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1. The Roman culture had a cultural advantage in that it benefited from the ideas and technologies of other cultures.  The most influential of the cultures that inspired Roman design were the Greeks and the Etruscans.  The Etruscans invaded the Romans when they were still a simple farming people.  The Etruscans had an energetic, fierce, vital energy, they were full of vibrant life – similar to the Minoans.  They had developed the use of the arch for new uses and used it both technically and aesthetically.  After this invasion the Romans started getting ambitious to create an empire.  They used their skills and intelligence to build infrastructure, one example in particular is the Temple of Portunis.  This was an early Roman temple, and it has strong ties to its Etruscan and Greek temple inspirations in its form in particular.  It combines the frontality of an Etruscan temple with the columns/proportions/orders of a Greek temple.  It is a synthesis of the two and shares many similarities with the Parthenon.  But unlike the Parthenon, which was built atop a hill like an individual gem, a freestanding, sculptural work of art…the Temple of Portunis is in an urban context, and serves a different function than did the Parthenon.  The Parthenon is like the Greek athelete in that it symbolizes the drive to achieve on an individual basis, to show how God-like humans can be.  The Temple of Portunis is like the Roman emperor in that its purpose is to remind the citizens of Rome to be good, obedient citizens and admire their collective nation.  This is exemplary of Roman culture: it is architecture used in an advertisement kind of way to propagate the state.  The purpose of the Temple of Portunis, and Roman temples in general, is to show the people how great Rome and the Emperors are.  One not so subtle way this is done is by writing celebratory phrases across the pediments, whereas on the Parthenon, this area was filled with images, a form of art whose message needed to be decoded.  In Rome, it is loud and clear, like a billboard.  The temples are thus a statement about the Roman empire rather than original art.  They are not original at all.  They are like “cut” and “paste” –ed together from other cultures.  The Romans imitated and then innovated, which we will see more clearly in their later works.

1b.  The Temple of Portunis and the Pantheon share many similarities.  In terms of form, they both have frontal entrances.  Contextually, they are both in an urban context, serving the purpose of propaganda for the Roman empire.  But, with the Pantheon being a later work, the Romans innovation starts to really shine.   It utilizes a dome ceiling to create a vast interior space unlike any seen before.  (A dome is essentially the arch form in the round.)  The dome form is uses symbolically here to refer to the universe/totality.  The word “Pantheon” means Place of all Gods, so we know they were fully cognizant of the symbolism they employed.  The temple imitates the notion of divine order in the world as the Gods would want.  In the center of the dome is a small circle open to the sky above, the light entering the space is symbolic of the light of God.  In its symbolism, the Pantheon expresses the Roman culture’s desire to systematize and order the universe, first conquering and then organizing, as it was doing to the countries around Rome.  Because the dome allowed for such a large interior space, the focus of the art was on the inside.  Here we see a very dynamic, sculpted space full of deep shadows and deep spaces, with a great contrast between mass and space.  The decoration, also, is important to the Romans.  They were masterful with their mosaics and use of color and different marbles.  For all of the above reasons the Pantheon exemplifies both the Roman’s innovating/ technological abilities in design, as well as the Roman’s focus on interior spaces, which we will revisit later and explore its relationship to Roman culture and values.

1c. The Pantheon exemplifies typical Roman design character, being built in the heart of the empire and at a time when the Roman empire was in its prime.  In contrast, the Temple of Venus, though serving a similar function, is different in its form from the Pantheon because of two main reasons.  It was built in Syria, which was on the outskirts of the Roman empire, close to the Near East.  For this reason, it embodies some of the energy from that region which is vital and restless.  Its forms are dynamic and melodramatic.   Secondly, the Temple of Venus was built at later date in the history of the Roman empire, and as with many cultures, the forms became more complicated in the “Autumn” phases. 

2a. The Colosseum in Rome is exemplary of Roman civilization in form, function, and meaning.  It illustrates the Roman’s incredible innovating ability, as it takes the arch form and wraps arched walls around to make a huge structure.  It also illustrates how the Romans loved systems, and created systems of systems.  They took the Greek orders and combined them into their own orders, and then ordered those.  On the base level, they used Doric columns, and then ionic in the middle, and Corinthian on the top.  It made sense: the strong, thick columns “supporting” at the bottom the more delicate, prettified columns up top.  Functionally, the Colosseum served the Romans as a place of entertainment where they would make animals and slaves fight till death.  That’s how they lived, they believed the “resources” were there for their consumption/entertainment.  They used the resources however they wanted.  It was part of “La Dolce Vita.”

2b. The Colosseum, being such a monumental work of architecture, would have a big impact on people who would see it.  It showed those people the power and capabilities of the Romans.  Similarly, the Pont du Gard aquaduct in Nimes, France, showed people the capacities of the Roman empire.  But in this case, the impact was perhaps more personal, more emotional, as this aquaduct was built on the French people’s land.  Those farmers had to see a constant reminder that they had been conquered by an empire in a far off land who would take from them what they wanted, and the aquaduct was a visual statement that said, “even nature, the shape of the earth, will not be a hindrance to us getting what we want.”  The fact that is was made of stone made its impact even stronger, because the stone gives a sense of permanence to the statement.

3a. The Ara Pacis altar and the House at Boscoreale both exemplify the Roman’s extravagant use of decoration.  Unlike the Greeks, whose decorative motifs were pure and restrained, the Romans liked motifs that were active, busy, flowery…in a word, abundant,  “like a full buffet table.”  This is reflective of the Romans love for abundance and living “La Dolce Vita.”  Though their decorative motifs were not like the Greek’s, they did create a balance between geometric and organic forms as the Greeks did.  In the Ara Pacis altar, which illustrates people in procession to pay tribute to the emperor, the people are tightly overlapped and realistically rendered.  These forms are contrasted with pure geometric forms along the bottom edge.  Similarly, in the House of Boscoreale, this kind of balance is employed in the design approach.  The wall decoration seen at the House of Boscoreale came about through a series of phases in Roman history.  The first style of wall decoration used was simple colored panels.  Later they started illustrating these panels with figures and landscapes and assembling them in complicated compositions.  Then the illustrations became full-fledged virtual landscapes, with a real sense of depth and space.  They were bringing the stuff of the city into the home in a controlled way.  Finally, the addition of garlands and swags were added to the repertoire of wall decorations, as seen at the House of Boscoreale.  

The furniture the Romans built expressed their culture as well.  It was massive and imperial, with bulging, sculpted forms designed to impress.  Some even had human forms sculpted into the arms and bases.  They were the purveyors of the “thronoss type” chair, which was an extreme example of this design approach.  In other instances, basic, geometric forms were offset with curves and turned legs.  They also had another type of furniture that was more delicate, and made use of linear elaboration as with the urn and tendril motif.    In comparison to the Greeks, the Romans furniture was much more bombastic and over the top.  The Greek’s furniture was more elegant and refined.  The forms were more pure.
