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ABSTRACT

During the process of urban development in Greece a part of the A’ ancient theatre of Larisa was revealed. Today,
after several expropriations and support frameworks, the theatre is fully excavated and partly reconstructed. Re-
cently, an International Open lIdeas Competition was launched for the urban regeneration of the surrounding area
and the enhancement of the theatre’s value and function. This paper discusses the contemporary soundscape,

competition axes and urban design approaches.
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1. INTRODUCTION

During the process of urban development of Greek
cities in the mid- 20™ century, the construction proce-
dure revealed a palimpsest of the cities’ history, a lay-
ering of materials and structures. In Larisa, a part of
the A’ Ancient Theatre of the city was revealed during
the construction of new residential buildings. Today,
after several expropriations, two Community Support
Frameworks and research sub-projects, the theatre is
fully excavated and partly reconstructed.

Aiming to introduce the theatre to the public, not
only as a monument but also as an active cultural
landmark, an International Open Ideas Competition
was launched in 2021, to reconsider its reflection on
its surroundings and the wider central area. The objec-
tives of the competition included monument connec-
tions, enhancement and enrichment of the theatre’s
value, functional issues for its operation and landscape
design.

This paper presents the A’ Ancient Theatre of Lari-
sa, it discusses the contemporary soundscape by over-
laying noise maps, sound sources that rely on land us-
es, urban design approaches, as part of an overall in-
vestigation in the fields of soundscape planning, urban
design, architecture and noise control that could be
considered in similar cases, establishing the cultural
significance of the monument, incorporating it in the
city’s contemporary social life and facilitating its use
for performances.

2. ESTABLISHING THE CASE STUDY

2.1 Background information
In many Greek cities that date back to the ancient
times construction procedures in the last century pro-

vided information of previous eras, a palimpsest of
their history translated into a layering of materials that
led the researchers back to the classic - Roman times.
The palimpsest of Thessaloniki is widely discussed,
especially in relation to the present construction of the
underground. Similarly, in Larisa, the fourth largest
city in Greece, a part of the A’ ancient theatre of the
city was revealed - namely a part of the koilon- during
the construction of a new residential building in 1968.
The new building was erected, despite the Ephorate of
Antiquities’ opposition and, after several years of dis-
cussion, the expropriation was completed in 1979, and
the building was demolished in 1981. Today, after two
Community Support Frameworks and several research
sub-projects the theatre is fully revealed. Recent stud-
ies have investigated its potential regarding the cultur-
al and financial development of the city and school
education and it is important for the authorities to con-
sider all parameters for its optimum use.

However, its position in the city center, next to high
rise buildings can result in inappropriate for its use
acoustic conditions, while commercial activity and
nightlife of the area increase background noise.

How can the theatre be used for performances again
while all city functions remain untouched; Is it possi-
ble to limit background noise and allow for optimum
conditions of speech intelligibility?

In an attempt to open the theatre to the public, not
only as a monument but also as an active cultural
landmark, an International Open Ideas Competition
was launched in 2021, to “reconsider the theatre’s re-
flection to its surroundings and the larger central area”
[1]. The objectives of the competition include carving
the city’s character to establish a fresh identity, con-

10.58874/SAAT.2022.174

177


mailto:k.chourmouziadou@windowslive.com

PROCEEDINGS of the 2" Symposium: The Acoustics of Ancient Theatres
6-8 July 2022 Verona, Italy

nections between the theatre and other important
landmarks, establishing a new attraction, landscape
design, enhancement and enrichment of the theatre’s
value as a landmark and functional issues for the thea-
tre’s operation - namely organisation of paths, entranc-
es / exits and supporting spaces. The competition par-
ticipants were provided with a considerable number of
maps, plans, elevations and technical reports. Howev-
er, no mention has been made to the function of the
theatre that should take into consideration the acoustic
conditions, the land uses of the surrounding area, ex-
isting noise maps and future noise control, the evolv-
ing city’s soundscape that continuously changes during
the day and night.

2.2 The palimpsest of the A’ Ancient Theatre of Larisa

The A’ Ancient Theatre of Larissa, at the north-
eastern part of the Thessalian plain, near the banks of
river Penaeus (Pinios), was inhabited, developed and
reconstructed at the same location for many centuries.
The reuse of the constructing material during the re-
construction phases was common. As an immediate
consequence, public buildings, markets, temples and
the city walls were dismantled. Only a few monuments
have survived, including the two ancient theatres [2].

The A’ Ancient Theatre of Larissa lies on the slope
of Frourio hill (or “Fortress” hill) coinciding with the
fortified citadel of the ancient city, and one of the pre-
historic Neolithic settlements on which the oncoming
city was based on and evolved. The ancient city being
surrounded by Pinios developed only towards the
south and east of the citadel, since the north and west
sides were restricted by the river. The A’ ancient thea-
tre’s construction is chronologically placed in the 1%
half of the 3 century BC. It is one of the largest an-
cient theatres in Greece, with a 10.000 audience capac-
ity, and it is suggested that it also served as a public
place of gathering of the Thessalians.

The theatre accommodated events until the 4" cen-
tury A.D. Following the construction methods of that
period, the koilon was initially formed on the hillside,
later covered by marble. It was divided by the diazoma
to the main theatre, consisting of 24 rows of seats and
the epitheatre, consisting of 11 rows [3]. The orches-
tra, measuring 25,50m in diameter, was initially cov-
ered by marble and later by soil to accommodate Ro-
man fights. The stage building, which is relatively well
preserved, can be associated with four construction pe-
riods during the ancient times.

The theatre underwent various design stages and
modifications, due to earthquake activity (3" and 7%
century A.D.). The lowest part had already been buried
until the Byzantine years. In the late years of the Ot-
toman Empire, a large building or a complex of build-
ings had been erected on the theatre’s territory. Seats
of the ancient theatre were used as a building material
for its construction. Up to 1985 the theatral area was
covered by contemporary constructions and was essen-
tially bisected by two main streets, Al. Papanastasiou

str., north to south, and Venizelou str., east to west.

After 17 centuries of the city’s development in lay-
ers above the theatre (residential buildings and roads),
in 1910 and 1968 preparations for the foundations of
new buildings revealed parts of the skene and the koi-
lon respectively. By 1985 the NE part of the theatre
had been revealed, whereas the south and west re-
mained under other constructions. Between 1977 and
2008, after several expropriations, private and public
building demolitions and street abolishment, the epi-
theatre’s area (traces of which no more exist), the
skene, the western and eastern entrances (parodoi), the
latest leading through a pathway to the B’ Ancient
Theatre, were found [4]. Marble seats used in their in-
frastructure were discovered and transferred to appro-
priate places. Recently, the Central Board of Antiqui-
ties of Greece approved the restoration of the theatre —
initially the koilon to its later architectural phase (are-
na), and later the retaining walls, the stage building,
which is the best preserved part of the monument, and
the accessibility [5]. Figure 1 illustrates the plan and
section of the theatre in its present condition, com-
pared to the initial.

Figure 1 — Plan & Section of the A’ Theatre of Larissa.

3. CONTEMPORARY USE OF THE THEATRE

3.1 Fields of research on ancient theatres

Building heritage is a multidisciplinary field of
study, involving history, social science, architecture
and engineering.

Since the revival of ancient drama in the 20" centu-
ry many ancient theatres have been excavated, investi-
gated and restored. Research has revealed the effec-
tiveness of their architectural evolution on the acous-
tics [6]. The process of the skene’s evolution enabled
conventional use during the dramatic performance and
changed the focal point from the orchestra to the stage,
allowing for further enhancement of the actors’ voices
due to relative source-receiver heights. In some cases,
the theatre’s restoration was accompanied by appropri-
ate architectural and acoustic interventions to ensure
optimum visual and acoustic conditions during their
contemporary use. Studies have indicated the contribu-
tion of ephemeral scenery, designed and applied to the
theatres for performance purposes to replace missing
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stage buildings, to the soundscape of ancient theatres,
either positively or negatively [7], [8], and [9].

However, although scenery application can activate
the acoustic capabilities of an open-air theatre, an im-
portant factor for the acoustic quality of many ancient
theatres was low background noise, important for the
unassisted speech to be audible. Contemporary condi-
tions — theatres situated in Greek cities or nearby busy
roads — imply the necessity of an acoustic treatment to
ensure optimum conditions during performances [10].
Recent research on European cities has indicated the
significance of the soundscape approach for the
preservation and promotion of cultural heritage [11],
where appropriate architectural and urban design can
contribute to the overall experience and comfort, de-
pending on the uniqueness of each theatre, its position,
construction characteristics and background noise.

Regarding the A’ ancient theatre of Larisa, apart
from the architectural quality, evolution and restora-
tion process, it is important to discuss its position
within the urban fabric, mainly in terms of the acoustic
environment; and consequently, to develop guidance
for its contemporary use.

3.2 Soundscape analysis

The city is a place of coexistence of many different
social groups, a synthesis of architectural forms, deriv-
ing from different sociopolitical circumstances over
the centuries. ldentifying and studying the independent
elements that form the collage of urban space can lead
to understanding the development and function of the
city [12], based on the context, background, prior ex-
periences, familiarity with the place, so that each per-
son constructs a different image of the city. According
to Lynch [13], grouping these images reveals common
elements that emerge as characteristics of the city. He
distinguishes five types of elements that constitute its
structural features (paths, edges, districts, nodes and
landmarks), the interrelations of which determine the
clarity of the city’s ‘imageability’. Similarly, as previ-
ous research has indicated [14], one can identify such
elements of the urban fabric associated with auditory
perception.

The acoustic environment of the urban fabric sur-
rounding the theatre was investigated through the col-
lection of the latest noise maps [15] and the use of the
sound map technique, as a research tool from Am-
phoux’s 1% approach, sound memory [16]. Figures 2
and 3 present the overlapping of the two illustrations,
namely the noise maps that present the Lden and Ln
and the sound map that focuses on the land use that
characteristically provides different sound sources for
day and night. As expected, linear sources act as
boundaries / axes and omni-directional sources provide
distinct features to the sound environment. Size of
symbols reflects intensity of phenomena. Traffic noise
prevails (Lden>70dB that exceeds 75 at crossroads -
Ln>60-65 dB), forming strict boundaries at the pe-
rimeter, intruding the area where no building bounda-

ries exist. At this end, an important decision by the
municipality to demolish the two building blocks
marked with black at the south will increase the impact
of traffic noise at the area. Some of the competition
design proposals include new city tower landmarks (1%
prize) or sheds replacing these blocks, that would re-
duce traffic noise propagation but at the same time
create visual obstacles for the view of the theatre.
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Pedestrian roads surrounding the theatre present
lower values in Lden and Ln (56-60 and 45-55 dB re-
spectively), while the Lden and Ln at the theatre is
above 50-55dBA and 40-45dBA respectively. It needs
to be mentioned that these noise maps (created in
2014) present residence as the prevalent land use sur-
rounding the theatre. Since then, the city has evolved
and, apart from its commercial life, the recreational
quarter (cafes, restaurants, bars etc.) has moved from
the city centre to the eastern and northern parts of the
theatre, as indicated by the omnidirectional source
symbols. In total, 69 bars and restaurants are located in
this area, out of 82 that can be found at this part of the
city, all of which mostly use their outdoor space. Addi-
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tionally, as can be seen in Figure 3, the area at the top
of the Frourio hill is the new “meeting point” (symbol-
ised by the large sources), mostly occupied by traffic
noise during the day (Lden>60dB - since there is a dif-
ference in level from the main road), but also charac-
terized by natural sounds of birds due to the thick tree
foliage), accommodating several thousands of young
people between 7pm and after midnight during the
summer. A recent urban installation created a prome-
nade and resting points at the linear pathway at the
tangent of the epitheatre area.

Another important factor that controls the sound-
scape of the area of the theatre and its surroundings
are the building shells that function as sound reflec-
tors. This could be altered by the architectural treat-
ment of building surfaces [11]. The analysis presented
in this paper will be further investigated through future
soundwalks and the application of the Swedish Sound-
scape Quality Protocol (SSQP) [17].

4. CONCLUSIONS

Considering the wider theatre area as surrounded by
road axes, one can easily distinguish three areas: the
high density building area at the east, where commer-
cial uses and leisure are mostly concentrated, the open
area at the top of the Frourio hill that provides a vi-
brant and rich soundscape at the north, fluctuating in
level and sound source categories, according to the
season and time, and an urban environment, concen-
trating commercial, leisure, administrative, education-
al and similar functions at the south and west. The dis-
tinction coincides with the spatial distribution of exist-
ing land uses.

Overall, establishing the cultural significance of
theatre as a monument and ensuring its operation, re-
quires an interdisciplinary study that will reconsider
the impact of the surrounding land use on the sound-
scape, apply urban design decisions for monument
connections and architectural design for building
treatments. Only when the basis of its functionality is
set, the acoustic simulation of its current condition and
the layout of its restoration can be carried out to sug-
gest further improvements and scenery design applica-
tions.
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