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ROM A NESQUE 
(+/− 1050–1200 AD)

Construction in the Romanesque style began during the reign of Charlemagne (800–814 AD), 

who sought to reestablish the glory of the Roman Empire. This symmetrical and relatively 

simple style combining elements of ancient Roman and Byzantine architecture spread 

throughout Europe, characterized by round arches, small windows and massive, thick walls. 

Arches were often arrayed in a decorative series, supported by sturdy piers or columns.  

Long, curved ceilings are typical, created by a simple barrel arch or two barrel arches 

intersecting to form a groin arch. Examples of the Romanesque style can be seen in Cologne, 

Germany. These include St. Mary’s in the Capitol (St. Maria im Kapitol), the largest of 

Cologne’s 12 Romanesque churches, with its carved wooden doors, and Great St. Martin’s 

(Gross St. Martin), whose three apses and soaring tower crossing above them have 

characterized Cologne’s skyline since the Middle Ages.

St. Gereon Church, Cologne

Many of the cruises Viking offers provide you with the opportunity  
to discover a wide range of Western architectural styles.

Here is a brief synopsis of some of the major styles:
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GOTHIC 
(+/− 1150–1450 AD)

Gothic architecture evolved from the Romanesque and broke the rounded arch tradition 

with the use of pointed arches and building elements that stressed verticality and a reach 

toward the heavens—a manifestation of Europe’s focus during this period on religion over 

the mundane. The pointed arch was extensively used in doorways, windows, arcades and 

galleries, and enabled expansive vaulted ceilings— higher than in the Romanesque style—

by transferring the building’s weight onto supporting columns. Flying buttresses on Gothic 

exteriors further supported the weight and allowed for many tall, vertical windows, as well 

as rows of clerestory windows near the ceiling that flooded the structures with ethereal light. 

Many of Europe’s greatest cathedrals, castles and universities were built in this style. The  

best-known example of Gothic architecture is Paris’s Notre Dame Cathedral, which was one 

of the first buildings to use the flying buttress, an element that spread throughout Europe.

Notre Dame, Paris
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R ENAISSA NCE 
(+/− 1450–1600 AD)

In the 15th century Florence gave birth to the Renaissance as well as Renaissance 

architecture—a new, clean-lined and simpler style. This architectural direction resulted from 

a renewed interest in ancient Greece and Rome, surviving Roman ruins, and a desire to return 

to classicism. Architect/engineer Filippo Brunelleschi was one of its early pioneers, supported 

by the patronage and wealth of the Medici family. Buildings possessed an elegance created 

by symmetry and geometric plans. Columns and pilasters—rectangular piers semi-embedded 

in the walls—were used generously, often to support triangular pediments that reflected the 

classic architecture of ancient Greece and Rome. Domes, arches and sculpture-filled niches 

were also characteristic. Italy contains some of the best examples of this style, including 

Florence Cathedral, for which Brunelleschi engineered a groundbreaking dome, and the 

Palazzo Medici.

Florence Cathedral
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BAROQUE 
(+/− 1550–1775 AD)

The baroque built on Renaissance architectural elements, but emphasized movement and 

theatrical embellishment. This excess was embraced by painters as well as architects in reaction 

to the austerity of the Protestant Reformation. Baroque works sought to move the emotions 

through dramatic lighting, opulent color and heavy ornamentation in plaster, stucco and 

marble, often with faux finishes. Scrolls, twisted columns, grand stairways and plaster ribbons 

emphasized visual movement. Interior rooms were ornamented with paintings, sculptures 

and elaborate stucco details. Most baroque structures were royal palaces or churches; striking 

examples include Germany’s Würzburg Residence and Louis XIV’s Palace of Versailles.

Ballroom, Palace of Versailles
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ROCOCO 
(+/− 1725–1775 AD)

The rococo movement kept the ornateness of the baroque style but with a lighter, more 

graceful and asymmetrical approach. Playful and witty secular themes were now displayed 

with lighter, pastel colors and lavish use of gold. The name was derived from the French 

words rocaille and coquille (rock and shell), referring to the rocks and shell-shaped ornaments 

used on fountains and ornamentation. The grand, public focus of the baroque shifted to an 

emphasis on private rooms. This style was applied mainly to interiors and expressed through 

elaborately decorated plasterwork, murals, tapestries, furniture, mirrors, porcelain, and 

silks. St. Petersburg’s Catherine Palace in Russia is an example: derided as “whipped cream” 

architecture by Catherine the Great, the building glittered with over 200 pounds of gold used 

to gild stucco ornamentation and statues, many of which still survive today.

Catherine Palace, St. Petersburg
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NEOCL ASSICISM 
(+/− 1775–1875 AD)

The ornate, visual complexity of baroque and rococo prompted a return to the simpler lines of 

classic and ancient Greek architecture. In England, the movement was inspired by excavations 

at Pompeii; the Grand Tour, which was de rigueur for Britain’s upper class at the time; and 

the work of architects William Chambers and Robert Adam. The style made use of columns, 

symmetry, triangular pediments and domed roofs. The three-dimensional, exuberant 

decoration of the baroque and rococo was abandoned for a focus on flat, exterior planes. 

Neoclassicism in architecture was adopted internationally, and examples can be seen as far 

away as Washington, DC, where many of the government buildings follow this style, and in 

Germany with Berlin’s Brandenburg Gate.

Brandenburg Gate, Berlin
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Cathedral of the Incarnation, Granada

I O N I C

Also of Greek origin, these 

columns on a base of stacked 

disks can be seen at Rome’s 

Colosseum.

T U S C A N

Plain Roman columns without 

carvings on a simple base.  

Found in Barcelona’s Palau  

Reial de Pedralbes.

C O R I N T H I A N

Greek columns with elaborate 

scroll and flower decoration.  

The Pantheon in Rome has  

these columns.

C O M P O S I T E

Roman, with Ionic volutes and 

Corinthian leaves. See it at the 

Würzburg Residence, Germany.

S O L O M O N I C

Popular with baroque/rococo 

architects and found at St. John 

Lateran’s Archbasilica in Rome.

D O R I C

The oldest, simplest classical  

style, originating in Greece.  

The columns of the Lincoln 

Memorial are in this style.

Columns may be functional—carrying the weight of a building’s 
structure—or purely decorative. All civilizations since the Iron Age 
have used these. There are three main classical Greek foundational 
styles and two Roman; here is how to tell the different styles apart:
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To explore more of what Viking has to offer,  
visit us at vikingcruises.com.


