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Introduction: Guyer, Kant, and architecture

When a book by a scholar who is well-known as an authority on the work of 18th-century philosopher, 
Immanuel Kant, appears, one’s first thought is that he seems to have switched his attention to something 
completely different. That is, if one forgets that a thorough familiarity with Kant’s work will undoubtedly 
have impressed upon such a person the crucial place of Kant’s 3rd Critique (The Critique of Judgement) 
– which deals with questions concerning beauty and the sublime in art (including architecture) and in 
nature – in his work in its totality. I am thinking particularly of the manner in which the 3rd Critique may 
be understood as providing a ‘bridge’ of sorts to connect the findings of the first two – the Critique of 
Pure Reason and the Critique of Practical Reason – which address issues concerning the conditions 
of possibility of human cognition, and those pertaining to the conditions of possibility of morality and 
ethics, respectively. Insofar as Kant had famously argued that human beings are citizens of two worlds 
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(which seem to be incompatible) – those of sensibility (knowledge) and intelligibility (moral action) – the 
3rd Critique appeared to bring its predecessors closer together through Kant’s elaboration on the faculty 
underpinning both cognitive statements and moral choice, namely judgement. At the same time it was 
shown that this faculty operates indispensably in matters concerning taste, beauty and the sublime in art 
and nature. It is but a small step from there to a sustained focus on one of the areas scrutinised by Kant 
in the 3rd Critique – one that implicates the beautiful and the sublime – to wit, architecture. Paul Guyer 
has taken this step, with significant consequences.

One could take this further at a general level, however: there is an analogy between Kant’s claim in 
the 1st Critique that all rational beings possess the same structural mental faculties (‘forms of intuition’ and 
‘categories of the understanding’), so that – regardless of differences in natural and cultural environments 
in which they may live – they ‘know’ the world in the same manner . . . . formally, that is. Accordingly, 
surroundings may change throughout history, but the manner in which we know the world will remain 
constant. Analogously, Guyer argues that there are three ‘constants’ of architecture that have stood – and 
will continue to stand – the test of time: those articulated by Vitruvius in the first century BCE, namely 
“durability, utility [convenience] and beauty” (Guyer 2021: 5), or (in Guyer’s free translation): “good 
construction, functionality and aesthetic appeal” (p. 6). In other words, the Enlightenment philosopher 
of Königsberg has left his imprint on Paul Guyer’s thinking, including the latter’s choice of formal features 
to validate the quality of works of architecture. 

Guyer writes on architecture 

The first things that strikes a reader of this book – A Philosopher Looks at Architecture – is the clarity of 
Guyer’s writing. Anyone with a good command of English would understand what he writes, at least at a 
primary level of grasping the meaning of the words; moving towards the question of understanding concepts 
that belong to the disciplines of philosophy and architecture may not be as straightforward, though. He 
explains why he has chosen Vitruvius’s three criteria as his guiding stars for evaluating architecture and 
reflection on it in different historical eras (as he has just demonstrated by way of a comparative discussion 
of two buildings, one ancient and one modern; Guyer 2021: 5): 

The argument of this book will be that for all the changes over the years and centuries in architectural tech-
nologies and styles and in cultural and socio-economic conditions, at the most abstract level the core goals 
and values of architecture have not changed. Architects have always been and will continue to be concerned 
with how and how well their buildings can be and are built, how well they serve the needs of the client, and 
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how pleasing, engaging, and/or interesting the experience of the building will be for its audience, which may 
include owners, other users, and those who may simply see their buildings, whether on foot, from cars or 
other vehicles, or through images in various media from prints to photos to computer screens.

And of his own rendition of Vitruvius’s tripartite benchmark for good architecture he writes (p. 6): 

These are not literal translations, but they will be used to stress the generality of these goals. As available 
materials and structural technologies, as ways of life and therefore conceptions of appropriate uses thereof, 
and as aesthetic expectations– what might be found beautiful or grand or exciting– have varied radically 
through history, the general values of good construction, functionality, and aesthetic appeal remain con-
stant...I will argue this here by looking at a sample of philosophical treatments of architecture, architectural 
theories, and actual buildings from antiquity to the present, concluding with a glimpse into the future.

Considering Guyer’s argument about the enduring value of the three Vitruvian principles governing 
architecture, together with his demonstration of this claim with reference to architects, architectural 
theorists and philosophers of architecture, it is not difficult to agree with him – there does indeed seem 
to be a sense in which these principles are as valid today as they were for Vitruvius. And it is easy for him 
to show, very deftly, that many thinkers who ostensibly disagreed with Vitruvius (even explicitly, as did 
Gottfried Semper, according to Kenneth Frampton; Guyer 2021: 6-7) are actually in agreement with him, 
because their arguments are compatible with his claims. In other words, they merely move the proverbial 
deckchairs on the same ship. 

Guyer’s discussion of Vitruvius’s foundational contribution to the understanding of architecture 
sets the scene for subsequent discussions of those who considered the Roman’s thoughts on architecture 
interpretively for their own times. To my mind it is one of the most compelling parts of the book insofar as 
Guyer succeeds in demonstrating the circumspect manner in which Vitruvius situated architecture within 
the totality of human activities and social life. He was quite aware, for instance, that the three principles 
governing ‘good’ architecture cannot be divorced from the plethora of other human activities and practices 
in a social setting, and that, ideally, architecture should ‘facilitate’ “human flourishing” (Guyer 2021: 16) – 
something I shall return to in critical vein below. Guyer devotes a thorough discussion to Vitruvius’s Ten 
Books on Architecture, from the Roman’s recommendations regarding the multi-disciplinary education 
of architects through his views on the relationship between human society and nature, his ‘evolutionary’ 
account of the origin of buildings in the “primitive hut” (which recalls Joseph Rykwert’s [1981] work in this 
regard), and of types of building, to the role played in architecture by “imitation and invention” as adapta-
tion to the natural environment (p. 19), against the backdrop of which he focuses on good construction and 
functionality via an examination of construction methods and building types and materials, among other 
things. Vitruvius was evidently quite aware of the fact that while functionality and aesthetic appeal are 
distinct aims, they could be actualised simultaneously through good construction (p. 22). Interestingly, as 
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Guyer observes, Vitruvius gives comparatively little attention to the requirements for aesthetic appeal (pp. 
15, 23), as opposed to good construction and functionality, although his remarks on this issue are highly 
suggestive. Moreover, while Vitruvius’s successors seem to have comprehended his notion of the aesthet-
ic value of architecture as being predominantly formalistic with regard to “proportions” internal to and 
among the components of buildings, Guyer insists that things are more complex than this (pp. 23-34), he 
subsequently elaborating on the various aspects comprising the Vitruvian architectural aesthetic – such as 
adding sensory perspectival considerations to formal ones regarding the beauty of architecture, and linking 
important ratios in buildings to human bodily proportions. Against the background of his elaboration on 
Vitruvius’s three architectural ideals, Guyer stresses that these were very general, which facilitated their 
adaptable interpretation and application by the Roman architect and thinker, which Guyer appropriates 
and continues in this overview of thinkers on architecture and architects. 

Considering this book in its entirety, it was clearly very productive for Guyer to have employed 
the Vitruvian paradigm in his (selective) interpretation and evaluation of architecture and architectural 
philosophy since Vitruvius’s time. Nevertheless, despite the hermeneutic fecundity of this approach, I 
believe that Guyer has overlooked something fundamental (even in Vitruvius’s work, as well as in that 
of some other figures he discusses) about the ‘meaning’, or perhaps the raison d’etre of architecture, in 
adhering to it, as I shall argue below. The tripartite Vitruvian ideal is not invalid – far from it – but as 
I shall demonstrate with recourse to a philosopher of architecture for whose work Guyer seems to have 
a blind spot, the Roman’s three principles serve something more fundamental that is inseparable from 
architecture. To be able to formulate such a critical stance, a prior reconstruction of Guyer’s elaboration 
and discussion of the (work of) selected architects and thinkers is required. 

Applying Vitruvius’s three principles

It is interesting that the Italian Renaissance architect and thinker, Alberti, who – as Guyer indicates (2021: 
35-36) – was conspicuously indebted to Vitruvius “in [the] form…and… substance” of his work, which 
ultimately entails subscribing to the Roman’s tripartite normative criteria for architecture, nevertheless 
differs from the latter in two important respects. The first is that, instead of employing Vitruvius’s (prob-
ably Epicurean and Lucretian-derived) empiricist orientation regarding beauty, Guyer points out, Alberti 
harks further back, to the rationalism of Plato and the philosopher of mathematical ontology, namely 
Pythagoras. This is evident in his claim (in Guyer’s words), that (p. 37):



Montreal Architectural Review : Vol. 8, No. 1, 2022          |          Review Essay 25

…the basis of beauty is recognized by our reason, not by feeling and certainly not by mere custom, as the 
older author so often suggested. And what makes Alberti’s view Pythagorean and Platonic is that he assumes 
that the mathematical relationship that constitutes concinnitas and beauty is the essence of nature itself…

In fact, the term concinnitas is defined by Alberti as the “reasoned harmony of all the parts within a body, 
so that nothing may be added, taken away, or altered, but for the worse” (quoted in Guyer 2021: 37), which 
attributes conspicuous primacy to reason. His rationalist thinking is evident in all the aspects of his work 
that Guyer discusses, for instance in his characterisation of aesthetic judgements in terms of an “inborn” 
faculty of reason (p. 37), which contrasts with the understanding of such preferences as the manifestation of 
a merely “contingent feature of human psychology” (p. 38). Here one may notice the Neo-Platonic influence 
of Renaissance figures like Marsilio Ficino (p. 38), which also surfaces in Alberti’s use of his “mathematical 
rationalism” in relation to specific instances in architecture. Guyer’s observation (p. 43), that Alberti gave 
even less acknowledgement than Vitruvius to what he (Guyer), to my mind rather incongruously, refers 
to as the “content” (as opposed to “form”) of architecture – which may contribute to aesthetic value, and 
which is linked with the notion of “meaning” that would later occupy an important place in architectural 
aesthetics – gives a clue to what is lacking in this approach to architecture, as I shall argue below. 

The brief consideration of Palladio (p. 44 ff), one of whose paradigmatic buildings featured com-
paratively in the Introduction to Guyer’s book as illustration of the ‘timeless’ validity of Vitruvius’s three 
architectural norms, serves to emphasise the virtually incomparable influence and originality of this 
16th-century Italian architect who nevertheless maintained Alberti’s mathematically oriented rationalist 
aesthetic (actualised through the creation of ‘geometric architectural beauty’) within the context of Vitru-
vian principles. (One might expect a brief reference to the overtly geometrical, neoclassical architecture 
of Claude-Nicolas Ledoux in the 18th century here for the sake of continuity.) The sustained influence of 
Vitruvian architectural norms, variously implemented, is further noticeable in Guyer’s account of the work 
of the 18th-century figures Kames and Laugier (p. 46 ff). The former (being Scottish) predictably shows a 
more empiricist leaning with regard to the role of perspectival appearance and consonance between human 
and architectural proportions in his estimation of (function and) beauty in architecture than have the two 
Italians discussed above, tweaking the “decor and propriety” (p. 50) of various buildings in the direction 
of desirable emotional responses. 

With Laugier, too, one sees the continuation of homage to Vitruvian principles, with him picking up 
on the Roman’s idea of the “primitive hut” (p. 51), and – borrowing his contemporary Batteux’s principle, 
that beauty equals “the imitation of nature” (p. 51) – applying this to architecture. The result is a strange 
kind of ‘structuralist functionalism’, where beauty, according to him, is generated by buildings that imi-
tate nature by being useful while displaying nature-enabled structure. As Guyer sums it up (p. 52): “His 
theory is just that beauty arises from useful construction” – clearly, the functionalist architecture of the 
20th century has a precursor in Laugier, as further emphasised by his resolute stance against ornament, 
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pointing forward to Adolf Loos’s early 20th-century modernist linking of ornament with ‘crime’. Despite 
this, Guyer finds that Laugier still honours the Vitruvian tripartite criteria for architecture (p. 53), and it 
is striking that his counterpart to aesthetic appeal – “good sense” – seems to correspond to decor (related 
to decorum, or “propriety”; the appropriateness of a building to its “purpose”), as distinct from ornament 
(p. 53). I shall return to this distinction below.

While Laugier eschews Vitruvius’s indication, that ‘meaning’ in architecture could be conjoined 
with its aesthetic value, in the work of Kant as major 18th-century Enlightenment figure, as well as in that of 
his successors, this manifests itself clearly (Guyer 2021: 54-55). This occurs without deviating significantly 
from the three basic Vitruvian principles (although it may at first seem to be the case regarding Kant’s 
claim that judgments of ‘taste’ are ‘disinterested’, and with regard to the fact that Kant focuses largely on 
aesthetic appeal and functionality in architecture); in fact, Guyer points out, these thinkers amplify and 
enrich Vitruvius’s insights. His elaboration on the work of Kant, Schopenhauer, Ruskin and Semper is 
informative and illuminating, although initially I found his omission of Hegel’s thoughts on architecture 
within the context of the latter’s illustration of the progressively clearer expression of the Idea in the arts, 
from the symbolic (exemplified in architecture) through the classical to the romantic, somewhat puzzling. 
I say this because the element of ‘meaning’ in the arts, including architecture, is explicit in Hegel, albeit 
here somewhat tempered in its merely symbolic functioning. I wrote ‘initially’ because at a certain point 
(p. 72) I was reminded that precisely this aspect of Hegel’s work, to wit, the exclusion of the Vitruvian 
ideals of good construction and utility in architecture, explains Guyer’s omission. 

Guyer does justice to Kant’s seminal insistence on the role of the “free play” of imagination in aes-
thetic judgements, and his clarification of the way this works with architecture as instance of “adherent 
beauty” (as opposed to the “free beauty” of flowers, shells and lyric-less music, among others) illustrates 
well how Kant reconciles the intended function of different buildings with the “free play of imagination”, 
without which buildings would not satisfy the “sufficient conditions” for architectural beauty, but only the 
“necessary conditions” (pp. 61-63). The amount of attention Guyer bestows on Kant is commensurate with 
his reputation as a leading Kant scholar – he covers everything that is germane to architecture, including 
Kant’s famous notion of ‘aesthetic ideas’, and even the relevance of Kant’s moral philosophy of a universal 
moral law (the observation of which would guarantee the optimal freedom of all people) for the design 
and experience of architecture. The brief section devoted to Schopenhauer’s relevance for architecture 
highlights the curious fact that this philosopher, who proclaimed the primacy of the (irrational) Will – 
thus anticipating Freud – disregarded one of the three Vitruvian principles, namely utility, completely 
in favour of the other two (good construction and aesthetic value). The result is what Guyer (p. 75) calls 
“as pure a statement of structural functionalism as can be found: the beauty of architecture lies solely in 
the expression of the function of its materials and the type of structure they necessitate”. The emphasis 
is clearly on “expression” and not “function” here, given Schopenhauer’s abnegation of utility, and yet it 



Montreal Architectural Review : Vol. 8, No. 1, 2022          |          Review Essay 27

strikes one as paradoxical that this should be the case – does the expression of function not implicitly 
acknowledge its indispensability? A building that satisfies these criteria without actually functioning well 
would be a performative contradiction, surely, except if it is meant in the sense that Mies van der Rohe 
employed I-beams ‘expressively’ in an ostensibly structural and functional, but really aesthetic manner 
(as will be seen below) in the 20th century. 

At first blush it may appear, from Guyer’s treatment of the important 19th-century British critic and 
thinker, Ruskin, that his stance on architecture is identical to Schopenhauer’s, but it turns out that this is 
not the case, and that Ruskin grants utility or function its proper place, alongside the other two Vitruvian 
principles, in relation to buildings (Guyer 2021: 80-82; 93-94). In the process, he not only expands on 
Kant’s understanding of architecture, but also refines the three Vitruvian ideals. To anyone not familiar 
with it, the extensive discussion devoted to Ruskin’s famous The Seven Lamps of Architecture by Guyer 
would undoubtedly be persuasive regarding his importance in the history of reflection on this art form. 
Guyer sums it up succinctly where he writes (2021: 90):

One major accomplishment of Ruskin’s Seven Lamps is a profound enrichment of the conception of the 
aesthetic appeal of architecture that makes room for emotional and historical responses to architecture 
while also, in the principle of truth, suggesting the connection between beauty and structural technology 
that would subsequently become so important. But the principle of obedience also suggests that we can take 
pleasure in architecture as an expression of human freedom, although not of unhindered license, which is 
never particularly pleasurable except perhaps for the person exercising it, and even then only momentarily. 

    
 I hope this will serve to whet potential readers’ appetite for reading Guyer’s very readable book, and 
perhaps Ruskin’s work too, whose “thoroughly modern medievalism” – as Guyer dubs it oxymoronically 
(p. 94) – will never lose its relevance, as the American also persuasively demonstrates through his lucid 
overview of Ruskin’s three-volume work, Stones of Venice (a treat for anyone in love with Venice’s complex 
Gothic architecture). But although the name of Ruskin is perhaps better known to members of the public 
than the names of the other thinkers dealt with by Guyer, his judicious presentation and illumination of 
their thoughts on architecture make of this book a treasure house for anyone interested in understanding 
the history, meaning and significance of the arts, in this case architecture.

The brief look that Guyer affords Semper should not disguise the latter’s importance in the histo-
ry of reflection on architecture. Although (like Ruskin) not primarily a philosopher, Semper’s extensive 
writings on architecture were no doubt informed by his experience as a practising architect who produced 
impressive 19th-century buildings. This probably also explains his greater attention to function in architec-
ture, compared to even Ruskin. In sum, what distinguishes Semper’s appropriation of Vitruvius’s legacy is 
his conviction that the aesthetic appeal of buildings is the fortunate result of good construction and utility 
or function (Guyer 2021: 97).
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The stubborn hold that Vitruvius has largely had for more than two thousand years on the way 
humans understand architecture is evident from Guyer’s overview of the multiple developments in archi-
tectural theory and practice in the 20th century. On the opening page to Chapter 3 – on “Multiplicity of 
meaning in twentieth-century theories” – Guyer summarises the first two chapters admirably (p. 98), and 
reminds readers that the theories of all the figures discussed up to that point are “pluralistic rather than 
monistic” in so far as their requirements for good architecture amount to the coherent integration of several 
aspects rather than to only one. His goal in this chapter is to show that, just as reflections on architecture 
in the nineteenth century were marked by a recognition of the complexity of factors that contribute to the 
aesthetic appeal of architecture – including both visual appearance and diverse levels of meaning – this 
trend continued in thought-provoking theories regarding architecture in the twentieth century. 

Having deftly disposed of the idea that architectural monism could be a coherent notion, and 
explained in what sense ostensibly monistic statements such as Louis Sullivan’s well-known remark, 
that “Form follows function” should be understood non-deterministically (pp. 99-101) – in the process 
demonstrating the continued validity of Vitruvius’s three ideals – Guyer turns to the various “languages” 
of architecture that became topical in the 20th century. To Guyer’s credit, he makes it clear that it is by 
no means evident what theorists mean when they talk about the ‘language’ of architecture. To replace 
‘language’ with “symbolic forms” is better, of course, because ‘symbol’ is a more encompassing concept 
than ‘language’ (although, in Lacanian psychoanalytic theory, the two may seem to coincide), but even 
the latter term is not unproblematical (p. 102). Guyer grants that many writers use the term ‘language’ 
metaphorically in relation to language, which is just as well when one considers what the analysis of lan-
guage entails in terms of syntax, semantics, pragmatics and the like. Referring to Rafael Moneo’s critical 
comparison of deconstructionist architect Peter Eisenman with Robert Venturi (p. 103), he brings to light 
that the former’s conception of architecture is purely ‘syntactical’ in so far as it elides the relationship be-
tween architecture and interpreters of its meaning as well as functionality, highlighting only the relations 
between the constitutive (constructed) ‘signs’ comprising architecture. By contrast, Venturi is interested 
in the cultural symbolism (i.e. meaning) of architecture (pp. 103-104), in this way neglecting construction 
and function. Guyer cannily points out that Moneo’s criticism of these two figures – each of whom em-
phasises only one of Vitruvius’s principles – reveals Moneo’s implicit endorsement of the Vitruvian triad. 
I must admit that his remark (Guyer 2021: 104) that Venturi’s notion of symbolism was “often crude”, 
as shown in Venturi’s partiality for a duck-shaped stand selling ducklings, is an understatement; in my 
estimation anyone who understands architectural symbolism in such a literal sense does not do justice to 
architecture (more on this below). 

An unusual conception of architecture is encountered in the work of Susanne Langer – who accom-
modates all of Vitruvius’s paradigmatic criteria – particularly her notion of architecture as the creation of 
“illusion”. Guyer (p. 106) explains this as the demarcation of a specific space (or place) that has a certain 
significance as (in Langer’s words) “self-sufficient, perceptual space” (a formulation that resonates with 
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Henri Lefebvre’s work on architecture as being ‘socially produced’; see Lefebvre 1991: 38-39; Olivier 2011) 
within the endless continuum of Newtonian space. Even something as minimal as Stonehenge achieves 
this. For Langer architectural space is also an “ethnic domain” in so far as it “represents” and “houses” 
an identifiable kind of human practice or activity (p. 106). Furthermore, the “illusion of life” in which 
Langer claims architecture participates (together with the other arts) through the creation of, for example, 
“decorative patterns”, and which has a demonstrable “emotional impact” on people (pp. 107-108), may 
be regarded as contributing to the ‘language’ of architecture. As Guyer (p. 108-109) observes, one may 
wonder why Langer’s “lively” thought on language did not have more influence on subsequent philosophy 
of language or architectural theory.

I found the third part of Chapter 3, Guyer’s chapter on “The Phenomenology of architecture”, to 
be one of the most interesting in his book, despite the fact that he does not pay direct attention to the 
most important thinkers in this field, instead merely mentioning them in passing (p. 109). I am thinking 
particularly of Martin Heidegger and Christian Norberg-Schulz, who explicitly subjected architecture to 
phenomenological analysis, albeit with an ‘existential’ twist. The former’s essays on the work of art and 
on the so-called ‘fourfold’ (earth, sky, mortals and divinities) in relation to architecture have profound 
implications for an understanding of the arts (see Heidegger 1975; Olivier 2011). Nevertheless, it is already 
something for someone of Guyer’s philosophical orientation to mention Heidegger at all – that he grasped 
Heidegger’s importance is reflected in his use of crucial terms from Heidegger’s work itself, namely “earth 
and sky” (p. 109) – so one should not grumble. This is especially the case because his elaboration on the 
work of the Danish architect and writer, Steen Rasmussen (p. 110 ff) – who honoured Vitruvius’s three 
principles – compensates somewhat for the omission of a sustained discussion of Heidegger’s (and Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty’s) significance. 

Guyer conceives of Rasmussen’s approach (correctly, I believe) as phenomenological despite 
the latter’s not situating it in these terms. This much is evident in the Dane’s focus on “experiencing ar-
chitecture” in his book by that title, which work emphasises that one’s sensory, embodied relationship 
with architecture should not be restricted – as it all too often is – to the visual level; all one’s senses are 
involved in a holistic sense. Guyer shows clearly in what sense Rasmussen’s idea of architecture supposes 
human beings to be embodied creatures who experience architecture in the course of living in and around 
buildings, moving inside and through them, and experiencing them in a sensorily interactive, multi-sen-
sorial manner where even sound and smell contribute to the particular modalities of one’s awareness of 
architectural spaces (pp. 111-113). It follows from this that no two people experience buildings in precisely 
the same way – architecture gives rise to highly personal, widely divergent experiences. Nor is there any 
“objectively correct idea of a thing’s appearance” according to Rasmussen (quoted on p. 113); we only 
have evidence of an indefinite collection of “subjective impressions”. This is compatible with Friedrich 
Nietzsche’s individualist perspectivalism, which radicalised the Kantian notion that humans experience the 
world in generally the same manner, given the commonly shared structure of reason. But Guyer’s remark, 
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that Rasmussen differs from Kant regarding the universal appeal of an aesthetic judgement seems a bit 
puzzling – after all, as he grants, this should not be understood in constitutive, cognitive terms. But what 
Kant meant was simply that to the person making the aesthetic judgement it appears as if it ought to be 
applicable to all people, so that one could at least enter into dialogue with others about it – much in the 
same way as Jürgen Habermas’s idea of ‘consensus’ in communication, or of the ‘ideal speech community’ 
is not anything necessarily achievable in concrete terms, but rather consists of ‘regulative ideals’ of sorts 
that enable dialogue.

It is unusual to find an architect and theoretician who understands architecture from the perspec-
tive of evolutionary psychology, as Grant Hildebrand does (Guyer 2021: 115), but his views on “architec-
tural pleasure” certainly do, as Guyer claims, enrich one’s comprehension of experiencing architecture 
(aesthetically). It is easy to understand why Hildebrand sees architecture in terms of ‘hiding’ (“refuge”) 
from and ‘seeing’ (“prospect”) of other people. This reminds one of Gaston Bachelard’s wonderful book, 
The Poetics of Space (1994), which deals with intimate spaces considered as nests, burrows, shells and 
the like, in which people often ‘hide’ the way Hildebrand suggests. To be sure, the latter also connects 
this with the human tendency to value both “complexity and order”, and to seek “security in the known” 
as well as risking the “unknown”, which have all carried “survival value” in the evolution of humans and 
have therefore moulded their experience (p. 115). Guyer’s discussion of Hildebrand’s insightful work on 
the architecture of Frank Lloyd Wright (p. 116 ff) points forward to his own evaluation of the work of this 
iconic American architect (p. 128 ff). 

Roger Scruton’s book on The Aesthetics of Architecture is also dealt with under the aegis of phenom-
enology because of its experiential orientation (p. 117 ff), although experience is less broadly understood 
by Scruton than by Rasmussen. On the whole, in Guyer’s estimation, Scruton foregrounds the aesthetic 
dimension by stressing the role of imagination in the perception of buildings at the cost of the other two 
Vitruvian criteria (p. 122), and one way in which he makes this point is worth mentioning. After a talk by 
Scruton, the architect, Nicholas Ray, remarked to Guyer that Scruton “paid no attention to floor plans” (p. 
121) – an ostensibly innocent remark, until one recalls that floor plans, which architects have to consider 
regarding the demarcation of the different spaces comprising a building, concern the way people use build-
ings. In other words, Scruton neglected the function of buildings (and by implication their construction, 
too), in favour of “the freedom of the imagination” at the visual level, particularly as far as the experience 
of elevation, verticality and horizontality are concerned, where varying one’s visual focus is a source of 
imaginative, aesthetic pleasure.

By contrast, architect and writer Steven Holl (Guyer 2021: 122 ff), whose Y-House features in the 
Introduction, does not neglect any of Guyer’s three guiding Vitruvian ideals; this much is already evident 
from the “five interrelated factors” foregrounded by the architectural programme at Columbia, where 
he taught, and which includes “construction” as well as “public and private aspects of built form”. That 
topics like “phenomenological . . . studies” also feature here, is no doubt an indication of Merleau-Ponty’s 
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influence on Holl, alluded to by Guyer (p. 122). It is not surprising, therefore, to find that Holl appears to 
understand that the true ‘language’ of architecture should not be taken literally (confirmed by Guyer, p. 125). 
Hence the five concepts highlighted by his curriculum (p. 123), namely “limits” (on design); “composition” 
(articulated in terms of oppositional pairs such as “vertical/horizontal”); “materials of construction” (the 
way they are experienced); and “space and light” (the use of “light and shadow”). (This resonates with 
the philosophy of architecture encountered in the work of Karsten Harries, which I shall address below.) 
The fact that Holl’s multi-facetted conception of architecture is further indebted to Paul Klee’s painting 
and writing underscores his amplification of aesthetic appeal, which is not limited to visual perception, 
but incorporates “feeling and the moving body” (p. 124). It is not difficult to agree with Guyer that Holl’s 
work demonstrates the continued relevance of the Vitruvian triad (p. 126). Holl is certainly one of the most 
impressive contemporary figures featured in Guyer’s book.

The fourth chapter in this book – “Words and Works” (p. 127 ff) – is devoted to illustrating and 
strengthening Guyer’s conviction, that the Vitruvian paradigm should be seen in conjunction with two 
values particularly espoused by Frank Lloyd Wright, truth and freedom. Interestingly, these two values, 
together with the term ‘organic’, that pervade Wright’s rhetoric, are nowhere found in Vitruvius; nor do 
Wright’s buildings resemble the traditional buildings that pay homage to Vitruvius, Palladio and Alberti. 
Guyer more than does justice to Wright’s critical and architectural achievements. Regarding the latter (as 
I do) as being America’s greatest architect, I find this particularly gratifying, given Wright’s observable 
architectural legacy. For one thing, who can fail to discern in the ‘horizontality-signature’ of Wright’s 
domestic architecture a paean to the wide-open spaces of the American plains, that is, of geographical 
nature in those parts of the world, let alone recalling that the ‘open floor-plan’ found in houses across the 
world testifies to Wright’s lasting influence? And is there a person sufficiently insensitive to the merging of 
architectural and natural beauty to resist the beauty of Wright’s masterpiece, Fallingwater? (In passing I 
should note Guyer’s admirably restrained, pithy allusion – “the flames of romantic scandal”; p. 129 – to the 
tragedy that befell Wright with the murder of his lover, Martha Cheney and several other people at the ‘love 
cottage’, Taliesin, in 1914.) Guyer summarises Wright’s approach to architecture as follows (pp. 129-130):

Wright’s claim was that his buildings fit into nature in the way they sit on the earth and flow from indoor 
rooms to outdoor gardens; that they allude to nature, for example that the long, low roofs of some of the 
Prairie style houses allude to the flat plains of Illinois or the gentle hills of Wisconsin; but above all that 
everything about his houses, from floorplan to decoration, evolves from an organizing idea in the way an 
oak grows from an acorn.  

    
Guyer proceeds to list and elaborate on the six principles for organic architecture stated by Wright and 
adhered to throughout his long, productive life (pp. 130-132), and further demonstrates that, despite the 
absence of explicitly Vitruvian language in his writings, one does encounter echoes of the Roman’s tripartite 
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paradigm in some of his written work, and, of course, embodied in his buildings (pp. 132-133). Notably, 
the interpretive skills Guyer displays where he elaborates on the relevance of ‘truth’ and ‘freedom’ for 
Wright’s buildings are impressive (pp. 133-138); this is balanced by a discussion of the shortcomings of 
some of these because he sometimes “pushed beyond what could be properly done at the time” (p. 139). 
In all, I find Guyer’s treatment of Wright very satisfying.

One may question Guyer’s inclusion of Adolf Loos and Mies van der Rohe as the other two 20th-cen-
tury architects on grounds of representativity (personally I would have liked Louis Kahn’s inclusion), but 
not of influence, and furthermore, they evidently confirm his claim about the lasting influence of Vitruvius’s 
three principles. He provides a fitting summary of Loos’s work – writing as well as buildings – where he 
writes (Guyer 2021: 151):

Thus Loos’s texts stressed freedom and his buildings realized it – the freedom of the client, the freedom 
of the workmen, and the freedom of the architecture from some of its traditional constraints, but not the 
untrammelled freedom of the architect.

Regarding the latter, especially, the contrast between Loos and Wright could not be clearer; it will be re-
called that Wright insisted on the architect’s freedom but limited the client’s freedom to his or her choice of 
architect. Guyer’s elaboration on Loos’s vignette (p. 149), “Poor Little Rich Man”, may even give readers the 
impression that Loos had Wright in mind when he wrote that. Nevertheless, he also points to resemblances 
between these two master architects (Guyer 2021: 143-145), such as the way both attain functionality and 
beauty by way of conspicuous spaces and materials that engender a sense of “freedom from traditional 
styles and ornament, freedom for movement” (p. 145). While Loos’s work did reflect the value of ‘truth’ 
(for instance in his “honesty in the use of materials”; p. 145), Guyer shows that in his writings he put less 
emphasis on truth than Wright (p. 151). Moreover, in Guyer’s estimation Loos actualised all three of the 
Vitruvian architectural values equally in his work (p. 151). The best example of this is probably Loos’s fa-
mous Villa Müller (see figures 5a and 5b). For anyone who has heard of Loos’s famous (in some quarters 
notorious) lecture/essay, “Ornament and Crime”, Guyer’s discussion (p. 145 ff) of this text is illuminating.

Mies is presented as the most “radical yet most classical” of these three architects – an ostensible 
oxymoron, but one that Guyer justifies with reference to his choice of materials and the striking geometric 
properties and proportions of his buildings, as well as his continued adherence to the Vitruvian paradigm 
(p 152). Like the other two architects dealt with in this chapter, Mies also spoke – although more economi-
cally – of freedom and truth in architecture, and of its civilisational role (p. 153), which Guyer understands 
in terms of the materials and technology available to the architect at a certain point in cultural history, 
and the distinctive way of life of such a time, which both the architect should serve (pp. 153-154). Surpris-
ingly, Guyer even alludes to Heidegger’s (“etymologically tendentious”) conception of truth as alētheia 
or ‘non-forgetfulness’ – usually translated as ‘unconcealedness’ – to explain Mies’s conviction that the 
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character of materials used in buildings should be manifested ‘truthfully’, and that beauty in this context 
is a function, precisely, of materials “reveal[ing] their nature” (p. 154). One of the surprising things about 
Mies is that, while he regarded good construction, functionality, and beauty (all of which are related to 
good materials) as fundamental to ‘good architecture’ or Baukunst (a German word which he apparently 
preferred to ‘architecture’), he exercised the freedom to employ materials for aesthetic purposes. In Guyer’s 
words (p. 160):

He attached vertical I-beams to the exterior surfaces of his buildings that served no direct structural purpose 
but could allude to the actual [hidden] structure of the building, and thus contribute a kind of meaning to the 
beauty of the building (Figure 6). Mies further used these I-beams as mullions between windows in order to 
create a play of light and shadow that changes throughout the day – a beautiful purely aesthetic effect. And 
while at Lake Shore Drive he did all this with black-painted I-beams, at the Seagram Building he did it with 
more finely detailed bronze I-beams, which are both too soft and too expensive to be used in a structural 
role but which are beautiful.  

The other thing about Mies (as presented by Guyer; p. 157-158) that I find striking, is his notion of “multi-
functionality” or flexibility, which amounts to a revision of Sullivan’s well-known dictum, that ‘form follows 
function’. In essence, this means that the spaces he created were meant to be sufficiently flexible to serve 
several purposes, depending on the changing needs of the people who inhabited those spaces. This strikes 
one as being very different from, say, Wright’s conception of spaces in one of his buildings, which were 
created for specific purposes and sometimes included fixtures that could not be temporarily removed. For 
Mies, spatial flexibility implied practicality that allowed for evolving, multiple functions. As Guyer remarks 
(p. 158), this modern revision of Vitruvius’s principle of functionality is a refinement, not a rejection of it.

The final chapter (5) of Guyer’s book, “Looking Forward”, opens with an evocation of Hegel’s fa-
miliar remark, that “the owl of Minerva begins its flight only with the onset of dusk” (quoted on p. 163), to 
emphasise that people cannot predict the future, being confined, as philosophers, to the interpretation of 
the present and the past. Having said this, however, he appears to revert to Kantian thinking once more 
– in terms of a distinction between the general or formal, on the one hand, and the materially particular, 
on the other – by first asserting that there is no reason to suspect that the three Vitruvian ideals that have 
guided his interpretation regarding the architectural past would lose their relevance in the future, and then 
asserting that there is nevertheless no way of telling what specific future changes architecture, together 
with human culture, would display (pp. 163-164). Guyer suggests that we think about the Vitruvian cate-
gories in light of the historical “tug-of-war” in aesthetic theory (pp. 164-166) between those who claim (in 
rationalist fashion) that there are universally valid, spatiotemporally transcendent norms of beauty, and 
their (empiricist) opponents, who assert that aesthetic tastes are influenced by local customs and criteria to 
such an extent that no universal norms are possible. (David Hume comes to mind here.) Besides (p. 165), 
some commentators have drawn attention to the way in which novelty may upend “customary preferences”. 



Bert Olivier            |          Montreal Architectural Review : Vol. 8, No. 1, 202234

The discussion of the future of functionality and construction (p. 166 ff) – which cannot be conclu-
sively separated from beauty – yields interesting insights concerning the phenomenon of “adaptive reuse” 
of existing, but for some reason unused structures. Guyer is convinced that this practice will continue for 
as long as the functions of buildings continue changing along with developments of an economic, cultural 
and environmental nature. Among the recent examples of this enumerated by Guyer, the two that stand 
out are the High Line in Manhattan, New York, which has been converted into a “linear park” from being 
a “disused elevated railroad freight spur”, and which has become a favourite tourist attraction, and in 
Germany, the Elbe Philharmonic Hall in Hamburg. The latter, which was constructed on top of a 1960s 
warehouse and strikes one as a gigantic crystalline crown on an earthy base, includes three different con-
cert halls, and was designed by the exceptional Swiss architects, Jacques Herzog and Pierre de Meuron, of 
whose work Guyer writes that their “…constant exploration of new materials and techniques means that 
no two of their buildings look alike…” This is no exaggeration, as any closer look at their various projects 
confirms; a building I am familiar with – Vitra House on the Vitra Campus, Weil am Rhein – is a case 
in point. At first glance it may appear to be a collection of houses arbitrarily piled on top of one another, 
until one enters this delightfully variegated space where, ascending the stairs from the ground floor to the 
fourth, one discovers one differently modulated space after another. 

Given prevailing natural and cultural conditions, Guyer could hardly overlook the challenges re-
garding climate change (including the climatic consequences of construction materials and techniques) 
and social justice facing contemporary architects. What he singles out as the most pressing climate change 
concern, namely energy-dependence on polluting fossil fuels and non-renewable resources for the oper-
ation of buildings, is not restricted to architecture, of course, and given his recognition that “everything 
is connected to everything” (p. 170), this means that the excessive dependence on these in other areas of 
economic activity – notably transportation – will further exacerbate the situation, in this way stimulating 
innovative solutions to the problem. Nor can this be divorced from aesthetic considerations – using new 
building techniques, and with new materials, will require “architectural imagination as well as engineering 
prowess” (p. 171). Regardless of such novel challenges, Guyer believes that the three values of good con-
struction, functionality and aesthetic appeal will continue to assert themselves in architectural practice. 

Architects don’t work in a social vacuum; hence, as a professional community they face issues of 
inequality and social injustice, and unsurprisingly, Guyer focuses on those concerning the presence and 
recognition of both women and black architects in the profession. Needless to stress, some of what he 
brings to light reflects very negatively on the profession, although more recent developments are cause 
for hope of improvement. The names of contemporary black and women architects that he lists confirm 
this. If Guyer had been familiar with the South African architectural scene, he would probably have added 
the name of Ora Joubert, who has been one of the prominent architects in this country for some time; her 
House Tzaneen (2001; Limpopo), and Ivy Villa Stables Conversion and Studio (1995; Pretoria), among 
other projects, attest to this. 
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Guyer concludes this chapter with a reflection on the task architects face, to promote social justice 
through their buildings, particularly against the backdrop of spectacular failures in this regard – such 
as Le Corbusier’s ill-fated idea of future cities, or the socially dysfunctional Pruitt-Igoe public housing 
development in St Louis. Acknowledging that the “political will” is necessary for it to happen, he detects 
signs of an improvement in this regard, and an awareness that architects should do better with affordable, 
yet “good housing” (p. 178), cautioning that the aesthetic appeal of such buildings – actual or imagined 
– should not be overlooked (p. 180). Given the increasing homelessness in cities around the world, his 
discussion of the manner in which architects in Oakland, California, replaced a collection of tents and 
cardboard boxes (of homeless people) with “a well laid-out community of enhanced garden sheds with 
utilities such as…electricity and running water…” (p. 178) is a timely pointer towards the need for similar 
socially sensitive approaches elsewhere. In the end, the role of effective policies and “architectural imag-
ination” for the provision of affordable housing cannot be ignored (p. 179). Nevertheless Guyer insists, 
finally, that regardless of future societal changes, and what will be seen at that time as good construction, 
functionality and aesthetic appeal, these time-tested values are bound to endure.       

        

Shifting the terrain

But – returning to my earlier metaphor – instead of merely moving the ‘deckchairs’ around on the Vit-
ruvian ship (as the thinkers discussed by Guyer mostly do), how about shifting the terrain to a ‘different 
ship’ instead, and in doing so implying that, over and above these three time-honoured criteria, there is 
something else that is more fundamental to architecture than they are, and that this is irreducible to these 
three principles (even if at first it may seem as if it is simply an umbrella term for them)? This, I would 
argue, is indeed the case, and I can back up my claim by referring to the work of Karsten Harries of Yale 
University – in my estimation the most important philosopher of architecture alive, and someone who 
has contributed to this discipline in no small measure. In fact, I find it astonishing that Guyer does not 
even mention Harries in his book – despite the fact that he does refer to thinkers in the phenomenological 
tradition, such as Edmund Husserl and Heidegger, on whose work Harries draws – particularly because he 
must surely be aware of the Yale philosopher’s work in the philosophy of architecture, if not of Harries’s 
substantial contribution to Continental philosophy generally. The closest Guyer comes to the spirit of 
Harries’s philosophy of architecture is in his appreciative discussion of the Danish architect and thinker, 
Rasmussen, whose experience-oriented conception of architecture resonates strongly with that of Harries 
(and also of Heidegger, Norberg-Shulz and Merleau-Ponty). 
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So what is it in Harries’s work that designates what architecture is, or does, which is more funda-
mental than Vitruvius’s tripartite measure? In a word, it is what Harries (1998) calls The Ethical Function 
of Architecture in his book by that name (winner of the American Institute of Architects 8th Annual Inter-
national Architecture Book Award for Criticism). If, conditioned by the history of philosophy (particularly 
aesthetics), one’s first response were that he seems to have the wrong discipline in mind, one would be 
in error, for this is decidedly not the case. Harries is not blind to aesthetic appeal; neither in architecture 
nor in art, and his little masterpiece, The Meaning of Modern Art (1968) bears testimony to this. But he 
regards the manner in which architecture creates a sense of ethos – in short, a sense of place – in varying 
degrees and ways, as being primary (Harries 1998: xii). Unless a building does this, its good construction, 
functionality, and aesthetic appeal – which, incidentally, can contribute to its ‘ethical function’, as even 
Guyer (2021: 16) seems to recognise in broad terms where he discusses Vitruvius – would be wasted. An 
example of what Harries has in mind would shed light on this issue. In the Preface to The Ethical Function 
of Architecture he remarks (1998: xii): 

A certain unease with modern art led me to examine some of its central propositions: already with that book 
[The Meaning of Modern Art, 1968; B.O.] and its call for a new realism I wanted to call into question the 
aesthetic approach that had for so long presided over the progress of art. Architecture interested me pre-
cisely because, while on the aesthetic approach an essentially impure, compromised art, compromised by its 
need to take its place in a world ruled by other concerns, it calls that approach into question, demanding a 
different approach – and finally not just to architecture but to all the arts. My book on the Bavarian Rococo 
church (The Bavarian Rococo Church: Between Faith and Aestheticism […1983]) gave me a first chance to 
develop some of my thoughts with greater precision and close attention to works of architecture.

While it is certainly not the case that Guyer’s Vitruvian guiding principles for evaluating architecture – 
good construction, functionality, and aesthetic appeal – equal an exclusively aesthetic approach, a case 
can be made that it privileges the aesthetic component, insofar as buildings that satisfy them are judged 
by whether the first two serve the last one. If a building is soundly constructed and functional, it would 
still be disqualified as ‘good architecture’ if these were to undermine its aesthetic value. Harries (1998: 4) 
confirms this where he quotes Nikolaus Pevsner’s familiar observation, that “A bicycle shed is a building; 
Lincoln Cathedral is a piece of architecture”. Pevsner’s answer to the obvious question about the differen-
tiating element between the two constructions is in line with what Harries calls the ‘aesthetic approach’, 
and what Guyer seems to have in mind with the ‘aesthetic appeal’ of architecture: architectural works 
are “designed with a view to aesthetic appeal” (quoted in Harries 1998: 4). On this (Pevsner’s) view, as 
distinguished from the ‘ethical approach’, Harries says (p. 4), “…the work of architecture is essentially a 
functional building with an added aesthetic component. An obvious way of creating such a work would be 
to decorate some utilitarian structure: work of architecture = building + decoration”. Hence he proposes 
to call such buildings, following Venturi and his fellow authors of Learning from Las Vegas (1977), “dec-
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orated sheds” (Harries 1998: 6). Before I turn to an explication of the latter, it should be noted that, where 
Guyer discusses Vitruvius’s conception of architecture, his formulation gets close to something more than 
only ‘good construction, functionality, and aesthetic appeal’ (Guyer 2021: 16):

These statements show that Vitruvius understands architecture as a fundamental medium for the relation of 
human beings to the rest of nature and to each other in society. The products of architecture are not simply 
aesthetic objects, in our terminology, intended for pleasurable contemplation, but are also means for the 
interactions of people with their physical and social environments on which the possibility of human life 
and flourishing depends. Facilitating human flourishing in its natural and social context is the underlying 
goal of the architect…  

I submit that it is but a small step from here to what Harries (1998: 4) calls “the ethical function of archi-
tecture”, and that Vitruvius was evidently – on Guyer’s interpretation of the latter’s precepts – quite aware 
of the manner in which architecture either contributes to this or fails to do so. And I would further argue 
that the so-called ‘decorated shed’ does not succeed in promoting architecture’s ‘ethical function’. What 
does Harries mean by this phrase? Referring to Siegfried Giedion’s remark (in 1967), that contemporary 
architecture faces the task of articulating “the interpretation of a way of life valid for our period” (quoted 
in Harries 1998: 2), he continues (1998: 4):

…what way of life is valid for our period? Is not our world, our society with its differences of class and race, 
gender and religion, too heterogeneous, too filled with confusion and contradiction, to allow us to answer this 
question with any confidence? Have postmodern suspicions made it impossible to demand that architecture 
meet what Giedion calls its main task? Is there a way of life valid for all?
   Despite such questions, I find it difficult to surrender Giedion’s modernist hope. Should architecture not 
continue to help us find our place and way in an ever more disorienting world? In this sense I shall speak 
of the ethical function of architecture. ‘Ethical’ derives from ‘ethos’. By a person’s ethos we mean his or her 
character, nature, or disposition. Similarly we speak of a community’s ethos, referring to the spirit that pre-
sides over its activities. ‘Ethos’ here names the way human beings exist in the world: their way of dwelling. 
By the ethical function of architecture I mean its task to help articulate a common ethos. 

This is not to deny the importance of the Vitruvian triad employed by Guyer to understand architecture; 
however, it is to identify something more basic, in the service of which these three Vitruvian principles 
stand and which the Roman himself appears to have had in mind according to Guyer’s own formulation 
(quoted above) where he alludes to Vitruvius’s conception of architecture (2021: 16): “Facilitating human 
flourishing in its natural and social context is the underlying goal of the architect…”.

Returning to Pevsner’s understanding of architecture as ‘decorated buildings’, or, in Venturian 
terms, ‘decorated sheds’, it is worth noting that, on Guyer’s account (pp. 41-42), Alberti already anticipated 
the ‘decorated shed’ in very modern fashion with his ‘merely ornamental’ treatment of columns. Unlike 
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Harries (1998: 47-48, 50-68), however, Guyer does not make the crucial distinction between two types of 
ornament, or ‘decoration’ and ‘ornament’, based on a distinction encountered in none other than Loos. 
Referring to a passage in Loos’s “Ornament and crime”, Harries (1998: 48) writes:

Two kinds of ornament are here distinguished. In one a whole culture finds its expression; the other is the 
creation of an isolated individual. One is part of an ongoing history, the other has neither past nor future; one 
has a social function, the other is experienced only as an aesthetic presence; one even today communicates 
traces of the vigor of its past life, the other arrives stillborn. Loos was by no means the only one to draw 
such a distinction. And since I, too, want to make use of it in the following discussion, it seems helpful to 
make a terminological disctinction. Up to this point I have  used ‘decoration’ and ‘ornament’ more or less as 
synonyms. From now on I shall call decoration that articulates a communal ethos ornament and decoration 
that we experience primarily as an aesthetic addition to building decoration. So understood, decoration is 
the aesthetic analogue to ornament. 

Short of summarising Harries’s entire argument involving decoration, ornament and architecture’s ‘ethi-
cal function’, suffice it to say that, for architecture to fulfil its constitutive role of providing the means for 
orienting oneself ‘ethically’ in relation to one’s place and role as a human being in the world, it has to find 
counterparts to what ‘ornament’ used to be, before ‘mere (arbitrary) decoration’, as embodied in Michael 
Graves’s Hotel Dolphin in Orlando, Florida (see Harries 1998: 30), took its place. This is the task that 
Harries (1998) sets himself in his exceptional book referred to here.   

Besides, it is not as if the material Guyer discusses does not contain conspicuous hints and refer-
ences to the theme of Harries’s book. Guyer’s discussion of several architects overlooks their awareness 
of what Harries calls architecture’s ‘ethical function’. For example, Guyer’s elaboration on Mies’s Villa 
Tugendhat seems to have a blind spot for this, particularly where he quotes Daniela Tugendhat’s obser-
vation (p. 156) that: “My mother told me that [the] experience of space was an essential quality of life in 
the house: while providing seclusion and privacy there was a feeling of belonging to a larger totality at the 
same time”. Guyer even interprets this as “…a pretty good image of conditions for individuals living both 
as they wish and in harmony with others within a family circle and beyond” (pp. 156-157). Resonating 
with Vitruvius’s conception of architecture as “Facilitating human flourishing…” (Guyer 2021: 16), these 
comments on Mies’s House Tugendhat – “belonging to a larger totality”, and “in harmony with others 
within a family circle and beyond” – arguably evoke precisely what Harries has in mind with the ‘ethical 
function’ of architecture as situating humans within an encompassing ethos through its structural design 
(in relation to a specific location and aesthetic value) as well as via its materials and use or function. One 
could add that what Guyer describes as a “purely aesthetic effect” (p. 160) of the changing diurnal play of 
light caused by the I-beams Mies used between the windows of, among others, the Seagram Building, is 
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not ‘purely aesthetic’; on the contrary, it contributes to the ‘ethical function’ of the building in so far as it 
situates observers and passers-by in the broader context of natural rhythms – what Heidegger calls the 
‘fourfold’ of ‘earth, sky, mortals and divinities’ (Heidegger 1975 ; Olivier 2011).     

 

Conclusion
        

It could be argued, of course, that Guyer omitted Harries from his book because there is no obvious way 
in which the latter employs the Vitruvian triad in his philosophical work on architecture. I would counter 
that the apparent oxymoron in the title of Harries’s book – The Ethical Function of Architecture – is an 
implicit criticism of the notion that one can rest content with Vitruvius’s three values: ‘ethical function’ 
implies that the crucial, or indispensable ‘function’ of architecture is its capacity of imparting to buildings 
a ‘sense of place’, or of ‘belonging’ to a distinct community, or cultural, and beyond that, natural order. 
This in no way negates Vitruvius’s values, but places them under the imperative that, once they have been 
embodied in a building, it still has to satisfy the litmus test of instantiating an ethos, that is, fulfilling its 
‘ethical function’. 

A good example of such architecture is found in South African architect Peter Rich’s award-winning 
Mapungubwe Interpretation Centre (Noble 2021: 129 ff). The impressive building complex rises out of the 
African Bushveld and Savannah landscape as if it is a natural outcrop of Mother Nature. Appropriately, 
given its apparent continuity with the surrounding countryside, it comprises a centre providing information 
on an area with rich archaeological deposits pertaining to the civilisations that flourished there in the late, 
pre-colonial middle ages. The striking design not only includes circular cairns connecting it morphologically 
to the hilly surroundings and traditional dwellings of the indigenous people, but is situated in a manner 
that is congenial to visitors orienting themselves visually in relation to the landscape as they negotiate the 
ascending zigzag path from the entrance to the exit with its views towards Mapungubwe Hill. The ethical 
function performed by Mapungubwe can be expressed spatiotemporally by saying that it orients one tem-
porally as well as spatially with regard to an enduring ‘ethos’: the former through its cultural-historical 
function as Interpretation Centre; the latter through its design – including the colours of its constituent 
materials – blending with the surrounding natural countryside. Moreover, it achieves this without re-
linquishing the Vitruvian norms of good construction, functionality and aesthetic value. Demonstrably, 
therefore, it is not a matter of the Vitruvian triad clashing with architecture’s ethical function; they are the 
indispensable means through which it is attained.       
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