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HEATHER JACKSON

T he twelve prescribed works are all free-standing 
sculptures from the early fifth century to the 
late fourth, covering what has become known 

as the Early Classical, High Classical and Late 
Classical periods. This is a challenging choice to 
teach, as it excludes any architectural sculpture, all 
of which is original (and narrative), whereas several 
of the free-standers are copies of long-lost bronze 
originals. The issue of copies needs to be addressed 
early so that students may appreciate that the 
original may be ‘lost in translation’ when converted 
from bronze to marble by a completely different 
sculptor, perhaps Roman rather than Greek, with a 
different agenda altogether. Surveying some of the 
different copies of the Diskobolos by Myron, or of 
the Aphrodite of Knidos, might bring this home.

And what was the agenda of the original Greek 
sculptor? It seems from the few surviving inscribed 
dedications that the purpose of the free-standing 
anthropoid statue was either as a votive religious 
offering in a sacred place, or a ‘victory’ statue of 
an athlete, which was also dedicatory, or as part 
of a commemorative group such as the Marathon 
group at Delphi. Behind all these occasions lie 
the observances of the Greek religion and the 
assumption that gods looked like men, so men could 
presumably look like gods. This assumption was the 
driving force behind the innovations and technical 
improvements that took place in the periods under 
study, i.e. the drive to represent the human body 
(male in particular) accurately, harmoniously and 
yet ideally.

One needs to source what one might call the ‘Greek 
view of life’ to understand this drive.2  It probably 
should be called the Athenian way of life, since it is 
expressed most clearly in Pericles’ Funeral Speech: 
‘For we are lovers of the beautiful, yet simple in 

1 This is the text of a lecture to be given to the Classical Association 
of Victoria Teachers’ In-Service on 7th March, 2014. Illustrations 
of the works discussed may be found in Richter (1987) or easily 
accessed through the internet.

2 Richter (1950), 16.

our tastes….’3  The Athenian male, as preparation 
for his civic participation in the democracy, was 
trained in both athletics and music. The importance 
of athletic success was not limited to Athens but 
relevant to the whole of Greece, including the Greek 
colonies in Sicily. Victors at the games at Olympia 
and elsewhere were heaped with honours and often 
celebrated their success with a votive statue, to 
please and thank the gods.  Pindar’s Odes in praise 
of athletes may seem over-the-top to us, but reflect 
the general feeling of awe for elite athletic prowess:
Pindar Olympian 1
(For Hieron of Syracuse Single Horse Race 476 BC)

A victor throughout the rest of his life enjoys honeyed calm, so 
far as contests can bestow it. But at any given time the glory of 
the present day is the highest one that comes to every mortal 
man.  

According to Plato, Republic IX, 591, a perfect 
body was the means: ‘In keeping the harmony 
of one ‘s body in tune, the aim is to preserve the 
symphony which resides in the soul.’ Which 
brings us to music, the other major component 
of Athenian education. It does not seem to us 
directly associated with sculpture, but words like 
‘rhythm’ and ‘harmony’ are used by many to 
describe the sculptures. Rhythm and harmony, as 
Pythagoras would tell us, depend on numbers and 
careful measurement. For an accurate portrayal 
of the human body, measurement was essential, 
as the Canon of Polyclitus presumably showed. 
The enjoyment of symmetry and proportion also 
depended on mathematics.

The Kritios Boy is the earliest of the prescribed 
works  (c. 490-480 BC). It belongs to the period 
variously called Early Classical, Transitional, or 
the Severe Style (480-450 BC). All three names are 
appropriate, as we shall see. The statue’s name refers 
to the sculptor Kritios, responsible for the group of 
the two Tyrannicides, Harmodius and Aristogeiton. 
The Boy’s head resembles that of Harmodius, 
hence the tentative attribution.  It is an original 
work in marble, the head broken off but restored 
in antiquity. He is well under-lifesize at 84 cm. 
An inscribed base found nearby possibly identifies 
him as Kallias, victor in the boys’ footrace at the 

3 Thucydides II 40.
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Panathenaia, dedicated to Athena.  It seems an 
appropriate identification but is not certain. More 
important than any attribution or identification is 
that he is what Spivey calls the ‘cover boy’4  for the 
so-called ‘Greek revolution’ where sculptors broke 
away from the frontal, static pose of the Kouroi, 
adopted from the Egyptians, and introduced for 
the first time a slight change in balance, which was 
developed and perfected over the next century.  It 
seems a small change but it was revolutionary. 
The Archaic kouroi, even the Piraeus Apollo, were 
strictly frontal, carved from a four-sided block, 
with, at first, the anatomical details of thorax and 
pelvis carved onto the front as decorative detail. 
Granted, this schema developed greater volume 
and relative realism during the late 6th century and 
early 5th, but the Kritios Boy was the first to move. 
The sculptor made his weight shift slightly to his 
left leg. The right leg was slightly bent at the knee 
and relaxed.  This raised his right hip, altering the 
whole muscular structure. Although the shoulders 
were still frontal, the head was at a slight angle to 
his right, so he was not looking straight ahead as 
were the Archaic kouroi. He was poised to move. 
As Pollitt says: 

… the effect of these technical devices  is to create a figure which 
seems to hesitate and be uncertain about what it is doing and 
where it will go. It seems conscious of its surroundings and faced 
with alternatives that ask for judgement and decision. In short, 
it seems to live and think.5 

From this point on, no Greek statue was completely 
frontal and static. Although not a prescribed work, 
the pedimental sculptures on the Temple of Aphaia 
on the island of Aigina afford a wonderful example of 
the difference or transition between the late Archaic 
period and the Early Classical, belonging to the first 
two decades of the fifth century BC.  The style of the 
western pediment is earlier than that of the eastern, 
which was damaged and then repaired later. Both 
depict battles of Greeks and Trojans, probably a 
metaphor for the recent Persian wars. The central 
Athena on the nearer-to-Archaic western pediment 
is stately, static and frontally posed.6  The pose of 

4 Spivey (2013), 23.

5 Pollitt (1988), 18.

6 Richter (1987), 92 fig.112; Pollitt (1988), 27 fig. 15.

a striding Athena on the eastern pediment is not 
certain but we can compare two figures of wounded 
warriors, one from the west and one from the east. 
The earlier western figure look as though artificially 
posed: the anatomical volumes do not correspond 
to his torsion and his face is archaically stylized 
and expressionless under the patterned curls of his 
hair.7  On the eastern pediment, the dying warrior 
may be equally expressionless in his face but his 
body language speaks of tragedy, with head turned 
to the ground and his massive frame realistically 
modelled, with limp arm still holding his useless 
shield.8  He seems more like a character in a drama.

The Early Classical period is also called the ‘Severe 
Style’ – why? It presents a contrast to the Archaic love 
of decorative detail. I have already mentioned that 
anatomical detail could be mere surface decoration 
on the Archaic kouroi but it is the female figures, 
the dainty korai of that period, that best represent 
this love of decoration in their elaborate hairstyles 
and stylized drapery with its patterned folds.9  The 
new ‘severe’ style is one of no frills, no unnecessary 
decoration and a consistent simplicity of surface.  It 
may be, too, that the ‘severe’ epithet applies to facial 
expression, if one can use ‘expression’ for the largely 
deadpan faces of Early Classical free-standing 
statues,10  which have stern mouths and heavy, thick 
eyelids that impart a tone of melancholy, as in the 
marble head of the ‘Blond Boy’.11 

We have no females among our prescribed works 
of the Early Classical period, so it is worth looking 
briefly at the drapery of the so-called ‘Aspasia’ 
statue to comprehend the complete change from 
Archaic decorative style in the rendering of drapery. 
7 Pollitt (1988), 19 fig. 6.

8 Pollitt (1988), 10 fig. 7.

9 E.g. Kore, Akropolis Museum no. 675; Richter (1987), fig. 93.

10 This does not apply to relief sculpture of the period, such as 
the agonized expressions on the faces of the centaurs on the west 
pediment of the Temple of Zeus at Olympia. These are non-humans, 
of course, but they prove that the sculptors were not incapable of 
carving emotion and feeling, but just did not choose to allow it to 
their human figures. The one oft-quoted exception is the old seer on 
the east pediment of the same temple, but here, although his mouth 
is slightly open, it is the body language and gesture that convey his 
horror and fear.

11 See Pollitt (1988), 40, fig. 17.
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‘Aspasia’ (a Roman copy of a Greek original c. 
460 BC, perhaps by the Athenian Kalamis), like 
the korai, is dressed in light chiton and heavier 
himation.12  The himation is draped over her entire 
body and around her head, covering both arms and 
falling in realistic, restrained folds to her feet, where 
only a short length of the finer chiton folds can be 
seen. Pollitt calls this:

one of the most successful realizations of the austere, controlled, 
meditative image which the Greeks wanted to see of themselves 
in an age when victory and tragedy were thought to be products 
of  their own behaviour.13 

Victory (and drapery) bring us to the Delphic 
charioteer. He is the only surviving figure of a 
bronze victory group that probably consisted of 
the charioteer, chariot, boy groom, four horses 
and possibly another figure in the chariot. The 
group must have been a magnificent sight. The 
only survivor was found beneath the Sacred Way 
at Delphi, but probably belonged to the Sanctuary 
of Apollo northwest of the temple itself. If there was 
another figure in the chariot it would have been 
Polyzalos, tyrant of Gela in Sicily (the Sicilians 
regularly competed in the Greek games), who 
dedicated the group in honour of his chariot’s 
victory at the Pythian Games of either 478 or 474 
BC. The charioteer is in his professional gear, well 
known from portrayals of chariot scenes on Greek 
vases: a long tunic (always painted white on the 
vases), belted high up near his armpits and tied over 
each shoulder by a band which loops tightly around 
his back and neck, keeping the folds under control 
and making him more aerodynamic at high speed. 
The resultant thin, compressed folds are realistic, 
varied and subtle. There is no patterning here, as 
each fold is different. The more vertical and heavier 
folds below the belt have been accused of being 
‘more Archaic’ and excused (why do they need to be 
excused?) by the fact that they would be obscured 
by the walls of the chariot.14  But they too, while 
looking columnar, are varied; each has its own 
subtle difference. There is a fine contrast between 
the stability of the lower body, with its more static 
12 Richter (1987), 103 fig. 126.

13 Pollitt (1988), 39.

14 Cf. Boardman (1985), 52-3.

drapery and firmly-anchored feet and the suggestion 
of rapid, wind-blown movement in the upper body, 
which is rendered purely by the suppressed drapery. 

The charioteer’s head and face resembles those of 
the Kritios Boy. There is still a feel for pattern in 
the rendering of the flat curls, which do not seem to 
need restraint by the fillet he wears. His face is oval 
like that of the Kritios Boy. The chin is fleshy, the 
ear small.  Because the head is angled slightly (again 
like that of the Kritios Boy), the left half of the face 
is modelled more broadly.  There is no expression 
of emotion, other than very slightly parted lips and 
the rarely -preserved eyes concentrating on the 
distance.

The same lack of emotion belongs to the head of 
the Discobolos, whichever head may belong to 
this marble copy of the original bronze by Myron. 
According to Lucian’s description,15  the head should 
be turned round to look back at the discus, which 
makes the copy in the Terme Museum closest to the 
original.16  This angle imparts even more complexity 
to this extraordinary wheel-like movement, so 
much more adventurous than the standing poses of 
the Kritios Boy and the Delphic Charioteer.  There 
is no precedent for this pose and it’s a long way from 
the slight shift in weight of the Kritios Boy, even 
though it’s only 20-30 years later (460 BC).  Myron 
was apparently renowned in antiquity for conveying 
‘kinesis’ or movement of athletes in action. He was 
the sculptor of an even more courageous attempt to 
portray a famous sprinter, Ladas, a vivid description 
of which appears in the Greek Anthology:

Such as you were living, Ladas, fleeing the swift Thymos,
straining your sinews to the utmost, so Myron made you in 
bronze, engraving on every limb your anticipation of the Pisan 
crown.17 

The Anthology also refers to Myron’s cow, a 
sculpture so lifelike that it attracted a bull and 
induced calves to come and feed from it.

To return to the Discus Thrower, Richter talks of 
15 Lucian Philopseudes, 18.

16 E.g. Richter (1987), fig. 135.

17 Anthologia Graeca 228 (no. 716).
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its ‘harmony’ and Pollitt of its ‘rhythmos’ by which 
he seems to mean the principle of a single pose 
capturing an arrested action, giving a ‘rational 
order to motion’ by portraying the muscles’ reaction 
to the action about to take place. Courageous 
and innovative as it was, the Discus Thrower has 
nevertheless been described as not being entirely 
realistic. Boardman points out that it has only one 
view on a single plane, like ‘high relief without a 
background.’18   According to Andrew Stewart, the 
twist at the waist is all but impossible.19  Spivey claims 
that the ‘freezing of torsion’ is deceptive and that the 
upper part of the body was arrested at a different 
time from the lower.20  In spite of its innovativeness 
of pose, there are touches of archaism: the athlete’s 
hair is still stylized and according to Richter, the 
muscles are still ‘grouped decoratively’.21 

The striding god or hero was not a complete 
innovation in that it had already appeared in relief 
sculpture and indeed in free-standing sculpture 
in the form of the Tyrannicides, Aristogeiton and 
Harmodius by Kritios and Nesiotes, of which only 
copies survive. It seems that striding was associated 
with attacking.  The bronze statue of an attacking 
god (Zeus or Poseidon) was found, in two pieces, 
in the sea off Cape Artemision. The statue is 2.09 
metres high, more than lifesize. 
It is another instance of frozen action: the god is 
about to hurl his thunderbolt (or trident). The figure 
has perfect balance, poise and ‘rhythmos’, while 
balanced precariously on the toes of his right foot 
and the heel of his left, the bulging veins on the feet 
reflecting the stress involved. The outstretched left 
arm not only aids the balance but seems to point 
accusingly at his victim. The face is expressionless 
but focused and the slightly sagging cheeks, as 
well as the conventional beard of an older man or 
god, show some characterisation. To see the face 
full on, one has to move to the side, abandoning 
the one ideal vantage point, which is facing the 

18 Boardman (1985), 80.

19 Stewart (1990), 148. He also calls it a “brilliant and compelling 
synopsis”.

20 Spivey (2013), 103.

21 Richter (1950), 208.

torso, with its well-co-ordinated and harmonious 
display of muscular strength. While the rendering 
of the anatomy seems perfectly realistic, it has been 
pointed out that the limbs are elongated and some 
other proportions adjusted to give the god a body 
and attitude worthy of his divine status.22  He stands 
at the ‘end’ of the Early Classical period as does the 
Discobolos, but like that statue, there are traces of 
the Archaic in the rendering of the stiff beard and 
the predominantly profile view.

There are quotes around the word ‘end’ because 
there is really not a sharp division between periods. 
What happens in the High Classical period continues 
and develops from the Early Classical. But perhaps 
one should summarise here the experiments of the 
Early Classical period.
1. There was a new interest in and significance 
attached to the body in human motion. Motion was 
a necessary concomitant of action and the action 
had to be specified, e.g. the throwing of a discus or 
weapon. This greatly expanded the subject matter 
of free-standing sculpture and created the frozen 
moment.
2. With this came the desire to represent the human 
anatomy more realistically.

To depart so radically from the Archaic style of 
sculpture needed a degree of self-confidence and 
optimism. This was the tenor of this period and a 
result of victory over the Persians. Triumph over 
overwhelming odds was probably seen as (a) a sign 
of divine approval and (b) a justification of the Greek 
way of life.  Archaic art was oriental in origin, like 
the hated Persians. Nearly all the Archaic statues 
on the ruined Acropolis were chucked out, never 
repaired. A new specifically Greek artistic identity 
was needed. The arrogance or hubris of the Persians 
had been punished (as portrayed in Aeschylus’ Persae) 
and Greek moderation had won.  The opposing 
concepts of hubris and moderation may have been 
behind the restrained severity of Early Classical art.  

Politically, Athens, with her large navy, became the 
leader of a confederacy of Greek cities devoted to 

22 Boardman (1985), 53; Stewart (1990), 147 notes the lack of stress 
appropriate to a god.
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driving the remaining Persians from the eastern 
and northern part of Greece. The treasury was first 
at Delos then moved to Athens in the 450’s, at the 
end of the Early Classical period. In Athens itself, 
destroyed by the Persians, there was a fledgling 
democracy – individual men, not gods or aristocrats, 
working together, had the power to change their 
own conditions and leaders. So change, rather than 
conservatism, was in the air.

This same optimism and self-confidence applied to 
the two following decades, the ‘Classical Moment’ 
as it is so often called, which in Greek Art is probably 
most famous for the glorification of Athens: the 
building of the Parthenon and the activities of famous 
sculptors such as Pheidias and Polyclitus of Argos. 
The transfer of the league’s treasury from Delos 
to Athens was not unconnected with this. Pheidias 
was responsible for the planning and execution of 
the sculptures on the Parthenon: pediments and 
frieze, which must surely be looked at, even though 
not a prescribed work, as evidence of the spirit of 
the Periclean age, as well as the advances they 
show in representation of drapery, movement and 
technique. Of his single free-standing statues, such 
as the chryselephantine Athena in the Parthenon, 
the bronze Athena on the Acropolis and the Zeus in 
Olympia, no originals survive, although a Roman 
copy of the beautiful head of Athena Lemnia gives 
some idea of his style: to quote Richter:  ‘quiet 
attitudes, serene expression and a certain majesty 
of conception…’23  These are rather non-specific 
characteristics which could apply to other sculptors 
of the time. If we could certainly attribute to him 
the Riace bronzes in all their glory….

Boardman includes the Riace bronzes in his 
chapter on Early Classical, because he sees their 
stance as still in the Severe Style, although the 
treatment of their anatomy is more advanced.24  
These magnificent statues, found in the sea in 1972 
off Riace in South Italy, now stand in the National 
Museum of Reggio di Calabria, where they attract 
thousands of visitors. The story of their discovery, 

23 Richter (1987), 118.

24 Boardman (1985), 53.

cleaning and unique popular attraction is fascinating 
in itself.25  Unfortunately, they make us realize how 
much we are missing in only having marble copies. 
Each statue is nearly 2m high. They have enough 
technological and stylistic similarities to suggest 
that they belong to the same workshop,26  although 
there is scholarly argument about all these issues and 
indeed about their date. Most agree on the mid-fifth 
century BC, stylistically. Their beards are more fluid 
and realistic than that of the Artemision god, but 
Warrior A’s hair is more regularly patterned than 
later fifth-century sculptures  (Warrior B’s would 
have been covered by his missing helmet).  The 
variants are more fascinating than the similarities, 
as they are characterised differently. although the 
differences are subtle and arguable.

Warrior A, fully restored with copper lips and 
nipples, silver teeth and inlaid eyes, has a slightly 
tauter body than Warrior B, and a face whose 
structure resembles that of the Artemision god. 
Warrior B is a mature man, with a slightly 
slacker body; Boardman sees some pathos in 
him.27  Warrior A’s tauter body might make him 
appear more aggressive. The planes of his face are 
younger, also. They are a theatrical pair:  many 
think of Aeschylus. There are various theories as 
their original placement and authorship.  Some 
respectable scholars (e.g. Boardman, Stewart) think 
it a possibility that they are two of the thirteen 
dedicated by the Athenians at Delphi to celebrate 
the victory at Marathon over the Persians, in which 
case they are the work of Pheidias himself. But other 
suggestions include a line of eponymous heroes in 
the Athenian Agora, or a group of Achaean heroes at 
Olympia.28  Both the Riace bronzes stand with their 
weight on one leg, as introduced by the Kritios Boy.  
So too does the Doryphoros by Polyclitus, the other 
great artist of the period. As this is a marble copy of 
the original, it is a good illustration of how in marble 

25 Taplin (1989), 87-9.

26 See Stewart, (1990) 148, on the sophisticated technique of their 
casting.

27 Boardman (1985), 54.
 
28 For other suggestions and some excellent photographs, see More-
no (1998). 
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the contrapposto stance had to be supported by a strut, 
whereas the bronze warriors could stand on their 
own. The Doryphoros or Spear-carrier, is not an 
athlete, although he could be by his physique. The 
spear, if such it was, was carried resting on his left 
shoulder. He has no other attributes to identify him; 
in spite of the alleged spear, he is not in attacking 
mode.  He is over-lifesize, so a hero of some sort?29  
If placed beside the Kritios Boy, one can see that 
the advance in rendering the anatomy is enormous. 
The right leg takes the weight and shows it in many 
ways: the spread of the toes, the slight bowing of 
the lower leg and the compressed knee. The weight-
free leg trails behind more than for the Kritios Boy, 
braced only on its toes, with the result that the hips 
are even more uneven. This is a balance, to a point 
of risk, that opposes left leg and right arm (both 
weight-bearing) to relaxed left arm and right leg – a 
true contrapposto, not a new invention but carried to 
an extreme.30  This balance of opposites appealed to 
the Greek mind; in medical theory, in philosophy 
and now in sculpture. Aristotle, in listing the ten 
principles (opposites) named by the Pythagoreans, 
includes right/left, rest/movement and straight/
curved.31 

There are many who think that this statue was a 
model for the Canon of Polyclitus. Polyclitus (c.460-
420) was the first Greek artist to write down his rules. 
The fact that he did produce a textbook is evidence 
of the high social standing of artist and art.  The 
Canon has not survived but a few fragments quoted 
by others indicate that it was all about measurement 
and proportion, and that Polyclitus was pursuing, 
in his work, to kallos (‘beauty’) and to eu (‘the good’). 
Galen (2nd century AD), commenting upon the 
views of the Stoic philosopher Chrysippus, says:

29 Stewart (1990), 160 tentatively suggests Achilles.

30 This pose can be called chiastic, based on the shape of the Greek 
letter chi.

31 Aristotle, Metaphysics I.5, 968a, 22.

Beauty, Chrysippus feels, resides not in the commensurability 
(symmetria) of the constituents (i.e. of the body), but in the 
commensurability of parts, such as the finger to the finger, 
and of all the fingers to the metacarpus and the wrist (carpus), 
and of these to the forearm, and of the forearm to the arm, in 
fact of everything to everything, as it is written in the Canon 
of Polyclitus. For having taught us in that treatise all the 
symmetriae of the body, Polyclitus supported his treatise with 
a work, having made a statue of a man according to the tenets of 
his treatise, and having called the statue itself, like the treatise, 
the Canon.

We may remind ourselves that this was the period of 
the Sophists, in particular Protagoras, whose saying 
“Man is the Measure of all things” has become the 
motto of the Classical period.

The next two prescribed works are female statues. 
Anyone who has looked only at the prescribed works, 
and not at the Parthenon pediments where drapery 
clings revealingly to the body and even slips off a 
shoulder, would get quite a shock to see partially 
nude female representations from the fifth century 
BC. There is some dispute as to which Amazon is 
by Kresilas. According to Richter it is the one in 
the Capitoline Museum. Stewart, in a more recent 
publication, suggests the Sciarra Amazon in the 
NT Carlsberg Glyptotek, Copenhagen, is the one 
by Kresilas. Both Amazons are copies. According to 
Pliny, Kresilas competed with other sculptors such 
as Pheidias, Polyclitus, Kadmon and Phradmon 
(the latter two unknown) in making an Amazon 
statue for the temple of Artemis at Ephesus.32   
Whether Pliny’s story of the Amazon competition 
is true or not, there are many Roman copies of 
Amazons. The Capitoline Amazon, which stands 
over 2m high, was made and signed by one Sosicles 
in the 2nd century AD. Her right arm is restored 
as raised, perhaps originally brandishing a spear. 
The Copenhagen Amazon is more pathetic in her 
gesture of hand over head and the fact that she is 
wearing, as a belt, the bridle of her dead horse.

The Capitoline Amazon, as well as wearing a very 
short skirt showing her legs, has bared her right 
breast. The Copenhagen Amazon has both breasts 
bared. The Niobid is almost completely naked, with 
her garment covering only her bent right leg (and 
her genital area, just). The narrative reason for the 

32 Pliny, NH xxxiv, 75.
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nudity is that they are wounded, the Capitoline 
Amazon in the right side where she pulls back her 
tunic to look at the wound (was it painted on?) and 
the Niobid in the back, so that she has to stretch 
back to reach the arrow from between her shoulder 
blades, thus dislodging her drapery. These are, of 
course, mythological figures and not Athenian 
women. In vase-painting, a nude female (rare) was 
either a hetaira or a nymph or a ‘pathetic’ figure 
such as Cassandra. 

The dying Niobid is an original marble statue, but 
was overworked in antiquity. It was probably from 
a pediment, which would account for the pose and 
the rather one-sided view. It is now in the Terme 
Museum in Rome, having been found, with other 
sculptures possibly from the same pediment, in 
the Gardens of Sallust. The original location is 
unknown, but is thought to be a temple in Greece. 
The Niobid story’s popularity in the Augustan 
regime might explain their transfer to Rome.

These statues represent the female body with less 
accuracy than has been accorded to the male body 
in statues like the Doryphoros and Diadoumenos. 
As Boardman remarks of the Niobid: ‘the body is 
only superficially feminine; the hips and legs could 
be a boy’s.’33  Canons are for nude male athletes and 
not for females. Unlike the wounded Lapiths on the 
Temple of Zeus, or the Centaurs on the Parthenon 
metopes, their faces express no pain, but the pain is 
in their gestures: the lowering of the Amazon’s head 
and the agonized twist of the Niobid’s body.

We cannot just leap to the fourth century, where 
the following prescribed works belong. No works 
have been prescribed from the later part of the 
fifth century (430-400 BC), a period that was so 
traumatic for Athens, with the onset of war with 
Sparta, the plague, revolutions, the Sicilian disaster 
and finally defeat in the Peloponnesian war. As we 
know from Thucydides, idealism was replaced by 
expediency and a callous, pragmatic ‘might is right’ 
philosophy. What sort of art would one expect from 
such a period? Escapism? Pollitt notes that:

33 Boardman (1985), 175.

sculptors in particular devoted their attention to exploiting the 
decorative potentialities of the ‘wind-blown’ style of drapery, 
which had been developed by the sculptors of the Parthenon.”34  

He cites the little Temple of Nike on the Acropolis 
with its frieze of Nikai, whose drapery swirls 
dramatically (thanks to the use of the running drill) 
or clings to the body, showing the anatomy beneath. 
The very plurality of the Nikai and some of the 
poses, such as the Nike adjusting her sandal, makes 
for an almost frivolous effect and Pollitt suggests 
that ornamental beauty has usurped meaning 
and content.35  I note the new emphasis on the 
personification of Nike/Victory, understandable in 
time of war, not only on this frieze but embodied in 
the famous Nike of Paionios in marble, c.420 BC, 
which was erected by the Messenians at Olympia 
(to annoy the Spartans) after the victory over the 
Spartans on the little island of Sphacteria, where 
the Messenians had joined Athenian forces. The 
statue itself was just short of 2m but when mounted 
on a column and base would have been more than 
8m high, rendering Nike truly wind-blown. She was 
depicted alighting on the column, left foot landing 
first into the wind, which pressed her tunic closely 
up against her and created billowing folds behind. 
Her wings, face and lower arms are lost; so, too, is 
most of the cloak, which may have billowed into a 
sort of canopy behind her.36 

So, in the Classical period, not only did sculptors 
achieve a near-perfect portrayal of the nude male 
body in motion, they also, towards the end of the 
century, found a way of portraying a draped body 
in motion, without the drapery interfering with the 
movement of the body beneath. That this second 
achievement went further into what some call the 
‘florid style’ of excessively wind-blown drapery has 
prompted the same to suggest that sculptors were 
now fascinated by technique and gave priority to 
show-piecing their skill. One cannot help at this 
point drawing an analogy with another obsession of 
the later fifth century: elaborate rhetoric. Gorgias 
and others gave display speeches in which, although 

34 Pollitt (1988), 115

35 ibid.

36 Richter (1987), 124 fig.159.
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they had titles like ‘In Praise of Helen’ the content 
was subordinate to the display of technique.

Fourth-century sculpture is conventionally thought 
of as Late Classical, a term which implies some 
continuation from the Classical period. This seems 
to make a sharp division before the Hellenistic period 
that follows, but many of the trends observable in the 
fourth century are taken up and developed in the 
Hellenistic period. As far as stylistic tendencies are 
concerned, the continuum from the Classical style 
is obvious: the methods of rendering muscles, hair, 
and drapery were similar and some of the subjects 
chosen, such as the nude male in contrapposto, were 
the same. What is different about the fourth century 
is hard to analyse. Richter talks of a ‘softening’ 
and a lack of vigour; others also take a somewhat 
negative view, implying decadence after the glory 
of the High Classical.37  Yet three great sculptors, 
Praxiteles, Scopas and Lysippus are associated with 
this period, not to mention great painters such as 
Zeuxis and Apelles. Perhaps the critics of the period 
miss what the sculpture of the Parthenon symbolised 
and represented: a community ideal and a polis 
in harmony, with citizens trained to participate. 
Athens had been defeated at the end of the century 
and was still unstable politically. Macedonian 
power was on the rise. Plato’s and Aristotle’s 
schools were not state-run but private affairs, where 
students could discuss forms of government but also 
inward-looking topics like knowledge, truth and the 
soul. So it is not surprising that the art of the fourth 
century is also regarded as more personal and more 
introspective, reflecting man as an individual rather 
than as a member of a community or group.

Although there was in general a shift away from 
Athens as the artistic centre of the Greek world, our 
earliest prescribed work of the fourth century is a 
copy of a statue originally erected in the Athenian 
Agora to celebrate a victory over Sparta in 375 BC. 
Personification of abstracts had been around in the 
fifth century and was to flourish in the fourth. The 
statue of Eirene/Peace holding the baby Ploutos/
Wealth, sculpted by Kephisodotus, father or 
brother of Praxiteles, has obvious symbolism after 

37 Stewart (1990), 175, on the other hand talks of a buoyant market.

years of war, and it was a brilliant idea to express 
the relationship of Peace and Prosperity with a 
mother-and-child kourotrophos image, focusing on 
the dependence of the naked, vulnerable baby on 
the mother. Spivey describes Eirene’s expression as 
‘impassive and introspective’ whereas Pollitt sees 
tenderness in the mother’s expression and trust and 
affection in the child’s gesture. There is certainly 
an intimate interaction between them. Eirene has 
no restless, wind-blown drapery but stands (with 
weight on one leg in the Classical style) peacefully, 
her heavy peplos folds expressing stability. The 
woollen peplos was an old-fashioned garment that 
might serve to link her with Demeter, another ‘child 
nurturer’.38 

Praxiteles, possibly son of Kephisodotos, sculpted 
a similar composition of adult holding child in his 
Hermes and Dionysus thirty to forty years later 
(340-330 BC). The marble statue found in the 
Temple of Hera at Olympia in 1877 is presumed 
to be either it or a later copy of it.39  There are a 
great many doubts as to its dating and attribution. 
In spirit the subject belongs to the fourth century. 
It looks back to the fifth because here again is the 
naked body of a beautiful young man, not an athlete 
but Hermes in his role of kourotrophos, whereby he 
takes orphaned children to their foster parents. 
Here he is taking Dionysus, product of one of Zeus’ 
many indiscretions, to the nymphs of Crete, to 
protect him from Hera’s wrath. The statue is over 
2m high, even with the loss of the raised right arm. 
Traces of cinnabar in the hair suggest that this was 
a base for gilding. The front of the statue is superbly 
finished and polished but the back is marked with 
chisel scars; it was either unfinished or about to be 
reworked. It is assumed that Hermes is holding up 
a bunch of grapes in his right hand, which the baby 
wine god is reaching for, giving another dimension 
of humour, albeit low-key but acknowledged by 
Hermes’ slight smile. The sculptural interest 
in children and the tenderness they invoke was 
something that carried into the Hellenistic period. 
In the now-long tradition of nude males, how does 

38 Stewart (1990), 174; Ridgway (1997), 260.

39 Much disputed. Ridgway (1997), 261, for example, states it is 
Hellenistic.
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Hermes rank? Compared with the Doryphoros, the 
structure is not as articulated but softer and more 
blurred. The Doryphoros had an inner balance that 
in the original would have needed no support. The 
Hermes’ more pronounced off-balance pose of the 
upper part of his body apparently did, in the form of 
a pillar realistically covered by his cloak.

Praxiteles is best known for his Aphrodite of Knidos, 
the first large-scale nude Aphrodite in Greek 
sculpture. The story goes that the island of Kos 
commissioned an Aphrodite and Praxiteles carved 
two, one conventionally draped, the other nude. Kos 
accepted the former and the nude Aphrodite went 
to the sanctuary of Aphrodite at Knidos, where it 
caused a sensation and was good for tourism:

When we had taken sufficient delight in the garden plants, we 
entered the temple. The goddess is placed in the middle -- she’s 
a most beautiful statue of Parian marble -- smiling just a little 
haughty smile. Since she is swathed in no clothes all her naked 
beauty is revealed, except that she unobtrusively uses one hand 
to hide her modesty.40  So great was the power of the craftsman’s 
art that the hard unyielding marble has done justice to every 
limb. . . . The temple has a door on both sides for those who wish 
to see the goddess directly from behind so that no part of her be 
left unadmired. It’s easy, therefore, for people to enter by this 
other door and survey the beauty of her back. Deciding, then, 
to see all of the goddess we went round to the rear. And as the 
door was opened by the woman responsible for keeping the keys, 
immediate amazement at her beauty seized us. The Athenian 
who had been an impassive observer shortly before . . . suddenly 
shouted, ‘Herakles! What a well-shaped back, what generous 
flanks, what an armful to embrace! How delicately moulded the 
flesh of her behind, neither too thin and close to the bone, nor yet 
revealing too great an expanse of fat! And as for those precious 
parts sealed in on either side by the hips, how inexpressibly 
sweetly they smile! How perfect the shape of the thighs and shins 
as they stretch down to the ankle!’  

Lucian, Amores 13-14.

There is no need to describe her further, since Lucian 
has done it so well. One might note that she is not in 
an off-balance pose; her knees are together, adding 
extra protection to the genital area. An important 
and novel addition is the support of the large water 
jar, completely covered by her garments. This gives 
an enclosed landscape and narrative perspective 
– washing and ritual are involved.41  In spite of 
Lucian’s enthusiasm, the modern viewer may not 
be so stunned by her beauty. Her hips and thighs 

40 Ridgway (1997), 263, is sure that she is pointing to her womb, 
rather than “hiding her modesty”. 

41 For interpretations of the presence of the hydria as an attribute of 
fertility, see Ridgway (1997), 264.

are heavy, her shoulders broad, her expression 
rather vacant. The modelling of upper body and 
breasts is rather shallow (as it was for the Niobid in 
the fifth century). She has been described as ‘bulky 
and masculine’ in her proportions.42  Rumour has 
it that Praxiteles modelled her on his lover Phryne, 
a famous hetaira. But this is a copy. The original 
would have been painted, her hair and jewellery 
would have been gilded, the marble body perhaps 
left white or only lightly tinted.43 

It is a little surprising that it was such a shock to 
the fourth-century Greek to see a naked Aphrodite 
who was, after all, the goddess of love and sex. 
The wind-blown drapery of the previous century 
had revealed the female body quite clearly. Even 
earlier, the Ludovisi Throne relief, dated to 470-
460 BC, shows the upper body of a woman in wet 
drapery being lifted from the sea, with all her upper 
anatomy outlined.44  The difference must lie in the 
total exposure. Shocking as it was at first, the naked 
Aphrodite became a very popular theme in the 
Hellenistic period.

The final prescribed work takes us back to the 
beginning and the Kritios Boy. The Apoxyomenos 
of Lysippus is essentially a nude male standing in 
an off-balance pose. This one is also an athlete, 
scraping himself after exercise. Lysippus of Sicyon 
had a long and active career, at the height of which 
he became court sculptor for Alexander the Great. 
He was particularly interested in the Canon of 
Polyclitus but developed his own canon, which took 
into account not only measurement but appearance, 
i.e. with ‘seeing things not as they really were, but 
as they appeared.’45  As a result he reduced the size 
of his heads to a ratio of 8: 1 in proportion to the 
body, as opposed to Polyclitus’ 7: 1, which had the 
effect of making Lysippan figures look slenderer 
than the ‘square’ figures of earlier sculptors. The 
Apoxyomenos demonstrates this. It is a Roman 
copy of an original bronze, so needs support in 
42 Ajootian (1996), 127.

43 Stewart (1990), 177.

44 This has been interpreted as the Birth of Aphrodite: Richter 
(1987), 102, figs. 124, 127.

45 Pliny NH xxxiv, 65.
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marble. The bold out-thrust of the arms belies the 
harmony and balance of Polyclitus, and extends the 
physical space of the figure so that the composition 
no longer moves in a merely vertical ‘square’ plane. 
It brings the viewer in a circle around the figure to 
see it from every angle.46 

About 150 years before this, the Kritios Boy was the 
first known sculpture to suggest movement. In the 
Doryphorus of Polyclitus, the same subject, a young 
nude male, was given almost perfect anatomical 
detail and harmony of parts. The Apoxyomenos, 
which breaks out of the spatial cube into everyday 
optical experience47  is both an end and a beginning. 
Shortly after fashioning it, Lysippus became a 
Hellenistic sculptor in the court of Alexander the 
Great, which is another story, if we stop at the 
fourth century BC.

The University of Melbourne
heatherj@unimeb.edu.au

46 Edwards (1996), 137-8.

47 Pollitt (1988), 176.
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