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Introduction

The Parthenon in Athens and the Pantheon in Rome are two of the most influential surviving
monuments of the ancient Mediterranean world. They are often compared because both have
religious origins, monumental scale, classical orders, and long histories of reuse. Yet they were built
for different communities and create very different spatial experiences. The Parthenon, completed in
the fifth century BCE, was a temple on the Athenian Acropolis dedicated primarily to Athena
Parthenos and integrated with a larger sacred landscape. The Pantheon, rebuilt under Emperor
Hadrian in the early second century CE, combines a traditional columned portico with a vast concrete
rotunda and dome. (Neils, 2005)

The Parthenon emphasizes exterior proportion, sculptural narrative, and movement around a
rectangular temple. The Pantheon emphasizes entry into an interior volume dominated by the dome
and central oculus. Their differences reveal changes in engineering, imperial politics, religious
practice, and the relationship between architecture and the human body.

Historical Context of the Parthenon

The Parthenon was constructed between approximately 447 and 432 BCE during the age of Pericles,
after the Persian Wars and amid Athens’s increasing power within the Delian League. Architects
Iktinos and Kallikrates are associated with the building, while the sculptor Phidias supervised the
major sculptural program and the colossal statue of Athena.

The temple formed part of the rebuilding of the Acropolis, which had been damaged during the
Persian invasion. Its construction therefore had religious, civic, and political meaning. It honored
Athena while also displaying the resources and confidence of democratic Athens at the height of its
empire.

Historical Context of the Pantheon

The Pantheon standing today was built in the early second century CE, generally associated with
Emperor Hadrian, on the site of an earlier Pantheon constructed by Marcus Agrippa during the reign of
Augustus. The inscription on the portico names Agrippa, reflecting Hadrian’s decision to preserve or
reproduce the earlier dedication.
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The exact original religious functions of the Hadrianic Pantheon remain debated. Its name suggests a
connection with “all gods,” but scholars have questioned whether it served as a conventional temple
to every deity. The building also had strong imperial associations and may have functioned for
ceremonies connecting Rome’s gods, emperor, and cosmic order.

Architectural Plan of the Parthenon

The Parthenon is a rectangular Doric peripteral temple surrounded by columns. It has eight columns
across the front and seventeen along the sides, an unusual enlargement of the typical Doric formula.
The interior contained a cella housing the chryselephantine statue of Athena Parthenos and a western
chamber often associated with treasury functions.

The building was designed primarily to be approached and experienced from the exterior. Visitors
moving across the Acropolis encountered changing views of columns, pediments, and sculptural
decoration. Interior access was more restricted than in many modern religious buildings.

Architectural Plan of the Pantheon

The Pantheon begins with a deep rectangular portico supported by Corinthian columns and then
opens into a circular rotunda. The transition is dramatic. A visitor passes through a familiar classical
facade into an interior space unlike the exterior expectation.

The rotunda’s diameter is approximately equal to its interior height, creating the sense that a perfect
sphere could fit within the building. Recessed niches and alternating wall forms organize the lower
level, while the coffered dome rises toward the oculus.

The Orders

The Parthenon is primarily a Doric temple. Its exterior columns have no separate bases, and the frieze
system includes triglyphs and metopes. lonic elements are also present, most notably the continuous
inner frieze and four lonic columns in the western chamber.

The Pantheon’s portico uses the Corinthian order, with tall granite shafts and elaborate capitals. The
order creates a conventional monumental Roman entrance before the visitor encounters the
technologically innovative dome.

Materials

The Parthenon is constructed largely from Pentelic marble, whose fine grain and warm appearance
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support precise carving. Marble was used not simply as a surface but as the structural material for
columns, walls, entablature, and sculpture.

The Pantheon combines brick-faced concrete with stone and marble. Roman concrete made the
enormous dome possible. The aggregate becomes lighter toward the top, reducing weight, while the
thickness of the dome decreases as it rises.

Structural Innovation

The Parthenon demonstrates extraordinary precision within post-and-lintel construction. Columns
support horizontal entablatures, and the roof originally relied on timber framing. Greek builders
refined proportion and visual correction rather than creating huge unsupported spans.

The Pantheon represents a different structural tradition. Concrete, relieving arches, thick walls, and
graduated materials support a dome spanning more than forty meters. The Roman system encloses a
unified interior volume at a scale that Greek trabeated architecture could not achieve in the same
way. (MacDonald, 2002)

Optical Refinements of the Parthenon

The Parthenon is famous for subtle departures from perfect geometric regularity. The stylobate
curves upward slightly, columns incline inward, and corner columns are adjusted. The shafts display
entasis, a slight swelling that affects visual perception.

These refinements prevent the monument from appearing mechanically rigid and respond to how the
building is seen at human scale. They also demonstrate sophisticated surveying and stone-cutting
techniques.

The Pantheon Dome

The Pantheon’s dome is a hemisphere whose geometry dominates the interior. Coffers reduce weight
while creating a rhythm that draws the eye toward the center. The dome rests on a massive
cylindrical wall containing cavities and relieving systems.

The thickness and aggregate change vertically. Heavier materials occur lower in the structure, while
lighter volcanic stone appears near the crown. The dome remains the largest unreinforced concrete
dome from antiquity.
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The Oculus

The central oculus, approximately nine meters across, is the Pantheon’s only major source of direct
natural light. It reduces structural weight at the weakest point of the dome and produces a moving
circle of sunlight across the interior.

Rain enters through the opening, so the ancient floor was designed with drainage. The oculus
connects engineering, atmosphere, and symbolism. The sky becomes part of the building, reinforcing
interpretations of the rotunda as a cosmic space.

Sculpture of the Parthenon

The Parthenon’s sculptural program was extensive. Pediments depicted mythological scenes
associated with Athena, including her birth and competition with Poseidon. Metopes represented
legendary conflicts such as Greeks versus Amazons and Lapiths versus centaurs.

The continuous lonic frieze shows a procession, often connected with the Panathenaic festival. Its
precise interpretation remains debated, but it links divine and civic imagery. Sculpture was originally
painted rather than uniformly white.

Athena Parthenos

Inside the cella stood Phidias’s colossal Athena Parthenos, made with gold and ivory over a wooden
core. The statue represented the goddess armed and victorious and was one of the most valuable
objects in the sanctuary.

The building’s architecture cannot be separated from the statue. Column arrangements and interior
dimensions framed the image, while offerings and ritual associated the temple with civic identity.

Decoration of the Pantheon

The Pantheon’s interior originally contained rich colored marbles from across the empire. Geometric
pavement patterns, columns, niches, and entablatures created variety below the monochromatic
concrete geometry of the upper dome.

Many original statues and details have been lost or altered, making reconstruction uncertain. The
diversity of imported stone also carried political meaning by bringing materials from imperial
territories into the center of Rome.
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Religious Function

The Parthenon was part of the cult of Athena and the broader religious life of the Acropolis. It was not
a congregational hall in the modern sense. Major rituals and sacrifices often occurred outside
temples, while the cella protected the cult image and offerings.

The Pantheon’s Roman function is less certain, though divine and imperial associations are clear. In
609 CE it was consecrated as the Christian church of Santa Maria ad Martyres, a transformation that
contributed substantially to its preservation.

Politics and Ideology

The Parthenon embodied Athenian wealth and civic confidence. Its construction drew on resources
connected with the Athenian empire, creating a tension between democratic identity within Athens
and imperial dominance over allies.

The Pantheon belonged to an imperial capital. Its scale, materials, and technical mastery
communicated Roman control over resources and engineering. The Agrippan inscription also linked
Hadrian’s building with Augustan memory.

Experience of Space

The Parthenon is understood through approach, exterior movement, changing perspective, and the
relationship between architecture and landscape. The Acropolis setting allows the temple to be seen
against the sky from many angles.

The Pantheon creates its strongest effect after crossing the threshold. The exterior portico is relatively
conventional, while the interior suddenly opens into a vast circular volume. The visitor stands beneath
an architectural image of the heavens.

Landscape and Urban Setting

The Parthenon occupies the elevated Acropolis and is visible across Athens. Its relationship with other
monuments such as the Propylaia and Erechtheion forms part of a choreographed sacred landscape.

The Pantheon stands within Rome’s dense urban fabric on the Campus Martius. Ancient approach
conditions differed from the open modern piazza, and surrounding buildings would have made the
portico and sudden interior even more dramatic.
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Later History of the Parthenon

The Parthenon underwent major transformations. It became a Christian church and later a mosque. In
1687, during a Venetian attack on Ottoman-controlled Athens, gunpowder stored in the building
exploded after being hit by artillery, causing catastrophic damage.

In the early nineteenth century, sculptures were removed by agents of Lord Elgin and transported to
Britain. Their current location in the British Museum has produced continuing debates about
ownership, legality, colonial power, and restitution.

Later History of the Pantheon

The Pantheon survived unusually well because it remained in use. Conversion to a Christian church
protected it from some forms of abandonment and quarrying that destroyed other ancient structures.

Materials were nevertheless removed or replaced over time. Bronze from the portico was taken in the
seventeenth century, and restoration campaigns changed aspects of the building. Preservation is
therefore a history of adaptation rather than perfect survival.

Influence on Later Architecture

The Parthenon became a model for Neoclassical architecture, especially museums, government
buildings, banks, and monuments that sought associations with democracy, order, and antiquity. Its
columned form was copied widely.

The Pantheon inspired domed churches, libraries, capitols, universities, and memorials. Architects
from the Renaissance onward studied its geometry and engineering. Buildings such as the U.S.
Capitol and numerous civic rotundas draw from the Roman model.

Similarities

Both monuments use classical orders, monumental symmetry, costly materials, and religious
symbolism. Both connect architecture with political identity and later became models for Western
architectural education.

They also share long afterlives that differ from their original purposes. Neither building has reached
the present unchanged, and modern interpretations are shaped by archaeology, nationalism, tourism,
museum politics, and restoration.
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Differences

The Parthenon is rectangular, post-and-lintel, and primarily experienced as an exterior sculptural
monument. The Pantheon combines a rectangular portico with a circular concrete interior dominated
by a dome.

The Parthenon relies on marble precision and optical refinement; the Pantheon relies on concrete
engineering and enclosure. The Parthenon’s sculptural narratives are central to its meaning, while the
Pantheon’s spatial geometry and light provide much of its most distinctive effect.

Conclusion

The Parthenon and Pantheon are both classical masterpieces, but their achievement lies in different
architectural ideas. The Parthenon perfects the Greek temple through proportion, marble craft, optical
refinement, sculpture, and integration with the Acropolis.

The Pantheon transforms Roman concrete construction into a vast interior world, joining a familiar
Corinthian portico to a domed rotunda illuminated by the oculus.

Comparing them demonstrates the diversity within classical architecture. Greek and Roman builders
did not follow one style mechanically. They used materials, structure, religion, and political symbolism
to create distinct experiences that later cultures repeatedly adapted.
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