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4 THE ANCIENT GREEK TEMPLE

The Ancient Greek Temple

he ancient Greeks co/onized much of
Tthe ancient world, from one extreme
of the Mediterranean Sea to the other.
Much of the architecture of these once-

thriving communities now can only be

imagined. Mere fragments survived almost
three thousand years of natural disasters

and those caused by people. It is apparent,
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TIMED READINGS PLUS IN SOCIAL STUDIES IV

however, that the builders of these cities were talented artists and
inventive engineers. One example of their abilities is the ancient
Greek temple.

Initially little more than a room with a porch, the Greek temple
evolved into a distinctive and majestic ed//ice. The typical structure
included a rectangular enclosure encircled by a row of columns
called a peristyle. The enclosure and columns rested on a low
platform. They were covered by a pitched wood-and-tile roof.
Except for the roof, temples were constructed from blocks of stone
and featured brightly painted sculptural decorations.

At either end of the building, the slanting eaves of the roof and
the horizontal lintel above the columns created a triangular gable,

or pediment. The space inside the pediment was enriched with
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@ THE ANCIENT GREEK TEMPLE

sculptures honoring the gods and illustrating episodes from Greek
mythology. The columns were fluted, carved with long vertical ridges,
and surmounted by decorative tops called capitals. The earliest
temples were in the Doric style. The capitals of Doric columns
resembled a rounded cushion. The lonic-style columns were more
slender than those in the Doric style, leading some art historians to
describe the lonic style as “feminine” and the Doric as “masculine.”
lonic capitals are carved with a spiral, called a volute, in the shape of
aram’s horn.

The most famous Greek temple is the Parthenon, in Athens. It was
built in the fifth century B.C. and dedicated to Athena Parthenos,
the goddess of wisdom. It is astonishing that this exguisite Doric

temple exists at all. In ancient times, marble was taken from the
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TIMED READINGS PLUS IN SOCIAL STUDIES IV

Parthenon for use in other buildings. It was converted at one point
into a Christian church and then into an Islamic mosque, with much
of the original decoration removed. In the seventeenth century, it
was nearly destroyed, when gunpowder stored there exploded.
Shortly thereafter many of the surviving sculptures were removed
and placed on exhibition at the British Museum, in England. Air
pollution and acid rain.have damaged much of what remains of the
structure. Today it gleams a brilliant white against the azure sky, its
polychromed surfaces long since scrubbed clean by weather and

damage.
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@ THE GREEK REVIVAL STYLE: ARCHITECTURE FOR A NEW NATION

The Greek Revival Style:
Architecture for a New Nation

country’s monuments and public
Abuildings are as much an expression
of its ideals as its politics. The writers of
the \gHited States Constitution had found

models for their ideals in Greek democracy

and the republican government of ancient

Rome. It is not surprising, therefore, that

American architects also looked to Greece
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TIMED READINGS PLUS IN SOCIAL STUDIES IV

and Rome when they created important structures for the new
nation’s growing cities.

The neoclassical style, as it is known, reflected the traditions of
both of those ancient civilizations. Buildings that copied particular
features of Greek architecture were part of the Greek Revival
movement. These features often include a porch front with columns
topped by a friangular pediment. Houses in the Greek Revival style
were often painted white in the mistaken belief that the Greek
models had been made mostly from unpainted, shining white marb/e.

The Custom House, built in 1832 and located on Wall Street in

BAF.
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@ THE GREEK REVIVAL STYLE: ARCHITECTURE FOR A NEW NATION

downtown Manhattan, is an excellent example of Greek Revival
architecture. It is a plain building, almost severe in its lack of
ornament, but it resembles the Parthenon in Athens, Greece, in overall
design. Eight Doric columns rise above a flight of steps and support
a shallow pediment. The entire edifice is made from marble quarried

just outside New York City.
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