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Architecture as archetypal common sense:  
A Discourse on Method 
 
John McKean                 14 August 1986 
 
 
 
How to Build a House. An Architectural Novelette was translated in 1874 by Benjamin 
Bucknall, architect, from Eugene Viollet-le-Duc's L'Histoire d'une Maison1. It has been 
described as "one of the most moving pleas ever made for the profession of architect."2    
It is indeed that; and as an introduction to architecture in a world of glittering 
confusion, it is as apposite today as it was a century ago. 
 
When, as a schoolboy, I became secretly interested in architecture, I bought one of 
those yellow and black books: Teach Yourself Architecture I'm sure it was called. But 
what I recall of its contents was a journey in slow detail through the planning of a 
bourgeois family house. I still remember some of the detailed descriptions, and my 
images from that time come back with unexpected power, as I write this over twenty 
years after losing that book (no copy of which have I ever found since). Here was all the 
old professional conventional wisdom - the front door is to the west, the evening sun on 
its face welcoming the breadwinner home from work; the main bedroom is to the east, 
so that the morning sun invites one to rise; the kitchen is to the north, to keep cool 
amidst cooking, back in those pre-refrigerator days with just ventilated larders... And so 
I 'designed' my house, without showing anyone, following all those instructions. As I 
write, its Moderne lines, flat roof, and its useful details come back to me with surprise.   
(Its two-storey form, without any site, was rather like a square sponge cake with 
rounded corners, whose two layers are at 45 degrees to each other, making porches 
below and balconies above.) 
 
I'd forgotten all this for a generation. The memory was touched off by reading How to 
Build a House, wherein Paul, at 16 kept off school for a session by the Franco-Prussian 
War (which keeps thundering in the distance through the book), learns architecture 
through helping in the design and construction of a house, and it makes a man of him. 
 
What is going on here? How can "how to build a house" become the structure for a 
polemic on architecture and the architect? Conversely, if less profoundly, how can 
"teach yourself architecture" possibly be totally focussed on a one-family dwelling? 
 
We are touching on the archetypal activity of building one's own house; on the deep 
dream of this action which can give structure to our being. "The natural relation," as 
John Habraken said back in 1961, "existed at its purest when man, unaided, built his own 
dwelling." But the archetypal meaning remains stronger, and is not just reducible to 

 
1 It was published in London by Sampson Low, Marston, Searle and Rivington; (In mid August 1875, Viollet 
conducted his translator Bucknell on a tour of Mont Blanc.) 
2 Jean Jacques Aillagon, "Viollet-Le-Duc and the Role of the Architect", Architectural Design, 3/4, 1980, p27 
The reader should also be warned:  the translation, like the tale itself, is embedded in Victorian culture which 
can seem very distanced from us now. There are, besides, quaint turns of phrase; words like ‘apartment’ used 
(as in Scotland today) for room, ‘déjeuner’ always translated as ‘breakfast’ where it clearly means lunch, and 
so on.   There are a few typographical errors, and all dimensions are in Imperial in the text and Metric in the 62 
lucid (French) illustrations. 
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Habraken's conclusion: "and room must be made for it again in the housing process."3   
Building an edifice is an armature for building a person; as in English aedification has 
come to take the usual, metaphorical, meaning of edification. 
 
So every architect is somehow taking over this 'natural' power, and is entrusted with the 
control of this deep structuring of our lives. Easily dramatised, as in Tracy Kidder's new 
book4, this relation touches a nerve in us all. Hence our awful, painful laugh when it 
goes so wrong - as with Spinlove the architect5 or, much more, with Blandings the client 
and his dream house6. And herein is the strength of Viollet's tale of order, structure and 
common-sense. In seeing how it makes a man of Paul is some lost memory of a rite of 
passage regained? 
 
Viollet's book is "an architectural novelette"; written within the form of a story: Paul's 
newly-wed sister Marie is away for a year; his cousin Eugene, an architect, is unable to 
work in the city because of the war; and together, under the patronage of Paul's father, 
they design and build a house for Marie. But the narrative, more than padding out the 
technical process, provides the argument; as Eugene - the author so thinly disguised - 
explains his reasoning at every step. It is an explicit and virtuosic apologia for 
architecture as the epitome of constructive common sense, formed round the story of 
one house, and in language explicable to a sixteen-year-old reader. 
 
Eugene Viollet-le-Duc, the most famous French architect of his moment, was not just 
"the French Gilbert Scott", as Pevsner once said7, but was a theorist and teacher of 
continuing relevance. Towards the end of his life, in the evenings of July and August 
1873 he wrote this story, typically while single-handedly surveying and mapping the 
French Alps for the government. 
 
It was not published by his usual architectural publisher, but by Hertzel, Jules Verne's 
publisher, as a popular introduction for teenagers. (Hertzel commissioned more stories 
in this vein from Viollet, which appeared as The Story of a Fortress, 1874; The Story of 
Human Habitation, 1875; The Story of a Town Hall and a Cathedral, 1978; and finally, in 
the year of his death, The Story of a Draughtsman: How to Learn to Draw, 1879.) 
 
Viollet, himself self-taught, "having started straight away with contractors in a practical 
fashion"8, was angered by the ideology of architecture put over in the Ecole, particularly 
by the imbalance in curricula and the dangers of juxtaposing assorted branches of 
learning without rhyme or reason. 
 
Like his eponymous hero Eugene in this story, Viollet was impressively erudite, but with 
a learning always rooted in reality. "Reality" was a key. And of course what the 
Victorians called "reality" in architecture was insisted upon by Eugene as, in England, by 
Ruskin. "Very often young architects have asked me what treatise on building I should 
recommend as the best," says Eugene to his pupil Paul. "There is none, I tell them; 
because a treatise cannot anticipate all contingencies ... it lays down rules, but 99 times 
out of 100 you have to encounter the exception and cannot rely on the rule..." (p. 61) 
 

 
3 see my article "Self-Build Housing", Architectural Design Vol XLV1, August 1976, p485 
4 Tracy Kidder, House, London, September 1986 
5 H.R.Cresswell, The Honeywood File, London, 1929 
6 Eric Hodgins, Mr Blandings Builds His Dream House, London, 1947, gives the other side to Viollet's tale 
7 Nikolaus Pevsner, "Viollet-le-Duc and Reynaud" in Some Architectural Writers of the Nineteenth Century, 
Oxford, 1972, p194 
8 in the words of Genevieve Viollet-le-Duc, great-grand-daughter, Architectural Design, 3/4, 1980, p15 
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One hundred pages later, and after the unsettling visit of a post-modern critic as 
charming as Mr Jencks, Paul again asks: but surely there are some rules, some definite 
prescriptions? There are practical rules of procedure suitable to construction, Eugene 
replies; but of course materials and means of building vary and even these rules are 
modified by such variations. However,  

"in architecture there is a method to be followed in all cases that present 
themselves, but there are no definite prescriptions or rules of procedure. This method is 
none other than the application of your reasoning faculty to all particular cases;.." 

"How must I begin?" 
"By acquiring the habit of observing everything, and reflecting on everything you 

see, hear or read." (p. 152-3) 
 
And here is the key: How to Build a House is a discourse on method: the method of 
common sense, rooted in experiential reality. It shows a man fully conversant with all 
aspects and stages of construction; material, technical, aesthetic, legal and economic; 
his power is exercised through direct knowledge and contact. He is a man of the site, its 
material possibilities and processes; he draws only to explain ideas which he has already 
worked out. 
 
There is here an obvious parallel in the work of Walter Segal, a century younger. One 
tiny example - as tiny but as typical as Segal's stair carpet/tread detail9 or his door-stops 
of square-section bitumenised polyurethane joint filler, or his sliding window detail - is 
how Eugene devises his own common-sense way of slating; using copper hooks to hold 
the leading edge and resting them on chevron-shaped battens (p. 232-3). The brief 
discussion argues against traditional nailing, the problems of movement and difficulties 
of repair; and for his detail, more firm in high wind, more rain proof, and as cheap and 
simple as the traditional technique. It epitomises the method of thinking and this 
concept of appropriate technology. 

*         *         * 
And so to the house. A telegram for a brief, a budget of £8,000 excluding land, and off 
we go. "Take your scale. - I forgot; perhaps you don't know what a scale means..." and 
we are launched immediately into an exposition of scale drawing (p. 15). There follows 
common-sense rationalism about new house planning and layout (p. 17-22), tempered 
always with respect for how the forms of old buildings have acquired patterns of usage 
which should not carelessly be disturbed. (p. 26-8). Architecture as a social interpreter 
is introduced; a catalyst for gradual change towards more rational ways of living. 
 
There are most practical arguments (p. 32) against round windows and against hipped 
roofs - a bee which reappears in Eugene's bonnet; stair windows rise up, expressing the 
stair behind; string courses express the floors - while they are argued for structurally, as 
is that other contemporary English tenet, the 60º roof slope.  Respect for the builder 
and his traditional craft is compared with the architect who must foresee everything, 
and who will only be trusted on site "by proving to all that you know more about matters 
than they do, and that you have duly taken account of difficulties." (p. 38-9) 
 
Paul goes on site for his first architecture lesson: looking at rocks and soils, and learning 
to recognise them; choosing building stone, checking bearing capacity and surface 
water. (p. 42-51)   Then, using his old family house as exemplar, his next architecture 
lessons - starting in the cellars - introduce lime mortars, wall thicknesses, efflorescence, 
damp courses and so on (p. 52-); thence to carpentry and timbers, stone for new 

 
9 described by Peter Rich in A111 Times, No 7, Autumn 1985, p10 
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foundations and substructure and an introduction to geology (p. 70).   They choose tufa 
for cellar vaulting (p. 76), reject cross-grained timbers (p. 77) and then it is time to set 
out the site - so theodolites, triangulation and mapping techniques are explained (p. 
79). 
 
The book is typical of Victorian pedagogic technique. It is awfully serious; full of such 
pious sentiments as "let us work - that is the remedy for all evils" (as Paul's papa says on 
p. 41); yet the rational method sparkles through it all, and indeed it is spiced with ironic 
asides - just as in Home and Environment, Walter Segal's equally neglected book with 
which, as a discourse on architectural method, this has much in common. 
 
Had Eugene learned in the same way as he was now teaching Paul? "Oh! by no means;" 
and we read of his copying drawings of old buildings and laying on tints; his lessons in 
mathematics and the whole three years at the Ecole "where not much is taught, but 
where they compete to obtain medals." (p. 82)   Eugene was then articled to a large 
practice where for years he traced plans.    

"Total - ten years; and I had not built even a dog-kennel." (...) 
"How then should architecture be studied?" 
"Why, - as I have shown you, - by practicing it. (...) The modicum of practical 

knowledge you will have acquired in building a house, or in seeing it built from 
foundation to roof, will enable you to understand (...) the theory, the art of 
architecture.     

How are children taught to speak? Is it by explaining to them the rules of 
grammar when they are only three years old? No; but by speaking to them, and inducing 
them to speak to express their wishes or necessities. When they have learned to speak 
nearly as well as you or I do, the mechanism and rules of language are explained to 
them, and then they can write correctly. But before learning according to what laws 
words ought to be placed, and how they ought to be written to compose a phrase, they 
had become acquainted with the signification of each of them." (p. 83-5) 
 
This important theoretical point leads on to the central conclusion: 
"Construction, apart from certain branches of scientific and practical knowledge, is 
nothing but a method, - a habit of reasoning, - a compliance with the rules of common 
sense." (p. 85) This method explains the ceilings (p. 110-114) which are based on a series 
of simple logical decisions but end up perhaps the house's most unexpected feature. 
Square joists are set on the diagonal and not concealed. Isn't it complicated? asks Paul. 
 

"Why not make ceilings and floors as they do everywhere else?" (...) 
"None of these appliances [which here you see] are dispensed with in [ordinary] 

ceilings of carpentry work, but they are concealed with a coat of plaster; (...) causing 
decay to the wooden floorings... 
It is desirable in architecture to make use of the necessities of construction as a means 
of decoration, and frankly to acknowledge these necessities. There is nothing 
discreditable in allowing them to be seen: and it is a mark of good taste, good sense and 
knowledge, to exhibit them by making them contribute to the decoration of the work. In 
fact, to people of good taste and good sense, this is the only kind of decoration that is 
satisfactory, because it alone is suggested by the requirements." (p. 116) 
 
Of course, on the other side, Eugene's design is rooted in buildable reality. And when the 
carpenter had begun to wonder about pricing this odd floor construction, Eugene took 
him through it, showing the saving in processes and thus time; for the constructional 
clarity is also easy to understand and make. The doubting carpenter was finally 
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convinced that he would make more profit if he took the choice Eugene offered of 
costing it per area as for conventional flooring. 
 
Later Eugene repeats to Paul's father: 

"I was trying to make Paul understand that in architecture we should not disguise 
any of the means of construction, and it is ever in the interest of this art to avail itself 
of them as a basis for decoration; that, in a word, we should reason, and trust only to 
ourselves - " 

"Certainly!" rejoined M. de Gandelau, "you lay your finger on our plague-spot as a 
nation..." (p.. 118) 
 
The easy transfer, the quicksand which mixes architectural theory and social morality, 
honest behaviour and constructional clarity - one of the most treacherous legacies of 
that period - surfaces here, and immediately links with the first intimation of the 
Howard Roark image: the architect as the unrecognised, even martyred, valiant for 
truth; honed by a life of self-denial and doomed to lack of public recognition. It takes 
form again later in the book when Philibert de l'Orme, France's great renaissance 
architect, is talked of. Eugene clearly identifies with Philibert, "whose distinction," M. 
de Gandelau tells us,  

"was acquired at the cost of some annoyance during his life, for we do not feel 
gratitude to people for telling us the truth - " 

"Hem! Then we must not be surprised," interrupted Eugene, "if few people dare 
to proclaim these truths and if architects prefer to this posthumous glory that quiet and 
comfort which complaisance towards their clients during their lives procures for them..." 
(p. 179) 
 
This line of though does not need to lead to the triumph of the individualist will, stated 
when Howard Roark in The Fountainhead proclaims "The first right on earth is the right 
of the ego..."10. With Philibert as with Viollet (and Eugene), it did not. But it does allow 
them to stand fast in the face of a critic. 

*        *         * 
And here, when a critic arrives at the house, Viollet relishes in the confrontation. (p. 
139-145) Like his most obvious descendant today, the critic is much travelled and of a 
literary bent, is extremely polite and obliging, listens to everything and loves discussion. 
He often quotes "light emanates from the shock of conflicting ideas" - as long as he is 
producer and not recipient. 
 
"He judged everything by an a priori system and would listen with only partial attention 
to the particular reasons that tended to modify its application to the case in question." 
Finally, he said of the new house:  

"in short, is there not a want of that unity which ought to be found in every work 
of art? 

"But it is not a work of art I wish to leave my daughter," said M. de Gandelau. "It 
is a good house - convenient and substantial." 
 
The critic, of course, has a symbolic house. He reads architecture; it is associational, a 
semiotic language, all meaningful images. His architecture is reduced to consumer 
commodities defined and categorised exclusively by their visual imagery - very much like 
the procedure exemplified a few years ago by the large book Current Architecture.11   

 
10   Ayn Rand, The Fountainhead, New York, 1943, Part 4, Chapter 18. 
11 Charles Jencks and William Chaitkin, Current Architecture, London, 1982. 
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And our critic cannot understand M. de Gandelau's boorishness. Can he not feel the 
pleasant associations aroused by having a loggia! 

"It would be a pleasure to you to see, in the distance, her little family grouped 
around her under a loggia... but this is more like the house of some grave Flemish 
alderman. In these gables there is a kind of severity which - " 

"Come, come, my dear friend, gables are not severe; they are gables - that's all." 
"But indeed these have a severe aspect, which by no means agrees with the idea 

one forms of a house built for pleasure." 
"But it is not a house built for pleasure; it is a house built for people who are 

going to live in it." 
 
The exasperated critic turns to the architect: you at least are an artist; you must agree 
with me! Have you not found Italy, Pompeii, and so on, inspiring? Are they not "charming 
models in fact?" 
 
Eugene, who has kept well out of it till now, has to reply. Well, actually, no. Pompeii 
was fine for provincial Romans in the Neapolitan climate two thousand years ago, but 
not for us here today. And anyway, Pompeians were not interested in "the distinctively 
modern vanity which aims to make an external display of architectural forms to strike 
the vulgar." And as for Italy's northern country palaces?  Products of vanity, scarcely 
inhabited, and often abandoned at the first death... 
 

"You call vanity," says the critic, "what I think to be love of art - the desire to 
exhibit a work of art." 

"Probably we shall never agree upon that point," answered Eugene. "I think that 
art - in architecture at least - consists in being truthful and simple. You see in it only a 
form that charms or repels you.   I look for something else; or rather I consider first 
whether this form is really the expression of a requirement - whether a reason can be 
given for its existence... 

"You consider a barn, therefore, a work of art?!" 
"Certainly, if it is constructed so as to afford a suitable shelter for what it is 

intended to hold, it is, in my view, more admirable than an inconvenient palace, though 
decorated with colonnades and pediments." 

"You ought to go to America!" 
 
With that flourish the critic gives up. "But", adds Eugene, "in America they also make 
pretensions to style, and copy what they believe to be beautiful par excellence, 
following without discrimination traditions they do not care to investigate..."  (And 
indeed, just at that moment, a contemporary American critic, Russel Sturgis, was saying 
of Viollet-le-Duc's own buildings that they showed "scarcely any evidence of artistic 
design."12) 
 
 
M. de Gandelau broke it up. 
"Come; it's getting late.   To satisfy you when you come and see my daughter in her new 
dwelling, we will have a pasteboard portico put up in front of one of the facades. It is 
getting late, and time to go to bed." (p. 145) 
 
 
This post-modern refrain, raised in irony, is held on to. "Unfortunately," Eugene tells 
Paul the next day, "classical studies have led artists into this false course, and in the end 

 
12 Russel Sturgis, The Nation, XX1X, p220. 
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the public have become enamoured of the unfortunate results to which it conducts..." 
(p. 178) Hearing this, M. de Ganndelau says: that's not new, "for Philibert de l'Orme used 
to complain of it even in his time." 
 

*         *         * 
But that excursion into criticism was a byway: the architectural reality is in control 
through knowledge of common-sense building. We next learn how to cut timbers and 
make the most economical floors; how to design chimneys which don't smoke and to 
install background central heating to keep the fabric dry through the coldest, dampest 
months. 
 
Following the diary of the building, we next learn of joiner's work: in door and window 
detailed design; all about mortices and mitres, sycamore and oak, hinges and glass. And 
then it is to the slating, guttering, plumbing and the lighting conductors. Throughout, 
Paul has been clerk of works, giving a daily account to Eugene. At this point we learn 
how the site organisation, keeping trades each busy and correctly related, is a crucial 
skill when slaters, carpenters and plumbers are interdependent. 
 
 
And then to finishes, after a convenient few winter months to dry out (while Paul is set 
to translating chapters of Vitruvius!). There is no plaster decoration. Natural oak (with 
linseed oil and wax) predominates, with painted hangings in charming designs. Typically, 
although the book offers colour plates of a number of these pictorially painted wall-
coverings, whose production process is described in detail, the imagery, what they 
represent, is never once mentioned! That final detail reminds us that this is one 
particular, if persuasive, view of architecture; and one which is perhaps least happy 
when it comes close to issues of representational art. But as a discourse on architectural 
method, and as a display of the architect in command of his material, it is most 
refreshing.  
 
The edifice is built; the dwelling of natural reason. And we are the wiser. Reminded, 
through the etymological roots, of the potent myth with which I began. In the English 
language, to edify first meant (in the order given in the Oxford English Dictionary, pages 
42 and 43 of the volume "E") to build, to construct, to use materials for fashioning 
structures; it then grew to suggest the building up of sets of rules, institutions, laws, 
moral qualities; then to frame ideas, to imagine; and to strengthen and to grow (in faith 
and holiness). Finally it reached to inform, instruct and profit spiritually. Even by the 
16th Century, edifying, in English, meant both "1. the action or process of building; 2. 
spiritual instruction or improvement." 
 
Eupalinos or The Architect, Paul Valéry's great poem dedicated to the power of homo 
faber, of the essence of humanity being in making rather than theorising, takes the form 
of a Socratic dialogue with Phaedrus.13  Phaedrus uses the story of his friend Eupalinos, 
an architect, to convince Socrates of the importance of material form. Eupalinos had 
explained to Phaedrus how the more he practiced, suffered and rejoiced as an architect, 
the more he felt his own being more surely.   
PHAEDRUS 
"By dint of constructing," he put it with a smile, "I truly believe that I have constructed 
myself." 
SOCRATES 
To construct oneself, to know oneself - are these two distinct acts or not? 

 
13 Paul Valery, Eupalinos, or the Architect, translated by W. McC. Stewart, Oxford, 1932. 
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While Valéry's weaves a symphony of images for another seventy-five pages on this issue,   
for Viollet-le-Duc it is the essential, common-sense conclusion. 
 

*         *          * 
Yet we end on a paradox, for Eugene's house, the house we have learned how to build, is 
a dwelling wherein theory only has meaning in the context of specific practice and 
architecture cannot be learned in books. But we read about it, in a "manual" written - by 
Viollet, the architect who began his career on site to be read by those whose only 
manual labour is to turn pages. Rather than the treatise, we see the 'novelette' as 
medium for learning architecture - and so perhaps, to counter Viollet's friend Victor 
Hugo, ceci ne tuera pas cela.14  

 ENDS 
 

+   +   +    
 

John McKean 14 August 1986  
Commissioned by Ian Latham, Building Design and published there. 

 
14 Ceci tuera cela is the title of a chapter in Hugo's Notre Dame (The Hunchback of Notre Dame) wherein he 
most clearly states the idea of the cathedral as the 'book' of the middle ages, architecture with a power which 
will be killed by the printed book. 


