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1. On the rolling hills of Knossos the Minoans built a Palace Complex that contained their homes, markets, chapel rooms, arsenals, everything…  They had a lot of good stuff, but they weren’t really worried about anyone taking it away from them because they were on an island, which was a natural protection from invaders.  They made their living by farming, and also by fishing and trading by sea.  They were good at building ships and using the ocean as a great resource.  They were good businesspeople, very intelligent and inventive.  They had a crude pluming system, and even bathtubs, which were novel at the time.  Their practicality is expressed in the natural, straightforward way their palace complex is organized and built.  It was not designed to be architecture as sculpture, it was simply architecture as shelter.   Their style of building was simple rough hewn post and beam.  Without concern of invaders, their buildings were very open and airy.  They liked to live the good life, with plenty of natural sunlight and breezes.  They were carefree and joyous people who loved to have fun.  Though they didn’t highly articulate the forms of their buildings, but they were highly decorated.  With such a close tie to the sea, they used sea imagery and animals in their decorations.  In the Queen’s Megaron, a dolphin mural enlivens a bathroom with leaping, free dolphins in haphazard, swirling compositions.  The energy they express is dynamic and youthful.  Their decorative motifs are full of water imagery – swirls, wiggling lines, zigzags, curls and twists.  They were a non-violent society, and had a compassion/sensitivity with the natural world.  Another mural depicts a bull leaping, as though weightless, his back arched and legs extended joyously.  

Across the Mediterranean on the coast of mainland Greece, the Myceneans lived simultaneously with the Minoans, but with a much different culture and design.  The Myceneans didn’t have it as easy going as the Minoans.  Their land was rocky and difficult to farm, as well as more open to invasion.  They were a society of warrior farmers, spread around fortified cities.  The Citadel at Mycenae is one such city.  Being a “fortress” city, it is surrounded with big, thick walls.  It looks imposing, it is defensive.  This was a militaristic society.  They emphasized glory through battle, and honored those who made the ultimate sacrifice with tombs.  One such tomb at the citadel is the Treasury of Atreaus, a warrior king who died in battle.  It makes use of a technology they developed called corbelling, using stones stacked one top of each other in smaller concentric circles, forming a crude dome.  This illustrates their resourceful inventiveness, something they needed to eek out a life in such a harsh land.  Above the entrance to the tomb is the Lion Gate, depicting two lions facing inward towards a column (Minoan in style, showing that they respected and admired the Minoans).  The lions are meant to intimidate and look imposing, expressing their aggressive, violent spirit.  But they also had a sensitive side, which can be seen in some of their sculptural art.  The art depicts the love between people, expressing human emotion in a deep and tender way.  This is later developed further by their “classic” Greek  ancestors who found the ruins of the Mycenean society and were influenced by its design.

2. When the greeks found the ruins of the Mycenian culture, they imagined their ancestors to be a race of giants.  They idealized them in their minds, admiring their physical prowess as warriors.  The classic greeks shared the Mycenians tragic view of life.  They believed that greatness was to be achieved in this life, and that there wasn’t anything after this life.  They wanted to become great despite their mortality, great even in the face of death, which they resisted.  Along with the Mycenian’s logic and rationality, the classic Greeks were influenced by their sensitivity to human emotion.  They blended these characteristics together to find a balance.  That is what they are so famous for…the way they combined complimentary elements to support and enliven each other, to strike a balance.  That is what makes their design so timeless and classic.  They brought together varied influences and combined them in a beautiful way.  From the Egyptians, they borrowed the monumentality of their architecture, and their logical, formal approach to design.  From the Near East, they borrowed themes of struggle and fatalism, which fit well with their own world view.  They were inspired by the dynamism of the Aegean cultures, and from the Myceneans in particular, a sense of struggle and violence.  

The greek temples best exemplify their combining of opposites in a search for perfection.  The temples represented this quest for balance, and it wasn’t just balance of design.  The temples were attributed with human qualities, so it’s as though they were in search of perfecting themselves along with their architecture.  The Greeks believed that humans were capable of greatness.  Their Gods looked like humans, and humans looked like Gods.  They believed humans were worthy and capable, they had value.  The temples were a testament to human kind, an honoring of human achievement.  They stand tall on high mountains, striking a dramatic contrast of geometry and crispness against a backdrop of organically formed mountains.  The columns, vertical and fluted to express strength, like humans with their heads held high, resisting gravity, resisting time.  This was so important to them!  They even built in optical adjustments to counter the optical illusion that a truly straight line looks like it is sagging.  They didn’t want to appear like they were losing the battle against fate.  The columns took on human-like qualities as they were proportioned akin to the human body.  They were grouped together as though in groves, allowing the light and air to flow through and penetrate into the temple.  This made the temples come alive.  It created a visual dynamism, a balance of shadow and light, solid and emptiness.  It was interesting and dynamic from all angles, like a freestanding sculpture, like a human being.  

Their inspiration for the temple form came mainly from the Aegean cultures, which built “megarons,” private chambers for their King or Queen.  They were simple stone boxes, with a minimal number of columns which, like the Egyptian temples, were within the stone walls.  The Greeks then turned that simple stone box inside out, extroverting it, putting the columns on the outside so they would take on all of those human like qualities mentioned above.  The Lion gate’s rudimentary post and lentil may have also influenced the Greek’s pediment style of temple front.  

One of the first Greek temples was the Temple of Artemis.  It has Doric columns, which was the first order developed by the Greeks.  They are the simplest of the orders, and in this particular temple, they are relatively chunky and thick.  Their thick proportion gives the temple a sense of strength and stability.  The temple has a solid quality, “like a rock.”  It is meant to express the strength and steadfastness of the Greeks.  In its pediment is a carving of Medusa, with her snake hair wild and free-flowing.  Her eyes are intense and alive.  This representational depiction strikes a contrast to the abstract, triangular form that encases her.  In so doing, the triangular form makes her seem even more dynamic.  

The Greeks differed from the Egyptians in that they were constantly evolving and changing.  They were seekers in search of perfection, and not content with what was already done.  They worked on their orders, developing them into finer and finer levels of articulation.  The Doric columns seen in the Temple of Artemis are not the same Doric columns seen in a later temple, the Parthenon.  The Parthenon’s Doric columns are thinned down, and the overall design is richer and more refined.  The Parthenon was built to celebrate a victory, and also to pay homage to their warrior Goddess Athena.  It’s design expresses the human emotions attributed to her - nobility, courage, clarity.  She is focused, she is strong and righteous.  These are the qualities of winners.  

The Erectheion temple shows the further progression of Greek design.  The second order of columns, used at the Erectheion, were Ionic columns.  These columns are more articulated and slender than Doric columns.  They are lyrical, expressing grace and delicacy.  Also at the Erectheion are columns that are fully representational of human beings.  They fully portray the weight being carried, with heads held high and noble.  The Erectheion deviates from the original temple form as well, having protruding elements that break outside of the simple box and become more articulated a basic form.  This is the beginnings of the Greeks going beyond the idealized middle classical period into their final period, known as the Hellenistic period, when the “rules” are broken even more and the forms become more complicated.

The characteristic Hellenistic period column is the Corinthian column, the final order.  These are the most representational, and the most articulated, of all the orders.  The capital has carvings of leaves curling off it.  The fluting is more fine.  These columns were used in a temple called the Altar from Peragamon, which is a good example of Hellenistic period architecture.  Unlike the other temples which were built “in the round” with no definitive front, this temple has a distinctive, frontal entrance, not unlike the temples found in Egypt.  And like the Egyptian temples, it is monumental,with big, massive wings extending forward on each side.  This makes it feel unbalanced and lends it a sense of drama.  The drama is further expressed in the images depicted in the friezes that cover the massive base.  They show struggling, intense human emotion…muscles straining, wind blown, twisted clothing, serpant wings…they are hyper dramatic.  They aren’t at all like the reposed, calm images from the middle classical period.  They have taken that balance and pushed it over into drama.

3. The Greek’s furniture was not unlike their architecture.  The same themes and ideas applied– the concept of balancing opposites, and looking to the human body as inspiration for proportions.

The Klismos chair was all about curvature, using curved, tapered legs as an expressive element.  The legs were graceful and refined like a goddess would be.  The Architectural style of furniture used elements from their temples, such as the columns as chair legs.  They had worked so hard on perfecting the orders they used these recipes for as much as they could.  

