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INTRODUCTION

AT THE ORIGINS OF THOUGHT

"Man is the measure of all things."

Protagoras (as reported by Plato, Theactetus, 152a)
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Yet precisely in this period of apparent regression, something new is born. A visual
language that favors abstraction over direct representation, geometry over nature,
rule over spontaneity.

The most abundant evidence from this period consists of ceramic vessels:
amphorae, kraters, cups. Produced in the workshops of Athenian potters, they were
used to hold oil, wine, and water—or, in the case of larger amphorae, as funerary
markers placed above graves.

Let us look at the technique. Clay was shaped on the potter’s wheel. After an initial
drying, it was decorated with a black slip—in reality, a diluted clay mixture
combined with iron oxide. The vessel was then fired in special kilns through a
multi-phase  firing process requiring careful control of temperature and
atmosphere. A complex process requiring deep experience.

The result? Shiny, glass-like black decorations on a red-orange ground. But not
naturalistic decoration—purely geometric decoration.

Horizontal bands encircle the vessel, each filled with repeating motifs: meanders—
angular forms that fold back on themselves in endless rhythms—Greek keys
running in broken parallel lines, triangles packed with crosshatching, concentric
circles, diamonds, and checkerboard patterns.

Attic jug, ca. 740 BC. Late Geometric style
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Athens emerged as one of the most influential and prosperous cities in the Greek
world. Pericles governed during the Golden Age, when the Parthenon was built
and sculptors such as Phidias, Myron, and Polykleitos created works characterized
by exceptional refinement and formal coherence. Art achieved a perfect balance
between idealization and naturalism. Temples display highly regulated proportional
systems.

But this splendor was short-lived. The Peloponnesian War between Athens and
Sparta drained Greece’s energies. The Late Classical period, in the second half of
the fourth century BC, saw artists such as Praxiteles, Scopas, and Lysippos
experiment with more restless forms, more sensual bodies, and more human
expressions. Formal balance was increasingly complemented by greater expressive
variety.

The fourth and final period is the Hellenistic Period, from 323 to 31 BC.

It began with the death of Alexander the Great in 323 BC. Alexander had
conquered an empire stretching from Greece to Egypt and as far as India. After
his death, the empire fragmented into Hellenistic kingdoms ruled by his generals.
Grecek art spread across vast territories, blending with Eastern, Egyptian, and
Persian cultures. Many works emphasize dramatic composition, spatial complexity,
and heightened emotional expression. Masterpieces such as the Nike of Samothrace,
the Laocoin Group, and the Pergamon Altar with its tormented giants were created.

Then came the Romans. In 31 BC, after the Battle of Actium, Rome conquered
the last Hellenistic kingdom, the political independence of the Hellenistic kingdoms
ended, while Greek artistic traditions continued under Roman rule. Yet its
influence endured. Roman patrons extensively collected and reproduced Greek
artworks, Greek temples, and Greek canons. Through Rome, the Greek legacy
played a foundational role in the development of Western artistic traditions.

This is the map. Four major periods conventionally identified by modern
scholarship, each with its own character, achievements, and obsessions. We will
traverse them in sequence, decoding the fundamental works, learning to recognize
the signs, the rules, and the hidden meanings embedded within forms.
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PART ONE

THE DARK AGES
AND THE AWAKENING

"There is no royal road to geometry"

\ttributed to Enclid
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According to myth, the gods bestowed echné upon human beings. Prometheus stole
celestial fire to give it to mortals, along with the arts that made it possible to
transform raw matter into useful objects. But #«hné became truly human through
disciplined practice: through systematic study, measurement, repetition—through
attempts, errors, and gradual adjustments.

Greek art is born from systematized knowledge. And precisely because it follows a
system, it can be transmitted from master to apprentice, refined across generations,
and gradually organized into principles that functioned as canons. The word canon
comes from the Greek &anon, meaning rule, measure, standard. Working according
to a canon means accepting the authority of tested methods, placing oneself within
a tradition, and respecting accumulated wisdom.

This approach may seem rigid, but it served a precise purpose. If beauty is
objective, if it can be measured and demonstrated, then there must exist a system
for achieving it. And that system must be learned, practiced, and mastered. One
does not become a sculptor through sudden divine inspiration. One becomes a
sculptor through years of apprenticeship, by copying models, memorizing
proportions, and training the hand to obey the mind.

Athens also valued another fundamental quality: self-knowledge. The Oracle of
Delphi, the most sacred place in Greece, bore an inscription above its entrance:
“Know thyself.” This command did not invite psychological introspection in the
modern sense. It meant understanding one’s limits, recognizing one’s abilities, and
finding one’s proper place in the world. Only by knowing yourself can you choose
the appropriate path and realize your deepest nature.

The Greeks called eudaimonia the full realization of the self. Achieving eudaimonia
meant fully becoming who you are and realizing your unique potential within the
limits of human measure.

"This applied to artists as well. A sculptor who did not know his own limits failed.
An architect who overestimated his abilities produced defective buildings.
Excellence required self-awareness: knowing how far you can push yourself,
working within the boundaries of the possible, and continually measuring your
abilities against the standard.

The Oracle also offered a second maxim: kata metron—according to measure.
Nothing in excess. Everything in proportion. Balance, moderation, rejection of
extremes. These were not restrictive limits. They were the very conditions of
perfection.
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CHAPTER 1: The Line as Thought

There is an ancient story about two rival painters. It is recounted by Pliny the Elder
in his Naturalis Historia, and it is worth listening to, because it reveals something
profound about how the Greeks understood art and helps us grasp the spirit of the
Geometric style.

In the late fourth century BC, on the island of Rhodes, lived a celebrated painter
named Protogenes. His fame was such that artists from across the Greek world
came to visit his workshop. One day, while Protogenes was absent, a visitor arrived.
On a prepared wooden panel lay a large white surface ready for painting. The visitor
took a brush and drew a single, extremely thin line across the entire surface. One
line only. Perfect. Continuous. Of extraordinary precision.

When Protogenes returned and saw the line, he understood immediately. Only a
supreme artist could have drawn a line so pure. He said: “Apelles has been here.”
Apelles of Kos, the most renowned painter of the age, closely associated with the

court of Alexander the Great.

Protogenes took an even finer brush and traced a second line within the first,
dividing it in two. When Apelles returned, he saw the challenge and responded by
drawing a third line, thinner still, dividing the space once more.

Protogenes then acknowledged defeat without hesitation. He ran to the harbor in
search of Apelles and insisted that the panel be preserved exactly as it was, handed
down to posterity as a prodigy—a challenge reduced to its essence, a lesson in
perfection made of lines alone.

Pliny tells us that this panel with three lines was preserved as an extraordinary
artistic marvel. It was eventually lost in one of the great fires that devastated Rome,
but for centuries it was regarded as a masterpiece. No figures. No color. No
narrative. Only three perfect lines.

This story helps us understand the Geometric Period of Greek art—a period in
which the line

pure, abstract, mathematical—becomes a form of thought. A way
of giving order to the world.

We are between the tenth and eighth centuries BC. Greece is emerging from what
is known as the Greek Dark Ages, the centuries following the collapse of
Mycenaean civilization. The great palace-centers have vanished, and with them the
administrative writing systems of the Mycenaean world, including Linear B. Society
reorganized into smaller, largely autonomous communities.
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Greek art often played a significant role in shaping shared values and expectations.
A young Athenian grew up surrounded by images that taught him the values of the
community. He saw perfectly formed athletes carved in marble and learned what it
meant to aspire to physical excellence. He saw mythological scenes on vases and
memorized the stories that defined cultural identity.

Here a crucial difference emerges when compared to earlier civilizations. In Egypt
and Mesopotamia, art primarily served power: it celebrated pharaohs, glorified
kings, and intimidated enemies. It functioned as vertical propaganda, imposed from
above. In Greece, at least within the democratic poleis, art assumed a more
collective role. It served the entire community, spoke to all citizens, and reflected
shared values. It was the mirror in which society recognized itself.

With these principles in mind—/ogos, areté, techné, kalokagathia, and endainonia—
Greek art ceases to be a mere collection of works and becomes a language.

Now we can begin the true journey. From geometric decoration on funerary
amphorae to the cry of pain of Laocodn strangled by serpents. From the first stone
temples to the mathematical perfection of the Parthenon. From rigid, frontal
archaic kouroi to the dramatic torsions of Hellenistic sculpture.

Many of the works we encounter engage with fundamental ideas about form, order,
and meaning. It is a thought that has become stone, bronze, or terracotta. Together,
these works compose a language that has shaped Western culture for three
thousand years.
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The Greek Mind: Logos, Areté, Techné

Imagine walking through the streets of Athens in the fifth century BC. The air is
dry, hot. Mediterranean sunlight illuminates the marble of the Parthenon, which
dominates the city from the height of the Acropolis. In the workshops of artisans,
sculptors and potters work with precise, measured gestures. Every movement
follows a rhythm established by centuries of experience.

A sculptor is working a block of marble. He does not improvise. Before him lies a
set of reference measurements, recorded and transmitted through workshop
practice. The head functions as a basic unit of proportion, and the total height of
the figure follows ratios established by tradition. Very little is left to chance. Each
clement is shaped within a shared system of proportion and practice.

Grecek art is born from a deep trust in reason. Every work translates a mental order
into visible form. Temples are conceived through coordinated geometric
relationships translated into stone. Statues reflect the belief that beauty emerges
from measurable relationships and ordered form.

The Greeks had a term to describe this capacity to give rational form to the world:
lggos. A word that simultaneously means reason, measure, order, and discourse.
When we speak today of technology, biology, or archacology, we still use this
ancient root. Iggos was the ability to recognize hidden laws within the apparent
chaos of nature and to translate them into a shared language.

But what makes a work beautiful for the Greeks?

The answer reveals how different their way of thinking is from ours. For us, beauty
seems a personal matter, tied to taste and circumstance. In the Greek world, beauty
a quality
founded on measure, proportion, and harmony, capable of being recognized and

was often conceived as grounded in shared and communicable criteria:

discussed within the community. A face was beautiful if it conformed to accepted
proportional relationships. A building was beautiful if its columns stood in the
correct relationship to its height. A melody was beautiful if its intervals followed
harmonic laws.

Kalokagathia is a term that fuses £alos, meaning beautiful, and agazhos, meaning
good, into a single, inseparable concept: what is truly beautiful must also be morally
good, and what is truly good necessarily possesses its own form of beauty.
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Pericles' Athens: Democracy and Excellence

In 431 BC, on the eve of the Peloponnesian War, Pericles delivered a funeral
oration that offers a powerful articulation of values prominent in classical Athenian
ideology: the idea of the city, of virtue, and of beauty as a shared measure. His
words describe a society obsessed with balance between the individual and the
community, between freedom and duty, between equality and merit.

Athens, Pericles said, favors the many rather than the few. Laws guarantee equal
justice, but merit is always recognized. Those who distinguish themselves are called
to serve the state not as a privilege, but as a reward for excellence. Poverty is no
obstacle. Social mobility was ideally framed in terms of merit, though in practice
shaped by status and circumstance.

Ideas of balance and excellence inform many aspects of artistic production. The
best sculptors are celebrated. The best architects receive the most important
commissions. The most successful works occupy central public spaces. Greek
culture believes in hierarchies of competence, but they are open hierarchies.
Anyone can learn, anyone can train, anyone can aspire to mastery.

Excellence had a precise name: arefé. A word often translated as virtue, but whose
Greek meaning is more concrete. Areté means fully realizing one’s potential. Fully
realizing one’s capacities through disciplined practice. Think of a perfectly
sharpened knife that cuts without resistance. Think of an athlete who executes a
jump with absolute precision. Think of a potter who shapes clay with confident
gestures, acquired after years of practice. Arefé is functional perfection.

Living without pursuing excellence was often viewed as falling short of an ideal life.
‘This applied to everything: politics, sport, philosophy, art. A Greek statue visually
embodies areté. It demonstrates technical mastery pushed to its extreme limit. A
Grecek temple is a triumph of mathematical calculation. Many works suggest: this
is what we can achieve when we dedicate ourselves to perfection.

But perfection requires method. The Greeks called sechné the ability to follow
precise rules, apply a system, and produce results that could be refined and
transmitted. From this word derive our terms Zechnique and technology, but the ancient
meaning is broader. Techné was both art and craft, theoretical knowledge and
practical skill.
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Periodization of Greek Art

Before turning to the analysis of individual works, we must first trace a temporal
map.

The history of Greek art spans more than a thousand years, from the twelfth
century BC to the Roman conquest in the first century BC. It is an immense time
span, during which forms and styles evolved, transformed, and were refined.

Scholars divide this long trajectory into four major periods.

The first is the Greek Dark Ages, conventionally dated from the eleventh to the
ninth century BC.

After the collapse of Mycenacan civilization, Greece entered a period of profound
crisis. Population movements traditionally associated with the Dorians altered the
political and cultural landscape. Many urban centers declined, literacy diminished,
and long-distance trade networks were significantly reduced. Yet from this
darkness something new emerged: the gradual emergence of a shared Greek
identity later described by the term Hellenes—the Greeks. And with them emerged
Geometric art, the abstract decorative language that covered ceramic vessels with
geometric patterns.

The second period is the Archaic Age, from the seventh to the sixth century BC.

Forms of the polis gradually took shape, though political structures varied widely
across regions. Athens, Sparta, Corinth, and Thebes became centers of power.
Greek communities established settlements across the Mediterranean through
diverse processes of migration, interaction, and adaptation. In Sicily, southern Italy,
along the shores of the Black Sea, and in Asia Minor. Artistic production increased
in scale, variety, and technical ambition. Great temples were built. The first
monumental sculptures appeared: the &ourvi, youthful stone athletes, and the &oraz,
maidens dressed in painted peplos garments. Pottery became enriched with
complex narrative scenes. In some contexts, artists began to inscribe their names
on works, asserting their own identity.

The third period is the Classical Age, from the fifth to the fourth century BC.

This period is often regarded as a high point in Greek cultural production. The
Persian Wars are conventionally used to mark its beginning: in 480 BC, at Salamis,
the Greek fleet—led by Athens—won a decisive naval victory against Persia,
shifting the balance of the war. It was a moment of immense collective pride.





