

[image: image]




Key Buildings from Prehistory to the Present


Plans, Sections and Elevations


Andrew Ballantyne




[image: ]


Published in 2012


by Laurence King Publishing Ltd


361–373 City Road


London EC1V 1LR


Tel +44 (0)20 7841 6900


Fax +44 (0)20 7841 6910


E enquiries@laurenceking.com


www.laurenceking.com


Drawings and design copyright © 2012 Laurence King Publishing Ltd


Text © 2012 Andrew Ballantyne


This book was designed and produced by Laurence King Publishing Ltd, London


Andrew Ballantyne has asserted his right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 to be identified as the Author of this work.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording or any information storage and retrieval system, without prior permission in writing from the publisher.


A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


ISBN 978 185669 837 5


Project managed and edited by Henrietta Heald


Designed by The Urban Ant Ltd.


Picture research by Claire Gouldstone


Printed in China






Key Buildings from Prehistory to the Present


Plans, Sections and Elevations


Andrew Ballantyne


Laurence King Publishing







Introduction


[image: ]




[image: image]


Great Temple of Amon-Ra
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Carcassonne


Architecture does many things, and Key Buildings from Prehistory to the Present explores a range of them. Each chapter covers an aspect of architecture through a number of buildings from around the world. The buildings are illustrated in plan, section and elevation, as well as photographically, and appear in chronological order in each category.


In many cases, a building could be put in more than one category. The Great Pyramid of Khufu (pages 14–15) is a memorial and the Empire State Building (pages 38–39) is an office building, for example, but they are both included in chapter 1 in order to highlight how some buildings come to designate a culture. There is an international shorthand that can evoke the idea of a complex and varied country in an image of a single building. France is signified by the Eiffel Tower (pages 36–37), China by the Twin Pagodas at Suzhou (pages 30–31).


The choice of representative buildings poses a dilemma. While the best buildings are remarkable, ordinary buildings can tell us far more about the culture, climate and technology of the society that made them. This tension is clearest in chapter 2, whose subject is dwellings. It includes traditional houses from different parts of the world alongside some acknowledged masterpieces and royal retreats. One of the Karo Batak Houses in Sumatra (pages 58–59) is different in every way from Andrea Palladio’s Villa Capra (pages 70–71) or the castle of Neuschwanstein (pages 84–85), for example, except that all three were dwellings that met the needs of their occupants.


Places of worship, covered in chapter 3, always call for special efforts from the community that builds them, and they usually have pride of place in a settlement. Sometimes – as in the case of the Great Temple of Amon-Ra (pages 100–101) – they are associated with the state and can be colossal. Other examples, such as the Lingaraj Temple (pages 122–23) and the Basilica of the Madeleine at Vézelay (pages 130–31), have been sustained by popular support from pilgrims.


At the heart of chapter 4 are historical defences, but those that are still in use can be impossible to document in plan, section and elevation. (For example, Britain’s signals-monitoring station at Menwith Hill in Yorkshire could not be represented, despite its eerie beauty.) The Athenian Acropolis (pages 168–69) had a military use in the seventeenth century, when a Venetian shell hit a store of Turkish explosives and blew up the Parthenon. It was a celebrated place, but difficult to visit. In the nineteenth century, when they were judged to be militarily redundant, the ramparts of Carcassonne (pages 184–85) were transformed into a potent vision of a medieval city.
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Villa Capra


Chapter 5 covers buildings where people work, study or pass through on their travels. Such edifices often have to be built economically, but even then their scale and the pride taken in their design can make them internationally significant. Titus Salt’s worsted mill at Saltaire (pages 208–209) and the AEG Turbine Factory in Berlin (pages 220–21) are buildings designed for a firmly utilitarian purpose that have nevertheless had a profound cultural influence.


Chapter 6 is concerned with government buildings ranging from the grandiose Residenz at Würzburg (pages 252–53) to Alvar Aalto’s little Säynatsälo Town Hall in Finland (pages 260–61), while chapter 7 is devoted to buildings designed to enhance the quality of people’s lives. The Theatre at Epidauros (pages 266–67), a sanctuary and health resort, transformed the slope of a hillside into a powerful geometric form that, even now, commands the surrounding landscape.


The memorials described in chapter 8 are reminders of great lives and great deeds. No one now remembers much about the Persian satrap Mausolus, but the Tomb of Mausolus (pages 288–89) proved the model for the many mausoleums that followed. The Lincoln Memorial (pages 300–301) is not one, since it is not a burial place, but it serves to commemorate a life and to remind a mighty nation of its values.


The public spaces in chapter 9 are reminders of how cities work, illustrating the fact that urban vigour and vitality depend on chance or casual meetings in the street and in public, as well as on formal meetings in more private places.


In short, this book presents a wide range of structural achievements. It is incomplete, of course, but all the examples chosen are interesting and intended to open your eyes to other things that are equally interesting and may be closer to home.
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Theatre at Epidauros




Culture-defining monuments
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Many cultures produce no monuments. The Mongols were one of the great dynamic civilizations and their culture revolved around horsemanship rather than building. Architectural history hardly notices people such as the Mongols, giving pride of place to sedentary cultures that walled themselves in with blocks of stone – Egyptians, Romans, Chinese.


Uluru is a striking landscape formation that was adopted by the nomadic Aboriginal population in Australia and made to do all the things that monuments do, so it is included in this chapter as landscape architecture that has a monumental role for a culture that grew up around it.


The temples at Tik’al in Guatemala – man-made mountains – are much smaller. The platform at the top of them is tiny compared with the plateau on top of Uluru, but people who make the ascent are touched by a change in feeling about their place in the world that is no less dramatic. At the bottom, there is endless forest, where paths are easily obscured by the quick-growing vegetation and a sense of direction is easily confounded. At the top, the distant horizon can be seen over the tops of the trees. It is like being taken into another world with a completely different conception of space. These structures were plainly important for the civilization that built them – they consumed a huge proportion of the society’s resources – and they have come to define the civilization for later ages. How did these people conduct their lives? We hardly know. But we do know that they sacrificed people there – and, for us, this became the civilization’s distinguishing characteristic.


There are other places where a raised plateau takes on overtones of divinity, such as the Acropolis at Athens, where the Parthenon was built, and Machu Picchu, where a whole government took on semi-divine status, living as it did among mountain peaks. Perhaps this quality lingers in very tall buildings from the modern world, which invite us to step outside our normal, street-level experience of the city. From the top of the Eiffel Tower or the Empire State Building, the city becomes a landscape, and people who have attained those summits can see their own position in relation to other peaks – the Tour Montparnasse and the Sacré-Coeur, or the Chrysler Building and the Rockefeller Center – just as the rulers at Machu Picchu did. As far as the experience is concerned, it makes little difference whether the landscape is natural or man-made, intended or accidental.


Los Angeles is one of the world’s great cities, and it has some fine buildings, many of them shut away from public view, but they do not seem particularly characteristic of the place. Its defining monuments are the freeway interchanges, which work at the scale of a grand landscape. In the modern world, travel is the expression of freedom, and the interchanges are the great monuments to that freedom. Imagine them redundant, a thousand years in the future, when our successors have learned to be content to stay where they are. How metaphysical and monumental those buildings will seem to be.






Uluru
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Pitjandara tribe


Northern Territory, Australia; Dreamtime


The great rock shown here, which is 345 metres (1,130 feet) high, has two names: Uluru and Ayers Rock. This is because the site has significance for two cultures that both have a hold on it.


The modern administrators of the Australian continent are of European descent, and their history goes back to the nineteenth century, when the name Australia was adopted – derived from the Latin word australis, meaning ‘of the south’. In this era the rock was named after Sir Henry Ayers, who was governor of Australia in 1873, when the rock was ‘discovered’ by William Gosse. In 1987 it was designated a UNESCO World Heritage Site.


Seen through European eyes, Ayers Rock is not an architectural object at all, but a striking geological formation that has been left standing above an enormous plain while the surrounding rock has eroded away. At some point in the distant past, the rock’s strata must have been deposited horizontally, but upheavals have left it with strata that are now almost vertical.


The visible part is a small proportion of the whole, which penetrates deep underground. The rock’s prominence in the landscape means that it can be seen from huge distances, and in different atmospheric conditions, especially when the sun is low in the sky, it seems to change colour and to be responsive and alive. It is a natural wonder, a source of fascination, a place that people want to visit.


The name Uluru has been in use for much longer – maybe for 10,000 years. Aboriginal culture developed separately from that of the continent’s incomers, and when the two cultures came into contact it was clear that the Aboriginal people had a fundamentally different way of interpreting the world. In Aboriginal culture there is no linear history or book-learning, and there are no houses. There is strong attachment to place, through a profoundly ingrained nomadic habit of moving along traditional tribal journeys. Many of those journeys converge at Uluru.


There are various accounts in Aboriginal tradition of how the Earth’s features took shape. In the time of the ancestors, the Dreamtime, the world was featureless until the rocks were given form by singing or by other means – and the songs that conjured the rocks and streams are sung on the traditional journeys, or Songlines, which maintain the creation.


Far from being unique to the Aboriginal people, the recognition of resonance between place and music is one of the few cultural insights that are very widely shared. In western tradition it was orpheus who civilized by his song and Amphion who charmed the stones of Thebes into place by music. Joshua at Jericho played music that caused the city walls to fall. German Romantics said that architecture was frozen music. Birdsong establishes territories, and human beings share a surprising amount of DNA with nest-building birds, so perhaps in music and building we awaken our ‘inner bird’, calling forth ancient primitive instincts.


The various caves and fissures at Uluru are interpreted as incarnations of events that took place there. There is a mouth that silently screams in anguish, a scar that runs with water when a word is shouted, and bodies everywhere. However it came to be as it is, Uluru is experienced in Aboriginal culture as a memorial.
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Great Pyramid of Khufu
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Giza, Egypt; c.2500 BCE


The Great Pyramid at Giza was built to honour a god-king, the pharaoh Khufu, who was called Cheops by the Greeks. It stood 146 metres (480 feet) high and was the tallest man-made structure in the world for 4,000 years, until it was overtopped by the spires of the most ambitious medieval cathedrals.


Khufu’s memorial was not the first of its kind, but the last and largest in a 200-year-old tradition that began when Imhotep organized the building of the pyramid at Saqqara (2667 BCE) as a monument to the pharaoh Zoser. Imhotep’s pyramid did not have the neat geometrical lines of the later pyramids, but it drew on an already ancient tradition of mud-brick memorials that were low and rectangular in shape, about the size of a single-storey house; the burial was in the earth beneath. These structures recall the mud-brick benches (mastabas) that were built outside dwellings.


Zoser’s monument resembles a stack of mastabas, arranged to make a series of steps. For the first time the mastabas were built not in brick but in much more durable stone, as were the other buildings in the complex, some of which are like tents with timber poles and hanging fabrics modelled in stone.


The great pyramids were colossally expensive to construct, and by the time Khufu’s pyramid was needed the entire society was structured around the idea of building them. The workforce was available seasonally, when the Nile flooding made it impossible to work the land. The pyramids and the other temples and tombs were built on higher ground, away from the flood plain, on land that could not be cultivated. Egyptian society was centralized in a way that few other ancient societies could be. This was made possible by the Nile, which acted as a thoroughfare and the means of communication that linked the separate parts of the society. Desert land formed a defensive barrier against neighbours to east and west.


The pyramid was the place where the pharaoh was buried, along with treasures and images of everything that he might need to look after his people in the afterlife. Almost all the pyramids were robbed of their treasures in ancient times. The only tomb to have survived for modern investigation was a small set of underground chambers where a relatively insignificant monarch called Tutankhamen was buried. Tutankhamen died young, but the hoard found with him evokes the staggering grandiosity that must have been involved in the burial ceremonies.


All the pyramids date from the third and fourth dynasties of the Old Kingdom of Egypt, which eventually collapsed as the result of drought. But pyramid-building had ended much earlier than that, having apparently been found unsustainable. One factor may have been that the pyramids too blatantly advertised the whereabouts of the royal treasures.


Elaborate rituals were involved in embalming the bodies of pharaohs to prepare them for the afterlife. Internal organs were removed and embalmed separately. This was done in the ‘valley building’, from where the mummified body was taken along a covered causeway for burial in the pyramid. The valley building’s solidity allowed its interior to remain cool, while narrow slot windows admitted just enough light.


A wall was built around the edge of the pyramid to keep people away from it. A temple for tributes was attached to the wall, but after the pyramid had been sealed it became an inviolate sacred zone. Various interior passageways gave access to the burial place, which in the case of the Great Pyramid of Khufu was well above ground – although this seems to have resulted from a change of mind on the part of the builders, as there was also an unused underground chamber.


In later times the pyramids came to be seen as very mysterious, and all sorts of interpretations of their function were projected on to them, many involving magic and superstition.
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Parthenon
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Iktinos


Athens, Greece; 447–432 BCE




Revered as one of the world’s outstanding artistic accomplishments, the Parthenon is an international symbol of Greece. It was both an extravagance and a complex achievement that drew on the knowledge of earlier structures, but it is more refined and sophisticated than its predecessors.


The Parthenon was a temple dedicated to Athena, who gave her name to the city of Athens. It was built on a rocky outcrop that had once been a fortified citadel but by the fifth century BCE had become a sacred precinct – the Acropolis – with several important buildings on it, including the Erechtheion, where religious relics were kept.


The principal function of a temple such as the Parthenon was to house the cult statue of a god. Worship involved making sacrifices at an altar in the open air in sight of the statue, so that the god could witness the proceedings. The slaughtered animals – typically, cattle – would be cooked at the sanctuary and eaten there by men. (Women were involved in some ceremonies, but respectable women always ate separately from the men.) Very little meat would be eaten by any citizens except on these occasions. Sanctuaries would have had stoas with a row of dining rooms leading off a colonnade, but at the Acropolis of Athens none of these survives.


Incorporating many features of a typical Greek temple, the Parthenon has steps on all sides, making a plinth (stylobate) on which stands the run of columns that surrounds the building (the peristyle). They are Doric columns, which means that they have shallow-fluted shafts and fairly simple-looking, disc-like capitals at the top. Above the columns is a frieze of the type to be expected in a Doric temple: alternating square and rectangular panels. The rectangular panels are known as triglyphs and the square panels as metopes. The metopes are finely sculpted and show scenes of conflict between heroic Greeks and various mythical adversaries.


The Parthenon is the largest Doric temple of its age, with eight huge columns across each end instead of the usual six. It is made of glittering marble from Mount Pentelicon, which could be carved with great precision. It was normal to paint Greek temples, sometimes with intricate patterns, but here the quality of the materials and workmanship is so impressive that it is difficult to believe that the structure was covered up, except in the sculpted elements, where traces of underpainting remain.


Iktinos, the architect of the Parthenon, is also credited with the design of the temple of Apollo at Bassae (pages 104–105), the most original of the Doric temples. In both instances, he used column-types inside the building that were different from those outside. There were two great rooms inside the Parthenon. One of them housed a famous sculpture of Athena by Phidias, who had also made the statue of Zeus at Olympia and was among the most celebrated sculptors of antiquity. The other had four Ionic columns in it, and was used as a treasury, where the city’s taxes and other assets were stored.


The Ionic capitals, each with a distinctive spiral curl (volute), are associated with a frieze that runs continuously round the building. The Parthenon is unusual in having not only the Doric frieze round the outside of the building above the columns, but also a second frieze on the Ionic model, which was built into the wall behind the columns, very high up. It is sculpted in low relief and would have been painted, but it would always have been in shadow and seen intermittently between the columns.


The Parthenon survived substantially intact until 1687, when the Turkish authorities were using it as a weapons store and it came under Venetian attack. Even in ruins, the quality and size of Athens’s monuments made the city seem more important than it strictly merited, and in 1834 resulted in its being adopted as the capital city of modern Greece.
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Colosseum
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Rome, Italy; 70–82


Rome was the capital of a great empire, which annexed Greece in 146 BCE and adapted Greek architecture. The empire spread across Europe, northern Africa and western Asia – all the lands bordering the Mediterranean and much more besides. By the time the Colosseum was built, Rome was by far the largest and most powerful city on Earth, and it had problems that had rarely been faced before, including the threat of popular revolt. The rulers’ formula was to offer ‘bread and circuses’ – sustenance and entertainment – to divert the masses from protesting about their poor living conditions.


A surprising amount of the space in Imperial Rome was given over to monumental structures that glorified the emperors and provided venues for public spectacle. Most ordinary Roman citizens inhabited the spaces in between the monuments, in dwellings that have since collapsed, even if they did not fall down in their own day.


The Colosseum was built on the site of a lake in the garden of the emperor Nero, the last of the Caesars who ruled Rome from 49 BCE to 68 CE. An unsympathetic history of the Caesars by the Roman author Suetonius has made the names of some of them, including Nero, bywords for depravity and corruption. Nero annexed for himself land that had been cleared of buildings by fire, apparently intending to build a palace on it. His immediate successor, Titus Flavius Vespasianus, or Vespasian, was therefore making a populist move when he commissioned the Flavian amphitheatre, which came to be known as the Colosseum because of its colossal size.


The building could seat up to 80,000 spectators, who came to see events such as gladiatorial combats and prisoners being torn apart by wild animals. Brought from the farthest reaches of the empire, the animals could be introduced into the arena through trapdoors, to take combatants by surprise. The arena could also be flooded for naval displays.


Spectators were separated by rank into four tiers, and entry was controlled by regulating access to passages underneath the raked seating; the poorest people were assigned to the highest tier, the farthest from the arena. The amphitheatre was built on fairly flat ground, so the whole of the vast rake of the seating could be supported on concrete vaults, which the Romans were adept at constructing. What looks like a fairly continuous slope on the inside of the building is resolved on the outside into a series of four tiers that are adorned with repetitions of versions of the Greek styles of column: Doric, Ionic and Corinthian – but these structures are simply decorative, connoting some cultural sophistication and magnificence. They are simplified columns, done without fluting the shafts, and they are incomplete since the back of them is incorporated in the wall that actually supports the building. The arched openings in the wall allow some illumination and air to penetrate, as well as lightening the mass of the masonry that has to be carried. The top tier, which has no openings, is decorated with flat pilasters. Above that were once masts used to secure an awning roof that helped to shade the spectators.


The Colosseum represents a type of architecture that springs from populist politics. It gave the people what they wanted and enabled the Flavian dynasty to establish itself. It is the largest surviving monumental structure in Rome.
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Temple 1, Tik’al





[image: image]


Guatemala; 695 CE


Tik’al is the very image of a lost city. Even its name is lost. ‘Tik’al’ – the place of voices – has been attached to it in modern times, to suggest that it is haunted by its past. Deserted since the tenth century, the city is surrounded by jungle. There are the remnants of six great temples and thousands of houses that remain unexcavated beneath mounds of luxuriant vegetation. The tallest of the temples, Temple IV, is 64 metres (210 feet) high.


The city of Tik’al was produced by the Mayan civilization, which flourished in the area that is now the southern tip of Mexico and Guatemala – the land between the two American continents, known as Mesoamerica. Tik’al had been founded by the fourth century BCE, and monumental structures show it to have been a seat of power, but there was a hiatus, during which the city was subjected to rule from outside, and the imposing temples date from the late seventh century CE, when internal control was restored. They were monuments built to celebrate the idea that glory had returned to the site, under Ha Sawa Chaan K’awil, who founded the new order in 682 CE – and sacrificial ceremonies took place there.


The enormous height of the temples at Tik’al established a separation from the everyday life down below and took the participants above the forest canopy, so that a much wider horizon opened up to them as they reached the top of their ascent. Ha Sawa Chaan K’awil is known to the archaeologists as Ruler A, and was buried, by his successor, in the base of Temple 1.


Temple 1 is known more evocatively as the Great Jaguar Temple, from the sculptural carving of a jaguar on its lintel. (The tomb, with its precious goods, was sealed before the construction above it began.) The temple’s interior space is small, consisting of a chamber with a corbelled stone vault supporting a massive stone superstructure.


It was here that the business of sacrifice was carried out. The victim was held down while the priest made an incision and ripped out the still-beating heart, before emerging from the door to hold up the heart to the sun and the crowd assembled below.


Most of the construction work was devoted to creating the substructure that gives this high stone chamber its commanding position. The pyramidal form is not an allusion to anything in Egypt. Rather, it is a way to make the tall structure as stable as possible. The temple was given nine striations, which suggest the nine levels of the underworld, and the ascent to the chamber takes the form of an unforgiving staircase with large steps and an unrelentingly steep rake.


Temple 1 faces another, similar structure – Temple 2, the Temple of Masks – built a little later on the other side of the Great Plaza, where games were played with a rubber ball in order to select the sacrificial victims. The stakes were high, but it is not clear that ‘winning’ would always have been the aim.
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Great Stupa of Sanchi
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Bhopal, India; 300 BCE


A stupa is a mound commemorating the place where a significant event took place or where holy relics were kept. The impulse behind the creation of a stupa was the same as the inspiration for the building of cairns of unworked stones, as related in the Hebrew bible, or prehistoric tumuli, or the Egyptian pyramids. Stupas are associated with Buddhism, and the Great Stupa of Sanchi, a small village 46 km (29 miles) from Bhopal, is one of the oldest, largest and most authoritative. The site, which includes other stupas, and the remains of palaces, is the oldest Buddhist sanctuary. It fell out of use in the thirteenth century, but was rediscovered and excavated in the nineteenth.


The Great Stupa of Sanchi was built by the emperor Ashoka (304–262 BCE), who took the reputed relics of Buddha there and established a monastic settlement around them. The mound is resolved into a mighty dome (anda) of sandstone blocks, supporting a symbolic orthogonal relicchamber (harmika), and has again become a major place of pilgrimage. Its embellishments include four ornate gateways at the cardinal points and finely carved pillars, including one with the forequarters of four Indian lions, which was adopted as India’s national symbol when the country became independent in 1947. After Ashoka’s time, during the second century BCE, the shrine was vandalized, but it was then remodelled, enlarged and elaborated.


The great mound itself has a fairly simple shape, and impresses with its size and austerity. The stone finial above the harmika is in the form of a parasol, which signals the building’s high status. In later examples of stupas, this was sometimes elaborated as a diminishing series of parasols, and eventually as a cone. But here the mass of the mound is pre-eminent, lifting the relics to prominence, while the focus for artistic elaboration is around the gateways (toranas), which date from the first century CE. They depict scenes from the life of the Buddha: plants, animals and humans involved in a variety of complex narratives.


The stone gateways mimic the appearance of timber, but timber made permanent – a transition that is regularly found in monumental architecture, where something relatively mundane is petrified, or turned into a statue of its ordinary self.


Devotional ceremonies follow a processional route round the base of the mound, stopping at the gateways. These now have statues of the Buddha by them, which were placed against the


sides of the mound in the fifth century CE. There is no accessible interior to the building, but the building itself gives structure to the space around it and acts as a symbolic focus: the egg-shaped dome represents the cosmos, the square platform represents the Earth, and the parasol indicates the connection between them.


This site was chosen for the stupa because it is far away from the noise of cities but within easy reach of a major route from Vidisha, where there were many religiously inclined citizens. The monks were mendicant, meaning that they had to subsist by begging, which was possible because the lack of traffic did not compromise the serenity of the otherwise isolated place.


[image: image]






Hagia Sophia
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Isidoros, 442–539, and Anthemios, 469–539


Istanbul, Turkey; 532–58


When Hagia Sophia was constructed in the first half of the sixth century, it was the greatest Christian church, with a commanding position in the city of Constantinople. It was part of the complex of buildings that made up the imperial palace of Justinian, a Roman emperor. Various names have changed. The city is called Istanbul, the empire of Justinian and his successors is called Byzantine, and the church is now a museum, having been used for some time as a mosque, after the defeat of the Greeks in 1453.


The Greek name for the city, Constantinople, comes from the Roman emperor Constantine, who established an administration there in the fourth century, after Rome had become unmanageable. The new capital, based on an older port called Byzantium, stood at a great crossroads between Europe and Asia, where the land-routes from east to west crossed the shipping lanes that ran, at that point, north to south, connecting the Black Sea with the eastern Mediterranean. Constantine built a church there dedicated to Hagia Sophia (a Greek phrase meaning ‘holy wisdom’), but Justinian replaced it with something much more splendid.


From the outside its domes and half-domes are visible, mounding up to a central high-point, but it was the breathtaking interior that astonished visitors. The huge vaulted space still has its bronze doors, finely carved marble columns and intricate capitals, but it has lost some of its opulent furnishings and the imagery that once filled the walls and vaults. There were mosaic images of biblical figures, saints and emperors against a glittering gold background.


Most of the light that comes into the building enters through windows on the upper storey, where there is a gallery. These windows are not visible from below, and when the light was reflected by the gold mosaics, it seemed to be generated and mysteriously held within the building. A ring of windows around the base of the central dome, exposing its structure of radiating ribs, also contributed to the effect of bravura in throwing this vault across the heavens.


In the early days it was a struggle to make Hagia Sophia stand. Its construction is a triumph of engineering, based on expertise in balancing opposing forces that had been developed over many generations of ambitious works in Rome and around the empire. The principal structural material is concrete, but the concrete disappears behind the rich surfaces. Four huge masses of masonry support the central dome, but they are placed in such a way that the lines of the internal geometry mask them. When the original dome began to collapse, it was replaced by one with a slightly steeper slope, which made the structure more stable.


Hagia Sophia remained without equal until the revival of interest in vaults in the medieval cathedrals hundreds of years later. It has had particular influence in the tradition of mosque design, especially in Turkey after 1550 – a thousand years after the original church was built – when the architect Sinan at last worked out how to imitate and surpass this model.
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Ise Grand Shrine
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Ise in Mie, Kansai, Honshu, Japan; eighth century, repeatedly rebuilt


Ise is the holiest shrine in Japan, dedicated to the Shinto sun goddess, Amaterasu-Omikami, a distant ancestor of the Japanese emperor’s family. The high priest at Ise is always a member of the imperial family, and the general public is kept away from the innermost parts.


The shrine is located in an extensive cypress forest called Ise Jingu. Walking through the forest and encountering fast-flowing streams is an important part of a pilgrim’s meditative worship. At the sanctuary there are many small shrines – more than 100 – but the principal one, in white Japanese cypress with a thatched roof, is best known for being rebuilt every 20 years to exactly the same design.


There are two sites for the temple, and at any given moment only one of them is in use. Meanwhile, the other one is being renewed according to a well-established procedure.


After the demolition of the previous building, the site is covered with large white pebbles. A post is then erected at the centre of the site, with a small hut around it, waiting for rebuilding to begin. This process began as a formal institution in the eighth century, but something less systematic may have been going on even earlier, for the post surrounded by a field of pebbles is said to evoke much more ancient Shinto shrines. The design of the building must not be copied elsewhere.


According to the Shinto religion, the Ise shrine has been in place for centuries without a break – rather than having been rebuilt on the site every 20 years. It is one building that is repeatedly being renewed – just as a forest is continually renewed through the life-cycles of growth and decay of individual trees. The office of emperor is also regarded as continuous, even though the post has been occupied by different people.


This idea of systematic renewal – tearing the building down completely when it has reached the end of its designated cycle, even though it is in a perfectly good state – means that the Ise shrine appears to be quite different from the other monuments covered in this book so far, where the fabric of the building is expected to have been in place from its inception. In fact, that is often far from the case. Even stone buildings decay over time, and the effects of earth tremors, erosion and pollution have led to many efforts to strengthen, repair and re-carve both structure and decoration. Very solid buildings may remain standing despite centuries of neglect, but most survive only because they have been maintained. The Ise shrine represents a radical idea of maintenance: 100 per cent renewal on a nearby site. The continuity is in the design of the building, not in its fabric. There is no question of appreciating the cultural continuity through patination or decayed timbers. It is always fresh and new, despite being ancient.
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Great Enclosure, Great Zimbabwe
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Zimbabwe; eleventh to fifteenth centuries


Great Zimbabwe, the seat of power of the Shona people, was for a time the largest and most prosperous city in Africa south of the Sahara. Its ruins are extensive and impressive; they gave their name to the modern nation of Zimbabwe, and a stone carving of a bird found at the site appears on the country’s flag.


The name Zimbabwe, which clearly postdates the settlement, means ‘stone houses’, and there were enough of them to shelter up to 10,000 people, maybe more, which would have made it a significant city anywhere in the pre-modern world. It grew until it overstretched its resources and was unable to bring in enough food from the surrounding land to feed its citizens – so it was abandoned, rather than conquered.


The supposition that there was nothing like Great Zimbabwe in this region of Africa has led to speculation that it was a foreign import, the most persistent myth being that it was built for the Queen of Sheba, but this is nonsense. For a start, there are hundreds of other stone settlements, built using similar techniques, that are peculiar to the region, and which seem to replicate in stone the spaces that were made earlier by earth walls. Finds at the site indicate that it was settled from the fifth century, but the stone houses seem to have been built at a later date. The particular monumental quality of Great Zimbabwe is a matter of degree rather than of kind. It is larger and more imposing than the other stone settlements, but not altogether different. It was probably the result of generations of competition with other settlements; there was a need to defend against rivals, but also a desire to make a fine display.


The Great Enclosure – the most architecturally striking part of the city – consists of an elliptical space enclosed by a cut-stone wall that is 5.5 metres (18 feet) thick at the base and 7 metres (23 feet) high. Made of granite, which in this area splits into layers (like slate), the stones were painstakingly shaped to fit together without mortar. The enclosure is well protected by this immense solidity, and the activities that took place in it must have been highly valued. A frieze of two rows of chevrons carved along the top of the wall makes it clear that this is not simply a utilitarian structure but one that was invested with care and a sense of decorum. There are two towers, the larger 10 metres (33 feet) high, but their purpose is not understood.


People of high standing in the community would have inhabited the few houses in the enclosure, but the royal household and seat of government for the city and the region is believed to have been in the acropolis – another walled enclosure on higher ground. It dates from the fourteenth century, when the site was at its apogee. It is possible that the two enclosures had the same function but that they accommodated the ruling family at different times in the settlement’s long history.


A high degree of specialized knowledge and a great deal of time would have been needed to construct the walls of the Great Enclosure. It is the work of a large workforce over a relatively short time or of a small workforce over many years, but either way it is work that an ordinary peasant community could not afford to undertake. There was gold in the surrounding land, and probably a more stratified society than was typical in the area, with a powerful elite able to take strategic decisions involving the diversion of resources into building works. Part of the cost of monumental architecture is the development of a society with specialist skills and inequalities, and that is a price that some cultures have found themselves disinclined to pay.
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Twin Pagodas, Luohanyuan Temple
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Wang Wenhan and Wang Wehua


Suzhou, Jiangsu, China; 982


The pagoda is the building type that above all others signifies Chinese culture to the outside world, so it has become emblematic of China itself, even though it was built only by Buddhists. A development of the Indian stupa, the pagoda might be used to mark an important site or to house relics of the Buddha’s disciples. The parasol forms seen in the stupa were reinterpreted as a series of projecting roofs that get smaller as the building tapers in its ascent.


Unlike the stupa, the pagoda had some usable interior space, but its arrangement in small rooms one above the other was hardly convenient, and in many cases the upper floors were inaccessible except by ladder. The rooms could be used for storing texts and for contemplation, but the building’s form was not shaped by functional considerations.


The main purpose of a pagoda was as an honorific marker. It would always be associated with a temple, sometimes as part of a group. Pagodas had a similar role to that of church spires, so they were not generally found as autonomous buildings. During the Cultural Revolution many temples were destroyed but, as subsidiary structures, pagodas were not targeted in the same way, so they do now sometimes stand as independent towers, decoratively calling attention to a place that was once sacred.


Suzhou in southern China is famous for its natural scenery and for its gardens, which developed in a sophisticated way. Arranged in a relatively small compass for variety, entertainment and contemplation, and achieving an extraordinary density of evocative effects, are the Master Fisherman’s Garden, the Humble Administrator’s Garden, the Beautiful Lion’s Garden – more than 150 of them in all. From ancient times, Suzhou has been regarded as an earthly paradise. State officials have maintained retreats there and its cultural buildings have been highly valued.


Many pagodas survive in Suzhou, all towering, though their former prominence has been diminished by the towers of the modern city. The tallest of them, at 75 metres (236 feet), is the North Temple Pagoda, which was once taller than it is now.


There has been a pagoda on this spot since the third century, but the current building’s design dates from the twelfth, when it stood eleven storeys high.


It was damaged by fire and rebuilt or repaired in the late sixteenth century under the Ming Dynasty as a nine-storey structure. It is an octagonal brick tower of immense solidity. Some stone pagodas are even more solid than this brick version and have virtually no internal space. Other pagodas are made with a timber structure and yet others, miniature ones, in cast iron.


The pagodas shown are a matching pair in Suzhou, some 30 metres (98 feet) high, built mostly in masonry but with the upper part tapering into a cast-iron spire. Among the oldest surviving pagodas, they are traditionally supposed to have been designed by two brothers, Wang Wenhan and Wang Wehua – but perhaps the attribution derived from the two towers’ fraternal appearance.


Each of the twin buildings has an octagonal base with thick masonry walls, and the internal space on the ground floor is small, with four doors leading into it. The upper floors are accessible through trap doors by means of very steep movable stairs. Above the octagonal first floor, the upper floors are all square, but each is set at an angle of 45 degrees to the floor below, and each is progressively smaller than its predecessor. Projecting roofs define the towers’ seven storeys, covering the balustraded walkways that encircle the structures at each level. The roofs tip up to sharp points at the corners, making a lively silhouette. Each wall face has, alternately, a blind window or a real door. Their delicacy of form makes the pagodas seem light and fragile, but their longevity confirms that they are very robust indeed.
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St Peter’s Basilica
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Donato Bramante, 1444–1514, Michelangelo Buonarotti, 1475–1564, Carlo Maderno, 1556–1629, and others


Rome, Italy; 1506–1626


The Roman emperor Constantine built the earliest church on this site in Rome, the traditional burial place of Jesus Christ’s disciple Peter. However, Constantine and his successors also moved the administration of the empire away from Rome to Constantinople and Ravenna, and the churches there grew in splendour, while Rome remained something of a backwater.


Divisions between the eastern and western Church were formalized as a schism in the eleventh century, and the leaders of the western Church later moved to Avignon. When they returned to Rome at the end of the fourteenth century, Constantine’s venerable basilica was still standing, and it was not until after the great vault of Hagia Sophia (pages 24–25) had been turned into a mosque that the decision was taken to replace the basilica with the greatest church in Christendom.


The initial design fell to Donato Bramante, who was in thrall to the ruins of imperial Rome, and who sought to create a rival to the Pantheon (pages 108–109), the vast domed temple that by then was in use as a church.


In 1506 work began on a centralized domed building based on Bramante’s grand concept, but it would be left to later architects to develop and enhance the design. Raffaello Sanzio (Raphael, 1484–1520) was appointed on Bramante’s death, and continued until he died, at which point Antonio da Sangallo (1484–1546) working with Baldassare Peruzzi took over.


In 1539 Sangallo proposed something much bigger and more elaborate than the original plan, but even this would have had less impact from a distance than the design that Michelangelo eventually resolved when he took over in 1546. Scathing about Sangallo’s concept, Michelangelo revised the dome to the design that was actually built. He also pulled the whole composition of the building together with the addition of a giant cornice – an idea that was retained by his successors.


The dome is positioned directly above the tomb of St Peter and the drum beneath it incorporates the ornate columns that formerly ran across Constantine’s church, raptured up halfway to heaven. Down below, over the tomb, is a very ornate baldacchino – a canopy supported on four great bronze pillars, designed by Giovanni Bernini (1598–1680) and echoing the twisted form of the columns from the old church, which in turn were meant to evoke the columns of Solomon’s Temple in Jerusalem.


Drawing on the ideas of his predecessors, Carlo Maderno designed the entrance façade, which overlooks Bernini’s grand piazza with its two curving colonnades. Crowds can assemble here, and regularly do so, especially at Easter, to hear the Pope’s address from the window centrally placed in the portico. St Peter’s is next to the Vatican City, from where the Roman Catholic church is administered, and which houses wonderful collections of artistic and historical treasures from antiquity onwards.


When the piazza was built, Rome retained its medieval character. To emerge from its narrow irregular streets into this huge open space would have been to be presented with a stunning vision of rational order. In the twentieth century the west side of the piazza was opened up by Mussolini to allow a processional approach along a grand avenue.
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Taj Mahal





[image: image]


Agra, Uttar Pradesh, India; 1632–53


The Taj Mahal is one of the world’s most recognized buildings. Famous for its beauty and for the fact that it was created by a grieving widower in memory of his wife, it is a sublimely romantic gesture of a building. Internationally, the Taj Mahal is emblematic of India, in the same way that the pyramids are emblematic of Egypt.


Shah Jehan, who commissioned the monument, ruled India as part of the Mughal Empire, which stretched from Persia across the subcontinent. Mahal was his wife’s name, and a taj is an honorific hat, sometimes translated as a crown. They were married for 18 years and she died immediately after giving birth to her 14th child. The building’s whiteness – it is completely covered in marble – reflects light, even moonlight, and in certain conditions gives the building a dematerialized quality that enhances its allure. Although the architect is uncertain, the names of Ustad Isa and, more recently, Ustad Ahmad Lahauri have been associated with the building.


There is a chapter in Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick called ‘The Whiteness of the Whale’ which makes the creature mysterious and intensifies the sailors’ obsession with it. The white whale is a blank canvas on to which the readers can project their own feelings and have them reflected back. There is something of that quality about the Taj Mahal, where the story about love and death stirs strong emotions in visitors – emotions that the building somehow reflects back, etherealizing them and making them seem noble and dignified.


The building’s surfaces are intricately decorated with lettering, abstract patterns and plant motifs, but representations of the human form have been avoided. The plan has a strongly geometric character and high levels of symmetry. The mass of the construction is pierced by narrow passageways and chambers, grouped around a central chamber where the tombs of both Mahal and her husband are surrounded by exquisitely worked pierced marble screens called jalis, framed by marble inlaid with coloured stones in the shape of flowers. Further marble screens in the walls allow a soft light to filter through.
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