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HISTORY OF EUROPEAN ARCHITECTURE TO 1900 
 

LECTURE 1  

PREHISTORIC DWELLINGS - HELLENIC ARCHITECTURE 
 
Introduce myself 
I am an historian, not an architect.  This is a course in architectural history.  I won’t 
focus on the engineering aspects of built structures.  The course will focus on the 
visual and aesthetic features of noteworthy buildings and their place in history. 
Changes in architectural styles over time will be put in historic context. 

- 8-weeks, ending  15 November.  Lectures can be accessed on U3A website: 
Slide: adelaideu3a.org.au, search Course Support, scroll to 'History of Architecture’ 
 
My background:  Tutored in the subject in 1989, also Australian and European history 
2006-13.  PhD history:  Heritage Politics in Adelaide – download free book 
 
The course is effectively an architectural tour of Europe from its beginnings to 
about 1900, concluding with Australian colonial architecture, then a brief summary of 
20th century styles.  It is a course for the layperson, for educated tourists who enjoy 
architecture.  It will help you understand what you see and I hope will raise your 
appreciation of the great European and Australian buildings before the 20C.     

- An 8-week Grand Tour, so to speak.   
At the end, I will expect you to recognise different architectural styles.  You can 
impress your travel partner on your tours…     
 
Slide   Architectural history sources that I used (not necessarily recommended):     
Dan Cruickshank, ed,  Sir Banister Fletcher’s A History of Architecture, 20th ed, 1996.   Oxford:  

Architectural Press (first published 1896) 
JM Freeland, Architecture in Australia: a History.  Penguin, 1968. 
Robert Furneaux Jordan, Victorian Architecture.  Penguin, 1966. 
*Patrick Nuttgens, The story of architecture. 2ed.  Phaidon, 1997. 
Nikolaus Pevsner, An outline of European Architecture. Penguin, reprinted 1988. 
John Summerson, Georgian London.  Penguin, revised 1962. 
David Watkin, A history of Western architecture.  5th ed.  UK:  Laurence King, 2011. 

*Also, you can watch lectures on YouTube – eg, the Parthenon, the agora…  
 
These lectures are about architectural style and how styles have changed over the 
centuries, the people and innovations that impacted on styles.   
 
History is the study of change, how and why change takes place in a society.  In 
architectural history, the major agents of change were:   PP Slide  
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Contact between cultures: 
- wars or invasions in which the victors introduced their own architectural styles 

or transferred the styles of the conquered to their own regions 
o Eg, from Egypt and M.E. to Greece; Greek to Roman, Crusades, etc.  

- trade which resulted in movements of populations, their styles and materials; 
also architects and masons (who build the designs of architects) 

- pilgrimages and tourism – the Christian Church was a major agent 
(pilgrimages resulted in buildings with a mix of styles as new forms were added 
to old buildings (eg Gothic elements added to Romanesque churches)  

New structural techniques bring change with experimentation; eg, thinning walls  
Technological advancements which lead to the introduction of new building 

materials (iron, steel and glass), and  
Most important:   human ingenuity –geniuses of design 

– the great man theory applies to developments in architecture 
 
Begin:  PALEOLITHIC PERIOD (c. 20,000 – 16,000BCE) – Last Ice Age 

- cave-dwellers, hunter-gatherers; bldg technology begins, use of stone tools 
   
CAVES were the oldest and most common types of 
dwellings. Shelter in natural underground spaces 
large enough for a Neanderthal man. 

- Evidence of cave paintings, though not 
always in caves where they lived  
 

First buildings were dwellings (shelter), later 
religious and burial sites (public spaces) 

- Man’s earliest attempts to create shelter – structures of wood and stone  
- for protection from extreme weather conditions, wild beasts and enemies.  
- Fire was used, often in prepared (paved) hearths 

- Australian Aborigines (earlier) – see 
Brian Pascoe, Dark emu 
Artist’s drawing, structures in wood and stone 

 
MESOLITHIC ERA – 16,000 – 10,000BCE 
(thaw), Middle Stone Age – pit-houses  
A pit-house is a building that is partly dug 

into the ground, and covered by a roof.  
Besides providing shelter from extreme 

weather, these structures may also have been 
used to store food and for cultural activities 
like the telling of stories, dancing, singing and 
celebrations.  

Reconstruction of a pit-house in Authausen, Germany 
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(Outside Lascaux Cave, France, with prehistoric cave art) 
 
 

More sophisticated pit-houses were found at Moldova and Ukraine.  
- Wood framework covered with skins, held in place by rough oval mammoth 

bones, enclosing hearths. Skins filled with turf and wood.  Oval shape. 
 

 
NEOLITHIC PERIOD, OR NEW STONE AGE,  

ca.9000-5000 BCE,  
- beginning of agriculture, the first buildings appeared 
in more settled communities, - use of stone tools 
- Increasing durability of materials used.  The first 
mud bricks, formed with the hands ;   
- wooden moulds were found in Jericho, in the late Neolithic period.  
- Houses were built in round or oval compounds; villages were also arranged 

systematically with houses aligned in rows – beginning of town planning.   
- Mud-brick architecture dates from 7500 and 6000 BCE.  Humans created the 

first buildings beyond crude shelters.  2 
kinds: 
 pile house at the Pfahlbau Museum 
Unteruhldingen in Germany 
(Reconstruction based on remains of 
Neolithic houses near Stonehenge) 

Also stilt houses: settlements in and around the 
Alps, on marshy land as protection   

 
Later in this era, evidence of collective tombs and 
sacred monuments.   
These are all buildings, but not architecture, which 
entails aesthetic design. 
 
BRONZE AGE, c.2500-1250 BCE:    
 
From the Bronze Age, ritual structures have been found in small temple-like bldgs 
 - in Britain in the form of henges:  stone settings like Stonehenge in Wiltshire  
Archaeologists date it 3000 to 2000 BCE. 
 
Megalithic monuments were used as tombs throughout Europe and Asia (dolmans  

– upright stones with large slab over them) 
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- freestanding earthworks and henges have been found only in Britain. 
 
The architecture of fortifications also began in the late Neolithic and early Bronze Age, 

either earthwork or wooden ramparts with defensive towers  
 Bronze Age wooden fortification surrounding a village (Poland) 

 
IRON AGE, c.1250 BCE to 1 CE. 
people began using iron as the material for their cutting tools and weapons.  Didn’t 

begin around the world at same time. 
Reconstruction of Iron Age Celtic Roundhouse 

- Fyi,  the Iron Age includes the earliest texts 
preserved in manuscripts. 
Sanskrit and Chinese literature flourished 
in the Iron Age. Other texts include the 
Indian Vedas (Hindi scriptures) and the 
oldest parts of the Hebrew Bible.  

 
Mesopotamia and Egypt  
Western culture and architecture derive much of their richness from the fact that their 

origins lie outside of Europe.  The earliest buildings are to be found in the Near 
East and Egypt: the valleys of the Tigris and Euphrates in Mesopotamia (Iraq) —
the Fertile Crescent—and the fertile Nile River in Egypt  

 - here real architectural design begins from 4000BCE (Bronze & Iron Ages) 
- the mastery of irrigation enabled cultivation and grain surpluses 

 - which led to permanent settlements and  a variety of life styles and trade 
 

Mesopotamia - the ‘land between the rivers’ (eastern Iraq) 
 Monumental architecture and urban consciousness in Europe have their origins 

between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers at Babylon  
- Outside Babylon 4,000 years BCE,  1/3 of land area was covered in temples 

and public buildings 
o In the temple dedicated to the goddess of love, the temples were 

connected by a portico of two rows of circular columns in mud brick, the 
first free-standing columns (artefacts in museums)    

o walls and pilasters were decorated in geometrical patterns 
with terracotta cones  
 

Built in flat terrains, Mesopotamian cities contained temple-ziggurats, perhaps 
recalling mountains. The most remarkable extant is at Ur (Iraq), c.2125BCE.  

 Temple ruins at Ur   Zuggerat 
 
The tower of Babel erected by 

King Nabuchadanesder II 
ca590BCE, was of 
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ziggurat design, on four platforms, with a massive ‘stairway to heaven’ 
- Recorded by Alexander the Great when he invaded Mesopotamia  

Egypt 
The monarchy and religion of ancient Egypt, and the forms that defined them, 
retained common elements for 3000 years, despite new innovations.  
– ie, architectural forms were mostly unchanged during the era of the pharaohs  
- Egypt was a closed society, its narrow river valley largely untouched by foreign 

influence, until it was partly settled by Greeks from 1600BCE and conquered 
by Rome under Julius Caesar 

o then Egypt became part of Europe for a time.   
*Its building structures and techniques influenced Europe, especially the temple 
complexes in the Valley of  Kings and Valley of the Queens at Luxor: 
 
 

               
Papyrus-bud columns, central corridor Great Pyramid, Giza  Luxor Temple 
(14C BPE)  
 
   
THE GREEK WORLD  
The architecture of ancient Greece laid the foundations of many subsequent styles in 

different parts of the world.  The essence of Greek classical architecture is order, 
visually harmonious art and architecture.   It is one of the most aesthetically 
perfect bodies of work in the Western European tradition.   

 
Greece was not, for most of its history, one country.  It began as a group of city-states, 

or poleis, usually in conflict: a civilisation of small cities, with rural surround 
- Early period, a network of 1,000, the largest city-state culture in world history, 

both geographically and demographically.  By 500BCE, 12 poleis 
- It was a maritime empire, with coastal settlements from the Black Sea to Spain.   
 
Ancient Greek architecture developed through its four main cultures: 
 Minoan, Mycenean, Hellenic and Macedonian (northward on the map).  
 
The most important early phase of Greek architectural development was on the island 
of Crete, the largest and most populous island, south of the mainland 
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-   Europe’s first civilisation, the Minoan civilisation (after King Minos), in the Middle 
Bronze Age 

 
Crete (south); Mycenae (nw of Crete); Athens; Macedonia north  
- Contact through trade with advanced eastern cultures in 

Egypt and Syria enabled the Cretans, by 1700BCE, to 
develop an indigenous architecture with Egyptian 
touches such as pillars, central courtyards, frescoed 
interiors. 

- Reached its peak with the great 4-storey Palace of 
Knossos: 3-storey (plus basements) buildings around an 

open court, discovered by archaeologists 1899. 
- The Palace had perhaps 300 rooms, constructed of stone and mud brick.  
-  The city-state measured some 750 sq miles in area with nearby mansions of same 

construction – unfortified (no threats) 
 

overview       Restored North Entrance with charging bull fresco 
 
- Economically, the palace was a storage and distribution centre supporting some 14–

18,000 people: staples of grain (barley, wheat, etc.), wine, olive oil, supplemented 
by coriander and saffron. + Pasturage for sheep – woolmaking. 

Storage jars 
 

- Trading contacts extended west to Egypt and the Levant (Morocco), south to the 
Cyclades islands and north to the Peloponnesian mainland.  

- [Cyclades island at end of the 3rd millennium BC, was dotted with small towns; 
artisans created abstract marble sculptures for tombs. Remarkably modern look.] 

o Museum of Cycladic Art in Athens. 
- The political heyday of Knossos ended in the Late Bronze Age:  1613BCE a volcanic 

eruption on the ancient Greek island of Santorini, caused a huge tsunami which 
engulfed Crete 
- Knossos was revived by the 5C BCE as a Hellenistic city. 

 
MYCENAE is the major Late Bronze Age city in the Peloponnese region northeast of 
Crete that has given its name to an era:  The ‘Mycenaean Age’, 
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The Mycenean Greeks ruled the Aegean world (east) 1400-1200BCE, when the 
culture declined, possibly because of invaders.  In ruins by 1100BCE.  
- Homer and archaeologists tell us that about 1450 Knossos was invaded by 

Greek-speaking invaders from the north.   
- But whereas ‘Minoan’ culture appears 

strikingly peaceful (no walls), Mycenaeans 
were bellicose. 

- Though Greek in language, Mycenaean 
Greece was mostly a provincial outpost of a 
Middle Eastern culture from Syria and 
Iraq, also Egypt. 

o Homer’s Iliad and Oddyssey tell of the 
10-year Trojan War across the Aegean 
Sea at Troy, in modern Turkey, (south 
of Dardinelles) in this era  

- The imposing Lion Gate entrance to the citadel at Mycenae recalls the 
buildings of Babylon, and its royal tombs are reminders of Egypt 

  

The citadel  Lion gate Detail of Gate, lionesses   
 
Around 1200 the wealthy centres of Mycenaean Greek civilisation came crashing 

down.  A Greek ‘Dark’ age followed from 11C to 7C—dark because it was 
illiterate (except on Cyprus) and because there were fewer settlements, with 
smaller populations, more widely scattered, and technologically impoverished.  

- Mycenaean society represented a false start to a Greek civilisation. 
 
Dark and Archaic Ages (11C-7C) not a total cultural blank  

- technological innovations:  Around 1050 they produced a superior pottery that 
was well proportioned and finely decorated.   

- also about this time Greek metal workers mastered the process of smelting and 
working iron.  Iron weapons and tools… (not architecture) 

- New Greek settlements across the Aegean Sea to the Anatolian coast, in 
Miletus, Ephesus and Colophon that would become thriving cities.   

 
THE CLASSICAL PERIOD – Spread of 
Hellenic Culture in the Mediterranean  

(note Byzantion and ports on Black Sea) 
The Hellenistic Kingdoms formed 
from about 800BCE:  Egypt, Near East, 
Mediterranean  
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– ie, a colonising nation of 12 city-states. 
- Phoenicians first, from whom the Greeks borrowed phonetic alphabetic script 

 
In the 7C the Greek empire spread to Sicily and southern Italy, to Spain and to southern 
France Massalia (Marseilles, 600BCE), ‘the Golden West’: 

trade, slaves, transported olives; best of the western governments  
 SYRACUSE, Sicily –founded by Greeks 733BCE - grew to become the largest, 
wealthiest, most powerful of all Sicilian Greek cities. 

- The Greek settlers prospered through agriculture, sheep- and horse-rearing and 
the export of wool and horses, and a medicinal plant 
 

BYZANTION (Istanbul) settled by Greece after victory over the Persians in 479BCE 
- It became a major node in the imperial network as a source of taxation and trade in 

wheat and other staple goods from Black Sea ports:  Ukraine, south Russia and the 
Crimea to Athens, until Philip of Macedon defeated Athenians there in 338.  

 
The 5C BCE was period of great prosperity, progress and high culture. This is the 
Golden Age of Hellenistic culture. 

o Athenian Democracy began in 508 BCE; democratus = will of the people 
o Pericles in 461BCE initiated half a century of democratic advance.   

- Not in all states:  Sparta, eg, had a lifestyle based around battle-readiness 
- Sparta, with Athens, ‘won’ the Graeco-Persian Wars (Thermopylae Pass), 

enabling the extraordinary subsequent flowering of Greek high culture.    
 

In Athens this was the high classical age because of its astonishing development of 
philosophy, architecture, art (especially sculpture), literature and drama, medicine 

(Hippocrates of Cos) and mathematics (Euclid). 
Nike of Samothrace, masterpiece of Helenistic art; also male figures 

 
Urban architecture during the Hellenistic Age became more 
substantial; there were 
planned cities with council houses, theatres, assembly 
buildings, temples, etc. 
 
*Greek Temples  

– Greek architects and their patrons believed in the Platonic 
ideal of proportion; didn’t design to rules, no designs are 
exactly the same 
Nuttgens:  One of the most aesthetically perfect bodies of 

work in the Western European tradition…  The architecture of ancient Greece was 
the foundation of many subsequent styles in different parts of the world. 
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The early temples were built of sun-dried brick with additional timber supports.  A key 
characteristic was a colonnade of columns all around the building.   
In the 7C BCE terracotta roofing tiles were added, and their weight encouraged the 
adoption of stone rather than wooden columns.   

-   As I said, Columns were probably influenced by the masonry and columns 
developed by the Egyptians; Greek contact with the Nile in 7C BCE. 

 
The Temple of Apollo Epicurius in nw Greece, was one of the earliest temples in this 

style. 
 

It was a culture that saw architecture, not as 
interior rooms, but from outside.   
The Greek temple was designed for the priest to 

stand in front of the altar, where animals 
were sacrificed, with his back to the temple.  
The temple housed the idol of the deity to 
whom it was dedicated, and sometimes there 
was an inner room used as a treasury, 

sanctuary or oracle chamber, as well as a rear porch.  The inner chambers often 
contained rich offerings to the gods and were enclosed with metal railings and 
gates. 

 
The Classical Greek Orders 
It is important that you understand the hallowed Greek orders (styles), because they 

have been used in European architecture continuously since: 
5 Architectural Orders: Toto and Doric; two versions of the Ionic; Corinthian and 

Composite 
 - Doric evolved in the mainland communities; plain volute at 
top of column 

- Originally in wood, the Doric order was converted to 
stone towards the end of the 7th century BCE 

There are striking memorials of the Doric style bet. 550 and 
450BCE in Sicily and south of Naples.  The largest of all Doric 
temples was that of Olympian Zeus at Acragas at Syracuse in 
Sicily, the greatest of the Dorian colonies and the largest city in 

the Greek world.  Known as the ‘temple of giants’, it 
was intended to impress:  6 temples within 1/2 mile 
at that site. 

  (Note:  Doric columns, also entablature, frieze with 
triglyphs) 
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 Doric temples were originally made of wood.  The wooden columns were fluted (with 
grooves) which continued as they were made of stone after about 600BCE. 

Entablature:  blocks of stone formed the architrave (cross-beam).  Above the 
architrave is the decorative frieze, composed of triglyphs (three grooves) scoring 
protruding blocks and metopes carved with figurative scenes.   

Triangular pediment on the base, or cornice, under wide, sloping eaves.  Cornice and 
eaves threw off rainwater. 

Entablature, triglyphs, metopes 
Wood persisted as a roofing material, even in the stone 

temples, and its susceptibility to fire tells us why so 
many temples, eg on the Acropolis, have been left to us 
as roofless ruins. 

While the ruins are now natural stone or marble, the 
Greeks painted their buildings and statues in what we 
would consider garish colours—red, blue and gold  
 

The Ionic developed in the eastern Greek area of the 
Aegean islands and the coast of Asia Minor – earliest 
stone versions on island of Delos by 6C 

- The major features are the volutes of its capital 
- look like rams’ horns or a scroll lightly rolled up at 

either end. 
-  originally they lay flat in a single plane, then angled 

out on the corners so they "read" equally when seen from either front or side. 
 
- Ionic columns are slimmer, lighter and more delicately sculpted than Doric 

 
- Fluted columns, common in Greek architecture 

 
Metopes and triglyphs of the Doric have 

disappeared, but the frieze and 
pediment are likely to be fully carved.  

 
Ionic colonies were established on the seaboard of Asia Minor, now southeastern 
Turkey, by Mycenean Greeks from Crete around 1100BCE  

- Included Miletus, Priene, Ephesus and Smyrna by 8C BCE, plus numerous 
Aegean islands.  

The Library of Celsus in Ephesus (southern coast of Turkey) 
 
The Corinthian Order was first used in the 5th century BCE 

as a decorative variant of the Ionic.  Corinthian Columns 
originated at Corinth, a city-state on an island in the 
Peloponnese, southwest of the mainland 
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- said to have been invented by 
an Athenian sculptor 
Callimachus, sculpting the stems 
and foliage of an acanthus plant.  
Used in the later Hellenistic 
period. 
 Column at Pantheon         

Temple of Apollo, limestone columns 
 
Corinth was a rich commercial centre, ideally placed for trade by land and sea  

It was sacked by Rome in 146BCE, then rebuilt by Caesar and became the 
luxurious capital of Roman Greece under Emperor Hadrian. 

 - Not popular with the Greeks.  More characteristic of Roman architecture. 
Temple improvements over time include the increasing use of stone in regularly 

trimmed blocks to form the bases of colonnades and walls and introduction of terra 
cotta for tiles and facings.  Otherwise, construction in these orders didn’t change 
much during the Hellenistic era;  

- only subtle changes were made to perfect the design. 
   

Architects noted that from a distance the straight columns appeared to bulge close to 
the entablature – or that the distance between columns narrowed at the top.  This was 
overcome by making the stones smaller at the top of the column so they would appear 
equal and straight for the viewer at ground level. 

- Ie, the columns are not really straight.   
 
The 5C BCE was a period of peace and economic prosperity; Athens was the richest of 

the Greek states, under Pericles, the military and political leader.  This is the 
beginning of the Golden Age of Athens and Hellenistic culture. 

 
The Acropolis, Athens - the supreme example of a Hellenistic Greek sanctuary.   

It was originally a late Bronze Age citadel or fort.  The temple was rebuilt and new 
buildings were added to the Acropolis by Pericles to celebrate the victory over the 
Persians at Marathon in 490BCE. 

 
 

The main building on the Acropolis is the 
large temple to Athena, the Parthenon, 
completed 436 BCE, a Masterpiece of 
the Doric order… (now with paint worn 
off)  Inside the colonnades, towards the 
end, there stood a gold and ivory statue 
of Athena, fully armed with spear, helmet and shield, accompanied by a snake. 

Mnesicles, arch.Athena, goddess of wisdom, courage, civilisation, justice, maths 
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The carved decoration was exceptionally lavish, with 
sculptural representation of the birth of Athena 
on the eastern pediment (triangle at top) and the 
contest of Athena and Poseidon for the patronage 
of Athens on the western one.   
It is the oldest surviving colonnade of a temple 
of this era. 
 

The other temples on the Acropolis are Ionic:  
Temple of Athena Nikè, near the Parthenon, with Caryatid porch and Sanctuary of 
Artemis (destroyed by Turks) 

- Temple of Athena Nike, Acropolis, 
reconstructed with original stone 
Karyatid porch:   (originals in British 

Museum) 
 
After Athens, the Temple of Delphi 

is the most memorable of this era, 
a spectacular site high up in a natural amphitheatre.   It grew rich as the seat of 
the oracle that was consulted on important decisions throughout the ancient 
classical world.  It was considered the navel (centre) of Hellenic world.    

Dramatic setting on top of Mount Parnassas in mainland Greece 
 

Down the hill, northwest of 
the Acropolis is the 
Agora (public square or 
market place), where 
people congregated 
(agora means ‘to talk’).  
Around the market-
place were meeting-

halls, offices and shops behind the colonnaded stoa.   
 The ruins of Agora, commercial centre of ancient AthensPlan of Agora showing major buildings 

and structures in 5C BCE 
 
The stoa was a simple but enormously influential invention 

of the Greeks, which took the principle of the column 
and lintel but linked them together to form a long 
colonnade which had many uses: for grouping together 
shops and workshops which would have otherwise 
looked like a random collection of sheds and huts, and 
giving them a dignified unity.  It provided a space for 
people to sit in or walk under in the shade, where they could talk and barter their 
goods.  
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Reconstructed stoa of Attalos, Agora.  Stoa Poikile, 
‘Painted Stoa’ excavated by Americans.  This has meant 
loss of 19C heritage listed buildings, but Helenic attracts. 

 
Here, in the meeting-halls for government and 

law, democracy was born, and with it free 
speech, though only for Greek men.  (The right 
to vote was denied to women, to slaves and to 
foreigners.) 

 
Here Pericles made his famous funeral oration, celebrating the distinctive character 

of Greek civilization.  Philosophers and their disciples loitered under the 
colonnades of the stoas, where the foundation of philosophical enquiry for the 
Western world was laid down—by Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, and of course the 
Stoics under Zeno (who took their name from the structure), and Epicureans.   
They were like open-air universities.   

 
- The innovative plan of the Greek agora influenced the long colonnaded streets 

which became characteristic of Roman town planning. 
Another major building in Greek culture was the stadium for games, placed outside 
the town walls, eg, the Stadium at Delphi.    
The Athenian stadium of 331BCE, could accommodate 60,000 spectators.  Every 4th 
year meets for competitive games.  Remodeled 1895, no photo of ancient stadium. 

(example)The Stadium at Epidauros 
 
In addition, all Greek cities had gymnasia where 
the local young men trained.   

 
Most Greek houses were simple and small with a 

walled garden in the middle, made of sun-dried 
mud which has not survived. 
- About 90% of the population normally lived 

in the countryside 
 
All the main buildings were represented and grouped into the new planned cities of the 

Hellenistic period.  The common pattern was for the city to be laid out in a grid 
plan below an acropolis, with a central agora, thoroughfares crossing the town, and 
separate zones scheduled for commercial, religious and political life, and the 
stadium. 

 
Temples, town planning, agoras, stadiums, theatres:  characteristics of Greek 
architecture.  
 
Finally, other great cultural artefacts of Hellenistic period were Greek Theatres 
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- constructed on hillsides, using natural environment; spectators sat on rocky 
slopes. 

- Ancient theatre of Delphi 
 

Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides and Aristophanes 
presented their plays in these theatres, laying down 
the pattern for Western drama and theatre   

- The Theatre at Epidaurus, in the 
Peloponnese peninsula, southern Greece, 
c.300BCE, is a vast auditorium with 
cushioned seats at lower 2/3, for elites.  Still 
being used today. 

 
 
 

Greek tragedy 
was created in 
Athens before 
532 BCE, when 
the Oscar of the 
day was 
awarded to the 
actor Thespis, 
the ‘Father of 

Tragedy’ 
- source of the word ‘thespian’,  for those who do crossword puzzles 

The theatres were originally built on a very large scale to accommodate the number of 
people on stage (orchestra, chorus, actors), as well as the vast audiences.  
 
Mathematics played a large role in the construction of these theatres, as their designers 

had to be able to create acoustics so that the actors' voices could be heard 
throughout the theatre, including the very top row of seats.  
- The Greeks' understanding of acoustics compares very favourably with the 

current state of the art.  
- Originally the audience sat on the ground.  The first seats in Greek theatres were 

wooden, but around 499 BCE the practice of inlaying stone blocks into the side of 
the hill to create permanent, stable seating became more common.  

- In 465 BC, the playwrights began using a backdrop or scenic wall, which hung or 
stood behind the orchestra.  It also served as a screen behind which actors could 
change their costumes.  It was known as the skênê (from which the word "scene" 
derives). The death of a character was always heard behind the skênê, for it was 
considered inappropriate to show a killing to the audience.  
- Aristophanes, great comedy, ‘deus ex machina’  
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The last Greek Emperors, and greatest of all, were Philip II of Macedon and his son 
Alexander the Great, who conquered all mainland 
Greece by 330BCE  

- Philip united the former city states into one 
Greek state. 

- They were expansionists who laid the 
foundation of Greek cities in strategically 
and economically important localities from 
Egypt to Bactria (in Afghanistan). 

- From Alexander, Greek cultural influence and power was at its peak; created 
cultural unity across political borders, Italy to Pakistan, with Athens the 
supreme power 
 Alexander's empire at the time of its maximum expansion. (Italy, s. Spain previously settled 
by Greeks) 
 

- and destroyed the old Persian empire, carting away its treasures  
  (eg, the great Persian city of Persepolis on the Silk Road, built by Darius I)  

 
 

= a fusion of the Ancient Greek world with that of 
Mediterranean cultures 

- Equally, Greek culture was influenced by the 
indigenous cultures of the empire, adopting local 
practices where beneficial, necessary, or 
convenient 

- There was no common system of imperial government;  
- characterised by small self-governing states, often at war with one another. 

 
This fusion is shown in the architecture of 
Egypt under Ptolemy I, appointed by 
Alexander, and his 22 successors.  
Temple of Edfu, west bank of Nile:   

Egyptian entrance   Greek Courtyard 
 
Another example, the Temple of Isis, at 

Philae, built by Ptolemy II (a deified ruler, not to be confused with today’s terrorist 
group Isis) 
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The namesake City of Alexandria was established in 340, not in Europe but in Africa, 
in the Nile’s outlet into the Mediterranean. 

- For almost three centuries thereafter, Alexandria was the capital of the 
‘Hellenic’ culture of the entire Greek world, with its Museum & Library. 

-  Great Greek intellects—Euclid, Eratosthenes, Archimedes, poet Theocritus and 
many others—were part of it.   

- No pictures.  Later regime changes, burnings, and earthquakes, obliterated 
Alexandria, much of it under water, including Alexander’s fabled tomb. 

 
 
 
 
SUMMARY:  Real architectural design begins in Mesopotamia and Egypt, from 

4000BCE (Bronze & Iron Ages).  Monumental; temples, columns 
 Classical Greek: harmony, order.  Doric & Ionic columns, entablature, pediment 
      Corinthian columns introduced, but used mostly by Romans later 

City planning:  acropolis on a hill, agora with stoa below in cities; Greek theatre at 
base of a hill; several gyms within, stadium outside the city 

  
Next week: Roman architecture. 
   
 


