How important is ornament and embellishment for a bystander, to understand the language of a building?
The inclusion of ornament and embellishment in architecture is a controverted subject among many architects, architectural enthusiasts and historians. Many believe that architectural design needs to be organised hierarchically to be understood by a bystander with no unalloyed knowledge of the various styles of architecture. However, predominantly modern architecture appears to be undecorated, many believe this is a sign of architectural evolution. The focus has shifted towards a clean, functional design devoid of ornament and embellishment, in a world where it may no longer be necessary for ornate decoration.
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(Renaissance Architecture – 1428 – ‘Ca’ d’Oro façade overlooking the Grand Canal in Venice’ - https://courses.lumenlearning.com/boundless-arthistory/chapter/renaissance-architecture/)
The modern movement in architecture had briefly succeeded in eradicating ornament before people began to theorize about how and when it would return. At the beginning of the 20th century it has hard to visualise how architecture in Britain would be able to communicate without it beyond the period of purification that the modern movement brought along which many people believed was a necessary transitional phase. It remains an incongruity that a movement which allowed architects the design freedom to do whatever they please put so many exclusions secreted within its blueprints, ornament and embellishment included. The relatively unchanging principles of building combined with a modern love of materiality could suggest a generation of novelty architecture. It is of popular opinion that the way in which a building is constructed provides it with part of its meaning, ornamentation and embellishment are ways to which extend that meaning and truly provide character. However, many of the most prolific architects in the forefront of the modern movement explained that whilst they are interested in the various historical stages of architecture, they do not wish to step their foot in its style and character. Without a prominent character to many of the modernist buildings, many are concerned that there is a short-term personality to a great deal of construction.
Whilst a tolerance towards ornament and embellishment is undoubtedly welcome, a sudden trend for it could quite rapidly become hindering as post-modernism. As far back as the third century, the shift from Classicism to Byzantine primitivism testified to how cultures adopt similar modes of expression without taking always taking culturally regressive steps. The introduction of rationalism and enlightenment in the early 20th century could also be responsible for this prior to the modern movement. During this stage ornament and embellishment began to be formulated as being separate from the structure and therefore optional and secondary. It is evident that it will require a great effort of imagination to cease thinking of ornament and embellishment as an accessory to buildings, however many still believe that it should be a natural concept. Without a significant conceptual shift, it appears ornamentation will become a feature of the past. The lasting quality found in ornament comes from an embedded internalisation of the processes that create form using nature as inspiration. Bystanders can view the connection between the building’s environment and the ornamentation and embellishment allowing themselves to understand the context and beauty of architecture.
The fact that modern architects have rejected these systems towards ornament and embellishment does not seem to be simply a reactionary response, (Classicism as a reaction against Baroque). Therefore, it appears to be more so a prevalent belief that ornamentation simply lacks meaning and significance. This belief is noticeably prevalent in the reduction of ornament and its place in facadism, a style that is spreading like a plague among developed cities such as London. Those who believe that public buildings should adopt certain styles and apply their own ornamentation and embellishment are confronted with the opinion that it would only produce wasteful and crudely sculpted works.
The modernist movement in architecture has persisted, by distancing contemporary architecture from the past. This modernist mindset brought along several styles which were innovative and radical such as avant-garde architecture. Adolf Loo’s insistence that ornament was a ‘‘crime’’ (‘‘Ornament and Crime’’ 1908) has had a detrimental effect on architectural tradition coming out of the nineteenth century. Furthermore, Mies Van Der Rohe’s ‘‘less is more’’ continued to diminish the importance of ornament and embellishment globally. Modernists were keen to dismiss a ornamental feature which was prominent in 19th century architecture, the use of cast-iron ornament. Swiss historian and architecture critic Sigfried Giedion dismissed the feature as ‘‘decorative sludge’’. The implementation of iron’s use within ornamentation and embellishment was generally perceived as vulgar among professionals and bystanders. 
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(Anne Hennessey – 2012 – ‘Gorgeous Ironwork’, ‘Carson Pirie Scott’ - https://www.flickr.com/photos/ahinpgh/7219518968 - 10.03.19)

Many architects find themselves guilty of prioritising necessity over desire, this way of thinking has almost certainly contributed to the death of ornament itself. Undeniably the emergence of the machine has had major implications on the way of which we design, and that the advance of mechanisation has reduced the need to train craftsmen in no way near the numbers required previously. Architects and designers have undoubtedly failed to create their own language, whilst there have been exceptions such as William Morris and Louis Sullivan who were revolutionary in implementing ornamentation and embellishment into modern architecture. The designer’s modern way of thinking had overshadowed the figurative mind, this led to the analysis and reduction of previously essentials details therefore creating a major change. Post WW1, designers were no longer accentuating between the truths of classical or gothic styles, instead architects questioned whether these details were truly necessary. 
The ‘international style’ in many ways failed to engage its audience, with little to no character represented in these buildings people began to view architecture in a negative manner. Many believe that it also failed on a practical level, with the exclusion of ornament many essential elements on construction detail with overlooked. Architects were now on the pursuit of necessity, attempting to create ‘pure forms’ by painting and cladding over the structural elements of the building. Most modernist architects produced buildings that were completely void of ornament and embellishment, leaving little detail and character to analyse. One of Augustus Pugin’s ‘great rules of design’ was devastatingly overlooked for many generations, ‘All ornament should consist of enrichment of the essential construction of the building.’ (1859). It is particularly peculiar that Pugin would accentuate the importance of structure over ornament, since he had been trained to believe the opposite. For a bystander, ornament is more symbolic than practically or structurally useful, therefore, in this respect Pugin is expedient for believing that art should instruct. 
In Britain, Pugin’s ‘great rules of design’ were followed through by the introduction of British ‘High-tech’. Therefore, the question being asked was how or if ornament and embellishment was going to be implemented alongside strides in construction technology. British architect David Chipperfield who had worked on significant projects alongside Richard Rogers and Norman Foster stated, ‘‘High-tech had been successful in communicating its intent through quality and meaning in detail’’. Whilst High-tech had in fact used technology to communicate ideas, it was not long before technology had become the focus of the project. Architects began to lose the ability to communicate what they were trying to portray and confusion between expression and meaning was carried through.
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(aasarchitecture – 2014 – ‘Museo-Jumex-by-David Chipperfield-Architects-01’ - https://aasarchitecture.com/2014/03/museo-jumex-by-david-chipperfield-architects.html/museo-jumex-by-david-chipperfield-architects-01)
The aesthetics of architecture and the implementation of ornament and embellishment is most certainly driven by new technology. Design and fabrication tools have reached an exceptional level of sophistication, the possibilities that can be achieved in the digital environment are phenomenal. Furthermore, fabrication technologies are advancing rapidly allowing aspects of a construction project to be moulded with great ease and speed. Whilst architects possess this freedom of creation and an array of tools to choose from, the difficulty is then defining which route to pursue. In turn, the elimination of ornament and embellishment seems to be a reaction to the smooth and subtract digital design process and computer programming in 3D. Many modernists argue that these tools optimise performance and efficiency, therefore saving time and money which is crucial in the current architectural climate. The question that continues to surface when analysing this topic, whether ornament and embellishment is useful or decadent? Furthermore, does it fulfil a need for narrative in architecture? Again, returning to the main question in this report of whether it is important for a bystander when attempting to understand the meaning of a building. To create a technical theory of ornament, Iranian female architect Farshid Moussavi analyses the subject in her books, ‘The Function of Ornament’ and ‘Function of Form’. Escaping from the rigid apposition of design being led by form/function, Moussavi describes a theory of ‘‘affects’’, meaning that ornament and embellishment can be looked out in the same way as for example, how weather resistant a building is. This theory takes a highly technological approach to the subject and focuses on ways in which ornament functions as well as decorates. In todays architectural sphere this may be the only way in which ornament and embellishment can be justified.
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(Doug Michels & Chip Lord, Ant Farm – 2013 - The House of the Century, designed by San Francisco design collaborative Ant Farm, as it stands today - https://www.architectmagazine.com/design/buildings/ant-farms-ruin-of-the-century_o)
In many ways current architectural developments are a new form of figurative architecture, therefore it may not all just be about pattern. Many architects still possess several design characteristics adopted by postmodernism such as using pattern as image. Furthermore, the ‘digital avant-garde’ of the 90’s seemed to be reacting to the tasteless and lacklustre ornamentation and pastiche that gave many architectural projects in the 80’s a bad name. It could be argued that because of postmodernism’s links to corporations and conservative politics, many architects of the early digital age felt the need to justify their projects in terms of radical design. Dutch architect Lars Spuybroek believes that there seems to be a general acceptance that ‘radical’ architecture is a ‘‘naïve’’ and ‘‘outdated’’ idea. Spuybroek also went onto quote ‘‘Architecture is following art more and more: no movements, no collectives, just atomic individuals.’’ It appears to be evident however, that ‘radical’ architects need to address despairing ecological issues and that arguing over styles is not the most pressing issue at present.
The debate over taste and style in recent years would have sounded familiar to the Victorians who went through a very similar process. During the 19th century arguments situated around morals were taking place about which style of the correct one. Many buildings during this time eclectically mixed elements from a manner of different styles creating a mixing pot for all revived modes, this had a great deal to do with religion. However, currently we have a completely different agenda with a few different factors such as the awareness of climate change, sustainability, issues with population, affordable housing and the digital age in which we use to design very differently in comparison. Many architects including Spuybroek believe that the use of ornamentation and embellishment are the only way out of the mediated and iconised world in which we live in, therefore bringing aesthetics back into a much wider realm than what they are currently received to be. By brining ornament back to its origins in an ecological and economical context, bystanders with little to no knowledge of architectural styles and history will be more and able and develop an interest into reading these buildings.
To conclude, it is painstakingly evident that the rampant revivalism of the 19th century sowed the seeds of modern architecture, bringing forward the revolution of iron and glass architecture. It is vital that architects in the current architectural climate are made aware of their responsibility as creators to provide inspiring and contextual buildings for future generations. Not just in an aesthetic sense, but more importantly in a historical and ecological one it is important to inform those who visit these structures of the time and circumstance under which these structures were formed. However, the point must also be made that architecture has a responsibility to evolve with the world and find solutions to important issues. Factors such as climate change, increasing population, increased demand for affordable housing, building regulations can put a major strain on ways in which to implement ornamentation and embellishment. Architects such as Adolf Loos and Mies Van Der Rohe are possibly catalysts for the major decline in ornamentation towards the beginning of the early 20th century encouraging other architects to take a step back from ‘tradition’. Architecture at present is unfortunately not built to last and software packages (CAD) make it extremely easy to regurgitate standardised housing to the masses for profit. Time spent considering the buildings legacy should be vital and how future generations will view these structures if they have managed to withstand a few decades.
The evolution of technology is unstoppable, and it would be naïve to think that architecture would remain static through several generations without significant change to potentially benefit the lives of its inhabitants. The architect needs to be reminded that the technology is a tool used to aid the design rather than being the designer. An evolution of Pugin’s ‘rules of design’ and the ‘high tech movement’ would be a starting point in the quest for further adaptation of ornament and embellishment in modern architecture having learned from previous mistakes.
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(archdaily – 2014 – ‘‘Centre Pompidou to open Design and Architecture Gallery’’ - https://www.archdaily.com/tag/centre-pompidou)
The rejection of ornament and embellishment entirely from modern architecture is a depressing concept, however it is entirely up to architects to implement these strategies and ensure they do not die. We cannot investigate the future and predict which styles and modes buildings will adapt and which will go in and out of fashion. Time and the way in which we continue to design and live will give a clear indication of an architect’s priorities and the way in which bystanders will have to learn how to understand the language of a building. 
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