become the model for aspiring artists.
II.  VISUAL AIDS ACCOMPANYING THIS PAPER

This paper on Greek sculpture is accompanied by four large posters.
· Poster #1 is the Calf-Bearer, or Moscophoros, a marble sculpture from the Acropolis in Athens, dated 575-550 B.C.  It belongs to the Archaic period.
· Poster #2 is Theseus (THEE-see-us) abducting Antiope (Ann-TYE-o-pee), part of a temple sculpture from a city near Athens. It is dated 500-490 B.C. and belongs to the late Archaic period.
· Poster #3 is a relief sculpture from the frieze of the Parthenon, showing a man on horseback.  It dates from about 450 B.C., and belongs to the Classical period.
· Poster #4 is a man's head from an Athenian grave monument. It dates to about 320 B.C., and belongs to the Hellenistic period.
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THE MAIN POINT TO MAKE ABOUT THE POSTERS:  Greek sculpture developed from being stiff and stylized to being naturalistic.  Students should be able to see the progression in style.
III.  GENERAL DISCUSSION OF GREEK SCULPTURE

Three major types of classical Greek art have survived; sculpture, vase painting, and architecture.  These have survived because of the durability of their materials--marble, bronze, and fired clay.  Most full-size Greek sculpture was made of bronze or marble. We know of temple sculptures made of gold and ivory, but no examples remain.  A few beautiful bronzes survive, mostly discovered in shipwrecks by underwater archaeologists, but most were melted down in antiquity because the bronze was valuable.

Two types of marble sculptures survive:  original sculptures by Greek artists, and Roman copies of Greek bronze originals. Like all copies, the Roman copies are rarely as fine as the originals, but they do tell us what many famous statues, now lost, must have looked like.
The Roman copyists seem to have omitted one feature peculiar to Greek sculpture;  Greek sculptors painted their works in realistic colors.  The notion of painted sculpture seems odd to us, since we imagine Greek art as pure and white.  In a few original Greek sculptures, however, we can see traces of paint, and we also have literary evidence describing the colors used.


This paper presents examples of two types of marble scupture: free-standing (posters 1, 2, and 4), and relief (poster 3).  Of the free-standing sculptures, only one, poster #1, was intended to be viewed from all sides; the other two were installed in ways that prevented their being viewed from behind. In relief sculpture, the figures project from the background but are not fully detached.  Relief sculpture, obviously, can be viewed only from the front.

Greek artists and sculptors used both daily life and mythology for their subjects.  Large sculptures were made for various purposes:  cult statues inside temples; statues adorning the outside of temples (posters #2 and #3) or other public buildings; grave markers (poster #4); free-standing dedications to gods (poster #1).  Our notion of artists simply producing a work of art for a museum was not prevalent in classical Greece.
Progression of Styles in Sculpture
Greek art was initially influenced by Near Eastern and Egyptian art.  Sculpture from Egypt and the Near East depicts human bodies in stiff, unnatural poses.  The achievement of the Greeks was to move towards a more realistic style.

The archaic period shows the beginnings of a movement away from stiff stylization.  Archaic sculptures display what art historians call "the archaic smile," and the earliest portrayals of young men and women always show them standing in the same stiff position, facing front, left foot forward.  But by the time of poster #2, Theseus abducting Antiope, sculptors are experimenting with more fluid poses.
In the classical period the idea of an ideal mathematical proportion for the human form was developed by the sculptor Polyclitus.  Artists strove to depict an ideal type of beauty. Athletes and gods and goddesses were popular subject's. Individual differences were played down.  Ugliness was not depicted, nor was old age.  Faces on classical sculptures are emotionless, calm, serene.  The achievements of Greek sculptors of this period were admired and imitated by the Romans and later by artists of the Renaissance.


Some of the most famous Greek sculptures of the classical period come from the most famous Greek building, the Parthenon on the Acropolis in Athens (see poster #3).  These sculptures are widely considered to be the pinnacle of Greek art.


The Hellenistic period is characterized by an increasing interest in emotion, in individualized portraits, and in "ugly" subjects like old age or drunkenness.  These sculptures look even more realistic than works from the classical period (see poster #4).  Many figures show the influence of portraits of Alexander the Great, who died in 323 B.C.  His youthful, soulful face and wind-blown hair were much admired by artists.

IV.  PROBLEMS IN PRESENTING GREEK ART TO STUDENTS

1. GREEK ART IS OLD!  Over 2000 years old! How can we convey to our students the concept of how old this art is?   The "olden days" of America were only 200 years ago!  I suggest drawing a timeline with dots denoting centuries.

           .     .    .    .    .    .    ]   .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .   .    .   ]   .   .   .    .   ]   

                 Ancient Greece        0





Columbus
     2000

          








  1492


2. GREEK ART IS BROKEN!  It requires imagination to visualize these old sculptures as they once looked.  Not only were they whole, but they also were painted and had inlaid or painted eyes and metal jewelry attached.  Ask students to consider how well our art would survive over 2000 years.  What would break off first? (Arms, legs, noses, heads)  It may also be interesting to students to learn that many of these works of art were buried in rubble of later civilizations, and not discovered in the modern age until archaeologists dug them up, beginning in the 19th century.

3.  GREEK ART ISN'T COLORFUL!  I have found that students respond best to colorful art.  It might be useful to discuss how sculpture differs from painting--3-D versus 2-D, with the emphasis on forms and solid shapes rather than lines and colors. Greek sculpture was painted, but most modern artists and art lovers admire Greek sculpture in its non-colored state, because there are fewer distractions.  We might be shocked by the garish appearance of these sculptures in their original paint.

Students might be interested in thinking about how a sculptor should depict the human eye.  The iris is not raised from the surface of the eye, but to sculpt a flat eyeball makes the figure look blind.  Greek sculptures had painted eyes or eyes inlaid with shell or glass.  What do modern sculptors do?
V.  DIGRESSION ON GREEK ARCHITECTURE

The scope of this paper forbids a lengthy discussion of Greek architecture.  One of the great legacies left us by the Greeks was the classical style of architecture, seen on public buildings throughout the city of Washington--the Capitol, the Supreme Court, the National Gallery, the Archives, the Lincoln and Jefferson Memorials, and many others.  Domes and arches come from Rome, not Greece, but long rows of columns, pediments with sculptures, and stone mouldings are all Greek trademarks.


Students might like to learn about the three types of column, so that they can be on the look-out for them:

Doric (plain)

Ionic (scrolls)


      Corinthian 
(acanthus leaves)
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108 Restored drawing of the east end of the Temple of Zeus at Olympia
VI.  VISUAL AIDS

Questions and Answers About the Four Posters

Q. What are these artworks made of?
A. Marble, a kind of hard stone found throughout Greece.  It can come in different colors.  Greek sculptors favored white and off-white marble, which they then painted realistically.

Q. What makes a sculpture different from a painting? 
A. A sculpture is three-dimensional, whereas a painting is flat. Some, but not all sculptures, were designed to be viewed from all sides.  Sculptors work with solid forms, whereas painters express themselves with colors, flat shapes, and lines.

Q. What makes carving in stone different from modeling in clay? 
A. Clay is soft, and can be shaped easily.  Carving in stone requires planning carefully before beginning, "seeing" the shape of the finished piece inside the block of stone.  Once a piece of stone has been chiseled off, it can't be replaced.

Q. Why are these sculptures broken?
A. These were displayed outdoors in antiquity; then they were buried in rubble and rediscovered thousands of years later. The relief sculpture was on the side of a building, the Parthenon, that exploded during a war between Turkey and Venice in the 17th century.  Notice what breaks off first--the projecting parts of the face, like the noses and chins.

Q. What are the holes for? 
A. Some sculptures were adorned with bronze ornaments.  Eyes were sometimes inlaid with a different material, like glass or shell.
Q. Which of these sculptures looks most realistic? 
A. Posters #3 and #4, the later two in time.  Even the horse of #3 looks more realistic than the calf of #1.
Q. Which one is showing his feelings?
A. Poster #4 looks distressed.  The other figures all look calm, even Theseus in #2, who is kidnapping the Amazon queen.

Q. Which two sculptures have the same type of smile? 
A. Posters #1 and #2 both have the smile typical of the archaic period of art. Later Greek artists achieved a more natural expression.  (Even today, young children usually draw smiling faces in their artwork.  Is this similar?)

Q. Why do you think the Greeks wanted to make these sculptures? 
A.    1.  Religious reasons—to thank the gods for their help (poster #1)

2.  To tell stories about legendary heroes (poster #2)

3.  To remember family members who had died (poster #4)

       4.  To show that their city was powerful and honored the local goddess, Athena (poster #3)

5.  Love of beauty, attempt to make stone look like flesh
Poster #l

The Calf-Bearer (Greek: Moscophoros)

Date: 575-550 B.C.

Place: Athens, Acropolis Museum

This marble sculpture of a man carrying a calf on his shoulders is typical of the style of Greek sculpture known as "archaic”.

Location

Athens, now the capital of Greece, is dominated by a rocky plateau known as the "high city," the Acropolis.  The Acropolis is the site of the famous temple of Athena, the Parthenon, and of many other temples and altars to the Greek gods.  Many sculptures dedicated to the gods have been discovered by archaeologists working on the Acropolis.  This includes free-standing works and sculpture incorporated into the architecture of the temples.

Style

Archaic sculptures like the calf-bearer look stiff but serene—they always have the "Archaic smile."  Influence from Egypt and the Near East can be detected in the stiff poses.  The sculpture is three-dimensional but the interest is mainly frontal.

This sculpture depicts a man bearing a calf that he has dedicated to the gods.  (As acts of piety, people would vow to sacrifice animals to a god.  They might also pay to have a statue made in commemoration of the event.  We know from an inscription on the work that this statue was dedicated by a man named Rhombos.  The sculptor's name, as often, is unknown.)


Few people realize that Greek scupture was painted to look more natural.  In most cases, the paint has completely worn off. Eyes were frequently inlaid in colored stone, glass, or ivory. In the Calf-Bearer, only the holes remain.


One way that art historians can assign dates to sculptures is to look at the treatment of the hair.  Hair that looks like strings of beads is typical of sculpture of this period.

Poster #2
Poster of Marble Group of Theseus and Antiope

Date: 500-490 B.C.

Place: Probably made in Athens; discovered in 1900 in excavations of Temple of Apollo in Eretria, north-east of Athens. Actual height: 44 inches


This fragment of a marble sculpture depicts a favorite scene for Greek art, the battle of the Greeks and the Amazons.  The Amazons were a mythological tribe of warrior women who lived alone, without men.  In Greek myth, one of the feats of the hero Theseus (THEE-see-us) was to defeat an attack by the Amazons on Athens.  He carried off the queen, Antiope (Ann-TY-o-pee).
Original Location
Greek temples had triangular pediments at each end supporting the roof.  Customarily the pediments were filled with sculptures depicting scenes from myth.  They were painted in lifelike fashion, and would have been viewed from below.

Style


This sculpture belongs to the end of the Archaic period in Greek art.  In this 
sculpture Theseus is shown lifting up Queen Antiope to put her into his chariot.  She is wearing a crown, and has long hair pinned up in the back.  It is hard to see from this angle, but she is wearing a leather breastplate over a short tunic (warrior dress, not woman's clothing).  The holes on her ear and breast were presumably to hold bronze ornaments, which are now lost.


Theseus is wearing a short cape, whose folds are just visible below his neck.  He has snail-shaped curls over his forehead, and sausage-shaped ringlets in the back.


Note that both Theseus and Antiope have the "Archaic smile" typical of art of this period, seen also on the Calf-Bearer. Here the serene expressions of both figures seem completely out of place for an abduction following a battle.  However, this was the convention for art of this period—that it should not display individual emotion.  Likewise, the faces are idealized depictions of human beings, not attempts to portray specific individuals. Emotions and individuality are not portrayed in Greek sculpture until about 150 years after the date of this artwork.

Comparison with Calf-Bearer

This sculpture is from 50 to 75 years later than the Calf-Bearer.  Compared with the Calf-Bearer, this sculpture has a less stiff and blocky look.  Even though it was designed to be part of a pediment, it is not completely "frontal."  The figures face in different directions, leading the eye in a circle from Antiope's face around to Theseus' hand.  The shape of Theseus' face is more natural looking than that of the Calf-Bearer, especially the cheeks, chin, and eyelids.  The treatment of the hair is more delicate in the later sculpture.

Poster #3

Relief of Horseman from Parthenon frieze

Date: 447-432 B.C.

Place:  Now at British Museum; formerly on Parthenon in Athens

Actual Height: 40"


This is an example of a low relief sculpture.  The man on horseback belongs to a frieze depicting a procession in honor of the goddess Athena.  The frieze ran along the four sides of the Parthenon building inside the colonnade, just below the roof.

Location

The Parthenon is almost a symbol of Athens now, like the Eiffel Tower for Paris and the Statue of Liberty for New York. It was a temple to Athena, the patron goddess of Athens.


The Parthenon was built during the Golden Age of Athens, the height of the city's prosperity.  In 480 B.C., the democracy of Athens defeated an attack by the Persian empire.  This Athenian victory was followed by 50 years of great achievement in the arts and literature.


Many of the Parthenon's sculptures were removed from the Acropolis in 1801-1812 by a British lord, Lord Elgin, and now belong to the British Museum in London.  His appropriation of these works of art is still a sore subject for the Greek government.  However, had these sculptures remained in their site in Athens, they might now be suffering the same fate as the Parthenon itself, which is crumbling due to the severe air pollution of Athens.

Style

"Classical" Greek sculpture looks more natural than Archaic sculpture, both in facial expression, in hairstyle, in depiction of folds of clothing and in posture.  Classical Greek sculpture was admired and imitated by Roman artists and by the artists of the Renaissance for its depiction of the ideal of human beauty.


The great sculptor Pheidias (FIDD-ee-as) designed all of the Parthenon sculptures.  His style was characterized by serenity and majesty.  No longer do we see the stiff "Archaic smile." Notice also the fluidity of the folds of the rider's cloak, the natural rendering of his hair, blowing back in the wind, and the way the horse's mane is ruffling in the breeze.  The muscles of both horse and rider are realistically depicted.


The rider is turned backwards to gaze at another rider behind him.  Thus, even though this sculpture can only be seen from the front, being a relief sculpture, the viewer is given a feeling of depth and circular movement.  The frieze as a whole avoids monotony in the long procession of figures by having such variations as the turning of this horseman.
Poster #4
Bearded Head from a Funerary Monument

Date: 325-317 B.C.

Place: Athens; now at Walters Gallery in Baltimore

Height: 12"

Background

After the Athenians were defeated by the Spartans in 404 B.C., they no longer wished to build large public structures, and they turned to private matters on which to use their wealth and artistic skill.  The Greeks were proud of their cemeteries, which were usually just outside the city gates so that visitors could admire them.  Grave monuments became more and more elaborate. Some cost as much as a family's home.  This head belongs to the Hellenistic period, a time when people had tired of the placid Classical figures, and now were reacting to the uncertainty of the political system.  The whole world (as it was then known) was falling to the armies of Alexander the Great.  This man's face is typical not only of personal grief but also of general unrest. After the Athenian democracy came to an end, the new government passed a law, in 317 B.C., limiting the amount of money that could be spent of grave monuments, which were thought to be needlessly wasteful.  Our knowledge of this law helps to date this sculpture as being before 317 B.C.
Description
The head is part of a grave monument that showed family members grouped in a niche or frame.  It is worked completely in the round but the hair is fully carved only on the left side, which means that this is the side which would have been seen by visitors.  The forehead is wrinkled, the cheeks furrowed, the eyes deep-set with overhanging brows, and the lips parted.  The hair and beard are carved in lively patterns.

Style

The Hellenistic style of this head differs from the classical style of the horseman relief (poster #3).  The horseman is smoothly modeled; the face has a calm beauty by the expression is bland and does not convey any emotion.  The Hellenistic face, in contrast, is obviously disturbed and upset--brows drawn together, face lined, even his hair and beard are tousled.  There is a play of light and shadow around his eyes that heightens the effect of deeply felt emotion.


In the classical period, even grave reliefs depicted their subjects with serene, expressionless faces.  It is the style of the period, rather than the fact that we have a grave monument here, that makes this face have such an emotional expression.

(This information is taken from a packet provided by the Walters Gallery.)

VII.  SUGGESTED PROJECTS

1. Design a pediment for a temple, using a triangular piece of paper.  Use human and animal figures.  What story would be depicted?  What would fit in the corners—a horse head, a person lying down, etc.?  OR  Design a frieze for a temple, using a long rectangular strip of paper.

2. Draw yourself like the Calf-bearer.  Imagine that you promised to sacrifice something  precious to you, as the Calf-Bearer sculpture depicts.  What would you be carrying on your shoulders—a Nintendo?  a pizza?
3.  Create a small “bust” or other sculpture.  Art Appreciation supplies “Sculpty”, which can be moded like clay, and then taken home and “fired” in your home oven at 250 degrees.   
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