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Graceful Greek Architecture
By Colleen Messina

The Greeks were the cultural superheroes of the ancient world. They wrote
gigantic poems. They sculpted fine figures. They wrote tragic plays. They built
graceful structures which have influenced many of our buildings today. The
ancient Greeks seem to peer out at us in many ways in the modern world.

Pericles helped make the Greek city of Athens spectacular. He was an admiral
and statesman, but he also liked to build things. He decided that Athens should
have beautiful buildings. He was in charge of building the Parthenon, a temple
dedicated to Pallas Athena. It was built between 447 B.C. and 436 B.C. The
architecture of the Parthenon affected buildings for centuries.

It might seem strange to you that an old building would be so important. Some
people think that the Parthenon was the most important building in history. Let's
pretend that you lived in Athens. A proud moment of your life would be when you
visited the Parthenon. What was special about this temple? Its colorful walls
shone in the sun. Its strong pillars looked elegant. Inside, the forty-foot, gold and
ivory statue of Pallas Athena stood straight and tall to protect your city.
Everything about the Parthenon made you proud to be a citizen of Athens.

Even today, this temple looks graceful. It has a rectangular shape with columns on its sides. These columns
were a key part of Greek architecture. The Greeks used three different kinds of columns for their temples and
other buildings. Each kind of column had different proportions, or shapes. They were called Doric, Ionic, and
Corinthian. The Parthenon has both Doric and Ionic columns.

Imagine that Greek columns were different kinds of people. The Doric columns were the oldest kind of
column. They were plain and sturdy like a fat, balding farmer. Architects on the mainland of Greece and in
colonies in Italy and Sicily used this kind of column. The top of a Doric column, called its capital, was simple and
flat. That is why the Doric column looked bald compared to its fellow columns!

Ionic columns were taller and thinner like an elegant lady with her hair in curlers on each side of her head
because the Ionic capitals had curly scrolls on each side. The Greeks got the idea for these columns from rams'
horns! Architects in eastern Greece and on Ionia islands liked this kind of capital. They used them for smaller
buildings. They also put them inside the temples.

Corinthian columns were taller and thinner. Corinthian columns were not common in Greece, but the Romans
loved them. They put many Corinthian columns in their temples. Corinthian capitals were fancy. They were
covered with carved acanthus leaves. According to one Greek writer, a basket someone left on the grave of a
young girl inspired this kind of capital. Architects modeled it after an acanthus plant growing through a woven
basket. No one knows if this story is true, but like many Greek myths, it is fun to think about.

Telling stories and myths was a favorite activity of the ancient Greeks. Their stories even became part of their
architecture. The band around the upper part of the temple wall was called the frieze. Sculptors decorated the
frieze of the Parthenon with pictures of musicians, animals, and horsemen. They also added pictures of busy gods
and goddesses.

The Greeks felt that the outside of their temples were important, which is why they put so many pictures on
their friezes. They also used colors on the outer temple walls. The Parthenon was painted in brilliant reds, blues,
and golds. Today, the building looks just plain and cream-colored, but Greek citizens had a much brighter temple
to enjoy.

The Greek architects, like everyone else in ancient Greece, wanted their work to look perfect. They insisted
that the columns of the temples look straight. The problem was that straight columns looked curved from far away.
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To solve this problem, masons built the columns with slightly fat middle sections. This fat middle made the
vertical lines look straight from far away instead of curved. They called this entasis, which means "to strain" in
Greek. This optical illusion tricked people. Greek buildings are beautiful because of it. The Greeks used
complicated math to figure this out.

The Greeks built many other temples in Greece and along the Mediterranean coast. They also built other
gigantic buildings. Greek citizens liked education and sports. So the Greeks also built amazing stadiums so
everyone could attend the Olympic Games every four years. Their shape inspired our stadiums today.

Other buildings you see today were also influenced by the ancient Greeks. You might be amazed at how many
columns are used in buildings in your own town. Look closely and you might see a Greek superhero peeking out
at you from behind one!

Graceful Greek Architecture

Questions

1. Who supervised the construction of an important Greek temple?

A. Julius Caesar
B. Pericles
C. Pallas Athena
D. Leonardo da Vinci

2. Which structure is an excellent example of Greek architecture?

A. the Parthenon
B. the Great Pyramid
C. the Washington Monument
D. the Eiffel Tower

3. Which word best describes a Doric column?

A. tall
B. slender
C. curly
D. sturdy

4. Which word best describes an Ionic column?

A. slender
B. fat
C. fancy
D. plain

5. Which word best describes a Corinthian column?

A. wide
B. fancy
C. fat
D. plain
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6. What is the top part of a Greek column called?

A. the capital
B. the wig
C. the head
D. the hat

7. The Parthenon was originally white.

A. False
B. True

8. What event inspired the stadiums of ancient Greece?

A. the Olympics
B. cooking classes
C. big birthday parties
D. senate meetings

Pretend that you are an important Greek god or goddess. Write a letter to Pericles and tell him what kind of
temple you would like him to build for you. Be sure to include the type of column you want, as well as the kind
of statue of your illustrious self.

Look around and try to find a building in your city or town that has columns. If you can find one, describe what
the columns look like and whether they resemble any of the classic styles of columns from ancient Greece.
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