ROMAN  BASILICAS

The ‘forum’ (market-place) was the centre of the social, political, religious, economic and administrative life of a Roman town. It was usually a symmetrical square or oblong space enclosed by colonnades on three sides and by a basilica on the fourth. Unlike the Greeks, the Romans tended to enclose places of public assembly (eg. theatres, amphitheatres, circuses).

The basilica is a large, covered, multi-purpose public hall used mainly as a courthouse, stock exchange, or town-hall. Colonnaded halls or basilicae were not unknown to the Greeks. In Greek ‘basilicē oikea’ means the ‘royal house’. The Roman structure may be modelled on the reception area of a Greek palace or a hall where justice was administered. However, the Roman building is free-standing. The regular provision of a basilica as an adjunct (addition) to the town centre was a Roman innovation; in its later history the basilica was one of the two main building types adopted by the Christian church, the other being temples.
The form came to Rome via Sicily and southern Italy and the earliest basilicae date from c.200BC when the use of concrete and the arch heralded a new era in architecture. Architecturally, a basilica is in effect a peripteral rectangular temple turned outside in. It is not built on a podium, but there are low steps leading up to the portico in the Greek fashion. The portico consists of a simple row of columns extending the full width of the entrance-side wall. There is no entablature. A vestibule (short entrance corridor) inside the main door, extending the full width of the building, is also a common feature of the basilica. The basilica proper encloses within its walls a main nave (aisle) extending from end to end, flanked by side-aisles (two or four) which are separated from the main nave by pillars with a tribunal (raised platform) at one or both ends. During the first century BC when basilicas were increasingly used for judicial purposes, the raised platform became enclosed in an apse or semi-circular protrusion of the end wall(s). The columns separating the side-aisles carried either arches or a beam-entablature. Above these a blank wall, the clerestory, supported the roof of the nave. Because the nave rose considerably higher than the side-aisles, the clerestory wall was above the level of their roofs and so could be pierced by windows to illuminate the interior. Sometimes there was a second storey of smaller columns above the side-aisles, and this formed an upper floor or gallery for spectators.

The first basilica, the Basilica Porcia, was added to the western end of the Forum Romanum in 184BC. The Basilica Aemilia was built nearby by the censor Aemilius Lepidus in 179BC. This was an oblong building with an internal four-sided ambulatory or colonnade which carried a clerestory lit by small windows. It opened out on to the Forum through a two-storied colonnade on one of its longer sides.
Two main types of basilica – the Vitruvian and the Pompeiian were equally popular at the end of the Republic and the early Empire. The Vitruvian model (named after 1st century BC writer Vitruvius who wrote ‘de Architectura’) was built broadside to the forum with its only entrance in the longer side of the building which faced into the market-place. The magistrate’s tribunal was placed opposite the entrance.
The Pompeiian model (from prototypes found at Pompeii in southern Italy) had its entrance in one of the shorter sides and the tribunal was situated at the opposite end. At the entrance was a vestibule which extended across the entire length of the building and this was fronted by a portico. 
The Basilica at Pompeii dates from 120-78BC and is the oldest and most important public building in the city. Originally it was also a covered market, but in the first century AD it became the seat of the law-courts.
The basilica is an oblong hall (55x24m.). Its main entrance was situated on the short side, overlooking the forum. Five openings lead to an unroofed vestibule which has at its southern end a small room with a deep water well.

The entrance to the basilica proper has a façade of five raised steps. Four Ionic pillars create three central openings flanked by two side-doors. The interior has a nave and two side-aisles. There has been much debate about whether or not the central portion of the nave was open to the skies or was roofed; most scholars think it was completely roofed. The nave is bordered on four sides by 28 tall (10m.) pillars, each built of tiles which were then cut along the flutes and covered with stucco; these columns helped to support the timber framework of the roof but  whether they were of the Ionic or Corinthian order is uncertain. 

Two tiers of pillars decorated the walls of the side-aisles; the lower one was engaged and of the Ionic order and probably helped to support a gallery over the side-aisles. The upper tier was of the Corinthian order, the lower half engaged in the side walls but above that standing free to create large unglazed windows which lit the interior. Between the columns the walls were stuccoed and painted to imitate marble panels (cf. Roman painting First Style). At the end of each long side was a side-entrance.
The tribunal is attached to the back wall and is on an axis with the main entrance. It is on two levels, each screened by six Corinthian pillars and was crowned with a pediment. In front there may have been an equestrian statue of Augustus. A room at each side of the tribunal has an entrance framed by a pair of Ionic columns. In each room one flight of wooden steps leads up to the tribunal while a flight of stone steps leads down to an underground vaulted area.

The Basilica Nova of Maxentius was begun on the eastern side of the Forum Romanum by the emperor Maxentius in 306AD and completed by his successor Constantine, in 313AD. It represents the most sophisticated version of this architectural form as the architects abandoned the traditional basilica shape and adopted that of the frigidarium of the great imperial bathing complexes. 

The building stands on a low concrete podium which measures 100 x 65m. Three narrow flights of wall-enclosed steps bisect the east end, the north side and the south side of the podium. 

The entrance lobby, on the east end of the basilica, is single storeyed.  It is pierced by nine doors, seven on the east wall and one each on the north and south lobby walls. Above the three central doors (but on the cella wall) are three arched windows and above these again is a single arched semi-circular clerestory window (one situated above the level of the side-aisles and illuminating the central nave of the basilica.
Three arched doors lead from the lobby into a central nave, measuring 80 x 25m. The nave is roofed by three huge juxtaposed cross-vaults, each with a clear span of 23m. These cross-vaults spring from eight massive piers which are all fronted by decorative Corinthian half-pillars surmounted by plinths. Three clerestory windows on either side of the nave above the level of the side-aisles illuminate the central nave of the basilica.

The western end of the basilica contains an apse (half dome) which is almost as wide as the nave which housed a colossal statue of the emperor Constantine. The apse roof is a half dome with an elaborately coffered ceiling. Above the apse is an arched semi-circular clerestory window.

Each of the three side-aisles consists of two bays interconnected by arched doorways with niches on each side containing statuary. The thick partition walls also act as buttressing for the piers which support the cross-vaulting of the nave roof. The barrel-vaulted ceilings of the bays, at right angles to the central nave, are richly decorated with octagonal panels. The external side-wall of each bay is pierced at ground level by three arched doors, surmounted by three arched windows.
The core of the Basilica Nova is concrete and the the exterior is faced with fired bricks.  The interior was lavishly decorated with a patterned floor of marble slabs, coloured marble facing to the lower part of the walls and stucco above that, and deep coffering to the vaults. The building was roofed with bronze tiles.

The colossal statue of Constantine in the apse at the northern end of the basilica was probably acrolithic – marble head, arms and legs, the rest wooden. The head of Constantine may have been substituted for that of Maxentius. He later altered the functional axis and indeed the feel of the building by placing the main entrance mid-way along the south-west side and adding an apse to the central vault on the opposite for his own statue.
The Basilica Nova of Maxentius in Rome

· Built on a low podium, approached by a few (5) wall-enclosed steps leading to the seven entrance doors on the east (main entrance end). The north and south walls are each pierced by a single entrance door.

· Windows in series of three pierce the east wall (above the doors), the south, north and west (apse wall).  The clerestory wall also contains windows in series of three.
· Main nave consists of three massive cross-vaults resting on eight huge piers fronted by Corinthian pilasters.

· The side-aisles consist of three arched bays separated by partition walls but connected by doorways.

· The apse houses a massive seated statue of the emperor Constantine (who succeeded his brother Maxentius in 313AD).

· The floors and walls are lavishly adorned with marble. The ceilings of the nave, side-aisles and apse are richly coffered.

Variations on the ordinary (prototype) basilica:

1. Many doors. 

2. Windows in all walls.

3. Side-aisles intersect the main nave.

4. Lavishly decorated interior.

A variation on the basilica is the Aula Palatina, an audience-hall of the palace of the Emperor Constantine at Trier in Germany, dating from c.310AD.

The hall is entered from the southern end through a lobby or forehall which was originally flanked by colonnaded courts. There is a single rectangular nave (58x29m.) without side-aisles. The floor is covered with marble and the ceiling (30.5m. high) is elaborately coffered. The interior walls were once decorated with mosaics and painted plaster.

The side walls are pierced by two rows of arched windows. A massive arch at the northern end leads into an apse. The apse windows, also on two levels, are slightly smaller than those in the nave. The upper row of windows in the apse is lower than the nave windows, thus creating the optical illusion that the building is longer and larger than it actually is.

The main hall has a pitched roof while the apse roof is flat. A cornice runs round the external upper wall of the whole building. The four upper-level windows of the apse are framed by blind arches. The brick walls were once covered by a pinkish stucco. Originally there were galleries on the lower levels of both rows of windows.
The Aula Palatina was originally heated by a hypocaust (heating originating from an underground furnace) with ducts in the walls for dispersing the hot air throughout the building.
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