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The very notion of architectural ‘style’ is largely a 

creation of the nineteenth century, and, indeed, of the 

discipline of architectural history itself. The fi gure with 

whom the concept of ‘style’ is mostly closely associated 

during this period was the Swiss architectural historian 

Heinrich Wölffl in. A student of the infl uential German 

cultural historian Jacob Burkhardt, Wölffl in established 

an almost scientifi cally rigorous method for architectural 

history in charting what he described as the ‘problem 

of the development of style’. He established fi ve pairs 

of opposing concepts: linear/painterly; plane/recession; 

closed form/open form; multiplicity/unity; and absolute 

clarity/relative clarity. Armed with this framework, any 

architectural historian with the necessary visual education 

would be able to ascertain the ‘style’ of a particular work 

of architecture and chart its progression over time.

Wölffl in’s method was criticized from different 

quarters. Some took issue with the way in which his 

apparent reduction of the experience of a work of art or 

architecture to a discrete set of parameters negated a 

subjective, intuitive or emotional response. Moreover, 

his theory tended to overlook content in favour of form, 

while ignoring the social, economic or material factors 

that determined the creation of a building or a work of 

art. In Wölffl in’s essentially Hegelian conception, ‘style’ 

had its own life and its own trajectory, with artists and 

architects relegated to mere actors performing from a 

script pre-ordained by the zeitgeist. In some ways these 

criticisms tended towards a caricature of Wölffl in’s theory 

and method. Nevertheless, they have decisively shaped 

attitudes to ‘style’, especially among historians taking 

a social-historical perspective, for whom ‘style’ is often 

perceived as determinist and elitist. 

Thus in conceiving a book such as this, one is met 

with both conceptual and practical diffi culties, not to 

mention historical ones; only since the nineteenth century 

have architects considered themselves proponents of 

one ‘style’ or another, no matter how one conceives it. 

Moreover, when drawing together works of architecture 

that exhibit certain shared ‘stylistic’ characteristics one 

is necessarily excluding others that do not. Shaped by 

individual minds and hands as much as broad trends, 

architecture of all periods demonstrates more variety 

than any ‘stylistic’ category could hope contain. ‘Style’ 

is therefore considered here in a broad sense; in 

some instances the term is used to group and analyze 

buildings according to very particular traits, and in others 

to highlight cultural trends or particular architectural 

strategies that bring together works that superfi cially 

might appear unrelated. Even in cases when architects 

came together to defi ne their own movements, if not 

‘styles’, in the twentieth century especially, one has 

to be highly aware of particular motives behind such 

associations. Individual architects’ work does not 

necessarily remain consistent over their career; they may 

begin their career working in one ‘style’ and end it in quite 

another, and there are, of course, the architects whose 

work evades categorization altogether. 

The book’s nine chapters generally follow established 

periods or bodies of architecture. Within them each 

individual ‘style’ is conceived according to shared 

formal characteristics, geography, broad cultural trends, 

movements or ideologies – or any combination thereof. 

The focus is predominantly visual; while each ‘style’ 

receives a short introduction, six key characteristics are 

identifi ed through captioned photographs. These range 

from the use of a distinctive window type or decorative 

moulding to materials or the particular ideas underlying 

the conception of a ‘style’. In this way the book acts 

as both a reference point and something that is more 

instructive. While the notion of ‘style’ can be restrictive 

or exclusive, through its inherent processes of association 

and grouping, it has the power to uncover and elevate 

the overlooked.

Introduction
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Since the advent of the Classical Age in Athens, in the 

fi fth century , the classical language has been deeply 

woven into Western understandings of architecture and, 

indeed, of civilization itself. Its fundamental principle 

of imbuing architectural forms with the proportions 

and vitality of human ones has had lasting signifi cance. 

However, despite the universal aspirations sometimes 

claimed for it, classical architecture was born from a 

very particular set of conditions and circumstances.

Origins

Several important Egyptian monuments, such as the 

Mortuary Temple of Queen Hatshepsut at Deïr-el-

Bahari (mid fi fteenth century ) and the Amun 

Temple at Karnak (1530–323 ), had made use of 

essentially columnar systems. However, the Minoan 

civilization on the island of Crete, which maintained 

links with Egypt, has increasingly been seen as 

important for developments on mainland Greece. 

Minoan architectural survivals, either excavated or in 

ruins, are mainly palace complexes in which can be seen 

the beginnings of the trabeation that defi ned classical 

architecture centuries later. While not unsophisticated, 

especially in their water management systems, 

the Minoans were little interested in architectural 

articulation, instead devoting most attention to wall 

paintings. However, the Mycenaean civilization 

(ca. 1600 –1100 ), whose prominence coincided 

with the period illustrated in Homer’s epics The Iliad 

and The Odyssey, began, primitively at fi rst, to integrate 

decoration and structure in a way that prefi gured 

classical architecture. An interesting example is the Lion 

Gate in Mycenae (ca. 1250 ): two jambs support 

a rectangular lintel, above which sits an ornamented 

triangular stone that in some ways can be seen as a 

primitive pediment.

The Orders

Classical architecture, which emerged in ancient Greece 

in the seventh century , in the form of the fi rst Doric 

temples, forged the columnar and trabeated systems into 

a coherent language of architecture in which the orders 

were the defi ning components. While at a practical level 

the orders were clearly load-bearing, their proportional 

rules and symbolic allusions – the Doric represented 

a man; the Ionic, a matronly woman; the Corinthian, 

the fi gure of a young girl – governed the composition 

of whole temples.

The triglyph and metope forms of the Doric 

order alluded to its earlier timber incarnations, and 

in early temples the Doric is more rudimentary 

and massive. It reached its apogee in the Parthenon, 

Athens (447–438 ), the greatest emblem of Greek 

architecture, which has drawn admirers including the 

nineteenth-century writer and poet Lord Byron and the 

Modernist architect Le Corbusier. The Parthenon was 

soon joined on the Acropolis by the Ionic Temple of 

Athena Nike (427–424 ) and the Erechtheion 

(421–405 ). The Corinthian order was usually 

reserved for interiors until the Hellenistic period 

which began after the death of Alexander the Great 

in 323 . Historically associated with the decline 

of Greek civilization, and freer, lighter and more 

sculptural, Hellenistic culture gave rise to some of the 

greatest accomplishments of antiquity, among them the 

early-second-century Great Altar of Zeus at Pergamon, 

in present-day Turkey. The Altar is now partially 

reconstructed at the Pergamon Museum in Berlin.

Roman Innovation

The Hellenistic period continued until the advent of 

the Roman Empire with the reign of Augustus as the 

fi rst emperor from 27  to 14 . Roman art and 

architecture were heavily dependent on Hellenistic 

precedents, but developed to refl ect quite different 

circumstances, as well as the requirements of managing 

and administering a huge empire. The fundamental 

divergences were the move away from Greek and 

Hellenistic architecture’s reliance on columns, and the 

emergence of structural and material innovations – 

the arch, vault and later dome; and new types of brick 

and concrete – that facilitated the creation of some 

of antiquity’s most enduring monuments, physically 

and conceptually.
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Region: Greece and its Mediterranean colonies

Period: Seventh century to fi rst century BCE

Characteristics: Trabeated system; Orders; Peristasis; Isolated temple; Proportion; Sculpture

The Parthenon in Athens represents the 

apotheosis of what is generally identifi ed 

as the Classical Age, the period during 

the fi fth and fourth centuries BCE in 

which culture, learning and democratic 

politics coalesced to inaugurate Western 

civilization. Under the direction of the 

great statesman and military commander 

Pericles, the architects Ictinus and 

Callicrates and the sculptor Phidias 

were charged with the creation of a new 

Parthenon, dedicated to the patron deity 

of Athens, Athena (the previous temple 

having been destroyed by the Persians, 

ca. 480 BCE). A huge three-stepped base 

was created on which was constructed 

a rectangular temple of seventeen 

columns on the north and south sides 

and eight on the east and west. Inside, 

the cella (the central room of a temple) 

contained a colossal golden statue of 

Athena by Phidias, now long lost.

Phidias also oversaw the creation 

of sculpture that was integrated into 

the building itself: pedimental groups 

depicted Athena’s birth and her tussle 

with the god Poseidon; in the metopes 

were scenes of battles, between the 

gods and the giants, and between 

Greeks, Centaurs and Amazons; and 

the famous frieze, which ran around the 

top of the cella, showed a Panathenaic 

procession in honour of Athena. The 

naturalism of the Parthenon’s sculpture, 

which is thought to have been painted 

in rich colours, stood in stark contrast 

to the stiff fi gures of the earlier Archaic 

period (ca. 700–480 BCE). Phidias’s work 

marked a golden age of Greek culture. 

Sculptors such as Polyclitus, Praxiteles, 

Lysippos and Myron produced some 

of antiquity’s greatest works of art 

(though now known only through 

Roman copies), while the tragedies of 

Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides 

similarly created new paradigms in the 

dramatic arts.

What gives the Parthenon the vitality 

of a work of architecture, as opposed to 

a geometrical experiment, are a number 

of subtle devices moulding its otherwise 

rigid order to human eyes. The ends of 

its base and entablature curve upwards 

slightly; the corner columns are slightly 

thicker than the others; and all its 

columns make use of entasis to mitigate 

the illusion of concavity created by an 

exactly parallel shaft. The geometric 

principles and human spirit inaugurated 

in the Parthenon would decisively shape 

Greek architecture as it moved from the 

Classical Age into the Hellenistic period.

Classical > Ancient Greek
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Orders
The most signifi cant innovation of ancient 

Greek architecture and the principal 

components of a classical building, 

the orders are formed of a base, shaft, 

capital and entablature. Each of the 

Doric, Ionic and Corinthian orders has its 

own proportional system and symbolic 

attributes. The fi rst two appeared in all 

periods of ancient Greek architecture, while 

the Corinthian became more prevalent 

during the Hellenistic period, notably in 

the Choragic Monument of Lysicrates.

Choragic Monument of Lysicrates, 

Athens, Greece, 334 BCE

Classical > Ancient Greek

Trabeated system
Composed from a series of vertical posts 

and horizontal transfer beams, ancient 

Greek architecture is at its root a trabeated 

system. Its key difference in that regard 

from Egyptian, Minoan or Mycenaean 

prototypes is its architectural articulation, 

which emerges as a symbolic language 

integrated with a building’s proportional 

(and structural) logic.

Temple of Hera, Paestum, Italy, 

mid sixth century BCE
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Classical > Ancient Greek

Isolated temple
Constructed to house sacred cult statues 

of deities, Greek temples had interiors that 

consisted of variations of a discrete number 

of spatial confi gurations. People other than 

priests rarely entered temples, so these 

buildings were seen most often from afar. 

Their sites were carefully chosen and 

the temple was almost always oriented 

east–west.

Temple of Concordia, Agrigento, Sicily, 

fi fth century BCE

Peristasis
Greek temples were designed according 

to a specifi c number of spatial and 

columnar arrangements. Most striking 

are the variations of peripteral temples 

that made use of peristasis: a single or 

double row of columns forming an external 

envelope and providing structural support. 

Peristasis is seen, for example, in the 

Temple of Zeus at the important Greek 

colony of Cyrene.

Temple of Zeus, Cyrene, Libya, 

fi fth century BCE
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Proportion
Ancient Greek architecture was governed 

by a strict proportional system that defi ned 

both plan and elevation, and the choice 

and size of the order employed determined 

all succeeding scales and ratios. Various 

optical refi nements were used to reconcile 

the rigid geometry to the distorting effects 

of human vision, imbuing a building such 

as the Parthenon with energy and emotion.

Parthenon, Athens, 447–438 BCE

Classical > Ancient Greek

Sculpture
The classical language generally, and 

Greek temples specifi cally, provided 

much scope for sculptural ornamentation 

in metopes, friezes and pediments, and 

also for freestanding sculptures, either 

inside a temple or atop its pediment, 

called acroteria. The extraordinary 

‘Gigantomachy’ frieze of the Pergamon 

Altar is one of the high points of 

Hellenistic sculpture, inextricably tied 

to its architectural setting.

Great Altar of Zeus, originally Pergamon 

(now in Berlin), mid second century BCE
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Region: Europe, especially Italy; the Mediterranean, including North Africa; Asia Minor and the Middle East

Period: First century BCE to fourth century CE

Characteristics: Arch; Walls; Orders; Vaults and dome; Monumentality; New building types

The Romans were deeply infl uenced 

by all aspects of Hellenistic culture. In 

architecture they essentially adopted 

the classical language and adapted it to 

new situations and uses. In contrast to 

ancient Greek prototypes, which were 

usually sited so as to be seen from afar, 

most monumental Roman architecture 

is in more enclosed or urban areas. This 

perhaps played a part in the shift from 

the Greek preference for colonnades 

towards the frequent Roman use 

of applied columns and pilasters to 

articulate a wall. The Romans utilized 

the Doric, Ionic and Corinthian orders 

in a far freer manner than the Greeks 

had, creating their own version of the 

Doric and using the Corinthian far more 

frequently. They also added two further 

orders to the repertoire: the Tuscan, a 

simpler, more massive version of the 

Doric derived from Etruscan architecture; 

and the Composite, a combination of the 

volutes of the Ionic with the Corinthian’s 

acanthus leaves.

Not only did the Romans adapt the 

existing classical language, but they also 

made use of novel forms, and developed 

new construction techniques and ways 

of employing materials. The arch had 

been a feature of Etruscan architecture, 

yet the Romans made it their own, 

utilizing it as both a structural and a 

symbolic device. The arch allowed the 

creation of great bridges and aqueducts, 

which eased the transport of food and 

water, facilitating the unprecedented 

concentration of people in urban centres. 

At its height Rome was home to more 

than 1 million inhabitants, many of 

whom were housed in multi-storey 

blocks called insulae, the construction 

of which was made possible by the 

innovative use of the arch in brick 

and concrete.

The arch and other innovative 

construction methods enabled two 

further important developments: the 

vault and the dome. These were most 

frequently used in great bath complexes, 

such as those of Caracalla (ca. 215 CE) 

and Diocletian (ca. 306 CE) in Rome, and 

also in palaces, including Nero’s fi rst-

century Domus Aurea (Golden House), 

Hadrian’s early second-century villa at 

Tivoli and Diocletian’s great palace at 

Spalato (ca. 300 CE), to which he retired 

after his abdication. Domes were also 

occasionally used in temples and 

the Pantheon (ca. 117–38 CE) in Rome 

remains both the greatest and the best-

preserved example.

Classical > Ancient Roman
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Walls

While Greek temples frequently made 

use of peristasis, the Romans generally 

ascribed less importance to colonnades, 

particularly on side elevations. At the 

Maison Carrée, Nîmes, one of the best-

preserved Roman temples, the columns 

behind the portico are engaged in a 

pseudoperipteral arrangement rather 

than freestanding as they might have 

been in a Greek temple.

Maison Carrée, Nîmes, ca. 16 BCE

Classical > Ancient Roman

Arch

Able to span much wider distances than 

a simple trabeated system, the arch is 

arguably the defi ning feature of Roman 

architecture. The magnifi cent Pont du 

Gard, in southern France, used three 

levels of arches spanning a wide gorge 

to bring water to the Roman settlement 

at Nîmes. Arches were also erected 

to glorify emperors or commemorate 

military victories.

Pont du Gard, near Nîmes, France, 

ca. fi rst century CE
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Classical > Ancient Roman

Vaults and dome

The arch provided the geometric basis for 

both the vault and the dome: the former 

was created by the extrusion of an arch 

along an axis, and the latter by rotating 

the arch 360 degrees through its centre. 

As well as having practical applications, 

the geometrical purity of both the vault and 

the dome – famously seen in the Pantheon, 

the temple to all the gods erected by 

the Emperor Hadrian (r. 117–38 CE) – had 

important symbolic connotations.

Orders

The Romans adapted and augmented 

the Greek orders to refl ect changing 

circumstances and new uses. As well as 

creating their own version of the Doric 

order, the Romans adapted the Ionic order 

so that – as seen in the Temple of Saturn 

– its volutes were angled, solving the 

problem of how to negotiate corners.

Pantheon, Rome, ca. 117–38 CE

Temple of Saturn, Rome, 

third or fourth century CE
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Monumentality
Architecture was highly important in 

representing the power and prestige 

of the Roman Empire in its colonized 

territories and also in Rome itself. Modelled 

on the earlier Arch of Septimius Severus, 

the Arch of Constantine commemorates the 

emperor’s victory over Maxentius in 312 CE. 

Its eclectic sculptural adornments, 

including the use of spolia, refl ect 

the fourth-century move away from the 

traditions of Hellenistic art and architecture.

Arch of Constantine, Rome, ca. 315 CE

Classical > Ancient Roman

New building types
The Romans created many new building 

types, such the forum, the hippodrome, 

the villa and the town house. They also 

created a new concept of the amphitheatre, 

the most famous example of which 

was the Amphitheatrum Flavium, Rome 

(known since medieval times as the 

Colosseum). It held various spectacles 

including gladiatorial combat. Its oval 

plan and the stacking of the orders on its 

exterior elevations had no precedents in 

Greek architecture.

Colosseum, Rome, ca. 75–82 CE
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With the Edict of Milan of 313 CE the Roman emperor 

Constantine (r. 306–37) legalized Christian worship 

across the empire. Christianity was, of course, already 

more than 300 years old by this time, but due to their 

persecution Christians had worshipped in secret and 

their places of worship therefore remained hidden. 

Although Christianity was adopted as the offi cial state 

religion of the Empire only after his reign, Constantine 

supported it through both political and legal reform 

and the building of a number of important churches, 

including St. Peter’s Basilica on the site of St. Peter’s 

burial in Rome. The temple form, with its overt pagan 

connotations, was, of course, out of the question as 

a model for buildings designed for Christian worship. 

The form of the basilica, a large colonnaded hall 

typically used for the conducting of business, was, on 

the other hand, well suited for adaption to Christian 

purposes, and it was this building type that formed the 

basis for many early churches, including St. Peter’s.

Constantinople

At the time of the Edict of Milan, Constantine was 

emperor only of the western half of the empire, a 

position he had secured through his defeat of Maxentius 

in 312. The eastern half of the empire was under the 

rule of Licinius, with whom Constantine had co-issued 

the edict. The uneasy truce between the two 

did not last long and Constantine fi nally defeated 

Licinius in 324 to once again unify the Roman Empire. 

Shortly after, Constantine moved the imperial capital 

to the ancient Greek city of Byzantium, which he 

refounded as the new Rome. The city became known 

as Constantinople.

While the western part of the empire was soon 

overrun by invading Germanic hordes, the eastern 

half, though gradually diminishing in both scale and 

importance over the centuries, survived until its fall to 

the Ottoman Empire in 1453. From Constantine’s initial 

and rapid building of its new capital, the Byzantine 

Empire evolved its own distinct art and architecture 

refl ecting changing liturgical practices and theology. 

Largely emerging from Roman art, Byzantine art 

gradually diverged from the former’s naturalistic basis 

to create images that bordered on the abstract. Painted 

in rich colours and decorated with gold or rendered in 

fi ne mosaic, Byzantine ‘icons’, which depicted Christ 

or other holy fi gures, became important objects for 

religious veneration. (However, they were also subject to 

systematic destruction, called iconoclasm, by those who 

believed they inspired idolatry.) Byzantine churches were 

similarly richly decorated with gold and mosaics, but the 

main difference between them and the earlier churches 

built by Constantine was undoubtedly the advent, 

from the sixth century, of the centralized space topped 

by often intersecting domes – a form that reached its 

apotheosis in the great church of Hagia Sophia.

Western Europe

The Great Schism of 1054 irrevocably separated what 

became known as the Roman Catholic and Orthodox 

Churches, yet well before, with the Western Empire 

largely overrun, architecture in the West had already 

taken its own path. Little in the way of consistent 

style can be inferred from the relatively few surviving 

works in Western Europe between the fi fth and 

eighth centuries. What does survive indicates a loose 

continuation of the basilican plan and sporadic and 

somewhat primitive imitation of the classical orders. 

The main exceptions occurred during the reign of 

Charlemagne (r. 800–814), who was crowned Holy 

Roman Emperor in 800 by the Pope, the fi rst for 

three centuries, and presided over a concerted revival 

of ancient learning and culture. The Palatine Chapel 

(consecrated in 805) is the only surviving component 

of his great palace at Aachen.

After Charlemagne’s death his empire was soon 

fragmented, yet the social and economic foundations 

of the medieval period were already being laid, leading 

to the emergence during the eleventh century of the 

style known as Romanesque.
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Region: Eastern Mediterranean

Period: Fourth to fi fteenth century

Characteristics: Pendentive dome; Mosaics; Basilican; Centralized; Stylistic freedom; Brick and plaster

Constantine’s choice of Byzantium as 

the site of the new imperial capital was 

largely due to its strategic position on 

the Bosphorus; it had a natural harbour 

and was well placed to repel Germanic 

tribes to the north and Persians to the 

east. Huge walls were erected around 

the city’s perimeter and a ceremonial 

centre was laid out, with a forum, 

hippodrome, palace, senate and various 

monuments, including a great column 

(still surviving though relocated) topped 

by a statue of Constantine himself. He 

founded the great church of Hagia Irene, 

and the nearby church of Hagia Sophia 

was built soon after his death. Nothing of 

the original churches survives, although 

it can be assumed that they were of the 

basilican, typically early Christian, form 

that Constantine had built in Rome. The 

present domed structures date from 

the sixth century and, in the case of 

Hagia Sophia especially, represent the 

apotheosis of Byzantine architecture.

While the basilican churches were an 

adaption and continuation of a Roman 

building type, the domed Byzantine 

church was a notable development 

and departure from earlier forms. The 

Pantheon in Rome was, of course, 

the inescapable reference point for 

any domed space and Constantine’s 

own Church of the Holy Sepulchre 

in Jerusalem made use of a similarly 

centrally planned, though far smaller, 

dome arrangement. But the Byzantine 

dome was carried on pendentive arches, 

which had the important advantage of 

covering a square rather than a circular 

space. Moreover, in contrast to the 

basilican form, in which the central nave 

was defi ned by colonnades on either 

side, the domed Byzantine church had 

far greater expanses of wall surface that 

could be decorated with all manner of 

mosaics and other enrichments.

While the building is largely intact, 

Hagia Sophia’s interior decoration was 

damaged during periods of iconoclasm 

and by the church’s conversion into 

a mosque following Constantinople’s 

fall to the Ottomans in 1453. The 

best surviving example of Byzantine 

architecture is the church of S. Vitale 

at Ravenna, Italy. It was built at about 

the same time as Hagia Sophia 

during the reign of Justinian I, who 

is depicted along with the Empress 

Theodora in its sumptuous mosaics. 

Although the Byzantine Empire would 

largely be driven out of Italy within 

two centuries, its infl uence remained, 

aided by ongoing trading links, 

especially with Venice where St. Mark’s 

Basilica (begun ca. 1063) continued the 

Byzantine tradition.

Early Christian > Byzantine
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Mosaics
The interiors of Byzantine churches were 

densely decorated with rich fi gurative and 

geometric mosaics. Those at the Basilica 

of S. Vitale are the most sumptuous to 

have survived. Various biblical scenes, all 

manner of fl ora and fauna, and fi gures of 

Jesus Christ and the Apostles are depicted 

in gleaming colours.

Basilica of S. Vitale, Ravenna, Italy, 527–48

Early Christian > Byzantine

Pendentive dome
Unlike the dome of the Pantheon, which 

rested on a circular base, the domes 

of Hagia Sophia and other Byzantine 

churches were supported by essentially 

square bases. To reconcile the different 

geometries, Byzantine domes sat on 

pendentives – curved triangular vaults 

that visually and structurally negotiated 

the gap between the four supporting 

round arches and the dome above.

Hagia Sophia, Istanbul, 532–7
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Early Christian > Byzantine

Centralized
Early Christian churches were almost 

universally basilican in form. However, 

centralized plans, which were better suited 

to Byzantine liturgical practices, became 

increasingly prevalent. One of the most 

perfect is the Basilica of S. Vitale, which 

is not actually a basilica in the formal 

sense, but has curving columned screens 

mediating between a central octagon 

and a surrounding ambulatory.

Basilica of S. Vitale, Ravenna, 

527–48

Basilican
Ancient basilicas were essentially large 

halls, rectangular in plan with interior 

colonnades that created a central space 

surrounded by narrower aisles. Christian 

adaptions of the type, which informed 

Byzantine architecture, typically removed 

the end colonnades, inserted an apse at 

the east end for the altar, and sometimes 

added transept arms and a narthex at 

the west end.

Sta. Maria Maggiore, Rome, 

432–40
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Stylistic freedom
Erected by Theodoric, King of the 

Ostrogoths, as his palace chapel, the 

Basilica of Sant’Apollinare Nuovo in 

many ways represents a fusion between 

the early Christian and the Byzantine 

styles. While conforming to the basilican 

type, its architectural articulation is 

only loosely classical, with the inexact 

imitation of an entablature supported 

by characteristically Byzantine – and 

unclassical – basket capitals.

Early Christian > Byzantine

Basilica of Sant’Apollinare Nuovo, 

Ravenna, early sixth century

Brick and plaster
Byzantine churches were typically 

constructed of brick and plaster, often 

visible as the exteriors were left 

unadorned. Inside, the tesserae that 

formed the mosaic decoration were 

usually set on a bed of plaster on top 

of the underlying brick structure. Having 

been subject to iconoclasm, the bare 

interior of Hagia Irene reveals how the 

use of brick allowed the creation of its 

complex geometrical structure.

Hagia Irene, Istanbul, rebuilt 

in the mid sixth century
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Region: Europe

Period: Mid eleventh to mid twelfth century

Characteristics: West towers; Round arch; Apses; Barrel vault; Thick piers and columns; Severity

What fundamentally differentiates 
Romanesque – literally meaning 
‘resembling Roman’ – from the 
architecture of the preceding period 
is its spatial organization. From the 
late tenth century a sense of spatial 
coherence and unity began to emerge 
through planning, for example in the 
second abbey at Cluny (consecrated in 
981) and the slightly later church of 
St. Michael at Hildesheim. In contrast 
to the monotony of the basilican plan, 
a distinct rhythm is established in 
these churches through the repetitive 
spacing of piers and columns, which is 
punctuated by the crossing, a defi ning 
feature of the Romanesque.

The Normans were central to both 
the development and the spread of 
these new ideas. The key innovation in 
cathedral design, which the Normans 
introduced to England following their 
victory at the Battle of Hastings in 1066 
and subsequent conquest, was the bay. 
Internal elevations were composed of 
stacked arcades of round arches resting 
on massive piers, which were tied 
together by subsidiary vertical shafts that 
served to defi ne bays both as individual 
entities and part of a collective whole. 
Many early Romanesque cathedrals had 
fl at ceilings, although tunnel vaults were 
also fairly common across Europe during 
the early twelfth century. Groin vaults 
had been invented by the Romans, but 

they were rarely used after the decline 
of the Roman Empire because of their 
geometrical complexity. However, the 
masons at Durham Cathedral in England 
felt confi dent enough to use them for 
the nave, prefi guring the Gothic (see 
page 26) in form, if not in structure. The 
applied ribs of the groin vault tie the 
opposing elevations together, creating 
a coherent spatial relationship.

The exteriors of early Christian 
and Byzantine churches were often left 
bare and unarticulated. In Romanesque 
architecture the exterior received far 
more attention. Increasingly, towers 
marked the intersection of the nave and 
the transept arms. However, the greatest 
exterior innovation is undoubtedly 
the twin-towered west front, seen, for 
example, in the Norman abbeys of La 
Trinité (begun ca. 1062) and St. Étienne 
(begun ca. 1067), both in Caen (though 
they are not the earliest examples).

Different regions created their 
own versions of Romanesque as the 
style spread across Europe, often via 
pilgrimage routes; the Romanesque 
cathedral at Santiago de Compostela 
in Spain was an important destination 
for pilgrims. With the advent of the 
Crusades at the end of the eleventh 
century, the increasing interchange 
of architectural ideas would see 
Romanesque soon make way for 
the Gothic.

Early Christian > Romanesque
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West towers
The inclusion of twin towers in the west 

front of a cathedral or abbey was one of 

the great innovations of Romanesque 

architecture. Typically the towers fl anked a 

central portal, which was often emphasized 

by the use of concentric arches and 

adorned with sculpture. Over time the 

single portal evolved into a tripartite portal.

St. Trinité, Caen, Normandy, France, 

begun ca. 1067

Early Christian > Romanesque

Round arch
Ancient Roman architecture made 

extensive and systematic use of the round 

arch, which was an essential element of 

some of its greatest achievements. Its 

use never died out during the intervening 

centuries, but it was only in Romanesque 

architecture that the possibilities of the 

round-arch arcade in both a structural and 

a spatial sense were once again exploited 

to the full.

Nave, Ely Cathedral, Cambridgeshire, 

twelfth century
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Early Christian > Romanesque

Barrel vault
While early Christian churches and 

cathedrals had timber roofs, barrel vaults 

were frequently used in Romanesque 

architecture. Formed by the extrusion of 

a single semicircular arch along an axis, 

barrel vaults require thick supporting 

walls. Thus they contribute indirectly to 

the apparent heaviness of the Romanesque 

in contrast to the Gothic.

St. Sernin, Toulouse, France, 

begun ca. 1080

Apses
The east end of an early Christian basilican 

church usually terminated with an apse – 

a semicircular recession in which the altar 

was placed. Apses are similarly a standard 

feature of Romanesque church architecture, 

appearing not only at the east end but 

also at the transept arms or even at the 

west end.

Speyer Cathedral, Speyer, 

Germany, 1024–61
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Thick piers and columns
Unlike the pointed arch of the later Gothic, 

the Romanesque round arch required 

the support of massive piers or columns. 

Monolithic piers were usually formed from 

an ashlar shell fi lled with rubble masonry. 

Columns were often composed of multiple 

shafts, which, as well as providing support, 

visually linked lower and upper arcade 

levels and helped defi ne individual bays.

Early Christian > Romanesque

Durham Cathedral, County Durham, 

England, 1093–1133

Severity
Romanesque architecture can be severe in 

its austere forms and geometric intensity, 

features that are especially characteristic 

of its Norman iterations. The cathedral of 

St. Front, originally an abbey, appears to be 

based on St. Mark’s Basilica. Yet rather than 

being covered in mosaics, its pendentive 

domes are left unadorned, giving the 

interior an architectural force quite unlike 

that of its Venetian model.

St. Front, Périgueux, France, 

early twelfth century
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The birth of the Gothic in Europe can traced more 
or less to a new choir at the then abbey of Saint-
Denis, near Paris, France, in 1140. Built under the 
direction of the revered Abbot Suger and consecrated 
in 1144, the choir (and its unknown designer) 
revolutionized architecture for at least the next 
300 years. With the revival of the Gothic in the 
nineteenth century, its infl uence extended, indirectly, 
centuries further.

The features now considered integral to Gothic 
architecture – the pointed arch, the fl ying buttress and 
the rib vault – were in fact all employed in various ways 
in the preceding Romanesque style. One theory even 
holds that the origins of the pointed arch can be traced 
further back to early Islamic architecture. However, 
what was novel at Saint-Denis was the way in which 
these key features were employed together to create an 
integral and coherent whole. The pointed arch offered 
structural advantages that allowed cathedrals to be 
built higher, with oblong bays that were stronger than 
similarly sized square bays determined by the round 
arch of the Romanesque. The vaults were carried on 
ribs: projecting strips of masonry that supported the 
non-structural ‘web’ or infi ll. Flying buttresses – half-
arch structures providing lateral support to a wall – 
helped carry the thrust of the nave’s vault. Together 
these features gave Gothic cathedrals a dramatic 
verticality absent from the Romanesque. Moreover, the 
use of piers rather than thick walls as more effi cient 
load-bearing elements enabled the interior spaces to be 
opened up, creating an overarching feeling of lightness 
– and making possible Gothic architecture’s other great 
innovation: stained-glass windows.

Scholasticism

Gothic architecture refl ected the prevailing tradition of 
Scholastic thought that dominated medieval theology 
and philosophy. Scholasticism, which arguably reached 
its apogee in Thomas Aquinas’s Summa Theologica 
(1265–74), sought to blend the doctrines of the Church 

with ancient Greek and Roman philosophy. It held 
that truth was not something that could be discovered 
through reason or experiment, but already existed, 
pre-ordained by God. This lent great weight to the 
authority of the Church, which stood on the threshold 
between Heaven’s perfection and the imperfect Earth, 
which had fallen from God’s grace. In many ways the 
Gothic cathedral was intended to stand astride these two 
worlds. Often housing the relics of a saint or perhaps 
even a fragment of the Holy Cross, the cathedral offered 
a tangible link to the divine. This was echoed in the 
quasi-mystical complex geometry of its vaulting and, of 
course, in its sheer scale. The often sumptuous stained 
glass and sculpture of cathedrals had the dual function 
of relating the Christian story to a largely illiterate laity 
while also conveying a sense of the divine beauty of 
the Kingdom of Heaven.

International Gothic

The innovations of Saint-Denis quickly spread through 
the Île-de-France, with new cathedrals begun at such 
places as Noyon, Senlis, Laon and Chartres, and soon 
reached England. Masons and craftsmen carried the 
new style across borders. It was under the direction 
of one such craftsman, William of Sens, that the choir 
of Canterbury Cathedral, Kent, was begun in the new 
style in 1174.

From its beginnings in France and then England, 
Gothic architecture became prevalent in Germany, 
the Low Countries, Spain, Portugal and even Italy. It 
evolved over the succeeding centuries, being frequently 
remade and adapted – its use also extended beyond 
ecclesiastical architecture – before being superseded 
as the Renaissance swept across Europe. The legacy 
of Gothic architecture lived on, however, through 
both the cathedrals that populated the landscapes of 
many countries – centuries later still among the largest 
buildings around – and the imprint it had left on 
national and religious identities, which was brought 
to the fore in the nineteenth-century Gothic Revival.
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Region: France and England

Period: Twelfth to mid thirteenth century

Characteristics: Plate tracery; Pointed arch; Rib vault; Flying buttress; Four-storey bay; Sexpartite vault

The innovations of the choir at Saint-
Denis quickly spread, and were 
applied and developed in successive 
cathedrals across the Île-de-France and 
further afi eld, notably in England. The 
essentially Romanesque three-storey bay 
of Saint-Denis was soon superseded by 
the addition of a triforium level above 
the gallery at Noyon Cathedral. The 
inclusion of this arcade often resulted 
in alternating major and minor piers 
and supports, which gave a sense of 
increased height and verticality over the 
more static Romanesque arrangement.

The vaulting system that 
characterized Early Gothic was 
sexpartite, that is, a vault divided into 
six parts by two diagonal ribs and one 
transverse rib. At Noyon and Laon, for 
example, each vault spans two arcade 
bays, as defi ned by the arches of the 
lower arcade, with the transverse vault 
running between the two adjacent 
bays across the nave. The apparent 
movement eastwards from the nave 
through the crossing to the chancel, 
while enhanced by the narrower bays 
created by the pointed arch, was 

mediated by the wide, almost square 
vaults above.

While Early Gothic cathedrals in 
France achieved a spatial unity and 
harmony, those in England in the style 
dubbed ‘Early English’ (roughly dating to 
between 1180 and 1275) retained a more 
additive, ‘sum-of-their-parts’ quality. The 
early choir at Canterbury was designed 
by a Frenchman (William of Sens) and 
for that reason can hardly be called 
English Gothic. Yet as the Gothic spread 
to Wells, Somerset, and to Lincoln in the 
1190s, English masons adapted the style 
for their own ends. The arcade bays at 
Wells and Lincoln are wider than their 
French counterparts, and their vaults sit 
on corbels above the piers of the lower 
gallery rather than extending through 
them from the arcade below. Begun 
in 1220 and fi nished (apart from its 
façade and spire) comparatively quickly 
in 1258, Salisbury in Wiltshire is the 
most consistent example of the ‘Early 
English’ style: a tall, wide arcade; a plate-
traceried gallery with a traditional lancet-
windowed clerestory; and an elegantly 
light quadripartite vault soaring above.

Gothic and Medieval > Early Gothic

Plate tracery
One of the earliest types of Gothic tracery, 
plate tracery seems to cut through 
a solid stone wall, creating a robust 
architectural effect that is usually loosely 
geometric rather than overtly decorative 
in appearance. It is far simpler than later 
forms of tracery, which are used to fi ll in 
an already-existing open space.

Salisbury Cathedral, Wiltshire, England, 
begun 1220
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Rib vault
A Romanesque groin vault (produced by 

the perpendicular intersection of two barrel 

vaults) is a structural whole; no part can be 

removed without its overall integrity being 

affected. The structural framework of a rib 

vault, in contrast, is produced by projecting 

strips of masonry – the ribs – which then 

support the ‘web’ or infi ll.

Pointed arch
The central feature of Gothic architecture, 

the pointed arch is formed from two 

(or more) intersecting curves that meet 

in a central apex or point. Their main 

structural advantage over the round arch 

is to enable greater height and the creation 

of rectangular bays.

Cathedral Basilica of Saint-Denis, 

Paris, begun ca. 1135

Cathedral Basilica of Saint-Denis, 

Paris, begun ca. 1135

29

Gothic and Medieval > Early Gothic

LK022_P0026EDarchStyles.indd   29 27/10/2013   09:23


