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I would like to speak, this evening, about a question that is perennially brought to the forefront by the Bulfinch Awards.  
SLIDE – BULFINCH WINNERS

This year, as in past years, the awards recognize a remarkable variety of projects.  The range in scale and type is to be expected; the awards invite submissions in a wide array of categories, from houses, to institutional and commercial architecture, to landscape design and craftsmanship.  What may be more surprising is the stylistic range that is represented.  One might well ask:  Is the Institute of Classical Architecture & Art straying from its purview, perhaps, in celebrating Gothic academic buildings or Shingle-Style houses?

SLIDE – VERNACULAR VS HIGH STYLE

While it is easy to point out the contrast between an understated shingle house and one featuring, say, a Roman temple-front, I would like to argue for the relevance of such buildings to our mission, the promotion of the classical tradition in New England.

The use of the term “tradition” here is important, because it explains how an idea as disciplined as Classicism can remain flexible enough to ultimately connect projects as diverse as those we celebrate tonight.  To state that classical architecture is capable of evolution is not a radical thought.  
SLIDE – PARTHENON & PANTHEON

The Parthenon and Pantheon may lay equal claim to the ‘classical’ label, yet no one here would confuse a Greek temple with a Roman one.  
The connection between the two is not a matter of precise replication, but rather of Roman admiration for Greek architectural traditions, and their enthusiasm for engaging with and expanding those traditions in an artful and innovative way.
SLIDE - COLLOSEUM

As an example, the Romans did not abandon the Greek columnar orders just because their engineers were able to span greater distances using the arch.  [SLIDE]  Rather, they fused the two forms together, and the resulting motif, at once traditional and novel, was so successful that it became the basis for emulation and expansion in its own right.
That spirit of evolving tradition did not end with the fall of the Roman Empire.  Nor, it is worth reminding ourselves, did classical Roman culture simply disappear in the 4th and 5th century chaos of civil wars and barbarian invasions.  
SLIDE – HAGIA SOPHIA

Perhaps the greatest Roman monument stands not in Rome but in Istanbul, where in the 6th century, the cultural splendor of the eastern capital was crystalized in Justinian’s immense domed church of St. Sophia.  (This church, incidentally, would become the touchstone for Ottoman-influenced Islamic architecture up to the present day.) 

In the West, classical learning, though diminished, was kept alive by generations of monastic scribes, and their dedication was echoed by the masons and craftsmen who built their churches.  
SLIDE - CONQUES

At Conques, more than six centuries after the fall of Rome, Corinthian columns are still instantly recognizable, interspersed with more novel variants, and stretched as needed to support the lofty ribbed barrel vault of the nave.  
SLIDE – CONQUES & REIMS

As the Romanesque evolved into the Gothic over the course of the 12th and 13th centuries, the use of classical elements and proportions remained an essential part of the stylistic DNA.  
We cannot know how the Gothic tradition might have developed beyond the Middle Ages, were it not for the young Florentine artist, Fillipo Brunelleschi, who, at the dawn of the 15th century, travelled to Rome to measure the imperial ruins and bring a renewed attention to classical detailing back to his native city.
SLIDE – PAZZI CHAPEL

  The rebirth of this more rigorous classicism was not, however, indifferent to the previous millennium of architectural development.  That is to say, Renaissance architecture was not identical to ancient Roman architecture; it was heavily influenced by medieval traditions.  
SLIDE – S. CROCE & S. SPIRITO

Take, for example, Brunelleschi’s prototypical Renaissance churches, which in fact retained the conventional medieval layout, only substituting round arches for pointed, and articulating the volumes with the ancient Roman grammar of the orders.
SLIDE – ENGLISH CHURCHES
A similar phenomenon occurred in England, where the medieval parish church, with its prominent Gothic steeple, was not rejected with the arrival of the Renaissance, but reinterpreted using the classical vocabulary of forms.  
SLIDE - PETERHOUSE

In some extraordinary cases, designers even attempts to reconcile Classical and Gothic detailing in the same composition.
The story from here is perhaps more familiar: how the classicism of the Renaissance grew into the 17th century’s exuberant Baroque, was then reformed by archeological propriety in the 18th century, and ultimately injected with industrial strength in the 19th.  
SLIDE – ROMAN FORUM

Today, the place where we can most clearly see the synergy between these successive reinterpretations is in Rome, where the layers of classical traditions are literally superimposed on each other.  
SLIDE – THEATER OF MARCELLUS

This is a city like a coral reef, where the very skeletons of long-expired organisms form the essential framework for new life.  The result is an ensemble of infinite complexity, and complete harmony.  If classicism is a language, these are buildings in conversation with each other, intelligible even though they speak with various dialects.
But what of the classical tradition here in New England?  In the early 17th century, while the Baroque approached its zenith in Rome, the Renaissance was only beginning to take hold in England, and those pilgrims who had already left to colonize North America clung to a tenuous existence at the very edge of the known world.  
SLIDE – COFFIN HOUSE

Their hardy little houses were at first just barely clad in split cedar shakes.  
SLIDE – NEW ENGLAND HOUSE STYLES

Yet as soon as colonial life outgrew mere subsistence, builders began to dress those wood boxes, decade by decade, in a series of hand-me-down suits from Europe.  Each passing style (Georgian, Federal, [SLIDE] Greek Revival, Italianate, French Second Empire) was, of course, a variation on the classical theme, which was then translated into American materials and interpreted by American craftsmen.  Occasionally, along the way, a particularly gifted designer would transform the latest inherited style into something worthy of emulation in its own right.  
SLIDE - STATEHOUSE

(Charles Bulfinch comes immediately to mind!) 
America retained its perception of inferiority to Europe until the late 19th century, when a group of yankee architects, led by H.H. Richardson and Charles McKim, decided to combine the sophistication of European classicism with the rugged materials of the earliest colonial shacks.  
SLIDE – PARRISH HOUSE

SLIDE – PARRISH HOUSE DETAIL

This so-called Shingle Style is a prime example of classicism’s ability, as a language of design, to evolve and broaden itself by adopting a local vocabulary of forms and materials.  
SLIDE – CONTEMPORARY SHINGLE HOUSES

It is this ability which has allowed the style to adapt itself to contemporary life, such that it still enjoys popularity today.
We’ve covered a lot of ground just now, but by tracing the whole arc of an architectural tradition, my intent is to point out the common thread that ties together a great diversity of stylistic movements over many centuries.  In this context, the question of whether or not a given building is “really classical” is ultimately unimportant, compared with the question of how classicism informs and is informed by other related architectural traditions. 

That relationship is a deep one, because as diverse as these traditions are, they are bound by a powerful common philosophy.  What unites thousands of individual architects from antiquity through the present day, and what unites us with all of them is a shared attitude towards our collective architectural heritage.  I would characterize that attitude in this way:
To participate in an architectural tradition is not to worship our predecessors.  To do so would require a complete rejection of their approach in our own work, for fear of making a mockery of their creations.  At the same time, to mindlessly imitate the great designs of the past is to trivialize their achievements, reducing them to mere decoration.  Instead, we study their accomplishments with the greatest possible care, not to replicate their work, but because it is an appreciation of our context, both in time and place that gives our own work meaning.  We do our best to make their walls our foundations, not because we doubt our own ability in comparison with theirs, but because a serious engagement with their work inspires us to achieve excellence and gives us hope for yet greater accomplishments to come.
For us, as for them, the history of architecture is not a Pantheon, [SLIDE - PANTHEON] where one cowers hopelessly before the brittle statues of ancient deities.  Nor is it a warehouse, [SLIDE – V&A] in which designers conveniently stroll the aisles, filling their empty carts with decorative fragments.  Rather, for us, this grand history is an Agora, [SLIDE – FLORENCE] a public square, where, in the comfortable shade of the colonnades, we may find and converse with any architect of any generation.  This is the conversation we continue with tonight’s awards.
Thank you.
