
Parthenon Marble Frieze

(Collection of 8 British Museum Postcards)

The Acropolis of Athens is an ancient citadel (fortress) sat on a high 

rocky outcrop above the city of Athens and containing the remains of 

several ancient buildings of great architectural and historic signifi-

cance, the most famous being the Parthenon. 

The Parthenon has a long and difficult history. Built nearly 2,500 years 

ago as a temple dedicated to the Greek goddess Athena, it was for a 

thousand years the church of the Virgin Mary of the Athenians, then a 

mosque, and finally an archaeological ruin.  

The building was changed and the sculptures badly damaged over the 

centuries. The first major loss happened around AD 500 when the    

Parthenon was converted into a church.  Then, when the city was un-

der siege by the Venetians in 1687, the Parthenon itself was used as a 

gunpowder store.  A huge explosion blew the roof off and destroyed a 

large portion of the remaining sculptures.  The building has been a ruin 

ever since.  Archaeologists worldwide are agreed that the surviving 

sculptures could never be re-attached to the building and so today 

they continue to be homed in museums around the world.

By 1800 only about half of the original sculptural decoration remained.
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Between 1801 and 1805 Lord Elgin, the British ambassador to the Ot-

toman Empire - of which Athens had been a part for some 350 years - 

with the full permission of the Ottoman authorities, removed about 

half of the remaining sculptures from the fallen ruins and from the 

building itself.  

Lord Elgin was passionate about ancient Greek culture and transported 

the sculptures back to Britain.  The arrival of the sculptures in London 

had a deep effect on the European public, regenerating interest in an-

cient Greek culture and influencing artistic styles of the day. 

These beautiful sculptures were acquired from Lord Elgin by the British 

Museum in 1816 and have all been on display to the public, free of 

charge, ever since and are well worth a visit. This vintage set of post-

cards show parts of the marble frieze that decorated the walls of the 

Parthenon in its hey-day.


