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THE PROBLEM
The subject of the Parthenon frieze has generally been interpreted as representing the procession of the Great Panathenaia, which was held in Athens every four years1, though many
other readings have also been proposed2. Some recent theories interpret the frieze not specifically as a representation of the Panathenaia but rather as a generic, idealized representation of
Athenian religion and culture in the Periklean period3. Other scholars also think that the relief
embodied Periklesʼ ideology, implying the cultural institutions and diplomacy of democratic
Athens through the glorification of the city-stateʼs religious life4.
This article is one of the results of the Parthenon Project Japan 1994–1996, 2007–2009, 2011–2014, 2018–2021.
Here, I could not mention all the scholars, but special thanks are due to everyone who assisted in the whole project.
I am much obliged to Dr. O. Krischer, Deputy Director at China Studies Centre, University of Sydney, who not only
revised my English in the preparation of this article but also inspired my thinking greatly. I also appreciate the kindness of M. Akiyama, Professor of Classical Philology and Theology at the University of Tsukuba, who assisted my
reading of the inscriptions of the votive reliefs. The research project 2018–2021 is supported by JSPS KAKENHI
Grant Number JP18H03566. – This article follows the abbreviations for journals, series, lexika, and frequently cited
works of the DAI. For the antique authors see DNP III (1997) p. XXXVI–XLIV and Liddell – Scott – Jones p. XVI–
XLV. To refer to the Parthenon frieze blocks and figures the article uses the numbering system found in Jenkins 1994.
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James Stuart and Nicholas Revett interpreted the frieze as a representation of the Panathenaic festival. Neils
(2001, 1–8) sets out in detail the scholarship before the 1950s.
Earlier studies up to 1999 are succinctly summarized in Hurwit (1999, 222–228. 232–234). According to him,
theories of the Parthenon frieze as representing the procession of the Great Panathenaia can be placed in three
categories: mythological, historical, and generic. Hurwit himself, however, does not adhere to any of these three
views, instead interpreting the frieze as depicting a synopsis of many Attic festival events. The mythological
approach interprets the subject as representing the procession of the first Panathenaia festival, see Kardara 1961;
Connelly 1996; Connelly 2014; see also Jeppesen 2007. Boardman (1977) states the historical reading and interprets the frieze as a depiction of the Great Panathenaia in 490 before the battle at Marathon. The third, generic,
view forms what is probably the prevailing approach: seeing the frieze as a representation of a ritual performed
by idealized citizens. Brommer (1977) views the frieze as an idealized expression of the Great Panathenaia in the
Periklean period; the perspectives of Jenkins (1994, 42), Bird et al. (1998, 10) and Shear (2001, 160) seem broadly
to accord with this. For a discussion of the ritual represented in the eastern frieze see also Steinhart 1997; Steinhart
2014. For more recent studies see Wesenberg 2016a; Wesenberg 2016b; Borbein 2016; Delivorrias 2017.
See especially Wesenberg 1995; Pollitt 1997. Jenkins (1994, 42) sees also the peplos scene as a visual metaphor for
the spirit of the Panathenaic festival, embodying the communal values of the city but at the same time transcending
them. See also Harrison 1984; Harrison 1996; Nagy 1992; Neils 2001; Wesenberg 2014; Wesenberg 2016a.
Since the late 1990s, many readings have appeared; most tend to accord with Wesenberg’s and Pollitt’s views,
seeing the relief as the representation of the cultural value-system of democratic Athens. See Hurwit 1999, esp.
227; Holloway 2000; Barringer 2008, esp. 85–91; Wrede 2004, esp. 22 f.; Schneider 2010, esp. 277; Papini 2014,
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After 2000 there seems to have been no notable change in opinions, excepting certain
contributions to the so-called mythical approach5. B. Wesenberg and J. J. Pollitt, in particular,
contributed to a reconsideration of this theme, with Pollitt asserting that the frieze imagery
could be connected only »in a general and somewhat loose way« with a particular festival
procession6. J. M. Hurwit elaborated this idea further, emphasizing a simple fact that could be
a valid premise for all attempts of interpretation: the subject of the Parthenon frieze cannot
simply be a festival procession since the chariot scenes depict an athletic competition, and
such apobates games were held at a different time and place to the procession7. Hurwit suggests that the frieze instead represents a collection of festival events, lacking any unity of time
and place, which would constitute an exceptional and unique theme in classical Greek art. D.
Castriota also states that the frieze was selective and chose elements that often ignored the
precise order of the events and ceremonies8. And herein lies perhaps one of the most difficult
problems in reading the Parthenon frieze: lacking any unity of time and space, the scenes
of the frieze have often been read as representations of religious civic culture, or as a proud
self-portrait of Athenian citizenry9. In ancient Greek art, however, the votive relief is another
pictorial category that represents an episodic subject, with the depiction of a god and approaching worshipper. Yet, despite the existence of detailed, fruitful studies on the representation
of animal sacrifice in both votive reliefs and vase painting, the implications of such research
have seldom been seriously considered in analyses of the Parthenon frieze10. This paper there
fore aims to structurally analyze the votive relief and the Parthenon frieze, in an attempt to
reconstruct how a contemporary viewer may have read the friezeʼs festival scenes.

ADORATION RELIEF
To understand what scenes of animal sacrifice on archaic votive offerings might have communicated to a contemporary viewer, a good example is the pinax from Pitsas (fig. 11). It appears to
represent the ritual activity, yet the attached inscriptions reveal that the scene would have served
as a precise list or document of the dedicator, recipients and beneficiaries related to the offering
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87–114; Pollitt 2014; Shear 2016, 127. 132. 134. The theories of Ellinghaus (2011) and Fehr (2011) tend also to
see the frieze as the embodiment of Athenian civic culture. Neils (2001, esp. 196–201) states, however, that the
scene of the gods suggests the historical battles of Athens; and she sees the frieze imagery more as a document
rather than a generic composition.
See n. 2.
Wesenberg 1995; Pollitt 1997, 51 f.
Hurwit 1999, 226; Meyer 2017, 113 n. 762. See also Brommer 1977, 148 f.; Schäfer 1987, 186; Wesenberg 1995,
164–168; Barringer 2014, 237 f. About the apobates and the schedule of the festival, see n. 144.
Castriota 1992, 202. Hurwit (1999, 227) states »the frieze selects or alludes to episodes from the whole multiday
festival, and blends them artfully in processional form«. About the discussion of unity of time and space see also
Brommer 1977, 147 f. Schneider (2010, 169) also sees the representations of the frieze as suggesting various Attic
festivals.
Pollitt 1997, esp. 61–63; Hurwit 1999, 225. Meyer (2017, esp. 107) interprets the frieze as »eine Selbstdarstellung
des Demos bei der Verehrung seiner Hauptgöttin«.
In his seminal article Kroll (1979) already compared votive reliefs to the Parthenon frieze, however, he only
discussed the compositional similarity of the two and not the issue of interpretation. See also Neumann 1979, 45;
Neils 2001, 42 f.; Osada 2016b. Holloway (1966) proposed similarities between the votive monuments dedicated
to the archaic Acropolis and the motives of the Parthenon frieze, interpreting the latter as a symbolic representation of the reconstructed archaic Acropolis. See also Hurwit 1999, 226 f.

R ethinking

the

P arthenon F rieze

as a

V otive L ist

3

of the monument. The following table succinctly explains how inscription and imagery together
conveyed complicated information about those involved in the cult in Attic votive reliefs.
Votive reliefs

The Parthenon frieze

The stained glass of
the Chartres Cathedral

depiction
(appearance)

the participants in the participants in the the artisans in their ateliers
the ritual activities Great Panathenaia

subject (representation)

the donor list

the donor list

the donor list

Table 1. The depiction and the subject of the Parthenon frieze

On the Parthenon frieze, the scenes can be summarized as a procession towards seated gods,
extended in long, band-like compositions11. Male and female worshippers proceed with ritual
items and sacrificial victims, while the gods sit in front of them. Compositionally as well as thematically the Parthenon frieze thus seems to belong to the category of votive relief. Moreover,
the height differentiation between gods and mortals, which was always explicitly expressed in
votive reliefs, is also seen on the Parthenon frieze, emphasizing the separation of the two12.
Votive reliefs began to be offered to the goddess Athena at the end of the sixth century B.C.13.
Within this category, a type of so-called adoration relief appeared roughly at the same time, in
which worshipper and god face each other14. Fig. 1 shows the oldest known marble votive relief,
made ca. 49015, the period during which the basic iconographical type of adoration was developed, as I discuss below. At the end of the archaic period the number of monuments declined,
but around 420, production again notably increased. Scholars assume that the Parthenon frieze
affected the genre16. Figs. 2 and 3 show typical examples of votive reliefs produced at the end of
the fifth century17. Many similar examples followed in the next century18.
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The components of the iconography of the Parthenon frieze – the cavalry, chariotry, ritual procession, and assembly of divinities – can also, when considered individually, be found in the repertoire of themes on the extant
continuous friezes of the archaic period. See Brommer 1977, 151–153; Castriota 1992, 202–229. About the reconstruction of the elders and animals on the frieze see Mizuta 2001b.
Regarding the height differentiation between god and human, see Edelmann 1999, 31; ThesCRA I (2004) 285 s. v.
Dedications, Gr. 2.d. (E. Vikela); Neils 1999, 6; Sourvinou-Inwood 2011, 285.
Vikela 2005, 88; ThesCRA I (2004) 271–287 s. v. Dedications, Gr. 2.d. (E. Vikela).
Many examples of adoration reliefs were produced in Attica. The most important catalogues are Van Straten 1995;
Vikela 1997; Edelmann 1999; Comella 2002; Vikela 2005; Lawton 2009; Comella 2011; Vikela 2015, and the lists
of 1. Processions, Gr., 2.d. Dedications, Gr. and others in ThesCRA.
Athens, Acropolis Museum 581: Brouskari 1974, 52 f. fig. 94; Mitropoulou 1977, 26 no. 21 fig. 39; Neumann 1979,
34. 38. 70 f. pl. 18 a; Edelmann 1999, A14 fig. 4; Neils 2001, 42 fig. 33; Comella 2002, Atene 8 fig. 11; Vikela 2005,
93–95 pl. 12, 2; LIMC II (1984) 1011 no. 587 s. v. Athena (R. Fleischer); ThesCRA I (2004) no. 71 s. v. Processions,
Gr. 1. (M. True – J. Daehner – J. B. Grossman – K. D. S. Lapatin); ThesCRA I (2004) no. 112 s. v. Sacrifices, Gr. 2.a.
(A. Hermary – M. Leguilloux); ThesCRA III (2005) 188 no. 63 s. v. Veneration 6.c. (A. Constantini).
Rühfel 1984, 126; Edelmann 1999, 36; Lawton 2009, 67.
(1) Athens, National Archaeological Museum 1597, from the sanctuary of Aphrodite at Daphni: Svoronos 1908–
1911, II 630 no. 326 pl. 129; Mitropoulou 1977, 53 f. no. 90 fig. 140; LIMC IV (1988) 881 no. 439 pl. 596 s. v.
Demeter (L. Beschi); Edelmann 1999, B53; Comella 2002, 67 f. 207 f. Dafni 1 fig. 59; Lawton 2009, 73 f. no. 34
fig. 20. – (2) Copenhagen, Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek 1430, reportedly from Piraeus: Mitropoulou 1977, 45 f. no. 67
fig. 105; Neumann 1979, 43 n. 10; Meyer 1987 pl. 15, 1; Edelmann 1999, B65 fig. 10; Comella 2002, 74. 220 Piero
27 fig. 66; Lawton 2009, 76 f. no. 15 fig. 21.
Van Straten 1995, 58 f.; Edelmann 1999, 13–35; ThesCRA I (2004) 285 s. v. Dedications, Gr. 2.d. (E. Vikela). See
also Hausmann 1960, 10–15; Neumann1979, 5–41; Edelmann 1999, 29; Lawton 2009, esp. 67.
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female was a gyne or wife, who scholars assume is the woman depicted walking behind the
man leading the procession (fig. 4)40. The Aristonike relief depicts four couples and four children as worshippers (fig. 5)41, and the inscription states that Aristonike was also a wife, though
we are not sure why these parents and children are gathered42. Thus the inscription informed
the viewer that Aristonike, rather than anyone else among the worshippers on the relief, was
connected by a special relationship to the goddess Artemis.

BENEFICIARY AND NOMINAL DEDICATOR
As seen in the Peisis and Aristonike examples, in votive reliefs we often find worshippers
who are not mentioned in the inscription yet, but are carved in the relief. It seems most likely
that such additional figures were the beneficiaries of the hoped for divine protection43. Immortals were assumed to give favor to mortals in gratitude for the dedicated monument based on
a reciprocal relationship44. For example, when a mother dedicated a votive relief, she could
refer to herself as dedicator in the inscription and specify herself as beneficiary of the dedicated monument, but she could also have her family members carved on the relief so that they
would belong to the beneficiaries of this dedication, too. In votives generally, the specifying
of beneficiaries must therefore have been a matter of great significance, since dedications
were connected to real benefits45. The careful differentiation of children by size suggests that
the relief was meant to express exactly who the beneficiaries involved in the donation of the
monument were46. Although the scenes of the votive reliefs appear to depict a scene of animal
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Brauron, Archaeological Museum 1152: Πεισις [...]οντος γύνη ἀνέθηκεν Ἀρτεμίδι. See Kontos 1967, 195
pl. 104 b; Van Straten 1995, 81 R74 fig. 86; Vikela 1997, 226 n. 239; Edelmann 1999, 44 f. F28 fig. 23; Comella
2002, Brauron 2; Vikela 2015, Tr 11 pl. 57; LIMC II (1984) 298 no. 957 s. v. Apollon (W. Lambrinudakis); LIMC
II (1984) 708 no. 1127 pl. 536 s. v. Artemis (L. Kahil); ThesCRA I (2004) 11 no. 59 s. v. Processions, Gr. 1. (M.
True – J. Daehner – J. B. Grossman – K. D. S. Lapatin).
Brauron, Archaeological Museum 1151: Ἀρτεμίδι εὐξάμενη ἀνέθηκεν Ἀριστονίκη Ἀντιφάνους Θοραῖεος γύνη.
See Kontos 1967, 195 pl. 104 a; Van Straten 1995, 81 R73 fig. 57; Vikela 1997, 225 f. n. 238; Edelmann 1999, F27
fig. 31; Comella 2002, Brauron 1 fig. 125; Vikela 2015, Ar 31 pl. 33; LIMC II (1984) 695 f. no. 974 s. v. Artemis
(L. Kahil); ThesCRA I (2004) 11 no. 57 s. v. Processions, Gr. 1. (M. True – J. Daehner – J. B. Grossman – K. D. S.
Lapatin); ThesCRA III (2005) 181–192 s. v. Veneration 6.c. (A. Constantini).
They seem to represent the extended family or thiasos. About the relationship between members of a family or
extended family in votive culture, see Löhr 2000.
Of the 46 examples in good condition, nine depict multiple worshippers in the relief, while their inscriptions refer
to a single female dedicator (see n. 39). On the other hand, only six examples depicting multiple worshippers have
inscriptions referring to a male dedicator (Edelmann 1999, C5. C14. C15. E14. F7. F14). Therefore, in this group
of reliefs a greater number of monuments were dedicated by a female donor, which is noteworthy, since offerings
were far more often dedicated by men.
As ThesCRA I (2004) 270–281, esp. 275. 280 s. v. Dedications, Gr. 2.d. (R. Parker) states the dedications seem to
have been made in fulfillment of a vow. Keesling (2003, 4–10, esp. 4) also emphasizes the importance of a vow
in the mechanism of dedication. On the reciprocal relationship between mortal and immortal, see also Burkert
1985, 93; Linders 1987; Larson 2007a, 8 f.; Kearns 2010, esp. 264–275; Naiden 2015, esp. 39–130; Keesling
2003, 6–10. Jim (2014, 59–97, esp. 65–67. 76) criticizes the simplified assumption of a reciprocal relationship;
she feels that modern scholarship over-emphasizes the idea of Greek religion being fundamentally foreign to the
perspective of researchers today.
See ThesCRA I (2004) 276 s. v. Dedications, Gr. 2.d. (R. Parker). For example, the inscription for an offering
often includes ὑπὲρ τῶν παιδίων as a formula.
Edelmann 1999, 45.

