The Erechtheum: Athens' "Untempla" by: Phyllis Young Forayth

Almeat everyone s familiar
with the locok of a typical
Greek tenple: a basically
recltangular structure
(uswally twice as long as
it is wide), surrounded by
an imposing eolonbade, and
crowned by & gabled roof
with a triangular pediment
that is often filled with
sculpture in the round; in-
side such a temple is nor-
mally found a main cult
room {the naos) which held
the statue of the ged or
goddess to whom the structure
was dedicated. Such a temple,
indeed, is the famous Parthe-
nan, the very symbol of

classical Gresce and the architectural glory of Periclean Athens.

Yet, just ocross from the Parthenon on the Athenian Acropolis sits a temple that
seems to breok all the rules of temple lay=out: the BErechtheuwm, Hamed zfter
Erechtheus, a legendary king of Athens most famous for the sacrifice of one of

his daughters, the temple was erected in honor of Athena and Poseidon, the two
gods who engaged in a contest to determine which one would becoms the patron deity
of Athens. According to the lagend, each offered the people of Athens a gift:
Fosoidon struck the rock of the Acropolis with his trident and brought forth a
spring (although another wversion of the tale claims he created a horsel); Athena,
however, brought forth an olive tree, and hers was deemed the better q1ft- Hence
the city became Athens, and not "Poseldonia”

The places cn the Acropolis where these evente took place were held sacred by the
people of the city, and eventually several sanctuaries came into existence. IC
was the purpose of the Erechtheum to unite architecturally these sanctuaries in

a single structure, but to do so meant that a totally atypical lay=-out had to be
given the temple; thue it can be said that the history and nature of the site
dictated the shape of the temple. Indead, one of the mast obvicus problems posed
by the site was a ten foot difference in level from the north to the south! The
architects who began work on the Erechtheum lﬁ 421 BT coertainly had te be innoe—
vative if they ware to be succeszsful.

The zolution was to creata a main block on an east-west axis, and two appended
porches (one on the north side and one on the south) which gave the Erechihemm
its unusual asymeetrical design. Inside the main bleck, a large nacs (dedi-
catad to Athenal) would face the easgt, as was the norm in all fﬁmpleq. but thera
would alse ba additional cule rooms ingide (unfortunately the precize plan of
the intericr is no longer clear). The Horth Porch, on the lower Lowvel of the
sita, was supported by tall Tenic-style columps, mmbering six in ally it
contained the sacred spot where Pogeidon struck his trident, and the marks on
the Acreopelis supposedly left by this event were not paved over, but were left
vizible to all. In fact, an opeéning was made in the roof of the Horth Porch to
epable light to illuminate these holy markings.



It is the South Porch, however, that iz the Erechthaum's most famous elemant.

Here, instead of Ionic columns, the architects emploved sculpted figures of

maidens to support the roof. These Carvatids (as theyr are now comsonly called)]
numbered six in all, but =ach one was slightly different in appearancae and pase,
giving the porch a sense of natural grace and variety. Since the Erechtheum had

no pedimental sculpture, these maidens provided the structure with a najor sculptur-
al element Beyond the continuous frieze which ran around the entablature, So taken
wag Lord BElgin with these female figures that one stands today in the British Mo-
seum rather than on the Acropolis itselfl

Since its completion in 403 B.C., the Erechtheum, unfortunately, has had a check-
ered history, even ignoring Lord Elgin's subtractisn of a Caryatid. TFer example,
it was converted into a Christian church in the Byzantine era, and thoen became a
Turkish house around 1458. Then, in 1828, the building was badly damaged in an
cxplosion which almost totally destroved the Worth Porch. Even today itz probleems
continue: the Pentelic marble of which it is composed is axtremely vulnerahle to
acid rain corrosion; the Caryatids, in fact, were heing so destroyed by aeid rain
in the past few years that the GreeX government finally decided to remowe them
from the Erechtheum and place them in the nearby Acropolis Museum. Flaster copies
were to be erected in their place on the South Poreh. WNo sconer had this been
accomplished than Athens was struck by a serious carthguake which split the new
copies in two! And while we may regret the necessity of removing them from their
true "home", we must do everyvthing possible to preserve what remains, not only of
the Erechtheum, but alse of the entire Acropolis, all of whese structures are tha
vigtimg of our own 20th century pollution.
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