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LOSS OF THE COSMOS: 
THE DEATH OF GRANDEUR IN ARCHITECTURE
Of all the fine arts, architecture is unique in that it is one of the most immanent in our every day life. It houses; it shelters us; it affords us a place to work. The other arts, those that are distinctly fine arts, are not nearly so routine. To enjoy music you must listen to a CD, cassette, or record or perhaps attend a concert. To enjoy photography, painting, sculpture, and the like you must observe it in print or make your way to an art museum. Even to enjoy literature you must open up and read a book. In each of these cases, one must step outside the normal routine of things, pause, and take in the artistic creation. In the case of architecture, however, it is always present for consideration. Architecture is, if you will, an omnipresent art. Whether one has considered it this way or not, to live in a civilized country is to be in a daily interaction with architecture. And because architecture is every where, it “is an art,” says John Ruskin, “for every man.”
 
In light of the unique and ubiquitous nature of architecture, it is very easy for it to go unnoticed or at least unconsidered. Ironically, however, it is precisely because this art surrounds us, that one should seriously come to terms with the intricacies that make architecture what it is. Such an endeavor would entail that we make ourselves more aware and more attentive to the significant rifts separating the architectural world of yesterday and our own. More specifically, for the purposes of this essay, we must consider what I would call a loss and even a death in the architectural virtue of grandeur.  
Modern man has achieved the skyscraper. Our buildings are bigger, taller, wider, more expansive, equipped with more amenities, availed of more technology than anything that ever was or could be built in the Roman empire. And yet, when one looks at the modern skyscraper it does not draw forth the same individual response as does a Roman monument. Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, considered one of the great architectural geniuses of the Modern Movement, argued that the impressiveness of modern structures derives solely from their being big.
 In other words, there is no longer a sense of formal grandeur. Roman architecture, however, is of a sort that is very conscious of its own presentation, and it attempts and very often succeeds in presenting grandeur. Herein lies the irony: that Modern architecture despite its increased size, mass, and impressive bigness is unable to capture the virtue of grandeur that emanates through the canon of Classical monuments. 
The question then arises: what is this thing called “grandeur”? Perhaps the best way to answer is first tell what it is not. As should be evident, grandeur is not exclusively related to the sheer massiveness of a building. Although size does matter and has its place and role, grandeur is a quality independent of dimensions alone. Instead it is a virtue, that is, like the Greek arête, a standard or quality of excellence. Moreover, it is a standard that pertains to magnificence, which is, etymologically, a great (magnum) doing (ficens). Grandeur and magnificence are aristocratic virtues. As the Oxford English Dictionary points out, the post-classical Latin equivalent magnificus was “an honorific title of high magistrates.”
 Another dictionary speaks of a quality “splendid or imposing in size or appearance.”
 It was that aspect of “appearance” of which the Classical architect was very aware as he consciously articulated strength, power, and the like even through the tiny ornamentations of his design. But my favorite definition is from Merriam-Webster, which using a cathedral as an example defines something “magnificent” as being “sumptuous in structure and adornment.”

Structure and adornment: these are the anvil and hammer of the virtue of grandeur, especially in architecture. Structure is the foundation of an architectural design, and adornment animates and gives it liveliness. In Classical Greek there is a word that perfectly embodies this bipartite quality of excellence. It is a word that speaks of the very large, the overall schema, the structure of a thing and can refer to the very small, the tiny embellishments, the adornments. In its most pure and rarified sense it means simply “order,” a proper arrangement and relationship of the parts and the whole. It is the same word from which English obtains a term describing the preparations to adorn something as delicate as a woman’s face (cosmetics) as well a scientific word concerning the expansive structure of the universe (cosmology). The word is cosmos. It speaks of structure and adornment, of organization and ornamentation, of the macrocosmic and the microcosmic. Cosmos, therefore, as an aesthetic quality derives from a clear, articulate, ordered arrangement of the parts, that is the very small, into a larger, more complex albeit still clear and well-articulated whole. The presence of cosmos, in turn, emanates the virtue of grandeur. 
It is my contention that this principle of cosmos, as it is evinced in the art itself, is what originates in Roman and more broadly Classical architecture that virtue of grandeur which is absent in the contemporary styles of the West. Furthermore, this principle finds its most clear articulation, as we shall see, in a mechanism that evolved over time: the Classical Orders. In architecture, these are standards for how one should design a building that revolve around the ratios and embellishments of columns, traditionally the Doric, Ionic, Corinthian, Tuscan, and Composite. Vitruvius, the first codifier of the Orders, writes that every art is composed of craftsmanship (fabrica) and theory (ratiocinatio).
 There is a theory and a practice to architecture, as there is a theory and a practice to art. In a word, cosmos is the theory, and it has remained an understood first principle for centuries. The Orders are the practice, and while they have changed and evolved over time to adapt to the inconstant demands of each successive generation, never had the Orders been entirely discarded or overhauled. 
In the past century, however, there has been a distinct abandonment and rejection of the Orders which has given rise to a less than grand and cosmetic architecture. At times one observes organization without ornamentation, raw, unadulterated masses without any detection of “unnecessary” artifice. At other times, ornamentation without organization, a smorgasbord of symbols, insignias, and all manner of architectural regalia. Both strive for a style independent of the traditional conceptualization of the Orders. Neither, however, achieve the once preferred virtue of grandeur that is formally, structurally, and ornamentally evident in Classical architecture. 
Classical architecture 

On account of the fact that the Orders are the defining characteristic of Classical architecture and because the centerpiece of the Orders is the column, it stands to reason that the classical column with its prescribed capital, base, and shaft is arguably the embodiment of Classical architecture. Just a cursory skim through any illustrated history of antiquity will quickly reveal the abundance of columns in the ancient world, such that we moderns have come to recognize the column as symbolic distillation of Greece and Rome. 

One, however, should not presume that columns need be physically manifest in order that their presence to be aesthetically felt, for the governing principles of the column such as ratio and décor might inform the character and style of a building without there actually being any actual column present. As Jean-Francois Gabriel, an architect of such renown he was “one of the last architects invited to join” the Congress of International Modern Architecture, argues, the Orders might be latent and indirect.
 He best summarizes these two points with the following words: “[t]here is no question that classical architecture begins and ends with the orders. Even when the orders are not visible, they are always implied.”
  More simply stated (1) the Orders are central to the construction of Classical architecture and (2) the presence of Orders need not be apparent in order to be effectual. 
From the time of the Greeks and Romans up until the last century, the Classical Orders were a defining characteristic of the architecture of the West. This is not to say that it always and only was a Classical style of architecture. The Byzantine, the Gothic, even arguably the Mannerist and Baroque were not Classical in the strictest sense of the word with respect to style. On the other hand, each of these architectural modes still attended to and incorporated the principles and methods of the Classical Orders, as we shall explore in more detail later. In their purest form, however, the Classical Orders were codified and most clearly articulated in two distinct contexts: the Roman and the Renaissance. 
The Romans, of course, were not the first civilization to use columns. It was Greek and Egyptian in origin. But those from the city of Seven Hills being inheritors of all things Greek, in poetry, in art, and even in architecture, appropriated these forms for themselves. What they, in turn, accomplished was a conception of Classical architecture as a style in and of itself with certain rules, principles, and techniques. They brought to bear a quality of regularity and order. In a word, they systematized what was already known and available forming it into a methodological corpus, which we now know as the Classical Orders. What is even more remarkable is that this accomplishment was primarily the work of one man. He first codified the Orders, he popularized the architectural treatise, he reinvented logic of construction as a noble art worthy of the educated aristocrat not merely the common craftsman, and this man, Vitruvius, is arguably the father of Classical architecture as we perceive it today. 

In the preface of his seminal work, De Architectura, Vitruvius states expressly that his intent in writing was for the sake of handing down (traderentur) a record of “the grandeur” of Rome’s accomplishments (amplitudine rerum gestarum).
 The key word here is amplitudo, which the editors of the Loeb Library translate as “grandeur.” In Latin the term has multiple meanings. It can, for example, connote the same idea as its English cognate, amplitude, “size, bulk, extent; extensiveness, abundance,” but in the context it suggests “distinction, eminence, prestige, greatness,” which is the same meaning that the Oxford Latin Dictionary proposes in another context where amplitudo describes res gestae. 
  Earlier in the paper, a similar ambiguity was explored in the meanings of magnificence and grandeur as these have the attributes of both “size” and “distinction” or “appearance”. From the beginning, therefore, Vitruvius makes it evident that the aim of Roman design and construction was to bring to fruition this same architectural virtue. 

Some of the more familiar aspects of Vitruvius’ thinking are his three Principles of construction, firmitas, utilitas, and venustas (durability, usefulness, and elegance) as well as his intellectual sketch of the human form mapped according to a grid of mathematical ratios, what has come to be known as the renowned “Vitruvian Man.” Less remembered yet holding greater importance in his architectural schema are what Mark Wilson Jones labels the “six principles of design”: ordinatio, dispositio, eurythmia, symmetria, decor, and distributio.
 While some scholars have dismissed these as a hodgepodge of ill-defined standards, Jones prefers a more recent interpretation that recognizes “a bipartite split between processes of design and the attributes they produce.”
 Based on such an interpretive schema, the six principles can be reduced down to three: “symmetria, the principle of mathematical harmony,” “eurythmia, the principle of visual harmony,” and “decor, the doctrine of appropriateness.”

The first of these three principles is central both to Vitruvius and to Classical architecture as a whole, for it dictates the necessity of ratios and relationships. Symmetria is bound up in the idea of cosmos, the well-wrought relationship of the parts and the whole. Vitruvius defines it as: 

[A] proper agreement between the members of the work itself, and relation of the parts and the whole general scheme, in accordance with a certain part selected as standard.

The parts and the whole. This then is Vitruvian Man’s cue, for he illustrates what proportional parallels are necessary in architecture. A man’s hand or face is one-tenth his arm span, which is equivalent to his total height; his head is one-eighth, his foot one-sixth, and his chest one-fourth. Each of these smaller dimensions is therefore related to every other as well as to the whole. It creates a system out of which stems eurythmia, the second principle of design.

Eurythmia is literally a “well” (eu-) “shaped-ness.” (rythmos) While there is a mathematical element fundamental to this principle of visual harmony, the principle itself “makes the bridge” between raw, abstract ratios and proportions and the actual shape of the structure.
 No piece dominates the visual construction, as they are all melded into a well integrated whole. Eurythmia and symmetria are closely intertwined: the latter informs the former, prescribing in theory what shape should be adopted; the former transforms the latter, bringing into fruition the actual shape. Both, moreover, are defined by the term “harmony,” that is, agreement, arrangement, concord, orderliness, or, in terms we’ve grown familiar with, organization. 

The third and final principle, which is decor or the doctrine of appropriateness, addresses the matter of adornment. Proper decor is “the refined appearance of a project that has been composed of proven elements and with authority (auctoritate) [that is precedence, the authority of architects past].”
 Furthermore, decor is achieved when it is in a manner of statio, which is an interesting word that some translators have rendered as “convention” and others as “function.” 
 The word itself most often means “a state of standing still,” which you can hear in the word itself: to stand, stay, or stationary and the like.
 It can be an astronomical term, with regard to the position of the planets; it can be a military term, the guard or garrison posted on alert, or even a rest stop along the roadways. It might also refer to one’s “station in life” and the call of “duty.” Only one reference is cited in the Oxford Latin Dictionary where it translates as “convention” or “prescription,” and that is from the De Architectura. One should see, therefore, how strange a word this is in the context.
Vitruvius, however, sheds some light upon the nature and parameters of statio. He begins by comparing it to the Greek word thematismos, which quite literally means a “laying down” or setting down, a “placing in order.”
 These things being set down are by future generations “arbitrarily assumed.”
 This, then, is where the idea of statio enters, albeit rather than a “laying down,” it is a “standing up,” an erecting of certain rules and principles, which then become standards for all participants in the tradition. The source and boundaries of statio are for Vitruvius custom (consuetudine) and nature (natura).
 This is a fundamental distinction in the Greco-Roman mindset. The Greeks often spoke of the divide between physis and nomos. The architect likewise draws this same distinction and yet lumps them together in a higher category, statio, which he describes as the governing component of decor, the principle of appropriateness, of adornment, of details, of ornamentation. 
What remains is for Vitruvius to demonstrate how both consuetudo and natura are part and parcel of the Orders. He sets about accomplishing this end in two ways: story-telling and mathematics.  In each case, as Vitruvius defines and describes what Doric is, what Ionic, and what Corinthian, he recounts the mythic history of the Order, telling how it originated, how it got its name, and how it came to serve the customary purpose that is does. Nevertheless, he also gives a mathematical layout that stipulates how the Order should be constructed, much like his conceptualization of the Vitruvian Man albeit in terms regarding the parts of the building rather than the body. So then, in the first instance, by virtue of his story, Vitruvius puts forth the custom, the consuetudo, the nomos, which is the very naming and assignment of the Order. In the second, by virtue of his map of ratios and proportions, he demonstrates how the Order is rooted in the same geometrical naturalness which is evident in the human body. “Vitruvian man is not produced by geometry […] the man is geometry’s source.”
 Geometry, in turn, sources the nature of the Order.

There is one final thing that must be recognized in the work of Vitruvius. His writings cut as a two-edged sword. That is to say, there is a side of him that is a reflection of what he has learned as an architect and engineer. He is after all a product of his own day and an intellectual child of his predecessors. Thus, he records; he gives an account; he narrates an architectural history. But this narrative serves a dialectical purpose, for there is also a side of Vitruvius that seeks to voice his own reflections on the nature of architecture and the Orders, and how they should be implemented. The De Architectura is both descriptive and prescriptive. It relates, and it dictates, giving an account, but also giving orders. Furthermore, the importance of Vitruvius lay not so much in how effective he is at persuading his contemporaries, for in this respect, as John Onians points out, he falls short. Despite this, his treatise concerning architecture is worth regard because it “achieves what it sets out to do,” which is “to elevate architecture to the level of a discipline or science.”
 
Whether or not Vitruvius’s immediate predecessors followed his prescriptions with the same attention to detail as he demonstrated is of little consequence for the purposes of this paper. What matters is, first, that his text did last, and it shaped the general theory and practice of architecture for centuries to come. What is more, Vitruvius was in the end remembered, and his ideas were essentially resurrected in their totality over a thousand years later during the Renaissance. The elements of Roman architecture were reborn in their fullest and most complete form, but the Classical Orders themselves were amplified. With the addition of two new Orders, the Tuscan and the Composite, the schema of Classical architecture that we are most familiar with today was complete. 

The center stage of this architectural Renaissance was, appropriately enough, Italy, the home of Rome, and the first significant actor of this drama of rebirth was an Italian, Sebastiano Serlio. He was, as Robert Chitham, describes him “the first great codifier of the orders,” that is of the five Orders.
  “His five part Book of Architecture […] includes the first plate to show the orders together for comparison.” Despite his status as first among the Classical architects, Serlio did not lead the Orders into a full maturity as pure and ideal forms. This was the achievement of two of his younger contemporaries, Giacomo da Vignola and Andrea Palladio.

Between their combined endeavors, Vignola and Palladio hammered out the theory and practice of Classical architecture for the Renaissance.  They were, after all, the two most important architects of their era, an era which was a time of great artistic flourishing. On the more abstract side, Vignola clearly outlines the purpose of the Orders in his Canon of the Five Orders of Architecture, which was to facilitate “a correspondence and simple numerical proportion so that every smallest part can be used to measure all other elements.”
 Through an attention to proper relationships, proportions, and measurement between the parts and the whole, the architect could achieve “a gracefulness that is pleasing to the eye.”
 One should note the principles of ornamentation and organization emanating from his words. In comparison to Vignola, Palladio sketches out a more detailed and thorough text, in which he demonstrates the many different applications of the Orders. His Four Books on Architecture is sprinkled with illustrations of floor-plans, arches, ornamentations, columns and other sorts of architectural patterns. The one sets forth the canon, while the other lays out a catalog.
The architectural Renaissance was, of course, not solely confined within the borders of Italy. In France there was Claude Perrault, a theorist who “refined […] the orders to its most logical and immutable form.”
 In England through figures such as James Gibbs, Sir William Chambers, and Sir Christopher Wren the revival of things Classical was even more pronounced. One particular fellow, an Englishman, who stands in a rather obscure place being overshadowed by pillars like the illustrious Christopher Wren, was William Halfpenny, who “described himself [an] architect and carpenter.”
 He wrote several treatises concerning more concrete questions, the “how-to’s” of construction, such as Practical Architecture, as well as more exotic topics like incorporating Gothic or even Chinese styles into home design. 

The text that I want to consider was a work whose entire concern was how to draw the Orders, especially the necessary details of ornamentation. For the purposes of this study, what is most interesting about this piece is not its content nor its subject material but its title, for it provides a perfect illustration of the Renaissance understanding and appreciation for the Classical Orders: Magnum in Parvo, or as it is subtitled The Marrow of Architecture. Both of these descriptions are telling. First, Magnum in Parvo: that is, literally, “a great thing in a little one.” The usage of the Orders was thus a means for displaying magnificence, greatness, grandeur, even, as the title suggests, in the minor, seemingly insignificant aspects. The second thing is that the Orders were considered the “Marrow” of architecture. It was the substance, the root, the essence of architectural design.
There is one more architect worth mentioning, who was “the first Renaissance architect to write an architectural treatise, De re aedificatoria,” Leon Battista Alberti.
 He designed one of the most notable buildings of the period, the Santa Maria Novella. But the church’s façade is so busy, lively, and animated that it looks nothing like a typical Roman basilica or temple or the like. In fact it looks very little like anything Roman at all. As it so happens Alberti himself as well as others of his contemporaries is not always labeled as a truly Classical architect. 

The term sometimes used to describe these architects is Mannerist, for the designers of this style although harking back to and employing the methods of imperial Rome, were on occasion very conscious of the manner itself and how they presented it. It tended to be more amplified style, not just in the fact that there were more Orders, but there was more of everything: more ornamentation, more size, more variety in ratios and proportions, in sum more complexity. For example, on the rear façade of St. Peter’s Basilica, Michelangelo designed windows that were wider than they were tall, a skewed relationship according to the dictates of purist Classical masonry, which required that things be vertically proportioned. In the context, however, as Robert Venturi points out, “because one usually expects vertical proportions, the longitudinal spanning expresses validly and vividly their relative smallness.”
 In other words it fits. What is more it fits even better than had the window been designed in the traditional manner of height over width. 

Considering again the Santa Maria Novella, one can see an apparent symmetry.  Columns are present that serve to frame, outline and give shape to the façade.
 The body of the design is ordered according to a traditional columnar structure with a base, shaft, and capital. In one sense, therefore, it is a Classical building. It does at least reveal some attendance to the Orders. And yet, it is very different from the traditional notion of Classical. The adornment does not merely add to the structure; it dominates it. It controls the composition. In fact, the many columns and rows of the various shapes give the impression of a structure that is built out of adornment. In this sense it is not a Classical building. It is something different, something more. 

My point is this: architecture during the Renaissance while still very Classical was not simply a mirror image of ancient Rome. It was something old and something new. Renaissance architects adopted the Orders and principles of organization and ornamentation, but they applied them in a radically new manner. The Classical Orders, therefore, are not simply a matter of style, for style concerns the way in which architecture is developed in a particular social, cultural, or even geometrical context. The Orders, however, transcend style, so that they can be appropriated in a variety of different contexts, which is evident by a careful consideration of Western architecture: the Byzantine, the Gothic, and as we have already mentioned the Mannerist and Baroque. There is a lineage of architectural thought and construction that revolves around the Orders. In Our Debt to Greece and Rome, Professor Alfred Mansfield Brooks states:

The medieval cathedrals were lineal descendants of the Basilica of Constantine by way of the Christian basilica. Further, the so-called Gothic revival in England, three quarters of a century ago, and our present liking [this being written in the 1960s] for the beautiful Gothic churches […] prove our debt to Rome.

There is, in sum, a binding factor, a common denominator, a thread that traces through each of these styles, so that while they may not all be classified as Classical in the most technical sense of the word, they are still rooted in and bound to the principles, techniques, orders, and stylistic parameters of Classical architecture.

Some will object to this over-generalized and oversimplified categorization of all architecture in the West. After all, they will say, these different periods, the Baroque, Gothic, Medieval, Byzantine, Roman, Greek, and any I’ve left out, are all very, very different from each other. And they will be right. The aims of the medieval architect are in no way akin to that of the Roman or Renaissance man, except insofar as he hopes to create something beautiful, something grand. Traditionally architects of the Classical period employed wide, expansive models with marble columns round and fat. That is, they were fat in the minds of the Gothic architects who preferred much taller, thinner columns to support their high and lofty vaulted arches and frame their translucent stain-glassed walls, thereby directing the eyes of man toward heaven and his thoughts towards God. What links the two, however, is the implementation of symmetry, structure, ornamentation, and some degree of attention to the Orders.

John Onians has written a brilliant book to explain this phenomenon, in which he answers both the question why there is a continual returning to and referencing of the Orders and, on the other hand, why the Orders are presented in such a variety of different ways. The title of his opus says it all: Bearers of Meaning. This is, in a word, the basic crux of his argument. The Orders themselves are “bearers of meaning.” They have weight; they convey a visual rhetoric; they are, if you will, architecturally persuasive. What changes, therefore, from one period to the next throughout the architectural history of the West is not the Orders themselves but the way in which they are used to bear new and untried meanings.
 If there is one thing that all those who employ the Classical methods have in common, it is that they perceive there is a certain importance, beauty, and grandeur in the Classical Orders, and by capitalizing on the excellence that is present, they can infuse the argument in their own architecture, be it political, theological, cultural, or otherwise, with a greater measure of weightiness and meaning. In other words, the Orders make the art more persuasive.

What then are the Orders? As I have already mentioned and as one would find in any decent dictionary, they are the Doric, Ionic, Corinthian, Tuscan, and Composite. These are the Orders, which should be a sufficient answer, except that this is not what I am asking. What are the Orders as a collective whole, and what is at their core? What essentially are the Orders, or rather in Aristotelian language, what is their telos or purpose? It should be clear by now that the purpose of the Orders is to bring organization and ornamentation, terms that I have repeated throughout, to the architectural construct. They accomplish this end by laying out certain prescriptions that are guided by custom and nature and by a general rule of harmony. Beyond this, it would be difficult to define the Orders in dictionary terms without resorting to as trite a definition as the one above. Perhaps, it would more helpful to consider the term itself, that is the Latin term which Vitruvius uses, and then define it by analogy.

Time and again, the word that pops up in De Architectura throughout Vitruvius’ discussion of the Orders is genus, which primarily means “birth, descent, origin,” but that understanding is transferred to the idea of “race, stock” or more generally “kind” or “species.” In literary terms, it describes the different types of writing, thus the word from which we derive “genre.” It would be helpful then to think of the Orders in terms of poetic genres, a term that perhaps we are more familiar with. In poetry, there are several types: epic, lyric, tragic, comedic, or some other form or mutation of these four. Each poetic genre serves as a framework for the poet, a skeleton upon which he can construct his poem. There are various means of organization through rhyme scheme, through metrics, even through the form of the poem itself. There are also various figures and tropes and other poetic and rhetorical devices available, with which the poet can ornament his poem. All of this, in turn, serves to set poetry apart, giving it a quality of eminence and distinction that ultimately makes it grander than the average piece of prose. So too the Orders, by virtue of their structure and adornment, convey a quality of excellence and grandeur that is not achieved by other, more prosaic architectural programmes. 
Contemporary architecture

Smash the shell-lime Doric, Ionic, and Corinthian columns, demolish the pinheads! Down with the ‘respectability’ of sandstone and plate-glass, into fragments with the rubbish of marble and precious wood, to the garbage heap with all that junk!
 

The striking words above are not merely those of some revolutionary crackpot with little or no credentials sans any understanding of architecture. In fact, they were voiced by a renowned, prolific German architect of the early twentieth century, Bruno Taut, in his article “Down with seriousism!” published 1920. His rant, although very strong and radical in its language, is in its content characteristic of the new and progressive architecture of the Modern Movement. On the one hand, there was a growing fondness for complicated structures, buildings that were organized so that the axes or lines of sight were not as easily recognized, yet still with a view towards symmetry. Walls were large and symmetrically shaped and often patterned with symmetrical rows and columns of smaller symmetrical shapes, the windows and doors. Architects were more aware of how a building was organized with respect to its function. On the other hand, there was also a growing reduction of adornment. Buildings were stark, without columns, entablatures, pediments, elaborate molding, or any sort of ornamentation. One architect, Adolf von Loos, so despised ornamentation that he called it a “crime” that would result in a waste of human labor, money, and material.”
 In a word, it was an architectural period that esteemed organization without ornamentation. 

During the Modern Movement three figures stood out, forming something of a triumvirate of architects who are universally recognized as the geniuses of their age: Frank Lloyd Wright, Le Corbusier, and Ludwig Mies van der Rohe.
 For the purposes of this essay, however, I want to consider the latter two who show a much greater affinity of thought with each other and with the general spirit of the Modern Movement. Beginning with Mies van der Rohe, he is best described as the architect who “made [his] art seem rational, as if it were a science.”
 He was recognized for his staunch opposition to formalism of any sort, especially those of prior periods. It was a hopeless and futile effort, he said, “to try to use the forms of the past in our architecture,” for it was then impossible to look forward to the future.
 For Mies, the art was in the act of creation, and one should be judged “not so much by the results as by the creative process.”
 Furthermore, Mies argued that the form derived from the function; that is, as the architect created a structure and discovered what function it would serve then the building could take on an appropriate form. All of this, his rationalist functionalism and aversion for form, led him to design buildings of “apparent simplicity” where “[t]he walls seem to withdraw.”
 Although he might not call it so, he had something of a minimalist strand in his architecture. His famous dictum, after all, was “less is more.”
 
Aristotle is sometimes called a proto-functionalist, because he works through his philosophy defining what man is based upon what a man does: his function in the social order. His predecessor Plato, however, was far more concerned with the mathematics of the thing. Similarly, Mies van der Rohe, the architect of rational functionalism, can be understood in contrast to his counterpart, Le Corbusier, an architect whose designs throve on mathematics. In fact, he is at times called “Cartesian” and even “Platonic.”
 

By temperament Le Corbusier is a Cartesian: logical reasoning is the framework, the foundation, if not the objective of all his enterprises.
 

Le Corbusier was logical; he was formulaic; he had a strict and keen sense of mathematics, so much so that one author describes it as a “logical radicalism.”

Because of his interest in mathematics, Le Corbusier developed a greater attention to form. Unlike Mies, who allowed the function and creative process of a design dictate its architectural mode, Le Corbusier was very conscious of predetermined mathematical ratios that underpinned the blueprint. The two architectural virtues he espoused were “proportion” and “harmony.” The first of these, which he considers the central element in architecture, he clearly links with mathematics: the way one perceives varying “distances, dimensions, heights, and volumes” can be unified by a proper usage of proportion.
  In turn, harmony exudes, which he defines as “a moment of congruence” that extends beyond mere sensation into the nature of things, “the laws governing the universe, a return to an underlying order.”
 In many ways, his sense of form and organization connects with the Classical school. He has, for example “an equal reverence for mathematics,” like Palladio, which shows in “a most lucid organization.”
 Even more striking, Le Corbusier was entranced in studies of the Golden Section and the mathematical ratios manifest in nature. In fact, he developed his own version of the Vitruvian Man: the Modulor. He had conceived “a double scale of proportions, derived from human dimension, […] which was to attain its completed form in 1948.”
 The Modulor became the building block for the remainder of his designs. 

Despite his keen sense of organization, which looked remarkably similar to a model of the Orders, it would be inappropriate to classify Le Corbusier in the Classical school for the simple fact that he possessed a vicious aversion for all things ornamental, thus revealing a more Modernist disposition. He, like many of the architects of his day, found himself in an environment where the old methods of adornment didn’t seem to fit, and so they not only used but devotedly espoused the resources of the day. In the case of Corbusier, however, his taste for the unadorned, the raw, the natural was augmented by his quest for mathematical purity. “Thus [his] taste for truth is often identical with that of brutality. The architect loved rough materials, un-polished, not de-natured.”
 
From what has been said thus far, these two architectural giants, Mies van der Rohe and Le Corbusier, hold rather different views of architecture, yet they share in common an affinity of style, which has come to be know as International Style. This movement was perhaps the benchmark of Modern architecture, for it was the clearest articulation of a design that was universal, that many architects from many backgrounds could hold to. As testament to the definitive nature of International Style, in 1932 the Museum of Modern Art in New York City “displayed its first architectural exhibition, entitled simply Modern Architecture,” which featured “[p]hotographs and drawings of works by architects… [who] were grouped under the term International style.”
 What, then, was the “International Style”? In broad and general terms, it was a movement of style that was “based on modern structural principles and materials,” so that skeleton-frame construction was revealed (and even “reveled”) in a design that highlighted more commonplace resources like concrete, steel, and glass.
 In other words, International Style was a style assembled in order to meet the demands of the Modern world.  Although other styles had been used during the Modern period, this was the first one that was consciously “Modern”.

In 1922 two men, Philip Johnson and Henry-Russell Hitchcock, set out to define the nature of International Style in an architectural manifesto of the same appellation. In one sense, it was an endeavor much like that of Vitruvius, in that it was both descriptive and prescriptive. These men recognized that there was something unique about the modern environment, and that architecture needed to respond to the contemporary situation. In another sense, therefore, their work was much more than just another De Architectura, for in fact it was a conscious redefining of Vitruvius and his principles. They were, furthermore, reacting to the growing trend in functionalism, which suggested that there need not be any style or aesthetic. The originators of International Style sought to put into words an architectural code that found the balance between both extremes: in other words an aesthetic with function; or a functionalism with aesthetics.
There were three fundamental tenets of the new architectural creed, and, as we saw in the case of Vitruvius, two of them dealt with matters of structure, the last with adornment. The first principle redefined “architecture as volume” as opposed to architecture as “mass.”
 What was meant is that the structure of a building was to be minimal, as little present as possible, so that it became simply a large box for housing things. “The prime architectural symbol is no longer the dense brick but the open box.”
 It was an effect similar to Mies’ ideal, where the “walls seemed to withdraw.”
 Such a minimalist design was made possible through skeleton-frame construction, but it was the expressed intent of the style to make this construction grossly apparent in the architecture. This entailed two qualities: a heightened emphasis of skeleton structure and a use of thin, flat, plane “surface materials” such as stucco, sheathing, and glass. With this scheme, walls were “merely subordinate elements fitted like screens between the supports carried like a shell outside of them.”
 The result: a building was no longer a mass with large, physically intrusive elements like columns and stone walls but a thinly veiled frame. 

The second principle of International Style regards “regularity,” which was a quality intended as distinct from the Classical virtues of symmetry and proportion. Using the common design, when a building was constructed, the “supports in skeleton construction [were] normally and typically spaced at equal distances in order that strains may be equalized.”
 This type of structural regularity created a “rhythm” that was evident “before the outside surfaces are applied.”
 The aim of International Style was to translate what was a matter of structural integrity into an aesthetic ideal. 

Good modern architecture expresses in its design this characteristic orderliness of structure and this similarity of parts by an aesthetic ordering which emphasizes the underlying regularity.
 

With this model, the predefined symmetry of Classical structure was eschewed. Any sort of “tripartite expression of base, shaft and capital [a Classical invention] […] was never used in the International style.”
 International Style had drawn up a new set of principles for how an architect should organize his structure. 
Finally, the third and most definitive principle is what distinguishes International Style and the Modern Movement most clearly from the Classical past: “the avoidance of applied decoration.”
 Such were the views of Mies and of Corbusier. “Less is more.” A brutal austerity. Here again, the International Style takes up this cause of ornamental reduction. Writes Johnson and Russell, “better none at all [i.e. decoration] unless it be good.”
 The reason for this principle was twofold. On the one hand, ornamentation did not seem fitting the modern environment with its new technology and industrialization. On the other hand, “absence of ornament” functioned as a point of differentiation between “the styles of the past” and the styles of the day.
 If there is one characteristic that most distinguishes the Modern Movement from Classical architecture and the Orders, it is this “stark simplicity” that results from a lack of and even aversion for ornamentation.

In sum, the architecture of the Modern Movement is characterized by two qualities: its brutal attention to structure and its keen aversion of adornment. At times, structure was organized around a sense of form and mathematical ratios, as in the case of Corbusier. At others it was derived from the function of the thing, as in the case of Mies. Either way the principle dictated that the structure should reveal its internal skeletal structure, and in both cases, there was a strict and stringent rejection of old world ornamentation. Some might contend that the overall effect of this stark, more simplified and visually regular architecture was a more acute attention to mathematics, which had remained undiscovered in the Orders. I would argue, however, that simplification does not equal mathematical sophistication. Although Corbusier and Mies utilize raw shapes and simple forms, this does not make their art more mathematical any more than a work of literature would be more poetical if its author used raw and unadorned language, like “See Spot Run.” Such stylistic austerity might have meritorious qualities, but it is not fair to call it more mathematical. For this reason, I maintain that the truest description of the Modern Movement is one that recognizes its raw organization sans any customary ornamentation.  
In reaction to the stark austerity of the growing style, leading prophets of Postmodern architecture, which was in many ways a conscious break with the spirit of Modernism, preached an aesthetic of eclectic ornamentation. Whereas the Modern Movement had emphasized the values of symmetry and harmony and shunned any “applied ornamentation,” architects of the Postmodern Project rejected both of these tenets in favor of model of design that is sometimes called “ad-hocism.”  Postmodernism brought back to the practice of architecture decoration, ornamentation, and a taste for adornment – albeit not always appropriately applied. They deconstructed the formulaic geometries of the Modern adding some pizzazz to their style, under the banner of architectural semiotics and “double-coding.” It was, if you will, the exact reverse of the Modern Movement: ornamentation without very much organization. 

Charles Jencks, one of the leading spokespersons and writers of the Postmodern Project, was one of the first thinkers to appropriate the term “post-modern” in the realm of architecture. He also boldly sounded the death knell for Modern Architecture in his seminal work The Language of Postmodern Architecture. 

Modern Architecture died in St. Louis, Missouri on July 15, 1972 at 3:32 pm (or thereabouts) when the infamous Pruitt-Igoe scheme, or rather several of its slab blocks, [was] given the final coup de grace by dynamite.

This is, perhaps, his most daring and famous of declarations. It was bold and assertive, but it was also very telling about the Postmodernist perception of the Modern predecessors. Immediately, the questions arise: why this date, this time, this particular example? Jencks explains that the Pruitt-Igoe housing project “was constructed according to the most progressive ideals of […] the Congress of International Modern Architects.”

The design of the apartment complex, “[p]urist,” “simplistic,” boldly rational, was intended “to instill […] virtues in the inhabitants” solely by the physicality of the environment.
 Writes Jencks, “Good form was to lead to good content, or at least good conduct; the intelligent planning of abstract space was to promote healthy behavior.”
 Unfortunately, human action is not so easily persuaded by a “rational” environment alone. The dynamite became necessary after Pruitt-Igoe had been “vandalized, mutilated, and defaced” so many times that it was finally realized the desecrated homes were simply not worth saving. “Boom, boom, boom.”
 
Those of the Postmodern Project, recognizing the limitations of Modernism, rationality, and raw organization, had rejected its tenets opting for something more free and open. Some might say that Postmodernism is like the rebellious child of the Modern Movement. They, like Jencks, see a clear and distinct divide between the two styles, and the style of the latter is clearly dead, gone; it is no more. I, however, think a better analogy is to say that the Postmodern Project is really just Modernism having a midlife crisis. This is especially evident in light of that fact that many of the architects instrumental to the Modern Movement were the same ones who, through the course of time, inspired and participated in much of the Postmodern revelry. Postmodern architecture is not so much an utterly different creature, as much as it is the same thing in a new phase of life. 
Take, for example, Philip Johnson, one of the authors of The International Style. As a young man he had been a zealous pupil of Mies van der Rohe. In fact, Johnson was so dedicated in his education that Vincent Scully writes he “best understood” the “civilized dignity” of Mies, thereby becoming “the foremost spokesman for the new classicizing design.”
 It should be noted that “classicizing” here does not mean a return to Classical motifs, but rather it is a reference to Mies’ own “classicizing limitation of himself to a few simple shapes, to ‘almost nothing’”.
 In other words, Johnson, in the early years of his career, shared the sentiment of reducing ornamentation and celebrating a simple, stark, and austere style of architecture. Interestingly enough, Charles Jencks makes reference to Philip Johnson as well and to his famous AT&T building. Located in downtown New York, it is just another tall skyscraper, except for the gratuitously large entrance way at the street level and the giant Chippendale in the sky. It looks like a colossal grandfather clock and has become a poster-child for Postmodern architecture. 
Another classic and even more drastic example is the modern master himself, Le Corbusier. It is worth recalling the earlier description of his style: “Platonic,” mathematical rationality, a “brutal” austerity. In 1955, ten years before his death, Corbusier designed and built a chapel in Ronchamp, France of such distinct and distorted proportion that it showed a style that was a far cry from the spirit of the Modern Movement: the renowned Notre Dame du Haut. The chapel has spawned countless rumors and speculations among critics. Some say it is folded hands praying, others a ship, a duck, or perhaps even a funky hairstyle. Charles Jencks argues that this is what imbues the chapel with so much significance. 

The building is over-coded with visual metaphors, and none of them is very explicit, so that the chapel always seems about to tell us something which we just can’t place.
 

With this creation, Le Corbusier obviously no longer resides in the camp of the strict Modernist. In fact, his chapel looks as if it were an embodiment of the entire Postmodern Project: a response, a reaction, and ultimately a rejection of the principles of raw rationalism. 
Why, then, are these two buildings, which are very different from each other, two prime examples of the Postmodern Project? The key is “double-coding,” which Jencks defines as the “mixing of their [the architects’] own professional tastes and technical skills with those of their ultimate clients – the inhabitants.”
 In itself, this principle entails that there is at least more than one contributor to the expression of architectural meaning, the client and the architect. It also implies a movement away from a more objective, rational, and formal definition of meaning, as in the case of the Moderns, toward a more subjective, emotional, and personal logic. As such, there are variety of different tastes and interpretations giving rise to vastly disparate structures as in the case of the AT&T Building and the Chapel of Ronchamp as well as a wide range of artistic analyses, such as the grandfather clock or the ship or duck or any other ideas. The aim of the project is multiplicity of meanings. 
I say again that Postmodern architecture is essentially Modern architecture in a midlife crisis, and as a crisis it tends toward eclecticism and “adhocism” and away from things that are clearly organized, laid out, or symmetrical. The phrase that architect Robert Venturi assigns is Complexity and Contradiction. Two consequences of this crisis phenomenon are first a smorgasbord of architectural styles, symbols, and ornaments mixed and matched together seemingly without reason and without form. Venturi wittily replies to Mies’s famous dictum with his own: “Less is a bore.”
 Consequently, there is a drive to add more and more decoration without any attention to aesthetic temperance. As a second consequence of this midlife crisis, traditional modes of architectural expression are often distorted when they are appropriated. The Classical Orders, for example, when they are used do not share the same proportions and ratios with those of the past. It is a conscious redefining of the terms of the past to meet the demands of the present. Some have called it a “democratization” or even capitalization of architecture, for buildings are designed and ornamented to meet the demands of the consumer. Contemporary architecture, therefore, has entered a stage where, unlike its more methodical phase of existence, the emphasis is upon adornment rather than structure. 




*

*

*

What then? What is the present state of architecture? It is, most obviously, no longer Classical. Neither is it in the older and more narrow sense of the word entirely Modern. And yet, in another sense, from what we have seen thus far, what more is the Post-modern but a Modern with a prefix? It is, if you will, the Modern Movement with a twist. The artifacts of the Modern Movement as well as the new creations of Postmodernism are with us; we need only look around and behold them. Consequently, they influence the styles, modes and ideas of present day architecture. What is most apparent, however, is that what was once a gentle and delicate marriage of organization and ornamentation in the architecture of the Classical Orders has been lost, and therewith the virtues of cosmos and grandeur that are born out of it. 

Robert Venturi, whom I’ve already mentioned, holds up a model of architecture that he titles Complexity and Contradiction. Contradiction is inconsistent, and inconsistency is a little bit chaotic. Ergo, we might say that this model is one of complexity and chaos. Perhaps, it would be more fruitful to embrace a model that upholds complexity and cosmos. This is, after all, the accomplishment of the Orders. Rather than present a philosophical defense for one system or the other, I will propose two examples, and let you the reader decide. This should remove the question from out of the abstract, making it more concrete, more personal, bringing the matter much closer to home, in fact as close as our own campus. In the context of Hillsdale College, if we are going to choose between a Classical model and a contemporary model as to which of them is aesthetically and architecturally preferable, two examples are readily available: Central Hall and Kresge. We might even pursue the illustration one step further, so as to distinguish between the Modern Movement and Postmodern Project: Central Hall, Kresge, or Howard? As it stands, I will offer no expressed opinion but allow you the reader simply to ponder the matter as this paper reaches its conclusion. 
Times have changed. Styles have changed. The situation of society has changed. Principles, however, do not change. And there are principles of order that drive forward the virtue of grandeur. If we are to recapture grandeur in our architecture, then we must recover these principles. If not, then that is fine. We can go on living in the architecture that is ours or some new form that may arise. At this point, one might ask what do I the author suggest. What am I advising? Well, to be perfectly honest, at this point in my life: nothing. I am merely stating an argument that I think the architectural virtues of grandeur, cosmos, order, structure and adornment are bound up in the Classical Orders, and thus with the recent demise of said Orders in the course of the past century, we have seen the rise of an architecture that is on all accounts far from grand. But I will readily admit that there is a time for the less than grand. There is a time for epic poetry and a time for simple haiku, a time for Shakespeare and a time for “See Spot Run,” a time for grandeur and a time for humility. Nevertheless, there is a danger of which we must always beware: that our humility, even in the art of architecture, should not become a false humility, so that we reject the rich traditions of the past in the name of humility when it is really for the sake of our own selfish and self-indulgent self-glorification. And thus, our architecture becomes neither grand nor humble nor in any way excellent or virtuous. 
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