4. GREEK ARCHITECTURE

Crete and Mycenae

A rich but mysterious civilization appeared around 2000 BC on Crete and flourished till 1400 BC after which it was conquered by Mycenaeans from the Greek mainland. It is thought its destruction was due to natural causes such as volcanic activity or earthquakes rather than foreign conquest. Egyptian texts of the same period speak of such catastrophes. The civilization was termed Minoan after Minos who, according to Greek legend, was king at Knossos. The island accumulated great wealth from the sea through trade and created a luxurious and relaxed way of life. This is evidenced by their expansive and luxurious palaces. Their paintings were joyous and light. In architecture they deliberately avoided axiality and symmetry used to create monumentality.

The palace of Knossos built in 1700-1400 BC by king Minos was an ensemble of various units set about a central courtyard without any kind of defining symmetry. The palace had several stories but their function and construct has not yet been properly deduced. The palace like others before it (Babylon, Khorsabad, Persepolis) was more than a king’s residence. It was also the religious focal point and administrative center. Instead of spreading these functions in different districts, the king assembled them around a central courtyard. The palace had no conceptual order or monumentality. It was informal, colorful and comfortable. It used wood so spacing of columns and beams to support the wooden roofs could be increased. No columns have survived but reconstructed columns had shafts tapering upwards with a bulbous cushion like capital, elements which would be employed later by the Greeks in the development of their Doric columns.

Conjectural reconstruction of the Palace of Knossos shows that the main entrance to the courtyard was from the south side. This entry point was arrived at through long convoluted passageways from the west and south side. The state rooms on the west had indirect entry from the court. Granaries were probably located on the north side. The palace was at least two stories with storage on the ground floor and the principal rooms on the first floor. A separate entry was provided on the north side, east of which were the rooms for various industrial activities. The central part of the eastern wing had additional state rooms in the upper level while the royal apartments were situated on the south-eastern block of three stories. The uppermost story was at the same level as the court while the other floors were below court level, facing terraced gardens on the east. The rooms were isolated from the court for privacy. The courtyard came alive during the festival of the bull when trained boys and girls grabbed the horns of a charging bull and flipped safely over its back.

The culture on the mainland Greece was called Mycenaean, after Mycenae, a city in the Greek peninsula of Peloponnesus. The city was once ruled by King Agamemnon, the Achaean leader of the Trojan War which took place sometime in the 13-12th century BC. The Mycenaeans took over the flourishing trade of the Minoans. Homer’s story of the Trojan war was thought to be fiction until its remains were found in Asia Minor. The Troy which fits Homer’s Troy is seventh of nine layers counted from the bottom. The present area of the fortified portion cannot possibly hold more than 50,000 Trojan and allied troops as narrated by Homer, unless the city encompassed a larger area outside the citadel, which was quite common.

Mycenaen cities were built on high ridges using the natural terrain to provide protection against enemies. Walls were cyclopean and entry was bent and followed the wall so that approaching enemies became vulnerable to archers firing from battlement walls. The palace with its megaron as the principal room, where the throne and the hearth were situated, formed the central focus of the city. The palace could be approached only through a series of long narrow alleys which caused further impediments to enemies. Water was brought and stored in secret groves within the city walls so that there was no shortage during long sieges. 

An important element which was to have a strong influence in the subsequent Greek architectural decoration was the famous Lion Gate, c.1250 BC, which was the main entrance in the fortification walls around the palace of Mycenae. It consists of a massive trabeated portal built into the wall, with cyclopean (irregular stone without any mortar) jambs and lintel surmounted by a triangular relief of two lions standing by the Minoan column. This powerful sense of structure would later be greatly refined by the Greeks. The notion of a triangular relief over a trabeated form was the very essence of the Greek temple front, with its tympanum over a colonnade. The Greeks would thus develop these forms into an architecture which would be the source of all architecture of the Western world.

Tombs of the Late Bronze Age Greece (about 1600 BC) were known as tholos. They consisted of a circular chamber cut into the hillside, covered by corbel-vault structures which was later covered by earth to form a mound. The chamber was approached by an open passage lined with masonry called “dromos”. These are reminiscent of the Neolithic passage graves. Whereas the Neolithic tombs were built above ground and covered by earthen mounds, the tholos was excavated from a hillside and retaining walls were built to hold the sides. The king was buried in a pit in a room adjacent to the circular chamber and the pit was covered with stone slabs. Treasures were buried along with the king. It is also thought that the king’s wife and attendants were forced to kill themselves so they could be buried along with the king. After burial, the door was closed and secured and the dromos was filled with earth. In his poem Homer makes the mistake of describing dead kings of being cremated. This practice was introduced only later by the Dorians who overran and destroyed the Mycenaen cities and were in power during Homer’s time.

Homer had written about the wealth of Mycenaen cities which was thought to be a figment of his imagination. He was proved right by the discovery of one of the most splendid tholos called the Treasury of Atreus, also known as the Tomb of Agamemnon, with its stash of gold armor, face plates, ornaments, utensils etc. The tomb was built between 1350-1250 BC. The dromos is 6m. wide and 36m. long rising to 13.7m. at the entrance. The chamber is 14.5m. in diameter and 13.2 m. high, made up of circular courses of stone. The quality of masonry work is excellent throughout. Metal decorations were probably attached to the wall. A lateral rock-cut chamber 8.2 m. square and 5.8 m. high was the actual burial place and it too was possibly lined with masonry. The entrance doorway is 5.4 m. high and the passage is 5.4 m. long spanned by huge limestone lintels. Tapering half columns are attached on either side of the entrance, similar to the columns of the Lion Gate and the Palace of Knossos.

Around 1100 BC, the flourishing Mycenaean civilization entered a period of severe decline after barbaric tribes overran Greece. The Dorians with their iron swords sacked every one of the Mycenaean citadels. The Dorians and later the Ionians occupied the areas governed earlier by the Minoan-Mycenaean cultures. Homer writing in 800 BC recalled the golden age of the Mycenaean period rather than his own bleak time. After a period of poverty, gradual revival began after the 8th century BC. Not all communities were wealthy but those that were combined forcibly or voluntarily with adjoining communities to form city states, the polis. On the mainland, Athens, Corinth, Argos and Sparta were the early examples. On the eastern Aegean Samos, Chios, Smyrna, Ephesus and Miletus were formed.

Greece

After the Dorians destroyed the Mycenaean civilization around 1150-1100 BC, there was total reversal in architectural terms. The monumental palaces, fortresses and tombs of Crete and Mycenaea was completely forgotten and Greece entered the dark ages (1100 – 700 BC). Architecture again retraced its beginnings from the rural style houses and village settlements.

Between 6-8 century BC, a new urban fabric began to evolve over the Aegean. This was a period when the alphabets were introduced, coined money was invented around 650 BC and power was devolved from the citadel to the democratic village based community. Beginning from Ionia on the Black Sea the cities rose, multiplied, flourished and colonized. As early as 734 BC Corinth founded Syracuse and Corcyra. Between 734 and 585 BC an active program of colonization, bearing all the essential institutions and equipment of the mother city spread the Greek polis and culture as far as Egypt, Gaul and further shores of the Black Sea. The absolute powers of the monarch, the regimentation and the division of labour seen in early Mesopotamian and Egyptian cities were missing in the Greek cities. Many of the democratic habits of the village in which each citizen participated fully and decisions were made communally was followed in the polis. Capacity for aesthetic expression and rational evaluation was highly developed leading to an explosion in drama, poetry, sculpture, painting, logic, mathematics and philosophy. Even the gods were brought down to human scale unlike the overpowering gods of earlier times. Laws were evolved, free speech was allowed. Magistrates were elected to execute the laws and public offices were created. These achievements were concentrated in the greatest city of the times, Athens.

Although Athens conserved and cultivated democracy among its citizens, it demanded homage and tribute in tyrannous fashion from lesser cities. A major proportion of city dwellers, the slaves and the traders, were not made citizens and its refusal to give freedom to its tributary cities brought on the fatal Peloponnesian War. Some of the greatest monuments such as the Parthenon were built on blood money. Most of the Greek cities resembled Athens except in quantity. They never exceeded more than 3000-4000 population.

Because of the harsh terrain the land could support only small village populations. The villages near the sea got extra food from it. The fisherman became a sailor, then a merchant. Greed gave rise to piracy. Villages a few miles inland under the shadow of the hills had double protection against piratical raids. However, it was towns with access to the sea, yet with a strip of land between, like Athens and Corinth, which turned into metropolises. Athens had a long strip of fortified land between the city and its port which provided safe access to the city in times of war. Otherwise an open road to the port was used during regular periods. In the 5th century BC Athens probably held 100,000 population. Miletus and Corinth, two prosperous capitals also probably held similar population.

Groups of villages were set up around a natural stronghold with rugged slopes which were easy to defend. They shared a common shrine to which all villages would be drawn for religious observance. Because of the natural defenses, there was no need of great engineering feats. Isolation made the people more independent and less easy to keep under regimented control. The organization was loose. Independence and self-reliance was the hallmark of Greek culture. The Greeks were poor, they had no surplus of goods. But they had a surplus of time which they channeled towards greater intellectual and aesthetic achievements.

The Greek city was based on two concepts which turned away from the typical patriarchal and custom bound village society. These were the right to own land and individual freedom. All were equal citizens, ready to fight for the city’s interest. There was no organized military system or organized priesthood.

Hellenic cities were small with close links to villages, in fact they were a little more like overgrown villages. The houses were lightly built of wood and sun-dried clay. Athens which boasted the highest culture suffered one of the worst sanitary conditions. Streets were narrow alleys, some a few feet wide and filled with refuse. Ur and Harappa, two thousand years earlier, had much better facilities.

The saving factor was that most cities were small and as soon as they grew beyond a few thousand population, colonies would be sent out to the countryside. This colonization was also necessitated by the limited arable land and water supply, lack of building space as well as a desire to maintain village and family affiliations. The chief colonizing cities were great commercial centres like Rhodes and Miletus in Asia Minor. Miletus is supposed to have sent out 70 urban colonies. This shows that despite a steady increase in population, there was an unwillingness to encourage excessive growth. On the other hand, Athens with its system of imperialist exploitation and overseas trade was not a colonizing city. It kept its citizens home, surpassed the limits of safe growth and depended more and more on war and tribute for its continued existence and prosperity.

Although the Greeks were successful in throwing off the institution of kingship, democracy was, in fact, slow, partial, fitful and never fully effective. Landed oligarchies and tyrannies continued in power in many regions and democracy excluded the foreigner and the slave which formed a majority of the city. Even the traders, bankers and craftsmen who were mainly responsible for the economic life of the city were looked down upon and not involved as citizens of the city.

Two cults were of particular importance during early Greek culture: that of Zeus at Olympia, home of the Olympic games, and Apollo with its chief shrine at Delphi. The olympic games, drama and literature along with the concept of good health, promoted by the health resort and sanatoria at Cos, helped in the flow of ideas and greater interaction among the isolated cities. The stadium, the theatre and the baths became common features of the city, first in the outskirts and then towards the centre. Hippocratic theory on the choice of sites and planning of cities prescribed proper orientation of city streets and buildings to evade the summer sun and to catch the cooling winds, avoid marshy land and unsanitary surroundings and obtain pure sources of water. These principles were practiced only later in the Hellenistic cities and Roman colonization towns.

The acropolis was the spiritual center and after the 7th century BC the temples and not the palace were the crowning structures. The agora began as a meeting place of the people, where elders gave decisions and where games and dances were held. Gradually it changed into a market place. The early agora was irregular and amorphous in form, not necessarily enclosed. The economic function of the agora came to include export and wholesale business. The later plazas are directly descended from the agora. Law, government and even religion entered the agora, making it even more important than the acropolis and it began to occupy the central location in the city.

Although the temple and monuments were built of stone on the Acropolis, it was a very different scene in the city below. The houses were built of unbaked bricks with tile roofs or even of mud and wattle with thatched roof. Little attention was given to the houses as all the activities were held outside in public spaces, even meeting friends. The houses consisted of rooms built around a hearth with a hole in the roof and later around a patio with cisterns to collect rainwater. No windows opened onto the streets. The lanes were narrow and crooked. The houses of the nobles and the poor lay side by side but could not be distinguished from outside. They were one storied with low-pitched roofs. There were no gardens, the streets were unpaved and the atrocious sanitary conditions even led to the plague. Smaller cities could somehow cope with such situations but a large city like Athens suffered from problems of garbage and human waste. It had no public latrines nor is there any evidence of private latrines.

Greek Architecture
The Greek civilization was formed while the Egyptian and Near East cultures were still active. It was also influenced by developments in Crete and Mycenae. The Egyptians taught the Greeks to build on a monumental scale and the power of such buildings to sway the public through communicative sculpture. This was made possible through close contact since the 7th century.

The Greeks were the last of the megalithic architects. Greek architecture was trabeated. With all its refinements, structurally, the Greek temple made no advance over the stonehenge. The Greeks knew about the arch but never exploited it. They never attempted to cover large spaces with vaults or domes, which the Romans were to do. They were fascinated by the meticulous fitting of stone blocks but were not interested in structural innovations. Their adoration of the human body and elevation of sculpture to a dominant art form was to have great influence on Greek architecture.

Roofing was always a big problem for monumental Greek architecture due to the limited length of wooden beams. No system was developed to increase the roof spans. By the 5th century BC deforestation had left Greece with severe shortage of wood. Rotting of wooden members and fires often caused the roofs to perish first. The use of the vault to support stone roofs was known from the 4th century BC but it was never fully exploited in important religious and civil buildings as it was considered foreign. Greek architecture was very conservative. All the elements were copies of the wooden past. Even the paintings on stone, which is not a proper surface for paints, indicates a practice carried over from painting earth and wooden surfaces. Greek art and architecture was not an art of breakthrough but an art of tradition passed on from one generation to another.

Greek architecture paid no heed to tombs, palaces or houses; they were more interested in theatres, council halls, public porticos, planning of cities but most of all in building temples. The temples received the finest building materials, the richest decorations and the most complex architectural forms.

The Greek columned temple design had its origin in the chieftain’s house in Mycenaea with its walls, entryway with vestibule and most importantly a deep porch formed by prolonging the side walls known as the megaron. The megaron was the basis of all Classical Greek temple. The statue of worship was placed inside the building while the actual worship itself was held at the altar outside. The temple did not change from the concept of a house; it was never a place of assembly. It was almost always set upon a high place, usually upon an acropolis.

The megaron was first encountered in Troy I, dating to about 3000 BC. It was 18 m. long, inclusive of the porch, and 7 m. wide. The flat roof was made of boughs or reed covered with a coat of clay. Later megarons had walls also projecting at the back, probably to extend the roof backward to protect the sun-dried bricks from the rain. From Asia Minor the megaron appears to have followed the Mycenaeans to the Greek mainland.

The megaron dominated the palace complex of the Mycenaeans in size and determined its axis. It normally faced south and was entered through the front porch, although bent approach was common during later periods. Sacrificial animals were burnt in the central hearth, beside which was placed an offering table. The king’s throne was placed in the middle of one of the long sides. The king’s hall was where the gods were given hospitality. The megaron as the central unit of the palace complex can be clearly discerned in the Mycenaean palaces at Pylos, Tiryns and Mycenae.

The Greek temple was intended for the exclusive use of a god or goddess, not as centers of the community’s economic or social structures as in the Mesopotamian temples. There were no priestly class to perform the rites and compete for power with the kings as in Egypt and Mesopotamia. Gods took human forms and had human foibles. They were thus accommodated architecturally in house forms at first, which became more magnificent over time. 

The megaron was the basis of Greek temple design, however, the continuous exterior colonnade was of Greek origin. Also the north-south orientation of the megaron was changed so entry was from the east and the morning sun fell on the deity. Instead of the flat roof of the megaron, all stone temples had gabled roofs with roofing tiles. The royal hearth was displaced by the statue of the deity.

Following the megaron design, the early Greek temple had a rectangular interior called cella (or naos) and an entrance porch with two columns between projecting walls. In the earliest temples, the altar and the offering table were inside but later the statue of the cult god displaced these to the exterior. There were three stages in the evolution of the Greek temple: 1) early apsidal chapels 2) peristyle to protect the mud brick walls from rain and the replacement of wooden posts with stone pillars even though stone pillars did not require protection 3) shift to permanent material with the invention of terra-cotta tiles. The tiles were not nailed but rested on self weight so the slope of the roof was gentle giving rise to the stable low pitched gable more in tune with the height of stone columns rather than the earlier high pitched temple roofs. 

The plan was of various types: antis – columns in between projected walls; prostyle – when row of columns lay across the full width; amphiprostyle – when the columns were both in the front and back; peripteral – when the temple was surrounded by a colonnade; dipteral – double row of columns. Odd number of columns in the front were rare while the number of columns on the side were one more than twice the number in the front.

Doric Order
The Doric order was prevalent in the mainland while the Ionic order was more common in the Aegean islands and Asia Minor. The Ionic order was also introduced in the Doric mainland, perhaps as a political statement to claim leadership of all the Ionic states as well. The Doric order developed from wood to stone towards the end of the 7th century.

Basically the Doric order consisted of a platform, columns, lintel and a triangular crown on the front of the saddle roof. The platform or stylobate set the building off from the landscape but the abruptness of the transition was softened by the three large steps. The total height of the steps was approximately equal to the lower diameter of the column. The steps were often quite high and required further intermediate steps for climbing. The shaft was set directly on the base and tapered upwards in a shallow convex curve (entasis). Twenty flutes and arrises (sometimes 12, 16, 18 and even 24 flutes) helped to soften the solid cylindrical geometry of the columns. Earlier the height of the column was four times its diameter. By the 5th century it was 5½ to 5¾ times the diameter which increased to 7 times the diameter during the Hellenistic period. The square capital allowed a smooth transition from round shaft to the rectangular superstructure. The capital consisted of 3 sections: square abacus, circular echinus and necking which perfected the transition from capital to shaft.

The architrave of Doric entablature was a simple stone lintel spanning from the center of column to the next. The frieze consisted of Triglyphs and Metopes, the most distinctive feature of the order. All other elements were found repeated in the other orders. Above the frieze was the tympanum filled with sculptural compositions. Greek temples were very colorful. Triglyphs were painted black and dark blue; metopes red; structural elements stucco white; roof gold, purple, green and other exotic colors; sculptures in metopes and pediments in polychrome colors.

The cella was dark, lighted only through the door. The interior had columns with aisles without which it would be too vast and bare. As the interior columns were of smaller diameter, columns were put one above the other separated by an intermediate architrave.

The earlier temple basilica of about 530 BC differed in many ways from the ideal Doric temple. It had nine (rare) numbers of columns in front, single row of central columns in the cella, difference in spacing of the front and side rows of columns, excessive entasis, large abacus and excessive spreading of the echinus which did not give it the fine aesthetics of later temples.

The Parthenon represented the high classic stage of development of Doric temples. It was built in 490 BC to commemorate the defeat of the Persians but was subsequently destroyed by the Persians in 480 BC. It was left in ruins until it was reconstructed between 447-438 BC by Pericles over the old foundation. It was set at the highest point of the acropolis and dedicated to Athena Parthenos. The architects were Ictimus and Callicrates who collaborated with the consummate Greek sculptor Phidias. The temple fell into ruin within a few hundred years, was restored by the Romans, converted into a church by the Byzantines, used as a cathedral by the Catholics and turned into a mosque by the Turks. It was used as a gunpowder store during the Venetian-Turk war in 1687 and was destroyed by an explosion.

The Parthenon has 3 steps, each step 508 mm high so intermediate steps are provided on each of the shorter sides. It has eight columns in the front and back and 17 on each side and is 69.5 m long and 30.9 m wide. The naos has rows of double storied column on three sides enclosing the gold and ivory statue of Athena Parthenos. Interior light was obtained through the large doors. The anteroom to store the gifts and offerings to the goddess has 4 Ionic columns. It is the best Greek example of optical refinement. The architrave is curved 2½” upwards at the center while the columns are inclined inwards so that the axes would meet 1½ miles up. The corner column lean about  2½” inwards. Entasis is provided in the columns with a diameter of 6’2” and the height is 5 ½ times the diameter. Corner columns are slightly larger in diameter and spaced closer to be consistent with the rule that the frieze must end with a triglyph. Parthenon’s main façade fits into a single horizontal golden rectangle while the temple of Athena (Ionic) falls within two upright golden rectangles. The ratio of the golden rectangle is 1: 1.618 or a:b = b:(a+b).

Ionic Order
The Ionic order was developed by the Ionians who had fled from the invading Dorian mainlanders. Their culture and architecture was grounded in Greek but was influenced by Eastern architecture. It was a mixture between the uncompromising architecture of the Greek mainland and the scale, openness and decorative forms of the East. Ionic order was more common in Asia Minor and Hellenistic architecture.

The Ionic order was not as rigid as the Doric order. Ionic columns had a base consisting of a square plinth, spira with two scotias and a torus. The long slender shafts had flutings but with fillets instead of arrises and rarely were given entasis. The height to lower diameter ratio was 9:1 or 10:1 instead of the Doric 4.5:1 or 5.5:1. The most distinctive feature was the volute capital above the echinus and abacus. The soft lines of the twin spirals lent a fragility to the structure and gave a feeling of lightness to the entablature. The architrave was divided into three fascias while the Doric frieze was replaced by the use of pure and decorative forms of moldings. 

The temple of Artemis built in mid 6th century BC was immense by Greek standards and was considered one of the seven wonders of the ancient world. It was dipteral, octastyle at the front with a platform 211 ft. by 391 ft. and 9 ft. high. It is possible an extra column was placed at the center of the rear façade because of the excessive central span (28’). Although this was not permitted in the front, it was not essential in the rear. The entablature was relatively shallow, comprising of the architrave and dentilled cornice but no frieze. The orientation was unusual as the temple faced west instead of the traditional east. It is argued that the cella was open. Thirty-six of the Ionic columns bore sculptures in the lower portion.

Erechtheum, a temple to Athena and many other gods, facing the Parthenon was a very important building built over the foundation of an older temple. The cella was built on two levels, the eastern part at a higher level and the western part at a lower level. The east portico is hexastyle prostyle with Ionic columns 21’ 7” high. At the west end of the south side was a high porch with caryatid (figure of maidens) columns.

Corinthian Order
The Corinthian order was very similar to the Ionic order except for the floral capital composed of complex vegetative layers. The abacus and the echinus remained at the top but were softened by molding. The Corinthian column was initially used in interiors only but became more common during the late Hellenistic period. 

The Corinthian capital first appeared as a single column centrally located in the cella in front of the wall separating the cella and the antechamber of the temple of Apollo at Bassae, Greece, completed in late 5th or early 4th century BC. The column was flanked by rows of three-sided Ionic half-columns attached to piers projecting from the side walls. The floral design of the capital was meant to symbolize the laurel tree against which Leto, the mother of Apollo, leaned while giving birth to her godson. During the Hellenistic period, the frieze was also introduced in the interior above the cella columns. The Corinthian column first appeared as an ensemble not in a temple but in a monument erected in 335 BC. The circular monument had six Corinthian half columns around its exterior. In 170 BC the Corinthian order appeared in the exterior in a normal peripteral temple, the temple of Zeus Olympius in Athens.

Site Planning

As opposed to the Egyptian and later Roman planning, the Greeks maintained bilateral symmetry strictly in individual buildings but never in planning a site or group of buildings. Axiality and bilateral symmetry was used by centralized or totalitarian states to limit human participation in architecture and control movement and perception. The Greeks preferred to give greater freedom of movement and never presented their building frontally but whenever possible presented the diagonal or a position off-center to give a view of two sides and a perception of depth. The apparent disorderliness of strewing buildings around a site was a Greek attempt to give prominence to individual buildings by disaligning them from their neighbors. Aligning buildings in rigid fashion tends to sap the individuality of buildings. 

The progression of movement to the acropolis and visual display of the individual buildings is considered to be one of the best examples of Greek site planning. After the sack of Athens in 480 BC by the Persians, the reconstruction of the monumental gateway (Propylaea) and a complex of three new temples was begun on the Acropolis as a celebration of the divine protectress of the city, the warrior maiden Athena. It was led by Pericles, a great Greek statesman who even used the money collected by the cities in the construction work.

As the procession of worshipers ascended the steps of the Acropolis, they were first confronted by the small temple of Nike Athena, which gave a preview of the temples to come. The steps and the extending arms of the propylaea drew the worshipers into its constricted volume, heightening their sense of anticipation. A central ramp for sacrificial animals and procession was flanked on both sides by Ionic columns and pedestrian ways leading to the porch. Upon entering the porch a dramatic explosion of space was experienced. The propylaea did not favor any of the two temples but faced a void with the nearby statue of Athena drawing the worshipers’ attention. From the porch two sides of the temples of Erechtheon and the Parthenon are seen in perspective. The passage leads between the two temples and as the worshipers approach the Parthenon, they are drawn to the sequence of events displayed on the frieze. The pathway turns abruptly at the eastern entrance to the Parthenon, overwhelming the viewer by the imposing front façade.

The Classical temples were self-contained structures which required a setting to give it scale and set up a dynamic relationship with the approaching worshiper. Approach was often irregular. In contrast, the Hellenistic temple tries to be complete in itself, staging a sequence of effects within its own structure, revealed to the user one by one. It works only one way. It has secrets to unfold and is much more than it seems. The external spaces of the temple also came to be a part of a sweeping axis. 

The temple of Apollo at Didyma (Turkey) is a typical example. Entry to the temple is through steps and narrow aisles between 6 rows of columns. A single door leads to a hall which has two ramps at the sides. From the dark ramps one suddenly exits into the blinding brightness of the open court surrounded by pilasters and frieze. At the far end where the cult figure would normally be situated was a miniature prostyle temple, just like in a play within a play. At the back behind the ramp entries was a grand staircase which led to a platform above the entry.

The Agora

The agora was a roughly rectangular area surrounded by religious and civic buildings – bouleuterion (assembly hall), tholos (circular dining room for council members) etc. – and the stoa. The stoa gave protection from the elements and defined interior and exterior space. It served many functions: political, economic, financial, even philosophic. The basic version had a front colonnade, a back wall and a connecting roof. It could be expanded in depth to form two aisles and in height to two stories. It could have L or U shape but never a completely closed square, which the Romans employed to have complete control over space. The stoas had a flat or ridge roof with rafters visible from below. The supporting columns were of Doric or Ionic order but from the mid 5th century Doric was preferred, although Ionic columns were often used in the middle row to obtain greater height for the same diameter column without contravening the rules of proportion.

The bouleuterion was a meeting hall of the council. The earlier version had seats on all sides which had the disadvantage of one side having to face the back of the speaker. Later versions had seats on 3 sides with the speaker placed on the blank side. Truss roofs were used to give unobstructed space. 

Theatres were built to stage dramas and musicals and consisted of the carea (stepped circular seating) built into the mountainside and divided by vertical and horizontal walkways. Stone seating was provided in the carea. The orchestra at the base of carea was circular in form and was used by the chorus for singing and dancing. Performances were held in the stage building behind the orchestra. During the Hellenistic period the stage was raised and performances took place on the roof.

Gymnasiums were built for games. It had vaulted passages under the seats leading to the tracks. The vault was introduced from Macedonia where it was being used in tombs.

Hellenistic houses differed from the Classical houses in the richness of their appearance, their larger spaces, the use of mosaic floors, paintings and architectural motifs. In the House of Comedians at Delos the chief element was the peristyle court with marble columns of equal height on all four sides. Often a cistern beneath the court collected rain water. Runnibg water was absent and the latrine emptied into public drains below street level. An additional peristyle may have formed the center of the women’s part of the house.

City Planning

In the Greek mainland and its islands, cities were largely spontaneous, irregular and organic, dominated by the acropolis while in the polis of Asia Minor they were more systematic and regularized. Both were, however, continuously undermined and disintegrated by war and conquest. Influenced by the regular planning layouts of the early Sumerian cities, in the 6th century a new type of planning was introduced by Hippodamus to the Greek cities, first used in the layout of Miletus. The streets were laid out in geometric pattern with streets of uniform width and city blocks of uniform size which made no allowance for any kind of topographical obstructions such as a hill or a bay. In the gridiron pattern some streets were so steep, steps had to be provided, although the main traffic routes were designed for horse drawn vehicles. The advantage of this geometric plan was that it was easy to divide the land in the new cities formed by colonization. It was especially advantageous in a trading city full of outsiders as it allowed the city to be broken up into different neighborhoods. The agora was a formal rectangle surrounded by shops in the centre of the city which broke the monotony of the formal plan by its spaciousness. As trade gained more importance, the agora began to move towards the waterfront. 

The layout of Miletus in Turkey is probably one of the most sophisticated use of orthogonal planning in antiquity. The streets were not laid out along the cardinal points but laid NE-SW to take maximum advantage of the land where some streets run the entire length of the peninsula. Aristotle informs that the city was planned by Hippodamus who may not have invented the grid iron pattern but was a strong advocate of its use. According to Aristotle, Hippodamus considered 10,000 population to be an ideal size of a city.

The unsanitary condition of the cities brought forth new theories on town planning. Plato proposed a city divided equally into three parts: for the soldier, for workmen and for the landed gentry. This in effect would mean a small group would have to support two-thirds of the idle population. Plato’s pupil Aristotle realized the limitations of the size of the city. If it grew too large so that people could not be properly housed, fed or educated, disorganization would ensue. Aristotle served under Alexander the Great so his ideas were spread to other parts of the empire. He introduced proper orientation to the houses.

Architects of Alexander used the gridiron pattern in 70 new cities and was continued by the Romans. As technological organization and wealth increased, the cities became grander and more pompous. Freedom of mind and thinking process decreased correspondingly. Streets of 18-19 ft. width as in Alexandria became common while the main thoroughfare could be more than 100 ft wide. The Canopic Street in Alexandria founded in 331 BC was about 100 ft. wide and 4 miles long. Two to three story buildings arose. Piped water supply from the hills ensured better physical level but life became more pompous, regimented and controlled by the rulers.

Hellenistic architecture makes profuse use of engaged columns and pilasters (engaged piers) as a principal tool of surface articulation which was to have a profound influence in subsequent architecture, even upto the present day.

Hellenistic cities showed characteristic regularity and order in their layout. They were laid out quickly and thrived because of richer hinterlands and increased economic opportunities. A thriving middle class was born who were given to comfort and luxuries. The streets grew ever wider to accommodate the parades and processions but they also provided the necessary open space lacking in the city. The stoa, covered colonnades, appeared in the agora as a sun protection for the shops as well as an interactive urban space. Other public buildings such as the law courts and council halls along with the temples came to be built along the main avenues, culminating in the development of monumental architecture and long unbroken vistas for aesthetic effect. Great achievements were made in sciences; this was the period of Archimedes and the library of Alexandria. Large spectacles were held but life became increasingly hollow and decadent. When the Romans conquered the Hellenistic cities, the citizens were too indifferent to defend them. The Romans, however, carried on the planning principles of the Hellenistic cities in their later developments.  

