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TECHNICAL TERMS
A
ABBEY: Complex of buildings housing an autono-
mous community of monks led by an abbot.

ABUTMENT: An architectural element supporting an 
arch (see) or a lintel (see) vertically.

ACROPOLIS: Part of a Greek city, located on high 
ground and usually protected by walls, comprising all 
major temples. It is the heart of the polis, a symbolic 
place and its religious hub. 

AISLE: In the Christian church, each of the longitudi-
nal spaces parallel to its main central body, the nave, 
and divided from it by a colonnade. In early Christian 
basilicas, the nave is larger and higher and is flanked 
by two or four aisles.

ALTAR: The table used for offerings and sacrifices in re-
ligious ceremonies, documented since primitive times.

ALTARPIECE: A panel painted or carved with sacred 
images, standing on the altar or on the wall enclos-
ing the presbytery. Horizontally developed at first, 
during the 13th century, it evolves into more complex 
forms (see polyptych), eventually becoming mostly 
square during the Renaissance.   

AMPHITEATRE: In Roman times, a circular or ellip-
tical double theatre used for gladiatorial games and 
naumachias.

AMPHORA: A Greek vase with two vertical handles, 
elongated body, mouth of variable sizes and a small 
or pointed foot, used for transporting foodstuff.

ANICONIC: Devoid of figurative images.

APPLIED ARTS: These are the arts that, starting from 
the 19th century, turn to the industrial production of 
objects of use – such as fabrics, furnishings, clocks, 
and so on – in order to give them an aesthetic value.

APSE: A semicircular wall covered by a semi-dome 
called a conch. In a Christian basilica, the apse is lo-
cated on the side opposite to the entrance, usually 
the eastern one, and at the end of the nave, fram-
ing the high altar.

ARCADE: A colonnaded space outside a building, 
open on one or more sides. It is defined as blind 
when it cannot be accessed. 

ARCH: A curved architectural element, constructed 
with blocks of stone or bricks called ashlars, which 
transfers the weight of the architectural structure 
on two supporting vertical elements, the abutments. 
A round or semicircular arch displays a curved line in 
the shape of a semicircle; a pointed or lancet arch is 
formed by the intersection of two arches having their 
centres on the springing line; a segmental arch, when 
it is formed by an arc of a circle having its centre un-
der the springing line. The curve of the ogee or keel 
arch reverses halfway and bends inwards, thereby 
terminating in a pointed apex. A depressed, pointed 
arch is called a Tudor arch. 

ARCHITECTURAL ORDER: A set of mathematical 
and geometrical rules defining the shape and pro-
portions of the elements that make up an architec-
tural body and their relationship with each other and 
with the whole, according to Latin author Vitruvius’s 
description of classical architecture. Greek architec-
ture featured three orders – Doric, Ionic, and Corinthi-
an – distinguished by stylistic and proportional char-
acteristics, and particular types of columns and their 
entablatures. In addition to those, the Tuscan and 
Composite orders were common in Roman art.

ASSEMBLAGE: A three-dimensional version of collage, 
featuring the combination of different objects, or frag-
ments of objects, in a new and meaningful composition. 

ATELIER: The workshop or studio of an artist.

B
BACKLIGHTING: A light/shadow contrast effect, cre-
ated by a light source placed behind the subject, which 
thus appears in shadow against a light background.

BASILICA: In ancient Roman architecture, a large and 
oblong hall with aisles separated by colonnades, the 
entrance to which is usually located on the longer 
side (but occasionally on the shorter one) opposite 
a semicircular or rectangular apse. It is intended for 
the administration of justice, trade and assemblies. 
In the Christian world, the basilica is the oldest place 
of worship (or church, see) and has a nave and two or 
four aisles, an apse, the entrance on the shorter side 
opposite the apse and a truss roof.

BAS-RELIEF: A sculpting technique by which a stone 
slab is tapered off, or the stucco or metal material is 
modelled, so as to make the relief stand out from the 
background only to a small extent.

BEN-DAY DOTS: A graphic technique, consisting in 
the use of a halftone screen with regular dots, re-
vived by Roy Lichtenstein, who used a perforated 
grid and a brush dipped in paint.

BLACK-FIGURE TECHNIQUE: A technique for vase 
painting, typical of archaic Greek art, it involves 
painting the silhouettes of the figures on a terra-
cotta vase using a paint that turns characteristically 
black after firing. The details are incised afterwards, 
by scratching the black paint with a stylus.

BUST: A sculpture representing a human form from 
head to chest, or sometimes the whole upper part of 
the body, including hands.

C
CANON: A system of conventional rules governing 
proportions, composition and rhythm in a sculpted 
or painted human form. From Greek kanón, “rule”.

CANOPY: A movable piece of furniture of Eastern or-
igin, consisting of a square cloth supported by four 
rods, used to shelter the representatives of secular or 
clerical power, or sacred images, during processions.

CAPITAL: Structural architectural element, part of a 
column or a pillar, functioning as a link between the 
vertical support and an architrave or the base of an 
arch.

CATHEDRAL: The main church in a Medieval city 
hosting a bishop’s seat. From Latin cathedra, “seat, 
chair”.

CERAMIC: A material obtained by baking 
hand-moulded clay to make various objects, such as 
vases and utensils. 

CHAPEL: A small building for worship, part of a larg-
er architectural complex or a church and allocated to 
secondary religious ceremonies. From Latin cappa, 
“cape, cloak”, St. Martin of Tour’s cloak, whose relic 
was kept in the chapel of the Merovingian kings.

CHIAROSCURO: An effect of gradual modulation 
from light to shadow, typical of sculpture, painting 
and architecture.

CHIASMUS: A composition model defined by the 
Greek sculptor Polykleitos, aimed to recreate the 
balance of a real body in a standing human statue 
and to give it a natural pose. It consists in the chiastic 
correspondence (that is, criss-crossing or X-shaped) 
of upper and lower limbs, so that a taut left arm 
matches a taut right leg, while a relaxed right arm 
matches a relaxed left leg. 

CHRONOPHOTOGRAPHY: Photographic imag-
es that capture the movement of the subject in an 
evenly paced sequence. 

CHURCH: A Christian place of worship, attended by 
the congregation to join the liturgy and celebrate 

the Eucharist, thereby perpetuating the memory 
of Christ’s last supper. From Greek kuriakon (dōma), 
“Lord’s house”.

CLIPEUS: A disc containing a portrait. From the Lat-
in name of the round copper shield used by Roman 
soldiers.

CLOISONNÉ: A technique for enamel working used in 
medieval art, which involves the even filling of spac-
es within the contour lines.

COFFERS: Square or polygonal recesses made in the 
intrados of a vault or a dome and arranged in ge-
ometric designs.

COLUMN: An upright architectural element with a 
round cross section having a load-bearing function 
or an ornamental purpose. It consists of: a base, an 
architectural element that connects the support sur-
face and the shaft; a shaft, a vertical element formed 
by a single stone block or by overlapping cylindrical 
blocks called drums; and a capital, an element con-
necting the shaft and the architrave.

COMPLEMENTARY COLOUR: Any colour that has its 
opposite in the colour circle. The three primary col-
ours (see) originate the pairs green/red, orange/blue, 
purple/yellow. If mixed, the colours of each pair gen-
erate a neutral colour, close to white. When matched, 
they are mutually enhanced.

CORINTHIAN ORDER: A Greek architectural or-
der, characterized by a base with a double torus and 
a scotia, a very slender fluted column with rounded 
edges, a capital with acanthus leaves, a tripartite ar-
chitrave, a continuous frieze, a cornice, and a pediment 
with a triangular tympanum.

CORNICE: An architectural element of the Greek tem-
ple, protruding and with a moulded edge, conveniently 
protecting the frieze and architrave.

D
DOME: A hemispherical roofing, produced by the ro-
tation around a vertical axis of an arc of a circle. Usu-
ally built in concrete, it transfers its weight on the cir-
cular walls beneath, or on pendentives (see). It is called 
a pointed dome when it has an ogival section, a domi-
cal or cloister vault when it is formed by joining togeth-
er several cells (curved sections obtained by cutting a 
barrel vault diagonally). The onion shape has Eastern 
and Byzantine origins and is mostly used in orthodox 
architecture. The underside of a dome is called intra-
dos, the outer face extrados.

DORIC ORDER: A Greek architectural order, the ear-
liest developed in the Peloponnese, featuring col-
umns with entasis and sharp-edged grooves resting 
directly on the stylobate and surmounted by a simple 
echinus-abacus capital, a plain architrave, a frieze with 
metopes and triglyphs, a cornice, and a pediment with 
a triangular tympanum.

DOSSERET: An architectural element in the shape of 
a reversed truncated cone placed between the cap-
ital and the arch springer. It has the structural func-
tion of directing the weight of the arch to the centre 
of the capital, the aesthetic function of making the 
arcades more slender and the decorative function 
served by the openwork. 

DRAPERY: A pictorial or sculptural rendition of a gar-
ment or a cloth, concerning the arrangement of the 
folds, the rendering of the fabric, as well as the way 
that the garment or cloth falls on the body of the figure. 

DRUM: A circular or polygonal architectural struc-
ture that functions as a connection between a build-
ing and a dome.

E
ENGRAVING: A relieved or directly incised (with sharp 
tools) design, made on a wood or metal matrix in order 
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SCREEN PRINTING: A printmaking technique which 
makes use of a silk fabric laid over a frame and par-
tially proofed with glues. Once spread over the 
non-impermeable parts, the coloured ink seeps from 
the matrix through the fabric, leaving an impression 
on the substrate.

SCROLLWORK: A decorative motif characterized by 
vegetal elements in spiral patterns.

SFUMATO: A painting technique whereby thin, trans-
parent layers of colour are overlapped, with a gradual 
transition from dark to light tones, in order to produce 
very subtle effects of light and shadow.

SPAN: A distance in space marked by columns or pil-
lars and, in Romanesque architecture, covered by a 
groin vault.  

SPIRE: A tall and slender architectural element, either 
pyramidal or conical in shape, crowning a pillar, a but-
tress or a roof. Characteristic of Gothic architecture, it 
was increasingly used as a motif.

STAINED GLASS: A monumental painting technique 
used for decorating windows, it consists in compos-
ing a design from various sheets of coloured glass 
bound together by heat-welded lead strips and set 
in an iron framework.

STELE: A stone or marble slab driven upright into the 
ground and decorated with various relief or etched 
designs. It commemorates a historical event or fig-
ure, but can serve a funerary, cult or votive function 
as well.

STENCIL: A decoration technique used in street art, 
which involves the use of a thin sheet of paper, plas-
tic or metal with a design cut out of it, called a sten-
cil. The paint is sprayed on the stencil with spray cans 
and thus colours only through the cut-out holes.

STUCCO: A fine and easy-to-model mixture com-
posed of slaked lime, pozzolana, marble dust and 
fine sand, used for wall decoration.

STYLOBATE: The top step of the crepidoma, on 
which the columns of a temple stand. 

T
TAPERING: The gradual bottom-to-top reduction of 
the diameter of a structure or an architectural ele-
ment.

TEMPERA: A wall and panel painting technique that 
employs “distempered” pigments – that is, pigments 
blended with water and water-soluble binders (egg 
yolk, milk, wax, etc.) –, which are applied with a  brush. 
It is described as lean when it is water-based, as fat 
when diluted with an oily solvent. 

TEMPLE: A building consecrated to a deity and used 
for worship. In its basic form, it is built on a base raised 
on a few steps, has a rectangular plan, and is sur-
rounded by columns and covered with a roof. Inside 
is the cella housing the statue of the deity. In Greece 
it takes on different descriptions, such as tetrastyle, 
hexastyle, octastyle, depending on the number of col-
umns on the front (4, 6, 8). If it has a central plan with a 
circular colonnade, it is called a tholos temple.

TERRACOTTA: A characteristic brownish-red mate-
rial, obtained by firing modelled and dried clay at high 
temperatures. The word can also indicate an object 
made with this technique, and in this sense is syn-
onymous with fictile, from Latin fictilis, “made of clay”.

TEXTURE: The tactile and visual quality of a surface.

TORUS: A cylindrical architectural element with a 
convex profile that constitutes the base of a Corin-
thian or Ionic column alongside the scotia (see).

TRAVERTINE: A calcareous sedimentary rock, po-
rous and light-coloured, especially common in Lazio 
and used in sculpture and building.

TRIGLYPH: An ornamental architectural element 
with three vertical grooves that coincides with the 
heads of the beams in the roof of a temple. It is typi-
cal of the Doric frieze in the Greek temple.

TRILITHON: A structure consisting of three ele-
ments, two upright architectural elements with a 

horizontal element across the top, the lintel (see). 
Also called a thrilith.

TRIPTYCH: see Polyptych.

TUSCAN ORDER: An Etruscan architectural order, 
widely used in Roman art, characterized by a base 
with a torus and a scotia, a smooth shaft column 
without entasis, an abacus and a low echinus, and a 
plain frieze. From Latin Tuscia, the name the Romans 
gave to the Romanized region of ancient Etruria.

TYMPANUM: In the Greek temple, the triangular sur-
face enclosed in the cornice of the pediment and often 
decorated with carvings. In Romanesque architecture, a 
tympanum is the lunette over a church’s portal. By ex-
tension, it is also the triangular or semicircular crowning 
of a window, a door or a cornice. It can also be curvilinear 
or broken. A triangular tympanum is often called a gable.

V
VAULT: A curved architectural structure that func-
tions as a covering, originally conceived as a three-di-
mensional development of the arch. Its underside is 
called intrados, the outer face extrados. Types of vault 
include: the barrel or tunnel vault, a semi-cylindrical 
roof, whose weight is transferred on the two exter-
nal walls; the annular barrel-vault, a barrel vault that 
describes a curve on the plane; the ribbed barrel-vault, 
a barrel vault with transverse arches marked by ribs 
and set on half-columns; the groin vault, which is pro-
duced by the intersection at right angles of two bar-
rel vaults with the same radius (which generates four 
cells or severies) and whose weight is discharged on 
the vertical supports (abutments) placed at the four 
corners. The rib vault has longitudinal and transverse 
round arches and protruding diagonal segmental 
arches. The vault obtained by intersecting the vol-
ume of a hemispherical dome with four vertical 
planes at right angles is a sail vault or sail dome; this 
type of vault also transfers the weight on the cor-
ners, but has a plain intrados, without ribs. It is called 
an umbrella dome if formed by pointed groins, a domi-
cal or cloister vault if it has a curved surface.

W
WATERCOLOUR: Painting technique employing mul-
ticolour pigments that have been pulverized and 
bound together by a colloid. They are then diluted 
with water, thereby allowing very thin colour layers 
and transparency effects. 

ICONOGRAPHIC LEXICON

A
ACHILLES: A hero from Greek mythology, his feats 
are narrated in the epic poem Iliad. Born to Pele-
us and Thetis, he is immortal because his mother 
plunges him in the infernal river Styx, holding him by 
one of his heels, which remains the only vulnerable 
part in his body as a result. He was educated by the 
Centaur Chiron and fought in the Trojan war, prov-
ing himself the most skilful and ruthless of warriors.

AMORETTO: Personification of the god Eros (see) as 
a winged and chubby child. In early Christian art, he is 
portrayed in grape harvest scenes. Also known as a 
putto (from Latin putus, “boy”).

ANCESTORS OF JESUS: The successive generations 
of patriarchs that start with Adam, or Jesse father 
of David, making up Jesus’s genealogy. The tribes of 
Israel descend from Noah, the tenth patriarch after 
Adam.

ANGEL: In Christian doctrine, a purely spiritual ce-
lestial being. Angels are often portrayed as beauti-
ful winged youths surrounded by rays of light. From 
Greek ángelos, “messenger”.

APHRODITE: Venus for the Romans, she is the Greek 
goddess of love and beauty. According to myth, she 
was born from sea foam. Wife to Hephaestus (Vulcan 
for the Romans), Aphrodite is Ares’s (Mars) lover and 

with him she generates Eros (Cupid), among others. 

APOLLO: The god of the sun and light, therefore 
called Phoebus, that is “bright” in Greek, son of Zeus 
and Leto, and Artemis’s twin. He is also the god of 
medicine, poetry, and music, and the leader of the 
Muses (see) presiding over the arts. His main attrib-
utes are the lyre, the bow and arrows, and the lau-
rel (see). 

APOSTLES: Christ’s disciples, who answer his call and 
become his followers, spreading his word after his 
death (from Greek apóstolos, “messenger”). Although 
many people receive the title of Apostle in the New 
Testament, it traditionally refers to the twelve cho-
sen by Jesus to found the Church. Simon Peter is the 
one Christ entrusts with the mission of leading the 
emerging community of the Church. John and Mat-
thew are the authors of two of the four Gospels in the 
New Testament. Then Andrew, Thomas, Philip, Bart-
holomew, Simon, Jude Thaddeus, James, son of Zebe-
dee (John’s brother), and James, son of Alpheus; finally, 
Judas Iscariot, the Apostle who betrays Jesus, hand-
ing him over to his executioners. In addition, Saint 
Paul is known as “the Apostle of the Gentiles", even 
though he never actually belonged to the twelve. He 
is responsible for the spreading of God’s word in the 
Greek-Roman world.

ARCHANGELS: The Catholic tradition features three 
archangels: Gabriel, Raphael, and Michael. Archangel 
Gabriel is the announcing angel, the one who appears 
to Zacharias to announce John the Baptist’s birth and 
to the Virgin Mary to announce Christ’s incarnation. 
His attribute is the lily. Raphael is attested in the in-
frequent iconography of the biblical story of Tobit as 
a guardian and a healer. The iconography of Saint Mi-
chael includes the weighing of souls of the just and 
the damned (psychostasy), modelled on the Egyptian 
cult, and the killing of the Beast of the Apocalypse.

ARES: The god of war, Mars for the Romans, he is the 
son of Zeus and Hera, and Aphrodite’s lover. He sym-
bolizes relentless, untameable force. His main attrib-
utes are a helmet and a shield.

ATHENA: Minerva for the Romans. The Greek god-
dess of warfare, she was born from the head of her 
father Zeus already wearing an armour and carrying 
arms to defend law and order. She is the goddess of 
wisdom and patron of the arts and science. Having 
helped Perseus defeat the Gorgon Medusa, she re-
ceives the monster’s head as an offering from the 
hero and adds it to her aegis. The Gorgon head also 
appears on her shield. The Parthenon in Athens is 
her main place of worship. Her most relevant attrib-
utes are the owl, a symbol of wisdom, the olive tree, 
the spear and the shield.

B
BACCUS: see Dionysus.

BACCHANTES: see Maenads.

C
CARYATID: A Greek carving of a female figure, used 
as a support for an architectural entablature instead 
of a column. According to Vitruvius, the iconography 
originates from the slavery imposed on the women of 
Karya, a polis in the Peloponnese, as punishment for 
joining forces with the invaders in the Persian wars. 
According to other interpretations, the caryatids are 
originally maidens carrying an offering, or korai. 

CROSS: A Christological symbol from the age of 
Constantine, it derives from the type of torture the 
Romans inflicted on Christ, eventually killing him. 
Originally the emblem of an instrument of death, it 
turns into a symbol of salvation for all Christians.

CUPID: see Eros.

D
DAPHNE: see Laurel.

DEVIL: see Satan.

DIONYSUS: Bacchus for the Romans. The Greek god 
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246 Timeline

600

800

0

500

20 000 BCE

400 BCE

Ch. 1

Prehistoric art
Chinese horse, ca. 20000 BCE

Babylonian art
Code of Hammurabi, ca. 1750 BCE

Ch. 6 Ch. 2

Egyptian art
Nebamun's garden, ca. 1350 BCE 

Hellenistic art
Winged Victory of Samothrace,

ca. 190 BCE

Ch. 6

Ch. 4

Roman art 
Cave canem, ca. 50 CE

Ch. 1

Egyptian art (Roman age)
Fayum portrait, ca. 80 CE

Ch. 5

Roman art
Colosseum, 80 CE

Ch. 3

Roman art
Dancing maenads, 50 CE

Ch. 9

Lombard art
Altar of Ratchis, 737-744 CE

5000 BCE

200 BCE 300 BCE100 BCE

700

Ch. 4

Hellenistic art
Laocoon and His Sons, 

ca. 40 BCE

Ch. 2

Roman art
Livia's villa at Prima 
Porta, 40-20 BCE

Byzantine art
Sant'Apollinare in Classe, ca. 550 CE

Ch. 7

247Timeline

1000

400

200

1000 BCE

100

300

Ch. 2

Egyptian art
Nefertari playing senet, 

ca. 1300 BCE

Ch. 3

Geometric Greek art
Dipylon amphora, ca. 750 BCE 

Ch. 4

Archaic Greek art
New York Kouros, ca. 580 BCE

Ch. 6

Archaic Greek art
Moschophoros, 

ca. 560 BCE

Ch. 3

Archaic Greek art
Euphronios krater, 

515 BCE

Ch. 5

Classical Greek art
Parthenon, 

447-438 BCE

Ch. 5

Roman art
Acqueduct of Segovia, 

ca. 100 CE

Roman art
Apollo del Belvedere, ca. 130 CE

Chs. 8 and 17 Ch. 1

Roman art
Marcus Aurelius, ca. 180 CE

Ch. 8

Glykon
Farnese Hercules, 

ca. 216 CE

Ch. 6

Early Christian art
Good Shepherd, 

ca. 300 CE

Early Christian art
Traditio Legis, ca. 359 CE

Ch. 6 Ch. 15

Late imperial art
Tetrarchs, ca. 300 CE

Ch. 4

Polykleitos 
Doryphoros, ca. 440 BCE

Romanesque art 
Pantéon de los Reyes, ca. 1050

Ch. 8

Byzantine art
Christ Pantocrator, ca. 1150

Ch. 7

400 BCE 500 BCE

900 1100

Ch. 5

Classical Greek art
Erechtheion, 
ca. 415 BCE
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