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Ceramic Decorative Elements 
in Neoclassical and
Traditional Greek Architecture

The term ‘ceramic decorative architectural element’ signifies any ceramic element which 

contributes to the embellishment of a building. Such an element can be exclusively decorative, 

like antefixes, statues, pilasters, etc, or may also have a functional role, as is the case with 

chimneys, capitals, balusters, fountains, water collection jars and gutters.

A large group of ceramic architectural elements have been used for the decoration of the so-called 

‘neoclassical buildings’; these were mostly of purely decorative character. Let us give a brief 

outline of the Neoclassical Architectural movement in Greece.

The first neoclassical buildings appeared in Greece around 1840, after the establishment of the 

Greek state and following the liberation from Ottoman rule. The last ones were built about one 

hundred years later. The Greek Neoclassical Architecture is a movement that was brought to Greece 

from Western Europe, mainly from the German school of Munich, and has its origin in Neoclassicism, 

the European Art movement that drew inspiration from classical Greek and also Roman Art. 

Neoclassical Architecture was first introduced to Greece by foreign architects who were invited 

to build the first large public buildings, following the creation of the new state. The relation 

of Neoclassicism to ancient Greece was at the same time in accordance with Greek policy of 

emphasizing the continuity of “Greekness”, as ameans of strengthening the Greek national identity 

at a time when circumstances in the Balkans were very volatile and the Greek state was still very 

young.

Neoclassical Architecture was developed mainly in Athens and the large urban centres, such as 

Patras, Nafplion Hermoupolis, Aegina and Volos, although numerous neoclassical country houses 

also appeared in the countryside. It was widely used in public monumental buildings as well as in 

smaller structures, even in small working-class houses. In the monumental edifices, the decoration 

imitated the decoration of ancient Greek buildings, and was therefore mostly made of marble. 

Naturally, this turned out to be too expensive for smaller households and led to the substitution 

of marble elements by ceramic ones (Pict.1). With very few exceptions, the ceramic elements of 

neoclassical decoration were moulded and therefore had a low cost and were widely used. Large 

studios and factories where established to satisfy the increasing demand. Testimony to the broad 

production of such elements are the illustrated catalogues with plentiful pictures of every 

type and prices, which were used to advertise and promote the products to the market. One such 

catalogue is that of the studio of D. Sarris in Athens, which was published under the title “Ceramic 

samples for architectural ornaments and other useful works” and contained an introductory note 

by the celebrated architect Ernst Ziller.

As pleasing forms, these elements enriched the building fronts and also, with their widespread 

use, gave a character and homogeneity to the urban neoclassical centres. Their texture, their 

plasticity, their earthy colour, revealed the relation of the material with its origin and unified 

the construction with its environment.

The first patterns used were introduced by eminent foreign architects, and were inspired by 

analogous marble patterns of classical Greece. It should be added however that the heroes 

and creatures of mythology as well as various ornamental patterns such as rosettes, acanthi, 

anthemians, never ceased to exists in folk art themes, and therefore in the conscience and 
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collective memory of artisans that came to Athens and other neoclassical cities from all over 

Greece. Eventually, as time passed, innumerable variations appeared, which led to creations 

essentially unrelated to the ones originally used.

Antefixes are among the most discernible features of the neoclassical order in Greece, and were 

widespread on the roofs of both upper-class mansions and middle-class or working-class urban 

houses. These were elements that were placed in specific spots on the roofs, at the edges, 

resembling a lace, at the corners, or at the tops (Pict.2). The location of the antefix also 

determined its type: hence we have frontal ones at the sides and two-sided ones at the corners. 

All antefixes were made of terracotta. They were moulded, and very diverse in their form. Some 

depict a human face, usually drawn from mythology, while others have a floral pattern, like a 

lotus or a fruit, from which emerge radial leaves or flowers. There are also antefixes with more 

geometric decoration, such as spirals or other patterns (Pict.3).

Another characteristic ceramic decorative element are the capitals. These were used to imitate the 

marble capitals and usually followed one of the classical architecture orders, Doric, Ionian or 

Corinthian, although they may also carry some other, freer, floral decoration (Pict. 1). Similarly, 

on the top and the sides of a pediment were used the so-called acrotiria.

The largest ceramic archtectural elements were the terracotta statues. These had a big variety 

in their subject and form, and also in their location in the building. Hence we have whole body 

statues of humans and also birds, located on roofs, on verandas or on some niche in a wall (Pict 

4.). In larger country houses statues of other animals such as lions were commonly found, which 

where situated near the main entrance as guards, intended to drive-off the evil and to protect 

the household (Pict. 5).

Other decorative elements were the large ceramic pots in the shape of a vase (Pict. 6). These 

were situated in similar places as the ceramic statues. We also have the appearance of relief 

ceramic busts which imitate the classical Caryatids and appear to carry structural elements of the 

building (Pitc. 7). Other ceramic architectural elements imitate the marble keystones in arches 

and also the ceramic pseudocorbels (corbels were elements used to support balconies), usually 

portraying a human or animal form. Finally, ornamental elements such as anthemians, rosettes, 

laces, often concluded the decoration.

In the group of elements whose role is not only decorative but also functional, we have the 

appearance of ceramic neoclassical balusters in verandahs and in marble interior staircases 

(Pict. 8). Like most elements, these were moulded, but there are  cases where they were made in 

the wheel. Common were also ceramic gutters with themes taken from the animal or floral kingdom, 

as well as ceramic chimneys. The aforementioned ceramic decorative elements were sometimes plain 

terracottas while other times they were whitened so that from a distance they would resemble 

marble ones. 

Naturally, these clay objects do not exhibit some special inspiration or particular sculptural 

value. They are however considered as elements of the architecture that they serve. They were 

created in order to function as integral parts of the building. Together with the pines and the 

palmtrees, these humble clay artifacts played a role as a public space sculpture that many people 

could afford and therefore were widely spread.  For this reason they were important. Most of them 

do not carry a sign of their origin, but from those that do we can infer that the largest ceramic 

factories that constructed such elements were those of D. Sarris, A. Nastos and S. Bouritis.

The demand for the aforementioned ceramic architectural elements which decorated the Greek 

buildings for about one hundred years, started to wane in the interwar period with the arrival of 

cement. The new building forms that prevailed did not make use of such elements, whose production 

gradually slowed down and eventually more or less ceased. Very few imitations, unfortunately of 

bad quality, are still constructed to decorate gardens or simply to be placed somewhere in the 
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household as decorative objects. Most neoclassical buildings, in Athens as well as in other cities,  

do not exist anymore, having fallen victims to the rapid urbanization of Greece in the 50’s and 

60’s. Their ceramic elements are now only seen dissconnected from their natural environment.

Ceramic architectural elements were also used in traditional folk architecture, albeit in a smaller 

scale. These elements had almost always a functional role, too, but they contributed decisively 

to the final aesthetic result of the building. In folk architecture, very rarely is something 

pratically redundant, everything aims at serving vital needs. The form was dictated by function. 

This however does not mean that people were indifferent to the form and the aesthetic result that 

such an element would have.

These architectural elements precede neoclassical elements, since they appeared during Ottoman 

rule. They have their origin in Greek tradition without having been influenced by foreign 

movements or ideas. Their character is somehow primitive when compared with neoclassical ones, 

which were more sophisticated. They appear mostly in country houses and rural villages and are 

more in harmony with their natural environment (Pict. 9).

The most characteristic example of these elements are chimneys. They exhibit a large variety of 

shapes and forms and they create a most playful effect in the traditional settlements of the 

countryside. Some are plain, of cylindrical shape, while others are elaborate, with cuts which 

have a strongly ornamental effect. Usually special ceramic forms were constructed to be used as 

chimneys, but sometimes, in order to save resources, pieces from broken jars were also used (Pict. 

10). Chimneys were usually made on the wheel. Occasionally, in order for the chimney to be made 

taller, more than one ceramic pieces were placed on top of eachother. Sometimes the chimney was 

left at the colour of the clay. The terracota colour contrasted strongly with the building and 

created an aesthetically pleasing result. In other cases the chimneys were whitened, becoming more 

integrated with the building and adding to the overall form of the construction.

The use of jars in traditional countryside houses was so widespread that could, by itself, be 

a subject of a thesis. Small or large jars are never absent from a traditional Greek village. 

Although it is a portable object, it was often incorporated in the building, thus becoming a part 

of it. Apart from their use as chimneys, jars were also used as tanks to collect water. In other 

occasions, large jars were used inside the houses in order to store food. Some of them were firmly 

fixed on the ground and became an integral part of the house with a strongly decorative character 

(Pict. 11). This is a tradition that goes all the way back to ancient times. Sometimes the jars 

are so big that they are placed in the house before its completion, since they cannot fit through 

the openings. Occasionally, jars or segments of jars are incorporated in the walls or in the roof. 

This is again the result of resource saving rationale that underlies folk architecture but it also 

has a strong aesthetic effect. Other such elements are gutters and drinking fountains. While the 

latter were usually made of marble, there are also examples of ceramic ones.

Another decorative style is the use of  bricks placed in various formations on the wall.

This goes back to Byzantine times and is still used today. This technique is found in both 

religious and lay buildings, in a large variety of patterns and with a very interesting aesthetic 

result. There are also some examples, mostly in churches, where plates were walled-in for 

decorative purposes (Pict. 12).

In the spirit of resourcefulness and of the aforementioned economy of resources of traditional 

folk architecture, there is an interesting, even if isolated, example where ceramic jars were used 

in the construction of the roof of a church. While this was intended to have only a structural 

role, it also resulted in exceptionally good acoustics.

Architecture and Ceramics are two arts which have always coexisted and interacted. In most 

historic periods and within all dominant architectural orders at any given time, the use of clay 

elements is always present. Sometimes they cover whole facades with multicoloured tiles, sometimes 
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they complement them with ceramic reliefs or sculptures. At other times entire architectural 

elements are made of clay. In one form or another, constructions contain an element made of 

earth. The relation of man with earth is so fundamental that it simply cannot be absent from the 

buildings which he himself constructs to be his home.
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