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The Nordic Order!

Jonathan Foote

THE FIVE ORDERS

Vitruvius established the Greek column genera - later known in various languages as orders, ord-
nungen, ordini, ordener - following two primary criteria: their differing proportions and their place
of origin. The Doric order, proportioned six heads heigh to one in diameter, as in the body of a man,
originated in the temples of the Dorian states; while the Ionic order, said to stem from the body of a
woman at eight heads to one (plus a shoe), was established in the construction of a temple to Diana
in the region of Ionia. A final column genus - the Corinthian - is a nod to "a citizen maiden of Cor-
inth" who died young and was immortalised by the artist Callimachus. It was his pen that captured
the ad-hoc arrangement of her funerary basket, placed at the tomb by her nurse and covered in a
roof tile, and which had sprouted leaves from an unsuspecting acanthus root located underneath.
This vegetal-mineral assemblage would endure in perpetuity as a representation of the column capi-

tal for the Corinthean order.2

Following the scheme described by L.B. Alberti in De re aedificatoria (1452), Sebastiano Serlio in
1537 summarized the five column types for wider dissemination: Vitruvius' original three plus a
Tuscan order, previously identified by Vitruvius not as a separate column order but as part of Etrus-
can temples, and a Composite order, also known as [falic from its invention by Roman builders and
architects.’ Relying on the new technology of the printing press, he canonized the column orders as
a reproducible graphic system for the first time, ensuring a widespread impact [fig.1]. Thus, while
the specific proportions and ornamental systems of the five orders would be widely debated for cen-
turies, the system itself and its relation to somewhat mythical places of origin would remain reso-

lutely fixed.

Once codified in late 15th century, it is curious that no new column orders emerged in the West to
seriously challenge or expand this rather rigid system. Some variants were implemented where par-
ticularly symbolic expressions were demanded. Among these one could point to the tree-like, twist-
ing Solomonic column, invoking the ancient authority of the Temple of Jerusalem and employed

extensively for its stylistic energy throughout the 17th and 18th century. Or the Caryatids, columns



sculpted as slave women from Caryae, made to bear the literal and figural weight of their betrayal
against Athens. Eclectic architects of the 19th and early 20th century would occasionally employ
orientalist column references, such as Egyptian or Persian motifs, often to announce exotic design

taste or mythical activities behind the facade.*
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Fig. 1. The Nordic Order in relation to the classical system of five column orders. Original image from Sebastiano

Serlio, Tutte I'opera d'architettura (Venezia, 1618), fol. 127. Modified by author.

Vitruvius wrote that columns should be fit to bear a load and also of a satisfactory beauty of appear-
ance (in aspectu venustatem).® In this regard, the column as both structure and representation is
baked into the history of architecture. Tt is important to recall that the Vitruvius' concept of venustas
was not yet a disinterested conception of beauty, as in modern aesthetic theory, rather it was an
erotic beauty embodied in Venus/Aphrodite "that seduces the user/observer and creates a significant

space of participation." In other words, columns acted both structurally and meaningfully as



allegorical/seductive actors - they were embodied, gendered, narrated, and culturally identified.”
This representational aspect, completely disregarded today, in fact provided the basis for one of
post-modernism's most iconic statements against the poverty of meaning in contemporary architec-
ture. At the entrance to the inaugural Venice Biennale in 1980, Hans Hollein's fabled strada novis-
sima displayed a series of figural columns, each one alluding to the symbolic role of the column
found throughout architectural history. And even recently in 2025, the American artist Germane
Barnes explored the African Diaspora by proposing three new column orders exploring labour, mi-

gration, and identity.®

In spite of the codified system of the five classical orders - or perhaps precisely because of it - there
have been no shortage of bizarre variations appearing throughout the ages. One of the earliest pro-
tagonists was Michelangelo Buonarroti, who famously "broke the chains" of antiquity by treating
the Vitruvian lexicon as a formal grammar to be stretched and recomposed according to his artistic
"license (licenzia)".’ Serlio himself introduced even more outlandish examples in his Extraordi-
nario libro, where thirty speculative door designs, "mixed together with various column orders,"
treated the orders as a completely flexible system open to the most variegated inventions.!? Follow-
ing these Mannerist experiments of the mid-16th century, the footnotes of architectural history are
full of curious and exceptional experiments in column-philia, such as Giulio Romano's corpulent
and roughly hewn column shafts at the entrance to the Palazzo del Te, or animal motif columns
masterfully imagined by Jean-Jacques Lequeu, or Adolf Loos' iconic use of the Doric order as an

inhabitable tower for the Chicago Tribune, to name only a few.

Ever since Johann Winckelmann placed the Western ideal in Greek art and architecture!!, apologists
for the merits of an architecture without the five orders had justify the use of 'other' vertical support
solutions. In these arguments, developed throughout the nineteenth century, the column sheds its
representational value to become increasingly void in terms of symbolic content and instead under-
stood by its principal function - bearing weight. Heinrich Hiibsch in his famous essay, /n welchem
Style sollen wir bauen? (1828), despaired at the pointlessness of the antique orders for contempo-
rary needs. He instead pointed to "techno-static conditions (technostatischen Verhdltnisse)" and
their conformity to principles of Zweckmdifigkeit, or "fitness for purpose", as design principles.!?
Gottfried Semper was perhaps the first to theorise the column as a structural member alone, arguing

in Der Stil (1863) that the Greco-Roman, stone-based orders were nothing but historical



constructions: "All the vertical supports, otherwise so different, that art has dressed in its formal
garb are derived from the same beginnings and morphological ideas."!* Across time, cultures, and
functions, both ritual and practical, vertical supports complied with the basic requirements of struc-
tural necessity, namely, "receiving, carrying, and distributing a load".!* Describing middle-age
wood constructions throughout Germanic regions and Scandinavia, Semper sidestepped any discus-
sion of narrative or mythical origins and focused squarely on how the cultural and material condi-
tions of these tectonic systems (plank work, half-timber, and log construction) brought their "func-

tional-dynamic expression to life".!?

Viollet-le-duc, a contemporary of Semper in France, argued for the superiority of the Gothic style
based on a cohesive stylistic analysis of Gothic construction systems.!¢ In these complex "elastic"
systems, he saw the perfect synthesis of structure and reason, where each moulding and ornamental
detail was considered to be endowed with functional/rational value.!” Viollet-le-duc's theory was
complemented later by John Ruskin's moral reflections on the Gothic, presented as "rude and wild"
and in stark contrast to the "luxury" of the classical orders where craftsmen were "slaves" to rote
execution. In Gothic ornament, on the contrary, the craftsman was free to create from his own imag-
ination, released from inherited rules and conformities.!'® By the end of the 19th century, the eleva-
tion of the Gothic as an expression of structure, reason, technical mastery and uninhibited, creative
energy had sufficiently challenged the previous ideal of Hellenistic art and architecture to the point
where the figural and allegorical role of columns was no longer taken for granted. Emphasizing the
structural condition of columns has endured to the point where in contemporary practice, a column
ought to be explicitly void of any representative value whatsoever and is often deliberately tucked

away or relegated to only the most necessary structural roles.

Semper contrasted the technical arts and decorative schema of Teutonic tribes with that of Hellenic
building culture and, while speculating on a common origin, noted some key differences.!® Due to a
primary reliance on wood rather than stone, he wrote, northern ornament related more to surface,
texture, and binding, whereas the stereotomic building culture of Greece developed more vegetal,
organic forms. As the 19th century progressed, the question of a "Nordic' ornamental style became
the subject of more psychological concern. Alois Reigl, writing in his influential Stilfragen: Grund-
legungen zu einer Geschichte der Ornamentik (1893), argued against Semper's theory of technical-

material morphology and instead proposed the concept of "Kunstwollen", artistic will or volition, as



the foundation for artistic production. This is what accounts for differences in art and ornament
among cultures, he wrote, leading to a tendency toward abstract, geometric, and pattern motifs in
northern climates versus organic and naturalistic motifs in Greece.?’ The torch was carried forward
by Wilhelm Worringer in his famous dialectic between abstraction and empathy, two poles along the
spectrum of Kunstwollen, spanning from north to south. The Northern artistic will, characterised by
"inner disharmony and unclarity ... situated far before knowledge and living in a harsh and repellent
nature " is psychologically distant from the natural world and therefore "attaches to the animation of
the inorganic."?! This would culminate, he would later argue in Formprobleme der Gotik, in the

most mature expression of the northern artistic will - Gothic architecture.

THE NORDIC ORDER

With some irony but also a few provocations, this project breaks open the five-order system of an-
tiquity and proposes a new column order known as the Nordic Order [fig.2]. In a nod to the Nordic
countries’ leading role in environmental reform, the Nordic Order is a formal, material, ornamental,
and constructive program for the crisis of ecology. As in the classical, five-order taxonomy, it func-
tions as both representation and structure; and yet, following in the tradition of northern theorists,
its representation is abstract, related to material-technical conditions, and is driven by a formal ex-
pression from the material surface itself rather than an applied or sculpted figure. From this, new
principles are introduced from the ecological mandate of the circular economy: natural materials,
local materials, the use of waste or left-overs, re-use, reversibility and design-for-disassembly, low-
energy processing, durability.?? Like the classical orders, we imagine that many possible column ex-
pressions are possible within this system of principles, although for this project we demonstrate the

Nordic Order in fractured stone.

Just as in antiquity, the Nordic Order is active in establishing the relation between cultural meaning
and architecture, albeit on a much different level. Rather than rote applications of formal proportion
systems, previously subsumed under matters of 'good taste' or 'abuse', the Nordic Order generates
cultural meaning by asking the onlooker to critically reflect on the very definition of regional iden-
tity and material expression within the Nordic context today. In a moment where architecture's rep-
resentational value often derives from its link, both symbolic and literal, to dubious definitions of
'sustainability', we need to re-establish the potential of architecture to be not only resource aware

but also desired (recalling Vitruvian venustas).



Fig. 2. The Nordic Order in relation to body, gender, and material ecology. Collage by author based on images
from: P.S. Kreyer, Sommeraften ved Skagen. Kunstnerens hustru med hund ved strandkanten (1892), in the collec-
tion of Skagens Museum; background photo of stone waste pile at larvikite quarry in Larvik, Norway by Robert
B. Trempe.

The structural mandate is also timely, recalling Vitruvius' second mandate for columns, which is
that they should be "fit to bear weight".?* Working within the recent revival of massive stone as a
sustainable alternative for structural purposes, known colloquially as 7he New Stone Age, the Nor-
dic Order column is able to substitute for high-carbon materials such as concrete to bear the weight
a potential building.?* This version of the Nordic Order utilizes left-over stone blocks of larvikite
from Larvik, Norway, assembled with minimum processing in a post-tensioned, structural system.
The structural integrity of the column relies on a joining system that takes advantage of tooling
from the process of fracturing rather than conventional use of saw or wire cutting, resulting in a

lower energy consumption.



And yet, while Nordic countries have led the way in environmental reform - becoming something of
a global brand - high-income, Nordic citizens also continually rate at the top of worldwide per cap-
ita material consumption and carbon emissions.?® To challenge this contradiction, the Nordic Order
works anachronistically to propose a link between style and cultural character that can be purposely

contested. What does it mean to be Nordic? How is the ecological age expressed in architecture?
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