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To be natural is such a very hard pose to keep up.
Oscar Wilde

So, first learn to think, then, learn to act.
Louis Sullivan

Drawing the Analogy:
Nature as Idea, Architecture as Response
Stuart C. Sherwood

Abstract
This thesis attempts to establish a first design philosophy by
proposing nature and architecture as mutually interactive
conceits within the scope of the design process. Positing that
our conceptions of "green" design are rightfully influenced by
the various and often highly metaphorical social constructions
of nature that precede them, an architectural exercise is then
explored as a similarly constructed response. After assembling
a definition of nature based in part on the climate, terrain and
traditional building practices of rural western North Carolina, a
house is then posed for its site on the border of the Pisgah
National Forest.
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Preface
Despite the comfort found in details, the
work of the architecture student is that of a generalist: in order to see the connections between
one’s work and the world, the gaze must be
periodically lifted from particulars to the broader
field that contains them. In this sense the “big
picture”—provided one has made the effort to
make it out—supplies a vital horizon by which to
interpret the many flows of information that now
comprise architectural study. Following this, I
believe the objective of the graduate thesis is not
to launch into wholly new territory, but to
construct a sound basis for one’s interests,
particularly as they relate to the core of the field.
It is a project better suited to the filling of blanks
than the creation of new ones.
In most respects, I believe good architecture
to be like good writing. Both pursuits rise and
fall on their legibility, cohesion and ability to
engage the observer. For each, a commitment to
concision and articulation is half the battle. In
this first attempt to create a unified viewpoint, a
vast array of components converges. Language
and architecture are but two. In that a first theory
is usually assembled from familiar components,
i

this thesis is part investigative essay, part design
exercise, with both parts drawn within the essay’s
time-tested practice of using broad strokes.
As with any qualitative study, it was necessary here to use words that operate within a range
of applications and meanings. Dealing with such
multivalent terms as nature and organic, it
becomes critical to declare one’s operative definitions at the outset. Beginning with the term
nature, two binary situations immediately arise.
The first concerns the qualification of humans as
members of the category. Understanding its most
conventional usage in English to be the inverse of
"culture," I intend the term to refer to material
reality in its totality minus humans and their
deliberate products. However, when considering
nature in relation to architecture, I define it not in
a quantitative manner, but more as ordinary
sensory experience does: as the spatial, objectrich realm into which buildings and other acts of
artifice are inserted and of which wilderness is
considered the purest form. Accordingly, I also
use "nature" to connote the broadest range of the
material concept, much in the same way we use
cosmos or reality. Ultimately, however, I view
one's conceptualization of nature as a personal
event, the creation of a world-view of the nonhuman segment of the world.
Whenever speaking of nature as a disembodied concept, as an idea which may or may not
correspond with physical reality, I have placed
the term in quotation marks. Additionally, I have
tried to limit confusion by originating my own
arguments from the naturalist position. Seeking

still more clarity, I objectify each observer’s complete view of the matter with what I call a natureconcept, which I define as one’s overall opinion
of nature as it either includes or excludes humanity and human production. For example, the
nature-concept of one who accepts the theory of
evolution differs significantly from one who
favors creationism. Throughout the text, I use
this term and idea of nature interchangeably.
When we refer to something as organic we
undertake a broad and truly interdisciplinary
expression. As one of the central ideas of my
investigation, the basis of its utility and therefore
an understanding of its use within the organic
analogy lies in distinguishing its earlier instrumental meaning from its more recent descriptive
one. Though I engage the term in order to
eventually define it for my own purposes, I have
proceeded with an awareness that it is often
confused between descriptions of organization
and the more current practice of invoking biomorphic form. In this regard I am hopeful that
context makes the distinction clear.
Concerning the term natural, particularly as
it pertains to human acts and artifacts, I have
taken the liberty of constructing my own definition. Based on my own observations, I believe
that the unnecessary destruction of life and
resources in nature is quite rare and most often
confined to human agency. Therefore, human
actions can reasonably be described as natural (in
the sense of following biology) so long as they
pursue some provision of utility at a ecosystemic
level. For example, I suppose that the destruction

of a forest by human action may be considered
natural provided its replacement either takes up
the vacated ecological niches or re-orients the
immediate ecosystem in a direction ultimately
yielding comparable biological vitality. What we
do with the timber is less important. In that
sense, to replace a forest with an asphalt parking
lot fails the natural test.
Unfortunately, the human settlements that
achieve this on a broad scale are either deep in
the past or assumedly far in the future. Therefore, interim constructions which are outside of
or destructive to basic ecological activity cannot
satisfy this definition, no matter how vigilant we
are with our use of recycled or other low-impact
materials. We simply represent a different category of life when we build this way. Though I
have not attempted a minimally invasive design
here per se, I believe it is vital that we begin the
sustainability discourse by recognizing our tendency to be incompatible with the rest of nature.
Once a matter of self-defense, we are now in a
position to attain alignment between culture and
nature—not only within the bio-sphere, but in the
human mind as well.
Lastly, there is a frequent need within such
an exercise to refer to the various schools of
archi-tecture that intentially reference nature.
For example, directed towards a somewhat different end from the expressionistic and heavily
biomorphic character of recent “organic” architecture, the ecological or “green” school views
nature through the lens of science and refers to it
as “environment.” Both labels, though they are

also used to describe buildings with a spiritual
impetus, primarily reflect a rational conception
that marries science to economics, politics and
ethics.
For clarity then, I use the term ecological to
refer only to buildings that attempt to enter
natural energy and material flows--such as we
see with the work of John Todd. Believing that
in an ecologically-informed age any attempt to
ref-erence nature—be it from a mechanistic or
Romantic position—is now inflected by the
presence of ecological science, I employ the term
nature-interested design as a catch-all when it is
necessary to indicate all current shades of the
larger issue--the “organic” included. As for my
own work, I resist these labels. I am simply
trying to envision and propose meaningful,
relevant and beautiful architecture grounded in
an ecological world view.

ii

“Animals are wholly absorbed
into those niches in which they
have such satisfactory fitness, but
humans can stand apart from the
world and consider themselves in
relation to it. Humans are, in this
sense, eccentric to the world—in
it, but standouts. Humans are part
of the world in biological and
ecological senses, but they are the
only part of the world that can
orient itself with respect to a
theory of it. So humans can begin
to comprehend what comprehends
them; in this lies their paradox
and responsibility. They have a
distinct metaphysical status
because they alone can do
metaphysics. The metaphysics
they do may lead them to an
experience of unity with nature, to
responsible care for other species,
but such unity paradoxically puts
them beyond nature, where
nothing else is capable of such
experience and caring.”1
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Introduction
We have long used nature to think about
architecture, as a guide for beauty and stability in
our structures. But as industrial civilization alters
the familiar characteristics of the natures our
cultural traditions have used to understand themselves and their role in the world, we find ourselves increasingly called upon to reverse these
elements, to now use architecture to think about
nature, as a means to restore and stabilize what
we bring to imbalance. That Western architecture
has only recently been asked to assume this
unfamiliar role should come as no surprise.
Throughout most of its history its task has been
clear: to supplant natural landscapes with bold
statements of the human “exception.” Whereas
large-scale matters have been abandoned to the
provinces of the engineer, the planner, the
industrialist and, ultimately, the consumer, one of
the unfortunate consequences of architecture's
early reluctance to lead in this area has been that
we remain somewhat unprepared for a discussion
of aesthetics from an ecological perspective.
Therefore, what is required now, and critically so,
is that we not only absorb the challenges of
environmentally-intelligent design, but that we

resume the search for an iconography that honors
not just our moment, but our role as earthbound
narrators of that moment. For us, this challenge
seems unusually daunting, for it involves not only
the development of a declarative aesthetic, but
also the validation of that aesthetic by an underpinning ethic. Joining the Beautiful, the Sublime
and the Picturesque may eventually be something
we are likely to call the Ecological.
The sea change in which we now find
ourselves I believe urges us to re-examine not
only these biases within our field, but the conceptualizations of nature that helped produced them.
Stepping across the threshold from modernity to
the beginning of an ecological age, we pause to
reconsider the value of symbolically engaging
nature with our buildings and whether the lenses
of the past have much to offer us now. Coaxing
our profession toward a revised moral imperative
regarding the environment, we are challenged to
translate the latest findings of environmental
study (such as global warming) into a tradition
perpetually distracted by its human-centered view
of the world. Revisiting the origins of this tradition has produced brilliant results in the past, the
most recent case being Modernism. But if the
major chapters of architecture's history have been
written from a mindset which sees nature as infinitely resilient and therefore an optional design
consideration, then we must approach the core
with caution as we develop the aesthetic that the
revolution of eco-logically-intelligent architecture
will ultimately require.
The subject of this thesis is the observation

that, as considered from the perspective of the
architect, our buildings and the definitions of
nature we use to shape them are reciprocal constructs. One’s nature-concept can certainly be
communicated verbally, even poetically so.
Likewise, it can be utterly inaccurate from the
standpoint of what our best science indicates.
What we tend to overlooked, then, is that our
architecture speaks with equal clarity. In that
sense, the view put forth here recognizes what I
feel is an important transformation: that "nature"
is now undergoing yet another drastic reevaluation within Western societies, and that this
has, once again, significant implications for
building as a critical practice.
Therefore, before the “how” must come the
“why,” and in the journey between the two, the
work of forging an individual reading. Thus I
have chosen to use the thesis to focus on a conceptual framework by which to reconcile my own
inherited preservationist image of nature with the
more instrumental version that is now taking
shape within our current society. In that sense,
this project represents a record of my thoughts
concerning the fundamental relationship between
architecture and nature not as contending forces
but as the reciprocally conceived creative ideas
they ultimately are. Believing we run the risk of
diminished meaning and relevancy when we
allow our environmental concerns to develop as
strategies of radical efficiency or acts of groundless mimesis, I propose that in an age of environmental sensitivity, this view applies in the fullest
sense of the term to all architecture.
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1-2 Siofok Luthern Church, Imre Makovecz (1987)
3 Temple Sinai, Jim Johnson (1967)
4 Plan of Skilken Residence, Bart Prince (1997)
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