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Confession 
I love architectureðI love, love, love it, especially the work of our twenty-first century, 

post-postmodern architect/engineers whose spectacular weavings defy both decorum and 

gravity.  

 
 

Figure 1. Calatravaôs Alamillo Bridge 

 

 I love it almost as much as I love wisdom. Call me an ñunabashed philotect.ò  In sane 

moments, I ask myself how I can be so passionate about these cold bodies of concrete or 

titanium? Alain de Botton recently published a book, The Architecture of Happiness, 

dedicated to answering precisely this question.  Our love of buildings, he argues, is 

motivated by a quest for identity.  For him beautiful buildings are, ñversions of the people 

we love.ò 



International Congress of Aesthetics 2007, ñAesthetics Bridging Culturesò 

2 

 

1   Aesthetics is nothing but sublimated Freud for de Botton.  I cannot agree.  My 

feelings, as I probe them, are driven by pure visual and tactile pleasure, by wonder at 

architectureôs scale and possibilities, by amazement and surprise at its sleek and 

ingenious solution to the many technical and practical problems confronting it.  The 

shimmering, voluptuous beauty of Gehryôs Guggenheim in Bilbao is so overwhelming 

and visually stimulating that I gasp at its sight. 

 

 
Figure 2. Bilbao 

 

As the romantics prostrated themselves before majestic mountains and spooky, dark 

places, I wilt at the sight of these gleaming, curved, almost quilted, surfaces promising 

wonderful things to come. To reduce aesthetic experience to its possible functions, even 

sexy ones, is to rob it of its vitality.    

 

If I were a poet, or a phenomenologist, I might be able to translate these bodily 

experiences into words.  And here I agree with De Botton, aesthetic experiences are 

bodily experiences and not just conceptual ones and I would addðand not just warmed 

over desires either.  Since I am not, I shall ask myself a different question: Why do 

people, critics and consumers alike, behave so badly in the presence of great architecture?  

Why do they bog down in petty details? I am so tired of hearing that Corbusier roofs 

leaked.  A flat roof was not a new concept; it worked elsewhere.  The Europeans just 

needed better technology. Like a thorn in a lionôs paw, these comments fester.  

Ultimately, I shall argue, they emanate from the continued habit of seeing architecture as 

a craft rather than an art.   
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But, I do not intend to rescue architecture by denying its crafty being. Instead, I want to 

defeat the attitude that devises such a distinction. If we in our time finally undo such an 

ideology, leaky roofs and angled walls would not necessarily detract from the beauty of 

the building.  On the contrary, purposiveness could be seen as integral to architectureôs 

art in that part of being a great building is its ability to respond to practical demands in 

new ways.  We must learn to look at buildings differently in order to see the whole and 

not just the parts. 

 
Ideologies 
No art form is more exciting today than architecture.  Wherever one looks, from 

Americaôs prairies to Chinaô shores, ever dramatically new buildings stretch the 

horizon

 
Figure 3. Zaha Hadid ïBeijing Opera House 

Even skyscrapers are back as countries compete to raise the tallest monument to Babel. 

The pace of construction and innovation is truly astonishing.  The architectural zeitgeist 

has finally returned to fill the vacuum left by the demise of Modernism.  Yet, despite all 

the attention and the burst of creative activity, architectureôs claim to the status of art 
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remains in doubt.  It is inevitably compromised by the demands of function, context, 

gravity, even ideologyðindeed especially ideology, that musty old museum of ideas.  To 

brush-off your Hegel, I remind you that he insists that architecture is the lowest form of 

art.  For him, the closer architecture comes to being a fine art, the closer it comes to being 

sculpture and thus the further it gets from being itself:  ñFor the limit of architecture lies 

precisely in this point, that it retains the spiritual as an inward existence over against the 

external forms of the art, and consequently must refer to what has soul only as to 

something other than its own creations.ò2  Poor, sad builder, what must it feel like to 

always play second fiddle to the statues of the gods sheltered within.  The disparity 

between inside and outside arises for Hegel, in part, because architecture cannot shed its 

materiality, its heavy inorganic, mass that resists artôs transformation of matter into mind.  

Buildings lack soul because their expressive forms are unequal to the task of expressing 

mind or significance. While architecture prepares the ground for the spiritual by ordering 

unruly nature, it can never shine on its own.  

 

Now I ask you: How wrong can a fellow get? How could he miss architectureôs creative 

impulse? And yet, how perfectly he describes the reasons behind architectureôs servitude 

and its path to freedom: to have its creations express their own inwardness. While I 

believe that all great buildings achieve such mastery, I am especially interested in 

defending todayôs architects since their artistic aspirations would really upset Hegel. I 

begin with a poem by Wallace Stevens, the Anecdote of the Jar.  Interestingly, he 

articulates the same thought about the effects and possibilities of human artifice, but 

differs from Hegelôs in important ways: 

  I placed a jar in Tennessee:  

  And Round it was, upon the hill.  

   It made the slovenly wilderness 

  Surround that hill. 

 

  The wilderness rose up to it, 

  And sprawled around, no longer wild 

  The jar was round upon the ground 

  And tall and of a port in air. 

 

  It took dominion everywhere. 

  The jar was gray and bare. 

  It did not give of bird of bush, 

  Like nothing else in Tennessee.3 

 

While Stevens exquisitely voices ambivalence about the virtues of human intervention 

and presence, he also champions the jar itself and not the genie that lives inside.  I want 

to show, in contrast to Hegel, how the building, like the jar, orders the terrain making 

cities and cultures appear from nowhere. 

 

Although forever captive to the old dualism of mind an matter, Hegel, at least, gives 

architecture a place among the arts, albeit a lowly One.  His reasons, moreover seduce us 

with their appeal to lofty ideas.  Todayôs critics, however, treat architecture as an 

indentured servant forever obligated to the whims of tradition and comfort, or the 

exhortations of function and necessity, the latest of which is the demand to be ñgreen.ò In 

short, they treat it as a craft and not as an art according to yet another dusty distinction.  
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For example, Nicolai Ouroussoff reviewing Libeskindôs addition to the Denver Museum 

of Art tempers his already lukewarm praise with a reservation about its suitability for 

displaying the art within: 4  

 
 

  Figure 4. Daniel Libeskind. Authorôs photo 

Apparently, the angles get in the way of his plumb line.   

 

First, I donôt think this is true.  Most of the curators rose to the challenge and did a 

marvelous job hanging and otherwise displaying the works. Besides, whoever said there 

was only one-way to hang paintings. Instead of faulting the building, why not demand 

more from the curators?   New forms and spaces require new manipulations of the 

interior, perhaps even new art. Imagine criticizing a painting for not fitting in the room or 

a sculpture for being in the way.  Itôs not done.  People recognize the independence and 

priority of such art objects.  They recognize that these objects have soul.  Buildings, on 

the other hand, are treated merely as platforms, jars for the activities withinðmachines 

for giving. Perhaps Ouroussoff just didnôt like the building and was simply fussing about 

whatever he could.  If so I wish he would say so instead of carping about crooked walls. 

  

I am not saying that architects should ignore practical concerns.  Obviously, they canôt; 

nor should they even if they could. Rather, I am saying that we must stop opposing 

practical and aesthetic concerns.  They are intertwined as they are in any art. When 
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Richard Serra builds his huge twisting sculptures, their beauty is not achieved in spite of 

the obstacles, but it sight of them.  Moreover his sculptures call forth new venues for 

display, just as new museums incite new things to display.  The arts interact with one 

another. They know how to play together.  

 

Above all we must resist the temptation to require everything to look the same and not 

gag at the different. Building make contexts, not answer to them. As we know, it is all too 

easy to turn perfectly legitimate concerns into moral platitudes.  Frank Gehry expresses 

my frustration well: 

 I donôt feel I have any messianic social statements to make.  The problems of Los 

 Angeles for exampleðthe growing tension between Black and Latin 

 communities, homelessness, the trouble on the freewaysðare problems for us as 

 people, theyôre not necessarily within the architectôs capacity to deal with.  We 

 ought to stick to what weôre best at.  Architecture isnôt a social science, itôs an art 

 (Gehry, 2004, 184.)5 

 

As far as I am concerned, the task of all great architecture is to find an elegant, aesthetic 

way, to resolve the practical problems.  Like the genre of science fiction, architecture 

straddles two opposing worlds, bridging the distance between reality and imagination and 

whose success depends upon their clever integration.  While I have always felt that 

architecture has found its ñown inwardness,ò as Hegel would say, the new geometries and 

materials of the contemporary architecture of a Gehry, Hadid, Libeskind, Koolhaas, etc., 

whose amazing unusual creations manage the wedding of mind and matter are especially 

representative of Hegelôs ideal. Ironically, their more radical structures inevitably bring 

forth questions about the utility of its spaces or the appropriateness of its situation. 

Nomenclature 

 

To distinguish contemporary architecture from that of postmodernist works, I refer to the 

post-Bilbao period as cosmic architecture, an architecture that seeks to go beyond 

Globalism which in its turn sought to go beyond the famous international style.  

Assuming that the primary burden of ñinternational styleò architecture, like that produced 

by Corbusier, was to be culturally neutral, I take cosmic architecture like that produced 

by Frank Gehry or Daniel Libeskind to be terrestrially neutral, even as it becomes more 

aware of earthôs needs.  I am speaking of their forms and technological roots whose effect 

creates a perspectiveless architecture, which becomes even further removed from cultural 

address.  I suspect that ñcosmicò will not be seen as a good label and that it will too easily 

be parodied by ñcomic;ò yet I can think of no better word at the moment to capture the 

soaring, futuristic, novel wishes embodied in such buildings as Gehryôs Bilbao, 

Libeskindôs Hamilton Addition to the Denver Museum of Modern art, Rem Koolhaasôs 

CCVT center in Beijing, Hadid, BMW building in Germany, etc. If post-modernism 

looked to the past to disassociate itself from modernism, cosmic architects look to the 

future.  
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Figure 5. Zaha Hadid ï Islamic Museum of Art 


