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Agrigento, Sicily – Although I studied Greek for four years in high school (in Kentucky!), I knew very little about the ancient Greeks who lived here 2500 years ago.  The only two Greek words that I remember were όικια (house) and αγαπή (love).  I suppose that in my young teen mind, those two could be combined for whorehouse???  
At any rate I arrived here in this city on the southern coast of Sicily with little knowledge or understanding of its Greek heritage.   I soon learned that it is the location of one of the most impressive collections of ancient Greek temples anywhere in the world, including Greece.  In what is now an archeological park are the remains of eight major temples dating back to 520 B.C.  We know now that they were constructed over an 80 year period.  Most were built in honor of various gods (e.g., Zeus, Juno, Hercules, Asclepius) and were used routinely for sacrifices of various animals.
The city itself was founded sometime around 580 B.C. by colonists from Rhodes and Crete due to its favorable location near the Mediterranean shore and the availability of two fresh water rivers nearby.  The leaders, Aristinoo and Pistilo (love the names), supervised the construction of nearly 13 km of fortified walls with nine gates.  Soon the population mushroomed to nearly 500,000.   One of the earlier tyrants ruling the region, a particularly cruel fellow named Phalaris, commissioned an Athenian artist, Perillo, to create a large hollow bronze bull into which he would have his enemies inserted before roasting them alive inside.  Legend has it that their screams sounded much like the roar of an actual bull.   It is doubtful that this form of “justice” would pass contemporary muster, although a certain Korean dictator might be interested.
As with all ancient cities, Agrigento has passed through many hands over the centuries.  Various competing contingents (e.g., Hannibal and the Carthaginians in 406 B.C.) successfully sieged and took over, then the Romans came and conquered in 210 B.C, but several centuries later they were ousted by Muslims, who were overthrown by the Normans.  What remained standing throughout all this conflict were many of the columns and foundations of most of the original Greek temples.  Today the area is a major tourist attraction managed by an outfit called Fondo Ambiente Italiano under contract from the Sicilian government.  In addition to the ruins, there is the Kolymbethra Garden, a shaded grove of citrus, almond and olive trees; I was told that the perfume from the orange groves in the spring is rather pleasant.
Visitors have to pass though a long queue (and pay 15 Euros) to enter the archeological region.   The ruins are spectacular.  And well worth the admission fee.  The overwhelming sensation is, as always, “How did they do this?”  It turns out, according to a brochure I purchased, that both the Greeks and the Romans used derrick cranes to lift the blocks of stone used to construct the temples.   The cranes were powered by the leg muscles of slaves pushing together on a wheel of a winch.  There is also evidence that inclined planes, similar to the ones which were used to build the Egyptian pyramids, were also one of the devices used to roll large stones on fallen timbers to great heights.  Records of writings by the ancient Greek, Pausanias, indicate that architects would have models built to aid in the design process and that various metal tools, such as picks, wedges, and hammers were used to shape the stone.  Pulleys were used to gain mechanical advantage for lifting and maneuvering these massive blocks.  Because the roofs were wooden (and apparently highly decorated), none remain, but both many Doric and Ionic columns are still in remarkable shape.
The temples were used by the Greeks not only to worship their gods, but also for marriages and other important festivals.  The Temple of Asklepius, for example, was built around 400 B.C. and was primarily a medical facility where high priests would treat injuries and maladies.  If you came to the priest with a festering wound, he would cut it out with a chisel then use a glowing hot iron to burn any remaining infection.  Ouch!! These early medics even had “special” snakes to lick the eyelids and ears of those suffering eye or ear illness.  At the time, this was “modern” medicine!
Much of the signage throughout the archeological area concerns what the Romans used these temple ruins for....this is not unexpected as we are in Italy.  In most cases, the temples were converted first to honor the Roman pagan gods, then used for Catholic churches.  I did not see any information on what the Muslims did to these structures during their heydays here.
Although Agrigento is now primarily visited to see this Valley of the Temples, the irony is that it is not actually in a valley, but on a ridge on the seaward side of a valley with modern day Agrigento to the north.  I have no idea which civilization will next occupy this area, but I suspect that most of these stone columns will still be here. They have literally stood the test of time.
I thought that you might like to know.
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