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Shared Culture Questions to Ponder
Ancient Greece and Rome are tied historically and share 

numerous expressions of culture, including certain myths. For 
example, according to myth, after 
the Greeks won the the Trojan War, 
the Trojan hero Aeneas escaped to 
Italy, married a Latin princess, and 
fathered a new line of kings that 
included the twins Romulus and 
Remus. The twins’ evil uncle tried to 
kill them by abandonment, but they 
washed up on the shores of the Tiber 
River and a she-wolf raised them. 

Years later, Romulus killed his brother in a power struggle 
and went on to found Rome.

Intertwining mythology is only one of many examples 
of shared culture between Ancient Greece and Rome. The 
“golden age” of Athens and the Roman Republic both began 
around 500 bce, but the two cultures had been exchanging 
cultural influences through trade since long before. 

When Alexander the Great died in 323 bce, he had created 
an empire that stretched to India. In the first century bce, 
the expanding Roman Empire conquered all of this land and 
more. Many scholars argue that even though Rome conquered 
Greece, Greek culture conquered Rome. Look for examples of 
Greek influence on Roman culture throughout the gallery.

Only about 12% of the residents of Athens 
were citizens and could participate in the 
democratic government. How has our idea 
of a citizen developed since then? Why 
does western culture idealize the Greek and 
Roman practice that all citizens have the 
right to vote? 

Cultural perspective often dictates history. 
The Romans see Romulus and Remus as 
the beginning of the story of Rome, but 
the Greeks may claim that the story begins 
earlier. What do you think?

What factors should we consider when 
determining who has the right to claim 
ownership of pieces of history, culture, or 
art?

The Trojans accepted the “gift” 
against the advice of Laocoon



Behind the Scenes Gallery FAQ

Four of the sculptures in this 
gallery are part of the John Milton 
Gregory Collection. In 1874, Gregory, 
the first president of the University, 
travelled to Europe and purchased 

more than 900 
reproductions of important works 
of art for the school. When the 
pieces arrived, many of the 
sculptures were shattered. A 
geology professor and his son, 
thirteen-year-old Lorado Taft, 
helped reassemble and restore the 
statues. 

Years later, Taft became an 
influential sculptor and donated 
many reproductions from his own 

collection to the Museum. Examples of Taft’s own work 
include “Alma Mater,” “Fountain of Creation” (a series 
of statues near the main library), “Young Lincoln” 
(near Urbana High School), “Black Hawk” (in Oregon, 
Illinois), and “Fountain of Time” (at Midway Park on 
the south side of Chicago).

Taft’s “Young Lincoln”
Image by Alllison Weigel.

Question: Why are most of the Museum’s statues 
reproductions of a Roman copy of a Greek original? 

Answer: Romans copied and mass-produced Greek pieces 
of art they liked. Both Greeks and Romans often melted 
down the original bronze Greek statues to make weapons. 
Fortunately, knowledge of lost Greek originals survived in 
Roman marble copies.

Question: Why are most of the statues broken? 
Answer: All of our replicas were cast from the original 

statues, which were most often broken by the abuses of time 
and weathering. As you might expect, the pieces that tend 
to break off (or were purposely broken off by vandals) are 
the parts of the statue that stick out—arms and noses, for 
example. In some cases, people actually added things to the 
statues as well—like strategically-placed fig leaves or a best 
guess at Laocoon’s missing arm. 

Question: Why are many of the male statues nude? 
Answer: This was the Greek ideal of the human form. 

Physical perfection placed a human closer to the gods. Those 
depicted in the nude were often athletes or soldiers. 

Where in the World?

Look for this map and others 
among the columns near the 
front of the gallery.

John Milton Gregory
Imag by Alllison Weigel.



Strigils

In the athletic traditions of ancient Greece, men 
rubbed their bodies with olive oil before exercising 

or competing, which they 
did in the nude. Afterward, 
before sponging off with 

water, they used a bronze tool the Greeks called a 
stlengis and the Romans called a strigil to scrape 
off the mixture of sweat, oil, blood, and dirt that 
had accumulated on their bodies. Gymnasium staff 
saved this oily mixture, called 
gloios, and sold it for medicinal 
purposes. In Rome it was an 
aphrodisiac for wealthy women.

Scholars have many theories 
about why the Greeks oiled themselves—to warm 
up the muscles, to protect the skin, or to retain 
water. It also might have been a practice the Greeks 
preserved from ancient hunters who did this to 
disguise their scent from prey. Whatever its origin, 
the practice became tradition and ritual among 
Greek athletes to the extent that they may have 
known little about why they did it. 

The Parthenon
The Parthenon remained an Athenian temple for nine 

centuries before it was converted to a Christian church 
honoring the Virgin Mary. Then, in 1458, the Ottoman 
Empire took over Athens and converted the Parthenon into 
a Muslim mosque, which it remained for another 200 years. 
In 1687, the French attacked the Turkish garrison on the 
Acropolis. The Turks had stored their ammunition and gun 
powder in the Parthenon, and when a French shell fell on 
it, the explosion destroyed the interior of the building 
and blew out the sides, leaving looters free to pillage the 
remaining statues. From then on, the temple was in ruins. 

Many historians argue that one of the most damaging 
looters was actually Lord Elgin, the British envoy to the 
Ottoman court during the Napoleonic wars. Wanting to 
preserve the art he found throughout the Parthenon, he 
obtained permission from the Ottoman government—
though the nature of that permission has been highly 
contested—to transport pieces of the Parthenon back to 
England to put on display. However, this meant chiselling 
away what was left of the building, judging certain 
pieces of sculpture as important and others as not, and 
completely disconnecting the pieces from the cultural 
site and context of their origin. Even today, the largest 
collection of Parthenon sculpture exists in the British 
Museum, identified as the “Elgin Marbles.” 

Walk straight from the entrance, then turn to the case on your left.



Athena Varvakeion

The Parthenon, the religious center of state in 
Ancient Greece, was built on the Acropolis to honor 
Athena in the late 5th century bce. The 
temple housed a 40-foot statue known 
as Athena Parthenos. The artist, a man 
named Pheidias, constructed it with a 
wooden core, overlayed it with flesh of 
ivory, and covered its adornments and 
armor with hammered sheets of gold. 
This gold overlay was often removed, 
melted down, and sold in times of war 
and need. 

Though the Athena Parthenos 
was destroyed long ago, it is one 
of the most reproduced images 
in Greek and Roman sculpture. 
Athena Varvakeion is thought 
to be one of the most accurate 
of those replicas. The Museum’s 
Athena Varvakeion is a plaster 
cast taken from a small Roman 
copy of Athena Parthenos, a work  
created around 180 ce.

Bathhouses
Strigils were an especially important part of the regular 

bathing regimen in ancient Greece and Rome because no 
one used soap. At the bathhouse, people went through a 
series of bathing rooms that became progressively hotter, 
then finished with an oil massage and a good scraping, 
often done by slaves. Nearly all landowning men visited 
and socialized daily in state-run bathhouses. Only a few 
wealthy women regularly visited the baths. 

Though the Greeks began the practice of public baths, 
the Romans perfected it. They constructed massive 
buildings for baths, the largest of which, the Baths of 
Diocletian, could accommodate 3,000 bathers. The most 
extravagant Roman baths included libraries, lecture halls, 
gymnasiums, and gardens. 

As the Roman Empire grew, the Roman bathing practice 
spread with it. The ruins of Roman baths still stand all 
over the Mediterranean and in regions of Europe and North 
Africa. Roman aqueducts 
made widespread bath 
complexes possible by 
providing enough water for 
both necessary and leisure 
activities. 

Enter the Temple area behind you and turn to the statues to the right.

Nashville Parthenon 
reconstruction 

Imag courtesy of Jeffrey Lane
jeff@jefflane.org.

Baths at Hadrian’s Villa 
Image courtesy of Allison Weigel.



Fresco Fragments

The Romans borrowed artistic techniques and 
subjects not only from Greek sculpture but also 

from Greek painting. Roman elites 
often decorated their homes with 
frescoes throughout most of the 
rooms.

In Pompeii, fresco art evolved 
through four stylistic 

periods. At first, artists painted walls to look 
like expensive marble panelling. 
After 80 bce, artists tried to 
use scenes of gardenscapes, 
windows, and doors, to make 
the often windowless rooms look bigger. 
Around 15 bce, homeowners reasserted the 
solidity of walls, painting them with solid colors 
and few designs. The fourth style, beginning in 
62 ce, combined the second and third styles. The 
small size of these fragments from Pompeii make it 
difficult to assign them to their artistic period, but 
the larger reproduction at the back of the case is in 
the style of the second period.

Vesuvius: Destroyer and Preserver
Mount Vesuvius erupted on August 24, 79 ce, killing 

thousands, but preserving a remarkable record of Roman 
city life. Pompeii, less than 10 miles south of the volcano, 
was covered in over 16 feet of pumice stone and ash, 
which preserved everyday scenes, such as 81 carbonized 
loaves of bread inside an oven. The storm of debris and 
deadly gas killed more than 2,000 people in Pompeii. 
Though their bodies deteriorated over time, they left voids 
in the solidified ash. Around 1860, an archaeologist named 
Giuseppe Fiorelli developed the technique of injecting 
plaster into the voids to create eerily detailed casts of the 
death poses of these trapped victims.

In Herculaneum, a town less than 7 miles west of 
Vesuvius, people had time to escape. This town’s imminent 
threat was not from falling ash but from mud-lava, a 
boiling mudslide caused by steam escaping the volcano. 
The mud-lava preserved items in Herculaneum that the ash 
burned in Pompeii. For instance, archaeologists have found 
artifacts as delicate as 
wooden ceiling beams, 
egg shells, fishermen’s 
nets, and wax tablets 
preserved by petrification. 

Walk to the right from the entrance to the third case on your right.

Fourth style fresco in a 
 house in Herculaneum 

Image courtesy of Allison Weigel.

Mount Vesuvius behind the  
forum (town center) of Pompeii 

Image courtesy of Allison Weigel.


