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Singing the Habit of Energy

The great machines of the nineteenth century were expressive and thrill-
ing. The industrial machines in the factories made a din and produced
goods in fantastic quantity to a reliable standard. Locomotives stoked
with fire hurtled across the countryside, trailing smoke, linking places
that before had been remote from one another. Cities spread, and were
blackened by the soot that they produced, so the outskirts on the wind-
ward side became the better places to live. The industrial sublime included
the engines of infrastructure, such as the huge pumps associated with
reservoirs, that could move vast quantities of water, driven by pistons that
could crush a man indifferently without hesitation in their thunderous
rhythm.

Nineteenth-century machines could make the earth tremble and seemed
to be driven by their own imperatives that were as unflinching as the forces
of nature, and as unarguable. Where architecture was concerned, it seemed
as if the decent thing to do was to mask them with a cloak of respectability.
“What is the beauty of a building to us today?” asked Nietzsche in 1878,
“The same thing as the beautiful face of a mindless woman: something
mask-like.”1 The cotton mills around Manchester, which pounded out
fine fabrics, were given towers and turrets, and dressed to look super-
ficially like the palaces of a new aristocracy. The thunderous engines that
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drew into St Pancras Station in London were screened from the city by a
cavalcade of pinnacles and pointed arches.

The sublime is never quite polite. Victor Hugo found it in the sewers of
Paris, on which he expatiated at length in Les misérables, before going on
to make use of them in his narrative.2 In the abstract he thought of them
as a farmer might, as taking good fertilizer away from the city, and wasting
it by dispersing it in the river and the sea. In their concrete evocation they
are the setting for traumatic and gruesome events. In Hugo’s day they
were still a novelty. For every artistic celebration of the sublimity of infra-
structure and machinery in the nineteenth century, there is a whole dis-
trict of buildings to hide it in. We have, for sure, Joseph Turner’s Rain,
Steam and Speed (1844), but it is a remarkable exception, not a typical
picture of the age. Thackeray remarked that “The world has never seen
anything like this picture.”3

Where buildings are concerned the same story can be told. The great
building of industrial construction of the mid-nineteenth century was the
Crystal Palace of 1851, which became one of the wonders of the age,
precisely because the world had never seen its like. It amazed the crowds
who flocked to see it, but John Ruskin, the most prominent architectural
critic of the day, was not prepared to concede that it made any contribu-
tion to the development of architecture. Samuel Laing, the chairman of
the Crystal Palace Company, in his address to the Queen at the opening,
had claimed that the building ushered in “an entirely novel order of archi-
tecture,”4 and Ruskin claimed that, in doing so, Laing was voicing “the
popular view of the facts . . . one which has been encouraged by nearly
all the professors of art of our time.”5 To judge by the buildings that were
put up during the rest of the nineteenth century, this was certainly an
exaggeration. The consensus view among the classes who actually com-
missioned buildings was much more like Ruskin’s own. He was not will-
ing to admit that the Crystal Palace was architecture. “We suppose ourselves
to have invented a new style of architecture,” he said, “when we have only
inflated a conservatory!”6 Moreover, his voice was not among those asking
for a new architecture:

We want no new style of architecture . . . But we want some style. It is of
marvellously little importance, if we have a code of laws and they be good
laws, whether they be new or old, foreign or native, Roman or Saxon, or
Norman, or English laws. But it is of considerable importance that we
should have a code of laws of one kind or another, and that code accepted



Architectures in the Plural 3

and enforced from one side of the island to another, and not one law made
the ground of judgement at York and another in Exeter. And in like manner
it does not matter one marble splinter whether we have an old or new
architecture truly so called or not; that is, whether an architecture whose
laws might be taught at our schools from Cornwall to Northumberland, as
we teach English spelling and English grammar, or an architecture which is
to be invented fresh every time we build a workhouse or a parish school . . .
Originality in expression does not depend on invention of new words . . .
A man who has the gift, will take up any style that is going, the style of his
day, and will work in that, and be great in that, and make everything that he
does in it look as fresh as if every thought of it had just come down from
heaven.7

This position is receptive to a degree of novelty in architectural ideas,
but stylistically conservative, not because of any failure of the imagination,
but as a matter of principle. As a position it can be used to account for
how most nineteenth-century architecture looks, when we look back on it
with hindsight. Given that the Crystal Palace was such a huge popular
success, it is surprising how little impact it had on the artistic productions
of its own day. It was not imitated by architects, and had a greater presence
in Russian literature than in English. For the Russians it was a symbol of
modernization that reminded them of their own backwardness; so, for
example, Dostoevsky’s reaction to it mixed a certain dazzled admiration
with a sense of being reproached by it. It had in his mind an oppressive
authority. “I am afraid of this edifice,” he said, “because one could not
stick out one’s tongue at it on the sly.”8 The building is the source of the
Modernist vision of a spiritualized glass architecture, developed by Bruno
Taut and others,9 but at the time that it was built it was seen as belonging
exclusively to the cultural province of the engineers, and so far as archi-
tects were concerned it was beyond their pale.

There is a distance between noticing the technical possibilities of building
and their cultural assimilation. It is the cultural assimilation that makes it
possible to use the buildings gesturally, and for them to become architec-
ture. It is not necessarily the case that a new technical possibility ever will
be culturally assimilated into architecture. A new system of construction
might be used experimentally, with satisfactory results, but never be taken
up more generally. A building’s services, such as its ventilation ducts, can
be incorporated invisibly into the building, hidden away behind ceilings,
or they can be used gesturally, by making them visible and painting
them bright colors. Nineteenth-century theaters, for example, often had
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sophisticated ventilation systems, using huge gas burners up above ceiling
level to heat the air, which therefore rose up out of the building through
vents, and lowered the air pressure in the auditorium, so fresh air was drawn
in lower down. All this happened out of sight. What the theatergoer saw was
a ceiling covered in decorative plasterwork, with a great chandelier hanging
down from it. Around the edge of the ceiling’s central area there would be
a ring of pierced metal, which might seem to be there to embellish the
decorative scheme, but which acted as a grille to allow the passage of air.
The mechanisms of the building were incorporated into a decorative scheme
that derived from rococo ballrooms, and could be lost among the ornament.
There are nineteenth-century buildings where mechanisms and structures
are more evident, but they were buildings where the usual decorum did
not apply. In polished architecture it was seen as necessary to clothe the
building in a fabric that showed knowledge of admired buildings of the
past, so that the new building reflected some of their accomplishment,
and showed that the building securely belonged in polite company.

At some point this changed. The Italian Futurists were successful in draw-
ing attention to the cult of the machine as an object of aesthetic interest.
They sang “the love of danger, the habit of energy and fearlessness,” and
affirmed that “The world’s magnificence has been enriched by a new
beauty: the beauty of speed. A racing car whose hood is adorned with
great pipes, like serpents of explosive breath – a roaring car that seems to
ride on grapeshot is more beautiful than the Victory of Samothrace.”10 This
dates from 1909, when the motor car was still a novelty, and compares the
machine with a masterpiece of Hellenistic sculpture, the canonic reputa-
tion of which is all the more secure for its being in the Louvre. The art of
ancient Greece had been revered for as long as there had been anything
that called itself “civilization,” and the Futurists’ displacement of it from
the pinnacle of aesthetic achievement was intentionally radical.

If their message had not struck a chord with others, then we would have
forgotten them long ago. If they were noticed at all now, then they would
be seen as adolescents letting off steam, in a way that is mischievous rather
than important. The enthusiasm for the machine, to which they gave early
expression in the art world, was not theirs alone, but was taken up by
others in various ways, in architecture most famously by Le Corbusier,
who called the house a machine à habiter (“machine for living”) and
designed what he called a “Citrohan” house for mass production – the
name evoking the automobile manufacturer “Citroën.”11 By the middle of
the twentieth century it seemed feasible to think that we were living in the
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“machine age,” as if machines were now the planet’s dominant life-form,
and if that were so, then it was proper that art and architecture should
give expression to the fact.12

If we subscribe to this view and look back at the nineteenth century,
then what we see is a story of progress, as the burgeoning machine age
took shape, first of all in technological devices that made new things pos-
sible, but which had no presence in the world of polite culture, where art,
architecture, and literature belonged. It was only later that the truth of the
machine was allowed its full glorious expression, without being disguised
by the irrelevant trappings of historically derived ornamentation. On this
view buildings such as the Crystal Palace are prophetic. They are treated as
if their designers could see the future, and being exceptionally gifted, they
built it early. In such a mind-set, the Crystal Palace belongs more truly to
the realm of architecture than the general run of nineteenth-century build-
ings, even though this was not recognized at the time. Ruskin, being blind
to the building’s epoch-making qualities, becomes a critic of marginal
interest, whose time has passed.

The way in which architects routinely use the word “historicist” is to
mean the use of historical ornament, in buildings that would be better
without it;13 and it is a term that is never used of buildings older than the
nineteenth century. It somehow seems to be accepted that eighteenth-
century architects would imitate Palladio, or that eleventh-century church
builders would aspire to build Roman vaults, but after the Crystal Palace
had shown the way forward, then it was somehow irresponsible of archi-
tects not to follow where it led. On this view “historicism” is plainly a bad
thing, something that architects learned to cast off, and the story of archi-
tecture from the middle of the nineteenth century onwards is the story of
how it was cast off, first in the case of exceptional buildings, later more
generally, as even mainstream buildings could “be themselves” without
being seen as barbaric or uncultivated.

Historicism, Irony, and Redescription

The problem with this view of the matter is that it tells us nothing at
all about the sensibilities of nineteenth-century architects, or any other
nineteenth-century people, which might be a legitimate concern for an
historian of nineteenth-century architecture. What it tells us is what in the
nineteenth century was of interest to later architectural commentators.
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This connects with another use of the same word, “historicism,” in the
sense that Karl Popper used it in his book The Poverty of Historicism, where
again “historicism” is a bad thing.14 Its title is an allusion to Karl Marx’s
Poverty of Philosophy, and its principal aim is to show that, for strictly
logical reasons, the future cannot be known. Popper was particularly driven
to dismantle the Hegelian sense of destiny that underpinned some of Marx’s
writings, and the book is dedicated to the “memory of the countless men
and woman of all creeds or nations or races who fell victim to the fascist
and communist belief in Inexorable Laws of Historical Destiny.”15

In this sense of the word, much of the architectural historiography of
the later twentieth century was historicist, even when it condemned the
use of historical ornament in modern buildings. David Watkin made a
study of Popper’s kind of historicism in writings about architecture, espe-
cially in texts by Nikolaus Pevsner and Sigfried Giedion, two of the most
authoritative and influential critics read by twentieth-century architects.16

On Popper’s reading, it is an abuse of history to suppose that we can use
it to predict the future. In ancient Greek legend, Oedipus killed his father.
He did not know that the man he fought was his father, and the reason
for that was that he had been cast away as an infant because it had been
predicted that he would kill his father. Without the prediction, the event
would not have happened: Oedipus would have recognized his father,
and would not have killed him. Popper coined the term “Oedipus effect”
for “the influence of a prediction upon the predicted event (or, more
generally, for the influence of an item of information upon the situation
to which the information refers), whether this influence tends to bring
about the predicted event, or whether it tends to prevent it.”17 Historicism
in this sense is something that any rigorous historian would take pains to
avoid falling into. It is nevertheless used when an historical account is
set out with a view to establishing the validity of a particular “next step
forward.” In such cases, even when the historical method is flawed, one
might in practice be prepared to indulge the author if the case presented
were supportive of a cause that one endorsed. It might after all persuade
an audience to do the right thing. If the historical account supported an
unacceptable course of action then the methodology’s incoherence would
be very evident. Popper’s argument theoretically makes all such uses of
history unpersuasive for those who have read him, independently of
whether the ends to which they are used are good or bad.

There is a third sense of the term “historicist” in circulation, which
means something else again, and this time the term can cheerfully be
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adopted by those to whom it is applied, as descriptive of their approach. It
is set out very clearly and embraced by those whose work it describes. It is
set out clearly and concisely by James Conant, in an essay about Richard
Rorty, whose position he is here describing:

Historical processes are not governed by laws. They are fundamentally
contingent, influenced by human agency and unforeseeable chance events.
Historical understanding is always situated and necessarily coloured by our
present values and interests. Historical accounts are stories we tell to pro-
vide a coherent narrative about who we are and how, through interacting
with each other and the world, we got here. Such stories are inherently
retrospective – each community in each age will tell the story differently –
and they are constructed. The only sense in which a historical narrative can
“get things right” is by telling a story which proves to be both acceptable
and enabling to the members of a community; and the only sense in which
one such narrative can be “better” than another is – not by offering a more
faithful description of the objective sequence of events, but rather – by
redescribing the events in a novel and helpful way.18

Conant’s italics here signal words that are used in a particular sense and
have special importance in Rorty’s vocabulary. It is plain that the histor-
icism embraced by Rorty steers clear of the historicism condemned by
Popper. There is no “destiny,” but some things happen, while others do
not. Some of the things that did not happen, might have happened, with-
out violating any law. A rigorous history will do its best to take account of
any relevant evidence, but the evidence that is relevant will depend on the
story to be told. And the stories that we tell each other and ourselves will
depend on who we think we are and what we are trying to do.

The collection of essays gathered in this volume was shaped by a con-
cern to explore a range of possible ways of conceiving architecture, and to
show a variety of possibilities for the kind of story one can tell. Each essay
tells us something about an aspect of architecture, and is in accordance
with some kind of evidence: the facts that each essay makes use of should
all be verifiable and correct. Each, however, generates its own world of
facts, which may be incommensurable with others. There is little mention
of architectural style here. The essays tend to deal with processes rather
than discussing buildings as finished objects. Some essays discuss aspects
of the production of architecture, while others discuss aspects of its
consumption – which is to say, the ways in which it is used. In them we
are often a long way from common sense, the received wisdom of the age.
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Here again it is helpful to draw on Rorty’s vocabulary and position myself
as an “ironist,” which means the same thing as an “anti-essentialist” in the
vocabulary of critical theory.19 The essentialist conflates common sense
with self-evident truth, and mistakes ingrained habits of mind for reason-
ing. Architecture is complex and can be approached in many different
ways, and no single way can make an exclusive and permanent claim on
our understanding. Some ways, however, have been used repeatedly, and
have yielded up as much of interest as they are likely to do, while others,
such as those presented here, can open up fresh possibilities and new dir-
ections in enquiry.

The process of redescription, mentioned above, is at the heart of the
enterprise. We redescribe a building (or whatever) when we situate it in a
story that is not the habitual story of routine common sense. A single
building can be redescribed in many different ways, and when that happens
it will have various different cultural connotations, and can therefore be
said to produce different architectures. The Crystal Palace, for example,
was both a shimmering vision of future possibility, and a nightmarish
reproach. It was experienced as a radically different kind of thing by Ruskin,
Dostoevsky, and Samuel Laing (of the Crystal Palace Company), who
seems to have had the general public on his side. “The Crystal Palace” as a
cultural construct, which is to say as architecture, was quite distinct in
each of their redescriptions, even though they were all looking at one and
the same building.20 A building’s cultural value is volatile, and will depend
on the story into which it is asked to fit.

In a given culture (or “community,” to use Rorty’s word for it) there
will be various shared points of reference, which everyone involved in that
culture is more or less expected to know. These are the landmarks that
give us our bearings in the culture, and while some of them may be
personal and idiosyncratic, others are known to everyone who seems to
belong to that culture, and they therefore come to have the status of a
canon. For example, the traditional canon of Western architecture would
certainly include such buildings as the Parthenon in Athens and the
Pantheon in Rome, and we would be surprised if a Western architectural
historian had not heard of them.

If culture these days seems to be more pluralist than in the past, it is at
least partly because we now feel that a wider range of people have a right
to make their voices heard.21 At times there seems to be a very great gulf
between educated and popular culture, but it is often the case that an
individual who has a highly developed “high culture” view in one field,
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turns out to have a “popular” view in another, and there are “low-brow”
and “high-brow” ways of engaging with any given cultural artifact. For
example, a recent film aimed at a popular audience, Minority Report (2002,
directed by Steven Spielberg and starring Tom Cruise), was discussed at
some length in The Times Literary Supplement under the heading “The
Commodification of Paranoia.”22 (The narrative is, incidentally, about
a self-fulfilling prophecy, and is a clear example of the “Oedipus effect”
in action.) There is a “high culture” of architecture, and, while it is not
altogether unified, there is a surprisingly high degree of consensus among
architects as to which buildings are important and which ones beside the
point. It is a consensus that breaks down somewhat as we look at build-
ings of the recent past, but even there we can find a general acceptance of
examples of “good design” of buildings, which can be quite different from
what the generality of public opinion would have selected. In just the
same way as there can be a distance between “serious” and “popular”
music, there can be a distance between the buildings that are promoted by
the architectural profession as representing “good design” and those that
are intuitively enjoyed by others. “Architect” is a protected title, and can
only be used by someone who has completed an extended course of
socialization in the architecture-world, developing a range of knowledge
and skills, and usually being formed with a certain range of tastes and
proclivities in design.

A Modernist Canon

There is scope for a Modernist academy, which would take iconic examples
of twentieth-century buildings into its canon, and include such important
“precursors” as the Crystal Palace. It would be possible for such a school
to work in much the same way as the old École des Beaux-Arts used to,
with the students learning to incorporate gestures from Le Corbusier into
their work, instead of learning their repertoire from Roman ruins. There
is plenty of evidence that this is just how architects give meaning and
status to their work. If I look out of my window here at the university
(and it is a fenêtre longue, as promoted by Le Corbusier) I can look across
to a building raised on pilotis, with bands of window running across it,
and a balcony inset near the top which brings some columns into view
and makes the top part of the building echo the general arrangement of
the Villa Savoye (but in bands of brickwork rather than white stucco).
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Robert Venturi and Denise Scott Brown have drawn attention to the way
in which various prominent buildings have echoed the massing of Le
Corbusier’s monastery of La Tourette.23 And La Tourette is echoed again
in the headquarters building that Richard Meier designed for the French
television company Canal +. One side overlooks the Seine and is highly
glazed, but the other has narrow strip windows at eye-height, apparently
held up by cuboid blocks. These buildings make use of form in such a way
as to show that they are immersed in the culture of the architecture-
world, in just the same way as late eighteenth-century buildings showed
knowledge of recent publications of the antiquities of Athens. On another
reading, though, Modernism is concerned not with the transmission of a
culture of approved building form, but with constant re-invention and
experiment. The idea of an avant-gardist academy is more problematic,
and is examined in Simon Sadler’s essay (chapter 1). How does one trans-
mit a culture of unorthodoxy?

In the nineteenth century there was a fierce debate about architectural
style, with outlandish claims made for the merits of classical or Gothic
architecture. By the early years of the century there was already, within the
general view of classicism, the idea that the ethos of ancient Greece had a
high cultural value, and drew together the artifacts and way of life in that
society in an ideal way that should be emulated if at all possible.24 The
artistic products of ancient Greece, and even everyday objects, were caught
up in the ideal way of life and could therefore be valued, alongside the
morals, philosophy, and literature. The crucial point here is that the
artistic products were seen to be intimately linked with the way of life, so
that there was a conflation of ethics and aesthetics. In theory it might be
possible to follow an ideal “Greek” line of thought, and come up with
a highly original artifact that responded in an entirely appropriate and
harmonious way to the changed culture and circumstances of the present
day. (On the other hand, what architects did much more readily was to
incorporate recognizably “Greek” elements in their designs: Doric col-
umns, meanders, acanthus leaves.)

This kind of argument was taken up by A. W. N. Pugin, who displaced
the Greek paganism with Christian morality and argued in favor of “Chris-
tian or pointed architecture,” by which he meant what we think of as
Gothic.25 With the construction of the Palace of Westminster from 1836
he seemed perhaps to have won the argument, but in 1857 George Gilbert
Scott’s Gothic designs for the new Foreign Office building in Whitehall
were rejected by the Prime Minister, Lord Palmerston, who wanted a
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classical design. The controversy that followed became known as the “battle
of the styles.” Scott kept the commission but changed the design for the
Foreign Office to an Italianate style.

It was against the background of such stylistic disputations that Ruskin
wrote, apparently believing that the outcome of the battle would not be
crucial to the quality of the architecture. In France, Eugène Viollet-le-Duc
proposed that a new nineteenth-century style of architecture would develop
from the serious consideration of new building materials, especially iron,
and the Art Nouveau movement of the 1890s was an attempt to overcome
traditional stylistic quarrels by proposing a fresh start and an architecture
derived from first principles. The great success of the Modernist architec-
ture of the 1920s stemmed at least in part from the fact that it could be
presented as the resolution of these, by then traditional, problems. The
quarrel about which historical ornament was best was dispatched by
saying that all historical ornament was to be avoided. The exorbitant cost
of Art Nouveau decoration was avoided by favoring machine-produced
artifacts and mass-produced housing. The spirit of the age revealed itself
through the machine, and anything that did not engage with the impera-
tive to make this manifest in the world was beside the point and could be
ignored.

Sigfried Giedion’s hugely influential work, Space, Time and Architec-
ture: The Growth of a New Tradition, located the new architecture in a
cultural framework that showed why it had to be taken seriously.26 The
story he told showed how the new architecture was prefigured in such
buildings as the Crystal Palace and the Eiffel Tower, and, going further
back, how the fluid sense of space to be found in open-plan interiors was
prefigured in Baroque churches. Giedion’s story therefore shows how,
by looking at the architecture of the past, we can see how it points the way
to the future. The book was revised and more buildings were included
once they had been built, fulfilling the prophecy. As architectural polemic,
persuading architects to design in a particular way, the book was stagger-
ingly successful. As history it is methodologically dubious, and “histori-
cist” in Popper’s sense.27 As an account of nineteenth-century architecture
it is extraordinary because it involves ignoring almost all nineteenth-
century architecture, acknowledging only the very few buildings that helped
him to make his points, while neglecting to draw attention to the fact
that they were exceptional rather than typical, and would not have been
accepted as belonging in the architecture-world of the nineteenth century,
when they would have been seen as the work of engineers. On this view of
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architectural history, the eighteenth-century’s rational decorum was set
aside by the architects of the nineteenth century, who went careering off
on an erratic course, and things were brought to rights and a sobriety
restored in the 1920s.

One thing that was not undermined in the course of this change was
the way in which the buildings that found their way into the history
books, defining epochs and styles, tended to be a procession of cathedrals
and palaces: buildings for the bourgeois elite who could afford to follow
fashions in architecture, which has always been an expensive thing to do.
Individual architects, such as Michelangelo and Christopher Wren, worked
for princes, popes, and financiers, and were seen as heroes and geniuses.
Some of the projects presented in Space, Time and Architecture were more
modestly aimed at housing less wealthy people, but the majority were for
modern princes – the captains of industry and commerce, in their public
and private capacities. Modernism was stylistically but not politically
radical. Indeed, Le Corbusier in Vers une architecture makes it explicit,
with his slogan “architecture or revolution,” which promises that the
stylistic change will make unnecessary the radical political change that
might otherwise be on the way.28

Giedion’s book had tremendous influence in giving shape to a Modern-
ist canon that was generally accepted in the architectural profession and in
the schools of architecture, even if it went unnoticed elsewhere. There was
a politics of inclusion and exclusion from this orthodoxy (which Colin St
John Wilson has examined)29 that shifted a little as the book went through
its various editions, and it expanded to include some of the more serious
omissions, such as Alvar Aalto, who was allowed in as an “irrationalist.”
There is no doubting the quality of Aalto’s buildings, or the fact that he
deserves to be treated as the equal of Le Corbusier and Mies van der Rohe,
but, as Sarah Menin’s essay (chapter 2) shows, the presentation of archi-
tecture as the work of heroic individualist geniuses is far from being the
whole story. She examines the role of others, specifically of women, in
the production of Aalto’s work. It involved love, hero-worship and self-
sacrifice on their part, but gave him the emotional support that he needed
in order to produce the work that he did.

Gerard Loughlin’s essay (chapter 3) is a parallel analysis of one of the
great hero-monsters of fiction: the architect Howard Roark, from the novel
The Fountainhead by Ayn Rand.30 Rand gives us a compelling portrayal of
a particular complex of ideas embodied in the figure of the architect whose
only drive in life is to see his vision realized in the world. Nothing else
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really matters to him. He was inspired by the real architect Frank Lloyd
Wright, whose egomania was notorious, but Rand’s fictional character’s
progress is uncomplicated by Wright’s foibles and setbacks. Rand was born
in Russia, detested the collectivism of the Soviet era, and, after emigrating
to the US, made it her mission to promote the cult of the strong individual.

The narrative describes the triumph of the architect’s will, and has dis-
turbing overtones because it was written before the defeat of fascism in
Europe; it was published in 1943 when fascism was still mobilizing popu-
lations by means of the exhortations of charismatic, iron-willed leaders.
It remains compelling because it sees its ideas through to their conclusion
without compromise, or any sentimental concessions to weak-minded
human feeling. Its psychology is breathtakingly politically incorrect and
out of tune with the liberal consensus that now predominates. The fictional
portrait makes Aalto’s actual behavior look relatively reasonable, or at
least comprehensible given his human weaknesses. Whether one judges
the sacrifices made by those close to Aalto to have been worthwhile will
depend on one’s scale of values, as the loads in the scales cannot be meas-
ured in the same units. How much human suffering can legitimately
be weighed against artistic accomplishment? And does it help, or make
matters worse, if those who suffer are one’s closest companions rather
than unseen minions? If the ethos of production is to see a happy team at
work, does one then lose the vision, commitment, and drive to see the
very best work realized?

A Radical Orthodoxy

The story that Brenda and Robert Vale outline in their essay (chapter 4)
proposes a radically different agenda for the assessment of the qualities
of buildings, by judging them against the criterion of sustainability. The
“green” agenda is now an orthodoxy for thoughtful, educated people in
the West, and the recycling of bottles and refrigerator coolants is fairly
routine. For architecture, the implications are so radical that they almost
amount to undoing the discipline. Nietzsche called for “the revaluation of
all values,”31 and the project of sustainability calls for something equally
radical if it is to be thoroughgoing.

The architectural works that have dazzled and amazed across the
centuries have all been extravagant in their ways, from the pyramids and
Stonehenge onwards. The societies that produced the buildings we admire
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spent vast quantities of their resources on them, whether it be money,
labor, or materials. If in the third millennium bc, our forebears had taken
the decision that it would, given the circumstances, have been potentially
ruinous folly to undertake an enterprise such as the building of Stone-
henge, then they would, very reasonably, have decided not to go ahead
with the project, and its absence would not have been felt. Nor would
these forebears have been remembered. People decided that in fact the
undertaking was worth it. We do not know now who these people were,
still less what their motives were for building, but given the state of devel-
opment of technology and civil society at that time, it certainly amounted
to a major undertaking, and must have consumed all that the society
could spare. It was in all probability the most extravagant thing that could
have been done at the time.

The same can be said of the procession of cathedrals and palaces that
are the backbone of the story that is told in conventional architectural
history. If we look at this story from the point of view of sustainability,
then what we see is a story of one reckless extravagance after another,
and it will look like a catalog of awful warnings, not of fine examples to
emulate. The technical criterion for establishing merit (does the building
make effective use of the earth’s resources, or does it dissipate them
extravagantly?) could lead to a new canon being established, throwing
into prominence the works in which the general project makes a leap
forward. In fact, the tendency is to call into question the very idea
of artistic merit in buildings because it almost inevitably leads to the
expenditure of more resources on a building without in itself bringing any
improvement in the technical criterion being used as the basis of valua-
tion. The Sistine Chapel would not be artistically improved by being
better insulated. Michelangelo’s embellishments made no significant
difference to its technical performance, but did use up some materials
and energy. The point to be made here is that, as the issues connected with
sustainability become increasingly important in international politics, as
they have done steadily over the past thirty years, then the kind of story
that the Vales set down here is one that it is increasingly necessary for us
to hear. At some point a change in consciousness could mean that the
heroes of the traditional canon, whether classical, Gothic, or Modernist,
will all come to be seen as contributing to a reckless headlong rush into
the abyss, and to have helped to sustain the momentum of a mechanism
that is hurtling us all toward destruction. At that point the scale of values
suddenly inverts, and yesterday’s heroes become today’s specious monsters.
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Sacrifice

What, then, makes sense of this extravagance? It has been so deeply trad-
itional in buildings that it seems unlikely that we shall be able to shake it
off in a generation or two. The great theorist of extravagance was Thorstein
Veblen, who published his masterwork The Theory of the Leisure Class in
1899. He coined the term “conspicuous consumption,” and proposed that
the value system that he could observe in operation in those of the highest
social rank around him could be understood with reference to the idea.
The more wastefully one consumed, the higher the honor and status that
would accrue in consequence. Buildings had their part to play, especially
religious buildings:

Obviously, the canon of conspicuous waste is accountable for a great por-
tion of what may be called devout consumption; as, e.g., the consumption of
sacred edifices, vestments, and other goods of the same class. Even in those
modern cults to whose divinities is imputed a predilection for temples
not built with hands, the sacred buildings and the other properties of
the cult are constructed with some view to a reputable degree of wasteful
expenditure. And it needs but little either of observation or introspection –
and either will serve the turn – to assure us that the expensive splendour of
the house of worship has an appreciable uplifting and mellowing effect
upon the worshipper’s frame of mind. It will serve to enforce the same fact
if we reflect upon the sense of abject shamefulness with which any evidence
of indigence or squalor about the sacred place affects all beholders. The
accessories of any devout observance should be pecuniarily above reproach.
This requirement is imperative, whatever latitude may be allowed with regard
to these accessories in point of aesthetic or other serviceability.

It may also be in place to notice that in all communities, especially in
neighbourhoods where the standard of pecuniary decency for dwellings is
not high, the local sanctuary is more ornate, more conspicuously wasteful in
its architecture and decoration, than the dwelling-houses of the congrega-
tion. This is true of nearly all denominations and cults, whether Christian
or Pagan, but it is true in a peculiar degree of the older and maturer cults.
At the same time the sanctuary commonly contributes little if anything to
the physical comfort of the members. Indeed, the sacred structure not only
serves the physical well-being of the members to but a slight extent, as
compared with their humbler dwelling-houses; but it is felt by all men that
a right and enlightened sense of the true, the beautiful and the good demands
that in all expenditure on the sanctuary anything that might serve the comfort
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of the worshipper should be conspicuously absent . . . There are few per-
sons of delicate tastes in the matter of devout consumption to whom this
austerely wasteful discomfort does not appeal as intrinsically right and good.32

This is very close to the view that Ruskin expressed in 1849 at the
beginning of his Seven Lamps of Architecture. The first of his “lamps,” or
guiding principles of architecture, was “sacrifice” (the others being truth,
power, beauty, life, memory, and obedience). It is part of Ruskin’s defini-
tion of what architecture is, as distinct from building, that it includes an
element of sacrifice, or extravagance:

Let us, therefore, at once confine the name [of architecture] to that art
which, taking up and admitting, as conditions of its working, the necessities
and common uses of the building, impresses on its form certain characters
venerable or beautiful, but otherwise unnecessary. Thus, I suppose, no one
would call the laws architectural which determine the height of a breast-
work or the position of a bastion. But if to the stone facing of that bastion
be added an unnecessary feature, as, a cable moulding, that is Architecture.
It would be similarly unreasonable to call battlements or machicolations,
architectural features, so long as they consist only of an advanced gallery
supported on projecting masses, with open intervals beneath for offence.
But if these projecting masses be carved beneath into rounded courses,
which are useless, and if the headings of the intervals be arched and trefoiled,
which is useless, that is Architecture. It may not be always easy to draw the
line so sharply, because there are few buildings which have not some pre-
tence or colour of being architectural; neither can there be any architecture
which is not based on building, nor any good architecture which is not
based on good building; but it is perfectly easy, and very necessary, to keep
the ideas distinct, and to understand fully that Architecture concerns itself
only with those characters of an edifice which are above and beyond its
common use. I say common; because a building raised to the honour of
God, or in memory of men, has surely a use to which its architectural
adornment fits it; but not a use which limits, by any inevitable necessities,
its plan or details.33

Extravagance is the piety of architecture, and its defining feature. It was
exactly the expenditure of excess that raised the building above the level of
mere utility, and allowed it a place in the realm of art. In Veblen’s world it
is this sacrifice that makes the building “pecuniarily decent” for polite
society. It is traditionally the most extravagant buildings that bring their
builders glory. Very tall buildings are never the most efficient in terms of
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land use, but it is possible for them to be commercially viable because
people are prepared to pay higher-than-usual sums of money to work in
them because of the prestige that they bring. They bring prestige also to
the cities in which they are sited, and this is undoubtedly a significant
factor in their being built. The tallest buildings in the world from the
Woolworth Building to the Sears Tower were in the US, and something
significant changed when they were overtopped by the Petronas Towers
in Kuala Lumpur, funded by Malaysia’s then rapidly developing economy.
The significance had nothing to do with the buildings’ effectiveness in
providing accommodation, but in the extravagant display. The Bible
describes an early example of this yearning for glory in the project to build
the tower of Babel, on a plain in the land of Shinar: “Come,” they said,
“let us build ourselves a city and a tower with its top in the heavens, and
make a name for ourselves . . .”34

There is no question that the extravagant building was for the sake of
reputation, not for the sake of the accommodation it would provide. The
way to win respect was to devote one’s excess to non-utilitarian ends. This
notion was explored in a wide-ranging way by Georges Bataille (1897–
1962) in a work on political economy, The Accursed Share. 35 It opens with
a section headed “The Dependence of the Economy on the Circulation of
Energy on the Earth,” which is remarkable for a work of its date, before
the rise in oil prices that brought energy up the political agenda in the
early 1970s.36 Architecture, especially extravagant non-utilitarian architec-
ture, has an important role in this economy because it takes energy out of
useful circulation and either burns it up or embodies it in buildings from
which it cannot be released. A particularly pure and direct sacrifice was
staged as an art event, when one million pounds worth of bank notes
were set on fire.37 The procedure involved is usually less direct, but non-
utilitarian deeds in general amount to a sacrifice of the energy involved,
and the point connects strongly with the issues in Brenda and Robert
Vale’s essay (chapter 4). The tower of Babel and the Petronas Towers are
sacrifices every bit as exuberant as that of the Aztec priest, ripping the
still-beating heart from his victim and holding it out to the sun.38 Indeed,
the Aztec’s ziggurat, on which the sacrifice took place, involved the con-
sumption of much more energy than could be had from a single man
through his working life, and it was therefore a greater sacrifice to build
the temple than to dispatch the man, who was chosen for his beauty and
treated like a lord for the year before his death. The whole point of sacrifice
is to sacrifice the best, not the most negligible.
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Stephen Walker draws on Bataille’s ideas about sacrifice in his essay on
Gordon Matta-Clark (chapter 5), an artist who worked with houses, taking
them out of the realm of utility, and making them unusable by slicing
them apart in visually and viscerally arresting ways. In fact, though, the
usual way in which buildings enter into the general economy of sacrifice is
by consuming lives and resources in their construction rather than in
their destruction. Insurance companies can put a figure on the number of
lives statistically likely to be lost in a construction project, and there is a
monument in Simcoe Park in Toronto (by John Scott and Derek Lo,
2001) that aims to heighten awareness of the dangers of the building site
and the sacrifices made of people who work there. A low wall carries small
plaques, each one naming a construction worker killed on a building site,
one from each of the past hundred years. A life-size bronze figure dressed
as a construction worker seems to be at work adding another name to an
empty plaque. We know from statistics that the death will happen, but we
(as a society) do not suspend building operations. Therefore, although
individually we might be horrified to think it, nevertheless, collectively we
might be said to will the sacrifice.39

Off Limits

The powerful mechanisms that seemed so characteristic of nineteenth-
century machinery are still evident on the building site, and they are still
in their way driving things along. The enthusiasm for machinery, which
was avant-garde when the Futurists expressed it, has now been absorbed,
finding its fullest architectural expression in the “hi-tech” movement of
the 1970s and early 1980s.40 Buildings continue to be technical mechan-
isms, of course, but the fact that they are such no longer seems to make
the best architects as excited as it did. We now tell ourselves that we are in
the digital age, or the information age, and heavy machinery no longer
seems to embody its spirit. Where the most impressive nineteenth-century
machines had a monumental presence, today’s most impressive devices
have no determined form and are often invisible to human eyes.

The atom became culturally and symbolically enormously important
from August 6, 1945, when the first atomic bomb was dropped, destroy-
ing the city of Hiroshima. The conversion of matter into energy had moved
from being arcane theoretical physics, to being a military secret, to being
central on the world stage. The astonishing power source was harnessed
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for peaceable civilian ends in nuclear power stations, which have not proved
to be the unequivocal blessing that it once seemed they might be. The
excitement about events at the molecular scale does not easily translate
into convincing architecture. The Atomium in Brussels, an exhibition struc-
ture in the form of a vastly enlarged molecule, is an understandable
response, but lame because it remains a large engineering structure in the
same nineteenth-century tradition that gave us the Eiffel Tower and the
Crystal Palace. It does nothing extraordinary at the molecular level, but
makes a crude representation of a tiny thing at 165 billion times life-size.
It is fun, but its significance is as an index of the state of culture at the
time, not as an application of any of the technical breakthroughs on the
path that led us from the bomb to genetic modification. Nanotechnology
does not work at 165 billion times life-size.

Buildings have not been able to join the tendency to miniaturize because
people have remained resolutely more or less the same size that they have
always been. As the subsidiary technology has become more manageable,
it has become less directly expressive. Large rooms in old houses used to
need large fires to heat them, and some parts of the room would be more
comfortable to be in than others. Nowadays, we can arrange for the heat-
ing to be invisible and constant across even a very large room. If there is
an elaborate fireplace then its role is largely or completely symbolic.

The building complex that is the subject of David Wood’s study in
chapter 6 is calculated to be inexpressive. It is shrouded in secrecy and
surrounded by razor wire. Some of the buildings are earth sheltered, which
makes them visually blend in with the natural scenery. Visually the more
arresting elements of the ensemble are geodesic domes, which shelter and
screen sensitive apparatus that tracks satellites. They help to mask the
activities of the base, and, if we are to understand them architecturally,
then we should see them as a gesture of concealment. For the viewer who
comes across them, there are various possible redescriptions, as Wood
explains. He also sets out the “official” story of the base, which takes us
away from Rorty’s neopragmatist philosophy into the world of practical
politics, where redescription is usually called “spin.”

The essay serves strongly to make the point that the different redescrip-
tions are not value-neutral and interchangeable. Some might be benign,
but others might be seen as unhelpful, challenging, or dangerous. The
power politics that then come into play can be supportive of one descrip-
tion, undermining of another.41 The intellectual mechanism here is the
same as that involved in making a poetic image – remember that it was
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Shelley who propounded the idea that poets are the unacknowledged le-
gislators of the world.42 What is at stake here is not aesthetic pleasure, but
a much fiercer contestation of meaning, which makes something like poetry
into a matter of life and death, just as the Romantics told us it was. Our
“spin doctors” have dispensed with any avowed concern with the aesthetic
appeal of their descriptions, but they are the heirs of Shelley’s original
legislators.

Gaston Bachelard (1884–1962) made a celebrated series of studies of
the poetic imagination. His enterprise had as its starting-point a concern
that “poetic” apprehensions of things might influence the ways in which
scientists think. For example, if one imagines the gentle application of
heat with reference to images of digestion, then one might be found specify-
ing a stomach-shaped vessel as suitable for gentle heating, and this raised
the question of how “objective” scientific thinking can be said to be.43 His
first book in this line of thought was The Psychoanalysis of Fire (1938).44

The one with most direct application to architecture is The Poetics of Space
(1958) which shows us how we imagine and have come to value certain
sorts of spaces.45 The cellar and the attic are not interchangeable rooms,
but engage our imaginations in different ways.

New Domesticities

A traditional dwelling in the French countryside, such as the one that
Bachelard took as his model, would have had far more in it than the
“presentable” rooms that one expects in a modern urban apartment. They
might take up as little as a quarter of the volume of the building. Along-
side there would typically be a barn and other outbuildings. The roof space
that ran across the whole building could be huge, with a visible structure
of heavy beams and the underside of the roof-tiles, with chinks of daylight
showing here and there. The principal living rooms would be sheltered
from the heat of the sun by this roof, and by a thick layer of earth insula-
tion between the rooms and the attic. Beneath the rooms was a cool, damp,
vaulted cellar. The Bachelardian dwelling, then, has its polite sociable rooms
at its heart, but is surrounded by more evocative spaces: primitive instinc-
tual caves below, and warm dry intellectual stores above.46

The German philosopher Martin Heidegger (1889–1976) had a contem-
poraneous engagement with poetics, and moved between an urban house
and a rural hut.47 His late writings, such as “Building, Dwelling, Thinking”




