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Abstract 

 

Luxury and Architecture, from Ancient Sybaris to the Early Twentieth Century 

 

 

Annette Nina Condello 

 

What is luxury within architecture? Why has it become a contentious issue in 

architecture? This thesis explores the role and nature of luxury in architecture. Its scope 

spans from antiquity to the modern era—and studies some of the ethical questions it 

raised by the idea of the nature of luxury in architecture. The idea of the nature of 

luxury had a large impact upon architectural expressions and I concentrate on areas 

where representations of luxury were realised, in Western Europe, Latin America and 

the United States. The emphasis is placed upon how applicable the ideas of luxury to 

architecture were for these contexts—and argues that luxury within architecture 

changed from one context to another. 

 

There are distinctive types of luxury. Myths about the Sybarites’ lifestyle provided 

evidence of how places in antiquity were thought of as being luxurious. Instances of 

luxury within architecture include grand palaces, outlying buildings, entertainment 

venues and ornate skyscrapers. My argument is that luxury within architecture changed 

since the leisure class in particular fantasised different settings for pleasure. This 

resulted in a continuous prompt for indulging in luxury further.  

 

The sources for the study were theories of luxury, architectural accounts of luxury, 

moral philosophy and historiography. The dissertation is organised into five chapters. 

The first and second chapters concentrate on luxurious places in Italy, mainly Sybaris, 

Bay of Naples, Rome, Florence and Venice. The third chapter makes the link between 

luxury and space in France’s Ancién Regime, specifically Fontainebleau, Versailles and 

Chambourcy. The fourth chapter considers the idea of ‘neo-European’ luxury in Latin 

American countries, Mexico and Brazil. The last chapter focuses on instances of modern 

luxury in Chicago, which were motivated by sybaritic myths.  

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Luxury…cannot be bought…it is the inevitable necessity of a 

human thought. 

 

—Michele Ciavarella, ‘Necessary, Not Superfluous: Reflections on 

Inevitable Luxury,’ 2002, p.444. 
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Introduction: Luxury within Architecture? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     Sybaris, the ancient Greek city of Lucania, has for centuries represented the 

extreme of profusion and luxury. The name kindles the imagination by suggesting 

a degree of epicur[ean]ism that may not be attained in modern times…The luxury 

of old was necessarily more or less barbarous; it needed for perfection and the 

largest significance the refinement and exhaustless resources of to-day…Sybaris is 

buried in mo[u]ld, its history steeped in myth…. 

     Luxury has come to have a new meaning with us; it enters every crevice of our 

embroidered homes, and rounds our commonest needs with elegant convenience. 

We pamper ourselves to excess; we have lost the art of ordinary living; we hourly 

demand what we would have been miracles in the early half of the [nineteenth 

century].1

 

   

The quotation above from a New York Times’ article, ‘Modern Sybaris’ (1881), illustrates 

an important part of this dissertation. Historically, the concept of luxury is thought to 

have originated in one ancient Greek city, Sybaris, now itself a mosaic of largely 

unexcavated ruins in southern Italy. The citizens of Sybaris were famously, though not 

entirely accurately, believed to live luxuriously in sumptuous buildings and surrounds. 

Even today as evinced by the proverbial term ‘Sybarite’ luxury remains associated with 

the now legendary vanished city and its inhabitants. The quotation also shows how the 

term ‘luxury’ applies to ‘every crevice of our embroidered’ buildings, meaning through 
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its ornamental surfaces. Sybaris is one case, a particularly influential one, of several to 

be developed formally and spatially in this dissertation. The Italian Renaissance façade 

of the Santa Maria Novella Church in Florence, for instance, is also luxurious, 

architecturally—a ‘tapestry’ of marble for God’s house. A large nineteenth-century 

ornate hotel lobby such as the one which once stood at Chicago’s Palmer House Hotel 

provides another instance of luxury and architecture. It was a significant space as 

individuals visiting the hotel waited to be ‘pampered’ inside. Since the nineteenth 

century luxury, has been increasingly celebrated in the sense that it is no longer a 

privilege (or attitude) of the European elite or America’s leisure class. Rather, it has 

become more ubiquitous. Practically everyone can experience luxury. The preceding 

passage suggests ideas for my research, which broadens to incorporate other concerns 

such as myths about Sybaris, ornament and the relevance they have for modern 

architecture.  

 

This dissertation hypothesises the role and nature of luxury, and architecture. Its scope 

spans from antiquity to the modern era—and studies some of the ethical questions it 

raised by the two terms. On the whole, luxury in this thesis is viewed as something 

auspicious—either a benefit in its own right or as something that should occur within 

acceptable limits. This thesis studies the luxury of different architectural settings like 

public or ruinous spaces. As well, it explores why, for some individuals and times, such 

spaces are perceived as being morally significant, as either good or bad. Viewed in this 

way, luxury has definitely not diminished in importance within architecture in modern 

and contemporary times.  

 

From a contemporary perspective, luxury has become commonplace in architecture in 

many places, but its meaning and value have changed.2 The key changes to the term 

‘luxury’ in modern times have been its relation to consumption goods, marking the 

buildings as brands, and as benefits for most people to enjoy, especially the middle 

class.3  The ‘problem’ of luxury in architecture is that it is distasteful to some people 

because its excesses are thought to engender unethical behaviour. This is especially the 

case when both luxury and excess are associated with the Sybarites—inhabitants who 

were purportedly devoted to luxury and so corrupted by it. Some critics consider luxury 

to be a social problem in that it evinces immorality and excess.4 They tend to use these 

negative connotations of the term in their reappraisal of its role in society. As for the 

matter of architectural criticism I argue that the correlation of luxury and social 
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problems has complicated understanding the notion of luxury and building from the 

outset. One of the things this thesis will point out is that what was considered luxurious 

and ethical is itself a product of historical time and place.  

 

Recently, there has been a spate of books published on luxury:  ‘Luxury Apartments,’ 

‘Luxury Hotels’, ‘Luxury Bathrooms’ and others, but none of these texts actually define 

what luxury is within architecture.5 These texts are not especially useful for this 

dissertation since they do not explain luxury in an architectural sense, but mention it 

only cursorily. In April 2004, I attended the Society of Architectural Historians 57th 

Annual Meeting in Providence, Rhode Island in the United States, and a session was 

dedicated purely to luxury based on an essay ‘The Dangers and Advantages of Luxury’ 

(1939) by Siegfried Giedion. The papers by Victoria Solan, who discussed how a form of 

‘architectural’ luxury emerged in Los Angeles in 1929, and Patricia Morton, who 

explained the term ‘Camp’ luxury in reference to the architecture of the 1930s and 

1960s, in particular are both exceptional. These papers, however, lie outside the scope 

of this dissertation with its focus on the United States.6

 

 In ‘The Landscape of Luxury’ 

(1998), Paul Davies concentrates on the architecture of Las Vegas and so it is not useful, 

because it lies outside the time period I am interested in. Neil Harris’ book, Chicago 

Apartments: A Century of Lakefront Luxury (2004), is useful in that it illustrates the 

different types of skyscrapers that are considered luxurious by Lake Michigan, but only in 

a categorical manner. Richard Hill’s ‘Architecture, Luxury and Ethics’ (2005) is useful in 

that he defines what luxury is, discussed in this introduction. The main sources I found 

useful for this dissertation are David Thomson’s Renaissance Architecture: Critics, 

Patrons, Luxury (1993) and the essay noted above by Siegfried Giedion as they provide 

insights into the luxury of the periods discussed herein. In this thesis, I will define a 

context for thinking about luxury that allows for changing notions of the term and argue 

that luxury within architecture changed from one historical context to another.  

This dissertation is not intended to be comprehensive study of luxury and architecture 

per se. Instead, it surveys a number of themes and certain case studies of luxurious 

architectural settings in the West where settings are characterised as being ‘permissible’ 

or ‘impermissible. This introduction will outline the terminology used concerning the 

concept of luxury as well as the aims and methods. Then, it will provide an overview of 

various theories of luxury. The introduction will then outline the structure of the 

dissertation.  
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Terminology 

 
The concept of luxury encompasses a variety of definitions. In the Oxford English 

Dictionary, ‘luxury’ is generally defined as the ‘habitual use of, or indulgence in what is 

choice or costly, whether food, dress, furniture, or appliances of any kind’ and 

‘sumptuous and exquisite food or surroundings.’7

 

 Historically, luxury was not confined to 

behaviour, cuisine, objects or particular surroundings. It was also expressed 

architecturally. Within the context of this dissertation, ‘luxury’ architecture is referred 

to as rare materials, such as those used in large-scale heavily ornamented buildings, and 

the creation of novel spaces. Generally speaking, at various times in the past both small 

and large constructions that exceed necessity are thought of as luxurious. Luxurious 

constructions are generally thought to be those made up of rare or difficult to obtain 

materials, such as coloured marbles. 

Different cultures, however, have different understandings of luxury that are not 

necessarily identical to Western one (for instance, in India luxury within architecture 

was based on Eastern influences). In the West, no one period was particularly luxurious, 

but some have come to us through history as seeming more luxurious than others. 

Ancient Roman sources about the luxury villas in southern Italy, for example, are well 

documented, especially their use of marble mosaics in large spaces, by historical and 

contemporary critics.  

 

Throughout Western history, the meaning of luxury has varied and changed through time 

in different languages, and historical periods. In Greek the translation of the English 

word ‘luxury’ is expressed as πολυτέλεια and in Latin the word is expressed as luxus. 8 

From the fourteenth century onwards, restrictions about Roman luxury lifestyle were 

circulated and transcribed into the Renaissance texts. These texts were considered by 

Christian scholars as ‘vicious indulgences,’9 because of their association with one of the 

sins, ‘lust.’ The term ‘lussuria’ (lust) in the Italian language arose.10 At the same time in 

other places, derivations of the Latin term luxus, which was combined with lussuria, 

continued to dominate texts. In French it is luxure, in Spanish it is lujúria and in 

Portuguese it is luxúria.11 The expressions of the latter two European languages were 

used in Spanish America and Portuguese Brazil. By the time the combination of terms 

entered the various languages, the expression of luxury was shortened and accepted in 

texts today: in Italian lusso, in French luxe, in Spanish lujo and in Portuguese luxo.12 In 
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addition, the term luxus was shortened again to lux meaning ‘light,’ which is used today 

in physics to measure light,13

 

 as documented in architectural science journals. The 

derivations of luxury in different languages, their variations and use in the historical 

periods noted are significant in a moral sense rather than in an architectural sense.  

As the meaning has changed over time, though, there is one particular meaning that is 

predominantly resonant, denoting the sybaritic. The idea of the ‘sybaritic’ seems 

present in most uses of the term−and is also linked to ethical criticism of the luxurious. 

The terms ‘luxury’ and ‘excess’ are synonymous with the adjective ‘sybaritic.’ The 

terms ‘Sybarite’ and ‘sybaritic’ gained common currency in the sixteenth century, and 

are used in a number of ways throughout the thesis. They are used, for example, to 

describe general situations where, beginning with the seventeenth centuries and 

continuing periodically until the present, the sybaritic evokes self-indulgence, excessive 

behaviour or it identifies instances of material excess within particular buildings or 

settings.  The wealthy Sybarites’ living habits and behaviour, the size and luxuriousness 

of materials and artefacts used in construction are not altogether correct, because not 

every invention or utility need to be considered as luxurious. Rebecca Zorach explains 

that excess comprises ‘unquantifiability, surplus value, inexhaustibility, increase, 

ornament, indefiniteness, inflation, gift-giving [and] the obscene.’ 14

 

 Through Zorach’s 

understanding of excess, I will argue why her claim is too categorical and definitive. 

‘Excess’ is thus a relative term—in architecture it means something that is in excess of 

functional necessity relative to a range of societal conventions.  

Sybaris was identified from the outset as a luxurious city in terms of its excessive 

characteristics, particularly its ‘manifold riches,’ the beneficial properties of its rivers 

and the physical extent of the place. Sybaris attained heights of great power and 

became associated with luxurious living from the start. Myths were subsequently written 

about the Sybarites,15 as demonstrated primarily through repeated mention of the city’s 

culinary arts, which indeed appear magnificent. One myth, for example, describes the 

consumables derived from the riverside environment that led to associations between 

the countryside of abundance and ‘sybaritic’ practices.16 The French term sybaritisme 

appeared in the seventeenth century, in reference to the Sybarites’ self-gratifying 

lifestyles, which became known as a ‘crime.’17 In this dissertation, the term ‘sybaritism’ 

is used in its pejorative sense, as defined in the Oxford English Dictionary.18 Sybaris was 
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thus a cornucopia of architecture—a place dedicated to luxury and designed as if it was 

destined to live eternally.  

 

One major understanding of architectural excess used in this thesis is its contribution to 

instances of permissible luxury relating to certain people’s raised standards of living. 

The term ‘permissible luxury’ follows an analysis of social formations and human 

behaviour. By contrast, ‘impermissible luxury’ is discussed as a sub-theme of the 

broader terrain of moral disapprobation—a habit of self-gratification, leading to moral 

decrepitude owing to excessive luxury like sexual excess or eating to excess, by the 

critics who objected it. Different instances will serve as significant markers of a complex 

map that covers different destinations. These permissible and impermissible forms of 

luxury have changed the development of different types of buildings throughout the 

centuries.  

 

 

Aims and Methods 

 
The first aim of the dissertation is to broaden the reader’s understanding of the ideas 

and attitudes relating to the depiction, practice and function of luxury within 

architecture. The relation between luxury and architecture is multi-faceted and useful 

in tracing the genealogy of practices that express indulgence in constructed form. This 

dissertation will address the interstices of architecture and moral philosophy in relation 

to sybaritic life and practices. It will describe instances where excess is manifest in the 

built environment. The concept of luxury is derived historically from Sybaris’ ‘opulent 

metropolis’ and its architectural innovations, though also informs the history and theory 

of modern architecture.  

 

The second aim of the dissertation is to uncover the luxury attributes of particular 

buildings and architectural settings in Europe and the Americas. When is luxury 

permissible? When is it objected to and why? The basis of the structure of the thesis is 

comparative of how notions of permissible luxury are played out at different historical 

periods in different countries. What makes luxury in a building permissible in one place 

but not in another? This will always be a long and incomplete story. I explain the 

application of permissible luxury and its use. 

 



 8 

The third aim of the dissertation is to apply the relevant theories of luxury to 

architecture. Most of the luxury theories do not explicitly discuss architecture, but some 

do facilitate discussion of the ethical dimensions of luxury and excess with respect to 

‘architectural’ concerns. In ‘Architecture, Luxury and Ethics’ (2005), Richard Hill defines 

luxury as ‘special kinds of excess, which derive from pleasure or mere space…as a 

[building] opens itself up.’19 ‘[H]yper-luxury, the highest form of luxury,’ Hill argues, 

‘which takes to excess all those aesthetic features of architecture [that] are most 

difficult to conceptualise…lie on the border between sensuous and intellectual 

understanding.’20

 

 Hill’s definition of luxury shows how architecture should provide for 

‘special kinds of excess’—this is a ‘good or benefit’ to be developed formally and 

spatially. Hill’s argument, however, is problematic because there is also ‘sensuous’ and 

‘intellectual understanding’ involved when something appears to be at the lower end of 

the luxury scale:  like a building that looks dilapidated from the exterior, but luxurious 

inside. In this thesis, specific emphasis will be given to ancient Rome, Renaissance Italy, 

France’s Ancien Regime, Latin American countries and the United States. The European 

places are selected because there are many sources on luxury, more so than in the 

Americas; an emphasis in the thesis is to find out how applicable the ideas of luxury to 

architecture were for these latter places.  

Hill also paraphrases Sigmund Freud’s definition of luxury: ‘luxury is magnificence in the 

wrong place.’21 And yet Hill does not probe why on Freud’s account luxury is always 

magnificence in the wrong place. This situation indicates a process of what I call the 

creative ‘luxation,’ or dislocation, of architecture.22

 

 What was once luxurious in one 

place was not always luxurious in another context, especially when appreciation of 

luxuriousness was supplanted, because the quality was usually connected with what was 

bad. Here ‘luxury’ as being ‘magnificence in the wrong place’ suggests one of the 

reasons why the myths about Sybaris and the Sybarites were popular in Europe and in 

the United States.  

The allure of the Sybarites, architecture and luxury is reflected in John Ruskin’s The 

Stones of Venice (1853). Referring to European works, Ruskin states that 

 

Architecture was invented to make plagiarists of its architects, slaves of its workmen, and 

[S]ybarites of its inhabitants, an architecture in which intellect is idle, invention impossible,  

but in which all luxury is gratified and all insolence fortified.’23
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Ruskin’s passage suggests how European architects imitate or emulate preceding styles and 

Sybarites affect architecture. There is a connection between the myths about luxury and the 

Sybarites. These were innovative for architecture and this subject will be expanded in Chapter 

1 of this dissertation. 

 

Sybaris became a practical theme in the titles of architectural exhibitions. Architectural 

critic and curator Bernard Rudofsky’s (1905-1988) catalogue in Vienna, entitled 

Sparta/Sybaris: Keine neue Bauweise, eine neue Lebensweise tut not (1987) and 

exhibition ‘Sparta/Sybaris: Conventional House and Domestic Life Exhibit,’ (1987-1988) 

are considered herein as significant sources for discussing the history of the meaning of a 

sybaritic lifestyle.24

  

 This exhibition in particular is used to demonstrate the ways in 

which the Sybarites have been integrated into architectural discourse. Rudofsky’s 

representation of what he saw as the two parts of human nature—the ascetic versus the 

indulgent one—is explained in the following text: 

Exotic customs and practices that may seem incomprehensible at first often loose much 

of their strangeness when compared to ours with an open mind. Between the extremes of 

Spartan and sybaritic way of life lies at vast range of habits and usages, old and new, 

which are presented in the exhibition in juxtaposition with over-familiar examples. 

Moreover, Spartan simplicity and sybaritic extravagance are sometimes inseparable, not 

to say indistinguishable from each other as in…[a] house where exquisite simplicity and 

exquisite luxury are imitable. In short, the exhibition…is concerned with the quintessence 

of style, that is, lifestyle.25

  

 

Rudofsky succinctly observed that ‘exotic customs and practices,’ ‘sybaritic 

extravagance’ and ‘exquisite luxury’ operate to some degree in architectural discourse, 

repositioning luxury and the Sybarites in a wider cultural context. The exhibition ‘vividly 

conveyed a free notion of architecture and ways of living.’26 Recently, Andrea Bocco 

Guarneri noted that ‘refined hedonism’ appeared in the Sparta/Sybaris show. He then 

noted that the ‘pursuit of Epicureanism…is nonetheless a moral choice entailing order; 

austerity is perfectly compatible with sensuality.’27

 

 The exhibition serves as a starting 

point to conceptualise the Sybarites and architecture more broadly and through means 

of other comparable instances. The mythical significance of Sybaris and the Sybarites to 

luxury-oriented practices within architectural history will be discussed in detail.  
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Similar to Rudofsky’s thoughts about the two parts of human nature—the ascetic versus 

the indulgent one—are the set of rules for the conduct of the self, examined by French 

philosopher Michel Foucault in The History of Sexuality: The Use of Pleasure (Vol.2, 

1985). Foucault’s book is a study of codes of moral behaviour in Greek, Greco-Roman 

antiquity and in early Christianity. His work discusses why the activities and pleasures 

that are attached to sexual conduct are an object of moral solicitude.28 For Foucault, 

the Greeks and the Greco-Romans were geared towards practices of the self rather than 

towards what is ‘permitted’ and ‘forbidden,’ in a Christian moral sense.29 These 

practices were used by the ancient Greeks, Greco-Romans and Romans, for example, in 

Magna Graecia (Great Greece, in southern Italy), though Foucault does not refer 

specifically to the Sybarites. The philosophies of the Pythagoras (and the Judeo-Christian 

tradition his later work inspired) condemned the Sybarites of Sybaris for their guilt-free 

and thoughtless lifestyle. There in Great Greece Pythagoras believed that new rules of 

conduct had to be introduced to eradicate immoral behaviour.30

 

 In terms of the control 

of excess, neither Foucault nor Pythagoras’ texts will be discussed at length, however, 

their works contribute to my conceptualisation of what is ‘permitted’ in a luxury sense 

(or when luxury is forbidden) within architecture. Next, the relevant theories of luxury 

will be outlined in relation to architecture. 

 

Theories of Luxury  

 

The methodology used in this thesis is primarily one of moral philosophy, historiography 

and architectural accounts of luxury to demonstrate the links between luxury and 

architecture and why it has affected people’s lifestyles. These entail analyses of myths 

and facts about luxury. The questions surrounding the notion of luxury and architecture 

throughout history are diverse. Why is luxury attractive? What form does it take? What 

informs the qualities about the materials, space and its ornamental details that make 

some buildings luxurious? 

 

One of the arguments in philosophies of luxury occurs in David Hume’s essay entitled ‘Of 

Luxury’ (1752), later renamed ‘Of the Refinement in the Arts’ (1760). Hume 

reinterpreted the luxurious society as exhibiting a desirable civilizing influence. This is 

one theory of luxury that informs my methods; it informs an approach that incorporates 

instances of philosophical history. Hume defines luxury: ‘it means great refinement in 
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the gratification of the senses; and any degree of it may be innocent or blameable, 

according to the age, or country, or condition of the person.’31 My view is attuned to 

Hume’s definition in that there is a need for understanding luxury in relation to ethics in 

a specific context. Hume then notes that the ‘bounds between the virtue and the vice 

cannot here be exactly fixed, more than in other moral subjects.’32

Hume’s definition suggests that for architecture to be aesthetically luxurious it must 

incorporate thoughts, materials and ornament that indicate ‘great refinement in the 

gratification of the senses,’ by considering the ebbs and flows of vice and virtue among 

the aristocratic class. This is relevant in understanding how the dichotomy of luxury, as 

being both bad and good, led to the regulation of sumptuous constructions, specifically 

in the reign of the Bourbon kings of France (1589-1792). The luxurious lifestyle of 

France’s Bourbon monarchs, particularly that of Louis XIV, exceeds one’s expectations of 

grandeur like eating at costly banquets,

 This note suggests 

that there is a fine line between luxury and architecture as being morally acceptable 

and that it will always be vague in a particular context relative to another context.  

33

 

 which was far greater than the grandeur of the 

Italian papal courts. Either bad luxury, meaning morally evil or aesthetically below 

acceptable standard in quality, has partly affected architectural theory and is always 

associated with what is considered as ‘sybaritic’ and distasteful. Sybaritic luxury, for 

example, is always considered excessive and as such morally bad. Some architecture 

that is linked with refinement is condemned as sybaritic (or bad). 

In his book The Idea of Luxury: A Conceptual and Historical Investigation (1994), 

Christopher Berry identifies the four categories of luxury: sustenance, leisure, apparel 

and shelter. Berry discusses how the goods within these categories have changed 

society’s value. His work, however, does not discuss architecture in any detail. Referring 

to the Greek definition of luxury, he notes that it conveyed ‘feasting sumptuously.’34 

Ancient Greek feasts were important for intellectuals in particular and I will discuss this 

aspect in Chapter 1. Luxury may have both been tolerable and also indicative of 

‘insatiability’ that corrupts ‘both society and its citizens.’ This was not necessarily the 

case with the ancient Sybarites because their luxurious behaviour—for instance 

drinking—was tolerable in Greek society. Referring to Plato, Berry states that he 

considered luxury to be a dangerous ‘insatiable appetite.’35 It is important to discuss 

Plato’s attack of the Sybarites and myths about their dining habits, which relates to 

architecture in the sense of its regulation, and so the regulation of indulgences that 

might occur within buildings and public spaces. Berry refers to Plato’s account in Book II 
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of the Republic and describes one of the principle moral objections to excessive luxury 

prevailing not in ancient Greece as such but subsequently in ancient Rome.  

 

Luxury, Berry argues, ‘represents the dynamism of human desire. This dynamism takes 

society beyond the confines of a mere need-satisfaction.’36 In the city, Berry asserts that 

if self-indulgence was difficult to control then it would eventually ‘lead to the ruination 

of both society and its citizens.’37

 

 This assertion was advocated in ancient Rome, the 

place where luxury became a moral problem. At that time—‘sumptuary laws’—or laws to 

control luxury goods, clothing and the like, were introduced to govern excessive displays 

of consumption. Thus, I will explain some of the sybaritic myths and these will lay the 

groundwork for an understanding of the historical context for modern ethical concerns 

regarding architecture.  

Discussing the Classical paradigm of luxury, Berry argues that ‘luxury is a pejorative 

term because it stands for the corruption of a virtuous manly life.’38

 

 Here Berry is 

demonstrating that luxury is detrimental not in an architectural sense, but in a moral 

philosophical sense. In an architectural sense, if a building should fall down then it 

would be detrimental. As ruins are only a small part of the thesis, amongst other things, 

what this thesis aims to do is to explore the luxury buildings that are made to look as if 

they are falling down and linked to locations that are philosophically reprehensible. Yet, 

it claims that the separation between architecture and moral philosophy is not possible. 

This thesis suggests that a building can be an architectural masterpiece, but it can fail 

ethically.  

John Sekora’s Luxury: The Concept in Western thought, Eden to Smollett (1977) is a 

historical and literary account about luxury. Sekora explains how it served the 

accumulation of power and influence (particularly in eighteenth-century England).39 

Sekora notes that by that period ‘luxury had become a fluid and complex concept in 

which moral, religious, economic, and political attitudes were mixed into a vague and 

sometimes contradictory amalgam.’40 ‘From the Hebrews [pre 1000] through the 

Protestants,’ Sekora adds that, ‘luxury represents the starting point of historical or 

philosophical speculation.’41 More specifically, he states that ‘ethical systems…, an 

index of human sinfulness and moral or intellectual deficiency [stimulate a] requirement 

for inner regeneration and self-surrender.’42 Describing the interrelated suppositions 

about the nature of luxury, Sekora describes its religious value and the governance of 
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luxury as an ethical system. Tracing the characterisation of luxury in the Old Testament, 

Plato and Aristotle and other writings, Sekora comments on the theories of luxury found 

there: 

 

In the social realm it is an index of chaos and irrationality in the workings of public 

affairs, calling forth the demand for order, discipline, authority, and hierarchy [and 

ridding oneself and one’s luxurious surroundings]. All of these theories, moreover, make 

luxury as generic vice in another sense, using some metaphor like contagion to describe 

the movement of its corruption from the one to the many. When it strikes a man, it has 

the fatal power to dissolve his character and to destroy his estate—that is, his social 

position and financial wellbeing. When it has struck a sufficient number of individuals, 

luxury will sap a nation’s economic and military strength and subsequently bring down 

the nation itself.43

 

  

Sekora’s description is crucial. The text provides the basis for moral objections to 

excessive luxury in countries other than England. These are the criticisms raised in the 

context of the examples of luxury to be discussed in this dissertation. Sekora’s 

contribution to my method is a study of the immoral behaviour of the ancient Roman 

elites in Campania, the criticisms towards them by Greco-Roman moralists, and by 

modern and contemporary writers. 

 

Werner Sombart’s Luxury and Capitalism (1967) offers a theory of luxury in relation to 

Western history. He surveys the history of luxury from the Bible up until the early 

nineteenth century. His theory relates to how excessive luxury was both good and bad in 

capitalist terms. By way of describing the ways it was enacted in Western cities, 

Sombart provides a catalogue of luxury practices Renaissance and Baroque European 

cities. Commenting on the riches of the city of Venice, Sombart describes the place as 

being ‘conductive to a rich, lavish life of pleasure which attracted many foreign visitors. 

Next to Rome, Venice was the most celebrated city.’44 The reason for this pleasure 

Sombart notes was the city’s ‘greatest attractions’—Venice’s amusements and women.45 

A pleasurable or luxurious city is based on the principal that ‘luxury produces greatest 

attractions,’ underlying the prominence femininity had upon the luxury debate. 

Femininity underlies the idea about luxury because it was associated with lechery and 

sensuous pleasure. The idea of femininity will not be discussed in any detail in this 

thesis—only in reference to the conspicuous display of some members of aristocratic 

elites. Sombart’s study on luxury is framed by an understanding of capitalism in that the 
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embellishment of an aristocrat’s palace demonstrates the use of precious stones and 

furnishings in a feminised way. Sombart’s theory therefore considers how excessive 

luxury was both beneficial and decadent, and how it was enacted in European cities. 

Sombart’s work will be taken into consideration in Chapters 2 and 3. 

 

In his book The Theory of the Leisure Class (1899), economist Thorstein Veblen 

documented the effects of luxury (and luxury goods), modern capitalism and affluence 

on American society especially in the Gilded Age (1866-1896). He argued that spending 

became the way people established their social position in a prosperous society. 

Veblen’s theory is that people emulated the behaviour of the elites who were successful 

at acquiring the material means of life and he defines this as ‘pecuniary emulation.’46 

Veblen defined the term ‘conspicuous consumption’ and explained how the behavioural 

characteristics of the leisure, or pleasure, class arose as a result of the accumulation of 

wealth.47

 

 As the leisure class became wealthy by capitalising on trade, the practice of 

celebrating riches in architecture increased as well, especially in the home, the theatre 

and in skyscrapers. Alluding to this phenomenon, this thesis will refer to how the 

architects at particular times created large-scale buildings that would be expressed or 

celebrated by elites. ‘Pecuniary emulation’ and ‘conspicuous consumption’ affected the 

rise of the leisure class in the Italian Renaissance, in France’s Ancien Regime, in Latin 

American cities and Chicago, both in suburban and urban areas. ‘Conspicuous 

consumption’ is a therefore a term of Veblen’s moral disapproval. Veblen’s work and the 

criticisms towards his writing will be expanded mainly in Chapter 5. Now I will survey a 

selection of architectural texts that discuss the concept of luxury.  

David Thomson’s book Renaissance Architecture: Critics, Patrons, Luxury (1993) offers 

definitions for luxury and ancient Roman luxury but not ‘luxury architecture’ per se; he 

only uses the category of building and embellishment for one of his chapter headings.48 

Thomson’s text is principally concerned with the ‘ethics of wealth’ where ‘luxury 

becomes a key to thought.’ 49 His historical survey starts from the premise that luxury 

concerns ‘justification, legalisation or damnation of a society’s material status-seekers. 

Luxury is desirable [for some people], but luxury is always dangerous.’50 Clearly luxury 

was not always regarded as ‘desirable,’ not explicitly. ‘Luxury is a bonus,’ Thomson 

remarks, and ‘it is a consequence of prosperity with no tinge of corruption.’51 At any 

rate, for some people luxury always carried the ‘tinge of corruption.’ Ornate buildings in 

Roman antiquity and the Italian Renaissance demonstrate a person’s strength and status, 
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specifically through the makeup of the sumptuous materials used in the building (either 

precious or luminous), and through their excessive size of spaces. Some of the building’s 

interior facades were clad with expensive materials such as gold leaf. Thomson states 

that ‘opposition to luxury was not an attempt to prevent the accumulation of material 

wealth, but rather to regulate it.’52

 

 Applying sumptuary laws to certain things, from 

personal objects to large buildings, regulated luxury at the time. 

Luxury as the ‘key to thought,’ acts as a power to regulate the life of architecture and 

its occupants as well as provide for the maintenance of material wealth. For the 

aristocrats, material wealth would extend from their personal belongings like clothing 

and jewellery to their expensive private palaces. Architecture provides a context for 

both excess and self-control, so that it allows for, but does not guarantee control. 

Luxury continually contributes the ‘key to thought.’ Within this context it also acts as a 

power of enrichment in architectural settings not only in the Italian Renaissance, but 

how it was emulated during France’s Ancien Regime.  

 

In ‘The Dangers and Advantages of Luxury’ (1939), Siegfried Giedion associates Chicago’s 

ornamental constructions before and after its Columbia’s World Exposition 1893 with 

luxury. Giedion explains how a new type of architecture emerged from the prairie to the 

business centre. Then, he notes how Chicago ‘was the centre of architectural 

development, not only [there] but in the world.’53

 

 Although he mentions the work by 

modern architect Louis Sullivan, he tends to otherwise concentrate on the work of Frank 

Lloyd Wright. Instead of referring to the work of Wright, the thesis will concentrate on 

the architecture on the prairie and Sullivan’s commercial skyscrapers. Next, Giedion 

discussed luxury’s dangers—especially how there was a ‘danger in the tendency for 

architecture to become flippant’ in the 1930s. For Giedion: 

It is certainly difficult to regain luxury in architecture in a legitimate and vital way…. 

Luxury does not simply mean waste of material, but only makes sense when it broadens 

emotional experience by means of a new discovery…[L]uxury can still be creative in 

architecture.54

 

  

In my view, ‘luxury’ continues ‘to be creative in architecture.’ Materials used for the 

exposition buildings were thought of as different at the time because they were more 

ornate than in Europe. This was especially the case when skyscrapers were invented in 

the United States and became taller. This ‘new discovery’ not only includes the ‘lacy’ 
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skyscrapers of Chicago, but the modern luxury of Chicago. The architectural accounts on 

luxury can therefore inform how architectural excess became permissible at various 

times. This forms a relevant part of the historical approach in analysing how the concept 

of luxury was appropriated to place.  

 

My method is therefore motivated by the aims of the aforementioned writers. I will 

explore the practical and moral, and economical understandings of the use of building 

materials in light of the consequences of excess for architectural spaces, relating a 

number of instances that show the field of luxury and architecture to be a particularly 

rich one, full of critical insights, but perhaps reducible to no one single generalised 

account.  

 

 

Structure of the Dissertation 

 
In this dissertation, the reader will find five discrete chapters, each making occasional 

reference to the others. Each chapter traces a theme of luxury found in references to 

architecture and landscape architecture, and the lifestyles found therein. These 

references contribute to an ethical view of the subject and primarily concern examples 

drawn from Western Europe, and the Americas. The building case studies chosen for this 

dissertation, most of which I have visited, are chosen largely for my own reasons. They 

interest me as they have interested others. I am sure that I have omitted some 

structures that merit consideration. Other structures were selected, such as building 

competition entries, because these reflect important design trends, which have affected 

architecture in other contexts and nations.  

 

Chapter 1 focuses on ‘Sybaris and the Sybarites,’ drawing upon the facts and myths of 

luxury recorded there. It uses the idea of Sybaris as a point of reference, and as an 

historical marker of impermissible luxury. I discuss how the Sybarites and Sybaris enter 

the realm of architectural history as a story of the origins of luxury and prompt for 

subsequent criticisms of its use in a range of architectural settings. I consider sources for 

the idea of ‘sybaritic’ luxury by referring to Franco Liguori’s Sybaris: Between History 

and Legends (2004) and the moralisation of the sybaritic myths. Then, the chapter 

explains how a luxurious city was created by referring to Plato’s book Republic (373 BC); 

and the issue of Sybaris’ excess in James Davidson’s Courtesans and Fishcakes: The 



 17 

Consuming Passions of Classical Athens (1997), which relates to different architectural 

settings in southern and northern Italy, and France. It argues that the myths and facts 

account for why Sybaris became such an evocative, though largely imaginary place for 

cultivating hedonism. This development is relevant for understanding architecture in the 

past and in the modern era. The history of representation of Sybaris and sybaritic luxury 

are not only entertaining; it is useful for identifying what luxury is: or ‘has been’ and 

‘might be’ in architecture generally. 

  

Chapter 2 ‘Luxury Architecture in Ancient Rome and Renaissance Italy’ shifts focus 

towards an investigation of why luxury became a contentious issue in architecture. How 

was Italy shaped by the moralisation of the sybaritic myths? The rise of luxury practices 

within architectural history began with ancient sources and continued (albeit 

sporadically from the 1st century BC until the fifteenth/sixteenth centuries), and will be 

understood as highly influential in the formulation of ideas relating to architectural 

excess. Architectural excess is a phenomenon that existed in the Bay of Naples, Rome 

Florence and Venice. It explores how luxury became a moral issue and refers to sources 

about grand buildings, especially those villas owned by the Roman General Lucullus as 

well as his imitators—Emperors Nero and Hadrian. How and why were expensive 

materials linked with power? The historical sources discuss why the grand buildings of 

the Roman era were excessive, largely owing to views of the excessive behaviour of the 

elite ancient Romans themselves in southern Italy. The chapter discusses the classicist 

John D’Arms Romans on the Bay of Naples: A Social and Cultural Study of the Villas and 

their Owners from 150 BC to AD 400 (1970), especially his criticism of Classical texts like 

the work of Cicero. Next, the chapter refers to contemporary sources about what is 

luxurious in Italian Renaissance architecture by referring to David Thomson’s text, 

discussed in this introduction. To this review I add Christine Smith’s Architecture in the 

Culture of Early Humanism: Ethics, Aesthetics and Eloquence, 1400-1470 (1992). Their 

texts articulate relationships between architectural excess in Leon Battista’s work. The 

chapter argues that ‘luxury’ architecture had an ethical dimension and it distinguishes 

two subtypes of luxury within architecture: the permissible and the impermissible. This 

discussion is followed by an analysis of governance and luxury. 

 

Chapter 3 ‘Spatial Luxury in the Ancien Regime’ explores the spaces, mainly the small 

pavilions, entertainment venues and country houses, for luxury and tracks the spreading 

popularity of these from Italy to France. Sybaritic practices were admired (and 
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condemned) in various places in France and they were transformed into architectural 

settings, and other accompanying venues constructed to provide entertainment. Many 

critics consider Louis XIV’s Versailles as the richest place of its time. With all its wealth 

at his disposal the king lived luxuriously. What architectural critics have overlooked, 

however, is the issue of the luxury of supplied and represented by additional buildings, 

such as those structures as at Fontainebleau Palace, Trianon Gardens at Versailles and 

Desert de Retz at Chambourcy. Here the chapter refers to sources by Jean-Marie 

Perouse de Monclos, Kate Van Orden, Diana Ketcham and Pierre-Andre Lablaude. At the 

Trianon Gardens and at the Desert de Retz in particular there are country houses, or 

what I define in this chapter as ‘architectural’ hors d’oeuvres, which were small 

additional structures relative to the large palaces. The grand spaces and outlying 

buildings for the monarchy and other aristocrats are essential in understanding how the 

aspect of spatial luxury emerged in France’s Ancien Regime. I argue that these spaces 

were novel, architecturally, as they specifically were derived to provide places for 

extravagant display.  

 

In Chapter 4 ‘Neo-European’ luxury in Latin America’ traces different incarnations of 

luxury in the New World; dreams of golden cities and the quest for luxury in the early 

sixteenth century lured Europeans to harsh conditions there. I specifically look at the 

regions that became the nations of Mexico and Brazil. Beginning with the Aztec city, 

Tenochtitlάn (Mexico City) and then the fantasy of golden cities, I concentrate on the 

sixteenth century myths describing the luxury of the gilded city, ‘El Dorado or Manoa.’ 

This chapter argues that the European explorers brought with them their own myths and 

representations of luxury to Mexico City and Amazonia in Brazil. The chapter discusses 

luxury as ‘neo-European.’ In this, I draw upon Alfred Crosby’s thinking and analyse 

places where European colonials consciously remade exotic landscapes into ones 

resembling their homelands. This twin phenomenon of projection and transformation is 

evident at Pernambuco and Manaus, in Brazil and Mexico City, in Mexico. Discussing how 

the architectural styles of the Belle Epoch (1890-1910) developed, the chapter 

distinguishes between the types of luxury materials that were imported from Europe and 

used for the embellishment of each city’s major theatres. I argue that in the prospect of 

finding luxury in the New World golden cities, the Europeans also had to import all of 

their building materials, to the cities to create a Latin America. Not only did they import 

material−in a sense they also imported and projected European notions of luxury on to a 

vastly different cultural and geographic setting.  
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The next chapter ‘Modern Luxury in Chicago’ derives its origins from Siegfried Giedion’s 

essay, explained in this introduction. Luxury in Chicago was different from Europe and 

Latin America. This chapter defines what modern luxury is given that Chicago was the 

place where ‘Sybaris’ was created on the prairie, the place where the skyscraper was 

invented and the place that hosted the World’s Columbian Exposition. By concentrating 

on the following periods, the Gilded Age (1866-1896) through to the beginning of the 

Roaring Twenties, this chapter analyses an entrepreneurial venture on the prairie, a 

suburb of Chicago called Riverside. It relates this suburb to aspects of luxury in Edward 

Everett Hale’s utopian book Sybaris and Other Homes (1869). Then, the chapter 

discusses an important building type used for transmitting ideas and experiences of 

luxury in the city−the modern luxury hotel. The chapter argues there was a luxury-

building boom, especially from the end of the nineteenth century onwards, and explains 

how luxury became ‘modern.’  The chapter examines two unrealised competition entries 

that deserve more recognition as they signify modern luxury on their exteriors through 

their ornamentation: the Luxfer Prism Towers (1898), designed by Adamo Boari, and the 

Chicago Tribune Tower (1922), designed by Adolf Loos. Finally, I argue that modern 

luxury involved essential reference to conspicuous ornament by embodying wealth and 

brilliance in the form of commercial skyscrapers. Leisure was a luxury, but then it 

became a necessity. 

 

The dissertation concludes with a reconsideration of Bernard Rudofsky’s Sparta/Sybaris 

exhibition in Vienna, as discussed in this introduction. It analyses the concept of 

sybaritic luxury within one of the installations created for the event, and discusses 

Rudofsky’s work in the context of this thesis. Luxury within architecture is in no way 

confined to one place; it has entered other places.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 20 

Endnotes 

                                                 
1 Author unknown, ‘Modern Sybaris,’ in New York Times, February 13, 1881, p.6. 
2 Here I am referring to Patrizia Calefato, Lusso, 2003, and James B. Twitchell, Living it Up: Our 

Love Affair with Luxury, 2002. Both authors discuss how luxury has changed, especially in relation 

to conspicuous consumption.  
3 The term ‘de luxe’ is another concept, but I will not consider this aspect in this thesis as it indicates the 

need or irrepressible desire for luxury. On ‘de luxe’ in architecture see Marco Frascari, ‘The Pneumatic 

Bathroom,’ in Plumbing: Sounding Modern Architecture, 1997, p.178. 
4 Architectural critic David Watkin has problematised the link between ethics and architecture, which 

historians of moral philosophy have examined historical implications and its link to regulation. Karsten 

Harries has questioned the moral issues found in modern and contemporary architecture. See David Watkin, 

Morality and Architecture Revisited, 2001, and Karsten Harries, The Ethical Function of Architecture, 1997. 

Also, see Levine, Michael P., Miller, Kristine and Taylor, William, eds., New Essays on Ethics and 

Architecture, 2004. 
5 Most of these contemporary texts are published by ‘teNeus.’ 
6 Victoria Solan, ‘Vegetarian Architecture in Los Angeles: The Physical Experience of Luxury at the Lovell 

Health House’ and Patricia A. Morton, ‘Pop on Top: Luxury and Late Modernism in Philip Johnson’s State 

Theatre and State Pavilion’—both papers were obtained from these authors via email correspondence in 

2005. These papers were presented at the Society of Architectural Historians 57th Annual Meeting, 14-18 

April 2004 in Providence, Rhode Island (US). 
7 The Oxford English Dictionary, 2005, <http://www.oed.com> Also, in note 1 of Victoria Solan, ‘Vegetarian 

Architecture in Los Angeles: The Physical Experience of Luxury at the Lovell Health House,’ email 

correspondence, 2005. Etymologically, luxury relates to the term ‘truphe,’ which is associated with lust or 

lasciviousness, one of the seven deadly sins. 
8 On the term ‘πολυτέλεια’ see http://translate.google.com.au/translate accessed 14 May 2009.  
9 See http://dictionary.oed.com  accessed 14 May 2009. 
10 See Marco Frascari, ‘The Pneumatic Bathroom,’ in Plumbing: Sounding Modern Architecture, 1997, p.178. 

On the terms ‘lusso’ see http://translate.google.com.au/translate accessed 14 May 2009. Also see 

http://dictionary.oed.com  accessed 14 May 2009. 
11 Refer to http://dictionary.oed.com  accessed 1 July 2009. 
12 On the terms ‘luxe,’ ‘lujo’ and ‘luxo’ see http://translate.google.com.au/translate accessed 14 May 

2009. Also see http://dictionary.oed.com  accessed 14 May 2009. 
13 On ‘lux’ see http://dictionary.oed.com  accessed 1 July 2009. 
14 Rebecca Zorach, Blood, Milk, Ink, Gold: Abundance and Excess in the French Renaissance, 2005, p.18. 

Philosopher Simon Blackburn believes that there are many dimensions of excess: ‘A desire might be 

excessive in its intensity…[and] we are too much preoccupied by it or we are obsessed by it or pine for it or 

are unduly upset by not getting it.’ Simon Blackburn, Lust: The Seven Deadly Sins, 2004, p.22. 
15 My translation. Romualdo Cannonero, Dell’antica cittá di Sibari e dei costumi de Sibariti, 1991, p.46.  
16 The explanation of the English adjective ‘Sybaritic’ the Oxford English Dictionary gives refers to the 

ancient Sybarites as ‘the inhabitants of Sybaris.’ It is important to explain the translation of the Latin and 

Italian terms associated with Sybaris to understand the transmission of references to the city in Western 

thought. In Latin, Logoi Sybaritikoi means ‘Sybaritic stories.’ The earliest reference to the Italian word 

http://www.oed.com/�
http://translate.google.com.au/translate%20accessed%2014%20May%202009�
http://dictionary.oed.com/�
http://translate.google.com.au/translate%20accessed%2014%20May%202009�
http://dictionary.oed.com/�
http://dictionary.oed.com/�
http://translate.google.com.au/translate�
http://dictionary.oed.com/�
http://dictionary.oed.com/�


 21 

                                                                                                                                                     
‘Sibarita’ (Sybarite) dates from the ancient Greek and Roman texts by various Classical authors, for 

instance, Archestratus, Varro and Cicero. The Sybarites had their own notion of luxury and excessive luxury. 

This differs from other notions found in retrospective accounts of Sybaris. In this dissertation, the 

behavioural characteristics of the Sybarites are examined, especially habits that came to be considered 

excessive by later commentators.  
17 See Diana Ketcham, Le Desert de Retz: A late eighteenth-century French folly garden. The artful 

landscape of Monsieur de Monville, 1997, p.5. 
18 On the term ‘sybaritism’ see <http://www.oed.com> 
19 Richard Hill, ‘Architecture, Luxury and Ethics’, Architecture and its Ethical Dilemmas, 2005, p.131. 
20 Richard Hill, 2005, p.131. 
21 Ibid. 
22 The term ‘luxation’ means the condition of being dislocated luxation—or luxate, to put out of joint, is a 

symptom of luxury. See <http://www.oed.com> 
23 Quoted from John Ruskin’s Stones of Venice, 1853, in Peter Murray, The Architecture of the Italian Renaissance, 

1986, p.8; and in Alina A. Payne ‘Rudolf Wittkower and Architectural Principles in the Age of Modernism,’ JSAH, 

1994, note 15, p.325.  
24 Benard Rudofsky, Sparta/Sybaris: Keine neue Bauweise, eine neue Lebensweise tut not, 1987. Also, here I 

am referring to Pierre Bourdieu’s definition of ‘lifestyle’ in his chapter on ‘The Habitus and the Space of 

Lifestyles,’ in Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste, 1989, p.172. 
25 Benard Rudofsky,  ‘Rudofsky in Vienna. (“Sparta/Sybaris”–exhibition at the Austrian Museum of Applied 

Arts),’ in Interior Design, April 1988, p.1. 
26 See Maria Welzig, ‘Viennese Interactions,’ in Lessons from Bernard Rudofsky: Life as a Voyage, 2007, 

p.76. 
27 Andrea Bocco Guarneri, ‘The Art of Dwelling,’ in Lessons from Bernard Rudofsky, 2007, p.143. 
28 Foucault noted that morality consists of codes of behaviour as well as the ways in which individuals chose 

to hold on to those rules. Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality: The Use of Pleasure, Volume Two, 

1985, p.10 
29 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, 1985, p.30. 
30 Here I am referring to the ‘Pythagoric Ethical Sentences from Stobaeus’ in Iamblichus’ Life of Pythagoras, 

1965. 
31 David Hume, ‘Political Discourses, 1765.’ David Hume, Writings on Economics, 1970, p.19. 
32 Ibid. 
33 For an interesting take on the revolt against the French monarchy, see Colin Jones and Rebecca Sang’s, 

‘Sans-culottes, sans café, sans tabac: shifting realms of necessity and luxury in eighteenth-century France,’ 

in Consumers and Luxury: Consumer culture in Europe 1650-1850, eds. Maxine Berg and Helen Clifford, 

pp.37-62. 
34 Christopher Berry, The Idea of Luxury: A Conceptual and Historical Investigation, 1994, p.58. 
35 Christopher Berry, 1994, p.58. 
36 Berry, 1994, p.62. 
37 Ibid, p.62. 
38 Ibid, p.xiii. 
39 John Sekora Luxury: The Concept in Western Thought, Eden to Smollett, 1977, p.x. 



 22 

                                                                                                                                                     
40 Sekora, 1977, p.48. 
41 Sekora, p.48. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid, pp.48-49. 
44 Werner Sombart, Luxury and Capitalism, 1967, pp.25-26. 
45 Sombart, 1967, p.26. 
46 On ‘pecuniary emulation,’ see Chapter 2 of Thorstein Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class: An 

Economic Study of Institutions, (originally published in 1899), 1949. 
47 Thorstein Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class: An economic study of institutions, 1949, p.76. 
48 David Thomson, Renaissance Architecture: Critics, Patrons, Luxury, 1993, p.51. 
49 Thomson, 1993, p.1. 
50 Thomson,  p.1. 
51 Ibid. 
52 Ibid. 
53 Siegfried Giedion, ‘The Dangers and Advantages of Luxury,’ 1939, p.34. 
54 Giedion, 1939, p.38. 



   23 

Chapter 1  

Sybaris and the Sybarites 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Look how the worthless [Sybarite]…roams the streets 

   And treads down our crossroads with his effeminate feet 

And how his clothes leave their scent in the neighbourhoods [he has] wandered 

through, 

   And brush the dry ground with the stain of purple.1

 

 

 

[Almost all] of the Sybarites owned wine cellars near the sea. The wine was piped 

into these reservoirs through [terracotta] pipes laid from their country places to 

the shore.2

 

 

 

Luxury is a universal phenomenon. In architecture its derivations exist in Sybaris. This chapter 

uses the idea of Sybaris as a point of reference and as an historical marker of impermissible 

luxury. It explores the cultural resonances of Sybaris in different historical periods. The chapter 

reconstructs what is known of the historical reality of Sybaris, explains what was excessive in 

the city and then the myths and the concept of ‘sybaritic’ luxury, which arose after the city’s 

destruction. In discussing Sybaris and its myths, it describes other circumstances where 

thoughts on luxury arise or make a more general case for the study of luxury and architecture.3 

It then highlights the proliferation of criticism associated with Sybaris from antiquity and the 
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Renaissance onward, identifying its underpinnings as moralistic. Partly a study of the facts and 

the myths, the chapter differentiates what is factual and what is mythical about the alleged 

claim of ‘sybaritic’ luxury. This differentiation, however, becomes almost impossible to ascribe, 

at times, fiction has often been represented and accepted as fact. This explanation will inform 

the following chapters by considering the distinctions between the myths that have impacted 

luxury within architecture (and its designed landscapes). Ultimately, I argue that the myths and 

their representation, particularly in visual imagery, are more interesting than what little is 

known of the reality of the city as the former are useful as foundational myths in a manner 

prefiguring thoughts on follies, or places of pleasure. Myths and facts account for why the 

circumstances of Sybaris as an imaginary place for cultivating hedonism and claims for its 

‘sybaritic’ luxury—a catchphrase for everything luxurious and its link to a moral evaluation—

were evocative at various times in the past.  

 

 

Historical Reality of Sybaris 

 

Established as a Greek colony at the end of the eighth century BC in Magna Graecia (Greater 

Greece), ancient Sybaris was positioned on the south-east coast of the Ionian Sea in Calabria, 

now in southern Italy.4 Part of the colony was founded by rich Doric traders who migrated from 

the region of Achaia in the Greek Peloponnese.5 The migration was the outcome of increased 

population density, drought and increasingly, the limited availability of agricultural land in the 

Peloponnese.6 Then, both the Sybaris plain and the polis were positioned between the Crati and 

Sybaris Rivers.7

 

 Sybaris grew rich and powerful because of the fertile plain on which it stood, 

compared to the islands of the Peloponnese.  

Sybaris’ empire only lasted about two hundred years and what is fascinating is that its myths 

continue to be recited even today. Scholars argue that other Greeks destroyed the city in 510 

BC.8 This is the extent of what is factually known about Sybaris. Some 100 years after the city’s 

destruction, the first historical accounts of Sybaris appeared. Although intended as factual 

histories as shall be seen, these accounts were inevitably tempered by myths. Herodotus (ca. 

484-425 BC) noted that Smindyrides, who was a rich Sybaritican, was ‘the most luxurious liver 

of his day,’9 one of the residents who instigated pleasure in Sybaris. One of the ethical works 

attributed to Aristotle (384-222 BC), also cited the Sybaritican as leading a luxurious lifestyle.10 

Apparently, Smidyrides ‘took luxury to unparalleled lengths’ in terms of the number of cooks  
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he employed for his daughter’s wedding for the purpose of extravagant display.’11

Diodorus Siculus (ca.90BC-30BC) provides one of the earliest historical commentaries. He 

mentions that Sybaris’s prosperity was based on trade in oil, wine and wheat.

 In this 

statement what is excessive is the number of cooks, which promotes the dining standards for 

extravagant banquets. Dining standards suggest that the Sybarites’ excessive banquets—their 

notoriety for extravagant culinary displays—served to reinforce the status of its citizenry as 

each sought to outdo the other in the public realm. Consideration of these works and others 

offer insight into the prosperity of the place, and potential explanations for thinking of the 

Sybarites as particularly indulgent in luxury. 

 

12

Minor (now Turkey) to Greater Greece. Classicist Thomas James Dunbabin noted that, ‘Sybaris 

was the entrepot for Milesian goods en route to Etruria.’

 Its trade links 

with the Orient allowed for luxury goods, for example costly clothing, to flow in from Asia  

13 The revenue from these goods 

enabled the Sybarites to construct buildings with decorative ornaments and fine furnishings, 

perhaps to a certain extent unparalleled by rival Greek colonies. This revenue might account 

for why the Sybarites rather than, for instance, the Syracusans from Sicily, came to be 

associated with luxurious practices, no less so than their culinary habits. The Sybarites 

maintained amicable relations with their counterparts in Persia, facilitating the dispersal of 

decorative architectural ornament east and west. Considering the physical extent of the region 

is therefore significant to demonstrate not how refined the Sybarites’ ornament was but how 

some critics construed the Sybarites as luxury-loving people. Sybaris was not just another Greek 

polis, but it was a remarkably different polis because the Sybarites were very rich Greeks. 

Sybaris was presumably not designed as a pleasurable city, however, it became pleasurable by 

the importation of foreign luxury styles from ancient Persia. 

 

Strabo (ca.64-AD24) indicates the fortuitous geography of Sybaris. Noting, ‘[i]n early times this 

city was so superior in its good fortune that it ruled over four tribes in the neighbourhood [and] 

had twenty-five subject cities,’14

 

 he then wrote:  

[T]he physical extent of the city was ‘fifty stades or over 5.7 miles…‘[Its] colonies were 

strategically located with reference to their value as depots in the overland trade routes that 

Sybaris developed and on which her economy mainly rested.15

 

  

The size of Sybaris encompassed the extent of its other colonies. The size of the polis was not 

necessarily an indication of wealth or the basis for its luxury since other cities and their 

colonies were equally large. However, it seems as though Strabo would have reflected on the 
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‘physical extent’ of Sybaris as considerable in relation to the size of the city and therefore 

associated it with luxury and excess, and so too, the behaviour of its citizens.  

 

After Strabos’ recording of Sybaris’ geography, the myths began to reveal Sybaris as a ‘city of 

excess’ because of the excessive characteristics of the citizens. The destruction of the city 

provided an impetus for thinking about why the city was destroyed given the moralising of 

subsequent commentators who construed a certain type of behaviour that characterised the 

residents of Sybaris. The myths, strictly speaking, exaggerate the luxury-loving Sybarites and 

these are relevant because they reveal stories about the city of excess.  

 

Franco Liguori Sybaris: tra storia e leggenda (Sybaris: Between History and Legends, 2004) 

provides one of the most fundamental commentaries on the city and its residents. He 

reconstructs the history of Sybaris and considers the place as a ‘city of excess’ largely because 

of myths spread about it particularly about its residents’ supposed propensity for eating and 

drinking. For Liguori, Sybaris wealth was based on its ‘agriculture’ and ‘commerce that created 

money—a well-constructed city—with roads, bridges, aqueducts, storehouses, wine-cellars, 

covered roads and canals.’16 Only alluding to the architecture of the place, he provides no 

explanation of the broader urban context—except for mention of the chaotic organization of 

‘Archaic Sybaris’ (1995; figure 1.1) illustrated by Simone Porcile. At first, the image shows 

Sybaris as a kind of utopia given its apparent self-sufficiency, location and encircling wall. 

However, looking more closely Porcile illustrates Athenian-type houses positioned in a 

disorderly manner. A city illustrated in this way is just as significant as a city illustrated in an 

orderly manner: it has impacted other myths about excess in the New World such as the 

sixteenth century myth and map of Manoa.17

 

 

The presence or absence of a city grid led some critics to draw conclusions about the Sybaris’ 

wealth in that, generally speaking, the grid allows for assessments of size, especially the 

growth of the city. Quoting Annunziato Presta’s account of the mythical city, Liguori asserts 

Sybaris as ‘the first Western city that was organized in a modern manner,’18 planned on a grid. 

Conventionally, Priene is thought to be the first city organized in this manner.19 There is 

confusion as to whether or not the polis was laid out upon a grid or not. On the one hand, Barra 

Bagnasco reports that the remains of excavated houses are aligned with the street grid of 

Sybaris,’20 and on the other hand, Porcile’s hypothetical perspective illustrates a contrary view. 

The perspective gives the impression that the main polis of Sybaris was also planned along a 

grid because there are two other later Greek and Roman settlements (Thurii and Copia) that  
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1.1. Simone Porcile, illustration  

of Archaic Sybaris, 1995. 
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were constructed on top of ruins in a grid-like manner.21 Other evidence confirms that the 

Sybarites themselves established colonies such as Paestum, near Pompeii,22

 

 which are both 

founded on a larger grid. The size of the city, its buildings and the living spaces they contained, 

led to the excessive habits of the Sybarites like eating and drinking in a brazen manner, and 

effectively it imploded because of its considerable growth. The myths of Sybaris demonstrate 

the citizen’s indulgence in luxury and soon fascination with its destruction arose.  

According to most accounts, the Sybarites were ‘sybaritic,’ meaning they were excessive in 

their behaviour, and this is a criticism from ancient times. Excess as a way of life is what is 

sybaritic. Luca Cerchiai notes that Sybaris was ‘renowned for its wealth and for the excesses 

that led to its ruin.’23 Herein, excess relates to the behaviour and living habits of the Sybarites: 

they were considered to be conspicuous, greedy and lazy individuals. Excess relates also to the 

size of buildings and the quality of materials used in construction. Commercial competition led 

to architectural excess since some of the Sybarites required extra places for pleasure such as 

the bathhouses and so there were constructions that extended outside the main part of the 

city.24

 

 Arguably, too much conspicuous architectural display led to their ruin.  

There could be another factor that contributed to the city’s fall, at least for some 

commentators. Prior to its fall the city was, for Dunbabin, ‘ruled by a tyrant Telys, who gained 

power by [encouraging] discontented elements [to rise up] against the aristocracy.’25 This event 

might relate to the city acquiring a reputation for excessive luxury because of the increase in 

the number of aristocratic establishments. The agora, for example, is identified by one author 

as the starting point of the city’s destruction, when the goddess Hera was spotted at Sybaris’ 

marketplace.26 Impulsively, Hera was ‘spewing bile to signify her wrath against the impious 

Sybarites; blood flowed in her temple, and the Crotoniates declared war on Sybaris.’27 Here the 

characterization of the Sybarites as ‘impious’ links immorality with luxurious behaviour. 

Imminent threats to the city occurred once again in Sybaris, particularly in ‘the years 

immediately following 510 BC and in the course of the fifth century BC.’28 By the 3rd century BC, 

an earthquake/tsunami struck and flattened, and buried the city (as well as the other cities 

built atop, Thurii and Copia). The linkage between the immorality of luxury and these human-

made and natural catastrophes encouraged other historians to exaggerate the city’s myths 

about excessive luxury, similar to Sodom or Gomorrah.29

Myths about the lost city of Sybaris as a luxurious land of plenty flourished in the Greco-Roman 

empire. Sybaris reappeared as a myth in Renaissance Venice and then became popular once 
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again from the late eighteenth century onwards. In the 1930s, archaeological excavations of a 

portion of Sybaris became the catalyst for Italian architect Ezio Aletti. In 1948, he observed 

that Sybaris was ‘the most splendid and the richest city of Great Greece, the largest city of 

Italy before Rome.’30 This furthered Strabos’ view that Sybaris was ‘superior in its good 

fortune.’ Ultimately, the luxury of its citizens came to pervade the myths of Sybaris. Indeed, 

these myths had become accepted as historical reality, such as the illustration of A Banquet in 

the House of a Rich Sybarite (1934; figure 1.6) by the Italian architectural critic Giulia Veronesi 

(1906-1970). Sybaris had acquired fame as any great city such as Venice.31

 

 Before discussing the 

myths in detail, it is important to reveal partly the reality of ancient Sybaris by the evidence of 

the architectural remains. 

 

The architectural remains of ancient Sybaris 

 

Partly a myth and partly a reality, the evidence of ancient Sybaris’ architectural remains in 

Calabria suggest that some Sybarites led an excessively luxurious lifestyle because of the 

amount of refined personal objects found in their establishments and nearby colonies like the 

‘smiling’ terracotta statuette (figure 1.2). Visiting the place, it was remarkable to find out that 

approximately ninety per cent of the archaeological site is currently buried beneath the earth. 

Yet what the archaeologists have uncovered are: a Greco-Roman theatre, marketplace, agora, 

temple, sanctuary, bathhouses and stables for horses. The major monuments in Sybaris were 

constructed and decorated in stone, mainly limestone. The roofs of those monuments and 

including the minor dwellings were made of various timbers and covered with terra-cotta tiles.  

 

According to available evidence, the architecture of the wealthy Sybarites in this region used 

sumptuous building materials to construct and transform these places into pleasurable spaces. 

One partly excavated house exemplifies mosaics made of stones applied to the surfaces in the 

bathing area (figure 1.3). Fragments of the ancient architectural remains (and various other 

personal objects) at present, exhibited in the Museo Archeologico di Sibaritide, suggest that 

the materials used in constructing the colony were sumptuous by Sybaritican architectural 

standards. The ‘sofa’ capital or otherwise known as the ‘anta’ capital, for example, from the 

Stombi site is ornamental relative to other, historical or modern standards of taste (figure 1.4).  

Barbara Barletta suggests that the volute motif, distinctive in the Sybaritic capital, is closely 

associated with the East.32 Originally, the limestone ‘sofa’ capital would have had two volute 

motifs, which was used to decorate Sybaris’ villas and public constructions.33 Perhaps the style  
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1.2. Ornate terracotta statuette excavated in Sybaris shows a 

goddess who is smiling and holding kids. This figure suggests that the 
Sybarites were fond of creatures because of their love for animals,  

ca.500BC.  
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1.3. Stone mosaic of the  

excavated bathhouse,  
Sybaris. 

 
 
 

 

 
1.4. Remnant of the ‘Sofa’ capital  

from a house in ancient Sybaris. 
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of the elegant capital with its single volute motif exhibited at the museum resembles a Persian 

artefact since, according to Dunbabin, the Sybarites traded with Asia Minor, noted earlier in 

this chapter. Sybaritic materials are sumptuous in that they include mosaics, ornate motifs and 

limestone. 

 

So far, the histories about Sybaris’s luxury were largely just myths and only partly based on a 

reality given by scant archaeological remains and ancient accounts. Nonetheless, Sybaris came 

to resonate in architectural history and theory. Such attempts to interpret and exaggerate the 

lifestyles of the Sybarites and the landscape of Sybaris continued in subsequent periods. The 

myths exaggerated features like the city’s use of natural grottoes for the purpose of bathing 

and vapour baths.34

 

 A sybaritic architectural basis for subsequent design of artificial grottoes, 

baths and fountains originated with these exaggerations, particularly in the Italian Renaissance, 

impacting French taste for ‘sybaritic’ settings, as will be discussed in Chapter 3.  

 

‘Sybaritic’ luxury 

 

Sybaris is entrenched in myth. This section focuses on why the myths about Sybaris arose and 

whether or not the concept of sybaritic luxury is a fact or myth. It explains the moral linkages 

between: on the one hand, ‘sybaritic’ behaviour exhibited by the Sybarites themselves and as 

revealed through subsequent myths, and on the other hand, the condemnation of excessiveness 

and luxurious architecture. Understanding such myths is important to disclose how they 

affected the lifestyles of the ancient rich and famous, and more specifically how the 

moralisation of the Sybarites affected the pleasure classes in subsequent centuries. Curiously, 

‘Plato had coined the word “Sybarite” as a proverbial term meaning a person that lived in 

luxury.’ 35

Myths about Sybaris arose in the Greek world because of the alleged luxurious lifestyle of its 

inhabitants. People either desired to emulate them or restrict others from living this way. The 

Sybarites were among the first Greeks in Great Greece to invite women into their great 

banquets, sacrifices and public festivals

 An outline of what is known of the luxury of ancient Sybaris and its citizens follows. 

 

36

 

 and subsequent commentators construed these as 

excessive behaviour. Plato referred to how a luxurious city is created in The Republic (373 BC) 

(Book II) Socrates−Glaucon and wrote:  
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  Yes, I said, now I understand: the question which you would have me consider is, not only how a 

State, but how a luxurious State is created; and possibly there is no harm in this, for in such a 

State we shall be more likely to see how justice and injustice originate…If you wish also to see a 

State at fever-heat, I have no objection. For I suspect that many will not be satisfied with the 

simpler way of life. They will be for adding sofas, and tables, and other furniture; also dainties, 

and perfumes, and incense, and courtesans, and cakes, all these not of one sort only, but in every 

variety; we must go beyond the necessities of which I was at first speaking, such as houses.37

 

 

This passage suggests that at the time, luxury was already ‘associated with dining…and 

philosophers were preparing moral attacks against it,’38 including the use of dining couches, 

tables and delicate dishes. Through dining, Sybaris’ excess expanded in the built environment, 

and the lifestyle that went with it, was condemned by Plato and much earlier by the 

Pythagorean philosophical academy.39

Classical literature about the myths of Sybaris and the Sybarites detail the city’s public 

constructions and the excessive behaviour of its inhabitants eating habits. The Sicilian Greek 

philosopher Archestratus included the Sybarites in his manuscript ‘Hedypatheia’ (or ‘Life of 

Luxury’). This was also one of the earlier texts to discuss cooking cited by Athenaeus, composed 

around 4th century BC.

 Moreover, the term ‘Sybaris’ becomes a sign for moral 

criticism directed at excessive luxury.  

 

40 Recorded in the Classical texts, the mythical significance of Sybaris in 

association with luxury is explained in the Logoi sybaritikoi (sybaritic Stories).41 The Logoi 

sybaritikoi comprise examples of luxury status, details about Sybaris’ topography and the 

culinary delights of the southern Italian Greek colonies, revealing various architectural settings 

for luxurious behaviour. The mystery of ancient Sybaris appears haphazardly in various texts, 

but with few references to public constructions so much that their luxuriousness must be 

surmised. The Logoi sybaritikoi provide evidence of Sybaris’ excess and the inhabitants’ refined 

tastes are relevant to the issue about ‘hospitable’ luxury, especially the design of 

ornamental/functional dining rooms.42

 

 The topography and the architectural settings are the 

sort of things entailed in the myths about Sybaris’ luxury and they are significant since they 

informed the Greco-Roman citizens’ states of moral power.  

Those ancient myths are recorded in Athenaeus’ The Deipnosophists (Vol.III) (‘The 

Gastronomers’ or ‘Sophists at Dinner’) (ca. 200 AD)43 and much later formed the basis for 

Metagene’s play, Thuriopersians, and I will return to this text later in this chapter. For 

instance, one myth about the ‘Sybaris River’ suggests that the river comprised of ‘cakes.’44 In 

Search for Sybaris (1969), Classical archaeologist Orville Bullitt notes that ‘Ovid [Fasti III, 581] 
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mentions the numerous fish in the Crati.’45

 

 Specifically, these writings focus upon: the 

imaginary topography of Sybaris and emphasize the fecundity of the land.  

In Sybaris, owning a vineyard would have been associated with luxury because of the richness of 

the soil and the inebriating effects of its produce.46 There was a description by Athenaeus in 

Deipnosophists about the transport of wine at Sybaris.47 The citizenry owned wine cellars near 

the sea and wine was piped into these reservoirs through terracotta pipes from their country 

estates to the shore. 48 From there they also exported some of their vintage.49 Though, they 

were ostensibly functional additions to the home, these pipes of wine were unique to Sybaris, 

since the Sybarites would often hold ‘drinking bouts,’ either in their houses or in the public 

taverns.50 In Sybaris, wine was considered as ‘property’ and ‘cellars were sometimes listed in 

the inventory of an estate,’51 indicating the luxury of Sybaris’ property. Owning a vineyard and 

a cellar in the Champagne region in eighteenth-century France, for instance, was, and still is, 

impressive because it ‘exaggerates’ a condition related to the luxury of Sybaris’ property.52 In 

terms of the exaggeration of inebriated individuals from Sparta, the dramatist Aristophanes (ca 

448-385 BC) wrote: ‘Quaff Chian from great Sparta stoups, gorge like a Sybarite, get very 

drunk, yet all the time pleasant and polite.’53

 

 Vineyards and their pipes of wine demonstrate 

the bounty and organization of Sybaris’ property and how the place was luxurious.  

Eventually, the Sybariticans, especially the rich citizens, were obliged to give up their property 

prior to its fall as they were threatened not only by the inequality between individuals but by 

their wealth, which provoked political dissent and this led to their exile.54

 

 For Bullitt: 

In the year 510 [BC] the wealth and arrogance of the oligarchy then ruling Sybaris aroused the 

man of citizens, and various charges were brought against the most influential leaders by a 

citizen names Telys [Sybaris’s tyrant]. By his arguments he persuaded the tribunal to exile 500 of 

the richest men and to confiscate all their property. This act led to the downfall of the city.55

 

 

Sybaris Empire did not exist for a long time but what is amazing is that the myths have survived 

up until today and this is relevant to architecture since they have been recreated. 

 

 

Moralisation of Sybaritic Myths 

 

The history of the ancient sources and the moralistic condemnation of Sybaris’ luxury in certain 

texts have all exaggerated the real practices and the luxurious myths to the point of 
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irrationality.56 Dunbabin’s provocative account about Sybaris’ luxury discusses how texts 

developed into cautionary tales. Referring to the writings of Athenaeus, Dunbabin notes that 

the Sybarites held ‘magnificent dinners and a display of feminine modes.’57 This particular note 

suggests that their indulgence extended from the banquet to their own bodies, both offering 

opportunities to demonstrate their wealth and the tendency towards indulgence. The Sybarites 

not only enjoyed wine, indulged in sexual excess as well as fine food, but they also revelled in 

the rich materials comprising their accoutrements, such as clothing. Hemitheon, a writer from 

ancient Sybaris, was considered as ‘a Sybarite of the vilest character, and the author of an 

obscene work’ entitled Sybaritis is cited in Ovid’s Tristia (Book II).58

Myths about sybaritic lifestyle suggest not that life could be potentially luxurious, but that it 

risked being extremely and overly luxurious. The reason for this is that, by now, the term 

‘Sybaris’ itself was morally a loaded term. Francis A. Wood writes: 

 The body provides an 

additional set of practices following the culinary arts, which equally identify luxury with 

excessive behaviour as today. For example, one might construe practices such as dressing 

conspicuously enacted at the Mardi Gras carnival in Venice (or in Rio de Janeiro and Olinda in 

Brazil) as being associated with the moralisation of sybaritic luxury myths. This example is 

significant because it points towards an interesting myth about the Sybarites parading 

themselves in sumptuous clothing at a public festival, explained in this chapter, or eating in a 

languid pose at dinner parties. There are a number of Sybarite banquets cited by Aristophanes 

that became popular in Athenian dinner parties after the destruction of Sybaris, especially in 

The Wasps (ca. 422 BC) described later in this chapter.  

 

 

[Sybaris] means ‘luxury, voluptuousness’…It is more probable that the place received its name from 

the richness or fatness of its soil and the consequent luxuriance of its vegetation. The fertility of 

the country would naturally incline its inhabitants to luxury, so the Sybarite would acquire the 

reputation that properly belonged to [one’s] land.59

 

  

Sybaris’ luxury was based on its physical luxuriancy. Dunbabin refers to Sybaris whose luxury 

and corruption had become proverbial: 

 

For most of the authors who refer to it, Sybaris was a byword to be used for moralizing or 

slightly scandalous purposes, and the original ∑µßapiTikoí Yóyoi [Logoi Sybaritikoi] were 

not strictly historical…. 

The reason why Sybaris made such an impression, which has endured in common 

language to this day, was simply, as the ancient authors’ state, her luxury. The colonials 



   36 

were set in a richer land than Greece, and their external circumstances were easier than 

those of the cities of Asia. Sybaris excelled all the western cities in the richness of her 

territory and the extent of her empire, and had also a flourishing through commerce.60

 

  

Dunbabin’s commentary on Sybaris’ luxury and the Logoi sybaritikoi as being excessive in 

relation to the two sources refer to the Sybarites’ everyday practices, like drinking. There was 

scope, given such moralizing to condemn the Sybarites’ architecture, including how they 

occupied spaces. Dunbabin’s statement about the ‘extent of her empire’ is most likely slightly 

exaggerated since Sybaris was not a great empire like that of ancient Rome. The terms 

‘extreme’ and ‘excessive’ are therefore synonymous with the luxury of Sybaris. For Dunbabin, 

Sybaris was an immoral place.  

 

Extending Dunbabin’s interpretation and other Classical and archaeological sources to include 

reference to the built environment, Joseph Callaway’s book Sybaris (1950) romanticises the 

place to a degree. Reviewing Athenaeus’s the Deipnosophists (Book XII) and F. Lenormant’s La 

Grande-Grec (1881), Callaway writes: 

 

Some of the roads leading from Sybaris into the countryside were roofed over. In whatever 

manner this was done the Sybarites seem to have been the first among the Greeks to have 

sought such protection against the heat. Lenormant thought they did this by extending the 

roofs of the houses on each side and concluded that the Sybarites understood the 

construction of houses in hot countries better than the modern engineers who at Algiers, 

Alexandria, Cairo and elsewhere built long boulevards and vast squares where the sun 

shines so hot that it is impossible to cross them in the middle of the day. In this view the 

Sybarites would appear not so much in the role of the inventor as importer of an ancient 

practice of the Orient, still faithfully preserved today in Arab towns.61

 

 

In this review, as ‘importers of an ancient practice of the Orient,’ the Sybarites were ostensibly 

aware of their cultural and environmental surroundings and designed covered roads. They did 

this not only to provide shade but also to advance people’s pleasure of entering their houses in 

the city from the countryside. Callaway’s interpretation of the myth has become accepted 

herein as a fact, which is inherent in the attack of the Sybarites, especially when one revisits 

the sense of the moralisation of luxury and architecture alluded to in John Ruskin’s quotation.62

 

  

Similar to Callaway’s commentary, the analysis of the moralisation of the myths about sybaritic 

luxury draws upon Orville Bullitt’s Search for Sybaris (1969), which is an extensive 
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archaeological and romantic account on Sybaris. Bullitt romanticized the state of Sybaris as it 

stood in 600 BC and imagined that it was an ‘opulent metropolis.’63 Discussing both the reality 

and myths of Sybaris and the Sybarites, Bullitt suggests that the Sybarites ‘imported their 

architects and law-givers’ and that the polis was divided into an ‘upper and lower class.’64

 

 The 

Sybarites supposedly ‘imported their architects’ from elsewhere because only the upper class 

could have afforded to employ them to design their buildings. Bullitt then provides an 

imaginative description of the rich houses in Sybaris as it illustrates the extremely luxurious 

exterior and interior: 

On the houses of the wealthy citizens the facades are richly decorated. The outer gates 

to the houses are usually open, and the great inner door may have a purple curtain which is let 

down when the door is open. Entering the portico, one comes upon a wide passage with doors on 

either side opening into small rooms. This hallway leads to an inner courtyard, which is 

surrounded by a peristyle…The walls of this courtyard and some of the larger rooms have 

wainscoting [or panelling], which is inlaid with gold and ivory. Above this there are brightly 

painted frescoes giving the whole a gay and opulent effect. The floors are [clad with] marble or 

mosaic, and to admit light the windows are glazed with thin slabs of gypsum or talc. For 

protection the windows have superbly wrought bronze lattices, or intricate designs of wood and 

iron… 

 When the walls are not painted, they are hung with Milesian tapestries, and the floors 

may have carpets of this famous wool…and in some houses these are chandeliers hanging from 

the beams of the ceilings. 65

 

  

Here it is, to a certain extent, possible that the ‘Milesian tapestries’ would have been imported 

from Persia, which the architects from this trading post must have designed the works, and the 

sumptuous ornamental facades. Bullitt continues, ‘[t]his luxury is possible only with extreme 

wealth and an abundant supply of slaves.’66

 

 This demonstrates that some credence is given to a 

luxurious state of existence. So in regard to the history/myth dichotomy it is reasonable to 

understand the tendency to exaggerate Sybaris’ luxury. 

Moreover, archaeologist Marianne Kleinbrink’s evaluation of the historical and archaeological 

evidence of the search for Sybaris in 2001 remains sceptical of many of the preceding Classical 

sources as regards to their descriptions of excess and luxury (goods).67 Citing Ampolo’s view of 

Sybaris, Kleinbrink writes that many stories of excess do not just describe the luxury of the 

houses in the city ‘but focus on the wickedness and spoiled ways of its inhabitants.’68 This 

statement is significant in that the mythical city illustrates the condemnation of its inhabitants 
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through the notion of ‘Sybarite’ luxury in the public realm. It confirms also that this 

condemnation was the outcome of retrospective, post facto moralising through the ancient lore 

of luxurious indulgences. The Sybarites’ excess was architectural and their turpitudinal-lifestyle 

at festivals was as well—by being gluttonous, overly sexualised and so forth. 

 

There are two other historical texts that entail contradictory attitudes towards Sybaris’ luxury 

in relation to how the city is overly sexualised and to its public festivals: Ange Politien (1536) 

and Sibari (Sybaris) (1876) both published in Italy. I believe that the Latin poet and Florentine 

humanist Angelo Poliziano (1454-1494) is one figure who condemns Sybaris’ luxury as he 

included references to sybaritarum luxus (and to Hemitheon’s ancient erotic anecdotes) as 

published posthumously in Ange Politien.69 Three centuries later, Romualdo Cannonero’s book 

Sybaris condemns and appraises Sybaris’ luxury in relation to the city’s public festivals. 

Cannonero provides an ancient tid-bit describing ‘lusso sibaritico’ (sybaritic luxury), relating to 

the inhabitants’ public festivals. He refers to how they sumptuously dressed—‘la Sibarita in 

mostra’ (or the ostentatious Sybarite),70

 

 associating their self-indulgence with material luxury. 

This piece about their materialistic public festivals implicates a luxurious setting. Cannonero’s 

description of sybaritic luxury, in particular, changes the focus from extravagant banquets to 

the appropriateness of the term as and architectural setting.  

So far, the connection made between Sybaris and sybaritic luxury is based as much on myths as 

much as facts. The myths serve as the basis for condemnation of a particular way of living that 

came to be known in centuries long after the city of Sybaris itself disappeared. In addition, the 

adjective ‘sybaritic’ in this chapter means: condemning the lifestyle of the Sybarites and the 

style of architecture they lived in. Covering roads and obtaining property reserved for wine 

production signified sybaritic luxury and therefore were tainted by any association with excess.  

Architecturally, the structures that were built and covered with luxurious materials, and 

planted on the outskirts with vineyards were permissible. However, the inhabitants were 

condemned for their immoral behaviour and so that meant that the city as a whole would be 

tarnished as well, and become impermissible.  

 

 

Sybaris’ excess 

 
Assessments of Sybaris’ excess were largely owing to subsequent mis-construal or exaggeration. 

The stories about Sybaris comprise evidence of their sumptuousness and refined taste. 
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Architectural representations of Sybarite luxury in certain instances were more likely false 

because of the lack of archaeological evidence for the built environment of the ancient city. 

However, despite the lack of evidence detailing complete buildings in Sybaris, it is possible to 

analyse the myths about the citizens’ practices for clues that might confirm the alleged excess 

of the place and their behaviour. 

 

The relationship between sybaritic behaviour, both ancient and mythical, and architecture is 

intriguing though known only partially. Architecture, primarily private and public spaces, could 

provide opportunity to indulge in luxurious living, while alternatively, exposing one’ excessive 

habits to the public eye in the agora or temple, could lead to moral condemnation. Here, the 

Sybarites’ own notion of excessive luxury, such as the excerpts about sybaritic luxury described 

earlier is juxtaposed with the stories told about them by describing representations, factual or 

otherwise, of their extravagant lifestyle. By considering the evidence for the relation between 

Sybarite luxury myths and architecture, their practices will be analysed with the materials they 

might have used in constructions, and possible techniques they used in controlling nature. 

Investing in expensive materials and sumptuous apartments might also provide a means for 

indulging in luxurious lifestyles. In retrospect, the piece describing sybaritic luxury by 

Cannonero, relating the inhabitants’ flamboyant behaviour at public festivals to their settings 

was a concern of great importance like the ornamentation of interiors. Sybaritic excess 

therefore exists, immorally, within architectural settings.  

 

Unlike other texts that discuss Sybaris and the Sybarites in Great Greece, James Davidson 

relates ‘luxury,’ ‘indulgence’ and ‘excess’ to social contexts, practices and settings upon 

mainland Greece. When discussing the ancient symposium Davidson specifically relates the 

myths about the luxuries of Sybaris in the Logoi sybarikoi, as opposed to luxury more generally 

to the issue of morality in the city.71 Ancient Greek indulgences, for instance, arose in the 

public realm and not in the private home. Davidson suggests that excess (and pleasure) are 

relevant because in Greek society, pleasures of all kinds were not in themselves ‘bad,’ as they 

came to be regarded in nineteenth-century writings.72 Rather, the unrestrained indulgence of 

the ancient Greeks or their display of riches in the public realm broke certain ‘rules’ and 

violated public decorum. Subsequent references to ‘sybaritic’ luxury by modern writers like 

Edward Gibbon were largely appropriations of the historical context and so Davidson’s writing 

serves to locate sybaritic practices firmly within the context of the Greco-Roman world. 73

Davidson’s text becomes a useful frame for studying Sybaris and a counterpoint for contrasting 

the moral implications of these terms in subsequent periods and societies. To understand the 
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moral implications of luxury within architecture, one must consider the myths about Sybaris’ 

land.  

 

The sybaritic myths extended to the luxurious topography of the place. Callaway identifies a 

peculiar myth about Sybaris’ river and the land. He suggests that the Locrians of Calabria 

participated in the foundation of ancient Sybaris.74 The myth was about the monster, known as 

Lamia, who founded Sybaris.75 It fell into the valley, near the Locrian border, touched the 

ground and metamorphosed into a spring called Sybaris.76 What is unusual about the myth is the 

resonance of the ‘spring’; suggesting associations of the secular as this case is a not associated 

with the religious or spiritual element, because it was tainted with a monster. As a spring, 

Sybaris was significant as a natural phenomenon, which was incorporated as a luxury element 

into buildings or gardens. The Royal Palace of Caserta’s Fountains and Water-staircases (1777; 

figure 1.5), north-east of Naples, Italy, is one instance that is arguably inspired by sybaritic 

myths because the Sybarites, according to Cannonero, revered the Roman God Juno,77 one of 

the statutes featured at the Caserta estate. Designed by Carlo Vanvitelli and Gaetano 

Salomone, the elaborate watercourse extends three kilometres up the hill.78 What is excessive 

in their design is the oversupply of water used to generate the elaborate fountains in the 

Water-staircases. The design of the group of figures representing Juno, which the Sybarites had 

apparently venerated,79

 

 is a sybaritic theme but it was not implemented. The area surrounding 

the Bay of Naples, in the region of Campania, is where the Sybarites migrated to after the 

destruction of ancient Sybaris, specifically to Paestum, and so its close proximity to Naples 

indicates how sybaritic precedents extended from southern to northern parts of Italy. Thus, the 

spring and the foundation myth are associated with Sybaris’ luxury because it further reveals 

subsequent myths about Sybaris’ overflowing river—the Crati. 

The Crati River, which features in myth, is also a real flowing river representing a familiar 

image of fecundity drawn from landscape features. This particular myth is a derivation of the 

Sybaris River myth, described earlier in this chapter and in Metagene’s play Thuriopersians, 

cited by Davidson.80

 

 Davidson’s text refers to the culinary delights of Sybaris and writes:  

[T]he other river [Sybaris] thrusts at [people] a wave of cheese-cakes and meats and ready-

cooked rays wriggling over to us here, while these little tributaries flow with baked cuttle-fish, 

with sea-breams and crayfish…Fish slices stewed on their own accord come on down sweeping 

into [people’s] mouths.81
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1.5. Fountains and Water-staircases  

at the Royal Palace of Caserta,  
near Naples, 1777. 
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Here Davidson is stating the way fish move in harmony along the tributaries of the river. 

Suggesting that the West of the Mediterranean was famous for its ‘sophisticated banquets and 

simple natural abundance,’ Davidson believes that such representations create ‘a slightly 

sinister image’82

 

—presumably owing to the concomitant condemnation of the Sybarites’ 

excessive eating habits.  

Davidson then refers to the Sybarites’ luxurious practices of outlaying elaborate dishes for 

special events as they were noted for their cuisine and patented recipes.83

 

 Whether or not the 

Sybarites wrote recipes or not is less important than the concern that, they are constantly 

referred to as competitive inventors. Innovative dishes were unique for the Sybarites and in 

some way, an indication of refined tastes. Davidson’s position on cuisine provides clues as to 

how the translation of luxury transmitted into the Sybarites’ built environment, especially the 

transmission of sybaritic spaces within eating establishments. Thus, the design of innovative 

eighteenth-century dining room, such as one part of a floor that could move vertically to shift 

dishes from one level to the next to serve noble guests and hosts, is significant as it would 

demonstrate luxury in a unique way. 

The mythical spectacle about the ‘Caryatid Symposium’ illustrates one instance, which supports 

the view that the Sybarites were prone to excessive behaviour as this view comes across in the 

myths considered so far. Female statues are evident in the Caryatid Porch of the Erechtheum 

(421-406 BC) located on the Acropolis in Athens, Greece and it is one built example recalling 

this mythical spectacle because it suggests how luxury turned into an architectural setting. 

Perhaps influenced by Archestratus’ ‘Life of Luxury’, in the Deipnosophists, Athenaeus 

described the ‘Caryatid Symposium.’ Quoting Lyceus of Samos, Athenaeus wrote: ‘Eucrates, the 

Lark, while drinking with a certain person whose house was in a tumble-down state, remarked, 

In this place, one has to dine with the left hand supporting the roof, like the Caryatides.’84 This 

satirical story suggests that the house in question was luxurious but derelict. This derelict state 

represents the nonchalance of the ancient Greeks toward their buildings and the tendency of 

their architecture to collapse in catastrophic fashion. The mythical spectacle offers a new 

insight with the association of Sybaris’s architecture because it was beautiful and excessive. 

Yet, it was derelict as they were preoccupied with lifestyle. Although derelict buildings are 

disorderly in themselves, public or private buildings could acquire an excessive, almost 

nonchalant manner, by reproducing the appearance of half-destroyed buildings. Two 

conclusions could be drawn from this myth. Firstly, that the Sybarites were so absorbed in 

certain self-indulgent practices—that they neglected more everyday concerns—like the need for 
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a roof over one’s head. Alternatively, an explicit nonchalance towards architecture was itself a 

statement of self-indulgence, creating disorderly spaces. The evidence of this spectacle 

indicates only that the house was derelict and this aesthetic inspired, indirectly, the decrepit-

looking country houses in France, discussed in Chapter 3.  

 

Furthermore, emphasising how the constructions of ancient Sybaris became ‘so over-built,’ in 

his novel The Sphinx and the Sybarites (1993), about a stubborn diviner called Kallias 

commissioned to predict Sybaris’ future, David Pownall writes:  

 

The city stood within the tall, protective walls, its roof ascending to a great general 

height, with many edifices, constructed on a colossal scale…Buildings were crammed 

together so high into the air that they seemed to bulge beyond the walls like dough being 

squeezed in a baker’s fist; temples spilled over temples, roofs and towers blended in 

enormous areas of earth-red and marble-white confection… 

   It was so vast and vigorous, so over-built and bold, that the thought of landing there 

filled me with unease…. 

[Places of entertainment] were usually comedy theatres or tavern shows, the kind of low-

grade spectacle, which can be found in any Greek city outside the religious festivals. But 

Sybaris did have one staged diversion peculiar to itself. 

 Schools of equitation were everywhere, both within and outside the city walls. When one 

looked at the large number of horses in the streets and the great herds on the plain, this 

was no surprise. There was also a marked disinclination on the part of the Sybarites to 

walk, a rich man not thinking it strange to have his horse saddled in order to ride to the 

end of the street.85

 

  

Pownall’s phantasmal passage plays on all the myths of Sybaris and the size of the buildings. It 

is certainly a passage combining history and imagination, but it is worth considering the type of 

buildings in the city: towers, entertainment venues and ‘schools of equitation.’ All of these 

suggest functional forms of ‘architectural excess’ and ‘spatial luxury,’ themes that I will discuss 

in the following chapters. The use of coloured marbles to clad the buildings is inferred and was 

an excessive practice in this city. The Sybarites are not only portrayed in this passage as lazy 

individuals who did not want to walk too far, but as individuals who disciplined their horses. So 

the passage exaggerates the constructions of Sybaris, it projects excessive thoughts upon the 

Sybarites and how their lifestyle reflects the city’s arrangement in a disorderly manner.  

 

Up to now, Sybaris’ myths outlined in this section have provided evidence that the Sybarites 

themselves did lead luxurious lives. The exaggeration of the myths all demonstrate how the 
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architecture of Sybaris was derelict after the city’s fall and how it was mocked thereafter. 

Pownall’s passage is therefore important as it suggests the types of architectural settings for 

entertainment purposes that were luxurious in subsequent centuries. Next, I will explain how 

their life and practices within architectural settings were surmised in the ancient world.  

 

 

Sybaritic life and practices 

 

Some sybaritic practices extended into the built environment because of eating and drinking 

created establishments where these practices could take place to raise the standard of living. 

Three of the major sybaritic practices were concocting condiments, making wine and patenting 

culinary dishes as a way of encouraging innovation.86 Hermann and Georg Schreiber both noted 

that ‘[t]he citizenry of Sybaris…were truly masters of refined luxury and comfort.’87

 

 The more 

refined Sybarites reclined on their couches when they dined and their lifestyle was mentioned 

disparagingly in various Classical stories and in eighteenth and nineteenth-century Italian, 

French, English and American writings. Referring to their life and practices, both Hermann and 

George Schreiber write:  

While such stories may in part have been mere gossip [such as the pipelines of wine], 

they possess a certain historical value, and occasionally they serve not only to describe the 

mode of life and the wealth of the Sybarites, but also to indicate the sources of their 

wealth. It was no coincidence that the young men of Sybaris wore Milesian wool. Not that 

Sybaris lacked wool of her own; she even had her own plants for dyeing….Sybaris supplied 

raw materials, slaves and foodstuffs…and all the precious goods of the Orient.88

 

  

This statement suggests that gossip and stories were not wholly without foundation, but the 

idea of a ‘sybaritic’ lifestyle was prevalent in Italy.  

 

By the early twentieth century, a drawing of A Banquet in the House of a Rich Sybarite (1934; 

figure 1.6) by Giulia Veronesi provides a significant image of the sybaritic lifestyle in modern 

Italy, but an inaccurate image of Sybaris’ ancient architecture. This image is inaccurate 

because the architectural details adorning the interior are fabricated. The image almost 

resembles a modern architectural interior because it is without ornate furnishings: only two 

stripped columns on either side of an opening and a curtain drapes from the ceiling.  
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1.6. Giulia Veronesi, A Banquet in  

the House of a Rich Sybarite, 
1934. 
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This particular scene illustrates a case of ‘Spartan simplicity,’ a term I borrow from Bernard 

Rudofsky.89

 

 It might also be interpreted as a case of ‘sybaritic extravagance’ as well since there 

are two women dining and reclining beneath the curtain, and the appetisers are laid out on 

silver or gold hors d’oeuvre trays on top of small tables. Nonetheless, the drawing reveals 

something about how the colony was lived-in, especially the rich Sybarites dining in a graceful 

manner in ‘simplistic’ surroundings.  

Generally speaking, the Sybarites were builders of cities and ‘conspicuous consumers,’90 

encouraging innovative practices. Liguori mentions that the Sybarites were ‘active and dynamic 

individuals,’ and they loved to ‘adorn themselves with golden charms.’91 Dunbabin suggests that 

they were assumedly proud of growing old gracefully and in their attempt to lessen the 

distractions of nature, they provided for silence by introducing anti-noise legislation that 

outlawed roosters from crowing and removed noisy metalworkers.92

 

 Ordinary Sybarites lived in 

silence, whereas, wealthy Sybarites behaved either in a soft or raucous manner in their 

establishments. Liguori’s view of the Sybarites as being ‘active and dynamic’ and Dunbabin’s 

portrayal of their anti-noise legislation are exaggerated even further where the Sybarites are 

mocked. 

Aristophanes’ play Wasps, as noted earlier in this chapter, entails disparaging details about the 

Sybarites’ behaviour at a symposium. Quoting Aristophanes’ remark about ‘a place where rich 

young men would exchange witty anecdotes about the luxuries of Sybaris,’93

 

 Davidson 

associates the different classes of citizenry with the clash of ancient cultures. Davidson 

describes a chamber documented in Wasps on how to behave like a gentleman in a 

sophisticated manner and then offers his own interpretation: 

‘Come recline on the couch and I’ll teach you how to behave in sympotic company.’ ‘So how am I 

to recline, pray tell?’ ‘Gracefully.’ ‘Like this you mean?’ ‘No! Not like that’ ‘Well, how then?’ 

‘Extend the knees, and pour yourself out among the throws liquidly, like a gymnast. Next praise 

one of the ornaments and turning your gaze to the ceiling gasp at the “tapestried” hangings of 

the chamber…’ The symposium with all its abstruse rituals, its learnt songs and learned 

conversation must have seemed a terribly alien environment, designed to insulate the 

participants not from the world in general but from the city’s plebeian masses in particular and 

some of these official and un-official dining-societies seem to have deliberately courted public 

notoriety.94
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In this passage to ‘recline’ in a graceful manner inside a chamber, invokes what could be 

described as, not a poor, but a rich Sybarite’s life, deriving from the stories about Sybaris’ 

excess, including the ‘Caryatid symposium.’ The ‘“tapestried hangings of the chamber”’ recalls 

the material culture of Persia. Davidson’s remark about the symposium as being a ‘terribly alien 

environment designed to insulate the participants’ suggests that the Sybarites’ luxurious 

practices comprising of the material influences were derived from the Orient. To dine and to 

languish luxuriously beneath an Oriental tapestry suggests how an interior might become 

sybaritic. Davidson’s interpretation of the quotation indicates that the particular activities and 

the behaviours like dining, and reclining, have a moral meaning in the context of the rich 

Sybarites of ancient times. The quotation also reveals the moral meanings ascribed to drinking 

by the various body poses: ‘Extend your knees and pour yourself out among the throws 

liquidly…,’95

 

 and these behaviours therefore acquire different meanings for modern and 

contemporary eras.  

A myth about the life of a ‘true Sybarite’ appears in Athenaeus’ The Deipnosophistae (Vol. XII). 

Bullitt mentions this myth in the context of the Sybarites’ ‘laziness and self-indulgence.’96 In 

this case self-indulgence is significantly and morally similar to the issue of laziness in that the 

term ‘laziness’97 identifies a more modern context for such valuations of excess. To get away 

from the heat in the summer months, Bullitt comments that they ‘went to the Grottoes of the 

Nymphs on the Lusias River and spent their time in every form of luxury.’98 This comment 

stresses that the Sybarites were luxurious in the sense of their bodily self-indulgence. The 

Grottoes of the Nymphs (Grotta delle Ninfe) are where sulfuric water flows. In the summer 

months, the Sybarites would luxuriate in such warm baths.99

 

 The vapour bath would not by 

themselves have earned the Sybarites a reputation of being excessively luxurious, since 

succeeding cultures also had such baths (like the Aztecs of Mexico), and functional vessels.  

One other functional vessel associated with the lackadaisical Sybarites is the ‘portable urinal.’ 

Callaway suggests that the invention of the ‘portable urinal’100

 

 (for men and possibly women) 

was attributed to the Sybarites, but it was more of a necessity than a luxury. Julie L. Horan 

believes that 

Its citizens had a reputation for extravagant living, laziness, and an ostentatious style. 

Because of their idleness, the Sybarites are thought to have invented the chamber pot [or 

portable urinal]. Apparently, leaving the room to relieve oneself was too much of an 

effort. So attached were the Sybarites to their decorous pots, they took them to parties or 

on their travels.101  
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This statement confirms that the ‘decorous pots’ as ready-made objects were a vehicle in the 

service of an excessive indulgence. Some Sybarites were regarded as idle while others 

developed a consciousness of fondness for innovations in their luxurious practices.  

 

The invention of the sauna is a supposed luxurious practice, which raised the quality of living in 

Sybaris. Callaway makes a distinction between things that were luxurious and things that raised 

the standard of living: 

 

The Sybarites are also credited by Timaeus with having devised tubs in which they lay and 

enjoyed vapour baths. Gulick observes that with their tubs…the Sybarites anticipated 

the…sudatorium. It is possible that the Sybarites had, through trading or travel, become 

acquainted with the Phlegraean Fields [the ‘Fiery fields’ near Naples] where natural vapour baths 

abounded and so conceived the idea. In any case, here again we have vapour baths held against 

them as indicative of luxuriousness, whereas they were actually raising the standard of living.102

 

  

In comparison to Bullitt’s analysis of Athenaeus’ myth of the ‘true’ Sybarites, this particular 

passage about the ‘sudatorium’ (or sauna) raises the issue that some of Sybaris’ practices were 

not so much luxurious, in the sense of taking several baths, as they were innovative, new and 

pleasant. More importantly, luxury is devised as two things: as ‘raising the standard of living’ 

and the sudatorium. The sudatorium was rather a prominent and luxurious place in the 

Phlegraean Fields, near Naples, and renowned as a ‘harbour of vice’ because it was ancient 

Roman playground.103 This point suggests also evidence of developing a consciousness of other 

innovations, especially the invention of the sauna.104

 

 Luxury elevated one’s ‘standard of living’ 

by building saunas in various sybaritic constructions such as Roman baths. So far, these are two 

understandings of luxury discussed in the chapter, as a sauna and as evincing something called a 

standard of living.  

It appears as though given the preceding instances that an indictment for sybaritism could arise 

from either being particularly attentive to devising new media for indulging in pleasurable 

activities, such as the sauna, or by being so engrossed in the enjoyment of culinary pleasure 

that leads to gluttony and death.105 Behaving in an immoral manner signified sybaritism. Since 

the Sybarites were accused for luxury, Dunababin states that for ‘most of the luxuries’ they set 

out to lead ‘a reasonably comfortable and convenient manner of life. In this respect they were 

the forerunner of the Romans.’106 In a way, the ancient Romans were more luxurious in their 

habits and they blamed the Sybarites.  
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In summary, sybaritic life and practices relate to five architectural innovations: silence, ornate 

interiors, baths, saunas and fountains. Were the saunas and fountains innovations of the 

Sybarites or the Persians? In any case, such practices led to the design of luxury settings in 

ancient Roman villas and amphitheatres. The vomitorium, originally a vessel where one could 

vomit into when ill, is one architectural space that, supposedly, the ancient Romans developed 

from the portable urinal, associated with the Sybarites.107 Ancient Romans mocked the 

Sybarite’s habits and so they incorporated the design of the vomitorium into their 

amphitheatres where they ‘deliberately vomited during feasts.’108

 

  

As some of the Sybarites lived luxuriously, others, specifically the slaves, were thought of as 

industrious since they produced the architectural works, and including the architects imported 

from elsewhere. Architectural excess was rampant because the Sybarites had works built as if 

there were no tomorrow. Many of the stories impacted different types of ornamental spaces in 

other countries. Certain ornamental spaces and material surfaces were labelled by critics as 

‘sybaritic,’ which in some cases led to moral laxity within these spaces. Several centuries later 

the sybaritic material surfaces became in fashion again within architectural interiors.109

 

   

 

Foreshadowing Myths about Sybaris and the Sybarites in Architecture 

 

Specific architectural settings in certain writings prompted views of the luxurious, turpitudinal 

habits of the other Sybarites who had acquired the title in other times. Sybaris’ city of luxury 

gave rise to the substance of moral judgement. A moral universe characterising sybaritic values 

in the ancient world in which the term ‘luxury’ means condemnation became translated into 

subsequent periods and the meaning changed, especially through written accounts relating to 

architecture. Entailing consideration of their public festivals, especially their behaviour at 

particular feasts and in the home, scathing reports about the Greco-Roman Sybarites were 

made in Renaissance Italy. Then, themes of the moral condemnation of Sybaris and the 

Sybarites were variously employed in the French Renaissance and beyond. These myths will 

inform the specific case studies in the following chapters as to how different strategies 

emerged to account for criteria of permissible or impermissible luxury. 
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The moral criticism of Sybaris and the Sybarites 

 

The reason why the moral criticism of the Sybarites occurred in the Italian and French 

Renaissance was that Christian beliefs about luxurious buildings were associated with lechery. 

Female Sybarites, as courtesans, exhibited lecherous behaviour within these buildings and 

supposedly corrupted court societies.110

 

 Papal figures praised and condemned the luxury of 

individuals, their wealth and ornaments that extended from their private court palaces to their 

ornamental gardens. Religious institutions were built for God and not for individuals such as the 

churches in the city-states of Rome, Florence and Venice. At first the papal figures were anti-

luxury. They banned the construction of luxury buildings because they thought that these 

buildings were too materialistic as there were many appeals and campaigns at various times to 

stamp out the wealth and indulgences of the Christian Church. Public endowments were 

transmitted into the construction of grandiloquent religious architecture such as the 

fourteenth-century Papal Palace of Avignon, in southern France; the Popes (from Rome) lived 

like Sybarites as they consumed rich meals, but then they were condemned by the French 

monarchy in the fifteenth century because they gained too much power over the nation. 

The moral condemnation of the Sybarites’ luxury underlies the myths that first appear in 

Renaissance Italy in references about the Papal kitchens (and their cooks). This is especially the 

case in the treatise of humanist and historian Bartolomeo Platina’s De honesta voluptate et 

valetudine (On Right Pleasure, 1475) published in Venice and then rapidly spread through 

France.111 Some Papal figures enjoyed leading sybaritic lives by consuming rich meals 

accompanied with condiments. Imitating the ancient Sybarite Smindyrides, Pope Leo X (1475-

1521) reputedly behaved in a sybaritic manner by demanding extravagant meals in elaborate 

dining rooms at the Vatican City.112 Pope Leo X’s dining room painted by Raphael between 1514 

and 1517, for instance, demonstrates the superfluous funds of a religious institution spent on 

the papal interior.113 This interior was justified at the time because it represented God’s dining 

area. Hospitality enabled strangers in a new city to accept luxuries and so they too were 

entitled to this form of luxury—as a meal. The Renaissance casino, or palace, like Villa Lante 

(1568) at Bagnaia, near Rome, is one model where the archbishops of Viterbo were sybaritic. 

The dining facilities within the gardens surrounding the Villa Lante in particular are sybaritic, 

architecturally, since a ‘Fountain of the Table was built on the third terrace.’114 Within the 

table of stone (figure 1.7) is water running in a channel through its centre—to chill bottles of 

wine. At the time, ‘Renaissance’ Sybarites, meaning rich religious and non-religious figures 

emerged, and they desired rich meals with wine.  
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1.7. Cardinal’s Fountain of the Table at  
Villa Lante, Bagnaia, near Rome, 1568. 

 
 

 

 

 
1.8. Nude figures climbing a pergola and  

plucking bunches of grapes,   
Hyperotomachia poliphili, 1499 
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Another text published in Venice that describes the luxuriance of rich meals with wine, palaces 

and gardens, is the erotic architectural treatise Hypnerotomachia poliphili (The Strife of Love 

in a Dream,1499) attributed to the Dominican monk Francesco Colonna. The story is about the 

‘phantasmic quest of Poliphilus, presented as an initiatory erotic drama couched in the form of 

a dream, recounting the protagonist’s experiences and tribulations as he searches for his 

beloved Polia.’115 Poliphili admires the luxurious buildings, especially those columns made of 

marble and decorated with precious stones, and the sumptuous paving of the floors or even 

ruins, which make him feel ‘lustful.’ The palaces contain ‘enigmatic and emblematic 

monumental sculptures, and ruins, representing the arts of ancient cultures of Egypt, Greece 

and Rome’ like temples, demonstrating a luxury gained in Italy’s High Renaissance.116 

Hyperotomachia poliphili inspired the design of a High Renaissance-style garden at Bomarzo 

(1552) in Viterbo, near Rome, which is filled with enigmatic architectural fragments like the 

Leaning House. Generally, commentators believe that the structures built at Bomarzo created a 

sequence of luxurious monuments supposedly based on the Hyperotomachia Poliphili.117

 

 

Poliphili also admired the gardens, which contained different types of pergolas. Arguably, one 

image that represents a sybaritic structure is the image of nude figures climbing a pergola and 

plucking bunches of grapes (figure 1.8), which suggests how a garden became immoral by 

association, bizarre because the nude figures are minors (one of which is an adult). 

Hypnerotomachia poliphili is significant for considering the luxurious architecture of Italy 

especially the manner in which it facilitated people’s behaviour within spaces such as behaving 

in an erotic way in a bizarre garden or like a glutton in a dining space. 

Through the adornment of dining spaces, the moral condemnation of the Sybarites arose within 

the Catholic Church and their myths about luxury spread from Italy to France presumably under 

the influence of both De honesta voluptate et valetudine and Hypnerotomachia poliphili. 

Referring to Hypnerotomachia  poliphili, Allen Weiss presents a cogent study of the significance 

of excess and the luxuriance of rich meals. Weiss noted that the banqueting scene in Colonna’s 

treatise provided ‘a sense of the excessive luxurience of…[an] imaginary table.’118 Weiss 

suggests that this treatise eventually influenced seventeenth-century French courtly festivals 

and that ‘cuisine played a major role in the seductions of the flesh and the elevations of the 

spirit.’119 The King of France, Louis XIV, for example, emulated the rich Sybarites by eating and 

drinking to excess at a great function in Versailles, which began with a feast in the garden. 

Eventually, the attack on the French king’s extravagances led to condemnation of his lifestyle 

and the architecture. The issue of the luxurious dining spaces is significant, specifically in Italy 



   53 

and France, since the exaggeration of the sybaritic myths impacted architectural settings there 

for moralising or entertaining purposes.  

 

 

Sybaris and the Sybarites overseas 

 

Myths and images of the Sybarites, and their condemnation, spread throughout France in the 

sixteenth century. Many references to the Sybarites in France at this time are attached to the 

immoral behaviour of the aristocrats, especially in the theatre or at banquets. They appear in 

Pierre Coustau’s Pegma (1555), published in Lyon, France, and each instance accompanies a set 

of moral essays. What is intriguing about this particular text is that the title ‘means literally a 

framework and was applied in the Renaissance to theatrical pageants, triumphal arches and 

similar structures’ like moveable stages.’120 For Stephen Orgel, the moral essays of ‘The 

Sybarite in the Streets’ (and ‘On the Oracle of Apollo given to the Sybarites’) and their 

woodcuts are attributed to Pierre Vase.121

 

 Pegma is a valuable text as the woodcut shows an 

‘intellectual’ Sybarite in the streets—which is an architectural setting (figure 1.9). 

The book’s image of the Sybarite must have spread amongst aristocratic circles in Lyon and 

beyond, presumably in Fontainebleau since Italian architects were hired to design buildings like 

Sebastiano Serlio. Also, in Versailles references to the French kings as Sybarites were often 

cited in texts published in these places, noted in Chapter 3. Along with the description of the 

theatrical-type settings in the Deipnosophists, noted in this chapter, did the image of the 

Sybarite inspire other architectural settings? The image suggests the type of ‘stage setting’ in 

which appears in French architecture: the courtyard or horse stable. This particular sybaritic 

image therefore provides a starting point for imagining new forms of luxury within architecture 

that were permissible.   

 

In subsequent centuries, myths about Sybaris and it inhabitants were enhanced in Versailles 

since any association with the remote city was recited in a florid way, literally and figuratively. 

Philosophical accounts, ballets, operas, artistic impressions and interiors began to document 

impressions of ‘Sybarite’ luxury at a time when the ruins of Sybaris could not be located. Many 

of the Enlightenment philosophical accounts depicting the myths about Sybaris or the Sybarites, 

such as those by Fenelon, Voltaire, Montesquieu, Hume and others, are factually inaccurate.122 

In the late eighteenth century, references to individual Sybarites, their life practices and the 

landscape of Sybaris featured in engravings impacted architectural representations of them, or  
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1.9. Intellectual ‘Sybarite  

in the Streets,’ 1555. 
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more generally the luxury of half-destroyed buildings, such as Claude-Louis Chatelet’s view of 

the Crati  River (1780s; figure 3.10). Eventually, such images were exported from France 

(through Britain) to the United States, especially in Chicago. The connections between Sybaris 

and Chicago might well have been made, but they were not entirely correct ones, 

architecturally. Few American writers (and foreign architects) would have been aware of 

Sybaris, which housed luxurious buildings, as in Edward Everett Hale’s writing: Sybaris and 

Other Homes (1869). Frankly, the architecture of Chicago’s suburb, Riverside, would 

incorporate sybaritic qualities, almost exclusively. I argue that the city of Chicago succeeded in 

creating a ‘Modern Sybaris’ with its tall skyscrapers. Not all architecture overseas was in some 

way imported or derivative of sybaritic myths and images, but the buildings that celebrate what 

is ‘sybaritic’ also demonstrate instances of permissible luxury. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 
This chapter has examined the idea of Sybaris, its facts and remains, and subsequently analysed 

the myths about the place. It also examined this in relation to its inhabitants as a reaction to 

this history about luxury and how it relates to architecture: it argued that Sybaris’ luxury is a 

myth and this is crucial for informing the rest of the thesis. The chapter explained how Sybaris 

was synonymous with luxury and excess. The chapter also provided descriptive evidence for the 

luxurious architecture of Sybaris in relation to the types of buildings—houses, towers, theatres, 

bathhouses and so forth, and use of sumptuous building materials. In the public realm the 

citizens of Sybaris were preoccupied with conspicuous display and status.  

 

The Sybarites were sometimes extravagant with their architecture as were other ancient Greek 

and Roman colonies—particularly the Bay of Naples, which was built for pleasure—and so we 

would think there was nothing exceptional about the place. Not withstanding the historical 

inaccuracies involved, exaggeration of the Sybaris’ myths were outlined and discussed to show 

how excessive luxury led to charges of moral laxity. The imagined lifestyle of its inhabitants 

within buildings demonstrated how luxurious the city was. The period after ancient Sybaris was 

destroyed is therefore relevant to architecture: the myths and their representations are 

entertaining and useful for identifying what luxury is—especially in Italy, France and America.  

 

As a luxurious city, both Sybaris’ myths and their representation serve as instances of how 

architecture has become sumptuous. The exaggerated representations of its excess and the 
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Sybarites’ life and practices encouraged moral criticism about luxurious architectural settings in 

other places. The ancient Romans in particular blamed the Sybarites because they were rich in 

the myths. Apart from the ancient Romans, scathing references about the luxury-loving 

Sybarites are found in Italian and French writings relating to behaviour in the public realm. The 

Sybarites are repeatedly satirised through references to their reputation for vanity; they are a 

reference point for discussions about the perception of luxury in Classical texts and Italian 

Renaissance treatises, which establish a standard for novels indicating architecture and luxury. 

In addition, they prefigure thoughts on the design of follies (or ornamental outlying buildings) 

like the ancient Roman buildings, which were sited along the Bay of Naples. Sybaris is therefore 

synonymous with both luxury and architecture, and better examples in history could be found 

to be luxurious.  

 

In the context of the built environment, ‘sybaritic’ luxury means the myths and facts of the real 

and imaginary place that are useful for creating spaces or material surfaces for entertainment 

in architecture. Myths about sybaritic lifestyle are not just luxurious but excessively luxurious 

because it is a morally loaded term; a sybaritic lifestyle is also significant in the context of 

contemporary architecture. What is the difference between ‘luxurious’ and ‘excessively 

luxurious’? Does not luxury convey an idea of excess? The next chapter reflects upon the 

concept of luxury and architectural excess of ancient Rome and how certain Italian Renaissance 

buildings were governed, partly through sumptuary laws.  
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Chapter 2 

Luxury Architecture in Ancient Rome and 

Renaissance Italy 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Why did luxury become a contentious issue in architecture? To what extent was the 

concept of luxury in ancient Rome and Renaissance Italy formed by sybaritic myths? The 

work produced by ancient Romans was a reaction to their environment—architecture was 

destined for pleasure and learning. This chapter first defines luxury architecture in 

ancient Rome through a series of case studies, arguing that the type originated there. 

The chapter opens with an examination of the thoughts of Roman consul of the late 

Republic Licinius Lucullus’ on luxury buildings. Once having defined what constituted 

luxury buildings in the Roman era, the chapter’s next section tracks luxury’s 

architectural trajectory to Renaissance Italy. Again employing case studies, specifically 

Leon Batista Alberti’s Santa Maria Church façade in Florence and Giovanni Dario’s 

Ca’Dario (or Dario Palace) in Venice, it identifies continuities with and new departures 

from ancient precedent. After surveying ancient and Renaissance instances, the chapter 

next argues that luxury architecture, then, as now, was not without an ethical 

dimension. It then distinguishes two subtypes, permissible and impermissible. With this 

as a fulcrum for future discussion, the chapter concludes with an analysis of governance 

and luxury.  
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Luxury in Ancient Rome—Lucullus’ luxury buildings 

 

Roman Governor Licius Licinius Lucullus (ca.110-56 BC) is renowned for his military 

conquest of Persia, sophisticated manners, refined taste for fancy living and as a 

decadent glutton.1 Citing the 1st century AD historian Velleius Paterculus, Lucullus’ 

biographer Arthur Keaveney credits the general with being ‘the first to set a fashion for 

extravagance in building, banquets and furnishing.’2 ‘Lucullus took the lead,’ Keaveney 

enlarges, ‘in introducing luxury into Rome.’3

 

 

Inventor of the ‘private luxury building,’ Lucullus built an array of palatial estates, 

extending from Naples, in Campania, to Rome’s heart, Latium.4 He erected three at the 

Bay of Naples, one at Tusculum and a vast terraced garden in the centre of Rome.5 As all 

of these buildings and gardens are long vanished, they are known today only through 

textual sources and a handful of images. Even their precise construction dates are 

unclear, although they were probably built between built between 70 and 58 BC.6

 

 

Classical writers did leave us with descriptions or spatial vignettes of his buildings, 

leading us to appreciate Lucullus’ architecture only by its constituent parts, rather than 

as discrete entities in their entirety. We essentially know only that his villa compounds 

were expansive in scale and comprised of, for instance, colonnades (or peristyles), 

central courtyards, dining rooms, bed rooms, bathrooms, pools, libraries, attendant 

gardens and aviaries. 

When Lucullus decided to build at the Bay of Naples, he was following a trail blazed 

early by fellow wealthy Romans. Lucullus built a triad of villas there.7 The Romans, 

however, were not the first to gravitate to the bay. Even earlier, the locale became 

home to refugees escaping the destruction of ancient Sybaris. They soon established the 

city of Paestum around 650 BC and presumably continued their sybaritic practices there, 

lending the area what Classical scholar John D’Arms describes as ‘a thoroughly Greek 

flavour.’8

 

 When Lucullus arrived, he would have encountered a coast mantled with a 

burgeoning tapestry of villas, gardens, baths and dining rooms, and presumably, the 

sybaritic lifestyle they accommodated.  

The Bay of Naples was established as a Greek port, later under Roman control, in 326 

BC.9 An inlet of the Tyrrhenian Sea, the bay is positioned at the south-west coast of 

southern Italy, near its namesake city. It is positioned between Cape Misenum (or 
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Miseno) and the Isle of Ischia, to the north and, to the south, the Sorrento Peninsula and 

the Isle of Capri. Mount Vesuvius, a volcano still active today, flanks the bay. Generally 

recognised for its scenic beauty, the bay’s tufa rock shoreline was riddled with natural 

baths of turquoise waters and sulphuric springs; its adjoining hills mantled with thriving 

vineyards, citrus groves and the ‘glitter[ing]…luxurious villas of the Roman upper 

classes.’ 10

 

 These attributes, along with the region’s pleasant climate, attracted wealthy 

Romans, including Lucullus.  

The Roman moralist Cicero (106-43 BC) described the beauty of the region and named it 

‘cratera illium delicatum—“the Bay of Luxury.”'’11

 

 With its natural baths, the bay was, 

and still is, beautiful and this was good as the region’s pleasant Mediterranean climate 

provided another reason for Roman citizens to live there. The Roman elites, in 

particular, led extravagant lifestyles in their summer residences since they were 

resplendent with costly materials in delightful surrounds.  

Although its specific location is unknown, one of Lucullus’ Neapolitan villas (ca. 67 BC) is 

believed to have been perched atop either Monte Miseno or Monte di Procida  on the 

coast, south-west of the city. 12

Lucullus’ pool or bathroom, labelled here the antrum dragonarum, overlooks the bay. 

This recreational, pleasurable feature and its surrounds are symptomatic of architectural  

 The villa was ornate. As depicted in Francesco 

Villamena’s axonometric view of the Villa of Lucullus (1700s; figure 2.1), Lucullus’ 

seaside resort was square in plan and was comprised of a main building, a dining room, 

sleeping and bathing chambers, linked to form a courtyard and connected by a 

colonnade (or peristyle). Attached to the main building was a pool annexe. The 

building’s size is difficult to determine. Villamena’s image records it as a two-storey 

square plan with a vaulted circular structure. The engraving divides the building into 

four spaces. The first space is a colonnade, which, in turn, extends into the second, a 

vast open courtyard. The third space is a narrow library room. The fourth structure, 

projected from the main villa, is thought to have accommodated a covered swimming 

pool. A domed building with an oculus is positioned immediately behind the villa, 

possibly containing a dining chamber or banqueting hall. In Vilamena’s representation,  

excess in the sense they formed an ‘extra’ addition incorporated within the building. 

Lucullus’ works are distinguished by their incorporation of additional conspicuous 

elements, such as the antrum dragonarum. Thus, the feature of the pool attached to the 

main villa and surrounded by high walls would have made Lucullus’ residence seem 
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2.1. Francesco Villamena, Axonometric 
view of the Villa of Lucullus showing a  

pool attached to the left side of the  
building with views out to the Isle 

 of Procida, Bay of Naples, 
 ca.1700s. 

 
 

 
2.2. Engraving of Lucullus’  

colonnaded Library,  
ca.1700. 
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larger than it actually was as because it concealed what was inside—the open void or 

courtyard.  

 

Neapolitan villas, unlike their counterparts at Rome, were relatively smaller in scale. 

This circumstance was probably mandated by the construction difficulties posed by its 

cavernous, volcanic rock shorelines. Although more diminutive, these dwellings gained 

expansive, magnificent views, effectively taking the countryside as their gardens were 

close to natural sulphur baths. 

 

Lucullus’ built another villa at Tusculum (ca.58 BC), inland between the Bay of Naples 

and Rome. This one is known to have included, for instance, an interior dining room, an 

open-air courtyard dining room, a colonnade, an art gallery and a library. Some of these 

interiors, such as the library, were clad with black marble, imported from Greece.13 

Along with providing an ‘opulent’ entertainment venue, Lucullus’ Tusculum villa also 

accommodated his extensive library and catered for more intellectual pursuits.14 This 

villa seems large because the annexe forming the library projected from the main part 

of the residence with high walls lined with bookshelves. Knowledge of Lucullus’ library is 

not completely limited to textual sources. Like one of his Neapolitan villas, the library is 

represented in another image. The Library of Lucullus (figure 2.2), made by an unknown 

eighteenth-century French artist, depicts the room’s marble columns, capped with 

Corinthian capitals, and its floors paved with marble slabs. Shelves laded with books line 

the library’s walls. At the image’s focal point, scholars are seated reading at marble 

tables. To the right, another group congregates at the threshold. According to Plutarch, 

Lucullus’ colonnaded library was ‘open “to all”’ and apparently even attracted Greek 

scholars.15

 

 Effectively, this public library demonstrates Lucullus’ villas were not 

exclusively his private domains. Perhaps concern for posterity and greatness led the 

Roman general to give this villa a public dimension. 

Along with his library, we also have knowledge of the Tusculum villa’s dining room. More 

than a place to dine, this room also included an aviary. Here, as Keaveney put it, ‘a man 

might dine delicately and, while contemplating the fowl on his plate, at the same time  

watch its cousins flutter behind windows.’16 The windowed room would presumably have 

had frescoed decorations, perhaps depicting birds or garden scenes like the ones at the 

Villa of the Mysteries at Pompeii. The dining room would have been large and decorated 
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with marble columns (figure 2.3). Other rooms featured couches upholstered in purple 

fabric. 17

 

 

Overall, according to Keaveney, 

 

The impression created by the Tusculum villa was one of openness and light. We hear of 

viewing-platforms, banqueting-halls and walks that were largely exposed to the air… 

Lucullus had built well for summer but not for winter.18

 

  

This passage suggests that Lucullus built this villa for only one season and it 

demonstrates what was architecturally extravagant on the property.   

 

In Rome’s heart, atop the Pincian Hill, Lucullus constructed another villa and surrounded 

it with vast terraced gardens or Horti Luculliani (ca. 60 BC). Along with his architectural 

achievements, Lucullus is also credited with inventing the concept of the pleasure 

garden, possibly inspired by Persian examples.19 The Horti Luculliani’s exact limits, 

however, are not assured; we know that they were ‘not contiguous but were separated 

by a road and graveyard.’20

 

 

The Italian architect Giovanni Battista Piranesi (1720-78), dedicated to document 

ancient Roman ruins, recorded the Horti Luculliani in his Pincian Hill drawings, 

published in Ichnographia Campi Marti. Piranesi’s plan view of the garden terraces 

includes a large semicircular wall surrounding the villa (1757; figure 2.4). Adjacent to 

this are a series of steps, which appear as though they are attached to the hill. ‘Studded 

with statuary niches,’ the semicircular wall and the adjoining ‘terraces [led] to an 

artificial lake,’ sometimes apparently the site of ‘mock naval battles.’21

 

 The latter 

remark about staging naval battles is presumably only an assumption. In Piranesi’s work, 

we only know it had statues and other sculptures populate the garden, and portions of 

the terraces were presumably be paved with stone slabs. 

According to Classicist and archaeologist Linda Farrar, Lucullus’ vast garden ‘included a 

small shrine or temple often placed to provide a focal point’ and it was positioned upon 

a ‘high ground’ or platform.22

 

 In the sixteenth century, the Borghese palace replaced  
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2.3. Gustave Boulanger, Pleasant Hours  

in the House of Lucullus, 1877. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
2.4. Horti Lucullani, located in the centre  

towards the lower left corner.  
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Lucullus’ gardens. In 2007, fragments of the Horti Luculliani were unearthed near the 

Spanish Steps.23 A mosaic-lined grotto, sculptures layered in gold and other marble relics 

were among the excavated artefacts.24 These archaeological finds suggest that the 

legends holding Lucullus’ gardens as adorned with sumptuous materials were, at least to 

some extent, accurate accounts. This artefactual evidence of the Horti Luculliani’s 

sumptuous reality, also enhances the likelihood that his other villa complexes were 

realised in a manner no less luxurious. Today the site includes the Borghese Palace, a 

zoo and a public park, which is appropriate considering how the Roman general used the 

site much earlier.25

 

 

Collectively considered, Lucullus’ architectural oeuvre can be distinguished by its 

inclusion of sumptuous private villas, their material embellishment including the use of 

marble and their size and scale. He was living in these villas at various times, possibly in 

order to emulate the lifestyle of a wealthy Sybaritican. With respect to precise size and 

scale of Lucullus’ buildings, one knows only that they were considered large and 

expansive at the time. Keaveney identifies Lucullus’ Tusculum villa as ‘a complex of 

buildings of magnificent size.’26

 

 

Lucullus’ Neapolitan and Tusculum villas and the Horti Luculliani were all constructed 

atop raised platforms or bases for the buildings. Such platforms heightened the villas 

elevating displays. Keaveney enlarges that this ‘kind of bravura display was all the rage 

at the time. To defy nature in this [way] was for the Roman something of a fashion.’27

 

 

One imagines the platform’s exposed surfaces, likely made of concrete within, would 

have been ornamented with mosaics or clad with marble. The platform also functioned 

as a venue for entertaining guests, out-of-doors, offering spectacular views out across 

the Tyrrhenian Sea. The platforms were architecturally excessive in the sense that they 

were unnecessary to the day to day functioning of the building and no doubt expensive 

to build.   

What makes Lucullus’ architecture luxurious? Most, if not all, Classical writers such as 

Pliny agree Lucullus’ villa complexes were expansive and profusely ornamented. They 

believed the mosaics, gold and marble, which adorned and clad the walls of his 

compounds, to be sumptuous, meaning magnificent, grand or expensive.28 Fuelling 

Lucullus’ renown for having expensive taste, his palatial estates were ‘costly to build.’29 

Indeed, Pliny credited Lucullus as being ‘the first to import the marble we now call 
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africano [from Greece] to Rome,’ then known as ‘Lucullan.’ 30  That this type of marble 

was rare and therefore expensive made it luxurious. Marble pavements were, in a 

different sense, also luxurious because of its polished surfaces and rich colours were 

considered distinctive and attractive to the eye.31

 

 

Lucullus’ dining rooms were ornamented and luxurious. ‘[O]ne of the ancients,’ 

according to Keaveney, describes the general as ‘“dining like a satrap,”’ a title awarded 

to provincial governors in ancient Persia, and ‘decking his couches in purple.’ 32  

Although Keaveney does not identify it as such, here the reference to colour is 

important. Purple textiles were then rare and expensive and therefore sybaritic.33 

Lucullus’ purple couch fitted dining rooms and their adornments illustrated his taste for 

things both ‘sybaritic’ and ‘Persian,’ and this was significant because it was exotic. 

Lucullus’ private residences were therefore architecturally excessive in three ways: the 

villas themselves were large; set amidst his gardens were the outlying buildings, which 

included, for example, pavilions, belvederes, baths and libraries; and he owned many of 

them. 34

 

 Arguably, the buildings and gardens, their finishes and furnishes, defined what 

‘excessive’ was.  

A luxury building in the ancient Roman world is thus defined in this chapter as a large 

expensive structure that is materially embellished by rich and rare materials, especially 

marble inlaid within floors and walls, stone niches which are inserted with sculptures 

and built atop a platform. A luxury building’s attributes are high-quality interior or 

exterior spaces: ornamented open courtyards and vast gardens. A luxury building shows 

excess, architecturally, in its use and abundant use of certain building materials, 

especially marble. It also originates from the setting of the villa in the landscape. 

Beyond the richness of materials or applied ornament, luxury in building appeared in the 

form of different architectural settings, such as the library and terraces overlooking the 

Bay of Luxury, admired by the Roman elites.  

 

The only surviving text recording architectural knowledge and building practices from 

Roman times is Vitruvius’ De architecture libri decem (Ten Books on Architecture, 

ca.20-30 BC), which demonstrates how libraries and summer dining rooms should be 

oriented, and the type of colours that were applied to a interior wall finish, suggesting 

what was luxurious. In Books 6, Private Buildings, for instance, Vitruvius noted that 

‘libraries should face east, for the morning light makes them serviceable’ and that the 
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summer dining rooms ‘should face north because that region of the heavens does not, 

like the rest, become boiling hot in the heat of the solstice.’35 In doing so it ‘affords 

good health and pleasure.’36 In Book 7, Finishing, Vitruvius noted how purple-coloured 

plasterwork in particular was ‘prized and most outstanding, loveliness of appearance,’37

 

 

a colour desired by both the Sybarites and the Romans. The sources for Vitruvius’ texts 

were, inadvertently, inspired by Lucullus’ luxury villas, discussed in this section, but 

Vitruvius ‘corrected’ them by providing advice about how to build properly. Other 

Roman emperors would emulate Lucullus’ examples, not only indoors but also outdoors, 

as we shall see in the next section.  

 

Lucullus’ Imitators 

 

Two Roman emperors imitated Lucullus’ models of luxury architecture: Nero surpassed 

the governor’s buildings and Hadrian surpassed his gardens. About a decade after 

Lucullus’ death, Emperor Nero’s Golden House (ruled 54-68 AD), emulated his marbled 

luxury buildings. Located between the Esquiline, Palatine and Celian Hills, in the centre 

of Rome, Nero’s Golden House (Domus Aurea), was a complex of a series of grand 

‘outlying’ buildings (figure 2.5) and ‘open porticoes covering 141.7 hectares.’38 It was 

named after its gold-leafed interior, which was adorned with semi-precious stones, ivory 

veneers and marble, and shells (figure 2.6).39 The dining room, for instance, comprised 

ceilings ‘covered with detachable sheets of ivory, pierced to allow showers of flowers 

and perfumes to fall down.’40

 

 Historian Richard Sennett recounts, for instance, how Nero 

could defy the city through architecture and considers that  

Romans hated signs of Nero’s megalomaniac genius: a 120-foot-high statue of himself, a 

mile-long arcade enclosing [the Golden House’s] gardens, a ton of gold leaf. ‘When the 

palace had been decorated throughout in this lavish style,’ Suetonis wrote in the next 

generation, ‘Nero dedicated it, and condescended to remark: ‘Good, now I can at last 

begin to live like a human being!’41

 

  

Evidently, this passage is a depiction of the house’s sumptuous setting and how it was 

lived-in. Referring to Varro’s writing, Axel Boethius suggests that Nero’s villa ‘surpassed 

even the greater improvements in the villa of Lucullus at Tusculum.’42 Imitating 

Lucullus’ palaces became a tradition in Rome, as demonstrated by Emperor Hadrian’s 

villa, or the Villa Adriana, and magnificent garden, constructed at Rome’s outskirts.  
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2.5. Pietro Santi Bartoli, engraving  
of Nero’s Golden House, pool and  

outlying buildings in ancient  
Rome, ca.1700. 

 
 

 
 
 

 
2.6. Section through a reconstruction of  

Nero’s luxurious Dining Room. 
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2.7. Section through a reconstruction of Villa Adriana, 1859. 

 

 

 
 
 

 
2.8. Colonnade and canal  

at Villa Adriana,  
AD118-134. 
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Equally luxurious, if not more than Lucullus’ villas and Nero’s Golden House, was a large 

complex built south of Rome between 118 and 134 AD for Emperor Hadrian (ruled 117-38 

AD) (figure 2.7). Hadrian’s complex included many outlying buildings, such as dining 

pavilions, and pools, near Tivoli. Hadrian’s complex became increasingly larger, erecting 

a field of sumptuous architectural spoils collected from foreign territories he conquered 

and assembling then within a vast garden (figure 2.8). The Canopus garden is a 

semicircular pavilion, constructed of stone masonry and ornamented with imported and 

local marble columns and statues. 43 As it is positioned within a large banqueting area, 

the Canopus can be considered a Roman hospitality structure. From the pavilion’s edge, 

water cascaded down a stairway, emptying into a rectilinear pool (119 metres long, 18 

metres wide and 1.6metres deep).44 This pool addition, presumably larger than Lucullus’ 

counterpart structure, was increased in size during Hadrian’s rule. At the time, the 

construction of covered public and private bathing establishments proliferated. ‘Hadrian 

himself,’ according to Sennett, ‘often bathed in public with his subjects, which earned 

him their immense regard.’45

 

 I believe that wealthy Romans had to act this way if they 

were to induce others to lead a sybaritic or Lucullan lifestyle within luxurious buildings.  

 

Moral reactions 

 

As today, ancient Roman luxury architecture was not without a moral dimension. In his 

compelling study of the Gulf of Naples and its ancient renown as ‘the Bay of Luxury,’ 

John D’Arms identified that, as early as 164 BC, domestic buildings there were 

‘becoming more ostentatious and elaborate.’46 Roman statesman, Marcus Porcius Cato, 

D’Arms continues, ‘was critical of others’ luxury in building.’47 Here D’Arms gives 

notions of luxury an aesthetic, architectural dimension: ‘ostentatious’ and ‘elaborate’ 

are here understood to reference relatively large and heavily ornamented structures. 

For D’Arms, Cato’s speech at Rome, delivered after 152 BC, ‘is the earliest record of 

strong protest against the rise of luxuria [luxury in Latin] in building.’48 Cato’s concern 

was, according to D’Arms, ‘commonplace by the time of Cicero [around 63 BC],’ 49 

suggesting that architecture had continued to become ‘more ostentatious and elaborate’ 

in the interim. Architectural historian David Thomson similarly cites Cato, explaining 

luxuria in building as ‘a social malaise that involved the squandering of patrimonial 

substance on worthless and ruinous show.’50 This was a reaction against not only the 
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burgeoning number of costly dwellings the elites were then erecting on the Campanian 

islands, but also the immoral behaviour these were thought to have sheltered. 

 

‘If luxury villas on the Bay of Naples were thus subject to general censure,’ D’Arms 

elaborates then Baiae (another town in the bay) ‘was particularly notorious.’51 Here at 

the Bay’s ‘first resort’ town, he continues, ‘it gave pleasure to build and then extend 

villas into the sea itself by means of supporting piers.’52 When Roman commentator 

Sallust ‘first mentions and condemns this practice, D’Arms believes, ‘he was clearly 

thinking of Baiae.’53 Horace, he continued, also decried the habit [of building out into 

the sea] as human folly.’54

 

 D’Arms’ likening of luxury building to ‘human folly’ makes his 

objection one made on moral grounds; it is unacceptable to act in a bad or capricious 

manner. As the elites purportedly behaved immorally inside their Baian buildings, 

architecture is now doubly guilty. Not only are these ostentatious buildings in 

themselves immoral, but also, by association, the activities within them are no less so. 

The villa’s bathhouses and dining pavilions, for instance, sheltered such contemptible 

behaviours for the times as excessive bathing or indulging in extravagant banquets. 

Lucullus’ library, however, is a notable exception in that it facilitated intellectual 

pursuits and this distinction was recognised by Plutarch, as noted in this chapter. 

Along with its scenic charms, there was probably another reason that the Bay of Naples 

appealed to Lucullus. He would not have been oblivious to the Bay of Naples’ repute as a 

centre of immoral luxury. Given his architectural productions and extravagant lifestyle, 

it may well have been an attraction. Indeed, to some extent, his decision to build there 

can be seen as illustrating not only his disregard for Cato and others’ moral 

condemnations but also as an endorsement of the place’s characteristic lifestyle.  

  

To more fully appreciate the significance of Lucullus’ luxury villas it is necessary to step 

back at least five decades. By 160 BC Roman moralist orators (and others) attempted to 

eradicate immorality within the luxury buildings. For example, ‘Cicero could 

distinguish,’ according to D’Arms, ‘between a villa which was philosopha (tastefully, but 

not sumptuously, appointed) and those [that] exhibited insane extravagance.’55

 

 Prior to 

the construction of Lucullus’ villas and gardens were the moral reactions, for instance, 

to how the Romans bathed naked or ate to excess within other buildings located along 

the Gulf of Naples, where luxury reigned profusely. 
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According to some historical accounts, luxury buildings were concentrated in the region 

of Campania, and this is a criticism from Classical times.56 Stories about how excessive 

they became, before they were destroyed by man-made or natural disasters (such as the 

volcanic eruption of 79 AD in Pompeii),57

 

 were recorded in Classical texts that 

documented how immoral they were at the time. Campania was the province where 

luxury was centred−in the case of Lucullus’ houses. The excavated ancient places within 

and on the outskirts of Rome and the legends about their wealthy Roman general 

provide evidence about luxury’s moral objections by critics.  

Critics such as Cato, Cicero, Sallust, Horace and Pliny were united in their condemnation 

of the Gulf of Naples region as immoral, its luxurious and excessive architecture, for 

them it accommodated decadent behaviour. These writers therefore associated the 

ancient gulf with morally impermissible luxury and architectural excess. After Lucullus’ 

villas were built Classical writers criticised how his domestic dwellings were immoral 

because they were large. Reiterating D’Arms’ point, Cato, Cicero, Sallust and Horace all 

condemn the practice of luxury within buildings. The exterior surroundings, especially 

the garden, therefore perpetuated this condition.  

 

Within these luxury villas practices, bathing naked or eating to excess exhibited 

Neapolitan immorality. Exceeding the sybaritic myths of excess, they became a 

widespread tradition in numerous private residences along ‘the Bay of Luxury.’ 

Reflection upon these customs and others offer beneficial insights such as how luxury in 

building was controlled for Classical moralists and other philosophers alike and for 

prospective builders at the time. The buildings were condemned since the buildings 

themselves were ostentatious and elaborate.  

 

Significant to my discussion of Roman luxury architecture’s moral dimension is that 

Emperors, including Lucullus himself and other elites, seem to have completely 

disregarded its contemporary condemnation. The reason for this is that the Roman 

emperors thought it was good to show how rich and generous they were compared to the 

Greeks. After Lucullus’ death in 56 BC, his extravagant lifestyle, and the buildings that 

accommodated it, soon became legendary. By the age of Cicero, Lucullus’ name had 

come to be associated with marble. Owing to his extensive use of it at Tusculum, black 

marble was now widely known as ‘Lucullan [or Lucullean] marble.’58 Although its 

denotations are descriptively literal, the term also connotes luxury. Imported from 
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Greece, Lucullean marble was rare, precious and expensive—in a word, luxurious. 

Lucullus’ use of it was sybaritic, as were, by association, his villas. There were, 

however, two types of ‘Lucullean marble’: the term was also used to identify a black 

and also a white marble.59

 

 Although quarried locally at Carrara, white Lucullean marble 

was also no less valued. Lucullean marble, then, could be imported, black, or 

domestically secured, white. Both were used to clad private and public luxury buildings. 

Along with its luxurious connotations, what makes marble desirable are the aesthetic 

qualities of their exquisite natural veination, highly valued in architecture, even today.  

Pliny and Cicero condemned private luxury as extravagant and excessive: the distinction 

between public and private luxury, however, grew increasingly important. Cicero could 

claim: ‘“the Roman populace hates private luxuriousness, but loves public 

magnificence” [pro Murena 36.]’60

 

 According to this view private luxury was ‘morally 

impermissible.’ By the Augustan Age (27 BC –14 AD), by contrast, public architectural 

luxury, such as the ‘marbled’ Forum of Augustus, was ‘permissible.’ Erecting a grand 

Colosseum (ca. 80 AD) for instance, provided labour for the masses and, afterwards, 

entertainment such as gladiator fights or chariot races.  

For Cicero, however, Winsor Leach states that this was not the case with Lucullus’s 

extravagance: ‘Cicero mentions imitation of his extravagance as a contagion spreading 

among social classes and returning to spur its originator to still greater outlays (de 

Legibus 3.30).’61

 

 Lucullus thus became a role model for promoting moral and material 

excess within Classical architecture. The texts that condemned this practice also noted 

how other Roman elites could imitate or emulate Lucullus’ private luxury and 

extravagant lifestyle.  

One feature that more or less escaped censure was Lucullus’ pleasure garden, which 

became a common feature throughout antiquity because they were places where 

philosophers could meet or venues for entertainment purposes. Another permissible 

feature in his building was the library wing—a space that was really a semi-public place 

rather than a private space for scholars as it was used for instructive purposes. The 

building of these spaces come the closest in ancient Rome to exemplifying that kind of 

permissible luxury which advances the benefits of public architectural excess.  
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Cicero, according to Keaveney, ‘had no time for Lucullus’ manner of living,’ especially 

at the Tusculum villa.62 Private luxury villas were therefore impermissible in three ways: 

the large size of buildings, the five or more buildings, which Lucullus accumulated, and 

the abundant use of imported marble. Originally imported marbles ‘were stigmatised as 

luxuria’ and in one instance around 60 BC an elite was thought of as disgraceful because 

he inserted ‘colossal columns of Lucull[an] marble in his house,’63 presumably in dining 

areas as they were too large, the marble itself must have been imported. For Farrar, 

Lucullus’ name ‘became a byword for the excesses of a luxuriant lifestyle.’64 The 

general would often dine alone and ‘every meal offered an opportunity to transform the 

act of feeding his body into the art of dining,’65 an art that transformed also the 

architecture of the dining room. This eponym about the luxuriant lifestyle of an ancient 

Roman general astonished aristocrats to the point that, the ‘motto of Lucullus’ 

extravagance was that he did nothing for others that he would not have done for 

himself.’66

 

 Interestingly enough, the adjective ‘Lucullan’ is much like the term 

‘sybaritic,’ which came to be used in French moral writings, as shall be seen in the next 

chapter. Lucullus became a derogatory association with what was considered as sybaritic 

because of his self-centred extravagance. The concentration of Lucullan-type buildings 

along the Gulf of Naples and in Tusculum was morally objected by Roman critics, 

because they were imitations of Lucullus’ preceding villas. These types of buildings were 

therefore unacceptable for Roman aristocrats, but the construction of these continued 

to flourish in these areas and beyond despite what the moralists thought of them at the 

time.  

Lucullus’ luxury villa at Tusculum, for Keaveney, was considered as being decadent as it 

was house for pleasure rather than for agricultural purposes. Referring to this specific 

villa, Keaveney writes: 

 

The severely practical Romans held that the [magnificent] size of the buildings on a farm 

should be directly in proportion to the acreage of that farm. In other words, the buildings 

should not be bigger that what was required to house the men and implements needed to 

work the land. Otherwise the censor could take action.67

 

 

This passage demonstrates a moral case of what categorises ‘impermissible architectural 

excess.’ Specifically, the magnificent size of the Tusculum villa incorporating marble 

inlays was an excessive attribute found in Lucullus’ estate. 
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Arguably, Lucullus’ luxury buildings are immoral; impermissible since they were too big 

and many expensive materials were used to clad them. The luxury buildings were 

unnecessary structures because of what went on inside the buildings, especially the 

opulent dining establishments. What was morally objectionable was that many Roman 

aristocrats tried to copy the design of Lucullan-type houses to create even more lavish 

buildings, 68 specifically the villas and gardens of Roman Emperors Nero, and Hadrian. 

Herein luxury as a form of impermissible architectural excess is referred to as being a 

token of unbridled power. The legends about Lucullus’ self-indulgence and his actions, 

and architectural excesses corrupted the Romans citizens. So, such impermissible 

architectural excess is used didactically to show the kind of moral corruption it leads to 

not only along the Gulf of Naples but also within the city and its outskirts.69

 

 Lucullus’ 

villas and gardens were subsequently impounded as a result of the exaggerated stories 

by Classical moralists, and other moralising historians alluding to what were 

impermissible. Such large-scale-looking architectural projects were built to demonstrate 

Lucullus’ power through excessive display.  

In distinguishing Hadrian’s and Nero’s complexes from Lucullus’ villas, Hadrian’s 

complex parallels Nero’s complex in that both illustrate permissible luxury. Nero and 

Hadrian’s complexes were sumptuous in a number of ways. Their settings, for instance, 

were grand. Similarly, their expanded scale, now embracing gardens, became elaborate. 

Ornamentation too became much more elaborate and intricate. Marble cladding was 

used extensively, now along with gold leaf and frescoes. These building elements, 

together with marble statues, pools and baths, became emblematic of a luxurious 

lifestyle. The Roman emperors’ luxurious architecture set the stage not only for Roman 

elites but for Renaissance nobles of what was acceptable—they still desired large and 

ornamental villas.  

 

Most of the contemporary references to the Classical philosophers’ criticism of the moral 

objections to luxury and architectural excess in Italy, specifically the southern part, 

explained in this chapter so far thought luxury architecture to be immoral. What was at 

stake with this luxury and excess upon its citizens was that the design of sumptuous 

spaces like the dining room increased the wealthy elites’ unbridled extravagance. Such 

extravagance extended to the interior surfaces of the building as with Nero’s Golden 

House and various private architectural spaces diffused excess into an immoral fashion. 

Wealthy citizens were able to hire architects to design their pleasure palaces by using 
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‘Lucullan’ materials—materials that were associated with what is impermissible and a 

sort of ‘black stain’ on their character. Lucullus, Nero and Hadrian all led careers of 

excess (in luxuriam effundi), living within a series of large-scale architectural spaces 

that were uncontrollable, rather than controllable, along the ‘the Bay of Luxury’ and in 

Latium.  

 

As far as the control of luxury in Roman buildings is concerned, the Romans built their 

private villas without any restrictions. There were, however, building laws that were 

introduced in Rome well after Lucullus’ time. In his chapter on building control in 

ancient Rome, O.F Robinson refers to the work by the architect of the Republican style, 

Vitruvius (46-30 BC), and writes that: 

 

There were some general rules that applied [in ancient Rome] on the height of buildings; 

on ambit, that is the space to be left around a building; on materials that might be used; 

and also on relations with other buildings. Much, however, seems to have been left 

unregulated, or at least un-enforced.70

 

  

The above passage has presented the standards of luxury buildings that were used in the 

ancient Roman world. In addition, the ancient Roman luxury buildings and the Classical 

and contemporary criticisms of them inform how Renaissance architecture progressed in 

terms of how it facilitated excessive display of wealth, and how it was controlled. 

 

How, at the end of this section, can we define luxury architecture in relation to 

Lucullus’ palaces? At first, of course, his palaces seem less luxurious when compared to 

Nero’s or Hadrian’s complexes and gardens. Lucullus’ buildings almost act as 

cornerstones—instructing the Renaissance architects and patrons how to establish strong 

self-indulgences through building. Luxury architecture, thus, refers to large-scale and 

ornamental buildings, which were permissible for pampering religious and non-religious 

individuals.  

 

 

Luxury Architecture in Renaissance Italy 

 

Florence and Venice were the most remarkable centres of luxury in the Renaissance, 

models for many cities in Europe (and the New World). Italian nobles felt increasingly 

preoccupied with the conspicuous display of their buildings. Many of the grand buildings 
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were made from brick and stone, raised on platforms. Visually, Renaissance buildings 

were emphatically influenced by ancient Roman architectural practices: ornamentation 

was used and a new building type arose—the church. With the establishment of churches 

in Renaissance cities, their architectural excesses were soon replicated in Renaissance 

palaces like the Ca’Dario (1487-1497) in Venice. 

 

In both Florence and Venice, the nobility endowed public spaces and thus provided yet 

another opportunity to demonstrate their tendency towards conspicuous consumption. 

The nobles imitated the ancient Roman aristocrats’ luxurious lifestyle and building 

taste—to construct private palaces clad with certain building materials.71

 

 Ideas about 

the high level of refinement infused their architecture so much that the exterior of a 

building facilitated excessive display of wealth for the public in the streets, squares or 

canals. This section analyses two Renaissance case studies and examines each in greater 

detail in terms of their justification, and argues why such cases can be interlinked with 

what is permissible. 

 

The Santa Maria Novella Church Facade (1456-1470), Florence 

 
Leon Battista Alberti (1404-1472), recognised as the architect-theorist of the Italian 

Renaissance, was responsible for the design of many churches and he accepted the 

luxury of the Greco-Roman civilizations. When he was commissioned by the wealthy 

Rucellai family to redesign the elevation of the existing Romanesque Catholic Church 

between 1456 and 1470, the city-state of Florence, in the past, comprised of a series of 

spiritual (and secular) buildings that were ostentatious.72 Alberti’s Santa Maria Novella 

Church façade fronts onto the square of the same name in the centre of Florence. This 

building is known to have included, for instance, a mathematically proportioned façade 

and ‘a mezzanine between the lower storey and the narrow central temple form at the 

top [which] serves as an attic for the lower storey and a plinth for the upper.’73 The 

entire exterior wall is inlaid with a pattern of multi-coloured marbles, especially in the 

temple front, and with horizontal bands, and is generous in terms of its abundant use of 

the sumptuous material (figure 2.9),74

 

 which was innovative at the time.  

At first glance, the exterior wall appears flush—the marbled façade is reduced to one 

surface. Looking closely, however, are the indentations and protruding elements derived 
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from Classical antiquity: the cornices surrounding the pediment, the oculus, the frieze, 

the Corinthian capitals and columns and other capitals dividing the semi-flush arches. 

What is particularly novel about this case is that there are two large volutes that exist 

above the frieze on either side of the oculus. One writer has suggested that the marble 

inlays were borrowed from the Romanesque church façade of the San Miniato al Monte, 

also in Florence.75

 

 Even though it might have borrowed characteristics from an earlier 

church façade, intriguingly, the richly decorated façade is panelled and inlaid with very 

fine pieces of black, green and ivory-looking marble—a characteristic that is excessive, 

architecturally. For the most part, Alberti’s Santa Maria Novella church façade 

resembles a solidified marble-tapestry. 

Alberti was an advocate for ornament within architecture.76

 

 His design of the 

Renaissance church façade can be distinguished by its orchestration of elements, 

especially its use of sumptuous coloured marble inlays, in order to emulate the ancient 

Roman custom of incorporating expensive materials. The church has its own public 

square and this is luxurious (and adjacent to the main structure is a convent with a 

medieval cloister, replicating the Garden of Eden). The square recalls the market spaces 

that were prevalent in ancient Rome. There are also references—Biblical ones—that 

make Alberti’s church façade luxurious. The abundant use of coloured stone is found 

also in the description of the Garden of Eden. Moreover, Alberti’s work is paradoxical in 

that the ornament used for his church façade was entirely sumptuous as it was in Roman 

antiquity. The only difference in the case of Alberti, however, is that the façade is more 

refined in its orchestration of marble inlays.  

 

The Ca’Dario (1487-1497), Venice 

 
Having discussed the abundant use of marble in Alberti’s Santa Maria Novella Church 

façade, I will now visually analyse a private palace in Renaissance Venice that embodies 

extravagant architectural styles. Giovanni Dario, an influential Venetian merchant and 

diplomat, built a detached palace called the Ca’Dario (1487-97). Located on the Grand 

Canal in the sestiere of Dorsodoro, at San Vio, about five hundred metres away from 

Saint Mark’s Square,77 the entire Venetian lagoon previously clustered with Gothic 

palaces, such as the jewel-like Ca’ d’Oro (or Golden Palace), and the city was revered as 

a ‘serene’ republic.78  Initially, Ca’ d’Oro set the architectural design trend for buildings  
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2.9. Leon Battista Alberti’s  

Santa Maria Novella Church, 
a ‘tapestry’ of marble,  

Florence.  
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to resemble jewels, and Dario built a palace for his family and lived in the Ca’Dario 

periodically (with his Turkish concubines)79

 

—in a large-scale architectural gem. 

The Ca’Dario is a slender-type palace that is heavily ornamented, with elaborately 

carved pilasters and inlaid marble panels of different shapes and sizes, and consists of 

four storeys (figure 2.10). The water level comprises three marble archways and in 

between these openings is an inscription. The first floor level, the piano nobile (a noble 

floor for receiving guests) comprises four arches, on the left, and one arch, on the right, 

and between these openings is a circular disc inlaid with marble. The remainder stories 

replicate the design of the piano nobile. The façade is part Byzantine and part Roman. 

Curiously, the Ca’Dario’s inscription carved in the lower storey of the building is an 

epigraphy:  ‘URBIS GENIO JOANNES DARIUS (Giovanni Dario to the Genius of the City).80 

According to Parse Sandlin, scholars have identified the epigraphy ‘as a dedicatory 

statement to the city of Venice.’ The grandeur of the palace and ‘the radiant surfaces of 

its marble,’ as architectural critic Marco Frascari suggests, ‘were not intended to 

celebrate Dario but the city of his fascination,’ and the ideas exemplified by the 

Republic.81

 

 

Scholars have insisted upon attributing the façade of Ca’Dario to Piero Lombardo and his 

school, although Frascari believes that ‘there is no record of an architect, or proto, 

being placed in charge of its construction.’82 Frascari and the historian Parse Sandlin 

both agree that Dario’s palace ‘correlates with no other building in Venice’ except for a 

church—the Santa Maria dei Miracoli,’ which was built between 1481 and 1489.83

positioning of the inscription that Dario ‘himself designed and built the façade.’

 Here 

the association with another Renaissance church suggests how palaces derived their 

inspiration from other ornamental spiritual buildings. Frascari argues that because of the  
84 With 

reference to the design of Dario’s grand palace, ‘the extreme constraints of space, the 

traditional methods of stone and brick construction,’ Frascari suggests that it ‘could not 

be implemented.’85 So the palace was constructed of recycled materials and as spoils, 

they were ‘pillaged from abandoned sites throughout the city,’86

 

 mostly precious stones.  

The Ca’Dario ‘was one of the first Venetian houses to be veneered entirely in marble.’87

 

 

Some of the interiors were also clad in coloured marble from the East ‘with Turkish 
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2.10. The heavily ornamented 

façade of Ca’Dario with its 
inlaid marble patterns, 
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seating and a Turkish fountain.’88 Frascari identified the Ca’Dario facade as comprising: 

Istrian limestone, mottled red marble from Verona and giallo antico (a yellow-toned 

stone) from Numidia. ‘Verde antico,’ a green-toned stone, and ‘red porphyry’ were, 

according to Parse Sandlin, ‘a type of [Roman] spolia that signified imperial status.89

 

 

The white, red and green marbles were found locally (in Italy) and the yellow marble 

came from a foreign place. Dario’s palace is luxurious since the abundant use of local 

and foreign marble inlays are incorporated into the main façade.  

Other features that make the façade luxurious are the patens (meaning the shallow 

circular discs made of fine stone) and the inscription that decorates the lower storey 

with the various marbles. With regard to the interior, the installation of imported 

fixtures from Turkey makes Dario’s palace luxurious. All of these characteristics reveal a 

luxury-puzzle-surface, a curtain of recycled marble, saturated with the sumptuousness 

of other buildings from other places. The articulation of the places in the façade, the 

setting in the immediate context of the canal and its relation with other facades also 

made the building luxurious.  

 

The ornate façade is therefore over-refined. For Parse Sandlin, the yellow stone in 

particular ‘lends the palace a rich and sumptuous feel,’90

 

 but why should yellow stone 

convey this quality when other recycled coloured marbles would create this effect? 

Yellow does resembles the colour of gold, but in any case, imported materials attain 

more value because they are rare and expensive, resembling gold. One thing for sure is 

that the marble inlays in this instance remain constant: they were used abundantly in 

ancient Rome, in Alberti’s treatment of his church façade and in Dario’s palace. 

 

Moral Reactions  

 

As in ancient Rome, in Renaissance Italy luxury architecture was not without moral 

dimension. Alberti believed in the value of ‘architectural luxury’ that was reserved for 

God. David Thomson’s book Renaissance Architecture: Critic, Patrons, Luxury (1993), for 

instance, provides evidence for the existence of ‘justifiable’ luxury and the connections 

(and disconnections) between Alberti’s work and the Bible.91 Thomson believes that the 

Bible did not matter to Alberti as much as writings about Roman antiquity.92 Thomson of 

course does not discuss the marble façade in detail, yet he does explain the significance 
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of Alberti’s architectural treatise. Alberti did not refer to the passages from Genesis in 

the Bible, however, they were influential in shaping his views.93

 

 

About thirty years before he was commissioned to design the impeccable marble façade 

for the Santa Maria Novella Church, Alberti wrote an architectural treatise entitled De re 

aedificatoria (On the Art of Building) (1452). Turning to this text, Thomson states that 

Alberti referred to ancient Roman writings, which ‘gave him a freedom to comment 

on…social and ethical matters, which had a bearing on architecture.’94 He then states 

that Alberti analysed the reactions to the extravagance of some of the private and 

ornamental buildings (Book 9, Chapter 1).95 Alberti ‘never quotes from or paraphrases 

the Bible,’ Thomson writes, ‘and thus his selective use of a mass of ancient writing is 

not fettered by nor embroiled with Christian ethics (Book IX, Chapter 8).’96

 

 

It is, however, necessary to revisit the quotation referencing God’s house in the Bible, as 

it is clear that in Alberti’s Santa Maria Novella Church facade the composition of its 

marble inlays and its showiness were thought to justify the use of luxury. It reflected the 

grandeur of Renaissance Florence. The connections between God, luxury and excess are 

expressed through architecture evident in the Bible and linked with power. Passages 

within Genesis II and III, for instance, clearly illustrate how architectural excess was 

created solely for God.  

 

[A]s early as the second chapter of Genesis, wherein the Garden of Eden is described, we 

are told that ‘the gold of that land is good, there is bdellium and the onyx stone’; and as 

late as the twenty-first chapter of Revelation the description of Heaven, given by St. 

John, rises to the pinnacle of luxury: ‘And the building of the wall of it was Jasper…the 

foundations of the wall of the city were garnished with all manner of precious 

stones…twelve gates were twelve pearls’…‘And the kings of the earth do bring their glory 

and honour into it (Genesis II and III).97

 

 

The passage suggests that the faithful setting—the Garden of Eden—is luxurious and that 

material luxury is acceptable in the eyes of God for his people. In the Bible, luxury is 

linked with power especially that kind of power gained by the possession and use of 

ornamental excesses, especially golden materials. The rhetoric in the passages within 

Genesis II and III conveys what is acceptable within a building. The walls that were 

‘garnished with…precious stones’ and ‘pearls’98 suggest that the ornamental excesses 

were not only created for personal use, as with Nero’s Golden Palace, but were created 



 88 

for the glory of God. They were created to demonstrate the powerful capacity and 

symbolic value luxury has in establishing moral order within architecture itself. The 

Bible herein presents itself as the origin of permissible luxury. The Bible presents also 

the controlling notion of luxury and architectural excess in the service of God. Part of 

what makes, or made, God’s house sumptuous is that the building materials come, or 

came, from somewhere else like in the importation of precious stones. The description 

of God’s House certainly presents an instance of permissible luxury materials.  

 

Alberti was not necessarily against luxury, but also pro-luxury especially when he 

discusses what was foreign. Alberti became seriously concerned with the idea of foreign 

luxury; he condoned luxury within architecture within his treatise, for example, by 

referring to Plato’s writing on Atlantis.99

 

 Foreign luxury materials therefore did not stop 

other Renaissance architects and patrons from using them in their structures or in over-

building the city.  

 

 Immorality of Grand Buildings 

 

With this overview in place, I now turn to more specific concerns with the relationship 

between luxury and architecture. Architects could be considered immoral because they 

build something sumptuous, in this sense of meaning excessive or spacious and material 

embellishment. Luxury architecture in the form of its grand size and material 

embellishment in the Renaissance became uncontrollable in Florence and Venice, since 

the patrons and their architects were competing with other patrons and architects: from 

other cities to see who could build the most extravagant building. In the Renaissance the 

large size of buildings was, and still is, an indication of architectural excess. Were 

Italian Renaissance architects in agreement about what constituted excess? 

 

Architectural historian Christine Smith suggests how the large size of a building became 

an ethical issue. Smith argues that within literature including architectural descriptions, 

great size is one of the most constant criteria by which moral value of a building is 

positively or negatively judged.100 It is judged positively when it the size of a space is 

proportioned according to Renaissance principles and it is judged negatively if a space is 

too large. This is still the case in particular areas such as the size of one’s home. 

Commenting on John Onian’s writing about the opposition to great size in architecture 
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within the Christian context, Smith suggests that his study failed to recognize that the 

problem of size required discussion within a broader ethical context,101 that context 

being Renaissance architecture. Smith states, the ‘[c]ondemnation of excessive size and 

cost in building…is common as well as in Classical, pagan authors.’102

 

 This statement 

suggests that while the size of buildings is a common way to determine excess it is not 

the only way to assess the sybaritic in architectural terms.  

The competitive design and construction of the wealthy Italian palaces, and churches for 

noble individuals in Florence and Venice were occasions, which might have attracted 

what would have been acceptable at the time.103

 

 In Florence, patrons continued to 

spend their money on extending existing buildings, as with Alberti’s façade, and palaces 

like Ca’Dario. The Italian Renaissance architects themselves thought that grand size of 

buildings were excessive. They demonstrate forms of ostentatious architectural excesses 

of what was either good or vulgar (because of its bigness or sheer height). Luxury had to 

be governed.  

In contrast to the grand buildings of ancient Rome created for wealthy individuals, the 

materiality of the Italian Renaissance buildings was acceptable for both God and 

individual patrons, because Alberti’s text outlined in detail what was proper for both 

cases−for sacred buildings, and for private buildings. Grand buildings indicate how they 

serve everyone equally. From this point of view, there is no doubt that luxury 

establishes how excess (materially and morally) controls a space through its abundant 

use of materials. This was particularly the case not in Florence as such, since the 

decoration of buildings was reduced to a flush surface, but in the city of Venice, which 

was a great centre of commerce. One reason why luxury was not acceptable was that 

the citizens’ extravagant living habits influenced the ornamentation of their buildings 

and including the international architectural design trends—from east to west.  

 

For Alberti (and the clergy), the abundant use of marble within the church facade 

demonstrates what I believe to be permissible since they thought that it had luminous 

qualities reflecting the glory of God for individual edifications. Its use was completely 

different to how it was used in ancient Rome as with Lucullus’ luxury buildings. The 

façade was, and still is, a kind of Florentine religious ‘billboard.’ Alberti’s facade is 

therefore interpreted as being acceptable as it suggests the types of colours and building 

materials—onyx and pearl—inferred in Biblical references to God’s House.  
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The Bible illustrates such instances of permissible luxury, a text that offers insight not 

only how to control people by providing lessons of morality, but its buildings as well. The 

Bible shows the dichotomy of luxury, seen as immoral in non-religious circumstances but 

as positive when serving the veneration of God in the Church.104

 

 This view exists not only 

in historical ecclesiastical establishments, but also in contemporary ecclesiastical ones 

too.  

Curiously enough, for other Renaissance architects, such as Piero Lombardo, ornamental 

luxury became permissible in the design of other churches in Venice in that they 

incorporated imported and local materials, and the moral associations were attached to 

the material. Referring to Plato’s writing, Alberti, for example, noted that there was a 

law that ‘forbid the importation of any foreign luxury,’105 but Alberti was not in favour 

of this law. Instead, he embraced exotic cultures from the East, such as the show-casing 

of ‘uncommon gifts of Nature’106 like the different types of stone from Arabia or Egypt 

incorporated in a large room, described in De re aedificatoria. In Book 6, Alberti wrote: 

‘[a] rare and exquisite stone will also add to the ornament, [like] the marble which the 

[E]mperor Nero reportedly built the [T]emple of Fortune in the Golden House, pure, 

white and translucent.’107

 

 This statement illustrated the relationship between luxury and 

the exotic from ancient times and how the Renaissance embraced this link, which was 

composed as white stripes in the facade of the Santa Maria Novella Church. 

Before Alberti designed the façade of the Santa Maria Novella Church, imported 

coloured marbles and Carrara marble, which was quarried locally, for instance, were 

used to clad Fillipo Brunelleschi’s Cathedral in Florence, an early Renaissance 

structure.108 In addition, local materials such as the ‘salt-white’ Istrian limestone were 

used to clad Venetian churches, especially the ones designed by Andrea Palladio in the 

high Renaissance.109

  

 Throughout Italy, ornamental luxury became permissible in other 

churches since they were justifiable.  

In summary, the luxury of the church represented moral stories deriving from Biblical 

texts and these stories became more widely known when other churches, and other 

palaces, were established throughout northern Italy. Some wealthy citizens venerated 

God, church architecture and built luxurious palaces for themselves. They soon realized 
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that they too had the power to camouflage their own lives by creating sumptuous 

surroundings made from the similar materials used to decorate religious buildings.  

 

In the Renaissance, luxurious buildings in the form of churches were regarded by 

ecclesiastic officials as beneficial for themselves and for God. They were beneficial for 

the masses as well to experience God within an architectural envelope, which 

represented, and still represents, God’s house in Heaven. The space within the 

architectural envelope became a permissible space for the public. Alberti’s multi-

coloured and striped façade of the Santa Maria Novella Church demonstrates a case of 

permissible excess, since the marble insertions were derived from local and exotic 

places. Alberti’s façade therefore portrays a different standard of luxury for the public: 

it became a permissible wall, rather than an impermissible wall, because abundant 

materials were used to represent God’s House, and not the houses owned by ancient 

Roman emperors like Nero. 

 

One instance that crystallises the theme impermissible luxury so far is, curiously, a 

painting by Francois de Nome (1592-1624, which indicates a fascination with Classical 

ruins within a church. Citing the Belgian physician and writer, Felix Sluys, who coined 

many of the titles of de Nome’s paintings such as the Assassination of an Imaginary 

Architecture or the Explosion in a Church (ca.1600; figure 2.11), Michel Makarius 

suggests the painter was an advocate of ‘extravagant architectural styles.’110

 

 Such 

artworks were aimed at the elite class and they are instructive here for the manner in 

which they resonate inversely with Sluy’s own perceptions of antiquity, and the 

Renaissance. Referring to specific passages in the Bible, Makarius cites Sluys’ text and 

writes:  

These are cataclysms of a distressing strangeness, which could feed the apocalyptic 

imaginings of a Nero: ‘Here everything serves as a source of surprise and anguish. The 

extravagant architectural style, the juxtaposition and superimposition of heterogeneous 

elements—Gothic vaults, Renaissance porticos, onion domes reminiscent of Russia or the 

Orient—the accumulation of awesome but non-functional constructions that evoke the 

ramblings of some megalomaniac, demented emperor: indestructible materials fissured 

by anxiety and doubt.’111
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2.11. Francois de Nome 

desired the ruined architecture 
of Naples and Rome as depicted in 

 this painting, Explosion in a Church, 
ca.1600. 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 93 

Evoking what was widely perceived as the moral reaction to the architectural excesses 

as described earlier in this chapter, Sluys’ remarks are captivating. The ‘imaginings of a 

Nero,’ ‘extravagant architectural style’ and the accretion of ‘non-functional 

constructions’ inherent within de Nome’s paintings evoke also the moral condemnation 

of architectural excess.112

 

 De Nome’s painting of the Explosion in a Church, in 

particular, represents the corruption of architecture because of an individual’s luxurious 

lifestyle and the excesses spent on God. So, de Nome is one exceptional painter who 

thought that excess in the service of God remained impermissible. In other words, it 

exposes a scene of what not to do and the consequences if one does. Is the Explosion in 

a Church painting intended to reveal hostility to elaborate architecture?  

The Ca’Dario façade is one instance of an elaborate architectural setting that allowed 

for discerning what was permissible in the display of luxury. It is permissible, in the 

sense that the addition of the inscription allowed for an adjustment of judgement, not 

for personal luxury but for public luxury. Parse Sandlin suggests that scholars ‘view[ed 

the inscription] as an effort by Dario to avoid charges of building in an ostentatious 

manner.’113

 

 So the inscription demonstrates permissible luxury since coloured marbles, 

some of which were local and others imported, were incorporated. The Ca’ Dario recalls 

the design of Alberti’s church façade in that it is even saturated with ancient and 

foreign references.  

Ca’Dario, however, became an immoral space since one historian, such as Franz 

Babinger, thinks that the place is haunted.114 The imbued meaning of the imported spoils 

was presumably transmitted from the exterior to the interior because of what has 

occurred within the building in the past, such as the number of Turkish slaves (or 

courtesans) living there with Dario. (Suicides have taken place sporadically in the 

Ca’Dario over the centuries and in the recent past.)115

 

 

Ca’Dario is a building that fulfils a number of criteria for a luxury palace. Its owner was 

a merchant who travelled to the East and brought back sumptuous goods to be installed 

in his rooms, like the Turkish bath. Its design apparently derives from a specific ancient 

Roman source, Lucullus, and it contains many building elements from the churches like 

the patens, meaning shallow gold or silver plates used to carry bread at Christian 

communion.116 Yet these generically ancient Roman features are motifs taken, not 
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directly from ancient Roman sources, but from the most accessible up-to-date source, 

that is, from buildings recently constructed in Venice at the time.  

 

Two years after Ca’Dario was completed, there was one architectural treatise that 

incorporated anecdotal remarks, recounting Classical luxury and its settings, which was 

published in Venice. Francesco Colonna’s Hypnerotomachia poliphili. Renaissance luxury 

buildings are found in this treatise, but in the form of woodcut engravings of derelict 

ruins, and they also demonstrate luxury settings (figure 8, Chapter 1). Alberto Perez-

Gomez contends that the engravings of built ruins in Hypnerotomachia poliphili ‘exerted 

a profound influence of the architecture of Europe from the sixteenth century on…and it 

became a source of architectural ideas in Europe for at least 300 years.’117

 

 Colonna’s 

architectural treatise (and its woodcuts) is significant for considering the luxury 

architecture of Renaissance Italy and other places. 

Moreover, permissible luxury buildings reveal a new style, a style that preceded the one 

before (and what occurs within a space). The street or the square reveals a luxury 

commodity. This is especially the case when there are built objects within the space, 

such as a marble fountain. Eventually, laws were introduced and served as a motivation 

for the consequences of an effort to govern luxury, and other habits.  

 

 

Governance of Italian Renaissance Buildings 

 

As far as the meaning of luxury in Renaissance buildings is concerned, the Florentine and 

Venetian architects built their churches and private villas with no real explicit and 

binding building laws. Specifically, Renaissance Venice was renowned for its luxury 

palaces and conspicuous consumption, but its excesses were not regulated until the 

fourteenth century. Sumptuary laws were introduced as a tangible method of controlling 

consumption in the city and some of them were to impact on public spaces, such as 

Saint Mark’s Square, and how they were governed.  

 

The meaning of luxury is often linked to sumptuary laws, which refer to any consumables 

or things money can buy and architecture−they are laws that govern the conspicuous 

consumption of people. More specifically, they are ‘concerned with the social 

manifestation of consumption.’118 These laws influence mostly the way people dressed in 
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Venice, rather than controlling the design and construction of buildings. One law, for 

instance, prohibits men and women from wearing garments that are made from silk or 

velvet based on one’s class.119 It is only associated with sumptuary law since dressing is 

regarded as a kind of consumption. More than often, wearing luxurious materials and 

consuming extravagant meals in public places represent a moral catastrophe because it 

affected architecture. Historian, Catherine Kovesi Killerby, describes that sumptuary 

laws were endorsed ‘to restrict and regulate the consumption of luxury goods and 

related manifestations of excess,’ such as crying at funerals,120

 

 which was a daily event. 

Herein, architecture could also come under the ‘manifestations of excess’ as well as the 

presentation of the individual and their material possessions. However, sumptuary laws 

did not totally apply to architecture.  

Instead, the laws that related to architecture, indirectly, were instigated by specialised 

Venetian aristocrats. In the mid-fourteenth century, Venetian aristocrats disregarded 

moral constraints and so they created magistrates called the Provveditori sopra le 

Pompe (The Supervisors of Luxury).121 The Supervisors of Luxury were responsible for 

such constraints, which had the added effect of promoting luxury so they could earn 

money and by inventing new styles and tastes each year. If Venetian citizens did not 

comply with the specific sumptuary laws then fines were imposed on them. Kovesi 

Killerby claims that, ‘sumptuary law did fail in its broad purpose of curtailing private 

luxury consumption’.122

 

 Sumptuary laws were common: they were a means to prevent 

conspicuous consumption because luxury was uncontrollable, in public and private 

spaces. 

Architecture affected conspicuous consumption in that it enabled the Venetian 

aristocrats to facilitate opportunities for excessive display of wealth in the city. 

Architectural excess in the form of a large public square, such as Saint Mark’s Square, 

became acceptable despite the sumptuary laws. As these laws were not imposed upon 

buildings, citizens began to build larger and more ornate spaces along the lagoon. Since 

the Venetian elites were flamboyant with their love of luxury items by showing them off 

to people, sumptuary laws, however, did not change the way architects saw the 

presentation of the city by increasing its material sumptuousness. The Supervisors of 

Luxury controlled how aristocrats should dress to a large extent rather than how they 

should use spaces.123
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Supposing that the Venetian aristocrats’ social excesses emulated the Sybarites’ 

supposed carefree lifestyle, did they prepare extravagant banquets a year in advance? 

Moreover, visitors from France went to Venice and attended theatrical performances 

and this is relevant because they emulated the architectural styles for their theatres, 

discussed in the next chapter. In particular, the Bourbon Kings of France emulated the 

Venetians’ carefree lifestyle in Saint Mark’s Square on a grand scale. Renaissance Venice 

as well as Florence not only became ‘over-built,’ but cities associated with over-

refinement.  

 

The meaning of luxury in the Italian Renaissance was morally efficacious: the buildings 

and spaces built were permissible in various ways. Italian luxury buildings were 

permissible in that they were less prone to the bad creation of spaces (or unethical 

spaces). At the time, the issue of over-building of was on the increase. As Thomson 

suggests: 

 

One symptom of the disease caused by the vice of luxury is the compulsion to over-build, 

and the cure had to be found both in legislation and in responsible writing by experts in 

building and architecture. Realistic architectural writing had to account for the different 

material circumstances of men within any given nation, and care also had to be taken to 

assimilate cultural traditions and geographical conditions. No single architectural book 

could provide a universal doctrine.124

 

 

Luxurious architecture had to be corrected and so the Renaissance architects like Alberti 

aimed to produce good architecture based on Vitruvius ideas in De re aedificatoria. 

Many architectural treatises and building manuals were then published: Sebastiano 

Serlio’s Five Books of Architecture (1537-1575), an incomplete treatise (and in France, 

Philbert De L’Orme’s 1567 edition of Architecture) to control luxury buildings. Within 

these treatises items such as utility, material, the Classical orders, the restorations of 

buildings and the question of decorum are discussed. Serlio’s architectural treatise is 

relevant as it served the control of luxury buildings not only in Renaissance Italy but in 

Renaissance France as well. 

 

In summary, the more people objected to luxury within architecture during the 

Renaissance the more that buildings increased in size. In doing so, the material 

embellishment of a private or public space created an environment that improved 

people’s behaviour because of their conspicuous display. At the same time, aristocrats 
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became refined individuals and the material embellishment of a particular space often 

reflected their nobility.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter has defined what luxury architecture was in ancient Rome and Renaissance 

Italy. The definition of the term ‘luxury architecture’ that has emanated from the above 

discussions include: it refers to its material embellishment, new and recycled building 

materials, large spaces, and different architectural styles some of which might update a 

preceding era. This chapter examined distinctive buildings—villas, gardens, libraries and 

so forth, which are luxurious. It argued why Lucullus’ luxury villas in ancient Rome were 

perceived to be sumptuous and how they were seen as morally impermissible. Ancient 

Roman architecture became even more luxurious in the garden as instances of 

permissible excess, like the construction of outlying buildings in the city or its outskirts. 

What then does the term ‘luxury architecture’ tell us about the appearance of a building 

in one context but not another from an ethical standpoint? Were small spaces as 

luxurious as large ones? These are the questions raised in the next chapter.  

 

This chapter has argued that the luxury debates in Renaissance Italy had an impact in 

the way constructions became morally and materially permissible. This factor was 

determined mostly by the behaviour of the citizens, specifically the elite or noble class.  

This chapter analysed how religious and non-religious cases were luxurious and why they 

were identified as something distinctive from preceding times. The Renaissance luxury 

buildings—the Santa Maria Novella Church façade and the Ca’Dario reveal the sense of 

connection between sybaritic and Lucullan myths about the abundant use of material 

luxury. In my view, these luxury buildings were permissible since they embraced exotic 

materials form the East. One the one hand, permissible luxury was beneficial in terms of 

public architecture, since all people could experience it, rather than private 

architecture, where only the elites could enjoy it. In this way, the contrast between 

public and private is interesting and also merits more analysis. In ancient Rome luxury 

was beneficial because the buildings were resplendent with sumptuous materials within 

beautiful settings. Italian Renaissance architects were concerned with controlling luxury 

in architecture through texts, which then affected the masses. Public luxury was 

superior because it combined religious aspirations and therefore aimed to control 
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heathens within existing structures in the city. What was permissible was just. On the 

other hand, impermissible luxury was dire in terms of immoral behaviour. What was 

impermissible in architecture was therefore controlled. The moral reactions alluded to 

how material luxury became permissible through sumptuary laws.  

 

Luxury or sumptuary laws entailed rules for how architecture could contain or 

discourage excess and this is important as it shows what was permissible or 

impermissible for a given time, and place (and seen as countered by austerity), 

specifically in Renaissance Venice. The laws were derived from Roman texts about 

ostentatious displays and extravagant banquets or carnivals. The case studies discussed 

herein demonstrated how architecture could be seen as morally potent—as a ‘good’ or 

‘bad’ thing. The luxuriously designed spaces in Venice in particular facilitated 

opportunities for ‘excessive’ display of wealth. Venice existed as one city that created 

the development of thought on sybaritic behaviour. The links between luxury and space 

in France, and the theme of outlying buildings, as possibly entertainment venues, will be 

extrapolated in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 3  

Spatial Luxury in the Ancién Regime 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

France is an important context for the spatiality of luxury in architecture. France had 

much to learn from Renaissance Italy and the architect Sebastiano Serlio was one of the 

first to introduce luxury buildings outdoors in the garden in the country. There, the 

concept of luxury began to crystallise. This chapter makes links from luxury to 

architectural space, and tracks its spread in the Ancién Regime, from Italy to France 

during the early 1500s until the late eighteenth century, through a curious set of 

buildings.1 Arguably, luxury has spatial implications for the quality and ‘make-up’ of 

noble architecture as it came to be known at the time. The chapter begins with a 

discussion of spaces for luxury at the royal estate Fontainebleau. The chapter explains 

the relationship between forms of architectural (and theatrical) spectacle within spaces 

designed for the court and garden—a perspective drawn from studying the sources for 

what I call ‘architectural’ hors d’oeuvres.2 The chapter also argues that these spaces 

were novel, architecturally, as they specifically were derived to provide places for 

extravagant display. The chapter’s next section examines spatial luxury in places of 

public entertainment, particularly the Salle des Machines (1660) in Paris, and how its 

theatrical qualities affected French taste and sensibilities. After examining these cases 

from the Ancién Regime, the chapter analyses two additional case studies: Monsieur 
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Monville’s Broken Column House (1780-1781) at Desert de Retz and Queen Marie-

Antoinette’s Hamlet (1783) at Trianon Gardens. It argues that the owners of latter two 

cases, as manifested in the form of private entertainment venues, were, as a matter-of-

fact, subject to charges of excess.  

 

 

Tracking Luxury in French Spaces 

 

From the fifteenth century onwards, the preoccupation with Italianate luxury pervaded 

the French courts, especially in the reign of King Francis I (1494-1547). Regarding 

‘architecture as the ultimate form of monarchic display,’3 Francis I ‘prompted an Italian 

influence on the arts and literature’ at his royal estate Fontainebleau. There, some 

fifty-six kilometres south of Paris,4

 

 the king spent money prolifically transforming and 

improving what essentially was a medieval ruin. When designing Fontainebleau’s 

subsidiary buildings, Francis’ architect, Sebastiano Serlio (1475-1554), drew inspiration 

from grand spaces in Renaissance Italy. Importantly, this was the first instance of an 

Italian architect designing luxurious pavilions and other outlying buildings in France.  

Built upon the ruins of a medieval castle or monastery, Fontainebleau was surrounded by 

an extensive forest in the sixteenth century, approximately seven thousand hectares.5 In 

1527, when King Francis I became intrigued with the locality the original buildings were 

‘in a tumbledown state,6 prompting him to refashion and enlarge the place. Reusing the 

site’s architectural spoils, Francis I converted the decrepit ruin into a luxurious palace.7

 

 

In the 1530s, as the palace continued to grow, he also incorporated courtyards, outlying 

buildings and gardens into the estate.  

Around this time, the lavish court at ‘Fontainebleau began to be seen as a Rome.’8 

Southern France is littered with Roman architectural artefacts, such as Nimes. This 

region, however, did not interest French royalty as much as Italy’s own antiquity.9 

French monarchs, humanists and architects alike became interested in Hyperotomachia 

Poliphili (The Strife of Love in a Dream), while on visit to Italy. This was specifically the 

case when French monarchs, humanists and architects visited Rome, Venice and 

Florence. When they returned to France Hyperotomachia poliphili was recounted there 

in the French language in 1540s.10
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Leon Battista Alberti’s De re aedificatoria and Francesco Colonna’s Hyperotomachia 

poliphili were published in France.11 Stories from Hyperotomachia poliphili, in 

particular, became emphatic literary cues how to create new spaces for architects, 

especially to produce monumentally-scaled and elaborately ornamented buildings, and 

the theatres they contained.12 Such conspicuous architectural displays soon became 

associated with luxury. Theatres evolved through buildings—as additional spaces to 

palaces—and they were unique in design and detail. ‘France was the new playground of 

the High Renaissance architectural style.’13 Francis I was interested in his enterprise of 

creating buildings and gardens at Fontainebleau in the style of the ancient Romans and 

Italian Renaissance. In 1540 Francis I commissioned architect, theoretician and set 

designer Sebastiano Serlio.14 This substantial new work, together with his desire to study 

Roman buildings in France, prompted Serlio to relocate from Italy.15

 

  

 

The Grotto des Pins (1540-1543) at Fontainebleau 

 

Sebastiano Serlio’s works at Fontainebleau extended the palace’s luxury outdoors into 

the garden. There, luxury was given architectural expression as a series of outlying 

buildings.16 This type of construction is also known as fuori opere, an Italian term 

denoting small constructions aside from or outside the main palace.17 At least one of 

Fontainebleau’s fuori opere is attributed to Serlio: the Grotto des Pins. Serlio’s peer, 

the French architect Jacques Androuet du Cerceau (1510-1584), documented this 

construction in a bird’s-eye view of the palace.18 Du Cerceau’s image represents the 

Grotto des Pins (Pine Grotto) as a two-storey pavilion attached to the palace by a long 

rectilinear gallery (figure 3.1). ‘The idea was to recreate an Italian garden organised 

around a grotto’19

 

 and the namesake garden, the Jardin des Pins, was located in front of 

the pavilion. The structure’s precise size, however, is difficult to determine. What we 

do know from the architectural historian, Jean-Marie Perouse de Montclos,’ study is that 

the grotto itself is inserted within the pavilion’s basement and its rustic façade forms 

the gallery ground level.  

The pavilion’s façade comprises three rustic-looking arches, flanked by four gigantic 

figures. Serlio’s design, according to de Montclos, is known for its ‘rustication and 

atlantes’ (or gigantic figures), and more importantly, it was the ‘first example in France  
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3.1 Androuet du Cerceau, view 

 of the Fontainebleau Palace 

with the Grotto des Pins in  

the far left corner of the  

rectilinear gallery,  

France. 

 

 
3.2. Sebastiano Serlio, the 

rusticated loggia of the 

 Grotto des Pins. 
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of rustic architecture.’20 This particular instance is important since this taste for things 

‘rustic’ was later introduced into picturesque gardens, described in this chapter. The 

rusticated loggia is significant since it resembles a stage set, like a jagged proscenium 

archway (figure 3.2).21

 

 Is there a relationship between the luxurious space and the 

rustic?  

Behind the rusticated façade, the pavilion’s back wall is punctuated with a passageway 

descending to the basement grotto. Along with its shell-ornamented dome, the grotto’s 

interior details are discernable in du Cerceau’s engraving. In what sense is this luxurious 

space ‘Italian’? Evidently, another Italian architect and artist, Francesco Primitaccio, 

was also involved in Grotto des Pins’ interior design. A pair of Primitaccio’s drawings of 

the ceiling ornamentation survives: one represents Juno and the other Minerva.22 Jean-

Marie Perouse de Montclos describes the grotto as being lined with ‘rubble 

ornamentation consisting of pebbles and shells, and frescoes.’23

 

 This interior illustrates 

the king’s taste for things ornate and fancy. Rather than an innovative one, Serlio’s 

grotto design undoubtedly emulated its Italian counterparts and so this is what makes an 

Italian luxurious space. Consequently, the material references and the rustic character 

of the building’s exterior demonstrate what was fashionable at the time. 

For Perouse de Montclos, Serlio ‘popularised [rustication] throughout Europe [in] his 

Libro Estraordinario.’24 Margaret McGowan argues that Serlio’s presence in France in the 

1540s ‘had a lasting influence on the taste for grottoes, and on the style of gateways, 

doors and arches,’ and the works ‘brought him fame.’25

 

 Distinctly, the Grotto des Pins 

demonstrates the bucolic style that was desirable amongst French monarchs.  

Despite its exterior rusticity, the Grotto des Pins was luxurious in that it concealed 

riches within. It was the pavilion’s exclusive interior space that was reserved for the 

exclusive, self-indulgent display of more intricate and rare materials. This desire for 

extravagantly designed objects in the Italian style was morally permissible in the sense 

that by concealing this interior, it became almost demure and so less ostentatious. 

Nonetheless, the Grotto des Pins and other fuori opere were foreign objects in a 

constructed landscape. And, by the mid- to late-sixteenth century, some royal patrons 

began to reject Italian architectural taste and turned to local designers for architectural 

novelty.  
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Francis I who created a permissible space for luxury, the Grotto des Pins, celebrated the 

‘rustic’ style but up to a certain point. His impact upon the surroundings at 

Fontainebleau Palace made French spaces luxurious in that they reproduced Italian 

precedents for sumptuous display. Since the Italian spaces for luxury revolved around 

the royal palace, which were acceptable, some French patrons continued to adore things 

‘Italian’ up until the mid-to late-sixteenth century, while others were perturbed by it.26 

It is unclear as to why they were perturbed with Italian taste, but one reason is that 

when King Henri II (son of Francis I) married Catherine de Medici (1519-1589), a native 

from Florence, in 1547, she introduced into the French court Italian ballet.27

For the French monarchy, this introduction was a benevolent thing because it affected 

the way architecture could be designed to accommodate pleasurable activities.  

  

 

Fontainebleau’s grotto also allures as, apparently, only ‘[t]hose in the know,’ knew of 

its existence.28 This subterranean grotto was presumably the king’s secret pleasure 

chamber in the otherwise hot summer months; it offered noble quests like a cool haven: 

a noble person could inhabit the space, which is spatially expanded into the grotto’s 

dome. The domed room suggests how secretive spaces for luxury evolved from the 

basement to the upper floor, and beyond through to other passageways towards the 

main palace. The character of this space is pertinent for this chapter as it points the 

way in which noble architecture, especially its passageways between the first and 

second level of the grotto, became exotic and bizarre in the court and garden.29

 

   

French expressions of Italian-type buildings in the form of theatres evolved as new 

luxurious spaces designed for the garden. Intriguingly, Serlio’s Grotto des Pins at 

Fontainebleau Palace resembles the images within Hyperotomachia poliphili, especially 

the rustic-looking ruins in the garden. Both images are significant in that they inspired 

discussion about architecture and the place of the theatre in the French courts and 

gardens.30

 

 

Referring to Serlio’s text Libro Estraordinario (1551), Art historian Rebecca Zorach 

comments that he ‘produced images that blur the boundary between art and nature, 

with grass growing from cut stone and monstrous faces appearing in the blocks 

themselves.’31 This comment suggests that grotesque features were acceptable forms of 

ornament for royal establishments because they could entertain visitors waiting at the 

palace’s main entry. The images created like the Grotte des Pins (1540-1543; figure 3.2) 
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influenced other spaces for luxury in terms of how set designs created for ballets and 

operas, were produced there in the sixteenth century.32

From the mid- to late-sixteenth centuries, the French patrons began to react against 

‘the dominant Italian influence in French art and thought.’

  

33

 

 Objection to Italian 

influences was owing to the fact of their foreignness. By the 1550s, however, the French 

monarchy became interested in new foreign subjects like the recreation of the natives’ 

huts from the New World to Rouen, which were also entertaining, explained in the next 

chapter. So the objection to Italian (and New World) influences at the time likely 

compelled the aristocrats to change their own taste for exhibiting self-indulgence in 

innovative-looking fuori opere, foreign pavilions.  

 

 ‘Architectural’ Hors d’oeuvres 

 

At Fontainebleau, not only did the fuori opere become synonymous with luxury in 

drawings and in the garden, but also their representation of ‘hors d’oeuvres’ furthered 

this similarity. They were different from the fuori opere in that the hors d’oeuvres were 

created in the French style. As an architectural phenomenon in late sixteenth century 

France, hors d’œuvres as small constructions and works, characteristically indulgent 

constructions, were created outside of the main building. Historically, French treatises 

suggest multiple meanings of the architectural term. In du Cerceau’s Les Plus Excellents 

Bastiments de France, he labelled garden buildings as dehors-meaning a construction 

that exists outside the main part of a building. Perouse de Montclos, for instance, 

categorises an enclosed staircase as a hors d’oeuvre.34 Arguably, this type of 

construction, attached to a main building, is not only considered herein as a hors 

d’oeuvre, in the sense of how Perouse de Montclos categorises a structure, but also an 

‘architectural’ hors d’oeuvre.35

 

 In my view, architectural hors d’oeuvre were often 

venues for extravagant consumption in constructed landscapes and there are two types: 

interior, such as a dining room, and exterior, such as a stable, staircase or little house. 

The architectural hors d’oeuvres were thus extraneous structures as a garden type, and 

their scale continued to grow, especially in the eighteenth century, as isolated 

constructions and these were, and the ones that exist today are still, theatrical. 

 

 



 111 

Fontainebleau’s Grand Staircase (1632-1634) at the Cour du Cheval Blanc 

 

As a whole, du Cerceau’s engraving of Fontainebleau divides the palace into three courts 

and a garden, the most significant open-air space being behind the structure—the vast 

Cour du Cheval Blanc—a court for royal tournaments.36 Since an Italian architectural 

style was deployed to ‘make-up’ the exterior spaces for luxury, according to de 

Montclos, ‘the exterior of Fontainebleau failed to live up to the interior.’37

 

 By the time 

of the reigns of King Henry II and Louis XIII, there was another addition, a Baroque 

staircase within the Cour du Blanc Cheval, an important structure that influenced the 

places of entertainment within and outside Paris, especially in the seventeenth century. 

Other than Fontainebleau Palace’s designed structures and concentrations of its 

exteriors, the gardens were important also since the garden was a luxury imported from 

Italy, for pleasure. The estate accommodated these additional spaces and so the French 

monarchy emulated a style that was created in Renaissance Italy—the Baroque.  

Within the Cour du Cheval Blanc, a grand Baroque staircase was designed and built for 

King Henri II’s palace: it physically expresses the idea of space for luxury as a 

predecessor of an architectural hors d’oeuvre. The tuning fork-shaped staircase abutting 

the palace became the building’s new entrance. Significantly, its author was not Italian. 

Designed by French architect Philibert de L’Orme (1514-1570) in the reign of King Henri 

II (1519-1559), the stair was now in a decrepit state, presumably due to wear and tear.38

 

 

This condition prompted the next French King, Louis XIII (1601-1643), to find another 

architect who renovated it but in a more elaborate manner. The king awarded the 

commission to Jacques Androuet du Cerceau. 

In a different version of du Cerceau’s bird’s-eye view of the palace illustrates the Cour 

du Cheval Blanc with a simplistic outline of de L’Orme’s staircase design and a faint 

sketch of an equestrian statue in the court. According to Perouse de Montclos, a ‘horse 

plaster cast was made from the mould Primitaccio had taken in Rome of Marcus Aurelius’ 

horse on the Capitol.’39 Then, it ‘was installed on the orders of Catherine de’ Medici 

around 1565.’40 However, ‘the horse was removed from the court in 1626 and 

destroyed,’41 presumably, because it had Italian connotations or they just needed the 

room (or other possible explanations). For French royalty, this particular open-air space 

was the place where Baroque luxury flourished, especially for public entertainment such 

as horse performances to amuse audiences, a theme expanded in the next section.  
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3.3 Androuet du Cerceau, view  

of the Grand Staircase at 

Fontainebleau Palace. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 113 

Between 1632 and 1634, du Cerceau designed and built the palace’s new open-air 

staircase from the ground level to the first storey (figure 3.3), featuring dramatic, 

horseshoe-shaped tunnel vaults beneath the structure. Constructed of sandstone and its 

predecessor’s remnants of an earlier staircase, the latter staircase was soon acclaimed 

as a ‘masterpiece of stone-cutting, admired for the complexity of its vaulting.’42 Every 

second baluster within the structure’s balustrade is ornamented with a caduceus, a 

winged staff entwined with two serpents, emblem of Hermes and Mercury.43

  

 The 

stairway’s material embellishment is far less important than its spatial qualities and 

functions—beneath the flight of steps was an enclosed room to store objects, away from 

the public eye, and semi-public spaces so that people could walk or ride through the 

archway. This archway is reminiscent of Serlio’s work. Then, as now, this structure was 

distinctive as an additional building with spaces beneath the stair. 

The tunnel vaults beneath the staircase are interpreted herein as a vast canopy, 

comprising shady spaces reserved for the servants—their purpose was hidden away. The 

horseshoe-shaped staircase, which reflected the activity of what went on in the Cour du 

Cheval Blanc, became an open-air enclave where royal figures could access the entrance 

to the palace in a graceful manner. Outside the palace and on the stair landing, they 

could view spectacular horseshows in the court, which indicates the advantages of 

spatial luxury for entertainment venues, so that such extravagant displays acquired their 

own ‘spatial’ distinctiveness. On the whole, the Grand Staircase is relevant since it was 

an ideal ‘interior’ hors d’oeuvre form that was replicated in theatre design for the 

seating arrangement for the kings and his guests. Other royal figures would emulate 

Fontainebleau’s novel staircase form, not only indoors but also outdoors, such as 

Versailles’ stables, described in this chapter.  

 

Two distinct architectural characteristics emerged alongside Fontainebleau Palace: 

exotic small constructions, fuori opere, and new French outlying structure, the 

predecessor of an architectural hors d’oeuvre. What made the fuori opere and 

architectural hors d’oeuvres luxurious, spatially, was that they were costly shelters, but 

not for living, and they were superfluous. The rusticated façade of the Grotto des Pins 

demonstrates the taste for things Italian—a fuori opera—a building aside a main work 

and this was relevant because this made up its ‘exotic’ character. The Grand Staircase is 

categorised as both foreign element and an early ‘architectural’ hors d’oeuvre (a 
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French, or local, costly construction). Now I intend to illustrate how the foreign element 

was reinvented in a more specifically French way.  

 

 

Spatial Luxury in Places of Public Entertainment 

 

Queen Catherine de Medici was involved with the design of the Tuilieres Palace (1564) in 

Paris, designed by de L’Orme, and this place is significant because it allows for further 

consideration of luxury and architecture. Ninety-six years after the Tuileries Palace was 

built, a theatre was constructed, known as the Salle des Machines (1660). Erected to 

celebrate and commemorate King Louis XIV’s marriage, the theatre was designed by 

Italian architect Gaspare Vigarani (1588-1663).44 The Salle des Machines was a space 

created for musical ballets to cultivate royal taste for the arts. Within the drawings of 

this theatre is represented an auditorium and its design is based on a horseshoe plan, 

like many of the theatres created at the time (figure 3.4). One source indicates that this 

type of auditorium ‘provided more complete views of the stage for more spectators than 

did the other common seating arrangement in French theatres.’45 Both the palace and 

its attachments are now long demolished, but drawings of the Salle des Machines 

survive. 46 In the 1750s, Jacques-Francois Blondel published drawings of the theatre in 

L’architecture francaise. These images record the building’s plan as a rectilinear form, 

enclosed on three sides by galleries and loges, small private boxes. 47 The building also 

accommodated a horseshoe auditorium seating up to six thousand people on four tiers.48

 

  

According to historian Barbara Coeyman, the Salle des Machines redressed the Tuileries’ 

lack of an interior venue ‘for entertainments on the scale of its grand outdoor fetes.’49 

The new structure ‘was the largest theatre ever built for the court, and reflects Louis’ 

aspirations for grand productions during a period of relative financial and political 

prosperity.’50 Blondel’s treatise, detailed the theatre’s dimensions as approximately 24 

metres wide by 76 metres long by 17.5 metres high and regarded as the tallest French 

theatre of its time.51 The dimensions of the Salle des Machines indicate the necessity for 

vertical spaces, allowing the sets to move above and below the stage. The theatre had 

‘a series of movable stage flats on each side of the stage’ and trap doors beneath.52 

Additionally, the stage was hung with a row of chandeliers to illuminate the 

performance. 53

 

 The Salle des Machines is an important instance of spatial luxury as an  
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3.4 Plan of Salle des Machines in Blondel’s  

treatise L’architecture francaise 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 116 

 

interior architectural hors d’oeuvre, a space with trap doors, which inspired the fit-out 

of royal dining chambers. 

 

Considering the trap doors’ design in an earlier salle, a royal party chamber, enlarges 

our appreciation of spatial luxury in the Salle des Machines. In 1549, the salle enchantée 

(or delightful chamber) was purportedly constructed in Binche, Flanders, a region 

influenced by French culture and taste. Historian Roy Strong describes the salle 

enchantée: 

 

At midnight, following a court ball, the regent conducted the royal party to what was 

called ‘la salle enchantée’, a chamber whose ceiling was an artificial heaven across 

which clouds moved in the wind to reveal stars in the form of lamps burning perfumed 

oil. To one side of the room a rock spouted different kinds of wine while in the centre 

rose four massive jasper pillars. In a surviving drawing of the scene the three courses of 

the collation [upon the tables] can be seen descending between the pillars 

simultaneously. In fact they came down one at a time, and as one course sank into the 

ground the next was lowered. Each time this happened there was a thunder and 

lightening with a fall of hail and perfumed rain.54

 

  

Strong’s description of the ceiling and the tables descending between pillars connotes 

the space beneath as ‘exclusive.’ Events there, especially the acts of hospitality, were 

reserved for limited numbers of the nobility. Here the idea of hospitality possibly was 

conceived to justify luxury, that is, luxury for one’s guest as opposed to only oneself was 

morally permissible, even though, of course, the luxury was for oneself as well. So the 

concept of hospitality is argued herein as a rationalisation for moral luxury because it 

was reserved for the nobility.  

 

Along with the theatres, stables were also employed as royal party chambers or 

entertainment venues. By comparison, outside Paris, stables were other places created 

for public entertainment, especially at the royal estate at Versailles, as a building in 

isolation. The Salle des Machines and stables were emulated and became two compelling 

models for architectural hors d’oeuvres, allowing the monarchy to further enjoy their 

leisure time. Coeyman argues that there was a theatre shortage at Versailles Palace in 

the late 1660s.55 Stables were built between 1679 and 1682 and used as theatres until a 

proper theatre was completed.56 Coeyman calls them ‘stables theatres’ and their size, 



 117 

13 by 47 metres, were small compared to the Salles des Machines.57  While Versailles 

was still waiting for its theatre, Coeyman states that ‘Louis [had] to re-evaluate his 

spending priorities: France reached the height of religious turmoil at the end of 

1685…and he began to lose interest in elaborate stage spectacle[s].’58

 

 For the monarchs, 

‘stables theatres’ would have been unusual spaces for luxury to hold performances at 

the time since they were supposed to house horses and equipment. For the French king, 

the stables’ space intrigued him and so he decided to build larger ones for his horses—

more permanent than the ‘stables theatres.’ 

The Grand Stables (1682-1683), located in front of the entrance to Versailles Palace, is 

an instance of an architectural hors d’oeuvre. Designed by the French architect Jules 

Hardouin-Mansart, the stables were built for King Louis XIV (1638-1715) to accommodate 

more than five hundred horses.59 The stables’ form recalls du Cerceau’s horseshoe-

shaped staircase at Fontainebleau (figure 3.5), to which the king was a regular visitor.60 

At the apex of the stables’ horseshoe plan is a passageway and its elevation reveals an 

elegant portal. For Perouse de Montclos, these ‘subsidiary facilities’ displayed ‘generous 

use of cornices, the windows inscribed within an arcade, the horizontal rustication, the 

quality of the detailing, the handling of the vaults [and] the mansard roofs.’ 61 Hardouin-

Mansart’s use of rustication amplified Serlio’s technique applied earlier at 

Fontainebleau. Within these facilities horses were trained for spectacular shows (and for 

military purposes).62

 

 Overall, they are emblematic of Louis XIV’s spaces for luxury as 

freestanding constructions and illustrate the idea of exterior architectural hors 

d’oeuvres, and they are significant since they were used for horse ballets.  

About sixty years before the Grand Stables were built, ballets were performed outside, 

if the weather permitted them. The French nobility’s education in the fine arts 

cultivated taste for spectacular ballets known as artistic ‘combats.’63 Historian Kate Van 

Orden writes that ‘Catherine de’ Medici was the first inspiration of French ballet de 

cour,’ court ballet, ‘a genre that emerged from the lavish productions she mounted at 

moments of extreme political anxiety.’64 Referring to the ‘function of combat in ballet,’ 

Van Orden noted that it ‘moved into ballet, a transformation that illuminates the 

political relevance of ballet de cour.’65 Then, she noted that ballet ‘incorporat[ed] war,’ 

which was ‘not a royal pastime pursued for aesthetic pleasure, but a war machine in its 

own right.’66  This note infers that French monarchs would dress-up and conspicuously 

display themselves at the battlefront. Van Orden’s remark identifies ballet’s function as  
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3.5. Jules Hardouin-Mansart, elevation 

of the Grand Stables, Versailles. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 119 

a form of ‘combat’ and this connection influenced the French perception on 

horsemanship, and theatricality of excess through stage design. The theatres that were 

created for the ballets, such as the stage and the hierarchical order of the seating, 

developed into extravagant volumetric spaces so that the king or queen could have a 

perfect view of the spectacle and the audience. It is noteworthy that the metaphor of 

artistic combat developed within and therefore reinforced a luxurious context.  

 

‘Classical texts,’ for Van Orden, ‘contained a treasure trove of equine lore.’67 Referring 

to humanist Francois de Provane, Van Orden states that he ‘sought authorization for the 

use of music in dressage. “I know well,” he said, “that the Sybarites and 

Libyans…trained…their horses to the sound of instruments.” ‘68 The shows of 

horsemanship here evoke the myth about the dancing horses of Sybaris who performed 

accompanied by flute music during the destruction of the ancient city.69 The horse 

performance was also commemorated in the mid-sixteenth century by means of the 

establishment of riding schools. With the establishment of the riding academies in Italy, 

in Naples and Rome, and then in Paris in 1623, French nobles such as Antoine de Pluvinel 

de Baume gained an interest in horse entertainment.70 Horse ballets required discipline 

for both horse and rider, and impressed Louis XIV at the Tuileries Palace in Paris in 

1662.71 In the same year, a public spectacle—a carrousel, a competition for horse 

riders—took place outside the palace’s court, and the king was dressed up in costume. 

Burke notes that this event was important, politically, because it was ‘the reign’s first 

entertainment of real splendour.’72

 

 Judging by the description of spaces in the previous 

section, especially the Cour du Cheval Blanc and the Salle des Machines, they were 

equally important venues not only as centres cultivating French taste but also since 

these were the spaces where the sybaritic myths resurfaced, from Italy.  

 

Moral Responses 

 

The above discussion has presented the spatial implications of what I call interior and 

exterior architectural hors d’oeuvres that were used in the Ancién regime. The critics’ 

contemporary commentaries of the theatres and the stables illustrate how sixteenth and 

seventeenth century architecture progressed in terms of how it facilitated public display 

of aristocratic wealth. The scale of these novel entertainment venues increased. How 

did the public react to spatial luxury in entertainment venues such as these at the time? 
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Next, a few instances of ‘French’ Sybarites on and off the French stage will be 

described. The reactions of buildings owned by other nobles and their behaviour within 

them are instructive for architecture, especially in terms of how luxury was viewed as 

being impermissible. 

 

As noted in Chapter 1, Pegma (1555) is one French text that associated the Sybarites 

with extravagant public spectacles, such as at parades or pageants. Translations of the 

sybaritic myths from Latin and Italian into French were made for moral purposes. One of 

the moral purposes attached to architecture was to teach the nobles how to act is a 

proper way in a street, on an estate or within a particular space. Dining spaces, for 

instance, were the types of spaces that required some table manners. In the sixteenth 

century, lavish entertainments in noble dining rooms were considered tasteful amongst 

the French nobility, illustrating their admiration of ancient Sybaris and Renaissance 

Italy, and respect for Louis XIV’s grandmother Catherine de Medici.  

 

By the late seventeenth-century, the French elite behaved like Sybarites at royal fetes. 

Louis XIV’s superintendent of finance, Nicolas Fouquet, was ahead of his time in this 

regard, as he included a dining room when building his new estate—Vaux-le-Vicomte 

(1658-1661). A room devoted to this purpose did not yet exist at Versailles.73 Within 

Fouquet’s hospitable space, the superintendent organised an extravagant party in 

honour of his king in 1661. At the event, this pair of ‘refined’ Sybarites ate from ‘golden 

plates.’74 The king was jealous of Fouquet’s entire estate (since Versailles was little 

more than a hunting lodge at the Time). Louis XIV was especially envious of the palace’s 

‘great oval salon, its gilded ceilings embellished with sculpture, its splendid tapestries, 

its monumental vista and its terraced gardens viewed through jets of fountain-spray.’75

 

  

Moreover, Louis XIV banished nobles who lived more luxuriously than him. Fouquet’s 

sumptuous event led to his own downfall: he was soon ‘arrested, accused of 

embezzlement and thrown into prison.’76 Allegedly, the ‘divine right of the king’77 and 

the king’s desire for a sybaritic salle á manger (or dining room), and its realisation at 

Versailles around the 1670s is associated with the criticisms of impermissible luxury. This 

was specifically the case in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries since 

Louis XIV claimed he was employed by God to justify his own luxury at the French court. 

He perceived himself as the ‘God-given’ French king. The apotheosis of Louis XIV on 
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stage became evident at ballets, especially when he would often dress up as the Roi 

Soleil—a ‘rising sun…[with] a magnificent golden wig.’78

 

  

Not only was the king a deity but also an immoral person, especially towards the end of 

his reign. As cultural historian Peter Burke agued, the king was ‘attacked for his moral 

scruples…which he was supposed to have learned from Cardinal Mazarin,’ the patron of 

the French arts (who died the same year as Fouquet’s fete).79

 

 By the mid-eighteenth-

century, many of the French patron of the arts attended spectacles not only at Vaux-le-

Vicomte and Versailles, but also at Fontainebleau. Some of these spectacles portrayed 

the destruction of Sybaris on stage in the theatre. This is important as it demonstrates 

that some of the French nobles were aware of the place and its association with luxury, 

and morality. Here, the staging of Sybaris’ destruction was performed as some type of 

moral lesson, like a composer trying to educate his audience of what might occur if one 

leads a hedonistic lifestyle. 

In Les Sybarites (1753), for instance, the French opera composer Jean-Philippe Rameau 

demonstrated this destruction of Sybaris artistically. This opera was enacted at the 

court of the French king, Louis XV (the son of Louis XIV) at Fontainebleau’s theatre.80

 

 

This opera is significant as it is based on the ancient conflict between Sybaris and 

Croton, and it exemplifies one way the Sybarites were used as a way of justifying luxury 

in France. We do not know exactly what the character of the opera scenery was like, but 

one can imagine that it might have had elaborate settings. 

Overall, Fouquet’s dining room at Vaux-le-Vicomte, Louis XIV’s emulation of it at 

Versailles and Les Sybarites were inspired by sybaritic myths. The links between luxury, 

space and the sybaritic myths were well established in French dining rooms, and at the 

theatre. By 1762, the ‘French had developed a tendency to become “[S]ybarites, 

plunged into a voluptuous stupor, breathing and thinking only for pleasure, deaf to the 

voice of the patrie.”’81

 

  

Spatial Luxury in Country House Hors d’oeuvres 

 
Along with entertainment venues, country houses were another compelling way to 

express spatial luxury. In his architectural treatise l’art de batir les maisons de 

campagne (The Art of Country Houses) (1743), Charles-Etienne Briseux wrote that: 
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The first rooms, starting with the vestibules, must satisfy more by the nobility of their 

forms than the richness of their ornaments, and the skilful architect must satisfy the 

curiosity of the spectators with such gradation that their admiration can increase as they 

proceed and find each room more decorated than the previous one.82

 

 

Briseux’s passage suggests that what made country house-rooms luxurious was how each 

one was ‘more decorated that the previous one.’ This treatise inspired the readers and 

owners of the new maisons.83

 

   

One literary text that describes such entertainment venues is Jean-Francois Bastide’s La 

Petit Maison (1758, second edition published in 1879). The Petit Maison (or Little House) 

type is an oxymoron. Rightfully so, the inference of the house’s spatial luxury is 

deceiving−the title alludes to a small building, when in fact, it was actually very large. 

As contemporary theorist and artist Victor Burgin comments:  

 

The ‘little house’ of Bastide’s title was a type of mansion built by the wealthy as a refuge 

for clandestine liaisons. Although such houses were popularly known as petit maisons 

they were large and luxurious.84

 

  

Burgin’s comment, however, does not explain why the rooms were ‘luxurious.’  

 

One of the most luxurious rooms to be found in a petit maison was the dining room. 

Here one encountered a spectacular device known as a ‘flying table’ (or table machine), 

a mechanism that transported meals vertically, from the kitchen or cellar below to the 

dining room a floor above. Architectural historian, Rodolphe El-Khoury, describes one of 

these luxurious mechanisms designed for King Louis XV’s Petit Trianon (1762-1764) at 

Trianon Gardens, Versailles:  

 

This table is composed of a fixed frame and of four side platforms. The whole is lifted 

all by once by a machine in such a way that the surface of the table, the frame as well 

as its attachments, is composed by a section of the raised floor….When the guests 

enter the dining room, there is not the least sign of a table; all that can be seen is a 

uniform floor that is adorned by a rose at its centre. At the slightest nod, the leaves 

are retracted under the floor, and a table laden with food makes its sudden ascent, 

flanked by four servants emerging through the four openings.85  
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‘Flying tables’ were ‘directly inspired by theatrical machinery,’ such as that to be found 

at the Salle des Machines.86 They can be seen as functioning ‘architectural’ hors 

d’œuvre, analogous to a building within a building—they were semi-autonomous and 

extravagant. In 1762, artisans Loriot and Gamion designed a ‘flying table’ reminiscent of 

its fictional Petit Maison counterpart for the Petit Trianon.87 When later writing 

chronicling the history of this garden palace in 1885, Gustave Desjardins did not fail to 

discuss and illustrate its remarkable tables volantes or tables machinées.88 ‘Flying 

tables’ soon became fashionable even in distant Russia. There, for instance, the Small 

Hermitage at the Peterhof (ca.1764; figure 3.6) was equipped the device.89 Such 

architectural hors d’œuvres provided a means for sumptuous, dramatic dining without 

the disruption caused by servants. They also transformed ‘clandestine’ petit maison 

‘meeting places into private theatres.’90

 

  

Another luxurious room to be found in a petit maison was the salon, for instance, in 

Monville’s Grand Hotel (1764) in Paris. Designed by the French architect Etienne-Louis 

Boullee (1728-199), it had an exotic room—a Turkish salon. The room ‘simulates a 

pavilion with a view into Oriental gardens.’91 According to architectural historian Diana 

Ketcham, ‘Monville would have known the royal pavilions and their role as maisons de 

rendez-vous.’92

 

 Then, Ketcham refers to Dufort de Cheverny’s account of a visit to 

Monville’s residence:  

I found myself in a gilded antechamber lit by a chandelier….I passed into a first salon 

adorned with projecting columns, brilliant with concealed lights. I continued and came to 

a most elegant bedroom, all in crimson velvet fringed with gold. The next room was a 

windowless Turkish salon lined with mirrors and lit by a skylight. The doors of this 

enchanting retreat moved in slots conforming to the shape of the room. A secret device 

in the wall, when lightly pressed, opened them with marvellous expedition.93

 

  

All that we can tell from the above passage is that the place had many luxurious rooms, 

which were all ornamented and theatrical in the grand hotel. Unfortunately, the 

building was destroyed at some point. The salon and the bedroom no doubt would have 

been two of the settings for Monville’s sybaritic pleasures.  
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3.6. Section through the ‘interior’  

hors d’oeuvre, the royal dining  
room and kitchen with the  

‘flying table’ mechanism at 
the Small Hermitage,  

Russia. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 



 125 

This section argued how the form of extravagant spaces like the dining room and salon 

affected the French noble’s tasteful sensibilities. As venues exposing novel spaces, the 

flying table mechanism in particular was conductive to luxurious practice that is, to a  

degree, permissible within architecture and in the context of a sybaritic way of life. This 

practice, in turn, altered the design of architectural hors d’oeuvres in exotic contexts 

such as the country houses, or rather the hovels, in picturesque gardens.  

 

Curiously fashionable in eighteenth-century France, picturesque gardens originated in 

rival England a century earlier. In his exceptional exploration of the genesis of the 

picturesque garden in England, landscape architectural historian John Dixon Hunt 

discusses how the picturesque garden was imported from England to France in the 

eighteenth century. Artist and writer Claude-Henri Watelet (1718-1786) introduced this 

type of garden to France. The introduction of the exotic garden appealed to the French 

rather than the local garden since it provided novel settings for their visitors—in the 

form of follies. The French architects derived their inspiration from the English-type of 

‘folly’94

  

 because it was an exotic model, and therefore not derived from a domestic 

model. Architectural hors d’oeuvres in a picturesque garden are important because they 

became a luxurious style in France as things both ‘local’ and ‘exotic,’ and they 

heightened one’s status.  

In 1777, private little houses became fashionable amongst the French nobility. And so 

they decided to construct rustic and plush venues. Louis-Joseph de Bourbon, Prince of 

Conde (1736-1818), owned a hamlet located at the eastern segment of the Chantilly 

grounds, which is fascinating as ‘a new style of aristocratic playground.’95 This example 

‘consisted of seven thatched cottages, whose rustically simple exteriors…concealed 

richly appointed interiors: the “barn” fronted…[an] open-air dining room.96 Equally 

fascinating is Jean Francois Le Roy’s design of the ‘rustic’ dining room (figure 3.7): it 

featured trompe-l’oeil wall murals depicting its forested surrounds. Enlarging this 

analogous landscape, the room’s seats and table were fashioned from tree stumps.97 The 

rustic façade of the hamlet itself delineates a boundary akin to a real stage-set, making 

the dwelling an outside/inside hors d’oeuvre. The dining room is a separate structure 

and is identified with spatial luxury since the murals were playful and depicted the 

extra-ordinary.98
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3.7. Jean Francois Le Roy’s 

drawings of Prince Conde’s 

Hamlet at Chantilly, 1777. 

 The plan, elevation and  

sections of the ‘rustic’ 

dining room.  
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Towards the end of the 1770s, the expenditure on the aristocratic architectural hors 

d’oeuvres owned by the wealthy French elite encouraged the incorporation of the exotic 

garden style from England to Paris. From there, they situated the buildings in unique 

settings outside Paris. At the time, the rustic style was popular. This was especially the 

case with the country house follies that emerged in Chambourcy’s and Versailles’ 

picturesque gardens.  

 

 

The Broken Column House (1780-1781) at Desert de Retz, Chambourcy 

 

The Desert de Retz (1774-1789), south of Chambourcy, approximately twenty kilometres 

from the centre of Paris, is a renowned private luxury garden and a setting for a 

remarkable house. The French aristocrat Francois Racine de Monsieur Monville (1734-

1797) demonstrated his taste for rustic-looking architecture and garden as most 

prominently expressed in his estate. Monville, according to Ketcham, was ‘an excellent 

horseman, an envied dancer and inspired flute player’99

 

—all the attributes of a 

cultivated ‘French’ Sybarite. Monville famously included an array of exterior 

architectural hors d’œuvres in his picturesque landscape garden, Desert de Retz (1775-

1788). For Ketcham: 

It attempted to ‘unite in a single garden all times and all places,’ with the continents of 

Africa, Asia and America represented by their native plants and the history of world 

architecture recapitulated in twenty follies.100

 

  

Amongst these, his dwelling, known as the Broken Column House (1780-1781), was the 

most spectacular and extra-ordinary. This country house hors d’oeuvre is an interesting 

case study of how spatial luxury became evident in the form of dramatic drawings in 

publications. This is important since the drawings influenced one particular luxurious 

building overseas, as well shall see in Chapter 5.  

 

Monville’s architectural hors d’oeuvres are disguised as ruins, at once functional, 

romantic and sybaritic. The different types of architectural hors d’oeuvres include: a 

grotto, broken column, an icehouse pyramid, an open-air theatre and a Tartar tent.  

Monville’s hors d’œuvre garden assemblage, some 38 hectares (94 acres) in extent, is 

accessed through the gates of its grotto of jagged rocks.101 This entry ‘was a doorway 
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into the stone wall framed by protruding plaster rocks, supporting two tin satyrs holding 

torches.’102 Drawings by Italian master Piranesi possibly inspired this composition.103

 

 

Arranged episodically and resembling an architectural graveyard, these hors d’œuvres 

were inspired by antiquity.  

With its fractured roof, the Broken Column House resembles an open, abandoned 

building within a paddock, persuading one to think of architectural hors d’œuvres as 

buildings providing no shelter (figure 3.8). Based upon illustrated editions of antiquity, 

the design of this five-storey, architecturally excessive hors d’œuvre took the form of a 

ruinous Greek column, its walls cracked and roof jagged.104 Constructed of stone, the 

column is 23 metres in diameter, 25 metres in height and has an underground 

chamber.105

 

 Georges Le Rouge included a section through the house in his treatise 

Jardins anglo-chinois (1785). (The title of this treatise is curious because it would seem 

to join English and Chinese styles into an exotic whole.) This drawing reveals individual 

rooms on each floor surrounding a spiral staircase, which is illuminated at the highest 

level by a glass skylight (figure 3.9). In plan, there are a series of oval rooms. The oval-

shaped dining room is located on the first floor as well as two semi-oval bedrooms, and 

between these spaces are the closets, and passageways. 

Monville’s Broken Column House is excessive in an architectural sense in that it conceals 

a French notion of a sybaritic interior/exterior. Inside the Broken Column, Monville’s 

‘sybaritic tastes’ prevailed. One visitor reported: ‘[a]mong the bronzes and Sevres 

porcelain figures scattered on tabletops were some nudes, “in postures of which 

decency does not permit description.”’106 This account suggests that moral laxity 

pervaded the dwelling’s interior. Other spaces simply enhance the cylindrical 

configuration of spaces by its sumptuous interior such as the dove-grey coloured timber 

panelling along the walls of the public rooms and the installation of mirrors.107 After the 

Broken Column Houses’ completion, Queen Marie-Antoinette visited and ‘browsed among 

the volumes on gardening’ in Monville’s library.108

 

 His sumptuous hors d’œuvre may have 

provoked the queen’s desire to create her own fantasy pastoral stage-set. We do not 

know if the aristocrat’s dining room featured a flying table.  

The Broken Column House exemplifies another type of excessive architectural hors 

d’œuvre: a garden folly, albeit one that functions. It is placed within the luxurious 

garden for a functional purpose, a secret purpose. Intriguingly, Desert de Retz had been  
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3.8. Monsieur Monville’s Broken Column House 

as a ‘architectural’ hors d’oeuvre, 

Desert de Retz, 1780-1781. 
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3.9. Section through the Broken 

Column House showing a spiral  

staircase and glass skylight.  
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categorised as a Masonic garden by Lucia Impelluso because the buildings, especially the 

Broken Column House, underpin Masonic emblems.109 Both Hunt and Ketcham are 

dubious of the Masonic underpinnings of Monville’s garden design. ‘Monville’s creation,’ 

for Hunt, ‘offered a territory in which to reflect upon the stages of human perfectibility 

and decadence.’110 Ketcham suggests that the desert was ‘a set for Masonic opera’ and 

the ‘Broken Column, a symbol on the Mason’s apron, may well have been the intended 

backdrop to performances there.’111

 

 Reflecting upon the doubtful Masonic connections, I 

would imagine Monville was a not a Freemason, as Ketcham and Hunt suggest, but a 

free-spirited ‘French’ Sybarite who was inspired by artists at the time like Claude-Louis 

Chatelet (1753-1794).  

The Broken Column House design, was possibly based upon the illustrated books about 

‘the antique,’ for example, Richard de Saint Non’s Voyage pittoresque du Naples et de 

Sicilie (Picturesque Voyage to Naples and Sicily) (1781),112 still to be found in Monville’s 

library. Greek columns could be found in southern Italy on the archaeological sites in the 

1770s, when the French voyages to Paestum and Sybaris brought back etchings as 

settings to emulate and prepared the drawings for admirers of ruins, such as Monville. 

For architectural historian Terry Kirk, ‘the Grand Tour had become a vast social 

phenomenon of intellectual and cultural exchange in a new atmosphere of 

cosmopolitanism.’113

 

 French artists and architects who visited exotic Italy on the Grand 

Tour, especially to Calabria, created the mythical image of sybaritic luxury within their 

picturesque gardens. Furthermore, on their Grand Tour of Italy, Saint-Non and his 

entourage of artists and architects travelled to the southern part of the country in the 

1770s and 1780s, and brought back with them to Paris images of Sybaris−and the 

Sybarites. 

Monville’s Broken Column House, in particular, figures into its respective garden as an 

aesthetically deceptive structure. This ruinous hors d’œuvre appear akin to sybaritic 

ruins; as if the places was abandoned—a ruinous analogue to Claude-Louis Chatelet’s 

Sybaris engraving, but with a romantic attachment to the real and somewhat surreal 

place. Sybaris was one of the places documented in Saint-Non’s Voyage pittoresque. 

Claude-Louis Chatelet was the artist most significantly involved in transmitting the 

image of Sybaris, who was ‘recruited by Baron [Dominque] Vivant Denon, acting for 

Saint-Non, while Denon was attached to the French embassy in Naples.’114 Chatelet 
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provided an imaginary reconstruction of Sybaris as a pleasurable and indulgent venue 

(figure 3.10).115

 

  

Chatelet’s image of Sybaris, together with the city’s mythic association with luxury, 

soon fuelled the nobility’s desire to construct even more extravagant venues. Possibly, 

this desire arose because of Denon’s impact or the circulation of Saint-Non’s Voyage 

pittoresque in Paris and its outskirts to other nobles who were infatuated with ancient 

Sybaris.116

 

 Ultimately, the engraving by Chatelet became a mechanism for exporting 

Sybaris to France, which was cordial and theatrical, informing the design of 

architectural hors d’œuvres. 

Chatelet’s visit to Sybaris was motivated by the need to provide aristocrats with large-

scale ‘real’ stage-sets for living in—as alternative settings for hospitable hors d’œuvres 

at Chambourcy. Consequently, French taste shifted from the Classical ideal of the Italian 

garden to the natural and picturesque style, and at the same time they requested rustic 

country house follies or built ruins, expressive of their extravagant lifestyles. Within 

Monville’s Desert de Retz, there exists architectural hors d’œuvres, collectively 

exemplifying a ‘sybaritic’ image with spatial implications. Additionally, Queen Marie-

Antoinette’s quaint architectural hors d’oeuvres can be associated with these 

implications as well since Chatelet painted her hamlet (a representation is placed on a 

billboard beside the lake).  

 

 

The Hamlet (1783-1786) at Trianon Gardens, Versailles 

 

Monville’s friend, Queen Marie-Antoinette (1755-1793), wife of Louis XV, constructed a 

hamlet in the 1780s at Trianon Gardens, behind the Petit Trianon at Versailles. Marie-

Antoinette was passionate about little houses as they appeared in books and gardens and 

she even visited Prince Conde’s Hamlet at Chantilly.117 For art historian Adrien Goetz, 

the queen ‘was an actress, musician and harpist, mischievous and merry’118

 

—all 

attributes of a sybaritic imp.  

Similar to the interiors of the Salle des Machines and the ones depicted in de Bastide’s 

novel, Marie-Antoinette was interested in ‘theatrical’ spaces where appearances could  
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3.10. Claude-Louis Chatelet, imaginary 

reconstruction of ‘picturesque’  

Sybaris and the Crati River. 
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3.11. Interior of Queen Marie-Antoinette’s 

‘French Pavilion’ at Trianon, near the 

queen’s theatre, Versailles. 
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be manipulated, such as those appearances in her ‘French Pavilion,’ near the Queen’s 

theatre (figure 3.11). According to Goetz description:  

 

She loved secret passages hidden in woodwork and behind panels, inner stairways, and 

the opera hall whose floor could be raised and lowered to become a ballroom or 

banqueting hall… 

   Mechanical science made it possible to turn everything into a theatre of appearances, 

and make life a play with a cast of machines. For her Trianon apartments, Marie-

Antoinette commissioned ‘moving mirrors,’ sliding between the elegant blue and white 

woodwork, which turned the windows into mirrors and meant that she could cut herself 

off from the world.119

 

 

In the Boudoir of the Petit Trianon, a set of mirrors could slide into the floor to reveal 

the windows or could be lifted up to review the view of the garden. After the Trianon 

apartments were refurbishment, Marie-Antoinette wanted a little house to amuse 

herself and her guests.  

 

Then, the queen commissioned architect Richard Mique to design a hamlet around a lake 

in 1783. This lakeside village at the Trianon Gardens comprises eleven thatched exterior 

hors d’oeuvres, for instance, a barn, a windmill and a billiards room. Some of the 

facades of the structures were inserted with ‘rustic’ timber planks, borrowing the style 

from Normandy, and contorted staircases made out to look as though the building is on 

the verge of collapse.120

 

  

Prince Conde’s Hamlet inspired the queen’s annexe.121 This annexe was created and 

‘strove to outshine’ Conde’s rustic hamlet at Chantilly’s picturesque garden. 122

 

 Both 

Conde’s and Marie-Antoinette’s hamlets are two significant examples of buildings where 

the taste for rustic decoration were copied. Two sources for this taste are Serlio’s 

Fontainebleau grotto or possibly from the excerpts and drawings found in this architect’s 

treatise, Libro Estraordinario.  

The queen’s billiard room and the bedroom, in particular, are little houses made to look 

like stage-sets: they are joined together by a timber gallery. These rooms are significant 

as they were her places for private entertainment. The billiards room, for instance, 

featured a freestanding table as opposed to a flying table. The roof of the first storey is 

tiled and on the ground floor is the dining room (figure 3.12). As a real-life stage-set,  



 136 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
3.12. Richard Mique, Queen  

Marie-Antoinette’s ‘rustic’  

Hamlet, Trianon Gardens,  
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Marie-Antoinette enjoyed acting as a shepherdess at her rusticated picturesque 

playground to escape the boredom she experienced at the main palace. Architectural 

historian Pierre-Andre Lablaude eloquently suggests: 

  

The hamlet, like all the other attractions in the gardens, was an interpretive synthesis, a 

combination of styles which recaptured in real space the cut-outs and the outlines of the 

hastily-painted canvas settings for the rustic operettas which the queen enjoyed acting in 

at her little theatre.123

 

  

As an ostentatious place, the hamlet is a hideaway. This particular case study is relevant 

not because the style of the hamlet shows a hybrid of two foreign architectural styles, 

the rustic and the English picturesque, but because the rustic style resulted in mean-

looking royal ‘hovels.’ Lablaude continues:  

 

The dilapidated-looking cottages with their moss-covered roofs, their cracked facades 

and their frameworks painted to look like ‘rotten wood,’ treated the privileged visitors 

who stepped over their thresholds to the startling ‘cottage surprise.’ On entering the 

little hovels they gasped in disbelief at the contrast between the ‘decayed’ look of the 

exteriors and the sumptuous interiors reserved for the queen’s use, which shone with 

gold, silks and marbles, more suitable for the guests who came to indulge in 

conversation, play cards or take supper.124

 

 

Marie-Antoinette desired rustic, if not ramshackle, facades for her village to heighten 

such contrast and surprise. Only well-informed guests were granted access to her 

‘hospitable’ and sumptuous chambers. Relative to the unrefined exteriors, Marie-

Antoinette’s interiors were highly ornamented and seductive. The hamlet’s façade was 

not rough or primitive, but it was contrived. The taste for things ‘rustic’ and fake, 

however, did practically nothing to enhance the hamlets’ moral respectability or 

acceptability. The facades of the hamlet look unsophisticated, and the spaces inside 

were not. Did the conduct of immoral activities in venues (like brothels) lead people to 

condemn the architectural styles employed in their construction as equally immoral? 

Nonetheless, as immoral spaces, the opponents of the regime condemned them. So, the 

relationship between the immorality of activities conducted in buildings, and the 

immorality of the buildings themselves merits more attention. 
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One reason why Marie-Antoinette’s Hamlet was an immoral space was not so much that 

one of the thatched cottages was used as a gambling casino or supper club, but that the 

term ‘hamlet’ is known, etymologically, as a village ‘without a church.’125 Prior to its 

construction, Pierre-Andre Lablaude states that Louis XIV ‘bought the village of Trianon 

and had the entire place, including its church, flattened to make way for a small 

palace.’126

 

 Built for his mistress, it was a private architectural hors d’oeuvre, at the 

outskirts of the vast Versailles estate. So, even before the Marie-Antoinette’s hamlet 

was established adjacent to this palace, at Petit Trianon, there was inappropriate 

behaviour on the premises and this would later tarnish the marked territory and 

atmosphere of the queen’s playground. The etymological significance of the hamlet 

therefore gives a moral dimension of what is pertinent about the architectural hors 

d’oeuvre. Above all, the architectural hors d’oeuvres are pertinent structures in that 

they exist today as permissible venues. The critics who objected to spaces for luxury 

suggest how they became impermissible venues. By the end of the Ancién regime, the 

spaces for luxury not only at Versailles but also at Paris and Chambourcy indicated 

where the charges took place.  

 

Charges of Excess 

 

Now I will give reasons why charges were laid against Marie-Antoinette and Monville, 

chronologically, within their places and were thought to be impermissible by the French 

regime. Both Ketcham and Goetz report on the views of eighteenth century historical 

figures who considered the queen and the aristocrat as immoral. The reason for this is 

because the hors d’oeuvre spaces they used for entertaining led to criticisms of excess 

because there were no building facilities for the destitute (or food). Arguably, some of 

the architectural hors d’oeuvres were permissible and tolerable and were subsequently 

morally sanctioned because Marie-Antoinette and Monville’s actions were ‘unnatural.’  

 

Known for her promiscuity, Marie-Antoinette was charged in 1785 for ‘having an immoral 

affair with a cardinal…The scandal tarnished and discredited the French crown.’127 She 

also spent copiously on her hamlet, apparently apathetic to the country’s financial 

crisis. The Parisians were angry with her because many people were starving—they 

needed bread, not pastries. In 1787 she was nicknamed ‘ “Madame Deficit” because of 

the revelation of the treasury’s bankruptcy.’128 According to Christian Duvernois, ‘the 
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total expenditures of Trianon between 1774 and 1790 were two million French pounds 

[about a third] of the coast of the wedding festivities of Louis XVI and Marie-

Antoinette.’129 For Goetz, the queen ‘became the main target of widespread popular 

hatred’130: she mocked the French peasants, their lifestyle and their hovels. As Ketcham 

comments, Marie-Antoinette was ‘a mistress…of leisure.’131

 

 Goetz writes: 

Marie-Antoinette often behaved as queen of France; but it was a queen from another 

age, the heir to the Valois. The people of Paris protested when she had a ceremonial ship 

constructed, her very own vessel, which would take her to Fontainebleau by the river, 

thus carrying on the tradition of Renaissance feasts in the days when the monarchy was 

itinerant.132

 

 

Fontainebleau, the Petit Trianon, the Hamlet and the gardens, were likely venues for 

her illicit liaisons. The Trianon Gardens, in particular, was the place where the charges 

were brought against her in 1789.  

 

It was in the grotto of the Petit Trianon that Queen Marie Antoinette sought futile refuge 

from the mob that had come to take her to [the Tuileries Palace in] Paris, and eventually 

to prison and the guillotine.133

 

 

The queen’s grotto, located near the hamlet, no doubt was a secretive space that she 

thought she would escape the attacks.  

 

The grotto and hamlet, in particular, created a danger for Marie-Antoinette: her desire 

for the accumulation of luxury building materials that were incorporated into the 

interior of the Petit Trianon and garden buildings made them into costly spaces. The 

facades of the hamlet mimicked those inhabited by the peasant classes. The luxury 

spaces that represented the charges of excess subsequently ceased to exist for a while 

after the French Revolution. Hospitality decreased and made people distraught as some 

of the French citizens behaved in a sybaritic manner before and after the decline. As a 

result, given Republican sentiments and reaction to the excesses of the Ancién regime, 

the architectural hors d’oeuvres within the Trianon gardens became obscure or rather 

‘haphazard’  venues— meaning buildings that were acquired with bad taste—since 

excesses were wasted, especially those guests or foreigners who did not genuinely need 

food and shelter. For the nobles at that time, the place would have been associated 

with what was impermissible and even though the taste for mechanical devices and spy-
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gaps within interiors and rustic exteriors was widespread they too soon became 

associated with what was immoral. So, these architectural hors d’oeuvres were 

sanctioned in France by leaving them to rot in the estate in comparison to when they 

were built in the first place and lived in.  

 

Monville was also promiscuous and charged with excess. As a French playboy who 

enjoyed entertaining his guests at his retreat, the whole place was condemned at the 

time of the Revolution. Monville was attacked in the Reign of Terror for his sybaritic 

lifestyle and promiscuity. Known for his sexual exploits within the Broken Column House, 

Monville’s lavish entertainments led to accusations of sybaritisme—a charge of 

aristocratic corruption, in the bedroom (and Anglomania). 134 The charge of sybaritisme 

further contextualises reasons why it might characterise other structures in France. 

Sybaritic lifestyle was rampant in the Broken Column House and, more than likely, in the 

other structures on the estate.135

 

 Next, Watelet’s mythic Sybaris will be explained and 

how it was given an aristocratic and artistic expression, creating an impermissible place 

by shifting the out-of-doors indoors.  

Claude-Henri Watelet morally condemned some aristocrats as Sybarites. According to 

Ketcham, ‘Monville could have found models’ in Watelet’s essay on gardens, especially 

the ‘rustic folly garden at Moulin-Joli (1751).’136

 

 In his ‘Essai sur les jardins’ (1774), 

Watelet explains that some aristocrats 

require that their imagination and senses—stimulated by unusual surroundings, 

collections of objects, and extremes of perfection—find all the charms of voluptuous 

living in the places where they seek to escape society in order to abandon 

themselves to their predilections. But exaggerated desires cannot be satisfied; the 

resources of the arts, of whimsy, and even prodigality become depleted, and so 

these unfortunate Sybarites languish and weep in their delightful gardens.137

 

 

For Waletet, some aristocrats became ‘unfortunate Sybarites’ since they were unable to 

derive much joy from their indulgence in their gardens. I term Watelet’s ‘new breed’ of 

wealthy French citizens as aristocratic Sybarites. Indulging in the desire to conceal their 

luxury, sybaritic aristocracy camouflaged their objet de luxe-filled houses behind 

picturesque garden veils. Unlike the regular geometry of, for example, Andre Le Notre’s 

gardens at Versailles, aristocratic Sybarites employed irregular picturesque landscapes 
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to cultivate the outward appearance of modesty. Of course, this supposed moderation 

was a ruse. 

  

Watelet also enlarged and extended myths about Sybaris. Making an imaginary 

reconstruction of the ancient city, he embellished it with gardens and ornamental 

constructions:  

 

Sybaris is the land where it wishes to take us; it needs resources to enchantments. 

Thus, in these fairylands, artifice and extravagance hold sway over those restrained 

perfections that would be based on naturalness and simplicity. These are the places 

where at all times and in all nations sensual indulgences have vied with one another 

for the laurels of hedonism. This is where you will find baths, tents, kiosks, and 

Chinese pavilions.138

 

 

Watelet’s Sybaris is a pleasurable place to experience ‘sensual indulgences’ within a 

network of architectural hors d’œuvres in a garden ‘fairyland’. Such sybaritic environs, 

however, gained an immoral dimension owing to the activities that took place within 

and given how these environs were deemed excessive by Ketcham.   

 

The architectural hors d’œuvres within Monville’s luxury garden represent hospitable 

spaces for immoral luxury and they reflect the imagery of sybaritic ruins as a way to 

conceal their riches from the underclass. As Ketcham identifies, the ‘irony is that his 

garden is not a ‘desert’ at all, but a luxurious pleasure ground; not ‘wild’ at all, but the 

artful creation of a most discriminating sybarite.’ The implication, Ketcham continues, 

‘is that it is his royal neighbours, in the unreflective enjoyment of their vast estates, 

who inhabit a desert.139 In his picturesque garden design, Ketcham’s ‘discriminating 

sybarite’ was attempting to distinguish pleasure ground from wasteland. It should also 

be noted that when the Revolution ended in 1799 the Desert de Retz began to literally 

decay in reality and the revolutionary bureaucracy designated the property as an ‘objet 

de luxe.’140 The French Revolution was motivated, only in part, one imagines by 

perceptions of impermissible luxury and eventually, Monville was imprisoned.141

 

  

To summarise, this section argued that the idea of the hors d’oeuvres as French-style 

venues for luxury appeared in architectural/theatrical settings in seventeenth- and 

eighteenth-century France. Spaces within a luxurious structure and its surroundings 

demonstrate such hospitable venues. Through an analysis of architectural sources, this 
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chapter has considered architectural treatises that discussed the dining rooms 

incorporating ‘flying table’ mechanisms, additional structures within a dining room, such 

as the one designed for the Petit Trianon Palace adjacent to Marie-Antoinette’s Hamlet. 

These examples, in turn, introduce the possibility of impermissible hors d’oeuvres 

because they were additional elements to an already existing interior, unnecessary and 

superfluous. 

 

On the whole, these buildings were too extravagant. They were just as extravagant as 

large palaces, especially the way they were ornamented. They were luxurious because 

the style was out of context—they were English in appearance, but really French in 

origins. Architectural spaces were material expressions of their belief in wellbeing and 

the realisation of luxury, which set the standard for extravagant living and contexts for 

films like James Ivory’s Thomas Jefferson in Paris, 1995, and Sofia Coppola’s Marie-

Antoinette, 2006. (Though, the contemporary actors who played the parts of Jefferson 

and Marie-Antoinette in the films might not have had any opinion about any of these 

buildings.) What is important is that the architectural spaces turned into detached 

luxury buildings in exotic locations.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

In the Ancién regime, the preoccupation with Italianate buildings at Fontainebleau’s 

royal estate was emulated in various ways to serve as settings for forms of extravagant 

entertainment. At Fontainebleau Palace, spaces for luxury as instances of fuori opere 

marred the beginning of an interest in Italian architecture: the rusticated facades of 

Serlio’s pavilion, which concealed riches within, and especially the extravagance of the 

French theatre, which culminated in the rise of ‘hors d’oeuvres’ within courts and 

gardens, and as drawings. Almost all of the architectural hors d’oeuvres discussed are 

functional spaces in the sense that they incorporated some sort of device and were at 

the same time theatrical venues. This was the case even though some of them were not 

lived in as such like Marie-Antoinette’s Hamlet, but even today the buildings are 

perceived to be impermissible since they are associated with the Revolution and Reign 

of Terror. (One can visit them but only from the exterior not the interior.) The 

‘architectural’ hors d’oeuvre cases analysed in this chapter are superfluous spaces that 

demonstrate how permissible excess developed in France not only as entertainment 
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venues but also as places for hospitality. The hotel, or apartment, and the restaurant 

were the two types of spaces for luxury that arose in France in this period. 

 

Some of the interiors, however, changed into immoral spaces because of the behaviour 

of nobles enacted within the architectural hors d’oeuvre, especially Monville. So the 

interior was associated with what was impermissible—with his charge of sybaritisme. 

The Broken Column House epitomises a distinctive hors d’oeuvre and its exterior recalls 

the images found in Hyperotomachia poliphili and the myths about Sybaris pervading 

Watelet’s garden writing, and Chatelet’s engraving of the place. The spaces were 

hospitable yet immoral. Above all, the architectural hors d’oeuvres also became follies. 

 

This chapter has argued that many of the fuori opere and architectural hors d’oeuvres’ 

designs—convey spatial luxury that was permissible at the time in that they physically 

express additional rooms, some with expensive mechanical features and others that 

concealed viewing holes. These designs were based on the condition that moral 

improvements were tasteful to the public; others were hospitable and became 

impermissible venues, by providing immoral and unforseen settings, which were 

concealed such as the bedrooms’ secret passageways, particularly before the 

Revolution. These settings became deserted owing to their uncanny association with the 

mythical image of Sybaris and the condemnation of the Sybarites. These were regarded 

as seductive entertainment venues as they were sited within luxurious contexts. By the 

mid to late nineteenth century, the quest for spatial luxury in Paris had acquired a 

different taste and ethical perspective, and luxurious European-type theatres were 

designed in Latin America. 
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Chapter 4 

Neo-European Luxury in Latin America  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There came to be a form of luxury that characterises the European experience of the 

New World, specifically in central and South America. The New World had a lot to 

learn from Old Europe. From the Renaissance onward, Spain, Italy and France 

presented the most predictable effect upon Latin American cities. This chapter 

traces different incarnations of luxury in the New World, beginning with the Aztec 

city, Tenochtitlάn (Mexico City) and then the fantasy of golden cities. In doing so, it 

considers the sixteenth century myths describing the luxury of the gilded city, ‘El 

Dorado or Manoa.’ Then, it interprets this fictitious place and argues that the 

European explorers brought with them their own myths and representations of luxury 

to Mexico City and Amazonia in Brazil. Europeans also extracted every natural 

resource they could find and exported them back to Europe from the New World. 

 

After interpreting El Dorado and the new type of natural resources, the chapter 

discusses luxury in ‘neo-European’ lands,1 by which the chapter draws upon Alfred 

Crosby’s thinking and describe places where European colonials consciously changed 

the landscapes of these exotic lands to create it more similar to their homelands. 

Here, the chapter analyses: Maurits in the state of Pernambuco, Manaus especially 

during its rubber rush (1879-1912), and Mexico City in the age of Porfirian Díaz (1884-

1911. Each of the city’s governments promoted French urbanism and Italian 

architecture.2 Discussing how the architectural styles of the Belle Epoch (1890-1910)3 
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developed, the chapter distinguishes between the types of luxury materials that 

were imported from Europe and used for the embellishment of each city’s major 

theatres. I specifically analyse the Amazonas Theatre (1893-1896) and Mexico’s 

National Theatre, the Palace of Fine Arts (1904-1910, completed in 1934). In 

conclusion, the chapter argues that in the prospect of finding luxury in the New 

World golden cities, the Europeans also had to import all of their luxury items, 

especially the building materials, to the cities to create a ‘Latin America.’ 4

 

 

 

Indigenous Luxury in Tenochtitlάn (Mexico City) 

 

The pre-Hispanic city Tenochtitlάn (AD 1200-1521) was built on an island some 

fourteen square kilometres in extent, in the shallow but immense Lake Texcoco.5 At 

Tenochtitlάn, enlarging upon the architectural efforts of their Mayan predecessors, 

the Aztecs constructed a network of canals and causeways to the four zones of the 

metropolis to the mainland. Encircled by a ring of mountains and two volcanoes 

(figures 4.1 and 4.2),6 the city was also enclosed by walls. Within the city’s walls 

were ornament encrusted public and private buildings and elaborately carved stone 

pyramids. Pyramids with staircases on each of their sides with either a temple or 

shrine was commonly located on top of the pyramids, such as the Templo Mayor, 

built for religious purposes.7 We do not know precisely how tall these structures 

were, but one existing today at Teotihuacan (near Tenochtitlάn) measures 

approximately 70 metres high by 230 metres wide.8 No less remarkable than these 

individual buildings was that the city itself rose, apparition-like, from the centre of 

the lake.9

 

 

Surveying Aztec Emperor Moctezuma II’s rich domain enables us to appreciate 

Tenochtitlάn’s architecture. The emperor created luxurious settings such as his 

palace, which housed lavish banquets along with other activities. The size of 

Moctezuma II’s pleasure palace, for example, was ‘over 50 000 metres square’ and 

included about a hundred rooms.10 The scale and the materials of Emperor 

Moctezuma II palaces and garden structures were luxurious—plaster-covered walls 

with ornament and elaborate murals were located on the interior and exterior 

walls.11

 

 At Huaxtepec, outside Mexico City, for example, the emperor’s temples in 

the garden showed the ornamentation of the reliefs of Moctezuma’s ancestors. 

Archaeologist, Patricia Graziera argues that the garden was not only a place for 

leisure, but it also served the Aztec king ‘to convey certain patriotic and political  
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4.1. Woodcut of Tenochtitlάn 

on its island, 1520.  
 
 
 

 
4.2. Diego Rivera, detail of one of the  

causeways in the panorama of The 
Great City of Tenochtitlάn, 1925-35. 

Tenochtitlάn was erased like  
ancient Sybaris.  
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ideas by means of its architectural iconography.’12

Quetzcoatl (the feathered serpent god). The ‘banquets, include[d] scores of 

different fish and game served in exquisitely spiced dishes’ evocative, for one critic, 

of the luxurious ‘Lucullan feasts’ 

 Some of the interiors, especially 

the plastered walls of temples and palaces were colourfully painted with red hues of 

13

 

 not in ancient Rome, but in Moctezuma II’s 

palace.  

Beyond the palace’s confines, ornamented gardens were filled with small buildings 

and fountains, and planted with different hallucinogenic flowers. 14 Such botanical 

content, according to art historian Patrizia Granziera, ‘provoked a state of ecstasy’ 

and was ‘considered a luxury and therefore one of the attributes of the ruling 

class.’15

 

 Archaeologist Susan Toby Evans describes Tenochtitlάn’s gardens: 

Aztec rulers had many places in which to relax, ranging from fenced game parks to 

urban ‘gardens’ devised of precious metals and jewels. They cut bathing pools into 

cliff faces in the mountains and…[they] gambolled with their concubines, all in 

luxurious settings. For Aztec rulers, pleasure amenities were an important part of 

daily life, providing luxurious surroundings where opulence and exclusiveness 

flattered and soothed exalted personages.16

 

  

Certainly, these ‘luxurious settings,’ such as cliff-face bathing pools, resonate with 

myths of their sybaritic counterparts in Europe. Moctezuma II also had a menagerie 

at his palace; ultimately, ‘Aztec rulers, like great lords everywhere, had well-

indulged tastes in amusement and luxury, and invested substantial wealth in leisure 

facilities.’17 Evans argues that many of the elite Aztec structures ‘reveal the 

universal human fondness for luxury’ since ‘most of them [were]…pleasure 

palaces.’18

 

 Curiously, the attributes of Tenochtitlάn’s luxury architecture−its large, 

arguably excessive scale, the ornament and the presence of pleasure gardens−mirror 

those of Old World luxury, for example, the palaces owned by the ancient Roman 

General Lucullus along the Bay of Naples in Italy, despite evolving in isolation from 

European counterparts.  

 

Myths about El Dorado 

 

Seeing infinite riches for the Spanish monarchy, Christopher Columbus sailed the 

Atlantic Ocean and discovered a new continent in 1492.19 In this strange new land, 

flora and fauna were luxuriant in their diversity, and abundance, far in excess of any 
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European measure. About seven years after Columbus’ discovery, Italian navigator 

Amerigo Vespucci retraced his predecessors’ steps to the continent and then ‘wrote 

home to Lorenzo de’ Medici that a new world had been found.’20 Italian or Spanish 

cartographers later labelled the continent ‘America,’ derived from Vespucci’s first 

name. In 1500, Spaniard Vincente Yánez Pinzón (at one time Columbus’ pilot) 

reached the Amazon delta.21 These Old World encounters with the new soon gave rise 

to the myth of ‘El Dorado, which was confined to the idea of the ‘gilded’ man and 

then the city.’22

 

 Famously, this New World city was made of gold. Unfortunately, no 

European knew its precise location. Some thought it would be found in Central 

America, others in Amazonia. So pervasive was the myth that locating (and 

plundering) El Dorado soon became one of the motivations for European exploration 

of the New World.  

For the Spanish explorers, the fictitious city of El Dorado was believed to have been 

built upon a vast lake and the walls of its buildings were thought to have been 

covered in gold-leaf. When they returned to Spain and spread the word about El 

Dorado many other Europeans became interested in the place. By the mid-sixteenth 

century, myths about the city of El Dorado prompted the Portuguese explorers to 

search for gold, which they thought could be found somewhere in the jungle (figure 

4.3). Mexico and Amazonia, in Brazil, are often conceived of as the mythical land of 

El Dorado, which shifted from place to place—like Quito, in Ecuador, and California, 

in the United States—but entire cities of gold were never found.23 Myths about El 

Dorado are also applied to a legendary city called Manoa and this is relevant because 

it reveals the riches of Tenochtitlάn, and Manaus, which sparked the European 

imagination.24

 

 So part of the attraction of the New World was this fantasy of 

unsurpassed luxury—either as a place of El Dorado or as a paradise where the city of 

God could be created, in the form of churches.  

For Europeans El Dorado was symbolised variously by a lake, a person coated in 

golden powder and a utopian city. Simon Schama refers to English nobleman Sir 

Walter Raleigh’s (1552-1618) grand vision of rivers on a map that would take him to 

El Dorado in his 1595 account.25 ‘El Dorado,’ according to Schama, ‘was a person, not 

a place.’26 Schama believes that he was, ‘literally, “the Gilded One,” the native 

prince whose body was anointed with oil and then rolled in the gold dust that 

carpeted his dominion.’27

 

 This description shows how personal bodily ornamentation 

was conflated with a city’s excess of luxury.  
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Similar to Schama’s interpretation, Candice Slater provided a view of El Dorado’s 

fabulous riches that include the lake. Slater states that 

 

The king was said to be so rich that his servants coated him each morning with a sort 

of golden talc, which he then washed off in his nightly bath. El Dorado soon came to 

designate not just the king, but also his fabulously wealthy city, known in some 

accounts as Manoa. This city was often said to stand beside a golden lake (the king’s 

natural bathtub), which also bore the name El Dorado.’28

 

 

Slater’s description of the natural bathtub made by the lake and this curious ritual 

encompasses the wealth of El Dorado’s fabled city and the luxurious living of some 

residents within it. Taking a bath in the ‘natural bathtub,’ for instance, exemplifies 

what was sybaritic in the New World since the Aztecs bathed in pools found in their 

gardens at Tenochtitlάn. The mythical place of El Dorado not only represents the 

earliest alliance with European luxury in Brazil but also as a region in the Americas 

for Europeans to exploit and this is relevant because of the evidence of the myth 

about the city of Manoa.  

 

Significantly, European artist and philosopher Thomas Hariot called upon either 

Raleigh’s or Theodore de Bry’s map and myth of Manoa, considered herein as 

representing luxury in the New World. Novelist Miles Harvey notes that Raleigh ‘was 

the first explorer to have put Manoa on a real map.’29 By 1599, Dutch writer 

Theodore de Bry referred to Raleigh’s work and ‘included a map showing the city of 

gold with the caption “Manoa or Dorado, regarded as the greatest city in the entire 

world.”’30 Hariot’s perspective of Manoa or El Dorado, published in Levinus Hulsius’s 

book Travels (1599; figure 4.3)—a journey through the New World—depicts a 

fortressed citadel with towers and figures dragging their wagons and pans filled with 

gold towards the boats up a distant lake.31 This perspective of the citadel is 

evocative since it shows a European city, reminiscent of Italian Renaissance cities, 

such as San Gimignano, Siena, or even Porcile’s earlier image of Sybaris (figure 1, 

Chapter 1). As a mythical city, Schama interprets the ‘topography’ within Hariot’s 

image, which he suggests is based on the planning of ‘Aztec Tenochtitlan, [and] 

nomenclature from the Amazon region of Manaus.’32

 

 ‘Manoa’ became the city of 

Manaus. 

Both Schama’s remarks and Hariot’s drawing are significant at present because they 

reveal the riches of two New World citadels: Manaus, positioned at the convergence 

of the Amazon and Negro Rivers, and Tenochtitlan, beneath contemporary Mexico  
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4.3. Thomas Hariot, perspective of 

Manoa or El Dorado, 1599. 
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City. Hariot’s perspective of Manoa therefore represents the riches imagined of New 

World citadels, Tenochtitlάn and Manaus. In reality things were different, especially 

in Amazonia. 

 

When the Spanish—and Portuguese—explorers entered the jungle of the New World 

between the 1530s and 1540s to look for the city of El Dorado, they encountered 

female native warriors, or ‘Amazons’ and hammocks. For these Europeans, the 

Amazons were unsophisticated individuals.33

 

 El Dorado and the Amazons are two 

complementary images that invoke different expectations for the New World. 

Spanish Dominican Friar Gaspar de Carvajal discovered what he believed to be the 

land of the Amazons in 1542: a jungle and river, and the Amazons themselves, who 

were thought of as ‘fierce’ female warriors similar to the race described (and in fact 

called ‘Amazons’) in Greek mythology.34 (Around the 8th century BC, Greek poet 

Homer thought that the female warriors lived in Scythia or somewhere else in the 

northern hemisphere35

  

). The name ‘Amazon’ is unmistakably European.  

Around the same time when Carvajal was in the New World, French colonists landed 

on the coast of Brazil and entered the jungle in search of El Dorado. Along the way, 

they were fascinated with exotic things like primitive huts, but no gold was found. 

Instead, huts were disassembled and exported to France. There, in 1550 at Rouen, 

the thatched roofed artefacts were reassembled to form a Brazilian village on the 

banks of the Seine.36 Out of context in France, the huts, like Queen-Marie 

Antoinette’s English-inspired Hamlet at Versailles became luxurious because they 

were exotic. Around this time, a curious phenomenon of importing indigenous people 

from the Amazon region to entertain the monarchs such as King Henri II and 

Catherine de Medici arose.37

 

 This village and its indigenous people crystallised images 

of El Dorado that were circulated in Europe by explorers. Rebecca Zorach comments: 

For Europeans, the New World had become a privileged site for fantasies with gold 

and abundance. European conflated the ‘new’ lands with old ideas about the Golden 

Age, when gold was similarly abundant and people went about in naïve nudity, like 

living classical sculptures.38

 

 

As Zorach suggests, some Europeans fantasised about indigenous people as elegant 

‘Amazons’ and mythologised them as golden art objects because of the link with El 

Dorado. The idea of a Golden Age enlarged their fantasies as it had in antiquity−it 

also suggests the sense of the exotic on the grounds for identifying the ‘luxurious.’ 
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Some of the fantasy was prompted by greed and so the Europeans decided to 

exaggerate stories about New World’s luxury nature.  

 

By the late sixteenth century, Raleigh travelled to the New World and explored the 

Amazon jungle at the Guiana Highlands. In reality this part of the world was a 

frontier zone. Raleigh imagined it to be a luxurious paradise, one pierced by rivers of 

silver, with lakes of gold and embankments lined with precious objects and—

otherwise known as the land of El Dorado. In his published account of his 1595 

journey, Raleigh notes that ‘vpon the riuer of Amazones Theuet writeth that the 

people [wore] Croissants of gold.’39 The reference to ‘Croissants of gold,’ or 

crescents, is excessive, but it is part of his fantasy so stands to reason, and it 

suggests how the river’s embankments were home to indigenous people adorned with 

precious jewellery. For archaeologist Betty J. Meggers, the Amazon intrigued the 

European explorers ‘initially because of its luxuriant vegetation and later because of 

its supposed mineral wealth.’40

 

 In other words, thoughts on the culture of the place 

were prompted by perceptions of its exotic nature.   

De Carvajal documented the garden of the Amazon with its golden aura. Drawing 

upon Carvajal’s 1652 chronicle, Meggers notes there were communities ‘extending 

for [miles] along the [Amazon’s] banks, “fine highways” leading inland, stone-walled 

houses, female warriors, gold and silver utensils.’41

 

 The Amazon River and its 

luxuriant jungle mantle attracted the imagination of Spanish and Portuguese elites. 

Presumably, they dreamt of living luxuriously (like ‘French’ sybarites): by eating well 

with gold and silver cutlery extracted by the land itself. This dream became a reality 

given their construction of ornate buildings such as a fort (like the Barra Fort at 

Manaus), and dwellings with lavish surroundings along river banks.  

Elites turned into rapacious individuals because the allure of mineral wealth enabled 

them not only to dine in a refined manner or to adorn their clothing, but also to 

adorn their palaces.42

 

 In the seventeenth century, dreaming of living luxuriously 

along the banks of the Amazon River appealed to the elites. For the progressive 

growth of elite communities along river banks, the jungle forced Portuguese and 

Spanish colonists to use its natural resources and rule the continent: to search for 

gold and silver—to decorate buildings. Amazonia’s mineral wealth and river therefore 

exceeded the Europeans’ expectations dramatically.  
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Spain’s first impressions of a New World and Conquest of Aztec Luxury 

 

Possibly under El Dorado’s spell, Spain despatched Hernάndo Cortés to the New 

World in the early 1500s.43 Cortés and his army arrived upon the shores of Veracruz 

and travelled more than 400 kilometres inland until they saw two volcanoes 

overlooking Tenochtitlάn—the place they thought they would find piles of gold. 

Beyond the volcanoes, Cortés and his army stumbled across the valley of 

Tenochtitlάn and they met the Aztec Emperor Moctezuma II in 1519.44

 

 The place in 

the valley was at once familiar and ethereal. Bernal Díaz del Castillo, the last 

survivor of the Spanish conquerors of Mexico, wrote: 

On the land side there were great cities [all made of stone], and on the lake many 

more. The lake was crowded with canoes. At intervals along the causeway there were 

many bridges, and before us was the great city of Mexico.45

 

 

Architectural historian Marjorie Ingle explains: 

 

‘When the Spaniards first glimpsed at the island capital of Tenochtitlάn—glimmering 

like an exotic Venice at the end of a wide causeway, with stunning palaces, temples, 

and pyramids, stuccoed pink with volcanic ash, rising from the cerulean water of the 

lake—they thought they were dreaming.’ For more than 450 years, the 

[archaeological] ruins [of Tenochtitlάn] have elicited reactions such as disbelief and 

denial because their existence did not fit comfortably into the intellectual framework 

of the day. Instead, it flew directly in the face of long-held assumptions about 

European cultural supremacy…46

 

 

The Spaniards likened Tenochtitlάn to Renaissance Venice because of topographical 

similarities—the former was also surrounded by water. Tenochtitlάn’s architecture 

met, if not exceeded, European standards of luxury: Aztec structures were, for 

instance, taller (up to about 70 metres high) and seemingly more heavily ornamented 

than their European counterparts. The Spanish conquerors, however, did not find any 

of El Dorado’s golden buildings. Along with their capital city, the Aztecs’ type of 

timber screens decorated with gold, as in one of Moctezuma’s apartments, jewellery 

and other golden bodily adornments also surprised the Spanish, and no doubt 

heightened the invaders desire to plunder the land’s natural resources.47

 

 Whatever 

their personal motives may have been, invasion and plunder could also be justified 

on moral grounds.  
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To explain how the Spaniards reacted to the Aztec capital, they thought the Aztecs 

were pagan and so self-indulgent in their use of natural resources, and wealth. One 

point that contributed to views that Aztec architecture was morally impermissible 

was their practice of human sacrifice. This barbaric practice was clearly evidenced 

by their constructions of skull-racks atop pyramidal structures—to hold the heads of 

sacrificed victims. For the Spaniards, allusions to the Aztec’s land of luxury became 

illustrious. Chroniclers, particularly Bernal Díaz, spoke warmly of the achievements 

of the Aztecs from the mid-16th century onwards, while others must have been 

utterly petrified by what they saw.48 Eventually, Cortés ordered his army to destroy 

the Aztec Empire.49

 

 

The Spaniards destroyed Aztec Tenochtitlάn for two reasons: first, to erase evidence 

of a civilization equalling their own, and the second, to eliminate the Aztec practice 

of human sacrifice—they sometimes ate a person’s body. There was moral 

justification for destroying the capital and the Spaniards replaced almost all of the 

indigenous luxury with European luxury. This replacement, however, could not take 

the place of the fantasy of luxury associated with the New World, such as the golden 

cities. Most of the European conquerors ‘had few scruples and but one desire: they 

dream[t] of bounty, of acquiring riches quickly and easily. [Meanwhile the] Church 

worried about…the excesses of the conquistador.’50

 

 Elsewhere in the New World, 

Francisco Pizarro Gonzάlez’s contact with the Incan Empire in Quito in the late 1520s 

(or in Peru as depicted in Werner Herzog’s harrowing film Aguirre, Wrath of God, 

1972) had consequences similar to Cortés’ encounter with the Aztecs. A century 

later, other Europeans looked for opportunities to find their riches in Amazonia. 

 

Injecting ‘Neo-European’ Luxury in Brazil  

 

Distinct from Mexico, what made the Amazon jungle luxuriant was its abundant 

natural resources. As far as prevailing evidence suggests, there were no sophisticated 

buildings in the Amazon region comparable to those found in Old Western Europe, 

certainly no ‘luxurious’ ones. On the contrary, there were only modest dwellings in 

the huts of the indigenous people living there. With the case of the luxuriant Amazon 

jungle although the Europeans did not perceive the huts as luxurious per se; they 

removed the huts they found. The Spanish, the Portuguese or the French colonists 

thought that the huts were inferior to contemporary European models. ‘Neo-

European’ buildings were built in many parts of Amazonia to civilise the indigenous 

people, and they continued to look for gold.  
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By the late sixteenth century, European architectural design trends were emulated in 

New World cities; some constructed mansions mostly for the elites that lived by the 

water. The lifestyles of the Europeans were enhanced by the myths about El Dorado, 

which led most of them to exploit the land. The European explorers were expecting 

to find golden cities and instead found primitive huts, and other artefacts along their 

journey up the Amazon River.  

 

By the seventeenth-century, the European explorers thought that the indigenous 

artefacts, raw and natural materials from the New World, especially gold and 

timbers, enriched European trade links because they were, and still are, considered 

scarce.51 Timbers such as Campeche (from the Mexican coasts) and Pernambuco or 

Bahia wood (from the north-east coast of Brazil) were exported to Europe, which 

were a necessity for palatial buildings, and other items, especially ‘silver and 

tortoiseshell of diverse quality,’ which were, and still are, luxury goods.52

 

 Such 

timbers were used in European constructions and the luxury goods were displayed in 

French, Portuguese and Dutch palaces to entertain the monarchy. So, the notion of 

luxury was furthered in Brazil in the effort to ‘Europeanise’ its buildings, such as the 

Portuguese and Dutch buildings in the state of Pernambuco. This is particularly the 

case when observing Recife’s Baroque architecture in the Portuguese state of 

Pernambuco. 

In the 1630s Dutch colonists sailed across the Atlantic Ocean to Olinda and they were 

motivated by the quest for controlling sugar cane plantations, and to establish Recife 

(Maritzstad) as their South Atlantic stronghold.53 At the time, Portuguese Recife was 

not prepared for a Dutch invasion. The Dutch burned the city of Olinda, located on a 

hill near the ocean, and settled at the mouth of the two rivers (the Beberibe and 

Capibaribe).54 At the time, the swampy areas adjacent to the rivers surrounding 

Recife reminded them of their homeland. When the Dutch colonists took control of 

its sugar plantations and drove out the Portuguese settlers, a city was created for the 

Dutch Prince Johan Mauritis van Nassau-Siegen (1604-1679)—governor-general of 

Dutch-Brazil.55

 

 Maritzstad (City of Maurits) was supplanted with luxurious ‘neo-

European’-looking buildings such as palaces, pavilions, stables and gardens with 

extensive water views. 

Luxury was one means of making the City of Maurits ‘neo-European.’ On the site, the 

most luxurious building was Prince Maurits’ Palace of the ‘Free Town’ or Vrijburg and 

pleasure gardens (1639-42). Its name derived from the prince’s reputation for  
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4.4. Plan of Vrijburg Palace and its 

extensive gardens. It represents a ‘sybaritic’  
Versailles, City of Maurits,  
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promoting religious freedom in the colony. There the palace was ‘built on five axes, 

with lower buildings attached as wings at right-angles in the Palladian manner. These 

wings had [four storey] watch-towers at the corners.’56

inspired architecture was exported to Brazil. Many of its building materials, such as 

bricks and roof tiles, were also produced in Europe.  

 The fact that the Palladian 

manner was employed in the lower buildings provides evidence for how the Italian-  

 

Maurits’ pleasure garden was ‘a spatial miniature of the natural world’ containing: a 

pergola with vines, olive trees, citrus and various other trees like coconut palms and 

banana trees, a labyrinth made of hedges and an artificial lake with islands and fish 

ponds (figure 4.4).57 With the completion of the Vrijburg gardens, Maurits ‘had 

surpassed the villas at Baiae and the villa of Lucullus,’58 analysed in Chapter 2, in 

terms of their scale and complexity. Indeed, the prince’s residence surpassed 

Lucullus’ gardens in ancient Rome in that the plants at the Pernambuco site included 

a different array of tropical ones.59

 

 Today, parts of the palace lie in ruin and these 

pleasure gardens have disappeared.  

Based on the evidence of existing drawings, the Vrijburg Palace was the most 

outstanding neo-European luxury building and garden ensemble constructed at that 

time in Brazil. It has the same attributes of luxurious building characterising Baroque 

Italy—exotic materials, large-scale and ornament (like the Caserta Palace; figure 

1.5). Additionally, the pleasure gardens are reminiscent of King Louis XIV gardens at 

Versailles and could possibly interpreted as a sort of ‘sybaritic’ Versailles in the New 

World. Both the Portuguese and the Dutch colonists occupied the native’s territory 

and what they produced in Pernambuco was luxurious. Instead of discovering luxury 

in the New World, the Europeans imported luxury materials to the city. The palace 

and gardens were abandoned after the Dutch left and then the area was redesigned 

as a nineteenth century square, with the most representative buildings of that 

period.60

 

 

 

Constructing Manaus into a Luxurious Capital 

 

About three thousand kilometres inland north-west of Pernambuco, the seventeenth 

century Portuguese fort, Barra (Manaus) on the banks of the Negro River in 

Amazonia, developed into a city comparable to European precedents. The 

morphology of the city of Manaus is remarkably different from that communicated in 

Hariot’s perspective, described earlier in the chapter. Functioning as a military post, 



 164 

the Barra fort was constructed ‘to protect the Negro River from invasion [by] the 

enemies of the Portuguese Crown (the Dutch and the Spanish).’61 The centre soon 

grew from a military post to a wealthy Portuguese-Brazilian city—Manaus’ 

contemporary urban centre is organised on a grid, a compositional device derived 

from colonial settlement process.62

 

  

From the eighteenth century onwards, Manaus was ‘neo-European’ owing not to a 

gold rush, but to the establishment of rubber plantations and refineries. Natural 

rubber, exclusively found in the Amazon jungle, came to be a valuable commodity in 

Europe for clothing and bicycles. This remote jungle attracted adventurers like 

French naturalist Charles Marie de La Condamine (1701-1774) and in the nineteenth 

century entrepreneurs, especially American Charles Goodyear (1800-1860). Apart 

from the city of Rio de Janeiro, Manaus is significant as it was another Brazilian city 

to be established at the time—it was, and still is, found in a remote and exotic 

context. Its architectural styles changed dramatically and were also luxurious.  

 

In the 1740s, Charles Marie de La Condamine noticed the indigenous people’s 

practice of rubber extraction and conceived of its potential usefulness and value for 

Europeans. Entrepreneurs invested in the commodity and soon Manaus turned into a 

prosperous city based on the rubber trade. De La Condamine voyaged down the 

Amazon River to Sao Jose Barra do Rio Grande and he is considered as the ‘first 

European to make a detailed [scientific] report on the collection and use of 

rubber.’63 In 1774, Sao Jose Barra do Rio Grande was still only a settlement and ‘its 

population summed up only 220 inhabitants whose economic activity was limited to 

the extraction of Forest products.’64 About fifty years after La Condamine’s report 

was published, Scotsman Charles Goodyear discovered the vulcanising process of the 

crude substance in 1839, enabling the latex of the rubber tree to be made into 

bicycle tyres.65 Barra grew in prosperity during the rubber boom. In fulfilling their 

dreams, entrepreneurs and the ‘newly rich…tried to make [Manaus] into their image 

of utopia.’66

 

 

Between the nineteenth- and early twentieth-centuries, the Amazon jungle became a 

primary destination for Europeans desirous of profit. Manaus became the latex 

capital of the world as people on the South American continent and overseas 

invested in the valuable product. Rubber extraction grew and the cities located at 

the mouth of the Amazon River at the Atlantic Ocean, such as Belem and the jungle 

city, Manaus, grew as well. For writer, Alain Gheerbrant: 

 



 165 

With a monopoly on wild rubber trees and the freedom to set its won prices, 

Amazonia became a vast equatorial Klondike. The precious commodity flowed down 

the…Negro [R]iver from Bolivia, Peru, Ecuador and Colombia, converging on Manaus. 

As the closest deepwater port offering year-round access to ocean-going ships, the 

city emerged as the rubber capital of the world. With its unique floating docks loaded 

with rubber, soon Manaus was awash in gold and poised for an era of unbridled 

luxury.67

 

 

When Manaus was a thriving city, the place was not literally ‘awash in gold,’ as 

portrayed in the myths, but saturated with the luxurious architecture and luxury 

loving lifestyles of European colonists. (Rubber became an exportable material and 

was used, for example, as a waterproof coating for textiles.) ‘Unbridled luxury’ 

architecture styles like tropical Baroque were injected into the city’s buildings. What 

made the buildings so appealing were their imported building materials and they 

were located in a different context—the jungle: they were permanent objects.  

 

It was not until 1850 that Manaus became the capital city of the Amazon—a city in 

the centre of the jungle that was remade in emulation of Paris.68 To make Manaus 

into a metropolis rivalling the French capital, engineers and architects were 

employed from overseas, mainly from Italy. By the 1860s, emigrants had erased as 

much as they could of the original Portuguese fort, replacing it with the belle epoch-

designed city to attract other Europeans. French-inspired boulevards lined with 

manicured trees and squares with fountains were placed in the city’s centre.69 

‘Gubernatorial mansions,’ a place where European elites could live like governors 

like Prince Maurits, were built for the rubber barons.70 German rubber baron 

Waldemar Scholz, for instance, built a two-storey mansion and garden in the 1890s 

and called the Palace of Rio Negro, which was luxurious in a European manner−was 

spacious and heavily ornate. New arrivals from France directed the ‘rubber 

operations’ while those from Italy ‘conducted other types of businesses in the 

capital.’71

 

 At the same time other European emigrants indulged in a lifestyle that 

was sybaritic, especially at the city’s clubs and saloon bars.  

As a colonial settlement, Manaus was always ‘neo-European’; with prosperity, 

specifically between the 1890 and 1910s, its ‘European’ features of the city’s 

buildings and the desire to make a little utopia in the jungle grew. Manaus developed 

into one of the richest cities in the Americas.72 The price of luxury products, like 

liqueurs and fabrics, quadrupled.73 As Manaus was so remote, ‘the cost of goods and 

services…made prices in the Amazon four times what they were in New York City.’74 
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With wealth came the desire to ornament the city with building civic monuments. 

Tax revenues were used to finance the construction of a floating harbour, public 

buildings, parks and even street lighting. For these improvements, building materials 

were imported from Europe, mainly from Portugal, Italy, France, England and 

Scotland.75

 

 Its public buildings like hotels, restaurants and theatres (for leisure and 

pleasure) were partly built from local materials, such as timber, and imported 

materials, especially iron and marble. So much for finding luxury in the New World—

the colonists had had to import almost all of their luxury building materials.  

By the eighteenth century, Manaus had emerged as a cosmopolitan city. The 

theatres, department stores and restaurants offered settings made luxurious by their 

visiting performers, French names and expensive-sounding dishes. Numerous cafes 

and boating clubs attracted an influx of bohemians.76

 

 Manaus suddenly became a 

decadent place and its ‘opulence reached bizarre heights’:  

Rubber barons…slaked their horses’ thirst with silver buckets of chilled French 

champagne. Their wives, disdainful of the muddy water of the Amazon, sent their 

linens to Portugal to be laundered. Prostitutes from Budapest and Tangier, Moscow 

and Paris, earned as much as eight thousand dollars for an evening’s work, fees often 

paid in tiaras and jewels…77

 

 

To compete with Paris, luxury spaces for leisure and pleasure were created for the 

rubber barons and their wives where the new local inhabitants converged with other 

types of people. As historian Bradford Burns summarised:  

 

French style and taste…did much to shape the daily habits of the rubber barons and 

their wives, mistresses and followers. That gentry boasted that their city possessed 

the ‘gay spirit of Parisian life’…The Julieta Theatre, as the management proudly 

reminded the public, specialised in ‘exhibiting the great works of art of the Comedie 

Francaise as produced by the Compagnie des Cinematographes Pathé Fréres (Paris).’ 

The leading stores seeking to satisfy feminine tastes bore French names: Au Bon 

Marché, La Ville de Paris, Parc Royal and others…At least one French restaurant 

catered to the palate of that portion of the population favouring escargot and pâté de 

foie. Menus at banquets customarily were written in French.78

 

 

Recently, architectural historian Styliane Philippou investigated perceptions of 

modern architecture in north-east Brazil and how ‘all things,’ meaning luxury goods, 

‘were imported from Europe’79 in the past because the place was completely 

isolated. Where else could Europeans find luxury squares and buildings? When the 
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region was colonised by Europeans in the sixteenth century, some Portuguese and 

Spanish elites, did not envisage luxury but discomfort, especially the humid climatic 

conditions or the diseases. And they were without adequate housing. With the 

employment of European builders they eliminated discomfort, for example, by 

constructing elaborate structures in the garden of the Amazon. Most spectacular of 

civic improvements is Manaus’ opera house.   

 

 

Amazonas Theatre (1893-1896), Manaus 

 

In 1890 a competition was held by the Brazilian government for a theatre in Manaus 

to be located atop a small hill near the river. First prize was awarded to Portuguese 

architect Bernardo Antonio Oliveira Braga.80 Although Braga produced the building’s 

plans, its facades were apparently designed by Italian engineers/architects, Enrico 

Mazzolani and Celestial Sacardim in 1893.81 The three-storey theatre is an amalgam 

of tropical Baroque, neo-Classical and Art Nouveau architectural styles. Additionally, 

the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago, which commemorated the 

anniversary of Columbus’s discovery of the New World, exhibited Manaus’ theatre. 

Within the exposition’s South American pavilion—itself, a luxurious setting filled with 

exotic artefacts and other things—a souvenir booklet was distributed: The City of 

Manaos and the Country of the Rubber Trees (1893). Within this book was a drawing 

of the Amazonas Theatre façade. The World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago was 

Manaus’ surest way to become known throughout Europe and North America.82

 

 This 

exposition contributed to popularising the association of the jungle settlement with 

the exotic and potentially luxurious theatre.   

When the Brazilian government funded the construction of the theatre in Manaus, it 

mandated that the project’s designers emulate the eclectic design trends from Paris 

and Italy.83 According to architectural historian Benedito Lima de Toledo, Brazilian 

theatres evoked ‘the sights of Paris’ and ‘manifest[ed] the civic pride of those who 

sought to attain lofty cultural standards.’84

 

 Manaus became a place to practice—to 

use Veblen’s words—‘conspicuous consumption.’ Its symbol in the use of sumptuous 

building materials from Italy was the eclectic theatre built in the jungle.  

This theatre is locally known as the ‘Jewel of the Jungle,’ an allusion to Amazonia’s 

rich supply of diamonds. The exterior walls surrounding the theatre are clad in dusty 

pink stone imported from Portugal. The dome is covered with French-manufactured 

green, yellow and blue ceramic tiles, the colour scheme derived from Brazil’s flag.85  
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The theatre’s front façade is sumptuous as it features eight Italian marble columns 

with Corinthian capitals and behind these is an ornate loggia (figure 4.5). Above the 

columns is an arched pediment with a sculptural relief of Amazons seated back-to- 

back against an emblem of the fine arts in the jungle. The exact dimensions of the 

sumptuous theatre have not been published, as such, but the horse-shoe auditorium 

(which can hold up to 685 seats) 86

the Massimo Theatre (1864) designed in Palermo, Sicily. 

 is comparable to the Italian theatres, especially 

 

The Amazonas Theatre encapsulates an extraordinary interior fashioned of imported 

and local luxury materials; the columns in the lobby are clad in Carrara marble from 

Italy and light and dark Amazonian timbers were used for the wall panelling, 

wainscots and the herringbone patterning of the floors.87 Gold ‘mined in Brazil was 

sent to England to be beaten into gold-leaf and then returned to be used in the opera 

house.’88 Italian artist, Domenico de Angelis, painted scenes for the theatre’s foyer. 

Burns describes the how the Greco-Roman mythological figures vie with indigenous 

ornaments: ‘Indian heads protrude from the balustrade of the staircases, and palm 

leaves interlace in the friezes.’89 Murals in other parts of the theatre depict neo-

European mythical figures cavorting in the Amazon jungle.90 Red velveteen curtains 

cling onto the walls and the seating is also covered with the same material. The main 

curtain of the Teatro Amazonas was painted by Pernambucan artist Crispim do 

Amaral in Paris, which is relevant since the artist was Brazilian, not French or 

Italian.91

 

 

Hovering over the auditorium is the dome, with a trompe-l’oeil mural with a 

captivating image of the underside of Gustav Eiffel’s Tower of Paris (figure 4.6) 

edged in golf-leaf, presumably painted by a Parisian or Brazilian artist, and a glass 

chandelier, imported from Venice.92 European or local artists painted the Eiffel 

Tower in the Amazonas Theatre because it represented Paris, the most important 

commercial centre in the 1890s, and it was a pleasurable place to meet other elites. 

Shortly after its construction the opera house attracted recognition of Manaus as 

‘The Paris of the Tropics’ or the ‘lavish jungle metropolis.’93

 

  

In the Amazonas Theatre silence is also a luxury; the building’s encircling perimeter 

road is paved with a layer of thick rubber so that noise from vehicles cannot 

penetrate the building and a European-styled garden with two flights of steps. The 

theatre fronts on to the Praca de San Sebastiano, a square covered with irregular 

black and whitish-grey stones imported from Europe (figure 4.5). ‘Recalling Lisbon’s 

Rosso [Square],’ Philippou notes that, ‘the square is paved with…flowing curves of  
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4.6. A ‘neo-European’ interior,  
a fresco showing the underside  

of the Eiffel Tower in the  
Amazonas Theatre. 
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Manaus [and] depict the “meeting of the waters [of Negro and Amazon Rivers]”—the 

sensual movements of the jungle.’94

 

 Despite the local aqueous reference, such paving 

was derived from Portuguese technique. The Amazonas Theatre is a luxurious belle  

epoch-styled structure: it employs Tropical Baroque elements in its sumptuous 

interiors, neo-Classical aspects in its front façade and Art Nouveau sculptures and 

paintings. It is an exuberant embodiment of the city’s rubber boom. It is also made 

exuberant by its context and this is a relevant point since it is an opera house 

stranded in the midst of the jungle.  

The rubber rush and the architecture of Manaus demonstrate Amazonia as an 

international luxury centre. The rubber rush, for Meunier and Savarin, ‘provided the 

most potent image of success in the period around 1910: a rubber baron lighting a 

cigar with a hundred milreis bill in [Manaus’] Opera House.’95 No doubt the 

construction of the opera house was a remarkable achievement in the Amazon 

jungle: certainly one of the most remote luxurious cities globally (impacting the 

construction of other theatres in remote places, like the Kalgoorlie Theatre in the 

gold-mining town of Western Australia).96

 

 

More significantly, the entertainment venue in the jungle metropolis heightens the 

point that its position was luxurious and built not for the self-improvement of social 

classes, but just to emulate Paris—as well as other buildings, such as international 

market-places. There were also immoral venues. Meunier and Savarin continue: 

 

The rubber barons were able to buy everything, except morality: the new millionaires 

behaved like soldiers on a spree; camp followers did a roaring trade; diamonds rolled 

across green game-tables; the fifty-dollar champagne flowed. Brothels were packed. 

Crime multiplied: illegal gambling, theft and scandal. The ruling code: violation, 

transgression and consumption.97

 

  

Eventually there was a rubber crisis since Brazil’s rubber tree seeds were smuggled 

out of Amazonia thirty years earlier and planted in Asia, ‘which would outstrip all 

competition in terms of yield and production costs.’98 Then, the entrepreneurs left 

Manaus, and in 1912 synthetic rubber was invented elsewhere ending the rubber 

rush.99 Cultivating more of a gap between the natives and the Europeans, Manaus 

became a city where luxury was left unimpeded. The city declined into obscurity and 

its luxurious theatre became a ruin. Few opera companies visited Manaus for fear of 

yellow fever (although today immunisation negates this threat). In the following 

decades, the theatre became a storeroom for petroleum products and the structure 
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subsequently deteriorated.100

 

 About six decades later, the theatre was restored to its 

former grandeur. 

Injecting Neo-European Luxury in Mexico City  

 

Under the direction of Cortés, who took siege over the Aztec capital of Tenochtitlάn 

around 1521 and claimed two of Moctezuma II’s palaces, the conquistadors razed the 

area around what we know today as the Templo Mayor pyramid, located near the 

Mexican Cathedral in the Zocalo plaza. 101

 

 The Europeans used the architectural 

spoils to construct their own capital. In rebuilding the place, they looked for spatial 

lots where they could set up new buildings with room for pleasure like for holding 

banquets. Then, the Spaniards subsequently filled in the lake to create more land to 

construct their own palaces and other subsidiary buildings. The city of Mexico was 

created around 1535 and neo-European buildings were built atop of the Aztec 

architectural excesses, such as churches and palaces. Mexico City is important since 

Cortés conquered the Aztec foundations and created his own luxurious city.  

In Mexico City, the Spaniards also introduced neo-European luxury architecture in the 

seventeenth century, building elaborate edifices such as the sixteenth-century 

‘House of Tiles,’ 102 a mansion clad with blue and white tiles. Mexico City became 

known as Mexico or ‘New Spain.’ At the time, Mexico City became one of the richest 

urban centres of the world, owing to the region’s abundance of silver. English, 

Spanish and Italian authors compared Mexico City to its European counterparts. 

Referring to English Dominican friar Thomas Gage who travelled to the city in 1626, 

art historian Ilona Katzew writes that he ‘tells how a friend [drawing upon the El 

Dorado myth] described the Indies as “paved with tiles of gold and silver” to 

convince him to travel there.’103 Katzew postulates how Mexico City was perceived as 

a city of luxury in Europe. Referring to the Creole Franciscan friar Agustin de 

Vetancurt’s Tratado de la ciudad de Mexico y las grandezas que la ilustran despues 

que la fundaron espanoles (1698), Katzew stated that this author described: ‘the 

orderly plan of the city, the magnificence of its buildings, the abundance of the 

colony, the intelligence of its population and the profound devotion of its 

citizens.’104 This is a description of the Spanish-built Mexico City. Katzew then 

referred to Giro del mundo (1699-1700) by Italian traveller Giovanni Francesco 

Gemelli Careri who wrote: ‘Its good buildings and the ornaments of its churches, 

makes [Mexico City] comparable to the best cities in Italy.’105

 

 All three accounts 

demonstrate how Mexico City began to be perceived as a neo-European city. 
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Between the late-eighteenth and late-nineteenth centuries, large numbers of 

Western Europeans emigrated to Mexico City and elsewhere and gradually the New 

World became known as ‘Latin America.’ As well as constructing ecclesiastical 

buildings or by constructing large haciendas (houses on vast estates), at the time ‘the 

burgeoning silver-mining economies in Mexico…provided income for the construction 

of many impressive town houses.’106 Many of the buildings followed European design 

fashions, especially the religious establishments.107

 

 Soon, however, things ‘Spanish’ 

was rejected and as architectural historian Marina Waisman wrote:  

Any trace of Spanish or colonial origin was rejected, as a reminder of past shame and 

backwardness…The new nations [of Latin America] had adopted neo-[C]lassical 

architecture immediately after their independence as a symbol of freedom and 

democracy, inspired by the French Revolution. During the second half of the 

[nineteenth] century, the considerable immigration of Italian masons and master 

builders produced an Italian style…108

 

 

Gradually ‘the quieter order of neo-[C]lassicism’ arose in other Mexican buildings.109

 

 

This ‘quieter order’ was the result of an explicit agenda to restore some kind of 

restrained coherence to the cityscape of Mexico City.  

 

Constructing Mexico City into a Luxurious National Capital 

 

Historian Rebecca Earle provides an evocative argument that indicates how the idea 

about luxury was imported from Europe to Mexico. Exploring the meanings of this 

idea in the Spanish travellers Jorge Juan and Antonio de Ulloa’s A Voyage to South 

America (1806) and other writings, Earle discussed how they described the area as a 

‘land awash with European luxury products (“Stuffs made in countries where industry 

is always inventing something new”).’110 Earle suggested that their account is merely 

an exaggeration that was characteristic of perceptions in the colonies. ‘For Spanish 

American advocates of luxury,’ Earle notes that, ‘most of the items employed to 

display [their] greatness had been imported from Europe, rather than constructed 

locally.’111

 

 ‘Neo-European’ luxury materials were thus imported into Mexico City. 

Ideas about ‘neo-European luxury’ were transmitted into Mexico by the French elites. 

As a ‘member of the European intelligentsia,’ German scientist Alexander von 

Humboldt (1769-1859)—who lived in France—visited Tenochtitlάn’s ruins in 1803 and 

his works about the incredibly strange place were published in Europe.112 Von 
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Humboldt played a great part in reforming the European vision of Mexico (and 

Brazil): ‘[h]is aestheticisation of the tropics served to make the tropical landscape 

the paradigmatic site where Europeans might realize and display their “European-

ness.”’113 Historian Juan Pedro Viqueira Alban believed that the Mexican elites 

imitated French manners and customs.114 By the end of the eighteenth-century, 

Viqueira Alban stated that ‘the adoption of French ways by the elites marked an 

abrupt departure from the monotonous and austere social life of the seventeenth-

century’ and that ‘[p]ublic diversions expanded,’115 especially theatre-going and the 

construction of imposing buildings to accommodate it. These ‘public diversions’ 

turned into exuberant constructions. Neo-European luxury materials and ideas were 

imported into Mexico City because President Porfirio Díaz (1830-15) was known for 

his European taste: the Francophile had first come to power between 1877 and 1880, 

and then again from 1884 until 1911.116

 

 For President Díaz, the construction of 

‘exuberant’ buildings in the French style in the expanding city of Mexico City became 

acceptable, as they were new and grand. 

In the late 1800s, Mexico City was filled with contrasts: scattered indigenous villages 

and the grandeur of the new palaces set against the unhygienic grime of the city’s 

colonial centre, the Zocalo. Boulevards were cut through farmland or tenement 

districts. Streets had been paved and widened for the insertions of new public 

buildings and monuments.117 The major boulevard, the Paseo de la Reforma, was 

built and along its length were clusters of sumptuous constructions and opulent 

neighbourhoods with European names like Roma and Condesa. According to historian 

Michael Johns, ‘the inhabited area east of the Zocalo [the area above the Templo 

Mayor] doubled in size,’118

 

 and then, west of the Zocalo, arose the Alameda district.  

President Díaz employed an Italian architect Adamo Boari (1863-1928) to reconstruct 

the National Theatre.119 The new theatre was built to mark the 1901 centennial 

celebration of Independence.120

 

 At the time a decision was made to integrate the 

new National Theatre within the grounds of the Alameda Park, which was partly a 

modernisation of the park. Boari’s vision of the Palacio de Bellas Artes, a white 

marble-clad building including a winter garden, pergola and plaza, was one of the 

government buildings that facilitated Díaz’s dream. Convincing the idea of a new 

theatre to Díaz, Boari was the architect who introduced Aztec themes to the 

president because Díaz would not have been interested otherwise. 

 



 175 

National Theatre (The Palace of Fine Arts), 1904-1910, Mexico City 

 

The Alameda district was the place where neo-European architecture grew, 

specifically, the National Theatre (now the Palace of Fine Arts). The Italian engineer 

and architect Adamo Boari, who previously worked on urban projects in Uruguay and 

Brazil, designed the theatre between 1903 and 1904 while working in Chicago.121 

Boari’s innovative design impressed the Dictator, Díaz, since he desired a Parisian-

looking city and the proposal fulfilled his wishes. In preparing the design and 

construction document drawings, Boari made frequent visits to Europe, particularly 

to Paris and Vienna to study opera houses. There, he studied the Paris opera and 

refined the ideas of Charles Garnier—master of the belle epoch. He also read the 

writings of Leon Battista Alberti, as pointed out in his book La costruzione di un 

teatro (1918), and he was familiar with Francesco Colonna’s Hyperotomachia 

poliphili, exemplifying ideas of luxury in the Italian Renaissance.122 By the time Boari 

went back to Mexico, he created an urban study of the streets and open spaces 

around the city’s Alameda Park. Boari argued that what Mexico City needed was ‘a 

magnificent building, which will epitomise and express the progress of this modern 

metropolis.’123

 

 

The luxurious Palace of Fine Arts was built over Tenochtitlάn’s ruins. The façade of 

the theatre’s three-storey exterior is clad in white Carrara marble, imported from 

Italy (figure 4.7). Boari appropriated the ornate characteristics of Venice’s 

architecture, such as the façade of Saint Mark’s Basilica, and Ferrara’s 

Renaissance/Baroque palaces drawing on the pure whiteness of the Palace of 

Diamonds. He also appropriated neoclassical orders, suggestions of Parisian elegance 

and the sturdiness typical of Aztec monuments. Noted for its luxuriousness—its 

materials, scale and ornament and double-height volumetric spaces, the facades are 

adorned with Aztec and neo-European motifs. The central dome is surmounted by an 

eagle and surrounded by sculptures representing the fine arts. The original design 

included Aztec sculptures though some of these were never incorporated into the 

building. Overall, the dimensions of the theatre are 80 metres wide x 120 in length x 

50 metres in height and its seating capacity is for 1 808 people.124

 

 The theatre even 

included a restaurant. Boari introduced Aztec ornament in the design of the theatre, 

which, for some critics, was distasteful, but Boari amalgamated Tenochtitlάn’s 

design motifs within the architectural language of neo-European luxury. Boari grafted 

Mexican elements on to a European frame, thus creating a novel, hybrid style that is 

both exotic and luxurious.  
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4.7. Adamo Boari, the Carrara marble 

 façade of The Palace of Fine Arts 
(Mexico’s National Theatre),  

Mexico City. 
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Boari also designed the glass mosaic curtain for the stage−created by Louis Tiffany 

Studios of New York—for the pleasure of European migrants and Mexican elites seated 

in the auditorium.125 It demonstrates Mexico’s prominent geographical 

features−particularly two volcanoes (Popocatepétl and Iztaccihuatl that overlook 

Mexico City) and a landscape of cactus plants. Comprising close to a million pieces of 

coloured glass within a 320 mm steel frame it weighed 21 228 kilograms when it was 

transported from New York to Mexico.126

 

 Arguably, this mosaic curtain might be a 

scene emanating from Boari’s affinity with Italy itself, especially the Bay of 

Naples−as a ‘Bay of Luxury’−with prickly pear plants at the foot of Mount Vesuvius. It 

was, and still is, peculiar to see this image of familiar European details within Mexico 

City’s theatre. Cactus plants, for instance, are native to the Americas. Whereas, to 

see an image of the underside of the Tower of Paris, within an opera house in the 

Brazilian tropics, is not ‘native.’ 

The theatre’s design drawings are especially luxurious in that they amalgamate Aztec 

ornament. This type of ornament formed part of the conservatory—the element that 

was to be inserted in the theatre’s foyer and roof in order to ‘acclimatise’ Mexico 

City. The structure supporting the conservatory ultimately became sculptural 

elements in Boari’s building, an innovative contribution to theatre architecture.127

 

 

The sketches depict the Aztec serpent—Quetzcoatl (God of art and culture): in 

various forms, the serpent encircles the fountain and beneath the central staircase. 

Boari’s Aztec serpent details are neo-Europeanised, by which I mean they are more 

refined and elegant than the ones produced by the pre-Hispanics.  

According to Xavier Moyssen, Boari incorporated Aztec elements in his design of the 

opera house128

 

 and this is particularly the case on the exterior of the building with its 

European-styled ornate serpents slithering beneath the arches (figure 4.8). Judging 

by the Aztec elements incorporated into the theatre and the palpable connection to 

France and Italy, the building evokes the ‘European cultural supremacy’ and the 

refinement of neo-Europeanised Aztec ornament. Moreover, the Palace of Fine Arts is 

an important luxury building as it takes on an explicitly nationalistic dimension, as a 

monument within Mexico’s capital city.  

In 1909, there was a lot of considerable political upheaval in Mexico City and people 

revolted against the money spent on Porfirio’s imported ‘Parisian’ dream—the Palace 

of Fine Arts, probably the most expensive construction built at the time. The 

construction of the building was not completed because of the Mexican Revolution 

(1910). Subsequently, the revolutionaries overran and occupied the building. During  
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4.8. Detail of the European-styled ornate 

serpents beneath the archway of the 
main facade of The Palace of  

Fine Arts, Mexico City.  
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the Revolution, there was even an attempt to demolish the Palace of Fine Arts, but 

fortunately it has become a notable monument in the capital once again, especially 

after its completion in 1934.129

 

 This case is significant since it was a luxury landmark, 

a monument that made Mexicans revolt against Díaz, and his Europeanised building 

plan.   

Opposing Boari’s eclectic theatre and the Porfirian regime, architectural historian 

Trent Elwood Sanford wrote in 1947:  

 

[T]he bastard Fine Arts Palace in Mexico City is not Mexican, it is the architectural 

miscarriage of an ambitious and arrogant dictator, an attempt to crush Mexican 

tradition and make Mexico pompously European.130

 

  

Sanford’s passage implies the misapplication of European style and its use in the Fine 

Arts Palace. Culturally, this building was not considered as significant at the time 

because it reflected the glory of France and Italy rather than the glory of Mexico. 

Today it is, however, an important case in that it has not only become neo-

Europeanised but also transmits Aztec qualities. Since Boari previously practiced in 

both South and North America, he certainly had a vision of luxury and its (aesthetic 

and moral) worth was international. As Boari said of his commission to build Mexico’s 

National Theatre:  

 

Eastern forms [meaning from Europe] have mingled with those of the West…this does 

not mean that we should repudiate the past. Today, more than ever, each country 

must take pride in its architectural forms, by modernising them.131

 

 

Boari’s comments impressed the followers of the Porfirian regime and other early 

modern Mexican architects.132

 

 The transformation of traditional and early modernist 

ideas in his compositions, especially the Chicago-styled house Boari built for himself 

in Ferrara (1922), Italy, was therefore a prominent aspect of Boari’s architectural 

design—to attract not only elitist admiration but also post-Hispanic and international 

admiration. 

Somewhat less callous than Sanford’s criticism of the ‘bastard’ Palace of Fine Arts, 

Brazilian sociologist Gilberto Freyre acknowledged Manaus’ theatre in the late 1950s:  

 

Even the great Amazonas Theatre—with its fusion of European styles with American-

Indian motifs…was hardly more than superficially Brazilian, [it was] a combination of 

Italian spirit with Brazilian decoration.133 
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This statement emphasises the Italian and indigenous excesses inherent within the 

opera house. So the architectural styles—the ‘tropical’ Baroque, the neo-Classical 

and Art Nouveau—all distinguish the theatre.  

 

Restored to its former glory between the 1970s and 1980s; the Amazonas Theatre is 

once-again renowned for its luxurious interior, refinement and architectonic 

exquisiteness. After its restoration, Manaus’ Amazonas Theatre became a luxurious 

setting for Werner Herzog’s film Fitzcarraldo (1982). The film itself portrays the 

scenes, as described in the quotations by Burns and Davis in this chapter, specifically 

the luxurious lifestyles of the European elites in Brazil at that time. 

 

In the end, what did neo-European luxury in these two main Latin American cities do 

for architects back in Europe? It allowed the thinking of architects to traverse many 

places at the same time: to express neo-European and indigenous luxury materials in 

the theatres while making architecture an important vehicle for constructing a sense 

of identity. More importantly, neo-European luxury architecture was amplified in 

Latin American contexts. 

 

The conspicuous display of neo-European luxury architecture in Latin America 

enabled architects to experiment in new exciting surroundings. Few Europeans 

migrated to Mexico in the nineteenth century. Suddenly, international luxury 

materials and design trends, mainly from Italy and France, became entrenched 

within the city of Manaus and Mexico City. Expensive materials were rare and yet the 

Europeans continued to incorporate materials from Old Western Europe because they 

were superior in that they were more durable/ and the workmanship was far more 

refined at that time than in Latin America.  

 

In Latin America, the different Belle Epoch architectural styles signified the 

exuberance of the European elites who wished to flaunt their conspicuous display 

through architecture to demonstrate their power over the indigenous people. At the 

same time, there were far greater inequalities—the indigenous people became 

poorer, morally and architecturally, than those experienced by the European world. 

Theatres in both Manaus and Mexico City were constructed by using local and 

imported luxury materials. When they were built, the elites who attended 

performances there tried to emulate the air of grandeur of Paris and Venice, but the 

auditoria themselves did not control disorder. Despite this lack of control, as 

nationalistic-type buildings, they were designed by European engineer/architects. 
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They were built at the behest of nationalistic Mexican and Brazilian elites who 

admired European styles. At the same time the architects sought to invent a more 

local architectural idiom that combined European and faux-indigenous styles, 

especially Boari’s work.134

 

 Therefore, what is significant in this chapter is that the 

Latin American cities became places where neo-European luxury expanded, with 

buildings resembling those in Italy.  

 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter discussed how, historically, what luxury was in Tenochtitlάn, before the 

Spaniards colonised Mexico City. After its colonisation, neo-European luxury 

supplanted indigenous luxury and consequently the natives in those places were 

viewed as being immoral in their own land. Imaginative narratives about El Dorado 

soon flourished and showed Europeans the glorification of its lavish environment, and 

sybaritic venues in the New World. The myths and riches of Mexico City and Manaus 

demonstrated its physical context as being luxurious. Mexico City, however, was not 

the same as Brazil since there was no luxury architecture in Brazil before the 

Europeans arrived. The point here is that the prospect of finding luxury in the New 

World in the Aztec city and in the golden cities gave way to the importation of 

European, and Old World luxury. Though the colonists did extract every natural 

resource they could possibly find, mainly silver, and exported them back to Europe 

from the New World. 

 

This chapter also discussed what luxury architecture was when planted by Dutch 

Prince Maurits in Pernambuco in the seventeenth century. After the construction of 

Maurits’ palace and pleasure gardens, the Portuguese later reclaimed Recife around 

1680 and other luxurious constructions followed south-east of Pernambuco along the 

coast.135

 

 Then, it explained how luxury was neo-Europeanised in Manaus and Mexico 

City. European elites migrated to the city of Mexico from the nineteenth century 

onwards and the central districts evolved as ‘sybaritic’ places. The city layouts 

represent other forms of Paris’ Belle Epoch with wide boulevards with European 

street names. Elites and entrepreneurs went to find wealth and that the subsequent 

concentration of capital there was responsible not only for the visual appearance of 

the city, its many pleasures and spaces for pleasure, but certain attitudes toward the 

places, which exhibited strains of the ‘sybaritic.’  
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Subsequently, the entrepreneurs attempted to remake the image of neo-Europe in 

Manaus by injecting Italian architectural design trends within their buildings in exotic 

contexts. Both Mexico and Brazil are sites of architectural resources. For the 

Europeans, the imported materials for their new luxury buildings made the contexts 

even more exotic. Many other materials, especially Brazilian timbers and various 

stones, were exported to Europe (and elsewhere) and used for the embellishment of 

palaces. In the case of Mexico City, the Dictator Díaz desired a Parisian-looking city. 

 

The chapter argued how these cities provided an opportunity to see how neo-

European luxury evolved to reflect circumstances of Latin America: the indigenous 

people in Brazil and Mexico wanted European architecture to become neo-European. 

So, ‘European cultural supremacy’ dictated how architecture and luxury should 

mainly in Manaus and Mexico City. Latin American luxury materials were exported to 

Europe and vice versa. The difference between Europe and Latin America is that its 

context (with neo-European-styled buildings) is amplified in, what was at the time, 

remote and exotic places—in the Amazonian capital and in the vast Mexican capital. 

On the one hand, the indigenous settings in both Manaus and Mexico City represented 

the dominance of France’s luxury urbanism and they are understood as indications of 

the success of the European world for the privileged elites. On the other hand, the 

buildings fell under the spell of Italian stylistic development, which were permissible 

at the time. It also argued that the neo-European development enabled the 

governments in both cities to advocate French urban design and luxurious Italian 

architecture. 

 

The chapter analysed the different architectural styles and luxury materials of the 

Amazonas Theatre and Mexico’s National Theatre. It also explained how the neo-

European, Amazonian and Aztec excesses in those respective places were criticised 

after they were built and how they are seen today. Boari’s initial design of the new 

National Theatre Palace incorporated an innovative European/ Aztec wintergarden, 

which was unrealised. Both theatres are important in that they demonstrate Latin 

American luxury spaces. Boari’s theatre was created in the national capital whereas 

Manaus was not a national capital as such, only Amazonia’s capital. The ceramic-

tiled dome of the Amazonas Theatre, however, alludes to the colours of the Brazilian 

flag and so it could be a national state building. The next chapter will consider how 

neo-European and Mexican luxury materials luxury affected the modern luxurious 

architecture of Chicago in North America.  
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Chapter 5 

Modern Luxury in Chicago 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Between the late eighteenth and early twentieth century, there was a transformation of 

luxury within architecture: it was created in a modern way. In the conquest of the 

American Mid-West and West, the town of Chicago experienced tremendous change in 

the late 1850s, geographically and economically. The lake and prairie were extensive 

and most of the development occurred in the town when there was an influx of 

immigrants from overseas searching for work along the Chicago River. Then, the town of 

Chicago grew larger and the soil was marshy, and an expensive engineering feat began; 

‘the river was dredged to handle increased sewerage load, and the dredged soil was 

used as fill to raise the street grades to [new] heights.’1

 

 In Chicago, buildings were also 

raised to new heights. At this point, it is important to provide a discussion of what 

luxury was like in this American city and on its outskirts towards the end of the 

nineteenth century, which was different from Europe and Latin America. This chapter 

defines what modern luxury is in Chicago, as this was the place where ‘Sybaris’ was 

created on the prairie, the place where the skyscraper was invented and, as noted in 

the previous chapter, the place that hosted the World’s Columbian Exposition.  

By concentrating on the periods between the Gilded Age (1866-1896) through to the 

beginning of the Roaring Twenties, this chapter analyses an entrepreneurial venture on 
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the prairie, as it celebrates homeownership with a luxury garden, in a suburb of Chicago 

called Riverside. It relates this suburb to aspects of luxury in Edward Everett Hale’s 

utopian book Sybaris and Other Homes (1869). Then, the chapter discusses why the 

notion of the hotel was an important building type for transmitting luxury in the city. It 

argues that there was a luxury-building boom, especially from the end of the nineteenth 

century onwards, and explains how luxury became modern.2

 

 The chapter examines two 

unrealised competition entries that deserve more recognition as they signify modern 

luxury on their exteriors through their ornamentation: the Luxfer Prism Towers (1898), 

designed by Adamo Boari, and the Chicago Tribune Tower (1922), designed by Adolf 

Loos. Finally, it argues that modern luxury involved essential reference to conspicuous 

ornament by embodying wealth and brilliance, in the form of commercial skyscrapers. 

 

Luxury in a Suburb of Chicago—Riverside 

 
Approximately fifteen kilometres southwest of the centre of Chicago, a suburb for 

wealthy Americans arose in the Gilded Age (1866-1896) on the prairie. This suburb was 

only made possible by the extension of railroads and stations in 1868. Designed in 1868, 

The Riverside Improvement Company decided to locate the project on the prairie, 

covering approximately 1 600 acres, with the Des Plaines River flowing though the 

property.3 The prairie became the site of developing homes. The plan of the suburb, 

designed by the pioneering landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted, and Calvert 

Vaux, is organised in organic manner; the streets are curvilinear around the trees and 

along the river, and the actual plots stagger across each side in different directions. 

Resembling a field of geometric ‘rose-leaves’ strewn upon the tabula rasa, the plan is 

significant since preceding suburbs were based on a grid. Previously, Olmsted and Vaux 

had designed Central Park in New York City. A precedent of Riverside was Llewellyn Park 

(1853-57), New Jersey, designed by A.J. Davis, also curvilinear in plan.4

 

 Suburban 

Riverside was different from its New Jersey counterpart in that the designers decided to 

work on the prairie and made something out of nothing. They manufactured a kind of 

utopia in Riverside in that people could live within their own garden; an attempt was 

made to make things modern and luxurious in Chicago. The Gilded Age provided an 

opportunity for European migrants and Americans to rethink the way architecture could 

be designed with luxury in mind and so the suburb served to celebrate home ownership. 
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Olmsted and Vaux laid out the suburb in a curvilinear road pattern roofed over by tree 

canopies. In contrast to Chicago’s orthogonal street grid, as will be described in the next 

section, architectural historian Daniel Bluestone writes that both Olmsted and Vaux 

‘recommended gracefully curved lines and open spaces as a means to achieve “happy 

tranquillity”’ in the Riverside composition.5 Referring to Olmsted’s plan at Riverside, 

architectural historian Walter L. Creese wrote, ‘stretched above…was the canopy of 

green trees sheltering the monochromatic lawn, like a rippling awning, from the infinite 

and ever-changing prairie sky.’6 The area and the canopy above were thus beneficial for 

suburban development since the prairie was baron and did not represent a naturally 

luxuriant garden. Riverside is one of most significant cases of luxury that was regulated 

and actually realised on the prairie as representing a sort of new ‘Sybaris,’7

 

 in a 

beneficial way, since up until now Sybaris was denigrated as a place of luxury.  

Edward Everett Hale’s utopian novel Sybaris and Other Homes (1869) possibly affected—

indirectly, Olmsted’s design of the plan of Riverside to justify luxury in the suburb. 

Earlier a Unitarian minister, Hale was well known to and friends with Olmsted. Hale 

experienced Riverside at first hand, and both of them were easterners (from Boston). 

Hale uses his novel as the means to advocate the suburb, not the city, as the best venue 

for self-improvement. At the beginning of the book, he portrays the voyage of Colonel 

Ingham, who ended up wrecked in modern Sybaris—in this case not along the southern 

Italian coast but on an island—for a week. Ingham discovered that the place was 

unknown to people and the people that lived there never wanted to leave.  There, in 

modern Sybaris, commerce was not celebrated, both women and men were educated, 

and there were no servants.8  Hale dedicated the book to the Suffolk Union for Christian 

work, which believed that the provision for better homes in cities was the first work of 

Christian reform. One contemporary critic believed Sybaris and Other Homes ‘is a fine 

contribution to domestic economy,’9

 

 especially for the leisure class, to diminish 

overcrowded areas and provide more organised suburbs. Moreover, Hale aimed to 

promote home and land ownership of the luxurious type for the leisure class; to improve 

American society and the way architecture was planned on plots of land. 

In the third chapter of Sybaris and Other Homes, Hale detailed the types of things that 

made a suburb luxurious. The plots of land were large-scale and each plot had its own 

private luxury garden (as opposed to a public garden for everyone, for instance, in the 

city). There were rules placed on the plots, for instance, ‘the houses in the town plot 
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[had to] be set back from the roadside.’10

 

 At first glance, the structures in the ‘town 

plot’ immediately appear as being superfluous. What this particular rule implies is that 

the leisure class could afford to buy their own luxury house and garden package deal, 

which were different from the elite class in Europe as they were the only class who 

could afford to own a property, a luxury garden and the like. The houses in the novel are 

portrayed as being utilitarian and so it is a mythical reconstruction of Sybaris as a 

luxurious utopian city. Sybaris and Other Homes promoted how permissible luxury and 

architecture could be developed on the prairie. The point here is that the luxurious 

suburb on the prairie was an enjoyable place to live in.   

Intriguingly, both Hale and Olmsted corresponded with one another about the planning 

of suburban Riverside.11 Their working relationship suggests how the theme of Sybaris in 

relation to American literature appeared within architecture. After reading Sybaris and 

Other Homes, Olmsted wrote to Hale on 21 October 1869. Responding to Hale’s notion of 

the ‘sybaritic problem,’ defined as ‘the need to eliminate overcrowding in urban areas 

and to promote the proper design and financing of suburban communities,’12 Olmsted 

explained that there was a need of reducing overcrowding in the city. Here the division 

of property is called the ‘sybaritic problem’ because the entrepreneurs were 

accumulating too many tracts of land and buildings.13

 

 At Riverside, boundaries were 

camouflaged and made invisible, for instance, houses well set back from the road, no 

boundary fences, bridges and so forth to demarcate property.  

A promotional leaflet of 1871 stated that living in Riverside ‘involves no banishment 

from all that is good in city life, but rather the elegant culmination of refined tastes 

which cannot be gratified in the city.’14

 

 The promotional leaflet also stated that: 

[Suburban] Riverside is pre-eminently an economical place for a home, and as being such, 

is the place not only for the merchant, but for his clerk…At the same time it is a place for 

the man of wealth, for here he will find every surrounding to prompt him to rear an 

elegant Home, with the luxury of all urban conveniences, and decorate and embellish his 

grounds in every way to gratify his taste.15

 

 

In this passage the ‘luxury of all urban conveniences’ suggests that these were luxurious 

in that one had these conveniences in a house on the prairie, such as the bathroom, 

kitchen and wash room facilities. Here luxury is connected with what is somewhat 

‘refined,’ ‘tasteful’ and ‘elegant’—and suburbia were seen as the limits of permissible 
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luxury. Accordingly Hale visited Riverside in 1871 ‘and there found his Sybaris fully 

realised,’16

 

 and this is important because it provides one instance of modern luxury in 

Chicago in the sense that the prairie developed into a luxurious context with its 

suburban houses.  

One of the first attempts in suburban Riverside to introduce luxury houses, and a luxury 

hotel in the area, was designed by architect William Le Baron Jenney (1832-1907). 

Jenney ‘was hired by The Riverside Improvement Company to oversee the execution of 

The General Plan of Riverside.’17 He designed several large-scale two-storey houses that 

incorporated neo-European styles, including a house for himself and a two-storey hotel 

for visitors to the suburb. In the Riverside Improvement Company pamphlet (1871), the 

Swiss-styled Riverside Hotel (1869) is promoted as having 124 lodging rooms that were 

‘all large, light and airy, supplied with running water and lighted with gas.’18 The 

pamphlet noted that the ‘aim [was] to make the hotel superior in every aspect to any 

summer resort…while seeking…luxury.’19

 

 The hotel was luxurious because it housed 

European architectural ornament, it was large-scale, it housed a restaurant and it 

contained a polygonal pavilion in the garden. Importantly, the context was imported, all 

of the amenities of a luxurious city hotel, but set in bucolic prairie gardens, making it 

even more luxurious (figure 5.1).  

Riverside Hotel was also luxurious as the extensive river views and gardens were 

comparable to French picturesque gardens, like Marie Antoinette’s Trianon Gardens, and 

filled with Venetian-styled gondolas. Jenney’s luxurious suburban hotel is significant not 

only because it was created on the prairie as a design type, but also since Olmsted and 

Vaux designed it as a leafy suburb.  

 

Around the same time when the hotel was built, however, the Riverside Improvement 

Company went bankrupt and its utopia failed, symbolically marking the fall of Hale’s 

‘modern Sybaris.’ Despite the Riverside venture’s bankruptcy, owning a house in the 

‘satellite’ suburb or staying at the suburban hotel was associated with luxury because of 

its context—a modern ‘Sybaris on the prairie’ for Americans and foreign visitors. 

Theodore Turak argues that the ‘importance of Riverside lay in the fact that it was more 

than a suburb.’20 He states that ‘[i]ts founders and planners intended that it be a self-

sufficient and self-governing entity….[Riverside] in effect, was a satellite city.’21 The 

above statements are relevant to the expansion of the city since they suggest how the  
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5.1. View of the Des Plaines River from 

William Le Baron Jenney’s luxurious 
hotel veranda, Riverside, 1870-71. 
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planning of the suburb was large scale and it implies how the outskirts of the city of 

Chicago became attractive. The suburb came about in the quest for luxury in the United 

States. 

 

After Riverside’s completion, the production of luxury commodities increased, luxurious 

buildings grew rapidly and the entrepreneurial class emerged in Chicago. Jeffrey W. 

Limerick, for instance, noted that ‘industrialisation became the dominant force in 

American life.’22 From hereon, the entrepreneurial class ‘found [their] identit[ies] 

through character-building competition and expressed [them] through the accumulation 

of objects appropriate to [their] power and position.’23

 

 This statement is interpreted 

herein as demonstrating the collection of the luxury objects, which were owned by the 

leisure class. In effect, these luxury objects altered how the leisure class could display 

their wares within their homes in a novel manner. Riverside thus became a luxurious 

architectural setting for the leisure class.  

The rise of the leisure class affected the housing not only in suburban but urban areas 

through the construction of buildings that resembled hotels. Riverside Hotel as a modern 

luxury hotel allowed visitors to experience what it was like to live in a suburb and this 

experience enabled other suburbs to emerge outside the city of Chicago. So, the suburb 

contributed to Chicago’s reputation as being a luxurious city. Other Chicagoan 

entrepreneurs then invested in the city and this permitted the leisure class to live a life 

of luxury in apartments and visitors to stay in other luxury hotels. 

 

 

Modern Luxury Hotels in Urban Chicago 

 
Chicago’s city centre is located approximately seven hundred and fifty kilometres inland 

from the East coast of the United States. It is comprised of an orthogonal street grid and 

sited adjacent to the extensive Lake Michigan. 24 Chicago, for Carl Smith, has the ‘most 

distinctive feature of the setting [that] was, paradoxically, its lack of distinctive 

features.’ 25 When the domestic buildings were built upon the grid and the elevated ‘ 

“Loop”—named for the turn-around loops of streetcar lines’26—a number of 

entrepreneurs invested in hotels in the late 1800s near this railway system. Other 

building types arose, such as flats, which appeared close to the lake, and they were 

mostly made out of timber and brickwork. Many of these building types arose along 
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Dearborn Street, State Street and Michigan Avenue in the city centre. Their exteriors 

and interiors were usually fitted out in a European manner, but they were often 

uncontrolled in terms of their height.27 Smith noted that, ‘[w]hile the city always 

attracted opportunists focused only on immediate gain…it was being fashioned by people 

who consistently looked ahead.’28

 

 For the entrepreneurs, hotels imitative of the ones in 

Europe became symbols of wealth and ‘modern’ luxury, and they impacted the 

expanding city of Chicago.  

Within the Gilded Age, a term coined by American novelist Mark Twain to describe the 

showy culture of the rich of the period,29 halls of commerce and clubs, entrepreneurs 

would often discuss matters concerning travelling overseas  and the building of luxurious 

architecture. Entrepreneurs, for instance, would spend time at a club rather than at a 

restaurant since this was the place ‘where one rubbed elbows with “all sorts.”’30 

Experiencing luxury hotels overseas, they ‘admired European sophistication and 

experimentation while at the same time they paid homage to an idyllic American 

past.’31 In addition, literature influenced the affluent Americans’ perceptions especially 

those concerning entrepreneurs making progress in the burgeoning city of Chicago. 

Accordingly, Limmerick remarked that ‘many new buildings became a picturesque 

collection of European stylistic devices and forms.32

 

 This remark is significant because it 

there is one hotel employing such devices and forms that was built for the leisure class− 

in the city.  

 

Pre- and Post-fire Palmer House Hotel (1869-70 and 1871-75) 

 

The same year that Riverside’s housing and two-storey hotel were built on the prairie, a 

much taller hotel was constructed along Dearborn Street, in the city of Chicago. The 

city’s merchant and real estate entrepreneur, Potter Palmer toured Europe in 1867 and 

‘examin[ed] the leading hotels,’33 inspiring him to create an incredible American hotel 

with European-styled details. This entrepreneur developed Dearborn Street and a seven-

storey hotel named after him, the Palmer House Hotel (1869-1870) designed by the 

architect John M. Van Osdel, appeared.34 The exterior of the hotel was clad with grey 

granite and ‘rendered with carved detail in “the French Renaissance style,”’35

 

 

resembling a palace extruded vertically. For architectural critic Joseph Siry, the Palmer  
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House Hotel ‘was the most expensive of Chicago’s buildings funded by private capital, 

costing $2 000 000 to build and $500 000 to furnish.’36

 

 

The Palmer House Hotel is a luxurious hotel not only because it was multi-storey and 

expensive building materials were used for the cladding of the building’s interior, but 

also because the materials were imported from Europe (figure 5.2). Potter Palmer, for 

historian David Lowe, ‘combined thirty-four varieties of marble, Florentine mosaic 

mirrors, satin and velvet upholstery and specially woven Axminster carpets.’37 Then, 

Lowe remarked that the Potter Palmer Hotel was a luxury hotel ‘commended for its 

restrained Parisian elegance.’38 This remark suggests how Chicago was linked with the 

belle epoch city of Paris. The Palmer House Hotel was also ‘claimed to be the world in 

miniature, for Chicago is a cosmopolitan city,’39

 

 a city for both foreigners and 

Americans. The hotel’s interior melange of Italian and French-inspired styles, in 

particular, illustrates how Chicago developed into a luxurious city. 

The destiny of the city centre, however, was about to change. Citing one real estate 

investor, Bluestone stated that Chicago was ‘covered with countless old rookeries and 

miserable shanties,’ which were considered indecent at the time because they were 

‘dens of infamy and low gambling dives, the resort and rendezvous of thieves’ and the 

like.40

 

 Chicago was treated as a mean city and people were thinking only about making 

money and wealth. Their attitude about making money drove them to land speculation. 

So, suburban Riverside was a land speculation project in itself and became one of the 

places to live away from the geography of misery of Chicago, but this suburb was 

experiencing problems at the time, as explained in the previous section.  

Chicago developed also into a city of luxury: because of its extravagant architecture and 

immoral behaviour of some of its foreigners and citizens. Its wealth and squalor gained 

the city’s reputation as a ‘Gordian [or inextricable] city, so excessive, so satanic.’41 Not 

long after the Potter Palmer House Hotel opened, it burnt to the ground in Chicago’s 

Great Fire of 1871. This catastrophe destroyed most of the city centre and incinerated 

about a third of its timber-framed buildings in the north side of the city.42

 

 The event 

itself can be seen as analogous to the Great Fire of Rome and its architectural excess, as 

described in Chapter 2. According to historian John Pauly: 
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Early Chicagoans had usually identified themselves with agrarian virtue and condemned 

eastern luxury and chicanery. Yet their city’s very success created a moral dilemma for 

them: would Chicago, as it grew, automatically come to resemble eastern cities like New 

York, or could it remain like the western agricultural towns with which it did business? 

Typically, Chicagoans had sought a rhetorical middle ground. They wanted to claim that 

their city, though successful, still exemplified western virtue, and that Chicago’s best 

citizens, though rich, still personified the simple, pious spirit of the city’s hard-working 

pioneers…. 

The fire…had rescued Chicagoans from the danger of ‘luxury.’43

 

 

There are many myths that surround the Great Fire of Chicago and account for why it 

occurred. Whatever the reason, John Pauly observed Chicago’s catastrophe as a 

‘providential judgement visited upon an especially evil city’ and compared it to ‘the 

destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah.’44 This comparison is fascinating from a moralising 

perspective since there were similar criticisms of the destruction of ancient Sybaris, as 

stated in Chapter 1 (or similar criticisms of the Great Fire of Rome). For Pauly, luxury, 

‘intemperance and leisure of city life had made catastrophe inevitable….The fire had 

rescued Chicagoans from the danger of “luxury.”’45 Here, Pauly is suggesting how 

architecture became too extravagant. Referring to Olmsted’s remark about ‘the fire’s 

severity to Chicago’s ‘extravagant style of building,’ Pauly stated that the ‘faults of 

construction…must have been numerous. Their walls were thin, and were often 

overweighted with gross and coarse mis-ornamentation.’46

 

 Such reportage clashed with 

the new image of the entrepreneurs as soothsayers of the incinerated and excessive 

city. Chicago’s catastrophe, however, did not stop the some of the entrepreneurs from 

moving elsewhere in the city: they invested in the city.  

After Chicago’s Great Fire there was a building boom and a number of architects could 

experiment their new ideas by designing large-scale projects. The city was built more 

carefully and in an economical way. This is important as it gave rise to frenzied building 

activity. Attitudes toward luxury changed and so did the design and function of the 

buildings. The fire thus provided an opportunity to rethink architecture in the city. 

Taller commercial buildings were designed and constructed and they allocated spaces 

for lift cores and sumptuous spaces for the lift cars and foyers, which were often 

ornamented. Such buildings demonstrated how the entrepreneurial class celebrated 

consumption—through public display—through the interiors on every level and up 

towards the roof terrace. The reconstruction of the city of Chicago served as a 
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motivation for entrepreneurs and architects to design brick hotels with their ornate 

foyers. Citing from descriptions published in The Land Owner, a real estate journal, Siry 

notes that between 1871 and 1873 Chicago was the ‘“Paris of Western America,” the 

cent[re] of its trade and commerce as well as its architectural capital,’47

 

 and so this 

association made Chicago a modern luxury centre.  

Despite the damage of the Great Fire to the original Palmer House Hotel, a post-fire 

Palmer House Hotel (1873-75) was destined for Chicago and was designed, and built by 

Charles Maldon Palmer one block up to the right along State Street.48 This hotel was 

similar to the previous one in that it consisted of seven-storeys, lifts and elevators, and 

clad with luxurious building materials. It was different, however, in that it was fire-

proofed. When the second one was completed in 1873, the hotel was believed to be the 

largest hotel in the world: 1639 rooms and suites, each with electricity and telephones, 

and five dining rooms.49

 

 The hotel lobby was large-scale and elaborately decorated with 

murals and as Siry describes: 

There Corinthian columns of yellow marble from Catalonia had gilded capitals and 

extraordinary spiralling brackets beneath the ceiling beams, while the surrounding 

counters had wainscoting of white Carrara marble with inset panels of rose brocatelle, a 

richly patterned marble mosaic. These were only three of thirty-four kinds of marble 

imported from as many quarries. The columns gave ‘a grand and palatial effect to the 

rooms, which reminds one of the state apartments of the Tuileries in the palmy days of 

the [Second] Empire.’ A grand staircase rose from this level…[and] its steps were also of 

Carrara marble…Bronze griffins crowned the lower newel posts and a massive Venetian 

mirror of Venetian glass on the landing reflected the lobby.50

 

  

Siry’s descriptions of the luxury building materials used in the decoration of the Palmer 

House Hotel were also used in its restaurant as well and Italian artists were employed to 

paint the room’s frescoes and the like.51 There is also a Parisian sub-theme in the lobby 

with its columns made out to look like palm trees. Additionally, the sound of money 

inspired designers to also include a barbershop in the building and the floor was covered 

with silver dollars. According to Siry, Rudyard Kipling described the hotel in 1889 as a 

‘gilded and mirrored rabbit warren, and where [he] found a huge hall of tessellated 

marble, crammed with people talking about money.’52 Rebuilt on a new site, the Palmer 

House Hotel demonstrates how wealthy Chicagoan entrepreneurs were in the city of 

Chicago in the Gilded Age.  
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Ten years later, Jenney, who designed the hotel at Riverside, designed the Home 

Insurance Building in Chicago (1883-85) on LaSalle Street, three blocks west of the post-

fire Palmer House Hotel. This building is especially significant since it was the first use 

of a steel skeletal structural frame.’53

 

 Jenney became renowned as the ‘creator’ of the 

American steel skyscraper and so his design impacted how tall buildings could dominate 

the city of Chicago’s landscape; this mindset impacted the forward-looking visions of the 

entrepreneurs in the city to design commercial buildings. 

 

Chicago’s Auditorium Hotel (1890)  

 

Fifteen years after the second Palmer House Hotel was built, four blocks south parallel 

to State Street, the Auditorium Hotel was constructed along Michigan Avenue. In 1889, 

Dankmar Adler and Louis Sullivan received the commission for Chicago’s Auditorium 

Hotel within their monumental complex, the Auditorium Building, which was fireproof. 

This complex also included an opera house and commercial offices (figure 5.3). The 

hotel includes a large lobby, restaurant, dining room, banquet hall, four hundred large 

guest rooms, kitchens and service rooms.54 According to Siry, the ten-storey hotel ‘was 

meant to attract “those very sensible Americans who believe in travelling in their own 

country.” ’55 This building is particularly remarkable for Siry since it was built ‘to surpass 

not only the Palmer House Hotel but Chicago’s private men’s clubs, which had 

developed their own architecture.’56

 

 This fact is important because Adler and Sullivan’s 

design of the Auditorium Hotel set a new American standard of luxury—in public 

interiors, especially in the lobby, private interiors, such as the Auditorium Hotel’s Bar, 

and the exterior of the building itself—with veracity. 

The exterior of the Auditorium Hotel is clad in various local stones, Minnesota and Maine 

granites for the first three storeys and Indiana limestone for the remaining storeys, over 

brick walls,57 which are distinctly American. The interior, however, is clad with stones 

quarried from Central America. For Siry, Sullivan and his colleagues ‘developed cladding 

to address “the imperative necessity for some substance of a decorative character that 

would hide the iron in fireproof structures.”’58 The lobby is particularly spacious and 

consists of a row of bulky columns; along the wall exist a hierarchy of arches through 

which leads one to the main staircase and to the rest of the building, and electric 

elevators (figure 5.4). Both the lobby and the staircase are especially luxurious since  



 203 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
5.3. Louis Sullivan’s Auditorium Building Complex 

 includes the Auditorium Hotel, 1890.  
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5.4. Louis Sullivan, detail of the reception  

area with its various European and  
Mexican material finishes in the 

Auditorium Hotel lobby. 
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tessellated marbles were used to cover the floor, Mexican onyx marble was used 

extensively for the wainscoting and each of the columns’ capitals were made from 

plaster and gilded. With regard to the main staircase, slathers of Mexican onyx marble 

wainscoting continue along the walls and above this layer on the landing between the 

first and second floors is an ornate plasterwork border. The wrought iron railings were 

painted gold and the newel posts were painted bronze. Lighting fixtures were installed 

as well, which are also luxurious: the hotel was ‘designed for electric lighting. Initially, 

atop the bronzed newel posts there were brass electroliers “from which electric lights 

burst forth like blossoms.”’59

 

 

One other space that was luxurious was the Auditorium Hotel’s Bar since its columns 

were ornate. Oak timberwork was used for the columns and the actual bar,60 though oak 

was neither considered particularly exotic nor luxurious, because the species was 

plentiful at the time. These bulky-timber columns were beautifully carved and that is 

what made them appear luxurious, which are juxtaposed with the thin cast iron 

columns, plated with bronze and a ring of incandescent bulbs (figure 5.5). These highly 

decorated elements served to support a mezzanine level. For Siry, these columns ‘had 

exaggerated entasis in their shafts, on which foliate relief swirled, continuing from the 

bar’s straight top moulding.’61 Above the length of the bar and between these two types 

of columns, is a passageway and recessed upon the ceiling, is ornate plasterwork with 

foliate relief. Above all, the ‘carving’s excellence exemplify the Auditorium’s capacity 

to inspire new standards of local workmanship.’62 This particular space demonstrates an 

intimate luxurious architectural setting for men’s private and semi-private 

conversations—a theatrical-type place for drinking.63

 

  

Since the hotel’s intimate and luxurious spaces were very popular when it opened, in 

1891 Adler and Sullivan were ‘retained as consultants’ for the design of the Auditorium 

Annexe’s façade, since there was a need for expansion to accommodate visitors to the 

future World’s Columbian Exposition (1893).64 The Auditorium Annexe (1891-93) was 

constructed on the corner of Congress Street and Michigan Avenue, was aligned in height 

with the existing Auditorium Building and emulated its design. Local Bedford limestone 

was used to clad the building in the Romanesque style, but another architect, Clinton J. 

Warren, was responsible for the design of the plans because he ‘had designed four 

earlier successful Chicago hotels.’65 Architectural historian Hugh Morrison noted that the 

‘Auditorium Hotel was considered the last word in luxury [my italics] and  
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5.5. Louis Sullivan, detail of the 
timber work and cast-iron work 

in the Auditorium Hotel Bar.  
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had large rooms and many fine suites.’66

 

 The considerable extension to the Auditorium 

Building across the street made the greatest contribution to what modern luxury 

architecture was in Chicago because of its large-scale, American grandiosity and lake 

front views. 

So far, all of these hotels’ upper storeys had views of Lake Michigan at the time when 

they were built, a luxury that attracted people to stay within the city of Chicago. Most 

of the hotels were significantly luxurious because they each had their own restaurant 

and/or bars. Cultural historian Molly W. Berger suggests how the hotel building type was 

‘luxuriously extravagant arising from an evolving political economy’s needs for new kinds 

of public spaces to accommodate [it’s] particular blend of democracy and commerce.’67 

In the first instance she argues that the ‘Americans “invented” the large urban luxury 

hotel in the early nineteenth century’ and that they ‘represented their cities as 

progressive and sophisticated.’68 Similar to Berger’s statement about the luxury hotel, 

according to Daniel Bluestone, they ‘set a pattern that skyscrapers followed.’69

 

 

Supposing that they only consisted of a number of storeys in height, luxury hotels 

presented examples of skyscrapers with European forms. Eventually skyscrapers evolved 

into modern luxury symbols of wealth in Chicago. 

 

Commercial Skyscrapers as Representations of Modern Luxury  

 

Generally speaking, commercial skyscrapers are novel buildings and these types were 

locally regarded as exemplifying material excess that ‘celebrated’ consumption in the 

sense that their exteriors, and interiors, comprised of expensive building materials. It is 

therefore necessary to consider the different types of moral and material excesses 

extant after the Columbian Exposition and the objections to the high-rises after the 

event because they demonstrate modern luxury within large-scale projects. Referring to 

the luxury buildings of the 1890s, Neil Harris notes that Chicagoans ‘associated 

respectability with control of vertical space.’70

 

 Luxury commercial skyscrapers are 

discussed herein meaning tall buildings comprising different design trends with modern 

ornamental surfaces that are set within Chicago’s urban context.  

Between 1892 and 1893, money was no object for the entrepreneurs investing in 

rebuilding Chicago. For Smith, however, it was still an ‘unruly place…[and m]uch of the 
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cityscape was filthy and ugly.’71 By 1893, the area specifically around the south side of 

Jackson Park developed into an optimistic place and represented modern luxury 

especially when it hosted the World’s Columbian Exposition. The American architect who 

designed the exposition, Daniel H. Burnham, who worked for Jenney, dedicated a lot of 

his time to composing the Exposition (and later the planning of Chicago and to designing 

skyscrapers).72 As noted in the previous chapter, the purpose of the exposition was to 

‘commemorate the four hundredth anniversary of Columbus’ discovery of America.’73

 

  

The design of elaborate buildings erected for the Exposition embraced new architectural 

styles. For instance, the drawings of Manaus’ Amazonas Theatre in Brazil, noted in the 

previous chapter, were exhibited in the Brazilian Pavilion. These drawings would have 

especially influenced foreign architects’ perception of what was being built in the 

Americas in the ‘belle epoch’ of Central and South America. Such elaborate drawings 

were distinctive compared to the designs in the United States at the time. 

 

Historian Annabel Wharton, for instance, refers to the Columbian Exposition’s fancy 

buildings and writes: 

 

Ornament signified not only by its opulence, but also by its content…the Columbian 

Exposition…demonstrated the superiority of the United States by including within it all 

that was sumptuously exotic, historically and geographically.74

 

  

This excerpt is intriguing because the exposition buildings that became ornate in the 

American manner, such as Henry Ives Cobb’s Fisheries Pavilion, made Chicago a 

destination for national travellers. The World’s Columbian Exposition was also 

responsible for completely transforming the city of Chicago into one that celebrated 

modern luxury high-rises. 

 

The Exposition completely transformed the city and eventually Chicago became a 

modern luxury destination for tourists. After the Exposition, there was surge for the 

demand for luxury skyscrapers and efforts were made to expand the development of 

them in the centre. Private luxury mansions were also built on the opposite side of the 

Exposition in the north—the place where Potter Palmer lived—to satisfy the 

entrepreneurial and leisure classes. This was particularly the case along Lake Shore 

Drive in the ‘Gold Coast’ district—the so-called luxurious residential area that extends 
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north of the city Chicago along Lake Shore Drive—created in the 1890s, providing an 

elaborate setting for the city.75

 

  

One prominent commercial steel skyscraper along State Street was Carson Pirie Scott 

and Company Department Store (1898-1904), originally the Schlesinger and Mayer Store, 

designed by Sullivan. Sullivan designed the building in the same year he published an 

article, ‘The Tall Office Building Artistically Considered’ (1898). Presumably, this 

particular building was the first step in a transformation of a ‘luxury’ high-rise because 

its exterior was heavily ornamented. There was a nine-storey and then a twelve storey 

building that were constructed in two phases. The nine-storey building consists of two 

parts: the less ornate facade appears in the upper stories and the heavily ornate facades 

of the shops exist on the first and ground floors. The upper stories for office spaces were 

clad with terracotta, which was given a matt glazed finish, and the metalwork 

surrounding the shop windows imitated bronze works.76 The twelve-storey building is 

especially intricate since the corner entrance features six arches. Above each arch are 

ornamental perforations of a stretched festoon of flowers motif and the irons lintels are 

‘dripping’ with molten or frozen foliage, allowing light to penetrate into the circular 

vestibule (figure 5.6). Light also enters above this part of the façade through a wall 

fitted with ‘prismatic Luxfer glass, which refracted sunlight into the building to 

illuminate the interior depth of the lower floor salesrooms.’77 This type of prismatic 

glass was the new modern luxury material that was innovative for other buildings 

designed at the time. Citing one critic in 1905, Siry observes that Sullivan’s building was 

‘superior to l’Art Nouveau of Europe in that it was born of reason and not of whim.’78

 

 

This observation suggests that there was a reason for Sullivan’s luxury: the two 

concepts−reason and luxury−are tantamount.  

The Carson Pirie Scott and Company Department Store is luxurious because it 

accommodated offices in the upper floors, it included prismatic glass blocks called 

‘Luxfer Prisms,’ which were innovative lighting devices for buildings during the day and 

evenings. The corner vestibule’s interior is also luxurious since it included materials for 

the ceiling and wall panelling, such as mahogany veneer deriving from ‘San Domingo or 

Mexico…[a mahogany] known for its fine grain and rich tone.’79 The most luxurious 

attribute is the metal ornamentation as it is jubilant compared to anything else that was 

created anywhere at the time in Europe and the Americas, because the ornament had 

integrity. The ornament used in Sullivan’s building is relevant to the commercial centre  
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5.6. Louis Sullivan, vestibule with ‘Luxfer Prisms’ 

above the ornate lintel in the  
Carson, Pirie and Scott 

Department Store,  
1898-1904. 
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of Chicago in a luxury sense since it was not antiquated anywhere else, universally— 

Sullivan’s ornament assure modern luxuriousness. 

 

Sullivan’s design of the Pirie & Scott Department Store skyscraper is therefore one 

instance of luxury (and its indulgence), demonstrating the elegant qualities of its 

ornamentation on the corner. Its exterior, for instance, featured a rounded corner 

entrance and molten florid framing of large-spanned windows. According to Kimmel, 

Sullivan ‘sought to create a distinctly masculine type of building, the skyscraper…[and] 

to recapture manly power in corporeal form.’80 This particular example is similar to 

Sullivan’s Men’s Bar at the Auditorium Hotel, which was excessive in a masculine sense 

because they increased in size vertically. They were excessive also in a feminine sense: 

as being ‘draped…in the most voluptuous and sybaritic ornament.’81

 

 These points suggest 

ornamental excess within a tall building represents what is sybaritic in architecture and 

acceptable. Carson, Pirie and Scott Department Store was not only luxurious, but also its 

contents—the luxury goods—that were conspicuous.  

Chicago was home to economist Thorstein Veblen, proponent of the term ‘conspicuous 

consumption.’82 Veblen’s term ‘conspicuous consumption’ is relevant for this chapter 

because his notion has architectural implications—as it came about in his book Theory of 

the Leisure Class (1899).83 I believe Sullivan’s building of luxury skyscrapers of Chicago 

with its solidified and embroidered ornamentation motivated Veblen’s work. Gwendolyn 

Wright commented on Chicago’s cultural conflict and discussed Veblen’s theory of 

‘conspicuous consumption’ in an architectural context. By the late 1880s, Wright notes 

that ‘the number of people who could be considered middle-class was on the rise’ in 

rural and urban areas.84 Referring to the domestic guidebooks of the day, Wright wrote 

that ‘most sources of decorous taste…instruct[ed] readers and clients about how to 

imitate the rich…on a limited budget.’85

 

 The leisure class was not only able to own 

homes in the suburbs but soon also able to own luxury flats, like the ‘Mecca.’  

According to Daniel Bluestone, the Mecca Flats, designed by Willoughby J. Edbrooke and 

Franklin Pierce Burnham in 1891, employed ‘skyscraper models for accommodating 

people at high density.’86 Bluestone argues that the Mecca Flats ‘differed from other 

urban structures’ that were designed at the time ‘in its unusually cosmopolitan 

combination of social and spatial elements.’87 He suggests that the four-storey building 

was ‘[p]rojected as a Mecca for “flat-seekers”’ and that ‘each floor covered nearly one 
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and a half acres.’88 Herein the very name–Mecca–is ironic in that in the United States it 

meant a place that people were attracted to: at the time, and today, the place means 

an Islamic city in Saudi Arabia. Figuratively, the design of the Mecca Flats was 

camouflaged as a large-scale international house and this was permissible, because it 

could eliminate overcrowding in the city. ‘When the size of apartment building 

stretched beyond that of the house or mansion,’ Bluestone writes, ‘architects 

appropriated hotel and club models to maintain domestic associations.’89

 

 This statement 

immediately suggests that the ‘disguised flats’ were already hotel-like in reality. So, 

right from the start this project conveyed some form of an exotic setting because of its 

name and function of the building, meaning eastern luxury influenced western luxury.  

By the end of the 1890s, critics were expressing their knowledge of the influence of 

luxury on the built environment. Returning to Wright’s viewpoint, she stated that 

‘Veblen saw architecture as evidence of a nation’s material conditions on individuals and 

cultural expectations.’90

 

 Then, Wright explained that Veblen’s   

Theory of the Leisure Class documented the ways in which ‘conspicuous consumption’ 

was replacing conspicuous leisure as the most visible means for demonstrating an 

individual’s cultural reputation. And architecture constituted a definite part of this 

trend: styles were usually based, he charged, on pretence and display, as well as on 

shelter and personal expression. The values of waste, expense and elevation from 

‘familiarity with vulgar life’ represented the principal determinants of form.  

 

Wright’s passage is relevant because she discusses Veblen from an architectural point of 

view. The problem with Chicago’s architecture, for Wright, is not that the city had a 

limited number of domestic buildings for the leisure class, but that there were not 

enough to accommodate the middle class, and this problem extended to the number of 

commercial building required to provide for this class.  

 

The inspiration to emulate the luxury of the European aristocrats continued and this 

impacted how modern luxury developed even further not only in Suburban Riverside, but 

also in the centre of Chicago. Here modern luxury was expressed through a building’s 

ornament and in a way the ‘sybaritic problem’ extended from a problem of the division 

of land, and the accumulation of properties owned by the entrepreneurs, explained 

earlier in the chapter, to a problem and solution of ornament. Ornament was 

permissible and therefore indicates a larger picture—of the modern luxury buildings.  
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Ornament as a Means of Refinement  

 

Assessments of Chicago’s ornament as a means of refinement were largely owing to a 

large image of modern luxury—the cladding of a skyscraper. Sullivan, who worked for 

Jenney, was eminent for his maxim ‘form follows function.’ 91 Traditionally, ornament 

embellishes a building’s surface. Sullivan’s theory of ornament, however, was different 

in that he suggests that it was integral to the building. The commentaries about 

Sullivan’s ornament suggest that their excessiveness is demonstrated through their 

refined decoration of surfaces. Modern luxury representations of ornament in his works 

are divided since there are two different rationales of ornament behind his work: the 

organic, such as the square and pentagon, and inorganic, such as the manipulation of 

foliage forms and the like.92

 

  

In discussing rationalism as a philosophical concept in architecture, Alan Colquhoun 

referred to Sullivan’s theory of organic architecture. Here Colquhoun argues that 

rationalism was divided into structural and organic rationalism. He suggested that 

Sullivan’s ‘theory of “organic” architecture’ was derived from the European architects 

and romanticists, which expressed the law of ‘form follows function.’93

 

 Next a 

comparison of these two rationales of ornament follows. 

Architectural historian William Jordy relates luxury and excess to Sullivan’s skyscrapers 

in Chicago and noted that for him ’ornament [was] a major element in architectural 

design [that] was not something added but something integral, providing animation and 

expressive qualities to the building.’94 As Siry observes, ‘Sullivan considered that the 

substances in which the motifs were crafted were themselves ‘inorganic’ in that they 

were without vitality.’95

 

  

Hence, Sullivan’s design of the Carson, Pirie and Scott Department Store, specifically 

embodied modern luxury qualities that were elegant, in terms of their ornamentation, in 

the sense of the functional configuration of spaces, and especially its sheer height. 

Ornamental luxury also appeared within the building’s interiors. When discussing his 

designs, Jordy specifically references Sullivan’s ‘incidents of ornamental excess’ and 

suggests that the organic or ‘naturalistic ornament…was too flamboyant for its 

function.’96 He argued that Sullivan’s ornament ‘also set up a degree of contrast 

between the technology of the building and its resplendence.’ Jordy writes that: 
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the exaggeration of [its] presence in many of Sullivan’s [other] office building designs 

whether as functional entities, or merely as the wish for their presence, as in the lavish 

surrogate loggias at the cornice [are] without more than a symbolic presence. They 

indicate his eagerness to push his tall buildings into something grander that it inherently 

was.97

 

  

Jordy’s account of tall buildings suggests how ornament was used as part of the 

structure rather than as a separate thing. The unrestrained building and the celebration 

of conspicuous display of the building itself in the city expanded. As Jordy noted, 

‘Sullivan’s ornament promised luxuriousness within his works.’98

Robert Twombly evaluates Sullivan’s essay ‘Ornament in Architecture’ (1892) and how it 

specifically relates to the lack of ornament. Referencing Sullivan, Twombly confirmed 

that ‘a structure entirely without decoration could be noble and dignified by virtue of its 

mass and proportions alone.’

 Architectural historian  

99

 

 Citing Sullivan, Twombly writes that: 

It might be best if architects refrained from employing ornament for a few years in order 

to concentrate on producing buildings that were…’well formed and comely in the nude.’ 

Ornament was ‘mentally a luxury, not a necessity,’ he observed…100

 

  

With this in mind, a building stripped of its ornament was morally permissible in an 

architectural sense—and still showed symbols of luxury, which is an attractive attribute. 

Ornamental luxury and the lack of it exists both as being permissible: a tall building 

could be considered as luxurious if there was no ornament. By the end of the nineteenth 

century, the luxury hotels and apartments in Chicago’s centre suggests one way how the 

commercial luxury skyscraper form emerged—the department store with offices. These 

buildings usually comprised of no more than twenty-five storeys high. There were also 

other innovative luxury skyscrapers, particularly ones that were unbuilt.  

 

 

Competition Entries for Modern Luxury Skyscrapers  

 

Two important European architects either worked on or visited the World’s Columbian 

Exposition: Italian Adamo Boari, and Austrian Adolf Loos (1870-1933).101 Both would later 

enter Chicago-based competitions for skyscraper designs. During the late nineteenth- 

and early twentieth centuries, Chicago businesses grew and the demand for commercial 
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and retail space increased thanks to the elevator. Buildings began to expand vertically. 

‘The specialised office building permitted architects, designers and investors to devote 

money and imagination to the distinct needs and desires of the office tenant.’102

 

 Chicago 

not only experienced the rise of modern skyscraper architecture, through means of 

which entrepreneurs became highly successful and wealthy, but it was the nucleus of 

architectural luxury. 

Although neither project was realised, Boari and Loos’ skyscraper designs are relevant to 

modern architecture and they can be understood as instances that express permissible 

luxury, in the sense of the celebration of building materials, like prismatic glass blocks 

and polished granite. They were specifically designed for the working class who were to 

function within these bright-looking office spaces. These entries are significant modern 

architectural case studies because they were not only developed for commercial 

purposes, but they were unrealised as potential and cutting edge luxury skyscrapers in 

the United States at the time. The first of these competition entries is the Luxfer Prism 

Skyscrapers (1898) by Boari. The second competition entry is the Chicago Tribune Tower 

(1922) by Loos. These entries emulate Neo-European luxury, specifically the references 

to the Broken Column House at Desert de Retz in Loos’ project. Both entries 

demonstrate a Chicago trend in skyscraper luxury—a trend to turn to European stylistic 

influences. If these specific commercial skyscrapers had of been built, they would have 

reconfigured the city of Chicago’s Gothic castellated water tower in glass. This 

particular tower, which no doubt influenced Boari’s designs, is significant for this thesis 

since an American style represented modern luxury much earlier than it did at a later 

stage because architecture regressed into accepting the Gothic as the preferred style, 

especially in the 1920s.  

 

 

The Luxfer Prism Towers (1898) 

 

The same year Louis Sullivan designed the Carson Pirie and Scott Department Store, 

Chicago’s Luxfer Prism Company launched a competition to demonstrate new 

possibilities in the use of its patented ‘Luxfer Prisms.’ These were modern building 

materials, prismatic glass blocks designed—to light up large office spaces—by refracting 

light from the outside to the inside, and so this is what made them luxurious as opposed  
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5.7. Adamo Boari, competition drawing 

showing two Luxfer Prism Towers. On 
the left is a ten-storey building 

and the right is a twenty-four 
storey building, 1898.  
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5.8. Adamo Boari, document  

drawings of the ten-storey 
Luxfer Prism Tower.  
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to preceding buildings admitting little light through windows. Its use was ‘considered 

from the standpoint of the owner’s interest, as well as that of good modern  

architecture.’103 Boari won second prize for designing two different skyscrapers, ‘ten 

and twenty-four storeys high—whose facades were entirely covered with Luxfer 

Prisms’104 (figure 5.7). Atop the taller skyscraper, Boari designated ‘a restaurant, roof 

garden and observatory,’105 features evocative of the underlying characteristics of 

Sullivan’s Auditorium Hotel. Boari’s twenty four-storey tower ‘consist[s] of what 

appeared to be a bundle of four cylinders over a flared base and an ornamental 

crown.’106

 

 Furthermore, the twenty-four storey tower is entirely encased in a glass 

curtain wall appears to be Boari’s interpretation of Chicago’s past—incorporating part of 

the Chicago Water Tower—which survived the Great Fire.  

Architectural critic Dietrich Neumann argues that Boari’s drawing, specifically the ten 

storey tower, ’represent[s]…the first design for a virtual glass curtain wall for a 

skyscraper, and certainly deserved the attention of later critics concerning themselves 

with the search for a predecessor of the modern office building.107 In this way, the 

illusion of the ‘glass curtain wall’ of the ten-storey early modern office building (figure 

5.8), reflects a form of modern luxury since Boari had already worked on a number of 

projects in the United States, specifically when he worked on the Chicago’s World 

Columbian Exposition (while he was employed by Daniel Burnham) and Latin America.108

 

 

Boari’s Luxfer Prism competition drawing of the ten-storey tower in particular 

represents modern luxury because the building appears crystal-clear and it is original. 

Both of Boari’s skyscraper designs challenges two concerns, the neo-European versus 

modern luxury.  

 

The Chicago Tribune Tower (1922) 

 

Twenty-four years after the Luxfer Prism Tower Competition, Loos’ entry to the Chicago 

Tribune Competition (1922) also challenges neo-European versus modern luxury.109 The 

building was destined to be located along Michigan Avenue, which is, today, a premier 

shopping district. The ‘Chicago Tribune,’ according to Katherine Solomonson, ‘presented 

the competition as leading the way in transforming both the skyscraper and the city.’110 

She then states that the ‘Tribune’s rhetoric, presag[ed] a new era for the skyscraper and 

the city and tapped into trends that were already under way.’111 In my view, one of the  
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5.9. Adolf Loos, drawing of the 
Chicago Tribune Tower, 1922. 
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‘leading’ trends that Solomonson overlooks is the one proposed by Loos, the one that 

develops my idea of the ‘luxation’ (or the dislocation) of European-styled architecture.  

 

Loos’ design illustrates a forty-storey skyscraper as an over-scaled column on a square 

base (see figure 5.9). Stressing how the Chicago Tribune Competition for a new office 

building became one of the largest and most controversial design contests of the 1920s, 

Solomonson states that the ‘entries provoked constant debate about both the question 

of appropriate styles for the tall office building and the meanings associated with 

them.’112 Solomonson then considers the ‘best-known and most ambiguous’ entry by 

Loos, which demonstrates an archaic column with black gleaming granite.113 According 

to Joseph Masheck, ‘Loos might well have known of the country house in the shape of a 

single giant fluted, though proto-romantically ruined, column, at…“Le Desert” [de 

Retz],’114 analysed in Chapter 3. Loos’ columned-office building does not represent 

American skyscraper luxury as such, but a satirical take on European antiquity by 

incorporating a gigantic column with narrow windows into a modern city115

 

; it is an 

American version of a ‘renewed’ Broken Column House.   

Two conclusions could be drawn from these competitions entries. Firstly, that the luxury 

skyscrapers, meaning tall buildings made up of sumptuous materials, like glass and 

marble, are not entirely a decadent practice for architects. Instead, it a process that 

provides spaces, for example, the offices within skyscrapers that are well-lit, which is a 

necessity for better working conditions of the masses and not totally ornamented. On 

the one hand, Boari demonstrated Chicago’s innovative skyscrapers, since he included 

entire facades made up of Luxfer Prisms, examples of modern luxury. On the other 

hand, Loos did not win a prize, but his very tall skyscraper building demonstrates how 

Chicago was progressive in the sense that it celebrated the importance of European 

ornament. Boari’s skyscraper drawing of the ten-storey tower is thus far more advanced 

and innovative than Loos’ antiquated design since the building promised ‘light.’ Both 

competition entries thus celebrate the luxury skyscraper differently: in the first, there 

exists a break from European traditions of the past; in the second it seems to find in 

such a tradition its justification for building a large ornament. The winning entry was a 

Gothic-clad skyscraper design and so a historicist style was chosen for a modern type, 

which ‘was seen by many Europeans as a sign of American architectural confusion and 

cultural backwardness.’116
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Luis Carranza’s commentary on commercial skyscraper architecture includes other 

criticism of the entries discussed herein that brought about progressive changes in 

response to the idea of skyscraper luxury. Carranza alludes to the post-Hispanic form 

and suggests that the skyscraper is a uniquely American type that is ‘uncontaminated 

and uncontaminated by European values and forms and by modernity itself.’ 117 Carranza 

momentarily mentions the work of Boari, in the context of Mexico City’s Palace of Fine 

Arts (analysed in the previous chapter), and Loos, specifically his ‘shift towards ancient 

pyramidal forms’ in his 1923 projects.118

 

 Outlining the connection between these post-

Hispanic stylistic features and their appearance in Chicago, Carranza’s thoughts are used 

in this section as devices to explore luxury and targets for architectural criticism. 

Carranza’s critique therefore provides a number of points for luxury skyscraper analysis 

in the Chicago competitions. Referring to one modern Mexican architectural critic, 

Francisco Mujica, Carranza writes that he examined 

The appropriate character for modern buildings based on a re-evaluation and vindication 

of the indigenous architectures of America, specifically the pre-Hispanic architecture of 

Mexico. Mujica’s formulation was based on his acceptance of the skyscraper as the 

principal manifestation of a uniquely American architectural type and of pre-Hispanic 

forms as the only ones adequate to represent the spirit of the American skyscraper 

typology….[Mujica] was even able to prove the ‘American-ness’ of skyscrapers that [also] 

used European forms and traditions as inspirations. In the end, he believed that the most 

recent and, therefore, most modern skyscrapers inadvertently recalled the forms of pre-

Hispanic architectures.119

 

  

Carranza’s point about the ‘reliance on pre-Hispanic forms reinforced the telluric 

condition of architecture over the place-less and imported historical references’120

Post-Hispanic forms were untainted by European ideals (especially their ornament). They 

were innovative in terms of their height (aesthetically and functionally) and they offered 

a more customary solution, and context for architecture in Chicago for the new 

immigrants. Generally speaking, both high-rise propositions would have been 

economical, morally, in the sense that they did not occupy a lot of ground space. Their 

heights were an indication of luxury in the modern sense. There were, however, 

reactions to building such high-rises.  

 

relates to the moral justification of such buildings, discussed in the previous chapter. 
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In 1898, the Chicago Times-Herald expressed three objections against skyscrapers: their 

heaviness ‘would cause the foundations to sink, that a severe wind…or that a 

neighbouring fire might cause the steel framework to expand and bring about a 

collapse.’121

 

 This concern, however, does not reveal a moral concern that went beyond 

mere fear that the building would fall down. To build such grandiose and large 

structures was therefore impartial to reason and/ or restraint. Are all skyscrapers ipso 

facto luxurious? 

Bluestone identified some critic’s objection to skyscrapers. He writes that they attacked 

them for: casting the street into shadow, making the air stagnant and threatening public 

health; congesting streets and making downtown a less efficient place for business; 

because their height and elevator shafts made traditional fire-fighting methods 

ineffective and increased the hazard of fires spreading to other parts of the city; and 

inflicting damage on the property of their neighbours.122 In addition, Bluestone noted 

that towards the late nineteenth century other ‘critics continued to view skyscrapers as 

emblems of greed rather than of culture.’123

 

 Any emblem of greed indicates what is 

immoral whereas ‘culture’ indicated something that makes a positive contribution to 

society. Objection by critics of various sorts to the skyscrapers convey impermissible 

modern luxury.  

Despite these objections, the modern luxury skyscrapers developed into an international 

practice in Chicago in that it borrowed ideas from Europe (and Latin America). The 

immigrants from Europe and elsewhere living there or visiting there considered it 

permissible, and it was capable of increasing the middle class in other countries to 

celebrate better living conditions in the cities. When the first skyscrapers were built in 

Chicago, their function changed, its many meanings multiplied and they became more 

complicated, and sophisticated, from hotels to office buildings.  

 

In summary, Chicago prospered during the Gilded Age up until the Roaring Twenties and 

so did its manufacturing industries, and subsequently many Europeans migrated there so 

that they could live a better life−there the city could thrive. Hotels and restaurants 

flourished, and luxury trades became permissible on a grand scale. Hotels became more 

luxurious since their height increased. In this way, modern luxury is devised in this 

section as a material and moral standard of living. At the time, the leisure class living in 

Chicago were particularly interested in making money and preferred to live like the 
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French elites in other cities, like Manaus. Chicago became renowned as a ‘symbol of 

American progress and expansion’124

 

; and it unexpectedly developed into an 

architectural hub known for modern luxury. 

With the case of Chicago’s luxury apartments and hotels, for example, located along 

Lakeshore Drive during the 1920s, the architects created a complex world outside the 

skyscraper affording the illusion of a mythical Sybaris−as a means for creating a sense of 

modern luxury−for its entrepreneurial and middle classes. Ultimately, the process of 

‘luxation’ or dislocation of the sybaritic myths and architecture became universal: 

architects and entrepreneurs created, and continue to create, luxurious buildings of the 

Chicago-type in other cities. Since that time, Loos’ projects in Europe has been 

criticised by contemporary architectural critic Robert Harbison as ‘apply[ing] sybaritic 

materials,’125

 

 a negative response rather than a progressive idea.  

Skyscraper architecture and modern luxury sporadically appear in Ben Hecht’s novel 

Thousand and One Afternoons in Chicago (1922)—a satirical take on the tales about the 

Sybarites and from The Thousand of One Nights (or Arabian Nights). In his chapter on 

‘Michigan Avenue’ Hecht describes it as being ‘deplorable, a luxurious couch of a street 

in which the afternoon lolls like a gaudy sybarite.’126 It is important to note that Hetch’s 

novel was written after the modern luxury skyscrapers, such as the Auditorium Hotel and 

Annexe, were designed and constructed, so their inclusion of luxury is intriguingly 

sybaritic, in the negative sense of the term rather than how Hale used the term, noted 

earlier in this chapter. The reference to Michigan Avenue, a street that reached is 

architectural peak during the beginning of the Roaring Twenties and dotted with hotels, 

was the centre of Chicago, but Hecht considered this street to be lurid and therefore 

condemned it. Hecht then alludes how luxury sprawls about the street like a mirage 

since the skyscraper buildings ‘waver like green and golden ferns in the sun.’127

 

 Many of 

the modern skyscrapers that were built in late nineteenth-century Chicago lured other 

twentieth century architects to design them elsewhere, or adorn them in a different 

manner. Describing the atmosphere of the place as a ‘gaudy sybarite’ suggests how the 

use of building materials and ornamentation that clad the skyscrapers was acceptable by 

some but for others this was not the case. Hecht might have had Olmsted’s plan of 

Riverside, or Lenormant’s description about the roads leading from Sybaris to the 

countryside, noted in Chapter 1, in mind when he wrote: 
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[Michigan Avenue] is a deplorable street, a luxurious couch of a street in which the 

afternoon lolls like a gaudy sybarite. Overhead the sky stretches itself like a holiday 

awning. The sun lays harlequin stripes across the building faces. The smoke plumes from 

the I. C. engines scribble grey, white and lavender fantasies against the shining air…. 

Marble columns, fountains, incomplete architectural elegancies, two sculptured lions and 

the baffling effulgence of a cinder-veiled museum offer themselves like pensively 

anonymous guests…. 

The high buildings waver like grey and golden ferns in the sun. The sky stretches 

itself in a holiday awning over our heads. A breeze coming from the lake brings an 

odorous spice into our noses. Adventure and romance! Yes—and observe how unnecessary 

plots are. Here in this Circe of streets are all the plots. All the great triumphs, 

assassinations, amorous conquests of history unravel themselves within a distance of five 

blocks. The great moments of the world live themselves over again in a silent make-

believe.128

 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Chicago was transformed by architects into an extravagant place: entrepreneurial 

projects were set up onto a real stage set where every tall building stood, and still stand 

today, as a novel capitalist city. Skyscrapers preserve the myths about the luxury of 

ancient Sybaris. The Chicagoan architect, especially Sullivan, was euphoric by what was 

happening to the city, but all was done in a climate of capitalistic fervour.  

 

Since the discussion of Manaus and Mexico City in the previous chapter presented two 

major cases of international entertainment venues, based partly on an Amazonian and 

Aztec identity, Chicago represented the advanced luxurious practice of the post-

Hispanic form and sybaritic agenda. Chicago became a ‘sybaritic city’ not in an 

ornamental sense or as a critique but a number of things, mainly economical and luxury 

wise. Chicago not only became a ‘sybaritic city’ because it expanded rapidly to 

accommodate emigrants from different cultural backgrounds (more predominantly than 

any European or Latin American city at the time−except for Buenos Aires, Argentina), 

within domestic and commercial buildings, but almost other large American cities. This 

is especially the case where large numbers of immigrants moved to, for instance, New 

York, Boston, Philadelphia, New Orleans and San Francisco, which are ‘sybaritic’ as well.  
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This chapter discussed the modern luxury concerns within domestic and commercial 

architecture of the suburb and city of Chicago. In suburban Riverside wealthy Chicagoans 

could own not only their plot of land, but also a luxurious house and garden, and also 

have access to the water views and public parks, as in the city centre. Riverside is 

significant in that it is the original place where myths of Sybaris were introduced, re-

created and given built expression. The connection between Riverside and Chicago is 

therefore based on the evidence of the emerging entrepreneurial man, the leisure class, 

the growing population and the relevance of Hale’s Sybaris and Other Homes upon 

Olmsted’s design of suburban Riverside. The idea of modern luxury thus shares similar 

characteristics with the theme of modern luxury skyscrapers is that of ‘celebrating’ 

conspicuous consumption through Riverside’s and Chicago’s architect, Jenney, and its 

architecture. Emanating from Riverside and suburbs in general, Sybaris is still with us 

today (including those suburbs in Australia). Modern luxury and skyscraper architecture 

therefore arose in Chicago, and ideas about the suburban Riverside spread through to 

other cities in the United States (and overseas).  

 

The architecture of Chicago was a luxurious practice and luxury was a modern practice. 

It opened up more moral setbacks—in the form of building laws in the form of a patent—

allowing or prohibiting one from building in a certain way. Since the demolition of 

buildings was allowed in Chicago’s Gilded Age, immoral ways of doing so were not, by 

deliberately attacking a building or a city. The types of things that are permissible 

within skyscrapers are technological innovations: the fireproofing of new commercial 

buildings, the installation of elevators and lighting. Architects also began to design 

luxury apartments in the form of skyscrapers. These innovations suggest one way how 

Chicago became modern and luxurious, and that suited the needs of the leisure class. 

The principle of permissible excess, which best serves such moral architecture—by 

celebrating consumption for the upper leisure class through architecture, was one of 

public display: from the commercial/ apartment building to the office building. This 

allowed Chicagoan architects to take up different ideas—to camouflage and to extrude 

buildings vertically into large-scale houses, and form the American type. Permissible 

excess is a significant principle of conveying modern luxury within Chicago’s 

architecture. Entrepreneurs thus employed a number of positive tactics to place the city 

in front of New York. Although essentially a late nineteenth century phenomenon, 

modern luxury persisted into the twentieth century, especially in Chicago (and New 

York), because the buildings became taller.  
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Overall, the attitude of the Chicagoans, as with other Americans (especially those who 

lived in New York) was that the image of the entrepreneur and the leisure class deserved 

to live in large-scale and lavish places. This is construed herein as being permissible both 

in Riverside and Chicago. Chicago became a city for refined ‘American’ Sybarites. 

Attempts were also made to ‘luxurify’ its buildings by including exotic influences from 

other cultures (other than Europe), making Chicago the modern luxury source of 

commercial buildings not only in the United States, but its process of ‘luxation’ 

internationally.  
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Conclusion 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Luxury is intelligence…Intelligence often takes the form of innovation−improving 

things−but does [not] need to be. It can also mean making good decisions about what 

should be saved, and what should be made obsolete. There is no generosity without 

intelligence. And luxury is generosity.1

 

 

At first glance, this passage by contemporary architectural theorist and practitioner, 

Rem Koolhaas, is ambiguous, but intriguing as well. It recalls Louis Sullivan’s 

aphorism—‘ornament is an intellectual luxury.’2 Luxury is only intelligent, morally and 

architectural speaking, if it can deliver a refined balance of functional and ornamental 

space that is neither expensive nor mean (nor bland). The passage implies that 

generosity (or the extravagance) of spaces, are intelligent spaces, such as Koolhaas’ 

design of the VIP Room clad with blue and white tiles, juxtaposed with mirrors, of the 

Casa da Musica (2001-05) in Porto, Portugal. Spaces, however, are wasteful or vulgar 

like Brazil’s Daslu Department Store (2005) designed by architect Julio Neves, in the 

city of Sao Paolo, regarded as one of the ‘world’s most luxurious store,’3 is also archaic 

because it is ‘neo-European,’ rather than Brazilian. What has happened to luxury 

within architecture? Luxury itself has been ‘luxurified’ in the sense that architecture is 

constantly displaced and made more un-naturale; altered and improved in many ways. 



 233 

Today luxury is ethical even if it is wasteful in architecture. Luxury within architecture 

is significant as it is about ethical and aesthetic judgment. 

 

What is central to luxury’s distinctiveness? Luxury, as both a concept and attribute of 

some buildings, is persistent−developing in the case of sybaritic luxury, from a mixture 

of fact and myth to a reality. It denotes a realm of discernment. From ancient Sybaris to 

modern Chicago, the use of material excess within architectural practice reveals not 

only that luxury can have an architectural dimension, but that it can also be used to 

interpret one’s lifestyle−luxurious buildings can signify immoral occupants within. In this 

respect, extravagant interiors are as much an example of luxury as the exterior cladding 

that serve to express them in the built environment. Luxury within architecture today is 

understood as having a material existence; it can also denote a space, a device for 

dining rooms, as explained in Chapter 3, a context for theatres, as analysed in Chapter 

4, and a context for hotels, as analysed in Chapter 5.  

 

This thesis contributes what luxury means in an architectural sense. My discussion of 

the different types of luxury indicates the choice of contexts I visited and studied in 

both the first and developing worlds. Globally, luxury within architecture is sometimes 

a condition of garishness or sophistication: it has changed people’s lifestyle and has 

become more acceptable in architecture−where private and public buildings have 

turned into mega-structures, especially for the middle class. Luxury within 

architecture is about celebrating communitarian overindulgence in distinct contexts 

and for displaying an individual’s self-indulgence. Architecture is a luxury, the utmost 

luxury and is amplified in most contexts since it is a permanent phenomenon. Luxury in 

architecture is a tribute to the enduring fantasies of people with or without money in 

settings that change in an instant. Luxury increases our standard of living within 

architecture−it forms an ever-changing and continuous identity.  

 

To broaden the focus on luxury within architecture, we can next re-consider Bernard 

Rudofsky’s exhibition ‘Sparta/Sybaris: Conventional House and Domestic Life Exhibit’ 

(1987-1988). As suggested by its title, Rudofsky’s exhibition links the antique with the 

contemporary, as noted in this thesis’ introduction. He demonstrated the ways in which 

the Sybarites were integrated into architectural discourse. For Rudofsky, ‘Spartan 

simplicity and [s]ybaritic extravagance are sometimes inseparable.’ His proposal that 

architecture was not about ‘beauty contests,’ but rather ‘lifestyle,’4 was reassuring to 
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architects, as in his view houses must satisfy fundamental human needs. Nonetheless, in 

the Convivial Bath (1987), an installation created by Rudofsky, an image of a fresco is 

projected above individuals seated within a Japanese timber bathtub. It illustrates how 

a simple object can be enhanced by inserting a lavish fresco, evocative of an ancient 

wealthy epoch, as a reminder of what luxury once was. Similar reminders can be seen 

today within proposals for future skyscrapers, especially the ones designed for the city 

of Dubai in the Arab Emirates, along with restaurants, nightclubs, spas and the like. 

Rudofsky’s work therefore is still relevant today in that luxury provides the ultimate 

experience of architecture; it is a means celebrating consumption as well as expressing a 

high standard of living.  

 

This dissertation hypothesised the role and nature of luxury, and architecture from 

ancient Sybaris and the early twentieth century. I argued that luxury within architecture 

changed in Sybaris, in ancient Rome, Renaissance Italy, in France’s Ancíen Regime, in 

Latin American cities and in Chicago. Luxury operates through the medium of building 

improvement (to bolster forms of self-improvement) or purposefully built 

deterioration−through myths, entertainment venues, country house ‘hors d’oeuvres’ or 

skyscrapers. Luxury is permissible through the medium of architecture. At times, 

however, as identified in this thesis, it was not ethically permissible.   

 

In this dissertation, a number of distinct places in the past were noted for luxury within 

architecture. These distinct places offered a response to the problem of what luxury is 

within architecture and some of the writings about luxury, and how it changed, were 

explained by critics from the contexts or the discipline they were written. One response 

raised the question of Sybaris’ luxury, in Italy and overseas, when all the evidence−facts 

and myths—were presented as an architectural phenomenon amongst the pleasure class. 

Another response refers to architectural excess, how luxury was depicted in Classical 

(and Biblical) texts and how it was controlled in Italian Renaissance texts, and case 

studies. It explained how luxury architecture became permissible and the moral 

objections to it in Roman antiquity, especially around the Bay of Naples, near Rome and 

in the Renaissance cities of Florence and Venice. The concentrations of the types of 

luxury discussed in Chapters 1 and 2 are important to the subsequent history of the links 

between luxury and space of the French reception.  
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The main points of this thesis are as follows. Myths and new ‘facts’ about Sybaris and 

the Sybarites were, and still are, useful for architecture in that they were emulated in 

architecture−in different places and in different eras. Permissible luxury architecture 

existed in the past as either large- or small-scale buildings, especially the novel 

buildings−and they are both moral and material, because they created work for the 

artisans. Luxury architecture increased the refined and elite lifestyle of aristocrats and 

subsequently the leisure, and middle classes. Buildings composed of various 

architectural styles out of their original context were deemed exotic in new locations 

and this is what made them luxurious in other places. They represent the ‘luxation’ of 

architecture. Various architectural styles in the Americas synthesised both ‘neo-

European’ and indigenous forms and this is what was luxurious at the time, and when 

they were built. They are still considered to be luxurious and continue to function as 

venues for entertainment, such as film settings. Building became more refined through 

their ornament and they became novel, and taller.  

 

Personally, indulging in luxury was a useful experience−to explain how architecture in 

parts of Italy, France, Latin America and the United States were, and still are, created. 

Today, the ancient city of Sybaris has become a tourist destination largely owing to its 

coastal position (and perhaps less because of common awareness of the origins of the 

‘sybaritic’ there). The site has also become a virtual destination for contemporary 

Sybarites, desiring to stay or dine at luxurious venues such as the numerous hotels, 

restaurants and spas worldwide named for the city, such as the Sybarite Hotel chain 

outside of Chicago and the Sybharis Hotel in Mexico City. There is even one 

contemporary English architectural practice named ‘Sybarite’ in London, and capitalising 

on myths about the place.  Sybaritic myths form the backbone of current luxurious 

architecture.  

 

One can emulate luxury or recreate its presence in the form of an extravagant building 

according to building codes: it just changes from one context to another and from one 

era to the next. Luxury within architecture has become so common: practically all the 

contexts that have been analysed in this thesis are in some ways admissible and 

practically everyone can experience such a space, especially if it is a public space. 

Building codes limit people as to what they can and cannot build, but there are no 

longer any laws about how much luxury one can install within a buildings. Even the 

buildings that are produced illegally are in some ways luxurious by their use of lavish 
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materials like marble and other local stones like the homes built on the outskirts of 

Naples, Italy. Contemporary architecture must therefore integrate an ideal balance of 

what is both Spartan and yet sybaritic, architecturally.  

 

As stated in the introduction, defining luxury architecture was central to my exploration 

of the dissertation. This dissertation has uncovered this meaning by studying the 

distinctions of luxury, its myths, reality and representation, and its relation to sybaritic 

lifestyle in different contexts. The conclusion of this study is that luxury within 

architecture is a compliant phenomenon that has meaning to a large extent for 

architects and to a small extent for the client, and other people. Luxurious architecture 

expresses the rare and novel building surfaces of different cultures, which are 

transplanted into either small- or large-scale spaces (indoor or outdoor), but only once 

the original source from where it was derived is taken out of context or ‘luxated.’ 

Luxurious architecture in one context immediately becomes the source for the next 

context for permissible architecture to be ‘luxurified.’  

 

There are practical implications for future research on luxury within architecture. 

Excavation of the ancient city of Sybaris only began in the late 1960s. Once its 

excavation is completed, at some unknown point within the future, Sybaris likely will 

reveal a new survey of the luxury of the place. There is more scholarship to be done on 

Sybaris’ links to Persia. More connections can be made between the luxury debates and 

the morality of buildings in other places. Many of the Latin American historical texts are 

published in Spanish and Portuguese so many of the texts await translation for English-

speaking scholars. In addition, one can pursue the idea of suburban and urban 

sybaritism, theoretically. 
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	The Broken Column House (1780-1781) at Desert de Retz, Chambourcy
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	It attempted to ‘unite in a single garden all times and all places,’ with the continents of Africa, Asia and America represented by their native plants and the history of world architecture recapitulated in twenty follies.99F
	Amongst these, his dwelling, known as the Broken Column House (1780-1781), was the most spectacular and extra-ordinary. This country house hors d’oeuvre is an interesting case study of how spatial luxury became evident in the form of dramatic drawings...
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	Known for her promiscuity, Marie-Antoinette was charged in 1785 for ‘having an immoral affair with a cardinal…The scandal tarnished and discredited the French crown.’126F  She also spent copiously on her hamlet, apparently apathetic to the country’s f...
	Fontainebleau, the Petit Trianon, the Hamlet and the gardens, were likely venues for her illicit liaisons. The Trianon Gardens, in particular, was the place where the charges were brought against her in 1789.
	It was in the grotto of the Petit Trianon that Queen Marie Antoinette sought futile refuge from the mob that had come to take her to [the Tuileries Palace in] Paris, and eventually to prison and the guillotine.132F
	The queen’s grotto, located near the hamlet, no doubt was a secretive space that she thought she would escape the attacks.
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