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Shepherd's graffiti sheds new light on
Acropolis lost temple mystery

June 19 2024, by Janric van Rookhuijzen
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The Acropolis of Athens, the rocky hill in the Greek capital that is home
to the iconic Parthenon temple, is one of the world's most visited and
well-known archaeological sites—but new insights about it are still
emerging.
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A new publication in the American Journal of Archaeology, by Merle
Langdon (University of Tennessee) and me, tells a historical detective
story of a lost temple on the site of the Parthenon. It all began with the
discovery of ancient graffiti.

The shepherd's graffiti

The tiny work was found on a marble rock outcrop at Vari, 20km
southeast of Athens. It is part of a larger group of more than 2,000
graffiti made by shepherds and goatherds, discovered and studied by
Merle Langdon in recent years. They feature text as well as drawings that
include ships, horses, and erotic scenes. They all date to the sixth century
BCE.

The newly discovered work is a rough rock-cut drawing of a building.
Though the details of the drawing are not fully understood, it can be
identified as a temple due to the columns and steps.

Snaking around the building there is a Greek inscription reading To
Hekatompedon ... Mikonos (The 100-foot building ... of Mikon).
Mikon is not otherwise known, but he was most likely a shepherd who
made the graffito while grazing his flocks. The version of the Greek
alphabet used is very ancient, making it clear that the drawing was made
as early as the 6th century BCE.

Of great archaeological significance is the inscription's word
Hekatompedon, a Greek name meaning "100-footer," referring to a
structure of enormous size. The term is known to be the official ancient
name of the famous temple dedicated to the Greek goddess
Athena—Ilater known as the Parthenon.

It s likely that Mikon wanted to depict a building on the Acropolis of
Athens. However, because the alphabet he used can be firmly dated to
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the 6th century BCE, the drawing must be at least 50 years older than the
Parthenon, which was begun around 450 BCE.

A lost Greek temple

The Parthenon may be a very ancient temple, but it was not the first. It
has long been thought that even older temples formerly stood on the
Acropolis—though archaeologists have fiercely debated their dates,
appearance, and exact locations on the hill. There is also a historical
calamity that impedes our understanding: in 480 BCE, during the Greek-
Persian wars, a Persian army arrived in Athens and destroyed all the
buildings that then stood on the Acropolis.

In fact, the Acropolis Museum in Athens is home to large broken
sculptures portraying scenes of Greek myth, as well as bulls being
devoured by lions. They were once part of temple decorations but were
badly damaged, perhaps in the Persian attack of 480 BCE, if not before.
Could one of the lost temples be the Hekatompedon drawn by Mikon?

A temple for storing treasure

A crucial part of the puzzle is an Ancient Greek democratic decree
dating from the time before the Persian attack and the building of the
Parthenon. This decree also mentions a Hekatompedon on the Acropolis,
which was used for the somewhat ambiguous purpose of "treasure
storage." The decree has been known for a long time, but archaeologists
had debated what the Hekatompedon mentioned in it could have been.

Some think the Hekatompedon mentioned in the decree was a temple, as
Greek temples normally served as the storage of treasures offered to the
gods. But many others argue that the word Hekatompedon cannot refer
to a temple at all, and must have been an open courtyard on the
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Acropolis.

The newly published graffito of Mikon's drawing is significant. If Mikon
called his drawn temple a Hekatompedon, then it is likely that the term
Hekatompedon in the decree referred to a temple too. Indeed, the
Parthenon that stands on the hill today was once called the
Hekatompedon.

Even though the Hekatompedon drawn by Mikon has disappeared, it is
likely that some of the temple sculptures in the museum belong to it, as it
once stood on the site where the Parthenon stands today.

Graffiti shows shepherds' literacy

The inscription is also significant because it shows that, contrary to what
is normally thought, shepherds could read and write, even at this early
date when literacy in the Greek world was still spreading. Why the
shepherds produced so many graffiti is not known—it may have simply
been a form of escapism during the dull moments of their job.

However, the graffito made by Mikon shows how a small scribble may
be the key to tackling the historical riddles behind one the world's most
iconic archaeological sites.

More information: Merle K. Langdon et al, Mikon's Hekatompedon:
An Architectural Graffito from Attica, American Journal of
Archaeology (2024). DOI: 10.1086/729771

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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