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The Parthenon
(Lexile 1150L)

6.8E: Inclined Planes and Pulleys

Force, Motion, and Energy

1 On a hill overlooking Athens, Greece, stands the ruins of 

the Parthenon.  Built almost 2,500 years ago, between 

472 B.C. and 432 B.C., the Parthenon's main function 

was to shelter the statue of the Greek goddess, Athena.  

It is rectangular in shape with eight columns going across 

each end and 15 columns going across each side.  The 

roof has two skewed sides with a triangular space 

underneath each end so carvings of gods and goddesses could be placed inside.

2 Until this time, temple construction was made of wood.  The builders of the Parthenon wanted a 

temple that would be more impressive and last much longer than other Greek temples of the 

time.  The city's fantastic wealth and large population of skilled workers and slaves allowed 

Athenians to build the Parthenon entirely of marble.  In fact, the 20,000 tons of marble used in 

its construction came from quarries on Mount Pentelicon, about ten miles from Athens.  The 

workers were skilled in using simple machines — the earliest form of the crane (an invention of 

the Greeks themselves), pulleys, levers, and inclined planes — to move the massive blocks of 

marble.  Let's go back in time to the year 472 B.C. and experience what it may have been like 

building the Parthenon.

3 Here we are in the quarry.  The quarrymen use the natural fissures, or cracks, in the massive 

blocks of marble to help break it apart.  Along these fissures, they fit iron wedges between 

splints of wood.  Then they use iron mallets to pound on the wedges which will release the 

blocks of marble for the masons to begin their job.

4 The masons begin to carve the marble into what will become the top, or capital, of one of the 

columns.  They will not complete the carving and polishing here at the quarry.  They will wait 

until the capital gets to the Acropolis, in the event the marble gets damaged along the way.

5 At the road, the workers maneuver the marble from the wooden sled and secure it to the heavy 

wagon.  The wooden sled is dismantled and returned to the quarry.   A team of strong mules are 

hitched to the wagon, and the marble begins its slow move to the building site.
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6 After a ten-mile, day-long journey, the wagon reaches the Acropolis Mount.  Hauling the 13-ton 

capital up the ramp to the building site appears to be a challenge.  A pulley and breaking system 

is engineered in which the wagon with the marble ascends the left side of the ramp, as mules 

hitched to an empty wagon descend on the right side of the ramp.  The capital finally makes it 

to the top of the Acropolis where cranes, pulleys, levers, and major muscle power gets it into 

place. 

7 This process continues until the Parthenon is completed in 433 B.C.  The use of these simple 

machines allowed the Athenians to create this beautiful marble masterpiece.
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1 What is the author's purpose for writing this passage?

A To entertain

B To persuade

C To describe

D To inform

2 Put the events below in the order in which they happened.

a) The marble is moved up the ramp using a pulley system.
b) The marble is placed on a wooden sled.
c) Iron wedges are used to break the massive marble.
d) Masons begin carving the marble.

A b, a, c, d

B b, c, a, d

C c, d, b, a

D c, b, d, a

3 In Paragraph 1, what is the meaning of the word ruins?

A Brick layers

B Foundations of a building

C Broken remains

D Pottery
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4 How many columns does the Parthenon have?

A 23

B 120

C 46

D 92

5 The Athenians used several simple machines to build the Parthenon.  
What simple machine is missing from the graphic organizer above?

A Mallet

B Engine

C Inclined Plane

D Boulder
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