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 Roman construction exploited 

structures built in compression; the 

arch, the vault, and the dome, 

techniques developed by other 

civilizations but used in a very limited 

fashion. In Roman hands, however, 

these became the basis for hitherto 

unimagined structures on a scale not 

possible with post-and-lintel 

construction. 

 A true arch consists of wedge-

shaped stones set in a curved shape, 

often a semicircle. Building one 

requires a temporary timber formwork 

to support the voussoirs as they are 

laid, for the arch will not stand on its 

own until all the voussoirs are set in 

place 

 The weight of the masonry in 

vaulted construction pushes 

downward and outward on the walls 

or columns on which it rests, and this 

overturning force must be countered 

by massive supports. Vaulted 

construction requires walls or piers 

that are much thicker than those used 

in post-and-lintel buildings. 

ROMAN EMPIRE 

Temples 

 The Romans did not build temples as isolated structures 

as had the Greeks, but as axially approached buildings in an ur-

ban setting. The placement of the Capitolium in the forum at 

Pompeii and the Temple of Mars Ultor in the Forum of Augustus 

in Rome was essentially the same, and the temple designs were 

similar. Both were raised on podiums, so that a flight of steps led 

up to the colonnaded portico of the cella space. 

Temple of Fortuna Virillis 
2nd century 

 The Temple of Fortuna Virilis is a small Roman temple 

that has survived and provides a good image of temple architec-

ture. It superficially resembles an Ionic Greek temple, though the 

side and rear elevations reaveals that the columns are engaged 

with the cella wall and not freestanding. Expanding the cella to 

the limits of surrounding colonnade provides a larger interior 

space and reinforces the axiality of the whole.  

 Not all Roman temples were rectangular. The Greeks had 

built circular tholoi, and the Romans applied the circular ground 

plan to temples. 

Temple of Fortuna Virilis (2nd Century BCE) 

Baths 

 Roman baths were primarily hygienic facilities, 

but they also provided for exercise, relaxation, and in-

formal socializing, activities more commonly associated 

with modern spas or health clubs than with bathrooms. 

The Romans cleaned their body without soap  by first 

anointing with oil and then scraping the skin with spoon-

like implements. Bathers induced perspiration in hot 

steam rooms and then cooled down and relaxed in a 

sequence of temperate and cool plunges. They might extend their time at 

baths by swimming, taking walks, enjoying conversation, or reading in the 

bath’s library. 

Baths of Diocletian 
298-306 CE 

 The Baths of Diocletian were exceptionally large, 

even by the standards of imperial times. It covered 

about fifty acres of land and said to have the capacity 

for 3000 people. The entire complex was symmetrically 

designed, with the principal sequence of rooms within 

the bath building placed on an axis. From the center of 

the south façade, these included the groin-vaulted hot 

baths, domed warm baths, cruciform cool baths, and 

open-air swimming pool.  

 On either side of this central suite of spaces were oval-plan changing 

rooms and unroofed rectangular exercise courts sur-

rounded by ancillary service rooms,  the use is still un-

known. En suite rooms on the south side may have con-

stituted a sequence of dry steam rooms leading up to 

the caldarium. Interiors were finished with sumptuous 

materials, marble veneers and mosaics; statues were 

placed both inside and out; and the grounds were land-

scaped with trees and gardens to create a congenial en-

vironment for exercise, conversation, and relaxation.  

Baths of Diocletian (298-306 CE) 

Baths of Diocletian (298-306 CE) 

Baths of Diocletian  plan (298-306 CE) 
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Theatres and Amphitheaters 

 Athletic competitions and dramatic performances were part of the culture of ancient Greece. The Ro-

mans who inherited these traditions and added to them the gladiatorial combats of the Etruscans, needed 

theaters and stadiums in which to stage these events. Greek building practice was to carve the shape of thea-

ters or stadiums out of hillsides, thus adapting the natural setting for human use, but the Romans chose to 

construct their facilities weather the terrain was favorable or not, so they developed great vaulted structures 

to create the slope needed for spectator seating. An early result of this process was the Theater of Marcellus. 

 

Theater of Marcellus 
13-11 BCE 

 A great semicircle of 11000 seats 

in three tiers focused on a rectangular 

stage building that formed the backdrop 

for the drama. Enough of the original 

construction has survived reuse, first a s 

a medieval fortress and then as a Re-

naissance palalce, to permit reasonable 

understanding of the structural inge-

nuity underlying they plan.  

 

Flavian Amphitheater 
80 CE 

 The design of theaters inspired that of amphitheaters, which were circular or oval in plan with raked 

seating on all sides. The greatest of all was the Flavian Amphitheater in rom more commonly known as the 

colosseum. The exterior of the oval 

measures 510 by 615 feet, encompass-

ing seats for an estimated 50000 peo-

ple in continuously rising tier with an 

additional seating band above.  Under 

the seating was  an intricate network 

of structural supports, horizontal pas-

sageways, ramps, and stairs to accom-

modate the throngs attending specta-

cles in the building. 

Flavian Amphitheater (80 CE) 

Theater of Marcellus  (13-11 BCE) 

The prehistory of India is largely an 

account of settlements along the Indus 

Valley and its associated coastal plain, 

now part of the modern countries of 

Pakistan and Afghanistan, where 

various regional cultures flourished 

from ca. 3000 BCE. 

 The basis of the economy was 

agriculture, facilitated by irrigation and 

periodic flooding of the rivers. There 

was also commerce, both internal and 

with settlements in southern Arabia 

and Mesopotamia, as a result of which 

some cultural influences were 

adopted.  

 Harappan settlements were 

laid out according to an orderly grid 

oriented to the cardinal directions. 

Orthogonal town plans ware generally 

an indication of a high level of central 

governmental control. Buildings were 

durable being constructed of fried 

bricks of uniform size through the 

region, and houses were provided with 

underground drains connected to a 

well-planned sewer system. 

INDIA,  

CHINA & JAPAN 

 Angkor Wat in Cambodia represents a fusion of Indian 

religion and native Khmer tradition. The scale of the project 

makes it on of the largest religious structures ever built, with a 

rectangular perimeter wall measuring 4275 by 4920 feet. It was 

begun in ca. 1120 as a temple to Vishnu, one of the Hindu gods, 

Angkor Wat was finished as the royal shrine of the Khmer Dynas-

ty that ruled Cambodia at the time before later being voncerted 

to Buddhist worship. 

 Earlier Khmer temples consisted of a tower sanctuary 

within a walled enclosure. The tower represented the sacred 

mountain, while the garbhagriha inside evoked elaborated in 

later temples that featured multiple tower sanctuaries on a ter-

race. Later still, forms resembling step pyramids gave more vivid 

expression to the concept of the cosmic mountain. Until the con-

struction of Angkor Wat, the most extensive interpretation of 

these themes in Khmer architecture came in temples that placed 

the tower sanctuary at the summit of a stepped pyramid, with 

open galleries for circumambulation extending around all four 

sides. Angkor takes this as the point of departure for an even 

more magnificent articulation, adding multiple towers, extended 

cruciform galleries, corner pavilions, and elaborate entrance 

gates to the central tower and elevated platform. 

Angkor Wat 

Angkor Wat (1120) 
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Japan China 

 China holds the distinction of having 

maintained the greatest degree of cultural conti-

nuity across nearly 4000 years, absorbing only 

limited outside influences. Unified government 

under strong emperors encouraged uniformity in 

many societal structures, including city design 

and building practices, and Chinese architectural 

traditions were remarkably stable over the cen-

turies until the forcible intrusion of Western cul-

ture during the Opium Wars of the nineteenth 

century and the toppling of the last emperor in 

1911.  

Hall of Supreme Harmony, Forbidden City 
15th century 

As befitted the status of the emperor, the Hall of 

Supreme Harmony is large and richly adorned, 

flanked by lesser structures creating a cross-axis, 

and elevated on a triple podium made accessible 

by stairs and a carved ramp over which the em-

peror was carried by his retinue. 

 There are many additions to the Forbid-

den City—over 9000 by one count, amking it the 

largest ensemble of historic buildings in the coun-

try. The finest craftsmen and richest materials 

were employed in their construction, a fact that 

China’s socialist government regards with both 

pride and regret, realizing that those who labored 

here did so “to cater for the decadent living of 

the ruling classes”.  

Hall of Supreme Harmony, Forbidden City (15th Century) 

Plan of the Imperial and Forbidden cities (15th century) 

 Japan’s native religion is Shinto, which re-

veres natural forces essential to agriculture through 

rituals and celebrations at shrines. Although the reli-

gion was already well established when its oral tra-

ditions were first recorded early in the eight century 

CE there is evidence that its myths and practices 

were used to help forge previously disparate farm-

ing and fishing settlements into a united people; 

with the rise of a powerful central gov-

ernment modeled of that of Tang Chi-

na, the ruling priest-king styled himself 

as emperor and claimed direct lineal 

descent from the sun goddess, Ama-

terasu. Though Shinto was the official 

state religion, from the sisth century CE onward it 

was colored by Buddhism, and in practice the two 

religions grew to overlap considerably in the ensu-

ing centuries.  

Katsura Imperial Villa 
1616-1660 

Katsura Imperial Village was built for contemplation 

rather than as a permanent residence, it represents 

a series of spac-

es that can 

change as parti-

tions are opened 

or closed, thus 

blurring the dis-

tinction be-

tween inside 

and outside.  It 

provides a 

splendid exam-

ple of a country 

retreat based on 

elements from lder mansions of 

the nobility that also embodies 

concepts from the Zen tradition. 

Sliding partitions and doors per-

mit rooms to change dimen-

sions and open up to the natural 

world in varying ways. Exterior 

decks become extensions of the 

interor and frame views of the 

landscape. 

Katsura Imperial Villa (1616-1660) 

Katsura Imperial Villa plan (1616-1660) 
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 Christianity, the religion 

developed by followers of Jesus Christ, 

began as a reforming sect of Judaism 

whose members regarded Jesus as the 

promised messiah. Over three 

centuries after the death of Christ, the 

religion developed into an organized 

church with hierarchy of bishops and 

clergy. The earliest expression of its 

beliefs is found in Nicene Creed which 

is still used by the Eastern Orthodox 

Church, the Roman Catholic Church, 

and some Protestant denominations. 

 Christian architecture after 

313 derived in large measure from 

Roman precedent, and early Christian 

and Byzantine buildings continue 

certain aspects of classical antiquity. 

At the time, stylistic developments in 

this period contributed to later 

buildings in the medieval period, 

creating a  transition between the 

classical past and the medieval era in 

western Europe. 

EARLY 

CHRISTIAN 

Old St. Peters in Rome 

 Old St. Peter’s in Rome, predecessor of the present Ba-

silica of St. Peter, began as a martyrium marking the tomb of St. 

Peter and seems to have been used for several centuries as a 

place of burial for other Christians as well. Its plan is that of a 

basilica with double aisles on each side of the nave and a trans-

verse element of transept projecting beyond the side walls and 

extending across the nave in front of the apse. Placed at the 

junction of transept and apse was the tomb of St. Peter, sur-

rounded by a railing and marked by a canopy rising on twisted 

spiral columns that reputedly came from the Temple of Solo-

mon in Jerusalem.  

 The transept 

spaces accommo-

dated those coming 

to venerate the 

shrine, while the 

enormous nave and 

aisles functioned as 

a covered cemetery 

with space for buri-

als and commemo-

rative funeral meals. 

A spacious atrium 

preceded the mar-

tyrium, and the 

whole scheme pro-

vided the model for 

a number of church-

es built later, both in 

Rome and else-

where.  
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Jainism 
 Jainism was inspired by 

the life of Vardhamana, also 

known as Mahavira and Jina. In 

546 BCE Bardhamana found his 

version of the path to salvation in 

a complete rejection of the com-

plex formulations of the Brah-

mins. He taught that escape from 

the world’s unhappiness was 

attainable only through rigorous 

asceticism to purify the soul and 

by maintaining reverence for all 

living creatures. His followers , 

mostly merchants and bankers 

whose livelihoods enabled them 

to avoid all forms of violence 

against animals, established Jain-

ism, in which participants seek to 

acquire spiritual merit through 

charity, good works, and when-

ever possible, monastic retreats. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Buddhism 
The religion founded by Siddhar-

tha Gautama was destined to 

become a major influence on ar-

chitecture, not only in India, but 

also in Sri Lanka, China, Tibet, 

and southeast Asia. Born into a 

wealthy family, Gautama left his 

wife and fortune to travel as a 

beggar and seek an understand-

ing of the causes of suffering.  

 

 After six years of ascetic 

mortification and contemplation, 

he achieved enlightenment while 

sitting under the bohi tree. Gau-

tama’s Four Noble Truths pro-

claimed that the world was 

worthless, that ignorance must 

be overcome, that vain craving 

could be renounced through yo-

ga, and that the true path to sal-

vation lay in the middle way be-

tween self-indulgence and self-

mortification. These Truths, in 

conjunction with the Eight0fold 

Way formed the basis of his 

teachings, which were intended 

to enable his disciples to over-

come worldy suffering caused by 

human desires and thus to 

achieve nirvana from the eternal 

cycle of birth and rebirth.  

 

Hinduism 
Brahmins, which evolved into 

Hinduism, responded to Jainism 

and Buddhism by incorporating 

popular devotional images of 

gods and spirits into its rituals of 

worship and making these rituals 

relate more closely to people’s 

daily lives. Hinduism, which re-

mains the major religion in India 

today, had no single founder, 

and it still has no clearly defined 

religious hierarchy. Essential to 

its beliefs are acceptance of the 

Vedas as sacred texts, and 

maintenance of the caste struc-

ture, whereby society is orga-

nized immutably into four classes 

(priest, warriors, merchants/

craftsmen, and laborers). Hindus 

hold that each individual accu-

mulates the consequences of 

both good and bad actions 

through a series of lifetimes, and 

they pursue freedom from the 

cycle of rebirth through rever-

ence to the gods and the elimina-

tion of passions.  

Religions 
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Baptistery of the Orthodox in Ravenna 

 Baptism is an important Christian rite, and in 

the Early Christian period special buildings were often 

erected for this sacrament alone. Most were centrally 

planned around the baptismal pool, for at the time 

baptism was by complete immersion, and baptistery 

plans were frequently octagonal to reflect the number 

eight, which symbolized regeneration or the Resurrec-

tion, since Jesus was said to have risen from the dead 

on the eight day after his entry into Jerusalem. The 

Baptistery of the Orthodox in Ravenna is a domed oc-

tagonal volume surrounding the octagonal marble 

font.  

 The central scene in the ceiling mosaic depicts 

Chist’s baptism in the river Jordan, encircled by the 

twelve apostles and an outer ring illustrating altars in 

semicircular niches and empty thrones. The dove of 

the Holy Spirit hovers overhead, while an old man, a 

personification of the Jordan, stands in the water on 

the right side. The outside of the structure has brick-

work embellished primarily by pilaster strips and shal-

low arches near the eaves.  

Byzantine 
 

Apollinare in Classe (532-49) 

 The division between the Early Christian and Byzantine 

eras is generally made at the reign of Justinian who, as an em-

peror based in Constantinople, put an end to factional disputes, 

reasserted imperial influence in portions of North Africa and Italy 

that had fallen to heretical rulers, and engaged in vigorous pro-

gram of churchbuilding. People living at the time probably did 

not perceive the change. Justinian’s reign serves as a convenient 

marker to differentiate increasingly separate developments in 

western and eastern sections of what had been the Roman Em-

pire. Work tied by patronage or tradition to Constantinople is 

termed Byzantine. One characteristic of mch Byzantine architecture is a clear pref-

erence for domes on both basilican and centrally planned churches. Like the Ro-

mans, the Byzantines saw the dome as symbolic of the heavenly 

sphere, complementary to the earthly realm of floor and walls 

below. 

 Apollinare in Classe Interior 
532-49 

 Constructed under Justinian’s patronage, the church of St. 

Apollinare in Classe at Revenna has a wooden-roofed basiillca 

without transepts. Its splendid apse mosaics are the glory of the 

interior, where St. Apollinaris, the first bishop of Ravenna, guards 

a flock of twelve sheep grazing in a lush meadow. Overhead is a golden cross with 

the image of Christ in the center, set in a starry blue sky, and figures of four early 

bishops of Ravenna are installed between the windows.  

 Rich marble columns form the nave arcade, with portaits of saints set 

in roundel frames above the arches. In character and design the 

church is similar to the earlier St. Apollinare Nuovo, but its scale 

is considerably larger. 

Baptistery of the Orthodox ceiling (458) 

Baptistery of the Orthodox (458) 

Baptistery of the Orthodox (458) 

Apollinare in Classe (532-49) 

Apollinare in Classe (532-49) 
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 Caught in the chaos created by barbarian invasions, most 

of northern Europe experienced several centuries of unsettled 

life, during which the stability necessary to design and construct 

durable buildings was lacking.  From the many strongmen who 

were leaders in the developing feudal system emerged one 

whose strength and military might enabled him to dominate his 

rivals. 

 Known as Charles the Great, or Charlemagne, he was the 

grandson of Charles Martel, the Frank who had led assembled 

forces to victory over the Islamic army at the battle of Tours in 

732. During hiss reign (768-814), Charlemagne unified a large 

portion of present-day France, the Low Countries, and Germany 

through a series of successful military campaigns. Charlemagne’s 

influence extended even to Rome where, on Christmas Day in 

800, Pope Leo III crowned him Holy Roman Emperor. This illit-

erate descendant of barbarian chieftains had become the spir-

itual heir of the Roman empire, the temporal equivalent of the 

pope.  

Palatine Chapel 
792-805  

Charlemagne aspired to a 

renaissance of Roman 

achievements, including 

the excellence Rome had 

exhibited in government, 

literature, and the arts. He 

summoned the greatest 

minds to his court, estab-

lished schools for the train-

ing of governmental ad-

ministrators, and encour-

aged architecture by do-

nating lands and money for 

the construction of church-

 Roman culture was based on 

city life and depended on a strong 

central government. In the chaos that 

accompanied the barbarian invasions, 

the basic skills required to maintain 

governmental authority, such as 

literacy, virtually disappeared.  

 Urban settlements and the 

money economy that sustained them 

were replaced by small agricultural 

units organized by local strongmen, 

who lived in fortified dwellings and 

controlled the surrounding land by 

force of arms. 

 Peasant tilled the land in 

exchange for meager sustenance and 

the physical protection afforded them 

by the strongman’s military might. 

Over the centuries this arrangement of 

mutual service and protection 

developed into the feudal system, 

embracing all levels of society from 

peasant to king in an intricate social , 

political, and economic order. 

CAROLINGIAN & 

ROMANESQUE 

Carolingian Architecture 

es and monasteries. The resulting buildings, termed 

Carolingian, are in many cases based on the Early 

Christian buildings Charlemagne visited during his 

travels in Italy. Such is the palace complex built at Aa-

chen. The Palatine Chapel at Aachen was designed by 

Odo of Metz and probably built by Lombard masons 

using stone salvaged from nearby Roman structures.  

 The overall plan is modeled on the Lateran 

Palace in Rome, with the chapel derived from St. Vi-

tale at Ravenna and the audience hall being a Roman 

basilica. In keeping with Roman tradition, the whole 

complex was laid out on the module of a square grid.  

Though Charlemagne and his architects admired Ro-

man buildings, they lacked the construction skills nec-

essary to duplicate them, so in comparison to their 

Roman prototypes Carolingian buildings may seem 

somewhat unrefined.  

  

 The construction, including barrel and groing-

vaults and an octagonal cloister vault in the dome, 

reflects late Roman practice rather than the Byzan-

tine techniques employed at St. Vitale, and its plan 

simplifies the complex geometry of the Ravenna 

building. The main entrance is dominated by a west-

ern façade including the entrance vestibule, rooms at 

one or more levels above, and one or more towers. 

The addition of a westwerk to churches is one of the 

Carolingian contributions to the Western architectur-

al tradition.  

 Early Christian churches featured freestanding 

belfires, if they had towers at all, but during the Caro-

lingian period towers were often incorporated as in-

tegral components of the church. The interior of the 

Palatine Chapel has a heavy effect, particularly the 

eight great piers that support the dome, but the pro-

portions of the arched openings at the ground and 

gallery levels are well chosen.  Polychrome is used in 

the semicircular arches of the main floor, while six-

teen polished marble columns from the Palace of the 

Exarchs in Ravenna were hauled over the Alps to be 

reused in the arcade of the gallery. Charlemagne's’ 

throne was set on the gallery level on axis with the 

altar. This building reflects Charlemagne’s intense de-

sire to revive classical ideals in architecture.  

Palatine Chapel 792-805 

Palatine Chapel 792-805 

Palatine Chapel  Plan 792-805 
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 The middle portion of Charlemagne’s em-

pire, corresponding roughly to modern Germany 

and northern Italy, eventually came under the con-

trol of the vigorous House of Saxony, whose three 

successive heads each named Otto gained the title 

of Holy Roman Emperor in the course of their capa-

ble leadership. Their rule, termed Ottonian, extend-

ed from 936-1002, but its effects lasted nearly a 

century longer. Ottonian architecture is in many re-

spects an extension of Carolingian traditions: it is 

the German expression of Romanesque.  

Church at Cluny 
11th century 

 In 910, Duke William of Aquitaine, desiring 

to atone for his less than saintly life and seek divine 

favor, endowed a monastery on his lands at Cluny, 

where there was a Gallo-Roman villa.  Through an 

unusual provision in its charter, the new monastery 

was exempted from the jurisdiction of the local 

bishop and made directly responsible to the pope. 

Twelve monks, led by Abbot Berno, came to Cluny 

seeking a stricter observance of the Benedictine 

Rule, and the monastery prospered. The exemplary 

life of is monks attracted more converts and be-

quests; its position in Burgundy on the route from 

Paris to Rome and its virtual independence from lo-

cal religious authorities allowed it to grow into an 

influential organization with 1450 abbeys and prior-

ies all over Europe; and the exceptional leadership 

and longevity of its early abbots brought distinction 

to the Congregation and Order of Cluny. By 1088, 

church and monastic complex built after the original 

villa had been outgrown, had also become too 

small, and a new church was begun to accommo-

date the increasing number of monks—known as 

Cluny III. 

 The church of Cluny III had the features of 

mature Romanesque architecture, for it was appro-

priate to the monastery’s importance that its major 

church should be the largest and most spending in 

Christendom. Based on the basilican plan, the 

church was enriched by a double set of transepts 

and further augmented by a series of radiating 

chapels around the apse and eastern walls of the 

transepts. 

Romanesque Architecture 

 Islam originated in Arabia. In 

610 the angel Gabriel is said to have 

appeared to Mohammed in Mecca and 

expounded the revelation of Allah. 

These revelations were collected into a 

holy book, the Qur’an, which 

expressed in Arabic the message of 

Islam, a word signifying submission to 

the will of Allah. Each Muslim 

accepted five basic truths or duties: to 

believe in the oneness of God; to pray 

five times daily; to fast from sunrise to 

sunset during the month of Ramadan; 

to give  alms to the poor; and to make 

at least one pilgrimage to Mecca, 

wealth and health permitting. 

 Conversion of the tribes to 

Islam was accompanied by an intense 

awakening of Arab fervor, and the 

courage and fighting skill of Arabic 

tribes, previously exploited by the 

Sassanian And Byzantine empires, was 

turned against these masters in a fury 

of rapid conquests, frequently aided 

by local contempt for the corruption 

associated with Byzantine rule. 

ISLAMIC 

Mosques 

 The building type most closely associated with Islam is 

the mosque, the primary place of worship, which evolved from 

several sources, including the House of the Prophet at Medina, 

Christian churches, and perhaps the audience halls of Persian 

Kings. Beside Mohammed’s house was a square enclosure, with 

small chambers set in the southeast corner for his living quar-

ters. The remainder of the space was a partially open central 

court. Although constructed originally for domestic purposes, it 

also served as a gathering place for his followers to hear ser-

mons and prayers, and after Mohammed’s death its form was 

imitated in simple worship facilities built in other settlements.  

 When territorial expansion brought the forces of Islam 

into established cities, readily available spaces, particularly 

Christian churches, were converted to mosques by removing 

Christian images and orienting the prayer wall to face toward 

Mecca. In areas formerly controlled by Sassanids, the remains of 

apadanas were renovated to provide space for worship. The size 

of the mosque was usually proportional to the size of the com-

munity. The five daily prayers required of the faithful did not 

necessarily take place in mosques, but on Friday all the men in 

he community assembled in the main mosque for communal 

noontime prayers. 

 As Islam spread, the form of the mosque was adjusted to 

suit local building traditions and conditions. There are five broad 

groupings: the columned hall with perhaps several small domes; 

a large central space covered either by a large dome braced d by 

semi domes or pyramidal roofs; a rectangular court flanked by 

large roofed or vault spaces open to the courtyard in the center 

of each side; the triple domed mosque with a large open court-

yard; and mosques composed of a series of pavilions set on axis 

within a walled garden. 
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 The original 

form of the mosque in 

Isfahan seems to have 

been a rectangular 

multi-columned hall, 

with colonnades on all 

four sides, soon 

changed into a sahn 

and haram surround-

ed by arcades. In 1086

-87 a domed chamber 

was introduced at the 

south end of the ex-

isting building, probably to serve as a maqsura. It 

differed significantly in scale from the domes al-

ready seen as part of the maqsuras at Damascus and 

Cordoba: rather than covering one bay of the co-

lumnar hall, the southern dome covered twenty 

bays. In 1088, a slightly smaller dome was added in 

an axial line to the north. It is not clear what func-

tion it served initially, for it was outside the building 

at the time of its construction but was soon incorpo-

rated into arcades. 

 At some later 

date, Isfahan’s Friday 

mosque was modi-

fied again to include 

four iwans set in the 

center of each side 

of the courtyard. 

Courtyards of this 

design were known 

from Parthian palac-

es built in Persia in 

the third century CE, 

but the reason for 

adapting the idea for 

use in a mosque is unclear. While two iwans at right 

angles to qibla wall could help define the focus on 

Mecca, having four symmetrically disposed makes 

less sense. It has been proposed that the four-iwan 

courtyard became popular for esthetic reasons. A 

boldly scaled arch opening that provided builders 

with an opportunity to exercise their skills in geo-

metric ornament interrupts the regular rhythm of 

the colonnades.  

Masjid-I-Shah Alhambra 

 The Alhambra is a royal citadel erected above the city 

of Granada. Built in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, 

the Alhambra was the work of the Nasrid Dynasty, who gov-

erned the dwindling Islamic territories of southern Spain until 

their expulsion in 1492 by Ferdinand and Isabella, the mon-

archs who also financed Columbus’s expedition to the Indies in 

the same year. Some parts of the Alhambra are now ruined, 

and the center of its site on a ridge overlooking the city is 

crowded by the later palace of Charles V. The red-brick exteri-

or wall bristles with towers capped by crenelated battlements. 

Originally these enclosed an entire palace city, including com-

mon dwelling houses, craft workshops, the royal ming, several mosques, public baths, 

and a military garrison, in addition to seven palace buildings.  

 The two most impressive chambers are grouped around 

open rectangular courts; one known as the Court of Myrtle 

Trees, which provided access to the Hall of the Ambassadors; 

and the other called the Court of Lions, so named for the foun-

tain at its center. The Court of Myrtle Trees has a central rec-

tangular pool fed by gently overflowing fountain basins at op-

posite ends. Arcaded galleries are set across the short sides, 

and rows of myrtles parallel to the pool on the long sides are 

reflected in its smooth surface. At the north end is the Co-

mares Tower, which contained the square-plan Hall of the Am-

bassadors. This was the throne room of the sultan, and its 

domed celing, composed of over 8000 wooden sections, cap-

tures the effect of thousands of stars in the seven levels of heaven as described by Islamic 

theology. 

 The Catholic kinds who later occupied the Alhambra 

palaces cut an opening from the Court of Myrtle Trees to the 

rectangular Court of Lions, which was originally the heart of a 

separate palace. Its perimeter is set with arcades resting on 

slender columns, and its center is divided into four parts by 

shallow watercourses emanating from the lion fountain at the 

center. The layout is thought to symbolize the Qur’anic vision 

of paradise—a garden below which four rivers flow with water, 

wine, honey, and milk.  
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Majid-I-Shah, Isfahan (1611-1630) 

The Alhambra (14th century) 

Court of Lions at The Alhambra (14th century) 

Court of Myrthle Trees at The Alhambra (14th century) 
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 The term Gothic was first 

applied in the seventeenth century 

to denote designs not based on 

precedent from classical antiquity, 

and the label was applied with 

derision. By the nineteenth century, 

pejorative connotations had largely 

been overcome, but historians have 

struggled wince to clarify what 

exactly constitutes the Gothic style.  

 The most obvious definition 

involves key elements employed in 

many Gothic buildings—the pointed 

arc and the rib-vault—although 

these were also found in some 

Romanesque work. These are, 

however, elements original to Gothic 

buildings, including flying buttresses, 

windows with tracery, and piers 

composed of colonnettes or shafts 

bundled around a core, that served 

as hallmarks of the style.  

GOTHIC 

 

 Six miles north of Paris, St. Denis was the French royal 

monastery. It was the burial place of Denis, the first bishop of 

Paris, who was martyred by the Romans in the third century and 

later designated the patron saint of France. The kings of France 

were buried at the abbey, and the royal banner, the Oriflamme, 

was kept there between military campaigns. For all its prestige, 

the abbey was overcrowded and somewhat decayed when Suger 

became abbot. The existing building was a Carolingian basilica 

that had received an enlarged eastern chapel in 832.  

 Suger wanted to rebuild the church for the greater glory 

of God and France, but first he had to set the abbey’s financial 

affairs in order and respond to criticism from Bernard of Clair-

vaux by reforming the religious practices of its monks. While he 

worked toward these goals, Suger developed images of what he 

wished the new church to be. He studied biblical descriptions of 

the Temple of Solomon, a design specified by God; he read 

writings attributed to St. Denis, in which there was much discus-

sion of the mystical and metaphysical properties of visual mani-

festations of spiritual images; and he inquired of travelers from 

Constantinople for descriptions of Hagia Sophia, widely regarded 

as the most splendid church building in Christendom, which Sug-

er was determined to exceed.  

 Suger’s preoccupa-

tion with colored light is 

clearly manifested in the 

seven shallow radiating 

chapels of the choir, each 

with two large stained-glass 

windows. The irregular bays 

of this complex plan are 

consistently covered by rib 

vaults rising to a uniform 

crown height, while slender 

buttresses, set in the angles 

between the chapels, rein-

force the upper wall.  

Church of St. Denis Beauvais Cathedral 

 The cathedral of St. Pierre at Beauvais was 

never completed, and only the choir and transept 

stand today to indicate the scale of the intended 

Gothic buildings. 

 Although structural failure was only part of 

the problem at Beauvais, it is a recurring element in 

the history of the cathedral’s construction. The de-

sign called for a string of seven radiating chapels off 

the ambulatory with paired aisles in the choir that 

continued beyond the aisled transepts as double 

aisles in the nave. These vaults collapsed in 1284, 

probably because wind forces exceeded load capaci-

ties on slender intermediate buttress piers, causing 

them to rotate and fall. The vaults were reconstruct-

ed with six additional piers in the arcade, resulting 

in sexpartite vaults in the choir bays rather than the 

original quadripartite design, and thicker piers in the 

bay next to the crossing. Damaged transept vaults 

were rebuilt  and a single bay of the nave was con-

structed but never vaulted in stone. The incomplete 

west end was shuttered off in early seventeenth 

century, as the cathedral chapter conceded 

that the building would never be finished. 

 Tracery on the enormous transept 

roses moves into even more elaborate, 

flame-like shapes. Seen from the east, 

the exterior is overwhelmingly vertical. 

At the western end are gragments of 

Notre-Dame de la Basse-Oeuvre. The 

construction problems stemmed both 

from the audacious plan and inade-

quate funding.  

Church of St. Denis (1137-40) 

C
h

u
rc

h
 o

f 
St

. D
en

is
 (

1
1

3
7

-4
0

) 

Church of St. Denis (1137-40) 
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Sainte-Chapelle 

 The Sainte-Chapelle was added by Louis IX to the roy-

al palace in Paris to house relics he had acquired from Con-

stantinople including the Crown of Thorns and a piece of the 

True Cross. The relics cost twice as much as the building.  

 The Saine-Chapelle has two levels, a gound-floor 

chapel for use by the household servants and an upper chap-

el, surrounded by stained-glass windows with bar tracery, for 

use by the royal family. This upper chapel is a jeweled space 

in which the walls have been diminished to slender piers set 

between the great expanses of largely original glass. Wall 

buttresses are linked together horizontally by iron tie-rods  

that encircle the building concealed in the masonry, passing 

across the windows as part of the framework supporting the 

glass. As a miniature statement of the dematerialization of 

masonry walls and the wondrous properties of colored light 

sought by Abbot Suger, The Sainte-Chapelle has no equal. 

Teotihuacan 

 During the Classic period of Pre-Columbian Mexican culture, a 

vast, planned urban development was created at Teotihuacan in the 

Valley of Mexico. It arose northwest of the Olmec sites subsequent to 

the Olmec decline, covers some thirteen square miles, and once served 

a population as large as 2000,000 people. In the city’s ritual center, 

designers laid out a great north-south causeway, terminated on the 

north by the stepped Pyramid of the Moon. Alongside the causeway, 

they placed a series of earthen terraces with battered walls faced with 

stone veneer; a great stepped pyramid—the Pyramid of the Sun; and 

walled enclosures, some sunken and some defined by trabeated con-

struction covered with low-relief sculpture. 

 The horizontal plane dominates here, perhaps inspired by the 

sprawl of the valley floor. This horizontality is celebrated by means of 

two distinctive ordering devices. The battered walls of the terraces and 

pyramids display the talud and tablero motifs that would be repeated 

with many variations throughout Mesoamerica. The talud is a sloping 

plane and the tablero a frieze of random stones framed by plain mold-

ings. 

 Carved columns in the Palace of Quetzalbutterfly, located on 

the west side of the plaza and in front of the Temple of the Moon, doc-

ument the appreciation among Teotihuacan’s inhabitants of the hard-

edged quality of stone. The plan of the Palace of Ateltelco located west 

of the causeway and be-

tween the Temple of the 

Sun and the Citadel, /

demonstrates– in its com-

plex geometry of inter-

locking squares, its many 

level changes, its propor-

tioning systems, and its 

layering of columns, piers, 

and walls—a sophisticated 

understanding of geomet-

ric ordering and spatial 

sequence.  

Olmec 

People migrated east across the 

Bering Straits and settled all along 

the way, traveling as far south as w 

what are today Peru and Bolivia. 

The earliest evidence of a 

sophisticated culture comes from 

the Gulf Coast of Mexico in 

northern portion of the state of 

Tabasco and southern portion of 

the state of Vera Cruz. This was the 

land of the Olmec, best known for 

their jaguar motifs and great 

bodiless stone heads with 

seemingly oriental features. Olmec 

art frequently depicted were-

jaguars, a human-jaguar hybrid, as 

well as the serpents that would 

appear at most subsequent 

Mexican sites. 

PRE-COLUMBIAN  

Sainte-Chapelle 1243-48 

Teotihuacan (200-1000 BCE) 
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Tikal 

 Perhaps the most impressive Maya city is Tikal, set within the lowland jungles of 

the department of El Peten in Guatemala. The city was not only a ceremonial site, but 

also a true urban center with a permanent population of some 45000 inhabitants.  The 

city is organized by means of causeways laid out in a rough triangle and linking major 

building complexes.  At the south-east corner of this triangle stands the North Acropolis, 

a closely packed cluster of pyramids facing a great 

plaza to the south. This plaza is defined on its eastern 

and western extremities by large pyramids and bristles 

with upright slabs (stelae) with inscriptions. The units 

of Talud elements, in the form of sloping 

embankments, define platforms. Atop these platforms 

sit stepped pyramids formed of largely unarticulated 

sloping talud and equally plain vertical tablero motifs 

relieved only by horizontal returns and recessed 

panels, both of which cast sharply defined shadows. 

The Maya 

 Maya society was rigidly stratified, with 

peasant farmers at the base and the priest class, 

merchants and warriors above. At the top was a 

hereditary king, who was both a civil ruler and a priest. 

The Maya were unique in the Americas in developing a 

system of writing, recording their history and ritual 

practices on paper.  

 The Maya solar calendar included  days broken 

down into eighteen months of twenty days each with 

five residual days. A separate religious calendar had  

days and the two calendars coincided every fifty-two 

years. This interval was viewed as a birth-death-rebirth 

cycle and was celebrated with lavish rituals. 

 

 Machu Picchu is located at a height of 3000 feet in the Andes. The site includes about 200 

houses that could have sheltered only about 1000 persons, in inhospitable climate other than in the 

summer months. It’s exact purpose is unclear, but the Incas transformed the saddle of land they 

chose for their settlement into a cohesive ensemble of agricultural terraces, distinctive house types, 

meeting halls, and carefully defined plazas. The houses are notable for their stone construction, 

sometimes battered walls, trapedevoid of masonry or have only a pier or piers on one long side.   

  The similarity of form types preferred by the mound and stepped-pyramid builders of 

Mexico and Central and South America to the pyra-

mids and ziggurats of Egypt and Mesopotamia are 

evident. The cross=cultural conditions reveal much 

about mankind’s innate design inclinations. That civi-

lizations so far removed could reach such similar, dra-

matic conclusions reflects a common response to 

gravity through experimentation with the angle of 

repose, to recognize the power of the horizon, and 

the belief that the gods resided in high-up places. 

The Incas 

In Pre-Columbian Peru, the Chimu Empire unified settle-

ments in coastal river valleys in what was otherwise an 

arid land. In the Moche Valley, the indeigenous people 

erected adobe pyraids, the largest being the Pyramid of 

the Sun.  

 No culture in the Pre-Columbian Americas occu-

pied an environment as dramatic as that of the Incas. A 

militaristic and intensely socially stratified people, they 

organized the precipitous terrain of the Andres by terrac-

ing the rugged mountainsides and by providing sophisti-

cated irrigation systems for agriculture. While they had no 

written language, they kept numerical records using 

knotted cords. Their knowledge of medicine and surgery 

was highly developed, and included the practice of cutting 

circular openings in human skulls. 

Machu Picchu (1450) 

Machu Picchu 

Tikal (700) 

Tikal Pyramid (650) 


