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METAPHORS FOR  
MARATHON IN THE 
SCULPTURAL PROGRAM 
OF THE Athenian 
TreASURY AT DELPHI

ABSTRACT

The significance of the sculptural decoration of the Athenian Treasury at 
Delphi has long been debated. This article demonstrates that the sculptural 
program is not only an early example of a newfound emphasis on Theseus as 
the particular hero of Athens, but that it is indicative of an effort to create 
visual parity between the deeds of Theseus and those of Herakles. The Athe-
nian Treasury is, therefore, the first building to use mythic imagery involving 
Theseus, Herakles, and their battles against the Amazons as a sophisticated 
allusion to conflict with Persia and to the decisive role of Athens at the Battle 
of Marathon in 490 b.c. The mythological themes elaborated in the treasury’s 
decoration ingeniously predicate ancient parallels for contemporary events. 

While the explicit depiction of historical events was relatively uncommon 
in Greek art, veiled allusions to such events abound. Beyond commemo-
rating a particular occasion, images could also communicate sociopolitical 
ambitions and accomplishments, especially in the aftermath of outstand-
ing actions.1 The Athenian Treasury at the Sanctuary of Apollo at Delphi 
is one such example of a building whose sculptural decoration employed 
mythological motifs to commemorate Athenian achievement at the Battle 
of Marathon in 490 b.c. (Fig. 1).2

Pausanias says explicitly that the treasury was an offering of thanks-
giving to celebrate the Greek victory at Marathon,3 an attribution widely 
debated by modern art historians for the better part of a century. Beginning 
with Langlotz, many scholars argued in favor of an earlier date (ca. 510– 
500 b.c.) for the treasury’s construction on the basis of various criteria, 
including architectural representations in vase painting, sculptural style, 
and a perceived coincidence with the Alkmaionidai’s expulsion of the 

1. For the Athenians’ use of mythi-
cal images to represent political and 
social identities, see Castriota 1992; 
Hölscher 1998; Hoff 2001; Scott  
2010.

2. For the role of myth when  

utilized as a political tool, see Castriota 
1992; Marconi 2006. 

3. Paus. 10.11.5: “The Thebans have 
a treasury built from the spoils of war, 
and so have the Athenians. . . . The 
Theban treasury was made from the 

spoils taken at the battle of Leuctra, 
and the Athenian Treasury from those 
taken from the army that landed with 
Datis at Marathon” (trans. W. H. S. 
Jones, Cambridge, Mass., 1935).
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mary l  b. g enshe imer2

Peisistratid tyranny.4 Langlotz was followed by, among others, Dinsmoor, 
Lippold, Brommer, and Floren.5 Their implicit assumption was that Pausa-
nias had incorrectly dated the treasury based on the dedicatory inscription 
on a rectangular limestone base on its southern terrace, which is inscribed: 
“The Athenians to Apollo as offerings from the Battle of Marathon, taken 
from the Mede.”6 Collectively, these scholars have insisted that the base and 
treasury were structurally unrelated. Yet others have consistently asserted 
their support for Pausanias’s dating and a dedication after Marathon.7

To resolve the long-standing controversy, new excavations were con-
ducted in 1989 to determine the relationship of the so-called Marathon 

Figure 1. View of the east facade of 
the Athenian Treasury at Delphi. 
Courtesy C. Marconi

4. Langlotz 1920, pp. 69–79.
5. Dinsmoor 1946; Lippold 1950,  

p. 82; Brommer 1982, p. 68, n. 8; Flo-
ren 1987, pp. 247–250. 

6. The inscription, ΑΘΕΝΑΙΟΙ Τ[Ο]Ι 
ΑΠΟΛΛΟΝ[Ι ΑΠΟ ΜΕΔ]ΟΝ ΑΚΡΟΘΙΝΙΑ 
| ΤΕΣ ΜΑΡΑΘ[Ο]ΝΙ Μ[ΑΧΕ]Σ, is given 
in Jacquemin 1999, pp. 186–187, with 

full bibliography at p. 315, no. 077. See 
also SEG LIV 526.

7. La Coste-Messelière (1953,  
pp. 179–182) counters the arguments 
presented in Dinsmoor 1946; see also 
Gauer 1968, pp. 45–51, esp. 50–51; 
Büsing 1979; 1994, pp. 123–127; 
Boardman 1982; Tölle-Kastenbein 

1983, pp. 580–581; Stewart 1990,  
pp. 131–133; Rolley 1994, p. 216.  
Harrison (Agora XI, p. 10), meanwhile, 
suggested a compromise solution: that 
the treasury was constructed in the 
490s—before Marathon but at a time 
of economic prosperity for Athens.
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the  sculp tural  pr o g ram of  the  athenian  treasury 3

Base to the Athenian Treasury. The results of this work are clear.8 A ledge 
0.30 m wide projects from the treasury’s stereobate along its south side, 
helping to support the Marathon Base. Thus, the two structures are integral, 
and both must date after the Battle of Marathon.9 Pausanias was correct. 
Judging by the Archaic style of the architectural sculpture, construction 
on the treasury must have begun soon after the battle.10

This chronological clarification is of the utmost importance, because 
interpretations of the treasury, its sculptural program, and the mythological 
narratives developed therein are reliant upon the contextualization provided 
by the post-Marathon date. As this article will make clear, the mythological 
heroes and narratives chosen to ornament the building were deliberately 
and ingeniously selected to affirm Athenian virtues and the city’s victory 
over the Persians at Marathon. Theseus, Herakles, and their battles against 
the Amazons are brought together in architectural sculpture for the first 
time on this monument.11 The goal in doing so was twofold: to appropri-
ate Theseus as an archetypical Athenian hero, and to suggest equivalence 
between his deeds and those of Herakles. Together, these mythic images 
were used to establish effective ancient parallels for contemporary events.12 
The Athenians’ heroes and their mythical achievements were used to 
foreshadow the very real triumph at Marathon.

The treasury is still more important because its sculpted decoration also 
constitutes an early illustration of, and reference to, the Athenians’ palaia 
erga (παλαιὰ ἔργα)—that is, their legendary deeds—which Herodotos and 
other authors later cite as justification for Athenian hegemony. Through 
this important case study of an inventive monument, therefore, one can 
gain an understanding of the various interconnections between art, life, and 
heroic myth in the fraught sociopolitical atmosphere of the Persian Wars.

THE DEDICAT ION OF THE ATHENIAN  
TREASURY AND I TS POSI T ION AT DELP H I

Due to both the durability of the Parian marble used in the treasury’s 
construction and the relatively limited spoliation of the building for later 
projects, many of the original blocks were recovered during excavation, 
allowing for the anastylosis of the monument. Located just beyond the 
first bend in the Sacred Way of the Sanctuary of Apollo at Delphi, the 
building’s plan and dimensions are securely known. Measuring 9.8 × 6.8 m, 
the treasury is defined by a distyle-in-antis prodomos, which preceded the 
cella. The building is sheltered by a ridge-roof with gables at both ends.13 
The sculptural program, much of which is extant, originally included akro- 
teria, pedimental sculptures, and metopes carved in high relief, as well as 

8. Bommelaer 1991, p. 137; Rolley 
1994, pp. 218–219; Amandry 1998; 
Fittschen 2003, pp. 12–15.

9. Despite the archaeological data, 
the treasury’s date remains a subject of 
some debate. Partida (2000, pp. 50–54, 
67–70) denies the connection between 
the Marathon Base and the Athenian 

Treasury and dates the latter to ca. 510– 
500 b.c. Hoff (2009, pp. 98, 100; 2010, 
pp. 164–166) likewise incorrectly sug-
gests a date ca. 500.

10. Knell 1990, p. 54; Neer 2004, 
pp. 72–74.

11. Barringer 2008, p. 117.
12. Hölscher (1998, p. 155) notes, 

“During the Persian Wars, Greek lead-
ership, especially in Athens, turned to 
religious and moral paradigms of heroic 
myth, not only to celebrate their victory 
and newfound power, but to explain 
and justify it as well.” 

13. Partida 2000, pp. 48–55. 
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mary l  b. g enshe imer4

10 bronze statues that surmounted the Marathon Base;14 all of these are 
described below.

In terms of both its raison d’être and its material elaboration, the 
Athenian Treasury stands at the climax of two trends within the Sanctuary 
of Apollo. First, in considering its reason for construction, one should note 
that dedications made in the early 5th century b.c. at Delphi inaugurated 
a marked increase in the celebration of military victory in comparison to 
the tenor of their 6th-century antecedents.15 The Tarentines, for instance, 
were responsible for one of most impressive of these martial dedications of 
the early 5th century: a statue group that shunned the temple terrace and 
was erected instead in the southern section of the sanctuary, adjacent to 
the Sikyonian Treasury. The Tarentine monument depicted the spoils won 
(most notably women and horses) from their victory over the Messapians, 
who were named in the dedicatory inscription.16 The Tarentine emphasis 
on both textual and visual demonstrations of military victory along with the 
monument’s placement as the first dedication glimpsed by visitors arriving 
from the southeast (the primary entrance to the sanctuary) would have set 
the tone for overt displays of martial achievement at Delphi.

A victory like Marathon—and a celebration thereof in the decoration 
of the new, marble Athenian Treasury—was eminently appropriate in the 
context of early-5th-century Delphi and monuments like the Tarentine 
dedication described above. The new treasury was not, however, the only 
example of the Athenians’ spatial and artistic command of the sanctuary 
during this period. The city had already built an earlier treasury (the so-
called proto-Athenian) on the same site. Although the proto-Athenian 
Treasury was partially destroyed in the great fire of ca. 548 b.c.,17 portions 
of its walls—particularly on the south—were still extant and were incorpo-
rated into the second Athenian Treasury after 490.18 Nearby the treasury, 
moreover, the Alkmaionid family had been instrumental in constructing 
the new Temple of Apollo.19 Athens’s ascendancy was made all the more 
clear by a victory inscription placed on the temple facade20 and captured 
shields hung on its metopes.21 Athenian preeminence within the recent 

14. In the 3rd century b.c., the 
number of statues was increased to 12, 
and then again to 13. The base was 
enlarged twice to accommodate these 
additions, and the inscription was recut 
when the base was extended. The orig-
inal wording was preserved. Amandry 
(1998, pp. 87–89) thinks it likely that 
the original statues depicted the 10 
eponymous heroes of the Kleisthenic 
tribes, and that the later changes reflect 
the creation of the new tribes of the 
Hellenistic period: Antigonos Mon-
ophthalmos and Demetrios Polior- 
ketes became eponymoi in 306, and 
Ptolemy III in 223 b.c. On the base, 
see also La Coste-Messelière 1942–
1943; Gauer 1968, pp. 45–51. On the 
Hellenistic tribes, see Traill 1975, 
tables 11–13; Whitehead 1986.

15. FdD III.3, no. 76; Hölscher 
1998, p. 158; Scott 2010, p. 75. See,  
for instance, Hdt. 8.27. 

16. FdD III.1, nos. 129, 130; Beschi 
1982, pp. 228–232; Ioakimidou 1997, 
pp. 57–61, 157–166; Scott 2010,  
pp. 75–77, 319, no. 95.

17. Hdt. 2.180; 5.62.2–3. See also 
Jacquemin 1999, pp. 247–248; Scott 
2010, pp. 56 (n. 85), 57, fig. 3:4.

18. Rups (1986, p. 125) notes that 
the remains of a building, dated pos-
sibly ca. 580 and built of poros, were 
found beneath the foundation of the 
Athenian Treasury of ca. 490 b.c.  
This “may have been oriented in the 
same direction; the south wall, still 
extant and ca. 3.8 m long, is parallel  
to that of the later treasury.” See also 
FdD II.3, pp. 55–58; Jacquemin 1999, 

pp. 145, 246; Scott 2010, p. 49. Partida 
(2000, pp. 67–68) suggests that the 
poros ashlars of the predecessor were 
intermingled with the building materi-
als for the new treasury, thus causing 
chronological discrepancies. 

19. Hdt. 2.180; 5.62. See also Scott 
2010, pp. 56–66, 77, n. 10. Note that 
Hoff (2009, p. 96) incorrectly states 
that the treasury was the first building 
dedicated by the Athenians in a Pan-
hellenic sanctuary.

20. FdD III.4.2, pp. 257–258,  
no. 190. See also FdD II.1, no. 106; 
Amandry 1978; Scott 2010, pp. 77  
(n. 11), 318, no. 82. 

21. The date of the shields’ dedi- 
cation is disputed (whether 490 or  
479 b.c., after the battles at Mara- 
thon and Plataia, respectively), and 
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the  sculp tural  pr o g ram of  the  athenian  treasury 5

history of the wider Greek world was reinforced further by several other 
dedications on the temple terrace: a golden statue of Athena astride a palm 
tree22 in celebration of the victory at Eurymedon,23 and a statue of a horse 
dedicated by Kallias after the battle at Plataia.24

The Athenians also commissioned a stoa—known to be the first 
at Delphi, although its precise date is controversial25—built with mixed 
Doric and Ionic orders in front of the polygonal retaining wall of the 
temple terrace. The three-stepped podium along the back wall of the 
Athenian stoa served, in Scott’s words, as a “small theater,” on which 
displayed spoils of war could be viewed, and from which one could view 
the sanctuary and its rituals.26 Finally, ca. 460 b.c., at the south end of 
the sanctuary, the Athenians erected a new dedication that replaced the 
Tarentine dedication mentioned above as the first to be seen by visitors 
arriving from the southeast. As with the sculptural decoration of the 
treasury’s Marathon Base, this new dedication also depicted the city’s 
eponymous heroes, but here the Athenian emphasis on Marathon was so 
marked that three men explicitly connected to the battle were substituted 
for three of those heroes.27

The wealth of the Athenian Treasury’s building materials and sculptural 
decoration fits neatly within a longer trajectory of treasury construction at 
Delphi. A notable increase in dedications at Delphi from the 6th century 
onward resulted in a conglomeration of treasuries on the western side of 
the sanctuary (including the proto-Athenian). The sustained preference 
for such a dedication, however, by no means resulted in identical offer-
ings. Rather, conspicuous variation in size, style, and sculptural elaboration 
can be discerned.28 Of these 6th-century treasuries, the lavishly decorated 
Siphnian Treasury is the most significant as a point of comparison. Dated 
ca. 525 b.c., the Siphnian Treasury’s decorative program in three types of 
marble (Siphnian, Naxian, and Parian)29 presented a noteworthy sight to 
any visitor ascending the Sacred Way to the Temple of Apollo, and would 
have been both a notable precedent and civic challenge for the Athenians’ 
own treasury nearby.

unfortunately, the evidence is from later 
literary sources: Paus. 10.19.4; Aeschin. 
In Ctes. 116. See also Bommelaer 1991, 
p. 180; Scott 2010, pp. 77 (n. 11), 320, 
no. 98. 

22. In light of the narrative empha-
ses of this article, one should note that 
the choice of Athena astride a palm tree 
has been seen by some scholars as a 
symbol of the dominance of Athens 
over an eastern, particularly a Persian, 
rival. See Miller 1997, p. 39; Scott 
2010, p. 96.

23. Paus. 10.15.4–5; Plut. Nic. 13.3–
4; Quaest. conv. 724; De Pyth. or. 397. 
For the remains of the base, see Aman-
dry 1954; Bommelaer 1991, p. 186.

24. Paus. 10.18.1. See also Jacque-
min 1999, p. 251; Scott 2010, p. 96.

25. Neither the date of the stoa nor 

its reason for dedication are clear, par-
ticularly since its inscription does not 
name an opponent or battle. The con-
troversy of dating is summarized in 
Walsh 1986. Bommelaer (1991,  
pp. 147–150, no. 313) considers 479, 
458, and 429 b.c. as options, as does 
Jacquemin (1999, p. 315, no. 082). 
Hansen (1989) has suggested that the 
stoa was dedicated in honor of all 
Athenian victories. Whatever the rea-
son for its construction, Coulton (1976, 
p. 18) and Scott (2010, p. 96, n. 110) 
rightly register surprise that it was not 
until the 5th century that a stoa was 
built at Delphi, given its use elsewhere 
in Greece since the 7th century.

26. Scott 2010, p. 96; see also Kuhn 
1985, pp. 277–287.

27. Scott 2010, pp. 96–97; see also 

Jacquemin 1999, pp. 190–191.
28. Scott 2010, pp. 50–51. Marconi 

(2006, pp. 160–161) suggests that the 
use of images on Archaic treasuries was 
enhanced progressively to a quantitative 
degree—the area of the building cov-
ered with images—and a qualitative 
degree—the complexity of the 
images—beginning in the decade 
before the mid-6th century b.c.

29. Siphnian marble was used for 
the treasury’s walls; Parian was used  
for the caryatids and their capitals  
and pedestals, the sculpted friezes, and 
the door consoles; and Naxian was  
used for architectural details, such as 
the simas, cornices, and moldings. See 
FdD II.14a, pp. 25–32, 173–179; Pala-
gia and Herz 2002.
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mary l  b. g enshe imer6

Dedications excite interest with their play on similarity and difference. 
They draw the viewer into a process of comparison between various parts 
of the dedication’s own structure and the viewer’s expectations, as well as 
between the dedication itself and the other physical structures around it.30 
Seen in this light, the Athenian Treasury’s material elaboration is entirely 
understandable. Given the significance of Marathon, Athens had to surpass 
what had been built before. Thus, the treasury was built entirely with Parian 
marble (one of the first Doric buildings on the mainland to be built entirely 
with this material);31 was the first treasury to have its marble columns made 
in drum form; and was the first Doric structure to fill its metopes with 
depictions of Theseus and Herakles.32 It was also, as mentioned above, 
articulated with akroterial and pedimental sculptures. This architectural 
hyperdecoration suggested that the Athenians’ power and their command 
of material resources went beyond the reach of their contemporaries.33 
It shaped the perceptions that other states held of Athens, while also 
revealing and reflecting the priorities of Athenian citizens.34 In sum, as an 
intermediary between Athens and the viewing public, the treasury was an 
eloquent messenger in stone, its decoration embodying historical actions 
and political rhetoric seen and assimilated by visitors to Delphi.35

The treasury’s visual impact was further augmented by the manner in 
which its site exploited the topography of the sanctuary. Its south wall ran 
perpendicular to the path coming from the south, structuring the route of 
visitors arriving from the southeast or west. The steep incline of the area 
ensured that the Athenian Treasury towered over others built on the ter-
race below. Moreover, its small, triangular terraces on the south and east, 
as well as its northern terrace wall, ringed the treasury in a manner similar 
to the new temple and its terrace. The result, at least in part, was a visual 
analogy between temple and treasury, enabling the latter of the two to claim 
a greater degree of prominence within the sanctuary.36

By reason of its dedicatory inscription, architectural sculpture, ma-
terials, and location, the treasury was carefully designed to assert the 
preeminence of Athens both within and outside the Delphic sanctuary. 

30. Lefebvre 1991, p. 222; Jones 
2000, pp. 19, 60, 77, 82–83, 175; Smith 
2007. 

31. Given the ways in which the 
Siphnian marble used in the nearby 
Siphnian Treasury was, to a certain 
extent, meant to express the dedicating 
city’s identity, it may seem curious that 
only Parian—rather than Pentelic—
marble was used for the Athenian  
treasury at Delphi. Pentelic marble was 
used, for instance, in the superstructure 
of the Pre-Parthenon in Athens (dated 
ca. 490–480 b.c.), although in that case 
too, Parian marble was used for the 
sculptural decoration. The explanation, 
at least in part, must be due to the fact 
that Parian workshops appear to have 
displaced Naxian ones as the primary 
source of marble for the Attic market 

by about 540 b.c., after which point 
Parian marble continued to be prized as 
a material par excellence even through-
out the Roman period. The quarries of 
Mt. Pentelikon, on the other hand, 
were not exploited in a major way until 
the building of the Pre-Parthenon in 
the 480s. Simply put, in using this 
prized stone for their eponymous trea-
sury, the Athenians adroitly asserted 
their monument’s superlative status 
relative to other dedications within the 
sanctuary at Delphi. On Parian marble 
and its export to Attic markets, see 
Sturgeon 2006, pp. 32–34. On the wide 
use of Parian marble throughout the 
Roman period, see, among other exam-
ples, Kane 1988. On the Pentelic quar-
ries and the areas of Mt. Pentelikon 
being used for specific buildings dating 

from the early 6th century b.c. to the 
2nd century a.d., see Korres 1995,  
pp. 96–99.

32. Barringer 2008, p. 117; Scott 
2010, p. 78.

33. Hölscher (1998, p. 156) defines 
monuments as being “designed and 
erected as signs of power and superior-
ity. As such, they are effective factors of 
public life: not secondary reflections, 
but primary objects and symbols of 
political actions and concepts.” See  
also Rups 1986, p. 2; Partida 2000,  
pp. 25–29; Neer 2001, pp. 282–284; 
Marconi 2006, pp. 158–159. 

34. Morgan 1990, p. 234.
35. Boardman 1982, p. 3; Castriota 

1992, p. 5; Neer 2001, p. 284.
36. Scott 2010, pp. 78–79.
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the  sculp tural  pr o g ram of  the  athenian  treasury 7

Beyond Delphi, for instance, the treasury should be viewed within the 
wider context of a volatile period in Athenian politics and foreign rela-
tions, during which the new democratic system took effect and redefined 
its heroes (Theseus), rhetoric (the funeral oration), and claims to pride of 
place within the conglomeration of Greek poleis.

This was a time of Athenian ascendancy within the Delian League 
and the wider Mediterranean world, when Athens basked in the prestige of 
its Persian victories and used them as justification for the city’s hegemony 
within Greece. Herodotos’s (7.139) and Thucydides’ (1.137.4) histories 
reveal the attitudes current in their own time (the late 5th century) with 
respect to the political and ideological consequences of the Persian Wars: 
Athens claimed unique responsibility for maintaining the freedom of 
Greece. By extension, the city’s selflessness at Marathon, Salamis, and 
elsewhere entitled Athens not only to political and military leadership, but 
also to rule over other Greeks.37 In sum, the preservation of Greek freedom 
validated the nascent Athenian empire—an attitude efficiently encapsulated 
by Thucydides’ words (6.87.2): “We say that we rule over cities in Hellas 
in order not to have to submit to another.”

The legitimacy of Athens’s claim to leadership rested on the city’s role 
in the Persian Wars. To consolidate its position, Athens elaborated a cata-
logue of its glorious deeds—the palaia erga—in order to embed the Persian 
Wars within a longer sequence of Athenian actions in the service of Greece 
stretching from mythical times into the present. The extant funeral orations 
(Thuc. 2.34.1–8; Gorgias, DK 82 B5–6; Lys. 2; Dem. 60; Pl. Menex.; Hyper-
eides, Epitaphios)38 remind us that this catalogue was constantly repeated in 
political speeches, and that such topoi were also used as the basis of foreign 
policy negotiations.39 In the generation after Marathon, Athens increas-
ingly stressed the city’s decisive role in saving Greece from the Persians.40 
But already as early as 490 b.c., the elaborate sculptural decoration of the 
Athenian Treasury addressed this theme by illustrating the claims of the 
Athenians to superiority following the Battle of Marathon.

THE SCULP T URAL DECORAT ION

Concrete identification of the pedimental scenes is difficult beccause so 
little of the original sculpture survives. Given the sense of movement sug-
gested by the extant remains, it is thought that the west pediment depicted 
a scene of combat, although the precise context is disputed. Bookidis, 
for instance, proposes a scene from the Trojan War, perhaps involving  
Herakles and Telamon as participants.41 Delivorrias argues for the possibil-
ity of an Amazonomachy or Rape of Antiope; Floren for a Gigantomachy 
involving Herakles.42

The east pediment preserves parts of two chariots and possibly a 
central figure of Athena appearing between the other, now lost, figures 

37. Raaflaub 2004, p. 59. 
38. Shear rightly notes that although 

Perikles’ speech is probably the best 
known of all the funeral orations thanks 
to its inclusion in Thucydides’ history, 

it is not the only example of such a 
speech. For other examples from the 
5th and 4th centuries, see Shear 2013, 
pp. 511 (n. 4), 512 (nn. 5–11).

39. Raaflaub 2004, pp. 60 (n. 8),  

168 (n. 12).
40. Raaflaub 1984.
41. Bookidis 1967, p. 76. 
42. Delivorrias 1974, pp. 181–182; 

Floren 1987, p. 249.
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mary l  b. g enshe imer8

(Fig. 2).43 Athena’s attribution stems from the discovery of a female head, 
slightly larger in scale than the rest of the figures, discovered in 1895 but 
not included in the first reconstruction of the treasury’s pediment.44 In 
subsequent reconstructions, the head has served as the basis for a central 
Athena around whom the rest of the figures are arranged.45 The idea that 
Athena was portrayed in the east pediment is credible because her presence 
would have functioned to personify the treasury’s dedicatory city.46 Such 
a practice of using images to suggest the identity of the dedicator appears 
to have been inaugurated here, with the Athenian Treasury.47

As with the west pediment, the precise identification of the scene 
depicted in the east pediment eludes scholarly consensus. Bookidis, for 
instance, suggests a meeting of Theseus and Pirithous before they depart for 
the Underworld.48 For his part, Floren proposes the Abduction of Antiope; 
La Coste-Messelière interprets the sculpture as a meeting of Theseus and 
Herakles under the watchful eye of Athena, an opinion shared by Knell.49

The relatively well-preserved lateral akroteria and metopes are the 
most legible parts of the Athenian Treasury’s sculptural decoration. One 
can read this imagery as a coherent metaphor for Marathon, given that this 
architectural sculpture establishes a comparison between the achievements 
of the protagonists depicted and those of the Athenians in recent battle. 
Unlike the debate over the pedimental sculpture, scholarship is generally 

Figure 2. Head of Athena from the 
east pediment of the Athenian  
Treasury. Photo © École française 
d’Athènes/G. de Miré

43. Lapalus ([1947] 1968, pp. 161–
164, 443–444) argues that the east ped-
iment of the Athenian Treasury was a 
modest but incontestable precursor to, 
and inspiration for, the west pediment 
of the Temple of Zeus at Olympia, 
which shows Apollo standing in the 
center of a Centauromachy. 

44. La Coste-Messelière 1923. 
45. La Coste-Messelière 1938,  

pp. 116–123, fig. 3. Picard (1946),  
however, objects that the head cannot 

possibly belong to Athena because it 
wears a stephane. He suggests that it be 
placed on one of the two chariot drivers 
restored behind the chariots. La Coste-
Messelière (FdD IV.4, pp. 175–181) 
counters that the head is meant to be 
seen frontally, not in profile. Neverthe-
less, he removes it from the center and 
places the woman on a chair or throne 
—one of a pair—flanking Theseus and 
Herakles. 

46. Jacquemin 1999, p. 315. Marconi 

(2006, p. 173) concurs, citing Pausa-
nias’s description of similar monu-
ments: the donation for Marathon 
(Paus. 10.10.1), for instance, starts at 
the statue of Athena, then mentions 
Apollo, then Miltiades, and finally the 
eponymous heroes.

47. Marconi 2006, p. 173.
48. Bookidis 1967, p. 77.
49. Floren 1987, p. 249; FdD IV.4, 

p. 177; Knell 1990, p. 52.
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the  sculp tural  pr o g ram of  the  athenian  treasury 9

in agreement that mounted figures served as lateral akroteria. Although 
their heads are missing, obvious similarities with the iconography of both 
the metopes and contemporary vase painting identify the sculptures as 
Amazons (a point to which I return below, p. 13, Figs. 6, 7).50

The metopes expand upon the Amazon theme initiated by the akrote-
ria. In considering their fundamental importance to the overall decorative 
program, one should note that the treasury is the first mainland building 
for which carved metopes on all sides are documented.51 Despite their small 
size (ca. 67 × 63 cm), they are carved in high relief, almost in the round.52 
The metopes undoubtedly would have stood out on the treasury, especially 
when viewed with their original polychromy.53 Given the metopes’ visual 
prominence, their mythological narratives may be understood to commu-
nicate intentionally an explicit message to the visitors walking along the 
Sacred Way past the treasury and onward toward the Temple of Apollo.

Most interpretive discrepancies revolve around the original position-
ing of the metopes on the building. None were found in situ—rather the 
metopes were discovered scattered over a wide area. Their reconstruction 
on the building is reliant on clamp holes and metal attachments, as well 
as conjecture. In some cases, as with Metope 30, only indeterminate frag-
ments remain, which are of little help in suggesting the metope’s original 
location. Only the position of Metope 5 is certain. This scene depicts 
Athena, identifiable by her aegis, on the viewer’s left meeting Theseus on 
the viewer’s right. Originally, Athena’s helmet was made of bronze. Judg-
ing by the scale of the figure, the helmet would have extended beyond 
the top border of the metope itself, making Athena the tallest figure in 
the frieze—at least for the extant reliefs. Cuttings in the cornice for these 
metal attachments provide sound evidence for the placement of Metope 
5 in the center of the southern facade, in the fifth position counted from 
the west. There is little other technical evidence that definitively concludes 
the debate on reconstruction, since with few exceptions the metopes are 
separate from the triglyph blocks and were slid into place between them 
to form groupings and narratives.54

La Coste-Messelière’s thematic arrangement of the 30 metopes, pub-
lished in 1957, is the most extensive discussion of the subject (Fig. 3).55 He 
assigned nine metopes each to the north and south sides of the Athenian 
Treasury, with six each on the east and west. He argued that these groupings  

50. Furtwängler (1894) argues that 
the Amazons were dismounting. Per-
drizet (1904) argues that the Amazon 
akroteria share the same pose as the 
Amazons in Metope 10, and claims 
that they turn around on their horses  
in order to aim a “Parthian shot.” La 
Coste-Messelière (1923, pp. 413–417) 
shows that in Metope 10, the Amazon 
is not turning, and disproves the “Par-
thian shot.” Moreover, he denies that 
the Amazons are dismounting. Both-
mer (1957, p. 119) argues that one of 
the Amazon akroteria faces left, one 

right, with the Amazon dismounting 
on the left and right side of her horse, 
respectively. 

51. Ridgway 1999, p. 344.
52. FdD IV.4, p. 12.
53. As noted by Rups (1986, p. 129) 

and Hoffelner (1988, p. 78), both poly-
chromy and accents of bronze (for ex- 
ample, Athena’s helmet in Metope 5) 
would have drawn the viewer’s eye to 
the metopes. Considerable traces of the 
metopes’ brightly painted colors (the 
ground was in blue, and the sculpture 
was accented with red except in flesh 

areas, which were left the pristine  
white of the Parian marble) were  
preserved when the sculptures were  
first excavated, but these faded  
when they were reburied during  
World War II. 

54. Rups 1986, p. 128; Hoffelner 
1988, pp. 102–117; Marconi 2006,  
p. 172. 

55. Note that the numbering and 
identification of the metopes here and 
throughout this article follow FdD IV.4, 
pp. 37–81.
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mary l  b. g enshe imer10

depicted the deeds of Theseus56 and Herakles57 on the south and north 
sides, respectively, with a sequence depicting the myth of Herakles stealing 
the Cattle of Geryon on the west58 and an Amazonomachy on the east.59

In 1988, Hoffelner offered a significant challenge to La Coste- 
Messelière’s arrangement after his own examination of the metopes re-
vealed points of disagreement.60 Metope 17, for instance, preserves a horse  
and a figure on foot. La Coste-Messelière interpreted the scene as a repre-
sentation of Herakles and the Horses of Diomedes; the metope, therefore, 
was included in his Herakles cycle. Hoffelner raised the objection that 
the composition of Metope 17 could, alternatively, feature an Amazon on 
horseback, as seen in Metope 10, and determined that there is no con- 
clusive evidence to support an identification with Herakles. A second 
objection to La Coste-Messelière’s hypothesis centered on Metope 18, 
which Hoffelner argued probably does not belong to the Athenian Trea-
sury given technical peculiarities and irregularities of size (the metope is 
1.5–2.0 cm wider than others from the Athenian Treasury). Finally, Hof-
felner took issue with the interpretive leaps made by La Coste-Messelière 
in his examination of Metope 22, which depicts a dying Amazon. La 
Coste-Messelière designated this as a specifically Heraklean episode, and 

56. Following FdD IV.4, pp. 37–81, 
metopes pertaining to Theseus include 
1: Sinis; 2: a brigand (Periphetes or 
Prokrustes); 3: Kerkyon; 4: Skiron; 5: a 
meeting between Athena and Theseus; 
6: the Bull of Marathon; 7: the Mino-
taur; 8: Theseus and Antiope. Both 
Hoffelner (1988) and Marconi (2006) 
differ from these traditional identifi- 
cations at times. Hoffelner (1988,  
pp. 79–83), for example, interprets 
Metope 2 as Prokrustes, 3 as Kerkyon, 
and 4 as Periphetes.

57. Metopes pertaining to Herakles 
include 15: the Nemean Lion; 16: the 
centaur Nessos; 17: the Horses of  

Diomedes; 19: the Keryneian Hind;  
21: Herakles and Kyknos; 22: Herakles 
and a fallen Amazon. Metope 20, pre-
serving only a man’s nude torso, pos-
sibly also belongs to this group. La 
Coste-Messelière (FdD IV.4, pp. 104–
140) identifies him as Atlas; Hoffelner 
(1988, p. 95) as Iolaos.

58. Following Perdrizet (1904), La 
Coste-Messelière (FdD IV.4, pp. 66– 
73) associated five metopes with the 
Geryonomachy: 23, 24, and 25, with 
cattle; 26, Herakles’ left foot with the 
body of the dog Orthros; and 27,  
Herakles with the body of Geryon.

59. La Coste-Messelière (FdD IV.4, 

pp. 82–103, 141–153). Note that there 
are precedents in vase painting for the 
juxtaposition between an Amazono- 
machy and Geryonomachy. In a black-
figure cup attributed to the Lysippides 
Painter, ca. 530–510 b.c. (London, 
British Museum B426, from Nola; see 
Beazley, ABV 256, no. 20), these two 
scenes are arrayed on the exterior 
between the eyes of the drinking cup. 
Bothmer (1957, pp. 36–37) writes, 
“One is tempted to see in the pair of 
defending Amazons next to the fallen 
Andromache an adaptation of the tri-
corporeal Geryon.” 

60. Hoffelner 1988, pp. 108–116.

Figure 3. Reconstruction of the ar- 
rangement of the metopes according 
to La Coste-Messelière in FdD IV.4. 
Drawing L. Petrocelli
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the  sculp tural  pr o g ram of  the  athenian  treasury 11

therefore assigned it to the north side of the treasury. It is true that the 
pose of the figure in Metope 22 is markedly similar to that of the Amazon 
in Metope 14—also shown dying and falling to the ground—and that 
the extant figure can be safely identified as an Amazon. Hoffelner noted, 
however, that there is no evidence of any attribute that would identify the 
opposing warrior as Herakles rather than as an unspecified character in 
a larger Amazonomachy.

In light of his concerns, Hoffelner proposed an alternative arrange-
ment (Fig. 4). Like La Coste-Messelière, Hoffelner suggested that the 
Geryonomachy occupied the west side, and the deeds of Theseus the 
south. But Hoffelner moved the Herakles cycle to the east and the Ama-
zonomachy to the north.61 Herakles occupies a more prominent position 
in this arrangement, being situated on the front of the treasury instead of 
being relegated to its side.

While several scholars have endorsed Hoffelner’s argument,62 his 
thesis has not been unanimously adopted. Indeed, oftentimes La Coste-
Messelière’s arrangement of the metopes is given priority.63 That this is the 
case might seem illogical when one considers that La Coste-Messelière’s 
thesis is grounded in modern assumptions of narrative symmetry and 
equivalency, to which there are exceptions in the archaeological record. As 
demonstrated by the example of the Hephaisteion at Athens (dated to the 
450s or early 440s b.c.64), Greek artists were not constrained by the same 
strictures of narrative analogy and continuity that are crucial to La Coste-
Messelière’s proposal. Like those from the Athenian Treasury, the metopes 
of the Hephaisteion compared and contrasted the labors of Theseus with 
those of Herakles. On the latter building, however, numerical equivalence 
was by no means a priority: nine of Herakles’ labors fill the 10 metopes on 
the east facade,65 and eight of Theseus’s deeds are depicted on the north 
and south sides.66 Moreover, the Hephaisteion demonstrates that even in 
Doric friezes of the Classical period, there seems to have been no hesita-
tion in juxtaposing metopes focused on an entire episode with metopes 
that represent only part of one.67 On the Hephaisteion’s east frieze, for 
example, the metopes dedicated to a single deed of Herakles flank two 

61. Hoffelner 1988, pp. 108–116.
62. See, e.g., Hoff 2009, pp. 98–99.
63. For two recent examples of the 

preference for La Coste-Messelière’s 
reconstruction, see Barringer 2008,  
p. 117; Steinbock 2013, p. 171.

64. Barringer 2008, p. 113, n. 4.
65. These include the Nemean Lion, 

the Hydra, the Keryneian Hind, the 
Erymanthian Boar, the Horses of Dio-
medes, Kerberos, Herakles’ combat with 
an Amazon, his fight against Geryon 
(stretching across two metopes), and 
Herakles’ presentation of the Apples  
of the Hesperides to Athena. See Bar-
ringer 2008, pp. 113–115. 

66. These are the episodes of the 
Krommyon Sow, Skiron, Kerkyon, and 
Prokrustes(?) on the north; the struggle 
with Periphetes(?), Sinis, the Maratho-
nian Bull, and the Minotaur on the 
south. See Barringer 2008, pp. 115–116.

67. Yeroulanou 1998; Marconi 2006, 
p. 170.
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Figure 4. Reconstruction of the ar- 
rangement of the metopes according 
to Hoffelner 1988. Drawing L. Petrocelli
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mary l  b. g enshe imer12

continuous metopes that together tell the story of Herakles and Geryon.68 
The evidence of the Hephaisteion accords well with the Athenian Treasury, 
which likewise utilizes several metopes to illustrate the Geryonomachy.69

Given these considerations, Marconi has suggested an alternative ar-
rangement to those of La Coste-Messelière and Hoffelner for the metopes 
of the Athenian Treasury (Fig. 5).70 He proposes that the deeds of Herakles 
and Theseus would have occupied the long sides of the treasury (each em-
bellished by nine metopes), with Herakles—including the Geryon cycle, as 
initially proposed by Perdrizet71—on the north and Theseus on the south. 
Both of the short sides (each decorated with six metopes) would have 
depicted Amazonomachies, respectively those of Herakles and Theseus.

Marconi’s reconstruction seems credible in light of the extant sculpture, 
given that seven of the better-preserved metopes attributed to the treasury72 
are identified as pertaining to Theseus, nine to Herakles, and 10 to Ama-
zonomachies.73 Furthermore, as discussed previously, Metope 5, depicting 
Athena and Theseus, is known to have been at the center of the south facade, 

68. For metopes depicting a single 
episode, see E1: the Nemean Lion;  
E2: the Hydra; E3: the Keryneian 
Hind; E4: the Kalydonian Boar;  
E5: the Horses of Diomedes; E6: Ker-
beros; E7: Amazons; E10: the Apples 
of the Hesperides. For continuous met- 
opes, see E8 and E9, which together 
tell the story of Herakles and the Cattle 
of Geryon. See Neils 1987, p. 127; 
Marconi 2006, p. 170. 

69. See n. 58, above. Note that the 
practice of executing a continuous nar-
rative in neighboring metopes was not 
an invention of the Classical period.  
As early as the 7th century b.c., artists 
showed Perseus being pursued by  
Gorgons in two separate but adjoin- 
ing metopes decorating Temple C at 

Thermon. Likewise, at the Heraion  
at Foce del Sele in the 6th century, 
mythological events such as Apollo  
and Artemis combating Tityos are dis-
tributed across multiple metopes and 
juxtaposed with those metopes encap-
sulating a single event, such as Herakles 
and the Kerkopes. Continuous narra-
tive in adjoining metopes was later  
fully realized in the Ionic frieze. See 
Knell 1990, pp. 18–38; Marconi 2007, 
pp. 16, 204–209; Barringer 2008,  
pp. 117–118.

70. Marconi 2006, p. 171. 
71. Perdrizet 1904.
72. Both Metope 20 and Metope 30, 

for instance, are too fragmentary for 
their iconography to be identified 
securely. See Hoffelner 1988, p. 108; 

Marconi 2006, p. 169. 
73. Marconi 2006, pp. 169, 171. By 

this reckoning, the metopes associated 
with Theseus include 1: Sinis; 2: a  
brigand (Periphetes or Prokrustes);  
3: Kerkyon; 4: Skiron; 5: meeting be- 
tween Athena and Theseus; 6: the Bull 
of Marathon; 7: the Minotaur. Those 
definitely associated with Herakles 
include 15: the Nemean Lion; 16: the 
centaur Nessos; 19: the Keryneian 
Hind; 21: Herakles and Kyknos;  
23–27: the cattle, the dog Orthros,  
and the body of Geryon. Finally, the 
metopes associated with Amazons 
include 8: Theseus and Antiope; 10;  
11; 12; 13; 14; 17; 22: Herakles and an 
Amazon; 28; 29.

Figure 5. Reconstruction of the ar- 
rangement of the metopes according 
to Marconi 2006. Drawing L. Petrocelli
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the  sculp tural  pr o g ram of  the  athenian  treasury 13

in the fifth place from the west;74 this too supports Marconi’s suggestion 
that the Theseus cycle occupied that side of the building. Finally, the larger 
program of the treasury’s decoration—especially the lateral akroteria—seems 
to corroborate Marconi’s arrangement. Irrespective of their fragmentary 
extant state, the akroteria are known to represent Amazons mounted on 
horseback, as mentioned above.75 Moreover, the composition of an Amazon 
in Metope 10 is virtually identical to the left-facing akroterion (Figs. 6, 7). 

Figure 6. Metope 10: Mounted 
Amazon. Photo © École française 
d’Athènes/P. Collet; drawing courtesy  
K. Hoffelner 

Figure 7. Mounted Amazon as  
lateral akroterion. Photo © École  
française d’Athènes

74. See n. 54, above.
75. See n. 50, above.
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When the akroteria and metopes are interpreted together as a consistent 
program, one can understand the akroterial Amazons as part of the fray 
depicted below in the east and west metopes.76

AMAZONS AND ATHENS: LI TERARY SOURCES 
AND ART IST IC EVIDENCE

Given the prominence of Amazons in the sculptural program of the Athe-
nian Treasury, an exploration of their significance to Athens is warranted. 
Of course, Greek myths—including those featuring the Amazons— 
exemplified human excellence and lent order to real accomplishments. In 
mythological guise, therefore, contemporary events could be endowed with 
deeper significance.77 In order to give tangible form to ideas of cultural 
achievement, Greek myths described a range of threats to Hellenic78 culture 
that were overcome by Greek heroes. These threats included foreigners, 
giants, monsters, uncouth semihumans like centaurs, and transgressive 
females—that is, the Amazons.79

Out of this large corpus of monstrous Others, the ubiquitous Ama-
zons are particularly helpful in elucidating the Greeks’ construction of 
the little known and threatening. Indeed, Bothmer’s seminal compilation 
catalogues over 1,200 Amazons in all media, albeit in predominately 
Athenian examples (rather than in Greek art more generally).80 In these 
images, repetitively implied contrast shows Amazons portrayed in an an-
tithetical relationship to Greeks. Over the course of time, subtle changes 
and developments in the depiction of Amazons in Greek literature and art 
simultaneously provide cultural continuity of reference and reveal major 
landmarks in the perception of threats to Greek norms.81

In the earliest literary references to the Amazons, in the 8th century b.c.,  
Homer calls these warrior women antianeirai (ἀντιάνειραι), meaning alter-
nately “opposite to,” “antagonistic to,” or “the peers of ” men.82 The epithet 

76. The interrelationship between 
the Amazon akroteria and Amazono- 
machy metopes is a compelling reason 
to displace the Geryonomachy from the 
west side, as proposed by La Coste-
Messelière, to the north, according to 
Marconi’s arrangement. Moreover, if on 
the north, then the cattle would face 
toward the east, visually echoing the 
movement of the living cattle moving 
along the Sacred Way to be sacrificed at 
the Temple of Apollo. Finally, one 
should note that while ascending the 
Sacred Way to the Temple of Apollo, 
the viewer first saw the south side of 
the treasury and then subsequently the 
east facade; the north and west were 
not the primary views. Therefore, fol-
lowing Perdrizet’s (1904, p. 344) argu-
ment that the Geryonomachy was 
carved by a less masterful hand, a posi-
tion on the north—and less visible—

side of the treasury would be fitting.
77. Burckhardt 1898, p. 37; Nilsson 

[1951] 1972, pp. 12–14, 41–49, 81–90; 
Dowden 1992, p. 170. 

78. The difference between “Pan- 
hellenism” and “Hellenism” is more 
than one of semantics. As recently dis-
cussed by Scott (2010, pp. 250–273), 
the scholarly debate on the concept of 
“Panhellenism” has been ongoing for 
several decades. At the heart of the 
discussion is the fact that “Panhelle-
nism” is a somewhat anachronistic term 
not often used by the Greeks them-
selves. Rather, it was a term developed 
by the Romans (particularly after the 
creation of the Panhellenion in the 
Hadrianic period). In short, ancient 
Greek ideas about community and 
identity seem not to have been articu-
lated under the banner of “Panhelle-
nism.” In light of these considerations, 

throughout this article, I use “Helle-
nism” rather than the designation of 
“Panhellenism.”

79. Cohen 2000, pp. 71–97.
80. Bothmer 1957, pp. 1–223. Simi-

larly, LIMC I, 1981, pp. 586–653,  
nos. 1–819, s.v. Amazones (P. Devam- 
bez and A. Kauffmann-Samaras)  
and LIMC Suppl. I, 2009, pp. 52–53, 
s.v. Amazones (E. Simon) catalogue 
over 800 images of Amazons, and the 
Beazley Archive documents some 800 
representations of Amazons on Greek 
vases. 

81. Hardwick 1990.
82. Hom. Il. 3.185–189: “For I, too, 

being their ally, was numbered among 
them on the day when the Amazons 
came, the peers of men.” See also  
Il. 6.183–185: “Next [Bellerophon] 
fought with the glorious Solymi, and 
this, he said, was the mightiest battle  
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emphasizes the Amazons as a match for men and stresses their military 
reputation. In Homer’s text, a critical theme emerges: heroic status can and 
will be gained from defeating the Amazons.83 Bellerophon, for example, 
was awarded the king’s daughter in marriage after his victory against them 
(Hom. Il. 6.189–191).

In the early 7th century b.c., the first recognizable Amazon appears on 
a fragmentary terracotta votive shield.84 Amazons enter the specifically Attic 
artistic repertoire in the second quarter of the 6th century with iconography 
that seems to be without precedent. Approximately 70 vases, most frequently 
black-figure amphoras, attest to the motif ’s popularity once the subject was 
introduced. On these vases, Herakles and his companions fight the Amazons, 
the scene most likely being his Ninth Labor: the expedition to acquire the 
Amazon queen’s girdle. Interestingly, the girdle is not represented, and in-
scriptions incised on these vases show that, contrary to the literary tradition, 
Herakles is usually paired opposite Andromache rather than Hippolyte.85

These early representations of Amazons reveal enormous variety in 
their costume and armor. On a dinos in the Louvre (dated ca. 575–550 b.c.),  
for example, Amazons wear both Attic and Corinthian helmets, as well as 
caps. Some wear greaves. They wear short, belted tunics, and their shields 
are either Boiotian or Argive in shape (Fig. 8).86 In later black-figure vases, 
the Amazons’ costume sometimes resembles that of Athenian hoplites. 
Alternatively, an amphora in the Louvre (dated 550–530 b.c.) preserves 
the first extant example of an Amazon wearing a full Eastern costume of 
long sleeves and pants.87

Over time, the Amazon topos was further embellished by the literary 
sources, perhaps in answer to the political exigencies and military victories 
that impacted Athenian history in the late 6th and early 5th centuries b.c.88 
The older story featuring Herakles’ battle with the Amazons, depicted on 
the vases described above, was described as being confined to their home 
territory around the Black Sea (Pind. fr. 172). But around 520 b.c., with 
the introduction of a new episode—Theseus’s abduction of Antiope and 
the ensuing Amazonian assault on Greece—Amazons are said to enter 
Attica in geographic terms.89 Thus, by the late 6th century, the Amazons 
are portrayed not merely as the distant Other, but as invaders.

of warriors he had ever entered; and 
thirdly he slew the Amazons, women 
the peers of men” (trans. A. T. Murray, 
Cambridge, Mass., 1924).

83. Hardwick 1990, p. 16.
84. Nauplia 4509, from Tiryns.  

See Bothmer 1957, p. 1, pl. I:1a, b; 
LIMC I.1, 1981, p. 597, no. 168, I.2,  
p. 464, s.v. Amazones (P. Devambez 
and A. Kauffmann-Samaras). 

85. Bothmer 1957, pp. 6–13. Hera- 
kles is named seven times, and his 
opponent five. In all, nine Greek heroes 
are labeled, and 26 Amazons.

86. Paris, Louvre E875, a black-
figure dinos by a painter of the Tyr- 
rhenian Group, ca. 550 b.c., from Etru-
ria. See Bothmer 1957, pp. 8, 13,  

pls. XIV–XVI; ABV 104, nos. 123, 684; 
LIMC I.1, 1981, p. 588, no. 16, I.2,  
p. 442, s.v. Amazones (P. Devambez 
and A. Kauffmann-Samaras). 

87. Paris, Louvre E856, a black-
figure neck-amphora by a painter of the 
Tyrrhenian Group, ca. 550–530 b.c., 
from Caere. See Bothmer 1957, pp. 6, 
17, pl. IV:2; ABV 99, no. 54; LIMC I.1, 
1981, p. 588, no. 8, I.2, p. 441, s.v. Ama- 
zones (P. Devambez and A. Kauff-
mann-Samaras). 

88. Boardman 1982, p. 1.
89. Plut. Thes. 26–27: “He also 

made a voyage into the Euxine Sea,  
as Philochorus and sundry others say, 
on a campaign with Herakles against 
the Amazons, and received Antiope as 

a reward of his valour; but the majority 
of writers, including Pherecydes, Hel-
lanicus, and Herodotus, say that The-
seus made this voyage on his own 
account, after the time of Herakles, and 
took the Amazon captive; and this is 
the more probable story. . . . Well, then, 
such were the grounds for the war of 
the Amazons, which seems to have 
been no trivial or womanish enterprise 
for Theseus. For [the Amazons] would 
not have pitched their camp within the 
city, nor fought hand-to-hand battles in 
the neighborhood of the Pynx and the 
Museum, had they not mastered the 
surrounding country and approached the 
city with impunity” (trans. B. Perrin, 
Cambridge, Mass., 1916).
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mary l  b. g enshe imer16

This transition reveals notable changes in perspective on the part of 
the literary sources. In the earliest references to the Amazons, their defeat 
simply affirmed the achievements of Greek heroes like Bellerophon and 
Herakles. Once the Amazons were said to leave their homeland, how-
ever, and become an invading force, they are articulated as a challenge 
to Greece.90 Defeating the Amazons in battle or abducting their leader 
is not only a symbol of the supremacy of Greek mythical heroes, but is 
also a sign of the historical supremacy of the Greeks, most notably the 
Athenians, over outsiders.

A key question is whether artistic developments mirror the changes in 
tone found in the written sources. Attic vases depicting Amazonomachies 
involving Theseus begin to appear ca. 520 b.c., contemporaneously with 
the transition to red-figure painting and the changes in literary emphasis 
highlighted above.91 That this invasion of the Greek world was a concern 
of both literary and artistic sources suggests how culturally pervasive and 
Athenocentric the Amazon topos had become by this time in Athens. 
Small wonder, then, that the perceived threat was depicted in fundamentally 
Athenian works of art in all media in this and later periods. On Pheidias’s 
statue of Athena Parthenos (dedicated 438 b.c.), for instance, an Ama-
zonomachy decorated the exterior of the goddess’s shield.92

90. Hardwick 1990, p. 23.
91. See, e.g., London, British Mu- 

seum E41, a red-figure cup by Euphro-
nios ca. 520 b.c., depicting three scenes 
from the life of Theseus, including the 
Rape of Antiope. Note that Antiope 

holds a bow in her left hand, whose 
quiver hangs from a cross-belt at her 
waist, and wears a high-peaked Phrygian 
cap, striped pants, and sleeved tunic. 
See Bothmer 1957, p. 124, pl. LXVII:4; 
ARV 2 37, no. 40; LIMC I.1, 1981,  

p. 858, no. 8, I.2, p. 683, s.v. Antiope II 
(A. Kauffmann-Samaras). 

92. Plin. HN 36.18–19. See also 
Harrison 1966; Hölscher and Simon 
1976; Mauruschat 1987; Lapatin 2001, 
pp. 63–79. 

Figure 8. Herakles battling the  
Amazons, Attic black-figure dinos, 
ca. 575–550 b.c. Paris, Musée du 
Louvre E 875. Photo © RMN-Grand 
Palais/Art Resource, NY
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the  sculp tural  pr o g ram of  the  athenian  treasury 17

On the late-6th- and 5th-century vases featuring Amazonomachies, 
the Amazons are no longer a remote enemy. Rather, they are depicted as 
invaders of Attica itself, although shown being repulsed by the Athenians 
and their heroes, including Theseus.93 Interestingly, their defeat is vividly 
imagined in vase paintings marked by an increasing tendency to depict 
Amazons in Eastern dress: pants, sleeved shirts, and sometimes also pointed 
Phrygian caps. Amazonian weaponry, like their costume, also underwent 
a change. Amazons now carry their distinctive pelta shield. Furthermore, 
Amazons are represented more often as archers whose primary weapon is 
the curved Scythian bow, although they are also shown with the ax, spear, 
and javelin.94 Both the new apparel and the new weaponry contradicted 
Greek norms.95

These images stem from before the Persian Wars, although they be-
come only too fitting in the charged atmosphere of the late 6th and early 
5th centuries. Amazons in the context of Attic invaders were an eloquent 
mirror and metaphor for Darius and the Persians. Indeed, Amazonian 
iconography is adjusted easily to exemplify struggles with Persia. To 
take the Amazons’ bow as a case in point: at Marathon, for instance, the 
Athenians ran under the weight of their armor to engage the Persian 
infantry (Hdt. 6.112). The running charge has often been explained as 
an attempt, on the Athenians’ part, to evade the Persian archers.96 At 
Thermopylai (480 b.c.), moreover, it was said that the Persian fusillade 
would shut out the sun (Hdt. 7.226). These two anecdotes underscore 
an important conclusion. The Amazons provided a mythological frame 
within which the Persian Wars could be interpreted.97 In both words and 
images, Amazons embodied an Otherness that threatened Greek norms 
in general, and Athens in particular.

As early as the 8th century, Homer (Il. 3.184–187) had clearly estab-
lished the Amazons as liminal figures living beyond the civilized Greek 
world.98 Time and again, later sources reiterate this theme of the Amazons 
as outsiders, as a people whose customs stand in stark contrast to those 
of the Greeks. Hellanikos (FGrH 323a F16–17), for instance, describes 
the Amazons’ reputed habit of cauterizing their right breast in order to 
facilitate archery.99 Writing in the 450s, Aischylos (PV 410.5, 719–724) 

93. In the case of the Penthesilea 
Painter’s name vase, a red-figure kylix 
now in Munich (2688, from Vulci,  
ca. 460 b.c.), Bothmer suggests that the 
tondo’s arc may even indicate the slopes 
of the Areopagus itself. Note, however, 
that this vase is often thought to depict 
Achilles (rather than Theseus) battling 
Penthesilea. See Bothmer 1957, pp. 143, 
148, pl. LXXI:4; ARV 2 582, no. 1; 
LIMC I.1, 1981, p. 598, no. 178, s.v. 
Amazones (P. Devambez and A. Kauff-
mann-Samaras). Irrespective of the 
precise identification of the figures on 
this particular vase, however, it is inter-
esting to note that as early as 458 b.c., 

Aischylos (Eum. 685–690) derives the 
name of the Areopagus Hill from the 
Amazons who sacrificed there to Ares 
when they came “with an army in spite 
toward Theseus and built towers 
against this new, lofty-towered city” 
(trans. A. H. Sommerstein, Cambridge, 
Mass., 2009).

94. See Bothmer 1957, pl. LXXXV:a 
for illustrations of both types of weap-
onry.

95. Tyrrell 1984, pp. 49–52.
96. Note, however, that Krentz 

(2010, pp. 143–152) has recently sug-
gested that the running charge was 
intended to engage the Persian infantry 

before the Persian cavalry could engage.
97. For scholarship that interprets 

Amazonomachies as visual metaphors 
for a historical event—namely the 
repulse and defeat of the Persians  
by the Greeks, led by Athens—see Cas-
triota 1992, pp. 41–58, 137–138, 141–
183; Korres 1994, p. 32; Hurwit 1999, 
p. 169; Lapatin 2001, p. 67; Kreuzer 
2005, pp. 194–195; Barringer 2008,  
p. 121, n. 12.

98. Stewart 1995, p. 576.
99. Postclassical sources elaborate 

upon these themes of Amazons as geo-
graphical and cultural outsiders. As 
mentioned above, Plutarch (Thes. 26–27) 
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mary l  b. g enshe imer18

also characterizes the Amazons as both geographical and cultural aliens. 
So too, in the 420s, Herodotos presents the Amazons’ society as being 
antithetical to the conventions governing Greek women.100

This equation between the Amazons and the Other is crucial. Amazons 
enabled Athenian artists to represent an alien but nonetheless incontro-
vertibly human enemy. Amazons are different from Greeks without being 
bestial, monstrous, or grotesque.101 In fact, in mature red-figure, Amazons 
are generally depicted with their right breast unmutilated.102 But the idea 
of Amazons as an exclusively female community radically distances them 
from the sexual divisions of Greek society and epic, in which it was the 
male’s prerogative to win fame as a heroic warrior.103

As a race of female warriors, Amazons violated social mores that were 
fundamental to Greek society. They were, therefore, a perfect foil onto 
which the Persian threat could be projected. The Amazon-Persian anal-
ogy feminizes and thereby denigrates the Persians to a certain extent.104 
At the same time, it communicates to a Greek audience the cultural 
superiority of the Hellenes over their opponents in moral terms, using 
Otherness to transform mythological narratives into a comparison for 
the Persian Wars.105

At this juncture, one might wonder why, within the context of Other-
ness, the Athenians seem to have adopted Amazons—rather than centaurs, 
giants, Trojans, or any other opponent—as a mythical counterpoint for 
the Persians. Their fully human form is an important part of the equation, 
as argued above. But the revolutionary narrative cycle embellishing the 
Athenian Treasury at Delphi is equally significant. On a purely superfi-
cial level, Amazons were the perfect unifying device. Both Herakles and 
Theseus were said to have battled the warrior women, after all. But this 
decision to bring Herakles and Theseus together for the first time106 in the 
architectural sculpture of the Athenian Treasury has broader implications. 
As Pausanias and the treasury’s dedicatory inscription tell us, the treasury 
was built to commemorate the victory at Marathon.107 By choosing the 
Amazons to be opponents of Herakles and Theseus in lieu of centaurs 
or giants, Amazons come to equal Persians in this monument and set a 
precedent for later Greek art.

writes that Theseus’s abduction of 
Antiope resulted in a war that was any-
thing but a “trivial or womanish enter-
prise” (trans. B. Perrin, Cambridge, 
Mass., 1916), in which the Amazons 
invaded Attica and pitched camp out-
side Athens. The Amazons’ invasion is 
presented as an opportunity for glorious 
victory on the part of the Athenians, 
implying the supremacy of Hellenic 
culture. It is also, notably, a glorification 
of Theseus. Strabo (11.5.1–4 [C503–
505]) describes the Amazons’ pastimes 
and the two months of the year when 
they are said to mate with the neigh-
boring Gargarians. Ultimately, he 

rejects his sources, because “to believe 
these stories is the same as saying the 
men of those times were women and 
the women men” (trans. H. L. Jones, 
Cambridge, Mass., 1917). In other 
words, at least for Roman authors writ-
ing in the 1st and 2nd centuries a.d., to 
believe in the Amazons is to challenge 
the received notions of the Hellenic 
worldview. 

100. Hdt. 4.110–118, esp. 4.114: 
[The Amazons reply to the Scythians] 
“We could not dwell with your women; 
for we and they have not the same cus-
toms. We are riders; our business is 
with the bow and spear and we know 

nothing of women’s work; but in your 
country no woman had anything to  
do with such things and your women 
stay at home in their wagons, occu- 
pied with feminine tasks, and never  
go out to hunt or for any other pur- 
pose” (trans. A. D. Godley, Cambridge, 
Mass., 1925).

101. Stewart 1995, p. 583.
102. See Bothmer 1957, pp. 161–

207.
103. Blok 1995, p. 174.
104. Castriota 2005, pp. 94–101. 
105. Stewart 1995, p. 578.
106. See n. 11, above.
107. See nn. 3 and 6, above.
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Significantly, the analogy between Amazons and Persians did not, in 
any way, diminish the Athenian achievement at Marathon. Rather, the 
Athenians could enhance their own self-image by showing their female, 
Amazonian enemies as formidable warriors. In the metopes of the Athe-
nian Treasury, for example, Amazons are variously shown violently dying, 
attacking on foot or on horseback, and armed with bows, swords, and 
axes (Fig. 9). Similarly, in contemporary red-figure vases, Amazons are 
depicted as dauntless even in their death throes. On a kantharos (dated 
ca. 490 b.c.) by Douris, an Amazon, although having been stabbed in 
the chest and fallen to the ground, nonetheless reaches to unsheathe her 
sword to duel with Herakles.108 Likewise, on a calyx-krater (ca. 450 b.c.) 
in Bologna, although an Amazonian archer is represented as having been 
stabbed in the chest by a Greek warrior, she still raises her battle-ax in 
her right hand in a last, desperate effort to fight.109 The Amazons were 
such valiant opponents, in fact, that among the 562 Attic vase paintings 
catalogued by Bothmer that depicted an Amazonomachy,110 McNiven 
found fewer than 10 Amazons shown gesturing for mercy rather than 
actively fighting their Greek opponent(s).111 The implicit message of this 
iconographical pattern is clear: the enemy was anything but feminine or 
feeble, and their defeat was anything but easy or assured.

Interestingly, 4th-century sources continued to expand upon this 
theme. Written in or after 380 b.c.—some years after both the dedica-
tion of the Athenian Treasury and Douris’s decoration of the kantharos 
now in Brussels—Isokrates’ Panegyricus (4.68) lauds the Greeks’ defeat 
of earlier invaders from the East, including the Amazons. Likewise, in 
his Panathenaicus (12.193) of ca. 340 b.c., Isokrates describes the Ama-
zonian invasion of Attica incited by Theseus’s abduction of Antiope. 
This is ranked alongside other invasions, such as the ones led by Thrace, 
Sparta, and the Persians. And Lysias, in his Funeral Oration (2.4–6), de- 
scribes the Amazons as formidable at home in their own territory but 
asserts that when they battled the Athenians, they seemed womanish 
by comparison and were defeated. This trope of enhancing the prestige 
of Athens by merging associations of historical and legendary victories 

108. Brussels, Musées Royaux de 
Cinquantenaire A 718, a kantharos by 
Douris. See Bothmer 1957, p. 132,  
pl. LXX:4; ARV 2 445, no. 256; LIMC 
I.1, 1981, p. 592, no. 83, I.2, p. 450,  
s.v. Amazones (P. Devambez and  
A. Kauffmann-Samaras).

109. Bologna, Museo Civico 289, a 
calyx-krater attributed to the circle of 
the Penthesilea Painter. See Bothmer 
1957, p. 161, pl. LXXIV:1; ARV 2 891, 
no. 1674. 

110. Bothmer 1957, pp. 30–90, 
124–207.

111. McNiven 2000, p. 79, n. 25. 
These vases include (1) Naples, Museo 
Archeologico Nazionale 2421, a red-

figure volute-krater attributed to the 
Niobid Painter, ca. 460–450 b.c. (ARV 2 
600, no. 13); (2) Arezzo, Museo Arche-
ologico Nazionale 1465, a red-figure 
volute-krater attributed to Euphronios, 
ca. 510–500 b.c. (ARV 2 15, no. 6);  
(3) Basel, Antikenmuseum BS 453, a 
red-figure amphora attributed to the 
Berlin Painter, ca. 500–490 b.c. (ARV 2 
1634, no. 30bis); (4) New York, Metro-
politan Museum of Art 10.210.19, a 
red-figure hydria attributed to the Ber-
lin Painter, ca. 500 b.c. (ARV 2 209,  
no. 169); (5) Paris, Musée du Louvre 
64.1599 (previously Tübingen Univer-
sity, Antikensammlung des Archäolo-
gischen Instituts), a red-figure hydria 

fragment attributed to the Circle of the 
Berlin Painter, ca. 500 b.c.(ARV 2 217, 
no. 1); (6) Paris, Cabinet des Médailles 
538, a fragmentary red-figure kylix 
attributed to Douris, ca. 560–480 b.c. 
(ARV 2 428, no. 16); (7) Palermo, 
Museo Nazionale G 1283, a red-figure 
volute-krater attributed to the Niobid 
Painter, ca. 460–450 b.c. (ARV 2 599, 
no. 2); (8) Naples, Museo Archeologico 
Nazionale 1768, a red-figure bell-krater 
attributed to the Guglielmi Painter,  
ca. 475–425 b.c. (ARV 2 1043, no. 3); 
(9) Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum 
731, a red-figure pelike attributed to 
the Dwarf Painter, ca. 475–425 b.c. 
(ARV 2 1011, no. 14).
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in 4th-century funeral orations is a theme to which I return below. But 
the key point here is that in all of these references, whether in literary or 
artistic sources, Athens emerges unscathed. The city’s status is enhanced. 
And its formidable achievements are epitomized by the defeat of the 
Amazons.

a

b
Figure 9. (a) Metope 9: Amazons 
shooting their bows; (b) Metope 11: 
Amazon killing a Greek. Photos © 
École française d’Athènes/P. Collet; draw-
ings courtesy K. Hoffelner 
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112. Hdt. 9.27: “But since it is idle 
to recall these matters . . . enough of 
these doings of old time; and we, if we 
are known for no achievement (as we 
are, for more and greater than are any 
men in Hellas), yet from our feat of 
arms at Marathon we deserve to have 
this honor, yea, and more besides; see-
ing that alone of all Greeks we met the 
Persian single-handed, nor failed in 
that high enterprise, but overcame six 
and forty nations. Is it not our right to 
hold this post, for naught but that one 
feat?” (trans. A. D. Godley, Cambridge, 
Mass., 1925).

113. Kierdorf 1966, pp. 83–110; 

Boardman 1982, p. 6.
114. Loraux (2006, p. 61) argues 

that it cannot be dated earlier than 
Kleisthenes and probably belongs to the 
years following the Persian Wars, but 
acknowledges that there is no way to 
definitively settle the debate.

115. In many Greek cities in the 
Classical period, the state’s homage to 
its fallen warriors was an important 
part of civic life. According to Plu-
tarch (Lyc. 27.2), the Spartans, for 
example, wrote the name of the de- 
ceased man on his tomb only if he  
had been killed in battle. Loraux 
(2006, p. 47) suggests that Athenian 

practice was distinct for repatriating 
the ashes of the dead, rather than  
following the custom of burial on the 
field of battle.

116. This claim may be slightly 
problematic, given that Demosthenes’ 
text is the only ancient source to state 
that the funeral orations were exclusive 
to Athens, without a comparison to 
other Greek states. In any case, I have 
used the translation by Kremmydas 
(2012, p. 155, with commentary  
pp. 413–417), rather than that by Dilts 
(2005, pp. 154–155).

117. Walters 1980, p. 2.

ADDING TO THE P ICT URE: THE PALAIA ERGA 
AND F UNERAL ORAT IONS

In light of the emerging picture being deduced here of the interconnections 
between Amazons and Athens, and between the recent and mythological 
past, it is useful at this point to consider a revealing quote from Herodotos 
(9.27). As they gathered before the Battle of Plataia (479 b.c.), the Tegeans 
and the Athenians are described as disputing the honor of the left wing. 
The Tegeans argued that they should fill the position and provided one 
extraordinary feat, their execution of the leader of the Heraklidai at the 
Isthmus, as justification for this. To counter the Tegeans, the Athenians 
provided five deeds in contrast to the Tegeans’ one. That catalogue of early 
exploits included the Athenians’ defeat of the Amazons. The example is 
well chosen, for it emphasizes the victory of order (that of the Athenian 
city) over the Other (represented by women fighting as men). Within the 
subsequent exploits recounted, the Athenians prioritized their victory at 
Marathon over any of the rest, saying that this victory alone proved their 
honor and superiority.112

Writing in the 420s, Herodotos provides the earliest account of this 
group of mythic-historical deeds, the palaia erga, which appear—again and 
again—in later encomiasts of Athens and writers of funeral orations.113 
The origins of the funeral oration, the epitaphios logos (ἐπιτάφιος λόγος), 
are unclear.114 Perikles, in the speech attributed to him by Thucydides 
(2.35.3), refers to it as a part of an ancestral custom (patrios nomos, πάτριος 
νόμος) with an immemorial past, whereas Diodorus Siculus (11.33.3), a 
later source, dates its foundation to the years following the Persian Wars. 
Regardless, the public funeral oration was perceived to be a distinctly 
Athenian practice,115 because “[Athenians are] the only people in the world 
that at public funerals deliver funerary speeches that glorify the exploits of 
brave men” (Dem. Lept. 141).116

However hackneyed its themes, the funeral oration articulated shared 
community values and attitudes.117 From epitaphios to epitaphios, the city’s 
self-perception emerges in these speeches aiming to bridge the gap between 
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the past and present. The epitaphioi glorified the dead being buried, juxta-
posed the deeds of the recently deceased with those of their ancestors, and 
praised the city and its institutions.118 Commemoration of Athens became 
inseparable from homage to the dead in speeches that testified not only to 
the primacy of the Athenians among Greeks, but also to their self-sacrifice, 
both in the distant and in the more recent past, which served to maintain 
Greek freedom and customs.119

Through the funeral oration, generations of Athenians learned to 
integrate mythic traditions with contemporary patriotism.120 The defeat 
of the Amazons, among other deeds of old,121 was assimilated seamlessly 
into an ideology extolling the superiority of Athens. In so doing, Athenian 
history became intentionally iterative: battles of the present recalled those 
of the mythological past and also foreshadowed those of the future.122 
The impact of this on the Athenians’ view of themselves must have been 
significant. Indeed, Socrates describes (albeit in a possibly sarcastic tone) 
being moved by just such speeches:

They praise in such splendid fashion, that . . . they bewitch our 
souls . . . and every time I listen fascinated I am exalted and imagine 
myself to have become all at once taller and nobler and more hand-
some. . . . And this majestic feeling remains with me for over three 
days: so persistently does the speech and voice of the orator ring in 
my ears that it is scarcely on the fourth or fifth day that I recover 
myself and remember that I really am here on earth, whereas until 
then I almost imagined myself to be living in the Islands of the 
Blessed—so expert are our orators.123

As early as the 5th century, with Herodotos and Thucydides, the 
narration of Greek history—and with it the insertion of authorial asides 
or excerpted speeches such as the funeral orations—assumed a didactic 
function. Herodotos’s immediate purpose was to recount the history of the 
Persian Wars. But, as a corollary, he announced to the world Athens’s status, 
situating the city’s current preeminence within the larger pattern of rise and 
fall that is a central theme of his text.124 As part of his evidence, Herodotos 
draws on the catalogue of deeds familiar from the funeral orations. Writing 
some years later and recounting the speech delivered by the Athenians at 
the debate at Sparta, Thucydides seems to have drawn on the tradition 
of the epitaphios logos, just as Herodotos had for the speech at Plataia.125

By the 4th century b.c., the funeral oration had evolved into some-
thing of a “hegemonic speech,” justifying Athens’s role within the Hellenic 

118. Loraux 2006, p. 42; Shear 
2013, pp. 512, 516, 518–519.

119. Loraux 2006, p. 49.
120. Loraux (2006, pp. 37–39) 

repeatedly stresses the epitaphios’s role 
as “an expression of official ideology.” 
In other words, she argues that the 
funeral oration articulates Athenian 
civic pride in the period between the 
mid-5th century and 322 b.c.

121. Loraux 2006, p. 89. Note that 
in the funeral orations, the Athenians 
even take credit for such mythical feats 
as the expeditions against Thebes and 
Argos, which the Greek tragedies had 
attributed to the personal initiative of 
Theseus and Demophon.

122. Kierdorf 1966, pp. 104–110; 
Loraux 2006, p. 95.

123. Pl. Menex. 235b–c (trans. R. G. 

Bury, Cambridge, Mass., 1929); see 
Walters 1980, pp. 16–18.

124. Raaflaub 2010, pp. 198–201. 
125. Thuc. 1.73.2, in which the 

Athenians remind the Spartans of their 
past deeds “as to show by evidence with 
what sort of city you will be involved in 
war if you are not well advised” (trans. 
C. F. Smith, Cambridge, Mass., 1919).
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world.126 In his Epitaphios (2.47, 57, 59), Lysias concludes that Athens has 
the right to govern Greece; Isokrates, in his Panegyricus (4.20–22, 25, 37, 
66), shares the same viewpoint.127 Athens’s mythological deeds provide these 
orators with the pretext for claiming the preeminence of the city over other 
Greeks, and they accordingly list the Athenians’ “proofs” of superiority.128 
Demosthenes (Epit. 7–8), for instance, boasts in his funeral oration that 
the Amazons were driven beyond the Phasis River—that is, beyond the 
eastern border of the West. When viewed in the context of 4th-century 
imperialism, whether during the Corinthian War (395–386 b.c.) or before 
Chaironeia (338 b.c.), it is clear that funeral oratory distorted mythological 
and historical events by explaining aggression as assistance and altruism.129

Bearing all of this in mind, one may return to Herodotos and the 
Athenian speech at Plataia. In this text, the Athenians are effusive about 
the deeds that they performed in mythical times against other Greeks, 
perhaps presaging the very real conflict over prestige and power that 
would confront the Hellenic world during the Pentecontaetia and, ul-
timately, the Peloponnesian Wars. Notably, within the larger context of 
a struggle against Persia, the Amazons’ defeat is highlighted. Thus, this 
speech of the Athenians embodies not only the catalogue of exploits, but 
also the essential tone of the funeral oration, adapted to Herodotos’s text. 
Because he is recounting what the city says of and for itself, Herodotos 
not only promulgates the Athenians’ claims to superiority, but goes on to 
demonstrate that other Greeks recognized Athens’s rank (they were duly 
given the left flank). An important fact emerges here: the interconnec-
tions between the funeral oration, the catalogue of mythological deeds, 
and hegemonic rivalry, whether between Greeks and Persians or Greeks 
and fellow Greeks.

THE ATHENIAN TREASURY IN CONTEXT

An understanding of the sculptural decoration of the Athenian Treasury 
necessitates consideration of the mythological and later historical traditions 
elucidated above. According to Marconi’s reconstruction of the metopes, 
two sides of the treasury displayed Amazonomachies. Nor should one 
forget the Amazon akroteria, which would have loomed above the roofline. 
One sees here both an explicit depiction of the Athenians’ third deed as 
quoted in Herodotos (their defeat of the Amazons) and a metaphor for 
their greatest deed of all (their defeat of the Persians at Marathon). In 
short, the imagery of the sculptural decoration is, at heart, a sophisticated 
allusion to contemporary conflict and Athenian achievement.130

The composition of the east and west metopes emphasizes that the 
Amazons will be defeated, regardless of the boldness with which they attack. 
For example, in Metope 12, a wounded Amazon sinks downward as a con-
quering warrior looms above. Whereas her right arm can only prop her up 
weakly, his brandishes the sword that signals her imminent demise (Fig. 10:a).  
Again in Metope 14, a Greek warrior is the obvious victor. Wielding his 
spear, he strides toward the Amazon who has collapsed, presumably from 
stab wounds, in front of him (Fig. 10:b). And finally, in Metope 8, Antiope 

126. Loraux 2006, p. 133.
127. Given the similarities between 

the speeches by Lysias and Isokrates, 
one should note that with respect to the 
former, Todd (2007, pp. 149–210) 
accepts Lysias as author of the speech, 
but argues that it was probably a display 
piece with a wide readership—so much 
so that, at least as Todd reconstructs its 
influence, Isokrates borrowed from it in 
his Panegyricus and Plato responded to 
it in his Menexenus.

128. Loraux 2006, p. 133. See  
also Thuc. 2.39.2, 41.2, 41.4, 42.1;  
Pl. Menex. 237e5–6, 238a4, 244b1, 
327c8, d8; Lys. 2.28, 47, 63, 65;  
Dem. Epit. 4–8.

129. Walters 1980, p. 2.
130. Thus, I cannot agree with Hoff 

(2009, p. 100), who suggests that there 
is no meaningful relationship between 
the Amazonomachy depicted in the 
treasury’s metopes and the Athenian 
war with Persia.
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a

b
Figure 10. Greeks killing Amazons: 
(a) Metope 12; (b) Metope 14. Photos  
© École française d’Athènes/G. de Miré; 
drawings courtesy K. Hoffelner

is shown frontally, falling on her left knee. Her shield is sliding to the ground 
as her left arm loses its grip. Theseus towers over her, his right arm raised 
to deliver a fatal thrust. This moment represents the end of the fight, with 
Antiope almost lifeless in comparison to Theseus (Fig. 11).

Interestingly, in other late-6th- and early-5th-century representa-
tions, an Amazonomachy featuring Theseus is depicted most often as a 
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131. Boardman 1982, p. 9. See, for 
example, Munich, Antikensammlungen 
1414, a black-figure amphora attributed 
to the Leagros Group, ca. 510–500 b.c., 
from Vulci; Bothmer 1957, p. 124; ABV 
367, no. 87; LIMC I.1, 1981, p. 858,  
no. 4, I.2, p. 683, s.v. Antiope II  
(A. Kauffmann-Samaras): Theseus 

mounts a chariot with Antiope. See 
also Paris, Louvre G197, a red-figure 
amphora by Myson, ca. 480 b.c., from 
Vulci; Bothmer 1957, pp. 125, 128–
129, pl. LXVIII:5; ARV 2 171, no. 47; 
Paralipomena, p. 349; LIMC I.1, 1981, 
p. 858, no. 10, I.2, p. 684, s.v. Antiope II 
(A. Kauffmann-Samaras): Theseus and 

Pirithous in full stride to left;  
Theseus carries Antiope, his eyes on 
her, while she appeals with outstretched 
arms to unseen friends; Pirithous fol-
lows, his head turned back, on guard. 
Notably, Antiope is dressed in trousers 
and bears an ax, bow, and quiver. 

132. See nn. 3, 6, above.

Figure 11. Metope 8: Theseus and 
Antiope. Photo courtesy American School 
of Classical Studies at Athens, Archives, 
Alison Frantz Photographic Collection; 
drawing courtesy K. Hoffelner 

scene of abduction, not a duel. It is certainly not expressed in a composi-
tion like that of Metope 8, in which it is made clear that Antiope is being 
killed.131 The treasury’s revolutionary iconography asserts incontrovertibly 
the victory of Athens over the Amazon invaders. This is a key point, and 
an illuminating one with which to consider Athenian intentionality. The 
Athenian Treasury’s primary function was to commemorate the Athe-
nians’ recent victory at Marathon, as attested by the dedicatory inscription 
and as related by Pausanias.132 In such a reading, it would not have been 
enough to depict Theseus simply abducting the Amazon queen in the 
decoration of the treasury. Rather, it was of fundamental importance that 
he be seen as decisively victorious over her. By extension, the Persians for 
whom the Amazons were a surrogate could also be understood to have 
been resoundingly defeated.

Beyond the Amazonomachies, it is equally noteworthy that the sculp-
tural decoration of the Athenian Treasury depicted cycles comprising the 
various labors of Herakles and Theseus on the north and south sides of 
the building, to follow Marconi’s reconstruction. According to the literary 
sources, these were the two heroes who had conquered the Amazons, and, 
as noted above, depicting their feats was therefore the perfect way to tie 
together all of the narrative elements in the treasury’s decoration.

This content downloaded from 
������������128.197.229.194 on Sat, 19 Jan 2019 20:11:28 UTC������������ 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



mary l  b. g enshe imer26

In the context of a monument built to memorialize the victory at Mara-
thon, the selection of these two heroes is all the more ingenious because 
both Herakles and Theseus also were said to have been champions of the 
Athenian cause during the battle. Prior to combat, the Athenians were 
encamped in a local sanctuary to Herakles, and after returning victorious 
to Athens, they camped and sacrificed in the Herakleion at Kynosarges.133 
As the battle ensued, many soldiers claimed to have seen Theseus in arms, 
fighting with the Persians on the front lines.134 Pausanias’s description 
(1.15.3) of the Stoa Poikile (ca. 450 b.c.) informs us that both heroes were 
represented in later years as divine presences and arbiters at Marathon.135

The Marathon painting from the Stoa Poikile, for example, although 
not extant today, may be studied given the evidence of Pausanias and other 
sources.136 The tripartite composition seems to have begun with the Athe-
nians and their allies engaging the Persians; later, the Persians were shown 
retreating with some degree of confusion, first fleeing toward the swamps 
and then reboarding their ships in disarray. Amid the chaos of battle, several 
figures stood out: the Athenian general Miltiades urging on his men; Kal-
limachos, another Athenian commander, continuing to fight even though 
shot through with arrows; the Athenian hero Kynegeiros having his hand 
severed while bravely clinging to a Persian ship; the eponymous hero Mara-
thon; and Athena. The painting included Theseus’s spirit, rising up from 
the Underworld to encourage the Athenians, as well as Herakles.137 In sum, 
the composition seems to have emphasized the Athenians’ success—from 
the initial clash to the Persian retreat to the massacre at the ships—while 
focusing attention on individual characters of note.138

Like the catalogue of the palaia erga in Herodotos and the funer-
ary orations, the decoration of the Stoa Poikile drew analogies between 
the past and present. The stoa’s paintings combined scenes drawn from 
two great deeds of mythical ancestors (the expulsion of the Amazons by 
Theseus and the fall of Troy, with the help of an Athenian contingent) 
with contemporary Athenian victories (at Marathon and Oinoe).139 The 
inference is clear: the achievements of the recent past were worthy of 
memory and were of a status comparable to mythic battles.140 Similarly, 
the appearance of Theseus and Herakles on the north and south sides of 

133. Hdt. 6.108.1; 6.116.1.
134. Plut. Thes. 35.5; LIMC VII.1, 

1994, pp. 948–949, no. 321, s.v. The-
seus ( J. Neils). 

135. The bibliography on the deco-
rative program of the Stoa Poikile is 
extensive. For three recent contribu-
tions, and three different reconstruc-
tions of the paintings, see Boardman 
2005; Castriota 2005; Stansbury-
O’Donnell 2005. 

136. Robert 1895, pp. 1–4, 16;  
Agora III, pp. 31–45; Harrison 1972; 
Hölscher 1973, pp. 50–68; Francis and 
Vickers 1985; Castriota 2005; Stans-
bury-O’Donnell 2005. 

137. See nn. 135, 136, above.
138. Harrison 1972; Hölscher 1973, 

pp. 50–84; Angelis 1996.
139. The subjects of the Stoa paint-

ings accord well with the mythic cata-
logue discussed above, although there  
is one potential problem: the inclusion 
of the Oinoe scene, in which Pausa- 
nias says that Athenians were appar-
ently fighting Spartans rather than  
Persians. Perhaps the Oinoe painting 
was an afterthought, added later (in the 
late 420s or early 410s) to a decorative 
program that originally celebrated the 
Greek victory against Persia. Or per-
haps, as Francis and Vickers (1985) 

suggest, the Oinoe referred to by  
Pausanias was not a town in the 
Argolid but one in Attica, where the 
troops mustered before Marathon.  
In such a case, then, the Marathon 
cycle of the Stoa paintings—the events 
leading up to the battle at Oinoe and 
the great victory itself—would have 
been framed by the Amazon invasion 
and the defeat of Troy. For a summary 
of the debate, see Taylor 1998; Som-
merstein 2004; Castriota 2005, pp. 91– 
92; Stansbury-O’Donnell 2005,  
pp. 78–81. 

140. Hölscher 2003, p. 15.
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the Athenian Treasury serves to reinforce an interpretation of the sculp- 
tural program as a metaphor for Athenian victory at Marathon, as the 
comparison between the heroes’ mythological deeds and their more recent 
assistance to the Athenians elevated the city’s contemporary victory to 
legendary status.

Traditionally, scholarship has insisted that the inclusion of Theseus’s 
deeds on the Athenian Treasury was intended to illustrate the parallels 
between him and Herakles. The goal of this juxtaposition, it has been 
argued, was to increase the status of the Athenian hero by placing him 
on par with the greatest Hellenic hero—even favoring Theseus by rep-
resenting him on the more visible south and east sides, according to La 
Coste-Messelière’s reconstruction. Proponents of this view contend that 
the metopes of the Athenian Treasury, by bringing both heroes together, 
mark an unprecedented monumentalization of Theseus in comparison with 
the older and more famous Herakles.141

It is true that the consecration of Theseus as something of a national 
hero came relatively late,142 only in ca. 476/5 b.c., when, as Plutarch reports 
(Thes. 30), the Athenians were instructed by Apollo’s oracle at Delphi “to 
recover the bones of Theseus and, after giving them honorable burial, to 
watch over them.”143 Yet, as early as the mid-6th century, Theseus received 
attention in Athenian art. His youthful deeds, seemingly modeled after 
those of Herakles, appear on Athenian black- and red-figure vases.144 A 
red-figure stamnos by the Kleophrades Painter (ca. 500–490 b.c.), for 
example, creates synonymy between Herakles and Theseus by means of 
both visual parallels and inscriptions.145 Herakles appears on one side 
(Fig. 12:a) and Theseus on the other (Fig. 12:b). Both heroes are shown 
nude, both attacking animals (the Nemean Lion and the Bull of Mara-
thon, respectively). A tree appears in the background on both obverse and 
reverse. ΚΑΛΟΣ ΕΙ (“You are handsome”) is written next to the subject on 
each of the two panels, commingling these heroic events with the context 
of the symposion. Despite some differences,146 the vase essentially creates 

141. Boardman (1982, p. 5) refers to 
their juxtaposition as “a deliberate com-
pliment to Theseus, at Herakles’ 
expense,” an opinion adopted by Neils 
(1987, p. 51), Castriota (1992, pp. 33– 
62), Neer (2004, p. 75), and Hoff 
(2009, p. 100). But to suggest that there 
was any prioritization of Theseus on 
the part of Athens is mitigated by the 
fact that on the Acropolis in the Mid-
dle Archaic period images of Herakles 
dominated the decorative programs of 
sacred buildings. Herakles was depicted 
on the east pediment of Temple H 
(570–560 b.c.), for example. He was 
represented again in the sculpture of 
the Hephaisteion, where the parallelism 
between Theseus and Herakles was 
repeated, as in the case of the Athenian 
Treasury. See Marconi 2006, p. 173; 

Barringer 2008, pp. 109–116.
142. Tyrrell and Brown 1991,  

pp. 168–188; Anderson 2003, pp. 136–
146. For further discussion on Theseus, 
see Brommer 1982; Kearns 1989,  
pp. 117–123; Calame 1990; Walker 
1995; Mills 1997; Steinbock 2013,  
pp. 169–174.

143. Trans. B. Perrin, Cambridge, 
Mass., 1914. 

144. See, for instance, Taranto, 
Museo Archeologico Nazionale 4359,  
a black-figure amphora by Lydos,  
ca. 550 b.c.; ABV 109, no. 26; Paralipo-
mena, p. 44; Add 2 30; LIMC VI.1, 
1992, p. 841, no. 46a, VI.2, p. 542,  
s.v. Nessos (F. D. de Velasco). See also 
Würzburg, Martin von Wagner Mu- 
seum 248, a black-figure amphora by 
Group E, ca. 550 b.c.; ABV 134, no. 18; 

LIMC V.1, 1990, p. 22, no. 1833, V.2, 
p. 40, s.v. Herakles and the Nemean 
Lion (Labor I) (W. Felten). 

145. Philadelphia, University of 
Pennsylvania Museum L 64.185; ARV 2 
187, no. 62, 1632; Add 2 188; LIMC 
VII.1, 1994, p. 937, no. 188, VII.2,  
p. 656, s.v. Theseus ( J. Neils); Steiner 
2007, p. 222, figs. 10:7, 10:8.

146. Herakles is bearded, and  
Theseus is not. Herakles uses his bare 
hands to wrestle the lion, whereas  
Theseus wields his club and wears a 
baldric and scabbard, presumably evi-
dence of a sword. Herakles appears on 
the left; Theseus on the right. The kalos 
inscription appears over Herakles’  
back, but between Theseus’s chlamys 
and club.
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equivalence between Herakles and Theseus: each is judged kalos, and each 
accomplishes a superhuman feat.147

Outside of Attica, Theseus and his deeds were represented in both 
painting and sculpture even earlier. The earliest extant example of paral-
lelism between Theseus and Herakles appears on an Orientalizing stamnos 
from Megara Hyblaia in Sicily. A depiction of Theseus and the Minotaur is 
juxtaposed with one of Herakles and the Nemean Lion.148 Somewhat later, 
Theseus battling the Minotaur appeared on the interior and exterior vaults 
of the Amyklai Throne, with the Rape of Helen and Kalydonian Boar Hunt 

Figure 12. Attic red-figure stamnos, 
ca. 500–490 b.c., Kleophrades 
Painter. Philadelphia, University  
of Pennsylvania Museum of Archae-
ology L-64-185. (a) Herakles and  
the Nemean Lion; (b) Theseus and 
the Bull of Marathon. Photos courtesy 
University of Pennsylvania Museum,  
(a) image no. 163551; (b) image no. 163558

147. Theseus’s accomplishment is 
particularly poignant in light of the 
date of this vase. The defeated Bull of 

Marathon is an evocative surrogate for 
the Persians defeated on the same plain 
by the same hero.

148. Basel, Antikenmuseum und 
Sammlung Ludwig BS 1432; Blome 
1991; Marconi 2006, p. 173, n. 66. 

a

b
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also represented.149 As a third example, the Rape of the Amazon Antiope 
decorated the west pediment of the Temple of Apollo Daphnephoros in 
Eretria, ca. 510 b.c.;150 Attic vases with similar imagery appear shortly 
thereafter.151 Both the pediment and related vases depict Theseus lifting 
Antiope into a waiting chariot in the presence of Pirithous and combative 
Amazons (the presence of a central Athena, around whom the scene un-
folds, is a hallmark of the pediment alone). As Touloupa has argued,152 both 
the iconography and sculptural style of the pediment group suggest ties 
to Athens.153 Theseus, for example, closely resembles the earlier Anavysos  
Kouros154 and the roughly contemporary Aristodikos Kouros,155 while Antiope’s 
drapery is characteristic of sculptures ascribed to Antenor, such as Acropolis  
Kore 681.156 These observations aside, both the subject of an Amazonomachy 
and the depiction of Athena and Theseus are evocative considering their 
close parallels with the decoration of the Athenian Treasury.

Comparative images of Theseus’s deeds in artworks made outside 
of Athens, such as those described above, make it quite clear that repre-
sentations of Theseus were ubiquitous by the Archaic period. This is also 
borne out by the literary sources. In Homer (Od. 11.321–330) and Sappho 
(Voigt, fr. 206), for instance, Theseus is only one of many Greek heroes 
whose exploits are recounted; in both cases, Theseus’s interactions with 
Ariadne are mentioned. In sum, both the visual and the literary evidence 
demonstrate that Theseus’s reputation and renown, whether in Athens 
or beyond, were by no means dependent on the hero’s appearance in the 
sculptural decoration of the Athenian Treasury.

The Athenian Treasury is the first building to represent the cycle of 
Theseus’s adolescent deeds and to contrast them with those of Herakles.157 
But given the art-historical and literary antecedents cited above, it seems 
highly unlikely that the Athenians sought to elevate Theseus to Herak-
les’ detriment on their treasury at Delphi, as Boardman and others have 
argued.158 Theseus, after all, was already a famous hero in his own right. 
Thus, I propose an alternative explanation for this juxtaposition.

It was only at the end of the 6th century that Athens began to ap-
propriate Theseus as the city’s national hero:159 first, as the model of the 

149. Paus. 3.18.9–16. See  
also LIMC VII.1, 1994, p. 941,  
no. 248, s.v. Theseus ( J. Neils);  
dated ca. 550 b.c. 

150. LIMC I.1, 1981, p. 858, no. 2, 
I.2, p. 682, s.v. Antiope II (A. Kauff-
mann-Samaras); Gauer 1968, p. 131; 
Boardman 1982, p. 8; Tyrrell 1984, p. 5. 
Beyond Eretria, for other Amazono- 
machies in Late Archaic architectural 
sculpture, such as the west pediment  
of the Temple of Apollo at Aigina  
(ca. 520–510 b.c.), see Ridgway 1993, 
pp. 297 (n. 41), 391, 475. 

151. Bothmer 1957, pp. 124–125. 
See n. 131, above, for, among others, 
Munich 1414 and Louvre G197. 

152. Touloupa 2002, p. 96; 2010.

153. Beyond an apparent interest in 
shared iconography and sculptural 
styles in this period, one should also 
recall the political concerns common to 
Athens and Eretria at this time. During 
the Ionian Revolt (499–493 b.c.), for 
instance, the Ionians marched on and 
burnt the Persian satrapal capital of 
Sardis in 498 b.c. with the support of 
forces from Athens and Eretria, which 
had arrived in Asia Minor via 20 Athe-
nian and five Eretrian triremes; see 
Hdt. 5.99.1–101.3. 

154. From Anavysos, Attica,  
ca. 530 b.c.; now Athens, National 
Museum 3851. See Pedley 2007,  
p. 179, fig. 6:46.

155. From Attica, ca. 500 b.c.;  

now Athens, National Museum 3938. 
See Pedley 2007, p. 179, fig. 6:47.

156. From the Acropolis, Athens, 
ca. 530–520 b.c.; now Athens, Acropo-
lis Museum 681. See Pandermalis, 
Eleftheratou, and Vlassopoulou 2014, 
p. 126, fig. 133. Touloupa (2010) sug-
gests that Antenor may have been 
involved in the design and/or execution 
of the Eretria pediment.

157. Neer 2004, p. 75; Barringer 
2008, pp. 116–117.

158. See n. 141, above.
159. Whereas Theseus seems to 

have been a relatively minor character 
in Athens during the Early Archaic 
period, this changed drastically during 
the period 550–510 b.c. Under the  
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ideal citizen; and then, in later 5th-century tragedy, as the embodiment 
of the democratic system (see, for instance, Soph. OC 633–641, 914–930, 
1760–1764; Eur. Supp. 429–456; HF 1324–1336).160 Athenian manipula-
tion climaxed with the praise of Theseus found in 4th-century rhetoric, 
including the funeral orations discussed above.161

Seen in this light, the Athenian Treasury’s sculptural program is an 
early example of an emergent emphasis on Theseus as the particular hero 
of Athens. As such, its decoration was not intended to denigrate Herakles, 
but rather it was meant to adopt Theseus as the city’s own by insisting on 
Theseus’s uniquely Athenian associations.162 An example of this can be seen 
in the meeting between Athena and Theseus in Metope 5 (Fig. 13).163 It 
is also significant that the metope cycle focuses exclusively on Theseus’s 
deeds that connect him to Athens—that is, actions performed either as 
a youth en route to Athens from Troizen (Sinis, Skiron, and so on) or as 
an adult in the service of the Athenians (the Bull of Marathon and the 
Minotaur).164 It follows logically that the culmination of this distinctly 
Athenian narrative depicted in the metopes was the city’s defense against 
the Amazon attack.165 Theseus’s mythology, much like Herakles’ mythol-
ogy, was familiar to a Hellenic audience. Through such narrative choices, 
however, Theseus’s status as a specifically Athenian hero was articulated.166

The metopes display formal similarities between Theseus and Herakles 
that seem to suggest an equation between the two heroes of Marathon167 
rather than the rivalry that earlier scholars have seen.168 This deliberate visual  

Peisistratids, new episodes such as the 
struggles with the Marathonian Bull, 
the Krommyon Sow, and the Amazon 
Antiope were attributed to Theseus. As 
an interesting corollary, one should also 
note that Theseus appeared more often 
on Attic pottery during this time. After 
the expulsion of the Peisistratids in 
511/10, Theseus rose to even greater 
prominence. Another series of mytho-
logical episodes developed in which the 
young hero, on his way from Troizen to 
Athens, rid the area of outlaws such as 
Sinis, Skiron, Kerkyon, and Prokrustes. 
A “cycle” of his illustrious deeds— 
comprised of both the old and the new  
episodes depicting him as a civilizing 
force and as the benefactor of Attica—
became a popular theme on Attic vases, 
so much so that for the first time, The-
seus was depicted more frequently than 
Herakles on Attic pottery. It seems 
likely that Theseus’s growing popularity 
in art was mirrored in other media, such 
as poetry. Indeed, the earliest Theseid, 
an epic poem featuring Theseus’s deeds, 
is generally dated to the last decades of 
the 6th century. On the connections 
between Theseus and the Peisistratids, 
see Huxley 1969, pp. 116–117; Tyrrell 
and Brown 1991, p. 161; Anderson 

2003, p. 138. On the period after  
510 b.c. and the cycle cups, see Board-
man 1975, pp. 3–4; LIMC VII.1, 1994, 
pp. 925–928, nos. 32–53, s.v. Theseus 
( J. Neils). On the Theseid, see FGrH 3b 
(Suppl.) i.445; Huxley 1969, pp. 116–
122; RE Suppl. XIII, 1973, cols. 1045–
1238, esp. col. 1046, s.v. Theseus  
(H. Herter); Tyrrell and Brown 1991,  
p. 161; Mills 1997, pp. 19–25; West 
2003, pp. 24–25; Steinbock 2013,  
p. 171, n. 75.

160. By the middle of the 5th cen-
tury, Theseus had become such a 
favored Athenian hero that he was,  
in Mills’s words (1997, p. 27), “the 
embodiment of the best qualities of  
the nation in its own eyes.”

161. Calame 1990, pp. 397–465. 
162. Marconi 2006, p. 174.
163. Marconi 2006, p. 172. The 

representation of the meeting between 
Athena and Theseus in Metope 5 is 
unique. It was, seemingly, an invention 
for the treasury that was not repeated  
on the Hephaisteion. In the case of the 
latter, located in the heart of Athens,  
it was less necessary to proclaim the 
association between the goddess and 
the hero, and with it Theseus’s Athe-
nian identity. Outside of Attica, in the 

sanctuary of Delphi, such a desire evi-
dently arose. 

164. See nn. 55, 56, above.
165. Episodes that occurred outside 

of Attica, such as the Centauromachy 
or the Hunt of the Kalydonian Boar, 
were excluded. 

166. Whereas Theseus was known 
to a wide audience, the 10 eponymous 
heroes of Athens decorating the Mara-
thon Base demanded greater knowledge 
from the viewer to engage with the 
monument. According to Scott (2010, 
p. 81), a statue group of locally associ-
ated individuals was, at the time, a 
fairly unusual dedication at Delphi. The 
grouping may be seen as a precocious 
sign of the insistence of Athens on its 
ascendance within the Hellenic world 
in the wake of Marathon, in which the 
wider Greek world was expected to 
recognize Athenian heroes.

167. Steiner (2007, p. 39) argues 
that visual repetition communicates 
synonymy to the viewer. In the case  
of the Athenian Treasury, the parallel 
images and syntax between Herakles 
and Theseus invite comparison be- 
tween the two heroes and their deeds.

168. See n. 141, above.
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Figure 13. Metope 5: Theseus and 
Athena. Photo courtesy American School 
of Classical Studies at Athens, Archives, 
Alison Frantz Photographic Collection; 
drawing courtesy K. Hoffelner 

169. Neer 2004, p. 75.
170. Hoff 2010, p. 169, n. 33. These 

are (1) Paris, Musée du Louvre G71,  
a red-figure cup by Euergides, ca. 520–
500 b.c.; ARV 2 89, no. 21; LIMC VII.1, 
1994, p. 933, no. 132, VII.2, p. 647,  
s.v. Theseus ( J. Neils); (2) Berlin, Anti-
kensammlung Berlin 1984.61, a red-
figure lekythos on white ground by an 
unattributed artist, ca. 480–470 b.c.; 
LIMC VII.1, 1994, p. 931, no. 100, 
VII.2, p. 642, s.v. Theseus ( J. Neils);  
(3) Athens, National Museum 515, a 
black-figure lekythos by the Theseus 
Painter, ca. 460 b.c.; ABV 518; LIMC 
VII.1, 1994, p. 929, no. 63, s.v. Theseus 
( J. Neils). 

171. For one of many examples of 
Herakles seen battling an Amazon with 
this iconography at approximately the 
same date, see Brussels, Musées Royaux 
A718, a red-figure kantharos attributed 
to Douris, ca. 490 b.c.; ARV 2 445,  
no. 256, 1653; Paralipomena, p. 521;  
Add 2 118.

synonymy is striking for two closely related reasons. On the one hand, in 
Herakles’ case, there was a much wider repertoire of iconographical pos-
sibilities with which to illustrate his accomplishments, and yet the schemas 
chosen for the decoration of the Athenian Treasury consistently resemble 
those used for Theseus’s deeds. On the other hand, in Theseus’s case, 
this shared visual language was a useful tool. Given that few if any of the 
scenes depicting Theseus’s deeds had ever appeared in large-scale sculpture 
before,169 one might wonder how the viewer could be expected to under-
stand the treasury’s imagery. The answer lies, at least in part, in the fact 
that the iconography used to illustrate Theseus’s deeds consistently draws 
visual analogies to those of Herakles on the opposite side of the building.

In Metope 2, for instance, Theseus looms over his fallen opponent 
(Fig. 14:a). Both of his arms are raised overhead to deliver the deathblow 
with his ax, and his legs are braced to absorb the downward thrust. The 
defeated brigand lies on the metope’s groundline; he props himself up on 
his right elbow while with his raised left hand, he gestures for mercy. The 
composition of Metope 22 (Fig. 14:b), depicting Herakles and a fallen 
Amazon, is a mirror image of that of Metope 2. Here again it is quite 
clear that the hero’s opponent has been defeated. The Amazon’s legs have 
buckled under her, leaving her propped up by her shield arm. Her right 
arm stretches upward toward Herakles. Theseus’s pose in Metope 2, as he 
delivers the coup de grâce, is somewhat unique. Out of the group of ap-
proximately 20 Attic vases depicting Theseus battling an opponent from 
the years ca. 525–450 b.c., this iconography is documented in only three 
examples.170 The artists of the treasury seem to have eschewed the prevailing 
modes of representation in order to depict Theseus as an indomitable hero 
tantamount to Herakles, for whom this pose was more typical.171

In Metopes 3 and 15, of Theseus and Kerkyon (Fig. 15:a) and Hera- 
kles and the Nemean Lion (Fig. 15:b), both heroes again demonstrate 
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a

b
Figure 14. (a) Metope 2: Theseus 
and a brigand; (b) Metope 22: Hera- 
kles and an Amazon. Photos © École 
française d’Athènes/P. Collet; drawings 
courtesy K. Hoffelner 
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a

b
Figure 15. (a) Metope 3: Theseus 
and Kerkyon; (b) Metope 15: Hera- 
kles and the Nemean Lion. Photos 
courtesy American School of Classical  
Studies at Athens, Archives, Alison Frantz 
Photographic Collection; drawings courtesy  
K. Hoffelner
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approximately the same pose. Both Theseus and Herakles stand to the 
viewer’s left to wrestle their opponent. Their left arms are slung around 
Kerkyon and the lion, respectively, in order to hug them closer, and their 
legs are spread for support. The choice of iconography again is unusual 
for Theseus, and the metope appears to be the first such depiction of 
him.172 Of the eight vases featuring Theseus and Kerkyon catalogued by 
the Beazley Archive, not one utilizes the iconography of Metope 3.173 
Instead, they almost uniformly show Kerkyon with his head down, charg-
ing into Theseus’s abdomen, while Theseus grips his opponent in a bear 
hug. Interestingly, the choice of iconography also seems to be unusual for 
Herakles. Of the 70 vases illustrated with Herakles and the Nemean Lion 
dated to the same decades as the Athenian Treasury and catalogued by the 
Beazley Archive, most show Herakles in an entirely different pose—one 
more like that seen on the vase by the Kleophrades Painter in Figure 12, in 
which Herakles is seen kneeling to wrestle the lion rather than struggling 
with it while standing.174 This suggests that the artists responsible for the 
treasury’s metopes made innovations with these scenes in order to further 
the goal of drawing correlations between the two heroes.

Similarly, in Metope 4, Theseus faces the viewer’s right (Fig. 16:a). 
He braces himself with his right leg, while with his left he pins Skiron to 
the ground. His raised right arm swings his club overhead; his left hand 
grips Skiron’s head. The choice of a club, Herakles’ signature attribute, 
reinforces the visual parallelism between him and Theseus in the treasury 
metopes.175 Moreover, the overall pose is very like Herakles’ in Metope 16, 
as he subdues the centaur Nessos (Fig. 16:b).

172. Therefore, I must disagree  
with Hoff (2009, p. 99), who suggests 
that “most of Theseus’s metopes follow 
common . . . iconographic patterns 
established before the treasury was 
built.” See also Hoff 2010, p. 168.

173. These are (1) London, British 
Museum E36, a red-figure kylix by the 
Painter of Louvre G36, ca. 520–500 b.c., 
from Vulci; ARV 2 115, no. 3; Add 2 174; 
LIMC VII.1, 1994, p. 926, no. 34, VII.2, 
p. 624, s.v. Theseus ( J. Neils); (2) Flo- 
rence, Museo Archeologico Etrusco 
91456, a red-figure kylix, ca. 520– 
500 b.c., from Orvieto; ARV 2 108,  
no. 27; Add 2 173; LIMC VII.1, 1994,  
p. 926, no. 33, VII.2, p. 623, s.v. The-
seus ( J. Neils); (3) Paris, Cabinet des 
Medailles 536 (part) and 535 (part), a 
fragmentary red-figure kylix attributed 
to the Kleophrades Painter, ca. 500 b.c., 
from Tarquinia; ARV 2 191, no. 104; 
Add 2 189; LIMC VII.1, 1994, p. 926, 
no. 37, VII.2, p. 625, s.v. Theseus  
( J. Neils); (4) Bologna, Museo Civico 
Archeologico G818, a red-figure kylix 
attributed to the Kleophrades Painter, 
ca. 500 b.c., possibly from Chiusi; 
ARV 2 192, no. 107, 1632; Add 2 189;  

(5) Paris, Musée du Louvre G194, a 
fragmentary red-figure volute-krater 
attributed to the Syriskos Painter,  
ca. 500–475 b.c.; ARV 2 260, no. 7;  
Paralipomena, p. 351; LIMC VII.1, 
1994, p. 932, no. 109, VII.2, p. 644,  
s.v. Theseus ( J. Neils); (6) London, 
British Museum E48, a red-figure kylix 
by Douris, ca. 485–480 b.c., from Vulci; 
ARV 2 431, no. 47, 1653; Add 2 236; 
LIMC VII.1, 1994, p. 927, no. 39, VII.2, 
p. 626, s.v. Theseus ( J. Neils); (7) Fer-
rara, Museo Nazionale di Spina 44885, 
a red-figure kylix attributed to the  
Penthesilea Painter, ca. 460 b.c., from 
Spina; ARV 2 882, no. 35; Paralipomena, 
p. 428; Add 2 301; LIMC VII.1, 1994,  
p. 927, no. 44, VII.2, p. 627, s.v. The-
seus ( J. Neils); (8) London, Harrow 
School Museum 1864.52, a red-figure 
kylix attributed to the Phiale Painter, 
ca. 450–400 b.c., from Vulci; ARV 2 
426, no. 8; LIMC VII.1, 1994, p. 928, 
no. 47, VII.2, pp. 629–630, s.v. Theseus 
( J. Neils). 

174. See, as just a few examples, the 
red-figure column-krater attributed to 
Myson, now in Rome, Museo Nazio-
nale Etrusco di Villa Guilia 984; ARV 2 

169, no. 3; Paralipomena, p. 349; Add 2 
201; the red-figure hydria attributed  
to the Gallatin Painter, now in Rome, 
Museo Gregoriano Etrusco Vaticano 
202467; ARV 2 247, no. 2, 1639; or  
the red-figure hydria attributed to the 
Syleus Painter, now in New York,  
Metropolitan Museum of Art 21.88.1; 
ARV 2 252, no. 40.

175. One should note that the figure 
of Theseus in Metope 4 is heavily dam-
aged. The extant fragments preserve 
three toes of Theseus’s left foot, which 
rest on his adversary’s left thigh, as well 
as Theseus’s left hand, which grasps his 
opponent’s head near the left ear. The 
metope has traditionally been identified 
as Theseus and Skiron, although the 
possibility that this is Prokrustes has 
also been considered (FdD IV.4, p. 42). 
Hoffelner (1988, pp. 82–83, fig. 4) re- 
constructs the composition as Theseus 
and Skiron, with Theseus wielding a 
club against his opponent—this is the 
opinion that I follow here. However,  
La Coste-Messelière (FdD IV.4, p. 47, 
n. 2, p. 49) reconstructs a lebes in The-
seus’s right hand; Neils (1987, p. 49,  
n. 229) suggests a hammer.
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a

bFigure 16. (a) Metope 4: Theseus 
and Skiron; (b) Metope 16: Herakles 
and the centaur Nessos. Photos © 
École française d’Athènes/P. Collet;  
drawings courtesy K. Hoffelner 
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a

b
Figure 17. (a) Metope 6: Theseus and 
the Bull of Marathon; (b) Metope 19: 
Herakles and the Keryneian Hind. 
Photos courtesy American School of Clas- 
sical Studies at Athens, Archives, Alison 
Frantz Photographic Collection; drawings 
courtesy K. Hoffelner

This content downloaded from 
������������128.197.229.194 on Sat, 19 Jan 2019 20:11:28 UTC������������ 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



the  sculp tural  pr o g ram of  the  athenian  treasury 37

As a final example, in Metope 6, which depicts Theseus and the Bull 
of Marathon, Theseus leaps onto the back of his foe in order to deliver 
the deathblow (Fig. 17:a).176 Herakles’ pose in Metope 19, as he kills the 
Keryneian Hind, is extremely comparable (Fig. 17:b).177 Such repeated 
parallelism is striking in consideration of the range of choices available to 
the artists of the treasury. By my count, there are approximately 18 differ-
ent iconographical “types” used to represent Herakles fighting the Nemean 
Lion, for example.178 That the pose chosen for the treasury was one which 
so closely mirrored Theseus’s in Metope 6 again suggests a conscious at-
tempt on the part of the patrons and artists of the Athenian Treasury to 
create equivalence between the two heroes and their deeds.

The question naturally arises: What was the point of this visual ma-
neuvering? Why would the Athenian Treasury’s sculpted decoration have 
included imagery that not only illustrated the defeat of the Amazons at 
Theseus’s and Herakles’ hands, but also consistently evoked parallelism be-
tween the two heroes? The answer lies with the intermingling of the recent 
past with its mythological antecedents, and with the interplay between the 
Athenians themselves and their claimed heroes and those heroes’ deeds. 
In short, the sculptural decoration of the Athenian Treasury articulated a 
nuanced and sophisticated agenda. First, as suggested above, it appropriated 
Theseus as a definitively Athenian hero. Second, it then aimed at creating 
visual parity between Theseus and Herakles. In so doing, the Athenian hero 
was equated with the greatest of all Hellenic heroes. By association, then, 
the Athenians and their achievements were thereby elevated to the realm 
of the extraordinary: first, through the myriad feats of their two heroes, and 
second, and more particularly, for those heroes’ victories over the Amazons 
in the mythical past and the Athenians’ own success against the Persians, 
the Amazons’ mythological foil, in more recent history.

CONCLUSIONS

It remains, then, to consider the Athenian Treasury—and the decision to de-
pict the Amazons and the deeds of Theseus and Herakles in its metopes—in 
comparison to other treasuries and dedications within the sanctuary at 
Delphi. The other treasuries at Delphi generally do not use mythological 
imagery to allude specifically to their dedicatory city.179 Instead, the style 

176. Beyond drawing visual analo-
gies between Theseus in Metope 6 and 
Herakles in Metope 19, a secondary 
benefit of Theseus’s wrestling pose may 
have been its utility in differentiating 
this scene with the Bull of Marathon 
from the Minotaur combat depicted in 
the neighboring metope. It is, perhaps, 
precisely because of this demarcation 
that the composition seen in Metope 6, 
which was unprecedented in architec-
tural sculpture prior to its appearance 
on the Athenian Treasury, subsequently 

became a popular choice for Attic vase 
paintings of this episode. See Neils 
(1987, p. 49, n. 233) for the variety of 
iconographical choices for the Bull of 
Marathon prior to the treasury’s inno-
vative iconography.

177. One should note here that even 
the animals are positioned rather simi-
larly, albeit as mirror images (so that in 
Theseus’s case, he kneels on the bull’s 
neck, whereas in Herakles’, he braces 
himself on the hind’s hindquarters). 
Both the bull and the hind are bent 

forward on their front limbs. Their rear 
legs, however, are fully extended upward, 
so that their bodies form a triangle.

178. LIMC V.1, 1990, pp. 16–34, 
nos. 1762–1989, s.v. Herakles and the 
Nemean Lion (Labor I) (W. Felten).

179. Hölscher (1998, p. 157) notes 
that most of the treasuries were deco-
rated with relatively generic themes 
excerpted from Hellenic religion or 
myth, without reference to specific 
political claims, ideals, or objectives.

This content downloaded from 
������������128.197.229.194 on Sat, 19 Jan 2019 20:11:28 UTC������������ 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



mary l  b. g enshe imer38

of architecture and the materials of construction, which were frequently 
imported to Delphi from the dedicator’s homeland, most often signaled 
the identity of that dedicator.180

By contrast, in the case of the Athenian Treasury, mythological imag-
ery was used to deliberate effect to articulate the myriad achievements of 
Athenian heroes.181 The Athenians opted to utilize the decorative program 
of their treasury in order to make a coherent announcement of the city’s 
victory in the public setting of Delphi, using a visual language familiar to 
all Greeks to assert the Athenians’ critical role in keeping the barbarians 
at bay. The mythological figures and deeds that ornamented the treasury 
were the vehicle through which the Athenians eloquently expressed their 
superiority over the threatening Other. In this monument’s decoration, one 
can see the manner in which mythological conflict was exploited by the 
Athenians to explain and extol their struggle with, and victory over, Persia.

Finally, it is important to contemplate the Athenian Treasury’s ex-
ceptional setting within the sanctuary itself. As noted earlier, the treasury 
is situated just beyond the first bend in the Sacred Way and just below 
and in front of the temple precinct. Its prominent location reveals a clear 
recognition of the importance of Marathon by the Delphic polis, sanctuary 
priesthood, and Amphictyony that together bestowed this spot on Athens 
for its dedication in celebration of the battle.182 In this sense, the treasury 
is a case study of the contemporary reception to, and cognizance of, the 
importance of Marathon outside of Athens. By being granted permission 
to build their treasury at this conspicuous site, the Athenians were able to 
assert their position relative to the rest of Greece nearly a decade before 
their more explicit claims to incomparable status at Plataia.183

In front of an international audience at Delphi, the iconographical 
innovations of the Athenian Treasury’s sculptural decoration announced 
the new status that Athens held within the Greek world. Emphasis is given 
to the glory of Athens in the Persian Wars and, by extension, the city’s 
preeminence within Greece. Grounding Athenian pride and self-aggran-
dizement is the catalogue of heroic deeds represented on the treasury and 
extolled in later funeral orations. Athens’s claim to special status, founded 
equally on the mythological and the recent past, is coherently articulated 
with images that functioned as evocative metaphors for Marathon and 
Athenian accomplishment.

180. See nn. 29, 31, above. See also 
Neer 2001; Marconi 2006, p. 174. 

181. Marconi 2006, p. 176. Note 
that no other case is known in which a 
city decorated its treasury with the 
deeds of its “founding” hero. Excep-
tional circumstances can explain the 
exceptional dedication: Marathon, and 
with it the particular links between 
Theseus and the role that he was said 
to have played in the battle.

182. Scott (2010, pp. 36–38) dem-
onstrates that while no inscriptional 
evidence survives from Delphi before 
the 2nd century a.d. that addresses the 
sanctuary’s management structure and 
clarifies the processes behind accepting 
and placing dedications in the sanctu-
ary, the limited evidence shows a 
sophisticated system in which the 
Amphictyony, the polis of Delphi, its 
different governing bodies, or even 

individual Delphians could grant per-
mission for dedications within the 
sanctuary. In terms of placing the dedi-
cations, it seems as though both dedi-
cator and the various sanctuary govern-
ing bodies had to have worked very 
closely together to agree to a location 
within the sanctuary. See also Scott 
2007, pp. 324, 326.

183. See n. 112, above. See also 
Hölscher 1998, p. 156. 
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