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Book Review by Bruce S. Thornton

A Mirror in Marble
The Parthenon Enigma: A New Understanding of the West’s Most Iconic Building and the People Who Made It,

by Joan Breton Connelly. Alfred A. Knopf, 512 pages, $35

For 25 centuries the parthenon has 
enthralled the imagination of the West. 
Even maimed and battered, this temple 

to Athena, built of 100,000 tons of Pentelic 
marble and sitting 500 feet above modern Ath-
ens on the limestone rock called the Acropolis, 
has represented for the cultural heirs of the 
Athenians all the ideals—political freedom, 
beauty, humanism, and rationalism—that lie 
at the heart of Western culture. But like the 
austere, honey-white marble of the Parthe-
non’s sculptures, which today are missing the 
bright colors and bronze accents that once 
adorned them, this Parthenon of the mind ig-
nores the rich, intricate network of meanings it 
once held for the ancient Athenians. 

Recovering those meanings in all their 
complexity is the theme of Joan Breton Con-
nelly’s masterly and entertaining The Parthe-
non Enigma. A classical archaeologist and pro-
fessor of classics and art history at New York 
University, Connelly’s previous research has 
focused on ancient Greek religion and the im-
portant role of women in cult and ritual. In her 

new book she weaves together the landscape, 
architecture, history, religion, myth, folklore, 
politics, and art of ancient Athens to recreate 
for the reader the fascinating strangeness of 
the people who laid the foundations of West-
ern civilization, as well as providing a compre-
hensive guide to “the biggest, most technically 
astonishing, ornately decorated, and aestheti-
cally compelling temple ever known.”

For modern city-dwellers whose 
landscape is generally mediated or ob-
scured by technology, Connelly’s de-

scription of ancient Athens’ topography, flora, 
and fauna is particularly important. “In the 
days before the urban noise-scape of auto-
mobiles, sirens, trains, planes, and factories,” 
Connelly writes, “it was the song, cry, and 
croak of the wild that accompanied life’s mo-
ments through the day.” The rivers of Ath-
ens, like the Ilissos, Kephisos, and Eridanos, 
and local springs were important not just as 
sources of water, but also as conduits for the 
divine—the nymphs who inhabited them, the 

gods who figured in their origins, and the 
legendary heroes and ancestors of the Athe-
nians whose lives and deeds were bound up in 
them. Trees, gardens, woods, and caves were 
also places of numinous power and ancestral 
legend. A dozen caves pock the slopes of the 
Acropolis, and half of them were shrines to 
various gods whose stories involved the myths, 
heroic deeds, gods and monsters, and foun-
dational legends that created the Athenians’ 
unique identity: “The comprehension of di-
vine presence in a human world, of genealogi-
cal succession across great spans of time, and 
of heroic deeds that lie at the very foundation 
of cities—all this knowledge was inseparable 
from the local landscape, the earth and water, 
vegetation and wildlife, that bore witness to 
how things came to be as they are.”

The landscape of Athens was dominated by 
the Acropolis. Connelly’s description of the 
rock, the earlier temples built on it, and espe-
cially the Parthenon of the mid-5th century 
contains a wealth of architectural, historical, 
and mythic detail and contexts so clearly and 
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thoroughly presented that it could stand alone 
as an excellent guide for anyone planning a vis-
it to the temple. Especially fascinating is the 
blending of the religious, political, and practi-
cal in the functioning of the Parthenon. The 
home of the goddess was about more than rit-
ual worship or pedagogy in stone. The money 
for building the temple came from the tribute 
Athens exacted from the subjects of her empire, 
the one-time fellow members of a defensive al-
liance whose fleet patrolled the eastern Aegean 
to keep an eye on the Persians. This tribute 
by mid-century totaled 600 talents of silver—
about 17 tons, worth around $360 million in 
today’s value. Athena received one sixtieth of 
this tribute, and by 431 B.C. 170 tons of silver 
coins were housed on the Acropolis, much of 
it in the Parthenon. Within the shrine Phei-
dias’s colossal gold and ivory statue of Athena 
stood 39 feet high, with a over a ton of pure 
gold—worth today around $41,280,000—
sculpted into her robes, shield, and armor. The 
gold and silver stored in the Parthenon made it 
the Athenians’ Fort Knox, and the Athenians 
used the wealth as a “line of credit, removing 
sections of the gold as needed.” This “stagger-
ing treasure” financed Athens’ powerful fleet, 
the jobs and state pay doled out to the poorer 
Athenian citizens, and the expansion of its 
trade and empire.

Yet the parthenon’s symbolic and 
pedagogic functions were its raison 
d’être. The “enigma” of Connelly’ book 

is the meaning of the Parthenon, particularly 
of the magnificent frieze that ran for 525 feet 
around the inner colonnade, 46 feet from the 
ground, a three-foot-high ribbon of sculpture 
filled with 378 humans and 245 animals de-
picted in some sort of ritual procession. Today 
most of the surviving frieze is housed in the 
British Museum, having been filched by Lord 
Elgin in 1802 under sketchy circumstances, 
along with fragments of sculptures from the 
two pediments. This “largest, most lavish, and 
most aesthetically compelling length of sculp-
ture ever carved by human hands,” as Con-
nelly writes, has inspired artists and poets 
in England for two centuries, most famously 
John Keats, whose brilliant “Ode on a Gre-
cian Urn” was undoubtedly influenced by his 
visit to see the Elgin Marbles.

That outsized influence, however fecund for 
the West’s art and imagination, has obscured 
the original meaning of the frieze, which is 
intimately bound up with the purpose of the 
Parthenon and its rituals. Traditionally the 
frieze has been interpreted as a depiction of 
the Great Panathenaia. This was the central 
festival in an Athenian calendar containing 
between 130 and 170 festival days. It took 

place every fourth year over eight days in the 
middle of August. As with everything the 
Greeks did, the festival comprised competi-
tive events—poetry, athletics, music, recita-
tions of Homer’s epics, equestrian events, and 
even a male beauty contest, all culminating 
in tribal torch races and an all-night vigil on 
the Acropolis. On the seventh day took place 
the great procession and sacrifices in honor of 
Athena, at which a sacred robe was presented 
to the goddess. Prizes were awarded on the 
eighth day, and many were extremely valuable. 
One prizewinner received five tons of olive oil, 
worth roughly five and a half year’s wages for 
an average worker.

Conventional interpretations of 
the Parthenon frieze see them as il-
lustrations of this procession, particu-

larly the sculpture depicting a man handing 
a garment, presumably the sacred robe, to a 
young girl. Yet as Connelly catalogues, too 
many details of the frieze have little to do with 
the historical procession. The many sections 
showing cavalrymen and chariots, for exam-
ple, make no sense in historical terms, when 
the hoplite infantryman was dominant and 
chariot warfare an anachronism. Most impor-
tantly, Greek sculpture rarely if ever depicted 

contemporary reality. Connelly finds a more 
plausible explanation in a papyrus fragment 
from a lost play of Euripides, the Erechtheus.

Connelly’s account of the discovery of 
this fragment in Egypt is itself a fascinating 
detective story. The papyrus, pages of writ-
ing discarded because of scribal errors, had 
been used for making a cut-rate papier-mâché 
mummy case of the sort used by Greeks living 
in Egypt during the last three centuries B.C. 
In the early 1960s a technique was devised 
for separating the sheets and revealing the 
writing. Many fragments of ancient literature 
were recovered, but most relevant for the Par-
thenon are the 120 lines from the Erectheus, 
which joined the 125 lines already known. 

The play tells the story of the three daugh-
ters of Erechtheus, the mythical king of Athens, 
who was conceived when the sperm of the god 
Hephaestus soiled the garment of the horrified 
virgin Athena. When Poseidon’s son Eumol-
pos attacks Athens with an army of Thracians, 
Erechtheus learns that only by sacrificing one 
of his daughters can Athens prevail. He choos-
es his youngest daughter, who bravely and will-
ingly goes to her death, followed by her two 
sisters who voluntarily join her. The Athenians 
are victorious, though Erechtheus dies, swal-
lowed up by the earth. The fragment of Eurip-
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ides’ play recovered from the mummy case 
contains the words of Athena to Praxithea, the 
wife of Erechtheus, after her grievous losses. 

As Connelly writes, the words contain the 
“divine charter” for the Parthenon, the Pana-
thenaia, and the famous frieze. In her carefully 
argued and fine-grained explication, Connelly 
shows “how the goddess’s words have reverber-
ated in the Athenian psyche, expressing the 
very essence of the people’s self-understanding, 
thereby forming a basis for our understand-
ing of Acropolis temples, cults, and rituals.” 
And the most stunning expression of that un-
derstanding is found in the Parthenon frieze, 
whose details Connelly shows are understand-
able in terms of this foundation myth and the 
meaning it held for ancient Athenians. The 
Parthenon and its friezes were a “mirror in 
marble” that educated each citizen in “the his-
tory, identity, values, and interests into which 
he has been born,” thus revealing the essence 
of his—or her—identity. For despite some 
contemporary fantasies about an Athenian mi-
sogynist “phallocracy” in which women were 
beaten down and locked away, Athenian girls 
and women were proud citizens, their honor—
as much as their fathers’ and brothers’—de-
pendent on the glory of their common city, and 
on their willingness to sacrifice themselves for 
her as did the daughters of Erechtheus. Thus 
this famous temple derives its name “Parthe-
non” from the Greek word parthenôn, “of the 
virgins,” the daughters of Erechtheus.

In connelly’s fascinating analysis, 
the Parthenon and its sculptures were the 
common school in which Athenian citi-

zens learned the virtues and communal soli-
darity necessary for this uniquely spectacular 
city, the pioneer in political self-rule and free-
dom, one existing in a brutal world of scant 
resources and hungry aggressors. That ruth-
less environment, in which the destruction of 
the community was one bad harvest or violent 
raid away, made the bonds of solidarity and 
the virtue of self-sacrifice vital for survival. 
For urban moderns insulated from that hard 
and dangerous world, the brutality of ancient 
myth seems to be evidence of the bloodthirsty 
savagery challenging the beauty and idealism 
of Athenian civilization. But such presentism 
ignores the Greek achievement in creating 
aesthetic order and civic virtue in the midst 
of ruthless violence and tragic choices, what 
Abraham Lincoln called the “awful arithme-
tic” that calculates that some must die now so 
more can live later. 

The world in which the Athenians lived 
accounts in part for their strangeness to us. 
More important, that tragic world made the 
public art, architecture, and ritual intensely 
political, all reinforcing the apothegm of the 
great statesman Pericles in his funeral ora-
tion—“Happiness depends on freedom, and 
freedom depends on bravery.” The Parthenon 
and its sculptures and rituals made the same 
point. In Connelly’s words:

For democracy fostered free speech, de-
liberation, and forethought, all of which 
clarified the reasons for one’s actions. 
From this, the revolutionary ideal of 
self-sacrifice for a greater good was born. 
Piety, paideia [education], and ritual 
tradition fueled the bravery needed to 
sustain this ideal. And it is this courage 
that enabled Athenians, old and young 
alike, to face the enormous challenges 
that winning and defending democracy 
so urgently required.

The Parthenon Enigma is one of the best 
books on ancient Athens I have encountered in 
a long time. In the course of solving the “enig-
ma” of the friezes, the author seamlessly weaves 
together a wealth of detail about not just Athe-
nian history, art, and myth, but also the mean-
ing of ancient Athens in both its unsettling 
strangeness and comforting familiarity. For all 
that the Athenians, in the words of poet Louis 
MacNeice, were “all so unimaginably different 
/ And all so long ago,” Joan Connelly teaches 
us how we can imagine ourselves among them.

Bruce S. Thornton is a professor of classics and 
humanities at California State University, Fres-
no; a research fellow at the Hoover Institution; 
and the author, most recently, of Democracy’s 
Dangers and Discontents: The Tyranny of the 
Majority from the Greeks to Obama (Hoover 
Institution Press).
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Book Review by Jeffrey H. Anderson

Up from Obamacare
The Pipes Plan: The Top Ten Ways to Dismantle and Replace Obamacare, by Sally C. Pipes.

Regnery Publishing, 126 pages, $16.95 

Priceless: Curing the Healthcare Crisis, by John C. Goodman.
The Independent Institute, 392 pages, $24.95

Together, sally c. pipes’s the pipes 
Plan and John C. Goodman’s Priceless 
tell the story of a health-care system 

largely controlled and undermined by the fed-
eral government, which is now poised to take 
over the rest of that system and finish the job 
of ruining it. The means of this death blow, 
of course, will be the Patient Protection and 
Affordable Care Act, or Obamacare—unless 
Republicans succeed in repealing it shortly af-
ter President Obama leaves office in 2017. 

The importance of repeal can hardly be 
overstated. The American Founders would 
never have imagined one-fifth of our econo-
my—and hence some large chunk of our ex-
istence—almost entirely controlled by federal 
legislation or (worse) federal administrative 
fiat. A political party that’s genuinely commit-
ted to limited government and liberty cannot 
make peace with such an astounding level of 
centralized control over Americans’ lives. 

A nearly incomprehensible 2,700-page 
“law”—and more than ten thousand pages 
of bureaucratic regulations that have already 

been written to supplement it—is rather 
plainly incompatible with government of, by, 
and for the people.

Fortunately, Obamacare is horribly un-
popular and is arguably getting even more so. 
The president never won the battle of ideas 
that James Madison said will, in all free gov-
ernments, ultimately prove decisive. Instead, 
Obama strong-armed his plan through Con-
gress—rather spectacularly sacrificing his 
party’s large majority in the House of Repre-
sentatives in the process—and then had the 
unique good fortune to run for reelection 
against a man who was not only the architect 
of a somewhat similar plan implemented in 
Massachusetts but who was also among the 
minority of Americans who thought, as he 
later put it, “Obamacare was very attractive.”

Most Americans don’t share Mitt Rom-
ney’s view. In fact, sooner or later, some prom-
inent 2016 presidential candidate is going to 
realize that running against Obamacare is the 
path to the presidency. The proof is in the poll-
ing. Even as Obama was basking in the post-

election glow of his 4-point victory, CNN’s 
polling showed that registered voters opposed 
his signature legislation by 10 full percentage 
points (52 to 42%) and that independent vot-
ers liked it even less (opposing it by a margin 
of 22 points—57 to 35%). 

By the time of Obamacare’s third anniver-
sary in late March, the Kaiser Health Track-
ing Poll showed that only 37% of Americans 
liked the overhaul. That was down 9 points 
from Kaiser’s tally three years earlier, in the 
month immediately following the bill’s pas-
sage. In other words, even before its full-
fledged rollout early next year—which prom-
ises to be anything but smooth—Obamacare 
is already aging poorly.

The pipes plan offers a pithy over-
view of what, specifically, is so bad 
about Obamacare. Less a plan than a 

citizens’ primer, Pipes’s slim volume is an easy 
and well-documented read. The author, presi-
dent of the Pacific Research Institute and one 
of the most implacable critics of Obamacare, 

www.claremont.org

VOLUME XIV, NUMBER 2, SPRING 2014

A Journal of Political Thought and Statesmanship

PRICE: $6.95
IN CANADA: $7.95

A Publication of the Claremont Institute

Algis
Valiunas:

Transcendent

William
Voegeli:

Redskins
&

John J.
Miller:

the Horror

Gabriel
Schoenfeld:

Whistle-
blowers

& Traitors

Christopher
Flannery:

Shakespeare
in America

Steven F.
Hayward:
Campus

Authoritarians

Anthony
Paletta:

Allan
Greenberg,
Classical 
Architect

Christopher
Caldwell:

Our
Narcissism

Martha
Bayles:

House of
Cards

Jean M.
Yarbrough:

Doris Kearns
T.R., Taft, &

Bach the

�in Skins

�e Horror,

Goodwin

Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2014
Page 29

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

Essay by Jeremy Rabkin

A More Dangerous World

The obama administration’s russia 
policy has followed a well-established 
pattern. Last year, the president de-

clined to provide direct support for any side 
in Syria’s ongoing civil war, but insisted that 
the use of chemical weapons would cross a 
U.S. “red line.” When evidence of such use 
could not be ignored, Obama threatened 
military strikes on Syria in retaliation. Af-
ter half-hearted efforts to persuade Congress 
to endorse the strikes, he seized on Russian 
President Vladimir Putin’s offer to negotiate 
the withdrawal of Syria’s chemical weapons 
without resort to force. So far, the promised 
withdrawal is way behind schedule and for-
eign intelligence agencies insist that chemical 
weapons have been used again. But there has 
been no further talk about resorting to force. 

When Russia seized Crimea from Ukraine 
this March, President Obama repeatedly ap-
pealed for a peaceful solution. In late March, 
he insisted in a speech in Brussels that NATO 
would not use force outside its own borders. 
The aim was to “de-escalate tensions,” an aim 
reemphasized at a meeting between Secre-

tary of State John Kerry and Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergey Lavrov in mid-April. Russia 
is still in Crimea and will likely continue to 
challenge the Kiev government’s control of 
Ukraine’s eastern provinces. And that won’t 
be the end of Russian aggression in the region. 
When one side has determined aims and the 
other is resolute only for avoiding confronta-
tion, it is easy to see which will prevail.

What’s the Fuss?

Challenges don’t disappear be-
cause we refuse to acknowledge them. 
Russian aggression against Ukraine 

may well prove a turning point in world poli-
tics. It is certainly a blow to prevailing notions 
of international law. It will be all the more con-
sequential because the West’s tepid response 
makes it harder to isolate as an exceptional 
case, and so harder to deter its repetition. 

The Left, extremely vocal about interna-
tional law during the Bush Administration, 
has gone quiet. On the Right, international 
law is often regarded as little more than a 

collection of pious platitudes or liberal talk-
ing points. After all, major powers commonly 
resort to force without waiting for authoriza-
tion from the United Nations—as the United 
States itself did in the past 30 years in Iraq, 
Kosovo, Panama, and Grenada. So why make 
a big fuss when Putin stages a bloodless coup 
in Crimea? 

As recently as 2008, Russia sent troops to 
border regions of independent Georgia, then 
sponsored two new, nominally independent 
republics in Abkhazia and South Ossetia. 
Then-presidential candidate John McCain 
proclaimed, “We are all Georgians now.” The 
outgoing Bush Administration offered mod-
est sanctions and the incoming Obama Ad-
ministration promised a “reset” of Russian 
relations. So why make more of a fuss about 
Crimea, which Ukraine did less to defend 
than Georgia did for its breakaway territories 
six years ago?

But in truth, it’s one thing to assist a separat-
ist uprising and something else to annex your 
neighbor’s territory into your own borders. The 
U.N. Charter doesn’t just admonish members 

I am one of the 4,017,000 americans born in 
1954, who are in turn among the 39,964,000 
born in the 1950s. My impending 60th birthday, 

in other words, is a drop in the ongoing flood of such 
anniversaries. The attendant individual assessments 
are inseparable from collective ones since, as we’ve 
learned to say, the personal is sociological.

Those of us who arrived in the 1950s are the big-
gest part of the Baby Boom, the demographic bulge 
generally defined as comprising Americans born be-
tween 1946 and 1964. We also, apparently, identify 
ourselves more strongly as Boomers than do those 
older and, especially, younger than we are. Barack 
Obama, though born in 1961, wrote in The Audacity 
of Hope that he considered the political turmoil un-
der President Bill Clinton (born in 1946) and George 
W. Bush (also 1946, six weeks before Clinton) part 
of “the psychodrama of the baby-boom generation—
a tale rooted in old grudges and revenge plots hatched 
on a handful of college campuses long ago.”

“Long ago.” That stings. So does the fact that the 15-
year gap between the age of his two predecessors and 
the 44th president’s raises the strong possibility that 
out of almost 40 million prospects, not one Ameri-
can born in the 1950s will wind up in the Oval Office. 
The politicians most likely to contest the 2016 elec-
tion include some born in the 1940s (Joe Biden, Hill-
ary Clinton, Mitt Romney, Elizabeth Warren, Jim 

Webb); the 1960s (Chris Christie, Martin O’Malley, 
Rand Paul, Scott Walker); and the 1970s (Ted Cruz, 
Bobby Jindal, Marco Rubio, Paul Ryan). Hopes that 
the 1950s cohort will finally put a run on the board 
rest, precariously, on Jeb Bush, Mike Huckabee, 
Rick Perry, and Rick Santorum. 

If it turns out that the 1950s never produce a pres-
ident, it will be one of only three calendar decades in 
the nation’s history to share this dubious distinction. 
(The others were the 1810s and the 1930s, the latter 
of which had the good excuse of having a Baby Bust 
instead of a Boom.) Is America telling those born in 
the 1950s that for judgment and maturity it’s still a 
safer bet to rely on our older siblings, even as we’re 
now preparing to sign up for Medicare? But also that 
when boldness and vigor are called for, they want to 
see real athletes on the field, not a sad, embarrassing 
Old Timers’ Game?
It wasn’t supposed to work out this way. The genera-
tion of Americans that had all those babies back in 
the 1950s needed to think well of their big invest-
ment in the future. As a result, we grew up hearing 
endless, ruinous praise for our hypostasized wisdom 
and virtue. Time magazine’s “Man of the Year” in 
196edly saner, more unselfish” than their elders. 
The kindly, equitable, sane, and selfless 21st-century 
America we were supposed to deliver is adjacent to 
Brigadoon, but the Baby Boomers’ invincible self-
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