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Parthenon AP Art History: A Comprehensive
Guide

Have you stared at images of the Parthenon, marveling at its breathtaking beauty and
wondering about its place in art history? For AP Art History students, the Parthenon isn't
just a pretty picture; it's a crucial example of Classical Greek architecture and a testament
to the enduring power of artistic ideals. This comprehensive guide delves into the
Parthenon's significance, exploring its historical context, architectural innovations,
sculptural program, and lasting legacy. We'll unpack everything you need to know to ace
that AP Art History exam and truly understand this iconic structure.

I. The Historical Context of the Parthenon: A Golden
Age in Athens

The Parthenon wasn't built in a vacuum. Its construction, beginning around 447 BCE,
coincided with the Golden Age of Athens under Pericles. This period saw a flourishing of
democracy, philosophy, drama, and, of course, art. The Peloponnesian War was still a few
decades away, and Athens enjoyed a period of relative peace and prosperity, allowing for
ambitious building projects like the Parthenon. The Athenian empire was at its height, and
the city-state sought to visually express its power and cultural dominance through grand
architecture and monumental sculpture. The Parthenon became a powerful symbol of
Athenian identity and achievement. Understanding this historical context is crucial for
fully appreciating the Parthenon's significance beyond its aesthetic merits. It wasn’t
merely a temple; it was a statement.

II. Architectural Marvels: Innovation in Classical Greek
Design

The Parthenon is a prime example of Doric order architecture, characterized by its sturdy
columns, simple capitals, and lack of a base. However, it’s far from simply a textbook
example. The architects, widely believed to be Ictinus and Callicrates, employed
sophisticated mathematical ratios and optical illusions to create a visually stunning effect.
The slight curvature of the columns, the subtle entasis (a gentle swelling of the columns),
and the carefully calibrated proportions all contribute to the Parthenon's remarkable
sense of harmony and balance. These subtle adjustments, invisible to the casual observer,
showcase the advanced understanding of geometry and aesthetics possessed by the
ancient Greek architects. They weren't just building a temple; they were creating a
masterpiece of engineering and design. This understanding of proportion and optical
correction was a major advancement in architecture and heavily influenced subsequent
architectural styles for centuries.



III. The Sculptural Program: A Narrative in Stone

The Parthenon's architectural magnificence is further enhanced by its incredibly detailed
sculptural program. The Parthenon housed a colossal chryselephantine statue of Athena
Parthenos (Athena the Virgin), crafted by Phidias, a renowned sculptor of the time. This
statue, now lost, was the temple's central focus. But beyond the lost centerpiece, the
building itself was adorned with intricate relief sculptures, most famously the Parthenon
Frieze, the Metopes, and the Pediments. The Parthenon Frieze, a continuous band of relief
sculpture running along the top of the cella walls, depicts the Panathenaic procession, a
festival honoring Athena. The Metopes, square panels decorating the building's exterior,
illustrate scenes from Greek mythology, depicting battles between gods and giants
(Gigantomachy) and Amazons and Lapiths. Finally, the Pediments, triangular sections at
the gable ends of the temple, displayed dramatic scenes, likely involving the birth of
Athena and the contest between Athena and Poseidon for the patronage of Athens. These
sculptures aren't just decorative; they tell stories, reinforce Athenian mythology, and
represent the power and glory of the city-state. Analyzing these sculptures provides
critical insight into the beliefs and values of ancient Athenian society.

IV. The Parthenon's Legacy: Enduring Influence and
Modern Interpretations

The Parthenon's influence extends far beyond ancient Greece. Its architectural principles
and aesthetic ideals have inspired countless architects and artists throughout history.
From neoclassical buildings to modern interpretations, the Parthenon's design continues
to be a source of inspiration and admiration. The ruins themselves, despite the damage
inflicted over centuries, stand as a powerful symbol of human creativity and resilience.
Even in its fragmented state, the Parthenon continues to captivate and inspire. This
enduring legacy highlights the timeless appeal of classical ideals of beauty, harmony, and
order, reminding us of the power of art to transcend time and cultural boundaries. Today,
the Parthenon remains a symbol of cultural heritage and an important site for
archaeological study and preservation.

V. The Parthenon and the AP Art History Exam

For AP Art History students, the Parthenon is a must-know subject. Understanding its
historical context, architectural innovations, and sculptural program is crucial for success
on the exam. Focusing on the key elements discussed above will provide a solid foundation
for analyzing the Parthenon and its significance within the broader context of Classical
Greek art and architecture. Don't just memorize facts; strive to understand the underlying
principles and artistic intentions behind the Parthenon's creation. By grasping these
aspects, you'll be well-prepared to tackle any exam question related to this iconic
structure. Furthermore, understanding its relation to other works of the period will
solidify your comprehension of the era.

Conclusion

The Parthenon stands as a testament to the brilliance and ambition of ancient Athenian



civilization. Its architectural perfection, detailed sculptural program, and enduring legacy
continue to inspire awe and wonder. By understanding its historical context, appreciating
its artistic innovations, and recognizing its lasting influence, we can gain a deeper
appreciation for this iconic monument and its significant role in the history of art. For AP
Art History students, mastering the key elements of the Parthenon's story will be a
significant advantage.

FAQs

What materials were primarily used in the construction of the Parthenon? Primarily1.
Pentelic marble, a fine-grained white marble quarried near Athens, was used for the
building's exterior and sculptural decorations.

Who was Phidias, and what was his role in the Parthenon's creation? Phidias was a1.
renowned Athenian sculptor and oversaw the sculptural program of the Parthenon,
including the creation of the colossal statue of Athena Parthenos.

What happened to the original statue of Athena Parthenos? Sadly, it was lost to1.
history, likely destroyed or broken up and melted down for its precious materials
over the centuries. No original pieces remain.

How has the Parthenon survived to the present day despite significant damage? The1.
Parthenon has endured centuries of damage from wars, earthquakes, and natural
erosion. While much is lost, dedicated preservation and restoration efforts have
attempted to safeguard the surviving structure.

What is the significance of the Parthenon Frieze in understanding ancient Athenian1.
society? The Parthenon Frieze depicts the Panathenaic procession, offering insights
into Athenian religious practices, social hierarchy, and civic pride, providing valuable
glimpses into daily life and beliefs.
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