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Review 

 

In Architecture and Beauty: Conversations with Architects about a Troubled 

Relationship, Yael Reisner with Fleur Watson have put together a remarkable selection of 

architects interviewed on the topic—beauty. This image heavy book is speculating on 

philosophical questions relating to the place of aesthetic sensibility in the architectural 

discipline. In doing so, it provides biographical sketches of famous architects (among 

them; Frank Gehry, Peter Cook, Zaha Hadid, Odile Decq, Will Alsop, Juhani Pallasmaa) 

as well as tracing the intellectual outlines of less familiar faces (Zvi Hecker and Gaetano 

Pesce, for example).  

 

Each chapter, which logically portrays one of the architects, weaves together a story 

containing cultural background, architecture-ideological struggles and discussions around 

design, tools and techniques. For many of the architects the story also includes an 

interesting take on the transformation from being defined as a ―paper architect‖ to being 

qualified as a ―proper‖ architect whose judgment effects the built environment. 

 

The choice of beauty as the armature for the project is intriguing. Definitions of the 

beautiful have of course formed a trope for architectural discourse since Leon Battista 

Alberti, whose ambition to unravel and explain what makes things beautiful remains 

distinctive. Alberti traced mathematical elements ofcomposition and proportion as the 

parameters of beauty, but in holding that it was also connected with concinnitas, ―the 

harmony of all parts in relation to one another", Alberti at the same time formulated an 

aesthetic discourse. In the context of contemporary architecture this discussion has 

receded into the background steadily since the waning of Beaux-Arts influence on 

architectural education. The place beauty can take in current architectural discourse is 

therefore a 'hot' issue and this is what the book finds an outlet to express. 

  
Media, such as various design magazines, tend to focus more and more on the surface of 

architectural designs. Envelopes made of shiny and ornamental surface materials are as 

enchantingly beautiful as they are becoming a norm in every city. In the light of the iconic status 

of surface in contemporary architecture, the authors‘ investigation of what qualified design 

decisions are based on is a hot topic. This book is based on Reiser‘s PhD dissertation and 

presumably also has connections to Reisner‘s past as a biology major before going into 

architecture. Her reflections through this path are that ―most intellectuals do not have a developed 

‗eye‘‖ and that beauty most often is ―reduced to the status of a merely decorative phenomenon‖. 

In connection with how the architect, as portrayed in this book, struggles with the intimate 

relationship between beauty and architecture it seems that Reiser‘s observations become a 

stepping stone into a much larger issue on how to discuss beauty both among architects and with 

clients. The book also represents a particular strand of architectural concern, which belongs to 

Reisner‘s surrounding context of the Architectural Association, the Bartlett and SCI-Arc—all of 

which are schools at the forefront in educating strong visual and formal architectural languages. 
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Media, such as various design magazines, tend to focus more and more on the surface of 

architecture designs. Envelopes made of shiny and ornamental surface materials are as 

enchantingly beautiful as they are becoming a norm in every city. In light of how much 

architectural skins are portrayed and have become an icon contemporary architecture, the 

authors‘ investigation of how the architects base their design decisions relating to beauty 

is a hot topic. This book is based on Reiser‘s PhD dissertation and presumably also has 

connections to Reisner‘s past as a biology major before going into architecture. Her 

reflections through this path are that ―most intellectuals do not have a developed ‗eye‘‖ 

and that beauty most often is ―reduced to the status of a merely decorative phenomenon‖. 

In connection with how the architect, as it is described in this book, struggles with the 

intimate relationship between beauty and architecture it seems that Reiser‘s observations 

is a stepping stone into a much larger issue on how to discuss beauty both among 

architects and with for example, clients. The book also represents a particular strand of 

architectural concern, which belongs to Reisner‘s surrounding context of the 

Architectural Association, the Bartlett and SCI-Arc—all of which are schools at the 

forefront in educating strong visual and formal architectural languages.  

 

Each portrait offers an insight to each of the architect‘s creative design process. Frank 

Gehry talks about the crucial moment, which is compared to that of the artist; ―a white 

canvas moment‖ where his intuitive sketches becomes the origin of a project. Wolf D. 

Prix of Coop Himmelb(l)au talks about the sketch as a vulnerable and influential moment 

because it deals with the subconscious. Thom Mayne of the collaborative office 

Morphosis describes a process of intense focus on the design problem at hand where he 

consciously shuts off everything else in order to stay in ―the world that surrounds and is 

connected with the project‖. Mayne, well-known as the key figure of the architecture 

school and design laboratory SCI-Arc, also pinpoints the importance of using the tools 

that best propel your own creativity. Aesthetic choice most often depends on and is 

closely related to the chosen medium in the design process. In the contemporary context 

where architectural design is developed by making use of an immense variety of tools a 

proliferation of aesthetic avenues –possibilities of choice or emphasis of concern – is 

likely to be evident. 

 

Taking a deeper look at individual design processes, an interesting portrait is that of the 

Polish architect Zvi Hecker who is described as an architect who embraces esoteric 

values and sees architecture as an act of magic, which hides more than it reveals. 

Intriguingly, Hecker‘s architecture, which seems to have roots in Russian Constructivism, 

is ―generated by an intense relationship with geometry‖. Hecker describes his use of a 

system of ―geometric scaffolding‖— a grid that establishes the parameters for a project. 

This is a technique, which seems hopelessly outdated. Nevertheless, Hecker‘s 

architecture is marvelous in its outcome and with no visible reference to a grid. 

 

As one might suspect, this book also inquires into the advent of digital technology, which 

has brought forward a focus on autonomous architectural intention in relation to form and  
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appearance. The authors‘ develop the discussion of how new technologies have altered 

and renewed questions of aesthetics and also highlight how the discourse at the beginning 

of the digital architectural era tended to value principles of autopoesis; ‗automated‘, self  

 

sustaining design processes rather than discussing subjective form (and the role of the 

architect in extracting results from such processes). Sulan Kolatan, Will Mac Donald 

(KOL/MAC), Mark Goulthorpe and Greg Lynn are analyzed in regards to this 

development in architectural history. The book concludes the aesthetic discussion with 

the refreshing voice of Hernan Diaz Alonso, who represents the second generation of 

architects who specifically use the computer as a medium instead of a tool. Hernan 

describes his design process as ―playing a game‖. He describes his architecture as an 

interest in ―the grotesque‖ and ―the horrific‖. These are words that Hernan uses to 

illustrate his design explorations. This, he sees as revealing a different kind of aesthetic 

effect than that of spatial explorations. In other words, the affect and the aesthetical 

amalgamation of elements (similar to that of natural growth systems) are what are 

explored. His architecture relates to his place in time.  

 

The attraction of this book lies in the way in which it unrolls the persona behind various 

strands of architectural discourses. Reading this book is almost like listening to a series of 

lectures hearing voices of architects who have been very influential in the world of 

architecture culture. Something one will easily remember are certain quotes, such as 

when Gehry says: ―To deny the validity of self-expression is akin to not believing in 

democracy‖. 

  

 




