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Abstract: This paper explores the dialectical relationship between the "individual perspective" and the 

"collective perspective" in the study of Greek art history, aiming to address the central question of "the 

reasonable boundaries of focusing on individual artists." By analyzing the controversies surrounding 

the Kopienkritik method (such as the value and limitations of Roman copies) and the individual 

contributions of artists such as Polykleitos and Lysippos (including theoretical innovations and 

technical breakthroughs), this paper argues that, although individual creativity drives stylistic 

evolution, the essence of Greek sculpture remains rooted in collective values and cultural contexts 

(such as religion, philosophy, and technological traditions). The study further reveals that the evolution 

of sculptural styles results from the dynamic interaction between individual talent and collective 

context; excessive emphasis on either perspective undermines the integrity of historical interpretation. 

Ultimately, this paper advocates for a dual-perspective approach that integrates case studies with a 

broader collective framework to achieve a more comprehensive understanding of the complexity of 

Greek art history. 

Keywords: Greek art history; individual artist; Kopienkritik (critique of copies); collective context; 

naturalism; 

Introduction 

Classical Greek sculpture has become a model of Western art due to its precise depiction of human 

proportions and movement. However, because most original works have been lost, scholars have long 

relied on Roman copies (Kopienkritik method) to reconstruct the original appearance of Greek art. Yet, 

the fidelity of Roman copies remains contested—do their aesthetic preferences and technical 

modifications obscure the personal styles of the originals?[1] This raises a central question: to what 

extent should Greek art history focus on individual artists? 

Traditional art history emphasizes the groundbreaking contributions of individual genius. For 

example, Polykleitos proposed a theory of human proportions in Canon, and his Doryphoros (Spear 

Bearer) propelled the transformation of sculpture from the archaic style to naturalism[2]; Lysippos’ 

dynamic compositions further revolutionized the representation of the human body[2]. These cases seem 

to support the hypothesis that "individuals lead artistic progress." However, critics argue that although 

the sculptures of the Parthenon are attributed to Pheidias, their style actually reflects the political 

confidence and collective ideology of Athens’ Golden Age; the dissemination of naturalistic techniques 

also depended on the accumulation of bronze craftsmanship and mathematical knowledge. 

At the heart of the debate lies a methodological dilemma: which carries more weight—individual 

creativity or collective context? Advocates of the "individual perspective" argue that Myron’s unique 

ability to capture "momentary movement" challenged tradition[2]; proponents of the "collective 

perspective" stress that art is shaped by non-individual forces such as religion, economics, and 

technology. This paper seeks to bridge the divide through a critical analysis of the applicability of 

Kopienkritik, the boundaries of individual contribution, and the interplay with collective contexts. It 

argues that the history of Greek sculpture is a dynamic process shaped by both individual agency and 

collective structures. The research is organized into four parts: an examination of the value and 

controversy of Kopienkritik, an assessment of the historical roles of artists, an exploration of the 

constraints and drivers of collective context, and a proposal for integrating the dual perspective to offer 

new methodological reflections for art history. 
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1. The Significance and Controversy of Kopienkritik as a Research Method 

For a long time, the role and limitations of Kopienkritik in the study of Greek sculpture have been a 

subject of heated debate in academic circles. Roman copies are crucial to the reconstruction of Greek 

sculptural prototypes, especially given that most original works have been lost[1]. Conversely, some 

scholars question the reliability of Roman copies, arguing that they fail to accurately reproduce the 

features of the originals. Landwehr further notes that Roman artists may have introduced their own 

aesthetic preferences and technical modifications during the copying process[1]. However, such 

criticisms may overlook the research value inherent in the copies themselves. Despite the varying 

quality of these reproductions, they can still offer significant insights into the styles, techniques, and 

trends of the original works. 

Moreover, comparative analysis using high-quality copies—such as the Riace Warriors—can 

demonstrate that Roman replicas, to some extent, preserve the core characteristics of the originals. For 

instance, the bronze statues of the Riace Warriors, renowned for their precise contours and detailed 

anatomical rendering, serve as exemplary references for studying the style of Polykleitos[1]. In addition, 

the similarities in pose and proportion between Figure D on the east pediment of the Parthenon and the 

Doryphoros “quotations” found on fourth-century funerary reliefs effectively counter criticisms of the 

Kopienkritik method[1]. Therefore, although it cannot be assumed that all copies perfectly reproduce 

every detail of Greek sculpture[1], Kopienkritik remains a valuable methodological tool, particularly 

when high-quality Roman replicas provide important references for the study of lost works. 

2. Individual Creativity in the History of Greek Art 

2.1 Theoretical Founders of Classical Sculpture: Polykleitos and Lysippos 

In the exploration of the history of Greek sculpture, the study of individual artists holds undeniable 

significance. For instance, the theories of Polykleitos and Lysippos not only profoundly influenced the 

development of technique and style but also shaped subsequent understandings and practices of 

sculptural art. Polykleitos was the first sculptor to articulate artistic principles and rules in his treatise 

Canon, emphasizing the objectivity of art and adopting a rational approach closely aligned with the 

classical Greek style[2]. Through his theories and renowned works such as the Doryphoros, he 

introduced a sculptural concept based on mathematical proportion and symmetry, which had a 

wide-reaching impact on Greek sculpture and became an important reference for future artists[2]. 

Lysippos, by elongating human proportions, created a more dynamic representation of the human 

form. This was based on the artistic foundation laid by Polykleitos[2]. His Apoxyomenos is a 

representative work of this style. Lysippos's creations greatly influenced the artistic style of his era, 

with that influence extending to later generations. His example illustrates the crucial role of individual 

artists in the evolution of art, demonstrating how personal innovation can skillfully define and shape 

artistic norms over time. 

2.2 The Controversy over the Value of Roman Copies and the Representation of Individual Style 

Although the use of Roman copies in the study of ancient Greek originals remains controversial and 

frequently questioned, scholars have managed to approach the originals more closely by conducting 

in-depth analyses of the details and styles of high-quality reproductions[1]. While this method is not 

without flaws, it remains indispensable in the study of lost originals. The works of Polykleitos and 

Lysippos represent invaluable contributions to the evolution of Greek sculpture. They not only affirm 

the importance of individual style and technical innovation in artistic development but also challenge 

the notion that the artistic process is primarily governed by impersonal forces. 

Moreover, the unique styles of individual artists offer a bottom-up perspective for the study of 

Greek art history. This perspective, rooted in personal experience or standpoint, is essential for 

revealing the underlying nature of broader cultural or collective structures. Specifically, in the case of 

Greek sculpture, Myron's distinctive style exemplifies classical Greek art's emphasis on capturing the 

moment and rhythmos. He transcended mere temporal narration, exploring the expression of abstract 

phenomena such as the "intangible" and the "ephemerality of movement"[3]. Myron's sculptures, 

through the fusion of "rhythm" and the tension between "present and future," demonstrate how a Greek 

artist employed unique creative concepts and techniques to bring abstract and complex ideas to life[3]. 



Compared to the rigid forms of the Archaic period, such as the Kouros statues, this seemingly 

"unappealing" modeling actually reflects a clear and idealized mathematical and geometric 

conception[4]. This suggests that even during periods of limited technical development, artists were 

already exploring the possibility of conveying philosophical and cultural ideas through form. 

2.3 The Naturalistic Turn and the Interaction with Technical Materials 

Individual artists have also provided profound inspiration for later generations of artists and 

scholars, thus fostering stylistic evolution. The emergence of the naturalistic style during the Greek 

revolutionary period is particularly noteworthy, marking the transition from the rigid Archaic style to 

the Classical style. During this period, sculptors began to break free from the constraints of the 

Egyptian-inspired kouros forms. They introduced more natural and dynamic techniques such as 

contrapposto, allowing sculpture to express more complex postures and emotions[5]. 

Additionally, bronze materials—exemplified by Myron’s Discobolus—demonstrated artists’ 

innovation in materials and techniques, thereby expanding the possibilities for individualized artistic 

expression[3]. In contrast, the archaic kouros typically adopted more rigid and formal poses, such as a 

straight upright stance, feet together, and arms tightly by the sides. In light of the naturalistic approach, 

such styles appear overly formal and rigid. The rise of naturalism in early Classicism, especially the 

natural depiction of human movement, represented a technical advancement that allowed for a more 

nuanced portrayal of the human body and emotion[5]. 

2.4 The Parthenon Period: The Integration of Individualism and Collective Aesthetics 

In the High Classical period—especially during the era of the Parthenon—the influence of 

individualism on Greek art was significant, particularly in the formation of the Parthenon’s artistic style. 

This period’s artistic style not only reflected the cultural mindset of the time but also underscored the 

pivotal role of individual artists, notably Pheidias, in the development of art. Pheidias’s spirit of 

innovation and deep understanding of aesthetics led to major advances in both the technical and 

stylistic aspects of the Parthenon’s sculptures. His work embodied a complex aesthetic that intricately 

wove together individual and collective elements[6]. Humanistic philosophy was reflected in both 

Pheidias’s works and in the architecture and sculpture of the Parthenon, aiming to convey an idealized 

humanism that was particularly prominent in contemporary Greece. 

In conclusion, the importance of individual artists in the study of Greek sculpture should not be 

underestimated, as they not only drove the evolution and transformation of artistic styles through 

technical innovation and theoretical development but also provided a bottom-up perspective for art 

historical research. Their radiant brilliance continues to inspire future artists and scholars, offering a 

wealth of insight. 

3. The Collective Context in the History of Greek Sculpture 

3.1 Collective Ideology and the Visual Expression of Humanism 

In the study of Greek sculpture, overemphasizing individual contributions may limit our 

understanding of broader trends and influences, as individual achievements are often intertwined with 

collective and historical contexts. Therefore, the collective background is essential for understanding 

the evolution of Greek sculpture. 

Greek sculpture not only demonstrates the artistic skill of the ancient Greeks but also profoundly 

reflects the collective ideology and cultural landscape of the time. For example, in the sculptures on the 

east wall of the Parthenon temple, the figures of Athena and Zeus embody the confidence and political 

power of Athens. These sculptures symbolically unite the divine and the human, reflecting a harmony 

between humanity and divinity that embodies the ideals of humanism [6]. This artwork conveys the 

Greek pursuit of beauty, truth, and goodness through idealized forms that can be perceived through 

reason. The Doryphoros is not merely an ideal statue or a perfect physique; it is also an ideal person, a 

master of the self, a natural standard [2]. 

3.2 The Interaction Between the Status of Artist Groups and Market Mechanisms 

Moreover, sculpture not only reflects collective culture but also reveals the social status of 



individual artists and the structure of the art market. Especially during the late fifth and early fourth 

centuries BCE, shifts in patronage models and market dynamics significantly enhanced artists’ status 

and autonomy. Tanner further explores how naturalism allowed artists greater innovation in sculptural 

creation, while also emphasizing the constraints imposed by collective structures and cultural factors. 

Although naturalism increased the importance of artists in solving specific artistic challenges, this trend 

mainly adjusted the visual language of art to reflect changes in collective life, rather than pursuing 

purely artistic issues or expressing individual artistic identities [7]. 

Nevertheless, the literature shows that some sculptors, such as Pheidias and Praxiteles, received 

relatively high recognition and financial reward for their outstanding artistic achievements. Thus, 

sculpture reflects not only the aesthetic and formal explorations of artists but also deeply influences 

their societal standing and the configuration of the art market. The relationship between artistic 

autonomy and market demand is complex, encompassing both the artist’s pursuit of innovation and the 

limitations imposed by collective structures and cultural values. 

3.3 The Role of Collective Knowledge in Advancing Techniques and Materials 

The development of techniques and materials is not solely the result of individual artistic effort but 

also embodies collective labor and accumulated knowledge. Collective knowledge—such as 

mathematics, scientific experimentation, and proportional standards—played a crucial role in shaping 

and influencing artistic techniques, particularly in the rendering of the human form. Tanner [7] argues 

that changes in the relationship between collective structure, culture, and artistic activity made the 

rationalization of technical and design practices more apparent, a process reflected in the emergence of 

Greek naturalism—seen in the weight-bearing and free limbs and the corresponding muscular tension 

throughout the body. 

Naturalism required artists to innovate upon traditional foundations and to reconfigure design 

practices using contemporary scientific and philosophical thought, thereby aligning art and design more 

closely with broader cultural and communal contexts [7]. For instance, the Doryphoros serves as a prime 

example; aided by mathematical principles, it conducts a detailed study of human bodily proportions 

and symmetry. It is neither, as modernists might hope, a straightforward treatise on metaphysics or 

aesthetics, nor, as minimalist primitivists might suggest, a purely practical workshop manual. Rather, it 

is a scholarly work that draws from the development of contemporary Greek intellectual culture, 

transforming design practices on the basis of an emerging rationalist culture [7]. 

Therefore, artists were not independent of collective and cultural traditions; they transplanted 

innovative cultural programs developed in one domain into another [7]. 

4. A Dual Perspective of the Individual and the Collective 

In the study of the history of sculpture, it is essential to focus on both individual innovation and the 

broader cultural context, as together they form the foundation of artistic development. Although the 

personal contributions of artists are clearly evident, sculpture is also shaped by the techniques of its 

production. Technical analysis is crucial for understanding the development of Greek sculpture [3]. At 

the same time, the evolution of artistic styles is closely tied to the cultural context and societal changes 

of the time; collective creativity and shared ideologies exert significant influence on sculpture. In fact, 

artistic creation represents a dynamic integration of individual elements and collective influences, 

rather than the independent operation of either [4]. Therefore, while it is important to study the 

individual artist, it is equally necessary to explore the complex interplay between personal and 

impersonal factors in the history of Greek sculpture. 

Conclusion 

In the study of the history of Greek sculpture, attention to individual artists is necessary but should 

not be excessive. Research must integrate the collective ideologies and group status reflected in the 

artists’ works. This paper first examined the role and related controversies of Kopienkritik as a 

methodological approach. It then discussed the significance of focusing on individual artists as well as 

the limitations of an overly transitional perspective. Finally, it explained the importance of the 

collective context in the study of Greek sculpture. 

In conclusion, emphasis has been placed on the significance of both individual and collective 



perspectives in the study of Greek art history. With this dual lens, through detailed case studies and 

critical analyses of sculptural works that link individual talent to broader collective influences, the 

evolution of Greek sculpture can be more thoroughly understood, thereby enriching both scholarly 

insight and research outcomes. 
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