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ARCHAISM AND THE 
QUEST FOR 

IMMORTALITY IN 
ATTIC SCULPTURE 

DURING THE 
PELOPONNESIAN WAR 

OLGA PALAGIA 

A thenian sculptural production in the period 431-404 B.C. was rich and 

varied, dealing with themes inspired by war and death. This chapter dis

cusses first, the emergence of archaism in free-standing sculpture, and second, 

the sculptured representations of the return from the Underworld and of inti

mations of immortality, themes which were hitherto known only in painting. 

ARCHAISM 

R etrospection and nostalgia for the past can be generated by a need for 

reassurance in times of crisis. Old and venerable types repeated on mass

produced commercial objects can also function as guarantors of quality and 

stability. The archaic head of Athena on classical Attic coins and the archaic 

(and eventually archaistic) Athena Promachos on Panathenaic prize amphorae 

served precisely this purpose, turning by extension into symbols of the city. 1 

Archaism as a stylistic phenomenon in Greek sculpture consists in a deliberate 

revival of archaic poses, draperies, and coiffures, combined with classical 

types of dress and a more realistic anatomy. It is a question of interpretation 

whether we apply this term only to sculptures exhibiting a mixture of archaic 

and classical styles or whether we extend the meaning of archaism to include 

reproductions of archaic xoana, as well as herms that are more or less survivals 

of earlier periods. 
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Figure 2. Parthenon, North metope 25. Athens, Akropolis Museum. Photo: Olga 
Palagia. 

1. Xoana 

The metopes of the Parthenon (c. 447-442 B.c.) include reproductions of 

archaic statuary types. The representations of xoana (cult statues) on metopes 

South 21 and North 25 (Fig. 2) are based on the so-called Daedalic korai of 

the second half of the seventh century B.c.2 These xoana are set up either 

on a rectangular pedestal or a low column and are invariably shown on a 

smaller scale than the other figures in the scene. They are presumably meant 

to reproduce venerable wooden images, possibly inspired by the wooden 

statue of Athena Polias which was originally housed in the Old Temple of 

Athena and was eventually moved into the Erechtheion (Pausanias 1.26.6). 

Such images were small-scale and were of course represented as such on the 

metopes. On South 21 two female suppliants Bank the frontal xoanon of a 

goddess . A similar xoanon is shown in profile on North 25 , where Helen seeks 

protection from M enelaos at the palladian ofTroy (Fig. 2) . More enigmatic 

is a pair of archaistic running figures on South m etope 18.3 As they are not 
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reduced in size, they cannot represent xoana. H owever, since metope 18 is 

only known from "Carrey's" drawing, we cannot recover its true style and 

meaning, and the intention behind the archaic forms of this metope has yet 

to be discovered. 

2. Herms 

The earliest attested herm, which was said to have been dedicated to Athena 

Polias by the legendary king Kekrops, was of wood (Pausanias 1.27.1). The 

marble herms of fifth-century Athens are survivals of archaic types combined 

with Severe Style traits.4 This blend of styles is typical of the Early Classical 

period. Because most herms are known only from Roman copies, it is now 

impossible to determine which types, if any, were created in the first or second 

half of the fifth century. Only one famous sculptor of the fifth century, 

Pheidias' pupil Alkamenes, was credited with the creation of a herm. But 

the lack of consensus over which herm type can be attributed to him serves 

to illustrate the chronological and stylistic problems posed by herms in the 

development of classical sculpture. Roman copies and variants of two slightly 

different types of herm found at Pergamon and at Ephesos carry inscriptions 

attributing the original of each one to Alkamenes. 5 The Pergamon type 

(Color Pl. 1) appears to draw on a Severe Style prototype, judging by its low 

forehead crowned by a triple row of curls and its thick eyelids and stylized 

beard, which is reminiscent of that of the Artemision god.6 The Pergamon 

type has been variously dated from c. 430 to the first century B.c.l The 

proposed dates for the Ephesos type also range from the mid-fifth century 

to the first century B.C. 8 Stewart suggests that both types were created by 

Alkamenes around 430 B.c. 9 

Even though uncertainty over dates compels us to omit the Alkamenes

type herms from our discussion of archaism during the Peloponnesian War 

years, we can safely credit Alkamenes with the creation of the earliest known 

archaistic free-standing sculpture, the triple Hekate on the Athenian Akropo

lis. Pausanias (2.30.2) says that Alkamenes was the first to represent Hekate 

in triple form and that the Athenians set her up near the temple of Athena 

Nike on the Akropolis and called her Epipyrgidia (on the bastion). 10 Her 

position near the Propylaia accords well with her traditional role as guardian 

of gates. 11 Hekate on the bastion, assimilated to Artemis Epipyrgidia, shared a 

cult with the Graces on the bastion at least by the first century B.C., as attested 

by an inscribed priest's seat in the theater of Dionysos in Athens. 12 Pausa

nias does not describe her style, but the earliest known triple-bodied Hekate 

from Athens, as represented on a New Style silver tetradrachm of the first 
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Figure 3. Triple Hekate. Athens, British School at 
Athens S 21. Photo: Olga Palagia. Reproduced with 
permission of the British School at Athens. 

century B.C., is archaistic in its rigid frontality and must reflect Alkamenes' 

image. 13 A number of small-scale marble copies from the Athenian Agora 

and a hekataion of uncertain provenance now in the British School at Athens 

(Fig. 3), all dating equally from the first century B.c.- first century A.D., repro

duce the same type of three frontal figures standing back to back like xoana 

around an invisible pillar. 14 Artemis Epipyrgidia is described as Tivpcp6pos 
in IG II2 5050 and probably held torches as shown on the New Style silver 

tetradrachm and as implied by the holes in the hands of the British School 

Hekataion (Fig. 3). 

Alkamenes' Hekate introduces a new sartorial concept, a classical peplos 

belted over an overfold with archaistic zigzag folds. Her anatomy and the 

drapery folds over her chest are purely classical, whereas her fontal pose, 
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feet placed close together, hands by the sides, and the symmetrical drapery 

arrangements below her belt reproduce archaic schemata. The swallow-tail 

hem of the overfold and the double central pleat of the skirt with folds 

radiating from its top offer the first manifestations of archaism in free

standing sculpture. Alkamenes' original has been variously dated c. 430 15 or 

to 420-410, which seems closer to the point. 16 A similar archaistic pep los 

with swallow-tail overfold and skirt with central pleat is worn by a striding 

Athena on an Attic red-figure oinochoe of about 410 from the Athenian 

Agora. 17 Reflections of the style and form of Alkamenes' Hekate can be 

found in two xoana represented on marble reliefs from c. 415-410 B.C.: the 

idol at the extreme right of the votive relief of Xenokrateia (Color Pl. 2) 

signposting the sanctuary of Kephisos at Phaleron, 18 and the xoanon of 

Artemis embraced by a Lapith woman on the centauromachy frieze of the 

temple of Apollo Epikourios at Bassai. 19 A variant of the Hekate is used as 

a statue support for a marble Aphrodite of the late fifth century found in 

Tarq uinia. 20 

The large concentration of archaistic peplos figures in the period 415-
410 entails a common prototype, that is, Alkamenes' Hekate, originating at 

that time. Alkamenes' statue may therefore be tentatively dated around the 

time of the Sicilian expedition. The reduced size of all copies, the use of the 

type to represent xoana in sculptured narratives, and the fact that a variant 

serves as a statue support raise interesting questions about the size of the 

original. Was it small-scale and was it intended to reproduce a xoanon rather 

than the goddess herself? The fact that classical marble herms as well as the 

xoana on the Parthenon metopes are probably inspired by archaic wooden 

images may point to a similar source of inspiration for Alkamenes' triple

bodied Hekate. Her image is small-scale because it stands for a venerable 

cult statue in wood going back to times immemorial. Its new brand of 

archaism, however, introducing a peplos with archaic folds which cannot be 

a survival of earlier forms (because the peplos did not exist in the archaic 

period), indicates an imaginative re-creation of earlier paradigms. It has been 

suggested that Hekate's archaistic form is meant as an historical allusion to 

times past, involving the origins of the Athenian league.21 But this brand of 

religious conservatism may also be regarded as being formed in tandem with 

a conservative trend in politics: both acknowledged a superior past that must 

be recovered at all costs. The Athenian conservatives' appeal to the ancestral 

constitution of Kleisthenes ([Aristotle], Athenaion Politeia 29 .3), which had 

been adulterated by the extreme democrats, demonstrates a retrospective 

outlook that obviously found favor in some quarters and eventually led to a 
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brief overthrow of the Athenian democracy in 411. 22 The rule of the 400 that 

ensued was perceived as the restoration of an alleged ancestral polity. This 

political construct found its visual expression in archaism. The conservative 

aspect of Alkamenes' Hekate may well be associated with the oligarchic 

movement that undermined the rule of the demos. 23 

We have seen that Hekate/Artemis Epipyrgidia on the bastion shared a 

cult with the Graces.24 The cult image of the Graces is attributed by the 

ancient sources to the philosopher Sokrates, son of Sophroniskos, a well

known conservative. 25 If this attribution is correct, it dates the Graces during 

the Peloponnesian War. They probably formed part of the sculptural program 

of the bastion which comprised Alkamenes' Hekate and the Hermes Propy

laios, which Pausanias (1.22.8) may also attribute to Sokrates (the phrasing 

is so ambiguous that modern scholarship, probably erroneously, assigns this 

Hermes to Alkamenes on the strength of the inscribed herm from Pergamon 

discussed above). 26 The Hermes Propylaios need not have been a herm but 

was probably a full-length figure conceived as the Graces' companion accord

ing to standard iconography: Hermes is often shown alongside three Graces 

or nymphs, and it can be hard to distinguish which triad is meant. It has been 

suggested that Sokrates' Graces were free-standing on account of the word 

aga!mata used by both Pausanias and the Scholiast to Aristophanes, Clouds 
(773), to describe them. 27 The Scholiast explicitly says, however, that they 

were carved on the wall, which indicates a relief. The term aga!mata is here 

used in the sense of cult images.28 

Sokrates' Graces were disassociated from the Hermes Propylaios already 

in the nineteenth century and recognized in a Severe Style relief of three 

dancing maidens which has come down to us in a number of Neo-Attic 

copies (Fig. 4). 29 This attribution was reinforced by the excavation of a 

fragmentary copy on the south slope of the Akropolis in the 1870s (Fig. 5)30 

and especially by the appearance of four other fragments near the Propylaia, 

in the mosque of the Parthenon and in marble piles on the rock. 31 The 

Severe Style appearance of this relief, however, renders attribution to Sokrates 

impossible.32 At first sight, two solutions to this chronological discrepancy 

present themselves: either the relief was made by a different Sokrates or 

it was a Neo-Attic variant created in commemoration of the philosopher's 

famous original. Despite the unanimous verdict of the ancient sources, which 

assign the Graces to the philosopher Sokrates, a Boeotian sculptor Sokrates, 

who may have been active earlier in the fifth century, was put forward as 

an alternative candidate.33 The relief has also been relegated to the late 

Hellenistic period. 34 But the combination of late archaic and Early Classical 
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Figure 4. Neo-Attic relief of the so-called Graces of Sokrates, here identified as nymphs. Piraeus 

Museum 2043. Photo: Olga Palagia. 

30 

stylistic traits is typical of the Severe Style; the Neo-Attic copies (Figs. 4,5) 

must therefore draw on a work of the first half of the fifth century. 

But there is a third possibility: what if we reconsider the identification 

of the dancing maidens? There is no iconographical reason that they could 

not be nymphs instead of Graces. A sanctuary dedicated to a nymph was 

excavated on the south slope of the Akropolis in the 1950s,35 and because 

the only securely excavated fragment of the Neo-Attic reliefs (Fig. 5) comes 

from the south slope, the reliefs of the dancing maidens may well be associated 

with a nymph cult in that area and they may indeed represent nymphs.36 The 

Neo-Attic relief fragments found on the Akropolis were not in fact excavated 
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Figure 5. Fragment of Neo-Attic relief of the so-called Graces of Sokrates, 
here identified as nymphs. From the south slope of the Athenian Akropolis. 
Athens, Akropolis Museum 1341+2594. Photo: Hans R. Goette. 

there and may have been moved to the rock to serve as building material in 

the Middle Ages. The Propylaia were conveniently used for storing antiquities 

in the nineteenth century. 

A series of fragmentary votive reliefs and a statue base of the fourth 

century B.C. found on the Akropolis represent the three Graces in scenes 

involving Athena (Fig. 6) and/ or Nike or an arrhephoros working at the loom 

or carrying a warp peg (Fig. 7).37 The involvement ofNike and an arrhephoros 

indicates that some at least of the reliefs were dedicated on the occasion of the 

Panathenaia. The Graces are also represemed on their own in a votive relief of 
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Figure 6. Fragmentary votive relief with the Graces and Athena. Athens, Akropolis 
Museum 18143. Photo: Hans R. Goette. 

unknown provenance and uncertain date, now in a private collection. 38 That 

their shrine was an important religious landmark of the city is attested by a 

fragmentary document relief of the fourth century presumably decorating a 

decree associated with the cult of the Graces on the Akropolis (Fig. 8). 39 On 

all these reliefs (Figs. 6-8), the Graces are invariably shown as half figures , 

implying that they are chthonic deities, rising from the ground. The position 

of their arms varies: they can be extended or held tightly against their breasts. 

Figure 6 shows the Graces and a half figure of Athena alongside three phialai 

depicted as if hanging from a wall, which suggests that all these figures are in 

relief 

The Graces are frontal and stylized, and their relief format allows a linear, 

two-dimensional design. Even though they are not truly archaistic, they are 

conceived like xoana, attempting to revive an ancient tradition but failing to 

obliterate the classical characteristics that betray their own period. Their strict 

frontality and their Attic peploi have an affinity not only to the upper part 

of Alkamenes ' Hekate but also to the middle Grace on Pheidias ' statue base 

of Athena Parthenos, as reproduced on a reduced copy from Pergamon.40 

Their frequent repetition, albeit with variations, on fourth-century votive and 

document reliefs and statue bases indicates that they allude to a well-known 
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Figure 7. Fragment of statue base. Arrhephoros with warp peg alongside one of the Graces. Athens, 
Akropolis Museum 3306. Photo: Hans R. Goette. 

cult group, and Sokrates ' is the only cult image of the Graces attested on the 

Akropolis. The question remains: if the relief with the Graces represented 

as half figures is based on Sokrates' original, why is not Hermes represented 

alongside them? It is possible that he was not part of the group but was a 

separate image, perhaps not even by Sokrates. Pausanias' phrase (1.22.8), "at 

the entrance of the Akropolis there is a Hermes named Propylaios, and the 

Graces, allegedly made by Sokrates, son of Sophroniskos," is ambiguous, and 

it is noteworthy that no other references to the Graces of Sokrates mention 

this Hermes. 

In conclusion, the first archaistic sculptures that did not belong to the 

fabric of a temple (like the metopes of the Parthenon) , the triple Hekate 

of Alkamenes and the Graces of Sokrates, were produced for the Athenian 

Akropolis during the Peloponnesian War. They were very likely visual mani

fes tations of a conservative trend in contemporary Athenian society and may 

have aimed to provide reassurance in a time of crisis. 
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Figure 8. Fragment of document relief with one of the Graces. The name of the eponymous archon 

Sokratides is inscribed on the architrave. 374/3 B.C. Athens, National Museum 157. Photo: Museum. 

34 
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THE DESCENT INTO THE UNDERWORLD AND 
THE QUEST FOR IMMORTALITY 

D uring the Peloponnesian War a new theme of the descent to and return 

from the Underworld is introduced in Attic sculpture. Such scenes 

were already common in major painting and vase painting,41 but somehow 

eschatological subjects had eluded monumental sculpture so far, with the 

notable exception of Herakles. His apotheosis and introduction to Olympos 

are shown on an archaic pediment from the Athenian Akropolis, and east 

metope 5 from the temple of Zeus at Olympia shows Herakles fetching 

Kerberos from the Underworld. 42 Herakles, Odysseus, Orpheus, and Theseus 

all made the journey to the Underworld and back. The purposes of their 

descent varied: Odysseus ventured into Hades in search of a prophecy, and 

Theseus in search of a bride for his friend Peirithoos, whereas Herakles and 

Orpheus went to fetch back the dead. The theme of the descent into Hades 

in order to bring back a deceased individual was poignantly exploited in 

Aristophanes, Frogs, which was produced in the penultimate year of the war 

(405 B.c.). It is noteworthy that Dionysos in the play is disguised as Herakles 

in order to secure safe passage to the Underworld and back. 

Odysseus' descent into the Underworld seeking guidance from the dead 

Teiresias for his return journey to Ithaca is graphically described in the Odyssey, 
Book 11. Odysseus encounters scores of dead heroes sitting or standing 

around in dejection. This episode, drawing heavily on Homer, was painted 

by Polygnotos in his Nekyia in the Lesche of the Knidians at Delphi in the 

late second quarter of the fifth century (Pausanias 10.28-31).43 It formed 

the counterpart of another painting by Polygnotos in the same Lesche, Troy 
Taken (I!ioupersis) (Pausanias 1 0.25-27). The iconography of the fall of Troy 

and its aftermath, the descent into Hades, may have inspired the sculptured 

frieze of the Ionic temple on the Ilissos River, which is usually dated within 

the period oftheArchidamian War (431-421 B.c.).44 The frieze is nowvery 

fragmentary and difficult to interpret. Slabs B and C represent a unified 

theme, men standing around or sitting, scattered in a rocky landscape.45 The 

lack of action is typical of sculptured narratives in the third quarter of the 

fifth century. The widely spaced composition of inactive characters recalls 

Underworld scenes in Attic red-figure vase-painting of the high classical 

period, for example the Nekyia on a calyx krater in New York.46 It is likely 

that landscape elements were painted in the background. The best part of 

slab B (Fig. 9) comprises two men in himatia seated facing one another 

on rocks, heads bowed in dejection, accompanied by a bundle, a sack of 
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Figure 9. Slab B of the frieze of the Ilissos temple. Berlin, Antikensammlung. 
Staadiche Museen- Preussischer Kulturbesitz Sk 1483. Photo: Hans R. Goette. 

provisions, a crooked stick for carrying them, and a pilos-like object that has 

often been interpreted as a helmet but may be a bucket instead.47 In the 

early twentieth century the pair was interpreted as Theseus and Peirithoos 

in Hades, and by extension slabs B and C were seen as parts of a Nekyia.48 

The two heroes in Hades, however, are usually shown as warriors, not as 

citizens in himatia;49 I have argued elsewhere that the two men on slab B 

are initiates in the Underworld, resting on the banks of the Acheron River. 5° 

The reeds of the river may have been painted in the background. Even 

though it is not possible to prove that part of the Ilissos frieze carried an 

Underworld scene,51 it remains a plausible interpretation, especially as the 

other surviving slabs, D and E, can be viewed as scenes of the Ilioupersis. 52 

The iconography of the architectural sculptures of the Ilissos temple would 

thus be echoing Polygnotos' pictures at Delphi and would be rather appro

priate decoration for a temple erected in the opening years of the Pelo

ponnesian War. The representation of an Underworld scene would mark a 

new development in sacred architecture which remained, however, without 

following. 

In the decade 420-410 Herakles' attainment of immortality was cele

brated on the Akropolis in a (fragmentary) votive relief that was excavated 

near the Erechtheion (Fig. 10) . 53 It shows a coronation scene. Herakles54 on 

the left is crowned by Nike, who embraces a youthful goddess on the right. 

Nike is distinctly smaller than the other two figures. A deep cutting in her 
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Figure 10. Fragmentary three-figure relief with Herakles, Nike, and Athena. Athens, 

Akropolis Museum 1329 (on loan to the Museum of the History of the Ancient 

Olympic Games, Olympia). Photo: Hans R. Goette. 

right hand must have accommodated a metallic wreath. Her clinging peplos 

is typical of the Rich Style and recalls the draperies of Nikai on the Nike 

temple parapet, whereas Herakles' muscular chest echoes Poseidon in the west 

pediment of the Parthenon. 55 Parthenonian overtones are also evident in the 

intimacy between the goddesses which finds a parallel in Nike and Hera on 

the Parthenon frieze , and in Herakles' furrowed brow that can be seen on some 

of the horsemen on the same frieze. 56 Nike's smaller scale and dependence on 

the larger goddess suggests that the crown is ultimately awarded by this other 

goddess. But who is she? Her identification with Hebe, suggested by a hand

ful of scholars, does not explain Nike's gesture of intimacy. 57 Hebe can be 

shown crowning Herakles58 but cannot command Nike to award the crown. 

Given the Akropolis findspot, the goddess may be more plausibly interpreted 

as Athena. She was Herakles' greatest champion and introduced him to 

Olympos after his demise and apotheosis. The fact that she wears neither hel

met nor aegis is not a problem, for she occasionally appears without them in 

the second half of the fifth century, for example, on the Parthenon fri eze, on a 

votive relief of Athena N ike from the Akropolis dating from c. 415- 410 B.C . 
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(where she holds her helmet on her lap) (Fig. 17), and on a record relief 

of 409/8 B.c .59 Eternal youth was H erakles' reward for acquiring the apples 

of the H esperides and his coronation by Nike belongs to the imagery of 

apotheosis. 60 

The closest stylistic parallel to the relief from the Akropolis (Fig. 1 O) 
can be found on another three-figure relief showing Herakles seated under 

the apple tree in the garden of the Hesperides. It is known from a number 

of fragmentary copies of the Roman period (Fig. 11). 61 It forms part of 

a group of four three-figure reliefs, all transmitted through Roman copies 

in Pentelic marble, showing scenes related to the quest for immortality. 

The other three reliefs represent Theseus, Peirithoos, and Herakles in the 

Underworld, Orpheus, Eurydice, and Hermes psychopompos (Fig. 15) , and 

Medea and the daughters ofPelias (Fig. 14). 62 Herakles' hairstyle is similar on 

the Akropolis and the Hesperides reliefs, and Athena's idiosyncratic braids 

wrapped round her head (Fig. 10) recur in the Hesperid standing behind 

Herakles in the Hermitage copy of the Hesperides relief 63 Herakles' head and 

anatomy (Fig. 1 0) are also related to those of Theseus on the relief illustrating 

Herakles liberating Theseus and Peirithoos from Hades.64 It looks as though 

the three Herakles reliefs were conceived in the same workshop at the same 

time, two of them illustrating stages in the hero 's attainment of immortality, 

the third showing his ability to resurrect the dead. A similar atmosphere of 

blissful timelessness is conveyed in the bottom zone of a contemporary Attic 

red-figure hydria by the Meidias Painter in London, showing Herakles in the 

garden of the Hesperides (Fig. 12) attended by Hygieia, Medea holding a 

casket with magic potions (Fig. 13), and a number of Argonauts and Athenian 

eponynous heroes, along with Theseus' sons, Demophon and Akamas.65 

The presence of Athenian heroes characterizes the scene as an Athenian 

Elysium. Medea's appearance, on the other hand, has been viewed as a jarring 

note, an element of evil in ·paradise. 66 However, her capacity to bestow 

eternal youth, just like the apples of the Hesperides, and her association 

with Theseus ' father, Aigeus, are good reasons for her inclusion in this Attic 

garden.67 

Medea and the daughters of Pelias form the subject of another three

figure relief transmitted through Roman copies (Fig. 14). 68 It represents the 

moment of horror when the daughters ofPelias realize that their father, boiling 

in the cauldron, is not going to be rejuvenated as promised by Medea. In a 

similar vein, the relief of Hermes, Eurydice, and Orpheus (Fig. 15) evidently 

illustrates the spouses ' separation, when Hermes must convey Eurydice back 

to Hades. 69 It has been argued that the relief shows the final reunion of 

Orpheus and Eurydice because the Greek literary sources are mainly aware 
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Figure 11. Reconstruction of three-figure relief ofHerakles in the garden of the 
Hesperides. After H. Gotze, ]dl 63164 (1948 /49) p. 93 fig.4. 

of a version of the story in which Orpheus' mission is successful?0 However, 

Hermes' firm grasp of Eurydice's hand indicates that he is leading her back to 

Hades. 71 Hermes invariably acts as psychopompos in the funerary iconography 

of the fifth century: the best parallel to the gestures of Hermes and Eurydice 

in the Orpheus relief is offered by the lekythos of Myrrhine (Fig. 16), which 

dates from roughly the same period.72 

The Medea and Orpheus reliefs, therefore, immortalize their heroes' 

failed attempts to attain eternal life, whereas the Herakles reliefs celebrate his 

conquest of death for himself and others. Because the four three-figure reliefs 

copied in Roman times are closely related in style and are of approximately the 

same size, they are usually considered as forming part of a single monument. 

As the three figures echo the three actors of Attic drama, the reliefs have been 

attributed either ro the base of a funerary monument for a tragic poet73 or 
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Figure 12. Attic red-figure hydria by the Meidias Painter. London, British Museum E 224. Photo: 
copyright the Trustees of the British Museum. 
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to a choregic monument.74 These possibilities, however, are not supported 

by the evidence. Attic funerary monuments do not represent gods or heroes, 

except Hermes, and choregic monuments are not known to have illustrated 

more than a single winning poem.75 An alternative interpretation sees them 
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Figure 13. Attic red-figure hydria by the Meidias Painter. London, British Museum 
E 224. Detail: Medea. Photo: copyright the Trustees of the British Museum. 

as Banking the entrance of a sacred precinct.l6 Because of the predominance 

of Herakles imagery, Evelyn Harrison has assigned them to the pre<;:inct of 

the sanctuary ofHerakles at Melite. 77 

The four three-figure reliefs, however, do not stand alone. Even though 

slightly smaller in scale, the Akropolis relief (Fig. 1 0) is closely related to 

them in style and iconography and has the additional advantage of being a 

fifth-century original. It introduces a divine figure (Athena), thus raising the 

question of the recipient of the dedication. The majority of scholars have 

regarded this relief as a votive to Herakles despite the fact that we have no 

evidence of a Herakles cult on the Akropolis in the classical period. 78 A 

sixth-century statue base in Naxian marble probably carrying a dedication 

to Herakles and found embedded in an Ottoman wall near the Propylaia is 

sometimes taken as evidence of a Herakles cult on the rock. 79 If such a shrine 

existed, it may have been destroyed by the Persians in 480/79; it was, at any 

rate, not seen by Pausanias. 80 Both the finds pot (near the Erechtheion) and 

Athena's likely appearance on the Herakles relief from the Akropolis (Fig. 1 O) 

indicate that it may have been dedicated to her. 81 Likewise, the prototypes of 

the other three-figure reliefs need not have belonged to a single monument 

but may have been votives to Athena on the Akropolis, all created in a 

single workshop in the last decades of the Peloponnesian War. Their unusual 
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Figure 14. Three-figure relief of Medea and the daughters of Pelias. Berlin, Antikensammlung. 
Staadiche Museen- Preussischer Kulturbesitz Sk 925. Photo: Hans R. Goette. 
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iconography is no obstacle. Herakles ' close relationship to Athena is well 

known; Theseus was the Attic hero par excellence; Medea enjoyed a sojourn 

in Athens; Orpheus ' continuous presence in fifth-century Attic vase-painting 

is a token of his popularity in Athens and of Athenian interest in Orphism. 82 

It is probably no accident that one of the metopes of the temple of Apollo 
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Figure 15 . Three-figure relief ofHermes, Eurydice, and Orpheus . Paris, 
Louvre MA 854. Photo: Olga Palagia. 

Epikourios at Bassai (carved c. 415-410 B.C., possibly by Athenian sculptors) 

also carries Orpheus playing his music. 83 

We do not know why there are no Roman copies of the Herakles relief 

from the Akropolis (Fig. 10), or whether other similar works were created 

at the same time. If the choice of themes in the three-figure reliefs may 

appear odd for votive reliefs, it is no more unusual than the marble group of 

Prokne about to slaughter her son Itys, dedicated to Athena on the Akropolis 

by the sculptor Alkamenes during the Peloponnesian War. 84 New narratives 

tend to be created in times of crisis, and the Peloponnesian War was no 

exception. Eschatological themes will disappear from Attic sculpture in the 

fo urrh century. 
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Figure 16. Funerary lekythos of Myrrhine. From Athens, Syntagma Square. 
Athens, National Museum 4485. Photo: Hans R. Goette. 
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