Omamented Center City [clockwise
from above): Fidelity Building,
Broad and Walnut Streets, Simon
& Simon, architects, 1927; 1215
Locust 5t., Frank Miles Day, 1892;
Union League, 15th Street facade,
Horace Trumbauer, 1909: Mer-
chant's Exchange, Walnut and Dock
Streets, William Strickland, 1832,
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ALYVIN HOLM

God 1s in the details

The buildings we love are the ones with ornament.

love — or at least a token of

esteem, We embellish what
we revere, We adom that which we
love, We do not decorate the hero,
returning from the wars, to make
him pretty — we decorate him to
pay him honor. Ormament 15 decp
stuff, greatly misundersiood in
TOCCNL Yoars.

The reason that we see 50 hittle
ornament in the buildings of our
modern culture is that we do not
iove them. Or perhaps we do not
love themn because they are unlove-
Iv, unadorned. Nor do we think it's
nice to love them — that is, (o have
a visceral, sentimental, soulful rela-
tionship to them — because they
are after all products of our intel-
iect, rationally conceived, cost-
effective, piously functional, sleck,
sensible and cool.

But recently | parucipated ina
heavily artended two-day conference
in MNew York on ornament in classi-
cab-architecture; and thatcan only
mean that things are changng fast.

I can nio more fully understand
the returnoof the classical — with
its standard elements of columns,
capitals, pediments, entablatures,
and an assortment of ornamental
miotils like leaves, rosettes, and gar-
lands — than I could comprehend
the loss of it But | believe that it

0 RNAMENT 15 AN ACT OF

accompanies what Deepak Chopra
has called “the final cataclysmic
overthrow of the myth of material-
ism.” I assure you this is happen-
ing, and a larger, older, ncher para-
digm is taking the stage. (And the
new science is on our side this
time. More on that later.)

Ornament does many things
for the article it graces. It may
lighten or give weight, it may reveal
or disguise, it
may suggest
usage or mys-
tify. Omament
gives  value
and imparts
meaning.
These arc all
warthy roles,
but it is impor-
tant 1o re-
member that primary relationship
between the maker and the artifact
and the ornament as a badge of
honor and affection.

There is-a large and growing
school of psychology that deals
now with 1ssucs of the soul. James
Hillman and Robert Sardello, for
instance, would agrece that orna-
ment in this sense is good for the
soul of the maker as well as for the
soul of the user or the viewer, 1o
say nothing of the soul of the art-
fact itsclf. When the moderns

stripped ornament away, much of
the soul in architecture was lost.
And with it went the soul of our
cities.

James Gicick in his popular
book on chaos theory writes that 1o
Benoit Mandelbrot, a contempo-
rary mathematician whose con-
cepts are affecting many fields,
“the epitome of the Euclidean sen-
sibility outside mathematics was
the archirec-
ture: of the
Baubaus ...
sparc, order-
Iy, linear,
reductionist,
geomerrical.”
To Mandel-
brot and his
followers, the
failure of
modernism is clear: SJimple geo-
metric shapes are inhuman. They
fail to resonare with the way nature
organizes itself or with the way
human perception sees the world.

“A'geometrical shape has a
scale,” Gleick writes, "a character-
istic size. To Mandelbrot, art that
satisfies lacks scale. . . . A Beaux
Arts paragon like the Paris Opera
has no scale because it has every
scale. An observer secing the build-
ing from any distance finds some
detail that draws the eye. The com-

position changes as onc approach-
es and new elements of the struc-
ture come into play.” 30 here we
have New Science in praise of the
old Beaux Arts.

Hildegard of Bingen was a
12th-century mystic, 2 nun, 2
writer, painter, and composer of
beautiful music, In a poem about
creanvity she wrote:

As the creator loves fs creation

S the creation loves the creator.

Crearion, of conrse, was fashioned to
be adomed,

To be showered, to be gifted with the
lpve of the creator.

The entire soorld has becn embraced

v bhus fess.

This affectionate reciprocity of
which she writes 15 largely rmssing
from our designed environment
today. Omament is that kiss of the
maker that marks the amifact for its
own sake and then for the sake of
the user.

Architecture begins as a ritual
of celebration and must continue
again in thav spiritif we are o enter
the 21st century with honor and
grace. This is a bone-deep truth
that is today again rising to the sur-
face. A surface we may now
embellish to our hearts' content. &L

Arviy Hors isa Phaladelphia acchi-
ot pracsicing in the classicad tradition,
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