
ARCH 703/803 

Environmental 

Aesthetics 
 

 

 
 

 
 

Fall 2011 

Dr. David Seamon 
 

Overview 
Aesthetics is the branch of philosophy that studies the nature of the beautiful. This course explores the 

aesthetics of the natural and built environments, including landscapes, places, and buildings. A major 

emphasis is contrasting philosophical approaches, including semiotic, Marxist-structural, post-structural, and 

phenomenological perspectives. The course is conducted as a seminar and includes group discussion on 

readings. Students read from the following books as well as from photocopied articles that will be available 

for reading and copying in Weigel Library (in box on center table) and as PDFs at K-State On-Line. In 

relation to national architectural accreditation standards, the seminar involves the following objectives and 

performance criteria. 
 

Course Goals & Objectives 
▪ To introduce students to the study of aesthetics and to consider key questions and problems involved with 

examining aesthetic dimensions of environments and landscapes. 

▪ To introduce students to both philosophical and applied studies in aesthetics and environmental 

aesthetics. 

▪ To make students aware of contrasting conceptual approaches to environmental aesthetics, including 

semiotic, Marxist-structural, post-structural, hermeneutic, and phenomenological perspectives. 

▪ To introduce students to several empirical studies of environmental aesthetics, including analytic and 

phenomenological work. 
 

Student Performance Criteria addressed 
▪ The ability to read, write, speak, and listen effectively (A1); 

▪ The ability to gather, assess, and evaluate ideas and points of view (A5); 

▪ Understanding the value of applied research (A11); 

▪ Understanding human behavior and experience in relation to environmental and architectural concerns 



(C2); 

▪ Understanding ethical issues in regard to social, political, and cultural issues (C8); 

▪ Understanding the architect‘s responsibility to work in the public interest, to respect historic resources, 

and to improve the quality of life (C9). 
 

Topical Outline 
 

▪ Introduction to aesthetics and ways of seeing (20%); 

▪ The aesthetic field (20%); 

▪ Phenomenological Approaches to Environmental Aesthetics (20%); 

▪ Deconstructionist Approach to Environmental Aesthetics (10%); 

▪ Semiotics and Prospect-Refuge Theory (10%); 

▪ Cognitive, Visual, and Formalist Approaches to Aesthetics (10%); 

▪ Environmental Aesthetics and Differences in Taste: The Example of Public Art (10%). 
 

Required Texts 
Christopher Alexander. A New Theory of Urban Form. NY: Oxford University Press, 1987. A provocative 

effort to develop a way of designing that creates a sense of place, order, and life in the modern city. 

Thomas Thiis-Evensen. Archetypes in Architecture. NY: Oxford University Press, 1989. A study of the 

essential elements of architecture, which Thiis-Evensen argues can be understood in terms of floor, 

wall, and roof. An important effort to establish an aesthetic language of the built environment 

grounded in lived environmental and architectural experience. 

Juhani Pallasmaa. The Eyes of the Skin: Architecture and the Senses. London: Wiley, 2005. Argues that 

architects must move beyond the visual appearance of buildings and create an architecture that is 

multi-sensory and symbolically resonant. 
 

Recommended Texts 
Emily Brady. Aesthetics of the Natural Environment. Edinburgh: Edinburgh Univ. Press, 2003. A systematic 

account of human aesthetics and the natural environment, including an historical overview. A useful 

articulation of various conceptual approaches to aesthetic themes and issues. We will read the first 

two chapters as an introduction to aesthetic issues. 

Robert Mugerauer. Interpretations on Behalf of Place. Albany, NY: State University of NewYork Press, 

1994. A helpful attempt to describe current conceptual approaches to architectural and environmental 

thinking, particularly phenomenological, hermeneutic, and post-structural perspectives. 
 

Tentative Outline (the listed selections are to be read for that evening's class; numbers in bold 

indicate the number of the PDF file on K-State On-Line; note some readings have two or more files.) 
 

Aug 22: Introduction to Aesthetics and Ways of Seeing: The Aesthetic Field 
 Readings to be discussed: 

1. Class syllabus. 
 

Aug 29: The Nature of Environmental Aesthetics 
 Readings to be discussed: 

  1.  Emily Brady, Aesthetics of the Natural Environment, intro & chap. 1, pp. 1-28; text on sale 

but not required; photocopy in Weigel & available for reading or copying on center 

table; available as PDF, K-State On-Line. [1a] 

  2. Richard E. Chenoweth & Paul H. Gobster, ―The Nature and Ecology of Aesthetic 



Experiences in the Landscape,‖ Landscape Journal, vol. 9, no. 1 (1990), pp. 1-8; 

photocopy in Weigel & available for reading or copying on center table; available as 

PDF, K-State On-Line. [2] 

  3.  Juhani Pallasmaa, The Eyes of the Skin: Architecture and the Senses, Part 1, pp. 6-25 

(London: Wiley, 2005); photocopy in Weigel  & available for reading or copying on 

center table; original book on reserve; PDF, K-State On-Line. [3a] 

  4. Thomas Thiis-Evensen, Archetypes in Architecture, preface, introduction, & opening 

section on floor; pp. l-49 (NY: Oxford Univ. Press, 1987); required text; also on 

reserve in Weigel & available as PDF, K-State On-Line. [4a & 4b (1
st
 part)] 

 

Sept. 5: NO CLASS—LABOR DAY HOLIDAY 
 

Sept 12: Floors, Stairs and Natural Symbols: Phenomenological Approaches to Environmental 

Aesthetics 
 Readings to be discussed: 

  1. Emily Brady, Aesthetics of the Natural Environment, chap. 2, pp. 29-51. [1b]  

2. Juhani Pallasmaa, The Eyes of the Skin, Part 2, pp. 26-56; photocopy in Weigel; PDF, K-

State On-Line; [3b] 

3. Thomas Thiis-Evensen, Archetypes in Architecture, floor & stairs, pp. 50-57 & 87-105; 

PDF, K-State On-Line; [4b (2
nd

 part) & 4c] 

4. Karsten Harries, ―The Voices of Space,‖ Center: A Journal of Architecture in America, vol. 

4 (1988), pp. 34-49, photocopy in Weigel; PDF, K-State On-Line. [5] 
 

Sept 19: Walls, Landscapes, and Natural Symbols 

 Readings to be discussed: 

1.  Thiis-Evensen, Archetypes, pp. 114-167; 192-219; on reserve & PDF, K-State On-Line. 

[4c, 4d & 4e] 

  2. Sherry Dorward, Design for Mountain Communities (NY: Van Nostrand Reinhold, 1990), 

chap. 3, pp. 41-51; chap. 11, pp. 295-336, photocopy in Weigel; book on reserve; 

PDF, K-State On-Line. [6a, 6b, 6c, & 6d] 

  3. David Gebhard, ―The Myth and Power of Place: Hispanic Revivalism in the American 

Southwest,‖ pp. 143-158 in N. C.f Markovich, W. E. Preiser, & F. G. Sturm, eds., 

Pueblo Style and Regional Architecture (NY: Van Nostrand Reinhold, 1990); book on 

reserve; photocopy in Weigel; PDF, K-State On-Line. [7] 
 

Sept 26: Walls, Peril, and the Deconstructionist Approach to Environmental Aesthetics 
 Readings to be discussed: 

1. Thiis-Evensen, Archetypes, pp. 220-39; 251-97; PDF, K-State On-Line[4f, 4g, 4h, 4i, 4j]. 

2. Michael Brill, An Architecture of Peril: Design for A Waste Isolation Pilot Plant, 

Carlsbad, NM, Environmental and Architectural Phenomenology Newsletter, vol. 4, no. 3 

(1993), pp.8-10; photocopy in Weigel; PDF, K-State On-Line. [8] 

3. Robert Mugerauer, ―Derrida and Beyond,‖ Center: A Journal of Architecture in America, 

vol. 4 (1988), pp. 66-75; photocopy in Weige; PDF, K-State On-Line.[9] 

4. Mikita Brottman, ―The Last Stop of Desire: The Aesthetics of the Shopping Center,‖ in A. 

Berleant & A. Carlson, eds., The Aesthetics of Human Environments. Petersborough, 

Ontario: Broadview Press, pp. 119-38, photocopy in Weigel; book on reserve; PDF, K-

State On-Line. [10] 

 

 



Oct 3: Approaches to Aesthetics: Semiotics and Prospect-Refuge Theory 
 Readings to be discussed: 

  1. Charles Jencks, ―Introduction‖ & ―A Semantic Analysis of Stirling's Olivetti Centre Wing,‖ 

in G. Broadbent, R. Bunt, & C. Jencks, eds. Signs, Symbols, and Architecture (NY: 

Wiley, 1980), pp. 7-10 & pp. 233-241; photocopy in Weigel; book on reserve; PDF, 

K-State On-Line. 11] 

  2. Grant Hildebrand, Origins of Architectural Pleasure (Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 1999), chap. 2, ―Finding a Good Home,‖ pp. 15-49; photocopy in Weigel; book 

on reserve; PDF, K-State On-Line. [12] 

  2. Jay Appleton, The Experience of Landscape (NY: Wiley, 1975), chap. 3, "Behaviour and 

Environment," pp. 58-80, photocopy in Weigel; book on reserve; PDF, K-State On-

Line. [13] 
 

Oct 10: Cognitive, Visual, and Formalist Approaches to Aesthetics 
 Readings to be discussed: 

1. Matthew Carmona, Tim Heath, Taner Oc, & Steve Tiesdell, Public Places, Urban Spaces: 

The Dimensions of Urban Design (London: Elsevier, 2003), chap. 7, ―The Visual 

Dimension,‖ pp. 130-64; photocopy in Weigel; book on reserve; PDF, K-State On-

Line. [14] 

  2. Linda N. Groat, "Contextual Compatibility in Architecture: An Issue of Personal Taste?" in 

Jack L. Nasar, ed. Environmental Aesthetics (NY: Cambridge, 1988), pp. 228-253 

(photocopy); PDF, K-State On-Line. [15] 

  3. Daniel J. Levi, ―Does History Matter? Perceptions and Attitudes Toward Fake Historic 

Architecture and Historic Preservation‖ Journal of Architectural and Planning 

Research, vol. 22, no. 2 (2005), pp. 148-159;photocopy in Weigel; PDF, K-State On-

Line. 16] 

  4. Ruth Connell, ―The Deceptive Environment: The Architecture of Security,‖ in G. Backhaus 

& J. Murungi, eds., Transformations of Urban and Suburban Landscapes (NY: 

Lexington Books, 2002), pp. 81-95; photocopy in Weigel; book on reserve; PDF, K-

State On-Line. [17] 
 

Oct 17: Artistic, Historical, and Marxist-Structural Approaches to Aesthetics 
 Readings to be discussed: 

1. Dominic Riccioti, ―Symbols and Monuments: Images of the Skyscraper in American Art,‖ 

Landscape, vol. 25, no. 2 (1981), pp. 22-29; photocopy in Weigel; PDF, K-State On-

Line. [18] 

  2. Mona Domash, ―Those ‗Sudden Peaks that Scrape the Sky‘: The Changing Imagery of 

New York's First Skyscrapers,‖ in Place Images in the Media, L. Zonn, ed. (Savage, 

Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 1991) (photocopy); PDF, K-State On-Line. [19] 

  3. Kimberley Dovey, ―Corporate Towers and Symbolic Capital,‖ Environment and Planning 

B: Planning and Design, vol. 19 (1992), pp. 173-88; photocopy in Weigel; PDF, K-

State On-Line. [20] 
 

Oct 24: NO CLASS—Prof. Seamon at IAEP Conference, Philadelphia 
 

Oct 31: Environmental Aesthetics and Differences in Taste: The Example of Public Art 

1. Mary McLeod, ―The Battle for the Monument: The Vietnam Veterans Memorial,‖ in K. 

L. Eggener, ed., American Architectural History (NY: Routledge, 2004), pp. 380-404; 

photocopy in Weigel; book on reserve; PDF, K-State On-Line. [21] 



2. James Dickinson, ―In Its Place: Site and Meaning in Richard Serra‘s Public Sculpture,‖ in 

A. Light & J. M. Smith, eds., Philosophies of Place (Lanham, MD: Rowman & 

Littlefield, 1998), pp. 45-72; photocopy in Weigel; book on reserve; PDF, K-State On-

Line. [22] 
 

Nov 7: Pattern Languages and Aesthetics 
 Readings to be discussed: 

  1. Christopher Alexander, A New Theory of Urban Design (NY: Oxford University Press, 

1987). Read Part I, ―Theory,‖ pp. 1-99; required text; copy on reserve in Weigel; [23] 

  2. If you are not familiar with Christopher Alexander's Pattern Language (New 

York: Oxford, l977), please spend some time browsing through it. Copies are on 

reserve in Weigel. Pay particular attention to pp. ix-xxxiv and select two patterns that 

strike you as good and two that strike you as weak; 

  3. Stephen A. Mouzon, Traditional Construction Patterns (NY: McGraw-Hill, 2004); pp. 1-

14; pp. 58-73; photocopy in Weigel; book on reserve; PDF, K-State On-Line. [24] 

  4. Rachel Kaplan, Stephen Kaplan, & Robert L. Ryan, With People in Mind: Design and 

Management of Everyday Nature (Washington, DC: Island Press, 1998); pp. ix-xi; pp. 

3-6; pp. 31-48; pp. 81-87; photocopy in Weigel; book on reserve; PDF, K-State On-

Line. [25] 
 

Nov 14: Christopher Alexander’s Approach to Environmental Aesthetics 
 Readings to be discussed: 

1. Christopher Alexander, A New Theory, Part II, ―Experiment,‖ pp. 100-79; required text; 

copy on reserve in Weigel; ]23] 

2. Christopher Alexander, The Nature of Order, Volume 1: The Phenomenon of Life 

(Berkeley: Center for Environmental Structure, 2002), ―Prologue‖ & ―Preface,‖ pp. 1-24; 

chap. 3, ―Wholeness and the Theory of Centers,‖ pp. 80-98; photocopy in Weigel; copy of 

reserve in Weigel; PDF, K-State On-Line. [26a] 

3. M. Silverstein, ―The First Roof: Interpreting a Spatial Pattern,‖ in David Seamon, 

Dwelling, Seeing and Designing (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 

1993); photocopy in Weigel; copy of book on reserve in Weigel; PDF, K-State On-Line. 

[27] 
 

Nov 21: NO CLASS—Thanksgiving break week 
 

Nov 28: A New Theory of Urban Design 

1. Christopher Alexander, A New Theory, Part II, ―Experiment‖ & Part III, ―Evaluation,  pp. 

179-249; required text; copy on reserve in Weigel. [28] 

2. Christopher Alexander, The Nature of Order, Volume 1: The Phenomenon of Life, chap. 

5, ―Fifteen Fundamental Properties,‖ pp. 144-78, which discuss the first five properties  

(levels of scale, strong centers, boundaries, alternative repetition, and positive space); 

photocopy in Weigel; copy of reserve in Weigel; PDF, K-State On-Line. [26b] 

3. To get a sense of Alexander‘s designed and built works, browse through A Vision of a 

Living World (2004), which is the third volume of The Nature of Order; this volume is on 

reserve at Weigel. 
 

Dec. 5: Class Presentations 

Dec. 12: Class Presentations 

Take-Home Examination due: Friday, December 16, noon 



Class Project 
Since this class is an upper-level course, I feel that students should have the freedom to pursue a research or 

field project in which they have a personal interest. Please keep your thoughts open to a possible topic in the 

first few weeks of class; I will ask for a specific focus about the fifth week. Graduate students should 

consider a topic that would help them develop and focus their thesis or dissertation work. 

 What I do ask is that your topic arises in some way from class readings and discussions. Let's say, for 

example, that you find a particular author interesting. You might want to take his or her point of view and 

apply it to a particular building or place—for example, doing a Thiis-Evensen analysis of a particular 

architect or particular building or buildings. Or you find the work of one particular author interesting—for 

example, Juhani Pallasmaa, Thomas Thiis-Evensen, Jay Appleton, or Karsten Harries—and decide that you 

would like to look at his or her work in greater detail. Or you might want to select a particular architect or 

designer and use some of the themes we discuss to explore that person's work. 

 In short, I am leaving the focus of your class project open. I will expect you to speak to me sometime 

fairly early in the semester about what particular topics you are considering. 
 

Grading 
Grades for this seminar will be based on the following criteria: 

 l. Attendance (twenty per cent of grade). I expect students to attend all classes, since we meet only 

once a week. One absence is acceptable, but any beyond that will affect your grade. Please let 

me know beforehand if you will not be attending class. 

 2. Reading reports. I require a weekly 1-2 pp. report on readings. This essay should express your 

reactions to the readings—e.g., what you liked, disliked, found useful, found questionable, 

etc. (thirty percent). Please note that I do not want a summary of the readings but rather, an 

―opinion piece,‖ grounded in your personal response to the readings. Comparing and 

contrasting the readings is often a valuable tool to use in the paper. 

 3. Class project (see above)(thirty percent). 

 4. A Take-Home Problem at the end of the semester. This exercise will work as a final exam. I will 

prepare several essay questions, and you will answer two. These essays will be broad in focus 

and will be due the week of exams (twenty percent). 

 As students know, the academic honor code is an integral part of the Kansas State University grading 

system. All students in this seminar agree to the KSU honor code, which states that: On my honor, I have 

neither given nor received unauthorized aid on the academic work I have done for this seminar. 

Contacting Instructor 
My office is Seaton, Rm. 202C, and the phone there is 532-1121. My office hours are 10:30-11:30am, 

M-W-F. Please stop by if you have any questions or problems. Email: triad@ksu.edu. Please note that any 

student with a disability who needs an accommodation or other assistance in this course should contact me in 

the first two weeks of the course. 

 
Cover image: Caspar David Friedrich‘s The Wanderer above the Mists (1818) 
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Work to Learn How to Learn to Work to Learn 
 

By Ken Pledge
1
 

 

They never tell you at school or college how to WORK. As a result you waste a lot of time doing 

unnecessary things. And you miss opportunities because of it. Here are some suggestions that can help 

you IF you want to learn how to learn to work. 
 

A major defect of the examination system shows up when perfectly competent students get so wrought up 

in the examination-room that they can hardly think properly. It affects different people to different 

degrees. If it affects YOU then try these suggestions. 
 

1. Set yourself to organize your time. Do this by setting yourself TARGETS – initially well within 

your scope – TASKS to complete WHATEVER HAPPENS! Decide beforehand WHEN you will do this 

task and HOW LONG you will take doing it. If you find you can‘t do it in the time, choose something 

next time that you can. For example: 
 

(a) Read through a complete chapter in some textbook from beginning to end; 

(b) Write out the complete solution to an easy problem in a definite time; 

(c) Compile rapidly abbreviated notes on some topic in the syllabus; 

(d) Do ANYTHING you can do well, as well as you can, in a given time; 

(e) Go out for a drink or a film or whatever. THEN sit down to some work. 

  (But don‘t work for more than two hours without a break for relaxation.) 
 

2. Organize your environment. Whatever your conditions of work (home, apartment, library…) make 

sure you have the books, paper, pens, table, chair…you need AND WITHDRAW YOURSELF from 

anything that distracts you (radio, record-players, chatty people…). Find out what you have to learn. Keep 

an eye open to see how you evade opportunities to do it. Verify that IF you have to do some work there 

inevitably arises a tug-of-war between IT and other things you could do – without effort – instead. As 

Humpty-Dumpty remarked to Alice: ―The question is, which is to be master – that‘s all‖.  

 Once started, INTEREST will carry through the work. 
 

3. Become a pest. If you can‘t understand something thoroughly (or even if you can) try to cultivate the 

habit of PESTERING anybody and everybody who can to explain it to you. Almost anybody enjoys 

explaining something they know to somebody else. Ask a local man to direct you to the nearest tube-

station, and see. Any lecturer worth his salt WELCOMES being pestered, and will take extra trouble to 

clarify any part of his own subject – that‘s what he‘s paid for anyway. 

 Or ask another member of your own CLASS whom you know has got the hang of the thing in 

question. DON‘T get in the habit of living in a vacuum, too timid to ask for help. 

 

4. Never be satisfied with anything you do. Always be looking for ways to improve it. Be satisfied 

with nothing less than perfection and take perfection as something you can‘t see how to improve further. 

For example: NEVER leave a solved problem, HOWEVER simple, without reading through your solution 

to CORRECT the grammar, IMPROVE the punctuation and setting-out, CHECK calculations and 

spelling. Make this a HABIT you do automatically and quickly. It will sharpen up your MIND – your 

power to GRASP problems quickly – as well as your ability to answer questions efficiently. 

                                                                    
1
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5. Only what you can’t forget is any use to you in the long run. Don‘t leave ANY topic you study 

without REFLECTING on it to see how you might go deeper into it if you wished, beyond it if you could. 

Apply the international SQ3R system of study.
2
 Don‘t try deliberately to remember anything more than 

the essential minimum. Try simply to understand HOW something is done – then you will remember it 

anyway. A good technique is to reflect on your solution to some problem until you can see how the 

method or situation can be GENERALISED. 
 

Work your way from particular methods to the awareness of general PRINCIPLES. There are really only 

a few principles and if you can grasp THEM you can INVENT methods of applying them for yourself. 

Here is a simple exercise: 
 

Choose some general principles and look around you in the bus, or the train, or in the street, until 

you have identified SIX EXAMPLES of it that occur. Then recapitulate them all in your mind and – 

forget about it. Do this three or four times each day. 
 

6. Open up your mind for seeing new things for yourself. This is how: Work away until you find 

some problem you OUGHT to be able to solve but CANNOT. DON‘T ask anyone how to do this one, but 

keep it at the back of your mind. Whenever it occurs to you THINK about it. The solution will, if you 

really WANT to see it, eventually just ‗come‘ to you as a new way of looking at the problem. It may take 

days, weeks, even years, but IT WILL COME! 
 

7. Do not stuff this handout away in some drawer. Keep it somewhere you can see it and read it at 

least TWICE every week. DON‘T just ‗think‘ about these suggestions but set yourself to put them into 

practice. 
 

8. Don’t waste your time…  
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Intensive Reading (SQ3R) 
 

Mastery of a written text almost always requires close reading. Literary theorist Peter Barry describes a 

well-established study technique called ―intensive reading,‖ or ―SQ3R.‖
1
 This approach breaks down 

reading an article, chapter, or book into five stages, as designated by the letters ―SQRRR,‖ or ―SQ3R.‖ 

The five stages are: 
 

S—That is, Survey the whole chapter or article fairly rapidly, skimming through to get a rough sense of 

the scope and nature of the argument. Remember that information is not evenly spread throughout the text 

but tends to be concentrated in the opening and closing paragraphs (where you often get useful summaries 

of the whole). The ―hinge points‖ of the article are often indicated in the opening and closing sentences of 

the paragraphs. 
 

Q—Having skimmed the whole, set yourself some Questions to which you hope to find answers in the 

reading. This effort makes you an ―active‖ rather than a passive reader, and gives purpose to your reading. 
 

R1—Now, Read the whole piece. Use a pencil if the copy is your own to underline key points, query 

difficulties, circle phrases worth remembering, and so forth. Don‘t just sit in front of the pages. If the 

book is not your own, jot down something on paper as your read, however minimal. 
 

R2—Now, close the book and Recall what you have read. Jot down some summary points. Ask 

whether your starting questions have been answered, or at least clarified. Spell out some of the difficulties 

that remain. In this way, you record some concrete outcomes to your reading, so that your time doesn‘t 

simply evaporate uselessly once the book is closed. 
 

R3—This final stage is the Review.  It happens after an interval has elapsed after the reading. You can 

experiment, but initially try doing it the following day. Without opening the book again, or referring back 

to your notes, review what you have gained from the reading; remind yourself of the questions you set 

yourself, the points you jotted down at the Recall stage, and any important phrases from the essay. If this 

effort produces very little, then refer back to your notes. If they makes little sense, then repeat the Survey 

stage and do an accelerated Read, by reading the first and last paragraphs of the essay, and skim-reading 

the main body assisted by your penciled markings. 
 

You may have evolved a study technique something like this already. It is really just common sense. But 

it will help to ensure that you gain something from a text, no matter how initially forbidding it might be. 

_________________________ 

1. Peter Barry, Beginning Theory: An Introduction to Literary and Cultural Theory (New York: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2009). Barry‘s discussion of intensive reading appears on pp. 4-5. 

 

 

 

 
 
 


