
 Rita Risser (2009) The Beauty of Building 20, Architectural Theory Review, 14:1, 19-31
haleh.h.yasini@gmail.com

fa.tavanaei@gmail.com
azinsaeedi@yahoo.com

nazafarintavakoli@gmail.com



| | |





| | |





| | |





| | |





| | |

Rita Risser (2009) The Beauty of Building 20, 

Architectural Theory Review, 14:1, 19-31

2. venustas, utilitas and firmitas

3. Vitruvius, The Ten Books of Architecture 

(BCE30-20), trans. Morris Hickey Morgan, 

New York: Dover Publications, 1960, Book I, 

Chapter III, Section 2, p.17.

Tom Spector, The Ethical Architect, Princeton 

NJ: Princeton Architectural Press, 2001, pp. 33-
61.

4. adherent beauty

5. Immanuel Kant, Critique of the Power 

of Judgment (1790), trans. Paul Guyer and 

Eric Matthews, ed. Paul Guyer, Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2000. 

 Critique

6. Stewart Brand, How Buildings Learn: What 

happens after they’re built, New York: Viking, 

1994, pp. 24-28, 52-55.



7. Wiesner Building

8. I. M. Pei

9. Media lab  

10. Don Whiston

11. Brand, How Buildings Learn, p. 55.

12. Brand, How Buildings Learn, p. 52.

13. Low road architecture

14. Brand, How Buildings Learn, p. 24.

15. Brand, How Buildings Learn, p. 24.

16. Jonathan Allen, ‘‘A Last Loving Look 

at an MIT Landmark—Building 20,’’ RLE 

undercurrents 9, 2 (1997): 1.

17. Brand, How Buildings Learn, p. 28.

18. Martin Kemp, Visualizations: The Nature 

Book of Art and Science, Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2000, p. 4.

19. Kant, Critique, ‘‘Critique of the Aesthetic 

Power of Judgment’’ (x16), p. 115. 

Critique, ‘‘Critique of the Aesthetic Powers of 

Judgment’’ (xx6-9), see in particular p. 97.

21. Paul Guyer, ‘‘Beauty and Utility in 

Eighteenth Century Aesthetics,’’ Eighteenth-

Century Studies, 35, 3 (2002): 439-453 (see pp. 
447-448).

22. Guyer, ‘‘Beauty and Utility’’, pp. 450-452. 

23. Guyer, ‘‘Beauty and Utility,’’ p. 449.

Claude Perrault, Ordonnance for the Five Kinds 

of Columns after the Method of the Ancients 

(1683), trans. Indra Kagis McEwen, intro. 

Alberto Perez-Gomez, Santa Monica: Getty 

Publications, 1996.

26. Inuit

27. How to Build an Igloo, Douglas Wilkinson 

writer and director, National Film Board of 

Canada, 1949, 10 min. 27 sec. http://beta.nfb.

ca/film/How_to_ Build_an_Igloo/

Martin Heidegger, ‘‘Building, Dwelling, 

Thinking,’’ in Poetry, Language, Thought 

(1935), trans. Albert Hofstadter, New York: 

Harper & Row, 1975, pp. 141-159



| | |

Jean-Marie Schaeffer, Art of the Modern Age: 

Philosophy of Art from Kant to Heidegger, 

Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000.



1. Ph.D. Candidate, Department of Architecture, University of Art, Tehran, Iran. (E-mail: haleh.h.yasini@gmail.com)
2. Ph.D. Candidate, Department of Architecture, University of Shahid 
Behshti, Tehran, Iran. (E-mail: fa.tavanaei@gmail.com)

Brisbane, Australia. (E-mail: azinsaeedi@yahoo.com)
4. M.A. in Iranian Architectural Studies, Department of Architecture, University of 
Shahid Behshti, Tehran, Iran. (E-mail: nazafarintavakoli@gmail.com)

Vitruvius’ statement that architecture is the confluence of venustas, utilitas and firmitas (beauty, 

utility, and soundness of structure) is bedrock in architectural theory. It is a statement on the 

nature of architecture itself. I will accept Vitruvius’ specification of architectural works, and then 

ask if there is an appropriate way to judge such works as beautiful. Often it is assumed that beauty 

in architecture is a matter of formal visual style, and not at all related to utilitas and firmitas.Itis 

customary to declare a stylish building beautiful, even though it is impractical and illfunctioning. 

The building may not be deemed a particularly good building, but beautiful nevertheless. 

Conversely, it is not customary to deem a visually unremarkable building beautiful, even though 

it is an exceptionally useful building. My position veers from these norms. I think it is possible 

to find visually unremarkable, frankly utilitarian buildings, such as MIT’s Building 20, beautiful. 

Moreover, I think it is possible to withhold a positive judgment of beauty from a building that, 

despite being visually remarkable, fails in its utility. In what follows I will draw on Immanuel 

Kant’s theory of ‘adherent beauty’ as a model for judging as beautiful visually unremarkable, but 

exemplary utilitarian buildings. Kant’s theory is useful in this regard as it allows considerations 

of both utilitas and firmitas to bear on judgments of beauty. Not only does Kant’s theory provide 

a model for judging utilitarian buildings beautiful, it also sheds light on why one might withhold 

a positive judgment of beauty from a visually remarkable, but ill-functioning, building.
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