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4 Aesthetic Theory: Essential Texts

drawing that allows one to calculate perceived distance away from the human eye using a third dimension--
representational depth. To understand the physics of perception he deployed a series of mirrors in front of
the Florentine Baptistery' and traced what he was seeing to understand how perspective worked as a system
of measurement. The perspectival drawing was, in architecture and the arts, used initially for humanity to
not only understand how they saw, but to predict how unbuilt things would appear when built- in reality.
The perspective drawing was, for architecture, a predictor of the aesthetic appearance of reality. It was
within the discipline of architecture that perspective was discovered and refined.

It is uncontestable that we are existing in a time of change with regards to how reality is understood in re-
lation to the information made available to us. The new technologies of interconnectivity, and new require-
ments for sustainability and disease control have quite simply fundamentally altered our urban needs, but
human’s ability to translate information into our knowledge of reality. One possible way to re-calibrate to
this problem exists in a discipline called architecture, which for millennia was an active participant in deter-
mining how humanity perceived the very nature of its reality, via aesthetics. It has only recently, perhaps for
a century, forgotten that it even possessed these skills at all. Art critic Hal Foster states that “Despite rumors
of its disappearance, the real remains with us.” He continues, through references to the work of Frederic
Jameson, to note that “the question of the real is not a matter of its presence, but of its position—where it
is located, how, by whom and for what reasons.” Reality requires effort, and architecture can and should
be a significant player in helping to more justly and equitably re-assert its presence and locate its position
closer to the truth, if it is able to resonate with its users in aesthetic and not merely conceptual terms. The
reality is that the act of design requires a new intellectual basis beyond those of modernism and critical
theory, for a new millennium of practice--as we design and create the new and very real physical fabric of
a culture that we will occupy now and for the centuries to come. It is my hope that the book before you
can assist with this act.

1- (where he had lost the commission to design the ornamental doors for, to Ghiberti, in 1408)
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the very nature of our reality itself and what we want it to be as individuals, communities, countries, and as
a species moving forward. If one thing has been revealed in the past decade it is that the former foundations
for architectures ethical speculation have largely disintegrated, requiring a vast overhaul of the discipline’s
intellectual assumptions. Architecture can no longer continue to base its cultural stance and forms on out-
dated concepts of architectural Modernism that were developed almost exclusively without even the barest
concepts of contemporary sustainability and disease prevention. Accordingly, architects can no longer rely
on the related Modernist truths that are no longer valid. Beyond the dictates of Modernism lies something
different—perhaps a §till developing aesthetic reality for all who are involved in the world of design and
therefore the design of the world. To imagine this requires optimism. And the production of this book was
such an act of optimism, as it’s contents are not intended to form more material from which to be critical of
the world, but instead it is the hope that it is used in acts of speculation as we imagine its future.

In order to design this new reality, architects need to be able to look at the existing reality in front of us in
more focused detail, through the lens of aesthetics, so that we can learn what to keep and what requires
change. This will take time, effort, and insight. Although the focused aesthetic observation of reality is
hardly a new concept, the means that prompt it may need to be. If successful in any capacity the result
would be an urban translation of what composer Pauline Oliveros referred to in the 1980s as “Deep Listen-
ing” —a high-resolution listening where one develops “a heightened sense of receptivity and a reversal of
our usual cultural training, which teaches us to quickly analyze and judge more than simply observe.” ! Jen-
ny Odell goes one step further to link this aural attention to detail to architecture when she writes: “There’s
something important that the moment of stopping to listen has in common with the labyrinthine quality of
attention-holding architecture: in their own ways, each enacts some kind of interruption, removal from the
sphere of familiarity.” 2 If architecture has the power to transport users outside of their “sphere of famil-
iarity” or in other terms, reality, as Odell suggests, then it should also have the power to bring such reality
to the foreground of one’s attention so that it can be observed in a more inquisitive and questioning detail.

While it may seem unusual to modern ears to propose such strong links between the discipline of architec-
ture and the understanding of the truth of observation of reality, through aesthetic perception, architecture
actually has a very deep and long history of calibrating people's perception of their reality. Projects like the
Parthenon from Periclean Greece included exquisite optical/aesthetic refinements designed to re-calibrate
how the human eye perceived reality with greater aesthetic perfection. This included a range of intricate
and strange design alterations to the otherwise strict rules of Classical architecture—including tilting the
architrave and frieze towards the viewer at a 1:12 ratio, subtly leaning columns off their vertical axes,
compressing column spacings and the nearly imperceptibly curving the stylobate in two directions to give
the floor a flatter appearance—through the use of complex spherical curvature in two directions. Similarly,
half a millennia later, and still two millennia ago the ur-source of architectural history and theory, Roman
architect Vitruvius, describes in Book VI Chapter II of his Ten Books on Architecture that “If things that are
true appear false, there should be no doubt that it is proper to make additions and subtractions according to
the nature of the site” — indicating that it is not only the responsibility of the architect to build buildings, but
to, again, orchestrate the very perception of their reality.

Architecture continued its relationship with the aesthetic and perceptual calibration of reality in the Renais-
sance, where Filippo Brunelleschi, nearly 1500 years later, in 1421, conducted his famous optical exper-
iment where he rediscovered how to accurately calculate horizon line isocephaly- a form of perspective

1- Oliveros, Pauline. Deep Listening: A Composer's Sound Practice. Universe, 2005.
2- Odell, Jenny. How to Do Nothing: Resisting the Attention Economy. Melville House, 2020.
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In the first century, Greek essayist, (later with Roman citizenship) Plutarch observed in De Auditu that “The
mind is not a vessel to be filled, but a fire to be kindled.” During the decade it took to compile and write
critical commentary for this book, I always had this idea in my mind—that it was not intended to provide
any answers but rather give the architecture and design community the material, from the history of aes-
thetic discourse, to ask different, and better, questions about the built environment and how it is designed.
In order to be better prepared for a new millennium the design disciplines, including architecture, fash-
ion, product design, and all other aspects of our created world need to be taken apart and assembled anew.
Architecture, in particular, will be required to start shifting away from being the discipline that merely
provides shelter in the form of buildings, to becoming the discipline responsible for nothing less than the
physical framework of human reality. Aesthetics is a branch of philosophy best equipped to inform this
transition—as it is the study of the relationship between humanity and the world that surrounds us.
In 2016 the world flipped. It was in that year, the first in human history, that the majority of the world’s hu-
man population lived inside cities rather than the rural spaces in-between. The United Nations Department
of Economic and Social Affairs reported recently (2018) that 55% of the world’s population now lives in
cities, a percentage that is expected to increase to 68% by 2050." As the human population increasingly
continues to migrate into cities in unprecedented numbers, they are migrating into not only urbanism but
into environments significantly defined by architecture. These environments must be designed—and must
become not new versions of our historic cities, but new cities of the 21st century that are digitally empow-
ered, sustainable and resistant to pandemics and disease transmission. Architecture is, quite simply, be-
coming the new substance of human existence—the discipline governing the very formation of matter into
the backdrop of reality itself. As such, architects—indeed all designers-- need to ask not only "What is this
reality we're in today?” but “What is possible now that has not been possible in the past?” or even better,
“What new, better, realities can we help produce in the future?” The materials compiled in this book, from
thinkers across a vast range of disciplines and times, are intended to help frame these questions.
The underlying assumption in this book's production is that architects need to think in different, in more
aesthetic and less conceptual terms, in an effort to prompt higher-fidelity observation and questioning about

1- “68% Of the World Population Projected to Live in Urban Areas by 2050, Says UN | UN DESA Department of Eco-
nomic and Social Affairs.” United Nations, United Nations, www.un.org/development/desa/en/news/population/2018-re-
vision-of-world-urbanization-prospects.html.
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