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Introduction

I met a traveller from an antique land
Who said, “Two vast and trunkless legs of stone
Stand in the desert. Near them, on the sand
Half-sunk, a shattered visage lies, whose frown
And wrinkled lip, and sneer of cold command,
Tell that its sculptor well those passions read
Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things,
The hand that mocked them, and the heart that fed;
And on the pedestal these words appear:
“My name is Ozymandias, King of Kings,
Look on my works, ye mighty, and despair!”
Nothing beside remains. Round the decay
Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare,
The lone and level sands stretch far away.’

(Percy Bysshe Shelley, Ozymandias, 1818)

Buildings can be the most expensive things that civilizations
produce. They can absorb any amount of effort and money if they
are to compete with the great buildings of rivals, and of the past. It
might seem misguided to try to outdo others when the costs are so
high, but no one remembers the civilizations that took such a
decision, at least not in architectural history. By contrast
civilizations such as ancient Egypt and Rome, which built
extravagantly, seem unavoidable. The imperishable buildings
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Architecture

seem to go hand in hand with an imperishable reputation, which
has always been the appeal of monuments for the powerful. When
enough time has passed, all human achievements can seem fragile,
and Shelley’s famous poem Ozymandias shows both the attraction
of the monumental and also how delusory its promise of everlasting
glory can be. One of the things that matters about architecture is
how it gives us clues to what really mattered to rulers of the past.
Another thing is how it makes it possible for us, the living, to live in
certain ways, and to demonstrate to each other and ourselves what
it is that we really care about, as individuals and as a society.
Different civilizations strike different balances between what seems
to be owed to the living, and going beyond immediate needs in
order to make things that build a reputation in posterity.

What this very short introduction tries to do is to explain how
architecture goes about doing what it does. Buildings keep us warm
and dry, and are closely involved in the practicalities of living, but
‘architecture’ always has a cultural dimension to it, if we choose to
pay attention to it. Chapter 1 is about how buildings are involved
with our sense of who we are. Chapter 2 looks at the way in which
buildings are made to look like one another, so that they carry the
right sort of messages to those ‘in the know’ in a particular culture.
Chapter 3 considers what it is that makes some works of
architecture come to be more culturally important than others.

One of the things that makes buildings particularly interesting to
archaeologists is that they are caught up in so many aspects of life.
The way they are organized tells us something about the way people
interact in them, if we can work out which groups of people are
brought together, and which kept apart. The materials from which
buildings are made, and the way the materials are handled, can also
tell us a great deal. If the stone came from a long way away, then we
know that either there was an efficient transport system or that the
stones were very special and worth a great deal of effort. If a
building has a steel frame, then we know that it belongs to the
modern age because the ancient world didn’t know about them.
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Buildings are an important part of the evidence available to us in
knowing about what went on in the distant past, and they also tell
us a good deal about what we really care about now. If we, as a
society, allow motorways to be built across the countryside, then it
can only happen because our care for the countryside is less than
our desire to travel conveniently. As individuals we might have
made a different decision, but as a society, given the flows and
concentrations of money that circulate, and given the political
processes that mediate the decisions, the buildings that surround us
are produced. As individuals, most of us can do very little to shape
the built environment in general. In some circumstances, though,
concentrations of wealth and power have made it possible for
individuals to command great changes. It was said of the Roman
emperor Augustus that when he came to Rome it was built in brick,
but when he left it was marble. And Ozymandias (Rameses 1)
evidently commissioned grand and extensive works. Buildings can
be beautiful and inspiring, but if they are built (rather than just
imagined) then they always have an economic and political aspect,
as well as an aesthetic aspect. There are other aspects too, such as
the technical side of things. Will it stand up? Will it keep the rain
out? Can it be kept warm? Will it overheat? Can I use it as a place
where I can live the life I want? Do I want to be the sort of person
who lives in a place like this?

Given that a building has all these aspects, it is possible to write
about architecture in ways that bring one or another of them to
the fore. A history of building technology would be one possibility.
This would be a story of progress, as more technically sophisticated
ways of building superseded the more primitive ones. There would
be significant advances, like the introduction of cement, and the
arch, and a demonstration of the new types of building that these
innovations made possible. What we lose sight of in this particular
narrative is the fact that, at a given time, it is likely that few
buildings will be technically advanced. Most buildings are just
ordinary, and do not fall down or stop being useful the moment a
technical advance has been made. Just as many people in Europe

3
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Architecture

live in houses that were built a hundred years or more ago, so in
ancient Rome the vaulted structures for which we now particularly
remember the Romans were not the buildings that made up the
fabric of most of the city, and in fact nearly all the famous Roman
structures date from quite late in the history of the Roman Empire,
so they were unknown to most Romans. Most significantly, they
were unknown to the only Roman writer on architecture whose
writings are known to us: Vitruvius. He lived too early.

It is possible to exclude technical matters, or relegate them to the
background. Then the history of architecture can become a story
about different styles of building. One set of shapes gradually
transformed into another over the course of time. This type of
history makes it sound as if there is in architectural forms a will to
evolve and develop. Traditions grow up, and the architects keep
trying out new possibilities, some of which are seen as
improvements and are copied by others, before being improved
upon in their turn, This approach can lead to a preoccupation with
stylistic analysis that can lose sight of the fact that there is a
practical rationale to building. It can also lead to the setting aside of
the social and economic issues, which can be interesting, and which
are sometimes certainly the most important aspects of a building.
There is also the complicating fact that things look different from
close at hand and from a distance. What looks to us like a gradual
change across the course of centuries might well have been a much
less even-tempered process at the time. It is always unusual for
people to change their ways of doing things, and often what
happens when a new idea takes over is that a generation of people
grows old and inactive, while younger people inculcated with the
new idea take up the tools. Whether the change looks gradual or
abrupt may depend on how far we are from the event. Tragedy is

farce in close-up.

There is a great deal of architecture around, from the recent and
distant past around the world. It would be impossible to collect it all
together and present it to a reader, especially in a very short
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introduction. It is necessary to be selective, and the particular
buildings that one selects will vary according to the story that has to
be told. The aim of this book is to open up ways of thinking about
architecture that show how rich the topic is, which might make it
confusing at times. The following chapters discuss different themes,
and I have introduced buildings in order to help make particular
points in the argument. Therefore the illustrated buildings are not
ordered chronologically. In order to help give an idea of the order
in which things happened, there is a timeline at the back of the
book. It will be noticed that there are more examples of recent
architecture than from the distant past. This is for two reasons.
One is that there simply are more buildings now standing that

are of recent date. The other is that we tend to be more interested
in things that are closer to us. If I look at a pyramid as a building
that stands for a civilization that lasted for, say, 3,000 years, then
I can feel that in the grand sweep of things the coverage is
adequate. But if I were to take the same approach to the
architecture of the last 3,000 years, then I would feel that the
coverage had been ludicrously inadequate. It would sound
facetious and satirical to summarize European architecture in a
single monument. The medieval cathedrals would be the large
monuments from the middle of the period in question, but I
would worry about presenting them as the only things that

really mattered.

Clearly the point of view of the writer is implicated in the selections
that are to be made, and my selections are shaped by my immersion
in and formation by Western culture. Other points of view are
possible, have validity, and would generate different choices. This is
not to say, though, that the ideas presented here have no more than
a personal significance. They connect with a tradition that has gone
through many transformations and developments, and the ones
that are closest to us seem perhaps to be the most significant.
Perhaps computers, televisions, and telephones have given us not
only new ways of living, but also new ways of being human in a
global system of networks. From another perspective, however, these
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