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Polygonal Columns
Unfinished Construction or Inexpensive Fashion in Hellenistic Times?

This article is based on my published PhD-thesis Polygonal 
Columns in Greek Architecture, Classical Archaeology and 
Ancient History at the Department of Archaeology and 
Ancient History, Stockholm University 2020, where I studi- 
ed the use of polygonal columns from the Geometric to the 
Hellenistic periods. – I am most grateful to Director Prof. 
Felix Pirson of the German Archaeological Institute Istanbul 
and the Pergamon excavations for granting me the permit to 
study all these columns in Pergamon during my fieldwork at 
the site in 2014 and 2015. – Dates refer to the pre-Christian 
era, unless differently specified.
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It has been suggested that polygonal columns 
were part of the so-called Pergamene architecture, 
a local style of Greek architecture which emerged 
in the Attalid realm of Pergamon, and that the 
style later spread out to the towns which were 
connected to or influenced by this kingdom1 

(Figure 1). It has also been claimed that polygonal 
columns outside of Pergamon were unfinished or 
that the fully faceted columns emerged only after 
the rise of the partly faceted columns. The reasons 
for the development of the second-century style  
with the lower part of the columns left faceted 
might have been economical, practical or aes-
thetical2. However, these causes cannot explain 
the existence of twenty-sided polygonal columns 
in the earlier periods, nor that the majority of the 
polygonal columns are not unfinished.

Faceted columns in general have often been  
disregarded as something less expensive or dis- 
playing lack of technical knowledge of the con-
struction of fluted columns. Many examples of  
unfinished Doric columns with a polygonal 
shape of the shaft have prompted such con-

clusions. However, the large majority of the 
faceted columns show little indications of being 
unfinished3. Their facets are polished and they 
are often incorporated into buildings made of 
expensive materials, such as marble, or they were 
in use in the same facades as fluted Ionic columns. 
The polygonal and the fluted column seem to be 
two distinct styles that have already coexisted in 
Geometric times4. Polygonal or faceted columns 
in Greek architecture have been excavated at over 
sixty ancient sites in Greece, Turkey, Albania, 
Cyprus, Italy, Libya and Ukraine. They are 
most commonly Doric octagonal or twenty-
sided polygonal in their cross-section, clustered 
in different areas in different periods. After the 
Second World War, these columns were often 
downgraded as a second-rate architectural pheno-
menon, an older technique or economical choice 
of construction5. Earlier scholars did not regularly 
differentiate fluted columns from twenty-sided 
polygonal columns6, but simply defined them as 
Doric, possibly because they trusted Vitruvius’ 
descriptions of the Greek architecture. Vitruvius 



Figure 1  Pergamon, the large  
peristyle house in complex VII, 
twenty-sided polygonal columns.
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state of stone dressing when the drums arrived 
at the construction site9. The drums could also 
be processed slightly closer to the finished state 
where the shaft is more carefully dressed round or 
faceted, and even the arrises or facet edges could 
be cut and partially smoothened10.

Unfinished columns are no unusual pheno-
menon in Greek architecture. There are several 
unfinished colonnaded buildings, for example 
the temples in Segesta, Rhamnus and Stratos, the 
Apollon Temple of the Athenians in Delos, the 
Lion Tomb of Knidos, Philon’s Stoa in Eleusis, 
and the temples of Athena and Demeter in 
Pergamon11. Columns in these buildings remain in 
various stages of finishing. As shown in the next 
section leaving buildings in an unfinished stage 
could be an intentional way of saving time and 
money during the construction rather than caused 
by a halt of construction for various unknown 
reasons12.

reports that a Doric column should have twenty 
sides, which could be hollowed out or be left flat7, 
thus rendering the column polygonal.

Columns that have been defined as unfinished 
are often left uncompleted on the shaft only. 
Their capitals are often finished, including the 
upper part of the drum, which connects it to the 
capital. The lowest part of the column towards the 
stylobate was similarly finished before the column 
was installed into the building, since cutting the 
column close to the stylobate might damage the 
stylobate8. The finished part of the shaft can be 
as small as five to ten centimetres in both the top 
and bottom of the shaft, and this practice seems to 
have been used on columns that were intended to 
be fluted, polygonal or round. The major part of 
these column shafts was then left incomplete. This 
could take place during different stages of the 
construction process. The shafts that remained 
roughly cut round were most probably in that 
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Figure 2  Pergamon, sacred precinct of the cult of the Rulers, 
twenty-sided polygonal drums made of polished andesite.
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In Pergamon the first building left unfinished 
is the fourth-century Doric Temple of Athena 
Polias Nikephoros where the fluted columns were 
roughly cut, round and unfluted or only fluted 
on the capital necking13. In the first half of the 
second century an L-shaped stoa was built, which 
is particularly unusual because this large structure 
was built without any attempt to complete the 
unfinished nearby temple itself. In both buildings, 
the columns were left unfinished14. The portico 
had roughly cut twenty-sided faceted columns 
with fluting on the necking of the Doric capitals. 
However, the bottoms of the column shafts are 
faceted, indicating that the columns had originally 
been planned with a polygonal lower third15. Such 
unfinished state might not necessarily have been 
unintended, as if the building project had ended 
due to the lack of economical means or the death of 
the builder. Based on the fact that the lower parts 
of the undermost drums of the temple were never 
fluted and that only the capital necking was fluted, 
it seems that the Temple of Athena at Pergamon 
was rather left unfinished intentionally16, as was 
later also the near stoa.

There are unfinished twenty-sided polygonal 
columns with fluted necking of the Doric capitals 
in other towns of the Attalid Kingdom, for 
example in the House of the Ktistes in Termessos. 
These columns are sometimes claimed to be 
unfinished fluted and sometimes regarded as 
polygonal: In the first publication of the building 
in 1892 Karl Graf Lanckoroński-Brzezie claims 
that the capitals of the columns were fluted and 
suggests that these columns are unfinished fluted 
ones17. Christoph Börker, for his part in 1971, 
regarded them as fully faceted18. This is probably 
not the only building, whose columns have been 
defined as both unfinished and finished fully 
faceted. This and many other buildings still await 
proper publication. Thus, we need to consider 

which characteristics would classify a column as 
unfinished. Columns with fluted capital necking 
and flutes in the lowest part of the columns are 
generally classified as unfinished columns meant 
to be fluted later.

The problem in defining finished and un-
finished arises with polygonal columns, which 
show the necking of their capital and their lowest 
part as faceted like the entire shaft. Such columns 

should not be classified as unfinished because 
their uniform layout is rendered throughout the 
column; this indicates intentional shaping. More 
details of the shafts have to be studied in order 
to further clarify the nature of the Pergamene 
polygonal columns, namely the finishing of the 
facet surface. Almost all of the polygonal columns 
of Pergamon display polished facet surfaces, 
among them some twenty-sided polygonal 
columns of imported limestone and marble. The 



Figure 3  Pergamon, propylon of the Demeter sanctuary, 
unfinished twenty-sided polygonal columns.
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local andesite, however, probably cut from the 
hill on which the town is located, is used for 
most of the constructions at Pergamon. Andesite 
is a hard volcanic rock that is not suitable for 
decorative cuttings. The building techniques were 
obviously adjusted to comply with the material19. 
The andesite columns are smoothed on the 
facets (Figure 2), but the surfaces are not nearly 
as smoothly polished as is possible on limestone 

Viewed from a distance it is difficult to diffe-
rentiate between the polished fluted and the few 
unfinished fluted columns that are faceted but 
lack polishing of the facets. These combinations 
of finished and unfinished polygonal columns 
did not exist anywhere else before the significant 
expansion of Pergamon; in earlier periods there 
were either finished twenty-sided polygonal 
columns or in other cities unfinished fluted 
columns with a roughly faceted shaft, but not 
both types in the same location.

Consequently, facets on column shafts existed 
in a polished form, which shows that these co- 
lumns are finished, and they appear in an un-
polished form, which indicate that they are 
unfinished. Smaller sections of polished facets do 
also occur on unfinished polygonal column shafts. 
In the Demeter Sanctuary at Pergamon, columns 
in both, the Upper North Stoa and the Propylon, 
both constructed by Queen Apollonis (223–159 
B. C.), were left unfinished20 (Figures 3–5). The 
columns of the propylon were smoothly cut 
round but left unpolished with finished polished 
facets only on ten centimetres from the bottom 
upwards21 (Figure 4). The stoa column drums 
were faceted in a similar manner, but the round 
parts of the drums were left very roughly cut 
(Figure 5). There are also examples of unfinished 
fluted columns that are constructed in the same 
way as the unfinished polygonal columns of the 
Demeter Sanctuary, for example the late fourth-
century Doric Temple of Zeus at Stratos in Wes-
tern Greece which never had been finished22. The 
columns of this temple are fluted only around the 
bottom of the lowest drum and on the necking 
of the capital, while the majority of the column 
drums are only roughly cut round and their lifting 
bosses are intact. Sometimes lifting bosses could 
even be intentionally left on otherwise finished 
columns23.

In the case of unfinished faceted columns, as 
in the Demeter stoa and the propylon, only the 
lowest ten centimetres of the lowest drum are 
twenty-sided polygonal. In the propylon the in-
between drums are, however, cut to a much more 
complete state, being quite round, while in the 
stoa the drums are only roughly cut and possibly 
left in the shape they had got in the quarry. 
Perhaps this displays the difference between a 
structure with its columns already standing up-
right, and a building where they are still under 
construction.

Fully polished facets and unpolished facets 
are not the only stages of finishing in Pergamon. 

or marble (Figure 6). The quality of the polished 
surface depends on the quality of the stone, not 
only on the time used to smoothen the surface. It 
takes more time to polish andesite than limestone 
or marble. Andesite is used for fluted columns 
in Pergamon, too, but their fluting is not of the 
same quality as with the marble and limestone 
columns. Therefore, the poor suitability of hard 
andesite for decorative cuttings probably made 
the polygonal shape preferable, since fluting these 
columns would take much more time than those 
of marble or limestone.
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Figure 4  Pergamon, propylon of the Demeter sanctuary, 
unfinished twenty-sided polygonal column.
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The marble drums of the twenty-sided polygonal 
columns of the Temple of Hera have highly 
smoothened surface and are examples of faceted 
drums with marked facet corners where the 
middle of the facets is not as highly polished as 
the facet edges (Figure 6). Marked facet edges of 
twenty-sided polygonal columns are a fashion 
that can be found in only four buildings with 
polygonal columns of the second century24. 
Only one of these structures can be adduced 
as possibly unfinished. The drums from an 
unknown colonnade in Pergamon (Figure  7), 
where the marked facet edges and the roughly 
cut centres of the facets might indicate that the 
columns were supposed to be fluted with sharp 
ridges in their finished form. In all other cases of 
finished polygonal columns the facets are evenly 
polished. This was a time-consuming work that 
would not have been undertaken if the columns 
were intended to be fluted or cut round during the 
construction process.

Pergamon is the only city where we find 
twenty-sided polygonal columns in many pub-
lic and private buildings; this is the case in at 
least thirty colonnades, finished and unfinished 
alike25. Faceted columns with fluted necking 
of the Doric capitals are found only in three 
buildings. Only one of these, the North Stoa 

on the middle terrace of the Gymnasium, has 
flutes in the lower part of the lowest drums 
of the columns, as well as unpolished facets, 
and therefore these columns should be seen as 
unfinished fluted26. It is possible that the two 
colonnades, the Stoa west of the Asklepieion 
and the upper story above Exedra K in the 
Gymnasium, which only have very shallow 
flutings of one to two millimetres on the necking 
of the capitals (Figure 8), were indeed intended 
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Figure 5 and 6  Pergamon, twenty-sided polygonal drums. –  Upper North Stoa in the  
Demeter sanctuary, unfinished (left). –   Temple of Hera (right).
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to be left in this stage that sometimes has been 
described as unfinished27. However, the polished 
facets indicate that these columns were finished. 
Columns are always expensive to produce, but 
facets are obviously quicker to make than flutes 
and consequently more economical. Faceting 
was an economical option that possibly became 
an inexpensive fashion for a short period during 
the reign of Eumenes II and his successors.

The construction of polygonal columns during 
the second century was not restricted to the 
metropole of Pergamon, but the practice spread 
rapidly throughout the Pergamene Kingdom. 
The fully faceted columns in the North Stoa 
at Assos, the Athena Stoa and Stadium Stoa at 
Priene, the Hellenistic Stoa at Sillyon and in the 
Peristyle House R2 at Side28 are some examples. 
In addition, partly faceted columns can be seen 



Figure 7  Pergamon, unknown building,  
unfinished twenty-sided faceted drum.

Figure 8  Pergamon, stoa west of the Asklepieion, twenty-sided  
polygonal columns with a slightly fluted necking of the capital.
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for example in the vertically divided half fluted 
and half faceted columns of the Stoa at Kyme29. 
There are also examples of faceted column shafts 
with fluted neckings of the Doric capitals in the 
Peristyle House at Termessos30.

In the same period we have twenty-sided 
polygonal columns at Delos, both with or 
without fluted capitals, as well as unfinished 
faceted columns, which were intended to be 
fluted: For example, at the Agora of the Italians 
both the capital neckings and the lowest parts 
of the lowest drums are fluted but their facets 
never polished31. Faceted columns with fluted 
necking on the capitals are found in the House 
of Dionysos and the House of Herms where 
they might have been intended to be left in this 
manner32. Finished polygonal columns are found 
on the island for example in the House of Masks 
or the L-shaped stoa at the Agora of the Delians33. 
Some constructions of polygonal columns were 
facilitated by Attalid sponsorship, but not all. 
Many buildings in Asia Minor and in the Aegean 
fall into the architectural phase when the Attalids 
set the norm for architecture during the second 
century. The large majority of these buildings 
have fully polished polygonal columns.

The first fully faceted twenty-sided polygonal 
columns with Doric capitals have been found 
in the eastern Aegean. They were constructed 
for their own sake, notably for the fountain at 
Kamiros dated to the late fourth or the beginning 
of the third century (Figure  9), for parts of the 
Gymnasion on Samos, dated to the mid third 
century, and for the stoa on the lower terrace of the 
Asklepieion at Kos, dated to the same century34.  



Figure 9  Kamiros, Doric portico, polygonal half columns.
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At Pergamon polygonal columns started in the 
second century possibly inspired by the earlier 
ones on the Aegean islands. Even if a few of the 
Pergamene columns could be explained to be 
unfinished or their production to have stopped 
abruptly, how can we explain all the other twenty-
sided polygonal columns of the Hellenistic period 
in the same area? Several of them are slightly 
earlier than the Pergamene examples. Those 
on the Aegean islands are not to be regarded as 
representatives of a short-lived phenomenon 
in Pergamon, but rather as a spread-out fashion 
of about two hundred years. The question about 
who inspired whom in the use of polygonal 
columns could be extensively speculated upon, 
but might, nevertheless, lead to non-conclusive 
answers. The earliest Aegean polygonal columns 
could hardly have been inspired by Pergamene 
columns constructed a hundred years later35. 
There is nonetheless one major difference between 
the column construction in the Aegean Islands 
and Pergamon: We have no unfinished polygonal 
columns in Aegean during the third century.

The twenty-sided polygonal columns at Per-
gamon were not only used in combination with 
Doric capitals, as confirmed by Vitruvius and as 
found on the Aegean Islands. At Pergamon the 
polygonal column shafts appear in combination 
with Tuscan and Aeolic palm or leaf capitals, 
and sometimes even combined with cylindrical 
bases. Therefore they were not only used in the 
traditional Doric sense, but also something new 
and local was created. Hellenistic architecture 
often combined elements of different architectural 
styles36. The starting point in the monumen- 
tal Pergamene architecture combined influences  
from both Greece and Asia Minor37. Earlier poly-
gonal columns on the west coast of Turkey, from 
the archaic Temple of Athena at Smyrna, have been 
regarded as an alternative shape for the Aeolic 
columns38. The re-emergence of the leaf capitals 
in Pergamon has been connected to a renewal of 
the older Aeolic traditions incorporated into the 
regional Pergamene architecture.

The locally emerged style in Pergamon ex-
plains the use of polygonal columns in the 
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Attalid Kingdom. After the peace of Magnesia the 
kingdom was of considerable size, its economy 
had developed and a magnificent royal capital 
was to match the size of the expanded kingdom. 
Consequently, massive construction programs 
took place in the city during the reign of King 
Eumenes II and his successors. The arguments 
basing on a political change or the death of the 
builder can probably be dismissed as explanations 
for the characteristics of most Pergamene 
polygonal columns. For a short period, polygonal 
columns were favoured in all buildings since the 
time required to produce them is shorter than that 
for fluted columns. In Pergamon, at its peak of 
development, polygonal columns supplemented 
the fluted ones and were incorporated to the 
Pergamene architecture, spreading to other towns 
whose architecture was then directly influenced 
by the Pergamene model.

Polygonal columns were produced less ex-
pensively than fluted ones, but how important 
was their shape? This question seems redundant, 

since in Pergamon polygonal columns are almost 
as common as the fluted Doric ones during the 
second century, and they were integrated within 
equally large and important building programs. 
The majority of the polygonal columns shows 
the same level of finishing as fluted columns, 
they present the same proportions and only a few 
examples have a slightly fluted necking on the 
Doric capital. Most of the polygonal columns had 
a polished surface on the facets and must therefore 
be considered as finished. Therefore, it seems 
likely that the earlier unfinished faceted columns 
used at Pergamon inspired a new inexpensive 
fashion of finished polygonal columns in a short-
lived style in the second century.

Dr. Therese Emanuelsson-Paulson, Stockholm 
University, Classical Archaeology and Ancient 
History, Department of Archaeology and 
Classical Studies, Wallenberglaboratoriet 106,  
91 Stockholm, Sweden,  
therese.paulson@antiken.su.se

Summary: Twenty-sided polygonal columns were 
incorporated in the Pergamene architecture, a 
style developed when Eumenes II and his succes-
sors monumentalized the capital of their shortly 
before expanded kingdom in the second century. 
There were earlier faceted columns in unfinished 
buildings at Pergamon, whereas finished polygo-
nal columns appear in the Aegean islands at least 
from the third century onwards in the Doric or-
der, as Vitruvius confirms. The polygonal col-
umns  of the Aegean, the earlier unfinished facet-
ed columns in Pergamon and the lack of proper 
stone for construction altogether inspired the use 
of the new shaft shape, the polygonal column, 
which was easily produced from the local andesite 
and a quicker economical choice. Therefore, the 
polygonal column became an inexpensive fashion 
for a short period of time.

Resümee: Zwanzigseitige polygonale Säulen wur-
den ein Element der pergamenischen Architektur, 
als Eumenes II und seine Nachfolger die Hauptstadt 
ihres kurz vorher erweiterten Königreichs im zwei-

ten vorchristlichen Jahrhundert monumentalisier-
ten. Frühe facettierte Säulen gibt es in unvollen-
deten Gebäuden in Pergamon, fertige polygonale 
Säulen tauchen auf den Ägäischen Inseln spätestens 
im dritten vorchristlichen Jahrhundert in der do-
rischen Ordnung auf, wie Vitruv bestätigt. Beides 
lieferte wichtige Anregungen, um den in Pergamon 
lokal vorhandenen und damit günstigen Andesit, 
der als Baumaterial kaum feine Ausarbeitung zu-
lässt, effizient zu solchen polygonalen Säulen zu 
verarbeiten, die daher für eine begrenzte Zeit lokal 
in Mode kamen.
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