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When I began looking for living structures, I
was surprised to find out how often, mixed with
other properties, there was an element that
eemed to defy analysis: the works contained ele-
ments with the most gorgeous, beautiful, power-
ful shapes. Sometimes this beauty of shape
seemed subtle, complex, beyond analysis. 1 be-
came aware of a special quality that I began to
think of as GOOD SHAPE, but could not very easily
explain it, or define it.

The fan flowers shown on the brocaded vel-
vet below. The carving of the massive wooden
columns in Romania, and its lovely forceful
shapes. The intense shape of the Japanese shrine
(next page). The powerful shapes even of a sim-
ply repeating carved ornament like that on the
Abbasid stone relief (next page). For a long time
[ simply collected these things, and noted that
they had good shape. But what did it mean? What
1s good shape?

It took me a long time to see that good shape
itself is also related to the centers; and that, in-
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deed, a shape we see as oood 1s a shape which 1s
1£self, as a shape, made up from multiple coherent
centers. For example, the beauty of shape in the
fan-shaped leaves in the Turkish velvet comes
about because of the peculiar way that each indi-
vidual shape is made from multiple centers.

To make the point quite clear, it may be help-
ful to pick out two objects, one which has very
good shape in itself, the other which stronglylacks
good shape. On page 181, the Japanese teapot
stand we have studied before has beautiful “good
shape” within itself. It has centers in every part of
its shape, and it is this which makes the shape
good. In contrast, the futuristic chair has quite ap-
pallingly bad shape: none of its components are
centers, and it is this which makes the shape 4ad.

What is a “good shape” What 1s it made
of ? It is easiest to understand good shape as a
recursive rule. The recursive rule says that the
elements of any good shape are always good
shapes themselves. Or, we may say this once

again in terms of centers. A good shape 1s a

Good shape in a primitive carved column, Romania



Abbasid stone relief: what seems [ik

the shapes— wheels and infill— are made .(;f S

appears in the way that every part, 4{5‘1-’6’?"}" single p
organization, and making the large
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uch simple and solid pieces. The good shape of the ornaments

' design is actually immensely solid, because

art, has positive and definite shape, thus helping the overall
“wheels’’ magnificent in their resulting shape.

.
o

Ay R e

=
o
F
A,
B I

o o it i e

L 'q.:*-:!-,h'-'u_-u-
LTl
b A

: "u 4 A
_. it b e il )

b AR s it

R . -
L i i
&Y o, e AR
B il

AR
i R b i . o g ;
- TR - et e~ B - % L e
. o "-\.% g i Ll R e G : = e i A g : A g T W R
W0 SRR e L . --
i : -

i _.. - . ! B 0 .-'1?‘ : -

AT P 1‘ .
“h o .,:rr' i:ltﬁmfi ﬂf:!:. ¥ ViR

Ky

o
e

I?‘ﬂ ™ e -
L .-_...-..
]
r

L9

R
o e BA Ragd e 0 el
w s &, =L e Rl

5 "n.\, o -
; " L e -~
ol . £ ey F i . i Ve o

'.-hl-.-ﬁ—. T

R . ’ T - " -
o ‘M~hnhﬂti{l l«l'-l-:‘i:'""-il-".l-"-llll-‘r--l:"l " :‘:fi- "h

l_!i
1.i'_

4

"i'r-m i::‘i-l.!_ l:."hi:'h e

» il

L]

e

———— e — -
T E————————— e —



FIFTEEN

The beautiful shape of the teapot stand

center which is made up of powerful intense
centers, which have good shape themselves.

In addition, we note that the simplest and
most elementary good shapes are made from
elementary figures. Thus the first thing to realize
is that in most cases the good shape, no matter
how complex, is built up from the simplest ele-
mentary figures. The teapot stand can be seen
to be built up from the illustrated simple shapes,
each of which has good shape. Notice that 1
include the shape of the positive space under the
lip of the teapot stand as one of its component
centers.

On the other hand, the amorphous mass of
the futuristic chair cannot be understood as be-
ing composed of simple elementary shapes at all.
If one tries to take it apart, and identify 1ts
component shapes, then these shapes are them-
selves seen to have very bad shape again. In eftect,
it is not made of centers at all. When space 1S
truly whole, the elements are always made up
from shapes which are much more regular 1n
some sense.

Let us start a more detailed understanding
by looking at the Persian carpet on the next
page. It seems superficially “Aoral.” But on close
Inspection it turns out to be made up of simpler
forms, including triangles, rhombuses, hexagons,
arrowheads, pieces of circles, all rather regu-
lar— and it is their regularity which allows the
formation of so many ambiguous  Cross-
relationships within the form. The shapes of the
flowers, leaves, buds, blossoms, stems, 1€ all

FUNDAMENTA ]
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Elementary centers in the teapot stand
form its beautiful shape.

Terrible shape in a futuristic chair

Amorphous figures in the futuristic chair
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Early Persian carpet: even the individual flowers are made up of good shapes

made of geometrically simple shapes, powerful
as bits of local geometry. Here even the flower
petals are made of elements that are essentially
straight line figures, squares, and triangles, both
the colored pieces and the triangles, hexagons,
etc., put together in very complex ways to create
the illusion of organic shapes. Why is this so
important? | believe the regularity of the stmple
shapes creates a potential for much more complex
systems of cross-relationships in space which can
never be attained by the loose organic kinds of
shape. And what seem like complex centers are mad,
of ssmpler centers which are also alive — and iy i
these centers above all which give the complex ones
their life.

For clarity, here is an extremely simple ex-
ample, a border ornament from another carpet.

Again it is floral-/ooking. Yet on close inspection,
1t turns out to be made up entirely of diamonds,
squares, and triangles, both the colored pieces
and the space between. The resulting ornament,

as a whole, has good shape. The good shape 5

an attribute of the whole conﬁguration, not of

Floral carpet element made mainly of
rhombs and triangles
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The horse especially, with its bulboye

Cyes,
7 \\\ 3 creates an 11]]{01'&('2[ l'&lhl@ Shape, heWn S "lf fr()m
:"f th]_ec_din.lcnsi()]1111 llVlI'lg centers. And the Eaﬂ

Christian church, almost at the opposite o

;;- 2 treme, simple, ;1“ ieF FC .'andl Yetlcomposed n the
:-:'E 1]so make an unforg o pe. Hlow the apge
% and many squares together, 'o-rmmg locally Sym-
, qqqq : metric pieces in the composition, create all i 4|
% something which 1s matter-of-fact, simple — yet
-""3 .omehow unforgettable, like an ancjep
;‘{3: haunting melody.

§' And, perhaps most beautiful of all, this
.5. lovely sail from an Egyptmn_boat has the quality
X of good shape to an extraordinary degree. We see
%' -« and feel it immediately, and we feel the intense
§E : and lovely character it has. But — being analyti-
i R _ cal again — we also see that this complex shape
R a- is made up of the furls in the sail, and every one
.ﬁ Y . . of these — modest, gently curving — 1s a center
~—= : w in itself. By having good shape, the life of dozens
15 T —— =

of centers is created. The sail has life because its

Early Christian church: the rooms, spaces, walls, and shape, as a Sbapg, 1s made up of dozens of good

openings all have good shape, even when looked at in

: nters. .
plan. And the whole composition has beautiful shape. o Although It may
0ne rased 1n the meg

tiﬂn: 00d Sh ‘

— d
an example in the courtyard of the Copenhagen st eef | pe In |
Police Headquarters building: a ridiculous plan, g DA aviy] |

e L, : 0

which is trivial because the space next to the cir- al What haPP

cle is formless, and therefore meaningless. The
high degree of sophistication needed to make a
circle have good shape is seen in the fabulous Ot-
toman velvet on page 183, where the two systems
of circles are drawn slightly distorted so that the
moon shapes, the space between the circles, and
the small circles and large circles all work as cen-
ters. The pattern is stunning in its power.

Above all, we must remember that the qual-
ity of good shape occurs only when the shape it-
selt, as a whole, becomes powerful and extraor-
dinary, when we have good shape by following
the principles I have outlined. The ancient clas-
sical Greek horse’s head, the early Christian

church plan, the deeply hewn wooden members

in the Romanian log house — these all show

good shape in this large, wonderful sense, to
the extreme.

part

Greek horse: the eyes, the head, each
has its good shape.
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Extraordinary beauty of shape caused by the centers in a sail

Although it may seem surprising to some-
one raised in the mechanist-functionalist tradi-
tion, good shape in buildings, rooms, gardens,
streets, plays a vital role in the way they work.
Essentially, what happens is that the thing which

works effectively has — must have — more cen-
ters in it and, by virtue of having more centers,
has better shape. So the good shape is not only
making things more beautiful; it also makes
them work more profoundly, more effectively.

FUNCTIONAL NOTES

Some of the practical arguments which show why
good shape makes things work better. We have seen 1n
the last section, things which are alive have good positive
space in them. So in a well-working thing, all the space
between the parts has to have good shape. [

This special rule is really just part Ofa. MoIs GENGE
rule, which says that in a thing which is alive almost ev-
ery visible part, at every level, has good shape, andiis
therefore a living center. h
as made up from centers. In a bridge with good shape, tI )
members play an effective and efficient structural role. In
a window with good shape, the arch, header, casements,
and jambs all play their roles efficiently and well.

In an amorphous blob-like shape, on theh othei;
hand, we cannot really see any centers. Thus the shape

' ' es not induce
not made of centers in any obvious Way, do

2 field of centers in any clear way, and the

tion, the clarity and subtlety of the way it
lessened.

In the leaf we see the shape itself

185

The essence of “good shape,” then, is that each part of
space is positive and definite. As a result we also tend to see
simple good figures within a good shape, and good shapes
tend to be made from simple figures. This is the basic rule.

Making a dovetail, we choose its shape in such a
way that the pieces of wood on both sides are intense
centers, in order to preserve the structural integrity of
+he members. The good shape that results always ha§ a
shape just right for structural strength. In a wa:II with
openings, we choose the best shape for the openings, so
that both the openings themselves, and the‘ panels be-
tween openings, have simple structural integrity. In APL,
pATH SHAPE (p. 5§89), BUILDING FRONTS (p. 593), COLUMN

pLACE (p. 1064), and ROOF cAPs (p. 1084), all show exam-
As for the actual space in rooms, several arguments

are given in APL to show that the shape of rooms, spaces,
.nd streets, in plan and in section, will always play a
vital role in the way they work (E.G., THE SHAPE OF

INDOOR SPACE, P. 883).

ples.
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A great many natural systems have a tendency
to form closed, beautifully shaped figures: leaves,
the curl of a breaking wave, a cowrie shell or a
nautilus, a harebell, a bone or a skull, a whirl-
pool, a volcano, the arch of a waterfall, the
hooves of a horse, the outline of a moth or a but-
terfly, the Chladni figures produced by a violin
bow vibrating a steel plate with sand on it — all
have natural and beautiful shape.

In order to understand the widespread oc-
currence of beauty of these shapes in nature, we
must remember that a GOOD SHAPE is a geomet-
ric figure — often curved —which has in it
some major center that is intensified by various

minor centers. If we look carefully at the
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Chladni figure, we notice that the curyes of
which it is made have a definite and noticeahe
peculiarity. This comes from the fact that e},
curve surrounds one center, then surrounds ap-
other center on its opposite side, then back again.
The particular character of the curve comes from
the double system of centers which exists insjde
the curve formed by the stationary nodes of the
vibration. In each case, the fact that an intenge
major center is surrounded by various intense
minor centers is directly connected with the
physical behavior of the system. The special
shape of the sycamore leat, with 1ts full curves
and reverse-curves at the tips, comes from the

relative rates of growth of different parts of the



perimeter. Again, the good shape arises because
each part — the inside of the full curve, and the
sharp point of the tip—exists as a center,
which 1s developed very fully in the growth
process.12 In the electron orbitals inside a mole-
cule, for similar reasons, we see similar curved
surfaces, with their own three-dimensional ver-
sion of good shape caused by the interaction of
the curves 1n space.

The appearance of good shape in nature has
been noted informally by many writers, notably
by D’Arcy Wentworth Thompson.” T believe
however, that a general explanation of this wide-
spread appearance of good shape in nature has
not yet been formulated, chiefly because the con-
cept of good shape has not yet been expressed

in precise language. Once again, without the
concept of a living center, it 1s hard to see how
this could be formulated precisely.

Chladni figures, formed by vibrating the sand on a steel plate with a violin bow
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