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Abstract This research began by considering that, although architecture and architectural culture of the last two decades

seem to have rediscovered ornament and some recent studies have reconsidered the ornamental issues of

contemporary buildings, there is currently some difficulty in providing a synthetic investigation of this topic, because

of the complex nature of the contemporary architectural situation. Following this premise, this research provides

some reference points for further studies that will aim to expand the understanding, and attempt to classify and

hypothesize the future of contemporary ornamental phenomena. Based on the assumption of the historical

continuity of ornamental problems, and adopting the relation - both technical and aesthetic - between ornament

and structure as one of the crucial issues to link past and present problems, the study firstly defines two

categories and two sub-categories concerning the relation between ornament and structure, namely: a) ornament

integral with the structure and b) ornament applied to the structure; a1) ornament visually expressing the structure

and a2) ornament not visually expressing the structure. The study then reviews the historical development of

ornament from ancient times to the present in the light of the above mentioned categories, and finally discusses

the principles of traditional and modern ornament thus analyzed in relation to contemporary ornamental trends, as

identified in selected case studies. Some common points between past and contemporary experiences are

revealed in order to facilitate further investigations. In particular, the analysis shows a certain trend in

contemporary architecture for a strong link between ornamental treatment and the structure of the building and a

current tendency among contemporary designers to keep the exterior appearance of the building project separate

from the design of the rest of the construction.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Research backgrounds and objectives

Nowadays - more than one hundred and fifty years

after the publication of “The Grammar of Ornament”

by Owen Jones(1856)1) - the term “architectural

ornament” appears outdated, a matter for historians,

and if applied to contemporary architecture, recalls

1) Jones, Owen, The Grammar of Ornament, Day and son, London,

1856

something retrograde, or even reactionary and

immoral. In fact, despite several events that occurred

during the last sixty years, the Modern Movement’s

paradigm is still the frame of reference for

contemporary architectural culture, and ornament – if

this word is used in its traditional interpretation –

has been banned from architecture since the first half

of the 20th century. However, a careful examination of

the architecture of the last two decades demonstrates

that ornament has in some way re-emerged into the
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limelight, although no contemporary architect would

admit (as would Owen Jones’ 19th century colleagues)

that their building façade is conceived to please the

eyes of the audience.2)

According to this trend, in recent years, among the

large majority of historical and commercial

publications, some studies have aimed to reconsider

the ornamental issues of contemporary buildings.

The recent work of Moussavi and Kubo(2006)3), for

example, attempted to provide a graphic categorization

of some ornamental trends detected by the authors in

contemporary architecture. Later, Bruscoli(2011)4)

re-issued and compared Semper’s theory to the

contemporary ornamental tendency, while in the seminar

“What is the Use of Ornament in Contemporary Art

and Architecture?”(2011)5), at the Institute of

Contemporary Art of London, relevant phenomena

involving these two disciplines were discussed.

These studies share a theoretical assumption:

architectural ornament did not die after the Modern

Movement, but merely evolved into something

different. In fact, according to Venturi, Scott Brown

and Izenour's criticism of Modernism(1972), rationalist

architects were led by their rejection of ornament to

design buildings that were ornament themselves,

namely objects where arrangement of space, structure,

and proportions, and the articulation of architectural

components replaced traditional decoration.6) Whether

accepted, this assumption suggests that Modernism did

2) The above mentioned scope of two decades is not meant to fix

precise chronological boundaries. Nevertheless, scholars mostly

agree that the early nineties represented in many respects a

breakthrough in contemporary architecture. A symbol of this

turning point was, in particular, Villa dall'Ava, designed by Rem

Koolhaas (1991): in this influential building, while Postmodern

pastiches were rejected, structure and architectural components

were manipulated with explicit - and provocative - ornamental

intention (cf. Valenti, Alessandro, Buon compleanno Villa

Dall'Ava, CA, No.1, 2011, pp.67-70).

3) Moussavi F. and Kubo M., The Function of Ornament, Actar,

Barcelona, 2008

4) Bruscoli, Beatrice, La decorazione delle superfici, Il Sole 24ore-

Saggi Milan, 2011, pp.30～37

5) Institute of Contemporary Arts of London, What is the Use of

Ornament in Contemporary Art and Architecture?, seminar (feat.

G. Adamson, G. Perry, S. Jacob and C. Jencks), 1 sept 2011,

www.youtube.com/watch?v=B14uaSxLong. Cited by: Wright,

Herbert, The use of ornament, Blueprint, online ed., Sept. 12,

2011, http://www.blueprintmagazine.co.uk/index.php/everything-

else/the-use-of-ornament/

6) Venturi, R, Scott Brown, D., and Izenour, S., Learning from Las

Vegas, Cambridge: MIT Press, 1972, revised ed. MIT Press,

1977, pp.101 ff.

not interrupt the historical development of ornament

and allows us to extend the categories and analytical

methods of traditional ornament to several

contemporary phenomena that, otherwise, would not be

included in this field of study.

Starting from this premise, while considering this

assumption to be crucial for the elaboration of any

analysis on contemporary ornament, and following a

thorough review of the above mentioned contributions,

this research observes the difficulty in providing a

synthetic study on contemporary architecture‘s issues

of ornament, because of the complex and multifaceted

nature of the current architectural situation. In fact, in

the abovementioned works, only partial aspects of this

matter were analyzed, namely the marginal problems

of classification, symbolism, and particular episodes of

postmodern poetics.

The intention of this study is therefore to provide

some reference points for further researches that will

aim to expand the understanding, and attempt to

classify and hypothesize the future of contemporary

ornamental phenomena. For this purpose, the research

has adopted the two following conceptual assumptions

and limits.

1) As mentioned, the study concurs with Venturi-

Scott Brown-Izenour's assumption about the historical

continuity of ornamental phenomena and recognizes

the validity of the study of the past for understanding

the present. In this study, therefore, the historical

development of architectural ornament will first be

reviewed from ancient times to the present.

Subsequently, the principles of traditional and modern

ornament thus extracted will be discussed in relation

to contemporary trends, in order to identify common

points which may initiate subsequent investigations.

Thus, two research areas traditionally segregated -

the historiographical and the critical (i.e. the study of

the tradition and the criticism of the present) – are

combined.

2) The study limits its analysis to the relation, both

technical and esthetical, between ornament and

architectural structure. While realizing that this aspect

is only one of several possible readings of the topic of

architectural ornament, it is believed to be one of the

most appropriate avenues to study the links between

tradition and contemporaneity.
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1.2. Scope of study and method

After a clarification of terminology about the

meaning of architectural ornament adopted by this

research and the identification of the two categories

and two sub-categories concerning the relation

between ornament and structure (section 2), focusing

on this latter issue, the historical development of

architectural ornament from ancient Egypt to

Postmodernism will be synthetically reviewed (section

3). In the following phase, contemporary trends will be

classified, examined, and analyzed in light of the

reference points provided by the historical review

(sections 4.1, 4.2). Findings of the analysis will be

graphically synthesized and briefly commented on

(Table 1 and section 4.3).

Historical and contemporary phenomena will be

observed in well known or less known - but

meaningful - case studies. These phenomena will be

addressed in chronological order and, when

controversial, argued with the existing literature. In

particular, the historical section of the paper refers to

and critically reorganizes data provided by fundamental

essays of the past, as mentioned in the Reference list.

2. Architectural ornament: meaning and

types

2.1. Definition and types of architectural ornament

with respect to their relation with the structure

In this study, “architectural ornament” will be

considered in its broadest meaning, according to a

mostly Latin and non-Anglo-Saxon tradition. Since

the subtle debate about the terms “decoration” and

“ornament” is beyond the scope of this study,

architectural ornament will be considered to be,

essentially, whatever gives additional value to the bare

structure of a building. Thus, superficial and abstract

embellishments are included, together with aesthetic

treatment of structural elements and monumental

sculpture.

Following the above definition, focusing, as

mentioned, on the relation between ornament and

structure and mainly stressing the technical point of

view, it is possible to distinguish between two main

types of ornament.7)

a) Ornament integral with the structure; namely, the

aesthetic treatment of structural parts of the building

(such as the capitals, bases, and columns of the

classical orders - see <Fig. 1> - or Romanesque

monumental sculpture). In this category the link

between ornament and structure is strong.

<fig. 1> Doric order,

Classical orders (Serlio)

<fig. 2> Cagliari Cathedral,

Italy (13thc.)

b) Ornament applied to the structure; namely,

decoration that is technically independent from the

structure and does not affect its characteristics,

because the structure survives even if the ornament is

detached (such as painted decoration, some

Romanesque motifs - see <Fig. 2> - or Classical

and Gothic monumental sculpture). In this category the

link between ornament and structure is weak.

As a corollary of this structure-ornament

relationship, considering phenomena mainly from an

esthetic point of view, the following can also be

added.

a.1) Ornament can visualize, or explicate, the

structural and technical system of the building (i.e.

loads, resistance, building techniques), such as the

blocks of different materials in a Romanesque arch

that underline the points where loads are maximized,

or the Doric order that, according to Vitruvius, recalls

ancient wood technology.<see Figs. 1, 3> In this

category, the link between ornament and structure is

strong.

b.1) Ornament can merely cover the structure,

without any intention of structural visualization, but

7) The following categories are defined through the elaboration of

targeted contents of the existing literature on historical

ornament. For a general treatment on this topic see the selection

provided by references and, in particular: Ward, James, Historic

ornament, treatise on decorative art and architectural ornament,

Chapman and Hall, London, 1897-1909; Portoghesi, Paolo,

Postmodern: l'architettura nella società post-industriale, Electa,

Milan, 1982; Ghinassi, Ettore, Ornamento e struttura : l'estetica

di L. B. Alberti nel De re aedificatoria, Celid, Turin, 1988;

Adam, Jean Pierre, Roman Building: Materials and Techniques,

Batsford, London, 1989, pp. 235 ff. and Pocha I & Valavanis P,

Rediscovering Ancient Greece, Architecture and City Planning,

Kedros, Athens, 1992, pp.92～95
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<fig. 3> Romanesque arch,

Milan, Italy

<fig. 4> Merchants National

Bank, Grinnel, 1914,

by L. Sullivan

with different purposes (e.g. symbolic, religious,

narrative, etc.), such as the frescoes of 15th century

facades, or Louis Sullivan’s decoration.<see Fig. 4> In

this category, the link between ornament and structure

is weak.

This study will continuously refer to these

categories and subcategories.

3. Historical review of architectural

ornament

3.1. From Ancient Egypt to the Modern Movement8)

Ornament has existed since the origins of

architecture, because humans have always felt the

need to decorate their constructions. According to

Semper (1860-63), ornament, in its different forms and

concepts, symbolically gives shape to the cultural

coordinates of a people and an era.

- In ancient Egypt and Mesopotamic civilizations

(4000 - 4th c.BC), ornament was inspired by Nature

and characterized by phytomorphic and zoomorphic

motifs.<Figs. 5-6> Middle East decoration mostly

belongs to the category of applied ornament (see

section 2.1, category b), without any structural

visualization intention (category b1). On the other

hand, there are some exceptions, where a hybrid

between categories a (decorative treatment of

structural elements) and b1 can be observed.(see, for

example Ishtar Gate, <Fig. 6>)

8) In this and in the following section, fundamental principles of

the relation between ornament and structure in the different eras

are synthetically provided. For a closer examination of the

relevant technical and aesthetical issues see the references, and

in particular the authors indicated in note 7.

<fig. 5> Ramesseum, Luxor <fig. 6> Ishtar Gate, Babylon

- In Ancient Greece (8th [Archaic Period] - 2nd

c.BC), beside the above cited classical orders that

belong to categories a and a1 (decoration of structural

elements articulating the structural system) narrative

monumental sculpture appeared in history for the first

time.<Fig. 7> Statues and reliefs were technically

independent from the structure of the building

(category b), and the human body was, for the first

time, the absolute protagonist of the scene, with the

purpose of communicating educational and moralizing

messages (category b1). Rome (8th c.BC - 5 c.AC)

repeated Ancient Greek ornament, with different

messages, but emphasized the structural quality of

building decoration<Fig. 8>, while applying

monumental sculpture only to monuments.

<fig. 7> Temple of Zeus,

Olympia, pediment

<fig. 8> Theatre of Marcellus,

Rome

- In the Early Christian era (4th - 5th c.),

ornament of sacred buildings focused on the interior

space, and painted decoration aimed at communicating

the message of the new religion.(categories b, b1,

<Fig. 9>) Byzantine ornament emphasized this two-

dimensional choice with the use of mosaic, a technique

aimed to visually dematerialize the structure of the

building.<Fig. 10>

<fig. 9> Ch. of Santa

Pudenziana, Rome

<fig. 10> Ch. of Sant’Apollinare

Nuovo, Ravenna, Italy
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<fig. 13> Rucellai

Palace, Florence

<fig. 14> Beurs van Berlage,

Amsterdam (1896-03)

<fig. 15> Bauhaus, Dessau,

1925-6, by W. Gropius

<fig. 16> Fagus factory, Alfeld an

der Leine, 1911-4, by W.Gropius

<fig. 11> Ch. of St Trophime,

Arles

<fig. 12> Cathedral,

Siena, Italy

- From a technical point of view, the monumental

sculpture of Romanesque churches (10th - 12th c.)

again became closely linked to building structure

(category a). In fact, historiated tympanum, archivolts,

voussoirs, and capitals, etc., <Fig. 11> were integral

parts of the skeleton.

However, unlike classical

orders, the aim of ornament

was to spread the religious

message through sacred

stories (category b1), rather

than to reveal the structural

behavior of the building.9)

- The monumental sculpture of Gothic cathedrals

(12th - 16th c.), on the other

hand, developed towards technical

independence from the skeleton

(i.e. statues in full relief hosted

by special places in the structure)

(category b, see <Fig. 12>).

Again, the aim of narrative

sculpture was to spread a

religious message (category b1).

This decorative attitude can be

compared to that of the classical period.

- The Renaissance (15th - 16thc.) introduced a

principle that would be followed

for many centuries after. Classical

ornament, based on orders, was

revitalized, together with the

Vitruvian principle of structural

visualization (categories a, a1,

<Fig. 13>). However, unlike

Greek and Roman architecture,

Renaissance façade composition

was almost always disconnected from the actual

structural system (i.e. pilasters, string courses, and

cornices of the façade did not correspond to the

interior skeleton). Thus, the façade was an actual

screen facing towards the exterior space (conceptually

different from the skin provided in category b).

In spite of the changed proportional rules and

aesthetic paradigms, Baroque, Neoclassical, and

Historicist decoration was mostly based on the same

9) Nevertheless, as mentioned above, structural visualization could

also be an issue of Romanesque architecture (see above, section

2.1, category a1, Romanesque arch).

principle, and before the

Modern Movement, only the

Arts and Crafts Movement

and early Modernism revitalized

structural visualization as a

moral imperative.<Fig. 14>

3.2. From the Modern Movement to the present

day

The turning point for architectural ornament

occurred at the beginning of the twentieth century,

when the research of artistic vanguards converged in

the so-called “International Style”. At the end of this

process the Modern Movement banned ornament from

architecture.

However, as mentioned above, architecture did not

become less decorated; it was merely decorated in a

different way.10) In fact, while two-dimensional

ornamental design was the main tool for architects of

the previous eras to give their buildings aesthetic

value, any aesthetic appeal (an element that, in spite

of all the contemporary statements, Rationalist

architects kept searching

for) could now only be

achieved by manipulating

the bare structure. In other

words, the proportioning

and arrangement of

openings, masses, and

voids replaced traditional

ornamental repertory.<Fig.

15> In brief, the entire building became an ornamental

object, and subject to aesthetic research.

The disappearance of traditional decoration is

apparently a breakdown in

the history of architectural

ornament, and seems to

undermine the validity of

the categories referred to

so far. However, a closer

look reveals something

quite different. In fact,

10) See Introduction, Section 1.1 and refer, in particular, to Venturi,

Scott Brown and Izenour's assumption on the modern building

as an ornamental object.
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<fig. 17> Le Corbusier, The five

points of a new architecture: the

free façade

almost two generations of Modern Movement

revisionism demonstrated that the white plaster and

primary- colored materials that covered the essential

structures of rationalist buildings were not merely

functional, but came from intentional and aesthetic

choices.11) On the other hand, it is well known that

the abovementioned Arts and Crafts structural

morality (the sincere visualization of the structure)

was an essential part of Modern Movement

theory.<Fig. 16>

Thus, most of the parts of Modern Movement

buildings can still be included in ornamental categories

a and a1, as they are decorated structures (i.e.

skeletons covered with carefully selected materials)

with the aim of expressing the structural mechanism.

Moreover, a particular aspect of the International Style

poetics, the free façade

theorized by Le Corbusier

(i.e. façade composition

disjointed from the skeleton,

<Fig. 17>) can be compared

to the abovementioned

screen façade of the

Renaissance era.

- Architectural development after the Second World

War strengthened this position, whereby the

enrichment of the range of materials, colors, textures,

and the freedom of their arrangement, introduced by

Brutalism architecture between the 50’s and the 70’s

and inspired by Informal art, expanded ornamental

options for architects.<Fig. 18>

- Ornament with this traditional meaning – but

often in an ironic way and, therefore, completely

disconnected from the structure (categories b and b1)

– was finally re-introduced by Postmodernism, during

<fig. 18> A & A building, Yale

Univ., 1963, by P.Rudolph

 

<fig. 19> Les arcades du lac, Saint

Quentin en Yvelines, 1982,

by R. Bofill

11) See, among others, Banham, Reyner, Theory and Design in the

First Machine Age, The Architectural Press, London, 1967 ed.

Calderini. Bologna, 1970, p.243 ff.

a season that came to its end at the beginning of the

1990s.<Fig. 19>

4. Contemporary trends

4.1. Different types and meanings of architectural

ornament in contemporary architecture

As mentioned at the beginning of the paper (see

Introduction, Section 1.1) architecture - and

architectural culture - of the last two decades seems

to have reawakened an interest in building ornament.

This is a consequence of one of the main concerns of

contemporary architectural design: the communicative

power of the building, mainly for commercial reasons.

Architecture of the present day, in fact, aims to strike

the imagination of the audience, through effective

aesthetic solutions that involve materials, advanced

techniques that often belong to the field of visual arts,

and new structural possibilities, often leading to

innovative shapes. The Modern Movement principle,

recognized by Venturi, Scott Brown and Izenour (see

section 1.1), of the building as an aesthetic object as a

whole (ultimately, an ornament) seems to be

experiencing its peak in the architecture of our day.

If, on the one hand, the repertoire of global

architecture is vast and apparently lawless, on the

other hand, a close analysis of selected examples,

following the concept of ornament adopted so far, can

reveal some recurring tendencies and common

principles. Hereafter, three groups of contemporary

ornamental trends are adopted and synthetically

outlined: (1) superficial ornament, (2) ornament as a

screen and (3) structural ornament. The comparison -

by means of the categories provided in section 2.1. -

between these contemporary ornamental trends and the

experiences of the past analyzed before, can outline a

framework with which to interpret contemporary

ornamental phenomena.

(1) One of the simplest solutions adopted by

contemporary architects to provide a building’s bare

structure with additional value (the definition of

architectural ornament provided at the beginning of the

paper, see section 2.1), is that of covering the structure

itself with a decorative skin, or in other words, with a

superficial element, possibly communicating a messag

e.12) This is the case, for example, in serigraphic
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<fig. 21> MUSAC, Leòn

<fig. 22> Ann Demeulemeester

shop, Seoul, by Mass Studies

decoration, which has become rather popular today,

examples of which include the Ricola Storage Building

by Herzog & de Meuron, the McCormick Tribune

Campus Center by OMA, the Multimedia Library of

Tours by Berthelier-Fichet- Tribouillet, and 10 Corso

Como by Kris Ruhs and Maison Hermes Dosan Park

by Rena Dumas, both in Seoul.<Fig. 20>

Color could be an abstract

alternative to serigraphy,

such as in MUSAC of León,

by Mansilla & Tuñón<Fig.

21>, where even Nature can

be used as an ornamental

surface.<Fig. 22>

In all these cases, ornament is applied to the structure

of the building, namely as an element that does not affect

the characteristics of the structure itself. Therefore, the

12) The principles of superficial, screen- and structural ornament in

contemporary architecture are partially derived, but elaborated,

from similar categories provided by Moussavi and Kubo, op. cit.,

2006, where those categories are however treated essentially

from a graphic point of view and not placed in a general and

historical discourse. Reference should be made to that book for

the illustration of the technical details on which the following

considerations are based.

examples in this group can

still be included in category

b. The messages transmitted

by these surfaces can be

various (metaphoric, ironic,

commercial), but their aim is

not to visualize the structural

issues of the building. These

examples can thus also be

included in category b1.

(2) Beside superficial decoration, a second trend can

be observed in contemporary architecture that can be

identified as a decorative behavior: providing an ornate

screen between the actual structure of the building

and the exterior space. This is the solution adopted,

among many other cases, in the Prada store in Tokyo

by Herzog & de Meuron, the Beijing National

Aquatics Center by PTW Architects, Whitechapel by

Jun Aoki, and the Citroën Showroom in Paris by M.

Gautrand.<Fig. 23>

<fig. 23> From left to right / from top to bottom: Prada store, Beijing

National Aquatics Center, Whitechapel, Citroën Showroom

In all these examples, unlike the previous cases, the

exterior envelope is not a simple surface applied to

the façade, but actually is the façade of the building.

However, the definition of screen is appropriate,

because, as in Renaissance facades - and through

Corbusier’s free façade - this envelope is technically

independent from the actual skeleton of the building.

Colors and the “tactile” quality of materials provide

aesthetic value to the screen, so the decorative

attitude of buildings that pursue this solution can still

<fig. 20> From left to right / from top

to bottom: Ricola Storage Building,

McCormick tribune campus center,

Multimedia Library of Tours, 10 Corso

Como, Maison Hermes Dosan Park
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be included in category a. Moreover, the pattern and

the aesthetic treatment of these screens is, in most

cases, not gratuitous, but aims to transmit a

structural, although unconventional, logic. They can

thus be included in category a1.

(3) The third and final decorative trend that can be

observed in contemporary architecture is the

transformation of the structure itself into an ornament,

by providing it with high-impact morphology. Examples

can be found in Todd’s building by Toyo Ito, Beijing

stadium by Herzog & de Meuron, the Hearst tower by

Norman Foster, Hurban Hive by In-Cheurl Kim, and

Boutique Monaco (lower part) by Mass Studies (the

latter two of which are both in Seoul) <Fig. 24>. In

these cases, the envelope is an integral part – the

exterior side - of the skeleton: there is no technical

interruption between structure and façade.

<fig. 24> From left to right / from top to bottom: Tod’s building, Bejin

stadium, Hearst tower, Hurban Hive, Boutique Monaco

Also, in these examples an exact choice of materials

and colors both decorate and provide the structural

elements with aesthetic appeal, so it seems possible to

also include this decorative trend in category a.

Moreover, the aim of the aesthetic treatment of the

façade (i.e. contrast of materials and their reciprocal

position, joints solutions, etc.) is to visually express,

often emphasize, the tectonic mechanism, according to

category a1.

4.2. Future developments and consequences

The principle of transforming the entire mass of the

building into an architectural ornament is nowadays

being explored by some architects in an attempt to

match this principle with the new perceptual options

provided by contemporary technology. The ready

availability of satellite views, for both professional and

amateur purposes (such as from Google Earth) has

changed, and is changing, the perceptual dimension of

architecture. Now, not only virtual images but also

constructed buildings can be easily appreciated by

points of view that were unthinkable a few years ago.

Thus, a section of contemporary architectural

research has risen to the challenge of this new design

perspective, and has started considering building

masses as something more complex than an

arrangement of vertical facades.

Examples of this trend can be found in the

California Academy of Sciences by Renzo Piano,

MAXXI and Dongdaemun History and Culture Park

by Zaha Hadid, and Kunsthaus Graz by Cook and

Fournier.<Fig. 25>

<fig. 25> From left to right / from top to bottom: California Academy of

Sciences in San Francisco, MAXXI in Rome, Dongdaemun History and

Culture Park in Seoul, Kunsthaus Graz

The concept and design of architecture as an

exceptional object seen from above, even if isolated or

decontextualized, can probably be considered to be the

next extreme frontier of architectural ornament, while

considering the new geographical boundaries that

humanity may cross in the future. It is also clear how

the categories defined in section 2.1 may show some

limitations in the study of this trend and might need

to be opportunely redefined.

4.3. Synthesis of the results of the analysis

<Table 1> summarizes the findings of the analysis
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1.1 Historical review

Categories of relation

ornament-structure

Period / cultural area

a a1 b b1

Ancient Egypt and Mesopotamic

civilizations (4000-4th c. BC)
● ●

Ancient Greece (8th-2nd c .BC) ● ● ● ●

Ancient Rome (8th c. BC-5c. AC) ● ●

Early Christian era (4th-5th c.) ● ●

Byzantine culture (4th-15th c.) ● ●

Romanesque (10th-12th c.) ● ●

Gothic (12th-16th c.) ● ●

Renaissance (15th-16th c.) ●* ●

Baroque (17h-18thc.) ●* ●

Neoclassicism, Historicism (18th-19th c.) ●* ●

Arts and Crafts and early Modernism

(19th-20th c.)
● ●

Modern Movement ●* ●

Post II World War architecture

('50s, '60s, '70s)
● ●

Postmodernism ('80s, '90s) ● ●

1.2 Contemporary trends

Categories of relation

ornament-structure

Trends

a a1 b b1

(1) Superficial ornament ● ●

(2) Screen-ornament ●* ●

(3) Structural ornament ● ●

<Table 1> Relation between ornament and structure in traditional and

contemporary ornamental trends

Legend
a: ornament integral with the structure

a1: ornament visually expressing the structural / technical system

b: ornament applied to the structure

b1: ornament not visually expressing the structural / technical system

(ref. to section 2.1)

strong link between ornament and structure

weak link between ornament and structure

*  According to the principles of the screen-facade, free-facade and

screen-ornament (see sections 3.1, 3.2 and 4.1) in this case, category a can be

considered to be "contaminated" with category b.

conducted in section 3 (Historical review of

architectural ornament) and section 4.1 (Contemporary

trends) and links historical and contemporary

periods/ornamental trends to the categories of

ornament provided in section 2.1.

The results of the study indicate some brief final

considerations.

Firstly, it seems interesting to outline an issue that

emerges from the contents of the table. While in the

course of history the strength of the link between

ornament and structure has variously oscillated, era by

era, between “strong” and “weak” (e.g., weak in

ancient Middle East, perfectly balanced in ancient

Greece, while strong in the Roman period, cf. Table 1,

1.1), in the present day - although the trend seems to

be not as strongly evident as in some periods of the

past - the tendency towards a strong link between

structure and ornament seems to prevail (cf. Table 1,

1.2).

Secondly, in all the contemporary trends examined

above, a common thread seems to emerge: in their

concern for decoration in its modern meaning (namely,

the concern for providing the envelope with additional

quality, in order to improve its communication),

designers tend to separate the project of the exterior

of the building insulated from the design of the rest

of the construction, even in those cases where these

two aspects are closely linked from a technical point

of view. While the architect satisfies people’s needs

through the interior space, it is the exterior by which

architects communicate and interact with people. The

condition of the present day, therefore, seems to be

not so far removed from that of the decorated

architecture of the period from the Renaissance to the

19th century, when the façade was designed in a

different moment, according to different principles, and

often by a different person.

5. Conclusion

This research started from the premise that,

although architecture and architectural culture of the

last two decades seem to have rediscovered ornament

and some recent studies have aimed to reconsider the

ornamental issues of contemporary buildings, there is

currently some difficulty in providing a synthetic

investigation of this topic, because of the complex

nature of the contemporary architectural situation.

Following this premise, the research provides some

reference points for further studies that will aim to

expand the understanding, and attempt to classify and

hypothesize the future of contemporary ornamental

phenomena. Based on the assumption of the historical

continuity of ornamental problems and focusing on the

relation between ornament and structure, the study

has reviewed the historical development of ornament
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from ancient times to the present day. Subsequently,

the principles of traditional and modern ornament thus

analyzed were discussed in relation to contemporary

trends and some common points to initiate further

investigations were discussed. The analysis has

shown, in particular, a certain trend in contemporary

architecture for a strong link between ornamental

treatment and structure and a current tendency among

contemporary designers to keep the exterior

appearance of the building project separate from the

design of the rest of the construction.

The findings of this study will serve as a base for

future researches that will deepen this topic from the

same perspective: a close collaboration between

historiographic and critical methods. In fact, further

research is needed, since some limitation of this study

must be considered, one of which is the main

assumption at the base of the research: the already

mentioned historical and conceptual continuity of

architectural ornament before and after the Modern

Movement (from Venturi, Scott Brown and Izenour,

see section 1.1). By not accepting this assumption, and

consequently not recognizing several contemporary

phenomena as ornamental facts, the scope of the

research may be limited. A second limitation is that

the historical review was mainly limited to Western

events, which were reduced to the essentials in an

attempt to extract general principles. Considerably

more work will therefore need to be carried out to

investigate in a less synthetic way the complexity of

both historical and contemporary, and both Western

and Eastern phenomena. This will firstly help to

verify the substance of findings coming from a

comparative analysis between past and present and

between very different cultures, eras and geographical

contexts13), and will then serve as a basis for further

historical/critical investigations which, hopefully, will

deepen other aspects of the topic of ornament.

Architectural ornament, if considered without any

prejudice, has always been - and in its contemporary

interpretation – a crucial element of architecture, since

it represents one of the main means of communication

13) The analysis of complex periods such Mannerism, for example,

here merged to Renaissance, may lead to further articulation of

the categories in section 2.1; further discussion may also be

initiated by the analysis of Eastern phenomena such as that of

traditional Korean architecture, where symbolic and functional

issues are linked by subtle relations.

between the designer and users. This topic, therefore,

deserves to be researched in depth, in order to

improve the awareness of architects, scholars, and

theorists of an essential aspect of the architectural

discipline: the communicative power.
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