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Among the early Etruscans, the worship of the gods and goddesses did not take place 

in or around monumental temples as it did in early Greece or in the Ancient Near 

East, but rather, in nature. Early Etruscans created ritual spaces in groves and 

enclosures open to the sky with sacred boundaries carefully marked through ritual 

ceremony. 

 

 Around 600 B.C.E., however, the desire to create monumental structures for the 

gods spread throughout Etruria, most likely as a result of Greek influence. While the 

desire to create temples for the gods may have been inspired by contact with Greek 

culture, Etruscan religious architecture was markedly different in material and 

design. These colorful and ornate structures typically had stone foundations but their 

wood, mud-brick and terracotta superstructures suffered far more from exposure to 

the elements. Greek temples still survive today in parts of Greece and southern Italy 

since they were constructed of stone and marble but Etruscan temples were built 

with mostly ephemeral materials and have largely vanished.   

Model of a typical Etruscan temple 

of the 6th century BCE 



The Roman temple architecture style was derived from the Etruscan model, an indigenous 

Italian race which was at its peak in the seventh century B.C.E. In turn, the Etruscans had 

adopted other styles into their temples, of which Greek architecture was the main influence. 

Therefore Roman temples were distinct but also based on both Etruscan and Greek plans.  

 

The basic construction material of an Etruscan temple was mud brick. The temple had a 

pronaos, a deep porch with two rows of columns that stood at the front of the building. A 

sanctuary to the god, called the cella, was at the back of the temple, and was entered 

through a door from the porch.  Smaller temples would have a single cella and larger ones 

would have three long, narrow, contiguous chambers, each entered from the porch. 



So little of Etruscan temples, other than foundations, survives, because the Etruscans 

continued to build their temples in wood, mud brick and terracotta long after the Greeks 

were using stone masonry. The columns and entablatures were made of wood or a quarried 

volcanic rock called tufa, which hardens upon exposure to the air. Although Etruscan 

temples were stark and geometrically simple in form, they were embellished with dazzling 

displays of terracotta sculpture.  In an innovative feature, the temple roof served as a base 

for large statue groups. 



Apulu (Apollo of Veii), from the roof of the 

Portonaccio temple at Veii, Italy, c. 510-500 BCE, 

painted terracotta 

 

Perhaps most interesting about the Portonaccio 

temple is the abundant terracotta sculpture that 

still remains, the volume and quality of which is 

without parallel in Etruria. In addition to many 

terracotta architectural elements (masks, 

antefixes, decorative details), a series of over life-

size terracotta sculptures have also been 

discovered in association with the temple.   

 

Originally placed on the ridge of temple roof, these 

figures seem to be Etruscan assimilations of 

Greek gods, set up as a tableau to enact some 

mythic event.   

 

The most famous and well-preserved of these is 

the Apulu (Apollo) of Veii, a dynamic, striding 

masterpiece of large scale terracotta sculpture and 

likely a central figure in the rooftop narrative. 





His counterpart may have been the less well-

preserved figure of Hercle (Hercules) with whom he 

struggled in an epic contest over the Golden Hind, 

an enormous deer sacred to Apollo’s twin sister 

Artemis. Other figures discovered with these 

suggest an audience watching the action.  Whatever 

the myth may have been, it was a completely 

Etruscan innovation to use sculpture in this way, 

placed at the peak of the temple roof—creating 

what must have been an impressive tableau against 

the backdrop of the sky.  

 

Centuries after these pieces were created, the 

Roman writer Pliny recorded that in the late 6th 

century B.C.E., an Etruscan artist by the name of 

Vulca was summoned from Veii to Rome to decorate 

the most important temple there, the temple of 

Jupiter Optimus Maximus. The technical knowledge 

required to produce terracotta sculpture at such a 

large scale was considerable and it may just have 

been the master sculptor Vulca whose skill at the 

Portonaccio temple earned him not only a 

prestigious commission in Rome but a place in the 

history books as well. 





Temple of “Fortuna Virilis” (Rome), c. 75 BCE 

 

 



Ancient Roman temples are among the most visible archaeological 

remains of Roman culture, and are a significant source for Roman 

architecture. Their construction and maintenance was a major part of 

ancient Roman religion. The main room (cella) housed the cult image of 

the deity to whom the temple was dedicated, and often a small altar for 

incense or libations. Behind the cella was a room or rooms used by 

temple attendants for storage of equipment and offerings. 



The temple was built c. 75 BCE 

and restored in the 1st century 

BC. The rectangular building 

consists of a portico and cella, 

raised on a high podium reached 

by a flight of steps, which it 

retains.  

 

The columns of the portico are 

freestanding, while the five 

columns on the long sides and 

the four columns at the rear are 

engaged along the walls of the 

cella.  This form is sometimes 

called pseudoperipteral, as 

distinct from a true peripteral 

temple like the Parthenon 

entirely surrounded by 

freestanding columns.   

 

This temple is built of tufa and 

tavertine with a stucco surface. 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tetrastyle
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Engaged_column


Temple of Vesta, Tivoli, 

Italy, early 1st century 

B.C.E. 

 

The name of the builder 

or restorer of this temple 

is Lucius Gellius, 

memorialized in the 

inscription on the 

architrave. The 

comparatively good 

condition of the temple is 

owing to its 

Christianization as a 

church. The ruins of this 

temple sit on the 

acropolis of the city. 



Maison Carrée (Temple of Gaius and Lucius Caesar) (Nîmes), 1-10 CE, 

marble 



The Maison Carrée is an ancient building in Nîmes, southern France; it is one 

of the best preserved temples to be found anywhere in the territory of the 

former Roman Empire.  It was built around 16 BCE and reconstructed in the 

following years by Marcus Agrippa.  It was dedicated to his two sons, Gaius 

and Lucius, adopted heirs to Augustus who both died young. The inscription 

dedicating the temple to Gaius and Lucius was removed in medieval times. 

However, a local scholar, Jean-Francois Seguier, was able to reconstruct the 

inscription in 1758 from the order and number of the holes in the portico's 

facade, to which the bronze letters had been affixed by projecting tines. 



The Maison Carrée is an example of Vitruvian architecture. Raised on a m 

high podium, the temple dominated the forum of the Roman city, forming 

a rectangle almost twice as long as it is wide. The facade is is dominated 

by a deep portico or pronaos almost a third of the building’s length.  It is a 

hexastyle design with six Corinthian columns under the pediment at 

either end, and pseudoperipteral in that twenty engaged columns  are 

embedded along the walls of the cella. 



Sir Norman Foster was commissioned to build a modern art gallery, known 

as the Carré d’Art, on the far side of the square, to replace the city theater 

of Nîmes, which had burnt in 1952. This provides a startling contrast to 

the Maison Carrée but renders many of its features, such as the portico 

and columns, in steel and glass. The contrast of its modernity is thus 

muted by the physical resemblance between the two buildings, 

representing architectural styles 2000 years apart. 



The Maison Carrée inspired the Virginia State Capitol, which was 

designed by Thomas Jefferson, who had a stucco model made of the 

Maison Carrée while he was minister to France in 1785. 



Pantheon (Rome), 118-125 CE 



Pantheon (Rome), 118-125 CE 

 

The Pantheon is a building 

commissioned by Marcus 

Agrippa as a temple to all the 

gods of Ancient Rome, and 

rebuilt by Emperor Hadrian in 

about 126 CE. The inscription 

across the front of the 

Pantheon says, translated 

"Marcus Agrippa, son of 

Lucius, having been consul 

three times, built it."    



The Augustan Pantheon was destroyed along 

with other buildings in a huge fire in 80 C.E. 

Domitian  rebuilt the Pantheon, which burned 

again in 110 C.E. Not long after the second 

fire, construction started again, according to a 

recent re-evaluation of the bricks dated with 

manufacturer stamps.  

 

Therefore, the design of the building should not 

be credited to Hadrian or his architects. 

Instead, the design of the existent building 

might belong to Trajan’s architect Apollodorus 

of Damascus. The degree to which the 

decorative scheme should be credited to 

Hadrian's architects is uncertain.  

 

Finished by Hadrian but not claimed as one of 

his works, it used the text of the original 

inscription on the new facade, a common 

practice in Hadrian's rebuilding projects all 

over Rome, the only building on which Hadrian 

put his own name was the Temple to the 

Deified Trajan. How the building was actually 

used is not known. 



Behind this porch is a giant rotunda (a circular building) with 20-foot-thick 

walls that rise nearly 75 feet.  Supported on these is a huge, round, bowl-

shaped dome, 143 feet in diameter and 143 feet from the floor at its summit.  

Standing at the center of this nearly spherical temple, the visitor feels isolated 

from the real world and intensely aware of the shape and tangibility of the 

space itself rather than the solid surfaces of the architecture enclosing it . 



The ground level was much lower also, so that five wide marble steps had to 

mounted to reach floor level.  Yet the contrast- or unresolved conflict- 

between the rectangularity of the portico and the circularity of the rotunda, 

between the exterior architecture of mass and the interior architecture of 

space, must have been sharper because largely concealed, and the visual 

excitement and feeling of sudden elation experienced on passing through 

the door must have been even more overwhelming.  



The eye is drawn upward 

over the circle patterns made 

by the sunken panels, or 

coffers, in the dome’s ceiling 

to the light entering the 29-

foot-wide oculus, or central 

opening.  Clouds can be seen 

through this opening on 

clear days; rain falls through 

it on wet ones, then drains 

off as planned by the original 

engineer; and occasionally a 

bird flies through it.  But the 

empty, luminous space also 

imparts a sense of 

apotheosis, a feeling that one 

could rise buoyantly upward 

to escape the spherical 

hollow of the building and 

commune with the gods.  



Like the emperor who reigned 

over the orbis terrarum, holding 

in one hand the globe of the 

universe and wearing the crown 

of rays, the central oculus was 

the image of the sol divinus, the 

divine sun that would become 

the sol invictus. It was here, 

according to Dion Cassius, that 

Hadrian chose to ‘lay down the 

law’ among the gods.  It was 

here that the all-powerful 

emperor proclaimed legal 

doctrine, promulgated the laws, 

and became the head of the 

supreme court.  He had built a 

temple in the image of deified 

imperial power itself.  



The surface decoration of marble veneer that we see today on the interior 

was for the most part added later, but it preserves the general intentions of 

the Roman architects quite well. So does the decoration of the floor, which is 

composed of colored slabs that form alternating circles and squares. 





What was the significance of this religious space?  First, the Pantheon was clearly 

no ordinary temple.  Instead of a rectangular cella containing a statue of the god, it 

represented a vast internal space, forming a large meeting place whose nature 

implied an upsurge of ceremonial and ancient ritual. This fundamental geometry 

always returned to the image of the universe and the movement of the celestial 

bodies. In the hall, the seven apses are dedicated to the seven astral divinities (five 

planets and two luminaries, Sol and Luna- the sun and the moon. 



The Pantheon was built in the Campus Martius on the site of the sanctuary that 

Agrippa had intended as a dynastic temple but which had been made into a pantheon 

at the behest of Augustus.  Hadrian’s building was not a simple “restoration job,” as 

the inscription in bronze letters decorating the frieze, beneath the majestic pediment 

of the portico, would imply.  Indeed the words read: “Made by Agrippa during his third 

consulate.” If Hadrian had wanted the paternity of his monument attributed to the 

founder of the first pantheon, it was probably not through a sense of humility but to 

confirm that he was creating, as Agrippa had wanted, a new dynastic temple.  



The builders adjusted the materials, called aggregate, used in the making of the 

concrete: the lower parts are made of heavier matter, and, as the building rose, 

progressively lighter materials were used.  Thus, at the bottom, the concrete 

contained heavy travertine; then came a mixture of travertine and the much lighter 

local stone, tufa; then tufa and brick; then brick; and finally, pumice.  



G. P. Pannini. Interior of the 

Pantheon, c. 1750, oil on 

canvas 

 

As one stands inside the 

grandiose space of the 

Pantheon, the light circle 

entering the building through 

the oculus moves perceptibly 

around the dome as the earth 

turns, and makes the viewer 

aware of the cosmic forces. 





Until 1632 the ancient bronze 

ceiling survived, but it was 

taken by Urban VIII, the 

Barberini Pope, for Bernini’s 

baldacchino as St. Peter’s and 

for cannons at the Castel 

Sant’Angelo.  

 

The large bronze doors to the 

cella, once plated with gold, 

are ancient but not the original 

ones of the Pantheon. The 

current doors — manufactured 

too small for the door frames 

— have been there since about 

the 15th century.  
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In contemporary culture, comic fans 

have been drawn to superheroes in 

much the same way the ancient 

Greeks and Romans were drawn to 

the depictions and narratives of their 

own gods. Invent a structure that 

would pay homage to these 

superheroes, similar to that of the 

Pantheon, which pays homage to 

principal Roman deities.  


