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Abstract
Archeology has revealed striking leaps in the evolution of architectural form. Studying these leaps
or bifurcations can shed new light on the dynamics of architecture as an organically developing
discipline. Over the years, theorists and historians have borrowed the iconography of evolutionary
biology in attempts to classify architectural styles. Notable examples are the Banister Fletchers in
the early twentieth century and more recently Charles Jencks. In this essay I present an evolutionary
theory of architectural form which differs from its predecessors in important ways. First, it adopts a
wide perspective, paying due attention to prehistoric and vernacular architecture. Second, it is
grafted on philosophy of mind rather than Darwinian theory. With corroboration from both the
archeological record and Jean Gebser’s philosophy of mind I describe five architectural types, the
archaic, nomadic, domestic, monumental and integral. Each type represents a discrete stage in the
unfolding of the discipline since prehistoric times. This holistic evolutionary approach places
contemporary architecture in the context of deep time and carries stimulating implications for the
future.

Introduction
Over the years, theorists and historians have attempted to classify architectural styles in terms of
evolutionary biology. The Banister Fletchers, in the early twentieth century, produced a naively
progressivist, Eurocentric evolutionary tree of architecture. More recently, Charles Jencks has
published architectural taxonomies as suggestively fluid diagrams representing a postmodern
understanding of evolution. [1: pp. 350-51] (Figure 1) To my mind, these attempts at schematizing
architecture’s changing morphology, utilizing the devices of evolutionary biology, have been
lacking. The lack of a consistent, unambiguous nomenclature makes it impossible to classify
architectural styles with the same rigor as what’s enabled in biology by the Linnaean nested
hierarchy (phylum > class > order > etc.). Since architecture is a cultural phenomenon rather than a
biological one, it seems absurd to expect its dynamics to adhere to the principals of Darwinian
evolution, unless one believes Darwinian mechanics govern matters of spirit. Alternative
evolutionary models such as the stage theory put forth by philosopher of mind Jean Gebser may be
better suited for the task.

Figure 1: Evolutionary tree of twentieth century architecture by Charles Jencks (From Jencks, 2000).

Furthermore, it is problematic that the vernacular, the primitive and the prehistoric have so far
figured only marginally in histories of architecture. The foundational eon of prehistoric time may
prove to be more consequential than the classical and the contemporary. If we wanted to think about
architecture in evolutionary terms, would it not make sense to zoom out and adopt the widest
perspective possible? Charles Jencks's diagrams, because they focus exclusively on the twentieth
and twenty-first century, seem to me to promote a myopia, creating confusion rather than clarity. I
am convinced that it is possible and fruitful to think about architecture in evolutionary terms, but
only if we pay our dues to prehistoric and vernacular architecture.
In this paper I will outline a holistic evolutionary theory of architectural form corroborated by both
archeological and anthropological data as well as philosophical insights. The theory concerns five
stages in the unfolding of the architectural discipline, each expressed as a distinct building type. In
order of appearance these are the archaic, nomadic, domestic, monumental and integral types.
While it is true that, say, the nomadic type preceded the domestic type in all geographic instances,
different types can and do coexist. In the following diagram, the x-axis represents time, the y-axis
complexity (Figure 2).

Figure 2: The evolutionary typology of architectural form (diagram by the author).

Twentieth century discoveries in paleontology have shown evolution to occur with jumps and starts,
a phenomenon labeled ‘punctuated equilibrium.’ [2: pp. 82-115] But the human imagination has
entertained concepts of stepped evolution long before paleontologists Eldredge and Gould coined
the term. In the 1950s, philosopher of mind Jean Gebser described the unfolding of human
consciousness through five ‘structures’ of consciousness: the archaic, magic, mythical, mental and
integral. [3] In the burgeoning industrial age, archaeologist Vere Gordon Childe came to see the
history of culture as shaped by a series of ‘revolutions,’ the most well-known being the Neolithic
Revolution. [4] Childe was influenced by Marx, an exponent of the utopian, progressive thought

derived from the European enlightenment. [5: p. 37] More ancient conceptions of evolution were
not necessarily progressive. Both ancient Greek and Hindu sources speak of cyclical time, situating
our present in a degenerative phase, moving away from a Golden Age of humanity.
Jean Gebser’s evolutionary model is distinct from neo-Darwinism in that it is progressive and goaloriented, teleological. Gebser, having lived through two world wars, knew that the word ‘progress’
must be used with caution however: ‘… progress is also a progression away, a distancing and
withdrawal from something, namely, from origin. … we must remain suspicious of progress and its
resultant misuse of technology (to the degree that we are dependent on it and not the reverse), as
well as of the doctrines of evolutionary superiority ...’ [3: p. 41] Gebser advocates an integral model
in which the primitive and the contemporary are not mutually exclusive. In an integral state of
mind, both can be upheld for their own merits. The integral state or ‘structure’ is important because
it allows the simultaneous expression of all preceding consciousness structures, ‘down’ to the
archaic. In the integral structure, a reconnecting with ‘origin’ is achieved. For Gebser, the twentieth
century represents the threshold into a Golden Age of sorts, a thoroughly optimistic view.

Archaic
According to Vitruvius, the ‘invention’ of fire catalyzed the forming of communities and the
emergence of spoken language. [6: p. 105] Rather than the cliché of the ‘primitive hut,’ the origins
of architecture must be sought here, with the fireplace, the focus of social life, source of light and
warmth, of protection against a hostile environment. Our earliest sense of home must have been tied
to the fireplace. Archeological evidence for the use of fire pre-dates the evidence for constructed
dwellings by hundreds of thousands of years, pointing to the Lower and Middle Paleolithic, roughly
between one million and 100,000 years ago. Some 1.5 million years ago the first hominids to
colonize Eurasia were groups of Homo ergaster. It seems probable that the control of fire was what
enabled them to colonize cooler regions although unequivocal proof for hearths occurs not earlier
than about 150,000 years ago in the Middle Paleolithic, at cave sites belonging to Homo
neandertalensis such as Le Lazaret in southern France. [7: pp. 115-16] The first burials are also
documented for this period. Perhaps the rudimentary architecture of the Aranda, contemporary
Australian natives, can be regarded an expression of the archaic type. Quoting from Rykwert: ‘The
only shelters they put up for their own use are windbreaks of bush and scrub which are made by
weeding and trimming as much as by piling up. They sleep out in the open, sheltered by these
breaks, with small fires to warm them up in cold seasons.’ [6: p. 185]

Nomadic
The bifurcation that led to the nomadic phase in architecture occurred with the Upper Paleolithic,
roughly 100,000 years ago. Architecture is now expressed as the nomad’s hut, circular in plan. The
fireplace sits at the center of the hut, an umbilical connection to the archaic. The ritual significance
of the center becomes apparent in the customs of contemporary Asian nomads. During ceremonies,
a birch tree is erected on the site of the fireplace, projecting out through the smoke-hole of the yurt.
[8: p. 117] It is the world tree, the axis mundi connecting the spiritual worlds above and below. The
Gilyak of eastern Siberia regard the fireplace as the gateway of communication with the spirit
world. [9: p. 314]
The archeological era known as the Upper Paleolithic is characterized by a proliferation of cultural
output. Tools made of stone, bone, ivory and wood become extremely detailed and varied in form
and function. The well-known 'Venus' figurines date from this period, as well as famous cave
paintings. Domestication of animals, primarily the dog, is likely to have started in this era. People
are believed to have lived in relatively small groups as food gatherers, hunters and herders.
Complex camp sites from the Upper Paleolithic are known from locations across Eurasia. Animal
figurines of fired clay, and impressions in clay of basketry and textiles, date back as far as 27,000
years ago at sites in the Czech Republic. Two infants buried around 24,000 years ago at Sungir,
Russia, were honored with red ochre, numerous fox teeth and objects made of mammoth ivory and
bone. At the Russian site Kostenki I a camp was found, consisting of several semi-subterranean
dwellings in circular array, constructed from mammoth ribs and furs. [7: p. 162]
A proto-agricultural society known as the Natufian flourished in the Levant from around 12,500 to
9,000 BC. This culture was at the cusp of the Neolithic revolution. The lifestyle was at least partly
sedentary and people were harvesting and grinding wild grains with stone implements. Natufian
houses were some 4 meters in diameter, circular or oval in shape. The house was pit-like, dug into
the ground, the interior wall lined with stone masonry. The floor was paved, with a central hearth.
Interior wooden posts presumably supported a thatched roof. [7: p. 210] The wooden posts of the
Natufian house foreshadow the timber frame, the bent, characteristic of farmhouses from the
Neolithic onward. I see the Natufian house as a transitional form between the nomadic and domestic
types. Similar pit houses occur in the Jomon period of prehistoric Japan. [10]

Domestic
The start of the domestic phase, characterized by the rectangular building plan, coincides with the
rise of agriculture following the end of the last Ice Age some 12,000 years ago. The earliest known

moment of transition from round to rectangular is believed to date from the ninth millennium BC,
with the Mureybetian culture in present-day Syria. The site of Jerf el Ahmar provides a remarkable
example of the ‘invention’ of the rectangular floor plan, a metamorphosis which took several
centuries to complete. The site consists of some sixty architectural units distributed over several
levels. Danielle Stordeur gives the following description: ‘The first four [levels] have only produced
round constructions. The three following have constructions with rectilinear interior walls and fairly
straight exterior walls, articulated by large curving angles. In level 0/E the first strictly rectangular
constructions appear.’ [11: p. 1] (Figure 3)

Figure 3: Jerf el Ahmar, village I/east (from Stordeur, 2000).

Archeologist Jacques Cauvin discusses the fact that circular, semi-subterranean dwellings such as
those found in the Natufian culture were replaced by rectangular ones, now placed above ground
(emphasis added): ‘We must not forget that when rectangular architecture appeared at the end of the
Mureybetian period, it had never before in any way existed in the world, but then it very rapidly
became the archetype of the human house. In that way sedentary people left the hole of their origins
and the circular matrix of their first homes.’ [12: p. 132] Cauvin’s choice of words (‘hole,’ ‘matrix’)
suggests an emergence, a birth from a primal state of unity with mother Earth. The Neolithic
revolution was not just an outward transition towards, in Marxist terms, a new mode of production.
It was a bifurcation in consciousness which was expressed culturally, in architectural form.

With the Neolithic revolution the rectangle replaces the circle as the default building plan, although
in some parts of the Neolithic world, such as the Atlantic coast of Europe, the circle would remain
favored over the rectangle. [13: p.10] The circle is generally maintained as the preferred shape for
spaces of special importance such as the megalithic circles such as the famous Stonehenge. The
Linear Pottery culture of Neolithic Europe produced circular enclosures alongside rectangular
timber longhouses. [14: p. 125, 15: pp. 176–89, 16] (Figures 4, 5) Also in more recent architecture
the circle retains a special position, often nested within the rectangle. Many examples can be given:
Palladio’s Villa Rotonda, Le Corbusier’s Palace of Assembly in Chandigarh and the Glass House by
Philip Johnson to name just a few. In ancient Rome, the omphalos or world navel was situated in the
temple of Vesta, which stood out because of its circular floor plan. Vesta's temple housed the
sanctus sanctorum, the archaic, sacred fire. [17: p. 29] The temples dedicated to Vesta, with their
circular plan, refer to the archaic and nomadic types. They are evidence of an integral sensibility in
monumental Rome.

Figure 4 (left): Circular enclosure, Linear Pottery culture (from Pavlů, 1982).
Figure 5 (right): House plans, Linear Pottery culture (from Coudart, 1998).

The domestic type is still ubiquitous today. The rectangular (farm)house is the universal building
type in rural communities around the world. The domestic type also dominates the (American)
suburb. Although houses are outfitted with air-conditioning now, the television has usurped the
central position of the fireplace and sustenance is derived from the strip mall and online shopping,
suburbanites are still invested in a nostalgic illusion of connection to the land. Surface
ornamentation is used to enhance the rustic effect, as well as to create facades in faux classical
style. It is here that the domestic type touches the monumental.

Monumental
Metallurgy started with the use of gold and copper around 6000 BC in the Chalcolithic Age,
followed by the Early Bronze Age around 3000 BC. The invention of cuneiform script out of
pictorial writing in Mesopotamia is attributed to the latter period. Metallurgy may have evolved
independently in Egypt, although connections with Mesopotamia did exist. [6: p. 170, 7: p. 372]
The pyramidal structures of Egypt and Mesopotamia appear to be symbolic representations of the
hierarchically stratified societies that produced them. Architecture has now become an official
discipline; we have entered the monumental phase.
For me, the monumental phase corresponds to Gebser’s mental consciousness structure, in which
three-dimensional, perspectival space is discovered: ‘The ring is broken, and man steps out of the
two-dimensional surface into space, which he will attempt to master by his thinking. This is an
unprecedented event, an event that fundamentally alters the world.’ [3: pp. 75-76] Buildings are
now conceived as three-dimensional solids; facade and section become important. The monumental
phase is further characterized by the emergence of the city. Roger Matthews writes: ‘Although we
find large agglomerations of people much earlier, for example at Çatalhöyük in the Neolithic period
of Anatolia, it is only in Late Chalcolithic Mesopotamia that we can detect a real multiplicity of
function within those settlements, which enables us to identify them as true cities.’ [7: p. 439]
The verticality of Neolithic hill sites (tells) such as Çatalhöyük was the spontaneous result of the
stacking of many successive generations of mud-brick construction. Perhaps the tell phenomenon,
as a faint and distant memory, informed the intentional emphasis on verticality that begins in the
Ubaid period (5000 – 4000 BC) of Mesopotamia. In their intricacy and symmetry, the temple
complexes of the Ubaid period are clearly different from the organic agglomerations of the
Neolithic. Gwendolyn Leick describes a fifth millennium precursor of the ziggurat at the site of
Eridu, now southern Iraq: ‘all the earlier ruins were filled in with sand and enclosed with a brick
wall, to provide the basis for a new building elevated from the surrounding areas by one meter and

accessed by a ramp.’ [18: p. 6] In the subsequent Uruk period (4000 – 3000 BC), on top of the
accumulated remains of previous centuries, the monumental type came to maturity here in the form
of a ziggurat, a stepped pyramid in solid brick, presumably with a shrine on the top level. (Figure 6)

Figure 6: the maturation of the monumental type at Eridu (from Leick, 2002).

The monumental type defines classical styles and as such is still ubiquitous in architecture today.
Even buildings that are generally considered ‘modern’ based on materialization (glass, steel and
concrete) and lack of ornamentation are in fact expressions of the monumental type (and, by
extrapolation, Gebser’s mental consciousness structure) as evidenced by the symmetry of plan and
facade.

Integral
Jean Gebser detects the shift from mental to integral consciousness in modern architecture: ‘The
new conception of space based on the new valuation of time has led to what is today called a ‘free
plan.’ In other words, time, to the extent that it is expressible architectonically, has transformed
closed, three-dimensional architectural space into dynamic, open space-time.’ [3: pp. 466-67]

The integral type disperses perspective and abolishes symmetry. It is connective, strives for
transparency in both space and time. The integral type encompasses both modern and postmodern
architecture. Frank Lloyd Wright´s pioneering language of interpenetrating solids and hovering
planes was paralleled by a European avant-garde following World War I. Theo van Doesburg stated
in 1924 that the new architecture ‘acquires a more or less floating aspect that, as it were, works
against the gravitational forces of nature.’ [19: p. 149] Postmodern architects freely sample from the
full range of architectural types, taking advantage of the temporal transparency of the integral
structure. I call this approach ‘non-linear recapitulation.’
In the years following the end of World War II, contemporaneous with the publication of Gebser’s
The Ever-present Origin, members of the international CIAM movement stressed the need to
connect with the archaic. Sigfried Giedion was researching ‘the eternal present’ and, in the words of
Francis Strauven, ‘the original archetypes of art and architecture … the primal, prehistoric forms
that he saw simultaneously re-emerging in the art of the contemporary avant-garde.’ [20: p. 238]
According to Strauven, Dutch architect Aldo van Eyck ‘… believed that CIAM now had no choice
but to abandon its narrow Occidental viewpoint and place itself open to a broader human horizon, a
more complete conception of man.’ In the context of CIAM 9 (1953), van Eyck ‘… expressed his
conviction that the attitude of the Westerner towards the so-called ‘primitive’ cultures should be a
humble one. Only by discarding his rationalistic bias can the Westerner gain access to the generalhuman archaic values that survive in these cultures.’ Western man had to recover ‘… the elements
of a primary, general human visual language that have survived through the millennia within the
archaic cultures. They are the same forms as those being discovered by contemporary archeology in
prehistoric art.’ [20: pp. 254-55]
The presence of the past is an important characteristic of the integral type. Japanese tradition and
the legacy of the Western avant-garde were brought to a synthesis by the Metabolist group in the
1950s, 60s and 70s. For all its futurism, Metabolist architecture embodies traditional notions of
impermanence as exemplified in Ise shrine. Ise shrine, of great importance in the Shinto religion, is
essentially an Iron Age house with a continuous existence of 1200 years, its material constituents
being replaced (‘metabolized’) every 20 years. Kenzo Tange: ‘In the same way as life, as organic
beings composed of changeable elements, as the cell, continually renewing its metabolism and still
retaining as a whole a stable form – thus we consider our cities.’ [5: p. 197] (Like Metabolism, the
contemporary genre of parametric design is biomimetic. It aims to derive architectural form from
non-form: a genetic code of numeric values. Arguably, civil engineering, being driven by objective
physical parameters, is parametric design pur sang, albeit avant la lettre.)

A desire for weightlessness, for dissolving the solid into floating planes or pixels or a cloud of
living information, is a dominant theme in contemporary architecture. The Blur Building by Diller
Scofidio + Renfro, at the 2002 Swiss Expo, is a compelling instance of architecture´s current
dematerialization. We regularly see designs resembling flying saucers, mock spaceships that
remain, without exception, sadly landlocked. However superficially different, contemporary designs
exhibit a shared yearning for transcendence. Architects express their eschatological premonitions,
perhaps understood as a release from the constraints of Cartesian spacetime, or an alchemical
transmutation: finding the philosopher’s stone. But to the extent that architecture is actually built, it
can’t escape gravity. The integral type seems to be forever approaching, asymptotically, a
transcendent reality. By definition, it is impossible to see beyond the event horizon of the next
bifurcation, referred to by some as the Singularity.
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