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THE aNCIENT CITY: BETwEEN 
REfLECTION aND PRaGmaTIsm

Although the discussion of Greek and Roman cities in classical antiquity is often 
reduced to their similarities, significant differences existed between Athens and 
Rome. These two cities, or the cultures they represent, are of great significance for 
Western European urban and architectural development, with Athens and Rome 
being regularly identified (in different historical periods) as the origins to which all 
architecture and urban developments should be referred and compared to. During 
the Renaissance, for example, there was a purposeful return to the achievements 
of the classical antiquity in order to escape the dark Middle Ages, with the classical 
orders of Greek and Roman architecture (as described by the Roman architect 
Vitruvius) being discovered as lost achievements and reapplied to a new condition.

A discussion also arose about which culture was really the source of Western 
European civilization when both cultures actually have specific characteristics. If 
Greek culture refers to the emergence of philosophy and democracy, Roman culture 
refers to the rule of law and the structural significance of civil engineering works, 
such as bridges and aqueducts. The construction of these infrastructural works, as 
well as the development of new architectural forms — such as round shaped arches 
and vaults — was only made possible by the development of new building material 
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and techniques, with the early use of concrete by the Romans being particularly 
noteworthy. In short, both Greek reflection and Roman pragmatism have shaped the 
development of urbanization and architecture in Europe. The organization of the 
state also differed in these two civilizations, as the Greek city-state was commonly 
organized as a community of citizens which greatly contrasted to the Roman Republic 
and the later Empire with its strong rulers.

Artist and archaeologist Giovanni Battista Piranesi (1720-1778) depicted his 
fascination with Rome’s ancient glory through engravings and etchings of its 
cityscapes. Despite Piranesi’s best efforts, in the 18th century it became increasingly 
considered that Classical Greece, rather than Ancient Rome, formed the basis for 
European culture. Archaeologist and art theorist Johann Winckelmann (1717-1768) 
was particularly forceful in this discussion, even claiming that after Greek antiquity, 
Europe had only experienced decline. Italian architect Aldo Rossi (1931-1997) would 
perhaps better articulate the dual influence of both cultures in European urbanization 
as he claimed that if Rome was responsible for providing the general principles of 
urbanism organized through rational schemes, the fundamentals of the constitution of 
the city laid in Greece, as well as a type of urban beauty, or an architecture of the city, 
and it is in this dual origin our experience of the European city is rooted.

transformation and accumulation city

It is important, however, to remember that Greek and Roman cities were not the first 
cities in human history, since the first cities appeared on the irrigated banks of the 
Tigris and Euphrates in southern Mesopotamia (present-day Iraq), between about 
3500 and 3000 BC as well as along the Nile in Egypt. It was not until much later, 
around 800 BC, that the distinct style of Greek culture developed when the cities and 
civilization around the Aegean Sea began to flourish.

The history of the ancient city can be summarized very succinctly with a 
morphological and typological analysis which identifies the differences between 
these cities in terms of the contrast between organic and geometric, between grown 
and planned developments. Sumerian cities had an irregular pattern, not planned, 
but organically developed, i.e., grown over time. Conversely, Egyptian cities were 
characterized by a planned, geometric pattern with remarkable large-scale structures, 
such as the pyramids, built from materials that could not be found in the vicinity. The 
Egyptian city was thus built as it was conceived and designed, which according to 
architectural historian Bruno Fortier, was paradigmatic of a creation city, where hardly 
any change takes place and time does not play any significant role.
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Conversely, the ancient Greek and Roman cities were characterized by change, 
decay, and reconstruction. As sociologist Rodney Stark has stated, when faced with 
the impressive ruins of classical cities, we are led to believe that these cities were 
almost eternal. This, however, he argues, is but an illusion, since what has survived 
throughout the centuries are the last vestiges of cities that had fallen into ruin several 
times, be it from earthquakes, floods, or fires. Therefore, Fortier has categorized the 
Ancient Greco-Roman city as a transformation city, rather than a creation city, since 
its urban layout and architecture are constantly changing over time. Specifically, as 
catastrophes destroyed parts of the city, those were then rebuilt in an idiosyncratic 
way within the existing city layout as partial interventions, often aimed at the 
architecture of the public space. Rome, in particular, is referred to by Fortier as an 
accumulation city, since the transformation there was more drastic than in the Greek 
city, resulting in a conglomeration of imposing monumental and civil engineering 
artifacts, apparently without much cohesion. Incidentally, such a constant change did 
not affect only the city’s material structure but also its population. As Rodney Stark 
has remarked, it was common for cities to become almost completely depopulated 
(often due to natural disasters, epidemics, or war) and then re-inhabited, with their 
ethnic makeup often changing dramatically during this process. 

The Greek and Roman city not only represented specific morphological archetypes, 
but they were also cities of political significance. Therefore, their architecture and 
urban planning cannot be understood without their societal dimension. With the 
Greek city — especially Athens — we mainly think of the city-state, the so-called polis, 
that is, the city as an autonomous administrative entity where the origin of democracy 
as a form of government lies. The word democracy is derived from the word demos, 
that is, people, which originally referred to the inhabitants of the villages in the 
countryside. However, as cities developed and population growth became more 
dependent on the revenues from the countryside, these villages were incorporated 
and became an administrative part of the polis. This political arrangement became 
known as synoecism, which simply meant living together in one house.1 Conversely, 
Rome was originally a city of different tribes, but where later the emperors exercised 
their power, erected their grandiose buildings, and tried to keep the people calm with 
‘bread and games’.
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periodization

In the development of the Greek civilization, three periods have been commonly 
identified, beginning from the early Minoan civilization in Crete to the unification of 
various Greek states across. Therefore, the development of the Minoan culture  
(c. 3000-1400 BC) on the island of Crete (and, later the Myceneans in the mainland, 
c.1600-1100 BC), has been recognized as a prehistory to Greek civilization, which 
would only start with the early unification under Athens’ rule of in the Archaic period 
(c. 776-500 BC), leading up to the most famed and sophisticated Classical period  
(c. 500-323 BC), which culminated in the Hellenistic period (323-146 BC).

Greek Civilization Roman Civilization

3000 – 1400 BC Minoan 

Civilization

1600 – 1100 BC Mycenaean 

Civilization
Etruscan Civilization

1200 – 800 BC Dark Ages 1100 – 725 BC Villanova 

Period 

776 – 500 BC Archaic 

Period

725 – 580 BC Oriental 

Period

753 – 509 BC Roman 

Kingdom

500 – 323 BC Classical 

Period

580 -480 BC Archaic 

Period

510 – 27 BC Roman 

Republic

480 - 325 BC Classic 

Period

323 – 146 BC Hellenistic period

27 BC – 395 Roman 

Empire

The development of the Greek civilization throughout these different periods also 
had a geographic dimension. While the earlier Minoan culture, for example, originated 
on the island of Crete, later developments took place on the mainland. Therefore, 
some prefer to speak of an Aegean complex instead of Greece, arguing that during 
both prehistory and history, Greece was part of a larger Aegean complex where the 
same material way of life could be found and which encompassed not only the Greek 
mainland and islands (including Cyprus and Crete), but also the west coast of Asia 
Minor.

The Hellenistic period has commonly been considered as the closing moment of the 
Greco-Classical period, with the death of Alexander the Great in 323 BC marking the 
end of the Classical period and the start of the Hellenistic period. In the preceding 

Inner-History of European architecture.indb   17 28/11/21   18:48



A History of UrbAnism in EUropE 18
  

decades, as Greek city-states engaged in many wars (both against external enemies 
as well as among themselves), either by conquest or annexation, Greek city-states 
gradually lost their independence, until 338 BC, when Philip II of Macedon (359-336 
BC) unified the region and founded the Greco-Macedonian Empire. With his passing 
in 336 BC, his son Alexander the Great continued to build this empire and spread 
the achievements of Greek culture on a large geographic scale, from Egypt to Persia 
and India. It was also during this Classical period that many new cities were founded 
modeled after Athens.

With Alexander’s death, however, the Greco-Macedonian empire was divided into 
four parts, the so-called Diadochi (successors) Kingdoms, with many of the diadochi, 
following Alexander, continuing to spread Greek culture, but without the original 
depth. Gradually, however, the Diadochi kingdoms were conquered by the Romans, 
who appropriated Greek culture by imitating, reinterpreting, and adapting it. There 
is therefore a direct relation between Greek and Roman culture that resulted in both 
several similarities and differences between the two ancient civilizations. Effectively, 
the Hellenistic period can be seen as a kind of interim period when Greek city-
states had lost their independence, but the Roman Empire had not yet completed 
its expansion across the eastern part of the Mediterranean. An interim period in 
which many of the ideas that would be widely adopted by the Romans—on both an 
architecture and urban planning—were beginning to mature. 
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From the city-state of Rome on the Italic peninsula arose, from the 6th century BC, 
the Roman Empire which, at its height, encompassed all the regions around the 
Mediterranean, as well as throughout mainland Europe. In particular, the imperial 
period following the Roman Republic was a time of great geographic expansion. 
Cities played an important role in the Roman Empire’s expansion, as cities were 
founded throughout Europe, also with a military function. Furthermore, there was 
a large network of paved roads along which troops could easily move. The Tabula 
Peutingeriana or Peutinger Map shows the boundaries of the Roman Empire in the  
4th century, covering an area from Great Britain, Spain, and North Africa in the west 
to the Ganges River in the east.

symbolic cities

The Greek and Roman city, especially Athens and Rome, are in many ways also 
symbolic cities, a kind of cultural archetypes. Beyond their historical development, 
another underlying meaning has been identified in these cities, specifically, as being 
crucial periods in history. For example, the classical period of the Greek city has been 
referred to as an axial period, i.e., a time when fundamental changes in the thinking of 
mankind took place and when the foundations of our modernity were laid. According 
to sociologist Shmeul N. Eisenstadt, with the Greek polis the realization arose that 
man is not subject to given circumstances and dependent on the time and place of 
his birth, but instead can make his own decisions and shape the world according to 
his own ideas. This was the beginning of modernity, in fact, of multiple modernities, 
according to Eisenstadt, since this was a process that took place not only in Greece, 
but also in China, even if in another form, with the Western version of modernity 
having since become predominant due to all kinds of political-economic developments. 
In many ways, the discussions that followed, deal with the architectural-urban 
interpretation of that specific modernity.

The emergence of Greek philosophy is connected to the emergence of modernity. 
Since Greek culture is a culture of reflection, the philosophers Plato (c. 427-347 BC) 
and Aristotle (384-322 BC) are often considered the founders of Western philosophy. 
They also thought about the ideal city, particularly questioning how it should be 
organized, which social groups could be distinguished, and how they should live 
together. Their specific approach laid the foundation for the study of the so-called 
household codes, with some historians, such as Helen Rosenau, even arguing that 
their work served as the foundation for a Greek utopian tradition in urbanism. The 
architectural theorist Vitruvius (80–15 BC) would play a similarly prominent role, but 
in the Roman utopian tradition since, much like Plato, he searched for a city that met 
the requirements of harmony and regularity based on geometric shapes.2

Inner-History of European architecture.indb   19 28/11/21   18:48



A History of UrbAnism in EUropE 20
  

While many of these utopian ideas remained just that, ideas, both civilizations 
were civilizations with significant urban development in their respective periods. 
Nevertheless, both in terms of area and population, Greco-Roman cities were small. In 
fact, these cities tended to be small and enclosed by walls within which the population 
lived packed together. According to Rodney Stark’s estimates, in the year 100, Rome 
had an exceptional population of approximately 650,000, while most other cities 
had populations between 200,000 (Ephesus) and 30,000 (Athens). Furthermore, 
large parts of Greek and Roman cities consisted of public buildings, monuments, and 
temples. According to Rodney Stark, in Pompeii, for example, such buildings took up 
35 percent of the city, while in Rome, they amounted to half of the city.
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fROm aRCHaIC GREECE TO ImPERIaL 
ROmE

The architectural-urban typology of the ancient Greek and Roman city is considered 
in a continuity to such an extent that the term Greco-Roman city is commonly 
employed. But while these ancient city models do share some structuring elements, 
they also diverge in some other crucial respects. 

The development of the Greco-Roman city can be traced back to the Minoan (c. 3000-
1400 BC) and Mycenaean times (c.1600-1100 BC), when there is an emergence of 
the palace and castle cities. In Minoan times, the city was a mixture of planning and 
organic growth, with streets determined by the geography and topography of the 
situation, with alleys and streets, but also stairs to bridge height differences. Often a 
town was formed around a castle or citadel, located in a strategic location, protected 
by mountains and ravines. This is where the name Acropolis, i.e., the highest point of 
the city, originates. From a fortress, the surrounding area, could be controlled and 
protected, as the population could retreat to the high-walled castle when needed. 
While over time, as cities became walled, citadels would lose their military 
significance, the Acropolis continued to play a central role in the city as a meeting 
place for citizens, but also the residence of the gods, who protected the city in times of 
need.      

In that period, the interaction between city 
and landscape becomes an important feature, 
as the city is characterized by cumulative 
growth and a certain formlessness. The term 
labyrinth would become associated with 
the (Minoan) Labyrinth of Knossos, but in 
reality, it merely referred to buildings whose 
structure was not immediately clear and that 
were characterized by irregular patterns, 
much like the settlements in those earlier 
cultures. Similarly to Minoan cities, Mycenae 
(1350 BC) was little more than a fortified castle-town, (see Figure above) with the 
citadel housing administrative and ceremonial spaces as well as a palace, surrounded 
by smaller settlements closely associated with circular tombs (tholoi), such as the 
Treasury of Atreus (c. 1330 BCE), in the area below. The citadel walls were made 
of dry masonry, composed by builders with minimal shaping. Later Greeks thought 
this impressively scaled masonry was the work of Giant Cyclops, thus naming them 
cyclopean constructions.
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the Greek polis

The invasion of nomadic tribes waned the power of the Mycenaean civilization, 
followed by three centuries of the so-called Dark Ages (1200-800 BC) in Greek 
history, before the Archaic period (c. 776-500 BC) and, eventually, the Classical 
period (c. 500-323 BC) could begin. In the Archaic period the polis, the sovereign 
city-state, arised as a new way of living together. With its own administration and 
politically independent, these city-states were a civil society, where citizens held the 
power. However, there were some differences with, for example, the city-state of 
Sparta being described as a timocracy (where only property owners could engage in 
government) and Corinth as an oligarchy (where only a small group of people rules) 
which meant that a certain class or elite predominated. That was also the case in 
Athens, where a distinction remained between civilians and non-citizens, free and 
slaves.

As population and prosperity increased within Greek civilization, there was also 
a growing rift between a ruling elite of landowners and tenants, between rich and 
poor. Therefore, it is important to understand the strategic importance of the polis’ 
development, since it combined ancient concepts of justice by allowing the city-state 
to be ruled by a collection of citizens, usually in power for a year, who derived their 
authority from rightful selection or election. Citizenship was reserved for adult men, 
with women, slaves and foreigners being excluded since the citizen had to fight for 
the polis. The polis was thus a heroic collective based on loyalty where everything was 
subject to the common good: family, faith, and commerce.

The communal service to the gods of the polis was the basis of citizenship and in 
devoting oneself to the city before everything else, the citizen was serving his gods. 
Therefore, in the Greek city-state a distinction was established between urbs and 
civitas where if the urbs was the physical city, the place of assembly and worship, 
the civitas was the moral nexus found in the religious and political association of the 
citizens. With the civitas being the most important between the two, the Greek polis 
might just survive the destruction of the urbs.

The polis in the Greek Archaic period were a kind of aristocratic republic, organized 
as a collective gathering of several communities into a single political entity, i.e., 
synoecism. The city-state of Athens, for example, included the city, the villages of the 
Attica peninsula, as well as the countryside surrounding the city, the chora. Greek 
city-states also founded colonies across the Mediterranean, the so-called apoikia, 
with the metropolis, the ‘mother polis,’ stationing some of her city residents to run 
the government there. Such colonies were important for the food supply and trade 
interests as well as for absorbing overpopulation. Naples and Marseille, for example, 
were founded in this manner.
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aGora

The Classical period was the pinnacle of ancient Greek architecture and urbanism. 
Athens then came to the fore as an exemplary city where art and science flourished 
and the foundations for Western philosophy were laid. In their work, the philosophers 
Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle reflected on the ideal society and the city, in particular 
on the ratio of the smallest to the largest unit of household, i.e., on the relationship of 
the family, the oikos, to the polis as a sovereign city-state. 

Public life played a crucial role in the city, and as issues of interest to the community 
were debated, architecture and urbanism were also expressive of this condition, since 
they defined the backdrop for political and public life. The agora was central to this 
system, since it was the heart of the new city as an open square and public speaking 
place where temples were not central but set aside, open, transparent, and accessible. 
Effectively, in the evolution from acropolis to polis, the agora had a central role, since 
as it began to accommodate political, economic, cultural, and religious activities, it 
displaced the acropolis as the most vital feature of the city, the focus of its social 
life and the location of its most important buildings. As a central element of a social, 
economic and political network, the agora would come to play an intermediary role in 
promoting social cohesion in the polis.

The agora was surrounded by colonnades or galleries, the so-called stoa. These were 
intended as a shelter from the sun, where philosophy was debated and taught, but 
also where shops were located. Important government buildings could be found 
in close proximity to the agora, such as senate halls and other legislative buildings. 
Therefore, the agora and the polis were seen as symbols of democracy and the rule of 
law in the Greek city.

However, Greek society was nevertheless based on natural inequality where the 
magistrates formed a top layer, but women and slaves formed the bottom layer, 
for whom the agora was not accessible. The status of Athenian women was, in fact, 
extremely low with women being classified as ‘children’ regardless of their age under 
Athenian law. Furthermore, girls received little or no education and were often 
married during puberty, often even earlier, thus being legal property of men all their 
lives. However, this was different in Sparta, where women had status and power and 
did not have to dress in disguising garments, like the women in Athens. In view of this 
inequality, the number of people who actually took part in public life — and who were 
full members of the polis — should be considered less highly, and so should the idea of 
the polis as the beginning of democracy be put into perspective. All the more so, since 
Plato too preferred an aristocratic rather than a democratic government of the city-
state, as he considered that the latter would give people too much freedom.
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public buildinGs and spaces

As life in the Greek city took place in the open air—and with such a large emphasis on 
public life—great importance was attached to public space in the polis. The primacy of 
public life could also be read from the physical form of the city, with homes being set 
back from the street and low in height while public temples, stadiums and theaters 
were formally emphasized as large public buildings and spaces. Particularly in a large 
polis, such public buildings were very spacious and covered most of the city, but also in 
smaller cities, a lot of resources were spent on buildings with a common function. 
Because life took place outdoors, little importance was attached to domestic comfort 
and the quality of the homes. Most of the population lived in simple dwellings, without 
public or communal facilities or buildings. One-story high, these houses made a closed 
impression, built together along communal walls with only small windows high in 
the wall and rooms grouped around an inner courtyard. The ‘urban fabric’ of streets 
formed by the grouping of these houses was originally irregular, with later attempts to 
make them systematic through rational urbanism.

The ancient city could not be separated from religion, as civil society was also a 
religious community. In Ancient Greece, religion was polytheistic, with a whole 
‘pantheon’ of gods depicted as idealized people, and thus temple building was one of 
the priorities in the early history of Greek architecture. During the Archaic period the 
typology of the temple was created based on the design of the Mycenaean megaron. 
Temples were initially made of wood, clay, and terracotta, with stone temples only 
being built from the 6th century BC. In these, the initial megaron shape was extended 
with a front and rear gallery and either a single or double colonnade along the sides, 
i.e., in peristyle, applying the Ionic, Doric or, later (particularly in Roman times), the 
Corinthian order.

Along with religion, the theater was another important element of Greek public 
life. Therefore, theaters were also an important architectural-urban element in the 
Greek city. Theaters were uncovered spaces, organized in a semicircle, with stepwise 
ascending benches for the spectators, closed on the right side by a stage with a 
fixed back wall, the skene, and with an altar at their center. The Greeks’ essential 
relationship between buildings and landscape was made particularly evident in 
theaters, as these were carved from hillsides, with their location being partly 
determined by natural acoustics and alignments with purposeful vistas. The odeon 
or odeum was a variant of the theater, dedicated especially for music, singing, and 
recitation. Like the theater it was also semi-circular, but unlike the theater, it was 
covered.
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CLASSICAL ORDERS

Ancient Greeks developed a highly 
stylized treatment for bases, capitals, 

supported members, and entablatures 
which in the 16th century were termed the 
orders of architecture. They became the 
basis for the classical language of archi-
tecture and were described by Vitruvius 
(based on earlier, now lost, Greek texts), 
in what remains the only written architec-
tural treatise from antiquity to have sur-
vived, De Architectura. Vitruvius identified 
three orders which also roughly accompa-
nied the three periods of Greek architec-
ture. While the Doric was the sturdiest one 
based on the proportions of men (devel-
oped on mainland Greece), the Ionic was 
lighter in character to reflect the propor-
tions of women (developed on the Aegean 
islands), and the Corinthian was the slen-
derest of all with a highly decorated cap-

ital, suggesting the form and proportions 
of a young maiden. The latter one was the 
last to be developed and was rarely used in 
Greek architecture.

Each order has a specific combination of 
architectural elements. The Doric column 
has no base and has the simplest capital 
atop a fluted shaft. Its entablature con-
sists of a plain architrave and alternat-
ing metope (often with painted or sculp-
tural painting) and tryglyphs (vertically 
channeled tablets) in the frieze which is 
crowned with a cornice. The Ionic column 
has a base, a fluted column shaft (like 
the Doric) and a capital with volutes, i.e., 
scrolls, while its entablature is composed 
of an architrave and frieze. The Corinthian 
order emerged as a variation of the Ionic, 
but is distinguished by a decorative, bell-
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shaped capital adorned with acanthus 
leaves, flowers, and scrolls, as well as an 
elaborate cornice. In many instances, the 
column is fluted.

There were general conventions regu-
lating the proportions of the parts, their 
overall height, and the column spacing. 
The ancient Greeks adjusted these con-
ventions according to specific circum-
stances, but Renaissance architects later 
codified them into a set of mathematical 
ratios based on the column’s base dia- 
meter. However, there is no evidence that 
Greeks ever reduced temple design to a 
single formula. Orders were both specific 

and flexible, not a restriction, but an ex-
pressive medium for designers that could 
be adapted to circumstances.

In contrast to the development of a strict-
er organization of building complexes and 
urban planning, the use of the architec-
tural orders seemed to move away in the 
opposite direction, from sober traditions 
associated with Athens towards freer and 
showier interpretations associated with 
Asia Minor’s coast. As such, the Doric or-
der (associated with mainland Greece) 
was displaced by the Ionic order (reflect-
ing the exuberance of the Ionian colonies), 
and later developed into the Corinthian.

Ancient Greeks also had a resolute body culture, with sport being particularly 
important. From 776 BC the Olympic Games were organized, and since they were 
dedicated to Zeus, they were organized near his temple in the city of Olympia, while 
other games dedicated to other gods, such as the Pythian Games, were organized 
in Delphi in honor of Apollo.3 Therefore, the gymnasium, with its rooms dedicated to 
gymnastics and fitness, running tracks as well as hot and cold pools, was an important 
public facility in the Greek city, In fact, these were considered to be so important 
for civil service and urban defensibility, that their funding and maintenance was 
supported by the collected taxes. 

But beyond physical exercise, conversations and debates were also held in 
gymnasiums as a form of mental development. Furthermore, as social relations 
developed, the gymnasium even took over some of the agora’s role in this regard, with 
the landed gentry in democratic Athens segregating themselves from the masses, 
the hoi polloi, preferring the gymnasium to the agora for their debates. After the 
introduction of the professional army (around 400 BC), spiritual development took on 
a greater emphasis in the gymnasium, as it became a school.

Another type of facility for sports activities was the stadium, an elongated, elliptical 
racecourse of approximately 185 meters, with seats for spectators on the long 
side, often arranged on a natural slope. Not only was there room for athletics, but 
also for wrestling, for example, in a special semi-circular space built at the end of 
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the racecourse. In Roman times, such stadiums became used as a hippodrome for 
horse racing with drawn chariots and gladiator fights, part of the Roman popular 
entertainment or bread and games.

the roman urbs

When we think of the history of ancient Rome we soon think of grandeur, of imposing 
architecture, rational urban planning, as well as civil engineering, such as aqueducts. 
This is discussed extensively in most books, yet, the Roman city also had a dark side 
with architectural historian Lewis Mumford even arguing that despite the wealth of 
literature on the Ancient City, the city itself remained a shadow.

While the beginning of Roman civilization was contemporary with the Etruscans, the 
Greeks and the later Egyptian dynasties, in time, Roman civilization absorbed those 
cultures (as well as others) and continued to grow longer than all the rest. According 
to French philosopher Rémi Brague, it was a characteristic of the Romans that they 
heavily borrowed from other cultures and did not need to be original, a method that 
Brage claims later became typical of Europe. But despite absorbing many different 
cultures, the Romans still produced a remarkably homogeneous architectural style 
with forms and typologies that were in many ways original, such as the triumphal arch. 
Roman culture and construction practices were derived from many sources, mainly 
Etruscan and Greek, and yet there are striking differences from the ancient Greek 
culture. Romans were both materialistic and practical, but they were also devoted 
to family life, gifted administrators, astute lawmakers, and highly competent and 
innovative builders. 

Roman history can be divided into its three different forms of government, namely 
kingdom (753-509 BC), republic (510-27 BC) and empire (27 BC-395), with 
architecture accompanying the changes to the Roman political system. Roman society 
during its kingdom period was greatly influenced by the Etruscans, particularly 
regarding state structure, construction technique (mainly of arches and vaults), 
trade, and religion. Etruscans liked big feasts, horse races, dance and music, as well as 
gladiator fights and their settlements appear to have been organized as city-states, 
much like in Greece. Some have argued that the basis of Western urbanization 
can even be found in the Etruscan cities, since all the structure of the Roman city 
was derived from them and, through Rome, that influence was passed on to many 
people. Specifically, Etruscan cities had a grid plan, with their two main streets 
being perpendicular to one another, crossing at the center of the city. While this 
organization may have been derived from Greek colonial cities, the Romans would 
later adopt similar plans for their military camps, the so-called castrum.
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Starting in the Republican period, colonies with walls were founded across the 
Roman Empire, which were based on the model of the castrum and its rational urban 
planning. Such urban implementation was based on geodesy, precise land division, 
and strict geometric principles, as well as with religious perspectives. The founding 
of new cities for Roman colonization was, for an important part, based on agricultural 
legislation that was intended to adequately divide the territory. Specifically, territory 
was divided into private and public land, with the wealthier elite taking over public 
land for agriculture at the expense of small farmers, who then ‘fled’ to the city. For 
this purpose, colony settlements were founded, to which communities the public 
land belonged. The colonies also had a strategic role since they served to defend the 
Roman Empire’s territory. 
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Beyond the parceling of the land, agricultural laws also had an influence on the 
organization of the landscape, including water management. Therefore, these were 
carried out by special officers, the surveyors, but decisions on establishing colonies 
and parceling out territory were in the hands of a special commission of Roman 
magistrates. Establishment of a colony and land division laid with the commission, 
including the choice of the exact area where the settlement was to be founded, the 
definition of the territory’s boundaries, and the religious rituals required for the 
colony’s foundation, leading up to the division and assignation of the land itself. These 
laws could also stipulate general regulations for land use – sacred, public, destined for 
a public road or aqueduct – as well as prescribing the width of the boundaries (limites) 
necessary for the implementation of the land division which had to be outlined in the 
territory and defined through roads, ditches, and boundary stones.

For the actual implementation of the division, many different tasks had to be dealt 
with on location: the division grid had to be defined, measured and marked. These 
grids consisted of boundaries — often roads — dividing the territory into large squares 
or rectangles, which were then again divided into individual lots, resulting in the 
measured and divided area, called pertica. The use and purpose of this rigid structure 
was manifold since it allowed for a kind of zoning of the territory and facilitated the 
administration of property and the management of tax collection. For this purpose, 
the cadaster was documented in a map, the forma, of which a copy was kept in Rome. 
At the same time the grid provided the basis for the infrastructure within the territory, 
with the roads constituting the grid ensuring accessibility and easier use of the land.

forum

The rise of the Roman Republic (c. 510-27 BC) has been compared to the history 
of the Greek polis, but some crucial variations remain. If in Athens there was a civil 
society, although it was ultimately ruled by an aristocracy, in Rome there was a clear 
distinction between the higher class, the patricians, and the lower class, the plebeians. 
While the plebeians were represented in the popular assembly, the patricians were 
represented in the senate and, in the end, the senate effectively decided on the 
administrative issues of the city.

What the Agora was for the Greek city, the Forum was for its Roman counterpart. 
Thus, the forum was not just a public square, but an urban ensemble of public space 
and large-scale buildings for administration, religion, justice, and trade. Much like 
in the agora, commercial activities took second to civic and religious ones in the 
forum, even if the three were inseparable. It was in the forum that the storeroom 
of a city’s weights and measures was located, where the administration of justice 
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was conducted, where public oratory of all kinds could be found, where public 
announcements were exhibited, and where games were held (at least during the 
Republican period). However, the market function of a forum was often displaced 
to other squares, since the administrative and noisy commercial activities were 
considered incompatible. Specialized markets emerged, such as the Forum Boarium 
and the Forum Pescatorum. The most famous of all forums was the Forum Romanum, a 
forum that originated on the place where Rome was founded.

The imperial forums created during the Imperial period were akin to open-air 
museums full of statues and monuments, intended as reminders of the great events in 
a city’s history, the site of celebration of its triumphs and traditions. But the imperial 
forums were specifically dedicated to the ‘glory’ of one of the emperors and with them 
the emperors appropriated the public domain of the city. In Rome itself, a series of 
remarkable forums dedicated to the glory of reigning emperors, such as the Forum of 
Trajan (106-112), siphoned away much of the authority of the old Republican forum.

The Basilica was a crucial public building in any Forum complex as well as a new 
typology invented by the Romans. Basically, a large assembly hall, basilicas were 
used for law courts, but also served as gathering places for social and commercial 
functions, much like the colonnaded stoas in Greece. Instead of defining exterior 
space, however, in the basilica, colonnades define the longitudinal central space. The 
basilica in Pompeii (c. 120-78 BC) is the oldest known basilica, though it was probably 
not the first. The entrance was made primarily from the short side, adjacent to the city 
government offices, but there were lesser entrances on the two long sides. 

Temples and sanctuaries were other important public buildings for the Roman 
civilization. Influenced by the Greeks, Roman religion was likewise polytheistic, 
with gods depicted as idealized people. Roman temple construction had its own 
characteristic. The Temple of Jupiter (c. 150 BC) in Pompeii and the Temple of Mars 
Ultor (c. 20-2 BC) in Rome were very similar and typical for Roman temples. Unlike 
Greek classical temples, these were not isolated structures, but axially approached 
buildings in urban settings, similar to temples from the Hellenistic and Etruscan 
periods. Roman temples were raised on podiums, were accessed by a single flight 
of stairs, with a double row of columns atop. But not all Roman temples were 
rectangular, as some were circular, similar to the Greek round tholoi. The Temple of 
Vesta (c. 25 BC) in Tivoli is a particularly interesting example. Set on a promontory, 
it reflects the Greek precedent in design and location, but it is also distinctly Roman, 
because of its axial approach through one flight of stairs, the use of concrete walls 
rather than marble blocks as well as Corinthian ornamentation. 
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The greatest Roman circular plan temple is the Pantheon in Rome (113-125) 
which, much like the Parthenon in Athens, is one of the most influential buildings in 
Western architectural history. The Pantheon’s size, innovative design and technical 
accomplishments make it an impressive work that would remain a constant reference 
for subsequent architectural periods. The Pantheon’s entrance is presented as 
an enormous portico with twenty Corinthian columns in prostyle, establishing an 
awkward connection between a rectangular portico and the circular cella. Notably, the 
cella is covered by a dome with a circular opening, an oculus, opening the building to 
the sky and letting air and light in. Unlike other pagan temples in Rome, the Pantheon 
was converted to Christian use and its original marbles were never scavenged, thus, in 
all Rome, the Pantheon was the Ancient Roman building that has remained closest to 
its original state. 

from Greek to roman architecture

The typology of Greek and Roman architecture and urban planning shows important 
similarities, but there are also differences, which are rooted in the cultural difference 
between the two. While Roman character looks for order and world rule, the Greek 
mind aims at amazement through intellectual discovery. Roman culture, unlike the 
reflexive culture of the Greeks, is focused on legislation, military affairs, technology, 
in short, it is pragmatic. As a culture of engineers rather than philosophers, 
infrastructural works are important for the Romans, from roads and aqueducts to 
sewage. If a Greek work of art aims to inspire the viewer through the embodiment 
of the sacred or the beautiful (or both), a Roman work of art, on the other hand, 
communicates something in a more objective manner. While many Roman buildings 
with their arches and vaults may very well be an expression of technical ingenuity, the 
Greek word techne means both art and skill.

Furthermore, the distinction between Greek and Roman architecture and urbanism 
has been recognized in the way the buildings were organized in relation to one 
another. While the Greek building appears as an independent fact, in Roman 
architecture, even though the building is seen as a piece of sculpture, it no longer 
retains such a beautiful independence, as buildings are grouped with more deliberate 
consultation and the parts are also less isolated. That is why not only the Greek 
completely round, free-standing columns with architraves resting on them were 
replaced by heavy, square Roman pillars bearing arches, but also why the thickness 
of the walls is more pronounced and when columns are needed, half columns are 
used connected to the wall. Furthermore, instead of flat ceilings, the Romans use 
large barrel or groin vaults to span spaces, since the arch and the vault are the work 
of engineers. These arched and vaulted constructions, such as aqueducts, basilicas, 
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theaters, and palaces, are what we think of when we think of Roman architecture and 
not of the temples.

A major difference between Greek and Roman architecture arose from the use of new 
building materials and techniques by the Romans. Notably, they used fired bricks of 
cast material, which allowed for a more efficient and more varied construction, as well 
as a form of hydraulic cement derived from volcanic deposits, pozzolana, which when 
mixed with lime, rubble and water, would react chemically and harden to stone-like 
consistency, even if under water. Effectively, the imposing size and quality of Roman 
constructions were only possible because they applied engineering skills to tackle 
everyday problems. The Romans employed elements that operated in compression, 
namely the arch, the vault and the dome. While these had already been previously 
developed, but with limited use by earlier civilizations, the Romans made them 
the basis for their structural systems. The breadth and complexity of the Empire 
demanded new construction practices, and these had to be capable of producing very 
large buildings quickly and economically.
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