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Abstract: This article explores the revival of classical architecture in the
modern era, examining how and why architects have returned to the principles
of ancient Greek, Roman, and Renaissance design in contemporary projects.
This resurgence of classical architecture, characterized by symmetry,
proportion, and the use of traditional materials, is often a reaction to the
starkness of modernist and postmodernist styles, embodying a return to
enduring aesthetic values. Through detailed analysis of key architects,
movements, and case studies, this paper highlights how classical design
principles have been reinterpreted to meet the demands of modernity. Aided by
charts, tables, and graphs, this article examines the philosophical and aesthetic
motivations behind this revival and its impact on contemporary architectural
practice.
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Introduction:

Classical architecture has experienced a resurgence in the modern world as
architects and designers revisit the aesthetic principles of ancient Greece, Rome,
and the Renaissance. This revival, often termed "new classical" or "neotraditional"
architecture, responds to the minimalist, functional approaches of modernist and
postmodernist architecture by reintroducing symmetry, proportion, and historical
elements into contemporary design. Many architects advocate that classical
principles bring timeless beauty, harmony, and a sense of place that transcends
contemporary trends, addressing a desire for stability and familiarity in rapidly
changing urban landscapes.

The revival of classical architecture is not a uniform movement but rather a diverse
approach that integrates traditional aesthetics with contemporary needs. Through
case studies and analysis of prominent projects, this paper aims to provide insight
into the motivations, principles, and interpretations driving the resurgence of
classical architecture in the 21st century. Graphs, charts, and tables will offer a
comparative view of classical versus modernist principles, the impact on urban
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development, and regional variations within the revival, illustrating classical
architecture's evolving role in a modern architectural landscape.

1. Historical Overview of Classical Architecture

Classical architecture, with origins in ancient Greece and Rome, has served as a
foundation for Western architectural traditions for centuries. The revival of classical
architecture often refers back to three major periods: Greek, Roman, and
Renaissance, each contributing essential principles and stylistic elements that
emphasize balance, proportion, and symmetry. These elements have persisted in
architectural practice, symbolizing aesthetic ideals that focus on order, harmony,
and beauty.

Greek Classical Architecture (c. 8th century BCE-1st century BCE)

Greek architecture introduced fundamental design principles that would shape
future architectural styles. Greek architects emphasized symmetry, balance, and
proportion, adhering to specific mathematical ratios to achieve harmony. Key
elements in Greek architecture include:

Columns: Greek architecture established the three classical orders—Doric, Ionic,
and Corinthian—which became a defining feature of Greek temples and public
buildings.

Pediments: The triangular structures above columns, often adorned with sculptures,
emphasized balance and completed the visual structure.

Entablature: The horizontal bands above columns, including the architrave, frieze,
and cornice, unified the design of the structure.

Roman Classical Architecture (c. 1st century BCE—5th century CE)

Roman architects expanded upon Greek principles, adding their innovations, such
as the arch, dome, and vault, which allowed for grander and more durable
structures. Romans adopted and modified the Greek orders, making them more
decorative and adapting them to various types of structures, from temples to
aqueducts.

Arches and Vaults: The use of arches allowed Romans to build largescale structures
like aqueducts and amphitheaters, while vaults and domes created expansive
interiors in buildings like the Pantheon.

Concrete: Romans perfected concrete as a building material, enabling the
construction of massive, long-lasting structures.

Public Spaces: Romans developed forums, baths, and basilicas as central social
spaces, reflecting the practical and communal focus of Roman urbanism.
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Renaissance Architecture (c. 14th—17th century)

The Renaissance marked a revival of classical principles, driven by a renewed
interest in Greco-Roman ideals and humanistic philosophy. Renaissance architects
applied mathematical precision to their designs, further emphasizing harmony and
proportion.

Symmetry and Proportion: Renaissance architects like Filippo Brunelleschi and
Andrea Palladio relied on precise geometric ratios, often derived from human
proportions, to guide their designs.

Revival of Classical Orders: The classical orders were revived with precision and
symmetry, incorporating Greek and Roman influences into churches, palaces, and
villas.

Domes and Colonnades: Domes became a focal point in Renaissance churches,
while colonnades and arcades provided a sense of rhythm and openness to public
spaces.

This table summarizes the major features of Greek, Roman, and Renaissance
architecture, illustrating how each period contributed unique elements to the
classical tradition. Greek architecture established foundational principles of balance
and proportion, Roman architecture expanded on these with engineering
innovations, and Renaissance architecture synthesized these influences with an
emphasis on humanistic ideals and geometric precision. Together, these principles
form the basis of classical architectural aesthetics, guiding the revival of classical
elements in modern architectural practices.

2. Modernist and Postmodernist Rejections of Classical Forms

The 20th century witnessed significant shifts in architectural philosophy as
modernist and postmodernist movements emerged, each challenging classical
architecture’s reliance on historical styles, symmetry, and ornamentation. While
modernism emphasized simplicity, functionality, and the rejection of historical
references, postmodernism critiqued modernism’s rigidity and revisited decorative
elements—sometimes ironically—reintroducing ornamental features in innovative
ways.

Modernist Rejection of Classical Forms

The modernist movement, beginning in the early 20th century, sought to break away
from historical styles, embracing simplicity, minimalism, and functionalism.
Modernist architects believed that architecture should respond to the needs of
modern life, free from ornamental or decorative constraints. They argued that the
beauty of a building should emerge from its form and materials, and that structure
should serve practical functions rather than stylistic conventions.

Key characteristics of modernist architecture include:

Minimalism: Stripping down buildings to their essential structural elements.
Ornamentation was viewed as unnecessary and detracting from the purity of form.
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Functionalism: Every design decision was driven by functionality, following the
famous modernist principle “form follows function.”

Use of Modern Materials: Concrete, steel, and glass were favored for their structural
capabilities, allowing for open floor plans, large windows, and innovative forms
that classical materials like stone and marble could not easily achieve.

Rejection of Symmetry and Proportion: Unlike classical architecture, modernism
embraced asymmetry, irregular shapes, and unconventional proportions, breaking
from the traditional emphasis on balance.

Modernist icons, such as Le Corbusier, Walter Gropius, and Ludwig Mis van der
Rodhe, saw classical ornamentation as unnecessary and incompatible with modern
architectural needs. Mis van der Roe’s famous phrase “less is more” encapsulated
the ethos of the movement, advocating for simplicity over traditional aesthetics.
Iconic examples of modernist buildings include Le Corbusier’s Villa Savoy (1931)
and Mis van der Roe’s Seagram Building (1958), both of which exemplify
modernist ideals of function, simplicity, and industrial materials.

Postmodernism’s Critical Reevaluation of Classical Elements

In the latter half of the 20th century, postmodernism emerged as a response to what
many architects and critics saw as the sterility and rigidity of modernist architecture.
Postmodernists argued that modernism’s insistence on minimalism and
functionality overlooked cultural and emotional connections, favoring practicality
over the human experience of architecture. Postmodernism, therefore, reintroduced
historical references, including classical elements, but with a critical and often
ironic twist.

Key characteristics of postmodernist architecture include:

Eclecticism: Postmodern architecture often combines elements from various
historical styles, creating a playful or satirical mix of forms that challenges the
seriousness of modernism.

Return to Ornamentation: Postmodern architects reintroduced decorative elements,
including columns, arches, and pediments, but often in exaggerated or ironic ways
that question the original classical function.

Symbolism and Meaning: Rather than prioritizing function, postmodernism
embraced symbolic forms, humor, and playfulness, creating buildings that engage
the viewer on an emotional and intellectual level.

Color and Materials: Postmodernists incorporated diverse colors, patterns, and
materials, contrasting the neutral tones of modernist architecture.

Notable postmodern architects like Michael Graves, Robert Venturi, and Philip
Johnson led this movement. Venturi’s principle “less is a bore” directly
contradicted modernism’s minimalist ethos, suggesting that architecture could
benefit from complexity and ornamentation. Postmodern buildings like Michael
Graves’ Portland Building (1982) and Philip Johnson’s AT&T Building (now 550
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Madison Avenue) (1984) used classical forms such as columns and pediments in
nontraditional ways, blending playful references to history with contemporary
design.

Impact of Modernism and Postmodernism on Classical Revival

While modernist architecture rejected classical ideals as irrelevant to modern
society, postmodernism’s ironic engagement with classical forms helped spark a
renewed interest in historical styles. This return to classical elements, albeit with a
postmodern sensibility, set the stage for the subsequent revival of classical
architecture in the modern era. Postmodernism’s reinterpretation of ornamentation
demonstrated that classical elements could be reimagined creatively, encouraging
contemporary architects to blend traditional forms with modern requirements in a
way that respects historical design while embracing contemporary innovation.

3. Revival Movements in the 20th and 21st Centuries

The revival of classical architecture in the 20th and 21st centuries reflects a return
to the symmetry, proportion, and historical motifs of ancient Greek, Roman, and
Renaissance designs. This resurgence, often termed "neoclassicism" or "new
classical architecture,”" has emerged as a reaction against the stark minimalism of
modernism and the eclectic irony of postmodernism. Proponents of the revival
argue that classical architecture’s focus on harmony and human scale offers
timeless aesthetic and practical benefits that remain relevant in the modern era.

Early 20thCentury Neoclassicism and Its Influence

In the early 20th century, neoclassicism saw a brief revival, particularly in civic and
governmental buildings across Europe and the United States. This movement
emphasized the grandeur and formal order of classical architecture as a means to
convey authority, stability, and cultural continuity. Iconic examples include the
Lincoln Memorial (1922) and the British Museum extension (1907). In the face of
rapid modernization, neoclassicism was seen as a stabilizing architectural language
that communicated the values of democracy, heritage, and resilience.

Key characteristics of early 20thcentury neoclassicism include:
Monumental Scale: Large civic buildings designed to inspire awe and respect.

Use of Classical Orders: Doric, Ionic, and Corinthian columns reappeared
prominently.

Symmetry and Proportion: Strict adherence to balanced forms and ratios.

Traditional Materials: Stone and marble were often used to reflect classical
authenticity.

The New Classical Revival and Key Figures

The classical revival experienced renewed momentum in the latter half of the 20th
century, largely due to the advocacy of architects and theorists like Léon Crier and
Quinlan Terry, who argued that classical architecture is inherently suited to human
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needs. This movement, often referred to as “New Urbanism,” emphasizes classical
principles not only in individual buildings but in urban design, advocating for
pedestrian friendly spaces and architectural cohesion.

Léon Crier

Léon Crier, an influential architectural theorist and urban planner, is known for his
critique of modernist architecture and his advocacy for traditional urban forms.
Crier argues that modernist cities, with their sprawling layouts and isolated towers,
alienate people from their environment. Instead, he promotes “New Urbanism,”
where classical architecture and traditional street layouts foster a sense of
community and connection. His work influenced developments like Poundbury in
England, a planned community that incorporates classical elements into its design,
promoting human centered spaces, walkability, and architectural harmony.

Quinlan Terry

Quinlan Terry, a British architect and advocate of classical architecture, is known
for his commitment to creating modern buildings that adhere to traditional classical
aesthetics. Terry’s work features columns, pediments, and proportionate facades
that draw on Greek and Roman styles, blending classical beauty with modern
functionality. His work on projects such as 10 Downing Street and the Richmond
Riverside development in London has made him one of the most visible figures in
the modern classical revival. Terry’s designs emphasize the longevity and beauty
of classical forms, demonstrating that classical architecture can thrive within
contemporary settings without compromising functionality.

Notable Projects in the New Classical Revival
1. Poundbury, England (designed by Léon Crier)

A pioneering example of New Urbanism, Poundbury incorporates classical
elements such as columns, gables, and proportionate facades to create a cohesive
architectural identity. The community prioritizes walkability, small scale
commercial spaces, and aesthetic harmony, reflecting Crier’s philosophy of human
centered urban design.

2. Richmond Riverside, London (designed by Quinlan Terry)

This project features a blend of Georgian and classical styles, incorporating
symmetrical facades, pilasters, and gables that align with the historical context of
the area. Richmond Riverside showcases Terry’s approach to integrating classical
forms into contemporary spaces.

3. New Classical Civic Buildings in the United States

Government buildings, such as the Schermerhorn Symphony Center in Nashville
and the American Institute of Architects building in Washington, D.C., also reflect
the renewed interest in classical forms. These structures aim to communicate civic
pride, stability, and respect for heritage through their adherence to classical
principles.
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4. Philosophical Motivations for Classical Revival

The revival of classical architecture in the modern era is driven by several
philosophical motivations that emphasize timelessness, beauty, and human centered
design. Supporters of classical architecture argue that its principles meet
fundamental human needs for stability, familiarity, and aesthetic harmony, qualities
often perceived as lacking in modernist and postmodernist styles. Classical
revivalists believe that architecture should go beyond mere functionality, creating
spaces that connect individuals to a shared cultural heritage and foster a sense of
place and identity.

Key Philosophical Appeals
1. Timelessness

Classical architecture is often celebrated for its durability and enduring appeal.
Proponents argue that the symmetry, proportions, and classical orders inherent in
ancient Greek, Roman, and Renaissance design have stood the test of time. This
sense of timelessness provides a counterpoint to the rapid shifts in architectural
trends and aligns with the idea that beauty is universal and transcends cultural or
temporal boundaries.

2. Beauty and Harmony

Classical architecture’s emphasis on balance, proportion, and harmony is
considered to embody an ideal of beauty that appeals to the human psyche.
Revivalists maintain that classical design principles align with innate aesthetic
preferences, as seen in the natural attraction to symmetry and well-proportioned
spaces. The revival of classical styles seeks to reestablish beauty as a central tenet
of architecture, contrasting with the functional and sometimes austere aesthetics of
modernism.

3. Human Scale and Connection to Place

Classical architecture prioritizes human scale, creating spaces that are proportionate
to the human body and relatable to the viewer. In contrast to the towering and
impersonal structures of modernism, classical architecture fosters intimacy and a
sense of belonging. By using materials like stone and masonry and incorporating
familiar architectural elements, classical buildings create an environment that feels
welcoming and grounded.

4. Cultural and Social Stability

Classical architecture evokes a sense of cultural continuity and stability, linking
modern society to historical ideals and practices. In times of rapid social and
technological change, classical forms provide a familiar anchor, reinforcing cultural
identity and fostering a sense of permanence. This appeal to tradition is particularly
powerful in civic architecture, where stability and authority are essential values.
The public often prefers classical forms in government and educational buildings,
associating them with respect, trust, and heritage.
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This table contrasts the motivations underlying classical and modernist architecture.
While classical revival emphasizes timeless aesthetic values, historical continuity,
and human centered design, modernism focuses on functional adaptability,
minimalism, and the use of modern materials. Each approach reflects a unique
response to the social and cultural needs of its time. Classical revivalists aim to
reconnect with the ideals of beauty and stability, creating spaces that resonate with
universal values and foster a sense of place in an ever-evolving world.

5. Classical Proportion and Symmetry in Modern Architecture

Proportion and symmetry have long been regarded as the foundations of classical
architecture, central to creating aesthetically pleasing and harmonious structures. In
the revival of classical architecture, these principles continue to shape modern
buildings, reflecting a belief that design rooted in mathematical harmony appeals to
fundamental human sensibilities. By using proportions derived from classical
geometry, architects aim to create spaces that foster a sense of order, beauty, and
balance.

The Role of Proportion and Symmetry in Classical Revival
1. Proportion

Proportion in classical architecture is based on mathematical ratios, such as the
Golden Ratio, which were believed to embody universal beauty and harmony.
Revivalists argue that these proportions resonate deeply with the human psyche,
creating spaces that are visually balanced and intuitively appealing. Proportionate
elements, such as columns, windows, and doorways, are designed to relate to one
another and to the overall structure, giving buildings a coherent and unified
aesthetic.

2. Symmetry

Symmetry in architecture involves mirroring elements along a central axis,
providing a balanced and stable visual composition. Symmetrical design is often
used in public and civic buildings to evoke a sense of dignity, authority, and order.
In classical revival architecture, symmetry is frequently employed to enhance the
building’s grandeur and give it an imposing, yet approachable, presence. Symmetry
also helps guide the viewer’s gaze, reinforcing the importance of the main entrance
and other focal points.

Case Studies: Classical Symmetry in Modern Architecture
1. Robert A. M. Stern’s New Classical Architecture

Robert A. M. Stern is one of the leading figures in New Classical architecture,
known for his commitment to proportion, symmetry, and traditional aesthetics in
contemporary settings. His designs often feature balanced facades, columns, and
porticos that draw directly from classical models.

15 Central Park West, New York City

This residential building in Manhattan exemplifies Stern’s approach to classical
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revival. The structure incorporates symmetrical facades, classical moldings, and a
proportionate arrangement of windows and columns. The building’s design, which
contrasts with the glass and steel towers around it, is both luxurious and restrained,
offering a timeless appeal rooted in classical geometry.

George W. Bush Presidential Center, Texas

The George W. Bush Presidential Center integrates classical principles of symmetry
and proportion to reflect the dignity and permanence associated with presidential
libraries. The building’s symmetrical layout, grand entrance, and use of columns
are evocative of neoclassical design, lending it a sense of gravity and order.

2. Prince Charles’s Poundbury Development in England

Poundbury is an urban extension of Dorchester in England that incorporates
classical design elements across a planned community. Designed with input from
Léon Crier, the development uses symmetry and proportion in public buildings and
residential structures to create a cohesive, visually harmonious environment. The
focus on classical aesthetics aligns with the goals of New Urbanism, promoting
walkable spaces and architectural continuity, where each building contributes to an
overall sense of balance.

3. Richmond Riverside Development, London (Quinlan Terry)

Quinlan Terry’s Richmond Riverside development is a prime example of classical
revival architecture that uses symmetry and proportion to blend seamlessly with its
historical surroundings. The buildings along the Thames River feature
proportionate facades, columns, and decorative elements that reflect classical
ideals, creating a unified aesthetic that respects the context of the surrounding
architecture. This development showcases how classical principles can enhance
urban spaces by providing a sense of order and continuity.

This table highlights the key elements of proportion and symmetry in selected
modern classical projects. By applying these classical principles, architects create
buildings that convey a sense of stability, continuity, and beauty, demonstrating that
classical ideals can be both relevant and adaptable in contemporary architectural
practice. Through the use of symmetry and proportion, modern classical buildings
offer a sense of visual harmony and timelessness that enriches urban landscapes and
resonates with viewers on an instinctual level.

6. Case Studies of Modern Classical Architecture

The modern revival of classical architecture has led to the creation of buildings and
communities that prioritize aesthetic harmony, cultural continuity, and human
centered design. The following case studies examine prominent examples of
modern classical architecture, showcasing how architects have integrated classical
principles into contemporary structures that appeal to public and civic sensibilities.
Key projects include the Prince of Wales’s Poundbury development and works by
Driehaus Prizewinning architects.
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1. Prince of Wales’s Poundbury Development, England

Poundbury, an urban extension of Dorchester in Dorset, England, was initiated in
1993 by Prince Charles to embody his vision for a sustainable, human centered
community. Designed with significant input from architect Léon Krier, Poundbury
is guided by principles of New Urbanism, which promotes pedestrian friendly
spaces, mixed-use areas, and architectural cohesion. The development incorporates
classical design elements, such as symmetry, proportion, and traditional materials,
to create a cohesive, visually harmonious environment.

Key Features of Poundbury:

Human Centered Scale: Poundbury prioritizes walkability and accessibility, with
narrow streets, mixed-use spaces, and public squares, promoting a sense of
community.

Architectural Cohesion: The design uses classical elements, including columns,
gables, and proportionate facades, creating visual continuity across the
development.

Mixed-use Layout: Poundbury combines residential, commercial, and public spaces
in a single community, encouraging interaction and reducing dependence on cars.

Poundbury has sparked discussion regarding the role of classical architecture in
sustainable urban design. Its success has shown that classical principles can offer
practical solutions for creating cohesive, community-oriented spaces that appeal to
a broad range of residents.

2. Driehaus Prizewinning Architects and Projects

The Driehaus Architecture Prize, established in 2003, is awarded annually to
architects whose work embodies classical and traditional design principles in
contemporary contexts. The prize, seen as a counterpart to the modernist focused
Pritzker Prize, has honored architects who incorporate elements of classical design,
contributing to the cultural and aesthetic diversity of modern architecture. Below
are notable Driehaus Prizewinning architects and projects.

Léon Crier

As one of the most influential advocates of New Urbanism and classical revival,
Léon Crier is known for his work on Poundbury and his theoretical writings on
classical design. Crier’s approach emphasizes that architecture should serve the
needs of society, and he promotes classical principles as inherently human centered
and adaptable to modern challenges.

Notable Project: Poundbury Development, England (described above).
Quinlan Terry

Quinlan Terry, a British architect and Driehaus Prize recipient, is renowned for his
dedication to classical architecture in contemporary settings. His designs
incorporate columns, porticos, and balanced facades, adhering strictly to classical
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aesthetics while maintaining modern functionality.
Notable Project: Richmond Riverside, London

Richmond Riverside is a development along the River Thames that reflects Terry’s
commitment to classical principles. The project features symmetrical facades,
proportionate windows, and traditional materials, integrating seamlessly with the
historical context of the area. Richmond Riverside exemplifies how classical design
can enhance urban areas, creating spaces that are both functional and aesthetically
cohesive.

Robert A. M. Stern

Robert A. M. Stern is an American architect whose work often bridges classical
design with modern requirements, emphasizing proportion, material quality, and
adaptability. Stern's buildings feature traditional elements such as columns,
cornices, and arcades, while also meeting contemporary standards for durability and
comfort.

Notable Project: 15 Central Park West, New York City

Known as one of New York’s most prestigious residential buildings, 15 Central
Park West is a modern interpretation of classical luxury. The structure incorporates
symmetrical facades, grand entryways, and limestone materials, recalling the city’s
prewar architectural traditions. Stern’s use of classical elements makes 15 Central
Park West both a familiar and sophisticated addition to the city’s skyline.

This table provides an overview of the architectural features in selected modern
classical projects, showing how classical principles such as symmetry, proportion,
and traditional materials are integrated with contemporary urban needs and
functionality. These case studies illustrate the relevance of classical design in
addressing modern challenges, creating environments that are both visually
appealing and grounded in cultural heritage. Through their work, these architects
demonstrate that classical architecture can offer enduring solutions for community
focused, sustainable urban development..

Summary:

The revival of classical architecture in the modern era reflects a desire for stability,
beauty, and cultural continuity within contemporary urban landscapes. By
reinterpreting ancient design principles and materials for the 21st century, architects
integrate symmetry, proportion, and traditional materials with modern techniques,
creating works that resonate with timeless appeal. Through analysis and visual aids,
this article provides insight into the philosophical motivations, architectural
principles, and cultural impact of this revival. The findings highlight how classical
architecture's principles can harmonize with modernity, suggesting a role for
classical forms in creating sustainable, aesthetically pleasing urban spaces.
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