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Lesson 1: The Enduring Influence of Classical Cultures 
 

Images Included_________________________________________________________ 

 
1. Title:  three classical architectural orders of ancient Greece 

Artist:  diagram from Henry Sayre’s text The Humanities Culture, Continuity, & Change, 

1
st
 ed., Vol. 1, Prentice Hall, 2002. 

 



 
2. Title:  Parthenon 

Architects: Iktinos and Kallikrates 

Date:  447-438 b.c.e. 

Medium: Stone 

Size: 228 x 101.4 x 34.1 feet 

Genre:  Greek classical temple 

Location:  Athens, Greece 

 

 
3.  Title: Old Medical College Building 

Architect:   Charles Blaney Cluskey. 

Date:  1835 

Medium: Brick, stone, wood, steel, and glass 

Location:  Augusta, GA   

 



 

 
4.  Title:  Column of Trajan and detail 

Artist:  attributed to Apollodorus 

Date: 113 AD 

Medium: Marble 

Size: 98 x 125 feet 

Location:  Rome, Italy 

 

 
5.  Title: Surprise Attack near Harper’s Ferry  

Artist:  John A. Mooney 

Date:  ca. 1868 

Medium: Oil on Canvas 

Size: 54.25 x 96.25 inches 



Location:  Morris Museum of Art, Augusta, GA 

 

 
6. Title:  The Rebel Charge 

Artist:  Sydney Adamson 

Date:  1899 

Medium: Oil on canvas 

Size: 36 x 49.5 inches 

Location:  Morris Museum of Art, Augusta, GA 

 

 

Historical Background____________________________________________________ 
To art historians, the classical era refers to a specific time in ancient Athens from about 

480-323 BCE.  During that time, aesthetic approaches were generated that have remained 

fundamentally important to the Western visual heritage and enormously influential up to 

the present day.  The term “classical cultures,” therefore, refers to ancient Greece and 

Rome.  Rome is included because, as it incorporated Greek territories into its empire, it 

adapted and spread many of its aesthetic ideas through and beyond the Roman Empire.   

Ancient Greeks developed a sophisticated and complex approach to the notion of beauty.  

The classical conception of beauty relies on symmetria, or well ordered forms arranged in 

careful relationships to produce a graceful effect.  In Greek classical art, relationships 

among parts were often very carefully structured and were thought to produce a 

harmoniousness that was morally elevating.  Thinkers such as Pythagorus made careful 

studies of measures, numbers, and proportion.  Desirable proportional relationships were 

derived from observation of nature and those that appeared repeatedly, such as the 

‘golden ratio,’ were thought to be innately beautiful and harmonious, a reflection of the 

gods’ care in creation of the universe.   

The golden ratio was observed in the proportions of many natural forms.  For example, 

vertical to horizontal displacement in the spiral arrangement of seeds in a sunflower’s 

head, or height to length of various animal’s torsos yield the golden ration relationship.  

Carefully controlled proportional relationships became important to classical art and 

architecture.  Sculptors such as Polykleitos, in his famous Spear Bearer statue, for 

example, sculpted a human figure according to a canon of proportions generated by 

observing nature but idealizing it such that measurements were slightly altered 

throughout so that the whole could be mathematically constructed based on one unit of 

measure and perfected ratio relationships.  Such idealizations of nature extended from 



depictions of human figures to architectural design.  Here, too, designers created careful 

relationships of parts, subtly coordinated to create maximum effect despite restraint of 

means.  The Parthenon temple is considered to be the epitome of high classical Greek 

design. 

 

Analysis:  Classical Greek Architecture___________________________________ 

Being highly interested in harmonious arrangement of parts within a whole, the ancient 

Greeks developed several standard arrangement types, or architectural orders, for their 

important buildings, and then aggressively explored aesthetic variations and potentials 

within those orders.  There were three architectural orders:  the Doric, Ionic, and 

Corinthian.  Here they are, diagrammed: 

 

That variations on basic orders produced such subtly beautiful and enduring architecture 

is an indicator of how powerful the Greek classical conception of symmetria really is and 

helps explain its enduring influence.   

Note the orders bear many similarities and are, in a way, very simple. They all involve a 

set of steps (the platform) on which rests vertical posts (columns) supporting a roof of 

some kind (entablature).  This is called post-and-lintel architecture.  Arches (used to 

spectacular effect in Rome) were known to the Greeks but not used in temple 

architecture.  Post-and-lintel architecture, since it consists of simply verticals propping up 

horizontals, puts certain limitations on height and large open space within structures.  The 

complexity of Greek classical architecture comes not from great height or intricate 



domes, but from richly suggestive proportional refinement used to generate buildings 

associated with endurance, dignity, and grace. 

Archeological remains suggest that the Doric and Ionic orders were both developed by 

the sixth century BCE.  The Doric order is shorter and wider in proportions, suggesting 

strength and enduring stability.  It is spare and restrained in its decoration, having a plain 

capital atop each column, and omitting column bases so that each column is in direct 

contact with the floor plane.   The Doric order appears to have been developed in the 

Western portions of Greece.   

The Ionic order is taller, more slender, and more decoratively embellished (note the 

curving volutes of its capitals and the flat frieze area often filled with sculptural work).  

These features lend it graceful elegance that some historians mark as a feminine contrast 

to the Doric’s masculine sturdiness.  Early examples of Ionic architecture have been 

found in Eastern Greece.  

The Corinthian order originated somewhat later, in the 5th century BCE, and is the most 

ornate of all the orders. It can be readily distinguished by looking at its column capitals, 

which tend to be covered in carved acanthus leaves and small volutes. 

Classical architecture’s three-part ordering of platform-column-entablature is echoed in 

the three-part ordering of each individual element.   

 The platform consists of three steps (Romans often used more, but not the Greeks) 

 The column consists of a capital, shaft, and base (though the Doric order omits the 

base).  

 The entablature consists of an architrave, frieze, and cornice, each subdivided into 

constituent parts.   

 

All parts are made in careful relationship to all other parts to form a unified whole; all 

parts have specific positions, functions, and measurements within the whole.   Temples 

such as the Parthenon, produced using such a system, are still considered evocative, 

beautiful, and inspiring.  Their craftsmanship is also impressive.  Built of precisely cut 

and joined stone but without cements or mortar (unlike the Romans, who excelled at 

creative uses of cement), many have lasted into the present day and are hugely influential.   

 

Compare the buildings depicted on an American $1, $5, and $20 dollar bill, for example.  

You’ll find much of ancient Greece there.  Can you tell whether they are modeled after 

Doric, Ionic, or Corinthian precedents?   

 

The carefully controlled components of Classical Greek architecture created a specific 

aesthetic look.  Buildings were designed according to a rationally refined intelligence to 

produce well ordered, highly crafted, majestic, harmoniously beautiful edifices.  The 

harmony of their production mirrored the order built into the universe by the gods but 

also showcased man’s abilities as the most rational and accomplished animal.  The 

classical style was associated with not just aesthetic beauty, order, and harmony, but with 

broader ideas of nobility, endurance, wisdom, human and divine potential, and ethical 



uplift.  The style was used for a polis’ most important public buildings, including temples 

that housed images of the gods.   

 

 
 

The Parthenon in Athens is the most famous ancient Greek structure and considered to be 

one of the world’s great architectural achievements. The temple incorporates the Doric 

order into its façade, and is dedicated to Athena, Greek goddess of wisdom and war and 

patroness of Athens, the city named in her honor. Part of the Athenian Acropolis, the 

Parthenon rests on a hill with several other temples and government buildings. 

Its design is still highly influential today, especially on municipal building design, since 

the style seems to communicate that the government is magnificent, and enduring. Many 

classically influenced buildings can be seen on the National Mall in our nation’s capital. 

The National Museum of Natural History, the National Gallery’s West Building, the 

Lincoln Memorial, and the United States Capital all exemplify classical influence.  

Many American museum buildings reflect the influence of the classical heritage.  In the 

Morris Museum of Art, several galleries have implied columns flanking the doorways. 

These columns are square shaped and most closely resemble Doric columns because they 

are minimal in decoration. The columns located on the first floor entrance, however, 

resemble Ionic column capitals.   

 



 

Old Medical College Building, Augusta, GA 

In Augusta, the Old Medical College of Georgia of 1835 is a prime example of a 

classically influenced building design. It incorporates a Greek revival style for the 

symmetrical façade, which consists of a full-height portico with six fluted, Doric-inspired 

columns supporting a pediment. Although it is built out of brick, the building is covered 

in stucco to resemble stone, another reference to Classical culture.  

Analysis:  Roman War Imagery ________________________________________ 

Rome conquered Athens, yet Greece is said to have ‘conquered’ Rome when it came to 

aesthetics because Greek artistic ideas had such a significant impact on Roman artistic 

development.  Rome readily adopted, adapted, and spread Greek ideas in a Hellenizing 

process that reached throughout and eventually beyond its empire.  While Rome admired 

Greek arts, it showed itself completely willing to adapt them to its particular needs, and 

as an expanding empire (quite unlike the much more geographically limited Greek polis 

states), one of its pressing needs was public relations.  The Romans are known for arts 

that promoted carefully constructed, positive images of Rome’s power, to awe its 

citizenry. 

Two well known architectural types are the triumphal arch and the commemorative 

column.   Many emperors erected these large decorated structures in prominent public 

spaces to commemorate triumphal battle victories or other Roman achievements. 



 

The Column of Trajan, above, is a great example.  It depicts Emperor Trajan’s glorious 

victories in the Dacian Wars. Trajan reigned from 98 to 117 CE. There is no written 

documentation of the military campaigns depicted; the sculptural narrative is the main 

surviving source relating the story. It is believed that the artist Apollodorus, who 

designed the 220-meter spiral frieze that winds its way up the column, did not participate 

in the war. More than likely, the scenes found on the Column of Trajan are biased, only 

relating the point of view of the emperor and his followers. This column showcases 

Trajan’s fortitude and courage, and serves as an idealized visual documentation of the 

Dacian victories the emperor brought about.  

The story goes like this:  Trajan realized that the Dacian King Decebalus was preparing 

his armies beyond the Danube River and fortifying his kingdom.  Seeing this as a threat, 

Trajan engaged the Dacians in two wars—the first in 101–102, and the second in 105–

106 CE.  In the first campaign, the Dacians led the Roman army into the Orastie 

Mountains where they counterattacked the Romans while they were at their weakest.  

Many Romans were killed. Though this Dacian success was short lived, it was a 

significant point in the military campaign.  

This scene is possibly depicted on the Column of Trajan. Although this was a surprise 

attack, the Roman soldiers are fully dressed in military garb and ready for battle. The 

artist wanted to show the attack was of little importance because the Roman military was 

prepared for it. The Romans tower over their opponents, with their arms over their heads 

and their shields ready, while the Dacian army, in their barbarian clothing, struggle to 

reach the Romans, with several wounded on the ground.  

This relief scene can be compared to the John A. Mooney’s painting Surprise Attack 

Near Harper’s Ferry from circa 1868.  



 

Both artworks capture a surprise attack by an enemy. Though the circumstances are 

similar, the depictions are extremely different. Unlike Apollodorus, John Mooney was 

one of the Confederate soldiers who witnessed the attack near Harper’s Ferry. In fact, the 

artist has depicted himself as the central figure, facing the viewer as he scrambles out the 

water to locate safety. The other soldiers in the painting are recognizably distraught and 

afraid. Some men stop to grab their clothing, while others are only concerned with 

moving out of the line of fire.  

This scene contrasts greatly with the surprise attack depicted on the Column of Trajan 

relief. The Romans are calm, brave, and prepared to face the adversary. The 

Confederates, on the other hand, are vulnerable and scared. The Romans appear to have 

the upper hand against their foes, while the American soldiers are obviously not going to 

prevail. A Roman artist would not depict a battle as a true loss. While the real nature of 

the Dacian attack is probably somewhat misconstrued; the depiction does allude to an 

important element:  the loss of life.  

Roman war depictions commissioned by the empire tended to propagandize.  Some 

contemporary works can reveal lopsided sympathies as well.  In Sydney Adamson’s 

painting The Rebel Charge, (c. 1899), the idealized sense of pride is apparent.  

 

Although it is a battle, with victims who have succumbed to their injuries, the scene is 

beautifully painted. The viewer can immediately identify the focal point, the soldier 

triumphantly riding the horse, heroically leading his soldiers as they charge into battle. 

Similarly, Emperor Trajan is fairly easy to locate throughout the relief scenes on the 

Column of Trajan. For example, in one scene (below), Emperor Trajan addresses his 

soldiers. The artist has depicted him as slightly larger than the other figures in the relief. 

(This is called hierarchical scale, as opposed to a naturalistic scale.)  He is surrounded 



by soldiers with their heads turned towards their leader. This draws the viewer’s eye 

towards Trajan, further emphasizing his importance.  

 

Detail of the Column of Trajan. Right panel: Trajan addressing his troops. 

No matter the outcome, nations find ways to honor the men and leaders of war. 

Leadership is a common theme in these admirable representations.  

 

Tour and Contact Information____________________________________________ 

Georgia Regents University Humanities Program: 
 http://www.aug.edu/Humanities/index.php 
Morris Museum of Art:  

http://www.themorris.org/education/tours.html 
Request a docent-led tour at the Morris Museum of Art: 

http://www.themorris.org/education/tours.html 
or, email:  education@themorris.org 

 

Curriculum Connections for High School 

Students          

Lesson 1:  Enduring Influence of Classical Cultures 

This unit best meets specific Visual Arts Standards for use in the High School 
classroom. See the standards listed below: 

 VAHSVACU.1 Articulates ideas and universal themes from diverse cultures of 
the past and present. 

a. Identifies how the issues of time, place, and culture are reflected in selected art 
works. 

b. Discusses how understanding the original context of an artwork affects a viewer’s 
connection with and interpretation of the artwork. 

http://www.aug.edu/Humanities/index.php
http://www.themorris.org/education/tours.html
mailto:education@themorris.org


c. Recognizes art, art styles and artists and talks about them from a wide range of 
perspectives, including cultural context, formalist, expressionist, conceptual, 
functional, and technical. 

d. Discusses the importance of art in daily life (personal significance, social 
commentary, self-expression, spiritual expression, planning, recording history, for 
beauty’s sake, and marketing / advertising). 

e. Supports, with examples from history, the assertion that humanity has an innate 
need to create or make their world a more beautiful place. 

g. Discusses the role of art in at least two historical cultures; compares and contrasts 
to art today. 

h. Discusses the role of art and artifacts as a visual record of humankind’s history 
and a vehicle for gaining understanding of another culture. 

Classical Cultures:  Interpretive Questions for Discussion 

Assign the students or read as a group the information above listed under:  

Historical Descriptions, Analysis:  Classical Cultures 

Use any or all of the following questions below to guide the discussion, or 
assign written responses that relate to the reading. 

1. What types of buildings can you recognize Classical elements in? What are 
some of the hallmarks of classically inspired architecture?  

  

2. The capitol of the United States, The District of Columbia, has many examples 
of architecture based on Classical Greek idea and principles. Why did the 
architects choose to model the buildings after this ancient culture? Describe 
the correlations they were attempting to create? Why might this type of 
identity be sought out in a newly developed nation?   

  

3. Find an example of an architectural style that does not incorporate symmetry 
and describe its features, discussing why the architect chose the design. 
Which building do you prefer? Why?  
 
 

4. Sydney Adamson, a Scottish artist who never witnessed an actual Civil War 
battle, painted The Rebel Charge years after the end of the war. The work 
was created to be used as an illustration in a publication. How may have this 
influenced how the scene was depicted? 
 



5. Why might have John Mooney, the artist who painted Surprise Attack at 
Harpers Ferry, depict a losing battle that he was part of? How might this 
perspective influence his visual description of the event? 
 

6. Find an example of a monumental work that honors a battle or war that was 
lost. How does it compare to the Column of Trajan? Why was it created? 
(Example: Augusta’s own Confederate Monument) 
 
Extending the Lesson Plan 
 
Assign students a studio art project that relates to the reading and discussion 
above.  Ask students to document examples of classically influenced 
architecture that can be found in their hometown. The result could be images 
drawn, photographed, or sculpted.  Each student should be responsible for 
creating at least three studies and one finished piece in the medium of their 
choice. Students should be encouraged to research the structure they have 
selected with the intention of discussing specific components of influence 
along with facts about the building’s history (i.e. materials, dates of 
completion, purpose of building). 

 

 
 

  

 


