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Roots of Western Culture: 

Prehistoric Cave Paintings, Ancient Sumer, 

Classical Greece & The Gothic Middle Ages 

             
2.1 Grotte Chauvet.            2.2 Sumerian fig.       2.3 Greek Apollo.         2.4 Gothic jamb fig. 
 
A single hand stenciled in red paint, from deep inside a cave (2.1). 

A bearded man, wearing a long skirt, from atop a stepped pyramid (2.2). 

A young athletic god, from the roof of a marble temple (2.3). 

A tall thin woman wearing a crown, from beside the door of a church (2.4). 

 These four images are from Paleolithic Europe, Ancient Iraq, Classical Greece, and 

France in the Gothic Middle Ages. Although there is a 30,000-year span between the first and the 

last of these images, they all share one significant attribute: each tells us what the people of the 

time valued and how they wanted to be represented. They are also significant because they 

constitute some of the steppingstones that lead to the threshold of the Renaissance, the period in 

which Western art and culture took a decisive and dramatic step toward modern times. 

 The stenciled hand comes from deep in prehistory, that is, from times so distant we have 

no written records. For that reason, our understanding of its meaning and function must remain 
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speculative.   

Once we get to the sculptures, however, we move into time documented by written 

records--into history. Typically, histories—particularly art histories—are written as progressive 

narratives with one event leading directly into another. The histories presented in this book, 

however, do not comprise a single narrative. The stenciled hand did not lead directly or 

seamlessly to the bearded man. To continue the analogy from the paragraph above, there were 

lots of steppingstones between the hand and the bearded man—and lots more between the man 

and the young athlete. Rather than pretending to cover all those steps, this book selects a few 

crucial ones and relates a history of ruptures as well as connections.  

 The wide-eyed face of the Sumerian sculpture looks to the skies with a kind of bright 

fear, revealing the Sumerian attitude toward the gods they believed ruled their cities. Faces like 

this one stood on rigid bodies locked in an endless ritual of sacred homage. While ordinary 

people went about their daily tasks, such statues served a vital function: they watched and 

prayed. 

 By contrast, the face of the Greek statue was portrayed in the midst of heroic action. A 

depiction of the Greek god Apollo, it was originally located atop an immense stone temple in the 

city of Olympia. Serene and noble, it reflects the Greek balance of naturalistic observation and 

geometric idealization of form. 

 The face of the medieval sculpture is less rational and heroic than the face of the Greek 

statue, but something else is there that is entirely new. Even though the face is not more detailed, 

it is somehow more personal, more individual. The sculpted face reflects not only confidence but 

also belief in a personal soul. It radiates the confidence of salvation, a salvation medieval culture 

and art offered to everyone. 
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 The faces of the three sculptures differ very little in the technical skill required for their 

production, despite an interval of over four thousand years. They nevertheless clearly reflect a 

striking growth in their relative sense of personality; that is, they impress us with their 

increasingly life-like and individual presence. The three cultures represented by the sculptures 

reflect changes in communicative technology as well. Ancient Iraq used cuneiform writing on 

clay tablets. The Greeks used alphabet writing on papyrus and vellum scrolls. And the Gothic 

Middle Ages used manuscripts and early woodcut printmaking. 

In the distant historical roots of Western culture, the values manifest in Renaissance icons 

and today’s mass media were not always celebrated. We will survey four examples of these roots 

to examine some of the technologies developed and the values celebrated in other historical 

periods. We will start with images from prehistoric caves in southern France (created more than 

30,000 years ago), move east to examples from the Ancient Sumerian period of Iraq (dated 

around 3500-2500 BC), travel to Classical Greece (culminating in the fifth century B.C.) and 

end, in this chapter, back in France, with art from the Gothic Middle Ages (circa 1200 A.D.) 

[MAPS of Iraq & Middle East (2.5); Greece (2.6); France (indicating both Grotte Chauvet & 

Chartres. 2.7] 

 
2.5 Map of Ancient Iraq & Middle East. 
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2.6 Ancient Greece. 

 

 
2.7 France. 
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Grotte Chauvet: Prehistoric Cave Art in France 

 The cave paintings in Grotte Chauvet are probably over 32,000 years old. That means 

they are some of the oldest art on the planet. They are also some of the most recently discovered. 

Three French spelunkers—Jean-Marie Chauvet, Eliette Brunel and Christian Hillaire—

discovered the caves in December 1994.  (See 

http://www.culture.gouv.fr/culture/arcnat/chauvet/fr/ for a tour of the site.) 

 More than three hundred paintings and engravings (images created by carving shallow 

lines into the rock surface) are scattered over the surfaces of the Grotte Chauvet chambers. The 

animals, which are depicted moving and often overlapping, include: bears, bison, horses, hyenas, 

ibex, owls, rhinoceros, and large spotted felines, possibly panthers. There are also numerous 

abstract symbols from dots to lines to geometric shapes that are arrayed around and over the 

animals. And there are the handprints, probably created by the artist placing his/her hand against 

the cave wall and blowing pigment through a hollow straw-like cane to spray it around the 

spread fingers. 

 The cave walls were scraped with stone tools to prepare then for painting. Colored dirt 

was mixed with animal fat and applied with sticks. The colors of prehistoric cave paint are 

usually red from iron oxide, yellow from ochre and black from manganese. There is evidence of 

possible digging for these pigments inside Grotte Chauvet. There are also fire pits, stone tools, 

fragments of torches, and ceremonially aligned bear skulls. 

Although it is certain (from bone remains) that the animals in the paintings were those the 

Paleolithic people of Grotte Chauvet hunted, we can only hypothesize about how the images 

functioned. Some scholars have suggested that the geometric symbols connected to the animal 

images comprise a kind of mathematical recordkeeping. The more common theory is that the 
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paintings depict hunting techniques and rituals.  Such rituals may have been performed by a 

shaman, a non-institutionalized religious practitioner who used art, music and dance to lead 

her/his people across the threshold that separates the seen from the unseen, and to facilitate their 

communion with the spirit realm. 

Connie Hitzerotoh-Ohlman suggests that the Grotte Chauvet paintings were the 

predecessors of today’s animated films.1 Moving the light of torches over the otherwise darkened 

surfaces of the caves made the painted images appear to move. The visuals may have been 

accompanied by the recounting of stories and myths. Hitzeroth-Ohlman suggests that the 

painting rituals may have offered early humans a respite from the hardships of the Ice Age. 

Concentrated in the back galleries of large dark caves, the paintings and attendant rituals offered 

instruction and entertainment—not unlike Hollywood movies today. Another analogy might be 

made between the ancient experience of being surrounded by lively images in a cave and the 

contemporary experience of being submerged in virtual reality art.  
Ancient Sumer 

 The ancient culture that developed between the fertile Tigris-Euphrates River beds of 

Modern-Day Iraq is usually called Mesopotamia. The early phase of Mesopotamia, Sumer, was a 

loosely associated group of city-states that began over six thousand years ago. By at least 3500 

BC, the Sumerians had built complex city-states in sites like Uruk and Tell Asmar (the former to 

the south and the latter just northeast of modern Baghdad).  

Ancient Sumer was apparently the first culture to make the leap from village to city. The 

origins of the Sumerians and the stages of development of the city-state, with its particular myths 

and heroes, are historical puzzles only partially solved. What is clear is that with the Sumerian 

city-state a qualitatively new kind of human experience—the urban experience—came into 
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existence. 

The ancient cities of Sumer had 

massive buildings, and the Sumerian social 

organization was based on specialized 

bureaucracies. The Sumerians not only 

invented a form of writing, they also had a 

rudimentary mass media technology, in the 

form of written and pictorial messages print-

ed by rolling carved cylinder seals over clay 

tablets (2.8). These inventions contributed to  

 

 
2.8 Sumerian cylinder seal. 
 
 
 

an orderly and predictable way of life directed towards the gods, whose presence and importance 

was indicated by the most important structure of the Sumerian city, the massive stepped 

pyramidal platform known as a ziggurat that stood at its center (2.9). The sacred structure was 

heavily fortified, with thick walls protecting concentric rings of higher and higher elevations. 

 
2.9 Sumerian Ziggurat. 
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 The ancient Sumerian city formed an organic unity, an arena in which the mythic life of 

the king with the gods became—through ritual and art—the experience of the people themselves.  

Although archaeological remains are fragmentary (and constantly threatened by the ongoing 

warfare in that part of the world), it appears that the Sumerian cities were comprised of densely 

packed mud-brick dwellings surrounding a central temple complex, which was elevated on the 

ziggurat. The ziggurat was a symbolic mountain on top of which was the temple, the house of the 

city’s patron deity, where—on behalf of the people—the Sumerian priests and kings communed 

with the divine. Uruk was dominated by the White Temple, so named because its external brick 

walls were elegantly whitewashed. 

Inside Sumerian temples, either 

standing on top of a stone altar or sheltered 

in an architectural niche, were figures of 

local deities (2.10).2 Prominent would be the 

patron deity of that city-state, the divine 

being for whom the local ruler acted as a 

temporal representative. Rulers and priests 

served as intermediaries between the people 

and their powerful gods. Political decisions 

were thereby given religious authority. 
 

2.10 Sumerian votive figures.

The largest deity figure from Tell Asmar is a 30” tall standing male carved from pale 

alabaster  (probably 2700-2500 BC). Dignified and formal, his arms are folded at his waist in a 

prayerful or offertory pose. Looking critically at the figure tells us something about what the 

Sumerians so valued that they portrayed it as divine. First, the figure is presented as a male 
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humanoid, indicating that the Sumerians imaged their gods in human form. (Remember that 

other cultures, for example, the Aztecs, portrayed their gods in much less anthropomorphic 

ways.) 

The greatest artistic attention is paid to his large eyes, circled in black stone, and to his 

long, curling beard. His portrayal recalls the saying “The eyes are the windows to the soul,” 

suggesting that he should be seen as a spiritual or “soulful” figure. His long beard indicates that 

he is an older man--quite a bit older than the norm in a society with an average life span of 

around thirty years.  He is, by implication, a wise old man, a revered elder. His body is presented 

as simple geometric forms, specifically the cone (conical skirt) and cylinder (tube-like arms). He 

stands quietly, one might even say passively, in a static meditative repose. The Ancient 

Sumerians may have believed that the gods were actually present in their statues, that the stone 

forms functioned as temporal abodes for the divine. Timeless and static, formal and dignified, 

they were quiet centers of the sacred sanctuaries they inhabited.  

Ruler-priests approached temples on processional pathways that followed the angular 

circuit of the architectures. Worshippers remained below, as distant witnesses of the religious 

spectacles in front of and inside the temples. Such a ritual is portrayed in the Standard of Ur. 

The Standard of Ur 

Found in one of the largest graves in the Royal Cemetery of Ur, the Standard is a large 

(8” x 19”) wooden box covered with elaborate mosaic of shell, red limestone, and lapis lazuli 

(2.11). Both sides of the box—which may have served as part of a musical instrument, perhaps a 

lyre--are organized into three registers. One side depicts war: above, soldiers lead prisoners of 

war to their king; below, infantry and charioteers do battle with an unnamed enemy. The “Peace” 

side of the box depicts what may be a victory celebration. Servants wait upon the king and his 
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guests at a banquet. In two registers below them, commoners parade to the court, bearing gifts 

for the ruler.  

       
2.11 The Standard of Ur.                                                      2.11a The Standard of Ur, “War” and “Peace.” 
 

[SIDEBAR: Centuries later in Central America, the Maya Indians at Bonampak painted 

murals inside a temple that portrayed a battle and a victory celebration (2.12). Both cultures used 

art to depict the official history of their rulers’ military exploits.]  

 
2.12 Detail of Bonampak mural. 
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Cylinder Seals 

 
2.13 Cuneiform on baked clay. 

 
We are not limited to inference in 

“reading” the sacred images of Ancient 

Sumer. The people of the Sumerian cities 

developed a writing system, called 

cuneiform, done with pointed sticks pressed 

into wet clay tablets. Most of these tablets 

are economic and administrative in  

nature; many document the economic 

activities of the temple (2.13). They provide records of the sheep, grains and other goods brought 

to the priests in honor of the divine 

overseers. But other cuneiform inscriptions 

are poetic accounts of the culture’s myths. 

From these, we learn that the city of Uruk 

was probably ruled by Inanna, the powerful 

Queen of Heaven, Goddess of the Moon and 

of seasonal regeneration (2.14). The main 

figure at Tel Asmar may have been Abu, 

God of Vegetation. 

 
2.14 Inanna, Queen of Heaven, 

Goddess of the Moon and of 
seasonal regeneration. 

Many of the clay tablets covered with cuneiform inscriptions were “signed” with imprints 

from cylinder seals. Such seals were small stone tubes carved in relief so that, when pressed into 

the wet clay tablets, they created miniature images narrating the sacred stories of the Sumerians. 

Cylinder seals may have functioned as official signatures, confirming temple gifts or 
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authenticating elite decrees. Pressing the seals into numerous clay tablets allowed the production 

of multiple identical images. The imprints of the seals, however small, can be seen as early forms 

of multiple original artworks. As such, they anticipate printmaking technologies and, ultimately, 

other mass media. It is important to note that the seals were exclusive possessions; specific 

dignitaries “owned” the images and thereby the right to reproduce them. This was not exactly the 

same as individual ownership; specific social roles gave individuals the right to “own” certain 

images and, by extension, the related cylinder seals.   

Some of the seals depict the deities residing atop mountains or in the skies (2.15). They 

are approached by rulers or priests, who come in supplication or gratitude. Simplified and 

schematic, the cylinder seal images convey beliefs echoed for millennia in Western culture: the 

divine resides in the heavens, takes human form when visible, and can be accessed by powerful 

earthly residents. The idea of climbing the mountain to access the divine was ritually replicated 

in processions up the ziggurat to honor the deity images in the temple.  

 
2.15 Deities amongst the stars. 

[SIDEBAR: The idea of climbing the 

mountain to encounter the sacred was shared 

with the ancient Jews. In the biblical book 

Exodus, we are told that Moses climbed 

Mount Sinai to talk to God and there 

received the tablets of the Ten 

Commandments, which were carved on 

large stone tablets. We are also told that  

mountains were sacred precincts, restricted to elite access. Exodus 19:23 reads “And Moses said 

unto the Lord, The people cannot come up to Mount Sinai for thou chargedst us, saying Set 
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bounds about the mount, and sanctify it.”]  

The belief in divine encounter on a mountaintop was continued in a later phase of 

Ancient Mesopotamia, as we can see in the Victory Stela of Naram-Sin (2.16) The victorious 

ruler climbs the mountain to meet the solar deities indicated by the many-spiked abstract forms 

at the top. He climbs the mountain to thank the gods for the victory they have led him to. Below, 

his troops continue the massacre of their foes. The stela is one of the earliest known monuments 

erected to glorify a conqueror, a function that art takes many times later in history. The sculptural 

portrait of Sadam toppled during the 2002 Desert War is only one of many, many later examples. 

[SIDEBAR: The ancient Maya also carved stelas to commemorate important victories (2.17). 

Shared cultural needs—not contact between peoples—led to similar art forms among the 

Sumerians and Mayans.] 

                  
2.16 Victory Stela of Naram-Sin.                       2.17 Mayan stela of 18-Rabbit. 
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Classical Greece 

Like the Ancient Sumerians, the Ancient Greeks of the Classical Period (around the fifth 

century BC) were politically organized into city-states.  

 The center of the Greek city or polis, was not a massive building; it was an empty 

space—the arena where public life took shape (see 2.18). The Spanish writer Ortega y Gassett 

explained the decisive significance of this new urban space: 

“The ‘polis’ starts by being an empty space…[it] is not primarily a collection of habitable 

dwellings, but a meeting place for citizens…a space of the most novel kind, in which man frees 

himself from the community of the plant and the animal, leaves them outside and creates an 

enclosure apart which is purely human a civil space.”3 The separation of culture (“man”) and 

nature (“the community of the plant and the animal”) is a fundamental bipolar opposition in 

Greek thought. As we shall see, it is depicted in sculptural form as well as architectural spaces. 

 
2.18 Outline of a polis. 
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 The Greek city-state was set up for citizens to gather and participate in urban discourse. 

Greek citizenship was restricted to free adult males. Neither boys nor women nor slaves could 

participate fully in the culture. As Andrew Stewart notes, “In general Greek men thought of 

themselves as the first, privileged member of a set of antinomies [i.e., what we are calling bipolar 

oppositions in this text]: Greek/barbarian, male/female, free/slave, human/animal. Therefore, 

opposite Greek male free humans one could theoretically align barbarians, females, slaves and 

animals in a fairly indiscriminate and interchangeable way.”4  

Greek temples were particularly restrictive; they were not to be entered by average 

citizens. Like the temples atop Sumerian ziggurats, Ancient Greek temples functioned as potent 

visual backdrops for the public rituals enacted in front of them.5 

The Parthenon 

The sacred precinct in the Ancient Greek city-state of Athens was an artificially-leveled 

mountaintop known as the Acropolis (literally, the city on a mountain). The center of the 

Acropolis was the plaza-like space in which the citizenry gathered. On the southeast side of the 

plaza was the largest temple on the Acropolis: the Parthenon (2.19). 

 
2.19 The Parthenon. 

 A temple dedicated to the patron deity Athena (2.20), the Parthenon was the single most 
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important building in Ancient Athens. Like the sanctuaries of Ancient Sumer, the Parthenon was 

sited on a mountaintop, which was fortified to protect the sacred precinct from ongoing military 

assault.  

 
2.20 Athena, a full-scale replica in Nashville, Tennessee. 
 

Like the deities of Sumer, Athena ruled over certain natural and cultural phenomena. Her 
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dominion over wisdom comes from her miraculous birth. One day Zeus, the father of the gods, 

had a horrid headache. He called upon the God of the Forge Hephaistos (known as Vulcan to the 

later Romans), who struck Zeus’s head with an axe and split it open. Out popped Athena, fully 

grown and fully armed. Born from the brain of the divine patriarch, she embodied his wisdom. 

She won dominion over war at sea when she bested her uncle Neptune, who was Zeus’s brother 

and the God of the Ocean, in a mythic contest.  

When the Athenians won a key victory over the Persians in a sea battle, Pericles, the 

leader of the city, determined to rebuild the old temple to Athena in gratitude. The resulting 

edifice is spectacular testimony to Athenian military prowess, one man’s determination, and 

dozens of artists’ incomparable skills. Designed by architects Ictinus and Callicrates in 448-432 

B.C., it has become the model for so many financial and governmental structures in the ensuing 

centuries that it is difficult to “see” in any critical fashion. First, let’s try to reconstruct how the 

Parthenon originally looked and functioned. Then we will analyze what it “says” to us today.  

 
 

 
2.21 Parthenon replica in Nashville, Tennessee. 
 
 

[SIDEBAR: Influences from the 

Parthenon can be seen all across the US, 

where numerous banks and government 

building facades were inspired by the Greek 

original. And a simulacrum, that is, an exact 

reproduction of the Parthenon, was erected in 

Nashville, Tennessee, where it continues to 

draw tens of thousands of tourists a year 

(2.21).] 

 In ancient times, the Parthenon was brightly painted in red, blue and gold with elaborate 

patterns that might be considered ornate, even gaudy to some viewers (2.22). Today it is an 
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austere white ruin.  Time, erosion, pollution and politics have all taken their toll on the structure. 

 
2.21 Artistic rendering of the architectural scheme and coloring of Parthenon. 
 

Over the centuries, the building was converted by conquerors into, first, a Byzantine 

church, then a Christian cathedral and finally a Turkish mosque. In 1687, the Turks were using 

one of the interior rooms of the Parthenon as a storehouse for ammunition. In the midst of battle, 

the Venetian navy struck the room with a 

cannonball and blew it up (2.23). The roof 

caved in and many of the walls collapsed. 

We have to use ancient accounts as well as 

archaeological remains to reconstruct how 

the Parthenon appeared in the fifth century 

B.C. 

 

 
2.23 Parthenon, as is! 

 Originally, the Parthenon was a large, two-roomed structure with a heavy timber and tile 

roof (2.24). The rooms had thick, tall wooden doors that were carefully secured. The larger room  
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2.24 Original roof tiles from the Parthenon. 
 

 
or cella housed an immense sculpture of the 

goddess carved by the gifted sculptor 

Phidias. With ivory skin and mahogany hair, 

the stature was almost 42 feet tall. Her 

helmet, shield, spear, and long robe were all 

gold, hundreds of pounds of gold.  Much of 

the statue, especially the shield, was covered 

with relief carving celebrating the wartime victories of Athens and her gods. Some scholars 

suggest that not only the Athena, but the entire Parthenon—much like Michelangelo’s David and 

the Aztec Coatlicue—functioned as a grand ideological statement. A sumptuous declaration of 

who the Athenians were and aspired to be, it boasted of their status as the preeminent city in 

Greece. 

Needless to say, the statue of Athena was one of the first items destroyed by conquerors 

as they sacked the city. The second and smaller room of interior of the Parthenon was a rich 

treasury. It, too, was subject to wartime pillage.   

 
2.25 Dionysos. 
 

Much of the sculpture that used to 

cover the Parthenon is gone as well. In 1801, 

British Lord Elgin traveled to Athens and 

hired local workers to remove the sculptural 

figures from the Parthenon (2.25). Elgin 

then shipped them to London, where they  

are still located (in spite of numerous attempts by the Greek government to repatriate them). 

Now known as the “Elgin Marbles,” the sculptures from the Parthenon are particularly important 
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in telling the stories of Ancient Athens, as well as revealing the values they celebrated and how 

they “marked” the human body as divine.  

 The largest sculptural figures appeared on the pediments, the triangular roof components 

(2.26). Both the east pediment and the west pediment framed complex representations of the  

patron goddess Athena. On the east pediment--the part of the building that faced the rising sun 

and was symbolic of the birth of the new day--was a representation of the birth of the goddess. In 

the birth scene, Athena was fully clothed, while Zeus’s muscular torso was fully exposed. On the 

west pediment appeared Athena’s competition with Neptune over patronage of Athens. The 

goddess was attired in a long robe; Neptune was completely nude.  

 
2.26 Detail of West pediment with Athena battling Neptune for patronage of Athens. 

Below the pediments of the Parthenon were alternating rectangular panels known as 

triglyphs and metopes. The triglyphs were composed of three vertical stone stripes (2.27). The 

metopes were covered with figural reliefs, each a pair of figures in combat (2.28). One member 
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of the pair is a muscular man, nude except for a thin cape over his shoulders. The other member 

is a centaur, a figure with a horse’s body and a human torso emerging from the horse’s neck area. 

In Greek mythology, centaurs behaved with unbridled lust, drunken abandon, and brute violence. 

They represented man’s animal nature or nature without cultural control. 

       
2.27 Detail of triglyphs and metopes.                             2.28 Detail of a metope. 
 

 [SIDEBAR: Even today, in the mass media, centaurs symbolize nature. In one episode of 

the recent television series “Hercules,” the hero attended a wedding ceremony. Just as the guests 

assembled, a group of centaurs raced into the town and abducted several of the beautiful virgins, 

carrying them back to the forests--the 

uncontrolled nature--in which the centaurs 

dwelled. Hercules, the human hero, followed 

them and battled the centaurs to win back 

the maidens (2.29).]  
2.29 Hercules (Kevin Sorbo) getting choked by a 
Centaur.

 

 The metopes of the Parthenon represent bipolar opposition thinking in Ancient Athens: 

the human figures represent culture and the centaurs represent uncontrolled nature. We will see 

another portrayal of the same bipolar conflict later.  
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The third main site for sculpture at the Parthenon is the frieze, a horizontal ribbon of 

relief carvings that circles the cella and treasury at roof level (2.30). Because the frieze is located 

so high up on the building, and because it was further obscured by the columns, some scholars 

think that it was primarily intended for viewing by the gods themselves. A 525’ long depiction of 

a procession honoring Athena, it echoes the Peace images on the Standard of Ur.  

 
2.30 A procession of maidens towards the Olympian gods. 
 

The procession of the Parthenon frieze probably represents a parade in honor of Athena. 

Such parades began at the port of Athens, continued through the city, and ended up at the 

Parthenon. On the frieze, parade participants are shown bringing offerings to the goddess and her 

compansions: large vessels of wine, olives and olive oil, oxen, and horses. At the end of the 

parade, the gods are gathered to receive the gifts (2.31). The bearded patriarch Zeus, city patron 

Athena, and a young muscular god, probably Athena’s brother Apollo, all recline on low 

benches, presumably inside the temple. Looking closely at the faces of the deities, we can see 

that the artists of the Parthenon had a singular ideal for physical beauty. All of the deities have 

the same profile, the same eyes, nose, and mouth. Although Zeus has a beard to indicate his age, 

his muscular torso is as “buff” as the young Apollo’s. 
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2.31 Zeus, Apollo, and Athena. 
 

A larger representation of Apollo is found in a pediment sculpture of the Temple of Zeus 

at Olympia (now reconstructed in the local museum.) Apollo occupies the central vertical area of 

the pediment (2.32). He stands, frontal and nude, with only a cape thrown over his shoulder. 

Calm and assured, he lifts an arm to quiet the chaos that surrounds him. To his right, a centaur 

brutally grabs a woman, who reaches up in vain attempt to push him away. Another centaur 

assaults a woman to the left of the god. It appears that Apollo has just descended, in the middle 

of a mass rape scene, and with a simple gesture overcomes the violence. Again, the story 

represents the bipolar conflict between Apollo as culture and the centaurs as unbridled nature.  

According to Michael Grant, “Such designs, like the conflicts with Centaurs on the metopes of 

the Parthenon…stress that man must struggle heroically against the bestial element.” 6 
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2.32 Apollo from the pediment of the Temple of Zeus at Olympia. 
 

Apollo, the beautiful young male, is the archetypal Greek god. He symbolizes the 

moderation of culture and the control of the physical/sexual extremes represented by the 

centaurs. If we compare Apollo to Abu, we can observe a remarkable shift, from the Sumerian 

reverence of the static power of a wise old man whose body is covered and abstracted, to the 

Greek celebration of a young athletic male who performs heroic actions against the sometimes 

frightening powers of nature and the unknown. 

 

The Greek Male/Female Dichotomy 

Culture/nature is by no means the only bipolar opposition found in Greek art. Another is 

evident in the different ways of representing male and female bodies.  

Greek philosopher Aristotle wrote of the clear distinction between males and females. He 
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positioned the male as dominant and active, the female as subservient and passive.  In discussing 

the family, for example, he argued that a wife should obey her husband just as a slave should 

obey his master. Aristotle asserted, “Between male and female the former is by nature superior 

and ruler, the latter inferior and subject.”7 

 Female Figures in Greek Art 

In sculptural representations like the 

ones on the Parthenon and the Temple of Zeus 

at Olympia, male figures are treated quite 

differently than female ones. One of the major 

representational differences is that while male 

figures are often nude, there are few female 

nudes in the Classic Period.  

The nudity in sculpture was linked to 

life practices. Men usually wore only a short 

cloak, and male athletes competed totally 

nude. In contrast, women were covered from 

head to foot. When the women of the city-

state Sparta competed partially dressed in 

tournaments, the other Greeks were 

scandalized.8    
2.33 Venus de Milo. 

The female nude sculptures that survive represent Aphrodite (later known as Venus), the 

Goddess of Love and wife of Hephaistos-Vulcan, the God of the Forge (2.33). The Classical 

Greek Aphrodite figure was typically rather modestly posed, with her left hand suspended over 

their genital area. The gesture of Aphrodite’s hand, which in earlier Syrian goddess images 
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indicated the source of their power, became a chaste concealment in the Greek figures. 

According to art historian Sir Kenneth Clark, “Whereas the nakedness of Apollo was part of his 

divinity, there were evidently ancient traditions of ritual and taboo that Aphrodite must be 

swathed in draperies.”9 

The Greek concept of woman was divided. Aristotle’s teacher Plato asserted that there 

are two Aphrodites, whom he calls Celestial and Vulgar.10 Today, we might call them the virgin 

and whore. The sexualized Aphrodite/Venus continued into the nineteenth century with Manet’s 

notorious painting of a prostitute (2.34). The Celestial female, on the other hand, was restricted  

 
2.34 Edouard Manet, Olympia, 1863. 
 

to religious images, like those of Catholic 

saints or the Virgin, and almost never 

appeared nude. Both versions can be seen in 

today’s Victoria’s Secret ads that juxtapose 

“bad girls” photographed in risqué red and 

black attire with “good girls” posed with 

angel wings (2.35). 
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2.35 Victoria’s Secret advertisement. 

 
The Nude in Greek Art 

The Greeks greatly valorized physical beauty, particularly male beauty. As Plato asserted 

in the dialogue with Glaucon, “There can be no fairer spectacle than that of a man who combines 

the possession of moral beauty in his soul with outward beauty of form, corresponding and 

harmonizing with the former, because the same great pattern enters into both.”11 This aesthetic 

priority was manifest in the development of the male nude as the premiere art form. 

The nude as a means of expression is neither universal nor eternal. For example, there are 

relatively few depictions of nudes in Chinese and Native American art, and the nude figure is 

virtually nonexistent in the art of Islam. In fact, Kenneth Clark argued in his monumental study 

that the nude is “an art form invented by the Greeks in the fifth century, just as opera is an art 

form invented in seventeenth century Italy.”12  

Clark added that the Greek nude “takes the most sensual and immediately interesting 

object, the human body, and puts it out of reach of time and desire; it takes the most purely 

rational concept of which mankind is capable, mathematical order, and makes it a delight to the 

senses: and it takes the vague fears of the unknown and sweetens them by showing that the gods 
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are like men and may be worshiped for their life-giving beauty rather than their death-dealing 

powers.”13 

It is important to study Greek images of the body because, as Stewart notes, they shaped 

the image of Western man and woman for more than two millennia. Although the casual viewer 

might see Greek images as fairly naturalistic, they are in fact quite different from historic Greek 

bodies. The statues portray tall, lithe figures. In contrast, Classical Greeks were “thickset and 

sturdy, with relatively short lower limbs.” According to Stewart, “…all these images are 

fantasies, metaphorical constructs intended to express a particular politics of truth about the 

human condition.”14 As such, the idealized Greek figures anticipate the equally idealized bodies 

of today’s films and advertisements. 

Sometime in the late fifth century BC, the Greeks developed an ideal physical type for 

artistic representations of the nude male figure. It was codified in what is known as the “canon of 

Polykleitos,” which is now lost. Although based to some degree on observation of nature, the 

Greek ideal also balanced the physical pride of naked male athletes with the harmony of 

mathematical proportions. The Roman architect Vitruvius commented on the Greek 

formalization of ideal physical form in a brief statement: “a man’s body is a model proportion 

because with arms or legs extended it first into those ‘perfect’ geometrical forms, the square and 

the circle.”15  

Apollo, the god of reason and light, was the perfectly beautiful male. Clark considered 

the Apollo from the Temple of Zeus at Olympia the best male nude from the early classic period 

that still survives in the original: “he who rises above the struggle…and, with a gesture of 

sovereign authority, reproves the bestial fury of the centaurs. Nowhere else, perhaps, is the early 

Greek ideal so perfectly embodied: calm, pitiless, and supremely confident in the power of 
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physical beauty.”16  

Art & Nature 

For all their celebration of ideal beauty, the Greeks had conflicting ideas about art.  

Reiterating the culture/nature distinction, Aristotle felt that art improved upon the realities of the 

natural world. “Art completes what nature cannot bring to finish. The artist gives us knowledge 

of nature’s unrealized ends.”17  

In contrast, Plato was convinced that reality itself was situated in an ideal realm and 

everything here on earth was but a corrupted copy of the ideal original. Here on earth, artists 

created copies of the copies. Plato’s critical views of imagemaking are revealed in his report of 

Socrates’ dialogue with Glaucon.  

Plato’s Allegory of the Cave 

In Book VII of Plato’s Republic, Socrates speaks to Glaucon of what he calls “the prison-house” 

of the world of sight in order to explain the contrast between truth and representation. 

Socrates: And now, I said, let me show in a figure how far our nature is enlightened or 

unenlightened. 

Behold! Human beings living in an underground den, which has a mouth open toward the light 

and reaching all along the den; here they have been from their childhood, and have their legs and 

necks chained so that they cannot move, and can only see before them, being prevented by the 

chains from turning round their heads. Above and behind them a fire is blazing at a distance, and 

between the fire and the prisoners there is a raised way; and you will see, if you look, a low wall 

built along the way, like the screen which marionette-players have in front of them, over which 

they show the puppets. 

Glaucon: I see. 
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S: And do you see men passing along the wall carrying all sorts of vessels, and statues and 

figures of animals made of wood and stone and various materials, which appear over the wall? 

Some of them are talking, others silent. 

G: You have shown me a strange image, and they are strange prisoners. 

S: Like ourselves, and they see only their own shadows, or the shadows of one another, which 

the fire throws on the opposite wall of the cave? 

G: True, how could they see anything but the shadows if they were never allowed to move their 

heads? 

S: And of the objects which are being carried in like manner they would only see the shadows? 

G: Yes. 

S: And if they were able to converse with one another, would they not suppose that they were 

naming what was actually before them? 

G: Yes. 

S: And suppose further that the prison had an echo which came from the other side, would they 

not be sure to fancy when one of the passers-by spoke that the voice which they heard came from 

the passing shadow? 

G: No question. 

S: To them, the truth would be literally nothing but the shadows of the images. 

G: That is certain. 

S: And now look again, and see what will naturally follow if the prisoners are released and 

disabused of their error. At first, when any of them is liberated and compelled suddenly to stand 

up and turn his neck around and walk and look toward the light, he will suffer sharp pains; the 

glare will distress him and he will be unable to see the realities of which in his former state he 
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had seen the shadows; and then conceive someone saying to him, that what he saw before wan an 

illusion, but that now, when he is approaching nearer to being and his eye is turned toward more 

real existence, he has a clearer vision—what will be his reply? And you may further imagine that 

his instructor is pointing to the objects as they pass and requiring him to name them—will he not 

be perplexed? Will he not fancy that the shadows which he formerly saw are truer that the 

objects which are now shown to him? 

 Socrates concludes: “The prison-house is the world of sight.” Later he adds: “The 

imitator or maker of the image knows nothing of true existence; he knows appearances only.” 

 Art educator E. H. Gombrich notes that Plato’s condemnation of the image marks the 

philosopher’s distrust in the artistic transition from what Gombrich calls “making”—creating 

things in their own right—to what he calls “matching”—reproducing the sights of the visible 

world. “The very violence with which Plato denounces this trickery reminds us of the 

momentous fact that at the time he wrote, mimesis [that is, imitations of eternal appearances] was 

a recent invention. There are many critics now who share his distaste, for one reason or another, 

but even they would admit there are few more exciting spectacles in the whole history of art than 

the great awakening of Greek sculpture and painting between the sixth century and the time of 

Plato’s youth toward the ends of the fifth century B.C.”18 

Plato’s Cave & the Telesterion 

Plato may have taken his allegory of the cave from his experience of projections at Greek 

shadow plays. The most spectacular ones probably took place in the ritual center of Eleusis, in 

what is called the telesterion, a cavernous dark chamber that was a cross between a temple and a 

theater.19 Inside, priests generated magical ritual images for celebrants. Barbara Maria Stafford 

and Frances Terpak, curators of the J. Paul Getty Museum exhibition “Devices of Wonder, From 
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the World in a Box to Images on a Screen,” are certain that by the Greco-Roman period, “the 

splendor of the mysteries had solidified into material images mechanically displayed to the 

pilgrims by the priests.”20 Such “protean shadow shows” may have employed metallic mirrors 

for casting images or rays of light. Since Aristotle wrote on the principle of image projection 

through an aperture (the basis for the camera obscura) by the fourth century BC, similar 

projective devices could conceivably have been used as well. 21 We will come back to Plato’s 

Allegory of the Cave in our later discussions of movies, and other projective technologies; we 

discuss the camera obscura further in Chapters 4 and 5. 

From Oral to Written Communication Technologies 

The Classic Period in Greek art marked the transition from “making” to “matching” in 

art. It also was the time of the shift from oral to written communication in Greece. Homer and 

the other epic poets spoke their tales and students memorized them. By the sixth century B.C., 

however, more and more of the epics were being recorded in writing. The poems and other texts 

were read rather than just spoken. 

Plato not only questioned the validity of image-making in his report of the dialogue 

between Socrates and Phaedrus. He also criticized the process of writing. 

 “The specific which you have discovered is an aid not to memory, but to reminiscence, 

and you give your disciples not truth but only the semblance of truth; they will be hearers of 

many things and will have learned nothing; they will appear omniscient and will generally know 

nothing; they will be tiresome company, having the show of wisdom without the reality.” 

 As Marshall McLuhan notes, “Plato was arguing for the oral tradition before it was 

modified by literacy. He saw writing as a mainly destructive revolution. Since then we have been 

through enough revolutions to known that every medium of communication is a unique art form 
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which gives salience to one set of human possibilities at the expense of another set. Each 

medium of expression profoundly modifies human sensibility in mainly unconscious and 

unpredictable ways.”22  

The Greeks & Technology 

The Greeks, who laid much of the foundation for Western science, never developed a 

technological culture. They distrusted technology; technology, to the Greeks, deceived. 

 One of the foremost Greek scientists and inventors was Archimedes, who designed 

military and engineering machines that brought him great fame. His biographer, Plutarch, 

however, specifically comments that Archimedes developed his “machines” as mere accessories 

of a geometry practiced for amusement. Plutarch further notes that Archimedes, despite his great 

skill in creating machines, would not consent to leave behind him any treatise on this subject, 

because the purpose of the machines was to comprehend the underlying nature of reality, not to 

create control over reality. The purpose of knowledge, in the Greek sense, was to transform the 

knower, not the known. 

 Although Archimedes’ treatise on machines did not survive (as Polykleitos’ canon did 

not), other Greek writings—such as Plato and Aristotle’s philosophical treatises-- did come 

down to us through the centuries. Many of the Greek writings were preserved and copied into 

manuscripts during the period known as the Middle Ages. 

From the Greeks to the Middle Ages 

During the fifth century A.D., the Greek and Roman culture that had lasted for over a 

thousand years was overrun by various nomadic peoples who had surrounded the urbanized 

Mediterranean world. After several centuries of almost chaotic flux, a new civilization arose with 

strong Greek and Roman elements as well as elements derived from the invading peoples 
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themselves. The unifying base was Christianity.  

 The time between the fall of the Roman Empire and the rise of the Renaissance is usually 

known as the Middle Ages. Other names for the Middle Ages are the medieval period and the 

Dark Ages. But, as we will see, the accomplishments in art and architecture demonstrate that this 

was hardly a “dark” period. 

During the Middle Ages, the primary repositories of Greek and Roman originals, as well 

as their medieval manuscript copies, were monastic libraries (2.36). One of the great library 

holdings was at Chartres Cathedral School, foremost educational institution in France from 

1000-1200 A.D. In Chartres and other medieval schools, scholars taught what the Greeks called 

the seven liberal arts. Platonic doctrine was applied to the Trinity; Greek philosophy was 

combined with the scriptures, so that students read Plato’s Timaeus alongside Genesis.  

 
2.36 Education in a monastic library. 
 

Although the medieval period was in many ways a static society, wary of change, it also 

contained the seeds for the Western concept of progress. In 1126, Bernard of Chartres wrote that 

medieval scholars were like dwarfs standing on the shoulders of giants, the giants being the 

ancient Greek and Roman philosophers. As such dwarfs, the medieval scholars could see farther 
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than the giants themselves. 

The medieval period absorbed enough fragments of Greek culture to reconstitute a 

remarkable similar view of the cosmos, but the medieval view of the individual enabled a 

qualitatively different attitude toward art and technology to develop. This new attitude was what 

turned Western culture toward the birth of the modern world. 

The Gothic Middle Ages 

At the end of the long Middle Ages was the Gothic Period, a time when Western Europe 

was beginning its move out of feudalism into capitalism, the Catholic Church was confirming its 

dominance over the continent, and both art and philosophy began their gradual transition from 

heavenly to earthly focus. The art of this period took definite shape in the second half of the 

twelfth century. Gothic art was the second clear phase of Western art that significantly 

contributed to our myth of the autonomous individual and its expression through our present 

forms of art and technology. 

The Gothic Middle Ages admired and actively absorbed the Greek and Roman tradition. 

One of the primary conclusions reached during this medieval absorption of Greek ideas was that 

geometry was an important part of any true picture or image of reality. Saint Augustine had 

defended the Greek geometric view of the cosmos by citing scriptural passages that described 

God as “making everything by measure and number.” Medieval Christian philosophers, like their 

Greek predecessors, took it as evident that geometry not only described the order hidden behind 

experience but also caused the existence of natural forms. One twelfth-century natural 

philosopher, Robert Grosseteste of Oxford University, described the place of geometry in nature 

this way: 

“Without geometry it is impossible to understand nature, since all forms of natural bodies 
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are in essence geometrical and can be reduced to lines, angles, and regular surfaces.”23 

The medieval application of this view, however, resulted in art that was significantly 

different from the Greeks’. We can see this in the notebooks of a wandering architect of the 

thirteenth century, Villard de Honnecourt. 

Villard de Honnecourt: Geometry That Honors God & Creates Power 

  
2.37 A page from Villard’s notebook. 
 

Villard’s notebooks confirm that 

geometry was not only used by architects to 

design medieval buildings but was also seen 

as the underlying form of natural things 

themselves (2.37). The geometric habit of 

seeing and thinking was so strong in Villard 

that without his notes in the margins the 

reader would never sense, for instance, that 

the image of a lion is “drawn from life.”  

Subsequent pages are filled with 

drawings of devices for building and 

carpentry. Villard notes “All these devices 

were extracted from geometry.”24

Two of Villard’s drawings are particularly impressive in showing the new role of 

technology in the Middle Ages. Villard labeled a drawing of a machine: “How to Make a Saw 

Operate Itself” (2.38). This drawing is an important illustration of early automation. Archimedes 
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2.38 Villard’s self-operating saw. 
 

was distressed at having to apply geometry 

to practical affairs; Villard boasts of it and 

testifies to its common practice. Greek 

culture saw technology as a threat to human 

freedom; the Middle Ages saw it as a source 

of liberation. 

Another Villard drawing is even more 

significant: it represents the design for a 

perpetual motion machine—that is, a 

machine that never stops moving. The importance here is not the machine itself—such a machine 

cannot be built—but the idea that human beings are free to use the kind of motion that—by the 

ancient interpretation of the cosmos—was appropriate only to the perfect realm of the heavenly 

spheres. The Greeks considered it sacrilegious to try to duplicate on earth the perfect motion of 

the heavens—especially in a machine. 

 
2.39 Villard’s human figures and the Green-man, man of nature. 
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Villard tried to reproduce what he believed to be the Ancient Greek style. Yet his 

drawings of bodies are so awkward they’re almost laughable, indicating that he did not fully 

understand the Greek ideal (2.39). As Clark writes, “When Villard draws two nude figures in 

what he believes to be the antique style the result is painfully ugly…He evidently felt that the 

divine element in the human body must be expressed through geometry…[but] there can be few 

more hopeless misunderstandings in art than his attempt to render that refined abstraction, the 

antique torso, in terms of Gothic loops and pothooks.”25  

In spite of many shared concepts, Greeks and medieval French artists clearly spoke 

different visual languages. 

The Medieval Image of Christ 

 The Middle Ages accepted many Greek ideas, but they saw behind them—as their origin 

and destination—the personality of Christ. The genius of medieval art was its ability to create 

icons that brought the experience of this cosmic personality of Christ down to the level of the 

individual human being. Medieval art did not try to make the viewer a spectator of the cosmos; it 

tried to give the viewer the experience of being a participant of pilgrim within it. An important 

key to understanding the culture-building quality of medieval art is that it is always narrative, or 

story-telling-in purpose. Many of the stories told in the middle ages came from the most 

important text of the era: the Christian bible. 

 The image known as “Christ as Geometer” was created to introduce the book of Genesis 

in a medieval manuscript Bible (2.40). The image illustrates Christ in the act of creation, 

separating the earth’s landmasses from the water. Today, few Christians think of Jesus himself as 

the creator; they think of God instead. However, in the Middle Ages, all members of the 

Christian Trinity--God, Jesus and the Holy Ghost--could be depicted as identical and 
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interchangeable bearded men. Also, few twentieth-first century Christians imagine that creation 

was effected as a geometric exercise, but the fact that Jesus holds the compass indicates he is 

creating according to a geometric pattern. 

 
2.40 God as geometer. 
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 We can use this image to analyze the depiction of the divine body in the Gothic Middle 

Ages. The figure is fully clothed; the body is pictorially denied or suppressed...which makes 

sense since theological dictates urged Christians to deny their physical, earthly existence and 

focus on the afterlife. The Middle Ages were a time of abject poverty, starvation, and high infant 

mortality. The Church urged its congregants to look past their suffering in this life and focus on 

the afterlife. It promised paradise in heaven instead of pleasure here on earth. 

 Both Villard’s drawings and the image of Christ as Geometer were created in 

manuscripts (hand-made books). Most medieval manuscripts were produced in an arduous 

fashion: monks and nuns worked in scriptoria, special rooms in their monasteries and convents, 

fastidiously copying each word, indeed, each letter, by hand from one book into another. The 

most popular were Bibles and ecclesiastical calendars known as Books of Hours.  

[SIDEBAR: Italian semiology 

professor Umberto Eco wrote a best-selling 

novel about a medieval monastic library. 

Eco’s The Name of the Rose was translated 

into a popular film (1986, Italy/West 

Germany/France, Jean-Jacques Annaud) 

starring Sean Connery, F. Murray Abraham, 

and Christian Slater (2.41). ] 
 

2.41 Sean Connery and F. Murray  
Abraham in The Name of the Rose, 1986.

Aside from the monks and nuns who copied the manuscripts, most Europeans during this 

period were illiterate. They “read” the stories of Christianity in the art that surrounded them in 

churches. The richness of medieval stories and beliefs can still be seen in the most important art 

form of medieval culture: the Gothic cathedral. 
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As Victor Hugo wrote, “In the Middle Ages men had no great thought that they did not 

write down in stone.”26 Indeed, the cathedral can be seen as a metaphoric book, a record of 

medieval thought made visible in architecture.  

The Gothic Cathedral: Model of the Christian Cosmos  

 The Catholic Church is organized in a strict hierarchy. At the top, with dominion over the 

entire Catholic world, is the Pope, who is based at the founding church of Christianity, St. Peter’s 

in Rome. Under the Pope are the Cardinals, each of whom has dominion over a designated part 

of the planet. Think of the Pope like a President and the Cardinals like state governors. Catholic 

bishops are like mayors, who have dominion over a city and its environs. Each bishop has his 

own “home” church, which is called a cathedral. (Coming from the Latin cathedra, for throne or 

seat, the word Cathedral indicates it is the church that houses the official seat or throne of the 

Bishop.) 

The impulse to build cathedrals was so great in the Gothic period that one estimate counts 

over ninety cathedrals and some five hundred churches built in France between 1170 and 1280, 

the heart of the Gothic era. 

 The cathedral was the central and dominant building in a medieval town. Dramatic 

performances and legal procedures were held in front of its portals. Feasts and fairs brought 

pilgrims—and their money—into the town. Inside the cathedral itself, music, incense, pageantry, 

and the sacraments of the Church formed a sequence of experiences (Christmas, Easter, 

Pentecost, and so on) that converted the seasons of nature and ordinary time into the ongoing 

“story of salvation.” 

 Of the major cathedrals built during the Gothic period, the one that most perfectly 

maintains its original sense of place and form in medieval art is the cathedral of Chartres, about 
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sixty miles southwest of Paris (2.42). 

 
2.42 Chartres Cathedral. 
Chartres Cathedral as Pilgrimage Site 
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Throughout the Middle Ages, European Christians took sacred trips or pilgrimages to holy sites. 

Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales relate the stories a group of English pilgrims told each other en 

route to Canterbury. Other pilgrims traveled to the Holy Lands, where Jesus had lived and 

worked; to Rome, where the Catholic Church had been founded by St. Peter; or to Santiago 

Compostella in northwest Spain, where St. James’ miracle-inducing relics reposed. Chartres was 

on the road between Paris and Santiago.  

 Pilgrims stopped at cathedrals for many of the same reasons we stop at tourist 

destinations today: to see the sights; to socialize; to eat, drink, and spend the night; and to buy 

souvenirs. Among the souvenirs a pilgrim could purchase at Chartres were printed images of 

saints.  

 Many of the saint pictures were created as woodcuts, a technique for making multiple 

original images that was invented in Asia and brought to Europe in the Middle Ages (2.43). 

Woodcuts work like rubber stamps today. A flat wooden surface is carved so that the lines to be 

printed project from a flat background. The projecting or relief lines are inked, then the block is 

pressed onto a piece of paper and the image is printed. The block can be inked and printed again 

and again, although after several hundred printings, the carved wooden lines begin to deteriorate. 

(Later printmaking technologies employed more durable materials than wood, like metal and 

stone.) The black outlines created by pressing the carved wooden blocks on the paper could be 

enhanced with hand-coloring.  

The prints were sold in markets, which were often situated in front of churches. Images 

of Saint Christopher were especially popular as he was the patron saint of pilgrims (2.44). Those 

who traveled the sacred roads to Rome or Jerusalem or Santiago might buy an image of the saint 

as a kind of visual protection. 
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2.43 Uncolored woodcut print.                            2.44 Woodcut print of Saint Christopher. 
 
Chartres Cathedral & The Sacred Geometry of the Middle Ages 

 In the Christianized Greek mentality of the Gothic period, cathedral builders became 

supreme examples of human imitation of God’s activity as Creator. Like the Christ figure in the 

Genesis illustration, architects began their work with compasses.   

Chartres was built according to the true measure guaranteed by the use of interrelated 

rectangles, pentagons, and circles, which marked outs its floor plan and walls as definitively as 

these same shapes delineated the form of the Parthenon (2.45). 

 During the actual building, these dimensions were laid out with pegs in the ground, very 

much the way one uses the plans in a model airplane kit or the pattern for making a dress. This 

process of geometric construction resulted in a unity that would be as pleasing to a Greek  
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2.45 Floor plan of Chartres. 
 
philosopher as to a Christian theologian. According to the art historian Otto von Simpson, the 

geometric structure of Chartres “‘chains’ the individual parts not only to one another, but also to 

the whole that encompasses them all.”27’Of course, the ordinary people were thrilled by the 

building without knowing or caring about either the Greek or the scriptural origins of its hidden 

geometry. The people were interested in the stories—hundreds of stories—in glass and stone. 

These stories were the background for the dramatic religious services and sermons that made up 

the worshipers’ conscious experience of the cathedral. The cathedral might be anchored to the 

cosmos through geometry, but the stone geometry was—for the people—only the scaffolding 

needed to hold together the stories told in sculpture and stained glass (2.46). It was the stories 

that gave the cathedral life. These stories are best seen in the sculpture on the façade and portals 

of Chartres. 
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2.46 Chartres, stained glass window as seen from inside the West portal (main entrance). 
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The Lessons on the Facade of Chartres  

Traditionally, cathedrals have cross-shaped plans with the main altar placed in the east so 

that the rising sun will illuminate it in the morning.  

[SIDEBAR: Diagrams of the engineering of Gothic cathedrals here, including floor plan, 

arches, and flying buttresses (2.47).] 

  
2.47 Chartres, diagram of interior. 
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2.48 Chartres, West Portal/façade. 

 
The front or facade of the church 

faces west towards the setting sun (2.48). 

The facade of Chartres is adorned with 

numerous significant sculptures that relay 

the important aspects of the Christian story. 

There are three large doors on the facade, 

the number three symbolizing the Christian 

Trinity (2.49). Both men and women could 

enter after they had been baptized or 

cleansed of their sins. (In contrast, average 

people—no matter what their gender-- 

didn’t enter either the Parthenon or the 

temple atop a Sumerian ziggurat.)  

The façade doors had to be tall so 

that the immense parade floats that moved 

from church through a ceremonial circuit of 

the town could pass through them. 

Comprised of wooden saint sculptures 

carried by the devout, as well as priests and 

other sacred figures, the processionals 

pictorialized the culture’s fundamental 

 

 
2.49 Chartres, detail of main portals. 

beliefs. They were significant social events and much-anticipated entertainment, like the Rose 

Parade today. 
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The arch or tympanum over the 

central front door frames an immense figure 

of Jesus (2.50).  He holds a book (now 

broken) in his left hand. His right hand is 

raised in a gesture that indicates that he is 

teaching.  

[SIDEBAR: Hand gestures have 

remained important. Two raised fingers 

meant victory in WW II; the same gesture 

meant peace in 1960s. A raised middle 

finger has another significance altogether.]   
2.50 Chartres, Christ in main tympanum.

We know Jesus is teaching from the first four books of the Christian Bible, the New 

Testament, because the four symbols around him depict the writers of the gospels, that is, the 

four books that tell the story of Jesus’ life. The writers—Matthew, Mark, Luke and John—were 

never personally painted or drawn. Because we don’t know what they actually looked like, they 

are represented by symbols that refer to their writings. Matthew, who emphasized Christ’s 

humanity, is represented by a man. Mark, who spoke of Jesus’ divine descent from King David, 

is represented by the lion, the king of beasts. Luke, who emphasized Jesus’ sacrifice in the 

crucifixion, is represented by the archetypal sacrificial animal, the ox. And John, whose words 

were said to soar like an eagle, is represented by an eagle.  

 
2.51 Mickey Mouse 
logo. 

These symbolic representations would have been as familiar and 

easy to recognize as any major corporate logo is today. We all know that 

an abstracted black mouse head stands for Walt Disney Studios (2.51). 
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Similarly, the Christians who worshipped in Chartres understood what texts were being 

referenced by the mythological animals. The faithful saw Jesus’ life reenacted in religious plays 

and processions, and heard the events repeated again and again from the pulpit, they knew the 

stories of the Gospels, even if they had never read them, even if they had never held a book in 

their hands. 

 To the left of the central Christ figure on Chartres is an image known as the Incarnation 

(2.52). A depiction of baby Jesus seated in his mother’s lap reminded medieval viewers that God 

was incarnated, that God took human form much like their own bodies. To the right is an 

Ascension image, a depiction of Jesus ascending into heaven (2.53). The complex message of the 

facade of Chartres might be simplified to read, “While you are in human form (incarnated), you 

should follow Jesus’ teachings (as conveyed in the Gospels) so that you can join him in (ascend 

to) heaven.” In other words, Jesus’ life is presented as the ideal that worshippers in Chartres 

should emulate. 

  
2.52 Chartres, “Incarnation.”                             2.53 Chartres, “Ascension.” 
 
Jamb Figures: Saints & “Other Christs” 

 Flanking the doors of the facade of Chartres are several figures (usually termed “jamb” 

figures) depicting saints, that is, people whose lives were dedicated to following the ideal 

Christian model (2.54). Closer in location and scale to the worshippers entering the church, these 
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saints served as role models. The jamb figures have individualized faces revealing their unique 

personalities; they all have identifying symbols as well. King and queens, for example, all wear 

crowns. Their bodies are stiff and columnar. Like the figures in Gothic manuscripts, the saints 

have bodies that are attenuated, exaggerated, stretched out heavenwards.  

 
2.54 Chartres, jamb figures of saints. 

It took many long years to construct Chartres, which is why the two towers are so 
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different in style. The simpler one is earlier; the more ornate one was built in a later style. The 

sculpture of Chartres also manifests distinct styles. The sculptors worked on the figures for west 

facade first. Generations later, their descendants worked on the north door of the church. By this 

time, the conventions for depicting the human form had begun another major historical 

transition.  

The statues that flank the central 

entrance in the northern façade of the 

cathedral represent biblical heroes who 

came before Christ (2.55). Each sculpture, 

however, not only presents a particular 

historical person, it simultaneously 

symbolizes some future aspect of Christ’s 

own role as redeemer. Each figure thus 

assumes a kind of double identity as 

“another Christ.” All history, according to 

the cathedral, points to Christ.  
2.55 Chartres, Old Testament jamb 
figures. 

 
 The middle figure in this group is Moses—note the tablets of the Law in his left hand. 

His right hand is now broken off. The twelfth-century viewer, however, would have seen a staff 

holding an image of the “brazen serpent,” which would refer both to the Isrealites holding up 

such images during their wanderings in the desert and also to the crucifixion of Christ—who was 

raised up on the cross. 

 Similarly, the last figure of this group, King David, wears a crown and holds a spear, both 

of which are appropriate to his life as a warrior king. His left hand—now broken off—once held 
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five nails. These nails turned David into another example of the crucified Christ by referring to 

Christ’s wounds. David’s crown thus symbolizes Christ’s crown of thorns and his spear foretells 

the spear that pierced Christ’s side. 

 These statues reveal even more about the fundamental myth of medieval culture: its view 

of the spiritual importance of each human person. In contrast to the way Greek statues expressed 

Greek myth through the form of the body as a whole, medieval sculpture speaks most clearly 

through the face. The faces of Chartres, as Kenneth Clark has pointed out, “show a new stage in 

the ascent of Western man. Indeed, I believe that this refinement, this look of selfless detachment 

and spirituality, is something entirely new in art. Beside them, the gods and heroes of ancient 

Greece look arrogant, soulless, even slightly brutal.”28 

More three-dimensional and freestanding, as well as more animated than the façade 

figures, those on the north portal appear to converse with each other. Such “realistic” figures 

anticipate the naturalistic, well-proportioned figures of the Renaissance, such as Michelangelo’s 

David. 

Person over Cosmos: The Base for Technological Expansion 

 The new sense of personality on the sculpted faces of Chartres also helps to explain why 

medieval culture surpassed Greek accomplishments in technology. They present one of the 

fundamental points of medieval Christianity quite clearly: there were no gods or spirits to 

appease within nature. Nature was, in the strictest sense of the term, below the human being. 

Saint Thomas Aquinas summarized the medieval attitude in this way: “A single person is more 

valuable than the entire material universe…the person is a kind of spiritual universe.”29 

Besides this expanded notion of human personality, other new attitudes developed with 

the growth of the medieval monastery. 
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Medieval Monasteries: The First “Factories” of the West 

 Monasteries and convents were self-contained communities of religious men (monks) or 

women (nuns) that developed amidst the collapse of order that followed the disintegration of the 

Roman Empire. Western monasticism stems largely from the monastic system founded by Saint 

Benedict in the sixth century AD. 

 Monasteries were organized with an almost factory-like regimentation and efficiency. 

The motto of Saint Benedict’s form of monasticism was Ora et labora (Pray and work.) The 

monastic sense of order and respect for work led to a revolutionary sense of the dignity of human 

labor as well as to a radical openness to technology unknown to any ancient culture. During the 

Middle Ages a flood of technological innovations and improvements were introduced: the 

stirrup, the yoke for horses in plowing, rotation of crops, the windmill, the wheelbarrow, and so 

forth. Some

monasteries used water power for crushing 

wheat and sieving flour. The monastery of the 

twelfth century could be considered a factory 

because of its radical increase in the appli-

cation of technology to practical purposes. 

 Fortunately, we have an excellent 

guide to show us the place, both theoretical 

and practical, of technology in medieval life—

the notebooks of Franciscan monk Roger 

Bacon (2.56).  
2.56 Roger Bacon.

Gothic Technologies 

 Bacon seemed to see far into the technological future. In the thirteenth century, he wrote: 



Chapter 2: Roots of Western Culture 55 

“Machines may be made by which the largest ships, with only one man steering them, will move 

faster than if they were filled with rowers; wagons may be built which will move with 

unbelievable speed and without the aid of beasts; flying machines can be constructed in which a 

man may beat the air with mechanical wings like a bird.”30 

 Bacon was one of the medieval thinkers who explored the application of Greek and 

Arabic theories of optics. Manuscript renderings of monks with eyeglasses illustrate some of the 

practical uses found for these theories during the Middle Ages. 

 Bacon and his contemporaries began using the camera obscura (first discussed in 

Aristotle) to study solar eclipses.31 Perhaps they were inspired to do so from observations of the 

way that solar images were projected onto medieval church floors through holes cut into the 

roofs or walls. As Stafford and Terpak note, “A cavernous stone building like San Petronio in 

Bologna [Italy], somber inside, required only a hole puncturing the roof for a bean to strike the 

pavement below. This small aperture metamorphosed the tenebrous church into a gigantic 

pinhole camera projecting a luminous image onto the shadowy interior.”32 

Bacon also understood that mirrors could be used for projections. 

 “Mirrors can be arranged in such a way that as many images, of whatever they wish, 

would appear in the house or in the street and anyone catching sight of them will see them as if 

they are real…”(For this and other controversial writings, the pope ordered Bacon thrown into 

prison.)33 

 In addition, Bacon described a new kind of art based on the application of geometry. 

 “Oh how the ineffable beauty of the divine wisdom would shine and infinite benefit 

would overflow, if these matters relating to geometry, which are contained in Scripture, should 

be placed before our eyes in their physical form!…There are three or four men who would be 
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equal to the task, but they are the most expert of the Latins.”34 

 There is no evidence that Bacon was referring precisely to linear perspective. Bacon’s 

letter does show the medieval willingness the make pictures based on geometry so that they may 

be “placed before our eyes in their physical form.” This was part of the medieval desire to 

explore art, science, and technology, in new ways. The knowledge needed for perspective was as 

available as the knowledge for making eyeglasses. The most important ingredient added by the 

Middle Ages was the desire to see in a new way. 

What Bacon could not possibly see was that when the new geometric art of linear 

perspective appeared a century and a half later it would first transform Western art and science 

and then transform perception itself.  The revolution of perspective is so vast that its effects are 

still going on today. Western perspective machines, from still cameras to television cameras, 

computers, and lasers, are creating pictures, not only of what already exists, but of realities 

that—due to human intervention—will someday come into existence.  

There are lingering ambiguities surrounding Greek and medieval knowledge of 

perspective, but the discovery of perspective’s revolutionary way of picturing and perceiving the 

world can be attributed to a specific time, place, and person. Perspective was introduced to the 

West in 1425 in front of the cathedral of Florence by an artist named Filippo Brunelleschi.  
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