Dear Andrighetto,

 

The problem of ritual and animal reality does not affect the precision of building techniques, which in the case of the fire altar may involve relatively simple procedures of laying bricks (described by Frits Staal), while in the Greek temple greater precision of cutting was called for because the material was harder and more refractory, and the minute adjustments required both by the horizontal scamilli impares and the vertical column entasis required the sort of precision Indians did not need, even in the working out of the curve of a Vihara. I take it you know the construction of entasis discovered by Lothar Hasselberger at Didyma. We know virtually nothing about how Greek masons proceeded or whether the actual techniques of stone cutting were themselves ritualized (which I think they may well have been, as the very word kanon -passing from reed to measure to regulation suggests). Of course the procedures of animal sacrifice, particularly when large flocks of them were involved, must have provided scenes of bloody carnage, and the butchering of the carcasses would have taken both time and physical effort.
However, as is demonstrated nowadays at Mecca yearly - and by the Samaritans on Mt Gerizim - it can all be done relatively expeditiously. Something of that is almost suggested by the cattle on the Parthenon frieze.
Of course I believe in a correspondence between ritual procedures - which may be atavistic and have only atrophied religious implications - and social order, as well as another correspondence, between built form and social order/disorder.

Hope that answers you.
Joseph R.

(The question)

Dear professor Rykwert,
thank you very much for our telephone conversation. I'm sorry we had to do that in Italian, which didn't ease communication. That's the reason why I'm writing in English, hoping you could explain a couple of things about one of the topics we dealt with during our conversation. 

In his essay Gnomon about the origin of numbers, published by Adelphi, Paolo Zellini asserts that there is a relationship between Vedic rituals and the erection of the altar devoted to Agni. The author writes: "the rope (Śulva or Śulba) was the main measuring instrument". His sources are the building instructions for Agni altars passed down by the Śulvasūtra (in versions written between the 7th and the 2nd century B.C.) The word Sūtra means exactly a rule which codifies the execution of a rite. The mathematician Zellini in his study expresses the idea that these measuring techniques bear testimony to a culture in which the art of building an altar is strictly connected to both myth and exact measuring. If his hypothesis has some grounds, we have to conclude that there is a continuity between the precision of building techniques and the precision of ritual action.

This continuity between the rite and the geometric partition of space is also confirmed by your studies about foundation rites in ancient cities published in The Idea of a Town. Nevertheless during our phone call you explained that the idea of rite is an awkward one, that we have to imagine the noise and the smell of slaughtered meat, that's to say you raised your doubts over the fact that the execution of rite could be carried out in an orderly manner. I suppose that in this way you wanted to underline the darkness and the violence of ritual actions which can be found alongside the set and ordered sequence of gestures which constitute the rules of the rite and, for this reason, must be exact in order to be valid.

Moreover, this action had to find its correspondence in the space where it took place. For example, in your essay The dancing column. On order in architecture, you explain that the substitution of the Mycenaean megaron with a new-concept temple points to a traumatic change in religious practices, as well as in social structures and in the way of thinking, and that the reorganization of architectural space was based on cult needs and on the ritual actions which took place inside the building.

I'll repeat then the question I asked you during our conversation: taking all this into account, can we assume that there is a relationship between the social and religious order  that the ritual action dramatizes and the order of the architectural space in which this drama takes place?

Best regards

aurelio andrighetto

