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EUROPEAN ARCHITECTURE TO 1900 
Lecture 2 - Roman and Byzantine Architecture  

 
Slide 1: Lectures can be accessed on U3A website:  adelaideu3a.org.au  
Click Course Support, scroll down to 'History of  Architecture ’ 
 
Sources:  *Patrick Nuttgens, Pevsner, Watkin.  Also, lectures on YouTube 
 
Rome was a city-state in 510BCE, during the flowering of Hellenic culture. 
As Pericles was introducing democracy in Athens, the Romans were expelling 
the Etruscans from Italy in its move toward a Republic, then Empire. 
  
Before the end of the 2C BCE the great period of Hellenic building activity was 

over.  The leading artists and thinkers that I mentioned last week had all 
flourished before 200BCE. 
- The disintegration of the Hellenic achievement in the second and first 

centuries BCE must be seen in the light of the growing power of Rome. 
- In Punic Wars 168BCE, Rome secured North Africa and Spain,  then 

Greece 20 years later:   Corinth was sacked 146BCE, Athens 60 yrs later  
 

A Roman Republic was established around 500BCE, with voting rights similar 
to those in Greece.  The Republic at its height under Julius Caesar, Marcus 
Aurelius and Augustus Caesar lasted until 27BCE, when Augustus, with 
absolute power, established the Roman Empire in 27BCE.  At that time he 
ruled 50m people.   

Augustus of Prima Porta 
 
By 30CE the Roman Empire included almost the entire Hellenic world within 
its orbit, which became the eastern, Greek-speaking half of its empire; although 
its hold on what are now Iran and Iraq was brief and tenuous, and it never 
absorbed any part of Afghanistan or Pakistan.  

full extent of the Roman Empire !England 43CE 
Germania wasn’t part of the Roman Empire. Ironically, later the Holy Roman Empire. 
  

- Unlike the Greeks, with city-states and local government, the Romans 
governed as an empire, with governors (and tax collectors) in all regions. 
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- All the known world was theirs, and the Mediterranean was, as the name 
implies, the sea at the centre of the world.   

 
Roman architecture in the 500 years before the CE was largely influenced by 
Greek styles, through trade with Greece and the eastern Mediterranean  

- The Romans had great reverence for Greek architecture and continued to 
create buildings (and sculpture) in Hellenic styles 

- So, while Greece was sacked, its cultural impact on Rome was wholly 
and permanently beneficial. 

 
From the 6C BCE, Roman temples had shown Greek influence as buildings to 

house the god or cult image, which were set at the back of the enclosure. 
- The classical Greek orders were adopted, particularly Corinthian order  

Corinthian Composite (Corinthian and Ionic volutes) 
 
Slide 6 
Roman temples were set on high podia, approached only from the front flights 

of steps like Greek temples, but flanked by massive low walls which served 
as bases for statuary.   

Unlike the Greeks, the Romans liked buildings to have an obvious front for 
approach.        Maison Carrée, Nimes, year 2CE – Augustan 

Note low wall        Only approach is up the steps.   
      Note triglyphs on frieze.  

 
- Early temples were roofed in timber, sometimes with coffered ceilings. 

Stone was used for the columns and architraves by this time.  
- A small number of Roman temples were circular, but not typically. 

  Temple of Hercules Victor, Rome (entablature is lost, new roof added)  
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The distinctive features of Roman architecture are the round arch, made of 
stone, and the widespread use of domes and vaults (arched ceilings) 

Roman arch  – see YouTube for demonstration 
       
The central feature of the arch is the keystone, or the wedge-shaped stone at the 
very top of the arch. It is the last stone placed during construction, and it locks all 
the other stones of the arch into position. The keystone bears almost no weight, 
but redirects the weight of the structure down and outwards, creating a strong 
passage underneath each side that has the ability to support heavy structures.  
The arch allowed ancient builders to make larger, more complex buildings that 

could hold more space and people. 
 
Slide 11 
The Roman genius was for organisation and planning, in its system of laws, 

administration, and in the architecture and planning of its great cities.  Great 
surveyors.  Practical people compared to the idealism of the Greeks. 
- Public buildings, basilicas and temples set in monumental squares or fora 
- Wide streets were lined with apartment blocks, shops and offices 
- Warehouses and elaborate drainage systems were built 

Roman architects reinstated the wall and were masters of interior design, 
especially when it involved domes, apses (semi-circular area) and vaults  
- Structures did not advance beyond known techniques in buildings, so 

walls were far more massive than was structurally necessary. 
 
(Nuttgens) The Roman Empire existed because of the greatest application of 

technology that the world had hitherto seen: in its roads, bridges, 
aqueducts, tunnels, sewers, its vast buildings, its organised merchant 
navies, military science, metallurgy, use of concrete, and its agriculture   

- Much of it was accomplished with supplies from abroad (empire looting)   
- Running water was available in homes;  
- there were private and public lavatories, some with marble seats;  
- hot and cold baths to relax in  
- fora (like Greek agora) for law and politics,  
- circuses for chariot races, amphitheatres for gladiatorial fights or for 

watching Christians being eaten by lions;  
- and theatres for drama (not intense tragedies of Hellenic drama but 

slapstick and the social comedy of Plautus and Terence).  
 



4 
 

 

Rome's first aqueduct supplied a water fountain at the city's cattle market. By 
3rd century, the city had 11 aqueducts, sustaining a population of over a 
million in a water-extravagant economy, with the city's many public baths.   

Aqueducts spread throughout the Roman Empire.  Most proved reliable and 
durable; some were maintained into the early modern era, and a few are still 
partly in use.   

Ceramic and stone pipes were generally used, but in silver mining regions, lead 
pipes were used, causing lead poisoning in inhabitants.    Greek and Roman 
physicians learned the adverse health effects of lead, and its use was banned.   
Roman engineers piped water down into valleys and then up again:  
 
Aqueducts were superbly built of cut stone in simple arched forms, sometimes 
with a decorated surface, sometimes using concrete (created 1stC out of Roman 
mortared rubble construction.)   

   
 
Some were massive.  Aqueduct at Segovia, Spain, was 40km long with 128 
arches; supplied water to Nimes, France. 

- Not the first piped running water—Palace of Knossos 1700BCE—but 
the Romans were the first to plan drainage for whole cities  

 
PAX ROMANA – 1st  and 2nd centuries of Empire, were prosperous and politically 

stable (except within imperial families); Augustus, Hadrian, Nero, Claudius,  
Augustus Caesar (14CE), first established order, then Empire 27 BCE.  
The Augustan Age is marked by vast new building works. 
His Roman forum (comp. Greek agora) was originally an irregularly shaped 

open space serving as market, general meeting place, and the setting for 
political discussions and demonstrations.  Later fora were usually a rectangular 
space, closed at one end by a marble temple. More interested in total design 
than individual buildings within the forum. 
- The plans of many Roman towns were often dominated by two straight 

streets intersecting at the centre.  The forum was placed near the 
intersection, with the principal public buildings located around it.   

- It is in some of these and other public buildings that the characteristic 
Roman combination of the orders with the arch made its appearance  

- The Roman arch was first used in utilitarian buildings such as warehouses 
with barrel-vaulted bays.   
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As it may have appeared late Empire 

 
The basilica was one of the first large-scale Roman building types in which the 

interior took precedence over the exterior.  Don’t think of a Byzantine 
basilica.  Its central space, usually rectangular, had a timber roof and often 
had side aisles behind the colonnades.  Light frequently came from 
clerestory windows above the colonnades (here below the roof). 

 
Basilica Julia in Roman Forum, 46CE 
 
 
Pompeii has the best preserved early basilica of the 1st century (flat dome) 
 

ruins of basilica at Pompeii; colonnade, pediment just visible 
 
Theatres and public baths first appeared around Naples under Greek influence.   
The Roman Amphitheatre and Roman baths expressed their way of life. 
Theatre of Marcellus, Rome, typifies differences between Greek and Roman:  

- not built on a hillside;  an elaborate arched structure with concrete barrel-
vaults (curved ceiling along a distance)  

- Theatre of Marcellus 
 
Roman Baths played a major part in ancient Roman culture and society, and 
were common to all classes: a communal activity.  They often built lavish baths 
on natural hot springs.   (not quick showers)     
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- The Romans raised bathing to a high art as they socialised in these communal 
baths.  Courtship was conducted, and business deals were sealed in baths.  

- Only the very wealthy had baths in their homes.   
A catalogue of buildings in Rome in 354 listed 952 baths of varying sizes.  

baths at Trajan, earliest surviving, 212-17CE, in the Trajan Forum  

on hot spring 
For working men, public baths were either free or low cost, with gymnasia and 

gardens.  (If this were 3C, I wld go to gym then give lecture in a public bath) 
However, baths also bred germs.  
 
In Rome the mass of population were housed in crowded tenements (insulae)  

- 3-4 stories high, up to 10 (no lifts); made with timber frames and mud-
brick walls. 

Wealthier Romans lived on lower floor in large apartments; poor in tiny rooms on 
upper floors, without plumbing: incubators of diseases, excreta thrown out (drains). 
 
Elite Roman houses were palaces and villas, in the new architecture of concrete 
Preserved at Pompeii and Ercolano (on land of early Herculanium) 

Eruption of Volcano Vesuvius, yr 79, has left an excellent picture of the 
houses of the wealthy, with columns of imported marble and painted murals. 

House of the Vetii Ercolano    fresco in surgeon’s house 
 
The principal innovations of the next century, from Nero to Hadrian (54-138) 

were in spatial planning, made possible by mastery of concrete for the 
vaulted ceiling, in their architecture of the interior. 

 - murals of landscapes and garden scenes were painted on walls in houses; 
- the Romans wanted to escape from the inward-looking Hellenic house in 
order to enjoy views of the surrounding landscape.  
- features such as fountains were added to parks - valued natural environment 
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Hadrian’s villa was a kind of open-air museum of antiquities in which he 
assembled his collection of Egyptian, Hellenistic and modern works of art. 

Hadrian’s villa, Tivoli, 118-34 
Hadrian (117-138) was one of the greatest architectural patrons of all time.  

His Pantheon in Rome began a new phase of public architecture with 
emphasis on the creation of interior space.   

The Pantheon in Rome - Temple of the gods   NB dome 
- Here was a temple, in direct contrast to the Greek temples, designed to 

be looked at from the inside as well as the outside. 

Interior   Oculus 
 

Perfect dome from inside   
 

- Its Coffered ceiling was made from volcanic tufa, for lightness    
- Light floods in from a hole, the oculus, or eye, in the centre of the dome, 

which looks to the heavens above, and also reduces its weight.   
Architects are very concerned about stress factors in designing buildings.   

- Here the dome is set inside a drum as a buttress, which makes it rise 
from the second floor whereas from outside, it appears there are 3 floors.   

- Dome is layered to spread stress outward and onto pillars, light materials. 
It was the widest dome in the world until the 19C.  Building remains today. 
     
COLOSSEUM -  situated just east of the Roman Forum. Constructed from 72-80CE, 

under the two emperors after Claudius:  Tiberius and Trajan.  

  
-  the architecture was distinctively Roman.  Not just for drama, but circuses 

and contests.  Elliptical in shape, it stood in the city centre on level ground.   
- Unlike Greek theatre, it required both an inside and an outside architecture. 
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- Outside, the four floors of the Colosseum present a copy-book façade of 
the Greek orders:  tiers of arched openings were framed by pilasters with  

- Doric on the ground floor, Ionic next, and then Corinthian pilasters on top. 
The internal architecture was most complex:  

- Vaulted passageways for access to seating 50,000 – 80,000 spectators 

   diagram 
- there were detainment areas below stage for beasts and criminals, 
- mechanical lifts, with pulleys, and ramps brought them to the arena floor. 

The impact of the Colosseum was widespread: smaller versions at Verona (now 
an open theatre) and Pola in Italy, also Nimes and Arles in France.   
 
Amphitheatres and Circuses for spectacles 
 Circus Maximus (largest) was the oldest in Rome: had a marked track 

and a low central wall for chariot racing and became the model for circuses 
throughout the Roman Empire.  It could accommodate over 150,000 
spectators.    

- Used for public games and other spectacles. The site is now a public park. 

   ground plan 
 
Triumphal Arches and Town Gates  

The Arch of Constantine, Rome, 312 
First used by Etruscans; by the 4C there were 32 in Rome.  Spanned road. The 
single arch was the most common, but many triple arches were also built.  

- Designed to "elevate above the ordinary world", according to Pliny.  Images 
of famous people were engraved in stone, Augustus: for glory of Rome. 
This commemorates Constantine’s 312 battle victory  

 
Many extant throughout the Empire.  Arc d/triomphe d’Orange, se France, 27PE. 

Augustus; reconstructed by Tiberius 
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There are many gates and arches dedicated to Hadrian in the east: Athens, Turkey 

Hadrian’s Gate, Atalya, Turkey, after visit 30PE; also Ephesus 
 
Tombs were another elaborate structure of the Romans; the family tomb looks 

back to the Etruscan tumulus for its form.   
 Roman style, eg., massive Tomb of Caecilia Metella, 1st century, one of the 

best known and well preserved monuments along the Via Appia. 

 
 
A time of extensive public works:  in addition to aqueducts, building of roads, 

bridges, defence walls for new towns in frontier areas & gateways of 
architectural interest.   

 
Roman bridge at Cordoba, Spain greets you as you drive into the city to see 

the Mosque cum Cathedral. 

Note Roman arches 
 

Of course, there is evidence of Roman settlement all over Europe.   
- The Roman theatre in Lyon, France, is an amphitheatre, not like the 

Colosseum.  This style can be found throughout France  

1C, small theatre, by 2C seating for 10,000; nearby museum of artifacts 
 
Hadrian’s Wall, England - another Roman artefact, built in preparation for 
Hadrian’s visit 22CE  
Turret on the eastern wall, at Norfolk; not built for show but a lookout 

    Not the usual graceful Roman structure 
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Many Roman sites in England, conserved and restored thanks to UNESCO’s 
World Heritage Committee.  They include forts, bridges and remains of Roman 
villas, many with mosaics on floors.  
 
Also evidence of the empire in the Middle East 
Roman ruins of Jerash in Jordan, a good example of Town Planning in the 

Empire.  An Arch of Hadrian at beginning 

Colonnade, chariot ruts       Oval Forum    
               Ampitheatre (acoustics) 
 
At  Palmyra, a great merchant city in the heart of the Syrian desert, a colonnaded street about 
1km long was built in mid-2C.  Destroyed by Isis 2015 and archaeologist killed. 

 
 
 
From 4C, BYZANTINE EMPIRE:  part of Roman Empire, last remnant 5C 
Starts with Emperor Constantine (306-337), and the adoption of Christianity  
Christianity was legalised in the Roman Empire in 313 by Constantine  

(Christians no longer fed to lions or hiding in catacombs). 
- This was resented by the wealthy Roman aristocrats who liked their own 

gods, so  
- Constantine transferred the imperial residence in 324 to the Greek city of 

Byzantion (now Istanbul, Turkey), at the meeting place of Europe and 
Asia, on the Bosporus, spoke Greek language 

- 6 yrs later, in 330, he declared the capital of the Empire to be 
Constantinople, the new Rome (no longer Byzantion) 

- Beforehand, in 312 he had built the Arch of Constantine in Rome: 

 now a symbol of Christianity 
- Ironic that this nostalgic monument to the glory of pagan Rome should 

commemorate the campaign in which Constantine was supposed to have 
been converted to Christianity by the vision of a luminous cross in the sky;   

- The Arch is inscribed with the legend ‘By this cross conquer’. 
o   Constantine was baptised on his death-bed, 337. 
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The shift of the imperial capital had the effect of hastening the division of the 
Empire into its eastern and western components, Greek and Latin. 

 
Roman Empire in the West came to an end by 476.  

- Result of invasions by Germanic tribes from the north and internal 
disputes from the previous century (an orgy of civil wars over succession; 
4 emperors, 2 senior & 2 junior; divided from 395 by Emperor Diocletian)   

- Pax Romana no more. 
 
Eastern or Byzantine Empire  
While west decayed, the Roman East endured until 1453  

- by end of 4thC, Emperor had become Holy Emperor at the sacred Palace 
in Constantinople; majority of his subjects were Christian 
Temples were taken over as Christian churches; eg, Parthenon in Athens 

 
The new Constantinian Christianity demanded a new public architectural 
expression, which began after 330.   
New forms created for the Christian churches were for a different sort of 

religious ceremony.   The familiar temple structure wouldn’t do.   
-The Roman basilica form was chosen for its colonnaded central space with 

aisles and galleries.  (Originally used for business and legal transactions.)   

Basilica of Maxentius & Constantine in Rome, floor plan 
Roman basilicas contained interior colonnades that divided the space, with 

aisles or arcaded spaces on the sides, and an apse at one end where the 
magistrates sat, often on a slightly raised dais (often rectangular, not curved) 

Of course, these forms continued to evolve in later centuries. 
 

Slide – Byzantine Architecture 
The early church commonly had a rectangular hall, like the Roman basilica, 

usually with one or two aisles to each side of the central nave, and with an 
apse at one end facing the main entrances at the other. 
- Surviving churches show great richness in the interior, eg  marble columns.   

 
Above the columns, the walls might be faced with marble, or sometimes mosaics 

of coloured glass.  Mosaics would be either narrative scenes from the bible or 
single figures against stylised landscapes or gold backgrounds.   

They had a high clerestory and a coffered ceiling, which was richly gilded.   
On the floor would be a pavement of grey-white and black marble inlaid with 

geometric patterns of coloured marbles. 
However, much of it was added later. Few original furnishings survive. 
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As the plan evolved in the East, the trend was to contain the church within a 
square, with a dome over its centre, and usually four cross-like aisles.  

 
Hagia Irene was the first church built in Constantinople, begun before 

Constantine’s death 337, near the present Topkapi Palace.  It served as the 
church of the Patriarchs before the great Hagia Sophia was completed two 
centuries later.  

Note flat dome, brick exterior 
 
Hagia Sophia, Constantinople  

- the largest and most elaborate of its time, rebuilt under Emperor 
Justinian, 532-37, on the site of Constantine’s Hagia Irene  

- Huge rectangle enclosing a central square space with four pillars carrying 
a vast dome, which dominates the whole interior = modern basilica form 

 Architects Anthemios of Tralles and Isadorus of Miletus, Asia Minor 
Hagia Sophia was the seat of the Orthodox patriarchy of Constantinople and a 

principal setting for Byzantine imperial ceremonies, such as coronations. 
o Ie, the Westminster of Constantinople 

 
Interior had galleried aisles on north and south sides with marble columns 

carrying arches; space flows uninterruptedly beneath the two huge semi-
domes which abut onto the east and west ends. 

Byzantine column = like a Corinthian column with an intricately spiky overall 
foliage carving, like a lacy veil, as opposed to acanthus foliage  

nave vaulting   West upper gallery  
-  A mosque now, but remnant Christian frescoes and mosaics can be seen in 
upper storey and gates.  
 

 Mihrab in the Mosque on site of former altar  
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 (At the beginning  of the 7th century  Mohammed founded the religion of Islam 
and united the tribes of the Arabian Peninsula, south of Turkey.) 
 
In 726 (200yrs after Hagia Sophia was built) Emperor Leo ordered all icons 
destroyed by the army; restored 797-802, then removed again by Emperor  
Theophilus (829–842), who was strongly influenced by Islamic art, which 
forbids the representation of living beings.   
 
From Justinian’s time, there were three types of church architecture:    
-  Roman church in West, up to the 13C, classified as ‘Early Christian’, eg  

Basilica of Santa Maria Maggiore, Rome, 432-50 
 
- The second type is the church architecture of the western outposts of the 

Byzantine empire which maintained close ties with it, notably Ravenna and 
Venice, southern Italy and Sicily.  

 
In Ravenna, n. Italy, churches closely reflect the architecture of Constantinople;  

- Some of the finest examples of Early Christian architecture in the 
Byzantine style are associated with Emperor Justinian 

- A characteristic form for Byzantine churches of the eleventh century was 
the cross-in-square plan: a rectangular or square building divided into 9 
bays of which the central one is a large domed square, which is flanked 
by four barrel-vaulted rectangular bays, while the four smaller bays, one 
in each corner, are square and generally also domed. 

 
Church of S. Vitale at Ravenna - finest building of its century in the West 

 flat dome       ground plan   Interior 

Octagonal ceiling 
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- The exterior masonry is of bricks sunk in thick beds of mortar.  
- Exterior form is not a square but an octagon built of long thin bricks; 

dome is an octagonal vault 
- Inside are glittering mosaics in the lower half of the building, in green, 

white, blue and gold, best example in Europe 

Mosaic of Emperor Justinian and his retinue 
 
  Byzantine columns, basilica of Sant'Apollinare Nuovo, Ravenna 

Spiky capitals 
 
Basilica form in Greece, more complex exterior 

The Church of Panagia Chalkeon, Thessalonika 
  

Sicily was part of Justinian’s empire, but subject to later impacts from Normans, 
Lombards, and Ottomans.  Byzantine churches were so modified that little 
remains of the style beyond the use of mosaic and certain decorative details.  

 
The third type of church architecture influenced either directly or indirectly by 
that of Constantinople, is in Russia and Eastern Europe. 
The fall of the Roman Empire didn’t mark the end of Byzantine Empire or its 

architecture; it was developed in rich and surprising ways in Russia, Italy 
and France.  

- Conversion to Christianity of the Grand Duke Vladimir of Kiev, 988. 
- Condition of marriage to Basil II’s sister Anna (to a Slav barbarian) 

Returned to Kiev, destroyed pagan monuments and built Haggia Sophia:
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Slightly earlier example of Russian Byzantine is St Basil’s at Red Square, onion 
tops.  Vivid colours added later. 

 St Basil, Moscow, 1561 
 
Secular Architecture 
The main form of secular architecture in the Byzantine Empire was for defence.  
Constantine built walls around his capital, extended by Emperor Theodosius II  
(408–450).  They also used former Roman castles for defence. 

 
 
Byzantine empire had little use for theatre; the chief place for public 
entertainment was the hippodrome, virtually identical to the Roman circus.  
This was also the chief place of public assembly where the Emperor confronted 
the people in his special box.  Baths continued; of course, Turkish conquerors 
followed Roman pattern, also aqueducts and reservoirs.  

Roman hippodrome in the ancient city of Aphrodisias, Turkey  
Not really architecture –largest hippodrome in the world. 
 
Sangarius bridge.  Built by Justinian over a river in Anatolia to join 
Constantinople and his eastern empire, 430m long 
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Rather than these examples of secular building, I prefer to conclude with 
Basilica of  St Marco, Venice – ‘rich daughter of Byzantium’ – begun 1063 
after fire  

 - a riot of marble slabs, columns, capitals, sculpture and mosaic.   
- The brick Byzantine domes were given fantastical outer shells with the 
bulbous profile noted in Russian Byzantine architecture. 

- Fantastic Sculpture of palm leaves, lilies, grapes and pomegranates 

     Interior 
 
 
 
Summary:  Roman – introduced the arched form of construction, use of 

domes and vaulted ceilings, defined frontages, Corinthian columns.   
Planning:  aquaducts, bridges, gates with Roman arches, forums, 
amphitheatres; technology, use of concrete 

 Byzantine -  church within a square, with a flat dome over its centre, 
and usually four cross-like aisles.  Roman arches, columns with 
spiky, lacey Byzantine capitals.  Extensive use of mosaics. 

  
 
NEXT WEEK:   
 
EUROPE’S  ROMANESQUE  and  MOORISH  ARCHITECTURE  


