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Preface

When Helen Gardner published the first edition of Art
through the Ages in 1926, she could not have imagined that
more than 80 years later instructors all over the world would
still be using her textbook in their classrooms. Nor could
she have foreseen that a new publisher would make her text
available in special editions corresponding to a wide variety
of introductory art history courses ranging from year-long
global surveys to Western- and non-Western-only surveys to
the one-semester course for which this concise edition was
designed. Indeed, if Professor Gardner were alive today, she
would not recognize the book that long ago became—and
remains—the most widely read introduction to the history
of art and architecture in the English language. During the
past half century, successive authors have constantly re-
invented Helen Gardner’s groundbreaking text, always keep-
ing it fresh and current and setting an ever-higher standard
in both content and publication quality with each new edi-
tion. I hope both professors and students will agree that this
second edition of Art through the Ages: A Concise Global His-
tory lives up to that venerable tradition.

Certainly, this latest edition offers much that is fresh
and new (described later), but some things have not changed,
including the fundamental belief that guided Helen Gard-
ner—namely, that the primary goal of an introductory art
history textbook should be to foster an appreciation and un-
derstanding of historically significant works of art of all kinds
from all periods and from all parts of the globe. Because of
the longevity and diversity of the history of art, it is tempt-
ing to assign responsibility for telling its story to a large team
of specialists. The Gardner publishers themselves took this
approach for the first edition they produced after Profes-
sor Gardner’s death, and it has now become the norm for
introductory art history surveys. But students overwhelm-
ingly say that the very complexity of the global history of
art makes it all the more important for the story to be told
with a consistent voice if they are to master so much diverse
material. I think Helen Gardner would be pleased to know
that this new edition of Art through the Ages once again has a
single storyteller.

Along with the late Richard Tansey and my more recent
collaborator, Christin Mamiya, with whom I had the honor
and pleasure of working on several successive editions, I con-
tinue to believe that the most effective way to tell the story
of art through the ages, especially to someone studying art
history for the first time, is to organize the vast array of artis-
tic monuments according to the civilizations that produced
them and to consider each work in roughly chronological or-
der. This approach has not merely stood the test of time. It
is the most appropriate way to narrate the history of art. The
principle that underlies my approach to every period of art
history is that the enormous variation in the form and mean-
ing of the paintings, sculptures, buildings, and other art-
works men and women have produced over the past 30,000
years is largely the result of the constantly changing contexts
in which artists and architects worked. A historically based
narrative is therefore best suited for a global history of art
because it permits the author to situate each work discussed
in its historical, social, economic, religious, and cultural con-
text. That is, after all, what distinguishes art history from
art appreciation.

In the first (1926) edition of Art through the Ages, Helen
Gardner discussed Henri Matisse and Pablo Picasso in a chap-
ter entitled “Contemporary Art in Europe and America.”
Since then many other innovative artists have emerged on
the international scene, and the story of art through the ages
has grown longer and even more complex. More important,
perhaps, the discipline of art history has changed markedly
in recent decades, and so too has Helen Gardner’s book. This
latest edition fully reflects the range of current art histori-
cal research emphases yet retains the traditional strengths
that have made previous editions of Art through the Ages so
popular. While maintaining attention to style, chronology,
iconography, and technique, I also ensure that issues of pa-
tronage, function, and context loom large in every chapter. I
treat artworks not as isolated objects in sterile 21st-century
museum settings but with a view toward their purpose and
meaning in the society that produced them at the time they
were produced. I examine not only the role of the artist or



architectin the creation of a work of art or a building, but also
the role of the individuals or groups who paid the artists and
influenced the shape the monuments took. Further, I devote
more space than previously to the role of women and women
artists in societies worldwide over time. In every chapter, I
have tried to choose artworks and buildings that reflect the
increasingly wide range of interests among scholars today,
while never abandoning the traditional list of “great” works
or the very notion of a “canon.” I have also expanded the geo-
graphical range of the non-Western chapters in this concise
edition to include Southeast Asian and Korean art for the
first time. In fact, every one of the non-Western chapters
includes additional material, as do all the chapters on West-
ern art since the Renaissance. Consequently, although the
concise Gardner is an abbreviated survey of the history of
art, the selection of works in the second edition encompasses
every artistic medium and almost every era and culture, and
includes many works that until recently art historians would
not have considered to be “art” at all.

The first edition of Art through the Ages: A Concise
Global History immediately became the number-one choice
for one-semester art history survey courses, and for this
second edition I have retained all of the features that made
its predecessor such a success. Once again, the book boasts
roughly 650 photographs, plans, and drawings, virtually all
in color and reproduced according to the highest standards
of clarity and color fidelity. The second edition, however,
also features scores of new or upgraded photos by a host of
new photographers as well as redesigned maps and plans and
an extraordinary new set of architectural drawings prepared
exclusively for Art through the Ages by John Burge.

The captions to the illustrations in this edition of Art
through the Ages, as before, contain a wealth of information,
including the name of the artist or architect, if known; the
formal title (printed in italics), if assigned, description of the
work, or name of the building; the provenance or place of
production of the object or location of the building; the date;
the material(s) used; the size; and the current location if the
work is in a museum or private collection. As in previous edi-
tions, scales accompany all plans, but for the first time scales
now also appear next to each photograph of a painting, statue,
or other artwork. The works illustrated vary enormously in
size, from colossal sculptures carved into mountain cliffs and
paintings that cover entire walls or ceilings to tiny figurines,
coins, and jewelry that can be held in the hand. Although the
captions contain the pertinent dimensions, students who have
never seen the paintings or statues in person find it daunting
to translate those dimensions into an appreciation of the true
size of the objects. The new scales provide an effective and
direct way to visualize how large or how small a given art-
work is and its relative size compared with other objects in
the same chapter and throughout the book.

The new concise Gardner also features the Quick-
Review Captions that students found so useful in prepar-
ing for examinations when I introduced them in 2006 in
the first edition. These brief synopses of the most significant
aspects of each illustrated artwork or building accompany

the captions to all images in the book. In this new edition,
however, I have provided two additional tools to aid students
in reviewing and mastering the material. Each chapter now
ends with a full-page feature called The Big Picture, which
sets forth in bullet-point format the most important charac-
teristics of each period or artistic movement discussed in the
chapter. Small illustrations of characteristic works discussed
accompany the summary of major points. Finally, I have at-
tempted to tie all of the chapters together by providing with
each copy of Art through the Ages a poster-size Global Time-
line. This too features illustrations of key monuments of each
age and geographical area as well as a brief enumeration of
the most important art historical developments during that
period. The timeline has four major horizontal bands cor-
responding to Europe, the Americas, Asia, and Africa, and
34 vertical columns for the successive chronological periods
from 30,000 BCE to the present.

Another popular feature of the first edition that I have
retained is the series of boxed essays that appear throughout
the book, but in this edition these essays are more closely
tied to the main text. Consistent with that greater integra-
tion, most boxes now incorporate photographs of important
artworks discussed in the text proper that also illustrate the
theme treated in the boxed essays. These essays fall under five
broad categories, one of which is new to the second edition.

Architectural Basics boxes provide students with a sound
foundation for the understanding of architecture. These dis-
cussions are concise explanations, with drawings and dia-
grams, of the major aspects of design and construction. The
information included is essential to an understanding of ar-
chitectural technology and terminology. The boxes address
questions of how and why various forms developed, the prob-
lems architects confronted, and the solutions they used to
resolve them. Topics discussed include how the Egyptians
built the pyramids, the orders of classical architecture, Ro-
man concrete construction, and the design and terminology
of mosques, stupas, and Gothic cathedrals.

Materials and Techniques essays explain the various media
artists employed from prehistoric to modern times. Because
materials and techniques often influence the character of
artworks, these discussions contain essential information on
why many monuments appear as they do. Hollow-cast bronze
statues; fresco paintings; Renaissance drawings; engravings,
etchings, and lithographs; and daguerreotype, calotype, and
wet-plate photographs are among the subjects treated.

Religion and Mythology boxes introduce students to the
principal elements of the world’s great religions, past and
present, and to the representation of religious and mythologi-
cal themes in painting and sculpture of all periods and places.
These discussions of belief systems and iconography give
readers a richer understanding of some of the greatest art-
works ever created. The topics include the gods and goddesses
of Mount Olympus, the life of Jesus in art, Muhammad and
Islam, Buddha and Buddhism, Daoism and Confucianism,
and Aztec religion.

Art and Society essays treat the historical, social, politi-
cal, cultural, and religious context of art and architecture.

PREFACE Xi



Topics include Egyptian mummification, Byzantine icons
and iconoclasm, pilgrimages and the cult of relics, primitiv-
ism and colonialism, public funding of controversial art, the
Mesoamerican ball game, and African masquerades.

Artists on Art boxes are a new category in which artists
and architects throughout history discuss both their theories
and individual works. Examples include Leonardo da Vinci
discussing the art of painting, Artemisia Gentileschi talking
about the special problems she confronted as a woman art-
ist, Jacques-Louis David on Neoclassicism, Gustave Courbet
on Realism, Henri Matisse on color, Diego Rivera on art for
the people, and Judy Chicago on her seminal work The Din-
ner Party.

Rounding out the features in the book is a Glossary con-
taining definitions of all terms introduced in the text in ital-
ics and a Bibliography of books in English, including both
general works and a chapter-by-chapter list of more focused
studies. The second edition of Art through the Ages: A Con-
cise Global History is not, however, a stand-alone text but
one element of a complete package of learning tools. In ad-
dition to the Global Timeline, every new copy of the book
comes with a password to ArtStudy Online, a Web site with
access to a host of multimedia resources that students can
employ throughout the course, including image flashcards,
tutorial quizzes, podcasts, vocabulary, and more. Instruc-
tors have access to a host of teaching materials, including
the Digital Image Library with zoom capabilities, video, and
Google™ Earth coordinates.

A work as extensive as a global history of art could not
be undertaken or completed without the counsel of experts
in all areas of world art. As with previous editions, the pub-
lisher has enlisted more than a hundred art historians to re-
view every chapter of Art through the Ages to ensure that
the text lived up to the Gardner reputation for accuracy as
well as readability. I take great pleasure in acknowledging
here the important contributions to the 13th edition of Art
through the Ages (of which this is an abbreviated version)
made by Charles M. Adelman, University of Northern lowa;
Kirk Ambrose, University of Colorado-Boulder; Susan Ash-
brook, Art Institute of Boston; Zainab Bahrani, Columbia
University; Susan Bakewell, University of Texas—Austin;
James J. Bloom, Florida State University; Suzaan Boettger,
Bergen Community College; Colleen Bolton, Mohawk Valley
Community College; Angi Elsea Bourgeois, Mississippi State
University; Kimberly Bowes, Fordham University; Lawrence
E. Butler, George Mason University; Alexandra Carpino,
Northern Arizona University; Jane Carroll, Dartmouth Col-
lege; Hipolito Rafael Chacon, The University of Montana;
Catherine M. Chastain, North Georgia College & State
University; Violaine Chauvet, Johns Hopkins University;
Daniel Connolly, Augustana College; Michael A. Coronel,
University of Northern Colorado; Nicole Cox, Rochester
Institute of Technology; Jodi Cranston, Boston Univer-
sity; Kathy Curnow, Cleveland State University; Giovanna
De Appolonia, Boston University; Marion de Koning, Gross-
mont College; John J. Dobbins, University of Virginia; Erika
Doss, University of Colorado—Boulder; B. Underwood
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DuRette, Thomas Nelson Community College; Daniel Ehn-
bom, University of Virginia; Lisa Farber, Pace University;
James Farmer, Virginia Commonwealth University; Jerome
Feldman, Hawaii Pacific University; Sheila ffolliott, George
Mason University; Ferdinanda Florence, Solano Community
College; William B. Folkestad, Central Washington Univer-
sity; Jeffrey Fontana, Austin College; Mitchell Frank, Carle-
ton University; Sara L. French, Wells College; Norman P.
Gambill, South Dakota State University; Elise Goodman,
University of Cincinnati; Kim T. Grant, University of South-
ern Maine; Elizabeth ten Grotenhuis, Silk Road Project;
Sandra C. Haynes, Pasadena City College; Valerie Hedquist,
The University of Montana; Susan Hellman, Northern Vir-
ginia Community College; Marian J. Hollinger, Fairmont
State University; Cheryl Hughes, Alta High School; Heid-
run Hultgren, Kent State University; Joseph M. Hutchinson,
Texas A&M University; Julie M. Johnson, Utah State Uni-
versity; Sandra L. Johnson, Citrus College; Deborah Kahn,
Boston University; Fusae Kanda, Harvard University; Cath-
erine Karkov, Miami University; Wendy Katz, University of
Nebraska—Lincoln; Nita Kehoe-Gadway, Central Wyoming
College; Nancy L. Kelker, Middle Tennessee State University;
Cathie Kelly, University of Nevada—Las Vegas; Katie Kemp-
ton, Ohio University; John F. Kenfield, Rutgers University;
Herbert L. Kessler, Johns Hopkins University; Monica Kjell-
man-Chapin, Emporia State University; Ellen Konowitz,
State University of New York-New Paltz; Kathryn E. Kramer,
State University of New York—Cortland; Carol Krinsky, New
York University; Lydia Lehr, Atlantic Cape Community Col-
lege; Krist Lien, Shelton State Community College; Ellen
Longsworth, Merrimack College; David A. Ludley, Clayton
State University; Henry Luttikhuizen, Calvin College; Chris-
tina Maranci, University of Wisconsin—-Milwaukee; Dominic
Marner, University of Guelph; Jack Brent Maxwell, Blinn
College; Anne McClanan, Portland State University; Brian
McConnell, Florida Atlantic University; Amy McNair, Uni-
versity of Kansas; Patrick McNaughton, Indiana University;
Heather McPherson, University of Alabama—Birmingham;
Cynthia Millis, Houston Community College-Southwest;
Cynthia Taylor Mills, Brookhaven College; Keith N. Mor-
gan, Boston University; Johanna D. Movassat, San Jose State
University; Helen Nagy, University of Puget Sound; Heidi
Nickisher, Rochester Institute of Technology; Bonnie Noble,
University of North Carolina—Charlotte; Abigail Noonan,
Rochester Institute of Technology; Marjorie Och, University
of Mary Washington; Karen Michelle O’Day, University of
Wisconsin—Eau Claire; Edward J. Olszewski, Case Western
Reserve University; Allison Lee Palmer, University of Okla-
homa; Martin Patrick, Illinois State University; Glenn Peers,
University of Texas—Austin; Jane Peters, University of Ken-
tucky; Julie Anne Plax, University of Arizona; Frances Pohl,
Pomona College; Virginia C. Raguin, College of the Holy
Cross; Donna Karen Reid, Chemeketa Community College;
Albert W. Reischuch, Kent State University; Jonathan Rib-
ner, Boston University; Cynthea Riesenberg, Washington
Latin School; James G. Rogers Jr., Florida Southern College;
Carey Rote, Texas A&M University—Corpus Christi; David



J. Roxburgh, Harvard University; Conrad Rudolph, Uni-
versity of California—Riverside; Catherine B. Scallen, Case
Western Reserve University; Denise Schmandt-Besserat,
University of Texas—Austin; Natasha Seaman, Berklee Col-
lege of Music; Malia E. Serrano, Grossmont College; Laura
Sommer, Daemen College; Natasha Staller, Amherst Col-
lege; Nancy Steele-Hamme, Midwestern State University;
Andrew Stewart, University of California—Berkeley; John R.
Stocking, University of Calgary; Francesca Tronchin, Ohio
State University; Frances Van Keuren, University of Geor-
gia; Kelly Wacker, University of Montevallo; Carolynne
Whitefeather, Utica College; Nancy L. Wicker, University of
Mississippi; Alastair Wright, Princeton University; John G.
Younger, University of Kansas; Margaret Ann Zaho, Central
Florida University; Michael Zell, Boston University.

In addition, I wish to thank the following individuals for
providing critiques of the first concise edition of Art through
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Resources

Many teaching and learning tools are available for instruc-
tors and students.

FOR STUDENTS
ArtStudy Online

Gives access to a host of multimedia resources includ-
ing flashcards with a new zoom feature as well as a new
compare-and-contrast feature that can display two works
side by side with critical-thinking questions. Students also
gain access to interactive maps, architectural basics materi-
als, video clips of select architectural monuments, museum
guides with links, Google™ Earth coordinates with exer-
cises, student test packets, audio study tools, vocabulary of
art history, a guide to researching art history online, tips on
becoming a successful student, and art links to beneficial
Web sites on art, artists, architecture, and more.

Global Timeline

The fold-out global timeline shows the spectacular pano-
rama of art through the ages at a glance. It is enclosed with
each new copy of the second edition.

SlideGuide

This lecture companion enables students to take notes along-
side representations of the art images shown in class. New to
this edition are Google™ Earth coordinates linking satellite
images of key cities, monuments, and buildings to textual
references and end-of-chapter exercises.

Drawing upon Art

Students will learn through doing with this workbook geared
toward students with no or limited art skills. Assignments
address the fundamental, historical questions and problems
in visual art. It is designed specifically to bring students into
direct contact with landmark artistic achievements. This
tool challenges students, with simple and direct exercises, to
experience for themselves history’s most advanced and cre-
ative visual art problems and developments.

Xiv

Book Companion Web Site

Instructors and students have access to a rich array of teach-
ing and learning resources, including chapter-by-chapter on-
line tutorial quizzes, final exam, chapter review, chapter-by-
chapter Web links, glossary flashcards, and more.

FOR INSTRUCTORS

Digital Image Library

Bring digital images into the classroom with this one-stop
lecture and class presentation tool that makes it easy to
assemble, edit, and present customized lectures for your
course using Microsoft® PowerPoint®. The Digital Image
Library provides high-resolution images (maps, illustrations,
and most of the fine art images from the text) for lecture
presentations, either in an easy-to-use PowerPoint presen-
tation format, or in individual file formats compatible with
other image-viewing software. The zoom feature allows you
to magnify selected portions of an image for more detailed
display in class or display images side by side for comparing
and contrasting in your lecture. You can easily customize
your classroom presentation by adding your own images to
those from the text. The Digital Image Library also includes
Google™ Earth coordinates that allow you to zoom in on an
entire city, as well as key monuments and buildings within
it. Flash video clips of architectural landmarks in New York
City discussed in the text are also included, and a navigation
bar enables you to move around the building/monument and
zoom in/out and right/left.

PowerLecture

This CD-ROM includes a Resource Integration Guide,
an electronic Instructor’s Manual, and a Test Bank with
multiple-choice, matching, short-answer, and essay questions
in ExamView® computerized format.



JoinIn™ Student Response System
Turn your lecture into a fully interactive experience for your
students with text-specific Microsoft® PowerPoint® slides.
Take attendance, poll students, check student comprehen-
sion of difficult concepts, and even administer quizzes with-
out collecting papers or grading.

WebTutor® on Blackboard and WebCT

WebTutor offers a flexible format that enables you to assign
pre-formatted, text-specific content that is available as soon
as you log on. You can also customize the WebTutor envi-
ronment in any way you choose—from uploading images
and other resources to adding Web links to creating your
own practice materials.
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GEORGIA O’KEEFFE, Jack-in-the-Pulpit No. 4, 1930. Oil on canvas, 3’ 4” X 2’ 6".
National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. (Alfred Stieglitz Collection, bequest of
Georgia O’Keeffe).

Georgia O'Keeffe painted this floral composition without knowing who would purchase it or
where it would be displayed, but throughout history most artists created works for specific
patrons and settings.




Introduction

What Is Art History?

Except when referring to the modern academic discipline, people do not often
juxtapose the words “art” and “history.” They tend to think of history as the
record and interpretation of past human actions, particularly social and political
actions. Most think of art, quite correctly, as part of the present—as something
people can see and touch. People cannot, of course, see or touch history’s van-
ished human events. But a visible and tangible artwork is a kind of persisting
event. One or more artists made it at a certain time and in a specific place, even
if no one now knows who, when, where, or why. Although created in the past, an
artwork continues to exist in the present, long surviving its times. The first paint-
ers and sculptors died 30,000 years ago, but their works remain, some of them
exhibited in glass cases in museums built only a few years ago.

Modern museum visitors can admire these objects from the remote past
and the countless others humankind has produced over the millennia without
any knowledge of the circumstances that led to the creation of those works. An
object’s beauty or sheer size can impress people, the artist’s virtuosity in the han-
dling of ordinary or costly materials can dazzle them, or the subject depicted can
move them. Viewers can react to what they see, interpret the work in the light
of their own experience, and judge it a success or a failure. These are all valid
responses to a work of art. But the enjoyment and appreciation of artworks in
museum settings are relatively recent phenomena, as is the creation of artworks
solely for museum-going audiences to view.

Today, it is common for artists to work in private studios and to create paint-
ings, sculptures, and other objects that commercial art galleries will offer for sale,
as the American painter GEORGIA O’KEEFFE (1887-1986) did when she created
her series of paintings of flowering plants (FIG. I-1). Usually, someone the artist
has never met will purchase the artwork and display it in a setting the artist has
never seen. But although this is not a new phenomenon in the history of art—an
ancient potter decorating a vase for sale at a village market stall probably did not
know who would buy the pot or where it would be housed—it is not at all typical.
In fact, it is exceptional. Throughout history, most artists created the paintings,
sculptures, and other objects exhibited in museums today for specific patrons
and settings and to fulfill a specific purpose. Often, no one knows the original
contexts of those artworks.



Although people may appreciate the visual and tactile
qualities of these objects, they cannot understand why they
were made or why they appear as they do without know-
ing the circumstances of their creation. Art appreciation does
not require knowledge of the historical context of an artwork
(or a building). Art history does. Thus, a central aim of art
history is to determine the original context of artworks. Art
historians seek to achieve a full understanding not only of
why these “persisting events” of human history look the way
they do but also of why the artistic events happened at all.
What unique set of circumstances gave rise to the erection
of a particular building or led a specific patron to commis-
sion an individual artist to fashion a singular artwork for a
certain place? The study of history is therefore vital to art
history. And art history is often very important to the study
of history. Art objects and buildings are historical documents
that can shed light on the peoples who made them and on the
times of their creation in a way other historical documents
cannot. Furthermore, artists and architects can affect his-
tory by reinforcing or challenging cultural values and prac-
tices through the objects they create and the structures they
build. Thus, the history of art and architecture is inseparable
from the study of history, although the two disciplines are
not the same. The following pages introduce some of the dis-
tinctive subjects art historians address and the kinds of ques-
tions they ask, and explain some of the basic terminology art
historians use when answering these questions. Armed with
this arsenal of questions and terms, readers will be ready to
explore the multifaceted world of art through the ages.

ART HISTORY IN
THE 21ST CENTURY

Art historians study the visual and tangible objects humans
make and the structures they build. From the earliest Greco-
Roman art critics on, scholars have studied works that their
makers consciously manufactured as “art” and to which the
artists assigned formal titles. But today’s art historians also
study a vast number of objects that their creators and own-
ers almost certainly did not consider to be “works of art.”
Few ancient Romans, for example, would have regarded a
coin bearing their emperor’s portrait as anything but money.
Today, an art museum may exhibit that coin in a locked case
in a climate-controlled room, and scholars may subject it to
the same kind of art historical analysis as a portrait by an ac-
claimed Renaissance or modern sculptor or painter.

The range of objects art historians study is constantly
expanding and now includes computer-generated images, for
example, whereas in the past almost anything produced us-
ing a machine would not have been regarded as art. Most
people still consider the performing arts—music, drama, and
dance—as outside art history’s realm because these arts are
fleeting, impermanent media. But recently even this distinc-
tion between “fine art” and “performance art” has become
blurred. Art historians, however, generally ask the same
kinds of questions about what they study, whether they em-
ploy a restrictive or an expansive definition of art.
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I-2  Choir of Beauvais Cathedral, Beauvais, France, rebuilt
after 1284.

The style of an object or building often varies from region to region.
This cathedral has towering stone vaults and large stained-glass
windows typical of 13th-century French architecture.

The Questions Art Historians Ask

How Old Is It? Before art historians can construct a
history of art, they must be sure they know the date of each
work they study. Thus, an indispensable subject of art his-
torical inquiry is chronology, the dating of art objects and
buildings. If researchers cannot determine a monument’s
age, they cannot place the work in its historical context. Art
historians have developed many ways to establish, or at least
approximate, the date of an artwork.

Physical evidence often reliably indicates an object’s age.
The material used for a statue or painting—bronze, plastic,
or oil-based pigment, to name only a few—may not have
been invented before a certain time, indicating the earliest
possible date someone could have fashioned the work. Or
artists may have ceased using certain materials—such as
specific kinds of inks and papers for drawings—at a known
time, providing the latest possible dates for objects made of
those materials. Sometimes the material (or the manufac-
turing technique) of an object or a building can establish a
very precise date of production or construction. Studying



tree rings, for instance, usually can determine within a nar-
row range the date of a wood statue or a timber roof beam.

Documentary evidence can help pinpoint the date of an
object or building when a dated written document mentions
the work. For example, official records may note when a
bishop commissioned a new artwork for a church—and how
much he paid to which artist.

Internal evidence can play a significant role in dating an
artwork. A painter might have depicted an identifiable per-
son or a kind of hairstyle, clothing, or furniture fashionable
only at a certain time. If so, the art historian can assign a
more accurate date to that painting.

Stylistic evidence is also very important. The analysis of
style—an artist’s distinctive manner of producing an object,
the way a work looks—is the art historian’s special sphere.
Unfortunately, because it is a subjective assessment, stylistic
evidence is by far the most unreliable chronological crite-
rion. Still, art historians often find style a very useful tool for
establishing chronology.

What Is Its Style? Defining artistic style is one of the
key elements of art historical inquiry, although the analysis
of artworks solely in terms of style no longer dominates the
field the way it once did. Art historians speak of several dif-
ferent kinds of artistic styles.

I-3 Interior of Santa Croce, Florence, Italy, begun

1294.

In contrast to Beauvais Cathedral (FiG. I-2), this contempo-
raneous Florentine church conforms to the quite different
regional style of Italy. The building has a low timber roof
and small windows.

Period style refers to the characteristic artistic
manner of a specific time, usually within a distinct
culture, such as “Archaic Greek.” But many periods
do not display any stylistic unity at all. How would
someone define the artistic style of the opening de-
cade of the new millennium in North America? Far
too many crosscurrents exist in contemporary art
for anyone to describe a period style of the early 21st
century—even in a single city such as New York.

Regional style is the term art historians use to
describe variations in style tied to geography. Like an ob-
ject’s date, its provenance, or place of origin, can significantly
determine its character. Very often two artworks from the
same place made centuries apart are more similar than con-
temporaneous works from two different regions. To cite one
example, usually only an expert can distinguish between
an Egyptian statue carved in 2500 BCE and one made in
500 BCE. But no one would mistake an Egyptian statue of
500 BCE for one of the same date made in Greece or Mexico.

Considerable variations in a given area’s style are pos-
sible, however, even during a single historical period. In late
medieval Europe, French architecture differed significantly
from Italian architecture. The interiors of Beauvais Cathe-
dral (FIG. I-2) and the Florentine church of Santa Croce
(F1G. 1-3) typify the architectural styles of France and Italy,
respectively, at the end of the 13th century. The rebuilding
of the east end of Beauvais Cathedral began in 1284. Con-
struction commenced on Santa Croce only 10 years later.
Both structures employ the pointed arch characteristic of
this era, yet the two churches differ strikingly. The French
church has towering stone ceilings and large expanses of col-
ored windows, whereas the Italian building has a low timber
roof and small, widely separated windows. Because the two
contemporaneous churches served similar purposes, regional
style mainly explains their differing appearance.
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Personal style, the distinctive manner of individual artists
or architects, often decisively explains stylistic discrepan-
cies among monuments of the same time and place. Georgia
O’Keeffe’s 1930 painting Jack-in-the-Pulpit No. 4 (FIG. |-1) is a
sharply focused close-up view of petals and leaves. O’Keeffe
captured the growing plant’s slow, controlled motion while
converting the organic form into a powerful abstract com-
position of lines, shapes, and colors (see the discussion of art
historical vocabulary in the next section). Only a year later,
another American artist, BEN SHAHN (1898-1969), painted
The Passion of Sacco and Vanzetti (FIG. |-4), a stinging com-
mentary on social injustice inspired by the trial and execu-
tion of two Italian anarchists, Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo
Vanzetti. Many people believed Sacco and Vanzetti had been
unjustly convicted of killing two men in a holdup in 1920.
Shahn’s painting compresses time in a symbolic representa-
tion of the trial and its aftermath. The two executed men lie
in their coffins. Presiding over them are the three members
of the commission (headed by a college president wearing
academic cap and gown) that declared the original trial fair
and cleared the way for the executions. Behind, on the wall
of a stately government building, hangs the framed portrait
of the judge who pronounced the initial sentence. Personal
style, not period or regional style, sets Shahn’s canvas apart
from O’Keeffe’s. The contrast is extreme here because of
the very different subjects the artists chose. But even when
two artists depict the same subject, the results can vary
widely. The way O’Keeffe painted flowers and the way
Shahn painted faces are distinctive and unlike the styles of
their contemporaries. (See the “Who Made It?” discussion.)

The different kinds of artistic styles are not mutually
exclusive. For example, an artist’s personal style may change
dramatically during a long career. Art historians then must
distinguish among the different period styles of a particular
artist, such as the “Blue Period” and the “Cubist Period” of
the prolific 20th-century artist Pablo Picasso.

What Is Its Subject? Another major concern of art
historians is, of course, subject matter. Some artworks, such
as modern abstract paintings, have no subject, not even a set-
ting. But when artists represent people, places, or actions,
viewers must identify these aspects to achieve complete un-
derstanding of the work. Art historians traditionally sepa-
rate pictorial subjects into various categories, such as reli-
gious, historical, mythological, genre (daily life), portraiture,
landscape (a depiction of a place), still life (an arrangement
of inanimate objects), and their numerous subdivisions and
combinations.

Iconography—Tliterally, the “writing of images”—refers
both to the content, or subject of an artwork, and to the study
of content in art. By extension, it also includes the study of
symbols, images that stand for other images or encapsulate
ideas. In Christian art, two intersecting lines of unequal
length or a simple geometric cross can serve as an emblem
of the religion as a whole, symbolizing the cross of Jesus
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I-4  BEN SHAHN, The Passion of Sacco and Vanzetti, 1931-1932.
Tempera on canvas, 7’3" X 4’. Whitney Museum of American
Art, New York (gift of Edith and Milton Lowenthal in memory
of Juliana Force).

A contemporary of O’Keeffe’s (FiG. I-1), Shahn had a markedly different
personal style. His paintings are often social commentaries on con-
temporary events and incorporate readily identifiable human figures.

Christ’s crucifixion. A symbol also can be a familiar object
the artist imbued with greater meaning. A balance or scale,
for example, may symbolize justice or the weighing of souls
on Judgment Day.

Artists may depict figures with unique attributes iden-
tifying them. In Christian art, for example, each of the au-
thors of the New Testament Gospels, the four evangelists,
has a distinctive attribute. People can recognize Saint John
by the eagle associated with him, Luke by the ox, Mark by
the lion, and Matthew by the winged man.



I-5 ALBRECHT DURER, The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse,
ca. 1498. Woodcut, 1’ 37" X 11”. Metropolitan Museum of Art,
New York (gift of Junius S. Morgan, 1919).

Personifications are abstract ideas codified in human form. Albrecht
Direr represented Death, Famine, War, and Pestilence as four men
on charging horses, each man carrying an identifying attribute.

Throughout the history of art, artists have also used
personifications—abstract ideas codified in human form.
Worldwide, people visualize Liberty as a robed woman
with a torch because of the fame of the colossal statue set
up in New York City’s harbor in the 19th century. The Four
Horsemen of the Apocalypse (FIG. 1-5) is a terrifying late-15th-
century depiction of the fateful day at the end of time when,
according to the Bible’s last book, Death, Famine, War, and
Pestilence will cut down the human race. The German art-
ist ALBRECHT DURER (1471-1528) personified Death as an
emaciated old man with a pitchfork. Diirer’s Famine swings
the scales that will weigh human souls, War wields a sword,
and Pestilence draws a bow.

Even without considering style and without knowing a
work’s maker, informed viewers can determine much about
the work’s period and provenance by iconographical and
subject analysis alone. In The Passion of Sacco and Vanzetti
(FIG. |-4), for example, the two coffins, the trio headed by
an academic, and the robed judge in the background are all

pictorial clues revealing the painting’s subject. The work’s
date must be after the trial and execution, probably while
the event was still newsworthy. And because the deaths
of the two men caused the greatest outrage in the United
States, the painter—social critic was probably American.

Who Made It? If Ben Shahn had not signed his painting
of Sacco and Vanzetti, an art historian could still assign, or
attribute, the work to him based on knowledge of the artist’s
personal style. Although signing (and dating) works is quite
common (but by no means universal) today, in the history
of art countless works exist whose artists remain unknown.
Because personal style can play a large role in determining
the character of an artwork, art historians often try to at-
tribute anonymous works to known artists. Sometimes they
assemble a group of works all thought to be by the same
person, even though none of the objects in the group is the
known work of an artist with a recorded name. Art historians
thus reconstruct the careers of artists such as “the Achilles
Painter,” the anonymous ancient Greek vase painter whose
masterwork is a depiction of the hero Achilles. Scholars base
their attributions on internal evidence, such as the distinc-
tive way an artist draws or carves drapery folds, earlobes,
or flowers. It requires a keen, highly trained eye and long
experience to become a connoisseur, an expert in assigning
artworks to “the hand” of one artist rather than another.

Sometimes a group of artists works in the same style
at the same time and place. Art historians designate such
a group as a school. “School” does not mean an educational
institution. The term connotes only chronological, stylistic,
and geographic similarity. Art historians speak, for example,
of the Dutch school of the 17th century and, within it, of
subschools such as those of the cities of Haarlem, Utrecht,
and Leyden.

Who Paid for It? The interest many art historians
show in attribution reflects their conviction that the identity
of an artwork’s maker is the major reason the object looks
the way it does. For them, personal style is of paramount
importance. But in many times and places, artists had little
to say about what form their work would take. They toiled
in obscurity, doing the bidding of their patrons, those who
paid them to make individual works or employed them on a
continuing basis. The role of patrons in dictating the content
and shaping the form of artworks is also an important sub-
ject of art historical inquiry.

In the art of portraiture, to name only one category of
painting and sculpture, the patron has often played a domi-
nant role in deciding how the artist represented the subject,
whether the patron or another person, such as a spouse, son,
or mother. Many Egyptian pharaohs and some Roman em-
perors insisted that artists depict them with unlined faces
and perfect youthful bodies no matter how old they were
when portrayed. In these cases, the state employed the
sculptors and painters, and the artists had no choice but to
depict their patrons in the officially approved manner.
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All modes of artistic production reveal the impact of
patronage. Learned monks provided the themes for the
sculptural decoration of medieval church portals. Renais-
sance princes and popes dictated the subject, size, and ma-
terials of artworks destined, sometimes, for buildings con-
structed according to their specifications. An art historian
could make a very long list along these lines, and it would
indicate that throughout the history of art, patrons have had
diverse tastes and needs and demanded different kinds of
art. Whenever a patron contracts an artist or architect to
paint, sculpt, or build in a prescribed manner, personal style
often becomes a very minor factor in the final appearance of
the painting, statue, or building. In these cases, the identity
of the patron reveals more to art historians than does the
identity of the artist or school.

The Words Art Historians Use

Like all specialists, art historians have their own specialized
vocabulary. That vocabulary consists of hundreds of words,
but certain basic terms are indispensable for describing art-
works and buildings of any time and place. They make up the
essential vocabulary of formal analysis, the visual analysis of
artistic form. Definitions of the most important of these art
historical terms follow.

Form and Composition Form refers to an object’s
shape and structure, either in two dimensions (for example,
a figure painted on a canvas) or in three dimensions (such as
a statue carved from a marble block). Two forms may take
the same shape but differ in their color, texture, and other
qualities. Composition refers to how an artist organizes (com-
poses) forms in an artwork, either by placing shapes on a flat
surface or by arranging forms in space.

Material and Technique To create art forms, art-
ists shape materials (pigment, clay, marble, gold, and many
more) with tools (pens, brushes, chisels, and so forth). Each
of the materials and tools available has its own potentiali-
ties and limitations. Part of all artists’ creative activity is to
select the medium and instrument most suitable to the art-
ists’ purpose—or to develop the use of new media and tools,
such as bronze and concrete in antiquity and cameras and
computers in modern times. The processes artists employ,
such as applying paint to canvas with a brush, and the dis-
tinctive, personal ways they handle materials constitute their
technique. Form, material, and technique interrelate and are
central to analyzing any work of art.

Line Line is one of the most important elements defining
an artwork’s shape or form. A line can be understood as
the path of a point moving in space, an invisible line of sight.
But, more commonly, artists and architects make a line
concrete by drawing (or chiseling) it on a plane, a flat and
two-dimensional surface. A line may be very thin, wirelike,
and delicate. It may be thick and heavy. Or it may alternate
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quickly from broad to narrow, the strokes jagged or the out-
line broken. When a continuous line defines an object’s outer
shape, art historians call it a contour line. All of these line
qualities are present in Diirer’s Four Horsemen of the Apoca-
lypse (FIG. I-5). Contour lines define the basic shapes of clouds,
human and animal limbs, and weapons. Within the forms,
series of short broken lines create shadows and textures. An
overall pattern of long parallel strokes suggests the dark sky
on the frightening day when the world is about to end.

Color Light reveals all colors. Light in the world of the
painter and other artists differs from natural light. Natural
light, or sunlight, is whole or additive light. As the sum of all
the wavelengths composing the visible spectrum, it may be
disassembled or fragmented into the individual colors of the
spectral band. The painter’s light in art—the light reflected
from pigments and objects—is subtractive light. Paint pig-
ments produce their individual colors by reflecting a segment
of the spectrum while absorbing all the rest. Green pigment,
for example, subtracts or absorbs all the light in the spectrum
except that seen as green, which it reflects to the eyes.

Red, yellow, and blue are the primary colors. The second-
ary colors result from mixing pairs of primaries: orange (red
and yellow), purple (red and blue), and green (yellow and
blue). Complementary colors—orange and blue, purple and
yellow, green and red—complete, or “complement,” each
other, one absorbing colors the other reflects.

|-6 JoSEF ALBERS, Homage to the Square: “Ascending,” 1953.
Qil on composition board, 3’ 73" X 3’ 7%”. Whitney Museum
of American Art, New York.

Josef Albers painted hundreds of canvases with the same composi-
tion but employed variations in color saturation and tonality in order
to reveal the relativity and instability of color perception.




Artists can manipulate the appearance of colors, how-
ever. One artist who made a systematic investigation of the
formal aspects of art, especially color, was JOSEF ALBERS
(1888-1976), a German-born artist who immigrated to the
United States in 1933. In Homage to the Square: “Ascending”
(FIG. I-6)—one of hundreds of color variations on the same
composition of concentric squares—Albers demonstrated
“the discrepancy between physical fact and psychic effect.”
Because the composition remains constant, the Homage
series succeeds in revealing the relativity and instability
of color perception. Albers varied the saturation (a color’s
brightness or dullness) and tonality (lightness or darkness)
of each square in each painting. As a result, the sizes of the
squares from painting to painting appear to vary (although
they remain the same), and the sensations emanating from
the paintings range from clashing dissonance to delicate
serenity. In this way Albers proved “that we see colors al-
most never unrelated to each other.”” Artists’ comments on
their own works are often invaluable to art historians. In Art
through the Ages, artist commentaries appear frequently in
boxed features called “Artists on Art.”

Texture Texture is the quality of a surface (such as rough
or shiny) that light reveals. Art historians distinguish be-
tween true texture, or the tactile quality of the surface,
and represented texture, as when painters depict an ob-

ject as having a certain texture, even though the pigment
is the real texture. Texture is, of course, a key determinant
of any sculpture’s character. People’s first impulse is usually
to handle a piece of sculpture—even though museum signs
often warn “Do not touch!” Sculptors plan for this natural
human response, using surfaces varying in texture from rug-
ged coarseness to polished smoothness. Textures are often
intrinsic to a material, influencing the type of stone, wood,
plastic, clay, or metal that sculptors select.

Space Space is the bounded or boundless “container” of
objects. For art historians, space can be the literal three-
dimensional space occupied by a statue or a vase or con-
tained within a room or courtyard. Or it can be illusionistic,
as when painters depict an image (or illusion) of the three-
dimensional spatial world on a two-dimensional surface.

Perspective Perspective is one of the most important
pictorial devices for organizing forms in space. Through-
out history, artists have used various types of perspective
to create an illusion of depth or space on a two-dimensional
surface. The French painter CLAUDE LORRAIN (1600-1682)
employed several perspectival devices in Embarkation of the
Queen of Sheba (FIG. 1-7), a painting of a biblical episode set
in a 17th-century European harbor with a Roman ruin in the
left foreground. For example, the figures and boats on the

1-7

CLAUDE LORRAIN,
Embarkation of the
Queen of Sheba,
1648. Oil on can-
vas, 4’ 10" X 6’ 4"
National Gallery,
London.

To create the illusion
of a deep landscape,
this French painter
employed perspective,
reducing the size of
and blurring the most
distant forms. All
diagonal lines con-
verge on a single
point.

Art History in the 21st Century 9



I-8 OGATA KORIN, White
and Red Plum Blossoms,

ca. 1710-1716. Pair of two-
fold screens. Ink, color, and
gold leaf on paper, each screen
513" X 5" 7¢". MOA Art
Museum, Shizuoka-ken.

shoreline are much larger than those in the distance. De-
creasing an object’s size makes it appear farther away from the
viewer. Also, the top and bottom of the port building at the
painting’s right side are not parallel horizontal lines, as they
are in a real building. Instead, the lines converge beyond the
structure, leading viewers’ eyes toward the hazy, indistinct
sun on the horizon. These perspectival devices—the reduc-
tion of figure size, the convergence of diagonal lines, and
the blurring of distant forms—have been familiar features
of Western art since the ancient Greeks. But it is important
to note at the outset that all kinds of perspective are only
pictorial conventions, even when one or more types of per-
spective may be so common in a given culture that they are
accepted as “natural” or as “true” means of representing the
natural world.

In White and Red Plum Blossoms (FIG. |-8), a Japanese
landscape painting on two folding screens, OGATA KORIN
(1658-1716) used none of these Western perspective con-
ventions. He showed the two plum trees as seen from a posi-
tion on the ground, while viewers look down on the stream
between them from above. Less concerned with locating
the trees and stream in space than with composing shapes
on a surface, the painter juxtaposed and contrasted the

10 INTRODUCTION What Is Art History?

water’s gently swelling curves with the jagged contours of
the branches and trunks. Neither the French nor the Japa-
nese painting can be said to project “correctly” what viewers
“in fact” see. One painting is not a “better” picture of the
world than the other. The European and Asian artists simply
approached the problem of picture-making differently.

Foreshortening Artists also represent single figures
in space in varying ways. When the Flemish artist PETER
PauL RUBENS (1577-1640) painted Lion Hunt (FIG. 1-9), he
used foreshortening for all the hunters and animals—that is,
he represented their bodies at angles to the picture plane.
When in life one views a figure at an angle, the body appears
to contract as it extends back in space. Foreshortening is a
kind of perspective. It produces the illusion that one part of
the body is farther away than another, even though all the
forms are on the same surface. Especially noteworthy in Lion
Hunt are the gray horse at the left, seen from behind with
the bottom of its left rear hoof facing viewers and most of its
head hidden by its rider’s shield, and the fallen hunter at the
painting’s lower right corner, whose barely visible legs and
feet recede into the distance.



Ogata Korin was more concerned
with creating an interesting
composition of shapes on a sur-
face than with locating objects

in three-dimensional space.
Japanese artists rarely employed
Western perspective.

1-9  PETER PAUL
RUBENS, Lion Hunt,
1617-1618. Oil

on canvas, 8’ 2" X
12’ 5”. Alte Pinako-
thek, Munich.

Foreshortening—the
representation of a
figure or object at an
angle to the picture
plane—is a common
device in Western
art for creating the
illusion of depth.
Foreshortening is a
kind of perspective.

Art History in the 21st Century 11



I-10 Hesire,
from his tomb at
Saqqara, Egypt,
Third Dynasty,

ca. 2650 BCE.
Wood, 3’ 9” high.
Egyptian Museum,
Cairo.

Egyptian artists
combined frontal
and profile views
to give a precise
picture of the parts
of the human body,
as opposed to
depicting how an
individual body ap-
pears from a specific
viewpoint.

The artist who carved the portrait of the ancient Egyptian
official Hesire (FIG. 1-10) did not employ foreshortening. That
artist’s purpose was to present the various human body parts
as clearly as possible, without overlapping. The lower part of
Hesire’s body is in profile to give the most complete view of
the legs, with both the heels and toes of the feet visible. The
frontal torso, however, allows the viewer to see its full shape,
including both shoulders, equal in size, as in nature. (Com-
pare the shoulders of the hunter on the gray horse or those
of the fallen hunter in Lion Hunt'’s left foreground.) The re-
sult, an “unnatural” 90-degree twist at the waist, provides a
precise picture of human body parts. Rubens and the Egyp-
tian sculptor used very different means of depicting forms in
space. Once again, neither is the “correct” manner.

Proportion and Scale Proportion concerns the rela-
tionships (in terms of size) of the parts of persons, buildings,
or objects. “Correct proportions” may be judged intuitively
(“that statue’s head seems the right size for the body”). Or
proportion can be a mathematical relationship between the
size of one part of an artwork or building and the other parts
within the work. Proportion in art implies using a module,
or basic unit of measure. When an artist or architect uses a
formal system of proportions, all parts of a building, body,
or other entity will be fractions or multiples of the mod-
ule. A module might be a column’s diameter, the height of a
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I-11  King on horseback with attendants, from Benin, Nigeria,
ca. 1550-1680. Bronze, 1’ 73" high. Metropolitan Museum of
Art, New York (Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection,
gift of Nelson A. Rockefeller).

This African artist used hierarchy of scale to distinguish the relative
rank of the figures, making the king the largest. The sculptor created
the relief by casting (pouring bronze into a mold).

human head, or any other component whose dimensions can
be multiplied or divided to determine the size of the work’s
other parts.

In certain times and places, artists have formulated can-
ons, or systems, of “correct” or “ideal” proportions for repre-
senting human figures, constituent parts of buildings, and so
forth. In ancient Greece, many sculptors formulated canons
of proportions so strict and all-encompassing that they cal-
culated the size of every body part in advance, even the fin-
gers and toes, according to mathematical ratios. Proportional
systems can differ sharply from period to period, culture to
culture, and artist to artist. Part of the task art history stu-
dents face is to perceive and adjust to these differences.

In fact, many artists have used disproportion and distor-
tion deliberately for expressive effect. Diirer’s Death (FIG. |-5)
has hardly any flesh on his bones, and his limbs are distorted
and stretched. Disproportion and distortion distinguish him
from all the other figures in the work, precisely as the artist
intended. In other cases, artists have used disproportion to
focus attention on one body part (often the head) or to single
out a group member (usually the leader). These intentional
“unnatural” discrepancies in proportion constitute what art
historians call hierarchy of scale, the enlarging of elements



considered the most important. On a bronze plaque (FIG.
1-11) from Benin, Nigeria, the sculptor enlarged all the
heads for emphasis and also varied the size of each figure
according to its social status. Central, largest, and therefore
most important is the Benin king, mounted on horseback.
The horse has been a symbol of power and wealth in many
societies from prehistory to the present. That the Benin
king is disproportionately larger than his horse, contrary to
nature, further aggrandizes him. Two large attendants fan
the king. Other figures of smaller size and lower status at
the Benin court stand on the king’s left and right and in the
plaque’s upper corners. One tiny figure next to the horse is
almost hidden from view beneath the king’s feet.

One problem that students of art history—and profes-
sional art historians too—confront when studying illustra-
tions in art history books is that although the relative sizes
of figures and objects in a painting or sculpture are easy to
discern, it is impossible to determine the absolute size of the
work reproduced because they all appear at approximately
the same size on the page. Readers of Art through the Ages
can determine the exact size of all artworks from the dimen-
sions given in the captions and, more intuitively, from the
scales (in inches or feet) that appear at the lower left or right
corner of each illustration.

Carving and Casting Sculptural technique falls into
two basic categories, subtractive and additive. Carving is a
subtractive technique. The final form is a reduction of the
original mass of a block of stone, a piece of wood, or another
material. Wooden statues were once tree trunks, and stone
statues began as blocks pried from mountains. An unfinished
16th-century marble statue of a bound slave (FiG. I-12) by
MICHELANGELO BUONARROTI (1475-1564) clearly reveals
the original shape of the stone block. Michelangelo thought
of sculpture as a process of “liberating” the statue within the
block. All sculptors of stone or wood cut away (subtract)
“excess material.” When they finish, they “leave behind” the
statue—in this example, a twisting nude male form whose
head Michelangelo never freed from the stone block.

In additive sculpture, the artist builds up the forms, usu-
ally in clay around a framework, or armature. Or a sculptor
may fashion a mold, a hollow form for shaping, or casting, a
fluid substance such as bronze. That is how the Benin artist
made the bronze sculpture of the king and his attendants
(rG. 1-11).

Relief Sculpture Statues that exist independent of any
architectural frame or setting and that the viewer can walk
around are freestanding sculptures, or sculptures in the round.
In relief sculpture, the subjects project from the background
but remain part of it. In high-relief sculpture, the images
project boldly. In some cases (FIG. I-11), the relief is so high
that not only do the forms cast shadows on the background,
but some parts are actually in the round. In low relief, or bas-
relief (FIG. 1-10), the projection is slight. Relief sculpture, like
sculpture in the round, can be produced either by carving
(FIG. 1-10) or casting (FIG. I-11).

I-12 MICHELANGELO BUONARROTI, unfinished captive,
1527-1528. Marble, 8’ 73" high. Galleria dell’Accademia, Florence.

Freestanding sculpture can also be cast in molds, but artists more fre-
quently carve statues from stone or wood, cutting away excess mate-
rial to leave behind the shape of a human figure or other subject.

Architectural Drawings Buildings are groupings of
enclosed spaces and enclosing masses, such as walls. People
experience architecture both visually and by moving through
and around it, so they perceive architectural space and mass
together. Architects can represent these spaces and masses
graphically in several ways, including as plans, sections, eleva-
tions, and cutaway drawings.

A plan, essentially a map of a floor, shows the place-
ment of a structure’s masses and, therefore, the spaces they
bound and enclose. A section, like a vertical plan, depicts the
placement of the masses as if the building were cut through
along a plane. Drawings showing a theoretical slice across a
structure’s width are lateral sections. Those cutting through
a building’s length are longitudinal sections. An elevation draw-
ing is a head-on view of an external or internal wall. A cut-
away combines an exterior view with an interior view of part
of a building in a single drawing. Illustrated here are the plan

Art History in the 21st Century 13
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Architectural drawings are indispensable aids for the analysis of
buildings. Plans are maps of floors, “footprints” of the structure’s
masses. Sections are vertical “slices,” across either the width or
length of a building.

and lateral section (FIG. I-13) of Beauvais Cathedral, which
may be compared to the photograph of the church’s choir
(FIG. 1-2). The plan shows not only the choir’s shape and the lo-
cation of the piers dividing the aisles and supporting the vaults
above but also the pattern of the crisscrossing vault ribs. The
lateral section shows not only the interior of the choir with its
vaults and stained-glass windows, but also the structure of the
roof and the form of the exterior flying buttresses that hold the
vaults in place. Scales accompany all plans in Art through the
Ages to indicate the size of the building. Many of the architec-
tural photographs include people for the same reason.

This overview of the art historian’s vocabulary is not ex-
haustive, nor have artists used only painting, drawing, sculp-
ture, and architecture as media over the millennia. Ceram-
ics, jewelry, textiles, photography, and computer art are just
some of the numerous other arts. All of them involve highly
specialized techniques described in distinct vocabularies. As
in this introductory chapter, new terms appear in italics, ac-
companied by their definition, whenever they first appear in
the text. Definitions of all terms can be found in the com-
prehensive Glossary at the end of the book.

Art History and Other Disciplines

By its very nature, the work of art historians intersects with
that of others in many fields of knowledge, not only in the
humanities but also in the social and natural sciences. To-
day, art historians regularly must go beyond the boundaries
of what previous generations considered to be the province
of art history. Art historical research in the 21st century is
frequently interdisciplinary in nature. To cite one example,
in an effort to unlock the secrets of a particular statue, an art
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historian might conduct archival research hoping to uncover
new documents shedding light on who paid for the work and
why, who made it and when, where it originally stood, how
contemporaries viewed it, and a host of other questions. Re-
alizing, however, that the authors of the written documents
often were not objective recorders of fact but observers with
their own biases and agendas, the art historian may also use
methodologies developed in fields such as literary criticism,
philosophy, sociology, and gender studies to weigh the evi-
dence the documents provide.

At other times, rather than attempting to master many
disciplines at once, art historians band together with other
specialists in multidisciplinary inquiries. Art historians might
call in chemists to date an artwork based on the composi-
tion of the materials used or might ask geologists to deter-
mine which quarry furnished the stone for a particular statue.
X-ray technicians might be enlisted in an attempt to establish
whether a painting is a forgery. Of course, art historians often
contribute their expertise to the solution of problems in other
disciplines. A historian, for example, might ask an art histo-
rian to determine—based on style, material, iconography, and
other criteria—if any of the portraits of a certain king were
made after his death. That would help establish the ruler’s
continuing prestige during the reigns of his successors.

DIFFERENT WAYS OF SEEING

The history of art can be a history of artists and their works,
of styles and stylistic change, of materials and techniques,
of images and themes and their meanings, and of contexts
and cultures and patrons. The best art historians analyze
artworks from many viewpoints. But no art historian (or



Left: JOHN HENRY SYLVESTER, Portrait of Te Pehi Kupe, 1826. Watercolor, 85" X 63”. National Library of Australia,
Canberra (Rex Nan Kivell Collection). Right: TE PEHI KUPE, Self-Portrait, 1826. From Leo Frobenius, The Childhood of Man
(New York: J. B. Lippincott, 1909).

These strikingly different portraits of the same Maori chief reveal the different ways of seeing of Western and non-Western artists.

Understanding the cultural context of artworks is vital to art history.

scholar in any other field), no matter how broad-minded
in approach and no matter how experienced, can be truly
objective. Like artists, art historians are members of a soci-
ety, participants in its culture. How can scholars (and mu-
seum visitors and travelers to foreign locales) comprehend
cultures unlike their own? They can try to reconstruct the
original cultural contexts of artworks, but they are limited
by their distance from the thought patterns of the cultures
they study and by the obstructions to understanding—the
assumptions, presuppositions, and prejudices peculiar to
their culture—their own thought patterns raise. Art histori-
ans may reconstruct a distorted picture of the past because
of culture-bound blindness.

A single instance underscores how differently people
of diverse cultures view the world and how various ways of
seeing can cause sharp differences in how artists depict the
world. Illustrated here are two contemporaneous portraits of
a 19th-century Maori chieftain (FIG. )—one by an English-
man, JOHN SYLVESTER (active early 19th century), and the
other by the New Zealand chieftain himself, TE PEHI KUPE
(d. 1829). Both reproduce the chieftain’s facial tattooing.
The European artist included the head and shoulders and
underplayed the tattooing. The tattoo pattern is one aspect
of the likeness among many, no more or less important than

the chieftain’s dressing like a European. Sylvester also re-
corded his subject’s momentary glance toward the right and
the play of light on his hair, fleeting aspects that have noth-
ing to do with the figure’s identity.

In contrast, Te Pehi Kupe’s self-portrait—made during a
trip to Liverpool, England, to obtain European arms to take
back to New Zealand—is not a picture of a man situated in
space and bathed in light. Rather, it is the chieftain’s state-
ment of the supreme importance of the tattoo design that
symbolizes his rank among his people. Remarkably, Te Pehi
Kupe created the tattoo patterns from memory, without the
aid of a mirror. The splendidly composed insignia, presented
as a flat design separated from the body and even from the
head, is Te Pehi Kupe’s image of himself. Only by under-
standing the cultural context of each portrait can viewers
hope to understand why either image appears as it does.

As noted at the outset, the study of the context of art-
works and buildings is one of the central concerns of art his-
torians. Art through the Ages seeks to present a history of art
and architecture that will help readers understand not only
the subjects, styles, and techniques of paintings, sculptures,
buildings, and other art forms created in all parts of the
world for 30 millennia but also their cultural and historical
contexts. That story now begins.

Different Ways of Seeing 15



1-1  Great Pyramids, Gizeh, Egypt, Fourth Dynasty. From left: Pyramids of Menkaure,
ca. 2490-2472 scE; Khafre, ca. 2520-2494 scE; and Khufu, ca. 2551-2528 BCE.

The Great Pyramids are the oldest of the Seven Wonders of the world. Their shape echoes
the Egyptian sun god’s emblem. The sun’s rays were the ramp the pharaohs used to ascend

to the heavens after death.




Prehistory and the
First Civilizations

PREHISTORIC ART

Humankind seems to have originated in Africa in the very remote past. Yet it was
not until millions of years later that ancient hunters began to represent (literally,
“to present again”—in different and substitute form) the world around them and
to fashion the first examples of what people generally call “art.” The immensity of
this intellectual achievement cannot be exaggerated.

Paleolithic Art

The earliest preserved art objects date to around 30,000 BcE, during the Old Stone
Age, or Paleolithic period (from the Greek paleo, “old,” and lithos, “stone”). Paleo-
lithic artworks are of an astonishing variety. They range from simple shell neck-
laces to human and animal forms in ivory, clay, and stone to monumental paint-
ings, engravings, and relief sculptures covering the huge wall surfaces of caves.

Venus of Willendorf One of the oldest sculptures discovered to date,
carved using simple stone tools, is the tiny limestone figurine of a woman (FiG.
1-2) nicknamed the Venus of Willendorf after its findspot in Austria (MaAP 1-1).
Art historians can only speculate on the function and meaning of this and similar
objects because they date to a time before writing, before (or pre-) history. Yet
the preponderance of female over male figures in the Old Stone Age seems to
indicate a preoccupation with women, whose child-bearing capabilities ensured
the survival of the species. The anatomical exaggeration of the Willendorf figu-
rine has suggested to many scholars that this and other prehistoric statuettes of
women served as fertility images. The breasts of the Willendorf woman are enor-
mous, far larger than the tiny forearms and hands that rest on them. The sculptor
also used a stone burin to incise (scratch) into the stone the outline of the pubic
triangle. Sculptors often omitted this detail in other Paleolithic female figurines,
however, and many of the women also have far more slender proportions than the
Willendorf woman, leading some scholars to question the nature of these figures
as fertility images. In any case, the makers’ intent seems to have been to represent
not a specific woman but womanhood.

Le Tuc d’Audoubert Far more common than Paleolithic representa-
tions of humans are sculptures and paintings of animals. An early example of
animal sculpture is the pair of clay bison reliefs (FIG. 1-3) in a cave at Le Tuc
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d’Audoubert, France. The sculptor modeled the forms by
pressing the clay against the surface of a large rock and using
both hands to form the overall shape of the animals. Then
the artist smoothed the surfaces with a spatula-like tool and
used fingers to shape the eyes, nostrils, mouths, and manes.
Like nearly every other Paleolithic representation of animals,
these bison are in strict profile. The profile is the only view
of an animal wherein the head, body, tail, and all four legs
can be seen. A frontal view would conceal most of the body,
and a three-quarter view would not show either the front or
side fully. Because only the profile view is completely infor-
mative about the animal’s shape, the profile was the almost
universal postural choice during the Stone Age. A very long
time passed before artists placed any premium on “variety”
or “originality,” either in subject choice or in representational
manner. These are quite modern notions in the history of
art. The aim of the earliest sculptors and painters was to
create a convincing image of the subject, a kind of pictorial
definition of the animal capturing its very essence, and only
the profile view met their needs.

Cave Painting The bison of Le Tuc d’Audoubert are
among the largest sculptures of the Paleolithic period, but
they are dwarfed by the “herds” of painted animals that roam
the cave walls of southern France and northern Spain. Ex-
amples of Paleolithic painting now have been found at more
than 200 European sites. Nonetheless, archaeologists still re-
gard painted caves as rare occurrences, because even though
the cave images number in the hundreds, prehistoric artists
created them over a period of some 10,000 to 20,000 years.
Paleolithic painters drew their subjects using chunks of red
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Nude woman (Venus of Willendorf), from Willendorf,
Austria, ca. 28,000-25,000 BcE. Limestone, 45" high.
Naturhistorisches Museum, Vienna.

One of the oldest sculptures known, this tiny figurine, with its ana-
tomical exaggeration, typifies Paleolithic representations of women,
whose child-bearing capabilities ensured the survival of the species.

and yellow ocher. For painting, they ground these same ochers
into powders they mixed with water before applying. Large
flat stones served as palettes to hold the pigment. The paint-
ers made brushes from reeds, bristles, or twigs and may have
used a blowpipe of reeds or hollow bones to spray pigments
on out-of-reach surfaces. Some caves have natural ledges on
the rock walls upon which the painters could have stood in
order to reach the upper surfaces of the naturally formed
“rooms” and corridors. To illuminate their work, the painters
used stone lamps filled with marrow or fat, perhaps with a
wick of moss. Despite the difficulty of making the tools and
pigments, modern attempts at replicating the techniques of
Paleolithic painting have demonstrated that skilled workers
could cover large surfaces with images in less than a day.

Pech-Merle A mural (wall) painting (FiG. ) at Pech-
Merle, France, provides insight into why certain subjects
were chosen for a specific location. One of the horses (at the
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1-3 Two bison, reliefs in the
cave at Le Tuc d’Audoubert,
France, ca. 15,000-10,000 BCE.
Clay, each 2’ long.

Animals are far more common
than humans in Old Stone Age
art. In both relief sculpture and
painting, they always appear in
profile, the only view completely
informative about the animals’
shape.

1-4  Spotted horses and negative hand imprints, wall painting in the cave at Pech-Merle, France, ca. 22,000 Bck. 11’ 2" long.

Many Paleolithic paintings include abstract signs and handprints. Some scholars think the Pech-Merle painted hands are “signatures” of cult

or community members or, less likely, of individual painters.

right in the illustration) may have been inspired by the rock
formation in the wall surface resembling a horse’s head and
neck. Like the clay bison at Le Tuc d’Audoubert, the Pech-
Merle horses are in strict profile. Here, however, painted
hands accompany them. These and the majority of painted
hands at other sites are “negative”—that is, the painter placed
one hand against the wall and then brushed or blew or spat
pigment around it. Occasionally, the painter dipped a hand
in the pigment and then pressed it against the wall, leav-

ing a “positive” imprint. These handprints must have had a
purpose. Some scholars have considered them “signatures”
of cult or community members or, less likely, of individual
painters. Checks, dots, squares, and other abstract signs ap-
pear near the painted animals in other Paleolithic caves. Sev-
eral observers think these signs are a primitive form of writ-
ing, but like the hands—and everything else in Paleolithic
art—their meaning is unknown (see “Art in the Old Stone
Age,” page 20).
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Art in the Old Stone Age

Since the discovery of the first cave paintings in the late 19th century,
scholars have wondered why the hunters of the Old Stone Age decided to
cover the walls of dark caverns with animal images (Figs. 1-3 to 1-6). Vari-
ous theories have been proposed.

Some scholars have argued that the animals were mere decoration,
but this explanation cannot account for the narrow range of subjects or
the inaccessibility of many of the representations. In fact, the remoteness
and difficulty of access of many of the images, and indications that the
caves were in use for centuries, are precisely why other scholars have
suggested that the prehistoric hunters attributed magical properties to the
images they painted and sculpted.

According to this argument, by confining animals to the surfaces of
their cave walls, the Paleolithic hunters believed they were bringing the
beasts under their control. Some have even hypothesized that rituals or
dances were performed in front of the images and that these rites served
to improve the hunters’ luck. Still others have stated that the animal rep-
resentations may have served as teaching tools to instruct new hunters
about the character of the various species they would encounter or even to
serve as targets for spears.

1-5 Hall of the Bulls
(left wall), Lascaux, France,
ca. 15,000-13,000 BCE.
Largest bull 11’ 6” long.

The purpose and meaning

of Paleolithic cave paintings
are unknown, but it is clear
that painters were concerned
solely with representing the
animals, not with locating
them in a specific place or
on a common ground line.

Lascaux Perhaps the best-known Paleolithic cave is that
at Lascaux, near Montignac, France, which features a large
circular gallery called the Hall of the Bulls (Fic. 1-5). Not all
of the painted animals are bulls, despite the modern nick-
name, and the several species depicted vary in size. The art-
ists represented many of the animals, such as the great bull
at the right in the illustration, using outline alone, but others
are colored silhouettes. On the walls of the Lascaux cave,
the two basic approaches to drawing and painting in the his-
tory of art appear side by side. These differences in style and
technique alone suggest that different artists painted the
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In contrast, some prehistorians have argued that the magical purpose
of the paintings and reliefs was not to facilitate the destruction of animal
species. Instead, they believe that the first painters and sculptors created
animal images to ensure the survival of the herds on which Paleolithic
peoples depended for their food supply and for their clothing. A central
problem for both the hunting-magic and food-creation theories is that the
animals that seem to have been diet staples of Old Stone Age peoples are
not those most frequently portrayed.

Other researchers have sought to reconstruct an elaborate mythology
based on the cave paintings and sculptures, suggesting that Paleolithic
humans believed they had animal ancestors. Still others have equated
certain species with men and others with women and postulated various
meanings for the abstract signs that sometimes accompany the images.
Almost all of these theories have been discredited over time, and most
prehistorians admit that no one knows the intent of the representations.
In fact, a single explanation for all Paleolithic animal images, even ones
similar in subject, style, and composition, is unlikely to apply universally.
The works remain an enignma—and always will, because before the inven-
tion of writing, no contemporaneous explanations could be recorded.

animals at various times. The modern impression of a rapidly
moving herd of beasts was probably not the original intent.
In any case, the “herd” consists of several kinds of animals
of disparate sizes moving in different directions. Although
most share a common ground line (the horizontal base of the
composition), some, like those in the upper right corner of
FIG. 1-5, seem to float above the viewer’s head, like clouds
in the sky. The painting has no setting, no background, no
indication of place. The Paleolithic painter’s sole concern
was representing the animals, not locating them in a specific
place.

Prehistory and the First Civilizations



Another feature of the Lascaux paintings deserves at-
tention. The bulls show a convention of representing horns
called twisted perspective, because the viewer sees the heads
in profile but the horns from the front. Thus, the painter’s
approach is not strictly or consistently optical (seen from a
fixed viewpoint). Rather, the approach is descriptive of the
fact that cattle have two horns. Two horns are part of the
concept “bull.” In strict optical-perspective profile, only one
horn would be visible, but to paint the animal in that way
would, as it were, amount to an incomplete definition of it.

Probably the most perplexing painting in any Paleolithic
cave is the one deep in the well shaft (Fig. 1-6) at Lascaux,
where man (as opposed to woman) makes one of his earli-
est appearances in prehistoric art. At the left is a rhinoc-
eros, rendered with all the skilled attention to animal detail
customarily seen in cave art. Beneath its tail are two rows
of three dots of uncertain significance. At the right is a bi-
son, more schematically painted, probably by someone else.
The second painter nonetheless successfully suggested the
bristling rage of the animal, whose bowels are hanging from
it in a heavy coil. Between the two beasts is a bird-faced
(masked?) man with outstretched arms and hands with only
four fingers. The man is depicted with far less care and de-
tail than either animal, but the painter made the hunter’s
gender explicit by the prominent penis. The position of the
man is ambiguous. Is he wounded or dead or merely tilted
back and unharmed? Do the staff (?) with the bird on top
and the spear belong to him? Is it he or the rhinoceros who
has gravely wounded the bison—or neither? Which animal,
if either, has knocked the man down, if indeed he is on the
ground? Are these three images related at all? Researchers
can be sure of nothing, but if the painter placed the figures
beside each other to tell a story, then this is evidence for
the creation of narrative compositions involving humans and

1-6 Rhinoceros, wounded
man, and disemboweled bison,
painting in the well, Lascaux,
France, ca. 15,000-13,000 BcCE.
Bison, 3’ 8” long.

If these paintings of two animals and
a bird-faced (masked?) man, deep in a
well shaft in the Lascaux cave, repre-
sent a hunting scene, they constitute
the earliest example of narrative art
ever discovered.
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animals at a much earlier date than anyone had imagined
only a few generations ago. Yet it is important to remember
that even if a story was intended, very few people would
have been able to “read” it. The painting, in a deep shaft, is
very difficult to reach and could have been viewed only in
flickering lamplight. Like all Paleolithic art, the scene in the
Lascaux well shaft remains enigmatic.

Neolithic Art

Around 9000 BcE, the ice that covered much of northern
Europe during the Paleolithic period melted as the climate
grew warmer. The reindeer migrated north, and the woolly
mammoth and rhinoceros disappeared. The Paleolithic gave
way to a transitional period, the Mesolithic, or Middle Stone
Age, when Europe became climatically, geographically, and
biologically much as it is today. Then, for several thousand
years at different times in different parts of the globe, a great
new age, the Neolithic (New Stone Age), dawned. Human
beings began to settle in fixed abodes and to domesticate
plants and animals. Their food supply assured, many groups
changed from hunters to herders, to farmers, and finally to
townspeople. Wandering hunters settled down to organized
community living in villages surrounded by cultivated fields.
The new sedentary societies of the Neolithic age originated
systematic agriculture, weaving, metalworking, pottery, and
counting and recording with tokens.

Catal Hoyuk One of the most extensively excavated
Neolithic sites is Catal Hoyiik on the central Anatolian
plateau, a settlement that flourished between 7000 and
5000 BcE in what is now Turkey. Catal Hoyiik was one of
the world’s first experiments in urban living. The regular-
ity of the town’s plan suggests that the inhabitants built the
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1-7 Deer hunt, detail

of a wall painting from

level 111, Catal Hoyiik, Turkey,
ca. 5750 BCE. Museum of
Anatolian Civilization, Ankara.

This Neolithic painter depicted
human figures as a composite of
frontal and profile views, the most
descriptive picture of the shape of
the human body. This format would
become the rule for millennia.

settlement to some predetermined scheme. The houses, con-
structed of mud brick strengthened by sturdy timber frames,
varied in size but repeated the same basic plan. The rooms
have plastered and painted floors and walls with platforms
along the walls that served as sites for sleeping, working, and
eating. The living buried the dead beneath the floors.

The excavators have found many rooms decorated with
mural paintings and plaster reliefs. These “shrines” had an
uncertain function, but their number suggests that the
rooms played an important role in the life of the Neolithic
settlement. On the wall of one room, archaeologists discov-
ered a painted representation of a deer hunt (Fig. 1-7). The
mural is worlds apart from the cave paintings the hunters of
the Paleolithic period produced. Perhaps what is most strik-
ingly new about the Catal Hoyiik painting and others like
it is the regular appearance of the human figure—not only
singly but also in large, coherent groups with a wide vari-
ety of poses, subjects, and settings. As noted earlier, humans
were unusual subjects in Paleolithic painting, and pictorial
narratives have almost never been found. Even the “hunting
scene” (FIG. 1-6) in the well at Lascaux is doubtful as a narra-
tive. In Neolithic paintings, human themes and concerns and
action scenes with humans dominating animals are central.

In the Catal Hoyiik hunt, the group of hunters—and no
one doubts it is, indeed, an organized hunting party, not a
series of individual figures—shows a tense exaggeration of
movement and a thythmic repetition of basic shapes custom-
ary for the period. The painter took care to distinguish im-
portant descriptive details—for example, bows, arrows, and
garments—and the heads have clearly defined noses, mouths,
chins, and hair. The Neolithic painter placed all the heads in
profile for the same reason Paleolithic painters universally
chose the profile view for representations of animals. Only
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the side view of the human head shows all its shapes clearly.
At Catal Héyiik, however, the torsos are frontal—again, the
most informative viewpoint—whereas the painter chose the
profile view for the legs and arms. This composite view of
the human body is quite artificial because the human body
cannot make an abrupt 90-degree shift at the hips. But it is
very descriptive of what a human body is—as opposed to
how it appears from a particular viewpoint. The compos-
ite view is another manifestation of the twisted perspective
of Paleolithic paintings that combined a frontal view of an
animal’s two horns with a profile view of the head (FiG. 1-5).
The technique of painting also changed dramatically since
Paleolithic times. At Catal Hoytik, the artists used brushes
to apply the pigments to a white background of dry plaster.
The careful preparation of the wall surface is in striking con-
trast to the direct application of pigment to the rock surfaces
of Old Stone Age caves.

Ain Ghazal At Ain Ghazal, near Amman, Jordan, ar-
chaeologists have uncovered another important Neolithic
settlement. Occupied from the late eighth through the late
sixth millennium Bcg, Ain Ghazal has produced striking
finds, including two caches containing three dozen plaster
statuettes (FIG. 1-8) datable to the mid-seventh millennium
BCE. The sculptures, which appear to have been ritually bur-
ied, are white plaster built up over a core of reeds and twine.
The sculptors used black bitumen, a tarlike substance, to de-
lineate the pupils of the eyes, which are inset cowrie shells.
Painters added orange and black hair, clothing, and, in some
instances, body paint or tattooing. Only rarely did the sculp-
tors indicate the gender of the figures. Whatever their pur-
pose, by their size (a few exceed three feet in height) and
sophisticated technique, the Ain Ghazal statuettes differ
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1-8 Human figure, from
Ain Ghazal, Jordan, ca. 6750—
6250 BCE. Plaster, painted and
inlaid with cowrie shell and
bitumen, 3’ 5%” high. Louvre,
Paris.

At Ain Ghazal, archaeologists
have uncovered dozens of large
white plaster Neolithic statuettes
with details added in paint and
shell. They mark the beginning
of monumental sculpture in the
history of art.

fundamentally from Paleolithic figurines such as the four-
inch-tall Willendorf woman (Fig. 1-2). They mark the begin-
ning of monumental sculpture in the ancient world.

Stonehenge In western Europe, where Paleolithic
paintings and sculptures abound, no comparably developed
towns of the time of Catal Hoyiik or Ain Ghazal have been

1-9 Aerial view (looking
northwest) of Stonehenge,
Salisbury Plain, Wiltshire,
England, ca. 2550-1600 BCE.

One of the earliest examples
of monumental architecture
in Neolithic Europe, the circle
of 24-foot-tall trilithons at
Stonehenge probably func-
tioned as an astronomical ob-
servatory and solar calendar.

found. However, in succeeding millennia, perhaps as early
as 4000 Bck, the local Neolithic populations in several ar-
eas developed a monumental architecture employing mas-
sive rough-cut stones. The very dimensions of the stones,
some as tall as 17 feet and weighing as much as 50 tons, have
prompted historians to call them megaliths (great stones) and
to designate the culture that produced them megalithic.

Although megalithic monuments are plentiful through-
out Europe, the arrangement of huge stones in a circle
(called a henge), often surrounded by a ditch, is almost en-
tirely limited to Britain. The most imposing of these today
is Stonehenge (FIG. 1-9) on Salisbury Plain in southern En-
gland. Stonehenge is a complex of rough-cut sarsen (a form of
sandstone) stones and smaller “bluestones” (various volcanic
rocks). Outermost is a ring, 97 feet in diameter, of 24-foot-
tall monolithic sarsen stones supporting lintels (stone “beams”
used to span an opening). This simple post-and-lintel system
of construction is still in use today. Next is a ring of blue-
stones, which in turn encircles a horseshoe (open end facing
east) of trilithons (three-stone constructions)—five lintel-
topped pairs of the largest sarsens, each weighing 45 to 50
tons. Standing apart and to the east (outside the photograph)
is the “heel-stone,” which, for a person looking outward
from the center of the complex, would have marked the
point where the sun rose at the summer solstice. Construc-
tion of Stonehenge probably occurred in several phases in
the centuries before and after 2000 BCE. It seems to have
been a kind of astronomical observatory. During the Middle
Ages, the Britons believed the mysterious structures were
the work of the magician Merlin of the King Arthur legend,
who spirited them from Ireland. Most archaeologists now
consider Stonehenge a remarkably accurate solar calendar.
This achievement is testimony to the rapidly developing
intellectual powers of Neolithic humans as well as to their
capacity for heroic physical effort.
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ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN ART

The fundamental change in human society from the danger-
ous and uncertain life of the hunter and gatherer to the more
predictable and stable life of the farmer and herder first
occurred in Mesopotamia. Mesopotamia—a Greek word
that means “the land between the [Tigris and Euphrates]
rivers”"—is at the core of the region often called the Fertile
Crescent, a land mass that forms a huge arc from the moun-
tainous border between Turkey and Syria through Iraq to
Iran’s Zagros Mountain range (MAP 1-2). There, humans first
used the wheel and the plow, learned how to control floods
and construct irrigation canals, and established the first great
urban communities.

Sumerian Art

The people who transformed the vast, flat, sparsely inhabited
lower valley between the Tigris and Euphrates into the giant
oasis of the Fertile Crescent were the Sumerians. They also

ca. 3200-3000 BcE.

Using only mud bricks, the Sumerians erected temples on high plat-
forms called ziggurats several centuries before the Egyptians built
stone pyramids. The most famous was the biblical Tower of Babel.

developed the earliest known writing system, using wedge-
shaped (cuneiform) signs. Ancient Sumer was not a unified
nation, however, but about a dozen independent city-states.
Each was under the protection of a different Mesopotamian
deity. The Sumerian rulers were the gods’ representatives on
earth and the stewards of their earthly treasure. The rulers
and priests directed all communal activities, including canal
construction, crop collection, and food distribution. The de-
velopment of agriculture to the point that only a portion of
the population had to produce food made it possible for some
members of the community to specialize in other activities,
including manufacturing, trade, and administration. Labor
specialization is a hallmark of the first complex urban societ-
ies. In the Sumerian city-states of the fourth millennium BCE,
activities that once had been individually initiated became in-
stitutionalized for the first time. The community, rather than
the family, assumed responsibility for defense against enemies
and the caprices of nature. Whether ruled by a single person
or a council chosen from among the leading families, these

1-11 Ziggurat (northeastern facade with restored stairs), Ur (modern Tell Muqayyar), Iraq, ca. 2100 BCE.

The Ur ziggurat, the best preserved in Mesopotamia, is 50 feet high. It has three ramplike stairways of a hundred steps each that originally

ended at a gateway to a brick temple, which does not survive.
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communities gained permanent identities as discrete cities.
The city-state was one of the great Sumerian inventions.

White Temple, Uruk The Sumerian city plan reflected
the central role of the local god in the daily life of the city-
state’s occupants. The god’s temple formed the monumental
nucleus of the city. It was not only the focus of local religious
practice but also an administrative and economic center. It
was indeed the domain of the god, whom the Sumerians re-
garded as a great and rich holder of lands and herds, as well
as the protector of the city-state. The vast temple complex
was a kind of city within a city, where priests and scribes
carried on official business. Sumerian temple precincts had
both religious and secular functions.

The outstanding preserved example of early Sumerian
temple architecture is the 5,000-year-old White Temple
(F1c. 1-10) at Uruk, the home of the legendary Gilgamesh.
Sumerian builders did not have access to stone quarries
and instead formed mud bricks for the superstructures of
their temples and other buildings. The fragile nature of the
building materials did not, however, prevent the Sumerians
from erecting towering works, such as the Uruk temple, sev-
eral centuries before the Egyptians built their stone pyra-
mids (Figs. 1-1 and 1-24). This says a great deal about the
Sumerians’ desire to provide monumental settings for the
worship of their deities.

The Uruk temple (whose whitewashed walls lend it
its modern nickname) stands on top of a high platform, or
ziggurat, 40 feet above street level in the city center. A stair-
way leads to the temple at the top. Like those of other Su-
merian temples, the corners of the White Temple point to
the cardinal points of the compass. The building, probably
dedicated to Anu, the sky god, is of modest proportions (61
by 16 feet) and poorly preserved. By design, it did not accom-
modate large throngs of worshipers but only a select few, the
priests and perhaps the leading community members. The
temple had several chambers. The central hall, or cella, was
set aside for the divinity and housed a stepped altar. The
Sumerians referred to their temples as “waiting rooms,” a re-
flection of their belief that the deity would descend from the
heavens to appear before the priests in the cella. Whether
the Uruk temple had a roof is uncertain.

Ziggurat, Ur Eroded ziggurats still dominate most of the
ruined cities of Sumer. The best preserved is that at Ur (FiG.
1-11), built about a millennium later than the Uruk ziggu-
rat and much grander. The base is a solid mass of mud brick
50 feet high. The builders used baked bricks laid in bitumen
for the facing of the entire monument. Three ramplike stair-
ways of a hundred steps each converge on a tower-flanked
gateway. From there another flight of steps probably led to
the temple proper, which does not survive. The loftiness of
the great ziggurats of Mesopotamia made a profound impres-
sion on the peoples of the ancient Near East. The tallest zig-
gurat of all—at Babylon—was about 270 feet high. Known
to the Hebrews as the Tower of Babel, it became the center-
piece of a biblical tale about insolent pride. Humankind'’s

desire to build a tower to Heaven angered God. Therefore,
the Lord caused the workers to speak different languages,
preventing them from communicating with one another and
bringing construction of the ziggurat to a halt.

Warka Vase The Sumerians, pioneers in so many areas,
also may have been the first to use pictures to tell complex
stories. Sumerian narrative art goes far beyond Stone Age
artists’ tentative efforts at storytelling. The so-called Warka
Vase (FIG. 1-12) from Uruk (modern Warka) is the first great
work of narrative relief sculpture known. Found within the
temple complex dedicated to Inanna, the goddess of love and
war, it depicts a religious festival in her honor. The sculp-
tor divided the vase’s reliefs into three bands (called registers
or friezes). This new kind of composition marks a significant
break with the haphazard figure placement in earlier art.
The register format for telling a story was to have a very long
future. In fact, artists still employ registers today in modi-
fied form in comic books.

112

Presentation of
offerings to Inanna
(Warka Vase),
from Uruk (mod-
ern Warka), Iraq,
ca. 3200-3000
BCE. Alabaster,
3’%" high. Iraq
Museum, Baghdad.

In this oldest
known example of
Sumerian narrative
art, the sculptor
divided the tall
stone vase’s reliefs
into registers, a
significant break
with the haphazard
figure placement
found in earlier art.
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1-13 Statuettes of two worshipers, from the Square Temple
at Eshnunna (modern Tell Asmar), Iraq, ca. 2700 Bct. Gypsum
inlaid with shell and black limestone, male figure 2’ 6” high.
Irag Museum, Baghdad.

The oversized eyes probably symbolized the perpetual wakefulness
of these substitute worshipers offering prayers to the deity. The fig-
ures hold beakers containing libations to pour in honor of the gods.

The lowest band on the Warka Vase shows ewes and
rams—in strict profile, as in the Old Stone Age—above crops
and a wavy line representing water. The animals and plants
underscore that Inanna has blessed Uruk’s inhabitants with
good crops and increased herds. Above, naked men carry bas-
kets and jars overflowing with earth’s abundance. They will
present their bounty to the goddess as a votive offering (gift of
gratitude to a deity usually made in fulfillment of a vow) and
will deposit it in her temple. The spacing of each figure in-
volves no overlapping. The Uruk men, like the Catal Hoytik
deer hunters (FiG. 1-7), are a composite of frontal and profile
views, with large staring frontal eyes in profile heads. (If the
eyes were in profile, they would not “read” as eyes at all, be-
cause they would not have their distinctive flat oval shape.)

In the uppermost (and tallest) band is a female figure
with a tall horned headdress, probably Inanna but perhaps
her priestess. A nude male figure brings a large vessel brim-
ming with offerings to be deposited in the goddess’s shrine.
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At the far right is an only partially preserved clothed man
usually, if ambiguously, referred to as a “priest-king,” that
is, both a religious and secular leader. The greater height of
the priest-king and Inanna compared with the offering bear-
ers indicates their greater importance, a convention called
hierarchy of scale. Some scholars interpret the scene as a sym-
bolic marriage between the priest-king and the goddess, en-
suring her continued goodwill—and reaffirming the leader’s
exalted position in society.

Eshnunna Statuettes Further insight into Sume-
rian religion comes from a cache of soft gypsum statuettes
inlaid with shell and black limestone found in a temple at
Eshnunna (modern Tell Asmar). The two largest figures (FiG.
1-13), like all the others, represent mortals rather than dei-
ties. They hold the small beakers the Sumerians used in re-
ligious rites. The men wear belts and fringed skirts. Most
have beards and shoulder-length hair. The women wear long
robes, with the right shoulder bare. Similar figurines from
other sites bear inscriptions with the name of the donor and
the god or even specific prayers to the deity on the owner’s
behalf. With their heads tilted upward, they wait in the Su-
merian “waiting room” for the divinity to appear. Most strik-
ing is the disproportionate relationship between the inlaid
oversized eyes and the tiny hands. Scholars have explained
the exaggeration of the eye size in various ways. Because the
purpose of these votive figures was to offer constant prayers
to the gods on their donors’ behalf, the open-eyed stares
most likely symbolize the eternal wakefulness necessary to

fulfill their duty.

Standard of Ur The spoils of war, as well as success
in farming and trade, brought considerable wealth to some
of the city-states of ancient Sumer. Nowhere is this clearer
than in the so-called Royal Cemetery at Ur, the city that
was home to the biblical Abraham. Researchers still debate
whether those buried in Ur’s cemetery were true kings and
queens or simply aristocrats and priests, but their tombs
were regal in character. They contained gold helmets and
daggers with handles of lapis lazuli (a rich azure-blue stone
imported from Afghanistan), golden beakers and bowls,
jewelry of gold and lapis, musical instruments, chariots, and
other luxurious items.

Although not fashioned from the most costly materials,
the most significant artwork found in the “royal” graves is
the so-called Standard of Ur (FiG. 1-14), a rectangular box
of uncertain function. It has sloping sides inlaid with shell,
lapis lazuli, and red limestone. The excavator who discovered
it thought the Sumerians mounted it on a pole as a kind of
military standard, hence its nickname. Art historians usually
refer to the two long sides of the box as the “war side” and
“peace side,” but the two sides may represent the first and
second parts of a single narrative. The artist divided each
into three horizontal bands. The narrative reads from left to
right and bottom to top.

On the war side, four ass-drawn four-wheeled war
chariots mow down enemies, whose bodies appear on the
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War side (top) and peace side (bottom) of the Standard of Ur, from tomb 779, Royal Cemetery, Ur (modern Tell Mugayyar),
Iraq, ca. 2600 BCE. Wood inlaid with shell, lapis lazuli, and red limestone, 8” X 1’ 7”. British Museum, London.

Using a mosaic-like technique, this Sumerian artist told the story of battlefield victory and a celebratory feast in three registers. The size of the

figures on both sides of the box varies with their relative importance.

ground in front of and beneath the animals. Above, foot
soldiers gather up and lead away captured foes. In the up-
permost register, soldiers present bound captives (who have
been stripped naked to degrade them) to a kinglike figure,
who has stepped out of his chariot. His central place in
the composition and his greater stature (his head breaks
through the border at the top) set him apart from all the
other figures.

In the lowest band on the peace side, men carry provi-
sions, possibly war booty, on their backs. Above, attendants

bring animals, perhaps also spoils of war, and fish for the
great banquet depicted in the uppermost register. There,
seated dignitaries and a larger-than-life “king” (third from
the left) feast, while a lyre player and singer (at the far right)
entertain the group. Scholars have interpreted the scene
both as a victory celebration and as a banquet in connection
with cult ritual. The two are not necessarily incompatible.
The absence of an inscription prevents connecting the scenes
with a specific event or person, but the Standard of Ur un-
doubtedly is an early example of historical narrative.
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Akkadian Art

In 2334 BCE, the loosely linked group of cities known as
Sumer came under the domination of a great ruler, Sargon of
Akkad (r. 2332-2279 BcE). Archaeologists have yet to locate
the specific site of the city of Akkad, but it was in the vicinity
of Babylon. Under Sargon (whose name means “true king”)
and his followers, the Akkadians introduced a new concept
of royal power based on unswerving loyalty to the king rather
than to the city-state. During the rule of Sargon’s grandson,
Naram-Sin (r. 2254- 2218 BCE), governors of cities were mere
servants of the king, who called himself “King of the Four
Quarters"—in effect, ruler of the earth, akin to a god.

Akkadian Portraiture A magnificent copper head
(FIg. 1-15) representing an Akkadian king embodies this
new concept of absolute monarchy. The head is all that sur-
vives of a statue knocked over in antiquity, perhaps during
the sack of Nineveh in 612 BCE. To make a political statement,
the enemy not only toppled the Akkadian royal portrait but
gouged out the eyes (once inlaid with precious or semipre-
cious stones), broke off the lower part of the beard, and
slashed the ears. Nonetheless, the king’s majestic serenity,

1-15 Head of an Akkadian ruler, from Nineveh (modern
Kuyunjik), Iraq, ca. 2250-2200 sce. Copper, 1’ 2+" high.
Irag Museum, Baghdad.

The sculptor of this first known life-size hollow-cast head captured
the distinctive portrait features of the ruler while also displaying a
keen sense of abstract pattern. The head was later vandalized.
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dignity, and authority are evident. So, too, is the masterful
way the sculptor balanced naturalism and abstract pattern-
ing. The artist carefully observed and recorded the distinc-
tive profile of the ruler’s nose and his long, curly beard. The
sculptor also brilliantly communicated the differing textures
of flesh and hair—even the contrasting textures of the mus-
tache, beard, and the braided hair on the top of the head.
The coiffure’s triangles, lozenges, and overlapping disks of
hair and the great arching eyebrows that give such charac-
ter to the portrait reveal that the artist was also sensitive to
formal pattern. No less remarkable is the fact that this is a
life-size, hollow-cast metal sculpture (see “Hollow-Casting
Life-Size Bronze Statues,” Chapter 2, page 66), one of the
earliest known. The head demonstrates its maker’s sophisti-
cated skill in casting and polishing copper and in engraving
the details.

1-16  Victory stele of Naram-Sin, from Susa, Iran,
ca. 2254-2218 BcE. Pink sandstone, 6’ 7” high. Louvre, Paris.

To commemorate his conquest of the Lullubi, Naram-Sin set up this
stele showing him leading his army. The sculptor staggered the fig-
ures on the mountain, boldly rejecting the traditional register format.
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Naram-Sin Stele The godlike sovereignty the kings of
Akkad claimed is also evident in the victory stele (FiG. 1-16)
Naram-Sin set up at Sippar. A stele is a carved stone slab
erected to commemorate a historical event or, in some other
cultures, to mark a grave (FIG. 2-45). Naram-Sin’s stele com-
memorates his defeat of the Lullubi, a people of the Iranian
mountains to the east. On the stele, the grandson of Sargon
leads his victorious army up the slopes of a wooded moun-
tain. His routed enemies fall, flee, die, or beg for mercy. The
king stands alone, far taller than his men, treading on the
bodies of two of the fallen Lullubi. He wears a horned hel-
met—the first time a king appears with the attribute of a
god in Mesopotamian art. At least three favorable stars (the
stele is damaged at the top and broken at the bottom) shine
on his triumph.

By storming the mountain, Naram-Sin seems also to
be scaling the ladder to the heavens, the same conceit that
lies behind the great ziggurat towers of the ancient Near
East. His troops march up the slope behind him in orderly
files, suggesting the discipline and organization of the king’s
forces. The enemy, in contrast, is in disarray, which the art-
ist communicated by depicting the Lullubi in a great variety
of postures. (One falls headlong down the mountainside.)
The sculptor adhered to older conventions in many details,
especially by portraying the king and his soldiers in com-
posite views and by placing a frontal two-horned helmet on
Naram-Sin’s profile head. But in other respects this work
shows daring innovation. Here, the sculptor created one of
the first landscapes in the history of art and set the figures on
successive tiers within that landscape. This was a bold rejec-
tion of the standard compositional formula of telling a story
in a series of horizontal registers.

Babylonian Art

Around 2150 BCE, a mountain people, the Gutians, brought
Akkadian power to an end. The cities of Sumer, how-
ever, soon united in response to the alien presence, drove
the Gutians out of Mesopotamia, and established a Neo-
Sumerian state ruled by the kings of Ur. This age, which
historians call the Third Dynasty of Ur, saw the construc-
tion of the Ur ziggurat (FIg. 1-11). Sumer’s resurgence was
short-lived, however. The last king of the Third Dynasty fell
at the hands of the Elamites, who ruled the territory east of
the Tigris River. The following two centuries witnessed the
reemergence of the traditional Mesopotamian political pat-
tern of several independent city-states existing side by side,
until one of those cities, Babylon, succeeded in establishing a
centralized government that ruled southern Mesopotamia in
the 18th and 17th centuries BCE.

Hammurabi Babylon’s most powerful king was Ham-
murabi (r. 1792-1750 BcE). Famous in his own time for his
conquests, he is best known today for his law code, which
prescribed penalties for everything from adultery and mur-
der to the cutting down of a neighbor’s trees. The code is
inscribed in 3,500 lines of cuneiform characters on a tall

1-17 Hammurabi and Shamash, detail of the stele of
Hammurabi, from Susa, Iran, ca. 1780 BCE. Basalt, stele
7' 4" high. Louvre, Paris.

The stele that records Hammurabi’s remarkably early comprehensive
law code also is one of the first examples of an artist employing fore-
shortening—the representation of a figure or object at an angle.

black-basalt stele. At the top (FiG. 1-17) is a relief depict-
ing Hammurabi in the presence of the flame-shouldered sun
god, Shamash. The king raises his hand in respect. The god
extends to Hammurabi the rod and ring that symbolize au-
thority. The symbols derive from builders’ tools—measuring
rods and coiled rope—and connote Hammurabi’s capacity
to build the social order and to measure people’s lives, that
is, to render judgments. The sculptor depicted Shamash in
the familiar convention of combined front and side views but
with two important exceptions. The god’s great headdress
with its four pairs of horns is in true profile so that only four,
not all eight, of the horns are visible. And the artist seems to
have tentatively explored the notion of foreshortening—a de-
vice for suggesting depth by representing a figure or object at
an angle, rather than frontally or in profile. Shamash’s beard
is a series of diagonal rather than horizontal lines, suggest-
ing its recession from the picture plane. Innovations like this
and the bold abandonment of the register format in favor of a
tiered landscape on the Naram-Sin stele were exceptional in
early eras of the history of art. These occasional departures
from the normal representational modes testify to the cre-
ativity of ancient Near Eastern artists.
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Assyrian Art

The Babylonian Empire toppled in the face of an onslaught by
the Hittites, an Anatolian people who conquered and sacked
Babylon around 1595 BcE. They then retired to their home-
land, leaving Babylon in the hands of the Kassites. By around
900 BcE, however, the Assyrians had overtaken Mesopotamia.
The new conquerors took their name from Assur, the city
of the god Ashur on the Tigris River. At the height of their
power, the Assyrians ruled an empire that extended from the
Tigris to the Nile and from the Persian Gulf to Asia Minor.

Dur Sharrukin The royal citadel of Sargon II (r. 721~
705 BCE) at Dur Sharrukin is the most completely excavated
of the many Assyrian palaces. Its ambitious layout reveals
the confidence of the Assyrian kings in their all-conquering
might, but its strong defensive walls also reflect a society
ever fearful of attack during a period of almost constant
warfare. The city measured about a square mile in area and

1-18 Lamassu, from the citadel of Sargon II, Dur Sharrukin
(modern Khorsabad), Iraq, ca. 720-705 BCE. Limestone,
13’ 10” high. Louvre, Paris.

Ancient sculptors insisted on showing complete views of animals.
This gigantic four-legged Assyrian palace guardian has five legs—
two when seen from the front and four in profile view.
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included a great ziggurat and six sanctuaries for six different
gods. The palace, elevated on a mound 50 feet high, covered
some 25 acres and had more than 200 courtyards and timber-
roofed rooms. Sargon II regarded his city and palace as an
expression of his grandeur. In one inscription, he boasted,
“I built a city with [the labors of] the peoples subdued by
my hand, whom [the gods] Ashur, Nabu, and Marduk had
caused to lay themselves at my feet and bear my yoke.” And
in another text, he proclaimed, “Sargon, King of the World,
has built a city. Dur Sharrukin he has named it. A peerless
palace he has built within it.”

Guarding the gate to Sargon’s palace were colossal lime-
stone monsters (FIG. 1-18), which the Assyrians probably
called lamassu. These winged, man-headed bulls served to
ward off the king’s enemies. The task of moving and install-
ing these immense stone sculptures was so daunting that sev-
eral reliefs in the palace of Sargon’s successor celebrate the
feat, showing scores of men dragging lamassu figures with
the aid of ropes and sledges. The Assyrian lamassu sculp-
tures are partly in the round, but the sculptor nonetheless
conceived them as high reliefs on adjacent sides of a corner.
They combine the front view of the animal at rest with the
side view of it in motion. Seeking to present a complete pic-
ture of the lamassu from both the front and the side, the
sculptor gave the monster five legs (two seen from the front,
four seen from the side). The three-quarter view the modern
photographer chose would not have been favored in antiq-
uity. This sculpture, then, is yet another case of early artists’
providing a conceptual representation of an animal or per-
son and all its important parts, as opposed to a view of the
lamassu as it would actually stand in space.

Nineveh For their palace walls the Assyrian kings com-
missioned extensive series of narrative reliefs exalting royal
power and piety. The sculptures record not only battlefield
victories but also the slaying of wild animals. (The Assyrians,
like many other societies before and after, regarded prowess
in hunting as a manly virtue on a par with success in war-
fare.) One of the most extensive cycles of Assyrian narrative
reliefs comes from the palace of Ashurbanipal (r. 668-627
BCE) at Nineveh. Throughout the palace, painted gypsum re-
liefs sheathed the lower parts of the mud-brick walls below
brightly colored plaster. Rich textiles on the floors contrib-
uted to the luxurious ambience. The reliefs celebrated the
king and bore inscriptions describing his accomplishments.

One of the palace’s hunting scenes (FIg. 1-19) depicts
lions charging the king after being released from cages in a
large enclosed arena. (The hunt did not take place in the wild
but in a controlled environment, ensuring the king’s safety
and success.) The king is in his chariot with his attendants.
He thrusts a spear into a savage lion, which leaps at the king
even though it already has two arrows in its body. All around
the royal chariot is a pathetic trail of dead and dying animals,
pierced by far more arrows than needed to kill them. Blood
streams from some of the lions, but they refuse to die. The
artist brilliantly depicted the straining muscles, the swelling
veins, the muzzles’ wrinkled skin, and the flattened ears of
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Gypsum, 5’ 4” high. British Museum, London.

1-19 Ashurbanipal hunting lions, relief from the North Palace of Ashurbanipal, Nineveh (modern Kuyunjik), Iraq, ca. 645-640 BCE.

Extensive series of narrative stone reliefs exalting royal power adorned the walls of Assyrian palaces. The hunting and killing of lions were

manly virtues on a par with victory in warfare.

the powerful and defiant beasts. Modern sympathies make
this scene of carnage a kind of heroic tragedy, with the lions as
protagonists. It is unlikely, however, that the king’s artists had
any intention other than to glorify their ruler by showing the
king of men pitting himself against and repeatedly conquer-
ing the king of beasts. Portraying Ashurbanipal’s beastly foes
as possessing courage and nobility as well as strength served
to make the king’s accomplishments that much grander.

Neo-Babylonian Art

The Assyrian Empire was never very secure, and most of its
kings had to fight revolts in large sections of the Near East.
During the last years of Ashurbanipal’s reign, the empire be-
gan to disintegrate. Under his successors, it collapsed from
the simultaneous onslaught of the Medes from the east and
the resurgent Babylonians from the south. For almost a cen-
tury beginning in 612 BCE, Neo-Babylonian kings held sway
over the former Assyrian Empire.

Ishtar Gate The most renowned Neo-Babylonian king
was Nebuchadnezzar II (r. 604-562 BCE), who restored
Babylon to its rank as one of the great cities of antiquity.
The city’s famous hanging gardens were one of the Seven
Wonders of the ancient world, and, as noted previously, its
enormous ziggurat dedicated to Marduk, the chief god of
the Babylonians, was immortalized in the Bible as the Tower
of Babel. Nebuchadnezzar’s Babylon was a mud-brick city,
but dazzling blue glazed bricks faced the most important
monuments. Some of the buildings, such as the Ishtar Gate
(FiG. 1-20), with its imposing arcuated (arch-shaped) open-
ing flanked by towers, featured glazed bricks with molded
reliefs of animals, real and imaginary. The Babylonian artists

molded and glazed each brick separately, then set the bricks
in proper sequence on the wall. On Ishtar’s Gate, profile fig-
ures of Marduk’s dragon and Adad’s bull alternate. (Ishtar
was the Babylonian equivalent of Inanna; Adad was the Bab-
ylonian god of storms.) Lining the processional way leading
up to the gate were reliefs of Ishtar’s sacred lion, glazed in
yellow, brown, and red against a blue ground.

=] =

1-20 Ishtar Gate (restored), Babylon, Iraq, ca. 575 BCE.
Vorderasiatisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Berlin.

Babylon under King Nebuchadnezzar Il was one of the greatest cities
of the ancient world. Glazed bricks depicting Marduk’s dragon and
Adad'’s bull decorate the monumental arcuated Ishtar Gate.
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Achaemenid Persian Art

Although Nebuchadnezzar, “King of Kings” of the biblical
Daniel, had boasted that he “caused a mighty wall to circum-
scribe Babylon . . . so that the enemy who would do evil would
not threaten,” Cyrus of Persia (r. 559-529 BCE) captured the
city in the sixth century BcE. Cyrus was the founder of the
Achaemenid dynasty and traced his ancestry back to a mythi-
cal King Achaemenes. Babylon was but one of the Persians’
conquests. Egypt fell to them in 525 BcE, and by 480 BcE the
Persian Empire was the largest the world had yet known, ex-
tending from the Indus River in South Asia to the Danube
River in northeastern Europe. Only the successful Greek resis-
tance in the fifth century BCE prevented Persia from embracing
southeastern Europe as well (see Chapter 2). The Achaemenid
line ended with the death of Darius III in 330 BCE, after his
defeat at the hands of Alexander the Great (FiG. 2-50).

Persepolis The most important source of knowledge
about Persian art and architecture is the ceremonial and ad-
ministrative complex on the citadel at Persepolis (Fig. 1-21),
which the successors of Cyrus, Darius I (r. 522-486 BcE) and
Xerxes (r. 486-465 BCE), built between 521 and 465 BCE.
Situated on a high plateau, the heavily fortified complex of
royal buildings stood on a wide platform overlooking the
plain. Alexander the Great razed the site in a gesture sym-
bolizing the destruction of Persian imperial power. Even in
ruins, the Persepolis citadel is impressive. The approach to
it led through a monumental gateway called the Gate of All
Lands, a reference to the harmony among the peoples of the
vast Persian Empire. Assyrian-inspired colossal man-headed
winged bulls flanked the great entrance. Broad ceremonial
stairways provided access to the platform and the huge royal
audience hall, or apadana, 60 feet high and 217 feet square,
containing 36 colossal columns. An audience of thousands
could have stood within the hall.

The reliefs decorating the walls of the terrace and stair-
cases leading to the apadana represent processions of royal
guards, Persian nobles and dignitaries, and representatives

1-21  Aerial view (looking
west) of Persepolis (apadana
in the background), Iran,

ca. 521-465 BCE.

The imperial Persian capital at
Persepolis contained a grandi-
ose royal audience hall with 36
colossal columns. The terraces
leading up to it feature reliefs
of subject nations bringing
tribute to the king.
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from 23 subject nations bringing the king tribute. Every one
of the emissaries wears his national costume and carries a
typical regional gift for the conqueror. Traces of color prove
that the reliefs were painted, and the original effect must
have been very striking. Although the Persepolis sculptures
may have been inspired by those in Assyrian palaces, they
are different in style. The forms are more rounded, and they
project more from the background. Some of the details, no-
tably the treatment of drapery folds, echo forms character-
istic of Archaic Greek sculpture (see Chapter 2), and Greek
influence seems to be one of the many ingredients of Achae-
menid style. Persian art testifies to the active exchange of
ideas and artists among Mediterranean and Near Eastern
civilizations at this date. A building inscription at Susa, for
example, names lonian Greeks, Medes (who occupied the
land north of Persia), Egyptians, and Babylonians among
those who built and decorated the palace.

The Sasanians Alexander the Great’s conquest of Per-
sia in 330 BCE marked the beginning of a long period of first
Greek and then Roman rule of large parts of the ancient
Near East. In the third century ck, however, a new power
rose up in Persia that challenged the Romans and sought to
force them out of Asia. The new rulers called themselves
Sasanians. They traced their lineage to a legendary figure
named Sasan, said to be a direct descendant of the Achae-
menid kings. Their New Persian Empire was founded in
224 ck, when the first Sasanian king, Artaxerxes I (r. 211-
241), defeated the Parthians (another of Rome’s eastern
enemies). The son and successor of Artaxerxes, Shapur I
(r. 241-272), succeeded in further extending Sasanian ter-
ritory. So powerful was the Sasanian army that in 260 cg
Shapur I even succeeded in capturing the Roman emperor
Valerian near Edessa (in modern Turkey). The New Persian
Empire endured more than 400 years, until the Arabs drove
the Sasanians out of Mesopotamia in 636 CE, just four years
after the death of Muhammad. Thereafter, the greatest art-
ists and architects of Mesopotamia worked in the service of
Islam (see Chapter 5).
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EGYPTIAN ART

Nearly 2,500 years ago, the Greek historian Herodotus
wrote, “Concerning Egypt itself I shall extend my remarks to
a great length, because there is no country that possesses so
many wonders, nor any that has such a number of works that
defy description.”! Even today, many would agree with this
assessment. The ancient Egyptians left to the world count-
less monuments of architecture, sculpture, and painting dat-
ing across three millennia. The solemn and ageless art of the
Egyptians expresses the unchanging order that, for them,
was divinely established.

The backbone of Egypt was, and still is, the Nile River,
whose annual floods supported all life in that ancient land
(mAP 1-3). Even more than the Tigris and the Euphrates riv-
ers of Mesopotamia, the Nile defined the cultures that devel-
oped along its banks. Originating deep in Africa, the world’s
longest river flows through regions that may not have a single
drop of rainfall in a decade. Yet crops thrive from the rich
soil that the Nile brings thousands of miles from the Afri-
can hills. In the time of the pharaohs, the ancient Egyptian
kings, the land bordering the Nile consisted of marshes dot-
ted with island ridges. Amphibious animals swarmed in the
marshes and were hunted through tall forests of papyrus and
rushes (Fig. 1-28). Egypt’s fertility was famous. When Egypt
became a province of the Roman Empire after the death of
Queen Cleopatra (r. 51-30 BCE), it served as the granary of
the Mediterranean world.
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Mediterranean Sea 200 kilometers

New Kingdom
1550-1070 BCE

Marp 1-3

Egypt during the New Kingdom.

Predynastic and
Early Dynastic Periods

The Predynastic, or prehistoric, beginnings of Egyptian civi-
lization are chronologically vague. But tantalizing remains of
tombs, paintings, pottery, and other artifacts from around
3500 BCE attest to the existence of a sophisticated culture
on the banks of the Nile. In Predynastic times, Egypt was
divided geographically and politically into Upper Egypt
(the southern, upstream part of the Nile Valley) and Lower
(northern) Egypt. The ancient Egyptians began the history
of their kingdom with the unification of the two lands. Until
recently, historians thought this event occurred during the
rule of the First Dynasty pharaoh Menes.

Palette of King Narmer Many scholars identify
Menes with King Narmer, whose image and name appear
on both sides of a ceremonial palette (stone slab with a cir-
cular depression) found at Hierakonpolis. The palette (FiG.
1-22) is an elaborate, formalized version of a utilitarian
object commonly used in the Predynastic period to prepare
eye makeup. (Egyptians used makeup to protect their eyes
against irritation and the glare of the sun.) Narmer’s palette is
the earliest existing labeled work of historical art. Although
historians no longer believe it commemorates the founding
of the first of Egypt’s 31 dynasties around 2920 BcE (the last
ended in 332 BcE),? it does record the unification of Upper
and Lower Egypt at the very end of the Predynastic period.
Scholars now think this unification occurred over several
centuries, but the palette reflects the ancient Egyptian belief
that the creation of the “Kingdom of the Two Lands” was a
single great event.

King Narmer’s palette is important not only as a docu-
ment marking the transition from the prehistorical to the
historical period in ancient Egypt but also as a kind of early
blueprint of the formula for figure representation that charac-
terized most Egyptian art for 3,000 years. At the top of each
side of the palette are two heads of the goddess Hathor, the
divine mother of the pharaoh, who nourishes him with her
milk and here takes the form of a cow with a woman’s face.
Between the Hathor heads is a hieroglyph giving Narmer’s
name within a frame representing the royal palace. Below,
the story of the unification of Egypt unfolds in registers.

On the back of the palette, the king, wearing the high,
white, bowling-pin-shaped crown of Upper Egypt and ac-
companied by an official who carries his sandals, slays an en-
emy. Above and to the right, the falcon with human arms
is Horus, the Egyptian god who was the special protector
of the pharaohs. The falcon-god takes captive a man-headed
hieroglyph with a papyrus plant growing from it that stands
for the land of Lower Egypt. Below the king are two fallen
enemies. On the front of the palette, the elongated necks
of two felines form the circular depression that would have
held eye makeup in an ordinary palette not made for display.
The intertwined necks of the animals may be another picto-
rial reference to Egypt’s unification. In the uppermost regis-
ter, Narmer, wearing the red crown of Lower Egypt, reviews
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1-22 Palette of King Narmer (left, back; right, front), from Hierakonpolis, Egypt, Predynastic, ca. 3000-2920 Bck. Slate, 2’ 1” high.
Egyptian Museum, Cairo.

These oldest preserved labeled historical reliefs commemorate the unification of Upper and Lower Egypt. Narmer, the largest figure, effort-
lessly defeats a foe on one side, and on the other surveys the beheaded enemy.

the beheaded bodies of the enemy. The artist depicted each
body with its severed head neatly placed between its legs. By
virtue of his superior rank, the king, on both sides of the pal-
ette, performs his ritual task alone and towers over his own
men and the enemy. In the lowest band, a great bull knocks
down a rebellious city whose fortress walls are seen from
above. The bull symbolizes the king’s superhuman strength.
Specific historical narrative was not the artist’s goal in this
work. What was important was the characterization of the
king as supreme, isolated from and larger than all ordinary
men and solely responsible for the triumph over the enemy.
Here, at the very beginning of Egyptian history, is evidence
of the Egyptian convention of thought, of art, and of state
policy that established the pharaoh as a divine ruler.

Tombs and the Afterlife Narmer’s palette is excep-
tional among surviving Egyptian artworks because it is com-
memorative rather than funerary in nature. In fact, Egyptian
tombs provide the principal, if not the exclusive, evidence
for the historical reconstruction of Egyptian civilization.
The overriding concern in this life was to ensure safety and
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happiness in the next life. The majority of monuments the
Egyptians left behind reflect this preoccupation (see “Mum-
mification and the Afterlife,” page 36).

The standard tomb type in early Egypt was the mastaba
(FIG. 1-23). The mastaba (Arabic, “bench”) was a rectangu-
lar brick or stone structure with sloping sides erected over
an underground burial chamber. A shaft connected this
chamber with the outside, providing the ka with access to
the tomb. The form probably developed from earth or stone
mounds that marked even earlier tombs. Although mastabas
originally housed single burials, as in the illustrated exam-
ple, during the latter part of the Old Kingdom they accom-
modated multiple family burials and became increasingly
complex. Surrounding the central underground chamber
were storage rooms and compartments whose number and
size increased with time until the area covered far surpassed
that of the tomb chamber. Built into the superstructure, or
sometimes attached to the outside, was a chapel housing a
statue of the deceased in a small concealed chamber called
the serdab. Adorning the chapel’s interior walls and the an-
cillary rooms were colored relief carvings and paintings of
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1-23  Section (top), plan (middle), and restored view (botton)
of typical Egyptian mastaba tombs.

The standard early form of Egyptian tomb had an underground burial
chamber and rooms to house a portrait statue and offerings to the
deceased. Scenes of daily life often decorated the interior walls.

scenes from daily life intended magically to provide the de-
ceased with food and entertainment.

Imhotep and Djoser One of the most renowned fig-
ures in Egyptian history was IMHOTEP, the royal builder for
King Djoser (r. 2630-2611 BcE) of the Third Dynasty. Im-
hotep was a man of legendary talent who served also as the
pharaoh’s chancellor and high priest of the sun god Re. After
his death, the Egyptians revered Imhotep as a god and in
time may have inflated the list of his achievements. None-
theless, his is the first known name of an artist in recorded
history. Imhotep designed the Stepped Pyramid (Fig. 1-24)
of Djoser at Saqqara, near Memphis, Egypt’s capital at the
time. Djoser’s pyramid was the centerpiece of an immense
(37-acre) rectangular enclosure surrounded by a monumen-
tal wall (34 feet high and 5,400 feet long) of white lime-
stone. The huge precinct also contained a funerary temple,
where priests performed daily rituals in celebration of the
divine pharaoh. Several structures in the complex were con-
nected with the Jubilee Festival, the event that perpetually
reaffirmed the royal existence in the hereafter.

Built before 2600 BcE, Djoser’s pyramid is one of the
oldest stone structures in Egypt and, in its final form, the
first truly grandiose royal tomb. Begun as a large mastaba
with each of its faces oriented toward one of the cardinal
points of the compass, the tomb was enlarged at least twice
before taking on its ultimate shape. About 200 feet high,
the Stepped Pyramid seems to be composed of a series of
mastabas of diminishing size, stacked one atop another. The
tomb’s dual function was to protect the mummified king
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1-24  ImuoTEP, Stepped Pyramid and mortuary precinct of Djoser, Saqqara, Egypt, Third Dynasty, ca. 2630-2611 BCE.

The first pyramid took the form of a series of stacked mastabas. Djoser’s Stepped Pyramid was the centerpiece of an immense funerary

complex glorifying the god-king and his eternal existence in the hereafter.

Egyptian Art 35



Mummification and the Afterlife

The Egyptians did not make the sharp distinction between body and soul
that is basic to many religions. Rather, they believed that from birth a per-
son had a kind of other self, the ka (life force), which, on the death of the
body, could inhabit the corpse and live on. For the ka to live securely,
however, the body had to remain as nearly intact as possible. To ensure
that it did, the Egyptians developed the technigue of embalming (mum-
mification) to a high art.

Embalming generally lasted 70 days. The first step was the surgical
removal of the lungs, liver, stomach, and intestines through an incision in
the left flank. The Egyptians thought these organs were most subject to
decay. The organs were individually wrapped and placed in four jars for
eventual deposit in the burial chamber with the corpse. The brain was
extracted through the nostrils and discarded. The Egyptians did not attach
any special significance to the brain. But they left in place the heart, nec-
essary for life and regarded as the seat of intelligence.

Next, the body was treated for 40 days with natron, a naturally occur-
ring salt compound that dehydrated the body. Then the Egyptians filled
the corpse with resin-soaked linens, and closed and covered the embalm-
ing incision with a representation of Horus's eye, a powerful amulet (a

and his possessions and to symbolize, by its gigantic pres-
ence, his absolute and godlike power. Beneath the pyramid
was a network of underground galleries resembling a palace.
It was to be Djoser’s new home in the afterlife.

The Old Kingdom

The Old Kingdom is the first of the three great periods of
Egyptian history, called the Old, Middle, and New King-
doms, respectively. Many Egyptologists now begin the Old
Kingdom with the first pharaoh of the Fourth Dynasty, Sne-
feru (r. 2575-2551 BCE), although the traditional division of
kingdoms places Djoser and the Third Dynasty in the OlId
Kingdom. It ended with the demise of the Eighth Dynasty
around 2134 BCE.

Great Pyramids At Gizeh stand the three Great
Pyramids (FiG. 1-1), the oldest of the Seven Wonders of the
ancient world. The prerequisites for membership in this
elite club were colossal size and enormous cost. The Gizeh
pyramids testify to the wealth and pretensions of the
Fourth Dynasty pharaohs Khufu (r. 2551-2528 BcE), Khafre
(r. 2520-2494 BcE), and Menkaure (r. 2490-2472 BcE). The
three pyramids, built in the course of about 75 years, repre-
sent the culmination of an architectural evolution that be-
gan with the mastaba. The pyramid form did not evolve out
of necessity. Kings could have indefinitely continued stack-
ing mastabas to make their weighty tombs. The new tomb
shape probably reflects the influence of Heliopolis, the seat
of the powerful cult of Re, whose emblem was a pyramidal
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device to ward off evil and promote rebirth). Finally, they treated the body
with lotions and resins and then wrapped it tightly with hundreds of yards
of linen bandages to maintain its shape. The Egyptians often placed other
amulets within or on the corpse. The mummies of the wealthy had funer-
ary masks (Fig. 1-36) covering their faces.

Preserving the deceased'’s body by mummification was only the first
requirement for immortality. Food and drink also had to be provided, as
did clothing, utensils, and furniture. For those who could afford to fur-
nish their tombs, nothing that had been enjoyed on earth was to be
lacking in the afterlife. The Egyptians placed statuettes called ushabtis
(answerers) in their tombs to perform any labor the deceased required in
the afterlife, answering whenever his or her name was called. Wealthier
families also set up statues of the deceased in shallow recesses. They
guaranteed the permanence of the person'’s identity by providing substi-
tute dwelling places for the ka in case the mummy disintegrated. Wall
paintings and reliefs recorded the recurring round of human activities. The
Egyptians hoped and expected that the images and inventory of life, col-
lected and set up within the tomb's protective stone walls, would ensure
immortality.

stone, the ben-ben. The Great Pyramids are symbols of the
sun. The Pyramid Texts, inscribed on the burial chamber
walls of many royal tombs, refer to the sun’s rays as the ramp
the pharaoh uses to ascend to the heavens. Djoser’s Stepped
Pyramid (FiG. 1-24) may also have been conceived as a gi-
ant stairway. The pyramids were where Egyptian kings were
reborn in the afterlife, just as the sun is reborn each day at
dawn. As with Djoser’s Stepped Pyramid, the four sides of
each of the Great Pyramids point to the cardinal points of
the compass. But the funerary temples associated with the
three Gizeh pyramids are not on the north side, facing the
stars of the northern sky, as Djoser’s temple did. The tem-
ples sit on the east side, facing the rising sun and underscor-
ing their connection with Re.

Of the three Fourth Dynasty pyramids at Gizeh, the
tomb of Khufu is the oldest and largest. Except for its inter-
nal galleries and burial chamber, it is an almost solid mass of
limestone masonry (see “Building the Great Pyramids,” page
37)—a stone mountain built on the same principle as the ear-
lier Stepped Pyramid at Sagqara. When its original stone fac-
ing was intact, the sunlight it reflected would have been daz-
zling, underscoring the pyramid’s role as a solar symbol. The
Gizeh pyramids are immense. At the base, the length of one
side of Khufu's tomb is approximately 775 feet, and its area is
some 13 acres. Its present height is about 450 feet (originally
480 feet). The structure contains roughly 2.3 million blocks
of stone, each weighing an average of 2.5 tons. Napoleon’s
scholars calculated that the blocks in the three Great Pyra-
mids were sufficient to build a 1-foot-wide and 10-feet-tall
wall around France.
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Architectural Basics

Building the Great Pyramids

The three Great Pyramids (Fic. 1-1) of Khufu, Khafre, and Menkaure at
Gizeh attest to Egyptian builders’ mastery of stone masonry and to their
ability to mobilize, direct, house, and feed a huge workforce engaged in
one of the most labor-intensive enterprises ever undertaken.

Like all building projects of this type, the process of erecting the pyra-
mids began with the quarrying of stone, in this case primarily the lime-
stone of the Gizeh plateau itself—from which Egyptian sculptors also
carved the Great Sphinx (Fig. 1-25). Teams of skilled workers had to cut
into the rock and remove large blocks of roughly equal size using stone
or copper chisels and wooden mallets and wedges. Often, the Egyptian
artisans had to cut deep tunnels to find high-quality stone free of cracks
and other flaws. To remove a block, the workers cut channels on all sides
and partly underneath. Then they pried the stones free from the bedrock
with wooden levers.

After workers liberated the stones, the rough blocks had to be trans-
ported to the building site and dressed (shaped to the exact dimensions
required, with smooth faces for a perfect fit). The Egyptians moved the
massive blocks used to construct the Great Pyramids using wooden roll-
ers and sleds. They dressed the blocks by chiseling and pounding the sur-
faces and, in the last stage, by rubbing and grinding the surfaces with fine

From the remains surrounding the Pyramid of Khafre,
archaeologists have been able to reconstruct an entire
funerary complex. The complex included the pyramid it-
self with the pharaoh’s burial chamber; the mortuary temple
adjoining the pyramid on the east side, where priests made
offerings to the dead king; the roofed causeway leading to
the mortuary temple; and the valley temple at the edge of
the floodplain.

According to one theory, the complex served not only
as the king’s tomb and temple but also as his palace in the
afterlife.

polishing stones. The name for this kind of construction, in which carefully
cut and regularly shaped blocks of stone are piled in successive rows, or
courses, is ashlar masonry.

To set the ashlar blocks in place, workers erected great rubble ramps
against the core of the pyramid. They adjusted their size and slope as work
progressed and the tomb grew in height. Scholars still debate whether the
Egyptians used simple linear ramps inclined at a right angle to one face
of the pyramid or zigzag or spiral ramps akin to staircases. Linear ramps
would have had the advantage of simplicity and would have left three
sides of the pyramid unobstructed. But zigzag ramps placed against one
side of the structure or spiral ramps winding around the pyramid would
have greatly reduced the slope of the incline and would have made the
dragging of the blocks easier. Some scholars also have suggested a com-
bination of straight and spiral ramps.

The workers used ropes, pulleys, and levers both to lift and to lower
the stones, guiding each block into its designated place. Finally, they pro-
vided the pyramid with a facing of white limestone cut so precisely that
the eye could scarcely detect the joints between the blocks. A few casing
stones remain at the apex of the Pyramid of Khafre (rigs. 1-1, center, and
1-25, left).

1-25 Great Sphinx (with Pyramid of
Khafre in the background at left), Gizeh,
Egypt, Fourth Dynasty, ca. 2520-2494 BcCE.
Sandstone, 65’ high, 240’ long.

Carved from the rock of the Gizeh plateau
from which workers quarried the stones for
the Great Pyramids, the Great Sphinx is the
largest statue in the Near East. The man-
headed lion is associated with the sun god.

Great Sphinx Beside the causeway and dominating the
valley temple of Khafre rises the Great Sphinx (Fig. 1-25).
Carved from a spur of rock in an ancient quarry, the colossal
statue—the largest in the ancient Near East—is probably an
image of Khafre, although some scholars believe it portrays
Khufu and antedates Khafre’s complex. Whoever it por-
trays, the sphinx—a lion with a human head—was associated
with the sun god and therefore was an appropriate image for
a pharaoh. The composite form suggests that the pharaoh
combines human intelligence with the awesome strength
and authority of the king of beasts.
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1-26 Khafre enthroned, from Gizeh, Egypt, Fourth Dynasty,
ca. 2520-2494 Bck. Diorite, 5’ 6” high. Egyptian Museum, Cairo.

This portrait from his pyramid complex depicts Khafre as a divine
ruler with a perfect body. The rigidity of the pose creates the effect
of eternal stillness, appropriate for the timelessness of the afterlife.

Khafre Enthroned Sculptors created images of the de-
ceased to serve as abodes for the ka should the mummies
be destroyed. Although the Egyptians used wood, clay, and
other materials, mostly for images of those not of the royal
or noble classes, the primary material for tomb statuary was
stone. The seated statue of Khafre (FiG. 1-26) is one of a se-
ries of similar statues carved for the pharaoh’s valley temple
near the Great Sphinx. The stone is diorite, an exception-
ally hard dark stone brought some 400 miles down the Nile
from royal quarries in the south. Khafre wears a simple kilt
and sits rigidly upright on a throne formed of two stylized
lions’ bodies. Between the legs of the throne are intertwined
lotus and papyrus plants—symbol of the united Egypt. The
falcon-god Horus extends his protective wings to shelter the
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pharaoh’s head. Khafre has the royal false beard fastened to
his chin and wears the royal linen nemes headdress with the
uraeus cobra of kingship on the front. The headdress covers
his forehead and falls in pleated folds over his shoulders, as
in the Great Sphinx. As befitting a divine ruler, Khafre has a
well-developed, flawless body and a perfect face, regardless
of his real age and appearance. The Egyptians considered
ideal proportions appropriate for representing imposing maj-
esty, and artists used them quite independently of reality.
This and all other generalized representations of the pha-
raohs are not true portraits. Their purpose was not to record
individual features or the distinctive shapes of bodies, but
rather to proclaim the godlike nature of Egyptian kingship.

The seated king radiates serenity. The sculptor created
this effect, common to Egyptian royal statues, in part by giv-
ing the figure great compactness and solidity, with few pro-
jecting, breakable parts. The form manifests the purpose: to
last for eternity. Khafre’s body is attached to the unarticu-
lated slab that forms the back of the king’s throne. His arms
touch the torso and thighs, and his legs are close together
and connected to the chair by the stone the artist chose not
to remove. The pose is frontal, rigid, and bilaterally symmet-
rical (the same on either side of an axis, in this case the verti-
cal axis). The sculptor suppressed all movement and with it
the notion of time, creating an eternal stillness.

To produce the statue, the artist first drew the front,
back, and two profile views of the pharaoh on the four verti-
cal faces of the stone block. Next, apprentices used chisels to
cut away the excess stone on each side, working inward until
the planes met at right angles. Finally, the master sculpted
the parts of Khafre’s body, the falcon, and so forth. The fin-
ishing was done by abrasion (rubbing or grinding the sur-
face). This subtractive method accounts in large part for the
blocklike look of the standard Egyptian statue. Nevertheless,
other sculptors, both ancient and modern, with different
aims, have transformed stone blocks into dynamic, twisting
human forms (for example, FiG. 1-12).

Menkaure and Khamerernebty The seated
statue is one of only a small number of basic formulaic types
the Egyptians employed to represent the human figure. An-
other is the image of a person or deity standing, either alone
or in a group, as in the double portrait (FiG. 1-27) of Men-
kaure and one of his wives, probably Queen Khamerernebty.
The portraits once stood in the valley temple of Menkaure
at Gizeh. Here, too, the figures remain wedded to the stone
block from which they were carved, and the sculptor used
conventional postures to suggest the timeless nature of these
eternal substitute homes for the ka. Menkaure’s pose, which
is duplicated in countless other Egyptian statues, is rigidly
frontal with the arms hanging straight down and close to
his well-built body. His hands are clenched into fists with
the thumbs forward. He advances his left leg slightly, but
no shift occurs in the angle of the hips to correspond to the
uneven distribution of weight. Khamerernebty stands in a
similar position. Her right arm, however, circles around the
king’s waist, and her left hand gently rests on his left arm.
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1-27 Menkaure and Khamerernebty(?), from Gizeh, Egypt,
Fourth Dynasty, ca. 2490-2472 scE. Graywacke, 4’ 63" high.
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.

This double portrait displays the conventional postures used for
Egyptian statues designed as substitute homes for the ka. The frozen
gestures signify that the man and woman are husband and wife.

This frozen stereotypical gesture indicates their marital sta-
tus. The husband and wife show no other sign of affection or
emotion and look not at each other but out into space.

Tomb of Ti Egyptian artists also depicted the dead in
relief sculpture and in mural painting, sometimes alone—as
on the wooden panel of Hesire (FiG. I-10)—and sometimes in
a narrative context. The scenes in painted limestone relief
(FiG. 1-28) decorating the walls of the mastaba of Ti, a Fifth
Dynasty official, typify the subjects Old Kingdom patrons
favored for the adornment of their final resting places. De-
pictions of agriculture and hunting fill his tomb at Saqqara.
These activities were associated with the provisioning of
the ka in the hereafter, but they also had powerful symbolic
overtones. In ancient Egypt, success in the hunt, for exam-
ple, was a metaphor for triumph over the forces of evil.

1-28 Ti watching a hippopotamus hunt, relief in the mastaba
of Ti, Saqqara, Egypt, Fifth Dynasty, ca. 2450-2350 BcE. Painted
limestone, 4’ high.

In Egypt, a successful hunt was a metaphor for triumph over evil. In
this painted tomb relief, the deceased stands aloof from the hunters
busily trying to spear hippopotami. Ti’s size reflects his high rank.

In FiG. 1-28, Ti, his men, and his boats move slowly
through the marshes, hunting hippopotami and birds in a
dense growth of towering papyrus. The sculptor delineated
the reedy stems of the plants with repeated fine grooves that
fan out gracefully at the top into a commotion of frightened
birds and stalking foxes. Hippopotami and fish occupy the
water beneath the boats, which the artist signified by a pat-
tern of wavy lines. Ti’s men seem frantically busy with their
spears, while Ti, depicted twice their size, stands aloof. The
basic conventions of Egyptian figure representation used a
half millennium earlier in King Narmer’s palette (Fic. 1-22)
appear again here. As on the Predynastic palette and the por-
trait relief of Hesire (FiG. 1-10), the artist used the conceptual
rather than the optical approach, representing the essence of
the subject, instead of a random view of it, and showing its
most characteristic parts at right angles to the line of vision.
The composite view expressed a feeling for the constant and
changeless aspect of things and was well suited for Egyptian
funerary art. Ti’s outsize proportions bespeak his rank. His
conventional pose contrasts with the realistically rendered ac-
tivities of his tiny servants and with the naturalistically carved
and painted birds and animals among the papyrus buds. Ti’s
immobility suggests that he is not an actor in the hunt. He
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does not do anything. He simply is, a figure apart from time
and an impassive observer of life, like his ka. Scenes such as
this demonstrate that Egyptian artists could be close observ-
ers of daily life. The absence of the anecdotal (that is, of the
time-bound) from their representations of the deceased both
in relief and in the round was a deliberate choice. Their pri-
mary purpose was to suggest the deceased’s eternal existence
in the afterlife, not to portray nature.

The idealized image of Ti is typical of Egyptian relief
sculpture. Egyptian artists regularly ignored the endless
variations in body types of real human beings. Painters and
sculptors did not sketch their subjects from life but applied
a strict canon, or system of proportions, to the human fig-
ure. They first drew a grid on the wall. Then they placed
various human body parts at specific points on the network
of squares. The height of a figure, for example, was a fixed
number of squares, and the head, shoulders, waist, knees,
and other parts of the body also had a predetermined size
and place within the scheme. This approach to design lasted
for thousands of years. Specific proportions might vary from
workshop to workshop and change over time, but the prin-
ciple of the canon persisted.

The New Kingdom

About 2150 BcE, the Egyptians challenged the pharaohs’ power,
and for more than a century the land was in a state of civil un-
rest and near anarchy. But in 2040 BcE, the pharaoh of Upper
Egypt, Mentuhotep II (r. 2050-1998 BCE), managed to unite
Egypt again under the rule of a single king and established the
Middle Kingdom (11th to 14th Dynasties), which brought sta-
bility to Egypt for four centuries. In the 17th century, it too
disintegrated. Power passed to the Hyksos, or shepherd kings,

1-29 Mortuary
temple of Hatshepsut
(looking west), Deir
el-Bahri, Egypt,

18th Dynasty, ca.
1473-1458 BCE.

Hatshepsut was the
first great female
monarch in history.
Her immense terraced
funerary temple fea-
tured an extensive
series of painted reliefs
recounting her divine
birth, coronation, and
great deeds.
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who descended on Egypt from the Syrian and Mesopotamian
uplands. They were in turn overthrown by native Egyptian
kings of the 17th Dynasty around 1600-1550 BcE. Ahmose I
(r. 1550-1525 BcE), final conqueror of the Hyksos and first king
of the 18th Dynasty, ushered in the New Kingdom, the most
brilliant period in Egypt’s long history. At this time, Egypt ex-
tended its borders by conquest from the Euphrates River in
the east deep into Nubia (the Sudan) to the south (map 1-3).
A new capital—Thebes, in Upper Egypt—became a great and
luxurious metropolis with magnificent palaces, tombs, and
temples along both banks of the Nile.

Hatshepsut One of the most intriguing figures in the
ancient world was the New Kingdom pharach Hatshep-
sut (r. 1473-1458 BcE). In 1479 BCE, Thutmose II (r. 1492-
1479 BcE), the fourth pharaoh of the 18th Dynasty, died.
Hatshepsut, his principal wife (and half'sister), had not given
birth to any sons who survived, so the title of king went to
the 12-year-old Thutmose III, son of Thutmose II by a minor
wife. Hatshepsut became regent for the boy-king. Within a
few years, however, the queen proclaimed herself pharaoh
and insisted that her father Thutmose I had chosen her as
his successor during his lifetime. Hatshepsut is the first great
female monarch whose name has been recorded. For two de-
cades she ruled what was then the most powerful and pros-
perous empire in the world. As always, Egyptian sculptors
produced statues of their pharaoh in great numbers for dis-
play throughout the kingdom. Hatshepsut uniformly wears
the costume of the male pharaohs, with royal headdress and
kilt, and in some cases even a false ceremonial beard. Many
inscriptions refer to Hatshepsut as “His Majesty.”

One of the most impressive of the many grandiose monu-
ments erected by the New Kingdom pharaohs is Hatshepsut'’s
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mortuary temple (FIG. 1-29) on the Nile at Deir el-Bahri.
The temple rises in three terraces connected by ramps. It is
remarkable how visually well suited the structure is to its
natural setting. The long horizontals and verticals of the col-
onnades of the terraces repeat the pattern of the limestone
cliffs above. In Hatshepsut’s day, the terraces were not the
barren places they are now but gardens with frankincense
trees and rare plants the pharaoh brought from the faraway
“land of Punt” on the Red Sea. Her expedition to Punt fig-
ures prominently in the once brightly painted low reliefs that
cover many walls of the complex. In addition to representing
great deeds, the reliefs also show Hatshepsut’s divine birth
and coronation. She was said to be the daughter of the sun
god, whose sanctuary was on the temple’s uppermost level.
The reliefs of Hatshepsut’s mortuary temple, unfortunately
defaced after her death, constitute the first great tribute to a
woman’s achievements in the history of art.

E __-T\# T

1-30 Facade of the temple
of Ramses II, Abu Simbel,
Egypt, 19th Dynasty, ca.
1290-1224 BcE. Sandstone,
colossi 65’ high.

Four rock-cut colossal images of
Ramses Il seated dominate the
facade of his mortuary temple.
Inside, more gigantic figures of
the long-reigning king depict him
as Osiris, god of the dead and
giver of eternal life.

Ramses Il Perhaps the
greatest pharaoh of the New
Kingdom was Ramses II (r.
1290-1224 BcE), who ruled
Egypt for two-thirds of a
century, an extraordinary
accomplishment in an era
when life expectancy was far
shorter than it is today. Four colossal images of Ramses never
fail to impress visitors to the pharaoh’s mortuary temple
(Fig. 1-30) at Abu Simbel. The portraits, carved directly
into the cliff face, are almost a dozen times an ancient Egyp-
tian’s height, even though the pharaoh is seated. The grand
scale of the facade statues extends inside the temple also,
where giant (32-foot-tall) figures of the king, carved as one
with the pillars, face each other across the narrow corridor.
Ramses appears in his atlantids (statue-columns) in the guise
of Osiris, god of the dead and king of the underworld as well
as giver of eternal life.

Temple of Amen-Re, Karnak Colossal scale also
characterizes the temples the New Kingdom pharaohs built
to honor one or more of the gods. Successive kings often ex-
tended the building campaigns for centuries. The temple of
Amen-Re (FIg. 1-31) at Karnak, for example, was largely

1-31 Restored view of the
temple of Amen-Re, Karnak,
Egypt, begun 15th century BCE
(Jean-Claude Golvin).

The vast Karnak temple complex
took centuries to complete. It
contained an artificial lake asso-
ciated with the Egyptian creation
myth and a pylon temple whose
axial plan conformed to Egyptian
religious rituals.
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1-32 Model of the hypostyle hall, temple of Amen-Re,
Karnak, Egypt, 19th Dynasty, ca. 1290-1224 Bct. Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York.

The two central rows of columns of the hypostyle hall at Karnak are
66 feet high, with capitals 22 feet in diameter. The clerestory beneath
the raised roof permitted sunlight to illuminate the hall’s interior.

the work of the 18th Dynasty pharaohs, including Hatshep-
sut, but Ramses II (19th Dynasty) and others also contrib-
uted sections. Parts of the complex date as late as the 26th
Dynasty.

The Karnak temple has an artificial sacred lake within
its precinct, a reference to the primeval waters before cre-
ation. The temple rises from the earth as the original sacred
mound rose from the waters at the beginning of time. In
other respects, however, the temple is a typical, if especially
large, New Kingdom pylon temple. The name derives from
the simple and massive pylons (gateways with sloping walls)
that are characteristic features of New Kingdom temple de-
sign. A typical pylon temple is bilaterally symmetrical along
a single axis that runs from an approaching avenue through
a colonnaded court and hall into a dimly lit sanctuary. This
Egyptian temple plan evolved from ritualistic requirements.
Only the pharaohs and the priests could enter the sanctu-
ary. A chosen few were admitted to the great columnar hall.
The majority of the people could enter only as far as the
open court, and a high wall shut off the site from the out-
side world. The central feature of the New Kingdom pylon
temple plan—a narrow axial passageway through the com-
plex—characterizes much of Egyptian architecture. The ap-
proaches to the Old Kingdom pyramids (Fig. 1-1) of Gizeh
and to the multilevel mortuary temple of Hatshepsut (FiG.
1-29) at Deir el-Bahri also conform to the Egyptian prefer-
ence for axial plans.

In the Karnak plan, the hall (Fig. 1-32) between the
court and sanctuary has its long axis placed at a right angle
to the corridor of the entire building complex. Inside this
hypostyle hall (one in which columns support the roof) are
massive columns that carry the stone slabs of the roof on stone
lintels. The lintels rest on cubical blocks that in turn rest
on giant capitals (“heads”). The central columns are 66 feet
high, and the capitals are 22 feet in diameter at the top, large
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enough to hold a hundred people. The Egyptians, who used
no cement, depended on precise cutting of the joints and the
weight of the huge stone blocks to hold the columns in place.
Most scholars believe Egyptian columns originated from an
early building technique that used firmly bound sheaves of
reeds and swamp plants as roof supports in adobe structures.
Egyptian masons first translated these early and relatively im-
permanent building methods into stone in Djoser’s funerary
precinct at Saqgara. The columns’ swamp-plant origin is still
evident at Karnak, where the columns have bud-cluster or
bell-shaped capitals resembling lotus or papyrus (the plants
of Upper and Lower Egypt).

In the Amen-Re temple at Karnak and in many other
Egyptian hypostyle halls, the builders made the central rows
of columns higher than those at the sides. Raising the roof’s
central section created a clerestory. Openings in the clere-
story permitted sunlight to filter into the interior, although
the stone grilles would have blocked much of the light. This
method of construction appeared in primitive form as early
as the Old Kingdom in the valley temple of the Pyramid of
Khafre. The clerestory seems to be an Egyptian innovation,
and its significance hardly can be overstated. Before the in-
vention of the electric light bulb, illuminating a building’s
interior was always a challenge for architects. The clerestory
played a key role, for example, in medieval church design
and has remained an important architectural feature up to
the present.

Alkhenaton The Karnak sanctuary also provides evi-
dence for a period of religious upheaval during the New
Kingdom and for a corresponding revolution in Egyptian art.
In the mid-14th century BCE, the pharach Amenhotep IV,
later known as Akhenaton (r. 1353-1335 BcE), abandoned
the worship of most of the Egyptian gods in favor of Aton,
whom he declared to be the universal and only god, identi-
fied with the sun disk. He blotted out the name of Amen
from all inscriptions and even from his own name and that
of his father, Amenhotep III. He emptied the great temples,
enraged the priests, and moved his capital downriver from
Thebes to a site he named Akhetaton (after his new god),
where he built his own city (now called Tell el-Amarna)
and shrines. The pharaoh claimed to be both the son and
sole prophet of Aton. Moreover, in stark contrast to earlier
practice, artists represented Akhenaton’s god neither in ani-
mal nor in human form but simply as the sun disk emitting
life-giving rays. The pharaohs who followed Akhenaton re-
established the cult and priesthood of Amen and restored
the temples and the inscriptions. Akhenaton’s religious revo-
lution was soon undone, and his new city largely abandoned.

During the brief heretical episode of Akhenaton, how-
ever, profound changes occurred in Egyptian art. A colossal
statue (FIG. 1-33) of Akhenaton from Karnak, toppled and
buried after his death, retains the standard frontal pose of
pharaonic portraits. But the effeminate body, with its curv-
ing contours, and the long face with full lips and heavy-
lidded eyes bear no resemblance to the heroically proportioned
figures (FiIG. 1-27) of Akhenaton’s predecessors. Akhenaton’s
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Akhenaton, from the temple of Aton, Karnak, Egypt,
18th Dynasty, ca. 1353-1335 BCE. Sandstone, 13’ high. Egyptian
Museum, Cairo.

Akhenaton initiated a religious revolution, and his art is also a de-
liberate artistic reaction against tradition. This curious androgynous
image may be an attempt to portray the pharaoh as Aton, the sexless
sun disk.

THuT™MOSE, Nefertiti, from Tell el-Amarna, Egypt,
18th Dynasty, ca. 13531335 BcE. Painted limestone, 1’ 8" high.
Agyptisches Museum, Berlin.

Found in the sculptor’s workshop, Thutmose’s unfinished portrait of
Nefertiti, Akhenaton’s influential wife, depicts her as an elegant and
beautiful musing woman with a long, delicately curved neck.

body is curiously misshapen, with weak arms, a narrow
waist, protruding belly, wide hips, and fatty thighs. Modern
doctors have tried to explain his physique by attributing a
variety of illnesses to the pharaoh. They cannot agree on a
diagnosis, and their premise—that the statue is an accurate
depiction of a physical deformity—is probably faulty. Some
art historians think Akhenaton’s portrait was a deliberate ar-
tistic reaction against the established style, paralleling the
suppression of traditional religion. They argue that Akhena-
ton’s artists tried to formulate a new androgynous image of
the pharaoh as the manifestation of Aton, the sexless sun
disk. But no consensus exists other than that the style was
revolutionary and short-lived.

Nefertiti A painted limestone bust (FiG. ) of
Akhenaton’s queen, Nefertiti (her name means “The Beau-
tiful One Has Come”), exhibits a similar expression of
entranced musing and an almost mannered sensitivity and
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1-35 Innermost coffin of
Tutankhamen, from his tomb at
Thebes, Egypt, 18th Dynasty,
ca. 1323 Bck. Gold with inlay of
enamel and semiprecious stones,
6' 1” long. Egyptian Museum,
Cairo.

Tutankhamen was a boy-king
whose fame today is due to the
discovery of his unplundered
tomb. His mummy was encased
in three nested coffins. The inner-
most one, the costliest, portrays
the pharaoh as Osiris.

delicacy of curving contour.
Nefertiti was an influential
woman during her husband’s
kingship. She frequently ap-
pears in the decoration of the
Aton temple at Karnak, por-
trayed not only as equal in size
to her husband but also some-
times wearing pharaonic head-
gear. Excavators discovered
the portrait illustrated here in
the workshop of the sculptor
THUTMOSE. It is a deliberately
unfinished model very likely
by the master’s own hand.
The left eye socket still lacks
the inlaid eyeball, making the
portrait a kind of before-and-
after demonstration piece.
With this elegant bust, Thutmose may have been alluding to
a heavy flower on its slender stalk by exaggerating the weight
of the crowned head and the length of the almost serpentine
neck. The Tell el-Amarna sculptor adjusted the true likeness
of his subject to match the era’s standard of spiritual beauty.

Tutankhamen Probably Akhenaton’s son by a minor
wife, Tutankhamen (r. 1333-1323 BcE) ruled Egypt for a de-
cade and died at age 18. Although he was a very minor figure
in Egyptian history, he is famous today because of the fabu-
lously rich art and artifacts found in his largely unplundered
tomb at Thebes, uncovered in 1922. The principal monu-
ment in the collection is the enshrined body of the pharaoh
himself. The royal mummy reposed in the innermost of
three coffins, nested one within the other. The innermost
coffin (FIG. 1-35), the most luxurious of the three, shows
Tutankhamen in the guise of Osiris. Made of beaten gold
(about a quarter ton of it) and inlaid with such semiprecious
stones as lapis lazuli, turquoise, and carnelian, it is a supreme
monument to the sculptor’s and goldsmith’s crafts. The por-
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1-36 Death mask of Tutankhamen, from the innermost cof-
fin in his tomb at Thebes, Egypt, 18th Dynasty, ca. 1323 BCE.
Gold with inlay of semiprecious stones, 1’ 9 3" high. Egyptian
Museum, Cairo.

The gold mask that covered Tutankhamen’s mummy radiates gran-
deur and richness. It is a sensitive portrayal of the adolescent king in
his official regalia, including nemes headdress and false beard.

trait mask (FiG. 1-36), which covered the king’s face, is also
made of gold with inlaid semiprecious stones. It is a sensitive
portrayal of the serene adolescent king dressed in his offi-
cial regalia, including the nemes headdress and false beard.
The general effect of the mask and of the tomb treasures as
a whole is of grandeur and richness expressive of Egyptian
power, pride, and affluence.

Egypt in Decline During the last millennium BCE,
Egypt lost the commanding role it once had played in the
ancient Near East. The empire dwindled away, and foreign
powers invaded, occupied, and ruled the land, until Alex-
ander the Great of Macedon and his Greek successors and,
eventually, the Romans, took control of the land of the Nile.
But even after Egypt became a province of the Roman Em-
pire, its prestige remained high. Visitors to Rome today who
enter the city from the airport road encounter the tomb of
a Roman nobleman who died around 12 BcE. His memorial
takes the form of a pyramid, 2,500 years after the Old King-
dom pharaohs erected the Great Pyramids of Gizeh.
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THE BIG PICTURE

Prehistory and the First Civilizations

PREHISTORIC ART

I The first sculptures and paintings antedate the invention of writing by tens of thousands of years.
No one knows why humans began to paint and carve images or what role those images played in
the lives of Paleolithic hunters. Women were far more common subjects than men, but animals,
not humans, dominate Paleolithic art (ca. 30,000-9000 Bce). Surviving works range in size from tiny
figurines to painted walls and ceilings covered with over-life-size animals, as in the Lascaux cave.
Animals always appear in profile in order to show clearly the head, body, tail, and all four legs.

I The Neolithic Age (ca. 8000-3500 Bck) revolutionized human life with the beginning of agriculture o th Buls, Lascaux,
and the formation of the first settled communities. The earliest known monumental sculptures ca. 15,000—13,000 scE
date to the seventh millennium Bck. In painting, coherent narratives became common, and artists
began to represent human figures as composites of frontal and profile views.

ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN ART

I The Sumerians (ca. 3500-2332 sce) founded the world’s first city-states and invented writing in
the fourth millennium Bce. They were also the first people to build towering temple platforms,
called ziggurats, and to place figures in registers to tell coherent stories.

I The Akkadians (ca. 2332-2150 Bce) were the first Near Eastern rulers to call themselves kings of Standard of Ur, ca. 2600 sce
the world and to assume divine attributes. Akkadian artists may have been the first to cast hollow
life-size bronze sculptures and to place figures at different levels in a landscape setting.

I During the Third Dynasty of Ur (ca. 2150-1800 sce) and under the kings of Babylon (ca. 1800-
1600 Bce), the Sumerians constructed one of the largest ziggurats in Mesopotamia at Ur.
Babylonian artists were among the first to experiment with foreshortening.

I At the height of their power, the Assyrians (ca. 900-612 sce) ruled an empire that extended from
the Persian Gulf to the Nile and Asia Minor. Assyrian palaces were fortified citadels with gates
guarded by monstrous lamassu. Painted reliefs glorifying the king decorated the walls.

I The Neo-Babylonian kings (612-559 Bce) erected the biblical Tower of Babel and the Ishtar Gate.

Portrait of an Akkadian king,
I The capital of the Achaemenid Empire (559-330 Bce) was Persepolis, where the Persians built a ca. 2250-2200 sce

huge palace complex with an audience hall that could accommodate thousands.

EGYPTIAN ART
I The palette of King Narmer, which commemorates the unification of Upper and Lower Egypt around
3000-2920 sck, established the basic principles of Egyptian representational art for 3,000 years.

I Imhotep, architect of the funerary complex of King Djoser (r. 2630-2611 Bce) at Saqqgara, is the first
known artist in history.

I During the Old Kingdom (ca. 2575-2134 BcE), the Egyptians erected the Great Pyramids at Gizeh, Khafre, Gizeh, ca. 25620-2494 sce
emblems of the sun on whose rays the pharaohs ascended to the heavens after their death. Old
Kingdom artists established the statuary types that would dominate Egyptian art for 2,000 years,
suppressing all movement in order to express the eternal nature of pharaonic kingship.

I During the New Kingdom (ca. 1550-1070 Bce), the most significant architectural innovation was
the axially planned pylon temple incorporating an immense gateway, columnar courtyards, and
a hypostyle hall with clerestory windows. Powerful pharaohs such as Hatshepsut (r. 1473-1458
Bce) and Ramses Il (r. 1290-1224 Bce) erected gigantic temples in honor of their patron gods and,
after their deaths, for their own worship. Akhenaton (r. 1353-1335 Bce) abandoned the traditional
Egyptian religion in favor of Aton, the sun disk, and initiated a short-lived artistic revolution in Kt ‘
which undulating curves and anecdotal content replaced the cubic forms and impassive stillness i

f . . Thutmose, Portrait of Nefertiti,
of earlier Egyptian art. ca. 1353-1335 bee




MyroN, Diskobolos (Discus Thrower). Roman copy after a bronze original of

ca. 450 BCt. Marble, 5’ 1” high. Museo Nazionale Romano—Palazzo Massimo alle
Terme, Rome.

In contrast to Near Eastern and Egyptian deities, Greek gods differed from humans only in
being immortal. Greek artists depicted both gods and young men such as this discus thrower
with perfect nude bodies.



Greece

Greek art occupies a special place in the history of art through the ages. Many of
the cultural values of the Greeks, especially their honoring of the individual and
exaltation of humanity as “the measure of all things,” remain fundamental tenets
of Western civilization. In fact, these ideas are so completely part of modern
Western habits of mind that most people are scarcely aware that the concepts
originated in Greece more than 2,500 years ago.

The Greeks, or Hellenes, as they called themselves, never formed a single na-
tion but instead established independent city-states on the Greek mainland, on
the islands of the Aegean Sea, and on the western coast of Asia Minor (map 2-1).
In 776 BCE, the separate Greek states held their first ceremonial games in com-
mon at Olympia. From then on, despite their differences and rivalries, the Greeks
regarded themselves as sharing a common culture, distinct from the surrounding
“barbarians” who did not speak Greek.

Even the gods of the Greeks (see “The Gods and Goddesses of Mount Olym-
pus,” page 49) differed in kind from those of neighboring cultures. Unlike the
Egyptian and Mesopotamian gods (see Chapter 1), the Greek deities differed
from human beings only in that they were immortal. It has been said the Greeks
made their gods into humans and their humans into gods. This humanistic world-
view led the Greeks to create the concept of democracy (rule by the demos, the
people) and to make seminal contributions in the fields of art, literature, and
science.

The distinctiveness and originality of Greek civilization should not, however,
obscure the enormous debt the Greeks owed to the cultures of Egypt and the
Near East. Scholars today increasingly recognize this debt, and the Greeks them-
selves readily acknowledged borrowing ideas, motifs, conventions, and skills from
these older civilizations. Nor should a high estimation of Greek art and culture
blind historians to the realities of Hellenic life and society. Even “democracy” was
a political reality for only one segment of the Greek demos. Slavery was a univer-
sal institution among the Greeks, and Greek women were in no way the equals
of Greek men. Women normally remained secluded in their homes, emerging
usually only for weddings, funerals, and religious festivals. They played little part
in public or political life. Nonetheless, the importance of the Greek contribu-
tion to the later development of Western civilization and Western art cannot be
overstated.

The story of art in Greece does not begin with the Greeks, however, but with
their prehistoric predecessors in the Aegean world—the people who would later
become the heroes of Greek mythology.
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Map 2-1 The ancient Greek world.

PREHISTORIC AEGEAN ART

Historians, art historians, and archaeologists alike divide
the prehistoric Aegean into three geographic areas. Each has
a distinctive artistic identity. Cycladic art is the art of the
Cycladic Islands (so named because they circle around Delos)
as well as of the adjacent islands in the Aegean, excluding
Crete. Minoan art, named for the legendary King Minos, en-
compasses the art of Crete. Mycenaean art, which takes its
name from the great citadel of Mycenae celebrated in Hom-
er’s Iliad, the epic tale of the Trojan War, is the art of the
Greek mainland.

Cycladic Art

Although the heyday of the prehistoric Aegean was not until
the second millennium BCE, humans inhabited Greece as far
back as the Paleolithic period. Village life was firmly estab-
lished in Greece in Neolithic times. However, the earliest
distinctive Aegean artworks date to the third millennium
BCE and come from the Cyclades.

Cycladic Statuettes Marble was abundant in the
Aegean Islands, and many Cycladic marble sculptures sur-
vive. Most of these, like their Stone Age predecessors (FIG.
1-2), represent nude women with their arms folded across
their abdomens. One example (FiG. ), about a foot and a
half tall, comes from a grave on Syros. It is almost flat, and
the sculptor rendered the human body in a highly schematic
manner. Large, simple triangles dominate the form—the
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Figurine of
a woman, from
Syros (Cyclades),
Greece, ca. 2500-
2300 BCE. Marble,
1’ 6” high. National
Archaeological
Museum, Athens.

Most Cycladic statu-
ettes come from
graves and depict
nude women, but
whether they repre-
sent the deceased is
uncertain. The sculp-
tor rendered the
female body sche-
matically as a series
of large triangles.



The Greek deities most often represented in art—not only in antiquity but
also in the Middle Ages, the Renaissance, and up to the present—are the
12 gods and goddesses of Mount Olympus. Listed here are the Olympian
gods (and their Roman equivalents):

Zeus (Jupiter) was king of the gods and ruled the sky. His weapon was
the thunderbolt, and with it he led the other gods to victory over the
giants, who had challenged the Olympians for control of the world.

Hera (Juno), the wife and sister of Zeus, was the goddess of marriage.

Poseidon (Neptune), Zeus's brother, was lord of the sea. He con-
trolled waves, storms, and earthquakes with his three-pronged pitch-
fork (trident).

Hestia (Vesta), sister of Zeus, Poseidon, and Hera, was goddess of
the hearth.

Demeter (Ceres), Zeus's third sister, was the goddess of grain and
agriculture.

Ares (Mars), the god of war, was the son of Zeus and Hera and the
lover of Aphrodite. As father of the twin founders of Rome, Romulus
and Remus, Mars looms much larger in Roman mythology and religion
than Ares does in Greek.

Athena (Minerva) was the goddess of wisdom and warfare. She was
a virgin (parthenos in Greek), born not from a woman'’s womb but from
the head of her father, Zeus.

Hephaistos (Vulcan), the son of Zeus and Hera, was the god of fire
and of metalworking. He provided Zeus his scepter and Poseidon his
trident, and fashioned the armor Achilles wore in battle against Troy.
He was also the “surgeon” who split open Zeus's head when he gave
birth to Athena. Hephaistos was lame and, uncharacteristically for a
god, ugly. His wife, Aphrodite, was unfaithful to him.

head, the body itself (which tapers from exceptionally broad
shoulders to tiny feet), and the incised triangular pubis. The
feet are too fragile to support the figurine. If these sculp-
tures were primarily funerary offerings, as archaeologists be-
lieve they were, they must have been placed on their backs
in the graves—lying down, as were the deceased themselves.
Whether they represent those buried with the statuettes or
fertility figures or goddesses is still the subject of debate. As
is true of all such images, the artist took pains to emphasize
the breasts as well as the pubic area. Traces of paint found
on some of the Cycladic figurines indicate that the artists
colored at least parts of these sculptures. The now almost
featureless faces would have had painted eyes and mouths in
addition to the sculpted noses. Red and blue necklaces and
bracelets, as well as painted dots on the cheeks, characterize
a number of the surviving figurines.

Apollo (Apollo) was the god of light and music, and a great archer. He
was the son of Zeus with Leto (Latona), daughter of one of the Titans
who preceded the Olympians. His epithet Phoibos means “radiant,”
and the Greeks sometimes identified the young, beautiful Apollo with
the sun (Helios/Sol).

Artemis (Diana), the sister of Apollo, was the goddess of the hunt
and of wild animals. Because she was Apollo’s twin, the Greeks oc-
casionally regarded Artemis as the moon (Selene/Luna).

Aphrodite (Venus), the daughter of Zeus and Dione (one of the
nymphs—the goddesses of springs, caves, and woods), was the god-
dess of love and beauty. She was the mother of the Trojan hero Ae-
neas by Anchises.

Hermes (Mercury), the son of Zeus and another nymph, was the
fleet-footed messenger of the gods and possessed winged sandals.
He was also the guide of travelers and carried the caduceus, a magical
herald's rod.

Three other gods and goddesses figure prominently in Greek and
Roman art:

Hades (Pluto), Zeus's other brother, was equal in stature to the Olym-
pian deities, but he never resided on Mount Olympus. Zeus allotted
him lordship over the Underworld when he gave the realm of the sea
to Poseidon. Hades was the god of the dead.

Dionysos (Bacchus) was the god of wine and the son of Zeus and a
mortal woman.

Eros (Amor or Cupid) was the winged child-god of love and the son
of Aphrodite and Ares.

Minoan Art

During the third millennium BCE, both on the Aegean Is-
lands and the Greek mainland, most settlements were small
and consisted of simple buildings. Burials containing costly
offerings such as the Syros statuette were rare. With the sec-
ond millennium BCE, in contrast, came the construction of
large palaces on Crete. This was the golden age of the prehis-
toric Aegean, the era when the first great Western civiliza-
tion emerged. The Cretan palaces were large, comfortable,
and handsome, with ample staircases and courtyards for
pageants, ceremonies, and games. They also had storerooms,
offices, and shrines that permitted these huge complexes to
serve as the key administrative, commercial, and religious
centers of the island. All of the Cretan palaces have similar
layouts. The size and number of the palaces, as well as the
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2-3  Aerial view
(looking northeast) of
the palace at Knossos
(Crete), Greece, ca.
1700-1400 BCE.

The largest palace on
Crete, this was the
legendary home of
King Minos. Scores of
rooms surround a large
rectangular court. The
palace’s mazelike plan
gave rise to the myth
of the Minotaur in the
labyrinth.

rich finds they have yielded, attest to the power and prosper-
ity of the people archaeologists have dubbed the Minoans,
after the legendary King Minos.

Knossos Minos’s palace (FIG. 2-3) at Knossos, the largest
on Crete, was the legendary home of the Minotaur, a crea-
ture half bull and half man. According to the myth, the Mi-
notaur inhabited a vast labyrinth, and when the Athenian
king Theseus defeated the monster, he was able to find his
way out of the maze only with the aid of Minos’s daughter
Ariadne. She had given Theseus a spindle of thread to mark
his path through the labyrinth and safely find his way out
again. The aerial view reveals that the Knossos palace was
indeed mazelike in plan. Its central feature was a large rect-
angular court. The other units—living quarters, ceremonial
rooms, and storerooms—were grouped around it. The pal-
ace was also complex in elevation. It had as many as three
stories around the central court and even more on the south
and east sides where the terrain sloped off sharply. Interior
staircases (FIG. 2-4) built around light and air wells provided
necessary illumination and ventilation. The Minoans fash-
ioned their columns of wood and usually painted the shafts
red. The columns had black, bulbous, cushionlike capitals
resembling those of the later Greek Doric order (see “Doric
and Ionic Temples,” page 59). Minoan column shafts, how-
ever, taper from a wide top to a narrower base—the opposite
of both Egyptian and later Greek columns.

Mural paintings liberally adorn the Knossos palace, con-
stituting one of its most striking features. The paintings de-
pict many aspects of Minoan life (bull-leaping, processions,
and ceremonies) and of nature (birds, animals, flowers, and
marine life). Unlike the Egyptians, who painted in fresco secco
(dry fresco), the Minoans coated the rough fabric of their rub-
ble walls with a fine white lime plaster and used a irue (wet)
fresco method (see “Fresco Painting,” Chapter 7, page 208).
The Minoan frescoes required rapid execution and great skill.
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The most famous fresco (FIg. 2-5) from the palace at
Knossos depicts the Minoan ceremony of bull-leaping. Only
fragments of the full composition survive. (The dark patches
are original. The remainder is a modern restoration.) The
Minoan artist painted the young women (with fair skin) and
the youth (with dark skin) according to a convention for dis-
tinguishing male and female also seen in ancient Near East-
ern and Egyptian art. The young man is in midair, having,

2-4

Stairwell in the residential quarter of the palace at
Knossos (Crete), Greece, ca. 1700-1400 BCE.

The Knossos palace was complex in elevation as well as plan. It had
several stories on all sides of the central court. Minoan columns
taper from top to bottom, unlike Egyptian and Greek columns.



it seems, grasped the bull’s horns and vaulted over its back
in a perilous and extremely difficult acrobatic maneuver.
The painter brilliantly suggested the powerful charge of the
bull by elongating the animal’s shape and using sweeping
lines to form a funnel of energy, beginning at the very narrow
hindquarters of the bull and culminating in its large, sharp
horns and galloping forelegs. The human figures also have
stylized shapes, with typically Minoan pinched waists. The
elegant, elastic, highly animated Cretan figures, with their
long curly hair and proud and self-confident bearing, are easy
to distinguish from Mesopotamian and Egyptian figures.

Thera Much better preserved than the Knossos frescoes
are those uncovered in the excavations of Akrotiri on the
volcanic island of Santorini (ancient Thera), some 60 miles
north of Crete. The excellent condition of the Theran paint-
ings is due to an enormous seismic explosion on Santorini
that buried Akrotiri in volcanic pumice and ash, probably
in 1628 BCE. One almost perfectly preserved Theran mural
painting, the Spring Fresco (FIG. 2-6), has nature itself as its
sole subject. The artist’s aim, however, was not to render the
rocky island terrain realistically but rather to capture the
landscape’s essence and to express joy in the splendid sur-
roundings. The irrationally undulating and vividly colored
rocks, the graceful lilies swaying in the cool island breezes,
and the darting swallows express the vigor of growth, the
delicacy of flowering, and the lightness of birdsong and
flight. In the lyrical language of curving line, the artist cel-
ebrated the rhythms of spring. This is the first known exam-
ple of a pure landscape painting, a picture of a place without
humans or animals present. Spring Fresco represents the
polar opposite of the first efforts at mural painting in the

2-5

Bull-leaping, from
the palace at Knossos
(Crete), Greece,

ca. 1450-1400 BcCE.
Fresco, 2’ 8” high,
including border.
Archaeological
Museum, Herakleion.

Frescoes decorated the
Knossos palace walls.
The men and women
have stylized bodies
with narrow waists.
The skin color varies
with gender, a common

—convention in ancient
paintings.

caves of Paleolithic Europe, where animals (and occasionally
humans) appear as isolated figures without any indication
of setting.

2-6 Landscape with swallows (Spring Fresco), from Room
Delta 2, Akrotiri, Thera (Cyclades), Greece, ca. 1650 BCE. Fresco,
7' 6" high. National Archaeological Museum, Athens.

Aegean muralists painted in wet fresco, which required rapid execu-
tion. In this first known pure landscape, the painter used vivid colors
and undulating lines to capture the essence of springtime.
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2-7 Octopus jar, from Palaikastro (Crete), Greece,
ca. 1500 BcE. 11” high. Archaeological Museum, Herakleion.

The sea figures prominently in Minoan art. This painter perfectly
matched the octopus motif to the shape of the vase. The sea crea-
ture’s tentacles reach out to fill the curving surfaces of the vessel.

Minoan Pottery Minoan painters also decorated small
objects, especially ceramic pots, usually employing dark
silhouettes against a cream-colored background. On a jar
(FIG. 2-7) found at Palaikastro on Crete, the tentacles of an
octopus spread out over the curving surfaces of the vessel,
embracing the piece and emphasizing its volume. This is a
masterful realization of the relationship between the vessel’s
decoration and its shape, always a problem for the ceramist.

Snake Goddess In contrast to the Mesopotamians and
Egyptians, the Minoans seem to have erected no temples or
monumental statues of gods, kings, or monsters, although
large wooden images may once have existed. What remains
of Minoan sculpture in the round is small in scale, such as
the faience (low-fired glasslike silicate) statuette known as
the Snake Goddess (Fic. 2-8), found in the palace at Knos-
sos. It is one of several similar figurines that some scholars
believe may represent mortal attendants rather than deities,
although the prominently exposed breasts suggest that these
figurines stand in the long line of prehistoric fertility images
usually considered divinities. (The Knossos woman holds
snakes in her hands and supports a leopardlike feline peace-
fully on her head. This implied power over the animal world
also seems appropriate for a deity.) The frontality of the fig-
ure is reminiscent of Egyptian and Near Eastern statuary,
but the costume, with its open bodice and flounced skirt, is
distinctly Minoan.
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2-8 Snake Goddess, from the palace at Knossos (Crete),
Greece, ca. 1600 sCE. Faience, 1’ 14" high. Archaeological
Museum, Herakleion.

This Minoan figurine may represent a priestess, but it is more likely a
bare-breasted goddess. The snakes in her hands and the leopardlike
feline on her head imply that she has power over the animal world.

Minoan Decline Scholars dispute the circumstances
surrounding the end of Minoan civilization, although they
now widely believe Mycenaeans had already moved onto
Crete and established themselves at Knossos in the 15th cen-
tury BCE. Parts of the palace continued to be occupied until
its final destruction around 1200 BCE, but its importance as
a cultural center faded soon after 1400 BCE, as the focus of
Aegean civilization shifted to the Greek mainland.

Mycenaean Art

Scholars still debate the origins of the Mycenaeans. The only
certainty is the presence of these forerunners of the histori-
cal Greeks at the beginning of the second millennium BCE.
Some researchers believe the mainland was long a Minoan
economic dependency, but by 1500 BCE a distinctive Myce-
naean culture was flourishing in Greece.



Tiryns The destruction of the Cretan palaces left the
mainland culture supreme. Although this civilization has
come to be called Mycenaean, Mycenae was but one of several
large citadels. The best-preserved and most impressive My-
cenaean remains are those of the fortified palaces at Tiryns
and Mycenae. Construction of both began about 1400 BcE.
Homer, writing in the mid-eighth century BcE, called the
citadel of Tiryns (FIG. 2-9), located about 10 miles from My-
cenae, Tiryns of the Great Walls. In the second century ck,
when Pausanias, author of an invaluable guidebook to Greece,
visited the site, he marveled at the towering fortifications and
considered the walls of Tiryns as spectacular as the pyramids
of Egypt. Indeed, the Greeks of the historical age believed
mere humans could not have erected such edifices and instead
attributed the construction of the great Mycenaean citadels
to the mythical Cyclopes, a race of one-eyed giants. Archae-
ologists still apply the term Cyclopean masonry to the huge,
roughly cut stone blocks forming the massive fortification
walls of Tiryns and other Mycenaean sites. The walls of Tiryns
average about 20 feet in thickness and incorporate blocks

2-9  Aerial view
of the citadel at
Tiryns, Greece,

ca. 1400-1200 BCE.

In the lliad, Homer
called the fortified
citadel of Tiryns the
City of the Great Walls.
Its huge, roughly

cut stone blocks are
examples of Cyclopean
masonry, named after
the mythical one-eyed
giants.

often weighing several tons each. The heavily fortified Myce-
naean palaces contrast sharply with the open Cretan palaces
(FIG. 2-3) and clearly reveal their defensive character.

Lion Gate, Miycenae The entrance to the citadel at
Mycenae was the Lion Gate (Fig. 2-10), protected on the
left by a wall built on a natural rock outcropping and on the
right by a projecting bastion of large blocks. Any approach-
ing enemies would have had to enter this 20-foot-wide chan-
nel and face Mycenaean defenders above them on both sides.
The gate itself consists of two great monoliths capped with
a huge lintel. Above the lintel, the masonry courses form a
corbeled arch, constructed by placing the blocks in horizontal
courses and then cantilevering them inward until they meet,
leaving an opening that lightens the weight carried by the lin-
tel. The Mycenaean builders filled this relieving triangle with
a great limestone slab where two lions carved in high relief
stand on the sides of a Minoan-type column. The whole de-
sign admirably fills its triangular space, harmonizing in dig-
nity, strength, and scale with the massive stones that form
the walls and gate. Similar groups appear
in miniature on Cretan seals, but the idea
of placing monstrous guardian figures at
the entrances to palaces, tombs, and sacred
places has its origin in the Near East (FiGs.
1-18 and 1-25). At Mycenae the animals’
heads were fashioned separately and are
lost. Some scholars have suggested that the
“lions” were composite beasts in the Near
Eastern tradition, possibly sphinxes.

2-10 Lion Gate, Mycenae, Greece,
ca. 1300-1250 BcE. Limestone, relief panel
9’ 6” high.

The largest sculpture in the prehistoric Aegean
is the relief panel with confronting lions that fills
the relieving triangle of Mycenae’s main gate.
The gate itself consists of two great monoliths
and a huge lintel.
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2-11 Treasury of
Atreus, Mycenae, Greece,
ca. 1300-1250 Bck.

The best-preserved tholos
tomb outside the walls

of Mycenae is named for
Homer’s King Atreus. An
earthen mound covers the
burial chamber, entered
through a doorway at the
end of a long passageway.

Treasury of Atreus The Mycenaeans erected the Lion
Gate and the towering fortification wall circuit of which it
formed a part a few generations before the presumed date
of the Trojan War. At that time, wealthy Mycenaeans were
laid to rest outside the citadel walls in tombs covered by
enormous earthen mounds. The best preserved of these is
the so-called Treasury of Atreus (FiG. 2-11), which the later
Greeks already mistakenly believed was the repository of the
treasure of Atreus, father of King Agamemnon, who waged
war against Troy. Approached by a long passageway, a door-
way surmounted by a relieving triangle similar to that em-
ployed in the roughly contemporaneous Lion Gate led to the
beehive-shaped tomb chamber (tholos). Composed of a series
of stone corbeled courses laid on a circular base, the tholos
(FIG. 2-12) has a lofty dome-shaped vault. The builders prob-
ably constructed the vault using rough-hewn blocks. After
they set the stones in place, the masons had to finish the
surfaces with great precision to make them conform to both
the horizontal and vertical curves of the wall. The principle
involved is no different from a corbeled arch, but the process
of constructing a complete dome is much more complicated.
About 43 feet high, the tholos of the Treasury of Atreus was
the largest vaulted space without interior supports ever built
before the Romans.

Gold Masks The Treasury of Atreus had been thor-
oughly looted long before its modern rediscovery, but ex-
cavators have made spectacular finds at graves elsewhere at
Mycenae. Just inside the Lion Gate, but predating it by some
three centuries, is the burial area archaeologists refer to as
Grave Circle A. Here, at a site protected within the circuit of
the later walls, six deep shafts served as tombs for kings and
their families. The excavation of the royal shaft graves yielded
many gold artifacts, including beaten (repoussé) gold funerary
masks (FIG. 2-13). (Homer described the Mycenaeans as “rich
in gold.”) Art historians often compare the Mycenaean mask
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2-12
Greece, ca. 1300-1250 BCE.

Interior of the tholos of the Treasury of Atreus, Mycenae,

The beehive-shaped tholos of the Treasury of Atreus is composed of
corbeled courses of stone blocks laid on a circular base. The 43-foot-
high dome was the largest in the ancient world for almost 1,500 years.



2-13 Funerary mask, from Grave Circle A, Mycenae, Greece,
ca. 1600-1500 Bck. Gold, 1’ high. National Archaeological
Museum, Athens.

Homer described the Mycenaeans as “rich in gold.” This repoussé
gold mask of a bearded man comes from a royal shaft grave. It is one
of the first attempts at life-size sculpture in Greece.

to Tutankhamen’s gold mummy mask (FiG. 1-36). The treat-
ment of the human face is, of course, more primitive in the
Mycenaean mask. But this was one of the first known attempts
in Greece to render the human face at life-size, whereas the
Egyptian mask belongs to a long line of monumental sculp-
tures dating back more than a millennium. Whether the
Mycenean masks were intended as portraits is unknown, but
the goldsmiths recorded different physical types with care.
The illustrated mask, with its full beard, must depict a mature
man, perhaps a king—although not Agamemnon, as its 19th-
century discoverer wished. If Agamemnon was a real king, he
lived some 300 years after the manufacture of this mask.

End of Mycenae Despite their mighty walls, the cita-
dels of Mycenae and Tiryns were burned between 1250 and
1200 BCE, when the Mycenaeans seem to have been overrun by
northern invaders or to have fallen victim to internal warfare.
By Homer’s time, the heyday of Aegean civilization was but a
distant memory, and the men and women of Crete and Myce-
nae had assumed the stature of heroes from a lost golden age.

GREEK ART

Disintegration of the Bronze Age social order accompanied
the destruction of the Mycenaean palaces. The disappear-
ance of powerful kings and their retinues led to the loss of
the knowledge of how to cut masonry, construct citadels and
tombs, paint frescoes, and sculpt in stone. Even the arts of
reading and writing were forgotten. Depopulation, poverty,

and an almost total loss of contact with the outside world

characterized the succeeding centuries, sometimes called
the Dark Age of Greece.

Geometric and Archaic Art

Only in the eighth century BcE did economic conditions im-
prove and the population begin to grow again. This era was
in its own way a heroic age, a time when the city-states of
Greece took shape; when the Greeks broke out of their isola-
tion and once again began to trade with their neighbors both
in the east and the west; when Homer’s epic poems, for-
merly memorized and passed down from bard to bard, were
recorded in written form; and when the Olympic Games
were established. Art historians call the art of this formative
period Geometric, because Greek vase painting of the time
consisted almost exclusively of abstract motifs.

Geometric Krater The eighth century also brought
the return of the human figure to Greek art. One of the ear-
liest examples of Geometric figure painting is found on a
huge krater (FIG. 2-14), a bowl for mixing wine and water,
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2-14 Geometric krater, from the Dipylon cemetery, Athens,
Greece, ca. 740 BCE. 3’ 43" high. Metropolitan Museum of Art,
New York.

Figure painting reappeared in Greece in the Geometric period, named
for the abstract ornamentation on vessels like this funerary krater fea-
turing a mourning scene and a procession in honor of the deceased.
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that marked the grave of an Athenian man buried around
740 BcE. At well over a yard tall, this remarkable vase is a
considerable technical achievement. Characteristically for
this date, the artist covered much of the krater’s surface
with precisely painted, abstract angular motifs in horizon-
tal bands. Especially prominent is the meander (key) pattern
around the rim. But the Geometric painter reserved the wid-
est part of the krater for two bands of human figures and
horse-drawn chariots. Befitting the vase’s function as a grave
marker, the scenes depict the mourning for a man laid out on
his bier and the grand chariot procession in his honor. The
human figures and the furniture are as two-dimensional as
the geometric shapes elsewhere on the vessel. For example, in
the upper band, the shroud, raised to reveal the corpse, is an
abstract checkerboard-like backdrop. Every empty space has
circles and M-shaped ornamentation, further negating any
sense that the mourners inhabit a three-dimensional world.
The figures are silhouettes constructed of triangular (fron-
tal) torsos with attached profile arms, legs, and heads (with
a single large frontal eye in the center), following the age-
old convention. To distinguish male from female, the painter
added a penis growing out of one of the deceased’s thighs.
The mourning women, who tear their hair out in grief, have
breasts emerging beneath their armpits. In both cases the
artist’s concern was to specify gender, not anatomical accu-
racy. Below are warriors, drawn as though they were walk-
ing shields, and several chariots. The horses have the correct
number of heads and legs but seem to share a common body,
countering any sense of depth. Despite the highly stylized
and conventional manner of representation, this vessel marks
a significant turning point in the history of Greek art. Not
only did the human figure reenter the painter’s repertoire,
but vase painters also revived the art of storytelling.

Lady of Auxerre In the seventh century BCE, the first
Greek stone sculptures since the Mycenaean Lion Gate (FiG.
2-10) began to appear. One of the earliest, probably origi-
nally from Crete, is a limestone statuette of a goddess or
maiden (kore; plural, korai) popularly known as the Lady of
Auxerre (FIG. 2-15) after the French town that is her oldest
recorded location. Because she does not wear a headdress,
as early Greek goddesses frequently do, and the gesture of
her right hand probably signifies prayer, the Lady of Aux-
erre is most likely a kore. The style is characteristic of the
early Archaic period, when Greek artists revived the art of
monumental sculpture. The flat-topped head takes the form
of a triangle framed by complementary triangles of four long
strands of hair each. Also typical are the small belted waist
and a fondness for pattern, seen, for example, in the almost
Geometric treatment of the long skirt with its incised con-
centric squares, once brightly painted.

Art historians refer to this early Greek style as Daedalic,
after the legendary artist Daedalus, whose name means “the
skillful one.” In addition to his renown as a great sculptor, Dae-
dalus was credited with building the labyrinth of Knossos (FiG.
2-3) and designing a temple at Memphis in Egypt. The historical
Greeks attributed to him almost all the great achievements in
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2-15 Lady of
Auxerre, statue of
a goddess or kore,
ca. 650-625 BCE.
Limestone, 2’ 11”
high. Louvre, Paris.

One of the earliest
Greek stone sculptures,
this kore (maiden)
typifies the Daedalic
style of the seventh
century Bce with its
triangular face and
hair and lingering
Geometric fondness
for abstract pattern.

early sculpture and
architecture. The
story that Daedalus
worked in Egypt re-
flects the enormous
impact of Egyptian
- art and architecture
I ™ on the Greeks.

Kouroi The first life-size Greek statues follow very closely
the standard Egyptian format. A marble statue (FIg. 2-16)
representing a kouros (youth; plural, kouroi) is typical in
emulating the stance of Egyptian statues (FiG. 1-27). In both
cases, the male figure is rigidly frontal with the left foot
advanced slightly. The arms are close to the body, and the
fists clenched with the thumbs forward. Greek kouros stat-
ues differ, however, from their Egyptian models in two im-
portant ways. First, the Greek sculptors liberated their fig-
ures from the original stone block. The Egyptian obsession
with permanence was alien to the Greeks, who were preoc-
cupied with finding ways to represent motion rather than
stability in their statues. Second, the kouroi are nude, just
as Greek athletes competed nude in the Olympic Games,
and, in the absence of attributes, Greek youths as well as
maidens are formally indistinguishable from Greek statues
of deities.



2-16

Kouros, ca. 600 BCE.
Marble, 6’3" high.
Metropolitan Museum
of Art, New York.

The earliest Greek life-
size statues of kouroi
(young men) adopt the
Egyptian pose for stand-
ing figures (FiGg. 1-27), but
they are nude and free-
standing, liberated from
the original stone block.

The illustrated kou-
ros shares many traits
with the Lady of Aux-
erre (FIG. 2-15), espe-
cially the triangular

and the flatness of the
face—the hallmarks
of the Daedalic style.
Eyes, nose, and mouth
all sit on the front of the head, and ears on the sides. The
long hair forms a flat backdrop behind the head. These traits
reflect the working method of the Greek sculptor, who drew
the features on four independent sides of the marble block,
following the same workshop procedure used in Egypt for
millennia. The kouros also has the slim waist of earlier Greek
statues and exhibits the same love of pattern. The pointed
arch of the rib cage, for example, echoes the V-shaped ridge
of the hips, which suggests but does not accurately reproduce
the rounded flesh and muscle of the human body.

Kroisos Sometime around 530 BCE, a young man named
Kroisos died a hero’s death in battle, and his family marked
his grave at Anavysos, not far from Athens, with a kouros
statue (FIG. 2-17). Although the stance is the same as in the
earlier kouros, the sculptor’s rendition of human anatomy
is more naturalistic. The head is no longer too large for the

shape of head and hair

ft.

2-17

Kroisos, from
Anavysos, Greece,
ca. 530 BCE. Marble,
6’ 4” high. National
Archaeological
Museum, Athens.

This later kouros dis-
plays increased natural-
ism in its proportions
and more rounded
modeling of face, torso,
and limbs. Kroisos also
smiles—the Archaic
Greek sculptor’'s way

of indicating life.

body, and the face is
more rounded, with
swelling cheeks re-
placing the flat planes
of the earlier head.
The long hair does
not form a stiff back-
drop to the face but
falls naturally over
the back. Rounded
hips replace the V-shaped ridges of the earlier statue. Also
new is that Kroisos smiles—or seems to. From this time on,
Archaic Greek statues always smile—even in the most inap-
propriate contexts (FIG. 2-29). Art historians have proposed
various interpretations of this so-called Archaic smile, but the
smile should not be taken literally. Rather, it is the Archaic
sculptor’s way of indicating that the person portrayed is alive.
By adopting this convention, the Greek artist signaled a very
different intention from Egyptian sculptors’ objectives.

Some original paint survives on the Kroisos statue, en-
hancing the sense of life. Greek artists painted all their stone
statues. The modern notion that Greek statuary was pure
white is mistaken. The Greeks did not color their statues gar-
ishly, however. They left the flesh in the natural color of the
stone, which was waxed and polished. They painted the eyes,
lips, hair, and drapery in encaustic, a technique in which pig-
ment is mixed with hot wax and applied it to the statue.
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2-18  Peplos Kore,
from the Acropolis,
Athens, Greece,

ca. 530 BCE. Marble,
4’ high. Acropolis
Museum, Athens.

Unlike men, women are
never nude in Archaic
art. This smiling statue
was a votive offer-

ing on the Athenian
Acropolis. The woman
once held an attribute
in her left hand, per-
haps identifying her

as Athena.

Peplos Kore A stylistic “sister” to the Anavysos kouros,
also with paint preserved, is the smiling Peplos Kore (FiG.
2-18), so called because she wears a peplos, a simple long,
woolen belted garment that gives the female figure a colum-
nar appearance. The kore’s missing left arm was extended, a
break from the frontal compression of the arms at the sides
in Egyptian statues. She once held in her hand an attribute
that would identify the figure as a maiden or, as some have
suggested, a goddess, perhaps Athena herself, because the
statue was a votive offering in that goddess’s sanctuary in
Athens. Whoever the Peplos Kore represents, the contrast
with the Lady of Auxerre (FiG. 2-15) is striking. Although in
both cases the drapery conceals the entire body save for head,
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arms, and feet, the sixth-century sculptor rendered the soft
female form much more naturally. This softer treatment of
the flesh also sharply differentiates later korai from contem-
poraneous kouroi, which have hard, muscular bodies.

Greek Temples Egypt also had a profound impact on
Greek architecture. Shortly after the founding of a Greek
trading colony at Naukratis (MAP 1-3) around 650-630 BCE,
the Greeks began constructing the first stone buildings since
the fall of the Mycenaean kingdoms. Although Greek tem-
ples cannot be confused with Egyptian buildings, columnar
halls such as that at Karnak (Fig. 1-32) clearly inspired Greek
architects.

The basic plan of all Greek temples (see “Doric and Ionic
Temples,” page 59) reveals an order, compactness, and sym-
metry that reflect the Greeks’ sense of proportion and their
effort to achieve ideal forms in terms of regular numeri-
cal relationships and geometric rules. The earliest temples
tended to be long and narrow, with the proportion of the
ends to the sides roughly expressible as a 1:3 ratio. From the
sixth century on, temples became slightly longer than twice
their width. To the Greek mind, proportion in architecture
and sculpture was much the same as harmony in music, re-
flecting and embodying the cosmic order. The history of
Greek temple architecture is the history of Greek architects’
unflagging efforts to find the most satisfactory (that is, what
they believed were perfect) proportions for each part of the
building and for the structure as a whole.

The Greeks gathered outside, not inside, their temples
to worship. The altar always lay outside the temple—at the
east end, facing the rising sun. The temple proper (FiG. 2-19)
housed the cult statue of the deity, the grandest of all votive
offerings. Both in its early and mature manifestations, the
Greek temple was the house of the god or goddess, not of his
or her followers.

Figural sculpture played a major role in the exterior
program of the Greek temple from early times. Sculptural
ornamentation was concentrated in the frieze and pedi-
ments. Architectural sculpture, like freestanding statuary,
was painted and usually placed only in the building parts
that had no structural function. This is true particularly of
the Doric order, where decorative sculpture appears only in
the metope and pediment “voids.” Ionic builders, less severe
in this respect as well, were willing to decorate the entire
frieze. Occasionally, they replaced their columns with fe-
male figures (caryatids; Fig. 2-42). The Greeks often painted
the capitals, decorative moldings, and other architectural el-
ements. By adding color to parts of the building, the designer
could bring out more clearly the relationships of the struc-
tural parts and soften the stone’s glitter at specific points, as
well as provide a background to set off the figures.

Temple of Hera, Paestum The prime example of
early Greek efforts at Doric temple design (FIG. 2-20, left) is
not in Greece but in Italy, at Paestum. The Archaic temple



Doric and Ionic Temples

The plan and elevation of Greek temples varied with date, geography, and
the requirements of individual projects, but Greek temples have common
defining elements that set them apart from both the religious edifices of
other civilizations and other types of Greek buildings.

I Plan (riG. 2-19) The temple core was the naos, or cella, which housed
the cult statue of the deity. In front was a pronaos, or porch, often with two
columns between the antae, or extended walls (columns in antis, that is,
between the antae). A smaller second room might be placed behind the
cella, but more frequently the Greek temple had a porch at the rear (opis-
thodomos) set against the blank back wall of the cella. The purpose was not
functional but decorative, intended to satisfy the Greek passion for balance
and symmetry. A colonnade could be placed across the front of the temple
(prostyle, Fig. 2-42), across both front and back (amphiprostyle, Fic. 2-43),
or, more commonly, all around the cella and its porch(es) to form a peristyle,
as in Figs. 2-19, 2-21, and 2-36.
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2-19 Plan of a typical Greek peripteral temple.

Greek temples had peripteral colonnades and housed cult statues of
the gods in the central room, or cella. Worshipers gathered outside
the temples, where priests made offerings at open-air altars.

DORIC ORDER

Raking comnice

Pediment

Cornice

Frice Triglyph

Entablature

Metope

I Elevation (Fic. 2-20) The elevation of a Greek temple consists of the
platform, the colonnade, and the superstructure (entablature). In the Ar-
chaic period, two basic systems evolved for articulating the three units.
These are the so-called orders of Greek architecture. The orders differ
both in the nature of the details and in the relative proportions of the parts.
The names of the orders derive from the Greek regions where they were
most commonly employed. The Doric (Fic. 2-20, left) was formulated on
the mainland and remained the preferred manner there and in the western
colonies of the Greeks. The /onic (Fic. 2-20, right) was the order of choice
in the Aegean Islands and on the western coast of Asia Minor. The geo-
graphical distinctions are by no means absolute. The lonic order was, for
example, often used in Athens.

In both orders, the columns rest on the stylobate, the uppermost
course of the platform. The columns have two or three parts, depending
on the order: the shaft, which is marked with vertical channels (flutes);
the capital; and, in the lonic order, the base. Greek column shafts, in con-
trast to their Minoan and Mycenaean forebears, taper gradually from bot-
tom to top. The capital has two elements. The lower part (the echinus)
varies with the order. In the Doric, it is convex and cushionlike, similar to
the echinus of Minoan (Fig. 2-4) and Mycenaean (FiG. 2-10) capitals. In the
lonic, it is small and supports a bolster ending in spirals (the volutes). The
upper element, present in both orders, is a flat block (the abacus) that
provides the immediate support for the entablature.

The entablature has three parts: the architrave, or epistyle, the main
weight-bearing and weight-distributing element; the frieze; and the cormnice,
a molded horizontal projection that together with two sloping (raking) cor-
nices forms a triangle that frames the pediment. In the lonic order, the archi-
trave is usually subdivided into three horizontal bands (fasciae). In the Doric
order, the frieze is subdivided into triglyphs (triple vertical projections) and
metopes (the square plaques between the triglyphs), whereas the lonic ar-
chitects left the frieze open to provide a continuous field for relief sculpture.

The Doric order is massive in
appearance, its sturdy columns
firmly planted on the stylobate.
Compared with the weighty and
severe Doric, the lonic order
seems light, airy, and much more
decorative. Its columns are more
slender and rise from molded
bases. The most obvious differ-
ences between the two orders
are, of course, in the capitals—
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2-20 Elevations of the

Doric and Ionic orders.
Shaft
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The major orders of Greek
architecture were the Doric
and lonic. They differ primarily

Il

in the form of the capitals and
the treatment of the frieze. The
Doric frieze is divided into tri-
glyphs and metopes.
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Greek Art 59




2-21 Temple of Hera
(“Basilica”), Paestum,
Italy, ca. 550 BCE.

The peristyle of this huge
early Doric temple con-
sists of heavy, closely
spaced cigar-shaped col-
umns with bulky, pancake-
like capitals, characteristic
features of Archaic Greek
architecture.

erected there around 550 BCE retains its entire peripteral col-
onnade, but most of the entablature, including the frieze,
pediment, and all of the roof, has vanished. Called the
Basilica after the Roman columnar hall building type that
early investigators felt it resembled, the huge (80 X 170 feet)
structure was really a temple of Hera (Fic. 2-21). The mis-
nomer stems from the building’s plan (Fic. 2-22), which
differs from that of most other Greek temples. The unusual
feature, found only in early Archaic temples, is the central
row of columns that divides the cella into two aisles. Placing
columns underneath the ridgepole (the timber beam running
the length of the building below the peak of the gabled roof)
might seem the logical way to provide interior support for
the roof structure. But it resulted in several disadvantages.
Among these was that this interior arrangement allowed no
place for a central statue of the deity to whom the temple
was dedicated. Also, the peripteral colonnade, in order to
correspond with the interior, had to have an odd number of
columns (nine in this case) across the building’s facade. At
Paestum, the builders also set three columns in antis instead
of the standard two, which in turn ruled out a central door-
way for viewing the statue. However, the designer achieved
a simple 1:2 ratio of facade and flank columns by erecting
18 columns on each side of the temple.

The peristyle consists of heavy, closely spaced columns
with a pronounced swelling (entasis) at the middle of the
shafts, giving the columns a profile akin to that of a cigar.
Topping the shafts are large, bulky, pancakelike Doric capi-
tals, which seem compressed by the overbearing weight of
the entablature. The columns and capitals thus vividly reveal
their weight-bearing function. The heaviness of the design
and the narrowness of the spans between the columns prob-
ably reflect the Archaic builders’ fear that the superstructure
would collapse if the columns were thinner and more widely
spaced. In later Doric temples, builders placed the columns
farther apart, and the shafts became more slender, the entasis
subtler, the capitals smaller, and the entablature lighter.

Temple of Artemis, Corfu Even older than the Paes-

tum temple is the Doric temple of Artemis at Corfu, which
dates to the early sixth century Bct. The building is unfortu-
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2-22 Plan of the Temple of Hera, Paestum, Italy, ca. 550 BCE.

The plan of the Hera temple also reveals its early date. It has an odd
number of columns on the facade and a single row of columns in the
cella, allowing no place for a central statue of the goddess.

nately in ruins, but most of the sculpture that embellished its
pediments (FIG. 2-23) survives. Designing figural decoration
for a pediment was never an easy task for the Greek sculp-
tor because of the pediment’s awkward triangular shape. The
central figures had to be of great size (more than nine feet tall
at Corfu). As the pediment tapered toward the corners, the
available area became increasingly cramped.

At the center of the Corfu pediment is the gorgon Medusa,
a demon with a woman'’s body and bird wings. Medusa also
had a hideous face and snake hair, and anyone who gazed at
her turned to stone. The sculptor depicted her in the conven-
tional Archaic bent-leg, bent-arm, pinwheel-like posture that
signifies running or, for a winged creature, flying. To her left
and right are two great felines. Together they serve as temple
guardians, repulsing all enemies from the sanctuary of the
goddess. Between Medusa and the great beasts are two small
figures—the human Chrysaor at her left and the winged horse
Pegasus at her right (only the rear legs remain). Chrysaor and
Pegasus were Medusa’s children. They sprang from her head
when the Greek hero Perseus severed it with his sword. Their
presence here with the living Medusa is therefore a chrono-



2-23 West pediment of the Temple of Artemis, Corfu, Greece, ca. 600-580 BCE. Limestone, greatest height 9’ 4” Archaeological

Museum, Corfu.

The hideous Medusa and two panthers at the center of this very early pediment serve as temple guardians. To either side, and at much smaller

scale, are scenes from the Trojan War and the battle of gods and giants.

logical impossibility. The Archaic artist was not interested in
telling a coherent story but in identifying the central figure by
depicting her offspring.

In contrast, narration was the purpose of the much
smaller groups situated in the pediment corners. To the view-
er’s right is Zeus, brandishing his thunderbolt and slaying a
kneeling giant. In the extreme corner was a dead giant. The
gigantomachy (battle of gods and giants) was a popular Greek
theme that was a metaphor for the triumph of reason and
order over chaos. In the pediment’s left corner is one of the
climactic events of the Trojan War: Achilles’ son Neoptol-
emos kills the enthroned King Priam. The fallen figure to the
left of this group may be a dead Trojan.

The master responsible for the Corfu
pediments was a pioneer, and the composition
shows all the signs of experimentation. The
lack of narrative unity in the Corfu pediment
and the extraordinary scale diversity of the
figures eventually gave way to pedimental de-
signs with figures all acting out a single event
and appearing the same size. But the Corfu
designer already had shown the way, realizing,
for example, that the area beneath the raking
cornice could be filled with gods and heroes
of similar size if a combination of standing,
leaning, kneeling, seated, and prostrate figures
were employed in the composition. Also, the
Corfu master discovered that animals could
be useful space fillers because, unlike humans,
they have one end taller than the other.

Black-Figure Painting Greek artists
also pioneered a new ceramic painting tech-
nique during the Archaic period. Invented in
Corinth, black-figure painting quickly replaced
the simpler silhouette painting favored in the
Geometric period. The black-figure painter

did put down black silhouettes on the clay surface, but then
used a graver (a sharp, pointed instrument) to incise linear
details within the forms, usually adding highlights in pur-
plish red or white over the black figures before firing the ves-
sel. The combination of the weighty black silhouettes with
the delicate detailing and the bright polychrome overlay
proved to be irresistible, and painters in other Greek cities
soon copied the technique from the Corinthians.

Exekias The acknowledged master of the black-figure
technique was an Athenian named ExExias. An amphora,
or two-handled storage jar (Fic. 2-24), found at Vulci, an

2-24  Exekias, Achilles and Ajax playing a dice game (detail of a black-figure
amphora), from Vulci, Italy, ca. 540-530 BcE. Whole vessel 2’ high; detail
84" high. Musei Vaticani, Rome.

The dramatic tension, adjustment of the figures’ poses to the shape of the vase, and
extraordinary intricacy of the engraved details are hallmarks of Exekias, the greatest
master of black-figure painting.
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2-25 EuprHrONIOS, Herakles
wrestling Antaios (detail of a
red-figure calyx krater), from
Cerveteri, Italy, ca. 510 BCE.
Whole vessel 1’ 7" high; detail,
73" high. Louvre, Paris.

The early red-figure master
Euphronios rejected the age-old
composite view for painted fig-
ures and instead attempted to
reproduce how a person sees the
human body from a particular
viewpoint.

Etruscan city in Italy, bears his signature as both painter and
potter. Such signatures, common on Greek vases, reveal both
pride and a sense of self-identity as an “artist.” They also
served as “brand names” because the ceramic workshops of
Athens and Corinth exported their vases widely. Unlike his
Geometric predecessors, Exekias used figures of monumental
stature and placed them in a single large framed panel. At the
left is Achilles, fully armed. He plays a dice game with his
comrade Ajax. Ajax has removed his helmet, but both men
hold their spears and their shields are nearby. Each man is
ready for action at a moment’s notice. The gravity and tension
that characterize this composition are rare in Archaic art.

Exekias had no equal as a black-figure painter. Note,
for example, the extraordinarily intricate engraving of the
patterns on the heroes’ cloaks (highlighted with delicate
touches of white). The composition is also masterful. The
arch formed by the backs of the two warriors echoes the
shape of the rounded shoulders of the amphora. The shape
of the vessel is echoed again in the void between the men’s
heads and spears. Exekias also used the spears to lead the
viewer’s eyes toward the thrown dice, where the heroes’ eyes
are fixed. Of course, those eyes do not really look down at
the table but stare out from the profile heads in the old man-
ner. For all his brilliance, Exekias was still wedded to many
of the old conventions. Real innovation in figure drawing
would have to await the invention of a new ceramic painting
technique of greater versatility than black-figure.

Red-Figure Painting The birth of this new technique,
called red-figure painting, came around 530 BCE. Red-figure
is the opposite of black-figure: What was previously black
became red, and vice versa. The artist still employed the
same black glaze. But instead of using the glaze to create the
silhouettes of figures, the painter outlined the figures and
then colored the background black, reserving the red clay
for the figures themselves. For the interior details, the artist
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used a soft brush in place of a metal graver. This permit-
ted the painter to vary the glaze thickness, building it up to
give relief to hair curls or diluting it to create brown shades,
thereby expanding the chromatic range of the Greek vase
painter’s craft.

Euphronios One of the most admired red-figure paint-
ers was EUPHRONIOS, whose krater depicting the struggle
between Herakles (Roman Hercules), the greatest Greek
hero, and the giant Antaios (FIG. 2-25) reveals the excit-
ing possibilities of the new technique. Antaios was a son
of Earth, and he derived his power from contact with the
ground. To defeat him, Herakles had to lift him into the air
and strangle him while no part of the giant’s body touched
the earth. Here, the two wrestle on the ground, and Antaios
still possesses enormous strength. Nonetheless, Herakles has
the upper hand. The giant’s face is a mask of pain. His eyes
roll and he bares his teeth. His right arm is paralyzed, with
the fingers limp.

Euphronios used diluted glaze to show Antaios’s un-
kempt, golden-brown hair—intentionally contrasted with
Herakles’ neat coiffure and carefully trimmed beard—and
to delineate the muscles of both figures. But rendering hu-
man anatomy convincingly was not his only interest. Euphro-
nios also wished to show that his figures occupy space. He
deliberately rejected the conventional composite posture for
the human figure and attempted to reproduce how a viewer
actually sees a particular human body. He presented, for
example, not only Antaios’s torso but also his right thigh
from the front. The lower leg disappears behind the giant,
and only part of the right foot is visible. The viewer must
mentally make the connection between the upper leg and
the foot. Euphronios’s panel is a window onto a mythologi-
cal world with protagonists occupying three-dimensional
space—a revolutionary new conception of what a picture is
supposed to be.
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Euthymides A preoccupation with the art of drawing
per se is evident in a remarkable amphora (FiG. ) painted

by EuTHYMIDES, one of Euphronios’s rivals. The subject is ap-
propriate for a wine storage jar—three tipsy revelers. But the
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EutHYMIDES, Three revelers (red-figure amphora), from
Vulci, Italy, ca. 510 Bck. 2’ high. Staatliche Antikensammlungen,
Munich.

Euthymides chose this theme in order to represent the human form
in unusual positions, including a foreshortened view from the rear.
He claimed he surpassed Euphronios as a draftsman.

theme was little more than an excuse for the artist to ex-
periment with representing unusual positions of the human
form. It is no coincidence that the bodies do not overlap, for
each is an independent figure study. Euthymides cast aside
the conventional frontal and profile composite views. Instead,
he painted torsos that are not two-dimensional surface pat-
terns but are foreshortened, that is, drawn in a three-quarter
view. Most noteworthy is the central figure, which Euthymi-
des depicted from the rear with a twisting spinal column and
buttocks in three-quarter view. Earlier artists had no interest
in attempting such postures because they not only are incom-
plete but also do not show the “main” side of the human body.
For Euthymides, however, the challenge of drawing the figure
from such an unusual viewpoint was a reward in itself. With
understandable pride he proclaimed his achievement by add-
ing to the formulaic signature “Euthymides painted me” the
phrase “as never Euphronios [could do]!”

Temple of Aphaia, Aegina The years just before
and after 500 BCE were a time of dynamic transition also
in architecture and architectural sculpture. The key monu-
ment is the temple (FiG. ) dedicated to Aphaia, a local
goddess, at Aegina. The colonnade is 45 X 95 feet and con-
sists of 6 Doric columns on the facade and 12 on the flanks.
This structure is much more compact than the impressive
but ungainly Archaic Temple of Hera at Paestum (Figs. 2-21

are only six columns on the facade, and the cella has two colonnades of two stories

each framing the cult statue.

Greek Art 63



2-28 Restored facade of the Temple of Aphaia, Aegina,
Greece, ca. 500-490 Bct (Guillaume-Abel Blouet, 1828).

The Aegina sculptors solved the problem of placing figures in a pedi-
ment by using the whole range of postures from upright to leaning,
falling, kneeling, and lying. Only Athena is larger than the rest.

and 2-22), even though the ratio of width to length is simi-
lar. Doric architects had learned a great deal in the half cen-
tury that elapsed between construction of the two temples.
The columns of the Aegina temple are more widely spaced
and more slender. The capitals create a smooth transition
from the vertical shafts below to the horizontal architrave
above. Gone are the Archaic flattened echinuses and bulging

2-29 Dying warrior, from the
west pediment of the Temple

of Aphaia, Aegina, Greece, ca.
500-490 BcE. Marble, 5’ 24" long.
Glyptothek, Munich.

The two sets of Aegina pediment stat-
ues were installed 10 to 20 years apart.
The earlier statues exhibit Archaic
features. This fallen warrior still has

a rigidly frontal torso and an Archaic
smile.

2-30 Dying warrior, from the east
pediment of the Temple of Aphaia,
Aegina, Greece, ca. 490-480 BCE.
Marble, 6’ 1” long. Glyptothek,
Munich.

This later dying warrior already
belongs to the Classical era. His
posture is more natural, and he
exhibits a new self-consciousness.
Concerned with his own pain, he does
not face the viewer.
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shafts of the Paestum columns. The Aegina architect also
refined the temple plan and internal elevation. In place of
a single row of columns down the cella’s center is a double
colonnade—and each row has two stories. This arrangement
allowed the placement of a statue on the central axis and also
gave those gathered in front of the building an unobstructed
view through the pair of columns in the pronaos.

Painted life-size statuary filled both of the Aegina tem-
ple’s pediments (Fig. 2-28). The two statuary groups de-
picted the same subject and had similar compositions. The
theme was the battle of Greeks and Trojans, with Athena
at the center. She is larger than all the other figures because
she is superhuman, but all the mortal heroes are the same
size, regardless of their position in the pediment. Unlike the
experimental design at Corfu (FiG. 2-23), the Aegina pedi-
ments feature a unified theme and consistent scale. The de-
signer achieved the latter by using the whole range of body
postures from upright (Athena) to leaning, falling, kneeling,
and lying (Greeks and Trojans).

The sculptures of the west pediment were set in place
upon completion of the building around 490 BcE. The east-
ern statues are a decade or two later in date. Comparison
of the earlier and later figures is instructive. The sculptor
of the west pediment’s dying warrior (FIg. 2-29) still con-
ceived the figure in the Archaic mode. The torso is rigidly
frontal, and the warrior looks out directly at the spectator—
and smiles, in spite of the bronze arrow that punctures his
chest. He is like a mannequin in a store window whose arms
and legs have been arranged by someone else for effective
display. The comparable figure (Fic. 2-30) in the later east
pediment is radically different. Not only is his posture more




natural and more complex, with the torso placed at an angle
to the viewer—he is on a par with the painted figures of
Euphronios (FiG. 2-25)—but he also reacts to his wound. He
knows death is inevitable, but he still struggles to rise once
again, using his shield for support. And he does not look out
at the viewer. He is concerned with his pain, nothing else.
The two statues belong to different eras. The later warrior is
not a creation of the Archaic world, when sculptors imposed
anatomical patterns (and smiles) on statues from without.
It belongs to the Classical world, where statues move as hu-
mans move and possess the self-consciousness of real men
and women. This was a radical change in the conception
of what a statue should be. In sculpture, as in painting, the
Classical revolution had occurred.

Early and High Classical Art

Art historians mark the beginning of the Classical* age from
a historical event—the defeat of the Persian invaders of
Greece by the allied Hellenic city-states. Shortly after the
sack of Athens in 480 BcE, the Greeks won a decisive naval
victory over the Persians at Salamis. It had been a difficult
war, and it had seemed at times as though Asia would swal-
low up Greece, and the Persian king Xerxes (see Chapter 1)
would rule over all. The sense of Hellenic identity became
so strong after that close escape from domination by Asian
“barbarians” that thereafter the civilizations of Europe and
Asia took distinctly separate paths. Historians universally
consider the decades following the defeat of the Persians as
the high point of Greek civilization. This is the era of the
dramatists Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides, the his-
torian Herodotus, the statesman Pericles, the philosopher
Socrates, and many of the most famous Greek architects,
sculptors, and painters.

Kritios Boy The sculptures of the Early Classical pe-
riod (ca. 480-450 BcE) display a seriousness that contrasts
sharply with the smiling figures of the Archaic period. But
a more fundamental and significant break from the Archaic
style was the rejection of the rigid and unnatural Egyptian-
inspired pose of Archaic statuary. The marble statue known
as the Kritios Boy (FIG. ), so named because scholars once
thought it was the work of the sculptor Kritios, is the earliest
manifestation of the new style. Never before had a sculptor
been concerned with portraying how a human being, as op-
posed to a stone image, actually stands. Real people do not
stand in the stiff-legged pose of the kouroi and korai or their
Egyptian predecessors. Humans shift their weight and the
position of the main body parts around the vertical, but flex-
ible, axis of the spine. The Kritios Boy sculptor was among
the first to grasp this fact and to represent it in statuary. The

* In Art through the Ages, the adjective “Classical,” with uppercase

C, refers specifically to the Classical period of ancient Greece,
480-323 BCE. Lowercase “classical” refers to Greco-Roman antiquity
in general, that is, the period treated in Chapters 2 and 3.

Kritios Boy, from the Acropolis, Athens, Greece,
ca. 480 BCE. Marble, 3’ 10” high. Acropolis Museum, Athens.

This is the first statue to show how a person really stands. The sculp-
tor represented the figure shifting weight from one leg to the other
(contrapposto). The head also turns slightly—and does not smile.

youth has a slight dip to the right hip, indicating the shifting
of weight onto his left leg. His right leg is bent, at ease. The
head also turns slightly to the right and tilts, breaking the
unwritten rule of frontality that dictated the form of virtu-
ally all earlier statues. This weight shift, which art historians
describe as contrapposto (counterbalance), separates Classical
from Archaic Greek statuary.
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Hollow-Casting Life-Size Bronze Statues

Monumental bronze statues could not be manufactured using a single
simple mold, as could small-scale figures. Weight, cost, and the tendency
of large masses of bronze to distort when cooling made life-size castings
in solid bronze impractical,
if not impossible. Instead,
sculptors hollow-cast large
statues by the cire perdue
(lost-wax) method. The
lost-wax process entailed
several steps and had to
be repeated many times,
because bronze workers
typically cast monumental
statues like the Riace war-
rior (FIG. 2-32) in parts—
head, arms, hands, torso,
and so forth.

First, the sculptor fash-
ioned a full-size clay model

Warrior, from
the sea off Riace, Italy,
ca. 460-450 BCE.
Bronze, 6’ 6” high.
Museo Archeologico
Nazionale, Reggio
Calabria.

One of the few surviving
Classical bronze statues,
the Riace warrior has
inlaid eyes, silver teeth
and eyelashes, and
copper lips and nipples.
The. sculptor cast th_e 16 /
various body parts in L
individual molds. :

Riace Warrior The innovations of the Kritios Boy were
carried even further in the bronze statue (FiG. )ofa
warrior found in the sea near Riace, Italy. It is one of a pair of
almost perfectly preserved statues discovered in a ship that
sank in antiquity on its way from Greece probably to Rome.
The statue lacks only its shield, spear, and helmet. It is a
masterpiece of hollow-casting (see “Hollow-Casting Life-
Size Bronze Statues,” above), with inlaid eyes, silver teeth
and eyelashes, and copper lips and nipples. The weight shift
is more pronounced than in the Kritios Boy. The warrior’s
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of the intended statue. Then a master mold of clay was formed around the
model and removed in sections. \When dry, the various pieces of the mas-
ter mold were put back together for each separate body part. Next, a layer
of beeswax was applied to the inside of each mold piece. When the wax
cooled, the mold was removed, and the sculptor was left with a hollow
wax model in the shape of the original clay model. The artist could then
correct or refine details—for example, engrave fingernails on the hands,
or individual locks of hair on the head.

In the next stage, a final clay mold (investment) was applied to the
exterior of the wax model, and a liquid clay core was poured inside the
hollow wax. The bronze worker then drove metal pins (chaplets) through
the new mold to connect the investment with the clay core (Fig. 2-33a).
Next the wax was melted out (“lost”) and molten bronze poured into the
mold in its place (Fic. 2-33b). When the bronze hardened and assumed
the shape of the wax model, the sculptor removed the investment and as
much of the core as possible. Finally, the artist fit together and soldered
the individually cast pieces, smoothed surface imperfections and joins,
inlaid eyes, added teeth and eyelashes, provided attributes such as spears
and wreaths, and so forth.

Two stages of the lost-wax method of bronze casting
(after Sean A. Hemingway).

Drawing a shows a clay mold (investment), wax model, and clay core
connected by chaplets. Drawing b shows the wax melted out and the
molten bronze poured into the mold to form the cast-bronze head.

head turns more forcefully to the right, his shoulders tilt,
his hips swing more markedly, and his arms have been freed
from the body. Natural motion in space has replaced Archaic
frontality and rigidity.

Myron, Diskobolos The Kritios Boy and the Riace
warrior stand at rest, but Early Classical Greek sculptors
also explored how to represent figures engaged in vigorous
action. The famous Diskobolos (Discus Thrower) by MYRON
(FiG. ), with its arms boldly extended, body twisted, and



left heel raised off the ground, is such a statue. Nothing com-
parable survives from the Archaic period. The pose suggests
the motion of a pendulum clock. The athlete’s right arm has
reached the apex of its arc but has not yet begun to swing
down again. Myron froze the action and arranged the body
and limbs to form two intersecting arcs, creating the impres-
sion of a tightly stretched bow a moment before the string is
released.

The illustrated marble statue, however, is not Myron’s,
which was bronze. It is a copy made in Roman times.
Roman demand for famous Greek statues so far exceeded
the supply that it spawned a veritable industry to meet the
Roman call for copies to be displayed in both public and pri-
vate venues. The sculptors usually made the copies in less
costly marble, and the change in medium resulted in a dif-
ferent surface appearance. In most cases, the copyist also had
to add an intrusive tree trunk to support the great weight of
the stone statue and insert struts between arms and body
to strengthen weak points. The copies rarely approach the
quality of the originals, but they are indispensable today.
Without them it would be impossible to reconstruct the his-
tory of Greek sculpture after the Archaic period.

Polykleitos, Doryphoros One of the most frequently
copied Greek statues was the Doryphoros (Spear Bearer,
FIG. ) by POLYKLEITOS, a work that epitomizes the intel-
lectual rigor of High Classical (ca. 450-400 BCE) statuary
design. The Doryphoros is the culmination of the evolution
in Greek statuary from the Archaic kouros to the Kritios Boy
to the Riace warrior. The contrapposto is more pronounced
than ever before in a standing statue, but Polykleitos was
not content with simply rendering a figure that stands natu-
rally. His aim was to impose order on human movement, to
make it “beautiful,” to “perfect” it. He achieved this through
a system of cross balance of the figure’s various parts. Note,
for instance, how the straight-hanging arm echoes the rigid
supporting leg, providing the figure’s right side with the co-
lumnar stability needed to anchor the left side’s dynamically
flexed limbs. The tensed and relaxed limbs oppose each
other diagonally. The right arm and the left leg are relaxed,
and the tensed supporting leg opposes the flexed arm, which
held a spear. In like manner, the head turns to the right while
the hips twist slightly to the left. Although the Doryphoros
seems to take a step forward, he does not move. This dy-
namic asymmetrical balance, this motion while at rest, and
the resulting harmony of opposites are the essence of the
Polykleitan style.

Polykleitos made the Doryphoros as a demonstration
piece to accompany his treatise on the ideal statue of a
nude man. Spear Bearer is but a modern descriptive name
for the work. The title the artist assigned to the statue was
Canon. Polykleitos was greatly influenced by the philosopher
Pythagoras of Samos, who lived during the latter part of the
sixth century BCE. A famous geometric theorem still bears
his name. Pythagoras also discovered that harmonic chords
in music are produced on the strings of a lyre at regular in-
tervals that may be expressed as ratios of whole numbers—

POLYKLEITOS,
Doryphoros (Spear
Bearer). Roman
copy from Pompeii,
Italy, after a bronze
original of ca.

450- 440 BCE.
Marble, 6’ 11" high.
Museo Archeologico
Nazionale, Naples.

Polykleitos sought

to portray the perfect
man and to impose
order on human move-
ment. He achieved his
goals by employing
harmonic proportions
and a system of cross
balance for all parts of
the body.

2:1, 3:2, 4:3. He and his followers, the Pythagoreans, be-
lieved more generally that underlying harmonic proportions
could be found in all of nature, determining the form of the
cosmos as well as of things on earth, and that beauty re-
sided in harmonious numerical ratios. By this reasoning, a
perfect statue would be one constructed according to an all-
encompassing mathematical formula—and that is what
Polykleitos achieved in his Doryphoros. Galen, a physi-
cian who lived during the second century cE, summarized
Polykleitos’s philosophy as follows:

[Beauty arises from] the commensurability [symmetria] of the
parts, such as that of finger to finger, and of all the fingers to
the palm and the wrist, and of these to the forearm, and of the
forearm to the upper arm, and, in fact, of everything to every-
thing else, just as it is written in the Canon of Polykleitos. . . .
Polykleitos supported his treatise [by making] a statue accord-
ing to the tenets of his treatise, and called the statue, like the
work, the Canon.!

This is why Pliny the Elder, writing in the first century ck,
maintained that Polykleitos “alone of men is deemed to have
rendered art itself [that is, the theoretical basis of art] in a

work of art.”?
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Athenian Acropolis While Polykleitos was working
out his prescription for the perfect statue, the Athenians,
under the leadership of Pericles, were initiating one of histo-
ry’s most ambitious building projects, the reconstruction of
the Acropolis (acropolis means “high city”) after the Persian
sack. In 478 BCE, in the aftermath of the Persian defeat, the
Greeks formed an alliance for mutual protection against any
renewed threat from the east. The new confederacy became
known as the Delian League, because its headquarters were
on the Cycladic island of Delos. Although at the outset each
league member had an equal vote, Athens was “first among
equals,” providing the allied fleet commander and determin-
ing which cities were to furnish ships and which were instead
to pay an annual tribute to the treasury at Delos. Contin-
ued fighting against the Persians kept the alliance intact, but
Athens gradually assumed a dominant role. In 454 BCE, the
Athenians transferred the Delian treasury to Athens, osten-
sibly for security reasons. League members continued to pay
tribute, but Pericles did not expend the surplus reserves for
the common good of the allied Greek states. Instead, he ex-
propriated the funds to resurrect the Acropolis (FiG. 2-35).
Thus, the Periclean building program was not the glorious
fruit of Athenian democracy, as commonly thought, but the
by-product of tyranny and the abuse of power. Too often art
and architectural historians do not ask how a monument was
financed. The answer can be very revealing.

The centerpiece of the Periclean Acropolis was the Par-
thenon (FIG. 2-35, no. 1), the Temple of Athena Parthenos,
erected in the remarkably short period between 447 and
438 BCE. (Work on the great temple’s ambitious sculptural
ornamentation continued until 432 Bct.) Immediately upon
completion of the Parthenon, construction commenced on a
grand new gateway to the Acropolis, the Propylaia (FiG. 2-35,
no. 2). Two later temples, the Erechtheion (Fig. 2-35, no. 3)
and the Temple of Athena Nike (FiG. 2-35, no. 4), built after
Pericles’ death, were probably also part of his original plan.

2-36 IkTINOS and
KALLIKRATES, Parthenon,
the Temple of Athena
Parthenos (looking south-

east), Acropolis, Athens,
Greece, 447-438 BCE.

The architects of the Parthenon
believed that perfect beauty
could be achieved by using
harmonic proportions. The
controlling ratio for larger and
smaller parts was x = 2y + 1
(for example, a plan of 17 by

8 columns).
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2-35 Restored view of the Acropolis, Athens, Greece
(John Burge). (1) Parthenon, (2) Propylaia, (3) Erechtheion,
(4) Temple of Athena Nike.

Under Pericles, the Athenians undertook one of history’s most ambi-
tious building projects, the reconstruction of the Acropolis after the
Persian sack. The funds came from the Delian League treasury.

Parthenon: Architecture Most of the peripteral
colonnade of the Parthenon (Fig. 2-36) still stands (or has
been reerected), and art historians know a great deal about
the building and its sculptural program. The architects were
IkTiNOS and KALLIKRATES. The statue of Athena was the work
of PHiDIAS, who was also the overseer of the temple’s sculp-
tural decoration. In fact, Plutarch, who wrote a biography of
Pericles in the early second century cg, claims that Phidias
was in charge of the entire Periclean building program. Just
as the contemporaneous Doryphoros is the culmination of
nearly two centuries of searching for the ideal proportions
of the human body, so, too, the Parthenon may be viewed as




the ideal solution to the Greek architect’s quest for perfect
proportions in Doric temple design. The Parthenon archi-
tects and Polykleitos were kindred spirits in their belief that
strict adherence to harmonious numerical ratios produced
ideal forms. For the Parthenon, the controlling ratio for the
symmetria of the parts may be expressed algebraically as
x =2y + 1. Thus, for example, the temple’s short ends have 8
columns and the long sides have 17, because 17 = (2 X 8) +
1. The stylobate’s ratio of length to width is 9:4, because 9 =
(2 X 4) + 1. And so forth throughout the temple.

The Parthenon’s harmonious design and the mathemati-
cal precision of the sizes of its constituent elements obscure
the fact that the architects incorporated in their design pro-
nounced deviations from the strictly horizontal and vertical
lines assumed to be the basis of all Greek temples. The sty-
lobate, for example, curves upward at the center on all four
sides, forming a kind of shallow dome, and this curvature
is carried up into the entablature. Moreover, the peristyle
columns lean inward slightly. Those at the corners have a
diagonal inclination and are also about two inches thicker
than the rest. If their lines continued, they would meet
about 1.5 miles above the temple. These deviations from the
norm meant that the Athenian masons had to carve virtu-
ally every Parthenon block according to the special set of
specifications dictated by its unique place in the structure.
Vitruvius, a Roman architect of the late first century BCE,
explained these adjustments as compensations for optical il-
lusions. According to Vitruvius, if a stylobate is laid out on
a level surface, it will appear to sag at the center. He also
said that the corner columns of a building should be thicker
because they are surrounded by light and would otherwise
appear thinner than their neighbors.

One of the ironies of the Parthenon, the world’s most
famous Doric temple, is that it is “contaminated” by lonic ele-
ments (FIG. 2-37). Although the cella had a two-story Doric
colonnade around Phidias’s Athena, the back room—which

| Sat,k of I roy (32 metopes)

housed the goddess’s treasury and the tribute collected from
the Delian League—had four tall and slender Ionic columns
as sole supports for the superstructure. And whereas the
temple’s exterior had a Doric frieze, the inner frieze that ran
around the top of the cella wall was Ionic. Perhaps this fusion
of Doric and Ionic elements reflected the Athenians’ belief
that the Ionians of the Cycladic Islands and Asia Minor de-
scended from Athenian settlers and were therefore their kin.
Or it may be Pericles’ and Iktinos’s way of suggesting that
Athens was the leader of all the Greeks. In any case, a mix of
Doric and Ionic features characterizes the fifth-century Bce
buildings of the Acropolis as a whole.

Athena Parthenos The Parthenon was more lavishly
decorated than any Greek temple before it, Doric or Ionic.
Every one of the 92 Doric metopes was decorated with relief
sculpture (FIG. 2-37). So, too, was every inch of the 524-foot-
long Ionic frieze. Dozens of larger-than-life-size statues were
set in the two pediments. The director of this vast sculptural
program was Phidias, though he himself executed only the
Athena Parthenos, the statue of Athena the Virgin, which
stood in the Parthenon’s cella. It was a chryselephantine statue,
that is, fashioned of gold and ivory, and stood 38 feet tall.
Athena was fully armed with shield, spear, and helmet, and
she held Nike (the winged female personification of victory)
in her extended right hand. No one doubts that this Nike
referred to the victory of 479 BcE. The memory of the Persian
sack of the Acropolis was still vivid, and the Athenians were
intensely conscious that by driving back the Persians, they
were saving their civilization from the eastern “barbarians”
who had committed atrocities against the Greeks of Asia Mi-
nor. In fact, the Athena Parthenos had multiple allusions to
the Persian defeat. On the thick soles of Athena’s sandals was
a representation of a centauromachy, a battle between Greeks
and centaurs (mythological beasts that were part man, part
horse). Emblazoned on the exterior of her shield were high re-

liefs depicting the battle of Greeks

and Amazons (Amazonomachy), in

which Theseus drove the Amazons

(female warriors) out of Athens.

Phidias also painted a gigantomachy
on the shield’s interior. Each of
these mythological contests was a
metaphor for the triumph of order
over chaos, of civilization over bar-
barism, and of Athens over Persia.
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2-37 Plan of the Parthenon,
Acropolis, Athens, Greece, with

diagram of sculptural program,
447-432 BcE (after A. Stewart).
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The Parthenon was lavishly decorated.
Statues filled both pediments, and
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reliefs adorned all 92 Doric metopes as
well as the 524-foot lonic frieze. In the
cella was Phidias’s colossal gold-and-
ivory Athena.
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Lapith versus centaur, metope from the south side of the
Parthenon, Acropolis, Athens, Greece, ca. 447-438 BCE. Marble,
4" 8" high. British Museum, London.

The Parthenon’s centauromachy metopes alluded to the Greek defeat
of the Persians. The sculptor of this metope knew how to distinguish
the vibrant living centaur from the lifeless Greek corpse.

Parthenon: Metopes These same themes appeared
again in the Parthenon’s Doric metopes (FiG. 2-37). The
south metopes are the best preserved. They depict the bat-
tle of Lapiths and centaurs, a combat in which Theseus of

Helios and his horses, and
Dionysos (Herakles?), from the
east pediment of the Parthenon,
Acropolis, Athens, Greece, ca.
438-432 BCE. Marble, greatest height
4" 3" British Museum, London.

The east pediment of the Parthenon
depicts the birth of Athena. At the left,
the horses of the sun god emerge from
the pediment floor, suggesting the sun
rising above the horizon at dawn.

Three goddesses (Hestia,
Dione, and Aphrodite?), from the
east pediment of the Parthenon,
Acropolis, Athens, Greece, ca.
438-432 BCE. Marble, greatest height
4" 5" British Museum, London.

The statues of Hestia, Dione, and
Aphrodite conform perfectly to the
sloping right side of the Parthenon’s
east pediment. The thin and heavy
folds of the garments alternately reveal
and conceal the body forms.
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Athens played a major role. On one extraordinary slab (FiG.

), a triumphant centaur rises up on its hind legs, exult-
ing over the crumpled body of the Greek it has defeated.
The relief is so high that parts are fully in the round. (Some
pieces have broken off.) The sculptor knew how to distin-
guish the vibrant, powerful form of the living beast from the
lifeless corpse on the ground. In other metopes the Greeks
have the upper hand, but the full set suggests that the battle
was a difficult one against a dangerous enemy and that losses
as well as victories occurred. The same was true of the war
against the Persians.

Parthenon: Pediments The subjects of the two pedi-
ments were especially appropriate for a temple that celebrated
the Athenians as well as the goddess Athena. The east pedi-
ment depicted the birth of Athena. At the west was the con-
test between Athena and Poseidon to determine which one
would become the city’s patron deity. Athena won, giving her
name to the city and its people. Significantly, in both the story
and the pediment, the Athenians are judges of the relative
merits of the two gods. This reflects the same arrogance that
led to the use of Delian League funds to adorn the Acropolis.

All that remains of the east pediment’s statues are the
spectators to the left and the right who witnessed Athena’s
birth on Mount Olympus. At the far left are the head and arms
of Helios (the sun) and his chariot horses rising from the pedi-
ment floor (FiG. ). Next to them is a powerful male figure
usually identified as Dionysos or possibly Herakles, who en-
tered the realm of the gods after he completed 12 impossible
labors. At the right are three goddesses (FiG. ), probably
Hestia, Dione, and Aphrodite, and then either Selene (the




moon) or Nyx (night) and more horses, this time sinking be-
low the pediment floor. Here, Phidias discovered an entirely
new way to deal with the awkward triangular frame of the
pediment. Its bottom line is the horizon line, and charioteers
and their horses move through it effortlessly.

Phidias and his assistants were master sculptors. They
fully understood not only the surface appearance of hu-
man anatomy, both male and female, but also the mechan-
ics of how muscles and bones make the body move. They
mastered the rendition of clothed forms too. In the Dione-
Aphrodite group (FiG. 2-40), the thin and heavy folds of the
garments alternately reveal and conceal the main and lesser
body masses while swirling in a compositional tide that sub-
tly unifies the figures. The articulation and integration of the
bodies produce a wonderful variation of surface and play of
light and shade. Moreover, all the figures, even the animals,
are brilliantly characterized. The horses of the sun, at the
beginning of the day, are energetic. Those of the moon or
night, having labored until dawn, are weary.

Parthenon: lonic Frieze In many ways the most re-
markable part of the Parthenon’s sculptural program is the
inner lonic frieze (FIG. 2-41). Scholars still debate the sub-

ject of the frieze, but most agree it is the Panathenaic Festival
procession that took place every four years in Athens. The
procession began at the Dipylon Gate to the city and ended
on the Acropolis, where the Athenians placed a new peplos
on an ancient wooden statue of Athena. That statue (proba-
bly similar in general appearance to the Lady of Auxerre, FIG.
2-15) stood in the Archaic temple the Persians razed. (The
statue survived because the Athenians removed it from the
Acropolis on the eve of the Persian attack.) On the Parthe-
non frieze, the procession begins on the west, that is, at the
temple’s rear, the side facing the gateway to the Acropolis.
It then proceeds in parallel lines down the long north and
south sides of the building and ends at the center of the east
frieze, over the doorway to the cella housing Phidias’s statue.
The upper part of the relief is higher than the lower part so
that the more distant and more shaded upper zone is as leg-
ible from the ground as the lower part of the frieze. This is
another instance of the architects’ taking optical effects into
consideration in the Parthenon’s design.

The frieze vividly communicates the procession’s ac-
celeration and deceleration. At the outset, on the west side,
marshals gather and youths mount their horses. On the north
(FiG. 2-41, top) and south, the momentum of the cavalcade

2-41 Two details of the Panath-
enaic Festival procession frieze, from
the Parthenon, Acropolis, Athens,
Greece, ca. 447-438 BcE. Marble,

3’ 6” high. Horsemen of north frieze
(top), British Museum, London;
elders and maidens of east frieze
(bottom), Louvre, Paris.

The Parthenon’s lonic frieze represents
the festival procession of citizens

on horseback and on foot that took
place every four years. The temple
celebrated the Athenians as much as
the goddess Athena.
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2-42 FErechtheion
(looking northwest),
Acropolis, Athens, Greece,
ca. 421-405 Bck.

The asymmetrical form of the
Erechtheion is unique for a
Greek temple. It reflects the
need to incorporate preex-
isting shrines into the plan.
The decorative details are
perhaps the finest in Greek
architecture.

picks up. On the east, the procession slows to a halt (FiG.
2-41, bottom) in the presence of seated gods and goddesses,
the invited guests. The role assigned to the Olympian dei-
ties is extraordinary. They do not take part in the festival
or determine its outcome but are merely spectators. They
watch the Athenian people—by then masters of a new Ae-
gean empire who considered themselves worthy of depiction
on a temple. Indeed, the Parthenon celebrated the greatness
of Athens and the Athenians as much as it honored Athena.

Erechtheion In 421 BcE work finally began on the temple
that was to replace the Archaic Athena temple the Persians
had destroyed. The new structure, the Erechtheion (FiG.
2-42), built to the north of the old temple’s remains, was
to be a multiple shrine. It honored Athena and housed the
ancient wooden image of the goddess that was the goal of
the Panathenaic Festival procession. But it also incorporated
shrines to a host of other gods and demigods who loomed
large in the city’s legendary past. Among these were Erech-
theus, an early king of Athens, during whose reign the an-
cient wooden idol of Athena was said to have fallen from the
heavens, and Kekrops, another king of Athens, who served
as judge of the contest between Athena and Poseidon. In
fact, the site chosen for the new temple was the very spot
where that contest occurred. Poseidon had staked his claim
to Athens by striking the Acropolis rock with his trident and
producing a salt-water spring. Nearby, Athena had miracu-
lously caused an olive tree to grow.

The asymmetrical plan of the Ionic Erechtheion is
unique for a Greek temple and the antithesis of the simple
and harmoniously balanced plan of the Doric Parthenon
across the way. Its irregular form reflected the need to incor-
porate the tomb of Kekrops and other preexisting shrines,
Poseidon’s trident mark, and Athena’s olive tree into a single
complex. The unknown architect responsible for the build-
ing also had to struggle with the problem of uneven terrain.
The area could not be made level by terracing because that
would disturb the ancient sacred sites. As a result, the Erech-
theion has four sides of very different character, and each
side rests on a different ground level.

72 CHAPTER 2 Greece

Perhaps to compensate for the awkward character of the
building as a whole, the architect took great care with the
Erechtheion’s decorative details. The frieze, for example,
received special treatment. The stone chosen was the dark-
blue limestone of Eleusis to contrast with the white Pentelic
marble of the walls and columns. Marble relief figures were
attached to this dark ground. The temple’s most striking and
famous feature, however, is its south porch, where caryatids
replaced Ionic columns. Although the caryatids exhibit the
weight shift that was standard for Phidian-era statues, the
vertical flutelike drapery folds concealing their stiff, weight-
bearing legs underscore the statues’ role as architectural sup-
ports. The Classical architect-sculptor successfully balanced
the dual and contradictory functions of these female statue-

a4

2-43 KALLIKRATES, Temple of Athena Nike (looking south-
west), Acropolis, Athens, Greece, ca. 427-424 BCE.

This small temple at the entrance to the Acropolis is a splendid
example of lonic architecture. It celebrated Athena as bringer of
victory, and one of its friezes depicts the Persian defeat at Marathon.



2-44  Nike adjusting her sandal, from the south side of the
parapet of the Temple of Athena Nike, Acropolis, Athens, Greece,
ca. 410 BcE. Marble, 3’ 6” high. Acropolis Museum, Athens.

The image of winged Victory appeared dozens of times on the para-
pet around the Athena Nike temple. Here, the sculptor carved a figure
whose garments seem almost transparent.

columns. The figures have enough rigidity to suggest the
structural column and just the degree of flexibility needed
to suggest the living body.

Temple of Athena Nike Another lonic building on
the Athenian Acropolis is the small Temple of Athena Nike
(Fig. 2-43), designed by KALLIKRATES, who worked with
Iktinos on the Parthenon. It stands on what used to be a
Mycenaean bastion and greets all visitors entering Athena’s
great sanctuary. As on the Parthenon, here the Athenians
also recalled the victory over the Persians—and not just in
the temple’s name. Part of its frieze represented the deci-
sive battle at Marathon that turned the tide against the Per-
sians—a human event, as in the Parthenon’s Panathenaic
Festival procession frieze. But now the sculptors chronicled
a specific occasion, not a recurring event involving anony-
mous citizens.

Around the building, at the bastion’s edge, was a parapet
decorated with reliefs. The theme matched that of the temple

2-45 Grave stele of Hegeso, from the Dipylon cemetery,
Athens, Greece, ca. 400 BCE. Marble, 5’ 2” high. National
Archaeological Museum, Athens.

On her tombstone, Hegeso examines jewelry from a box her servant
girl holds. Mistress and maid share a serene moment out of daily life.
Only the epitaph reveals that Hegeso is the one who has died.

proper—Nike (victory). Her image appeared dozens of times,
always in different attitudes, sometimes erecting trophies be-
decked with Persian spoils and sometimes bringing forward
sacrificial bulls to Athena. One of the reliefs (Fic. 2-44)
shows Nike adjusting her sandal—an awkward posture ren-
dered elegant and graceful. The sculptor carried the style of
the Parthenon pediments (FiG. 2-40) even further and created
a figure whose garments cling so tightly to the body that they
seem almost transparent, as if drenched with water. But the
drapery folds form intricate linear patterns unrelated to the
body’s anatomical structure and have a life of their own as
abstract designs. Deep carving produced pockets of shade to
contrast with the polished marble surface and enhance the
ornamental beauty of the design.

Hegeso Stele Decorating temples was not the only job
available to sculptors in fifth-century Bct Athens. Around
400 BcE, the family of a young woman named Hegeso,
daughter of Proxenos, erected a grave stele (FIg. 2-45) in
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the Dipylon cemetery in her memory. Hegeso is the well-
dressed woman seated on an elegant chair (with footstool).
She examines a piece of jewelry (once rendered in paint, now
not visible) she has selected from a box a servant girl brings
to her. The maid’s simple, unbelted chiton contrasts sharply
with the more elaborate attire of her mistress. The garments
of both women reveal the body forms beneath them, as on
the parapet reliefs of the Athena Nike temple. The faces are
serene, without a trace of sadness. Indeed, the sculptor de-
picted both mistress and maid in a characteristic shared mo-
ment from daily life. Only the epitaph reveals that Hegeso is
the one who has departed.

The simplicity of the scene on the Hegeso stele is decep-
tive, however. This is not merely a bittersweet scene of tran-
quil domestic life before an untimely death. The setting it-
self is significant—the secluded women’s quarters of a Greek
house, from which Hegeso rarely would have emerged. Con-
temporaneous grave stelae of men regularly show them in
the public domain, as warriors. And the servant girl is not so
much the faithful companion of the deceased in life as she is
Hegeso’s possession, like the jewelry box. The slave girl may
look solicitously at her mistress, but Hegeso has eyes only for
her ornaments. Both slave and jewelry attest to the wealth of
Hegeso's father, unseen but prominently cited in the epitaph.
(It is noteworthy that the stele does not give the mother’s
name.) Indeed, even the jewelry box carries a deeper signifi-
cance, for it probably represents the dowry Proxenos would
have provided to his daughter’s husband when she left her
father’s home to enter that of her husband. In the patriarchal
society of ancient Greece, the dominant position of men is
manifest even when only women are depicted.

White-Ground Painting Allthe masterpieces of Clas-
sical painting have vanished because they were on wooden
panels, but ancient authors describe them as polychrome.
The AcHILLES PAINTER was able to emulate the polychromy
of monumental panels by using the white-ground painting
technique for a lekythos (flask containing perfumed oil; FiG.
2-46) he painted about 440 Bce. White-ground painting
takes its name from the chalky-white slip (liquefied clay)
used to provide a background for the figures. Experiments
with white-ground painting date to the late sixth century
BCE, but the method became popular only toward the mid-
dle of the fifth century. White-ground is essentially a varia-
tion of the red-figure technique. First the painter covered
the pot with a slip of very fine white clay, then applied black
glaze to outline the figures, and used diluted brown, purple,
red, and white to color them. Other colors—for example,
the yellow chosen for the garments of both figures on the
illustrated lekythos—also could be employed, but these had
to be applied after firing because the Greeks did not know
how to make them withstand the intense heat of the kiln.
Despite the obvious attractions of the white-ground tech-
nique, the impermanence of the expanded range of colors
discouraged its use for everyday vessels, such as amphoras
and kraters. In fact, ceramists explored the full polychrome
possibilities of white-ground painting almost exclusively on
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2-46 AcHILLES PAINTER, Warrior taking leave of his wife
(white-ground lekythos), from Eretria, Greece, ca. 440 BCE.
1’ 5” high. National Archaeological Museum, Athens.

White-ground painters applied the colors after firing because most
colored glazes could not withstand the kiln’s heat. The Achilles
Painter here displays his mastery at drawing an eye in profile.

lekythoi, which the Greeks commonly placed in graves as of-
ferings to the deceased. For such vessels designed for short-
term use, the fragile nature of the white-ground technique
was of little concern.

The subject of the Achilles Painter’s lekythos is appropri-
ate for its funerary purpose. A youthful warrior takes leave
of his wife. The red scarf, mirror, and jug hanging on the wall
behind the woman indicate that the setting is the interior
of their home. The motif of the seated woman is strikingly
similar to that of Hegeso on her grave stele (Fig. 2-45), but
here the woman is the survivor. It is her husband, preparing



to go to war, who will depart, never to return. On his shield
is a large painted eye, roughly life-size. Greek shields often
bore devices such as the horrific face of Medusa, intended to
ward off evil spirits and frighten the enemy. Although re-
calling this tradition, the eye on this lekythos was little more
than an excuse for the Achilles Painter to display superior
drawing skills. Since the late sixth century BcE, Greek paint-
ers had abandoned the Archaic habit of placing frontal eyes
on profile faces and attempted to render the eyes in profile.
The Achilles Painter’s mastery of this difficult problem in
foreshortening is on exhibit here.

Late Classical Art

The Peloponnesian War, which began in 431 BcE, ended in
404 Bct with the complete defeat of a plague-weakened
Athens and left Greece drained of its strength. The victor,
Sparta, and then Thebes undertook the leadership of Greece,
both unsuccessfully. In the middle of the fourth century
BCE, an external threat caused the rival Greek states to put
aside their animosities and unite for their common defense,
as they had earlier against the Persians. But at the battle of
Chaeronea in 338 BcE, the Greek cities suffered a devastat-
ing loss and had to relinquish their independence to Philip
II, king of Macedon. Philip was assassinated in 336, and his
son, Alexander III (“the Great”), succeeded him. In the de-
cade before his death in 323 Bcg, Alexander led a powerful
army on an extraordinary campaign that overthrew the Per-
sian Empire (the ultimate revenge for the Persian invasion of
Greece), wrested control of Egypt, and even reached India.

The fourth century BCE was thus a time of political up-
heaval in Greece, and the chaos had a profound impact on
the psyche of the Greeks and on the art they produced. In the
fifth century, Greeks had generally believed that rational hu-
man beings could impose order on their environment, create
“perfect” statues such as Polykleitos’s Canon (FiG. 2-34), and
discover the “correct” mathematical formulas for construct-
ing temples such as the Parthenon (FiG. 2-36). The Parthenon
frieze (FIG. 2-41) celebrated the Athenians as a community of
citizens with shared values. The Peloponnesian War and the
unceasing strife of the fourth century BcE brought an end to
the serene idealism of the fifth century. Disillusionment and
alienation followed. Greek thought and Greek art began to
focus more on the individual and on the real world of ap-
pearances rather than on the community and the ideal world
of perfect beings and perfect buildings.

Praxiteles The new approach to art is immediately ap-
parent in the work of PRAXITELES, one of the great masters of
the Late Classical period (ca. 400-323 BCE). Praxiteles did
not reject the themes High Classical sculptors favored. His
Olympian gods and goddesses retained their superhuman
beauty, but in his hands they lost some of their solemn gran-
deur and took on a worldly sensuousness. Nowhere is this
new humanizing spirit more evident than in the statue of
Aphrodite (FiG. ) Praxiteles sold to the Knidians after
another city had rejected it. The lost marble original is known

PRAXITELES, Aphrodite of Knidos. Roman copy after an
original of ca. 350-340 Bce. Marble, 6’ 8” high. Musei Vaticani,
Rome.

This first nude statue of a goddess caused a sensation. But Praxiteles
was also famous for his ability to transform marble into soft and
radiant flesh. His Aphrodite had “dewy eyes.”

only through copies of Roman date, but Pliny considered it
“superior to all the works, not only of Praxiteles, but indeed
"3 The statue made Knidos famous, and
Pliny reported that many people sailed there just to see it.
The Aphrodite of Knidos caused such a sensation in its time
because Praxiteles took the unprecedented step of represent-
ing the goddess of love completely nude. Female nudity was
rare in earlier Greek art and confined almost exclusively to
paintings on vases designed for household use. The women
so depicted also tended to be courtesans or slave girls, not
noblewomen or goddesses, and no one had dared fashion a
life-size statue of a goddess without her clothes. Moreover,

in the whole world.
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PRAXITELES,
Hermes and the
infant Dionysos,
from the Temple
of Hera, Olympia,
Greece. Copy
after an original
of ca. 340 BCE.
Marble, 7’ 1” high.
Archaeological
Museum,
Olympia.

Praxiteles’ Hermes
is as sensuous as
his Aphrodite (FiG.
2-47). The god
gazes dreamily
into space while he
dangles a bunch of
grapes as tempta-
tion for the infant
wine god. Praxiteles
humanized the
Greek deities.

Praxiteles’ Aphrodite is not a cold and remote image. In fact,
the goddess engages in a trivial act out of everyday life. She
has removed her garment, draped it over a large hydria (water
pitcher), and is about to step into the bath. Although shock-
ing in its day, the Aphrodite of Knidos is not openly erotic (the
goddess modestly shields her pelvis with her right hand), but
she is quite sensuous. Lucian, writing in the second century
cE, noted that she had a “welcoming look” and a “slight smile”
and that Praxiteles became famous for his ability to trans-
form marble into soft and radiant flesh. Lucian mentions, for
example, the “dewy quality of Aphrodite’s eyes.”*
Unfortunately, the rather mechanical Roman copies do
not capture the quality of Praxiteles’ modeling of the stone,
but the statue of Hermes and the infant Dionysos (FiG. )
found in the Temple of Hera at Olympia gives a good idea
of the “look” of the Aphrodite of Knidos. Once thought to be
by the hand of the master himself but now generally consid-
ered a copy of the highest quality, the statue depicts Hermes
resting in a forest during his journey to deliver Dionysos to
the satyr (a creature part man, part goat) Papposilenos and
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Lysippos,
Apoxyomenos
(Scraper). Roman
marble copy of a
bronze original
of ca. 330 BCE,

6’ 9” high. Musei
Vaticani, Rome.

Lysippos introduced
a new canon of
proportions and

a nervous energy
to his statues. He
also broke down
the dominance of
the frontal view and
encouraged looking
at his statues from
multiple angles.

the nymphs, who assumed responsibility for raising the child.
Hermes leans on a tree trunk (here an integral part of the
composition, not the copyist’s addition), and his slender body
forms a sinuous, shallow S-curve that is the hallmark of
many of Praxiteles’ statues. Hermes looks off dreamily into
space while he dangles a bunch of grapes (now missing) as a
temptation for the infant who is to become the Greek god of
the vine. This tender and very human interaction between
an adult and a child is common in life, but it had been absent
from Greek statuary before the fourth century BCE.

The superb quality of the carving appears to be faith-
ful to the Praxitelean original. The modeling is deliberately
smooth and subtle, producing soft shadows that follow the
planes as they flow almost imperceptibly one into another.
The delicacy of the marble facial features stands in sharp
contrast to the metallic precision of Polykleitos’s bronze
Doryphoros (FIG. 2-34), in which even the locks of hair con-
form to the High Classical sculptor’s laws of symmetry and
do not violate the skull’s perfect curve. A comparison of
these two statues reveals the sweeping change in artistic



attitude and intent that occurred from the mid-fifth to the
mid-fourth century BCE. Sensuous languor and an order of
beauty that appeals more to the eye than to the mind re-
placed majestic strength and mathematical design. In the
statues of Praxiteles, the deities of Mount Olympus still pos-
sess a beauty mortals can aspire to, although not achieve, but
they are no longer remote. Praxiteles’ gods have stepped off
their High Classical pedestals and entered the Late Classical
world of human experience.

Lysippos As renowned in his day as Praxiteles was
Lysipros, selected by Alexander the Great to create his of-
ficial portrait. (Alexander could afford to employ the best.
His father, Philip II, hired the leading thinker of his age,
Aristotle, as the young Alexander’s tutor.) Lysippos intro-
duced a new canon of proportions in which the bodies were
more slender than those of Polykleitos—whose own canon
continued to exert enormous influence—and the heads
roughly one-eighth the height of the body rather than one-
seventh, as in the previous century. The new proportions
appear in one of Lysippos’s most famous works, Apoxyome-
nos (FIG. 2-49), a bronze statue of an athlete scraping oil
from his body after exercising, known, as usual, only from
Roman copies in marble. A comparison with Polykleitos’s
Doryphoros (FIG. 2-34) reveals more than a change in phy-
sique. The nervous energy running through the Lysippan

statue is absent in the balanced form of the Doryphoros. The
strigil (scraper) is about to reach the end of the right arm,
and at any moment the athlete will switch it to the other
hand so that he can scrape his left arm. At the same time,
he will shift his weight and reverse the positions of his legs.
Lysippos rejected stability and balance as worthy goals for
statuary. He also began to break down the dominance of the
frontal view in freestanding sculpture and encouraged the
observer to look at his statues from multiple angles. Because
Lysippos represented the athlete with his right arm boldly
thrust forward, the figure breaks out of the shallow rectan-
gular box that defined the boundaries of earlier statues. To
comprehend the action, the observer must move to the side
and view the work at a three-quarter angle or in full profile.

Battle of Issus The life of Alexander the Great was
very much like an epic saga, full of heroic battles, exotic lo-
cales, and unceasing drama. Alexander was a man of unique
character, an inspired leader with boundless energy and an
almost foolhardy courage, who always personally led his
army into battle. A Roman mosaic not only captures the
Macedonian king’s unique character but also provides a wel-
come glimpse of Greek monumental painting during Alex-
ander’s time. In the Alexander Mosaic (FiG. 2-50), as it is
usually called, the mosaicist employed tesserae (tiny stones
or pieces of glass cut to the desired size and shape) to “paint”

2-50 PHiLoXENOS OF ERETRIA, Battle of Issus, ca. 310 BCE. Roman copy (Alexander Mosaic) from the House of the Faun, Pompeii,
Italy, late second or early first century BCE. Tessera mosaic, 8’ 10” X 16’ 9”. Museo Archeologico Nazionale, Naples.

Philoxenos here reveals his mastery of foreshortening, modeling in color, and depicting reflections and shadows. Most impressive, however,
is the psychological intensity of the confrontation between Alexander and Darius.
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what art historians believe is a reasonably faithful copy of
a famous panel painted around 310 BCE by PHILOXENOS OF
EREeTRIA. The subject is a great battle between Alexander the
Great and the Persian king Darius III, probably the battle of
Issus in southeastern Turkey, which Darius fled in humiliat-
ing defeat.

Philoxenos’s painting is notable for its technical mastery
of problems that had long fascinated Greek painters. Even
Euthymides (FiG. 2-26) would have marveled at the rearing
horse seen in a three-quarter rear view below Darius. And
the subtle modulation of the horse’s rump through shading
in browns and yellows far surpasses anything even a white-
ground vase painter (FIG. 2-46) ever attempted. Other details
are even more impressive. The Persian to the right of the
rearing horse has fallen to the ground and raises, backward,
a dropped Macedonian shield to protect himself from being
trampled. Philoxenos recorded the reflection of the man'’s ter-
rified face on the polished surface of the shield. Everywhere
in the scene, men, animals, and weapons cast shadows on the
ground. Philoxenos and other Classical painters’ interest in
the reflection of insubstantial light on a shiny surface, and in
the absence of light (shadows), stands in marked contrast to
earlier painters’ preoccupation with the clear presentation of
weighty figures seen against a blank background. The Greek
painter here truly opened a window into a world filled not
only with figures, trees, and sky but also with light.

Most impressive about Battle of Issus, however, is the psy-
chological intensity of the drama unfolding before the view-
er’s eyes. Alexander leads his army into battle without even
a helmet to protect him. He drives his spear through one of
Darius’s bodyguards while the Persian’s horse collapses be-

2-51 POLYKLEITOS
THE YOUNGER, aerial
view of the theater,
Epidauros, Greece,
ca. 350 BCE.

Greek theaters were
always situated on hill-
sides, which supported
the cavea of stone
seats overlooking the
circular orchestra. The
Epidauros theater is
the finest in Greece. It
accommodated 12,000
spectators.

i
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neath him. Alexander is only a few yards away from Darius,
and he directs his gaze at the king, not at the man impaled
on his now-useless spear. Darius has called for retreat. In
fact, his charioteer is already whipping the horses and speed-
ing the king to safety. Before he escapes, Darius looks back at
Alexander and in a pathetic gesture reaches out toward his
brash foe. But the victory has slipped from his hands. Pliny
said Philoxenos’s painting of the battle between Alexander
and Darius was “inferior to none.””

Theater of Epidauros In ancient Greece, plays were
not performed repeatedly over months or years as they are
today, but only once, during sacred festivals. Greek drama
was closely associated with religious rites and was not pure
entertainment. At Athens, for example, performers staged
the great tragedies of Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides in
the fifth century BCE at the Dionysos festival in the theater
dedicated to the god on the southern slope of the Acropolis.
The finest theater in Greece, however, is at Epidauros (FiG.
2-51). The architect was POLYKLEITOS THE YOUNGER, pos-
sibly a nephew of the great fifth-century sculptor.

The precursor of the formal Greek theater was a place
where ancient rites, songs, and dances were performed. This
circular piece of earth with a hard and level surface later be-
came the orchestra (literally “dancing place”) of the theater.
The actors and the chorus performed there, and at Epidau-
ros an altar to Dionysos stood at the center of the circle.
The spectators sat on a slope overlooking the orchestra—the
theatron (“place for seeing”). When the Greek theater took
architectural shape, builders always situated the auditorium
(cavea, Latin for “hollow place, cavity”) on a hillside. The




cavea at Epidauros, composed of wedge-shaped sections of
stone benches separated by stairs, is somewhat greater than
a semicircle in plan. The auditorium is 387 feet in diameter,
and its 55 rows of seats accommodated about 12,000 specta-
tors. They entered the theater via a passageway between the
seating area and the scene building (skene), which housed
dressing rooms for the actors and formed a backdrop for the
plays. The design is simple but perfectly suited to its func-
tion. Even in antiquity the Epidauros theater was famous for
the harmony of its proportions. Although spectators sitting
in some of the seats would have had a poor view of the skene,
all had unobstructed views of the orchestra. Because of the
excellent acoustics of the open-air cavea, everyone in the au-
dience could hear the actors and chorus.

Hellenistic Art

Alexander the Great’s conquest of the Near East, Egypt, and
India ushered in a new cultural age that historians and art
historians alike call Hellenistic. The period opened with the
death of Alexander in 323 BCE and lasted nearly three cen-
turies, until the double suicide of Queen Cleopatra of Egypt
and her Roman consort Mark Antony in 30 BCE after their
decisive defeat at the battle of Actium by Antony’s rival Au-
gustus. A year later, Augustus made Egypt a province of the
Roman Empire.

After Alexander’s death, his generals divided his far-
flung empire among themselves and established their own
regional kingdoms. The cultural centers of the Hellenistic
period were the court cities of these Greek kings—Antioch
in Syria, Alexandria in Egypt, Pergamon in Asia Minor,
and others. An international culture united the Hellenistic
world, and its language was Greek. Hellenistic kings became
enormously rich on the spoils of the East, priding themselves
on their libraries, art collections, and scientific enterprises,

as well as on the learned men they could assemble at their
courts. The world of the small, austere, and heroic city-state
passed away, as did the power and prestige of its center, Ath-
ens. A cosmopolitan (Greek, “citizen of the world”) civiliza-
tion, much like today’s, replaced it.

Altar of Zeus, Pergamon The kingdom of Perga-
mon, founded in the early third century BcE after the
breakup of Alexander’s empire, embraced almost all of
western and southern Asia Minor. The Pergamene kings en-
joyed immense wealth and expended much of it on embel-
lishing their capital city, especially its acropolis. The Altar
of Zeus, erected about 175 BCE, is the most famous Hel-
lenistic sculptural ensemble. The monument’s west front
(FiIG. 2-52) has been reconstructed in Berlin. The altar
proper was on an elevated platform and framed by an Ionic
colonnade with projecting wings on either side of a broad
central staircase.

All around the altar platform was a sculpted frieze al-
most 400 feet long, populated by about a hundred larger-
than-life-size figures. The subject was the battle of Zeus
and the gods against the giants—the most extensive rep-
resentation Greek artists ever attempted of that epic con-
flict for control of the world. A similar subject appeared
on the shield of Phidias’s Athena Parthenos and on some
of the Parthenon metopes, where the Athenians sought to
draw a parallel between the defeat of the giants and the de-
feat of the Persians. The Pergamene king Attalos I (r. 241—
197 BcE) had successfully turned back an invasion by the
Gauls in Asia Minor. The gigantomachy of the Altar of Zeus
alluded to his victory over those barbarians. The designer of
the Pergamene altar also made a deliberate connection with
Athens, whose earlier defeat of the Persians was by then
legendary, and with the Parthenon, already recognized as a
Classical monument—in both senses of the word. The figure

2-52 Reconstructed west front of the Altar of Zeus, from Pergamon, Turkey, ca. 175 BCE. Staatliche Museen, Berlin.

The gigantomachy frieze of Pergamon’s monumental altar to Zeus is almost 400 feet long. The battle of gods and giants here alluded to the

victory of King Attalos | over the Gauls of Asia Minor.
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Athena battling Alkyoneos, detail of the gigantomachy frieze of the Altar of Zeus, Pergamon, Turkey, ca. 175 BCt. Marble,
7’ 6" high. Staatliche Museen, Berlin.

The tumultuous gigantomachy of the Pergamon altar has an emotional intensity unparalleled in earlier Greek art. Violent movement, swirling
draperies, and vivid depictions of suffering fill the frieze.

Ericonos(?),
Dying Gaul. Roman
copy after a bronze
original from
Pergamon, Turkey,
ca. 230-220 BCE.
Marble, 3’ 3" high.
Museo Capitolino,
Rome.

The defeat of the Gauls
was also the subject

of Pergamene statuary
groups. The barbaric
Gauls have bushy hair,
mustaches, and neck
bands, but the sculptor
portrayed them

as noble foes.
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of Athena (Fig. 2-53), for example, who grabs the hair of the
giant Alkyoneos as Nike flies in to crown her, is a variation on
the Athena from the Parthenon’s east pediment. But the Per-
gamene frieze is not a dry series of borrowed motifs. On the
contrary, its tumultuous narrative has an emotional intensity
without parallel in earlier monuments. The battle rages every-
where, even up and down the very steps visitors must ascend
to reach Zeus’s altar (FIG. 2-52). Violent movement, swirling
draperies, and vivid depictions of death and suffering are the
norm. Wounded figures writhe in pain, and their faces reveal
their anguish. Deep carving creates dark shadows. The figures
project from the background like bursts of light.

Dying Gaul The Altar of Zeus was not the only monu-
ment to celebrate the victory of Attalos I over the Gauls. An
earlier Pergamene statuary group had explicitly represented
the defeat of the barbarians instead of cloaking it in mytho-
logical disguise. The Greek victors, however, were appar-
ently not part of the group. The viewer saw only their Gallic
foes and their noble and moving response to defeat. Roman
copies of some of these figures survive, including a trum-
peter who collapses on his large oval shield as blood pours
from the gash in his chest (Fic. 2-54). If this figure is the
tubicen (trumpeter) Pliny mentioned in his Natural History,
the sculptor was EPIGoNOS. In any case, the sculptor carefully
studied and reproduced the distinctive features of the foreign
Gauls, most notably their long, bushy hair and mustaches
and the torques (neck bands) they frequently wore. The art-
ist also closely observed male anatomy. Note the tautness of
the fallen Gaul’s chest and the bulging veins of his left leg.
The trumpeter is reminiscent of the dying warrior (FiG. 2-30)
from the east pediment of the Temple of Aphaia at Aegina,
but the suffering Gaul’s pathos and drama are far more pro-
nounced. Nonetheless, the Pergamene sculptor depicted the
fallen Gaul with sympathy. The enemy’s powerful body im-
plies that the unseen Greek hero who struck down this noble
and savage foe must have been an extraordinary warrior.

Nike of Samothrace Another masterpiece of Helle-
nistic sculpture is the statue of Nike originally set up in the
Sanctuary of the Great Gods on the island of Samothrace.
The Nike of Samothrace (Fic. 2-55) has just alighted on
the prow of a Greek warship. She once raised her right arm
to crown the naval victor, just as Nike placed a wreath on
Athena on the Altar of Zeus (Fig. 2-53). But the Pergamene
relief figure seems calm by comparison. The Samothracian
Nike’s wings still beat, and the wind sweeps her drapery.
Her himation (woolen mantle) bunches in thick folds around
her right leg, and her linen chiton is pulled tightly across
her abdomen and left leg. The statue’s original setting am-
plified its theatrical effect. The war galley was displayed in
the upper basin of a two-tiered fountain. In the lower ba-
sin were large boulders. The fountain’s flowing water cre-
ated the illusion of rushing waves dashing up against the
prow of the ship. The statue’s reflection in the shimmering
water below accentuated the sense of lightness and move-

—

2-55 Nike alighting on a warship (Nike of Samothrace), from
Samothrace, Greece, ca. 190 BcE. Marble, figure 8’ 1” high.
Louvre, Paris.

Victory has just landed on a prow to crown a victor at sea. Her wings
still beat, and the wind sweeps her drapery. The statue’s placement in
a fountain of splashing water heightened the dramatic visual effect.

ment. The sound of splashing water added an aural dimen-
sion to the visual drama. In the Nike of Samothrace, the Hel-
lenistic sculptor combined art and nature and resoundingly
rejected the Polykleitan conception of a statue as an ideally
proportioned, self-contained entity on a bare pedestal. The
Hellenistic statue interacts with its environment and appears
as a living, breathing, and intensely emotive presence.
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ALEXANDROS OF ANTIOCH-ON-THE-MEANDER, Aphrodite
(Venus de Milo), from Melos, Greece, ca. 150-125 BcE. Marble,
6’ 7" high. Louvre, Paris.

Displaying the eroticism of many Hellenistic statues, this Aphrodite
is more overtly sexual than the Knidian Aphrodite (FiG. 2-47). To tease
the spectator, the sculptor gave the goddess a slipping garment.

Venus de Milo In the fourth century BCE, Praxiteles had
already taken bold steps in redefining the nature of Greek
statuary. His influence on later sculptors was enormous. The
undressing of Aphrodite, for example, became the norm, but
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Hellenistic sculptors went far beyond Praxiteles to openly
explore the eroticism of the nude female form. The Venus
de Milo (FiG. ) is a larger-than-life-size marble statue of
Aphrodite found on Melos together with its inscribed base
(now lost) signed by the sculptor, ALEXANDROS OF ANTIOCH-
ON-THE-MEANDER. In this statue, the goddess of love is more
modestly draped than her Knidos counterpart (Fig. 2-47),
but she is more overtly sexual. Her left hand (separately pre-
served) holds the apple the Trojan hero Paris awarded her
when he judged her the most beautiful goddess. Her right
hand may have lightly grasped the edge of her drapery near
the left hip in a halfhearted attempt to keep it from slipping
farther down her body. The sculptor intentionally designed
the work to tease the spectator. By so doing he imbued his
partially draped Aphrodite with a sexuality lacking in Prax-
iteles’ entirely nude image of the goddess.

Barberini Faun Archaic statues smile at their viewers,
and even when Classical statues look away from the viewer
they are always awake and alert. Hellenistic sculptors often
portrayed sleep. The suspension of consciousness and the en-
trance into the fantasy world of dreams—the antithesis of the
Classical ideals of rationality and discipline—had great ap-
peal for them. This newfound interest can be seen in a statue
of a drunken, restlessly sleeping satyr (a semihuman follower
of Dionysos) known as the Barberini Faun (FiG. ) after
the Italian cardinal who once owned it. The satyr has con-
sumed too much wine and has thrown down his panther skin
on a convenient rock and then fallen into a disturbed, intoxi-
cated sleep. His brows are furrowed, and one can almost hear
him snore.

Eroticism also comes to the fore in this statue. Although
men had been represented naked in Greek art for hundreds of
years, Archaic kouroi and Classical athletes and gods do not
exude sexuality. Sensuality surfaced in the works of Prax-
iteles and his followers in the fourth century BcE. But the
dreamy and supremely beautiful Hermes playfully dangling
grapes before the infant Dionysos (FIG. 2-48) has nothing of
the blatant sexuality of the Barberini Faun, whose wantonly
spread legs focus attention on his genitals. Homosexuality
was common in the man’s world of ancient Greece. It is not
surprising that when Hellenistic sculptors began to explore
the sexuality of the human body, they turned their attention
to both men and women.

Old Market Woman Hellenistic sculpture stands in
contrast to Classical sculpture in other ways too. Many Hel-
lenistic sculptors had a deep interest in exploring realism—
the very opposite of the Classical period’s idealism. This re-
alistic mode is evident above all in Hellenistic statues of old
men and women from the lowest rungs of the social order.
Shepherds, fishermen, and drunken beggars are common—
the kinds of people who sometimes appeared on Archaic and
Classical vases but were never before thought worthy of mon-
umental statuary. One statue of this type (FiG. ) depicts



2-57 Sleeping satyr (Barberini Faun), from Rome, Italy,
ca. 230-200 BcE. Marble, 7' 1” high. Glyptothek, Munich.

In this statue of a restlessly sleeping, drunken satyr, a Hellenistic
sculptor portrayed a semihuman in a suspended state of conscious-
ness—the antithesis of the Classical ideals of rationality and discipline.

a haggard old woman bringing chickens and a basket of fruits
and vegetables to sell in the market. Her face is wrinkled,
her body bent with age, and her spirit broken by a lifetime
of poverty. She carries on because she must, not because she
derives any pleasure from life. No one knows the purpose of
statues like this one, but they attest to an interest in social re-
alism absent in earlier Greek statuary. The Hellenistic world
was a cosmopolitan place, and the highborn could not help
but encounter the poor and a growing number of foreigners
(non-Greek “barbarians”) on a daily basis. Hellenistic art re-
flects this different social climate in the depiction of a much
wider variety of physical types, including different ethnic
types—for example, Gallic warriors with their shaggy hair,
strange mustaches, and golden torques (FIG. 2-54).

Laocodn In the opening years of the second century BCE,
the Roman general Flamininus defeated the Macedonian
army and declared the old city-states of Classical Greece free
once again. They never regained their former glory, however.
Greece became a Roman province in 146 Bce. When, 60

2-58 Old market woman, ca. 150-100 sct. Marble, 4’ 3" high.
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York (Rogers Fund, 1909).

Hellenistic art is sometimes brutally realistic. Many statues portray
old men and women from the lowest rungs of society—subjects
earlier artists considered unsuitable for monumental sculpture.

years later, Athens sided with King Mithridates VI of Pontus
(r. 120-63 BCE) in his war against Rome, the general Sulla
crushed the Athenians. Thereafter, Athens retained some of
its earlier prestige as a center of culture and learning, but
politically it was just another city in the ever-expanding
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ATHANADOROS, HAGESANDROS, and
PoLyDoros oF RHODES, Laocodn and his sons,
from Rome, Italy, early first century ce. Marble,
7' 103" high. Musei Vaticani, Rome.

Hellenistic style lived on in Rome. Although stylis-
tically akin to Pergamene sculpture (Fig. 2-53), this
statue of sea serpents attacking Laocodn and his
two sons matches the account given only in the
Aeneid.

Roman Empire. Nonetheless, Greek artists
continued to be in great demand, both to
furnish the Romans with an endless stream
of copies of Classical and Hellenistic mas-
terpieces and to create new statues d la
grecque for Roman patrons.

The marble group (FiG. ) of the
Trojan priest Laocoon and his sons is such
a work. Long believed to be an original of
the second century BCE, it was found in the palace of the em-
peror Titus (r. 79-81 cE), exactly where Pliny had seen it in
the late first century ck. Pliny attributed the statue to three
sculptors—ATHANADOROS, HAGESANDROS, and POLYDOROS OF
RHODES. Scholars now generally believe these artists worked
in the early first century ce. They probably based their group
on a Hellenistic masterpiece depicting Laocoon and only one
son. Their variation on the original added the son at Laoc-
o6n’s left (note the greater compositional integration of the
two other figures) to conform with the Roman poet Vergil’s
account in the Aeneid. Vergil vividly described the strangling
of Laocodn and his two sons by sea serpents while sacrific-
ing at an altar. The gods who favored the Greeks in the war
against Troy had sent the serpents to punish Laocodn, who
had tried to warn his compatriots about the danger of bring-
ing the Greeks’ wooden horse within the walls of their city.
In Vergil’s graphic account, Laocoén suffered in terrible ag-
ony. The Rhodian sculptors communicated the torment of
the priest and his sons in spectacular fashion in this marble
group. The three Trojans writhe in pain as they struggle to
free themselves from the death grip of the serpents. One
bites into Laocodn’s left hip as the priest lets out a ferocious
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cry. The serpent-entwined figures recall the suffering giants
of the great frieze of the Altar of Zeus at Pergamon, and La-
ocoon himself is strikingly similar to Alkyoneos (FiG. 2-53),
Athena’s opponent. In fact, many scholars believe that a Per-
gamene statuary group of the second century BCE was the in-
spiration for the three Rhodian sculptors.

Confirmation that the work seen by Pliny and displayed
in the Vatican today was made for Romans rather than Greeks
came in 1957 with the discovery of fragments of several
Hellenistic-style groups illustrating scenes from Homer’s
Odyssey. Found in a grotto that served as the picturesque
summer banquet hall of the seaside villa of the Roman em-
peror Tiberius (r. 14-37 cE) at Sperlonga, some 60 miles south
of Rome, one of the groups bears the signatures of the same
three sculptors Pliny cited as the creators of the Laocoon
group. At Tiberius’s villa and in Titus’s palace, Hellenistic
sculpture lived on long after Greece ceased to be a political
force. When Rome inherited the Pergamene kingdom in
133 BCE, it also became heir to the Greek artistic legacy. What
Rome adopted from Greece it passed on to the medieval and
modern worlds. If Greece was peculiarly the inventor of the
European spirit, Rome was its propagator and amplifier.



THE BIG PICTURE

Greece

PREHISTORIC AEGEAN

I The major surviving artworks of the third millennium Bce in Greece are Cycladic marble
statuettes. Most come from graves and may represent the deceased.

I The golden age of Crete was the Late Minoan period (ca. 17700-1200 Bce). The palace at Knossos Bull-leaping fresco, Knossos,
was a vast multistory structure so complex in plan that it gave rise to the myth of the Minotaur ca. 1450-1400 scEe
in the labyrinth of King Minos. Large fresco paintings, usually illustrating palace rituals like bull-
leaping, adorned the walls. Minoan sculpture was of small scale.

I The Mycenaeans (ca. 1700-1200 Bce) constructed great citadels at Mycenae, Tiryns, and elsewhere
with “Cyclopean” walls of huge, irregularly shaped stone blocks. Masters of corbel vaulting, the
Mycenaeans also erected beehive-shaped tholos tombs like the Treasury of Atreus, which had the
largest dome in the pre-Roman world. The oldest preserved monumental sculptures in Greece,
most notably Mycenae's Lion Gate, date to the end of the Mycenaean period.

Citadel, Tiryns, ca. 1400-1200 BcE

GEOMETRIC AND ARCHAIC ART

I The human figure returned to Greek art during the Geometric period (ca. 900-700 Bck) in the form
of simple silhouettes amid other abstract motifs on vases.

I Around 600 Bcg, during the Archaic period (ca. 700-480 Bce), the first life-size stone statues ap-
peared in Greece. The earliest kouroi emulated the frontal poses of Egyptian statues, but artists
depicted the young men nude, the way Greek athletes competed in the Olympic Games. During
the course of the sixth century Bce, Greek sculptors refined the proportions and added “Archaic
smiles” to the faces of their statues to make them seem more lifelike. The Archaic age also saw
the erection of the first stone temples with peripteral colonnades and the codification of the
Doric and lonic orders. Vase painters developed in turn the black- and red-figure techniques.
Euphronios and Euthymides rejected the age-old composite view for the human figure and
experimented with foreshortening.

Kroisos, kouros from Anavysos,
ca. 530 Bce

CLASSICAL ART

I The fifth century Bce was the golden age of Greece, when Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides
wrote their plays, and Herodotus, the “father of history,” lived. During the Early Classical period
(480-450 Bce), which opened with the Greek victory over the Persians, sculptors revolutionized
statuary by introducing contrapposto (weight shift) to their figures.

I In the High Classical period (450-400 Bce), under the patronage of Pericles and the artistic direc-
torship of Phidias, the Athenians rebuilt the Acropolis after 447 Bce. Polykleitos developed a canon
of proportions for the perfect statue, and lktinos and Kallikrates applied mathematical formulas

to temple design in the belief that beauty resulted from the use of harmonic numbers. ) )
Parthenon, Acropolis, Athens,

I In the aftermath of the Peloponnesian War, which ended in 404 sce, Greek artists began to focus AT ke
more on the real world of appearances than on the ideal world of perfect beings. During the Late
Classical period (400-323 BcE), sculptors humanized the remote deities and athletes of the fifth

century. Praxiteles, for example, caused a sensation when he portrayed Aphrodite undressed.

HELLENISTIC ART

I The Hellenistic age (323-30 Bce) extends from the death of Alexander the Great until the death
of Cleopatra, when Egypt became a province of the Roman Empire. The great cultural centers of
the era were no longer the city-states of Archaic and Classical Greece but royal capitals such as
Pergamon in Asia Minor. Hellenistic sculptors explored new subjects, for example, Gauls with
mustaches and necklaces, and impoverished old women, and treated traditional subjects in new
ways, as by making goddesses openly erotic. Artists delighted in depicting violent movement and
unbridled emotion.

Altar of Zeus, Pergamon, ca. 175 Bce



Portrait of Augustus as general, from Primaporta, Italy, early first century CE copy of a
bronze original of ca. 20 Bce. Marble, 6’ 8” high. Musei Vaticani, Rome.

Portraiture is one of the most important genres of Roman art. Imperial portraits are carefully crafted
political images that are not always likenesses. Augustus always appeared as a never-aging son of a god.



The Roman Empire

With the rise and triumph of Rome, a single government ruled, for the first (and
last) time in human history, from the Strait of Gibraltar to the Nile, from the
Tigris and Euphrates to the Rhine, Danube, Thames and beyond (map 3-1).
In Europe, the Middle East, and North Africa today, Roman temples and ba-
silicas have an afterlife as churches. The powerful concrete vaults of ancient Ro-
man buildings form the cores of modern houses, stores, restaurants, factories,
and museums. Bullfights, sports events, operas, and rock concerts take place in
Roman amphitheaters. Ships dock in what were once Roman ports, and Western
Europe’s highway system still closely follows the routes of Roman roads.

Ancient Rome also lives on in the Western world in the concepts of law and
government, in languages, in the calendar—even in the coins used daily. Roman
art speaks in a language almost every Western viewer can readily understand. Its
diversity and eclecticism foreshadowed the modern world. The Roman use of art,
especially portraits and historical relief sculptures, to manipulate public opinion
is similar to the carefully crafted imagery of contemporary political campaigns.
And the Roman mastery of concrete construction began an architectural revolu-
tion still felt today. But when, according to legend, Romulus founded the future
capital of the Western world in 753 BCE, Rome was not the most powerful or
the most sophisticated city even in central Italy. In fact, in the sixth century BCE,
the rulers of Rome were Etruscan kings.

ETRUSCAN ART

The heartland of the Etruscans was the territory between the Arno and Tiber
rivers of central Italy. During the eighth and seventh centuries BcE, the Etrus-
cans, as highly skilled seafarers, enriched themselves through trade abroad. By
the sixth century BCE, they controlled most of northern and central Italy from
strongholds such as Tarquinia, Cerveteri, Vulci, and Veii. But these cities never
united to form a state. They coexisted, flourishing or fading independently. Any
semblance of unity among them stemmed primarily from common linguistic ties
and religious beliefs and practices. This lack of political cohesion eventually made
the Etruscans relatively easy prey for the Romans.

Etruscan Temples In the sixth century BCE, the most innovative artists and
architects in the Mediterranean were the Greeks (see Chapter 2). But however
eager the Etruscans may have been to emulate Greek works, the vast majority of
Archaic Etruscan artworks depart markedly from their Greek prototypes. This is
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Mlap 3-1 The Roman Empire at the death of Trajan in 117 cE.

especially true of religious architecture. Etruscan temple de-
sign superficially owes much to Greek architects, but the dif-
ferences between Greek and Roman temples far outweigh the
similarities. Because of the materials Etruscan architects em-
ployed, usually only the foundations of Etruscan temples have
survived. Supplementing the archaeological record, however,
is the Roman architect Vitruvius’s treatise on architecture
written near the end of the first century BCE. In it, Vitruvius
provided an invaluable chapter on Etruscan temples.

The typical Archaic Etruscan temple (FIG. 3-2) resem-
bled the Greek stone gable-roofed temple (Figs. 2-27, left,
and 2-36), but it had wooden columns and a wooden roof,
and its walls were of sun-dried brick. Entrance was via a nar-
row staircase at the center of the front of the temple, which
sat on a high podium, the only part of the building made of
stone. The Etruscans placed columns only on the front of the
building, creating a deep porch that occupied roughly half
the podium, setting off one side of the structure as the main
side. In contrast, the front and rear of a Greek temple were
indistinguishable. Steps and columns were on all sides.

Etruscan temples differed in other ways from those of
Greece. Etruscan columns (also called Tuscan columns) re-
sembled Greek Doric columns (FiG. 2-20, left), but they were
wood, unfluted, and had bases. Because of the lightness of
the superstructure they had to support, Etruscan columns
were, as a rule, much more widely spaced than Greek col-
umns. Unlike their Greek counterparts, Etruscan temples

88 CHAPTER 3 The Roman Empire

Mediterranean Sea

Black Sea

Damasc K

Jerusale

.\ a2

frequently had three cellas—one for each of their chief gods,
Tinia (Roman Jupiter/Greek Zeus), Uni (Juno/Hera), and
Menrva (Minerva/Athena). Further, pedimental statuary
was exceedingly rare in Etruria. The Etruscans normally
placed narrative statuary—of hollow-cast terracotta instead
of carved stone—on the peaks of their temple roofs.

3-2 Model of a typical Etruscan temple of the sixth century
BCE, as described by Vitruvius. Istituto di Etruscologia e di
Antichita Italiche, Universita di Roma, Rome.

Etruscan temples resembled Greek temples but had widely spaced
unfluted wooden columns only at the front, walls of sun-dried mud
brick, and a narrow staircase at the center of the facade.



Apulu (Apollo),
from the roof of the
Portonaccio Temple,
Veii, Italy, ca. 510-
500 BCE. Painted ter-
racotta, 5’ 11” high.
Museo Nazionale di
Villa Giulia, Rome.

This Apollo was part

of a statuary group
depicting a Greek myth.
Distinctly Etruscan,
however, are the god’s
vigorous motion and
gesticulating arms and
the placement of the
statue on a temple roof.

The finest of these rooftop statues to survive today is
the life-size image of Apulu (FiG. )—the Greco-Roman
Apollo. It is a brilliant example of the energy and excitement
that characterize Archaic Etruscan art in general. Apulu was
part of a group of at least four painted terracotta figures that
adorned the rooftop of a temple at Veii. The god confronts
Hercle (Hercules/Herakles) for possession of the Ceryneian

hind, a wondrous beast with golden horns that was sacred to
Apulu’s sister Artumes (Diana/Artemis). The bright paint
and the rippling folds of Apulu’s garment immediately dis-
tinguish the statue from the nude images of the Greek gods.
Apulu’s vigorous striding motion, gesticulating arms, fanlike
calf muscles, and animated face are also distinctly Etruscan.

Cerveteri Sarcophagus Also made of terracotta, the
favored medium for life-size statuary in Etruria, is a sarcopha-
gus (FIG. ) in the form of a husband and wife reclining
on a banquet couch, from a tomb at Cerveteri. Sarcophagus
literally means “flesh-eater,” and most ancient sarcophagi con-
tained the bodies of the deceased, but this one contained only
ashes. Cremation was the most common means of disposing
of the dead in Etruscan Italy. This type of funerary monument
had no parallel in Greece, which then had no monumental
tombs to house large sarcophagi. The Greeks buried their
dead in simple graves marked by a vase (Fig. 2-14), statue (FiG.
2-17), or stele (FIG. 2-45). Moreover, only men dined at Greek
banquets. Their wives remained at home, excluded from most
aspects of public life. The image of a husband and wife shar-
ing the same banquet couch is unknown in Greece.

The man and woman on the Cerveteri sarcophagus are as
animated as the Veii Apulu (Fig. 3-3), even though they are
at rest. They are the antithesis of the stiff and formal figures
encountered in Egyptian tomb sculptures (Fig. 1-27). Also
typically Etruscan, and in striking contrast to contempora-
neous Greek statues with their emphasis on proportion and
balance, is the manner in which the Etruscan sculptor ren-
dered the upper and lower parts of each body. The legs are
only summarily modeled, and the transition to the torso at
the waist is unnatural. The artist’s interest focused on the
upper half of the figures, especially on the vibrant faces and
gesticulating arms. The Cerveteri banqueters and the Veii
Apulu speak to the viewer in a way that contemporaneous
Greek statues never do.

Sarcophagus with reclining
couple, from Cerveteri, Italy, ca. 520 BCE.
Painted terracotta, 3' 93" X 6’ 7". Museo
Nazionale di Villa Giulia, Rome.

Sarcophagi in the form of a husband and
wife on a dining couch have no parallel in
Greece. The artist’s focus on the upper half
of the figures and the emphatic gestures
are also Etruscan hallmarks.
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3-5 Interior of the Tomb
of the Reliefs, Cerveteri,
Italy, third century BCE.

The Cerveteri necropolis

had scores of tumuli with
underground burial chambers.
These Etruscan houses of the
dead resembled the houses
of the living. This interior has
painted stucco reliefs evoking
a domestic context.

Banditaccia Necropolis The exact findspot of the
Cerveteri sarcophagus is not known, but the kind of tomb
that housed Etruscan sarcophagi is well documented. The
typical Cerveteri tomb took the form of a mound, or tumulus,
not unlike the Mycenaean Treasury of Atreus (FiG. 2-11). But
whereas the Mycenaeans constructed their tholos tombs of
masonry blocks and then encased them in an earthen mound,
each Etruscan tumulus covered one or more subterranean
multichambered tombs cut out of the dark local limestone
called tufa. These burial mounds sometimes reached colos-
sal size, with diameters in excess of 130 feet. Arranged in
an orderly manner along a network of streets, the cemeteries

3-6 Interior of the Tomb
of the Leopards, Tarquinia,
Italy, ca. 480-470 BCE.

Mural paintings adorn many
Tarquinian tombs. Here,
guarded by leopards, banquet-
ing couples, servants, and
musicians celebrate the good
life. The men have dark skin,
the women fair skin.
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resembled veritable cities of the dead (indeed, Greek “necrop-
olis” means “city of the dead”), and were located some dis-
tance from cities of the living. The Cerveteri tumuli highlight
the very different values of the Etruscans and the Greeks.
The Etruscans’ temples, constructed of wood and mud brick,
no longer stand, but their grand underground tombs are as
permanent as the bedrock itself. In contrast, the Greeks em-
ployed stone for the shrines of their gods but only rarely built
monumental tombs for their dead.

The most elaborately decorated Cerveteri tomb is the
so-called Tomb of the Reliefs (Fic. 3-5), which housed the
remains of several generations of a single family. The walls,




ceiling beams, piers, and funerary couches of this tomb
were, as in other Cerveteri tombs, gouged out of the tufa
bedrock, but in this instance brightly painted stucco reliefs
cover the stone. The stools, mirrors, drinking cups, pitchers,
and knives effectively suggest a domestic context, underscor-
ing the visual and conceptual connection between Etruscan
houses of the dead and those of the living.

Tomb of the Leopards The Etruscans also decorated
their underground burial chambers with mural paintings.
Painted tombs are statistically rare, the privilege of only the
wealthiest Etruscan families. Most have been found at Tar-
quinia. A well-preserved example, dating to the early fifth
century BCE, is the Tomb of the Leopards (FiG. 3-6), named
for the beasts that guard the tomb from their perch within
the rear wall pediment. They recall the panthers on each
side of Medusa in the pediment (FiG. 2-23) of the Archaic
Greek Temple of Artemis at Corfu. But mythological fig-
ures, whether Greek or Etruscan, are uncommon in Tarquin-
ian murals, and the Tomb of the Leopards has none. Instead,
banqueting couples (the men with dark skin, the women
with light skin, in conformity with the age-old convention)
adorn the walls—painted versions of the terracotta Cerveteri
sarcophagus (FIG. 3-4). Pitcher- and cup-bearers serve them,
and musicians entertain them. The banquet takes place in
the open air or perhaps in a tent set up for the occasion.
In characteristic Etruscan fashion, the banqueters, servants,
and entertainers all make exaggerated gestures with unnatu-
rally enlarged hands. The man on the couch at the far right
on the rear wall holds up an egg, the symbol of regeneration.
The painting is a joyful celebration of life, food, wine, music,
and dance, rather than a somber contemplation of death.

Capitoline Wolf The fifth century BCE was a golden age
in Greece but not in Etruria. In 509 BCE, the Romans ex-
pelled the last of their Etruscan kings, replacing the monar-
chy with a republican form of government. In 474 BCE, an al-
liance of Cumaean Greeks and Hieron I of Syracuse defeated
the Etruscan fleet off Cumae, effectively ending Etruscan
dominance of the seas and with it Etruscan prosperity.
These events had important consequences in the world of
art and architecture. The number of Etruscan tombs, for ex-
ample, decreased sharply, and the quality of the furnishings
declined markedly. No longer could the Etruscans fill their
tombs with golden jewelry and imported Greek vases or mu-
ral paintings and terracotta sarcophagi of the first rank. But
Etruscan art did not cease.

The best known of these later Etruscan works—one of
the most memorable portrayals of an animal in the history
of world art—is the Capitoline Wolf (Fic. 3-7). The statue
is a somewhat larger than life-size hollow-cast bronze por-
trayal of the legendary she-wolf that nursed Romulus and
Remus after they were abandoned as infants. When the twins
grew to adulthood, they quarreled, and Romulus killed his
brother. On April 23, 753 BCE, he founded Rome and became
the city’s first king. The Capitoline Wolf, however, is not a
work of Roman art, which had not yet developed a distinct
identity, but is the product of an Etruscan workshop. (The
suckling infants are 16th-century additions.) The vitality ac-
corded the human figure in Etruscan art is here concentrated
in the tense, watchful animal body of the she-wolf, with her
spare flanks, gaunt ribs, and taut, powerful legs. The lowered
neck and head, alert ears, glaring eyes, and ferocious muzzle
capture the psychic intensity of the fierce and protective
beast as danger approaches.

3-7 Capitoline Wolf,
from Rome, Italy,

ca. 500-480 BCE.
Bronze, 2’ 73" high.
Musei Capitolini, Rome.

An Etruscan sculptor cast this
statue of the she-wolf that
nursed the infants Romulus
and Remus, founders of Rome.
The animal has a tense, gaunt
body and an unforgettable
psychic intensity.
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Aule Metele (Arringatore), from Cortona, near Lake
Trasimeno, Italy, early first century BCE. Bronze, 5’ 7” high.
Museo Archeologico Nazionale, Florence.

Inscribed in Etruscan, this bronze statue of an orator is Etruscan in
name only. Aule Metele wears the short toga and high boots of a
Roman magistrate, and the style of the portrait is also Roman.

Aule Metele Veii fell to the Romans in 396 BCE, after a
terrible 10-year siege. Rome concluded peace with Tarquinia
in 351, but by the beginning of the next century, the Romans
had annexed Tarquinia too, and they conquered Cerveteri
in 273. By the first century BCE, Roman hegemony over the
Etruscans became total. A life-size bronze statue (FiG. )
representing a man named Aule Metele is an eloquent sym-
bol of the Roman absorption of the Etruscans. The man raises
his arm to address an assembly—hence the statue’s modern
nickname, Arringatore (Orator). Although the sculptor in-
scribed Aule Metele’s Etruscan name and the names of both
of his Etruscan parents on the statue, the orator wears the
short toga and high laced boots of a Roman magistrate. Aule
Metele is Etruscan in name only. Scholars still debate the ori-
gin of the Etruscan people, but the question of their demise
has a ready answer. Aule Metele and his compatriots became
Romans, and Etruscan art became Roman art.
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ROMAN ART

The Rome of Romulus in the eighth century BCE comprised
only small huts of wood, wattle, and daub, clustered together
on the Palatine Hill overlooking what was then uninhabited
marshland. In the Archaic period, Rome was essentially an
Etruscan city, both politically and culturally. Its greatest
shrine, the late-sixth-century BcE Temple of Jupiter on the
Capitoline Hill, was built by an Etruscan king, designed by
an Etruscan architect, made of wood and mud brick in the
Etruscan manner, and decorated with an Etruscan sculptor’s
terracotta statuary. When the Romans expelled the last of
Rome’s Etruscan kings in 509 BCE, they established a consti-
tutional government, or republic (see “An Outline of Roman
History,” page 93)—and the she-wolf (FiG. 3-7) became its
emblem.

The Republic

The new Roman Republic vested power mainly in a senate
(literally, “a council of elders,” senior citizens) and in two
elected consuls. Under extraordinary circumstances a dictator
could be appointed for a specified time and a specific pur-
pose, such as commanding the army during a crisis. Before
long, the descendants of Romulus conquered Rome’s neigh-
bors one by one: the Etruscans to the north, the Samnites
and the Greek colonists to the south. Even the Carthaginians
of North Africa, who under Hannibal’s dynamic leadership
had annihilated some of Rome’s legions and almost brought
down the Republic, fell before the might of Roman armies.
The year 211 BCE was a turning point for both Rome and
Roman art. Breaking with precedent, Marcellus, conqueror
of the fabulously wealthy Sicilian Greek city of Syracuse,
brought back to Rome not only the usual spoils of war—cap-
tured arms and armor, gold and silver coins, and the like—
but also the city’s artistic patrimony. Thus began, in the
words of the historian Livy, “the craze for works of Greek
art.”! Ships filled with plundered Greek statues and paint-
ings became a frequent sight in Rome’s harbor at Ostia.
Exposure to Greek sculpture and painting and to the
splendid marble temples of the Greek gods increased as the
Romans expanded their conquests beyond Italy. Greece be-
came a Roman province in 146 BCE, and in 133 the last king
of Pergamon willed his kingdom to Rome (see Chapter 2).
Nevertheless, although the Romans developed a virtually
insatiable taste for Greek “antiques,” their own monuments
were not slavish imitations of Greek masterpieces. The Etrus-
can basis of Roman art and architecture was never forgotten.
The statues and buildings of the Roman Republic are highly
eclectic, drawing on both Greek and Etruscan traditions.

Temple of Portunus, Rome This Roman eclecti-
cism characterizes the Temple of Portunus (FiGs. no. 1,
and ), the Roman god of harbors, on the east bank of the
Tiber. In plan, the temple follows the Etruscan pattern. The
high podium can be reached only at the front of the building
via a wide flight of steps. Freestanding columns are confined



Art and Society

An Outline of Roman History

Monarchy (753-509 Bce)
Latin and Etruscan kings ruled Rome from the city’s founding by Romulus
in 753 BcE until the revolt against Rome's last king, Tarquinius Superbus, in
509 Bce (exact dates of rule unreliable).

Republic (509-27 BcE)
The Republic lasted almost 500 years, until the Senate bestowed the title
of Augustus on Octavian, the grandnephew of Julius Caesar and victor
over Mark Antony in the civil war of 41-31 8ce that ended republican gov-
ernment. Some major figures were

I Marcellus, b. 268(?), d. 208 BcE, consul

I Sulla, b. 138, d. 79 8ck, consul and dictator

I Julius Caesar, b. 100, d. 44 BcE, consul and dictator
I Mark Antony, b. 83, d. 30 BcE, consul

Early Empire (27 Bce-96 cE)
The Early Empire began with the rule of Augustus and his Julio-Claudian
successors and continued until the end of the Flavian dynasty. The most
important emperors of this period were

I Augustus, r. 27 Bce —14 cE
I Nero, . 54-68

I Vespasian, r. 69-79
I Titus, r. 79-81
I Domitian, r. 81-96

High Empire (96-192 ck)
The High Empire began with the death of Domitian and the ensuing
rule of the Spanish emperors, Trajan and Hadrian, and ended with the last
emperor of the Antonine dynasty. The major rulers of this period were
I Trajan, r. 98-117
I Hadrian, r. 117-138
I Marcus Aurelius, r. 161-180

Late Empire (192-337 ck)
The Late Empire began with the Severan dynasty and included the so-
called soldier emperors of the third century, the tetrarchs, and Constan-
tine, the first Christian emperor. Some of these emperors were

I Septimius Severus, r. 193-211
Caracalla, r. 211-217

Trajan Decius, r. 249-251
Diocletian, r. 284-305
Constantine |, r. 306-337

3-9 Model of the city
of Rome during the early
fourth century ce. Museo
della Civilta Romana,
Rome. (1) Temple of
Portunus, (2) Palatine
Hill, (3) Capitoline Hill,
(4) Pantheon, (5) Forum
of Trajan, (6) Markets

of Trajan, (7) Forum
Romanum, (8) Basilica
Nova, (9) Arch of Titus,
(10) Arch of Constantine,
(11) Colossus of Nero,
(12) Colosseum.

At the height of its power,
Rome was the capital of

the greatest empire of the
ancient world. The Romans
ruled from the Tigris and
Euphrates to the Thames and
beyond, from the Nile to the
Rhine and Danube.
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Temple of Portunus, Rome, Italy, ca. 75 BCE.

Republican temples combine Etruscan plan and Greek elevation. This
pseudoperipteral temple employs the lonic order and is built of stone,
but it has a staircase and freestanding columns only at the front.

to the deep porch. But the builders constructed the temple
of stone (local tufa and travertine), overlaid originally with
stucco in imitation of the marble temples of the Greeks.
The columns are not Tuscan but Ionic, complete with flutes
and bases and a matching Ionic frieze. Moreover, in an ef-
fort to approximate a peripteral Greek temple yet maintain
the basic Etruscan plan, the architect added a series of Ionic
engaged columns (attached half-columns) around the cella’s
sides and back. The result was a pseudoperipteral temple.
Although the design combines Etruscan and Greek ele-
ments, it is uniquely Roman.

Verism The patrons of Republican religious and civic
buildings were almost exclusively members of the patrician
class of old and distinguished families, often victorious gener-
als who used the spoils of war to finance public works. These
aristocrats were fiercely proud of their lineage. They kept
likenesses (imagines) of their ancestors in wooden cupboards
in their homes and paraded them at the funerals of promi-
nent relatives. The surviving portraits of patricians, which
appear to be literal reproductions of individual faces, must
be seen in this context. Portraits were one way the patrician
class celebrated its elevated position in society. The subjects
of these portraits were nearly all men of advanced age, for
generally only elders held power in the Republic. These pa-
tricians did not ask sculptors to idealize them. Instead, they
requested brutally realistic images of distinctive features, in
the tradition of the treasured household imagines.

One of the most striking of these so-called veristic (super-
realistic) portraits is the head of an unidentified elderly man
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Head of an old man, from Osimo, Italy, mid-first
century BCE. Marble, life-size. Palazzo del Municipio, Osimo.

Veristic (superrealistic) portraits of old men from distinguished
families were the norm during the Republic. The sculptor of this
head painstakingly recorded every detail of the elderly man’s face.

(FiG. ) from Osimo. The sculptor painstakingly recorded
each rise and fall, each bulge and fold, of the facial surface,
like a mapmaker who did not want to miss the slightest de-
tail of surface change. Scholars debate whether such portraits
were truly blunt records of real features or exaggerated types
designed to make a statement about personality: serious, ex-
perienced, determined, loyal to family and state—virtues the
patricians greatly admired during the Republic.

Pompeii and the Cities
of Vesuvius

On August 24, 79 ci, Mount Vesuvius, a long-dormant vol-
cano, suddenly erupted, burying many prosperous towns
around the Bay of Naples, among them Pompeii. This catas-
trophe for the Romans, however, has been a boon for archae-
ologists, who have been able to reconstruct the art and life
of the Vesuvian towns with a completeness far beyond that
possible anywhere else.

The Oscans, one of the many Italic tribes that occupied
Italy during the peak of Etruscan power, were the first to set-
tle at Pompeii. Toward the end of the fifth century BCE, the
Samnites, another Italic people, took over the town. Under
the influence of their Greek neighbors, the Samnites greatly
expanded the original settlement and gave monumental shape
to the city center. Pompeii fought with other Italian cities on

I



the losing side against Rome in the so-called Social War of the
early first century BCE. In 80 BCE, Sulla founded a new Roman
colony on the site, with Latin as its official language. The col-
ony’s population had grown to between 10,000 and 20,000
when Mount Vesuvius buried Pompeii in volcanic ash.

Forum The center of civic life in any Roman town was its
forum, or public square. Pompeii’s forum (Fig. 3-12, no. 1)
lies in the southwest corner of the expanded Roman city but
at the heart of the original town. The forum probably took on
monumental form in the second century BCE when the Sam-
nites, inspired by Hellenistic architecture, erected two-story
porticos (colonnades) on three sides of the long and narrow
plaza. At the north end they constructed a temple of Jupiter
(FIG. 3-12, no. 2). When Pompeii became a Roman colony,
the Romans converted the temple into a Capitolium—a triple
shrine to Jupiter, Juno, and Minerva. The temple is of stan-
dard Republican type, constructed of tufa covered with fine
white stucco and combining an Etruscan plan with Greek
columns. It faces into the civic square, dominating the area.
This is very different from the siting of Greek temples (FiG.
2-35), which stood in isolation and could be approached and
viewed from all sides, like colossal statues on giant stepped
pedestals. The Roman forum, like the Etrusco-Roman tem-
ple, has a chief side, a focus of attention.

All around the square, behind the colonnades, were
secular and religious structures, including the town’s admin-
istrative offices. Most noteworthy is the basilica at the south-
west corner (FIG. 3-12, no. 3), the earliest well-preserved
example of a building type that would have a long history in
both Roman and Christian architecture. Constructed dur-
ing the late second century BCE, the basilica was the town’s
administrative center and housed the law court. In plan it
resembles the forum itself: long and narrow, with two stories
of internal columns dividing the space into a central nave
and flanking aisles.

3-12 Aerial view of the
forum (1) with Capitolium (2)
and basilica (3), Pompeii, Italy,
second century BCE and later.

The center of Roman civic life was
the forum. At Pompeii, colonnades
frame a rectangular plaza with the
Capitolium at the northern end.

At the southwestern corner is the
basilica, Pompeii’s law court.

Amphitheater Shortly after the Romans took control
of Pompeii, two of the town’s wealthiest officials used personal
funds to erect a large amphitheater (FiG. 3-13), or “double
theater,” at the southeastern end of town. Although Roman
amphitheaters resemble two Greek theaters put together,
the Greeks never built amphitheaters.

Greek theaters were situated on natural hillsides (FiG.
2-51), but supporting an amphitheater’s continuous elliptical
cavea (seating area) required building an artificial mountain.

3-13 Aerial view of the amphitheater, Pompeii, Italy,
ca. 70 BCE.

Pompeii boasts the earliest known amphitheater. Roman concrete
technology made its elliptical cavea possible. The Pompeians staged
bloody gladiatorial combats and wild animal hunts in the arena.
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Architectural Basics

Roman Concrete Construction

The history of Roman architecture would be very different if the Romans
had been content to use the same building materials as the Greeks, Etrus-
cans, and other ancient peoples. Instead, the Romans developed con-
crete construction, which revolutionized architectural design. They made
concrete from a changing recipe of lime mortar, volcanic sand, water, and
small stones (caementa, from which the English word cement is derived).
Builders placed the mixture in wooden frames and left it to dry and to
bond with a brick or stone facing. When the concrete dried completely,
they removed the wooden molds, leaving behind a solid mass of great
strength, though rough in appearance. The Romans often covered the
rough concrete with stucco or with marble revetment (facing). Despite
this lengthy procedure, concrete walls were much less costly to construct
than walls of imported Greek marble or even local tufa and travertine.

The advantages of concrete go well beyond cost, however. It is possi-
ble to fashion concrete shapes that masonry construction cannot achieve,
especially huge vaulted and domed rooms without internal supports. The
Romans came to prefer these to the Greek and Etruscan post-and-lintel
structures. Concrete enabled Roman builders to think of architecture in
revolutionary ways. Roman concrete became a vehicle for shaping archi-
tectural space.

The most common types of Roman concrete vaults and domes are

I Barrel Vault Also called the tunnel vault, the barrel vault (Fic. 3-14a)
is an extension of a simple arch, creating a semicylindrical ceiling over
parallel walls. Pre-Roman builders constructed barrel vaults using tra-
ditional ashlar masonry (for example, Fic. 1-20), but those vaults are
less stable than concrete barrel vaults. If any of the blocks of a cut-
stone vault come loose, the whole may collapse. Also, masonry barrel
vaults can be illuminated only by light entering at either end of the tun-
nel. In contrast, windows can be placed at any point in concrete barrel
vaults, because once the concrete hardens, it forms a seamless sheet
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of “artificial stone” that builders can puncture almost at will. Whether
made of stone or concrete, barrel vaults require buttressing (lateral
support) of the walls below the vaults to counteract their downward
and outward thrust.

Groin Vaults A groin, or cross, vault (Fic. 3-14b) is formed by the in-
tersection at right angles of two barrel vaults of equal size. Besides
appearing lighter than the barrel vault, the groin vault needs less but-
tressing. The barrel vault's thrust is concentrated along the entire
length of the supporting wall. The groin vault's thrust, however, is con-
centrated along the groins, and buttressing is needed only at the points
where the groins meet the vault's vertical supports, usually piers. The
system leaves the covered area open, permitting light to enter. Groin
vaults, like barrel vaults, can be built using stone blocks—but with the
same structural limitations when compared with concrete vaulting.

When a series of groin vaults covers an interior hall (Fig. 3-14¢,; com-
pare Figs. 3-36, 3-43, and 3-49,) the open lateral arches of the vaults
form the equivalent of a clerestory of a traditional timber-roofed struc-
ture (Figs. 4-4 and 4-5). Such a fenestrated (having openings or win-
dows) sequence of groin vaults has a major advantage over wooden
clerestories: Concrete vaults are relatively fireproof.

Hemispherical Domes If a barrel vault is described as a round arch
extended in a line, then a hemispherical dome (Fic. 3-14d) may be
described as a round arch rotated around the full circumference of
a circle. Masonry domes (Fig. 2-12), like masonry vaults, cannot ac-
commodate windows without threat to structural stability. Builders
can open up concrete domes even at their apex with a circular “eye”
(oculus), allowing much-needed light to reach the often vast spaces
beneath (Fig. 3-39). Hemispherical domes usually rest on concrete cy-
lindrical drums.

3-14 Roman concrete construction. (a) barrel
vault, (b) groin vault, (c) fenestrated sequence of
groin vaults, (d) hemispherical dome with oculus
(John Burge).

Concrete domes and vaults of varying designs enabled
Roman builders to revolutionize the history of architec-
ture by shaping interior spaces in novel ways.




The Roman House

The entrance to a typical Roman domus (private house) was through a nar-
row foyer (fauces), which led to a large central reception area, the atrium.
The rooms flanking the fauces could open onto the atrium, as in Fig. 3-16,
or onto the street, in which case they were rented out as shops. The roof
over the atrium was partially open to the sky, not only to admit light but
also to channel rainwater into a basin (impluvium) below. The water could
be stored in cisterns for household use. Opening onto the sides of the

3-15 Atrium of the House of the Vettii, Pompeii, Italy,
second century BCE, rebuilt 62-79 ck.

Older Roman houses had a small garden behind the atrium, but
beginning in the second century Bce, Roman builders added peri-
styles with Greek columns at the rear, as in the House of the Vettii.

Only concrete, unknown to the Greeks, could meet that re-
quirement (see “Roman Concrete Construction,” page 96).
In the Pompeii amphitheater, the earliest known, a series of
radially disposed concrete barrel vaults (Fig. 3-14a) forms
a giant retaining wall that holds up the earthen mound and
stone seats. Barrel vaults also form the tunnels leading to the
arena, the central area where bloody gladiatorial combats
and wild animal hunts occurred. (Arena is Latin for “sand,”
which soaked up the blood of the wounded and killed.) The
Roman amphitheater stands in sharp contrast, both archi-
tecturally and functionally, to the Greek theater, home of
refined performances of comedies and tragedies.

atrium were small bedrooms called cubicula (cubicles) and alae (wings).
At the back was the owner's tablinum, or “home office.” Early Roman
houses also had a dining room (triclinium) and kitchen at the back or side
of the atrium, and sometimes a small garden at the rear of the house.
Endless variations of the same basic plan exist, dictated by an owner's
personal tastes and means, the size and shape of the lot purchased, and
so forth, but all Roman houses of this type were inward-looking in nature.
The design shut out street noise and dust, and all internal activity focused
on the brightly illuminated atrium at the center of the residence.

During the second century Bcg, the Roman house took on Greek airs.
Builders added a peristyle (colonnaded) garden at the rear, as in Fig. 3-16,
providing a second internal illumination source as well as a pleasant set-
ting for meals served in a summer triclinium. The axial symmetry of the
plan meant that on entering the fauces of the house, a visitor had a view
through the atrium directly into the peristyle garden (as in Fig. 3-15), which
often boasted a fountain or pool, marble statuary, mural paintings, and
mosaic floors.

3-16 Restored view and plan of a typical Roman house of
the Late Republic and Early Empire (John Burge). (1) fauces,

(2) atrium, (3) impluvium, (4) cubiculum, (5) ala, (6) tablinum,
(7) triclinium, (8) peristyle.

Roman houses were inward-looking with a central atrium open to
the sky and an impluvium to collect rainwater. A visitor standing in
the fauces had an axial view through to the peristyle garden.

House of the Vettii The evidence from Pompeii re-
garding Roman domestic architecture (see “The Roman
House,” above) is unparalleled anywhere else. One of the
best-preserved houses at Pompeii is the House of the Vet-
tii. A photograph (Fic. 3-15) taken in the fauces shows the
impluvium in the center of the atrium, the opening in the
roof above, and, in the background, the peristyle (Fic. 3-16).
Of course, only the wealthy—whether patricians or former
slaves like the Vettius brothers, who made their fortune as
merchants—could own spacious private houses with inter-
nal colonnades. The masses, especially in expensive cities
like Rome, lived in multistory apartment houses.
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3-17 First Style wall painting in the fauces of the Samnite
House, Herculaneum, Italy, late second century BCE.

In First Style murals, the decorator’s aim was to imitate costly marble
panels using painted stucco relief. The style is Greek in origin and
another example of the Hellenization of Republican architecture.

Samnite House The houses and villas around Mount
Vesuvius have also yielded the most complete record of the
changing fashions in fresco painting anywhere in the ancient
world. Art historians divide the various Roman mural types
into four so-called Pompeian Styles. In the First Style, the
decorator’s aim was to imitate costly marble panels (for ex-
ample, those seen in FiG. 3-39) using painted stucco relief.
In the fauces (Fig. 3-17) of the Samnite House at Hercu-
laneum, a stunning illusion of walls constructed, or at least
faced, with marbles imported from quarries all over the
Mediterranean greets visitors to the house. This approach to
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wall decoration is comparable to the modern practice of us-
ing cheaper manufactured materials to approximate the look
and shape of genuine wood paneling. This style is not, how-
ever, uniquely Roman. First Style walls are well documented
in the Greek world from the late fourth century Bct on. The
use of the First Style in Republican houses is yet another ex-
ample of the Hellenization of Roman architecture.

Villa of the Mysteries The Second Style, introduced
around 80 BCE, seems to be a Roman innovation and is in most
respects the antithesis of the First Style. Second Style paint-
ers aimed to dissolve a room’s confining walls and replace
them with the illusion of an imaginary three-dimensional
world. An early example of the new style is the room (FiG.
3-18) that gives its name to the Villa of the Mysteries at
Pompeii. Many scholars believe this is the chamber where
Pompeian women celebrated, in private, the rites of the
Greek god Dionysos (Roman Bacchus). Dionysos was the
focus of an unofficial mystery religion popular among Ital-
ian women at this time. The precise nature of the Dionysiac
rites is unknown, but the figural cycle in the Villa of the
Mysteries, illustrating mortals (all female save for one boy)
interacting with mythological figures, probably provides
some evidence for the cult’s initiation rites. In these rites,
young women united in marriage with Dionysos. The Sec-
ond Style painter created the illusion of a shallow ledge on
which human and divine actors move around the room. Es-
pecially striking is the way some of the figures interact across
the corners of the room. For example, a seminude winged
woman at the far right of the rear wall lashes out with her
whip across the space of the room at a kneeling woman with
a bare back (the initiate and bride-to-be of Dionysos) on the
left end of the right wall.

Villa at Boscoreale In later Second Style designs,
painters created a three-dimensional setting that also
extends beyond the wall. An example is a cubiculum (FiG.
3-19) from the Villa of Publius Fannius Synistor at Bosco-
reale, decorated between 50 and 40 Bce. All around the
room the painter opened up the walls with vistas of Italian
towns, marble temples, and colonnaded courtyards. Painted
doors and gates invite the viewer to walk through the wall
into the magnificent world the painter created. Knowledge
of single-point linear perspective (see “Renaissance Perspec-
tival Systems,” Chapter 8, page 232) explains in large part
the Boscoreale painter’s success in suggesting depth. In this
kind of perspective, all the receding lines in a composition
converge on a single point along the painting’s central axis.
Ancient writers state that Greek painters of the fifth century
BCE first used linear perspective for the design of Athenian
stage sets (hence its Greek name, skenographia, “scene paint-
ing”). In the Boscoreale cubiculum, the painter most suc-
cessfully used linear perspective in the far corners, where
a low gate leads to a peristyle framing a round temple (FiG.
3-19, right).
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3-18 Dionysiac mystery frieze, Second Style wall paintings in room 5 of the Villa of the Mysteries, Pompeii, Italy, ca. 60-50 BCE.
Frieze, 5’ 4" high.

Second Style painters created the illusion of an imaginary three-dimensional world on the walls of Roman houses. The figures in this room act
out the initiation rites of the mystery religion of Dionysos.

3-19 Second Style wall paintings (general view, left, and detail of tholos, right) from cubiculum M of the Villa of Publius Fannius
Synistor, Boscoreale, Italy, ca. 50-40 BCE. Fresco, 8’ 9” high. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.

In this Second Style bedroom, the painter opened up the walls with vistas of towns, temples, and colonnaded courtyards. The convincing
illusionism is due in part to the artist’s use of linear perspective.
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3-20 Gardenscape,
Second Style wall paint-
ing, from the Villa of
Livia, Primaporta, Italy,
ca. 30-20 BcE. Fresco,
6' 7" high. Museo
Nazionale Romano—
Palazzo Massimo alle
Terme, Rome.

The ultimate example of a
Second Style “picture win-
dow” wall is this garden-
scape in Livia’s villa. To sug-
gest recession, the painter
used atmospheric perspec-
tive, intentionally blurring
the most distant forms.

3-21 Detail of a Third Style wall painting, from
cubiculum 15 of the Villa of Agrippa Postumus,
Boscotrecase, Italy, ca. 10 BCE. Fresco, 7' 8” high.
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.

In the Third Style, Roman painters decorated walls
with delicate linear fantasies sketched on predomi-
nantly monochromatic backgrounds. A tiny floating
landscape is the central motif on the solid black wall.
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3-22 Fourth Style wall paintings in the Ixion Room (triclinium P) of
the House of the Vettii, Pompeii, Italy, ca. 70-79 ck.

Fourth Style murals are often crowded and confused compositions with a
mixture of fragmentary architectural vistas, framed panel paintings, and
motifs favored in the First and Third Styles.



Villa of Livia The ultimate example of a Second Style
“picture window” wall is the gardenscape (FiG. 3-20) in
the Villa of Livia, wife of the emperor Augustus, at Prima-
porta, just north of Rome. To suggest recession, the painter
mastered another kind of perspective, atmospheric perspec-
tive, indicating depth by the increasingly blurred appear-
ance of objects in the distance. At Livia’s villa, the fence,
trees, and birds in the foreground are precisely painted,
whereas the details of the dense foliage in the background
are indistinct.

Villa at Boscotrecase The Primaporta gardenscape
is the polar opposite of First Style designs, which reinforce,
rather than deny, the heavy presence of confining walls. But
tastes changed rapidly in the Roman world, as in society to-
day. Not long after Livia had her villa painted, Roman pa-
trons began to favor mural designs that reasserted the pri-
macy of the wall surface. In the Third Style of Pompeian
painting, popular from about 15 BCE to 60 CE, artists no lon-
ger attempted to replace the walls with three-dimensional
worlds of their own creation. Nor did they seek to imitate the
appearance of the marble walls of Hellenistic kings. Instead
they decorated walls with delicate linear fantasies sketched
on predominantly monochromatic (one-color) backgrounds.
One of the earliest examples of the Third Style is a room
(FIc. 3-21) in the Villa of Agrippa Postumus at Boscotrecase.
Nowhere did the artist use illusionistic painting to
penetrate the wall. In place of the stately columns
of the Second Style are insubstantial and impossi-
bly thin colonnettes supporting featherweight cano-
pies barely reminiscent of pediments. In the center
of this delicate and elegant architectural frame is a
tiny floating landscape painted directly on the jet-
black ground. It is hard to imagine a sharper con-
trast to the panoramic gardenscape at Livia’s villa.

Ixion Room In the Fourth Style, a taste for il-
lusionism returned once again. This style, fash-
ionable in the two decades before the Vesuvian
eruption of 79, is characterized by crowded and
confused compositions with a mixture of frag-
mentary architectural vistas, framed panel paint-
ings, and motifs favored in the First and Third
Styles. The Ixion Room (FIG. 3-22) of the House
of the Vettii was probably painted shortly before
the eruption. Its Fourth Style design is a résumé
of all the previous styles, another instance of the
eclecticism noted earlier as characteristic of Ro-
man art in general. The lowest zone, for example,
is one of the most successful imitations anywhere
of costly multicolored imported marbles. The
large white panels in the corners of the room, with
their delicate floral frames and floating central
motifs, would fit naturally into the most elegant
Third Style design. Unmistakably Fourth Style,
however, are the fragmentary architectural vistas
of the central and upper zones. They are unrelated

to one another, do not constitute a unified cityscape beyond
the wall, and incorporate figures that would tumble into the
room if they took a single step forward.

The Ixion Room takes its nickname from the mytho-
logical painting at the center of the rear wall. Ixion had at-
tempted to seduce Hera, and Zeus punished him by bind-
ing him to a perpetually spinning wheel. The paintings on
the two side walls (not visible in FiG. 3-22) also have Greek
myths as subjects. The Ixion Room is a small private art gal-
lery with framed paintings decorating the walls, as in many
modern homes. Scholars long have believed that the mod-
els for these and the many other mythological paintings on
Third and Fourth Style walls were lost Greek panels. Al-
though few, if any, of the mythological paintings at Pompeii
can be described as true copies of “Old Masters,” they attest
to the Romans’ continuing admiration for Greek art.

Still Life One of the most frequent motifs on Roman
painted walls is the still life, or painting of inanimate objects,
artfully arranged. A still life with peaches and a carafe (FiG.
3-23), a detail of a painted wall from Herculaneum, dem-
onstrates that Roman painters sought to create illusionistic
effects when depicting small objects as well as buildings and
landscapes. The artist paid as much attention to shadows
and highlights on the fruit, the stem and leaves, and the glass
jar as to the objects themselves.

3-23 Still life with peaches, detail of a Fourth Style wall painting,
from Herculaneum, Italy, ca. 62-79 ck. Fresco, 1' 2" X 1’ 13". Museo
Archeologico Nazionale, Naples.

The Roman interest in illusionism explains the popularity of still-life paintings.
This painter paid scrupulous attention to the play of light and shadow on
different shapes and textures.
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Early Empire

The murder of Julius Caesar on the Ides of March, 44 BcE,
plunged the Roman world into a bloody civil war. The fight-
ing lasted 13 years and ended only when Octavian, Caesar’s
grandnephew and adopted son, crushed the naval forces of
Mark Antony and Queen Cleopatra of Egypt at Actium in
northwestern Greece. Antony and Cleopatra committed
suicide, and in 30 BcE, Egypt, once the wealthiest and most
powerful kingdom of the ancient world, became another
province in the ever-expanding Roman Empire.

Augustus Historians mark the passage from the old
Roman Republic to the new Roman Empire from the day
in 27 BCE when the Senate conferred the majestic title of
Augustus (r. 27 BCE-14 cE) on Octavian. The Empire was
ostensibly a continuation of the Republic, with the same
constitutional offices, but in fact Augustus, as princeps (first
citizen), occupied all the key positions. He was consul and
imperator (commander in chief; root of the word “emperor”)
and even, after 12 BCE, pontifex maximus (chief priest of the
state religion). These offices gave Augustus control of all as-
pects of Roman public life.

With powerful armies keeping order on the Empire’s
frontiers and no opposition at home, Augustus brought
peace and prosperity to a war-weary Mediterranean world.
Known in his own day as the Pax Augusta (Augustan Peace),
the peace Augustus established prevailed for two centuries.
It came to be called simply the Pax Romana. During this
time Roman emperors commissioned a huge number of
public works throughout their territories, all on an unprec-
edented scale. The erection of imperial portraits and monu-
ments covered with reliefs recounting the various emperors’
great deeds reminded people everywhere of the source of
this beneficence. These portraits and reliefs often presented
a picture that bore little resemblance to historical fact. Their
purpose, however, was not to provide an objective record but
to mold public opinion.

When Augustus vanquished Antony and Cleopatra in
31 BcE and became undisputed master of the Mediterranean
world, he had not reached his 32nd birthday. The rule by el-
ders that had characterized the Roman Republic for nearly
half a millennium came to an abrupt end. Suddenly Roman
portraitists were called on to produce images of a youthful
head of state. But Augustus was not merely young. Caesar had
been made a god after his death, and Augustus, while never
claiming to be a god himself, widely advertised himself as the
son of a god. His portraits were designed to present the image
of a godlike leader, a superior being who, miraculously, never
aged. The models for Augustus’s idealized portraits were
Classical Greek artworks. The statue of Augustus (FiG. )
from Primaporta depicts the emperor as general, standing in
the pose of Polykleitos’s Doryphoros (FiG. 2-34), addressing
his troops with his right arm extended in the manner of the
orator Aule Metele (FiG. 3-8). Although the head is that of an
individual and not a nameless athlete, its overall shape, the
sharp ridges of the brows, and the tight cap of layered hair
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Portrait bust of Livia, from Arsinoe, Egypt, early
first century ce. Marble, 1’ 14" high. Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek,
Copenhagen.

Livia sports the latest Roman coiffure, but her youthful appearance
and sharply defined features derive from images of Greek goddesses.
She lived until 87, but never aged in her portraits.

emulate the Polykleitan style. The reliefs on the emperor’s
breastplate celebrate a victory over the Parthians. The Cupid
at Augustus’s feet refers to his divine descent from Venus.
Every facet of the portrait carried a political message.

Livia A marble portrait (FiG. ) of Livia shows that the
imperial women of the Augustan age shared the emperor’s
eternal youthfulness. Although she sports the latest Roman
coiffure, with the hair rolled over the forehead and knotted
at the nape of the neck, Livia’s blemish-free skin and sharply
defined features derive from images of Classical Greek god-
desses. Livia outlived Augustus by 15 years, dying at age 87.
In her portraits, the coiffure changed with the introduction
of each new fashion, but her face remained ever young, befit-
ting her exalted position in the Roman state.

Ara Pacis Augustae On Livia’s birthday in 9 BCE,
Augustus dedicated the Ara Pacis Augustae (Altar of Au-
gustan Peace; FiG. ), the monument celebrating his most
important achievement, the establishment of peace. Acanthus
tendrils adorn the altar’s marble precinct walls, which have
Corinthian pilasters at the corners. The Corinthian capital
was a Greek innovation of the fifth century Bcg, but it did not



become popular until Hellenistic and especially Roman times.
More ornate than either the Doric or Ionic capital, the Corin-
thian capital consists of a double row of acanthus leaves, from
which tendrils and flowers emerge, wrapped around a bell-
shaped echinus. The rich floral and vegetal ornament of the
altar’s exterior alludes to the prosperity that peace brings.
Four panels on the east and west ends of the Ara Pacis
depict carefully selected mythological subjects, including (at
the right in Fig. 3-25) a relief of Aeneas making a sacrifice.
Aeneas was the son of Venus and one of Augustus’s fore-
fathers. The connection between the emperor and Aeneas
was a key element of Augustus’s political ideology for his new

3-25  Ara Pacis Augustae
(Altar of Augustan Peace),
Rome, Italy, 13-9 BCE.

Augustus sought to present his
new order as a Golden Age equal-
ing that of Athens under Pericles.
The Ara Pacis celebrates the em-
peror’s most important achieve-
ment, the establishment of peace.

3-26 Procession of the
imperial family, detail of
the south frieze of the Ara
Pacis Augustae, Rome, Italy,
13-9 BCE. Marble, 5’ 3” high.

Although inspired by the
Panathenaic procession frieze of
the Parthenon (ric. 2-41), the Ara
Pacis friezes depict recognizable
individuals, including children.
Augustus promoted marriage
and childbearing.

Golden Age. It is no coincidence that Vergil wrote the Ae-
neid during the rule of Augustus. The epic poem glorified the
young emperor by celebrating the founder of the Julian line.

Processions of the imperial family (Fic. 3-26) and other
important dignitaries appear on the long north and south
sides of the Ara Pacis. These parallel friezes were clearly in-
spired to some degree by the Panathenaic procession frieze of
the Parthenon (FIG. 2-41, bottom). Augustus sought to present
his new order as a Golden Age equaling that of Athens un-
der Pericles. The emulation of Classical models thus made a
political as well as an artistic statement. Even so, the Roman
procession is very different in character. On the Parthenon,
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3-27 Pont-du-Gard, -
Nimes, France, e
ca. 16 BCE. =

Roman engineers con-
structed roads, bridges,
and aqueducts through-
out the Empire. This
aqueduct bridge brought
water from a distant
mountain spring to
Nimes—about 100 gal-
lons a day for each of
the city’s inhabitants.

anonymous figures act out an Athenian event that recurred
every four years. The frieze stands for all Panathenaic Festi-
val processions. The Ara Pacis depicts a singular event (prob-
ably the inaugural ceremony of 13 BCE) and recognizable con-
temporary figures. Among those portrayed are children, who
restlessly tug on their elders’ garments and talk to one another
when they should be quiet on a solemn occasion. Augustus
was concerned about a decline in the birthrate among the
Roman nobility, and he enacted a series of laws designed to
promote marriage, marital fidelity, and raising children. The
portrayal of men with their families on the Altar of Peace
served as a moral exemplar.

Pont-du-Gard During the Pax Romana, Rome sent engi-
neers to construct aqueducts, roads, and bridges throughout
its far-flung empire. In southern France, outside Nimes, still
stands the aqueduct-bridge known as the Pont-du-Gard (FiG.
3-27). The aqueduct provided about 100 gallons of water
a day for each inhabitant of Nimes from a mountain spring
some 30 miles away. The water flowed over the consider-
able distance by gravity in channels built with a continu-
ous gradual decline over the entire route from source to city.
Roman builders erected the three-story bridge at Nimes to
maintain the height of the water channel where the water
crossed the Gard River. Each large arch spans some 82 feet
and incorporates blocks weighing up to two tons each. The
bridge’s uppermost level consists of a row of smaller arches,
three above each of the large openings below. They carry the
water channel itself. Their quickened rhythm and the har-
monious proportional relationship between the larger and
smaller arches reveal that the Roman engineer-architect had
a keen aesthetic as well as practical sense.

The Flavians For a half century after Augustus’s death,
Rome’s emperors all came from his family, the Julians, or
his wife Livia’s, the Claudians. But the outrageous behavior
of Nero (r. 54-68 cE) produced a powerful backlash. Nero
was forced to commit suicide in 68 cE, bringing the Julio-
Claudian dynasty to an end and ushering in a year of renewed
civil strife. The man who emerged triumphant in this brief
but bloody conflict was Vespasian (r. 69-79 CE), a general
who had served under Nero. Vespasian, whose family name
was Flavius, had two sons, Titus (r. 79-81 ck) and Domitian
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(r. 81-96 cE). The Flavian dynasty ruled Rome for more than
a quarter century.

Colosseum The Flavian Amphitheater, or Colosseum
(FIGs. 3-28 and 3-9, no. 12), was one of Vespasian’s first un-
dertakings after becoming emperor. The decision to build
the Colosseum was very shrewd politically. The site chosen
was on the property Nero had confiscated from the Roman
people after a great fire in 64 CE in order to build a private
villa for himself. By constructing the new amphitheater there,
Vespasian reclaimed the land for the public and provided

3-28  Aerial view of the Colosseum (Flavian Amphitheater),
Rome, Italy, ca. 70-80 ck.

Vespasian built the Colosseum, the world’s largest amphitheater, on
land that Nero had confiscated from the public. A complex system of
concrete barrel vaults once held up the seats for 50,000 spectators.



Romans with the largest arena for gladiatorial combats and
other lavish spectacles that had ever been constructed. The
Colosseum could hold more than 50,000 spectators, butit takes
its name from its location beside the Colossus of Nero (FiG. 3-9,
no. 11). The huge statue, which stood at the entrance to his
villa, portrayed the emperor as the sun god. To mark the
opening of the Colosseum, the Flavians staged games for 100
days. The highlight was the flooding of the arena to stage a
complete naval battle with more than 3,000 participants.

The Colosseum, like the much earlier Pompeian amphi-
theater (FiG. 3-13), could not have been built without con-
crete. A complex system of barrel-vaulted corridors holds up
the enormous oval seating area. This concrete “skeleton” is
visible today because the amphitheater’s marble seats were
hauled away during the Middle Ages and Renaissance. Also
exposed are the arena substructures, which housed waiting
rooms for the gladiators, animal cages, and machinery for
raising and lowering stage sets as well as animals and hu-
mans. Ingenious lifting devices brought beasts from their
dark dens into the arena’s bright light.

The exterior travertine shell (FiG. ) is approximately
160 feet high, the height of a modern 16-story building. The
facade is divided into four bands, with large arched openings

Detail of the facade of the Colosseum (Flavian
Amphitheater), Rome, Italy, ca. 70-80 ck.

Engaged Doric, lonic, and Corinthian columns frame the arcuated
openings of the Colosseum. This eclectic mix of Greek and Roman
elements masked the amphitheater’s skeleton of concrete vaults.

piercing the lower three. Ornamental Greek orders frame
the arches in the standard Roman sequence for multistory
buildings: from the ground up, Tuscan Doric, lonic, and then
Corinthian. The use of engaged columns and a lintel to frame
the openings in the Colosseum’s facade is a common motif
on Roman buildings. As in the pseudoperipteral temple (FiG.
3-10), which is an eclectic mix of Greek orders and Etrus-
can plan, this way of decorating a building’s facade combined
Greek orders with an architectural form foreign to Greek
post-and-lintel architecture, namely the arch. The engaged
columns and even the arches had no structural purpose, but
they added variety to the surface and unified the multistory
facade by casting a net of verticals and horizontals over it.

Flavian Portraiture Flavian portraits survive in large
numbers. A marble bust (FiG. ) of a young woman,
probably a Flavian princess, is of special interest as an early

Portrait bust of a Flavian woman, from Rome, Italy,
ca. 90 ce. Marble, 2’ 1” high. Musei Capitolini, Rome.

The Flavian sculptor reproduced the elaborate coiffure of this elegant
woman by drilling deep holes for the corkscrew curls, and carved the
rest of the hair and the face with hammer and chisel.
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3-31  Arch of Titus, Rome, Italy, after 81 ck.

Domitian erected this arch on the road leading into the Roman Forum
to honor his brother, the emperor Titus, who became a god after his
death. Victories fill the spandrels of the arcuated passageway.

example of the use of the drill in Roman sculpture. The por-
trait is notable for its elegance and delicacy and for the virtu-
oso way the sculptor rendered the differing textures of hair
and flesh. The artist reproduced the corkscrew curls of the
elaborate Flavian coiffure by drilling deep into the stone in
addition to carving with the traditional hammer and chisel.

The drillwork created a dense mass of light and shadow set
off boldly from the softly modeled and highly polished skin

of the face and swanlike neck.

Arch of Titus When Titus died in 81 cE, his younger
brother, Domitian, who succeeded him as emperor, erected a
triumphal arch (Figs. 3-371 and 3-9, no. 9) in Titus’s honor on
the road leading into the Roman Forum (FiG. 3-9, no. 7). The
Arch of Titus is typical of early triumphal arches in having
only one passageway. As on the Colosseum, engaged columns
frame the arcuated (arch-shaped) opening. Reliefs depict-

3-32 Spoils of
Jerusalem, relief
panel in passageway
of the Arch of Titus,
Rome, Italy, after

81 ce. Marble,

7' 10" high.

The reliefs inside the
bay of the Arch of
Titus commemorate
the emperor’s great-
est achievement—the
conquest of Judaea.
Here, Roman soldiers
carry the spoils taken
from the Jewish tem-
ple in Jerusalem.

3-33 Triumph of
Titus, relief panel in
passageway of the
Arch of Titus, Rome,
Italy, after 81 ck.
Marble, 7’ 10” high.

Victory accompanies
Titus in his triumphal
chariot. Also present
are personifications
of Honor and Valor.
This is the first known
instance of the inter-
mingling of human
and divine figures in
a Roman historical
relief.
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ing personified Victories fill the spandrels (the area between
the arch’s curve and the framing columns and entablature).
A dedicatory inscription stating that the Senate erected the
arch to honor the god Titus, son of the god Vespasian, domi-
nates the attic. (Roman emperors normally were proclaimed
gods after they died, as Augustus was, but if they ran afoul of
the Senate, they were damned. The statues of those who suf-
fered damnatio memoriae were torn down, and their names
were erased from public inscriptions. This was Nero’s fate.)

Inside the passageway of the Arch of Titus are two great
relief panels. They represent the triumphal parade of Titus
after his return from the conquest of Judaea at the end of
the Jewish Wars in 70 ct. One of the reliefs (Fig. 3-32) de-
picts Roman soldiers carrying the spoils from the Temple in
Jerusalem. Despite considerable damage to the relief, the
illusion of movement is convincing. The parade moves for-
ward from the left background into the center foreground
and disappears through the obliquely placed arch in the right
background. The energy and swing of the column of soldiers
suggest a rapid march. The sculptor rejected the low relief of
the Ara Pacis (FIG. 3-26) in favor of extremely deep carving,
which produces strong shadows. The heads of the forward fig-
ures have broken off because they stood free from the block.
Their high relief emphasized their different placement in
space from the heads in low relief, which are intact. The play
of light and shade across the protruding foreground and re-
ceding background figures enhances the sense of movement.

The panel (FIg. 3-33) on the other side of the passage-
way shows Titus in his triumphal chariot. Victory rides with
the emperor and places a wreath on his head. Below her is
a bare-chested youth who is probably a personification of

Honor (Honos). A female personification of Valor (Virtus)
leads the horses. These allegorical figures transform the re-
lief from a record of Titus’s battlefield success into a celebra-
tion of imperial virtues. A similar intermingling of divine
and human figures occurs in the Mysteries frieze (FiG. 3-18)
at Pompeii, but the Titus panel is the first known instance of
divine beings interacting with humans on an official Roman
historical relief. (On the Ara Pacis, Fig. 3-25, the gods, he-
roes, and personifications appear in separate framed panels,
carefully segregated from the procession of living Romans.)
The Arch of Titus reliefs date after the emperor’s death,
when Titus was already a god. Soon afterward, however, this
kind of interaction between mortals and immortals became
a staple of Roman narrative relief sculpture, even on monu-
ments honoring a living emperor.

High Empire

Domitian’s extravagant lifestyle and ego resembled Nero’s. He
so angered the senators that he was assassinated in 96 ct. The
first emperor of the second century, chosen with the consent
of the Senate, was Trajan (r. 98-117 CE), a capable and popu-
lar general. Born in Spain, Trajan was the first non-Italian to
rule Rome. During his reign, the Roman Empire reached its
greatest extent (MAP 3-1), and the imperial government took
on ever greater responsibility for its people’s welfare by insti-
tuting a number of farsighted social programs.

Forum of Trajan Trajan’s major building project in
Rome was a huge new forum (Figs. 3-34 and 3-9, no. 5),
which glorified his victories in two wars against the Dacians
(who occupied what is now Romania). The architect was

3-34  ArorLrLoporus ofF Damascus, Forum of Trajan, Rome,
Italy, dedicated 112 ck. Reconstruction by James E. Packer
and John Burge. (1) Temple of Trajan, (2) Column of
Trajan, (3) libraries, (4) Basilica Ulpia, (5) forum,
(6) equestrian statue of Trajan.

Trajan built Rome's largest forum
with the spoils from two wars
in Dacia. It featured a trium-
phal gateway, statues of
Dacian captives, an
equestrian statue of
the emperor, and
a basilica with
clerestory
lighting.
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APOLLODORUS OF DAMASCUS, Trajan’s chief
military engineer, who had constructed a
world-famous bridge across the Danube
River. Apollodorus’s plan incorporated
the main features of most early forums
(FIG. 3-12), except that a huge basilica,
not a temple, dominated the colonnaded
open square. The temple (completed af-
ter the emperor’s death and dedicated to
the newest god in the Roman pantheon,
Trajan himself) was set instead behind
the basilica. Entry to Trajan’s forum was
through an impressive gateway resembling
a triumphal arch. Inside the forum were
other reminders of Trajan’s military prow-
ess. A larger-than-life-size gilded-bronze
equestrian statue of the emperor stood at
the center of the great court in front of the
basilica. Statues of captive Dacians stood
above the columns of the forum porticos.

The Basilica Ulpia (Trajan’s family
name was Ulpius) was a much larger and
far more ornate version of the basilica in
the forum of Pompeii (FiG. 3-12, no. 3).
As shown in FIG. 3-34, no. 4, it had apses
(semicircular recesses) on each short end.
Two aisles flanked the nave on each side.
The building was vast: about 400 feet
long (without the apses) and 200 feet
wide. Light entered through clerestory
windows, made possible by elevating the
timber-roofed nave above the colonnaded
aisles. In the Republican basilica at Pom-
peii, light reached the nave only indirectly
through aisle windows. The clerestory
(used millennia before at Karnak in Egypt;
FIG. 1-32) was a much better way to illumi-
nate the interior space.

Column of Trajan The Column of
Trajan (FIG. 3-35), erected between the
Basilica Ulpia and the Temple of Trajan,
still stands. It is 128 feet high and has a
monumental base decorated with captured
Dacian arms and armor. A heroically nude
statue of the emperor once topped the
column. The 625-foot band that winds
around the shaft is the first instance of
a spiral narrative frieze. The reliefs de-
pict Trajan’s two Dacian campaigns. The
story unfolds in more than 150 episodes
in which some 2,500 figures appear. The
relief is very low so as not to distort the
contours of the column. Paint enhanced
the legibility of the figures, but a viewer
still would have had difficulty following
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the narrative from beginning to end. That is
why much of the frieze consists of easily rec-
ognizable compositions: Trajan addressing his
troops, sacrificing to the gods, and so on. The
narrative is not a reliable chronological account
of the Dacian Wars, as was once thought. The
sculptors nonetheless accurately recorded the
general character of the campaigns. Notably,
battle scenes occupy only about a quarter of
the frieze. The Romans spent more time con-
structing forts, transporting men and equip-
ment, and preparing for battle than they did
fighting. The focus is always on the emperor,
who appears repeatedly in the frieze, but the
enemy is not belittled. The Romans won be-
cause of their superior organization and more
powerful army, not because they were inher-
ently superior beings.

Markets of Trajan On the Quirinal
Hill overlooking the forum, Apollodorus
built the Markets of Trajan (FiG. 3-9, no. 6) to
house both shops and administrative offices.
The transformation of the hill into a multi-
level complex was made possible by the use
of concrete. The basic unit was the taberna,
a single-room shop covered by a barrel vault.
The shops were on several levels. They opened
either onto a hemispherical facade winding
around one of the great exedras (semicircu-
lar recessed areas) of Trajan’s forum, onto a
paved street farther up the hill, or onto a great
indoor market hall (Fig. 3-36) resembling
a modern shopping mall. The hall housed
two floors of shops, with the upper shops set
back on each side and lit by skylights. Light
from the same sources reached the ground-
floor shops through arches beneath the great
umbrella-like groin vaults (FiG. 3-14¢) cover-
ing the hall.

Pantheon Upon Trajan’s death, Hadrian
(r. 117-138 cE), also a Spaniard and a rela-
tive of Trajan’s, succeeded him as emperor.
Almost immediately, he began work on the

3-35 Column of Trajan, Forum of Trajan,
Rome, Italy, dedicated 112 ck.

The spiral frieze of Trajan’s Column tells the story
of the Dacian Wars in 150 episodes. The sculptors
represented all aspects of the campaigns, from
fierce battles to solemn sacrifices and road and
fort construction.
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3-36 AroLLODORUS OF DAMASCUS, interior of the great hall,
Markets of Trajan, Rome, Italy, ca. 100-112 ck.

The great hall of Trajan’s Markets resembled a modern shopping
mall. It housed two floors of shops, with the upper shops set back
and lit by skylights. Concrete groin vaults covered the central space.

Pantheon (Figs. 3-37 and 3-9, no. 4), the temple of all the
gods. The Pantheon reveals the full potential of concrete,
both as a building material and as a means for shaping
architectural space. The approach to the temple was from a
columnar courtyard (FIg. 3-38), and, like temples in Roman
forums, the Pantheon stood at one narrow end of the enclo-

3-38 Restored cutaway view of the Pantheon, Rome, Italy,
118-125 ct (John Burge).

The Pantheon’s traditional facade masked its revolutionary
cylindrical drum and its huge hemispherical dome. The

interior symbolized both the orb of the earth and the vault
of the heavens.

3-37 Pantheon, Rome, Italy, 118-125 ck.

Visitors first saw the facade of Hadrian’s “temple of all gods” after
entering a columnar courtyard. Like a temple in a Roman forum
(FIG. 3-12), the Pantheon stood at one narrow end of the enclosure.

sure. Its facade of eight Corinthian columns—almost all that
could be seen from ground level in antiquity—was a bow to
tradition. Everything else about the Pantheon was revolu-
tionary. Behind the columnar porch is an immense concrete
cylinder covered by a huge hemispherical dome 142 feet
in diameter. The dome’s top is also 142 feet from the floor
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(Fig. 3-39). The design is thus based on
the intersection of two circles (one hori-
zontal, the other vertical) so that the in-
terior space can be imagined as the orb of
the earth and the dome as the vault of the
heavens.

If the Pantheon’s design is simplicity
itself, executing that design took all the
ingenuity of Hadrian’s engineers. They
built up the cylindrical drum level by level
using concrete of varied composition. Ex-
tremely hard and durable basalt went into
the mix for the foundations, and the build-
ers gradually modified the “recipe” until,
at the top, featherweight pumice replaced
stones to lighten the load. The dome’s
thickness also decreases as it nears the
oculus, the circular opening 30 feet in di-
ameter that is the only light source for the
interior. The use of coffers (sunken deco-
rative panels) reduced the dome’s weight,
without weakening its structure, and
provided a handsome pattern of squares
within the vast circle. Renaissance draw-
ings suggest that each coffer once had a
glistening gilded-bronze rosette at its cen-
ter, enhancing the symbolism of the dome
as the starry heavens.

Below the dome, much of the original
marble veneer of the walls, niches, and
floor has survived. In the Pantheon, visitors
can get a sense, as almost nowhere else, of
how magnificent the interiors of Roman
concrete buildings could be. But despite
the luxurious skin of the Pantheon’s inte-
rior, the sense experienced on first enter-
ing the structure is not the weight of the
enclosing walls but the space they enclose.
In pre-Roman architecture, the form of
the enclosed space was determined by
the placement of the solids, which did not
so much shape space as interrupt it. Ro-
man architects were the first to conceive

3-39 Interior of the Pantheon, Rome, Italy, 118-125 ck.

The coffered dome of the Pantheon is 142 feet in diameter and 142 feet high. The light

entering through its oculus forms a circular beam that moves across the dome as the sun

of architecture in terms of units of space
that could be shaped by the enclosures.
The Pantheon’s interior is a single unified,
self-sufficient whole, uninterrupted by supporting solids.
Through the oculus, the space opens to the drifting clouds,
the blue sky, the sun, and the gods. Inside the Pantheon, the
architect used light not just to illuminate the darkness but
to create drama and underscore the symbolism of the inte-
rior shape. On a sunny day, the light that passes through
the oculus forms a circular beam, a disk of light that moves
across the coffered dome in the course of the day as the sun
moves across the sky itself. Escaping from the noise and heat
of a Roman summer day into the Pantheon’s cool, calm, and
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moves across the sky.

mystical immensity is an experience almost impossible to
describe and one that should not be missed.

Marcus Aurelius Perhaps the most majestic surviv-
ing portrait of a Roman emperor is the larger-than-life-
size gilded-bronze equestrian statue (FIG. 3-4-0) of Marcus
Aurelius (r. 161-180 cE), one of the Antonine emperors
who followed Hadrian. Marcus’s statue possesses a superhu-
man grandeur. The sculptor portrayed the emperor as much
larger than any normal human would be in relation to his



Equestrian statue of Marcus Aurelius, from Rome, Italy,
ca. 175 ck. Bronze, 11’ 6” high. Musei Capitolini, Rome.

In this portrait on horseback, which conveys the power of the Roman
emperor, Marcus Aurelius stretches out his arm in a gesture of clem-
ency. An enemy once cowered beneath the horse’s raised foreleg.

horse. He stretches out his right arm in a gesture that is both
a greeting and an offer of clemency. Some evidence suggests
that beneath the horse’s raised right foreleg an enemy once
cowered, begging Marcus for mercy. The statue conveys the
majestic power of the Roman emperor as ruler of the whole
world. This message of supreme confidence, however, is not
conveyed by the emperor’s head. Marcus has long, curly hair
and a full beard, consistent with the latest fashion, but his
forehead is lined, and his eyes appear saddened. He seems
weary, even worried. For the first time, the strain of con-
stant warfare on the frontiers and the burden of ruling a
worldwide empire show in the emperor’s face. The Antonine
sculptor ventured beyond Republican verism, exposing the
ruler’s character, his thoughts, and his soul for all to see, as

Mummy portrait of a priest of Serapis, from Hawara
(Faiyum), Egypt, ca. 140-160 ct. Encaustic on wood, 1’ 43" X
82" British Museum, London.

In Roman times, the Egyptians continued to bury their dead in mummy
cases, but painted portraits replaced the traditional masks. This por-
trait was painted in encaustic, a mixture of colors and hot wax.

Marcus revealed them himself in his Meditations, a deeply
moving philosophical treatise setting forth the emperor’s
personal worldview. This kind of introspective verism was
a profound change from Classical idealism. It marks a major
turning point in the history of ancient art.

Mummy Portraits Painted portraits were common
in the Roman Empire, but most have perished. In Roman
Egypt, however, large numbers have been found because the
Egyptians continued to bury their dead in mummy cases
(see “Mummification,” Chapter 1, page 36), with painted
portraits on wood replacing the traditional stylized portrait
masks. One example (FIG. ) depicts a priest of the Egyp-
tian god Serapis. The artist probably painted the portrait
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3-42
(3) tepidarium, (4) caldarium, (5) palaestra.

Plan of the Baths of Caracalla, Rome, Italy, 212-216 ck. (1) natatio, (2) frigidarium,

Caracalla’s baths could accommodate 1,600 bathers. They resembled a modern health spa and included
libraries, lecture halls, and exercise courts in addition to bathing rooms and a swimming pool.

while the man was still alive. The technique is encaustic, in
which the painter mixes colors with hot wax and then applies
the mixture with a spatula to a wooden panel. This portrait
exhibits the painter’s refined use of the brush and spatula,
mastery of the depiction of varied textures and of the play of
light over the soft and delicately modeled face, and sensitive
portrayal of the deceased’s calm demeanor. Artists also ap-
plied encaustic to stone, and the mummy portraits give some
idea of the appearance of Roman marble portraits. Accord-
ing to Pliny, when Praxiteles, perhaps the greatest marble
sculptor of the ancient world, was asked which of his statues
he preferred, the fourth-century Bce Greek artist replied,
“Those that Nikias painted.”” This anecdote underscores the
importance of coloration in ancient statuary.

Late Empire

By the time of Marcus Aurelius, two centuries after Augustus
established the Pax Romana, Roman power was beginning
to erode. It was increasingly difficult to maintain order on
the frontiers, and even within the Empire the authority
of Rome was being challenged. Marcus’s son Commodus
(r. 180-192 cE) was assassinated, bringing the Antonine
dynasty to an end. The economy was in decline, and the
efficient imperial bureaucracy was disintegrating. Even the
official state religion was losing ground to Eastern cults,
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Christianity among them, which were beginning to gain
large numbers of converts. The Late Empire was a pivotal
era in world history during which the pagan civilization of
classical antiquity was gradually transformed into the Chris-
tian civilization of the Middle Ages.

Baths of Caracalla Civil conflict followed Commo-
dus’s death. When it ended, an African-born general named
Septimius Severus (r. 193-211 cE) was master of the Roman
world. The Severans were active builders in the capital. Sep-
timius’s son and successor, Caracalla (r. 211-217 cE), built the
greatest in a long line of bathing and recreational complexes
erected with imperial funds to win the public’s favor. Made
of brick-faced concrete and covered by enormous vaults
springing from thick walls up to 140 feet high, the Baths of
Caracalla (FIg. 3-42) covered an area of almost 50 acres.
The design was symmetrical along a central axis, facilitating
the Roman custom of taking sequential plunges in warm-,
hot-, and cold-water baths in the tepidarium, caldarium, and
frigidarium respectively. There were stuccoed vaults, mosaic
floors, marble-faced walls, and colossal statuary throughout
the complex, which also featured landscaped gardens, lec-
ture halls, libraries, colonnaded exercise courts (palaestras),
and a giant swimming pool (natatio). Archaeologists estimate
that up to 1,600 bathers at a time could enjoy this Roman
equivalent of a modern health spa. Both men and women



3-43 Frigidarium, Baths of Diocletian, Rome, ca. 298-306 ck (remodeled by MICHELANGELO as the nave

of Santa Maria degli Angeli, 1563).

The groin-vaulted nave of the church of Santa Maria degl
of Diocletian. It gives an idea of the lavish adornment of i

attended the baths, although at different times of the day.
A branch of one of the city’s major aqueducts supplied
water, and furnaces circulated hot air through hollow floors
and walls throughout the complex.

The concrete vaults of the Baths of Caracalla collapsed
long ago, but visitors can get an excellent idea of what the
central bathing hall once looked like from the nave (FiG.

i Angeli in Rome was once the frigidarium of the Baths
mperial Roman baths.

3-43) of the church of Santa Maria degli Angeli in Rome,
which was once the frigidarium of the later Baths of Dio-
cletian. Although the Renaissance interior has many new
elements foreign to a Roman bath, its rich wall treatment,
colossal columns, immense groin vaults, and clerestory light-
ing give a better sense of the character of a Roman imperial
bathing complex than does any other building in the world.
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3-44  Portrait of Caracalla, ca. 211-217 ct. Marble, 1’ 2” high.
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.

The artist brilliantly captured the emperor’s suspicious personality
in this portrait. Caracalla’s brow is knotted, and he abruptly turns his
head over his left shoulder, as if he suspects danger from behind.

Caracalla Caracalla is also remembered for his cruelty.
He ruthlessly had his brother (a contender for emperor)
murdered, as well as his wife and father-in-law. A marble
portrait (FIG. 3-44) in which the sculptor depicted the short
hair and close-cropped beard by etching into the surface
brilliantly captures Caracalla’s personality. The emperor’s
brow is knotted, and he abruptly turns his head over his left
shoulder, as if he suspects danger from behind. Caracalla
had reason to be fearful. An assassin’s dagger felled him in
the sixth year of his rule.

Trajan Decius The next half century was one of almost
continuous civil war. One general after another was declared
emperor by his troops, only to be murdered by another gen-
eral a few years or even a few months later. The unstable times
of the so-called soldier emperors nonetheless produced some
of the most moving portraits in the history of art. Following
the lead of the sculptors of the Marcus Aurelius and Caracalla
portraits, artists fashioned likenesses of the soldier emperors
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3-45 Detail of portrait bust of Trajan Decius, 249-251 ck.
Marble, full bust 2’ 7” high. Musei Capitolini, Rome.

This portrait of a “soldier emperor,” who ruled only briefly, depicts an
older man with bags under his eyes and a sad expression. The eyes
glance away nervously, reflecting the anxiety of an insecure ruler.

that are as notable for their emotional content as they are
for their technical virtuosity. The portraits of Trajan Decius
(r. 249-251 cE), for example, the marble head (FiG. 3-45)
illustrated here, depict the emperor (best known for perse-
cuting Christians) as an old man with bags under his eyes
and a sad expression. In his eyes, which glance away ner-
vously rather than engage the viewer directly, is the anxiety
of a man who knows he can do little to restore order to an
out-of-control world. The sculptor modeled the marble as
if it were pliant clay, compressing the sides of the head at
the level of the eyes, incising the hair and beard into the
stone, and chiseling deep lines in the forehead and around
the mouth. The portrait reveals the anguished soul of the
man—and of the times.

Battle Sarcophagus Beginning under Trajan and
Hadrian and especially during the rule of the Antonines, the
Romans began to favor burial over cremation. This reversal
of funerary practices may reflect the influence of Christian-



3-46 Sarcophagus with battle of Romans and barbarians, from Rome, Italy, ca. 250-260 ct. Marble, 5" high. Museo Nazionale
Romano—Palazzo Altemps, Rome.

A chaotic scene of battle between Romans and barbarians decorates the front of this unusually large sarcophagus. The sculptor piled up the

writhing, emotive figures in an emphatic rejection of perspective.

ity and other Eastern religions, whose adherents believed in
an afterlife for the human body. Whatever the explanation,
the shift to burial led to a sudden demand for sarcophagi.
By the third century cE, burial had become so widespread
that even the imperial family adopted burial in place of cre-
mation. An unusually large sarcophagus (Fic. 3-46) of the
mid-third century is decorated on the front with a chaotic
scene of battle between Romans and one of their northern
foes, probably the Goths. The sculptor spread the writhing
and highly emotive figures evenly across the entire relief,
with no illusion of space behind them. This piling of figures
is an emphatic rejection of perspective. Like the contempo-
raneous “soul portraits” of the soldier emperors, it under-
scores the increasing dissatisfaction Late Roman artists felt
with the Classical style.

Within the dense mass of intertwined bodies, the cen-
tral horseman stands out vividly. He is bareheaded and
thrusts out his open right hand to demonstrate that he
holds no weapon. Several scholars have identified him as
one of the sons of Trajan Decius. In an age when the Roman
army was far from invincible and emperors and would-be
emperors constantly murdered imperial rivals, the young
general is boasting that he is a fearless commander assured
of victory. His self-assurance may stem from his having
embraced one of the increasingly popular Eastern mys-
tery religions. On the youth’s forehead is the emblem of

Mithras, the Persian god of light, truth, and victory over
death. Many shrines to Mithras dating to this period have
been found in Rome.

Tetrarchy In 293 ck, in an attempt to restore order
to the Roman Empire, Diocletian (r. 284-305 ck), whose
troops had proclaimed him emperor a decade earlier, de-
cided to share power with his potential rivals. He estab-
lished the tetrarchy (rule by four) and adopted the title of
Augustus of the East. The other three tetrarchs were a cor-
responding Augustus of the West, and Eastern and Western
Caesars (whose allegiance to the two Augusti was cemented
by marriage to their daughters). Artists often portrayed
the four tetrarchs together and did not try to capture their
individual appearances and personalities. They sought in-
stead to represent the nature of the tetrarchy itself—that
is, to represent four equal partners in power. In two pairs of
porphyry (purple marble) tetrarchic portraits (Fig. 3-47)
in Venice, it is impossible to name the rulers. Each of the
four emperors has lost his identity as an individual and been
subsumed into the larger entity of the tetrarchy. All wear
identical breastplates and cloaks, and each grasps a sheathed
sword in the left hand. With their right arms they embrace
one another in an overt display of concord. The figures have
large cubical heads on squat bodies. The drapery is sche-
matic. The faces are emotionless masks, distinguished only
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3-47 Portraits of the four tetrarchs, from Constantinople,
ca. 305 ck. Porphyry, 4’ 3" high. Saint Mark’s, Venice.

Diocletian established the tetrarchy to bring order to the Roman
world. Whenever the four rulers appeared together, artists did not
portray them as individuals but as nearly identical partners in power.

by the beard on two of the figures (probably to identify
them as the older Augusti, as opposed to the younger Cae-
sars). Nonetheless, each pair is as alike as freehand carving
can achieve. In this group portrait, carved eight centuries
after Greek sculptors first freed the human form from the
formal rigidity of the Egyptian-inspired kouros stance, the
sculptor once again conceived the human figure in iconic
terms. Idealism, naturalism, individuality, and personality
now belonged to the past.

Constantine and Christianity The short-lived
concord among the tetrarchs ended with Diocletian’s abdica-
tion in 305 cE. An all-too-familiar period of conflict among
rival Roman armies followed. The eventual victor was Con-
stantine (r. 306-337 ck), son of Constantius Chlorus, Dio-
cletian’s Caesar of the West. After the death of his father,
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3-48 Portrait of Constantine, from the Basilica Nova, Rome,
Italy, ca. 315-330 ck. Marble, 8’ 6” high. Musei Capitolini, Rome.

Constantine’s portraits revive the Augustan image of an eternally
youthful ruler. This colossal head is one of several fragments of an
enthroned statue of the emperor holding the orb of world power.

Constantine invaded Italy in 312 and took control of Rome.
Constantine attributed his decisive victory at the Milvian
Bridge, the gateway to the capital, to the aid of the Chris-
tian god. In 313 he and Licinius, Constantine’s coemperor
in the East, issued the Edict of Milan, ending persecution of
Christians. In time, Constantine and Licinius became foes,
and in 324 Constantine defeated and executed Licinius near
Byzantium (modern Istanbul, Turkey). Constantine was now
unchallenged ruler of the entire Roman Empire. Shortly
after the death of Licinius, he founded a “New Rome” on
the site of Byzantium and named it Constantinople (City of
Constantine). A year later, in 325, at the Council of Nicaea,
Christianity became the de facto official religion of the Ro-
man Empire. From this point on, paganism declined rapidly.
Constantinople was dedicated May 11, 330, “by the com-
mandment of God.” Constantine himself was baptized on



3-49 Restored cutaway view of the Basilica Nova (Basilica of Constantine), Rome, Italy, ca. 306-312 ckt (John Burge).

This architect applied the lessons learned in the construction of baths and market halls to the Basilica Nova, where fenestrated concrete groin

vaults replaced the clerestory of a traditional stone-and-timber basilica.

his deathbed in 337. For many scholars, the transfer of the
seat of power from Rome to Constantinople and the recogni-
tion of Christianity mark the beginning of the Middle Ages.
Constantinian art is a mirror of this transition from the clas-
sical to the medieval world. In Rome, for example, Constan-
tine was a builder in the grand tradition of the emperors of
the first, second, and early third centuries, erecting public
baths, a basilica near the Roman Forum, and a triumphal
arch. But he was also the patron of the city’s first churches,
including Saint Peter’s (FiG. 4-4).

Colossus of Constantine The most impressive by
far of Constantine’s preserved portraits is an eight-and-one-
half-foot-tall head (Fic. 3-4-8), one of several marble frag-
ments of a colossal enthroned statue of the emperor com-
posed of a brick core, a wooden torso covered with bronze,
and a head and limbs of marble. Constantine’s artist mod-
eled the seminude seated portrait on Roman images of Jupi-
ter but also resuscitated the Augustan image of an eternally
youthful head of state. The emperor held an orb (possibly
surmounted by the cross of Christ), the symbol of global
power, in his extended left hand. Constantine’s personality
is lost in this immense image of eternal authority. The co-
lossal size, the likening of the emperor to Jupiter, the eyes
directed at no person or thing of this world—all combine to
produce a formula of overwhelming power appropriate to
Constantine’s exalted position as absolute ruler.

Basilica Nova Constantine’s gigantic portrait sat in
the western apse of the Basilica Nova (Figs. 3-49 and 3-9,
no. 8) he constructed near the Arch of Titus. From its posi-
tion in the apse, the emperor’s image dominated the inte-
rior of the “New Basilica” in much the same way enthroned
statues of Greco-Roman divinities loomed over awestruck
mortals who entered the cellas of pagan temples.

The ruins of the Basilica Nova never fail to impress tour-
ists with their size and mass. The original structure was
300 feet long and 215 feet wide. Brick-faced concrete walls
20 feet thick supported coffered barrel vaults in the aisles.
These vaults also buttressed the groin vaults of the nave,
which was 115 feet high. The walls and floors were richly
marbled and stuccoed and could be readily admired by
those who came to the basilica to conduct business, because
the groin vaults permitted ample light to enter the nave
directly.

The reconstruction in FiG. 3-49 effectively suggests the
immensity of the interior, where the great vaults dwarf not
only humans but also even the emperor’s colossal portrait.
The drawing also clearly reveals the fenestration of the groin
vaults, a lighting system akin to the clerestory of a tradi-
tional stone-and-timber basilica (FiG. 3-34, no. 4). In the Ba-
silica Nova, the architect applied to basilica design the les-
sons learned in the construction of buildings such as Trajan’s
great market hall (FiG. 3-36) and the Baths of Caracalla and
Diocletian (Fic. 3-43).
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3-50 Arch of Constantine (look-
ing north), Rome, Italy, 312-315 ck.

Constantine’s builders took most of
the sculptural decoration of his arch
from monuments of Trajan, Hadrian,
and Marcus Aurelius. Sculptors recut

the heads of the earlier emperors with
Constantine’s features.

Arch of Constantine Also
grandiose is Constantine’s nearby
triple-passageway arch (FiGs.
3-50 and 3-9, no. 10), the larg-
est erected in Rome since the end
of the Severan dynasty nearly
a century before. Most of the
sculptural decoration, however,
came from earlier monuments

of Trajan, Hadrian, and Marcus
Aurelius. Sculptors refashioned
the second-century reliefs to honor Constantine by recut-
ting the heads of the earlier emperors with the features of
the new ruler. Some scholars have pointed to the Arch of
Constantine as evidence of a decline in creativity and tech-
nical skill in the waning years of the pagan Roman Empire.
Although this judgment is in large part deserved, it ignores
the fact that the designer carefully selected older sculptures
to associate Constantine with famous emperors of the sec-
ond century. One of the new Constantinian reliefs above the
arch’s lateral passageways underscores that message. It shows
Constantine on the speaker’s platform in the Roman Forum,
flanked by statues of Hadrian and Marcus Aurelius.

In another Constantinian relief (Fig. 3-51), the emperor
distributes largesse to grateful citizens who approach him
from right and left. Constantine is a frontal and majestic
presence, elevated on a throne above the recipients of his
munificence. The figures are squat in proportion, like the
tetrarchs (FIG. 3-47). They do not move according to any
Classical principle of naturalistic movement but rather with
the mechanical and repeated stances and gestures of pup-
pets. The relief is very shallow, the forms not fully modeled,
and the details incised. The frieze is less a narrative of action
than a picture of actors frozen in time so that the viewer can
distinguish instantly the all-important imperial donor (at
the center on a throne) from his attendants (to the left and
right above) and the recipients of the largesse (below and of
smaller stature).

This approach to pictorial narrative was once character-
ized as a “decline of form,” and when judged by the standards
of Classical art, it was. But the composition’s rigid formality,
determined by the rank of those portrayed, was consistent
with a new set of values. It soon became the preferred mode,
supplanting the Classical notion that a picture is a window
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3-51
the Arch of Constantine, Rome, Italy, 312-315 ck. Marble,
3’ 4" high.

Distribution of largesse, detail of the north frieze of

This Constantinian frieze is less a narrative of action than a picture
of actors frozen in time. The composition’s rigid formality reflects
the new values that would come to dominate medieval art.

onto a world of anecdotal action. Comparing this Constan-
tinian relief with a Byzantine icon (FiG. 4-20) reveals that the
new compositional principles are those of the Middle Ages.
They were very different from—but not necessarily “better”
or “worse” than—those of classical antiquity. The Arch of
Constantine is the quintessential monument of its era, ex-
hibiting a respect for the past in its reuse of second-century
sculptures while at the same time rejecting the norms of
Classical design in its frieze, paving the way for the iconic art

of the Middle Ages.
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The Roman Empire

ETRUSCAN ART

I The Etruscans admired Greek art and architecture but did not copy Greek works. Etruscan temples
were made of wood and mud brick instead of stone and had columns and stairs only at the front.
Terracotta statuary decorated the roof. Most surviving Etruscan artworks come from underground
tomb chambers. At Cerveteri, great earthen mounds (tumuli) covered tombs with interiors
sculptured to imitate the houses of the living. At Tarquinia, painters covered the tomb walls with Tol af (e Legsas, Tarquini
monumental frescoes, usually depicting funerary banquets attended by both men and women. ca. 480-470 BCE

REPUBLICAN ART

I In the centuries following the establishment of the Republic (509-27 Bce), Rome conquered its
neighbors in Italy and then moved into Greece, bringing exposure to Greek art and architecture.
Republican temples combined Etruscan plans with the Greek orders, and houses had peristyles
with Greek columns. The Romans, however, pioneered the use of concrete as a building material.
The First Style of mural painting derived from Greece, but the illusionism of the Second Style is
distinctly Roman. Republican portraits were usually superrealistic likenesses of elderly patricians.

Head of an old man,
mid-first century Bce

EARLY IMPERIAL ART

I Augustus (r. 27 Bce-14 ce) established the Roman Empire after defeating Antony and Cleopatra.
The Early Empire (27 Bce-96 ce) extends from Augustus to the Flavian emperors (r. 68-96 ck).

I Augustus revived Classical art. His monuments make frequent references to Periclean Athens,
and his portraits always depict him as an idealized youth. Under the Flavians, builders exploited
the full potential of concrete in buildings like the Colosseum, Rome’s largest amphitheater. The
Arch of Titus celebrates the Flavian victory in Judaea. Mount Vesuvius erupted in 79 cg, burying
Pompeii and Herculaneum. During the last quarter century of the towns’ existence, painters

decorated the walls of houses in the Third and Fourth Styles. Augustus as general,
ca. 20 sce

HIGH IMPERIAL ART

I During the High Empire (96-192 ce), beginning with Trajan (r. 98-117 ce), the Roman Empire
reached its greatest extent.

I Trajan’s new forum and markets transformed the center of Rome. The Column of Trajan com-
memorated his Dacian campaigns in a spiral frieze filled with thousands of figures. Hadrian
(r. 117-138 ck) built the Pantheon, the temple to all the gods, incorporating in its design the forms
of the orb of the earth and the dome of the heavens. Under the Antonines (r. 138-192 ce), imperial
artists introduced a psychological element in portraiture.

LATE IMPERIAL ART

I The Late Empire (193-337 ce) opened with the Severans (r. 193-235 ce) and closed with
Constantine (r. 306-337 ce), who ended persecution of the Christians and transferred the imperial
capital from Rome to Constantinople in 330.

I During the chaotic era of the soldier emperors (r. 235-284 cke), artists revealed the anxiety and
insecurity of the emperors in moving portraits. Diocletian (r. 284-305 ck) reestablished order by - .
sharing power. Statues of the tetrarchs portray the four emperors as identical and equal rulers, Archlof Constanine, Rome,
not as individuals. Constantine restored one-man rule. The abstract formality of Constantinian art 312-315 ce
paved the way for the iconic art of the Middle Ages.




4-1 Interior of Saint Mark’s (looking east), Venice, Italy, begun 1063.

In the Middle Ages, Venice was the crucial link between Byzantium and Italy. Saint Mark's

has a Greek-cross plan with five domes and features 40,000 square feet of dazzling gold-
ground mosaics.



Early Christianity
and Byzantium

During the third and fourth centuries,* a rapidly growing number of people
throughout the vast Roman Empire had rejected the emperors’ polytheism
(belief in multiple gods) in favor of monotheism (the worship of a single, all-
powerful god). The most prominent of these religions was Christianity. In fact,
the emperor Diocletian (r. 284-305; FiG. 3-47) became so concerned by the
growing popularity of Christianity in the Roman army ranks that he ordered
a fresh round of persecutions in 303 to 305, a half century after the last great
persecutions under Trajan Decius (r. 249-251; Fig. 3-45). The Romans hated the
Christians because of their alien beliefs—that their god had been incarnated in
the body of a man and that the death and resurrection of the god-man Christ
made possible the salvation and redemption of all. More important, the Chris-
tians refused to pay even token homage to the official gods of the Roman state.
As Christianity’s appeal grew, so too did the Roman state’s fear of weakening
imperial authority. Persecution ended only when Constantine (FiG. 3-48) came to
believe that the Christian god was the source of his power rather than a threat to
it. In 313 he issued the Edict of Milan, which established Christianity as a legal
religion with equal or superior standing to the traditional Roman cults.

EARLY CHRISTIAN ART

Very little is known about the art of the first Christians. The phrase “Early Chris-
tian art” refers to the earliest preserved artworks having Christian subjects, not
the art of Christians at the time of Jesus.

Funerary Art

Most Early Christian art in Rome dates to the third and fourth centuries and is
found in the catacombs—vast subterranean networks of passageways and cham-
bers designed as cemeteries for burying the Christian dead. The name derives
from the Latin ad catacumbas, which means “in the hollows.” The builders tun-
neled the catacombs out of the tufa bedrock, much as the Etruscans fashioned
the underground tomb chambers (Fig. 3-5) at Cerveteri. The catacombs are less
elaborate than the Etruscan tombs but much more extensive. The known under-
ground galleries in Rome run for 60 to 90 miles and housed as many as four mil-
lion bodies.

* From this point on, all dates are CE unless otherwise indicated.



Peter and Marcellinus Often, the Christians carved
out small rooms, called cubicula (as in Roman houses; FiG.
3-16), to serve as mortuary chapels within the catacombs.
The painted ceiling (FiG. 4-2) of a cubiculum in the Cat-
acomb of Saints Peter and Marcellinus in Rome features a
large circle with the symbol of the Christian faith, the cross,
at its center. The arms of the cross terminate in four lunettes
(semicircular frames) containing the key episodes from the
Old Testament story of Jonah. On the left, the sailors throw
him from his ship. He emerges on the right from the “whale”
(really a sea dragon) that swallowed him. At the bottom, safe
on land, Jonah contemplates the miracle of his salvation and
the mercy of God.

From the beginning, the Old Testament played an im-
portant role in Christian life and Christian art, in part be-
cause Jesus was a Jew and so many of the first Christians
were converted Jews, but also because Christians came to
view many of the persons and events of the Old Testament
as prefigurations (prophetic forerunners) of New Testament
persons and events. Christ himself established the pattern
for this kind of biblical interpretation when he compared
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Jonah’s spending three days in the belly of the sea monster
to the comparable time he would be entombed in the earth
before his Resurrection (Matt. 12:40). In the fourth century,
Saint Augustine (354-430) confirmed the validity of this
approach to the Old Testament when he stated that “the
New Testament is hidden in the Old; the Old is clarified by
the New.”!

A man, a woman, and at least one child occupy the com-
partments between the Jonah lunettes in Fig. 4-2. They are
orants (praying figures), raising their arms in the ancient at-
titude of prayer. Together they make up a cross-section of the
Christian family seeking a heavenly afterlife. The cross’s cen-
tral medallion shows Christ as the Good Shepherd, whose
powers of salvation are underscored by his juxtaposition with
Jonah'’s story. In Early Christian art, Christ often appears
as the youthful and loyal protector of the Christian flock,
who said to his disciples, “I am the good shepherd; the good
shepherd gives his life for the sheep” (John 10:11). Only after
Christianity became the Roman Empire’s official religion did
Christ take on in art imperial attributes, such as the halo, the
purple robe, and the throne, which denoted rulership.



L R

4-3  Sarcophagus of Junius Bassus, from Rome, Italy, ca. 359. Marble, 3’ 105" X 8'. Museo Storico del Tesoro della Basilica di

San Pietro, Rome.

The wealthiest Christians, like the city prefect Junius Bassus, favored elaborately decorated sarcophagi. Here, biblical episodes from Adam

and Eve to Christ before Pilate appear in ten niches in two rows.

Junius Bassus Sarcophagus All Christians re-
jected cremation, and the wealthiest Christian faithful, like
their pagan contemporaries, favored impressive marble sar-
cophagi. The finest surviving Early Christian sarcophagus (FiG.
4-3) is that of Junius Bassus, city prefect of Rome and a pagan
convert to Christianity, who died in 359. His sarcophagus is
divided into two registers of five compartments, each framed
by columns. Stories from the Old and New Testaments fill
the 10 niches. Christ has pride of place and appears in the
central compartment of each register: as a teacher enthroned
between his chief disciples, or apostles (from the Greek for
“messenger”), the saints Peter and Paul (above), and trium-
phantly entering Jerusalem on a donkey (below). Appropri-
ately, the sculptor placed the scene of Christ’s heavenly tri-
umph above that of his earthly triumph. Both compositions
owe a great deal to pagan Roman art. In the upper zone,
Christ, like an enthroned Roman emperor, sits above a per-
sonification of the sky god holding a billowing mantle over his
head, indicating that Christ is ruler of the universe. The scene
below derives in part from portrayals of Roman emperors en-
tering cities on horseback, but Christ’s steed and the absence
of imperial attributes contrast sharply with the imperial mod-
els the sculptor used as compositional sources.

The Old Testament scenes chosen for the Junius Bassus
sarcophagus were those that had special significance in the
early Christian Church. Adam and Eve, for example, are in
the second niche from the left on the lower level. Their Orig-
inal Sin of eating the apple in the Garden of Eden ultimately
necessitated Christ’s sacrifice for the salvation of humankind.
To the right of the entry into Jerusalem is Daniel, unscathed
by flanking lions, saved by his faith. At the upper left, Abra-
ham is about to sacrifice Isaac. Christians believe this Old
Testament story was a prefiguration of God’s sacrifice of his
own son, Jesus.

The Crucifixion itself, however, does not appear on the
Junius Bassus sarcophagus. Indeed, the subject was very rare
in Early Christian art, and unknown prior to the fifth cen-
tury. Artists emphasized Christ’s divinity and exemplary
life as teacher and miracle worker, not his suffering and
death at the hands of the Romans. This sculptor, however,
alluded to the Crucifixion in the scenes in the two compart-
ments at the upper right depicting Jesus being led before
Pontius Pilate for judgment. The Romans condemned Jesus
to death, but he triumphantly overcame it (see “The Life
of Jesus in Art,” pages 124-125). Junius Bassus hoped for a
similar salvation.

Early Christian Art 123



Christians believe that Jesus of Nazareth is the son of God, the Messiah
(Savior, Christ) of the Jews prophesied in the Old Testament. His life—
from his miraculous birth from the womb of a virgin mother through his
preaching and miracle working to his execution by the Romans and sub-
sequent ascent to Heaven—has been the subject of countless artworks
from Roman times through the present day. Although many of the events
of Jesus' life were rarely or never depicted during certain periods, it is
useful to summarize here the entire cycle with a description of the events
as they usually appear in art.

Incarnation and Childhood
The first “cycle” of the life of Jesus consists of the events of his concep-
tion, birth, infancy, and childhood.

Annunciation to Mary The archangel Gabriel announces to the Virgin
Mary that she will miraculously conceive and give birth to God's son,
Jesus. Artists sometimes indicated God's presence at the Incarnation
by a dove, the symbol of the Holy Spirit, the third “person” of the Trin-
ity with God the Father and Jesus.

Visitation The pregnant Mary visits Elizabeth, her older cousin, who
is pregnant with the future Saint John the Baptist. Elizabeth is the first
to recognize that the baby Mary is bearing is the Son of God.

Nativity, Annunciation to the Shepherds, and Adoration of the
Shepherds Jesus is born at night in Bethlehem and placed in a basket.
Mary and her husband, Joseph, marvel at the newborn, while an angel
announces the birth of the Savior to shepherds in the field.

Adoration of the Magi A bright star alerts three wise men (magi) in
the East that the King of the Jews has been born. They travel 12 days
to find the Holy Family and present precious gifts to the infant Jesus.

Presentation in the Temple Mary and Joseph bring their son to the
temple in Jerusalem, where the aged Simeon, who God said would
not die until he had seen the Messiah, recognizes Jesus as the proph-
esied Savior of humankind.

Massacre of the Innocents and Flight into Egypt King Herod, fearful
that a rival king has been born, orders the massacre of all infants in Beth-
lehem, but an angel warns the Holy Family, and they escape to Egypt.

Dispute in the Temple Joseph and Mary travel to Jerusalem for the
feast of Passover (the celebration of the release of the Jews from

Architecture and Mosaics

The earliest Christian places of worship were usually remod-
eled private houses that could accommodate only a small
community. Once Christianity achieved imperial sponsor-
ship under Constantine, an urgent need suddenly arose to
construct churches. Constantine believed the Christian god
had guided him to victory, and in lifelong gratitude he pro-
tected and advanced Christianity throughout the Empire,
as well as in the obstinately pagan capital city of Rome. As
emperor, he was, of course, obliged to safeguard the ancient
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bondage to the pharaohs of Egypt). Jesus, only 12 years old at the
time, engages in learned debate with astonished Jewish scholars in
the temple, foretelling his ministry.

Public Ministry
The public ministry cycle comprises the teachings of Jesus and the mira-
cles he performed.

Baptism The beginning of Jesus' public ministry is marked by his bap-
tism at age 30 by John the Baptist in the Jordan River. God's voice
proclaims Jesus as his son.

Calling of Matthew Jesus summons Matthew, a tax collector, to fol-
low him, and Matthew becomes one of his 12 apostles.

Miracles In the course of his teaching and travels, Jesus performs
many miracles, revealing his divine nature. In the miracle of loaves
and fishes, for example, Jesus transforms a few loaves of bread and
a handful of fishes into enough food to feed several thousand people.
Other miracles include acts of healing and the raising of the dead, the
turning of water into wine, and walking on water.

Delivery of the Keys to Peter The fisherman Peter was one of the
first Jesus summoned as a disciple. Jesus chooses Peter (whose
name means “rock”) as his successor, the rock on which his church
will be built, and symbolically delivers to Peter the keys to the King-
dom of Heaven.

Transfiguration Jesus scales a high mountain and, in the presence
of Peter and two other disciples, James and John the Evangelist, is
transformed into radiant light. God, speaking from a cloud, discloses
that Jesus is his son.

Cleansing of the Temple Jesus returns to Jerusalem, where he finds
money changers and merchants conducting business in the temple.
He rebukes them and drives them out of the sacred precinct.

Passion
The Passion (from Latin passio, “suffering”) cycle includes the episodes
leading to Jesus' death, Resurrection, and ascent to Heaven.

Entry into Jerusalem On the Sunday before his Crucifixion (Palm
Sunday), Jesus rides triumphantly into Jerusalem on a donkey, accom-
panied by disciples.

Roman religion, traditions, and monuments, and, as noted in
Chapter 3, he was (for his time) a builder on a grand scale in
the heart of the city (Figs. 3-49 and 3-50). But eager to pro-
vide buildings to house the Christian rituals and venerated
burial places, especially the memorials of founding saints,
Constantine also was the first major patron of Christian ar-
chitecture. He constructed elaborate basilicas, memorials,
and mausoleums not only in Rome but also in Constantino-
ple, his “New Rome” in the East, and at sites sacred to Chris-
tianity, most notably Bethlehem, the birthplace of Jesus, and
Jerusalem, the site of his Crucifixion. The new buildings had



Last Supper and Washing of the Disciples’ Feet In Jerusalem,
Jesus celebrates Passover with his disciples. During this Last Supper,
Jesus foretells his imminent betrayal, arrest, and death and invites the
disciples to remember him when they eat bread (symbol of his body)
and drink wine (his blood). This ritual became the celebration of Mass
(Eucharist) in the Christian Church. At the same meal, Jesus sets an
example of humility for his apostles by washing their feet.

Agony in the Garden Jesus goes to the Mount of Olives in the Gar-
den of Gethsemane, where he struggles to overcome his human fear
of death by praying for divine strength. The apostles who accompa-
nied him there fall asleep despite his request that they stay awake
with him while he prays.

Betrayal and Arrest One of the disciples, Judas Iscariot, agrees to
betray Jesus to the Jewish authorities in return for 30 pieces of silver.
Judas identifies Jesus to the soldiers by kissing him, and Jesus is ar-
rested. Later, a remorseful Judas commits suicide by hanging himself
from a tree.

Trials of Jesus and Denial of Peter Jesus is brought before Caiaphas,
the Jewish high priest, who interrogates Jesus about his claim to be
the Messiah. Meanwhile, the disciple Peter thrice denies knowing
Jesus, as Jesus predicted he would. Jesus is then brought before the
Roman governor of Judaea, Pontius Pilate, on the charge of treason
because he had proclaimed himself as King of the Jews. Pilate asks
the crowd to choose between freeing Jesus or Barabbas, a murderer.
The people choose Barabbas, and the judge condemns Jesus to death.
Pilate washes his hands, symbolically relieving himself of responsibil-
ity for the mob’s decision.

Flagellation and Mocking The Roman soldiers who hold Jesus cap-
tive whip (flagellate) him and mock him by dressing him as King of the
Jews and placing a crown of thorns on his head.

Carrying of the Cross, Raising of the Cross, and Crucifixion The
Romans force Jesus to carry the cross on which he will be crucified
from Jerusalem to Mount Calvary (Golgotha, the “place of the skull,”
where Adam was buried). He falls three times and is stripped of cloth-
ing along the way. Soldiers erect the cross and nail his hands and

to meet the requirements of Christian liturgy (the ritual of
public worship), provide a suitably monumental setting for
the celebration of the Christian faith, and accommodate the
rapidly growing numbers of worshipers.

Old Saint Peter’s The greatest of Constantine’s
churches in Rome was Old Saint Peter’s, probably begun as
early as 319. The present-day church (Figs. 10-2 and 10-3)
is a replacement for the fourth-century structure. Old Saint
Peter’s stood on the spot where Constantine and Pope Syl-
vester believed that Peter, the first apostle and founder of

feet to it. The Virgin Mary, John the Evangelist, and Mary Magdalene
mourn at the foot of the cross, while soldiers torment Jesus. One of
them (the centurion Longinus) stabs his side with a spear. After suf-
fering great pain, Jesus dies. The Crucifixion occurred on a Friday, and
Christians celebrate the day each year as Good Friday.

Deposition, Lamentation, and Entombment Two disciples, Joseph
of Arimathea and Nicodemus, remove Jesus' body from the cross (the
Deposition) and take him to the tomb Joseph had purchased for him-
self. Joseph, Nicodemus, the Virgin Mary, Saint John the Evangelist,
and Mary Magdalene mourn over the dead Jesus (the Lamentation).
(When in art the isolated figure of the Virgin Mary cradles her dead son
in her lap, the image is called a Pieta [ltalian for “pity”]). In representa-
tions of the Entombment, his followers lower Jesus into a sarcopha-
gus in the tomb.

Descent into Limbo During the three days he spends in the tomb,
Jesus (after death, Christ) descends into Hell, or Limbo, and trium-
phantly frees the souls of the righteous, including Adam, Eve, Moses,
David, Solomon, and John the Baptist.

Resurrection and Three Marys at the Tomb On the third day (Easter
Sunday), Christ rises from the dead and leaves the tomb while the
guards outside are sleeping. The Virgin Mary, Mary Magdalene, and
Mary, the mother of James, visit the tomb, find it empty, and learn
from an angel that Christ has been resurrected.

Noli Me Tangere, Supper at Emmaus, and Doubting of Thomas
During the 40 days between Christ's Resurrection and his ascent to
Heaven, he appears on several occasions to his followers. Christ warns
Mary Magdalene, weeping at his tomb, with the words “Don’t touch
me"” (Noli me tangere in Latin), but he tells her to inform the apostles
of his return. At Emmaus he eats supper with two of his astonished
disciples. Later, Christ invites Thomas, who cannot believe that Jesus
has risen, to touch the wound in his side that Longinus inflicted at the
Crucifixion.

Ascension On the 40th day, with his mother and apostles as wit-
nesses, Christ gloriously ascends from the Mount of Olives to Heaven
in a cloud.

the Christian community in Rome, had been buried. Exca-
vations in the Roman cemetery beneath the church have in
fact revealed a second-century memorial erected in honor of
the Christian martyr at his reputed grave. The great Con-
stantinian church, capable of housing 3,000 to 4,000 wor-
shipers at one time, therefore fulfilled the words of Christ
himself when he said, “Thou art Peter, and upon this rock
[in Greek, petra] I will build my church” (Matt. 16:18).

The plan and elevation of Old Saint Peter’s resemble those
of Roman basilicas, such as Trajan’s Basilica Ulpia (Fic. 3-34,
no. 4), rather than the design of any Greco-Roman temple.
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The Christians, understandably, did not want their houses
of worship to mimic the form of pagan shrines, but practical
considerations also contributed to their shunning the pagan
temple type. The Greco-Roman temple housed only the cult
statue of the deity, and all rituals took place outside at open-
air altars. The classical temple, therefore, could have been
adapted only with great difficulty as a building that could ac-
commodate large numbers of people within it. The Roman
basilica, in contrast, was ideally suited as a place for congrega-
tion, and Early Christian architects eagerly embraced it.

Like Roman basilicas, Old Saint Peter’s (Fic. 4-4) had a
wide central nave (300 feet long) with flanking aisles and an
apse at the end. Preceding it was an open colonnaded court-
yard, very much like the forum proper in the Forum of Tra-
jan (FIG. 3-34, no. 5) but called an atrium, like the central
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room in a private house (FIG. 3-16). Worshipers entered the
basilica through a narthex, or vestibule. When they emerged
in the nave, they had an unobstructed view of the altar in
the apse. A special feature of the Constantinian church was
the transept, or transverse aisle, an area perpendicular to the
nave between the nave and apse. It housed the relics of Saint
Peter that hordes of pilgrims came to see. (Relics are the body
parts, clothing, or any object associated with a saint or Christ
himself; see “Pilgrimages and the Cult of Relics,” Chapter 6,
page 170.) The transept became a standard element of church
design in the West only much later, when it also took on, with
the nave and apse, the symbolism of the Christian cross.
Unlike Roman temples, Old Saint Peter’s did not have a
sculpture-filled pediment to impress those approaching the
church. Its exterior consisted of austere brick walls. Inside,

4-4  Plan (top) and restored cutaway view (bottom) of
Old Saint Peter’s, Rome, Italy, begun ca. 319 (John Burge).
(1) nave, (2) aisle, (3) apse, (4) transept, (5) narthex,
(6) atrium.

Erected by Constantine, the first imperial patron of
Christianity, this huge church stood over Saint Peter’s

grave. The building’s plan and elevation derive from

those of Roman basilicas, not pagan temples.



however, were frescoes and mosaics, marble columns, gran-
diose chandeliers, and gold and silver vessels on jeweled altar
cloths for use in the Mass. A huge marble baldacchino (domi-
cal canopy over an altar), supported by four spiral columns,
marked the spot of Saint Peter’s tomb. Readers can visual-
ize the interior of Old Saint Peter’s from the restored view
(FIG. 4-4, bottom) and from a photograph (FiG. 4-5) of the
nave of the later Sant’Apollinare Nuovo in Ravenna. In both
cases the nave columns produce a steady rhythm that focuses
all attention on the apse, which frames the altar. In Ravenna,
as in Rome, light drenches the nave from the clerestory
windows piercing the thin upper wall beneath the timber
roof. That light illuminates the mosaics in Sant’Apollinare
Nuovo’s nave. Mosaics and frescoes commonly adorned the
nave and apse of Early Christian churches.

4-6

Interior of Santa Costanza, Rome, Italy, ca. 337-351.

Santa Costanza has antecedents in the domed structures of the
Romans, but it is unique in having an ambulatory and 12 pairs of
columns. The building once featured rich mosaic ornamentation.

4-5 Interior of Sant’Apollinare
Nuovo, Ravenna, Italy, dedicated 504.

Early Christian basilican churches were
timber-roofed and illuminated by clere-
story windows. The columns of the nave
produced a steady rhythm that focused
all attention on the apse, which framed
the altar.

Santa Costanza The rectangular basilican church de-
sign featuring a longitudinal plan was long the favorite of the
Western Christian world. But Early Christian architects also
adopted another classical architectural type: the central-plan
building, a structure in which the parts are of equal or almost
equal dimensions around the center. Roman central-plan
buildings were usually round or polygonal domed structures.
Byzantine architects developed this form to monumental
proportions and amplified its theme in numerous ingenious
variations (FIGs. 4-1 and 4-13). In the West, builders gener-
ally employed the central plan for structures adjacent to the
main basilicas, such as mausoleums, baptisteries, and private
chapels, rather than for churches, as in the East.

A highly refined example of the central-plan design is
Santa Costanza (Figs. 4-6 and 4-7) in Rome, built in the
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4-7 Plan of Santa Costanza, Rome, Italy, ca. 337-351.

Possibly built as the mausoleum of Constantine’s daughter, Santa
Costanza later became a church. Its central plan, featuring a domed
interior, would become the preferred form for churches in Byzantium.
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4-8

Christ as the
Good Shepherd,
mosaic from the
entrance wall of
the Mausoleum
of Galla Placidia,
Ravenna, Italy,
ca. 425.

Jesus sits among
his flock, haloed
and robed in gold
and purple. The
landscape and the
figures, with their
cast shadows,
are the work of

a mosaicist still
deeply rooted in
the naturalistic
classical tradition.

mid-fourth century, possibly as the mausoleum for Constan-
tina, the emperor Constantine’s daughter. Recent excava-
tions have called the traditional identification into question,
but the building housed Constantina’s monumental por-
phyry sarcophagus, even if the structure was not built as her
tomb. The mausoleum, later converted into a church, stood
next to the basilican Church of Saint Agnes, whose tomb
was in a nearby catacomb. Santa Costanza has antecedents
in the domed structures of the Romans, such as the Pan-
theon (FIG. 3-39), but the designer modified the interior to
accommodate an ambulatory, a ringlike barrel-vaulted cor-
ridor separated from the central domed cylinder by 12 pairs
of columns. It is as if the builder bent the nave of the Early
Christian basilica with its clerestory wall around a circle, the
ambulatory corresponding to the basilican aisles. Like Early
Christian basilicas, Santa Costanza has a severe brick exte-
rior. Its interior also featured an extensive series of mosaics,
although most are lost.

Mausoleum of Galla Placidia Mosaic decoration
played an important role in the interiors of Early Christian
buildings (see “Mosaics,” page 129). When, under Constan-
tine, Christianity suddenly became a public and official reli-
gion in Rome, not only were new buildings required to house
the faithful, but wholesale decoration programs for the
churches also became necessary. To advertise the new faith
in all its diverse aspects and to instruct believers, acres of
walls in dozens of new churches had to be filled in the style
and medium that would carry the message most effectively.

The so-called Mausoleum of Galla Placidia in Ravenna
is a rare example of a virtually intact Early Christian mosaic
program. Galla Placidia was the half sister of the emperor
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Honorius (r. 395-423), who had moved the capital of his
crumbling Western Roman Empire from Milan to Ravenna
in 404. Galla Placidia’s “mausoleum,” built shortly after 425,
almost a quarter century before her death in 450, is really
a chapel to the martyred Saint Lawrence. The building has
a characteristically unadorned brick exterior. Inside, how-
ever, mosaics cover every square inch above the marble-faced
walls.

Christ as Good Shepherd (Fic. 4-8) is the subject of the
lunette above the entrance. No earlier version of the Good
Shepherd is as regal as this one. Instead of carrying a lamb on
his shoulders, Jesus sits among his flock, haloed and robed
in gold and purple. To his left and right, the mosaicist dis-
tributed the sheep evenly in groups of three. But their ar-
rangement is rather loose and informal, and they occupy a
carefully described landscape that extends from foreground
to background beneath a blue sky. All the forms have three-
dimensional bulk and cast shadows. In short, the panel is
full of Greco-Roman illusionistic devices. It is the work of a
mosaicist still deeply rooted in the classical tradition.

Sant’Apollinare Nuovo In 476, Ravenna fell to Odo-
acer, the first Germanic king of Italy, whom Theodoric,
king of the Ostrogoths, overthrew in turn. Theodoric es-
tablished his capital at Ravenna in 493. The mosaics in his
palace church, Sant’Apollinare Nuovo (Fic. 4-5), date from
different periods, but those the Ostrogoth king installed al-
ready reveal a new, much more abstract and formal style.
The mosaics above the clerestory windows depict scenes
from Christ’s life. In the panel showing the miracle of the
loaves and fishes (FiG. 4-9), Jesus, beardless, in the imperial
dress of gold and purple and now distinguished by the cross-



Mosaics

As an art form, mosaic had a rather simple and utilitarian beginning, seem-
ingly invented primarily to provide an inexpensive and durable flooring.
Originally, mosaicists set small beach pebbles, unaltered from their natu-
ral form and color, into a thick coat of cement. They soon discovered,
however, that the stones could be arranged in decorative patterns. At
first, these pebble mosaics were uncomplicated and confined to geomet-
ric shapes. Generally, the artists used only black and white stones. The
earliest examples of this type date to the eighth century Bce. Eventually,
mosaicists arranged the stones to form more complex pictorial designs,
and by the fourth century BcEg, artists were able to depict elaborate figural
scenes using a broad range of colors—yellow, brown, and red in addition
to black, white, and gray—and to shade the figures, clothing, and setting
to suggest volume.

By the middle of the third century sck, the Greeks had invented a new
kind of mosaic employing tesserae (Latin, “cubes” or “dice”). These tiny
cut stones gave the artist far greater flexibility because their size and shape
could be adjusted at will. Much more gradual gradations of color also be-
came possible, and mosaicists finally could aspire to rival the achievements
of panel painters (Fig. 2-50). In Early Christian mosaics (Figs. 4-8 and 4-9),

inscribed nimbus (halo) that signifies his divinity, faces di-
rectly toward the viewer. With extended arms he directs his
disciples to distribute to the great crowd the miraculously in-
creased supply of bread and fish he has produced. The artist
made no attempt to supply details of the event. The empha-
sis is instead on the holy character of it, the spiritual fact that

the tesserae are usually made of glass, which reflects light and makes the
surfaces sparkle. Ancient mosaicists occasionally used glass tesserae, but
the Romans preferred opaque marble pieces.

Mosaics quickly became the standard means of decorating walls and
vaults in Early Christian buildings, although some churches also contained
mural paintings. The mosaics caught the light flooding through the win-
dows in vibrant reflection, producing sharp contrasts and concentrations
of color that could focus attention on a composition’s central, most rel-
evant features.

Mosaics made in the Early Christian manner were not intended for
the subtle tonal changes a naturalistic painter's approach would require.
The artists placed, not blended, color. Bright, hard, glittering texture, set
within a rigorously simplified pattern, became the rule. For mosaics situ-
ated high in an apse or ambulatory vault or over the nave colonnade, far
above the observer’s head, the painstaking use of tiny tesserae seen in
Roman floor mosaics became meaningless. Early Christian mosaics, de-
signed to be seen from a distance, employed larger tesserae. The mosa-
icists also set the pieces unevenly so that their surfaces could catch and
reflect the light.

4-9 Miracle of the
loaves and fishes, mosaic
from the top register of
the nave wall (above the
clerestory windows) of
Sant’Apollinare Nuovo,
Ravenna, Italy, ca. 504.

In contrast to FiG. 4-8,
Jesus here faces directly
toward the viewer. Blue
sky has given way to the
otherworldly splendor
of heavenly gold, the
standard background
color for medieval
mosaics.

Jesus is performing a miracle by the power of his divinity.
The fact of the miracle takes it out of the world of time and
of incident. The presence of almighty power, not anecdotal
narrative, is the important aspect of this scene. The mosa-
icist told the story with the least number of figures necessary
to make its meaning explicit. The artist aligned the figures
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laterally, moved them close to the foreground, and placed
them in a shallow picture box cut off by a golden screen
close behind their backs. The landscape setting, which the
artist who worked for Galla Placidia so explicitly described,
is here merely a few rocks and bushes that enclose the figure
group like parentheses. The blue sky of the physical world
has given way to the otherworldly splendor of heavenly gold,
the standard background color for mosaics from this time
forward. Remnants of Roman illusionism appear only in the
handling of the individual figures, which still cast shadows
and retain some of their former volume. But the shadows of
the drapery folds already are only narrow bars.

Manuscript lllumination

The long tradition of placing pictures in manuscripts began
in Egypt. Ancient books, however, are very rare. An impor-
tant invention of the Early Empire period, the codex, greatly
aided the dissemination of manuscripts as well as their pres-
ervation. The codex is much like a modern book, composed
of separate leaves (folios) enclosed within a cover and bound
together at one side. The new format superseded the long
manuscript scroll (rotulus) used by the Egyptians, Greeks,
Etruscans, and Romans. (Christ holds a rotulus in his left
hand in FiG. 4-3.) Much more durable vellum (calfskin) and
parchment (lambskin), which provided better surfaces for
painting, also replaced the comparatively brittle papyrus (an
Egyptian plant) used for ancient scrolls. As a result, luxuri-
ousness of ornamentation became increasingly typical. Art
historians refer to the painted books produced before the
invention of the printing press as illuminated manuscripts
(from the Latin illuminare, meaning “to adorn, ornament, or
brighten,” and manu scriptus, “handwritten”).

Vienna Genesis The oldest well-preserved painted
manuscript containing biblical scenes is the early sixth-
century Vienna Genesis, so called because of its present
location. The book is sumptuous. The pages are fine calfskin
dyed with rich purple, the same dye used to give imperial
cloth its distinctive color, and the Greek text is written in
silver ink. One lavish page (FIG. 4-10) depicts the story of
Rebecca and Eliezer (Gen. 24:15-61). When Isaac, Abra-
ham’s son, was 40 years old, his parents sent their servant
Eliezer to find a wife for him. Eliezer chose Rebecca because
when he stopped at a well, she was the first woman to draw
water for him and his camels. The Vienna Genesis illustra-
tion presents two episodes of the story within a single frame.
In the first episode, at the left, Rebecca leaves the city of Na-
hor to fetch water from the well. In the second episode, she
gives water to Eliezer and his 10 camels, while one of them
already laps water from the well. The artist painted Nahor
as a walled city seen from above, a familiar convention in
Roman art. Rebecca walks to the well along the colonnaded
avenue of a Roman city. A seminude female personification
of a spring is the source of the well water. These are further
reminders of the persistence of classical motifs and stylistic
modes in Early Christian art even as other artists (FIG. 4-9)
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4-10 Rebecca and Eliezer at the well, folio 7 recto of the Vienna
Genesis, early sixth century. Tempera, gold, and silver on purple
vellum, 14" X 94". Osterreichische Nationalbibliothek, Vienna.

Classical motifs and stylistic modes persist in this sumptuous book—
the oldest well-preserved manuscript containing biblical scenes.
Two episodes of the story appear in a single setting.

rejected classical norms in favor of a style better suited for a
focus on the spiritual instead of the natural world.

BYZANTINE ART

In the decades after the founding in 324 of Constantinople—
the New Rome in the East, on the site of the Greek city of
Byzantium—the pace of Christianization of the Roman Em-
pire quickened. In 380, Theodosius I (r. 379-395) issued an
edict finally establishing Christianity as the state religion.
In 391, he enacted a ban against pagan worship. In 394, the
emperor abolished the Olympic Games, the enduring sym-
bol of the classical world and its values. Theodosius died in
395, and imperial power passed to his two sons, Arcadius,
who became Emperor of the East, and Honorius, Emperor of
the West. Though not formally codified, the division of the
Roman Empire became permanent. In the western half,
the Visigoths, under their king Alaric, sacked Rome in 410.
The Western Empire soon collapsed, replaced by warring
kingdoms that during the Middle Ages formed the founda-
tions of the modern nations of Europe (see Chapter 6). The
eastern half of the Roman Empire, only loosely connected by
religion to the west and with only minor territorial holdings
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Miarp 4-1 The Byzantine Empire at the death of Justinian in 565.

there, had a long and complex history of its own. Centered
at New Rome, the Eastern Christian Empire remained a cul-
tural and political entity for a millennium, until the last of a
long line of Eastern Roman emperors, ironically named Con-
stantine X1, died at Constantinople in 1453, defending it in
vain against the Muslim armies of the Ottoman Turks.

Historians call that Eastern Christian Roman Empire
“Byzantium,” employing Constantinople’s original name,
and use the term “Byzantine “ to identify whatever pertains
to Byzantium—its territory, its history, and its culture. The
Byzantine emperors, however, did not use these terms to de-
fine themselves. They called their empire Rome and them-
selves Romans. Though they spoke Greek and not Latin, the
Eastern Roman emperors never relinquished their claim as
the legitimate successors to the ancient Roman emperors.
Nevertheless, Byzantium and Byzantine, though inexact
terms, have become in modern times the accepted designa-
tions for the Eastern Roman Empire.

The Byzantine emperors considered themselves the
earthly vicars of Jesus Christ. Their will was God’s will. They
exercised the ultimate spiritual as well as temporal authority.
As sole executives for church and state, the emperors shared
power with neither senate nor church council. They reigned
supreme, combining the functions of both pope and caesar,
which the Western Christian world kept strictly separate. The
Byzantine emperors’ exalted position made them quasi-divine.
The imperial court was an image of the Kingdom of Heaven.

Art historians divide the history of Byzantine art into
three periods. The first, Early Byzantine, extends from the
age of the emperor Justinian (r. 527-565; MAP 4-1) to the
onset of iconoclasm (the destruction of images used in reli-
gious worship) under Leo IIl in 726. The Middle Byzantine
period begins with the renunciation of iconoclasm in 843
and ends with the western Crusaders’ occupation of Con-
stantinople in 1204. Late Byzantine corresponds to the pe-
riod after the Byzantines recaptured Constantinople in 1261
until its final loss in 1453 to the Ottoman Turks.

Early Byzantine Art

The reign of Justinian marks the end of the Late Roman Em-
pire and the beginning of the Byzantine Empire. At this time
Byzantine art emerged as a recognizably novel and distinctive
style, leaving behind the uncertainties and hesitations of Early
Christian artistic experiment. Justinianic art and architecture
definitively expressed, with a new independence and power of
invention, the unique character of the Eastern Christian cul-
ture centered at Constantinople. In the capital alone, Justin-
ian built or restored more than 30 churches, and his activities
as builder extended throughout the Byzantine Empire. The
historian of his reign, Procopius, declared that the emperor’s
ambitious building program was an obsession that cost his
subjects dearly in taxation. But Justinian’s grand monuments
defined the Byzantine style in architecture forever after.
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Hagia Sophia The most important monument of Early
Byzantine art is Hagia Sophia (Figs. 4-11 to 4-13), the
Church of Holy Wisdom, in Constantinople. ANTHEMIUS
OF TRALLES and Isiborus oF MILETUS designed and built the
church for Justinian between 532 and 537. It is Byzantium’s
grandest building and one of the supreme accomplishments
of world architecture. Its dimensions are formidable: about
270 feet long and 240 feet wide, with a dome 108 feet in di-
ameter whose crown rises some 180 feet above the pavement.
In exterior view, the great dome dominates the structure,
but the building’s external aspects today are much changed
from their original appearance. Huge buttresses were added
to the Justinianic design, and four towering Turkish minarets
were constructed after the Ottoman conquest of 1453, when
Hagia Sophia became a mosque (see Chapter 5).

The characteristic Byzantine plainness and unpreten-
tiousness of the exterior (FIG. 4-11) scarcely prepare visitors
for the building’s interior (FiG. 4-13), which was once richly
appointed. Colored stones from all over the known world
sheathed the walls and floors. But what distinguishes Hagia
Sophia from the equally lavishly revetted and paved interiors
of Roman buildings such as the Pantheon (Fig. 3-39) is the
mystical quality of the light that floods the building. The
soaring canopy-like dome that dominates the inside as well
as the outside of the church rides on a halo of light from 40
windows in the dome’s base. The windows create the illu-
sion that the dome is resting on the light that pours through
them. Procopius observed that the dome looked as if it were
suspended by “a golden chain from Heaven.” Said he: “You
might say that the space is not illuminated by the sun from

4-11  ANTHEMIUS OF TRALLES and
ISIDORUS OF MILETUS, aerial view
(looking north) of Hagia Sophia,
Constantinople (Istanbul), Turkey,
532-537.

The reign of Justinian marks the begin-
ning of the first golden age of Byzantine
art and architecture. Justinian built

or restored more than 30 churches in
Constantinople alone. Hagia Sophia was
the greatest.
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the outside, but that the radiance is generated within, so
great an abundance of light bathes this shrine all around.”?

A poet and member of Justinian’s court, Paul the Silenti-
ary (official usher), compared the dome to “the firmament
which rests on air” and described the vaulting as covered
with “gilded tesserae from which a glittering stream of golden
rays pours abundantly and strikes men’s eyes with irresistible
force. It is as if one were gazing at the midday sun in spring.”?
Thus, Hagia Sophia has a vastness of space shot through with
light and a central dome that appears to be supported by the
light it admits. Light is the mystic element—Ilight that glit-
ters in the mosaics, shines forth from the marbles, and per-
vades and defines spaces that, in themselves, seem to escape
definition. Light seems to dissolve material substance and
transform it into an abstract spiritual vision.

Justinian’s architects achieved this illusion of a floating
“dome of Heaven” by using pendentives (see “Pendentives,”
page 134, and FiG. 4-14) to transfer the weight from the
great dome to the piers beneath rather than to the walls.
With pendentives, not only could the space beneath the
dome be unobstructed but scores of windows also could
puncture the walls themselves (Figs. 4-12 and 4-13). This
created the impression of a dome suspended above, not held
up by, walls. Experts today can explain the technical virtu-
osity of Anthemius and Isidorus, but it remained a mystery
to their contemporaries. Procopius communicated the sense
of wonderment experienced by those who entered Justinian’s
great church: “No matter how much they concentrate . . .
they are unable to understand the craftsmanship and always
depart from there amazed by the perplexing spectacle.”*




By placing a hemispherical dome on a square instead of
a circular base, Anthemius and Isidorus succeeded in fusing
two previously independent and seemingly mutually exclu-
sive architectural traditions: the vertically oriented central-
plan building and the longitudinally oriented basilica. Hagia
Sophia is, in essence, a domed basilica (FIG. 4-12)—a uniquely
successful conclusion to centuries of experimentation in
Christian church architecture. However, the thrusts of the
pendentive construction at Hagia Sophia made external but-
tresses necessary, as well as huge internal northern and south-
ern wall piers and eastern and western half-domes. The semi-
domes’ thrusts descend, in turn, into still smaller half-domes
surmounting columned exedrae that give a curving flow to
the design.

The diverse vistas and screenlike ornamented surfaces
mask the structural lines. The columnar arcades of the nave
and galleries have no real structural function. Like the walls
they pierce, they are only part of a fragile “fill” between the
huge piers. Structurally, although Hagia Sophia may seem
Roman in its great scale and majesty, it does not have Roman
organization of its masses. The very fact that the “walls” in
Hagia Sophia are concealed (and barely adequate) piers in-
dicates that the architects sought Roman monumentality as
an effect and did not design the building according to Roman
principles. Using brick in place of concrete marked a further
departure from Roman practice and characterizes Byzantine
architecture as a distinctive structural style. Hagia Sophia’s
eight great supporting piers are ashlar masonry, but the screen
walls are brick, as are the vaults of the aisles and galleries and
the dome and semicircular half-domes.

The ingenious design of Hagia Sophia provided the illu-
mination and the setting for the solemn liturgy of the Greek

4-12 ANTHEMIUS OF
TraLLES and ISIDORUS
OF MILETUS, plan (top)
and restored cutaway
view (bottom) of Hagia
Sophia, Constantinople
(Istanbul), Turkey,
532-537 (John Burge).

In Hagia Sophia, Justinian’s
architects succeeded in
fusing two previously
independent architectural
traditions: the vertically
oriented central-plan build-
ing and the longitudinally
oriented basilica.

Orthodox faith. The large windows along the rim of the great
dome poured light down upon the interior’s jeweled splen-
dor, where priests staged the sacred spectacle. Sung by clerical
choirs, the Orthodox equivalent of the Latin Mass celebrated
the sacrament of the Eucharist at the altar in the apsidal sanc-
tuary, in spiritual reenactment of Jesus’ Crucifixion. Proces-
sions of chanting priests, accompanying the patriarch (arch-
bishop) of Constantinople, moved slowly to and from the
sanctuary and the vast nave. The gorgeous array of their vest-
ments rivaled the interior’s polychrome marbles, metals, and
mosaics, all glowing in shafts of light from the dome.

The nave of Hagia Sophia was reserved for the clergy, not
the congregation. The laity, segregated by gender, watched
from the shadows of the aisles and galleries, restrained in
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Architectural Basics

Pendentives

Perhaps the most characteristic feature of Byzantine architecture is
the placement of a dome, which is circular at its base, over a square,
as at Hagia Sophia (Figs. 4-12 and 4-13) in Constantinople, Saint Mark's
(FIG. 4-1) in Venice, the Church of the Dormition (Fic. 4-21) at Daphni, and
countless other churches throughout the Byzantine Empire. The structural
device that made this feat possible was the pendentive (Fic. 4-14).

In pendentive construction (from the Latin pendere, “to hang”), a
dome rests on what is, in effect, a second, larger dome. The top portion
and four segments around the rim of the larger dome are omitted, creat-
ing four curved triangles, or pendentives. The pendentives join to form
aring and four arches whose planes bound a square. The weight of the
dome is thus transferred through the pendentives and arches to the four
piers from which the arches spring, instead of to the walls. The first use of
pendentives on a monumental scale was in Hagia Sophia in the mid-sixth
century.

In Roman and Early Christian central-plan buildings, such as the Pan-
theon (rigs. 3-38 and 3-39) and Santa Costanza (Fig. 4-6), the dome
springs directly from the circular top of a cylinder (rig. 3-14d).

most places by marble parapets. The com-
plex spatial arrangement allowed only par-
tial views of the brilliant ceremony. The em-
peror was the only layperson privileged to
enter the sanctuary. When he participated
with the patriarch in the liturgical drama,
standing at the pulpit beneath the great
dome, his rule was sanctified and his person
exalted. Church and state were symbolically
made one, as in fact they were. The church
building was then the earthly image of the
court of Heaven, its light the image of God
and God’s holy wisdom. At Hagia Sophia,
the ambitious scale of Rome and the mys-
ticism of Eastern Christianity combined to
create a monument that is at once a summa-
tion of antiquity and a positive assertion of
the triumph of Christian faith.

4-13 ANTHEMIUS OF TRALLES and ISIDORUS OF
MiLeTUs, interior (looking southwest) of Hagia
Sophia, Constantinople (Istanbul), Turkey,
532-537.

Pendentive construction made possible Hagia
Sophia’s lofty dome, which seems to ride on a halo
of light. A contemporary said the dome seemed to
be suspended by “a golden chain from Heaven.”
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4-14 Dome on pendentives.

Roman domes rested on cylindrical drums (Fic. 3-14d). Pendentives
(triangular sections of a sphere) made it possible to place a dome on a
ring over a square. They became a hallmark of Byzantine architecture.
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4-16 Plan of San Vitale, Ravenna, Italy, 526-547.

Centrally planned like Justinian’s churches in Constantinople, San

4-15 Aerial view (looking northwest) of San Vitale, Ravenna, Vitale is unlike any other church in Italy. The design features two
Italy, 526-547. concentric octagons. A dome crowns the taller, inner octagon.

Justinian’s general Belisarius captured Ravenna from the Ostrogoths.

The city became the seat of Byzantine dominion in Italy. San Vitale even more than that of the Byzantine capital (Where relatively
honored Saint Vitalis, who suffered martyrdom at Ravenna. little outside of architecture has survived), clearly reveals the

transition from the Early Christian to the Byzantine style.

San Vitale In 539, Justinian’s general Belisarius captured San Vitale (Figs. 4-15 to 4-17), dedicated by Bishop
Ravenna from the Ostrogoths. As the seat of Byzantine do- ~ Maximianus in 547 in honor of Saint Vitalis, who suffered
minion in Italy, Ravenna enjoyed unparalleled prosperity, and ~ martyrdom at Ravenna in the second century, is the most
its culture became an extension of Constantinople’s. Its art,  spectacular building in Ravenna. Construction began under
Bishop Ecclesius shortly after Theodo-
ric’s death in 526. Julianus Argentarius
(Julian the Banker) provided the enor-
mous sum of 26,000 solidi (gold coins,
weighing in excess of 350 pounds)
required to proceed with the work.
The church is unlike any of Ravenna’s
other sixth-century churches (FiG.
4-5). Indeed, it is unlike any other
church in Italy. Although it has a tra-
ditional plain exterior and a polygo-
nal apse (FIG. 4-15), San Vitale is not
a basilica. It is centrally planned (FiG.
4-16), like Justinian’s churches in
Constantinople.

4-17 Interior (looking from the apse
into the choir) of San Vitale, Ravenna,
Italy, 526-547.

Light filtered through alabaster-paned
windows plays over the glittering
mosaics and glowing marbles that

cover San Vitale's complex wall and vault
shapes, producing a sumptuous effect.
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4-18 Justinian, Bishop Maximianus, and attendants, mosaic from the north wall of the apse, San Vitale, Ravenna, Italy,
ca. 547.

San Vitale’s mosaics reveal the new Byzantine aesthetic. Justinian is foremost among the dematerialized frontal figures who hover
before the viewer, weightless and speechless, their positions in space uncertain.

The design features two concentric octagons. The dome-
covered inner octagon rises above the surrounding octagon to
provide the interior with clerestory lighting. The central space
(FiG. 4-17) is defined by eight large piers that alternate with
curved, columned exedrae, pushing outward into the sur-
rounding two-story ambulatory and creating, on the plan (FiG.
4-16), an intricate eight-leafed design. The exedrae closely
integrate the inner and outer spaces that otherwise would
have existed simply side by side as independent units. A cross-
vaulted choir preceding the apse interrupts the ambulatory
and gives the plan some axial stability. The off-axis placement
of the narthex, whose odd angle never has been explained
fully, weakens this effect, however. (The atrium, which no
longer exists, may have paralleled a street that ran in the same
direction as the angle of the narthex.)

San Vitale’s intricate plan and elevation combine to pro-
duce an effect of great complexity. The exterior’s octagonal
regularity is not readily apparent inside. A rich diversity of
ever-changing perspectives greets visitors walking through the
building. Arches looping over arches, curving and flattened
spaces, and wall and vault shapes seem to change constantly
with the viewer’s position. Light filtered through alabaster-
paned windows plays over the glittering mosaics and glowing
marbles that cover the building’s complex surfaces, producing
a sumptuous effect.
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The mosaics that decorate San Vitale’s choir and apse, like
the building itself, must be regarded as one of the climactic
achievements of Byzantine art. Completed less than a decade
after the Ostrogoths surrendered Ravenna, the apse and choir
decorations form a unified composition, whose theme is the
holy ratification of Justinian’s right to rule. In the apse vault
are Christ, who extends the golden martyr’s wreath to Saint
Vitalis, the patron saint of the church, and Bishop Ecclesius,
who began the construction of San Vitale and offers a model of
the new church to Christ. On the choir wall to the left of the
apse mosaic appears Justinian (FIG. 4-18). He stands on the
Savior’s right side. Uniting the two visually and symbolically
are the imperial purple they wear and their halos. A dozen
attendants also accompany Justinian, paralleling Christ’s 12
apostles. Thus, the mosaic program underscores the dual po-
litical and religious roles of the Byzantine emperor.

The positions of the figures are all-important. They ex-
press the formulas of precedence and rank. Justinian is at
the center, distinguished from the other dignitaries by his
purple robe and halo. At his left is Bishop Maximianus, the
man responsible for San Vitale’s completion. The mosaicist
stressed the bishop’s importance by labeling his figure with
the only identifying inscription in the composition. Some
have identified the figure behind and between Justinian and
Maximianus as Julius Argentarius, the church’s benefactor.



4-19 Theodora and attendants, mosaic from the south wall of the apse, San Vitale, Ravenna, Italy, ca. 547.

Justinian’s counterpart on the opposite wall is the empress Theodora, a powerful figure at the Byzantine court. Neither she nor
Justinian ever visited Ravenna. San Vitale’s mosaics are proxies for the absent sovereigns.

The artist divided the figures into three groups: the em-
peror and his staff; the clergy; and the imperial guard, one
of whom bears a shield with the Christogram, the monogram
()R) composed of chi (X), rho (P), and iota (1), the initial
letters of Christ’s name in Greek. Each group has a leader
whose feet precede (by one foot overlapping) the feet of
those who follow. The positions of Justinian and Maximianus
are curiously ambiguous. Although the emperor appears to
be slightly behind the bishop, the golden paten (large bowl
holding the Eucharist bread) he carries overlaps the bishop’s
arm. Thus, symbolized by place and gesture, the imperial and
ecclesiastical powers are in balance. Justinian’s paten, Max-
imianus’s cross, and the attendant clerics’ book and censer
produce a slow forward movement that strikingly modifies
the scene’s rigid formality. There is no background. The artist
wished the observer to understand the procession as taking
place in this very sanctuary. Thus, the emperor appears for-
ever as a participant in the sacred rites and as the proprietor
of this royal church and the ruler of the Western Empire.

The procession at San Vitale recalls but contrasts with
that of Augustus and his entourage on the Ara Pacis (FiG.
3-26) erected more than a half millennium earlier in Rome.
There the fully modeled marble figures have their feet planted
firmly on the ground. The Romans talk among themselves,
unaware of the viewer’s presence. All is anecdote, all very hu-

man and of this world, even if the figures themselves conform
to a classical ideal of beauty that cannot be achieved in reality.
The frontal figures of the Byzantine mosaic, by comparison,
hover before the viewer, weightless and speechless, their posi-
tions in space uncertain. Tall, spare, angular, and elegant, the
figures have lost the rather squat proportions characteristic of
much Early Christian work. The garments fall straight, stiff,
and thin from the narrow shoulders. The organic body has de-
materialized, and, except for the heads, some of which seem
to be true portraits, the viewer sees a procession of solemn
spirits gliding silently in the presence of the sacrament. In-
deed, the theological basis for this approach to representation
was the idea that the divine was invisible and that the purpose
of religious art was to stimulate spiritual seeing. Theodulf
of Orleans summed up this idea around 790 when he wrote
“God is beheld not with the eyes of the flesh but only with the
eye of the mind.””> The mosaics of San Vitale reveal the Byz-
antine world’s new aesthetic, one very different from that of
the classical world but equally compelling. Blue sky has given
way to heavenly gold, and matter and material values are dis-
paraged. Byzantine art is an art without solid bodies or cast
shadows, with blank golden spaces, and with the perspective
of Paradise, which is nowhere and everywhere.

Justinian’s counterpart on the opposite wall of the apse
is his empress, Theodora (FiG. 4-19), who was Justinian’s
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most trusted adviser as well as his spouse. She too is accom-
panied by her retinue. Both processions move into the apse,
Justinian proceeding from left to right and Theodora from
right to left, in order to take part in the Eucharist. Justinian
carries the paten containing the bread, Theodora the golden
cup with the wine. The portraits in the Theodora mosaic ex-
hibit the same stylistic traits as those in the Justinian mosaic,
but the mosaicist represented the women within a definite
architecture, perhaps the atrium of San Vitale. The empress
stands in state beneath an imperial canopy, waiting to follow
the emperor’s procession. An attendant beckons her to pass
through the curtained doorway. The fact that she is outside
the sanctuary in a courtyard with a fountain and only about
to enter attests that, in the ceremonial protocol, her rank was
not quite equal to her consort’s. But the very presence of The-
odora at San Vitale is significant. Neither she nor Justinian
ever visited Ravenna. Their participation in the liturgy at San
Vitale is pictorial fiction. The mosaics are proxies for the ab-
sent sovereigns. Justinian was represented because he was the
head of the Byzantine state, and by his presence he exerted
his authority over his territories in the West. But Theodora’s
portrayal is more surprising and testifies to her unique posi-
tion in Justinian’s court. Theodora’s prominent role in the mo-
saic program of San Vitale is proof of the power she wielded
at Constantinople and, by extension, at Ravenna. In fact, the
representation of the three magi on the border of her robe
suggests that she belongs in the elevated company of the three
monarchs who approached the newborn Jesus bearing gifts.

Mount Sinai During Justinian’s reign, almost continu-
ous building took place, not only in Constantinople and
Ravenna but all over the Byzantine Empire. Between 548
and 565, Justinian rebuilt an important early monastery
(monks’ compound) at Mount Sinai in Egypt where Moses
received the Ten Commandments from God. Now called
Saint Catherine’s, the monastery marked the spot at the foot
of the mountain where the Bible says God first spoke to the
Hebrew prophet from a burning bush.

The monastic movement began in Egypt in the third cen-
tury and spread rapidly to Palestine and Syria in the east and
as far as Ireland in the west. It began as a migration to the wil-
derness by those who sought a more spiritual way of life, far
from the burdens, distractions, and temptations of town and
city. In desert places these refuge seekers lived austerely as
hermits, in contemplative isolation, cultivating the soul’s per-
fection. So many thousands fled the cities that the authorities
became alarmed—noting the effect on the tax base, military
recruitment, and business in general. The origins of organized
monasticism are associated with Saints Anthony and Pacho-
mius in Egypt in the fourth century. By the fifth century,
regulations governing monastic life began to be codified. Indi-
vidual monks came together to live according to a rule within
a common enclosure, a community under the direction of an
abbot (see “Medieval Monasteries,” Chapter 6, page 165). The
monks typically lived in a walled monastery, an architectural
complex that included the monks’ residence (an alignment of
single cells), a refectory (dining hall), a kitchen, storage and
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service quarters, a guest house for pilgrims, and, of course,
an oratory or monastery church (Fig. 6-9). The monastery at
Mount Sinai had been an important pilgrimage destination
since the fourth century, and Justinian enclosed it within new
walls to protect not only the hermit-monks but also the lay
pilgrims during their visits. The Mount Sinai church was ded-
icated to the Virgin Mary, whom the Council of Ephesus had
officially recognized in 431 as the Mother of God (Theotokos,
“bearer of God” in Greek).

Icons Icons (see “Icons and Iconoclasm,” page 139) played
an important role in monastic life. Unfortunately, few early
icons survive because of the wholesale destruction of im-
ages (iconoclasm) that occurred in the eighth century. Some
of the finest early examples (FIG. 4-20) come from Mount
Sinai. The technique is encaustic on wood, continuing a tra-
dition of panel painting in Egypt that, like so much else in
the Byzantine world, dates to the Roman Empire (Fic. 3-41).
The icon depicts the enthroned Theotokos and Child with
Saints Theodore and George. The two guardian saints inter-
cede with the Virgin on the viewer’s behalf. Behind them,
two angels look upward to a shaft of light where the hand of
God appears. The foreground figures are strictly frontal and
have a solemn demeanor. Background details are few and sup-
pressed. The forward plane of the picture dominates; space
is squeezed out. Traces of Greco-Roman illusionism remain
in the Virgin’s rather personalized features, in her sideways
glance, and in the posing of the angels’ heads. But the painter
rendered the saints in the new Byzantine manner.

lconoclasm

The preservation of Early Byzantine icons at the Mount Sinai
monastery is fortuitous but ironic, for opposition to icon wor-
ship was especially prominent in Syria and Egypt. There, in
the seventh century, a series of calamities erupted, indirectly
causing the imperial ban on images. The Sasanians, chroni-
cally at war with Rome, swept into the eastern provinces
early in the seventh century. Between 611 and 617 they cap-
tured the great cities of Antioch, Jerusalem, and Alexandria.
Hardly had the Byzantine emperor Heraclius (r. 610-641)
pressed them back and defeated them in 627 when a new and
overwhelming power appeared unexpectedly on the stage of
history. The Arabs, under the banner of the new Islamic re-
ligion, conquered not only Byzantium’s eastern provinces but
also Persia itself, replacing the Sasanians in the age-old bal-
ance of power with the Christian West (see Chapter 5). In a
few years the Arabs launched attacks on Constantinople, and
Byzantium was fighting for its life.

These were catastrophic years for the Eastern Roman
Empire. They terminated once and for all the long story of
imperial Rome, closed the Early Byzantine period, and inau-
gurated the medieval era of Byzantine history. Almost two-
thirds of the Byzantine Empire’s territory was lost—many
cities and much of its population, wealth, and material re-

sources. The shock of these events persuaded Emperor Leo
III (r. 717-741) that God had punished the Christian Roman



Art and Society

Icons and Iconoclasm

Icons (Greek, “images”) are small portable paintings depicting Christ,
the Virgin, or saints (or a combination of all three, as in Fig. 4-20). Icons
survive from as early as the fourth century. From the sixth century on,
they became enormously popular in Byzantine worship, both public and
private. Eastern Christians considered icons a personal, intimate, and
indispensable medium for spiritual transaction with holy figures. Some
icons (FiIG. 4-25) came to be regarded as wonder-working, and believers
ascribed miracles and healing powers to them.

Icons were by no means universally accepted, however. From the
beginning, many Christians were deeply suspicious of the practice of
making images of the divine, whether on portable panels, on the walls of
churches, or especially as statues that reminded them of pagan idols. The
opponents of Christian figural art had in mind the Old Testament prohibi-
tion of images the Lord dictated to Moses in the Second Commandment:
“Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image or any likeness of any-
thing that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in
the water under the earth. Thou shalt not bow down thyself to them, nor
serve them” (Exod. 20:4, 5).

Opposition to icons became especially strong in the eighth century,
when the faithful often burned incense and knelt before them in prayer to
seek protection or a cure for iliness. Although the purpose of icons was
only to evoke the presence of the holy figures addressed in prayer, in the
minds of many, icons became identified with the personages represented.
Icon worship became confused with idol worship, and this brought about
an imperial ban on all sacred images. The term for this destruction of holy
pictures is iconoclasm.

4-20 Virgin (Theotokos) and Child between Saints Theodore
and George, icon, sixth or early seventh century. Encaustic on
wood, 2’ 3" X 1' 73". Monastery of Saint Catherine, Mount
Sinai, Egypt.

Byzantine icons continued the Roman tradition of panel painting in
encaustic on wood panels (Fic. 3-41), but their style as well as the
Christian subjects broke sharply from classical models.

Empire for its idolatrous worship of icons by setting upon it
the merciless armies of the infidel—an enemy that, more-
over, shunned the representation in holy places not only of
God but of all living things. In 726 he formally prohibited
the use of images, and for more than a century Byzantine
artists produced little new religious figurative art.

Middle Byzantine Art

In the ninth century, a powerful reaction against iconoclasm
set in. New iconophile emperors condemned the destruction
of images as a heresy, and restoration of the images began
in 843. Shortly thereafter, under the Macedonian dynasty,
art, literature, and learning sprang to life once again. Basil I
(r. 867-886), head of the new line of emperors, thought of

The consequences of iconoclasm for the history of Byzantine art are
difficult to overstate. For more than a century, not only did the portrayal
of Christ, the Virgin, and the saints cease, but the iconoclasts (breakers
of images) also systematically destroyed countless works from the early
centuries of Christendom.

himself as the restorer of the Roman Empire. He denounced
as usurpers the Frankish Carolingian monarchs of the West
(see Chapter 6) who, since 800, had claimed the title “Ro-
man Empire” for their realm. Basil bluntly reminded their
emissary that the only true Emperor of Rome reigned in
Constantinople. They were not Roman emperors but merely
“kings of the Germans.”

Daphni Basil I and his immediate successors undertook
the laborious and costly task of refurbishing the churches the
iconoclasts had defaced and neglected, but they initiated little
new church construction. In the 10th century and through
the 12th, however, a number of monastic churches arose that
are the flowers of Middle Byzantine architecture. They fea-
ture a brilliant series of variations on the domed central plan.
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4-21 Christ as Pantokrator, dome mosaic in
the Church of the Dormition, Daphni, Greece,
ca. 1090-1100.

The fearsome image of Christ as “ruler of all” is like
a gigantic icon hovering dramatically in space. The
mosaic serves to connect the awestruck worshiper
below the dome with Heaven through Christ.

From the exterior, the typical later Byzantine church building
is a domed cube, with the dome rising above the square on
a kind of cylinder or drum. The churches are small, vertical,
and high shouldered, and, unlike earlier Byzantine buildings,
their exterior wall surfaces bear vivid decorative patterns,
probably reflecting the impact of Islamic architecture.

Mosaics covered the interiors of the new churches. Some
of the best-preserved examples are in the monastery Church
of the Dormition (from the Latin for “sleep,” referring to the
ascension of the Virgin Mary to Heaven at the moment of
her death), at Daphni, near Athens, Greece. The main ele-
ments of the late-11th-century pictorial program are intact,
although the mosaics were restored in the 19th century. Gaz-
ing down from on high in the central dome (FiG. 4-21) is the
fearsome image of Christ as Pantokrator (literally “ruler of
all” in Greek but usually applied to Christ in his role as Last
Judge of humankind). The dome mosaic is the climax of an
elaborate hierarchical pictorial program including several
New Testament episodes below. The Daphni Pantokrator is
like a gigantic icon hovering dramatically in space. The mo-
saic serves to connect the awestruck worshiper in the church
below with Heaven through Christ.
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On one of the walls below the Daphni dome, an un-
known artist depicted Christ’s Crucifixion (FiG. 4-22). Like
the Pantokrator mosaic in the dome, the Daphni Crucifix-
ion is a subtle blend of the painterly, Hellenistic style and
the later, more abstract and formalistic Byzantine style. The
Byzantine artist fully assimilated classicism’s simplicity, dig-
nity, and grace into a perfect synthesis with Byzantine piety
and pathos. The figures have regained the classical organic
structure to a surprising degree, particularly compared with
figures from the Justinianic period (compare Figs. 4-18 and
4-19). The style is a masterful adaptation of classical stat-
uesque qualities to the linear Byzantine manner. In quiet
sorrow and resignation, the Virgin and Saint John flank the
crucified Christ. A skull at the foot of the cross indicates
Golgotha. The artist needed nothing else to set the scene.
Symmetry and closed space combine to produce an effect of
the motionless and unchanging aspect of the deepest mystery
of the Christian religion. The timeless presence is, as it were,
beheld in unbroken silence. The picture is not a narrative of
the historical event of the Crucifixion, although it contains
anecdotal details. Christ has a tilted head and sagging body,
and blood spurts from the wound Longinus inflicted on him,



but he is not overtly in pain. The Virgin and John point to
the figure on the cross as if to a devotional object. They act
as intercessors between the viewer below and Christ, who,
in the dome, appears as the Last Judge of all humans.

Saint Mark’s, Venice The revival on a grand scale of
church building, featuring vast stretches of mosaic-covered
walls, extended beyond the Greek-speaking Byzantine East
in the 10th to 12th centuries. A resurgence of religious archi-
tecture and of the mosaicist’s art also occurred in areas of the
former Western Roman Empire where ties with Constanti-
nople were the strongest. In the Early Byzantine period, Ven-
ice, about 80 miles north of Ravenna on the eastern coast of
Italy, was a dependency of that Byzantine stronghold. In 751,
Ravenna fell to the Lombards, who wrested control of most
of northern Italy from Constantinople. Venice, however, be-
came an independent power. Its doges (dukes) enriched them-
selves and the city through seaborne commerce, serving as
the crucial link between Byzantium and the West.

Venice had obtained the relics of Saint Mark from Alex-
andria in Egypt in 829, and the doges constructed the first
Venetian shrine dedicated to the apostle shortly thereafter.
In 1063, Doge Domenico Contarini began the construction

4-22 Crucifixion, mosaic in the Church of the
Dormition, Daphni, Greece, ca. 1090-1100.

The Daphni Crucifixion is a subtle blend of Hellenistic
style and the more abstract Byzantine manner. The
Virgin Mary and Saint John point to Christ on the
cross as if to a devotional object.

of the present Saint Mark’s. The model for the grandiose new
building was the Church of the Holy Apostles at Constanti-
nople, built in Justinian’s time. That church no longer exists,
but its key elements were a cruciform (cross-shaped) plan with
a central dome over the crossing and four other domes over
the four equal arms of the Greek cross, as at Saint Mark’s.

The interior (FIG. 4-1) of Saint Mark’s is, like its plan,
Byzantine in effect. Light enters through a row of windows
at the bases of all five domes, vividly illuminating a rich
cycle of mosaics. Both Byzantine and local artists worked on
the project over the course of several centuries. Most of the
mosaics date to the 12th and 13th centuries. Cleaning and
restoration on a grand scale have enabled visitors to experi-
ence the full radiance of mosaic (some 40,000 square feet of
it) as it covers, like a gold-brocaded and figured fabric, all the
walls, arches, vaults, and domes.

In the vast central dome, 80 feet above the floor and
42 feet in diameter, Christ ascends to Heaven in the presence
of the Virgin Mary and the 12 apostles. The great arch fram-
ing the church crossing bears a narrative of the Crucifixion
and Resurrection of Christ and of his descent into Limbo
to liberate from death Adam and Eve, Saint John the Bap-
tist, and other biblical figures. The mosaics have explanatory
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4-23 Lamentation, wall painting, Saint Pantaleimon, Nerezi, Macedonia, 1164.

Working in the Balkans in an alternate Byzantine mode, this painter staged the emotional scene of the Lamentation in a hilly landscape below

a blue sky and peopled it with fully modeled figures.

labels in both Latin and Greek, reflecting Venice’s position
as the key link between Eastern and Western Christendom
in the later Middle Ages. The insubstantial figures on the
walls, vaults, and domes appear weightless and project from
their flat field no more than the elegant Latin and Greek
letters above them. Nothing here reflects on the world of
matter, of solids, of light and shade, of perspective. Rather,
the mosaics reveal the mysteries of the Christian faith.

Nerezi When the emperors lifted the ban against religious
images and again encouraged religious painting at Constan-
tinople, the impact was felt far and wide. The style varied
from region to region, but a renewed enthusiasm for pictur-
ing the key New Testament figures and events was universal.
In 1164, at Nerezi in Macedonia, Byzantine painters embel-
lished the Church of Saint Pantaleimon with murals of great
emotional power. One of these represents the Lamentation
over the dead Christ (Fic. 4-23). It is an image of passion-
ate grief. The artist captured Christ’s followers in attitudes,
expressions, and gestures of quite human bereavement. Jo-
seph of Arimathea and the disciple Nicodemus kneel at his
feet, while Mary presses her cheek against her dead son’s
face and Saint John clings to Christ’s left hand. In the Gos-
pels, neither Mary nor John was present at the entombment
of Christ. Their presence here, as elsewhere in Middle Byz-
antine art, intensified for the viewer the emotional impact
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of Christ’s death. Such representations parallel the develop-
ment of liturgical hymns recounting the Virgin's lamenting
her son’s death on the Cross.

At Nerezi, the painter set the scene in a hilly landscape
below a blue sky—a striking contrast to the abstract golden
world of the mosaics favored for church walls elsewhere in
the Byzantine Empire. The artist strove to make utterly con-
vincing an emotionally charged realization of the theme by
staging the Lamentation in a more natural setting and peo-
pling it with fully modeled actors. This alternate representa-
tional mode is no less Byzantine than the more abstract style
of Ravenna or the poignant melancholy of Daphni.

Paris Psalter Another example of this classical-revival
style is a page from a book of the Psalms of David. The so-
called Paris Psalter (FiG. 4-24) reasserts the artistic values
of the Greco-Roman past with astonishing authority. Art
historians believe the manuscript dates from the mid-10th
century—the Macedonian Renaissance, a time of enthusias-
tic and careful study of the language and literature of an-
cient Greece, and of humanistic reverence for the classical
past. David, the psalmist, surrounded by sheep, goats, and
his faithful dog, plays his harp in a rocky landscape with
a town in the background. Similar settings appeared fre-
quently in Pompeian murals. Befitting an ancient depiction
of Orpheus, the Greek hero who could charm even inani-



mate objects with his music, allegorical figures accompany
the Old Testament harpist. Melody looks over his shoulder,
while Echo peers from behind a column. A reclining male
figure points to a Greek inscription that identifies him as
representing the mountain of Bethlehem. These allegorical
figures do not appear in the Bible. They are the stock popu-
lation of Greco-Roman painting. Apparently, the artist had
seen a work from the Late Roman Empire or perhaps earlier
and partly translated it into a Byzantine pictorial idiom. In
works such as this, Byzantine artists kept the classical style
alive in the Middle Ages.

Vladimir Virgin Nothing in Middle Byzantine art bet-
ter demonstrates the rejection of the iconoclastic viewpoint
than the return to prominence of painted icons. After the
restoration of images, icons multiplied by the thousands to
meet public and private demand. In the 11th century, the
clergy began to display icons in hierarchical order (Christ,

4-24 David composing the Psalms, folio 1
verso of the Paris Psalter, ca. 950-970. Tempera
on vellum, 1’ 24" X 104". Bibliothéque Nationale,
Paris.

During the so-called Macedonian Renaissance,
Byzantine painters revived the classical style. This
artist portrayed David as if a Greek hero accompanied
by personifications of Melody, Echo, and Bethlehem.

the Theotokos, John the Baptist, and then other saints) in
tiers on the templon, the columnar screen separating the
sanctuary from the main body of a Byzantine church.

One example is the renowned Vladimir Virgin (FiG.
4-25). Descended from works such as the Mount Sinai icon
(FiG. 4-20), the Vladimir Virgin clearly reveals the stylized ab-
straction resulting from centuries of working and reworking
the conventional image. Probably painted by a Constantino-
politan artist, the characteristic traits of Byzantine Virgin
and Child icons are all present: the Virgin’s long, straight nose
and small mouth; the golden rays in the infant’s drapery; the
sweep of the unbroken contour that encloses the two figures;
and the flat silhouette against the golden ground. But this is
a much more tender and personalized image of the Virgin
than that in the Mount Sinai icon. Here Mary is depicted as
the Virgin of Compassion, who presses her cheek against her
son’s in an intimate portrayal of Mother and Child. The im-
age is also infused with a deep pathos as Mary contemplates
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4-25 Virgin (Theotokos) and Child, icon
(Vladimir Virgin), late 11th to early 12th century.
Tempera on wood, original panel 2’ 63" X 1’ 9",
Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow.

In this Middle Byzantine icon, the painter depicted
Mary as the Virgin of Compassion, who presses her
cheek against her son’s as she contemplates his future.
The reverse side shows the instruments of Christ’s
Passion.

the future sacrifice of her son. (The back of the
icon bears images of the instruments of Christ’s
Passion.)

The icon of Vladimir, like most icons, has
seen hard service. Placed before or above altars
in churches or private chapels, the icon be-
came blackened by the incense and the smoke
from candles that burned before or below it.
Frequently repainted, often by inferior artists,
only the faces show the original surface. First
painted in the late 11th or early 12th century,
it was taken to Kiev (Ukraine) in 1131, then to
Vladimir (Russia) in 1155 (hence its name), and
in 1395, as a wonder-working image, to Moscow
to protect that city from the Mongols. The Rus-
sians believed the sacred picture saved the city
of Kazan from later Tartar invasions and all of
Russia from the Poles in the 17th century. The
Vladimir Virgin is a historical symbol of By-
zantium’s religious and cultural mission to the
Slavic world.

Byzantium after 1204

When rule passed from the Macedonian to the Comnenian
dynasty in the later 11th and the 12th centuries, three events
of fateful significance changed Byzantium’s fortunes for the
worse. The Seljuk Turks conquered most of Anatolia. The
Byzantine Orthodox Church broke finally with the Church of
Rome. And the Crusades brought the Latins (a generic term
for the peoples of the West) into Byzantine lands on their way
to fight for the Cross against the Saracens (Muslims) in the
Holy Land (see “The Crusades,” Chapter 6, page 176).
Crusaders had passed through Constantinople many
times en route to “smite the infidel” and had marveled at its
wealth and magnificence. Envy, greed, religious fanaticism
(the Latins called the Greeks “heretics”), and even ethnic
enmity motivated the Crusaders when, during the Fourth
Crusade in 1203 and 1204, the Venetians persuaded them

144 CHAPTER 4 Early Christianity and Byzantium

to divert their expedition against the Muslims in Palestine
and to attack Constantinople instead. The Crusaders took
the city and sacked it.

The Latins set up kingdoms within Byzantium, notably
in Constantinople itself. What remained of Byzantium split
into three small states. The Palaeologans ruled one of these,
the kingdom of Nicaea. In 1261, Michael VIII Palaeologus
(r. 1259-1282) succeeded in recapturing Constantinople.
But his empire was no more than a fragment, and even that
disintegrated during the next two centuries. Isolated from
the Christian West by Muslim conquests in the Balkans and
besieged by Muslim Turks to the east, Byzantium sought
help from the West. It was not forthcoming. In 1453 the
Ottoman Turks, then a formidable power, took Constanti-
nople and brought to an end the long history of Byzantium.




THE BIG PICTURE

Early Christianity and Byzantium

I Very little Christian art or architecture survives from the first centuries of Christianity. “Early
Christian art” means the earliest art having Christian subjects, not the art of Christians at the
time of Jesus. The major surviving examples are mural and ceiling paintings in the catacombs
of Rome and marble sarcophagi depicting Old and New Testament stories.

I Constantine’s Edict of Milan of 313 granted Christianity legal status equal or superior to the
traditional Roman cults. The emperor was the first great patron of Christian art and built the first Sarcophagus of Junius Bassus,
churches in Rome, including Old Saint Peter’s. In 330 he moved the capital of the Roman Empire ca. 359
to Constantinople (Greek Byzantium).

I The emperor Theodosius | (r. 379-395) proclaimed Christianity the official religion of the Roman
Empire in 380 and banned pagan worship in 391. Honorius (r. 395-423) moved the capital of his
Western Roman Empire to Ravenna in 404. Rome fell to Visigoth king Alaric in 410.

I Mosaics became a major vehicle for the depiction of Christian themes in the naves and apses
of churches, which closely resembled Roman basilicas in both plan and elevation. The first

manuscripts with illustrations of the Old and New Testaments date to the early sixth century. Sa”t;fap‘;':::r%g‘:wo'
venna,

BYZANTINE ART

I The reign of Justinian (r. 527-565) opened the first golden age of Byzantine art (527-726).
Justinian was a great patron of the arts, and in Constantinople alone he built or restored more
than 30 churches. Constructed in only five years, Hagia Sophia, a brilliant fusion of central and
longitudinal plans, rivaled the architectural wonders of Rome. Its 180-foot-high dome rests on
pendentives.

Hagia Sophia, Constantinople,
532-537
I The seat of Byzantine power in Italy was Ravenna, which enjoyed its greatest prosperity under
Justinian. San Vitale is Ravenna’s greatest church. Its mosaics, with their weightless, hovering,
frontal figures against a gold background, reveal the new Byzantine aesthetic.

I Justinian also rebuilt the monastery at Mount Sinai in Egypt, where the finest Early Byzantine
icons are preserved. In 726, however, Leo Il (r. 717-741) enacted a ban against picturing the
divine, initiating the era of iconoclasm (726-843).

I Middle Byzantine art (843-1204), which marked the triumph of the iconophiles over the icono-
clasts, is stylistically eclectic. Mosaics with mystical golden backgrounds were common, but
some paintings, for example those in the Paris Psalter, revived the naturalism of classical art.

I Middle Byzantine churches have highly decorative exterior walls and feature domes that rest on
drums above the center of a Greek cross. The climax of the interior mosaic programs was often
an image in the dome of Christ as Pantokrator.

I In 1204, Latin Crusaders sacked Constantinople, bringing to an end the second golden age of
Byzantine art. In 1261, Michael VIl Palaeologus (r. 1259-1282) succeeded in recapturing the city.
Constantinople remained in Byzantine hands until it was taken in 1453 by the Ottoman Turks,

Christ as Pantokrator, Daphni,
marking the end of the Late Byzantine period (1261-1453). ristas renotreton aphn!

ca. 1090-1100
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5-1  BinzaAD, Seduction of Yusuf, folio 52 verso of the Bustan of Sultan Husayn
Mayqara, from Herat, Afghanistan, 1488. Ink and color on paper, 114" X 83"
National Library, Cairo.

This manuscript page depicts human figures, which never appear in Islamic religious art.
The painting displays vivid color, intricate decorative detailing, and a brilliant balance
between pattern and perspective.



The Islamic World

The religion of Islam (an Arabic word meaning “submission to God”) arose in
the Arabian peninsula early in the seventh century (see “Muhammad and Islam,”
page 149). At the time, the Arabs were peripheral to the Byzantine and Persian
empires. Yet within little more than a century, Muslim armies had subdued the
Middle East, and the followers of Muhammad controlled much of the Mediter-
ranean (MAP 5-1). The swiftness of the Islamic advance is among the wonders
of world history. By 640, Muslims ruled Syria, Palestine, and Iraq. In 642, the
Byzantine army abandoned Alexandria, marking the Muslim conquest of north-
ern Egypt. In 651, the successors of Muhammad brought more than 400 years of
Sasanian rule in Iran to an end. By 710, all of North Africa was under Muslim
control. A victory in southern Spain in 711 seemed to open the rest of western
Europe to the Muslims. By 732, they had advanced north to Poitiers in France.
There, however, the Franks turned them back. But in Spain, the Muslim rulers
of Cérdoba flourished until 1031, and not until 1492 did Islamic influence and
power in Iberia end. In the East, the Muslims reached the Indus River in South
Asia by 751. In Anatolia, relentless Muslim pressure against the shrinking Byzan-
tine Empire eventually caused its collapse in 1453.

ARCHITECTURE

During the early centuries of Islamic history, the Muslim world’s political and
cultural center was the Fertile Crescent of ancient Mesopotamia (see Chapter 1).
The caliphs of Damascus (capital of modern Syria) and Baghdad (capital of Iraq)
appointed provincial governors to rule the vast territories they controlled. These
governors eventually gained relative independence by setting up dynasties in vari-
ous territories and provinces: the Umayyads in Syria and in Spain, the Abbasids
in Iraq, and so on. Like other potentates before and after, the Islamic rulers were
builders on a grand scale.

Dome of the Roclk The first great achievement of Islamic architecture is
the Dome of the Rock (FiG. 5-2) in Jerusalem. The Muslims had taken the city
from the Byzantines in 638, and the Umayyad caliph Abd al-Malik (r. 685-705)
erected the monumental sanctuary between 687 and 692 as an architectural trib-
ute to the triumph of Islam. The Dome of the Rock marked the coming of the new
religion to the city that was—and still is—sacred to both Jews and Christians.
The Umayyads erected the sanctuary on the site of the Temple of Solomon that
the Roman emperor Titus destroyed in 70 (FiIG. 3-32). In time, the site took on
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Map 5-1 The Islamic world around 1500.

additional significance as the reputed place of Adam’s burial  ing) bore a family resemblance to the roughly contempora-
and the site where Abraham prepared to sacrifice Isaac. It  neous Santa Costanza (FiG. 4-6) in Rome. The Dome of the
houses the rock (Fi. 5-3) from which Muslims later came ~ Rock is a member of the same extended family. Its double-
to believe Muhammad miraculously journeyed to Heaven  shelled wooden dome, however, some 60 feet across and
and then, in the same night, returned to his home in Mecca. 75 feet high, so dominates the elevation as to relegate the

As Islam took much of its teaching
from Judaism and Christianity, so its ar-
chitects and artists borrowed and trans-
formed design, construction, and orna-
mentation principles that had been long
applied in Byzantium and the Middle
East. The Dome of the Rock is a domed
octagon resembling San Vitale (FiG. 4-15)
in Ravenna in its basic design. In all like-
lihood, the Dome of the Rock’s designers
drew inspiration from a Christian monu-
ment in Jerusalem, Constantine’s Church
of the Holy Sepulchre. That fourth-
century rotunda (a domed round build-

5-2  Aerial view of the Dome of the Rock,
Jerusalem, 687-692.

Abd al-Malik erected the Dome of the Rock

to commemorate the triumph of Islam in
Jerusalem, which the Muslims had captured
from the Byzantines. The shrine takes the form
of an octagon with a towering dome.
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Muhammad, founder of Islam and revered as its Final Prophet, was a na-
tive of Mecca on the west coast of Arabia. Born around 570 into a family of
merchants, Muhammad was inspired to prophesy. Critical of the polythe-
istic religion of his fellow Arabs, he preached a religion of the one and only
God (“Allah” in Arabic), whose revelations Muhammad received beginning
in 610 and for the rest of his life. Opposition to Muhammad'’s message
among the Arabs was strong enough to prompt the Prophet to flee from
Mecca to a desert oasis eventually called Medina (“City of the Prophet”).
Islam dates its beginnings from this flight in 622, known as the Hijra, or
emigration. (Muslims date events beginning with the Hijra in the same way
Christians reckon events from Christ's birth.) Barely eight years later, in
630, Muhammad returned to Mecca with 10,000 soldiers. He took control
of the city, converted the population to Islam, and destroyed all the idols.
But he preserved as the Islamic world’s symbolic center the small cubical
building that had housed the idols. The Arabs associated the Kaaba (from
the Arabic for “cube”) with the era of Abraham and Ishmael, the common
ancestors of Jews and Arabs. Muhammad died in Medina in 632.

The essential meaning of Islam is acceptance of and submission to
Allah’s will. Believers in Islam are called Muslims (“those who submit”).
Islam requires Muslims to live according to the rules laid down in the col-
lected revelations communicated through Muhammad during his lifetime
and recorded in the Koran, Islam’s sacred book. The word “Koran” means
“recitations”—a reference to the archangel Gabriel’s instructions to
Muhammad in 610 to “recite in the name of Allah.” The profession of faith
in Allah, the one God, is the first of five obligations binding all Muslims.

In addition, the faithful must worship five times daily, facing in Mecca's
direction, give alms to the poor, fast during the month of Ramadan, and
once in a lifetime—if possible—make a pilgrimage to Mecca. The revela-
tions in the Koran are not the only guide for Muslims. Muhammad's ex-
emplary ways and customs, collected in the Sunnah, offer models to the
faithful on ethical problems of everyday life. The reward for the Muslim
faithful is Paradise.

Islam has much in common with Judaism and Christianity. Its adher-
ents think of it as a continuation, completion, and in some sense a refor-
mation of those other great monotheisms. Islam incorporates many of the
Old Testament teachings, with their sober ethical standards and hatred
of idol worship, and those of the New Testament Gospels. Muslims ac-
knowledge Adam, Abraham, Moses, and Jesus as the prophetic prede-
cessors of Muhammad. The Final Prophet did not claim to be divine, as
did Jesus. Rather, Muhammad was God's messenger, the purifier and
perfecter of the common faith of Jews, Christians, and Muslims in one
God. Islam also differs from Judaism and Christianity in its simpler or-
ganization. Muslims worship God directly, without a hierarchy of rabbis,
priests, or saints acting as intermediaries.

In Islam, as Muhammad defined it, religious and secular authority were
united even more completely than in Byzantium. Muhammad established
a new social order, taking complete charge of his community’s temporal
as well as spiritual affairs. After Muhammad'’s death, the caliphs (from
Arabic “successor”) continued this practice of uniting religious and politi-
cal leadership in one ruler.

octagon to serving merely as its base. This soaring, majes-
tic unit creates a decidedly more commanding effect than
that of Late Roman and Byzantine domical structures (for
example, FIG. 4-11). The silhouettes of those domes are com-
paratively insignificant when seen from the outside.

The building’s exterior has been extensively restored.
Tiling from the 16th century and later has replaced the
original mosaic. Yet the vivid, colorful patterning that wraps
the walls like a textile is typical of Islamic ornamentation.
It contrasts markedly with Byzantine brickwork and Greco-
Roman sculptured profiling and carved decoration. The in-
terior’s mosaic ornamentation (FIG. 5-3) has been preserved.
Consisting of rich floral and vegetal motifs against a field of
gold, it conjures the gorgeous places of Paradise awaiting the
faithful. The lavish interior mosaics suggest the original ap-
pearance of the structure’s exterior walls.

5-3 Interior of the Dome of the Rock, Jerusalem, 687-692.

The exterior of the Dome of the Rock has 16th-century tilework,
but the interior’s original mosaic ornamentation has been preserved.
The mosaics conjure the Paradise awaiting the Muslim faithful.
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The Mosque

Islamic religious architecture is closely related to Muslim prayer. In Islam,
worshiping can be a private act. It requires neither prescribed ceremony
nor a special locale. Only the gibla—the direction (toward Mecca) Mus-
lims face while praying—is important. But worship also became a com-
munal act when the first Muslim community established a simple ritual
for it. To celebrate the Muslim sabbath, which occurs on Friday, the com-
munity convened each Friday at noon, probably in the Prophet’'s house
in Medina. The main feature of Muhammad’s house was a large, square
court with rows of palm trunks supporting thatched roofs along the north
and south sides. The southern side was wider and had a double row of
trunks. It faced Mecca. During these communal gatherings, the imam, or
leader of collective worship, stood on a stepped pulpit, or minbar, set up
in front of the southern (gibla) wall.

These features became standard in the Islamic house of worship, the
mosque (from Arabic masjid, “a place of prostration”), where the faith-
ful gathered for the five daily prayers. The congregational mosque (also
called the Friday mosque or great mosque) was ideally large enough to
accommodate a community’s entire population for the Friday noonday
prayer. Both ordinary and congregational mosques usually have a mihrab

Tunisia, ca. 836-875.

The hypostyle type of mosque most closely resembles Muhammad’s house in
Medina. Kairouan’s Great Mosque is one of the oldest. An arcaded forecourt

resembling a Roman forum leads to the columnar prayer hall.

Kairouan The Dome of the Rock is a unique monument.
Throughout the Islamic world, the most important build-
ings were usually mosques (see “The Mosque,” above). Of all
the variations, the hypostyle mosque most closely reflects the
mosque’s supposed origin, Muhammad’s house in Medina.
One of the oldest, well-preserved hypostyle mosques is the
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5-4  Aerial view (above) and plan (right) of the Great Mosque, Kairouan,

(FiG. 5-11), a semicircular niche set into the gibla wall. Often a dome over
the bay in front of the mihrab marked its position (FiGgs. 5-4 and 5-7). The
niche may recall the place where the Prophet stood in his house at Me-
dina when he led communal worship.

In some mosques, a magsura precedes the mihrab. The magsura is
the area reserved for the ruler or his representative. Mosques may also
have one or more minarets (Figs. 5-4 and 5-5), towers used to call the
faithful to worship and to signal the location of a mosque from a dis-
tance. Early mosques were generally hypostyle halls, communal wor-
ship halls with roofs held up by a multitude of columns (Figs. 5-4 and
5-6). An important later variation is the mosque with four iwans (vaulted
rectangular recesses), one on each side of a courtyard (Fic. 5-10).

The mosque's origin is still in dispute, although one prototype may
well have been the Prophet’s house in Medina. Today, mosques continue
to be erected throughout the world. Despite many variations in design and
detail, and the employment of modern building techniques and materials
unknown in Muhammad'’s day, all mosques, wherever they are built and
whatever their plan, are oriented toward Mecca, and the faithful worship
facing the gibla wall.

N
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mid-eighth-century Great Mosque (FIG. 5-4) at Kairouan in
Tunisia. Like the Dome of the Rock, the Kairouan mosque
owes much to Greco-Roman and Early Christian architec-
ture. The precinct takes the form of a slightly askew parallel-
ogram of huge scale, some 450 by 260 feet. A series of lateral
entrances on the east and west lead to an arcaded forecourt



Malwiya minaret, Great Mosque, Samarra, Iraq, 848-852.

5-5
The unique spiral Malwiya (snail shell) minaret of Samarra’s Great

Mosque is more than 165 feet tall and can be seen from afar. It
served to announce the presence of Islam in the Tigris Valley.

(FIG. 5-4, no. 7), reminiscent of Roman forums (FiG. 3-34) and
the atriums of Early Christian basilicas (Fig. 4-4). The court-
yard is oriented north-south on axis with the mosque’s mina-
ret (no. 8) and the two domes (nos. 3 and 6) of the hypostyle
prayer hall (no. 4). The first dome (no. 6) is over the entrance

bay, the second (no. 3) over the bay that fronts the mihrab
(no. 2) set into the gibla wall (no. 1). A raised nave connects
the domed spaces and prolongs the north-south axis of the
minaret and courtyard. Eight columned aisles flank the nave
on either side, providing space for a large congregation. The
hypostyle mosque synthesizes elements received from other
cultures into a novel architectural unity.

Samarra The three-story minaret of the Kairouan
mosque is square in plan and believed to be a near-copy of a
Roman lighthouse, but minarets can take a variety of forms.
Perhaps the most striking and novel is that of the immense
(more than 45,000 square yards) Great Mosque at Samarra,
Iraq, the largest mosque in the world. The Abbasid caliph
al-Mutawakkil (r. 847-861) erected it between 848 and 852.
Known as the Malwiya (“snail shell” in Arabic) minaret (FiG.
5-5) and more than 165 feet tall, it now stands alone, but
originally a bridge linked it to the mosque. The distinguish-
ing feature of the brick tower is its stepped spiral ramp,
which increases in slope from bottom to top. Too tall to have
been used to call Muslims to prayer, the Malwiya minaret,
visible from a considerable distance in the flat plain around
Samarra, was probably intended to announce the presence of
Islam in the Tigris Valley. Unfortunately, in 2005 the mina-
ret suffered some damage during the Iraqi insurgency.

Cordoba At the time the Umayyads built the Kair-
ouan mosque (FIG. 5-4), the Abbasids ruled much of North
Africa. In 750, they had overthrown the Umayyad caliphs
and moved the capital from Damascus to Baghdad. Abd-al-
Rahman I, the only Umayyad notable to escape the Abbasid
massacre of his clan in Syria, fled to Spain. There, the Arabs,
who had defeated the Christian kingdom of the Visigoths in
711, accepted the fugitive as their overlord, and he founded
the Spanish Umayyad dynasty. Their capital was Cérdoba,
which became the center of a brilliant culture
rivaling that of the Abbasids at Baghdad and
exerting major influence on the civilization of
the Christian West.

The jewel of Cérdoba was its Great
Mosque, begun in 784 and enlarged several
times during the 9th and 10th centuries. The
hypostyle prayer hall (Fic. 5-6) has 36 piers
and 514 columns topped by a unique system
of double-tiered arches that carried a wooden
roof (now replaced by vaults). The two-story
system was the builders’ response to the need
to raise the roof to an acceptable height using
short columns that had been employed ear-
lier in other structures. The lower arches are

5-6 Prayer hall of the Great Mosque, Cérdoba,
Spain, 8th to 10th centuries.

Cdérdoba was the capital of the Umayyad dynasty in
Spain. The Great Mosque's prayer hall has 36 piers
and 514 columns topped by a unique system of
double-tiered, horseshoe-shaped arches.
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5-7 Dome in front of the mihrab of the Great Mosque,
Cordoba, Spain, 961-965.

This dome is a prime example of Islamic experimentation with highly
decorative multilobed arches. The rich and varied abstract patterns
create a magnificent effect, which mosaics further heighten.

horseshoe-shaped, a form perhaps adapted from earlier Near
Eastern architecture or of Visigothic origin. In the West, the
horseshoe arch quickly became closely associated with Mus-
lim architecture. Visually, these arches seem to billow out
like windblown sails, and they contribute greatly to the light
and airy effect of the Cérdoba mosque’s interior.

The 10th-century renovations to the mosque included
the addition of a series of domes to emphasize the axis lead-
ing to the mihrab. The dome (FiG. 5-7) that covers the area
immediately in front of the mihrab rests on an octagonal
base crisscrossed by ribs that form an intricate pattern cen-
tered on two squares set at 45-degree angles to each other. It
is a prime example of Islamic experimentation with highly
decorative, multilobed arches. The builders created rich and
varied abstract patterns and further enhanced the magnifi-
cent effect of the complex arches by sheathing the surfaces
with mosaics. The mosaicists and even the tesserae were
brought to Spain from Constantinople.
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5-8 Court of the Lions, Palace of the Lions, Alhambra,
Granada, Spain, 1354-1391.

The Palace of the Lions, named for its unusual statues, is typically
Islamic in the use of multilobed pointed arches and the interweaving
of Arabic calligraphy and abstract decoration in its stuccoed walls.

Alhambra In the early years of the 11th century, the
Umayyad caliphs’ power in Spain unraveled, and their palaces
fell prey to Berber soldiers from North Africa. The Berbers
ruled southern Spain for several generations but could not re-
sist the pressure of Christian forces from the north. Cérdoba
fell to the Christians in 1236. From then until the final Chris-
tian triumph in 1492, the Nasrids, an Arab dynasty that had
established its capital at Granada in 1230, ruled the remain-
ing Muslim territories in Spain. On a rocky spur at Granada,
the Nasrids constructed a huge palace-fortress called the
Alhambra (“the Red” in Arabic) because of the rose color of
the stone used for its walls and 23 towers. By the end of the
14th century, the complex, a veritable city with a population
of 40,000, included at least a half dozen royal residences.
One of those palaces is the Palace of the Lions, named
for the courtyard (Fig. 5-8) that boasts a fountain with
marble lions carrying a water basin on their backs. The Al-
hambra’s lion fountain is an unusual instance of freestanding
stone sculpture in the Islamic world, unthinkable in a sacred
setting. Nonetheless, the design of the courtyard is distinctly
Islamic and features many multilobed pointed arches and
lavish stuccoed walls in which calligraphy and abstract mo-
tifs are interwoven. The builders intended the palace—the



5-9 Mugqarnas dome, Hall of the Two Sisters, Palace of the
Lions, Alhambra, Granada, Spain, 1354-1391.

The structure of this dome is difficult to discern because of the
intricately carved stucco muqarnas decoration. The prismatic forms
catch and reflect sunlight, creating the effect of a starry sky.

residence of Muhammad V (r. 1354-1391)—and its court-
yards, lush gardens, and luxurious carpets and other furnish-
ings to conjure the image of Paradise.

The Palace of the Lions is noteworthy also for its elabo-

rate stucco ceilings. A spectacular example is the dome (FiG.
5-9) of the so-called Hall of the Two Sisters. The dome

rests on an octagonal drum pierced by eight pairs of win-
dows, but its structure is difficult to discern because of the
intricate carved stucco decoration. The builders covered
the ceiling with some 5,000 mugarnas—tier after tier of
stalactite-like prismatic forms that seem aimed at denying
the structure’s solidity. The purpose of the muqarnas ceiling
was to catch and reflect sunlight as well as to form beauti-
ful abstract patterns. The lofty vault in this hall and others
in the palace symbolized the dome of Heaven. The flicker-
ing light and shadows create the effect of a starry sky as the
sun’s rays move from window to window during the day. To
underscore the symbolism, the palace walls were inscribed
with verses by the court poet Ibn Zamrak, who compared
the Alhambra’s lacelike muqgarnas ceilings to “the heavenly
spheres whose orbits revolve.”

Isfahan At the opposite end of the Islamic world, in Iran,
successive dynasties erected a series of mosques at Isfahan.
The largest is the Great Mosque (FiG. 5-10), which Muslim
architects remodeled several times over nearly a millennium.
The earliest mosque on the site, of the hypostyle type, was
constructed in the eighth century during the caliphate of the
Abbasids. Seljuk sultans (rulers) transformed the structure
in the 11th century, and later alterations further changed the
mosque’s appearance. The present mosque, which retains its
basic 11th-century plan, consists of a large courtyard bor-
dered by a two-story arcade on each side. Four iwans open
onto the courtyard, one at the center of each side (see “The
Mosque,” page 150). The southwestern iwan leads into a
dome-covered room in front of the mihrab. It functioned as
a magsura reserved for the sultan and his attendants. It is
uncertain whether the first use of this plan, with four iwans
and a dome before the mihrab, was in the Great Mosque at
Isfahan, but it became standard in Iranian mosque design. In
four-iwan mosques, the qibla iwan is always the largest. Its
size (and the dome that often accompanied it) immediately
indicated to worshipers the proper direction for prayer.

5-10 Aerial view (looking
southwest) of the Great Mosque,
Isfahan, Iran, 11th to 17th
centuries.

Mosques take a variety of forms.

In Iran, the standard type of mosque
has four iwans opening onto a
courtyard. The largest iwan leads
into a dome-covered maqgsura in
front of the mihrab.
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5-11 Mihrab from the Madrasa Imami, Isfahan, Iran, ca. 1354.
Glazed mosaic tilework, 11’ 3” X 7’ 6”. Metropolitan Museum of
Art, New York.

This mihrab is one of the masterworks of Iranian tilework, but it is
also a splendid example of Arabic calligraphy. In the Islamic world,
the walls of buildings often displayed the sacred words of the Koran.

Madrasa Imami The iwans of the Isfahan mosque fea-
ture soaring pointed arches framing tile-sheathed muqarnas
vaults. The muqarnas ceilings probably date to the 14th cen-
tury. The ceramic-tile revetment on the walls and vaults is
the work of the 17th-century Safavid rulers of Iran. The use
of glazed tiles has a long history in the Middle East. Even in
ancient Mesopotamia, gates and walls sometimes had a col-
orful facing of baked bricks (FiG. 1-20). In the Islamic world,
the art of ceramic tilework reached its peak in the 16th and
17th centuries in Iran and Turkey. Employed as a veneer over
a brick core, tiles could sheathe entire buildings (FiG. 5-2),
including domes and minarets.

One of the masterworks of Iranian tilework is the 14th-
century mihrab (FiG. 5-11) from the Madrasa Imami in
Isfahan. (A madrasa is an Islamic theological college that
often incorporates a mosque.) It is also a splendid example
of Arabic calligraphy, or ornamental writing. The Islamic
world held the art of calligraphy in high esteem, and the
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walls of buildings often displayed the sacred words of the
Koran. Quotations from the Koran appear, for example, in
a mosaic band above the outer ring of columns inside the
Dome of the Rock (Fig. 5-3). The Isfahan mihrab exempli-
fies the perfect aesthetic union between the calligrapher’s
art and abstract ornamentation. The pointed arch that im-
mediately enframes the mihrab niche bears an inscription
from the Koran in an early stately rectilinear script called
Kufic, after the city of Kufa, one of the renowned centers
of Arabic calligraphy. A cursive style, Muhagqagq, fills the
mihrab’s outer rectangular frame. The tile ornament on the
curving surface of the niche and the area above the pointed
arch are composed of tighter and looser networks of geo-
metric and abstract floral motifs. The technique used here
is the most difficult of all the varieties Islamic artisans prac-
ticed: mosaic tilework. Every piece had to be chiseled and cut
to fit its specific place in the mihrab, even the inscriptions.
The mosaicist smoothly integrated the framed inscription
in the center of the niche—proclaiming that the mosque is
the domicile of the pious believer—with the subtly varied
patterns. The mihrab’s outermost inscription—detailing the
five pillars of Islamic faith—serves as a fringelike extension,
as well as a border, for the entire design. The calligraphic
and geometric elements are so completely unified that only
the practiced eye can distinguish them.

LUXURY ARTS

In the smaller-scale, and often private, realm of the luxury
arts, Muslim artists also excelled. Indeed, in the Islamic
world, the term “minor arts” is especially inappropriate.
Although of modest size, the books, textiles, ceramics, and
metalwork Muslim artists produced in great quantities are
among the finest works of any age. From the vast array of
Islamic luxury arts, a few masterpieces may serve to suggest
both the range and quality of small-scale Islamic art.

The Koran Although the chief Islamic book, the sacred
Koran, was codified in the mid-seventh century, the earli-
est preserved Korans date to the ninth century. Koran pages
were either bound into books or stored as loose sheets in
boxes. The writing in most of the early examples is the an-
gular Kufic script used in the central panel of the mihrab in
FIG. 5-11. Arabic is written from right to left, with certain
characters connected by a baseline. In Kufic script, the up-
rights almost form right angles with the baseline. As with
Hebrew and other Semitic languages, the usual practice was
to write in consonants only. But to facilitate recitation of the
Koran, scribes often indicated vowels by red or yellow sym-
bols above or below the line.

On a 9th- or early 10th-century Koran page (FiG. 5-12),
five text lines in black ink with red vowels appear below a
decorative band incorporating the chapter title in gold and
ending in a palm-tree finial (a crowning ornament). This ap-
proach to page design has parallels at the extreme north-
western corner of the then-known world—in the early medi-
eval manuscripts of the British Isles, where artists similarly



united text and ornament (FIG. 6-4). But the stylized human
and animal forms that populate those Christian books never
appear in Korans. Islamic tradition shuns the representation
of fauna of any kind in sacred contexts. This also explains
the total absence of figural ornamentation in mosques, set-
ting the Islamic world sharply apart from both the classical
world and Christian Europe and Byzantium.

Mosque Lamps Well-endowed mosques possessed
luxurious furnishings, including highly decorated glass
lamps. Islamic artists perfected this art form and fortu-
nately, despite their exceptionally fragile nature, many ex-
amples survive, in large part because the lamps were revered
by those who handled them. One of the finest is the mosque
lamp (FiG. 5-13) made for Sayf al-Din Tuquztimur (d. 1345),
an official in the court of the Mamluk sultan al-Nasir Mu-
hammad. (The Mamluk capital was at Cairo, Egypt, which
was the largest Muslim city of the late Middle Ages.) The
glass lamps hung on chains from the mosque’s ceilings. The
shape of Tuquztimur’s lamp is typical of the period, consist-
ing of a conical neck, wide body with six vertical handles,
and a tall foot. Inside, a small glass container held the oil and
wick. Enamel adornment enlivens the surfaces. The decora-
tion includes Tuquztimur’s emblem—an eagle over a cup
(Tuquztimur served as the sultan’s cup-bearer)—and cur-
sive Arabic calligraphy giving the official’s name and titles as
well as a quotation of the Koranic verse (24:35) comparing
God’s light to the light in a lamp. When the lamp was lit, the
verse (and Tuquztimur’s name) would have been dramati-
cally illuminated.

Timurid Bustan In the late 14th century, a new Islamic
empire arose in Central Asia under the leadership of Timur
(r. 1370-1405), known in the Western world as Tamerlane.
Timur, a successor of the Mongol Genghis Khan (see Chap-

5-12 Koran page, 9th or early 10th
century. Ink and gold on vellum, 74"
X 104". Chester Beatty Library and

Oriental Art Gallery, Dublin.

Muslim scribes used the stately recti-
linear Kufic script for the text of the
oldest known Korans. This page has five
text lines and a palm-tree finial. Islamic
tradition shuns the representation of
fauna in sacred books.

ter 16), quickly extended his dominions to include Iran
and parts of Anatolia. The Timurids ruled until 1501 and
were great patrons of art and architecture in cities such as
Herat, Bukhara, and Samargand. Herat in particular became

5-13 Mosque lamp of Sayf al-Din Tuquztimur, from Egypt,
1340. Glass with enamel decoration, 1’ 1” high. British Museum,
London.

The enamel decoration of this glass mosque lamp includes a
quotation from the Koran comparing God’s light to the light in a
lamp. The burning wick dramatically illuminated the sacred verse.
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a leading center for the production of luxurious books un-
der the patronage of the Timurid sultan Husayn Mayqara
(r. 1470-1506). These books often contained full-page nar-
rative paintings with human and animal figures. In secular
artworks, Islamic artists freely depicted figures.

The most famous Persian painter active around 1500
was Binzap, who worked at the Herat court and illustrated
the sultan’s copy of Sadi’s Bustan (Orchard). One page (FIG.
5-1) represents a story in both the Bible and the Koran—the
seduction of Yusuf (Joseph) by Potiphar’s wife Zulaykha. Sa-
di’s text is dispersed throughout the page in elegant Arabic
script in a series of beige panels. According to the tale as told
by Jami (1414-1492), an influential mystic theologian and
poet whose Persian text appears in blue in the white pointed
arch at the lower center of the composition, Zulaykha lured
Yusuf into her palace and led him through seven rooms,
locking each door behind him. In the last room she threw
herself at Yusuf, but he resisted and was able to flee when
the seven doors opened miraculously. Bihzad’s painting of
the story features vivid color, intricate decorative detailing
suggesting luxurious textiles and tiled walls, and a brilliant
balance between two-dimensional patterning and perspec-
tival depictions of balconies and staircases.

Ardabil Carpet Wood is scarce in most of the Islamic
world, and the typical furniture used in the West—beds,
tables, chairs—is rarely found in Muslim structures. Archi-
tectural spaces, therefore, are not defined by the type of fur-
niture placed in them. A room’s function (eating or sleeping,
for example) can change simply by rearranging the carpets
and cushions. Textiles are among the glories of Islamic art.
Unfortunately, because of their fragile nature and the heavy
wear carpets endure, early Islamic textiles are rare today and
often fragmentary. One of the best—and largest—Ilater ex-
amples comes from Ardabil in Iran. The carpet (Fig. 5-14),
one of a pair, adorned the funerary mosque of Shaykh Safi
al-Din (1252-1334), but it dates to 1540, two centuries after
the erection of the mosque, during the reign of Shah Tah-
masp (r. 1524-1576). Tahmasp elevated carpet weaving to a
national industry and set up royal factories at Isfahan, Kashan,
Kirman, and Tabriz. The name MAQsUD OF KASHAN is woven
into the fabric. He must be the designer who supplied the
master pattern to two teams of royal weavers (one for each of
the two carpets). The carpet, almost 35 by 18 feet, consists
of roughly 25 million knots (some 340 to the square inch; its
twin has even more knots).

The design consists of a central sunburst medallion,
representing the inside of a dome, surrounded by 16 pen-
dants. Mosque lamps (appropriate motifs for the Ardabil
funerary mosque) are suspended from two pendants on the
long axis of the carpet. The lamps are of different sizes, and
some scholars have suggested that this is an optical device
to make the two appear equal in size when viewed from the
end of the carpet at the room’s threshold (the bottom end of
FIG. 5-14). The rich blue background is covered with leaves
and flowers attached to a framework of delicate stems that
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5-14 Maqsubp oF KAsHAN, carpet from the funerary mosque of
Shaykh Safi al-Din, Ardabil, Iran, 1540. Knotted pile of wool and
silk, 34’ 6” X 17’ 7". Victoria & Albert Museum, London.

This carpet consists of roughly 25 million knots. The decoration
presents the illusion of a heavenly dome with lamps reflected in a
pool of water with floating lotus blossoms.

spread over the whole field. The entire composition presents
the illusion of a heavenly dome with lamps reflected in a
pool of water full of floating lotus blossoms.

Islam in Asia Islamic artists and architects also brought
their distinctive style to South Asia, where a Muslim sultan-
ate was established at Delhi in India in the early 13th cen-
tury. These important Islamic works are an integral part of
the history of Asian art and are treated in Chapter 15.

10 ft.



THE BIG PICTURE

The Islamic World

ARCHITECTURE

I The Umayyads (r. 661-750) were the first Islamic dynasty. They ruled from their capital at
Damascus in Syria until they were overthrown by the Abbasids (r. 750-1258), who established
their capital at Baghdad in Iraq.

Al
. n e ol S
Dome of the Rock, Jerusalem,
687-692

I The first great Islamic building is the Dome of the Rock. The domed octagon commemorated
the triumph of Islam in Jerusalem, which the Muslims captured from the Byzantines in 638.
Umayyad and Abbasid mosques were of the hypostyle hall type and incorporated arcaded
courtyards and minarets.

I The Umayyad capital in Spain was Cdordoba, where the caliphs (r. 756-1031) erected and ex-
panded the Great Mosque between the 8th and 10th centuries. The mosque features horse-
shoe and multilobed arches and mosaic-clad domes. The last Spanish Muslim dynasty was the

Great Mosque, Cérdoba,
Nasrid (r. 1230-1492), whose capital was Granada. The Alhambra is the best surviving example 8th to 10th centuries

of Islamic palace architecture. It is famous for its stuccoed walls and arches and its mugarnas
vaults and domes.

I The Timurid (r. 1370-1501) and Safavid (r. 1501-1732) dynasties ruled Iran and Central Asia for
almost four centuries and were great patrons of art and architecture. The art of tilework reached
its peak under the patronage of the Safavid dynasty, when builders frequently used mosaic tiles
to cover the walls and vaults of mosques and madrasas.

Mihrab, Madrasa Imami, Isfahan,
ca. 1354

LUXURY ARTS

I The earliest preserved Korans date to the 9th century and feature Kufic calligraphy and decora-
tive motifs but no figural illustrations. Islamic tradition shuns the representation of fauna of any
kind in sacred contexts.

Koran page,
I The Timurid court at Herat, Afghanistan, employed the most famous painters of the day, who 9th or early 10th century
specialized in illustrating secular books with narrative scenes incorporating people and animals.
The most famous Persian painter active around 1500 was Bihzad.

I Muslim artists also excelled in the art of enamel-decorated glass lamps, which illuminated
mosque interiors. They hung on chains from the mosque's ceilings.

I Textiles are among the glories of Islamic art. Some carpets, for example, the pair designed by
Magsud of Kashan for a 16th-century Iranian funerary mosque at Ardabil, were woven with

millions of knots. Mosque lamp of Sayf al-Din
Tuquztimur, 1340
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6-1 Crucifixion, front cover of the Lindau Gospels, from Saint Gall, Switzerland,
ca. 870. Gold, precious stones, and pearls, 1’ 12" X 102", Pierpont Morgan Library,
New York.

Sacred books with covers of gold and jewels were among the most costly and revered art
objects produced in medieval Europe. This Carolingian cover revives the Early Christian
imagery of the youthful Christ.



Early Medieval and
Romanesque Europe

Historians once referred to the thousand years (roughly 400 to 1400) between
the dying Roman Empire’s official adoption of Christianity and the rebirth (Re-
naissance) of interest in classical art as the Dark Ages. They viewed this period
as a blank between classical antiquity and the beginning of modern Europe. This
negative assessment, a legacy of the humanist scholars of Renaissance Italy, per-
sists today in the retention of the noun “Middle Ages” and the adjective “medi-
eval” to describe this “era in between” and its art. Modern scholars, however, long
ago ceased to see the art of medieval Europe as unsophisticated or inferior. On
the contrary, medieval artists produced some of the most innovative and beauti-
ful artworks in world history.

EARLY MEDIEVAL ART

Early medieval (ca. 500-1000) art in western Europe (MAP 6-1) was a unique
fusion of the classical heritage of Rome’s former northwestern provinces, the cul-
tures of the non-Roman peoples north of the Alps, and Christianity. Over the
centuries, the various population groups merged, and a new order gradually re-
placed what had been the Roman Empire, resulting eventually in the foundation
of today’s European nations.

Art of the Warrior Lords

Art historians do not know the full range of art and architecture the early medi-
eval transalpine peoples produced. What has survived is not truly representative
and consists almost exclusively of small “status symbols”—weapons and items of
personal adornment such as bracelets, pendants, and belt buckles discovered in
lavish burials. Earlier scholars, who viewed medieval art through a Renaissance
lens, ignored these “minor arts” because of their small scale, seemingly utilitarian
nature, and abstract decoration, and because their creators rejected the classical
idea that the representation of organic nature should be the focus of artistic en-
deavor. In their own time, however, people regarded these objects as treasures.
They enhanced the prestige of their owners and testified to the stature of those
buried with them. In the great Anglo-Saxon epic Beowulf, the hero’s comrades
cremate him and place his ashes in a huge tumulus (burial mound) overlooking
the sea. As an everlasting tribute, they “buried rings and brooches in the bar-
row, all those adornments that brave men had brought out from the hoard after



Beowulf died. They bequeathed the gleaming

gold, treasure of men, to the earth.”! N

Sutton Hoo Ship Burial The Beowulf
saga also recounts the funeral of the warrior

lord Scyld, who was laid to rest in a ship set 0 200

adrift in the North Sea overflowing with arms 0 20 dObklomerers o
and armor and costly adornments. In 1939 ar- ATLANTIC
OCEAN

chaeologists uncovered a treasure-laden ship
in a burial mound at Sutton Hoo, England. Al-
though unique, it epitomizes the early medi-
eval tradition of burying great lords with rich
furnishings. Among the many precious finds
were a gold belt buckle, 10 silver bowls, 40 gold
coins, and 2 silver spoons inscribed “Saulos”
and “Paulos” (Saint Paul’s names in Greek be-
fore and after his baptism). The spoons may al-
lude to a conversion to Christianity. Some his-
torians have associated the burial with the East
Anglian king Raedwald (r. 5997-625), who was
baptized a Christian before his death in 625.

The most extraordinary Sutton Hoo find
was a purse cover (FIG. 6-2) decorated with
cloisonné plaques. Early medieval metalwork-
ers produced cloisonné jewelry by soldering
small metal strips, or cloisons (French, “partitions”), edge up,
to a metal background, and then filling the compartments
with semiprecious stones, pieces of colored glass, or glass
paste fired to resemble sparkling jewels. On the Sutton Hoo
purse cover, four symmetrically arranged groups of cloisonné
figures make up the lower row. The end groups consist of a
front-facing man standing between two profile beasts. The
trio is a pictorial parallel to the epic sagas of the era in which
heroes like Beowulf battle and conquer horrific monsters.
The two center groups represent eagles attacking ducks. The
convex beaks of the eagles fit against the concave beaks of
the ducks. The two figures fit together so snugly that they

Santiago de
Com;§5t§

6-2 Purse cover, from
the Sutton Hoo ship
burial in Suffolk, England,
ca. 625. Gold, glass, and
enamel cloisonné with
garnets and emeralds,

741" long. British Museum,
London.

One of many treasures
found in a ship beneath

a royal burial mound, this
purse cover combines
abstract interlace ornamen-
tation with animal figures—
a hallmark of early medi-
eval art in western Europe.
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MapP 6-1 Western Europe around 1100.

seem at first to be a single dense abstract design. This is true
also of the man-animals motif.

Above these figures are three geometric designs. The
outer ones are purely linear. The central design is an inter-
lace pattern, in which the lines turn into writhing animal
figures. Elaborate intertwining patterns are characteristic
of many times and places, but the combination of interlace
with animal figures was uncommon outside the realm of the
early medieval warlords. In fact, metalcraft with a vocabu-
lary of interlace patterns and other motifs beautifully inte-
grated with animal forms was the premier art of the early
Middle Ages in western Europe.

CHAPTER 6 Early Medieval and Romanesque Europe



Hiberno-Saxon Art

The Christianization of the British Isles began in the fifth
century. The new converts quickly founded monasteries
throughout Ireland and in Britain and Scotland. In 563, for
example, Saint Columba established an important monas-
tery on the Scottish island of Tona, where he successfully
converted the native Picts to Christianity. lona monks built
a monastery at Lindisfarne off the northern coast of Britain
in 635. These and other later foundations became great cen-
ters of learning. Art historians call the art tha