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What were ancient statues for? 

 

Ancient statues were generally made for religious or political purposes which could include 

making a statue for worshipping a God or to show the power that the emperor has over the 

people which can be seen in various examples which will be discussed later. The purpose of 

Greek and Roman statues differs slightly because the ways in which the statues of the 

Ancient Greeks and Romans are made are slightly different but do have some similarities for 

example, in most sculptures Greeks and Romans use the same materials as bronze and 

marble, and the Greeks occasionally used wood. However, they are different because during 

the middle of the first century BC the Romans started to look for their own identity when 

sculptors tried to capture light and shadow to make the sculptures look more realistic which 

eventually lead to impressionism using light to create more abstract forms and sculptures. 

Firstly, from studying statues in Ancient Greece we can see that they generally took 

inspiration from Egyptian and Nera Eastern monumental art around 800 to 300 BCE, which 

then started to develop over centuries and eventually evolved into a uniquely Greek vision 

of sculpture. This can be seen in the sculpture of Aphrodite of Knidos by Praxiteles of Athens 

which was built around the 4th century BCE. Even though the original Greek sculpture is no 

longer in existence, there are many surviving Roman copies of this influential work of art. 

Around the mid-4th century BCE, the Greek sculptor Praxiteles was commissioned to sculpt 

the Goddess Aphrodite by the island if Kos. The Roman writer Pliny tell us that he responded 

by creating 2 statues: one fully clothed and another where Aphrodite was naked. However, 

the islanders of Kos reacted with ‘horror’ to the naked statue and demanded for the clothed 

statue of Aphrodite instead. The reason people believe that the citizens of Kos had been so 

horrified at the prospect of a nude statue of Aphrodite was because Greek society did not 

allow women, let alone a Goddess to be shown naked in a sculpture. Even though men had 

been sculpted nude for over 350 years, the statue of Aphrodite was the first full-sized naked 

female sculpture in Greek history.  

This then links back to my point were Ancient Greece’s sculpture was developing over 

centuries into their own unique identity, coming away from the Egyptian and Nera Eastern 

monumental art. When Praxiteles made this sculpture of Aphrodite, peoples initial reaction 

was that it didn’t fit in with Greek society, but in a few years people started to fall in love 

with the statue in such a way that a man who had claimed to be completely in love with the 

statue of Aphrodite that he snuck into the sanctuary at night and tried to have sex with the 

statue. This shows how Greek’s tolerance to new ideas for sculpture was opening to a 

variety of new ideas to get their own identity in art and sculptures.  

Another example of this can be seen in the Statue of Athena Parthenos which was sculpted 

by Phidias in 447 BCE and was the cult statue in the Parthenon (built between 447 and 432 

BCE). The statue of Athena was an 11 meter (which is around 40ft) chryselephantine statue, 

meaning it was built out of gold, silver and ivory. Phidias sculpted Athena to stand wearing a 

tunic, aegis and a helmet. The breastplate that she wears in adorned with snakes and the 



head of Medusa at the centre. In her extended right hand was a 6ft tall, solid gold statue of 

the winged goddess of victory, Nike, and in her left hand was a spear. A decorative shield 

and a serpent at her side. Multiple copies have been identified from this description, among 

them are the Varvakeion Athena which was a Roman copy made in around 130 AD. This 

statue was placed in the cella of the Parthenon and from the 4th century BCE the whole 

building acquired the name “Parthenon.” The original statue of Athena has not survived to 

present day, but archaeologists have found enough accounts of its existence along with 

several smaller marble copies including one on exhibit at the National Museum of Athens. 

The inside was hollow with a wooden armature that supported the outer surfaces of the 

golden drapery, and the ivory flesh of Athena. This also meant that if Athens was running 

low on money, they could remove a limb or part of the statue and melt down the gold and 

ivory to support Athens in times of need. This can also link back to my point because the 

Greeks were becoming creative with all of the ways that their statues can be used for, this 

could be from worshipping a chosen God or Goddess, to supporting the city in times of 

need. 

Firstly, from studying statues in Ancient Rome we can see that they were generally made 

from precious metals, glass and terracotta but they usually favoured using bronze and 

marble above all other materials. However, with high demand for re-use most of the 

surviving examples of Ancient Roman statues are made from marble. Many Roman statues 

are copies of Greek statues, and when making these statues and sculptures they used 

several different concepts and techniques that the Greeks commonly used. This can be seen 

in many Roman statues like the statue Laocoon and his sons, which was made because 

“Laocoon”, in Greek mythology, warned the Trojans to not trust and let the wooden horse 

made by the Greeks during the Trojan War inside the city walls. Whilst he and his two sons 

were at the seashore sacrificing to Poseidon, two large serpents supposedly sent by Apollo 

came up from the sea and crushed all three off them. The Greek version of this statue has 

been long lost to history but, a surviving copy made by the Romans still survived to this day 

and is kept in the Vatican Museums in Rome, Italy.  

The Romans replicated some of the Greek statues and art in general, which could include 

mosaics, paintings and reliefs. Another example of when the Roman’s copied the Greeks 

would be the the marble statue of Aphrodite, also known as the ‘Crouching Venus’ which 

dates from the second century AD. This statue is a Roman version of a Hellenistic Greek 

statue from 200 BCE. The statue depicts Venus carved in marble in a crouching pose, resting 

on her left knee. In Ancient Greek mythology Aphrodite was the Goddess of love and was 

known for being mischievous, flirty, beautiful and extremely good at seducing men. She was 

married to Hephaestus (Vulcan) and has had over 20 children, with mortals and Gods. 

Similar to Greek mythology, Venus, the Roman equivalent to Aphrodite, was the Goddess of 

love, sex, beauty and fertility including victory and even prostitution. A final example would 

be the statue ‘Venus de Milo’s’, believed to be carved by Alexandros is believed to have 

carved this masterpiece between 130 and 100 BCE.  

This statue has unfortunately lost limbs which have had claims that they were broken off 

during a fight on the shores of Melos as French and Turkish sailors vied for possession of the 

artwork and was first found in 1820 on the island of Melos in south-western Cyclades. This 



statue is one of the most recognisable representations of a woman in the history of art, but 

a question people still ask is what she was doing with her arms. Many people now believe 

that she was originally depicted to be spinning thread, but others believe that she could be 

doing other things like holding a mirror and admiring her own reflection, holding an apple, 

and some people even believe that she was even cradling a baby at the time. Nobody is 

completely sure of what she is doing, but the majority do believe that she was spinning a 

thread because of the positioning of her arms. This then links back to my original point of 

how most Roman sculpture was a copy or replica of a Greek statue of art form because the 

statue “Laocoon and his sons” was a complete copy of the original Greek statue, as well as 

the ”Crouching Venus” which is a close copy of the Greek “Crouching Aphrodite”. 

 

Overall, it can be seen that most of the time, ancient statues were made for mostly religious 

purposes but sometimes are used for political reasons to make people think of the emperor 

as highly as they would a God or a Goddess. This is evident because as we have seen in the 

statue of Aphrodite of Knidos it’s obvious that it changed the way that the Greeks normally 

made their statues of women clothed, but considering that this statue of Aphrodite was a 

nude statue and the fact that people of Kos hated it at first, but grew to like it, and in some 

cases fall in love with this statue, it proves that it was one of many sculptures that 

eventually changed the ways that Greeks carved their statues. This can be seen because 

when they started to carve statues, normally only the male figures would be depicted 

naked, and the women would be fully clothed but over century’s they would normally carve 

women and men nude in statues. The Aphrodite of Knidos shows us how the sculptors, like 

Praxiteles, eventually changed the ways that the Greeks sculpted their statues, which could 

have had an effect on the Romans as they normally used the Greeks’ statue’s for inspiration 

for their own, and even though the Romans did develop different purposes for statues, but 

still have similarities, it could have meant for when the Greeks started to change the way 

that they sculpted their statues, the Romans followed, but with slightly different purposes 

and meaning. 
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