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Manny a times a problem occurred: to what extent the geographical frame, the physical 

environment in which a culture appears are determinant in the constitution of the specific 

fundamental features of that culture. At a general look one may notice that spatial images 

have specific ways of organization, according to the geographical or landscape elements as 

determining elements in cultural acts. 

Thus, the light, is an important element of the architectural morphology, along with the 

space and material
1
. The light has generated certain types of spatial organizations, 

depending on its intensity. In the South, where the light is very strong, the architectural 

shapes have developed horizontally, the shadow given by the horizontal architectural 

profiles, being thus emphasized. In the North where the lightôs intensity is weaker, the 

architectural shapes have developed linear, vertically, with bold relief in depth for a more 

pronounced effect of shadow. This may also be one of the explanations for the genesis of 

the gothic style. Besides, at the level of spatial organization, one may notice the same 

tendency. The southern perspective, through the speculation of the clear effects of light-

shadow, has been constituted through the organization of the component objects on a 

horizontal direction. Each of the three elements of the perspective image (observation point, 

intermediate field and terminal element), lined according to a horizontal axis (the main axis 

of look) have a visual share contributing to the constitution of an unitary equilibrated image 

with relationship between the constituting elements. The very generous light also asked for 

the detailing of the secondary elements of the image. 
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Figure 1. The Ufizzi Galeries, Florence, Giusseppe Zocchi, engraving: Unitary, equilibrated 

image with concordance between the component elements.  

In the northern perspective only the head of the perspective is important (the cathedral 

developed vertically), the intermediate field and the observation point, usually developed 

horizontally, are minimally treated, a higher rate of detailing being unjustified. 

 

Figure 2. The Taunton Somerset Cathedral, England, 1488-1514, reconstructed in the XIX
 th

 

century. 
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Between north and south the intermediate area offers an equilibrium to these tendency: the 

terminal element is sustained by the intermediate field which is less important as a visual 

share. Thus, the temperate zone offers suggestive examples from this point of view. At a 

level of object of architecture, the Christian architecture of the East hat the vertical marked 

(by the tower of the church) but also the horizontal (by the longitudinal axis of the churchôs 

nave). Similar to this, at a stage of the pile, the monastic precincts have, as vertical axis, the 

church with its tower but also the cells, developed horizontally. 

 

Figure 3. Church from Maramures,  The Dragomirna Monastery, Romania.  

In the traditional societies the cardinal points were assimilated to the directions up-down, 

left-right. The up-down direction is expressed by the organization of the objects constructed 

horizontally, submitted to the gravitational force, or by the vertical organization, opposing 

this force. The left-right direction is assimilated to the East-West direction at a geographical 

level. One may observe the differences of spatial composition on this direction too. The 

Orient is characterized by symmetry, monumentality, grandeur, an order and domination 

spirit more emphasized, given by the imperial power and by the religious authority. This 

may be noticed at the level of architecture object but also at the level of the pile. In the East 

the architecture objects are submitted to this natural fundamental law which is symmetry. 
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Figure 4. The Taj Mahal Mausoleum, Agra, India 1634: Axial perspective, conceived as an 

extension of the monumentality and of the grandeur of the monument 

In the West, America, through its complete isolation from the East, independent, expresses 

this liberty through an equilibrated asymmetry in the spatial organizations. 

 

Figure 5. Mayan city, The Observatory, Yucatan, Mexico, The 8
 th

 and 9
 th

 centuries  

Usually the democratic societies have developed asymmetry as a free adaptation to nature 

and the dominating societies have preferred symmetry, as an instrument of artificial 

organization, imposed to the nature. Greece, in its democratic period, has developed the 

asymmetrical type of construction (see the asymmetry of Erechteion, the symmetrical 

temples but perceived in perspective at two running points, not in a frontal perspective, 

which would need a symmetrical manner of organization on the direction left-right). 

Comparing the three great cultures of the Antiquity, from the point of view of research and 

spatial depth, one may observe that the Greeks looked for the depth, revealed it (they built 
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the amphitheatres in the fieldôs concavities, they were experts in perspective representation 

and very fine observers, realizing even optical corrections in space. The Greek templeôs 

evolution is a demonstration of the permanent search of the spatial depth through the 

accentuation of the depth of the templeôs colonnade, as time went by. 

 

Figure 6.  The Greek templeôs evolution 

The Hellenistic epoch is the passage from the type of temple ï object in space, convex, to 

the ñUò shaped temple, concave; from the edifice ï isolated object, to its integration into the 

pile, this being another step in the conquest of the depth. The evolution of the sculptural 

shapes suggests the same search for depth: from rigid, almost prismatic silhouettes, of the 

archaic period, to the tentacular silhouettes in the classic period, up to the sinuous, contorted 

silhouettes from the Hellenistic period.  

 

Figure 7. Kouros, Sounion 615-590 B.C, Zeus 450-460 B.C., Laocoon  The 2
 th

 century.   

The Ancient Egypt walks the other way around. The Egyptians were, according to Aloµs 

Riegl Ăshy of spaceò. They didnôt look for depth in plastic representation, they preferred the 

frontal representation because they wanted to eliminate the third dimension. They preferred 

the full and the bi-dimensionality for their symbolic value. In the evolution of the sculptural 

shapes one may observe the passage from rond-bosse  to the prismatic shape, and finally to 

bas-relief.  
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Figure 8. The Scribe The 5
th
 Dynasty, The Statue of  Satpihu The 8

 th
 Dinasty, The Sarcophagus 

of  Queen Cauit, The 11
th
 Dinasty).  

P.A. Michelis remark the same geographical determinant. The strong an very brightful light 

of Egypt lead to the preference for incision, for bas-relief, speculating the contrasts, the 

brutal passages from light to shadow, different from Italyôs light which, through its gradual 

passages has generated the round smooth continuous shapes in architecture and sculpture
2
. 

The fact that Egypt walks the other way around from the Ancient Greece, concerning the 

spatial depth, may be observed in the evolution of the pyramidôs shape, comparative to the 

Greek temple: from the complex pyramid in steps, to the rhomboidal pyramid and finally to 

the pyramid ï pure form. 

 

 Figure 10. Mastaba tomb, Saqqara 1
st
 Dinasty, Djoser's Step Pyramid 3000 B.C., Meidum 

Pyramid 1550 B.C., Bent Pyramid of Dashur , The Great Pyramid of at Giza  

The Egyptians were hiding in full, in the material more than they wanted to free from it. 

The direction in temples and pyramids is from empty to full, from light to darkness, from 

profane to sacred. Ancient Romeôs civilization was not a civilization to develop from its 

own forces, following the line of the tradition, as Greece and the Ancient Egypt did. It 

didnôt reveal notable stylistic performances, but it is a civilization that draw its vigour from 

mannier springs and synthesized their stylistic and technical performances. 

The Ancient Rome brings as a novelty the container space similar to the vault space of the 

Close Orient (identified by Spengler as spatial symbol in the Arabian culture). Unlike 

Ancient Greece, which has conceived the space as a simple presence of the shapes in space, 

as a condition of the limited physical existence (the symbol of the apollinic soul according 

to Spengler). The container space of Ancient Rome will be reviewed only during the 

Renaissance. The Ancient Greece put more emphasis on the outer space, the buildings being 

conceived as huge sculptures in space, built much more for the exterior perception, the 

interior being usually inaccessible. Romeôs Pantheon, the Imperial Forums are some closed 

spaces. The forums were like big uncovered halls in which the citizens gathered. They look 

more like the Egyptian temples through their closing, symmetry, frontality, axed 

composition. This must have been their source of inspiration. 


