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Architecture: A Reflection of its Time and Place 
 
 
Architecture is life; or at least it is life itself taking form and therefore it is the truest record of life as it was 

lived in the world yesterday, as it is lived today or ever will be lived. Frank Lloyd Wright 
 

Architecture starts when you put two bricks together well. There it begins. Ludwig Mies van der Rohe 
 
 
Few things divide opinion as much as architecture; even an agreed definition can be elusive. In the 
course of the JKWIS we will encounter many wildly differing views of the same buildings or use of space 
- and German architect Mies van der Rohe was as polarising an architect as any – but we can usefully 
begin with an enquiry into the history of the subject itself, and examine the light architecture throws on 
its time and place.  
 
Many histories of architecture begin with Egypt; indeed, recorded history might itself begin there. 
Interpretations of ancient Egyptian construction and society differ, but we are able to study the remains 
of the great buildings to see how far they addressed eternal issues facing humanity, and how far they 
were unique to the Egypt of that age. 
 
Architecture as a monument to the dead perhaps began with the tomb of Djoser at Saqqara in the 27th 
century BC – this also gave rise to the first architect whose name was preserved as a result: Imhotep. 
This pyramid is generally regarded as the oldest monumental stone construction (although some 
historians suggest that the final structure was arrived at piecemeal: each layer being originally foreseen 
as the final layer). “From this place, architecture was created”, according to Dr Zahi Wahass. 
 
 

 
 

Step pyramid of Pharaoh Djoser, Saqqara; 27th century BC 

 
 
 



According to Robert Harbison “Djoser set the pattern for royal burials of a walled mortuary complex 
centred on a pyramid”; soon afterwards we encounter the great Giza pyramids, named “Horizon of 
Khufu”, “Khafre is great”, and “Menkaure is divine”. The wish for immortality in the form of construction 
– if this is what the pyramids truly represent – is not, of course, unique to ancient Egypt. 
 
 

 
 
Pyramid complex, Giza; 26th century BC 

 
An immediate issue that confronts us in the study of ancient Egypt is of the quantity and quality of the 
remains themselves: how far can we see the remains as representative of typical Egyptian society, and 

how far is their very survival indicative of the special, the unique? Herodotus, the father of history, said of 
the Egyptians that they were the most religious people in the world; and much that survives of ancient 
Egypt is that which is devoted to religion. 
 
The Karnak complex is partly dedicated to the worship of the god Amun-Re (although interpretations 
differ, and various dates have been given for the construction of separate elements of the complex), and 
as with so many great human constructions, notions of the divine have been central – we will look more 
closely at architecture’s relationship with ideology in JKWIS Block 3. 
 
Carved into many ancient Egyptian edifices, and of perpetual interest to historians and architects, are 
hieroglyphs and other forms of writing. In today’s world the stamp of logo, trademark, and slogan is 
common, but for ancient Egypt such inscription is likely to have carried deep weight and meaning.  
 
The complex at Karnak includes the great columns of the hypostyle hall of the temple of Amun, begun in 
the 13th century BC. The trunks of these columns are 10m in circumference and 24m tall; much of the 
inscriptions that appears high up the columns would have been unreadable in the gloom; it has also 
been suggested that the weight of the (long-fallen) roof did not require the immense size of column; 
how far do you think form versus function is an eternal issue of architecture? 
 



 
 
Hypostyle Hall, Karnak; 13th century BC 

 
As we consider form and function, it is instructive to look at a possible contrast between ancient Egypt, 
and ancient Greece. At Mycenae in southern Greece, we see the use of cyclopean walls (stone-built 
without mortar) and the oldest piece of sculpture in the region, the Lion Gate; the function (particularly 
of the walls) was defensive, in that necessity demanded Greek architecture perform a specific task – to 
keep the city and its inhabitants safe – as opposed to a more symbolic or monumental role in relatively 
unified and secure Egypt. 
 



 
 
Lion Gate, Mycenae, 13th century BC 

 
Apart from the walls and gates, another form of architecture makes its appearance at Mycenae: the 
megaron, from which would evolve the most important Greek contribution to architecture: the Doric 
temple. The Doric temple reaches its supreme expression in the Parthenon (a full-scale replica of which 
exists in Nashville, Tennesse, close to Montgomery Bell Academy).  
 
Although officially a temple, the Parthenon came more to symbolize the greatness of ancient Greece, and 
its myths, than a place of worship. How important is symbolism to architecture; in today’s world of budget 

cuts and global hardship do you think there is a role for purely symbolic architecture; could one argue that 

in a world of hardship there is more, rather than less, of a need for great symbolic buildings? 



 
 
The Parthenon, Athens; 5th century BC 

 
 
One of the recurrent themes of architecture, and of this first month of JKWIS study, is that of 
contemporary knowledge. While architectural styles might well owe much to symbolism, to the mood of 
time and place, it will also be influenced by the laws of physics, and man’s ability to find ways of coping 
with those laws.  
 
 
With Roman architecture came the dome and the arch, and concrete took the place of marble as the 
preferred building material. The Pantheon, in Rome, remains the largest unreinforced concrete dome in 
the world. Arches allowed the building of great viaducts and bridges, and is a key feature of many 
projects today. Here is a short BBC film on the importance of the arch and concrete for two modern 
architects. 
 
The Pantheon was constructed as a place of worship (and arguably has been better maintained than 
other buildings of the era for that reason), but much Roman architecture still celebrated today is more 
secular in nature; for example, the amphitheatres (such as the Colosseum), the thermae, and Trajan’s 
Market. 
 



 
 
The Pantheon, Rome, AD 118 – 128 (painting by Giovanni Panini) 

 
 
Such are the beauty, majesty and symmetry of Roman architecture that much of it is said to have 
inspired moral philosophers and artists – such as Bruegel in his painting The Tower of Babel (influenced 
by his memories of the Colosseum) and Boullée’s Monument to Newton (inspired by the spherical 
properties of the Pantheon). 



 
 
The Tower of Babel; painting by Pieter Bruegel, 1563 

 
 
Byzantine architecture is sometimes seen as an evolution of Roman architecture, yet distinct in its 
materials (such as a greater use of plaster and brick), mosaics rather than carving, and the prominence 
of complex (often shallower) domes. Most surviving Byzantine architecture is religious in nature. 
Perhaps the best example is the Hagia Sophia in Istanbul.  
 
 

  
 
Hagia Sophia, Istanbul; AD 532-7 

 

 
 



Some see Byzantine architecture as evolving from the Roman tradition under the emperor Justinian; 
nevertheless, the religious and social forces in eastern Europe would lead to bouts of iconoclasm: in the 
year AD 765 the churches of Constantinople were stripped of all their religious decoration. Once again, 
architecture – and the response to it – would clearly reflect time and place. 
 
 
According to Harbison, the “true Romanesque [architecture] is marked by more coherent and imposing 
plans, and by greater clarity of structure combined with intense physicality of stonework and integrated 
sculptural ornament..” It marked a move away from the large unsupported domes of the Roman and 
Byzantine eras; although there is no consensus for the exact beginning of the Romanesque period, some 
point to the crowning of Charlemagne in AD 800, and others suggest the whole of the period from the 
6th to the 10th century. Features included round arches, thick walls, and regular symmetrical plans. In 
the UK, Romanesque architecture was often called Norman architecture. 
 
 

 
 
Durham cathedral nave, 1093-1133 

 
Some see the huge building projects in England as an expression of the power of the church and state at 
the time; Winchester Cathedral, rebuilt from 1079 onwards, was only slightly smaller than St Peter’s, in 
Rome. One view is that the key element of Romanesque (and subsequent Gothic) architecture was to 
allow more people to come together in one large space (usually for worship). 
 
Rebuilding and restoration would be needed on Winchester Cathedral, and thus as time moved on, so 
would architectural style, with the result that Winchester Cathedral spans the divide between 
Romanesque and Gothic architecture.  
 
 
Gothic architecture was particularly dominant in northern Europe, especially France and England from 
the 12th century onwards (although some see the styles as evolving in rather different ways). The 
French cathedrals of Reims, Beauvais, and Amiens are magnificent examples. Pointed arches, rib vaults 
and flying buttresses allowed this evolution of style; for a rather elegant and technical discussion of the 



difference between Roman and Gothic arches look at this clip from Dr Denis Smith in 1985; a more 
modern and computer-based approach is taken in this film. 
 
 

 
 
Reims cathedral, 1295 

 
 
The rebirth, or Renaissance, of the fifteenth century signalled an end to medieval Gothic and, according 
to Jacob Burckhardt, did so as a reflection of man’s growth: individually, spiritually, and politically. 
These changes were most dramatic in Italy (although a counter-argument is that the Renaissance was a 
peculiarly Italian phenomenon, with institutions and architecture particularly suited to that time and 
place). Renaissance architecture stressed symmetry and proportion, and eschewed the complex styles 
of the Gothic period. Andrew Graham-Dixon’s BBC series on the Renaissance is available to watch here. 
 
With advances in science, mathematics, the spread of literacy and the growing power of business, many 
see Renaissance architecture as reflecting these changes. Brunelleschi’s dome of Florence Cathedral 
rejected flying buttresses as ugly, and was a physical, mathematical, and artistic masterpiece – indeed, 
some of his techniques in creating the dome remain incompletely understood.  David Battistella gives a 
TED talk on the importance of the dome as representative of its time and place here (the talk is in Italian 
but with clear meaning and majesty).  
 



 
 
Florence Cathedral; Brunelleschi, 1436 

 
 
Against and after the Renaisssance developed Mannerism, and later, Baroque architecture. Both of 
these sought to distance themselves from the sobriety and harmony of the Renaissance. The great 
sculptor Michelangelo was commissioned to design the vestibule of the Laurentian Library in Florence, 
and his design – sent from Rome in the form of a clay model and made into reality by Bartolomeo 
Ammannati – continues to polarise opinion. Mannerist architecture was more muscular and striking 
than its predecessor; critics view this boldness as discordant and unsubtle. Michelangelo said that the 
follower can never pass by whom he follows; do you think there is merit in the argument of individualism 

being more important than convention; is this a useful way to think of Michelangelo’s contribution to art 

and architecture at this time? 

 

 

 
 
Laurentian Library vestibule, Florence; Michelangelo, 1559 



 
The Baroque era continued the movement towards a more opulent, dramatic, and assertive style. 
According to Harbison, “the architectural origins of the style in … Rome are not in doubt. It is Catholic, 
expansive, absolutist, and Gianlorenzo Bernini was its first, most brilliant exponent.. The ideal Baroque 
composition storms and overwhelms the senses.” Once again, much Baroque architecture in this time 
and place was religious, such as Bernini’s striking oval design for St Peter’s Square, in Rome. Rejecting 
the circular form of the Renaissance, the oval was meant to create fluidity and to challenge the 
perspective of those entering the piazza. You can listen to BBC podcasts on the Baroque (and Gothic) 
eras here. 
 
 

 
 
St Peter’s Square, Rome; Bernini, 1668 

 
 
A collaborator of Bernini was Francesco Borromini, whose churches in Rome (he built nowhere else) 
took Bernini’s oval and, together with the triangle, produced startling results, such as in the dome of the 
church of San Carlino. 
 
 

 
 
San Carlino, Rome; Borromini, 1641 



 
The origins of the word “baroque” are in dispute, but the adjective has come to mean ornamented, 
elaborate, extravagant; and today is often used pejoratively. How do words and descriptions change their 

meaning over time? Is this any truer of architecture than other areas of culture or human endeavour? 

 

 
As the ideas of the Enlightenment gained ground within Europe, and the political climate changed, 
architecture evolved also. Neoclassical architects, such as Étienne-Louis Boullée and Claude Nicolas 
Ledoux, created projects that represented the ferment of new ideas, advances in moral philosophy, and 
the drive of economic necessity. Despite the challenges of time and place – and the French Revolution 
would thwart the completion of some of Ledoux’s buildings – neoclassical architecture harked back to 
the inspiring forms of (especially) Greek architecture. 
 
 

 
 
Saltworks (Director’s house), Arc-et-Senan; Ledoux, 1778 

 
 
In England, the forces of economics – and the upheaval caused by the industrial revolution – were now 
to play an important role in the shaping of buildings and public spaces. By its nature, capitalism is a 
dislocating and unsettling phenomenon – literally, in the case of the movement of labour to industrial 
centres (we can observe this most dramatically today in China, whose economic development has been 
powered by industrialisation, employing workers attracted to the coastal industrial cities from the 
countryside). The dynamic transformation of a country provides many opportunities, but also can be 
uncomfortable, and the response of Augustus Pugin in England was to seek a revival of Gothic 
architecture – this harked back, to him, of a more settled, traditional way of life. Many of England’s most 
recognisable buildings – such as the Palace of Westminster – are Gothic Revival in nature. 
 
In Pugin’s view (and that of John Ruskin) industrialisation was a destructive force, and his designs were 
to recall a golden past, before the machine. Can you think of examples where architecture deliberately 

tries to ignore – or reverse – forces of modernity or change? Does this mean that architecture is more or 

less useful as a means to understanding its particular time and place? 



 
 
House of Lords, London; Pugin, 1852 

 

 
This view of architecture’s role in opposing industrial “progress” was elaborated by Antoni Gaudi, who 
celebrated the curves and symmetry found in nature, and saw in the Gothic revival much to admire, yet 
also a “plasticity”; Gaudi insisted on more natural and organic style. The culmination of this was the 
Sagrada Familia in Barcelona (still under construction). 
 
 

 
 
Sagrada Familia, Barcelona; Gaudi, 1883 – present 



 
The challenges of the industrial revolution were not just in terms of dislocation and the uprooting of a 
way of life. Developments in technology permitted the use iron and glass as materials for construction; 
with Joseph Paxton’s winning submission to build a cheap, removable, and quick method of housing the 
Great Exhibition of 1851 – the “Crystal Palace” – Modern Architecture had arrived. 
 
 

 
 
Crystal Palace, London; Joseph Paxton, 1851 

 
Modern architecture was a clear reflection of time (if not, uniquely, place). New York’s emerging 
skyscrapers, Gustav Eiffel’s tower in Paris (received with consternation and shock, and initially branded 
an eyesore), and Frank Lloyd Wright’s Robie House were examples of the effects of technological 
advance, and demonstrated an arguably new approach to design, with bold uncompromising lines, 
simplified forms, and open structures. Wright’s Prairie School had echoes of Ruskin’s affinity with 
nature; it saw no conflict between the organic and the technological, as exemplified in his Fallingwater 
project. 
 



 
 
Fallingwater, Pennsylvania; Wright, 1935 

 
 
In Germany in the 1920s the Bauhaus emerged to become the most influential design school of all time. 
It stressed simplified forms, rationality, functionality, use of technology, and embraced both artistic 
expression and mass production. Its emergence was arguably a function of time and place: without 
Germany’s defeat in the First World War, and the consequent collapse of social structure, it is difficult to 
see how Bauhaus could have had such impact – it should be noted, however, that its first director, 
Walter Gropius, insisted Bauhaus was completely apolitical. With the rise of the Nazis, however, 
Bauhaus came under pressure for being “non-German” and courting needless controversy with, for 
example, flat roofs; it shut down and most of its designers and architects eventually emigrated (such as 
Mies van der Rohe).  
 
Flat roofs were a feature of many modern architectural designs, and were also championed by Le 
Corbusier, as in his Villa Savoye. 
 



 
 
Villa Savoye, Paris; Le Corbusier, 1931 

 
 
Time and place would dictate another form of modernism: the heavy forthright style of Soviet buildings. 
The role of architecture in making a statement about the society in which it operates – which we will 
examine more closely in Block 3 – was dramatically illustrated in the 1930s. Boris Iofan’s winning 
design for the Palace of the Soviets (although never built) is an example. 
 
 

 
 
Design for Palace of the Soviets (never built), Moscow; Iofan, 1933 



 
Since the Second World War, and possibly due to the form and speed of economic growth (a move 
towards suburbanisation based on service industries in the US and heavy industrialisation in China), 
architects have continued to face the challenges of time and place. Some lament the soullessness of the 
modern mall or suburb; others (like I.M. Pei) see opportunity in challenging preconceptions by blending 
old with new; and some see beauty and energy in the great building projects of China (such as the 
recently completed CCTV building in Beijing).  
 
 

 
 
Louvre pyramid, Paris; Pei, 1988 

 
 
 

 
 
CCTV building, Beijing; Koolhaas, 2008 

 



 
How far do you see architecture as a dependable reflection of its time and place? As technology, economics, 

and globalisation advance, what do you see as the likely result of these forces on the buildings that 

surround us? Do you see a greater global homogeneity, or do you think there are some “national” styles of 

architecture that will be – or need to be – protected?  

 
 
For the first essay in the JKWIS 2013-14, I would like you to address the following question, after a 
month of online debate among yourselves and with me and your teachers:  

 

How far do you agree with Frank Lloyd Wright, that architecture is the truest record of life as it 

was lived in the world yesterday, as it is lived today, or ever will be lived?  

 

Post your responses online, with reference to architecture from at least two different times or places, in 
fewer than 750 words and by October 31, 2013. 
 
 
Tim Parkinson 
October 1, 2013 


