
48 OF ARCHITECTS AND ARCHITECTURE 

OCTOBER 16, 1967 MURRAY SEASONGOOD 

One of my friends, devoid of interest in 
spiritual matters, when invited to dinner and asked to 
say grace , responded, "I don't know how to do that; 
but, if you want me to, I can recite 'The Charge of the 
Light Brigade'." Perhaps I shall be considered as of 
'the lightheaded brigade' for coming with a paper that 
dashes into territory beyond the bounds of my ordinary 
ken and experience. But this age of new thinking does 
not insist only a specialist may be heard to descant 
on architecture and the role and requirements of the 
architect. These, as with all professions and callings, 
are changing so rapidly that the views of outsiders, 
and possible light from any source, may not be amiss. 

"I am the very model of a modern major 
general 
I've information vegetable, animal 
and mineral". 

in "The Pirates of Penzance", is humorous, but not foolish, 
when it suggests that the model military high commander 
is more nearly perfect if he has information beyond the 
realm of soldierly expertise. It is a fact, also, that 
opinions expressed by lay persons have sometimes overcome 
lack of vision in professional and other groups, and 
complacent disinclination, based on slavish adherence 
to tradition, to depart from interdictions and standard 
procedures. 

Astounding predictions of architects, builders, 
and planners are, that living and work space needs over 
the next thirty-five years may equal all the floor space 
enc l osed since the beginning of time. If these are at 
all correct, new building techniques and types of 
structures, and knowledge of where they should be placed, 
in cities large or small, model completely planned towns, 
industrial parks or other great open spaces, will be 
necessary to meet the demands of coming generations. 

Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes said, 
'To be master of any branch of knowledge, 
you must also master branches which lie 
next to it.' 

Harvard's President Pusey, too, in a recent address to 
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architects, observed: 

"We have come to a time when no one 
person, or single ~ind of person, 
can possibly longer meet the 
professional demands with which those 
who work in architecture will be 
confronted. 

"Economics, sociology and social 
psychology, government and law, 
administration and administrative 
services, public health, science of 
all kinds - especially the engineering, 
technological and computer sciences -
and above all perhaps, a deeper 
understanding of humanity and an 
acquisition of concern and compassion 
for humanity (should I say, education 
for wisdom?) all these and more, 
reaching far beyond the older curricula 
traditional in schools of architecture, 
seem now to be relevant ...• 
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"Walter Gropius concluded years ago that 
'an architect or planner worth the name 
must have a very broad and comprehensive 
vision indeed to achieve a true synthesis 
of a future community". 

The Harvard Graduate School of Design has begun 
to interact increasingly with other parts of the University, 
drawing on the talents and resources of other disciplines 
and faculties - law, sociology, public administration, 
education and public health - for assistance in its work; 
and also to receive aid from the institutions such as 
the Joint Center for Urban Studies, other universities, 
and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. 

I greatly admire and respect architects, except 
when I have hired and worked with them. Then they do 
not adupt, and often seem to resist, my suggestions; 
appear to be the special protector against me of the 
contractor, and feel no pain when bids received are 
twice the amount of estimated figures. The architect 
whose fees are fixed on the basis of percentage of cost, 
really acts in a fiduciary capacity, must be of especially 
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high character, and resolute that self interest not 
overcome quest for feasible economies. I envy designers 
and superintendents of buildings who possess the 
intelligence to understand and use the new mathematice, 
the computer and the R. Buckminster Fuller geodesic 
dome design and his dymaxion principle of design, which 
is "the maximum gain of advantage for the minimal 
energy output", if you know (and I do not) what all 
that means. 

Many of today's architects are open-minded 
and adaptable in free use of new skills, such as to 
make fine accoustics, formerly a matter of luck, now 
achievable; and newer media, including such as enlarged 
and ingenious uses of steel, aluminum, roofing 
compounds and . other materials, fiber glass, re-inforc.ed 
concrete, prefabrication, plastics, plywoods, coating 
protection against sun's glare and heat resulting from 
use of glass and plexiglass. Many architects understand 
the physical benefit resulting from buildings that 
deaden interior and exterior noises; and aid in eliminati 
of drafts, dirt and air pollution. 

But sometimes, with insufficient restraint, 
they resort, for supposed ornamentation, to multiple 
splashes of Joseph's-Coat colors strung out on amorphous 
blocks. An example is the large garish strip that 
extends, strikingly visible, across the whole upper 
facade of the Leger Museum at Biot, France, and much 
better looking from a distance, than close up. It makes 
one think of the New Yorker on Broadway, who proudly 
showed to an Englishman a hugh Wrigley Chewing Gum 
electrically overlighted advertising signboard, with 
irregularly placed colors, and elves and other grotesque 
figures flashing at various points restlessly on and 
off. He asked triumphantly, "What do you think of that?" 
The visitor replied, "Isn't it a bit conspicuous?" 

A great advantage (sometimes disadvantage) for 
architects is, that their labors and names become a 
part of an achievement that is seen and endures above 
ground. The epitaph of Sir Christopher Wren, in London's 
St. Paul's Cathedral, he planned and largely fashioned, 
is "Si monumentum re uiris circums ice" (If you seek 
a monument, look about you. Like Leonardo da Vinci, 
Ghiberti and Michelangelo, he had versatility; and was 
a practical architect. He was also a skilled mathematici 
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and engineer, professor of astronomy at Oxford, long
time member of the House of Commons and surveyor of 
Royal Works for fifty years, until displaced, towards 
the end of his long life, by a low cabal. From the 
Great Fire of 1666, which all but destroyed London, 
Wren had a unique opportunity he was ready and qualified 
to accept, to stri ve for and partially succeed in 
proper planning and rebuilding the city, and most of 
the fifty churches razed by the great calamity. 

Architects today have, I opine, a somewhat 
similar opportunity, though in much less degree, to 
participate in beautifying, zoning out, planning, re
development and .rehabilitation of cities and communities. 
In this they will be aided by more general appreciation 
than in the past of the value of beauty, not merely 
as an aesthetic enjoyment, but as a practical benefit 
actaully improving the health and well-being of the 
community. 

Ruskin described architecture as 

" .. . the art which so disposes and 
adorns the edifices raised by man, 

" that the sight of them may . contribute 
to his mental health, power, and 
pleasure" . 

Aesthetics has become less than formerly a stepchild 
of the law, which satisfied itself by the ipse dixit, 
'beauty is not entitled to legal protection'. This, 
though, law in many instances, had shielded the ear 
from cacophony and the nose against malodors. It is 
now coming to be pretty well established in law that 
the eye, too, is entitled to protective consideration 
and that aesthetics is of spiritual and even monetary 
value. Happily, the number is increasing of architects 
who take into account, in the placing and form of a 
structure, not merely what is legally permissible, but 
also its effect on amenities and indeed on the entire 
community. 

Architects are not so fortunate as the Sheriff 
of Nottingham who never made a mistake. When one occurs, 
the architect, unlike the medical profession, is unable 
to bury it. Often he is unjustly blamed for aberrations, 
which, because of a client's obduracy, lack of public 
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spirit, short-sightedness and undue insistence on 
cutting down cost, he may have been powerless to pre
vent. 

At Yale, the magnificent fine books library 
seems to overflow the too small plot on which it is 
placed. At least one of the new dormitories there is, 
to me, "Eccentric Contemporary", jumpy, lumpy and out 
of harmony with its surroundings. Also, why should 
Yale's Harkness, appropriately termed "Darkness Halls", 
have followed traditions of English collegiate, estab
lished when stone, brick andiron were the dominant 
building material'S" available, and _ cramp space for windows, 
in mere slits originated for protection, instead of 
permitting view by fenestration showing the wide open 
friendliness of the Georgian 'period? 

Harvard's Courbusier Vi'sual Arts Building, 
in and out, at first ~lance, makes the obs:e'rver gasp; 
but once familiar with its face, be willing to embrace. 
It is functional and seeks to follow the formula "form 
follows function", by use of large sheets of glass, 
ramps, and iron pipe supports. But it pokes its nose 
into the ribs of its disgruntled, unharmonious too close 
neighbor, the Georgian Faculty Club. 

The late Dean Roscoe Pound quipped of the 
Harvard Law School Quadrangle: on -one 's:i::de is the 
principal school building, Austin Hall, of Richardson's 
Romanesque brown and white stone; on another, Hastings 
Dormitory, of dark brick dollegiate Gothic; on the 
third side, the great white marble Greek Langdell Hall 
and its Ionic columns; and all that is needed to complete 
the picture will be, on the fourth side, American factory. 

My interest in architecture began, I rather 
think, over seventy years ago with travel abroad and, 
while attending school in Guildford, England, frequent 
visits on High street to the Tudor Edward VI Grammar 
School and nearby Home for Aged, Indigent Men, also to 
the ruins of the old Castle Keep. Thither King John 
had repaired to grieve after signing the Magna Charta 
at Runnymede. In 1898, Harvard's Professor Charles Eliot 
Norton gave for the last time, and I attended, his famouS 
course termed "Fine Arts". This he interpreted broadly 
to comprehend subjects such as music, dress, tastes, 
manners, what constitutes a gentleman, and pretty much 
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everything, including a stimulating review of archi
tecture. Its sweep was from the Egyptian ruins of the 
T.emples of Karnak and Luxor with their massive columns 
and flowered capitals, on to Greek, Roman, Norman, 
English perpendicular, mediaeval, Gothic, Rennaissance, 
Baroque, Rococo an~ Georgian periods; and in our country . 
from the Colonial of McIntyre (originally a carpenter) 
on through Bullfinch and Richardson and up to the archi
tecture of the 1893 World's Fair and the influences of 
Cass Gilbert and of McKim Mead and White. 

In the midst of our war with Spain, of special 
.relevance, Norton ended his teaching career with a 
superb reading to the class of Pericles's matchless 
oration over the fallen Athenians. 

He regarded the Parthenon and what still re
mained of it, partly because so magnificently placeq 
atop the Acropolis of Athens, as the perfection of 
loveliness; and he showed, in minute detail, factors 
in addition to placement, which made it such, - the 
simple fluted Doric columns and capitals; the appearance 
of spring induced by entasis or slight swelling in the 
middle of the shaft (which you may notice I have adopted 
in .the same region on my person); the greater span 
between the central interior columns than towards the 
ends J to create the look of spaciousness; some tilt 
inwartl of the corner pillars, to prevent seeming slant 
out; the ornamental triglyphs metopes and mutules so 
placed in the architrave, as to meet nicely at the 
corners of the building, - all these involving ages of 
labor, intense painstaking devotion, fervor, technical 
skill and imagination. . 

The Erechtheum, also established high on the 
same hill, with its famous Caryatid porch, received 
similar, but less detailed, examination. Of Professor 
Norton, apposite are the words of Henry Adams's, "A 
teacher can never tell where his influence stops". 
Perhaps it still goes on. 

"Much have I traveled in the realms of gold 
And many goodly states and countries seen." 

and I have 'found sermons in stones', and rejoice in 
remembering, the beauty and majesty Df architecture in 
them (excepting, though, I could not enjoy the Leaning 
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Tower of Pisa, because it reminded me of acquaintances 
who had, like it, deviated from rectitude). The monastery 
begun in 940 A.D., on Mont St. Michel, and t he cluster 
of structures around it, took three hundred years to 
complete, as rock by rock was carried at low tide and 
elevated so that the top rock rose more than five 
hundred feet above sea level. Sight and study of this, 
the Alhambra at Grenada, and other marvels or architecture 
filled me with some of the awe and wonder Keats felt 
On First Looking into Chapman's Homer and agreement 
with his line, 

"A thing of beauty is a joy forever". 

"Forever", as the late President Coolidge might have 
said, is a long time. But there is satisfaction in 
believing that the uplift and elan that inspired com
pletion of these treasures may be transmitted and felt 
by mortals who were privileged to see or know of them, 
long after these triumphs of the spirit, the creations 
themselves, have crumbled or vanished. 

Curiously, today, ecclesias tical architecture 
seems to be we l l in advance of other types of modern 
building, in discarding tradition and adoption of new 
forms, construction, procedures, materials and ideas. 
This is the more remarkable 'since those who conduct 
religious services and are charged with the observance, 
policies, planning and management of religious activities 
have been, as a generality, conservative and loathe to 
divagate from ancient rituals, forms and practices. 
How can these amazing changes be explained? It is not 
disrespect or disparaging to surmise that the mother of 
invention, necessity, was a contributing cause; and 
that the opportunity to obtain prudent very great savings 
in construction, operation and maintenance by use of 
new ideas and materials may have been an important fillip 
to the revolution in church architecture that has taken 
place. "The dim religious light" and the great size 
of the interiors with their long and high naves and 
clerestories in the ancient houses of God, and the 
traditional materials used in construction and equipment, 
helped inspire religious feeling. But they made hearing 
for many difficult even with use of modern loud speakers 
and the altar too far away from some worshippers. They 
were expensive to construct, heat, light, ventilate, 
service and maintain. Newer styles and developments, 
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such as in Liverpool's Catholic Cathedral placing the 
high altar at the center of a great circular nave which 
can accommodate 2500 worshippers none far from the focal 
point, has added convenience to worshippers and lessened 
financial burdens of soaring labor and other costs. 
There is said to be more glass in this cathedral than 
in any other in the world. Seventy tons of it went 
into the magnificent sixty-six foot high lantern on the 
top of the conical roof. The building is referred to 
as "the cathedral with the space age look" and locally 
as the "Mersey funnel". It is an ingenious blend of 
old and new materials such as marble and stone with 
plastic and concrete. 

So is another overpowering new Anglican 
cathedral, with its adjuncts. Coventry sustained, in 
World War II,the severest bombing of any city in Britain. 
Fire from it destroyed the mid-fifteenth century original 
structure, leaving only its damaged outer walls. Con
nected with these ruins now stands a creation that is 
dazzling, magnificent, beautiful, ingenious. Its 
profound meaning is symbolized in Epstein's heroic size 
statue, on an outer wall, of St. Michael overcoming 
the devil, and affords enduring proof that goodness, 
spiritual faith and courage will prevail over depravity, 
brutishness and sin. Any further attempted description 
of this marv el would be of miniumu efficacy, because 
the full uplift it conveys can be felt only by sight 
of it. 

, So, too, I desist from more than a mere mention 
of' other examples of extraordinary modern architecture, 
such as the small church at Assy Ie Plateau in the hills 
near Megeve, France, where, when I saw it, a mass, 
hymns and responsive readings in French indicated great 
internal as well as the visible external changes; the 
Engelbrekt Church in Stockholm and the new City Halls 
there and in Oslo; the entirely new style church in 
Helsinki, Finland; a striking new church in Columbus, 
Indiana; the silo-sh~ped chapel surrounded by a moat 
at M.I.T.; for, by this time, you are doubtless wishing 
there had been invented, effective immediately, an 
automatic shut-off for long speakers, making possible 
that members, after refreshment, 'go out by that same 
door wherein they went' . 

Murray Seasongood 
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