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Characteristics and Tendencies of American Architecture

This essay, Sullivan’s first formal writing so far as is known, was delivered as an address
before the Western Association of Architects in 1885.

Many who have commented upon the practice of architecture in this country have
regarded the absence of a style, distinctively American, as both strange and deplor-
able; and with a view to betterment they have advanced theories as to the nature,
and immediate realization, of such a style that evidence a lack of insight equally
strange and deplorable. These theories have been for the greater part suggested by
the feelings awakened in contemplating the matured beauty of Old World art, and
imply a grafting or transplanting process. They have been proved empirical by the
sufficient logic of time; their advocates having ignored the complex fact, that, like
a new species of any class, a national style must be a growth, that slow and gradual
assimilation of nutriment and a struggle against obstacles are necessary adjuncts
to the purblind processes of growth, and that the resultant structure can bear only
a chemical or metaphysical resemblance to the materials on which it has been
nurtured.

We will, therefore, for the purposes of this paper disregard these dreams of a
Minerva-like architectural splendor springing full-formed into being, and look rather
for the early signs of a spontaneous architectural feeling arising in sympathy with
the emotions latent or conspicuous in our people.

It is reasonable to believe that an unconquered country, peopled by colonization
and natural increase, may bear in its younger and its coming generations a race
whose birthright, implying freedom to receive and assimilate impressions, shall nur-
ture emotions of rare quality and of a fruitfulness commensurate with the energy
in an unexhausted soil.

It would be erroneous to assume that thére will be no evidence of the activity of
such emotions until as a large accumulation they break all bonds asunder. The in-

Note: Figs. 12-17 show examples of Sullivan’s work (Figs. 12-16 by the firm, Adler and Sullivan) which in
chronology, subject-matter and variety reflect the sequence of the essays.
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dividual is from day to day seeking expedients by means of which to shape his im-
mediate surroundings into a realization of his desires, and we may assume it to be
quite probable that the initial impelling force, operating through the individual, has
already in many cases produced significant and valuable results. These results, if not
thoroughly typical, must have in them much that is eminently characteristic, and
that bear the stamp of internal origin.

To test this hypothesis we have therefore but to look into the daily life of our
architecture, and, in the ‘complexion of its many fleeting phases, seek here and there
for instances, some perhaps almost trivial, in which the existence of spontaneous and
characteristic emotional feeling may be detected. Sometimes we shall find this im-
pulse appearing as an element of warmth tingeing scholastic formalism; sometimes
as a seemingly paradoxical inspiration in the works of the uncultivated. We may
certainly expect to meet with it in the efforts of those upon whose imagination the
chromatic eloquence of words and of music have taken strong hold; and above all,
we are to look for it in the creations of the gifted ones whose souls are finely attuned
to the touching beauty of nature and of humanity. To an apprehension of this sub-
tle element, we may be happily guided by the suggestions of analogy. Our recent
American literature comes aptly to this use. Glancing through its focusing substance,
as through the lens of a camera, we may perceive an image of the abstraction we
seek, and, by an extension of the process, we may fix an impression of its form and
texture, to be developed at will.

Our literature is the only phase of our national art that has been accorded serious
recognition, at home and abroad. The noticeable qualities of its present phases seem
to be: excessive regard for minute detail, painful self-consciousness of finish, tim-
idity and embarrassment in the delineation of all but the well-behaved and docile
emotions, and a tacit fiction as to the passions: all beautifully executed with much
patient, earnest labor, and diplomatically tempered to the understanding.

Exquisite, but not virile, our latter-day literature illustrates quite emphatically
the quality of our tentative and provisional culture, which must ere long throw off
these seedling leaves, when a higher temperature shall infuse glowing vitality into
root and stem, and exuberant foliation give more certain assurance of the coming
flower of our soil. Our literature, and in fact all that which we Americans compla-
cently call our art, is too much a matter of heart and fingers, and too little an off-
spring of brain and soul. One must indeed have faith in the processes of nature to
prophesy order eventuating upon so strange a chaos of luxuries. But to this end,
transmitted knowledge must gradually be supplemented by the fresh impressions of
the senses and the sensibilities, the fund so accumulated yielding richly of its own
increase. This supplemental acquisition must of necessity be of slow growth, for we
have all been educated to a dependence upon our artistic inheritance.

Our art is for the days, is suited to the day, and will also change as the day changes.
The law of variation is an ever present force, and coordination is its goal. The first
step toward a new order of things is accomplished when there appear minds receiv-
ing and assimilating fresh impressions, reaching new conclusions, and acting upon
them. By this sign, we may know that such a movement is already upon us, and
by the aid of the indicated literary analogy we may follow its erratic tendencies, and
note its increase in strength and individuality: we may see the germ of poetry which
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each man has within him, slowly awakening into life, and may feel the presence of
an American romanticism.

This romanticism is, in the main, also exquisite but not virile. It seeks to touch
all things with softened hand. Under the influence of its warmth of feeling, hard
lines flow into graceful curves, angularities disappear in a mystical blending of sur-
faces.

One by one the completed styles of foreign climes are passing under this hand,
each in turn being quietly divested of its local charm, and clothed in a sentiment
and mannerism unmistakably our own. Power laments, meanwhile, at the feet of a
modern Omphale, his voice attuned to the domestic hum of the times.

Appreciation of the beauties of this romanticism is to some extent dependent upon
the verbal explanation and comment of its exponents. A knowledge of their vocab-
ulary is often of assistance in disclosing softness and refinement in many primitive
expedients, and revealing beauty in barren places. Familiarity with the current
phraseology of the allied arts is also useful in assisting the student to a comprehen-
sion of many things apparently incomprehensible. Metaphor and simile are ram-
pant in this connection, a well-chosen word often serving to justify an architectural
absurdity.

But overloaded as is this fabric of impulse with florid and complicated intertwin-
ings of affection, when we examine the material thereof, we find it excellent and
valuable.

Searching critically among the works executed in this feeling, we note in the vary-
ing examples, and indeed in parts of the same structure, a curious mélange of super-
sentimentalisms. Conspicuous at first glance, in some an offensive simplicity, in oth-
ers a highly wrought charlatanism; further, we perceive ingenuity in device, or
superb flow of spirits — all more or less leavened with stubborn common sense.
After such an investigation, we may gladly become convinced that behind a some-
what uncertain vision resides a marvelous instinct.

National sensitiveness and pride, conjoined with fertility of resource, will aid
as active stimuli in the development of this instinct toward a more rational and or-
ganic mode of expression, leading through many reactions to a higher sphere of
artistic development.

We are now in the primary department, vaguely endeavoring to form a plastic
alphabet by means of which to identify our beliefs. Progress in this respect has been
very slow and results meagre: for our beliefs have still within them too much of
uncertainty and diffidence to take rank as convictions. Without these latter a suf-
ficient creating power is lacking. The formation of an alphabet, and the simplest
combinations of its terms, are matters of much importance; and easy progress in
this respect is seriously impeded by complications of thought. To look at things
simply and clearly is quite easy, until counter influences are set at work; then comes
a struggle for survival, which now and then is successful — the result being an addi-
tion, however small, to our stock of elementary forms.

The ability to develop elementary ideas organically is not conspicuous in our
Profession. In this respect, the architect is inferior to the business man and financier,
whose capacity to expand a simple congenial idea, once fixed, into subtle, manifold
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and consistent ramifications is admirable, and a shining example which we have
often ignored, creating thereby an undesirable impression.

This view leads us on to a consideration of the element of power. Until this ele-
ment is widely introduced into our work, giving it the impress of brilliancy, intuition
and great depth of feeling, that work, exhaustively considered, will remain but little
more than a temporary expedient.

The presence of power, as a mental characteristic in one class of our people,
augurs well for the belief that it may pervade our ranks. The beginnings of power
are usually so crude and harsh as to be revolting to a refined taste, and hence it is
instinctively shunned; but once subtilized, flushed with emotion and guided by clear
insight, it is a worker of miracles; responsive to its ardent wooings, nature yields up
her poetic secrets.

We surely have in us the germ of artistic greatness — no people on earth possess-
ing more of innate poetic feeling, more of ideality, greater capacity to adore the
beautiful, than our own people; but architects as a professional class have held it
more expedient to maintain the traditions of their culture than to promulgate vital-
izing thought. Here then we are weak, and should sentiment gain a pronounced
ascendency, we may remain weak.

On us rests partially the responsibility, and partially on the public. We have at
times individually sought to lead the public, when we more wisely should have fol-
lowed it; and have, as a body, often followed, when, with beneficent results we could
have led. While we may compromise for a time, through a process of local adapta-
tion, no architectural style can become a finality, that runs counter to popular feel-
ing. The desire at once to follow and to lead the public should be the initial atti-
tude of our profession toward the formation of a national style. For while we conduct
the technical operations, the shaping and controlling process is mainly in the hands
of the public who are constantly keeping us within bounds. We cannot wholly escape
this control, while we are without a national architecture fully representing the
wishes of the public, and ministering to its conceptions of the beautiful and the use-
ful. This can evidently not come to pass forthwith, for the public itself can only
partially and imperfectly state its wants. Responding readily, however, to the intui-
tion of those who anticipate its desires, it accepts provisionally year by year all the
satisfaction it can get; so that while one recognized style after another shall pass
through our hands to be tried and finally rejected in the search for permanent sat-
isfaction, a modified residuum from each will doubtless be added to a fund repre-
senting our growth in emotional and spiritual wealth. The progress of this growth
toward consummation in a national style, involves the lives of many generations,
and need be of but little practical concern to us of today. We work at short range
and for immediate results. Perhaps, however, there would be infused into our pro-
fession an abiding esprit de corps, should consideration of this subject and its asso-
ciated themes lead to a substantial agreement upon our status, our tendencies and
our policy.

If the conclusions set forth in this paper be accepted as correct, it becomes clearly
evident, however, that the formative beginnings of this national style, now in prog-
ress, are of the utmost immediate interest to us, in part through feelings of patriot-
ism, in part because of a surmise that those who approach most nearly in the sub-
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stance of their work and administration to the qualities inherent to [in] our race and
potential to [of] a national style, will come nearest to the hearts of our people.

Harassed though the architect may be, by the cares and responsibilities of his
daily life, there exists nevertheless within him, in the midst of this turmoil, an insup-
pressible yearning toward ideals. These delicate promptings should be both protected
and nourished, that, like the flowering plants springing by the sun’s gentle persua-
sion from little seeds buried in the coarser elements of the soil, they also, because of
the warmth of human feeling, may bloom at times by the wayside, yielding refreshing
odors and the joy of color to the plodding wayfarer.

The soft beams of the full-orbed moon fall with pathetic caress upon the slum-
bering life of the world; paling with the dawn, her tender vigil ended, she melts into
the infinite depths when the ruddy herald of day proudly summons the workers.
So does the soul watch over its greater ideals until the thrilling radiance of power
shall awaken them to action.

Ideal thought and effective action should so compose the vital substance of our
works that they may live, with us and after us, as a record of our fitness, and a
memorial of the good we may have done. Then, in the afluence of time, when a
rich burden of aspiring verdure may flourish in the undulating fields of thought,
wrought into fertility through the bounty of nature and the energy of the race, the
mellowed spontaneity of a national style reaching its full and perfect fruition shall
have come from out the very treasury of nature.

Note: The Auditorium (Figs. 13, 14) reflects many of the ideas in this essay.
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“What is the Just Subordination, in Architectural Design, of Details to Mass’?

A discussion at the regular meeting of the Illinois Association of Architects, held April 2,
1887, in the form of a symposium with talks by Louis H. Sullivan, L. D. Cleveland and O. ]J.
Pierce, and a summary by Louis H. Sullivan.

Louis H. Sullivan:

It is frequently difficult to understand that there may be two sides to a subject.
It is proportionately difficult to imagine that there may be more than two, the num-
ber, indeed, mounting into the thousands. Therefore, while still in that placid and
yielding state of mind, superinduced by distant and general considerations, I admit,
once for all, that facets, without number, may be cut upon the rough gem which is
presented as the subject of this symposium; and I further admit that each facet
will reflect its share of light. I still further admit that the gem, as a whole, may be
cut to suit the cutter; and taking advantage of this concession, broadly accorded to
all, I shall proceed to fashion the stone after my own predilections, even as though
it were the very jewel after which I longed. To approach a step nearer: If the
question is a categorical one, demanding a similar reply, I can only answer, I do
not know. For who shall say what is possible and what is impossible? Who shall
fathom the infinite depths of creative art? Who drink up the sea, and say “all is
now dry land?” I cannot do these things; I do not believe anyone can, or will ever
be able. Therefore, I believe that in this regard the question is an open one, and
will forever remain an open one. Assuming next that the question is not categorical,
but rather general and optimistic, I may consider its scope limited within the con-
fines of what has been done, what is for the moment uppermost in recollection, with
also an underlying curiosity with regard to what may be done. This naturally makes
prominent considerations of climate, locality and temperament: climate, which is
the arbiter of material things; locality, with its accidental variations, superadded
to those of the seasons, and both creators of temperament, which is in turn the
creator and the arbiter of art. All of which makes possible as a general and qualified
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answer: “That depends.” Storms and frost would tend to influence a softening
away of detail into the general mass; localities, more or less favorable, would in-
tensify or relax this influence, while temperament would exert its just or morbid
all-controlling sway of sentiment. Similarly, countries of sunshine and flowers, or the
valleys, the mountains, the seacoast, the far-reaching plains, the preponderance of
heat or cold, the lakes, rivers, bleak and fertile regions, regions of snow and ice,
or sultry south winds, would each, according to its rhythmic nature, simple or qual-
ified, awaken corresponding sympathies within the heart, which, if left untram-
meled by ill-fitting theories, would spontaneously evolve a coordination of mass and
detail, so normal, so indigénous, that it would instinctively be recognized as literally
and poetically just.

Hence, this section may be closed with the broad sentiment that all is free and
open, provided the general trend is in the direction of indigenous and sincere re-
sults; that when we become justly sympathetic, ward off extraneous and irrelevant
influences, and make an earnest effort to reach real and intense results, we shall
probably some day find a local answer to the question —an answer which none
can gainsay. As for me, I do not yet know what that answer is to be, though I be-
lieve I share with others a premonition of its nature.

Finally, assuming that the question is local, and specific in its import, and calls
for merely an individual expression of opinion as to what is today and here in Chi-
cago the just subordination of details to mass, I willingly make such an explanation
as I may.

Candidly, I do not especially believe in subordination of detail in so far as the
word “subordination” conveys an idea of caste or rank, with the involved suggest-
tion of a greater force suppressing a lesser; but I do believe in the differentiation
of detail from mass (the idea of subordination occurring incidentally and as of no
controlling import), because this word symbolizes to my mind an idea which is very
congenial to it, namely, that of an expansive and rhythmic growth, in a building, of
a single, germinal impulse or idea, which shall permeate the mass and its every
detail with the same spirit, to such an extent, indeed, that it would be as difficult to
determine (not, surely, as a matter of arithmetical ratio, but rather as a factor in
the total complex impression on the beholder) which is the more important, which
in fact subordinates, detail or mass, as it would be difficult to say of a tree, in its
general impression upon us, “which is more to us, the leaves or the tree?” —a
question which I believe has never arisen. For I do not know that it has occurred to
anyone to ask what is the just subordination of leaves to mass in a tree? What are
the just ratios of leaves, branches and trunk? Should the leaves be large, and hide
the branches, as in the horse chestnut, or should they be frivolous and dainty things,
coquettishly exposing the branches? Should the trunk prevail, as in the proud and
mournful southern pine, or should the trunk be short and sturdy, as the oak, with
powerful gnarled and spreading branches, bared and grim before the tempest?
It would be interesting if someone would kindly invent a precise formula for the
growth of trees, so that we might forthwith declare any tree which grew at variance
with the dictum to be altogether vulgar and devoid of savoir faire. For my part, I
find their thousand ways all charming, and fruitful in suggestion. I graciously permit
them to grow as they will, and look on with boundless admiration. For I know that
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they are simply trees; that they have no occasion to be ill at ease, or covert, or dys-
peptic with introspection; therefore I trust them; and regard them abidingly with
love and veneration.

It may be said that I am at fault in comparing animate with inanimate things;
but this is the very heart of a mysterious subject; for I insist strenuously, that a
building should live with intense, if quiescent, life, because it is sprung from the
life of its architect. On no other basis are results of permanent value to be at-
tained. ,

The more I ponder the title-question, the more I am at a loss for a precise an-
swer; the possibilities, even within the limitations of climate, are so manifold, and so
native. But for the moment it suits me to favor a very simple outline, particularly
at the roof, which is the part most vulnerable to the elements.

Within this simple outline, then, I prefer such subdivision of the masses into
detail as is strictly called for by the utilitarian requirements of the building; and
that they should comport with its size, location and purpose. That the materials of
construction should largely determine the special form of details, and above all, that
there shall effuse from the completed structure a single sentiment which shall be
the spiritual result of a prior and perfect understanding and assimilation of all the
data.

Remarks by L. D. Cleveland

Remarks by O. J. Pierce
Summary by Louis H. Sullivan:

In summing up the results of this symposium, I am at once impressed with the
independence and the courtesy of my co-laborers, as well as with the fact that their
comments bear out my preliminary statement that each facet cut upon this gem
would reflect its share of meaning and suggestion.

Mr. Pierce’s statement, that a building with a soul is a work of architecture, and
Mr. Cleveland’s emphasis of the fact that a building tells a wordless story, are pecu-
liarly agreeable to me, for they are statements which carry sincerity of purpose
within the words.

I substantially agree with all that these gentlemen have said; though I gather
that Mr. Pierce attaches prime importance to mechanical and abstract explanations
such as are implied by the words, radiation, repetition, unity in variety, etc. His
right to this point of view I do not question, yet I cannot accept it, for myself, as a
finality. His “masculine” and “feminine” simile, however, seems to me far-reaching
in its implied analogies; recalling even the exquisite “correspondences” of Swed-
enborg.

Mr. Cleveland is upon catholic and humane ground when he calls for a recog-
nition of the claims to poetic richness of the solemn and fateful work of the Druids
— as indeed of the charms of story hid within the silent stones of many ages. With
him I turn back thoughtfully to read the mystic and impressive volume of the past;
leaving it as he does, with the heartfelt wish that we in turn may tell our story as
they of old told theirs, in a language of simple and majestic fervor.

The subject of our symposium seems all bound up with general and special con-
siderations of style — its causes and manifestations — involving naturally enough
a sentiment of solicitude regarding our future development in architectural art.
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It is for this reason that I wish to add a word of my own, by way of conclusion,
to forcibly emphasize that which I believe seems to us three to be the inherent sug-
gestiveness of the theme.

This conclusion I shall mold under much heavier pressure of intensity than was
given to the introduction, to wit:

I value spiritual results only. I say spiritual results precede all other results, and
indicate them. I can see no efficient way of handling this subject on any other than
a spiritual or psychic basis.

I say present theories of art are vanity. I say all past and future theories of art
were and will be vanity. That the only substantial facts which remain after all the
rubbish, dust and scientific-analytic-aesthetic cobwebs are brushed away are these
facts, which each man may take to himself, namely: That I am; that I am im-
mersed in nature here with my fellow men; that we are all striving after something
which we do not now possess; that there is an inscrutable power permeating all,
and the cause of all.

And I say that all we see and feel and know, without and within us, is one mighty
poem of striving, one vast and subtle tragedy. That to remain unperturbed and
serene within this turbulent and drifting flow of hope and sorrow, light and dark-
ness, is the uttermost position and fact attainable to the soul, the only permanent
link between the finite and infinite. .

On this rock I would stand. And it is because I would stand here, that I say I
value spiritual results only. It is for this reason that I say all mechanical theories
of art are vanity, and that the best of rules are but as flowers planted over the graves
of prodigious impulses which splendidly lived their lives, and passed away with the
individual men who possessed these impulses. This is why I say that it is within the
souls of individual men that art reaches culminations. This is why I say that each
man is a law unto himself; and that he is a great or a little law in so far as he is a
great or a little soul.

This is why I say that desire is the deepest of human emotions, and that pru-
dence is its correlative; that it is the precursor, the creator, the arbiter of all the
others. That great desire and great prudence must precede great results.

This is why I say that contemplation of nature and humanity is the only source
of inspiration; this is why I say that without inspiration there can be no such thing
as a just coordination of mass and details. That, as there may be countless inspira-
tions profoundly vital, so, also, there may be countless coordinations of mass and
details unspeakably just. That material results are to be measured by their contained
inspiration ; that these results will phase as the inspiration phases.

I say that the whole inquiry as to the just subordination of details to mass, in
so far as it contains the implication of a fixed rule, is simply a pedagogic scarecrow.

Nor does this signify a plea for lawlessness. On the contrary, inspiration, such as
I have indicated, has too much of pathos within it, too much of the calm of nature’s
mysterious decadence, to permit the forgetfulness, for more than a passing moment,
of this deep-down conviction, that an idea lives according solely as by its power
and prudence it compromises with death.

If cultivated mediocrity is what is wanted, the title-question can be answered
readily and specifically for each historic style. If the culture of action is demanded,
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then indeed we have a task before us to find an answer, which shall at best be pain-
fully and laboriously worked out. For every problem is for us, as yet, unsolved; we
are merely as pioneers in a primeval forest. Yet while our results can be but rela-
tive, they may be the fruit of great desires, and hence, may speak of greatness.

Therefore I say that each one must perforce answer the question for himself ; and
that his answer will be profound or superficial according to the reach of his inspira-
tion, and the gentleness and power of his sympathy; and that this answer can be
found, in tangible form, only in his works; for it is here that he records his life, and
it is by his works, and not his words, that he shall be judged; for here he can hide
nothing — standing to the spiritual as one naked.

Therefore, again I say, I value spiritual results only, and regard all else as vanity.

It is needless, I trust, for me to say my feet are upon the ground; though Mr.
Pierce seems to hold the placing this discussion upon a psychic basis as a species of
ballooning. Here I differ with him radically, for I regard spiritual or psychic facts
as the only permanent and reliable facts — the only solid ground. And I believe
that until we shall walk securely upon this ground we can have but little force or
directness or purpose, but little insight, but little fervor, but little faith in material
results.
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Ornament in Architecture

This essay was published in The Engineering Magazine, August 1892.

I take it as self-evident that a building, quite devoid of ornament, may convey
a noble and dignified sentiment by virtue of mass and proportion. It is not evident
to me that ornament can intrinsically heighten these elemental qualities. Why, then,
should we use ornament? Is not a noble and simple dignity sufficient? Why should
we ask more?

If T answer the question in entire candor, I should say that it would be greatly
for our zsthetic good if we should refrain entirely from the use of ornament for a
period of years, in order that our thought might concentrate acutely upon the pro-
duction of buildings well formed and comely in the nude. We should thus perforce
eschew many undesirable things, and learn by contrast how effective it is to think in
a natural, vigorous and wholesome way. This step taken, we might safely inquire
to what extent a decorative application of ornament would enhance the beauty of
our structures — what new charm it would give them.

If we have then become well grounded in pure and simple forms we will reverse
them; we will refrain instinctively from vandalism; we will be loath to do aught that
may make these forms less pure, less noble. We shall have learned, however, that
ornament is mentally a luxury, not a necessary, for we shall have discerned the lim-
itations as well as the gtreat value of unadorned masses. We have in us romanticism,
and feel a craving to express it. We feel intuitively that our strong, athletic and
simple forms will carry with natural ease the raiment of which we dream, and that
our buildings thus clad in a garment of poetic imagery, half hid as it were in choice
products of loom and mine, will appeal with redoubled power, like a sonorous
melody overlaid with harmonious voices.

I conceive that a true artist will reason. substantially in this way; and that, at the
culmination of his powers, he may realize this ideal. I believe that architectural orna-
ment brought forth in this spirit is desirable, because beautiful and inspiring; that
ornament brought forth in any other spirit is lacking in the higher possibilities.
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That is to say, a building which is truly a work of art (and I consider none other)
is in iis nature, essence and physical being an emotional expression. This being so,
and I feel deeply that it is so, it must have, almost literally, a life. It follows from this
living principle that an ornamented structure should be characterized by this quality,
namely, that the same emotional impulse shall flow throughout harmoniously into
its varied forms of expression — of which, while the mass-composition is the more
profound, the decorative ornamentation is the more intense. Yet must both spring
from the same source of feeling.

I am aware that a decorated building, designed upon this principle, will require in
its creator a high and sustained emotional tension, an organic singleness of idea and
purpose maintained to the last. The completed work will tell of this; and if it be
designed with sufficient depth of feeling and simplicity of mind, the more intense the
heat in which it was conceived, the more serene and noble will it remain forever as a
monument of man’s eloquence. It is this quality that characterizes the great monu-
ments of the past. It is this certainly that opens a vista toward the future.

To my thinking, however, the mass-composition and the decorative system of a
structure such as I have hinted at should be separable from each other only in theory
and for purposes of analytical study. I believe, as I have said, that an excellent and
beautiful building may be designed that shall bear no ornament whatever; but I be-
lieve just as firmly that a decorated structure, harmoniously conceived, well con-
sidered, cannot be stripped of its system of ornament without destroying its individu-
ality.

It has been hitherto somewhat the fashion to speak of ornament, without perhaps
too much levity of thought, as a thing to be put on or omitted, as the case might be.
I hold to the contrary — that the presence or absence of ornament should, certainly
in serious work, be determined at the very beginnings of the design. This is perhaps
strenuous insistence, yet I justify and urge it on the ground that creative architecture
is an art so fine that its power is manifest in rhythms of great subtlety, as much so
indeed as those of musical art, its nearest relative.

If, therefore, our artistic rhythms — a result — are to be significant, our prior med-
itations — the cause — must be so. It matters then greatly what is the prior inclina-
tion of the mind, as much so indeed as it matters what is the inclination of a cannon
when the shot is fired.

If we assume that our contemplated building need not be a work of living art, or
at least a striving for it, that our civilization does not yet demand such, my plea is
useless. I can proceed only on the supposition that our culture has progressed to the
stage wherein an imitative or reminiscential art does not wholly satisfy, and that
there exists an actual desire for spontaneous expression. I assume, too, that we are
to begin, not by shutting our eyes and ears to the unspeakable past, but rather by
opening our hearts, in enlightened sympathy and filial regard, to the voice of our
times.

Nor do I consider this the place or the time to inquire if after all there is really
such a thing as creative art — whether a final analysis does not reveal the great
artist, not as creator, but rather as interpreter and prophet. When the time does
come that the luxury of this inquiry becomes a momentous necessary, our architec-
ture shall have neared its final development. It will suffice then to say that I con-
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ceive a work of fine art to be really this: a made thing, more or less attractive, re-
garding which the casual observer may see a part, but no observer all, that is in it.

It must be manifest that an ornamental design will be more beautiful if it seems
a part of the surface or substance that receives it than if it looks “stuck on,” so to
speak. A little observation will lead one to see that in the former case there exists a
peculiar sympathy between the ornament and the structure, which is absent in the
latter. Both structure and ornament obviously benefit by this sympathy; each en-
hancing the value of the other. And this, I take it, is the preparatory basis of what
may be called an organic system of ornamentation.

The ornament, as a matter of fact, is applied in the sense of being cut in or cut
on, or otherwise done: yet it should appear, when completed, as though by the
outworking of some beneficent agency it had come forth from the very substance of
the material and was there by the same right that a flower appears amid the leaves
of its parent plant.

Here by this method we make a species of contact, and the spirit that animates
the mass is free to flow into the ornament — they are no longer two things but one
thing.

If now we bring ourselves to close and reflective observation, how evident it be-
comes that if we wish to insure an actual, a poetic unity, the ornament should ap-
pear, not as something receiving the spirit of the structure, but as a thing expressing
that spirit by virtue of differential growth.

It follows then, by the logic of growth, that a certain kind of ornament should
appear on a certain kind of structure, just as a certain kind of leaf must appear on
a certain kind of tree. An elm leaf would not “look well” on a pine-tree — a pine-
needle seems more “in keeping.” So, an ornament or scheme of organic decoration
befitting a structure composed on broad and massive lines would not be in sympathy
with a delicate and dainty one. Nor should the ornamental systems of buildings of
any various sorts be interchangeable as between these buildings. For buildings should
possess an individuality as marked as that which exists among men, making them
distinctly separable from each other, however strong the racial or family resemblance
may be.

Everyone knows and feels how strongly individual is each man’s voice, but few
pause to consider that a voice, though of another kind, speaks from every existing
building. What is the character of these voices? Are they harsh or smooth, noble or
ignoble? Is the speech they utter prose or poetry?

Mere difference in outward form does not constitute individuality. For this a
harmonious inner character is necessary; and as we speak of human nature, we may
by analogy apply a similar phrase to buildings.

A little study will enable one soon to discern and appreciate the more obvious
individualities of buildings; further study, and comparison of impressions, will bring
to view forms and qualities that were at first hidden; a deeper analysis will yield
a host of new sensations, developed by the discovery of qualities hitherto unsuspected
—we have found evidences of the gift of expression, and have felt the significance
of it; the mental and emotional gratification caused by these discoveries leads on to
deeper and deeper searching, until, in great works, we fully learn that what was
obvious was least, and what was hidden, nearly all.
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Few works can stand the test of close, business-like analysis — they are soon
emptied. But no analysis, however sympathetic, persistent or profound, can exhaust
a truly great work of art. For the qualities that make it thus great are not mental
only, but psychic, and therefore signify the highest expression and embodiment of
individuality.

Now, if this spiritual and emotional quality is a noble attribute when it resides in
the mass of a building, it must, when applied to a virile and synthetic scheme of
ornamentation, raise this at once from the level of triviality to the heights of dra-
matic expression.

The possibilities of ornamentation, so considered, are marvelous; and before us
open, as a vista, conceptions so rich, so varied, so poetic, so inexhaustible, that the
mind pauses in its flight and life indeed seems but a span.

Reflect now the light of this conception full and free upon joint considerations of
mass-composition, and how serious, how eloquent, how inspiring is the imagery, how
noble the dramatic force that shall make sublime our future architecture.

America is the only land in the whole earth wherein a dream like this may be
realized; for here alone tradition is without shackles, and the soul of man free to
grow, to mature, to seek its own.

But for this we must turn again to Nature, and hearkening to her melodious voice,
learn, as children learn, the accent of its rhythmic cadences. We must view the sun-
rise with ambition, the twilight wistfully; then, when our eyes have learned to see,
we shall know how great is the simplicity of nature, that it brings forth in serenity
such endless variation. We shall learn from this to consider man and his ways, to
the end that we behold the unfolding of the soul in all its beauty, and know that
the fragrance of a living art shall float again in the garden of our world.
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Emotional Architecture as Compared with Intellectual:
A Study in Subjective and Objective

This essay was read before the annual convention of the American Institute of Architects,
New York, October 1894 ; the word “Classical” appeared in the title as a misprint for “Intel-
lectual.”

How strange it seems that education, in practice, so often means suppression:
that instead of leading the mind outward to the light of day it crowds things in
upon it that darken and weary it. Yet evidently the true object of education, now as
ever, is to develop the capabilities of the head and of the heart. He, therefore, who
possesses a sound head and a responsive heart is worthy of enlightened guidance, is
amenable to educational influence.

Let us now imagine a simple youth so equipped, so gifted, I am almost forced to
say, an inborn poet, untaught, unschooled, and living an out-door life. So familiarly
has he fared with sunshine and air and the living things, that they seem, as indeed
they are, every-day and common to him.

Yet the mere community of their lives, the similarity in the experiences of the boy,
the plants and the animals in that native, simple, naif, unsullied state that we who
are perhaps unduly artificial call by contrast natural, this state has drawn him very
near to them all.

Breathing the same air as they, maturing in the same glowing sunshine, sustained
by the same satisfying moisture, he and they expand side by side, defining themselves
intimately to each other; and the boy, growing always, after a while feels himself
to be not only with them but of them. His is a brotherhood with the trees; a wist-
ful eye he softens to the flowers; he has a comely friendship for them all.

He knows that the voung leaves love the dew; that the tendril reaches quietly for
the twig it may cling to. He has seen the fern unfolding its brown spiral to become
anon green and regular. He has splashed knee-deep in the marsh; he knows the
dank fragrance very well; he parts his friends the rushes to make a way for his eyes
that seek what they may devour — his eyes with a keen and endless appetite. His
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hands touch the warmish water: sniffing the active air, he lives as only a boy can
live — his lively sensibilities always in physical touch with his surroundings, in the
full and irrepressible enjoyment of his five senses.

These five senses, and they only, stand between him and nature. It is they that
interpret her affection; and the ready language that they deal in keeps him in such
a natural sympathy, so well in touch, so intimately at ease, that he does not for a
moment realize that he is then and there doing that which education, so called,
once having made inoperative in him, he will in after years, poet though he be,
reacquire only with the utmost difficulty the power to do.

This something that he is doing, and the physical and psychic state that it implies,
we call Touch: meaning not the touch of the painter, not the touch of the sculptor,
not the mechanical and technical touch of the fingers only, nor quite their negligent
contact with things, but the exquisite touch of the sensibilities, the warm physical
touch of the body, the touch of a sound head and a responsive heart, the touch of
the native one, the poet, out of doors, in spontaneous communion with Nature.

So has our youngster started easily and naturally, all alone without premeditation
or guidance, upon the road to knowledge, to leadership and power. For this sen-
sibility, this healthfulness, this touch, this directness of apprehension, this natural
clearness of eyesight that is his, is the first essential prerequisite in the early analyti-
cal strivings of the mind: it is that perfect concrete analysis by the senses and the
sympathies which serves as a basis for the abstract analyses of the intellect.

Let us not forget our little man, for he is to companion me in spirit through this
discourse. I believe he exists somewhere, has in his breast the true architectural
afflatus, and will some day come forth the Messiah of our art. For he has that early
and sure understanding by the eyes that will survive the future uncertainties of the
brain. He has that exalted animal sense which alone can discern the pathway to
hidden knowledge; that acute and instant scent in matters objective leading to
matters subjective that we call Intuition.

This physical endowment, this sense of touch, is, decidedly, wherever found, a
generous gift of nature, but it is potent for results in so far only as it is urged into
sustained and decisive action by a certain appetite or desire.

This desire, this insistence, this urgency which will not be denied; this uncom-
fortable hunger, this uneasy searching, this profound discontent, oh! so deep; this
cry for more; this appetite, this yearning, ever unsatisfied, is not of the body alone
but of the soul, and, always and everywhere, in all times and in all places, high or
low, wherever found, it is the dominant characteristic of man’s eminence in nature
— it is the justification of the eminence of a few men among their fellows.

For appetite, in a state of nature, implies not only a keen desire and a search for
the food wanted, but, as well, a rejection of all else, thus insuring a wonderful single-
ness of purpose, a concentration of action, a definiteness of end in the selection of
that nourishment of the faculties which, when assimilated, is to become in turn
thought and expression through the agency of a second desire equally great, equally
intense, equally insistent, namely, the desire to act. This desire to act we call Imag-
ination.

These two great desires, which are in essence the desire to absorb and the desire
to emit, the desire to know and the desire to test, the desire to hear and the desire
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to utter, are the basis not only of a true and effective education, not only are they
the wholesome body and the enchanting voice of art, but they are greater than
these, for they are the animating quality of that higher purpose and significance of
art that we call poetry.

Now the desire to act that in due time follows upon nutrition can assert itself
tangibly and fully only by means of three agencies, the which, by virtue of its life-
giving qualities, this nutritive power has called into being. All three of them must
cooperate in turn in order to produce a fully rounded result. They are first, the
Imagination, which is the very beginning of action because it is a sympathy that
lives both in our senses and our intellect — the flash between the past and the
future, the middle link in that living chain or sequence leading from nature unto
art, and that lies deep down in the emotions and the will. It is this divine faculty
which, in an illumined instant, in that supreme moment when ideas are born, reveals
the end with the beginning, and liberates, as an offspring of man, that which before
had rested, perhaps for untold centuries, dormant but potential in the inmost heart
of nature. This is the supreme crisis. This is the summit of the soul, the fertile touch
of the spirit, the smile of nature’s bounty — the moment of Inspiration! All else is
from this moment on a foregone conclusion, an absolute certainty to the master-
mind: a task surely, but not a doubt.

Second in this trinity comes Thought, the faculty that doubts and inquires, that
recognizes time and space and the material limitations, that slowly systemizes, that
works by small increments and cumulation, that formulates, that concentrates,
works, reworks and reviews, that goes slowly, deliberately, that makes very firm and
sure, and that eventually arrives at a science of logical statement that shall shape
and define the scheme and structure that is to underlie, penetrate and support the
form of an art work. It is the hard, the bony structure, it is the tough, tendinous
fibre; it may be at times perhaps as limber as the lips that move, yet it is never the
need of smiling — never the smile.

Third, last, and the winsome one, exuberant in life and movement, copious in
speech, comes Expression, open-armed and free, supple, active, dramatic, change-
able, beautifully pensive, persuasive and wonderful. Hers it is to clothe the struc-
ture of art with a form of beauty; for she is the perfection of the physical, she is
the physical itself, and the uttermost attainment of emotionality. Hers is an infinite
tenderness, an adorable and sweet fascination. In her companionship, imaginative
Thought, long searching, has found its own, and lives anew, immortal, filled with
sensibility, graciousness and the warm blood of a fully rounded maturity.

Thus Art comes into Life! Thus Life comes into Art!

And thus by reason of a process of elaboration and growth, through the natural
storage and upbuilding of the products of nutrition lifting themselves higher and
higher into organization, the physical and spiritual experiences of our lives, seeking
reproduction, shall find imaginative utterance, in their own image, in a harmonious
system of thinking and an equally harmonious method of expressing the thought.

And so it shall come that when our nourishment shall be natural, our imagination
therefore fervid, intense and vision-like; when our thinking and our speech shall
have become as processes of nature; when, in consequence, from its mysterious
abode in visible things, the invisible and infinitely fluent spirit of the universe pass-
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ing to us shall have made our tongues eloquent, our utterance serene, then, and not
till then, shall we possess, individually and as a people, the necessary elements of a
great Style.

For otherwise and without this unitary impulse our expression, though delicate as
a flower, our thinking as abstract as the winds that blow, our imagination as lum-
inous as the dawn, are useless and unavailing to create: they may set forth, they
cannot create.

Man, by means of his physical power, his mechanical resources, his mental in-
genuity, may set things side by side. A composition, literally so called, will result, but
not a great art work, not at all an art work in fact, but merely a more or less refined
exhibition of brute force exercised upon helpful materials. It may be as a noise in
lessening degrees of offensiveness, it can never become a musical tone. Though it
shall have ceased to be vulgar in becoming sophistical, it will remain to the end
what it was in the beginning: impotent to inspire — dead, absolutely dead.

It cannot for a moment be doubted that an art work to be alive, to awaken us to
its life, to inspire us sooner or later with its purpose, must indeed be animate with
a soul, must have been breathed upon by the spirit and must breathe in turn that
spirit. It must stand for the actual, vital first-hand experiences of the one who made
it, and must represent his deep-down impression not only of physical nature but
more especially and necessarily his understanding of the out-working of that Great
Spirit which makes nature so intelligible to us that it ceases to be a phantasm and
becomes a sweet, a superb, a convincing Reality.

It absolutely must be the determination and the capacity of the artist that his
work shall be as real and convincing as is his own life: as suggestive as his own eye-
sight makes all things to him; and yet as unreal, as fugitive, as inscrutable, as sub-
jective, as the why and wherefore of the simplest flower that blows.

It is the presence of this unreality that makes the art work real: it is by virtue of
this silent subjectivity that the objective voice of an art song becomes sonorous and
thrilling.

Unless, therefore, subjectivity permeate an art work that work cannot aspire to
greatness; for whatever of imagination, of thought and of expression it may possess,
these as such will remain three separate things — not three phases of one thing.

An artist must necessarily, therefore, remain a more or less educated hand worker,
a more or less clever sophisticator, a more or less successful framer of compromises,
unless, when he was born, there was born with him a hunger for the spiritual; for
all other craving avails as naught. Unless, as a child, with that marvelous instinct
given only to children, he has heard the voice of nature murmuring in the wood-
land or afield or seaward, no after hearing can avail to catch this revelation.

And thus it is that subjectivity and objectivity, not as two separate elements
but as two complementary and harmonious phases of one impulse, have always con-
stituted and will always constitute the embodied spirit of art.

No phase of human nature can contain greater interest for the student of psy-
chology than the history, natural, political, religious and artistic, of the successive
phases for good and for ill of Objectivity and Subjectivity. They are the two con-
trolling elements of human endeavor. They have caused in their internecine war-
fare misery and perturbation. They are ordinarily known and spoken of as the intel-
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lectual and the emotional, but they lie deeper, much deeper, than these: they lie in
the very heart of Nature. Coming into man’s being, they have been antagonistic be-
cause of the fanaticism and one-sideness of human nature, because of its immobility.
Because from the beginning man has been beset by beautiful, by despicable, illusions.
Because one set of men have believed in what they could see and another set have
believed in what they could not see. Because it has too often happened that the man
who could see with the outer eye could not see with the inner eye; because the other
man, rhapsodizing with the clear insight of faith, had no thought for the things of
this world. Neither has believed in the virtue of the other. Neither has inferred,
from the presence of the other, the necessary existence of a balancing but hidden
power. Now and then through the ages they have come twin-born in the bosom of
an individual man — upon whose brow the generations have placed the wreath of
immortality.

So vast, so overwhelming is the power of a great, a properly balanced subjectivity,
so enormously does it draw on the spiritual nutrition and stored-up vitality of the
world, that, soon sapping this up, and still craving, the man possessed of it, urged
by it, goes straight to the unfailing bounty of nature, and there, by virtue of his pas-
sionate adoration, passing the portals of the objective, he enters that extraordinary
communion that the sacred writers called to “walk with God.”

There can be no doubt that the most profound desire that fills the human soul,
the most heartfelt hope, is the wish to be at peace with Nature and the Inscrutable
Spirit; nor can there be a doubt that the greatest Art Work is that which most nearly
typifies a realization of this ardent, patient longing. All efforts, of the body, all un-
dertakings of the mind, tend, consciously or unconsciously, toward this consumma-
tion, tend toward this final peace: the peace of perfect equilibrium, the repose of
absolute unity, the serenity of a complete identification.

When, therefore, turning from this our contemplation we compare the outworking
of the vital processes of nature with the so-called creative activity of the average
man of education and culture, we wonder at the disparity, we seek its cause.

When, after having with joy observed the quality of identity and singleness that
Nature imparts to her offspring, when with aroused expectancy, with a glowing sense
of the richness, fullness and variety that might and should come from the man’s
brain with the impulse of nature’s fecundity flowing through it, we seek — we are
amazed to find in this man’s work no such thing.

When we, in place of a fertile unity which we had hoped for, come suddenly upon
miscellany and barrenness, we are deeply mortified, we are rudely shocked.

We are dismayed at this: that man, Nature’s highest product, should alone have
gone awry, that with remarkable perversity he should have strayed — that for the
simple and obvious he should substitute the factitious, the artificial.

The cause needs not a long searching, it is near at hand. It lies precisely in that
much glorified, much abused word “education.”

To my view no word in the entire vocabulary of the English language contains
so much of pathos, so much of tragedy as this one pitiful word “education,” for it
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typifies a fundamental perversity of the human soul, a willful blindness of the mind,
a poverty of the heart.

For one brain that education has stimulated and strengthened, it has malformed,
stupefied and discouraged thousands. Only the strongest, only the masterful, can
dominate it, and return to the ownership of their souls.

For it is education’s crime that it has removed us from Nature. As tender chil-
dren it took us harshly away with stern words, and the sweet face of our natural
mother has faded in the unspeakable past, whence it regards us at times, dimly
and flittingly, causing in us uneasy and disturbing emotion.

And thus it is through a brutish and mean system of guidance, through the den-
sity of atmosphere that we have breathed, that we are not what our successors may
easily become, a race filled with spiritual riches in addition to the vast material
wealth.

That in place of a happy people, open-eyed children of Nature teeming with
beautiful impulses, we are a people lost in darkness, groping under a sooty and lurid
sky sinister with clouds that shut out the sunshine and the clear blue heavens.

Yet the murky materialism — the fierce objectivity, the fanatical selfishness — of
this dark age of ours, in this sense the darkest of all dark ages, is so prodigious, so
grotesque, so monstrous, that in its very self it contains the elements of change:
from its own intensity, its own excess, its complex striving, it predetermines the
golden age of the world.

The human mind in all countries having gone to the uttermost limit of its own
capacity, flushed with its conquests, haughty after its self-assertion upon emerging
from the prior dark age, is now nearing a new phase, a phase inherent in the nature
and destiny of things.

The human mind, like the silk-worm oppressed with the fullness of its own ac-
cumulation, has spun about itself gradually and slowly a cocoon that at last has shut
out the light of the world from which it drew the substance of its thread. But this
darkness has produced the chrysalis, and we within the darkness feel the beginning
of our throes. The inevitable change, after centuries upon centuries of preparation,
is about to begin.

Human development, through a series of vast attractions and perturbations, has
now arrived at a materialism so profound, so exalted as to prove the fittest basis for
a coming era of spiritual splendor.

To foresee this necessity, consider but a moment the richness of our heritage from
the past, its orderly sequence, its uplifting wave of power, its conservation of force.

Think of the Hindu, with folded hands, soaring in contemplation, thousands of
years ago — think of what he has left us. Think of the Hebrew man coming out of
Ur of the Chaldees, to find for us the One Great Spirit. Think of the sombre Egyp-
tians, those giants who struggled so courageously with fate — think of the stability
they have given to us. Think of the stars of Israel, singing in the morning’s dawn.
Think of the lonely man of Nazareth breathing a spirit of gentleness of which the
world had never heard before. Think of the delicately objective Greeks, lovers of
the physical, accurate thinkers, the worshippers of beauty. Think that in them the
Orient, sleeping, was born anew. Think of the Goth, and with him the birth of emo-

tion as we know it. Think of modern Science which has taught us not to fear. Think

196. Additional Papers



of modern Music, arising in glory as the heart took wings — a new thing under the
sun. Think deeply of the French Revolution and Democracy — the utterance of
freedom, the beginning of the Individual Man. Think now of our own age with its
machinery, its steam power, its means of communication, its annihilation of distance.
Think of the humanitarianism of our day. Think, as we stand here, now, in a new
land, a Promised Land that at last is ours, think how passionately latent, how mar-
velous to contemplate is America, our country. Think that here destiny has decreed
there shall be enacted the final part in the drama of man’s emancipation — the re-
demption of his soul!

Think of these things, think of what they signify, of what they promise for us,
and think then that as architects it peculiarly behooves us to review our own special
past, to forecast our future, to realize somewhat our present status.

Summoned to answer before an enlightened judgment seat, how shall we now
give other, alas, than a wretched accounting of our stewardship! How shall we ex-
cuse our sterility? We surely need to inquire, for we must need explain the emacia-
tion of our art in the midst of plenty, its weakness in the midst of strength, its beg-
garly poverty in the midst of abundance.

By what glamour or speciousness of words shall we persuade a wrathful judgment
toward kindness? How can our vapid record be made to plead for us?

Shall we summon the clear-eyed, intellectual Greek or the emotional and intro-
spective Goth to bear witness that we stand as ambassadors in their names — we
would surely be repudiated.

Shall we call to the fateful Egyptian or the dashing, polished Assyrian — one
would scorn us, the other would flout us.

Who are we then, and how shall we explain our sinister condition, our mere exist-
ence?

Shall we claim we are second cousins to Europe, or must we, before we can our-
selves behold the truth, so far abase our heads in the ashes as to acknowledge that
we of the great and glorious ending of the nineteenth century are the direct lineal
descendants of the original bastards and indiscretions of architecture?

Or, still seeking excuses in our fin-de-siécle pocket, shall we plead in the language
of myth that our art, like Briinnehilde, lies sleeping: that she awaits a son of nature,
one without fear, to penetrate the wall of flame, to lift her helmet’s visor?

Dreading the storm, shall we seek shelter under the spreading plea that poets are
born, not made; that, if Nature for all these centuries has not brought forth a great
master-spirit in the architectural art, it must be for very good reasons of her own —
for reasons definitely interwrought with the beneficence of her own rhythmical move-
ments? That, with her endless fecundity, there must be a profoundly significant
reason for this barrenness.

Or, perhaps, shall we simply say that men have now turned to other gods, that
they have forgotten the ancient deities?

That there has arisen in our land a new king who knows not Joseph; that he has
set o’er us taskmasters to afflict us with burdens.

All these pleadings may be true, yet after all they do not explain why we make
easy things very difficult, why we employ artificial instead of natural processes, why
we walk backwards instead of forwards, why we see cross-eyed instead of straight-
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eyed, why we turn our minds inside out instead of letting them alone; they do not
explain why we are so vulgarly self-conscious, so pitifully bashful, so awkward in
our art, so explanatory, so uncertain that we know anything at all or are anybody
in particular, so characterless, so insipid, so utterly without savor. They do not ex-
plain why the intellectual and emotional phases of the architectural mind do pre-
cisely the wrong thing when the right thing is quite attainable.

No! I pretend to advocate the real, the true cause of my generation, of my art.
I do not wish to abase. them except in so far as he who loveth chasteneth. I know
that the secret of our weakness lies not only in our plethoric dyspepsia, in our lack
of desire, in our deficiency of gumption and moral courage, but that it lies pri-
marily in the utterly purposeless education we have received.

I know that the architectural schools teach a certain art or method of study in
which one is made partly familiar with the objective aspects and forms of architec-
ture. I know that this, as far as it goes, is conscientiously and thoroughly done. But
I also know that it is doubtful, in my mind, if one student in a thousand emerges
from his school possessed of a fine conception of what architecture really is in form,
in spirit and in truth: and I say this is not primarily the student’s fault. I know that
before entering his architectural school he has passed through other schools, and
that they began the mischief: that they had told him grammar was a book, algebra
was a book, geometry another book, geography, chemistry, physics, still others: they
never told him, never permitted him, to guess for himself how these things were
actually intense symbols, complex ratios, representing man’s relation to Nature and
his fellow man; they never told him that his mathematics, etc. etc., came into being
in response to a desire in the human breast to come nearer to nature — that the full
moon looked round to the human eye ages before the circle was dreamed of.

Our student knows, to be sure, as a result of his teaching that the Greeks built
certain-shaped buildings, that the Goths built certain-shaped buildings, and that
other peoples built other buildings of still other shapes. He knows, moreover, if he
has been a conscientious hewer of wood and drawer of water, a thousand and one
specific facts concerning the shapes and measurements and ratios of the whole and
the parts of said buildings, and can neatly and deftly draw and color them to scale.
He moreover has read in the philosophies or heard at lectures that the architecture
of a given time gives one an excellent idea of the civilization of that time.

This, roughly speaking, is the sum total of his education, and he takes his archi-
tectural instruction literally, just as he has taken every other form of instruction
literally from the time he was a child — because he has been told to do so, because
he has been told that architecture is a fixed, a real, a specific, a definite thing, that
it’s all done, that it’s all known, arranged, tabulated and put away neatly in handy
packages called books. He is allowed to believe, though perhaps not distinctly so
taught, that, to all intents and purposes, when his turn comes, if he wishes to make
some architecture for Americans or for this generation at large, he can dip it out
of his books with the same facility that dubs a grocer dipping beans out of a bin.
He is taught by the logic of events that architecture in practice is a commercial
article, like a patent medicine, unknown in its mixture and sold to the public ex-
clusively on the brand.

He has seriously been told at the school, and has been encouraged in this belief by
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the endorsement of people of culture, that he can learn all about architecture if he
but possess the attributes of scholarship and industry. That architecture is the name
of a system of accredited, historical facts as useful, as available and as susceptible
to inspection as the books of a mercantile house.

Everything literal, formal and smart in his nature has been encouraged — the
early and plastic glow to emotion and sensibility has been ignored.

He has been taught many cold and dead things, but the one warm living thing
that he has not been taught and apparently never will be taught is the stately and
all-comprehending truth that architecture, wherever it has appeared and reached a
spontaneous culmination, is not at all what we so stupidly call a reality, but, on the
contrary, it is a most complex, a glowing and gloriously wrought metaphor, em-
bodying as no other form of language under the sun can do, the pure, clean and
deep inspiration of the race flowing as a stream of living water from its well-spring
to the sea.

He has not been taught that an architect, to be a true exponent of his time, must
possess first, last and always the sympathy, the intuition of a poet; that this is the
one real, vital principle that survives through all places and all times.

This seeking for a natural expression of our lives, of our thoughts, our medita-
tions, our feelings, is the architectural art as I understand it: and it is because I so
understand it, that, ignoring the viciousness of the past, I gladly make an appeal to
the good that is in human nature — that goodness of heart and soundness of head,
that ready and natural response of the soul in which I have always trusted and shall
always trust. It is to this sane and wholesome quality that I plead for the abiding
sincerity and nobility of our art. It is to this manliness that I call to come before the
judgment seat and make an answer for us.

I know very well that our country will in due time possess a most interesting,
varied, characteristic and beautiful architecture; that the time will begin whenever
we take as our point of the departure the few and simple elements of architecture
and not its complex forms. That this time will come just as soon as the young are
relieved of the depressing weight of a factitious education, the benumbing influence
of an instruction that insulates them from the vitalizing currents of nature. Just so
soon as those having them in charge, coming to the full sense of the fact, realizing
how truly dangerous a thing is a little knowledge, a partial knowledge, dreading
to assume the responsibility for stunted, for imperfectly developed natures, feeling
how deeply necessary it is that a technical or intellectual training be supplemented
by a full, a rich, a chaste development of the emotions, shall say to the young that
they are free, that from the musty school they may fly to the open air, to the sun-
shine, to the birds, the flowers, and, wanton and joyous in their own fancies, face to
face with the integrity of nature, they shall substitute for the arbitrary discipline of
the school the natural, the easy self-control of a dignified manhood, to the end that
not books but personal feeling, personal character and personal responsibility shall
form the true foundation of their art.

It has, alas, for centuries been taught that the intellect and the emotions were
two separate and antagonistic things. This teaching has been firmly believed, cruelly
lived up to.

How depressing it is to realize that it might have been taught that they are two
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beautifully congenial and harmonious phases of that single and integral essence that
we call the soul. That no nature in which the development of either is wanting can
be called a completely rounded nature.

That, therefore, classical architecture, so called (meaning the Greek), was one-
sided and incomplete because it was almost exclusively intellectual. That the emo-
tional architecture (meaning especially the Gothic) was likewise one-sided and
incomplete, however great and beautiful its development of feeling, because of the
almost total absence of mentality. That no complete architecture has yet appeared
in the history of the world because men, in this form of art alone, have obstinately
sought to express themselves solely in terms either of the head or of the heart.

I hold that architectural art, thus far, has failed to reach its highest development,
its fullest capability of imagination, of thought and expression, because it has not
yet found a way to become truly plastic: it does not yet respond to the poet’s touch.
That it is today the only art for which the multitudinous rhythms of outward na-
ture, the manifold fluctuations of man’s inner being have no significance, no place.

That the Greek Architecture, unerring as far as it went — and it went very far
indeed in one direction — was but one radius within the field of a possible circle
of expression. That, though perfect in its eyesight, definite in its desires, clear in its
purpose, it was not resourceful in forms: that it lacked the flexibility and the hu-
manity to respond to the varied and constantly shifting desires of the heart.

It was a pure, it was a noble art, wherefore we call it classic; but after all it was
an apologetic art, for, while possessing serenity, it lacked the divinely human ele-
ment of mobility: the Greek never caught the secret of the changing of the seasons,
the orderly and complete sequences of their rhythm within the calmly moving year.
Nor did this selfsame Greek know what we now know of Nature’s bounty, for music
in those days had not been born: this lovely friend, approaching man to man, had
not yet begun to bloom as a rose, to exhale its wondrous perfume.

That the Gothic architecture, with sombre ecstatic eye, with its thought far above
with Christ in the heavens, seeing but little here below, feverish and overwrought,
taking comfort in gardening and plant life, sympathizing deeply with Nature’s vis-
ible forms, evolved a copious and rich variety of incidental expressions but lacked
the unitary comprehension, the absolute consciousness and mastery of pure form
that can come alone of unclouded and serene contemplation, of perfect repose and
peace of mind.

I believe, in other words, that the Greek knew the statics, the Goth the dynamics,
of the art, but that neither of them suspected the mobile equilibrium of it: neither
of them divined the movement and the stability of nature. Failing in this, both
have forever fallen short, and must pass away when the true, the Poetic Architecture
shall arise — that architecture which shall speak with clearness, with eloquence, and
with warmth, of the fullness, the completeness of man’s intercourse with Nature
and with his fellow men.

Moreover, we know, or should by this time know, that human nature has now
become too rich in possessions, too well equipped, too magnificently endowed, that
[for] any hitherto architecture can [to] be said to have hinted at its resources, much
less to have exhausted them by anticipation.
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It is this consciousness, this pride, that shall be our motive, our friend, philosopher
and guide in the beautiful country that stretches so invitingly before us.

In that land, the schools, having found the object of their long, blind searching,
shall teach directness, simplicity, naturalness: they shall protect the young against
palpable illusion. They shall teach that, while man once invented a process called
composition, Nature has forever brought forth organisms. They shall encourage
the love of Nature that wells up in every childish heart, and shall not suppress,
shall not stifle, the teeming imagination of the young.

They shall teach, as the result of their own bitter experience, that conscious men-
tal effort, that conscious emotionality, are poor mates to breed from, and that true
parturition comes of a deep, instinctive, subconscious desire. That true art, springing
fresh from Nature, must have in it, to live, much of the glance of an eye, much
of the sound of a voice, much of the life of a life.

That Nature is strong, generous, comprehensive, fecund, subtile: that in growth
and decadence she continually sets forth the drama of man’s life.

That, thro’ the rotating seasons, thro’ the procession of the years, thro’ the march
of the centuries, permeating all, sustaining all, there murmurs the still, small voice
of a power that holds us in the hollow of its hand.
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The Tall Office Building Artistically Considered

This essay was first published in Lippincott’s, March 1896.

The architects of this land and generation are now brought face to face with
something new under the sun —namely, that evolution and integration of social
conditions, that special grouping of them, that results in a demand for the erection
of tall office buildings.

It is not my purpose to discuss the social conditions; I accept them as the fact,
and say at once that the design of the tall office building must be recognized and
confronted at the outset as a problem to be solved — a vital problem, pressing for a
true solution.

Let us state the conditions in the plainest manner. Briefly, they are these: offices
are necessary for the transaction of business; the invention and perfection of the
high-speed elevators make vertical travel, that was once tedious and painful, now
easy and comfortable; development of steel manufacture has shown the way to
safe, rigid, economical constructions rising to a great height; continued growth of
population in the great cities, consequent congestion of centers and rise in value
of ground, stimulate an increase in number of stories; these successfully piled one
upon another, react on ground values — and so on, by action and reaction, inter-
action and inter-reaction. Thus has come about that form of lofty construction
called the “modern office building.” It has come in answer to a call, for in it a new
grouping of social conditions has found a habitation and a name.

Up to this point all in evidence is materialistic, an exhibition of force, of resolu-
tion, of brains in the keen sense of the word. It is the joint product of the specu-
lator, the engineer, the builder.

Problem: How shall we impart to this sterile pile, this crude, harsh, brutal ag-
glomeration, this stark, staring exclamation of eternal strife, the graciousness of
those higher forms of sensibility and culture that rest on the lower and fiercer pas-
sions? How shall we proclaim from the dizzy height of this strange, weird, modern
housetop the peaceful evangel of sentiment, of beauty, the cult of a higher life?
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This is the problem; and we must seek the solution of it in a process analogous
to its own evolution —indeed, a continuation of it — namely, by proceeding step
by step from general to special aspects, from coarser to finer considerations.

It is my belief that it is of the very essence of every problem that it contains and
suggests its own solution. This I believe to be natural law. Let us examine, then,
carefully the elements, let us search out this contained suggestion, this essence of
the problem.

The practical conditions are, broadly speaking, these:

Wanted —-1st, a story below-ground, containing boilers, engines of various sorts,
etc. —in short, the plant for power, heating, lighting, etc. 2nd, a ground floor, so
called, devoted to stores, banks, or other establishments requiring large area, ample
spacing, ample light, and great freedom of access. grd, a second story readily acces-
sible by stairways — this space usually in large subdivisions, with corresponding
liberality in structural spacing and expanse of glass and breadth of external open-
ings. 4th, above this an indefinite number of stories of offices piled tier upon tier,
one tier just like another tier, one office just like all the other offices — an office
being similar to a cell in a honey-comb, merely a compartment, nothing more. 5th,
and last, at the top of this pile is placed a space or story that, as related to the life
and usefulness of the structure, is purely physiological in its nature — namely, the
attic. In this the circulatory system completes itself and makes its grand turn, as-
cending and descending. The space is filled with tanks, pipes, valves, sheaves, and
mechanical etcetera that supplement and complement the force-originating plant
hidden below-ground in the cellar. Finally, or at the beginning rather, there must
be on the ground floor a main aperture or entrance common to all the occcupants
or patrons of the building. )

This tabulation is, in the main, characteristic of every tall office building in the
country. As to the necessary arrangements for light courts, these are not germane
to the problem, and as will become soon evident, I trust need not be considered
here. These things, and- such others as the arrangement of elevators, for example,
have to do strictly with the economics of the building, and I assume them to have
been fully considered and disposed of to the satisfaction of purely utilitarian and
pecuniary demands. Only in rare instances does the plan or floor arrangement of
the tall office building take on an asthetic value, and this usually when the lighting
court is external or becomes an internal feature of great importance.

As I am here seeking not for an individual or special solution, but for a true nor-
mal type, the attention must be confined to those conditions that, in the main, are
constant in all tall office buildings, and every mere incidental and accidental varia-
tion eliminated from the consideration, as harmful to the clearness of the main
inquiry. '

The practical horizontal and vertical division or office unit is naturally based on
a room of comfortable area and height, and the size of this standard office room as
naturally predetermines the standard structural unit, and, approximately, the size
of window openings. In turn, these purely arbitrary units of structure form in an
equally natural way the true basis of the artistic development of the exterior. Of
course the structural spacings and openings in the first or mercantile story are re-
quired to be the largest of all; those in the second or quasi-mercantile story are of
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a somewhat similar nature. The spacings and openings in the attic are of no im-
portance whatsoever (the windows have no actual value), for light may be taken
from the top, and no recognition of a cellular division is necessary in the structural
spacing.

Hence it follows inevitably, and in the simplest possible way, that if we follow
our natural instincts without thought of books, rules, precedents, or any such educa-
tional impedimenta to a spontaneous and “‘sensible” result, we will in the following
manner design the exterior of our tall office building — to wit:

Beginning with the first story, we give this a main entrance that attracts the eye
to its location, and the remainder of the story we treat in a more or less liberal,
expansive, sumptuous way — a way based exactly on the practical necessities, but
expressed with a sentiment of largeness and freedom. The second story we treat
in a similar way, but usually with milder pretension. Above this, throughout the
indefinite number of typical office tiers, we take our cue from the individual cell,
which requires a window with its separating pier, its sill and lintel, and we, without
more ado, make them look all alike because they are all alike. This brings us to the
attic, which, having no division into office-cells, and no special requirement for
lighting, gives us the power to show by means of its broad expanse of wall, and its
dominating weight and character, that which is the fact — namely, that the series
of office tiers has come definitely to an end.

This may perhaps seem a bald result and a heartless, pessimistic way of stating
it, but even so we certainly have advanced a most characteristic stage beyond the
imagined sinister building of the speculator-engineer-builder combination. For the
hand of the architect is now definitely felt in the decisive position at once taken,
and the suggestion of a thoroughly sound, logical, coherent expression of the condi-
tions is becoming apparent.

When I say the hand of the architect, I do not mean necessarily the accomplished
and trained architect. I mean only a man with a strong, natural liking for build-
ings, and a disposition to shape them in what seems to his unaffected nature a
direct and simple way. He will probably tread an innocent path from his problem
to its solution, and therein he will show an enviable gift of logic. If he have some
gift for form in detail, some feeling for form purely and simply as form, some love
for that, his result in addition to its simple straightforward naturalness and com-
pleteness in general statement, will have something of the charm of sentiment.

However, thus far the results are only partial and tentative at best; relatively
true, they are but superficial. We are doubtless right in our instinct but we must
seek a fuller justification, a finer sanction, for it. [See Figs. 12, 16]

I assume now that in the study of our problem we have passed through the vari-
ous stages of inquiry, as follows: 1st, the social basis of the demand for tall office
buildings; 2nd, its literal material satisfaction; grd, the elevation of the question
from considerations of literal planning, construction, and equipment, to the plane of
elementary architecture as a direct outgrowth of sound, sensible building; 4th, the
question again elevated from an elementary architecture to the beginnings of true
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architectural expression, through the addition of a certain quality and quantity of
sentiment.

But our building may have all these in a considerable degree and yet be far
from that adequate solution of the problem I am attempting to define. We must
now heed the imperative voice of emotion.

It demands of us, what is the chief characteristic of the tall office building? And
at once we answer, it is lofty. This loftiness is to the artist-nature its thrilling aspect.
It is the very open organ-tone in its appeal. It must be in turn the dominant chord
in his expression of it, the true excitant of his imagination. /It must be tall, every
inch of it tall. The force and power of altitude must be in it, the glory and pride
of exaltation must be in it. It must be every inch a proud and soaring thing, rising
in sheer exultation that from bottom to top it is a unit without a single dissenting
line — that it is the new, the unexpected, the eloquent peroration of most bald,
most sinister, most forbidding conditions. *

The man who designs in this spirit and with the sense of responsibility to the
generation he lives in must be no coward, no denier, no bookworm, no dilettante.
He must live of his life and for his life in the fullest, most consummate sense. He
must realize at once and with the grasp of inspiration that the problem of the tall
office building is one of the most stupendous, one of the most magnificent oppor-
tunities that the Lord of Nature in His beneficence has ever offered to the proud
spirit of man.

That this has not been perceived — indeed, has been flatly denied —is an ex-
hibition of human perversity that must give us pause.

One more consideration. Let us now lift this question into the region of calm,
philosophic observation. Let us seek a comprehensive, a final solution: let the
problem indeed dissolve.

Certain critics, and very thoughtful ones, have advanced the theory that the
true prototype of the tall office building is the classical column, consisting of base,
shaft and capital — the moulded base of the column typical of the lower stories
of our building, the plain or fluted shaft suggesting the monotonous, uninterrupted
series of office-tiers, and the capital the completing power and luxuriance of the
attic.

Other theorizers, assuming a mystical symbolism as a guide, quote the many
trinities in nature and art, and the beauty and conclusiveness of such trinity in unity.
They aver the beauty of prime numbers, the mysticism of the number three, the
beauty of all things that are in three parts —to wit, the day, subdividing into
morning, noon, and night; the limbs, the thorax, and the head, constituting the
body. So they say, should the building be in three parts vertically, substantially as
before, but for different motives.

Others, of purely intellectual temperament, hold that such a design should be in
the nature of a logical statement; it should have a beginning, a middle, and an
ending, each clearly defined — therefore again a building, as above, in three parts
vertically.

Others, seeking their examples and justification in the vegetable kingdom, urge
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that such a design shall above all things be organic. They quote the suitable flower
with its bunch of leaves at the earth, its long graceful stem, carrying the gorgeous
single flower. They point to the pine-tree, its massy roots, its lithe, uninterrupted
trunk, its tuft of green high in the air. Thus, they say, should be the design of the
tall office building: again in three parts vertically.

Others still, more susceptible to the power of a unit than to the grace of a trinity,
say that such a design should be struck out at a blow, as though by a blacksmith or
by mighty Jove, or should be thought-born, as was Minerva, full grown. They ac-
cept the notion of a triple division as permissible and welcome, but non-essential.
With them it is a subdivision of their unit: the unit does not come from the al-
liance of the three; they accept it without murmur, provided the subdivision does
not disturb the sense of singleness and repose.

All of these critics and theorists agree, however, positively, unequivocally, in this,
that the tall office building should not, must not, be made a field for the display of
architectural knowledge in the encyclopadic sense; that too much learning in this
instance is fully as dangerous, as obnoxious, as too little learning; that miscellany is
abhorrent to their sense; that the sixteen-story building must not consist of sixteen
separate, distinct and unrelated buildings piled one upon the other until the top
of the pile is reached.

To this latter folly I would not refer were it not the fact that nine out of every
ten tall office buildings are designed in precisely this way in effect, not by the ig-
norant, but by the educated. It would seem indeed, as though the “trained” archi-
tect, when facing this problem, were beset at every story, or at most, every third or
fourth story, by the hysterical dread lest he be in “bad form”; lest he be not
bedecking his building with sufficiency of quotation from this, that, or the other
“correct” building in some other land and some other time; lest he be not copious
enough in the display of his wares; lest he betray, in short, a lack of resource. To
loosen up the touch of this cramped and fidgety hand, to allow the nerves to calm,
the brain to cool, to reflect equably, to reason naturally, seems beyond him; he lives,
as it were, in a waking nightmare filled with the disjecta membra of architecture.
The spectacle is not inspiriting.

As to the former and serious views held by discerning and thoughtful critics, I
shall, with however much of regret, dissent from them for the purpose of this dem-
onstration, for I regard them as secondary only, non-essential, and as touching not
at all upon the vital spot, upon the quick of the entire matter, upon the true, the
immovable philosophy of the architectural art.

This view let me now state, for it brings to the solution of the problem a final,
comprehensive formula.

All things in nature have a shape, that is to say, a form, an outward semblance,
that tells us what they are, that distinguishes them from ourselves and from each
other.

Unfailingly in nature these shapes express the inner life, the native quality, of
the animal, tree, bird, fish, that they present to us; they are so characteristic, so
recognizable, that we say, simply, it is “natural” it should be so,"/Yet the moment we
peer beneath this surface of things, the moment we look through the tranquil re-
flection of ourselves and the clouds above us, down into the clear, fluent, unfathom-
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able depth of nature, how startling is the silence of it, how amazing the flow of
life, how absorbing the mystery. Unceasingly the essence of things is taking shape in
the matter of things, and this unspeakable process we call birth and growth. Awhile
the spirit and the matter fade away together, and it is this that we call decadence,
death. These two happenings seem jointed and interdependent, blended into one
like a bubble and its iridescence, and they seem borne along upon a slowly moving
air. This air is wonderful past all understanding.

Yet to the steadfast eye of one standing upon the shore of things, looking chiefly
and most lovingly upon that side on which the sun shines and that we feel joyously
to be life, the heart is ever gladdened by the beauty, the exquisite spontaneity, with
which life seeks and takes on its forms in an accord perfectly responsive to its needs.
It seems ever as though the life and the form were absolutely one and inseparable,
so adequate is the sense of fulfillment.-

Whether it be the sweeping eagle in his flight or the open apple-blossom, the
toiling work-horse, the blithe swan, the branching oak, the winding stream at its
base, the drifting clouds, over all the coursing sun, form ever follows function, and
this is the law. Where function does not change form does not change. The granite
rocks, the ever-brooding hills, remain for ages; the lightning lives, comes into shape,
and dies in a twinkling.

It is the pervading law of all things organic, and inorganic, of all things physical
and metaphysical, of all things human and all things superhuman, of all true man-
ifestations of the head, of the heart, of the soul, that the life is recognizable in its
expression, that form ever follows function. This is the law.

Shall we, then, daily violate this law in our art? Are we so decadent, so imbecile,
so utterly weak of eyesight, that we cannot perceive this truth so simple, so very
simple? Is it indeed a truth so transparent that we see through it but do not see it?
Is it really then, a very marvelous thing, or is it rather so commonplace, so every-
day, so near a thing to us, that we cannot perceive that the shape, form, outward
expression, design or whatever we may choose, of the tall office building should in
the very nature of things follow the functions of the building, and that where the
function does not change, the form is not to change?

Does this not readily, clearly, and conclusively show that the lower one or two
stories will take on a special character suited to the special needs, that the tiers of
typical offices, having the same unchanging function, shall continue in the same
unchanging form, and that as to the attic, specific and conclusive as it is in its
very nature, its function shall equally be so in force, in significance, in continuity,
in conclusiveness of outward expression? From this results, naturally, spontaneously,
unwittingly, a three-part division, not from any theory, symbol, or fancied logic.

And thus the design of the tall office building takes its'place with all other arch-
itectural types made when architecture, as has happened once in many years, was
a living art. Witness the Greek temple, the Gothic cathedral, the medieval fortress.

And thus, when native instinct and sensibility shall govern the exercise of our
beloved art; when the known law, the respected law, shall be that form ever fol-
lows function; when our architects shall cease struggling and prattling handcuffed
and vainglorious in the asylum of a foreign school; when it is truly felt, cheerfully
accepted, that this law opens up the airy sunshine of green fields, and gives to us

208. Additional Papers



13. Auditorium Building, from the East, Chicago (Chicago Architectural Photograph. Co.)

14. Auditorium Theatre, proscenium and “Golden Arches” (Chicago Historical Society)
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16. Wainwright Building, St. Louis (Keystone View Co.)
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17. Garson Pirie Scott Store, Chicago (Chicago Architectural Photograph. Co.)



a freedom that the very beauty and sumptuousness of the outworking of the law
itself as exhibited in nature will deter any sane, any sensitive man from changing
into license, when it becomes evident that we are merely speaking a foreign lan-
guage with a noticeable American accent, whereas each and every architect in the
land might, under the benign influence of this law, express in the simplest, most
modest, most natural way that which it is in him to say; that he might really and
would surely develop his own characteristic individuality, and that the architectural
art with him would certainly become a living form of speech, a natural form of ut-
terance, giving surcease to him and adding treasures small and great to the growing
art of his land; when we know and feel that Nature is our friend, not our implac-
able enemy — that an afternoon in the country, an hour by the sea, a full open
view of one single day, through dawn, high noon, and twilight, will suggest to us so
much that is rhythmical, deep, and eternal in the vast art of architecture, some-
thing so deep, so true, that all the narrow formalities, hard-and-fast rules, and
strangling bonds of the schools cannot stifle it in us — then it may be proclaimed
that we are on the high-road to a natural and satisfying art, an architecture that
will soon become a fine art in the true, the best sense of the word, an art that will
live because it will be of the people, for the people, and by the people.
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