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There is an interesting project and group in Athens, attempting to renew Athens as an intellectual 

capital of the world. I went to one of their conferences. It was a conference of especially variable 

quality, but the location was of especially high quality. Athens όɮʻʺ˄ʰύ is a terrific place. I stayed in a 

hostel for well under my usual budget of $20/night. It was located on a quiet, pedestrian-only street 

within walking distance of one of the airport-shuttle stops and, more importantly, the Parthenon 

(ʃʰˊʻʶ˄˗˄Τ architects: Iktinos όɺˁˍˀ˄ˇˌύ, Kallikrates όɼʰ˂˂ʽˁˊʱˍʹˌύ, and maybe Karpion όɼʰˊˉʽˇ˄ύ; total 

cost of construction: 469 silver talents). Part of what makes Athens terrific is that so much of historical 

interest is within easy walking distance of anywhere, and there are small pedestrian maps at nearly 

every intersection showing where one is and where the nearest points of interest are located. Being a 

pedestrian in Athens is like walking a connect-the-Řƻǘǎ ƎŀƳŜΦ LǘΩǎ ŀ ǘŜǊǊƛŦƛŎ ƎŀƳŜ. 
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The famous Greek columns are justly famous, but as I was walking around, it occurred to me that the 

amount of space devoted to the columns in the famous buildings limits the horizontal space. The 

interior areas of these buildings are surprisingly small, given how large the buildings look from the 

ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜΦ ¦ƴƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ DǊŜŜƪǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǎŎŀƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƭǳƳƴǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ǳǎƛƴƎ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŀŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ 

appeared to be available. I was left wondering after meandering through and around the Parthenon and 

the acropolis about people who valued aesthetic principles in practice to this extent. Good for them. No 

reason to live with hideous structures when other possibilities exist. It is worth noting that some of the 

most visually offensive structures have been built by totalitarian regimes; I suspect that visual 

offensiveness is just another way to oppress the populace. 
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Athens rewards looking up. The zoning laws in Athens forbid buildings from being higher than eight 

stories (with stories no doubt limited in height, as well), so that the acropolis is visible from anywhere in 

the city. But it also rewards looking down. The floor stones from long ago were designed and 

constructed with the care and capability seen anywhere and everywhere. 

 

  



Around Athens, 2013: Marla Perkins, Ph.D. 
 

In July, the laurels bloom. They are the national flower of Greece. There are many kinds of laurels, and 

one main story about how they came to be. Daphne όɲʱ˒˄ʹύ was fabulously beautiful and attracted the 

unwanted attention of Phoebus (after phoibos όʊˇʽʲˇˌύ, radiant, and aka Apollo όɯˉˈ˂˂˖˄ύ), the sun 

god (among many other jobs). Rather than starting the #MeToo movement a few thousand years before 

it actually started, she appealed for help to some of the other gods, Gaia όɱʰˀʰύ of the earth and Ladon 

όɽʱʵ˖˄ύ of the rivers and water. The combination of harassment by the sun and help from the earth and 

the water resulted in laurelτall that remained of Daphne was her beauty. Apollo and the other gods 

considered this a win for Daphne όŀ ǿƛƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ !Ǉƻƭƭƻ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǿŀƴǘŜŘύ, and laurel became 

the symbol for victories of all kinds: athletic, intellectual, and military, to name a few. 
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Caryatids όɼʰˊˎʱˍʽʵʶˌύ are sculptures of females used as architectural supports. They are not typically 

as tall as the columns that are just columns. These are holding up part of the roof of the erechtheion 

(ɴˊʷ˔ʻʶʽˇ˄Τ architect: Mnesicles όɾ˄ʹˋʽˁ˂ʺˌύ; sculptor: Phidias όʊʶʽʵʾʰˌύ), a temple or mausoleum, 

depending in the perspective taken by any given archeologist. These caryatids are among the few 

remaining where they were designed to be. The Greek government of the 19th century paid scholars 

from around the world to excavate major sites and document findings; the scholars involved helped 

themselves to the best artifacts they could carry off, which was not part of the deal. The consequence of 

this theft is that the Metropolitan Museum in New York City and the Neues, Pergamon, and Altes 

Museums (the holy trinity of storage facilities) in Berlin have better collections of Greek artifacts than 

the National Archeological Museum in Athens. IΩǾŜ ŎƘŜŎƪŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ǳƴŦƻǊǘǳƴŀǘŜΦ 
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I visited rebuilt and leftover stoae όˋˍˇʱύ, covered walkways best known for being places where 

peripatetic scholars such as Zeno of Citium όɵʺ˄˖˄ ˈ ˁʽˍʽʶˏˌύ (not to be confused with Zeno of Elea όˈ 

ɴ˂ʶʱˍʹˌύ, of paradox fame) walked and thought and discussed. Most of the stoae have collapsed, and 

this is a picture of one that has been rebuilt. Around the ground, there are stoae that look like very old 

sidewalks. Stoicism, a philosophy that suggested that the best life could be lived if one avoided 

extremes, came about in places where people were avoiding the sun. As a pasty white person myself, I 

do think that the best thinking can be done in the shade and that the sun itself is an extreme. Daphne 

herself had to protect herself from the solar harassment. 

 

 

 


