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Unit 1 Travels in the History of Architecture

Unit 1-1 Egyptian and Architecture”

Ever since Herodotus, Egypt has represented a set of mysteries to be solved. No matter
where one starts—the animal-headed gods, the picture writing, the burial customs—
immediately one runs up against irreducible strangeness. Now, after thousands of Egyptian texts
have been deciphered and read, tombs and temples of all sizes and types uncovered and
explored, industrial installations and trade routes analyzed, construction methods and building
histories pieced together, the civilization still carries a deep residue of strangeness.

In fact, monumental architecture in Egypt begins with a royal mortuary precinct that is a
kind of city in itself. Djoser’s tomb at Saqqara is the oldest monumental stone construction. His
step pyramid, the first, consists of six platforms on top of each other, decreasing regularly in
stages. U The form derives from a traditional memorial in the form of a low mound of mud brick
that looks like a windowless room or a smaller version of a single one of the Djoser steps. These
were called mastabas by workers on nineteenth-century excavations, from the Arab word for
bench. Probing of Djoser’s pyramid has shown that it began as a mastaba and arrived at its
present dimensions by several increments. Intermediate stages, intended as final to begin with,
were ambitiously extended to arrive at the heroic mass we have now. The result seemed so
remarkable that the architect’s name was preserved and he acquired legendary status. Imhotep,
also remembered as a mathematician and physician, was later deified, and through the link
with medicine became confused with Aesculapius.

Djoser’s complex is stone-built throughout, but some of the forms reproduce other kinds of
construction. QOuter walls, made of fine ashlar, resemble brick fortifications. A grandiose
entrance gallery, whose columns imitate bundled reeds, was roofed in stone slabs carved to look
like huge logs. ® Perhaps the most interesting feature of all is the Sed court, into which you

emerge from the gallery. This is framed by delicate pavilions representing provinces of Egypt.

= Robert Harbison, Travels in the History of Architecture, London, UK. Reaktion Books Ltd ., 2009, pp. 13-33.



Forms are flimsy, recalling slender wooden posts supporting tent roofs or thatch. Some are
fluted and, in view of their refinement, were dated to the Greco-Roman period by early
twentieth century investigators. These are dummy chapels of solid stone with no real enterable
space. Crucial for the Sed festival ritual were boundary markers towards the end of the course.
Holding appliances whose function is not well understood, the king ran between the markers,
proving his vitality and reasserting the union of the two halves of Egypt under his rule.

Djoser set the pattern for royal burials of a walled mortuary complex centred on a pyramid.
A few more stepped pyramids were built, and then came the idea of filling in the steps to make
a single sheer slope. The earliest attempt to survive, the Bent Pyramid at Dashur, is one that
went wrong. Too steep, it began to collapse, and attempts to shore it up resulted in a crooked
profile. Soon after this time pyramids began to be accorded elaborate names. The first was
called “Sneferu appears in glory” , and the famous triad at Giza was named “Horizon of Khufu”
“Khafre is great” and “Menkaure is divine”.®

Names convert the buildings into beings and make a confusion between the person and the
tomb; the large looming shape becomes articulate. The names are like charms to be repeated
over by the elect, and it is most unlikely that they were in common use. It is a contrary process
from the kind of naming we know best, which aims at brevity above all. ®

At around the time that they pick up names, the pyramids pick up meanings. For now the
primitive mound—associated with the lump of matter from which the world is born—has become
a more diagrammatic figure, a picture of the sun’s rays spreading out and fertilizing the earth.
This accompanies the growth of the solar cult and is clinched by the finishing touch on the
masonry cone, a gilded granite capstone like a miniature pyramid. ® The rays made solid in this
way also provide a stair or route for the king to ascend back towards the sun, from the aspiring
steps of Djoser’s pyramid towards a more conceptual image of ascent.

Speculation about how the pyramids got built, socially and physically, has also travelled in
strange as well as rational paths. Engineers have argued plausibly that ramps for raising stones
to the upper levels would have had to be more than a mile long and more time-consuming and
difficult to construct than the pyramids themselves, and are thus unlikely to have been built.
But contemporary illustrations of ramps survive. A system of shorter ramps, perhaps wrapping
around the central core, is now favoured. The construction of the core has recently received
greater attention. The largest pyramids have precisely laid ashlar cores; in later ones, rubble
and brick are covered with a single layer of limestone to achieve a cheaper, quicker result,

which looks like solid stone construction until the facing is robbed for later buildings.

Words and Phrases

Djoser EER , WREBE=FHNEE
Saqqara FEIHL, R BERHL”
step pyramid Mk
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mastaba Bige
Imhotep PR A, Biih & K 2 S
Aesculapius ] 34 e 0 e AR B, = Ui
Greco-Roman A -2 S
Sneferu appears in glory FIETFHHE RS
Horizon of Khufu R B 2k
Khafre is great R KL
Menkaure is divine 5 MR SHL
Notes

(DHis step pyramid, the first, consists of six platforms on top of each other, decreasing
regularly in stages. /7] ' decreasing regularly in stages jy BUE 43 i) S iEVERE ., &8 7%
R AL B S FIE R R EE— BT, A LRSI E A A, A KK
TR o

A grandiose entrance gallery, whose columns imitate bundled reeds, was roofed in stone
slabs carved to look like huge logs. 4] #' whose columns imitate bundled reeds J&3F R & V£ &
BN, B gallery, /ATATIFA — AR IR, IERR AL F5OR — IR~ 36, 2
TE A AR 215 B R AR B R EA

(3)The first was called “Sneferu appears in glory”, and the famous triad at Giza was
named “Horizon of Khufu” “Khafre is great” and “Menkaure is divine”. ¥ & &) A [7] 1 B
To 2FTER F-TEHRARETHHERE” ; H &L NHED = EFHE 55
s i PR R S M PN L S AR U B3y SETE AR

@It is a contrary process from the kind of naming we know best, which aims at brevity
above all. /] H which 5| 3 —A~JEFR & 1 £ 18 M 4], &4 the kind of naming we know best,
LA X AR S IRAT AT R I LAV R E i 4 0 e A R o

(5)This accompanies the growth of the solar cult and is clinched by the finishing touch on
the masonry cone, a gilded granite capstone like a miniature pyramid. /] a gilded granite. . .
AR % E A — 2B U . @A) TR X AE B X K FH SRR AR Wi, 8 i 7R
A BRI S , (5 2 AR R S TSR — MR T

Exercises

1. Answer the following questions briefly.
(1) Whose tomb is the oldest monumental stone construction?
(2) Who is the designer of Djoser’s step pyramid?

2. Fill in the blanks with the proper words in the passage.

Forms are , recalling slender wooden posts tent roofs or
thatch. Some are fluted and, in view of their , were dated to the Greco-
Roman period by early twentieth century . These are dummy chapels of solid

3



stone with no real space. Crucial for the Sed festival ritual were boundary

markers the end of the course. appliances whose function is not

well understood, the king ran between the markers, his vitality and
reasserting the union of the two of Egypt under his rule.
3. Translate the following sentences into Chinese.

(1) No matter where one starts—the animal-headed gods, the picture writing, the burial
customs—immediately one runs up against irreducible strangeness.

(2) His step pyramid, the first, consists of six platforms on top of each other, decreasing
regularly in stages.

(3) Imhotep, also remembered as a mathematician and physician, was later deified,
and through the link with medicine became confused with Aesculapius.

(4) Holding appliances whose function is not well understood, the king ran between the
markers, proving his vitality and reasserting the union of the two halves of Egypt
under his rule.

(5) The first was called “Sneferu appears in glory” , and the famous triad at Giza was
named “Horizon of Khufu” “Khafre is great” and “Menkaure is divine”.

(6) The largest pyramids have precisely laid ashlar cores; in later ones, rubble and brick
are covered with a single layer of limestone to achieve a cheaper, quicker result,

which looks like solid stone construction until the facing is robbed for later

buildings.

Unit 1-2 Gothic’

Where Gothic began is no mystery. It happened over a short period in a fairly small area
in northern France. The process becomes mysterious only if you notice that each of the main
components of the style had been around for a while without producing anything much like a
Gothic outcome. ¥

Definitions of Gothic put the emphasis in different places. Focillon, the great French art
historian, believes in the rib as the generator, which demands the string-like respond, which in
its turn seems to dematerialize the system of support and pushes one towards thinner fabric and
finally to “walls” of glass. Ruskin, the Victorian genius who was also a skilled draughtsman,
derives most of the story from the tracery and a shift towards viewing the opening rather than the
frame as the essential element. The argument between those structural rationalists like Violletle-
Duc—architect, theorist and violent restorer of medieval buildings—who see cathedrals as

machines, and symbol hunters like Lethaby, who arrives via the English Arts and Crafts

* Robert Harbison, Travels in the History of Architecture, London, UK. Reaktion Books Ltd., 2009. pp. 112-134.
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movement and views all the parts as components of a visionary experience, has been going on a
2

long time. *

The visionaries seize on the fact that ribs have occasionally fallen out leaving the web
intact and hold firm to argue that ribs are mainly pictorial, not functional, giving an idealized
diagram of the forces at work in a masonry vault. The structural rationalists had already pulled
off one of the most unlikely coups of interpretation imaginable. To take the great vessels of
faith, among the most costly and functionally useless works of human-kind and turn them into
precursors of nineteenth-century feats of engineering, the great skeletal sheds of railway stations
or assembly plants, is a very daring transvaluation of values. Medieval men, of course, do not
talk about structural function. Neither do they acknowledge that Gothic is, as it appears to us,
something radically new. Abbot Suger, nearest to a single progenitor of the mode that we can
find, seems bewitched by rich materials, not spatial configurations, perhaps because they are
easier to point to and everyone can grasp them and some will object to them.

At Chartres there is a marked increase in scale made more forceful by simplifying the
internal elevation. The structural system is refined by eliminating the gallery, turning it into a
skeleton of itself, the lower stage of a two-tier system of flying buttresses that are no longer
heavy vanes of stone as at Laon, where they formed almost solid partitions. At Chartres they
have become spidery frameworks pierced by little arcades, forecasting the next development at
Reims and Amiens in which the buttress starts to resemble a fragile tracery, allowing the walls
to do the same and matching them in the other dimension until every solid element partakes of
the single striving after height and lightness.

While the nave and chancel walls are being dematerialized to admit light filtered through
coloured glass, facades and portals are disappearing under sculptural multitudes that far outdo
Romanesque schemes in complexity and extent. ® The west front at Reims is said to contain
more than 500 figures in rows of single personages just under life-size near the ground, mounted
diagonally to the visitor because they follow the huge flanges of three exaggerated portals, some
in the form of demi-figures, or compact scenes, or sets of rulers on little thrones which fit into
the hollow of a moulding like left-over traces of the rich vegetable border that formerly filled this
space.

On top of everything there is a carved back to the front at Reims. The reverse of the facade
has been hollowed out in a series of niche-like openings, in each of which appears a single
figure in the round. The effect is less three-dimensional than the other side of the facade, and
more consistent, a regular honeycomb of spaces that respect the wall plane, only embellishing
spandrels and borders of all the pointed openings with neatly carved leaves in low relief.

Amiens is not remembered for elaborate narratives, but for focus and consistency of
architectural intention. The nave seems to strive for a single effect, exaggerated height,
achieved by tall narrow proportions and vertical emphasis in stone details. Capitals are

suppressed on piers of the arcade and eliminated entirely at the crossing. Transepts seem to
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exist here to provide surprising vistas and change of direction; the symbolism of the cross has
been forgotten. Oddly enough, the height of the nave is experienced most powerfully from
within the aisle, where the view out is constricted without lessening the sense of a great jump
upward.

The movement towards higher narrower proportions was very compelling, but it came to an
abrupt end soon after the nave at Amiens, in Beauvais, whose choir was begun five years later
in 1225. The nave never got built, so Beauvais’ great height looks more freakish than if the
building were complete. Its excesses have been compared to Mannerist exaggerations of
Renaissance models: here the tightly spaced cage of flying buttresses finally resembles a
complete other building somehow extruded in skeletal form by the fragile central mass. At
Beauvais the designer was indeed pushing hard against the limits of structural possibility, and
his high vaults collapsed 24 years after completion. In rebuilding the vault the number of bays
and piers in the choir was doubled, keeping the original vertical proportions but thickening the
density of the elevation considerably. ®

From the beginning the creators of English Gothic had been more interested in rich and
diverse spatial effects than in those rigorous structural demonstrations dear to the French. The
“crazy” vault in St Hugh’s choir at Lincoln is an early instance of breaking away from the
rules, later pursued more emphatically. Interesting contests have been staged over where the
great innovations of the fourteenth century sprang from, inspired by vanished royal masterpieces
like St Stephen’s Chapel, Westminster, or half-vanished ones like the Eleanor Crosses, which
resembled pageant-architecture in their slimness and arbitrary placement.

By telling the whole story of Gothic through church architecture, of course, one loses
something, as devotees of castles and burghers’ town houses would hurry to point out. There is
an even more serious omission. In England especially, cathedrals as they are now would hardly
be recognizable by those who built them. ® Not only is lots of colour missing, but also in some

real sense the heart has been ripped out of them with the disappearance of shrines to local

saints.
Words and Phrases
Focillon WK, EEZARER
Ruskin g, EZHTWA
Violletle-Duc Y|P - AL, BHUN IS K
visionary n. A S A
Abbot Suger Bfaks - 28 E BB b be K A B E
Chartres UHRER R E 4
Reims ( Cathedral ) 2T (REE)
Amiens ( Cathedral) AR (K )
Beauvais ( Cathedral) 5 (K#EE)
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choir n. (B ) R

Renaissance XEEN

St Hugh ( Cathedral) F0(BE)

St Stephen’s Chapel B3 AT e

Westminster BT O R

Eleanor Crosses BFIE T4
Notes

/

(DThe process becomes mysterious only if you notice that each of the main components of
the style had been around for a while without producing anything much like a Gothic outcome.
%] that each of. .. /& only if 5| FHIFMRTE N ETENG . 2AATFER LA LR
ERR RS REA RS RS B R T —Bit i), 18 7= AR 2K
BHRECH ORI, XA R A RS A

@ The argument between those structural rationalists like Violletle-Duc—architect, theorist
and violent restorer of medieval buildings—who see cathedrals as machines, and symbol
hunters like Lethaby, who arrives via the English Arts and Crafts movement and views all the
parts as components of a visionary experience, has been going on a long time. /] # who see. . .
Al who arrives. . . RPN EIB NG, o BRGS0 £ L E R, 28 0%R 1
PO BRSO SS B  SCE (AndE bl - kb sd—— HUIM BB M b i 20 i 50
PR E ) SR 5WHEE (N3RS —S i K E TZ RARE 34 A F 14
BB — A SIRE T A RER ) Z B e B LR TRICHE .

(3)While the nave and chancel walls are being dematerialized to admit light filtered through
coloured glass, facades and portals are disappearing under sculptural multitudes that far outdo
Romanesque schemes in complexity and extent. 4] 1 while 5| 5 — B [8] 4R i M 4] ; that far
outdo. . . JESE A, )TN « 2 H0hE b BB 3 3 B 58 2 W R B, AT (6 £k AT LA
R AT E R HRE b DR R AR A HEEE B9 Sh 7 S DR AE
FEIH K o

@In rebuilding the vault the number of bays and piers in the choir was doubled, keeping
the original vertical proportions but thickening the density of the elevation considerably. 4] {1 Z{
FE4) 15515 keeping the original. . . fE{RIE . A AN FEHE TR A B A LR b, IR R RE AT
BRI SRR BRI T 1 6% RS T RA R E HF)  BERBER TRZNEE,

(BIn England especially, cathedrals as they are now would hardly be recognizable by those
who built them. /] as they are now 4 € & M. A] , {& i cathedrals, 4% 0¥ K . JLHETE
e, AR BEE RS T SRR EF AR,

Exercises

1. Fill in the blanks with the proper words in the passage.
(1) To take the great vessels of faith, the most costly and functionally
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works of human-kind and turn them precursors of nineteenth-
century feats of engineering, the great skeletal sheds of railway stations or
plants, is a very daring transvaluation of values. Medieval men, of course, do not
talk about structural function. do they acknowledge that Gothic is, as it
appears to us, something radically new. Abbot Suger, nearest to a single
of the mode that we can find, seems by rich materials, not spatial

configurations, perhaps because they are easier to point to and everyone can

them and some will to them.
(2) At Chartres they have become frameworks pierced by little arcades,
the next development at Reims and Amiens which the buttress

starts to resemble a fragile tracery, allowing the walls to do the same and
them in the other dimension until every solid element partakes of the single
after height and lightness.

2. Translate the following sentences into Chinese.

(1)Ruskin, the Victorian genius who was also a skilled draughtsman, derives most of
the story from the tracery and a shift towards viewing the opening rather than the
frame as the essential element.

(2)To take the great vessels of faith, among the most costly and functionally useless works
of human-kind and turn them into precursors of nineteenth-century feats of
engineering, the great skeletal sheds of railway stations or assembly plants, is a
very daring transvaluation of values.

(3) At Chartres they have become spidery frameworks pierced by little arcades, forecasting
the next development at Reims and Amiens in which the buttress starts to resemble
a fragile tracery, allowing the walls to do the same and matching them in the other
dimension until every solid element partakes of the single striving after height and
lightness.

(4) The west front at Reims is said to contain more than 500 figures in rows of single
personages just under life-size near the ground, mounted diagonally to the visitor
because they follow the huge flanges of three exaggerated portals, some in the form
of demi-figures, ‘or compact scenes, or sets of rulers on little thrones which fit into
the hollow of a moulding like left-over traces of the rich vegetable border that
formerly filled this space.

(5) Oddly enough, the height of the nave is experienced most powerfully from within the
aisle, where the view out is constricted without lessening the sense of a great jump
upward.

(6)1Its excesses have been compared to Mannerist exaggerations of Renaissance models ;
here the tightly spaced cage of flying buttresses finally resembles a complete other
building somehow extruded in skeletal form by the fragile central mass.



