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 Despite its title, the “Countless Aspects of Beauty” exhibit from The National 

Archaeological Museum in Athens, Greece only features one exclusionary aspect of beauty. It is 

that of the hyperreal, idealized, uniformly-white monochromatic sculpture of the athletic human 

body. In this exhibit, I saw a white-marble copy of the 

Discobolus (see fig. 1)1. The original Discobolus, or “discus 

thrower,” was created in the fifth century B.C. by the Greek 

artist Myron.2 With its animated mid-motion pose, a physically 

fit male athlete twists his torso backwards while launching his 

discus. I was dismayed at the overwhelming amount of white 

idealization of the human body knowing that the neoclassical 

has been usurped as a symbol of white supremacy.  

Due to this experience, in this paper I will explore how 

the alt-right and white supremacists use classical Ancient Greek 

and Roman sculpture like the Discobolus to legitimize their cause, but also how we have 

implicitly been conditioned to see the neoclassical with associations of white supremacist ideals. 

I will first explore how racist political movements have whitewashed classical culture and use it 

to forward their causes. I will then discuss the racial diversity that existed in Ancient Greece and 

Rome, contradictory to the belief that Ancient Greece and Rome was homogenously white. 

Furthermore, I will explain how the psychology of color reinforces implicit racism and how 

sprawling spaces of neoclassical white supremacist ideology exist to this day.    

                                                
1 O.F. Waldhauer, Discobolus of Myron, 1923, photograph, Rome, 
http://ancientrome.ru/art/artworken/img.htm?id=1424. 
2Anna Anguissola, “Roman Copies of Myron's Discobolus,” Journal of Roman Archaeology 1, no.1 (2005): 320. 
doi:10.1017/S1047759400007406. 

Figure 1. Discobolus of Myron, modern reconstruction of the 
original statue. Taken by O.F. Waldhauer. [1923]. 
http://ancientrome.ru/art/artworken/img.htm?id=1424 
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The most blatant appropriation of the neoclassical for white supremacy was the Nazi 

usurpation of Ancient Greece. The Discobolus’ original intent was to celebrate the athletic heroic 

nudity in antique Greek sculpture, but its meaning became grimly tainted once the Discobolus 

became a symbol of Nazi ideology. Its first use by the Nazis was for a film for Leah Riefenstahl, 

the German film director of the Nazi regime. In her Berlin 1936 Olympic Game film entitled 

“Festival of Nations,” Riefenstahl manipulated the narrative of the Games and the Greek 

celebration of the body in order to spread Nazi propaganda.3 The first shots of the film show the 

Acropolis, the Parthenon, and statues of Ancient Greek gods and goddesses. The final shot of the 

beginning scene shows a 360° view of the Discobolus. The Discobolus then metamorphoses into 

flesh, as the statue Discobolus morphs into the human discus 

thrower, and the viewer is left in no doubt that Nazi Germany is the 

modern Nordic embodiment of the supposedly Aryan Greek 

manifestation.  

Hitler’s goal was to reclaim Greek culture for Nazi ideology 

of the superior Aryan race deriving from Greece. He believed that 

Germans are the direct descendants of the Ancient Greeks and the 

inheritors of the Western Civilization.4 Hitler was infatuated with 

Greek civilization and went to great lengths to try and purchase 

the Lancellotti marble copy of the Discobolus5 (see figure 2). The 

Mussolini family had to waive the export laws in order to allow the Lancellotti family to sell to 

                                                
3 Katerina Zisimopoulou “Olympia Film: the Olympic Narrative, Leni’s Myth and the Ancient Greek Beauty Ideal,” 
International Society for the Study of European Ideas 3, no.1 (2012): 12.  
4 Katsari Constantina, "Inter-War Ideology in Nelly’s’s Nudes: Nationalism, Fascism and the Classical Tradition," 
Journal of Modern Greek Studies 31, no. 1 (2013): 19. 
5 Michael Squire, Adolf Hitler with Discobolus, 1936, photograph, Munich, 
https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/archived/bodysphere/hitler-with-discobolos/3909346. 

Figure 2. Adolf Hitler standing next to the Lancellotti 
copy of the Discobolus. Taken by Michael Squire. [1936]. 
Https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/archived/b
odysphere/hitler-with-discobolos/3909346. 
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Hitler their marble copy of the Discobolus.6 According to Hitler's chief architect Albert Speer, 

who was one of the highest-ranking Nazi officials, “Hitler believed that the culture of the Greeks 

had reached the peak of perfection in every field. Their view of life, he said, as expressed in their 

architecture, had been ‘fresh and healthy.’”7 While those at the peak of perfection were idolized, 

those at the bottom of the bell curve were considered subhuman. The German appropriation of 

Greek culture became not celebratory but dangerously exclusionary. 

Even before World War II, neoclassical sculpture like the Discobolus has been tainted 

with a past of racist ideology. Nazi, Germany’s appropriation of neoclassical civilization is not a 

singular mistake. It has continually been associated with notions of white superiority. Even in the 

21st century, white supremacist groups today argue for a return to the “white” civilization of 

Ancient Greece. One of those white nationalist groups is Identity Evropa. Identity Evropa is at 

the forefront of the racist alt-right’s effort to recruit white, college-aged men and transform them 

into the new face of white 

nationalism.8 Identity Evropa 

distributes white supremacist 

propaganda as seen in Figure 3 

with slogans such as “protect 

your heritage” and “let’s become 

great again” while featuring neoclassical sculpture.9 Identity Evropa is a modern-day 

continuation of Nazi discourse through the appropriation of the neoclassical. This idea that 

                                                
6 Helen Hills, "Anglo-Italian Attitudes," Oxford Art Journal 18, no. 2 (1995): 87.  
7  Zisimopoulou, “Olympia Film: the Olympic Narrative, Leni’s Myth and the Ancient Greek Beauty Ideal,” 3. 
8 "Identity Evropa," Southern Poverty Law Center, Accessed May 03, 2019, https://www.splcenter.org/fighting-
hate/extremist-files/group/identity-evropa. 
9 Jeff Malet, Identity Evropa posters, 2017, photograph, Washington D.C., https://jewishtimes.com/70330/white-
supremacist-recruitment-on-campus-dramatically-increases/news/. 

Figure 3. Identity Evropa’s flyers posted on a college campus. Taken by Jeff Malet. [2017]. 
https://jewishtimes.com/70330/white-supremacist-recruitment-on-campus-dramatically-increases/news/. 
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Ancient Greece and Rome was white is built on fallacious inaccuracies that appropriate a culture 

for usage of hate propaganda. White nationalist groups like the Identity Evropa thrive off the 

belief that statues like the Discobolus are white and the false belief that Western civilization was 

founded off the great Greek civilization who were ethnically “white.” Reinforcements of 

whiteness through neoclassical sculpture without a reality check that Greece was not 

homogeneously white further legitimize ideas of racial superiority.  

And there are several mummy portraits from Ancient Greece and Rome disproving this 

belief that Ancient Greece and Rome was homogenously white. These mummy portraits show 

the vast diversity of skin tones of Greeks and Romans, proving that there was no homogenous 

skin tone of white origins in Greece.10 In fact, the Ethiopians of Greece typically had darker skin 

color, showing that Greece was not a place of homogeneity. Furthermore, Ancient Greece did 

not subscribe to the racist, white supremacist ideologies that the Nazis aligned themselves with. 

In Homer’s poetry, some of the earliest surviving Greek literature, the Ethiopians are depicted as 

being especially close to the gods. In one scene, Zeus is said to have dined with the Ethiopians.11 

Therefore, slogans like “protect your heritage” in Figure 3 reinforce a false ideology of white 

supremacy connected to the Classics. White nationalist groups have continually chosen to use 

neoclassical civilization as a vector for their racial superiority. Claims which have no basis, but 

continually are validated as truths. There comes a time when we must examine why and how this 

cycle continues and what we are doing to reinforce these beliefs that whiteness, greatness, and 

neoclassical sculpture are synonymous with each other.  

                                                
10 Denise Eillen McCoskey, “Beware of Greeks Bearing Gifts: How Neo-Nazis and Ancient Greeks Met in 
Charlottesville,” Origins 11, no. 11 (2018): 2. 
11 McCoskey, “Beware of Greeks Bearing Gifts: How Neo-Nazis and Ancient Greeks Met in Charlottesville,” 3. 
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And this examination begins with combatting widely-held misconceptions. Unless 

educated in Ancient Greek and Roman classical sculpture, the majority of the general public 

believes that marble sculpture has always been white. Neoclassical sculpture used to be painted 

vibrantly. Over the years, the color of these sculptures from antiquity has faded to reveal the 

white marble underneath. It has become a common misconception by the public in mainstream 

media that neoclassical sculpture is pristinely white. Colored sculpture has become largely taboo 

and led to neoclassical sculpture history being the overwhelmingly white ideal standard. The 

modern West are conditioned to expect monochrome marble figures from the continual portrayal 

of monochrome sculpture.  

In response to this, the general consensus by post-modern scholars is that white in 

neoclassical sculpture has become associated with racialized ideology. However, some scholars 

argue that neoclassical sculpture is not a refusal of color but the deliberate preference of 

whiteness as an aesthetic choice which has nothing to do with the contemporary racialized ideals 

of beauty and the body. Edward E. Hale, clergyman and historian, argued that whiteness is an 

aesthetic choice because it is the nearest approach to the color of human flesh.12 However, other 

art historians of the Baroque era have out rightly claimed white supremacist ideals associated 

with neoclassical sculpture. Johann Joachim Winckelmann, a Prussian scholar who has been 

called “The Father of Archaeology” and “The Godfather of Art History” popularized the idea 

that “the whiter the body is, the more beautiful it is.”13 Despite denial by some scholars about 

whiteness is simply an aesthetic choice, whiteness has been set as the archetype for all beauty 

                                                
12 Charmaine A. Nelson, "White Marble, Black Bodies and the Fear of the Invisible Negro: Signifying Blackness in 
Mid-Nineteenth-Century Neoclassical Sculpture," RACAR: Revue D'art Canadienne / Canadian Art Review 27, no. 
1/2 (2000): 89.  
13 Charles H. Stocking, "Greek Ideal as Hyperreal: Greco-Roman Sculpture and the Athletic Male Body." Arion: A 
Journal of Humanities and the Classics 21, no. 3 (2014): 54. doi:10.2307/arion.21.3.0045. 
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standards. This dangerous association of whiteness with ideal beauty standards by people of 

authority in powerful positions influence and frame how we’ve come to see whiteness and 

neoclassical art as the standard of beauty that all else should be measured by.  

When 21st century historians do try to challenge this white ideology, they receive 

backlash from the contemporary alt-right. Mary Beard, a classicist historian at Cambridge 

University, defended backlash against a BBC schools’ video that featured a high-ranking black 

Roman soldier as the father of a family.14 People from the alt-right refused to believe that Roman 

Britain could be anything but white. Beard pointed to evidence that there was ethnic diversity in 

Britain under Roman rule. One study that followed the migration and diversity in Roman Britain 

agreed that there was considerable diversity in Roman Britain. In fact, cranial analysis revealed 

individuals with strong affinities to populations from North Africa.15 In contesting this white 

supremacist ideology, Mary Beard received Twitter backlash from alt-right commenters that 

refused to recognize that the British past was not white.16 Museums and historians must continue 

to actively stop prevailing misconceptions that the Greece and Rome can be associated with 

whiteness. This means working to prevent presentations of neoclassical white marble statues at 

face value, which only further reinforces white supremacist ideals of beauty. 

Other forms of media and artwork like The Apollo of Belvedere have also reinforced 

white superiority through neoclassical sculpture. Picture in figure 4 is the illustration of the 

“Greek” (i.e. “white”) skull formation, which is a Roman marble copy of a Greek statue, 

                                                
14 Sarah Boseley, "Mary Beard abused on Twitter over Roman Britain’s Ethnic Diversity," The Guardian, August 6, 
2017, https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2017/aug/06/mary-beard-twitter-abuse-roman-britain-ethnic-diversity. 
15 Stephany Leach et al., “Migration and Diversity in Roman Britain: A Multidisciplinary Approach to the 
Identification of Immigrants in Roman York, England.” Am J Phys Anthropology 6, no. 140 (2009): 546-561. 
doi:10.1002/ajpa.21104., 551. 
16 Boseley, “Mary Beard abused on Twitter over Roman Britain’s Ethnic Diversity” 
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rediscovered during the Renaissance.17 By 

completely denying the ethnic heterogeneity 

of the Roman empire, which included parts 

of what is now the Middle East and North 

Africa, Western artists have etched white 

supremacy into the deepest facets of their 

visual culture. The Apollo of Belvedere seen 

in Figure 4 shows the racist belief that 

“Negroes” were closer to chimpanzees than 

“Greeks.” This again shows the false belief 

that Ancient Greek and Rome was 

homogenously white is false. Furthermore, 

neoclassical sculpture like the Apollo 

Belvidere are used as representation for this 

false idea of white superiority as the 

beautiful and pure. 

  Despite these blatant forms of white 

supremacy, there is also implicit forms of white superiority that we have been conditioned to see. 

Years of internalized racism and cultural values have influenced how many Americans see color 

when we look at neoclassical sculpture. The color of a statue has more meaning behind it than 

one would think. Color plays a large role in our thoughts and emotions. It has become ingrained 

in our minds to associate certain color with certain emotions. Although whiteness as pureness 

                                                
17 Josiah Clark Nott, and George Robins Gliddon, Indigenous Races of the Earth, 1857, Illustration from Indigenous 
Races of the Earth, https://origins.osu.edu/print/5587. 

Figure 4. Illustrations from Indigenous Races of the Earth. Drawn by Josian Clark Nott and 
George Robins Giddon. [1857]. https://origins.osu.edu/print/5587. 
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has become strongly associated with one other, it is not an inherent truth of the universe. It is a 

social construct influenced by psychological phenomenon like synesthesia in which an 

individual's perception is associated with the experience of colors.18 This is seen in the “bad is 

black” heuristic, or the fallacy in which people associate things that are black as bad.19 One 

research study studied this heuristic and its effects on social judgment and assumptions. The 

results showed that the participants associated immoral acts with darker skinned people when 

examining surveillance footage. It is psychologically entrenched into our brains to see racist 

beliefs. With the pristine whiteness of neoclassical white sculpture, viewers internalize the 

whiteness as purer and thus as racially superior. This association has become conditioned when 

museums leave viewers with a one-dimensional monochrome presentation of the ideal human 

plus all-white sculpture. With the Greek belief that these sculptures are a celebration of the ideal 

human body, it asserts the notion that that the literal whiteness of the sculptures should be 

equivalized to the greatness associated with this ideal human body.  

 And due to a public demand for this aesthetic white purity, many art restorers and dealers 

felt obliged to scrub Greek and Roman sculpture to enhance their worth. Mark Bradley, a 

classicist at the University of Nottingham, found there to be “an enduring Renaissance 

conspiracy” to “eradicate traces of paint.”20 This is seen in the 1930’s, when restorers at the 

British Museum polished the Elgin marbles from the Acropolis to be white and shiny, thereby 

removing all traces of color.  Ian Jenkins, from the British Museum, expressed despair over the 

possibility of “presenting the marbles in the British Museum in that state of whiteness... [versus 

                                                
18 R. D'Andrade, and M. Egan, "The Colors of Emotion." American Ethnologist 1, no. 1 (1974): 53.  
19 Adam L. Alter et al., “The ‘Bad is Black’ Effect: Why People Believe Evildoers Have Darker Skin Than Do-
Gooders.” Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 42, no. 12 (2016): 1663.  
20 Margaret Talbot, "The Myth of Whiteness in Classical Sculpture," New Yorker, October 29, 2018,  
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2018/10/29/the-myth-of-whiteness-in-classical-sculpture. 
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that of the] marbles [that] can be seen in Greece and Italy at the present day.”21 This false 

presentation of the classics causes harmful associations by whitewashing the neoclassical culture. 

One such efforts to break this association is the exhibition Gods in Color, which is a response to 

the misconception that neoclassical sculpture was monochrome. In this exhibition, digitally 

recreated photographs of sculptures and recreations of painted sculptures were shown to see what 

they would originally look like painted.22 This forces viewers to see the true polychromous 

intentions behind neoclassical art.  

The “whitening” of neoclassical civilization has consequences. Even the original 

Discobolus has been “whitened” over time, but several white, marble Roman copies have been 

reproduced since. Bronze was often melted down for its high value as a metal, therefore the 

original Discobolus and several other Greek bronzes has since been lost. Furthermore, the 

eighteenth-century Enlightenment understanding of Roman art believed that these white, marble 

Roman copies and adaptations of Greek art were conceived by the ancients as imitations 

perfectionées, or as works that improved on the original.23 This further shows that the white, 

Roman marble copies of the Discobolus were considered to be improvements to the bronze 

darker Greek version of the Discobolus. The continued reproduction of white copies of the 

Discobolus further reinforce they are improvements upon the darker bronze original, thereby 

reinforcing psychological association of whiteness with greatness. 

                                                
21 “Press Statement: Cleaning the Parthenon Sculptures,” British Museum, accessed May 3, 2019, 
https://www.britishmuseum.org/about_us/news_and_press/statements/parthenon_sculptures/1930s_cleaning/cleanin
g_the_sculptures.aspx. 
22 Ross R. Holloway, "The Painting of Ancient Sculpture." American Journal of Archaeology 112,  
no. 2 (2008): 349. 
23 Ian Jenkins, "Patriotic Hellenism: A Poster for the 1948 London Olympics," Print Quarterly 28, no. 4 (2011): 
453. 
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Furthermore, white neoclassical sculpture and civilization has founded the United States. 

Educated, white men of privilege looked to neoclassical art and architecture to shape the nation’s 

identity.24 White supremacy has appropriated the neoclassical to make it the forefront of our 

nation’s identity. This further ingrains into our cultural values that neoclassical whiteness is 

superior when it has already been sourced from an “untouchable” place of privilege. The 

architecture of the nation’s capital directly references the architecture of ancient Greek temples 

and is filled with frescos, paintings, and sculptures in the neoclassical style.  Neoclassicism is the 

style of authority, of power, of money, of the false myth of white dominance over the United 

States. This aesthetics protect some while carefully alienating others. We must ask ourselves 

who does this aesthetic cater to and who does it alienate.  

Statues like the Discobolus have falsely become associated with white supremacy. Our 

country is built on false pretenses of associations with Greekness and white superiority. These 

two things have become falsely entangled, but they are one web of lies that must be unwoven.  I 

want you to advocate for the destruction of the systems and symbols of white supremacy and 

intervening within the spaces that these systems and symbols produce. We are still living 

amongst symbols of neoclassical white superiority in spaces everywhere.  

Thus, you must be skeptical of the binary world you are presented with. This means 

reclaiming neoclassical art and civilization from a false and alienating place of privilege and 

disassociating it from white supremacist ideology. The Massimi-Lancellotti Discobolus bought 

by Hitler was removed from Munich where it had been tainted by its association with the of a 

discredited regime. Neoclassical sculpture has become tainted by associations from places of 

                                                
24 Eric Slauter, "Neoclassical Culture in a Society with Slaves: Race and Rights in the Age of Wheatley," Early 
American Studies 2, no. 1 (2004): 85.  
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white supremacy. Breaking this association requires breaking these hallucinations and forcing 

yourself to see a nonbinary world. It is clear that we need a revolution that counters the 

revolution of the white supremacists usurping the neoclassical. One of the conditions of 

revolution means intentional courage to be the minority to break from the complicit majority. 

To do this, it is imperative we look at who is curating these pieces of art and presenting 

neoclassical art. We must break down alienation of the privileged and the not privileged to make 

sure that both sides of the curtain are diverse. Those who are in positions of authority and 

influence and curate these pieces have a responsibility to the public to present these artifacts in 

ways that do not reinforce white supremacist ideology. As we make progress towards this goal, 

we must, above all, not be complicit in false associations of the neoclassical greatness with white 

superiority.  
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