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THE GREEK THOLOS-STRUCTURES OF THE CLASSICAL AGE
AND THE CHANGE
IN THE MANAGEMENT OF SPACE IN ARCHITECTURE

By
Iir. GEORG LLAVAS

SUMMARY

The most important aspects of the present work are the rise and
[unction of round structures in general and the managemenl ol space
is the Greek tholoi of the Classical Age in particular, together with the
rise and application of the Corinthian order.

The rise of the round form of building, from which the Greek tho-
loi are to be derived, has been the subject of various theories, above
all that of the principle of minimal expenditure of materials and effort
and ease of construction. It seems, however, that a different kind of
appreciation of space is a more likely point of departure for this primi-
tive form, as is shown by the following: the simple linear form of the
straight line does not define any area or space since 1t has two sides
of equal value; the curve on the other hand auntomatically forms two
quite different areas, each with its own character. If one applies this
to the third dimension, without reference to materal and construction,
factors are revealed which show the principle mentioned above to be
unsatisfactory. There are an extensive outer space and a closed inner
space which would offer security and refuge from external influences
and dangers. It is in there rather psychologically and instinctively con-
ditioned processes that we should see the origins of the round structur-
al pattern which one can relate closely to similar cosmic ard naturally-
oceurring forms (caves and pits) which provide an analogous experience
of space.

In competition with the second primitive architectural spacial
shape, the right-angle, the round form had, however, to give ground
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because of its deficiencies in terms of the use of space (difficulties of
furnishing, the narrowing, inward inclination of the wall). The force
of tradition has kept it, however, for certain functions, which link the
past Lo the present. As a structural expression of social life it is found
in most early cultures, In the Greek area, too, the tholos is the form of
construction closely connected to the nueleus of social and political life.
All the interpretations of the function of the tholos, e. g. as communal
fireplace or public table (xow) éotia)—central spacial point of the family,
clan or tribe —, as prytaneion — meeting place of the town council —, as
heroon — the place where the deified ancestors of the community were
honoured —, as treasure-house — the place where the community’s
goods were guarded —, or, as on occasion supposed, a concert hall — all
these interpretations point to a function in the commumity.Accordingly,
the continuation of social life is expressed through a form of construction
whose architectural features were lack of direction, stress on internal
space and the embodiment of permanence, of the suspension of time.
The importance of this link between the past and present is best shown
by the Athenian tholos which was erected after the Persian Wars, im-
mediately after the city wall, whereas the temple had to wait for a gen-
eration. The fact that tholoi are only attested where once there were
settlements and that there was only one for each settlement. not many
as was the case with temples, strengthens even more the concept that
these buildings served a social purpose, especially that of communal
fireplace or public table (xowy fotia).

If one compares the Ancient Greek tholos-structures, one imme-
diately recognizes a clear difference in the organization of space between
the tholoi of the period up to the fourth century and those which fol-
lowed. As a representative of the first type, the plain and severe Athenian
tholos presents a powerful structure without a peristasis, and whose
mass appears in the form of a cylinder with a superimposed cone. The
inside is supported by six Ionic columns which do not lie in a circle, This
1s not due to artistic intent, but to the intention of creating a roomy
funtional area in the centre. The ahsence of decoration and also the
seemingly arbitrary and unclear connection of the secondary spaces
considerably reduce the value of the shape of this structure.

The tholoi of the fourth and third centuries are of a different con-
ception.They no longer stand in the centre of communal life, in the Agora,
but have been transferred to the Sanctuaries. The solid form of the exam-
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ple noted above is outwardly so changed now by features similar to those
of temples that it is in harmony with the rest of the structures In the
Temenos-complex. The accentuation and modelling of the inner space,
which seem to be connected with the rise of a new conception of space,
remains, however, the most striking innovation: pteron, frieze, inner
colonnade (which is no longer a structural necessity but 18 conceived as
an artistic device in the tholoi of Delphi, Epidaurus, Olympia and Samo-
thrace), the richly decorated coffer covers, the multiplicity and variety
of other decorations, the lighting, the formation of the recesses and the
colour contrasts of the materials employed argue clearly a new space-
shaping intention. Finally there 1s one element of construction common
to all these structures and that is the newly-discovered Corinthian
order, the capital of which points to a manifestly spacially decorative
structure compared to the stereometric nature of the Doric or the plas-
ticity of the lonic. This obviously higher appreciation of inner space
is not equally strong in every case: in Delphi one still feels tied to tra-
dition. It is worked with fine proportioning and still discreet decoration.
It is different in Epidaurus where everything has been carried out with
a remarkable euphoria and full-bloodedness, so that the total structure
is developed with the closest attention to the smallest detail. The Phil-
ippeion in Olympia brings the inner plasticity to the outside, in that the
outer colonnade is composed of Ionic not of Doric as in the other strue-
tures in Altis. The self-reliance of the inner space is most clearly shown
in the Arsinoeion of Samothrace, however, where the outer and inner
colonnades are devoloped into a pilaster gallery in order to leave the
inner space without support, richly-lit and unified. In this way, the
connection is established between the late-Hellenic and Roman crea-
tions.

To make this new state of affairs clearer, we will try by use of an
example, that of Epidaurus, to examine these tholoi in more detail.
From the plan of the Asklepios sanctuary it is immediately apparent
how central and dominating the tholos was in the general lay-out.
Without doubt it forms the central point of the sacred area and 1s the
leading figure of the whole lay-out, a réle which normally falls to the
temple. The clear definition of the surrounding space — a rectangle — in
which the tholos is placed and therefore thrown even more into relief
is striking and gives an appearance which is unusual for Greek sanctua-
ries.

The first thing which strikes one on entering the cella is certainly
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the magnificent ring of fourteen Corinthian columns. Made of white
Pendelic marble, they stand on a stylobate of tweny-eight black plinths of
Argive stone and this stylobate is separated from the wall of the cella
by an intermediate row of tweny-eight marble plinths. It is raised twen-
ty-one centimetres from the central area, so that a primary differ-
entiation of space is effected by the difference in floor-lovels, This
central area forms the end-point and main aim of all the artistic ef-
forts in this round structure. All the tectonic and decorative refinements
which begin on the outside and, with growing intensity move concen-
trically until they rveach the Corinthian inner eolonnade, serve to empha-
size precisely this inner space and underline its importance architectu-
rally. If in Bassae the Corinthian capital, with its central position and
its radiation, is the middle point, something similar happens here, ex-
cept that the réles of the elements have been changed: in Bassae the space
was the setting for the capital; in Epidaurus the Corinthian order
contains the space. Thus, the moment finally arrives in Greek archi-
tecture where space is no longer disregarded but instead the mass is
0 structured and modelled as to serve the management and value of
space. How did this space look? The vitality of the whole is apparent
here also: the floor is changed into a dynamic pattern throngh its de-
sign and the different coloured materials (black and white marble).
The motif consists of rhomboi and triangles and this in after years was
developed into the art of mosaics. With a white circle in the centre the
whole play of the design ends in a natural and consistent way.

These features which we have briefly described are not confined
only to tholoi structures but are part of a general architectural tendency
which is apparent even in the cella space of the temple. It is the result
of an intensive occupation with the problems of space 1n general which
can be observed in the Athens of the second half of the fifth century.
A deeper understanding of space in Art, especially in the two-dimen-
sional surfaces of painting was achieved through the dicsovery of scien-
tific perspective by Agatharchos. Parallel to this, in philosophy, the
clarification of the concept of space became a subject of dehate. The
Greeks engaged the problem of space very early. In Hesiod, chaos, the
primary material from which the world arose was a first attempt to
define space. Such mytho-poetical concepts were very soon revised,
however, and replaced by clear plilosophical propositions. The Pytha-
goreans were suggesting a spaciality between numbers when they as-
sumed the existence of a void which separated the numbers. Archytas
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further clarified the concept of space when he made the distinction be-
Lween «lopos», or «spacey, and «materialn. The Atomists went one step
further and introduced the concepts of the empty (xevév) and the full
{(mATpec). The definition of space as an independent element and its in-
corporation into a greater system was finally achieved by Plato during
the time of the development of the new architectural conception of
space.

The growing awareness of architectural space as an independent
element and ol its compositional existence inside the temple is therefore,
until this time, only to be seen occasionally.A certain inability to rec-
ognize the totality of the spacial organization of the temple is the mark
of the archaic period. The spaciousness of the Parthenon-cella is a
primary example, where it is no longer the solid parts of the walls and
columns which are given plastic expression but the airy inside of the
cella, which is provided with a light U-shaped colonnade and which
inhibits the pronaos, opisthodomos and pteron-halls in order to offer
the cult-picture a worthy setting.

The Apollo temple at Bassae is the essential turning-point in the
management of space in temple construction. Its mnch-discussed pe-
culiarities such as orientation, engaged columns, inner frieze and Co-
rinthian capital seem to be measures taken by Iktinos to form real,
genuine inner space. The Parthenon and the design of the Telesterion
plainly show that the creation of clear inner spaces was the bane of this
architect. In Bassae, Iktinos used the existing sanctuary, with the east-
facing doors on one side and the unfavourable terrain on the other, in
order to preserve, by this north orientation of the tempe, two sources
of light for the illumination of the inside. This intention was strengthened
by the sloping position of the last two engaged columns. The unity and
differentiation of the cella space was emphasised by the formation of
the recesses. Finally, with the transfer of the friezes to the interior, Ikti-
nos shifts the centre ol gravity of the formation and this dealt, for the
first time in Greek architecture, a severe hlow against the hegemony of
Lthe exterior of the temple.

The Corinthian order is an accompanying feature of all the inner
spaces we have so far looked at. Having first appeated in the cella of
the Parthenon as a component of the Athena statue, this new element
developed for about one hundred years only in the inner spaces: in the
tholoi-structures, the temples of Bassae, Nemea, Tegea, Diocaesarea
ete..It can hardly be true, therefore, that this capital was discovered to

9
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solve the problem of corners in the temples, as Schlikker maintained.
For in that case it would have been used immediately and one hundred
years would not have gone by before its first use in the outer colonnade.
Nor can it be regarded as a combination of the two existisg orders or
as a variation of the Ionic. From this time onwards all three orders con-
tinued to exist alongside one another, although the Cotinthian, con-
nected with inner space, was the most popular. Can this connection be-
tween the Corinthian order and inner space be a coincidence, therefore,
or did it rather express the new and simultaneous development of the
concept of space and, in this way, become a leit-motif for the man-
agement of inner space?

These features which we have briefly described present a general
tendency in the architecture of the Classical Age. This tendency con-
sists in bringing to a building a clear equilibrium of form between the
inside and the outside by handling and modulating the surfaces in a
similar fashion. In this way, the quality and the formation of the space
are mutually connected and lend the Classical structures an integrated
artistic balance which earlier was to be found only in part. The shaping
element in the higher valuation of inner space, which is the factor which
achieved this balance, seems to have been the Corinthian capital. It
emerged slowly from the inner space until it became an universal element
which was used both for the inner and outer structuring of the building,
so that a formal affinity of the whole was established. The centre and
starting point of this artistic valuation is the Attic architecture, the
influence of which was felt in time all over Greece.



