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Abstract 
Humans differ from each other no matter how closely related they might be. 

There are traits, visible or not visible, that are responsible for these 

differences. The same distinguishing characteristics apply to buildings. 

These traits set them apart and give each building its own unique place in 

time and space. Despite their uniqueness, buildings share certain hallmarks 

in common. These hallmarks qualify them as works of architecture. This 

study plans to identify these hallmarks to find out if they are conventional, 

subject to change, conceptually or empirically determined as well as find 

out if they are rule-governed. To do this, qualitative methodology was 

employed. The study focused on analysing literatures using logical 

argumentation strategy. The analysed information led to the conclusion that 

the three hallmarks (shelter, arrangement and expression) must be present 

in every building to qualify the structure as an architectural work. However, 

the study observed that the shelter and arrangement hallmarks are 

conventional, subject to change and rule-governed. They can also be 

determined conceptually or empirically. While the expression hallmark is 

not conventional, rule-governed, conceptually or empirically determined 

but it is subject to change.   
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Introduction 
Like humans, all buildings have one 

form of identification or the other. 

People, so also do buildings, can be 

identified by their names, 

complexions, physiques, tribes, 

geographical extractions, 

characteristics and even by their 

temperaments. Yes, buildings can be 

classified by their temperaments 

because some buildings exhale 

serenity and orderliness while some 

display moodiness and irritability 

(Allain, 2006).  

Just like people dress to look 

distinctively different and pleasant, so 

do architects design their buildings to 

communicate. The pyramids in Egypt 

have traits that pinned the style of 

building to the region and time. The 

pyramids were designed and built to 

house the dead bodies of the Pharaohs. 

Attentions were paid to the pyramid 

shaped structure to serve as huge giant 

stairway toward ascension to heaven. 

The use of stones as building blocks 

was to ensure the permanence 

conditions of such a structure (Gadala, 

2016). All these hallmarks give the 

pyramid it unique identity.   

Egyptians neighbour, the Greeks, 

shifted focus to building structures 

with the sole intent to please the eye 

(Fletcher,1905). The Romans were 

not left behind in producing an 

architecture that has distinctive 

qualities. With their wealth and 

power, they were able to erect 

buildings by creating architectural 

innovations and ingenuities in an 

extensive scale that surpassed 

anything before it. They used the 

dome not only as construction 

methodology to solve the problem of 

roofing large spaces but as a symbol 

of political power (Andrew, 2018).   

After the collapse of the Roman 

Empire, came the master masons. 

With their secret guarded knowledge 

and skills, they designed and 

constructed buildings that sparked 

awesomeness and still provoke awe-

filled imagination of ‘how did they do 

it?’  Their works were highly 

admirable. Akande, (2017) wrote that 

there was an old legend which 

suggested the striking design of the 

Cologne Cathedral was in fact given 

to Master Gerhard of Ryle, a master 

mason,  by the devil. Even the ability 

to build the impossible structure was 

ascribed to the same source.      

To this day and from place to place, 

man still continues to erect and use 

buildings to communicate his ideas to 

both the occupants and the non-

occupants alike.   

These structures, both old and new, 

have their distinctive traits that 
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marked them as the work of architecture.  

No matter the type of structure, time of construction, intention of erection, its 

usage or the materials that were used for its development, a building must have 

some hallmarks (attributes) before it qualifies as an architectural piece.   

Three main hallmarks of buildings are identified by Popoola, (2019) in his 

lecture notes on theory and Philosophy of architecture. These are Shelter, 

arrangement and expression. Other hallmarks also exist. This work will identify 

these hallmarks and study three of them to find out if they are conventional; 

subject to change, conceptually or empirically determined and if they are ruled-

governed.  

  

THE CONCEPT OF HALLMARKS IN ARCHITECTURE.  

Every object on earth has distinctive features that set it apart from others. 

Despite the eight ‘striking similarities’ between humans and chimpanzees 

(Sanz, 2016), a chimpanzee cannot qualify as a human neither can a human be 

said to be a chimpanzee.  Chimpanzees can play, smile, wage war, be fair, 

moral, cultivate friendship, have numerical memory span and physical 

resemblance to man (Sanz, 2016). Yet, chimpanzees are not humans.   

In like manner, man-made or natural features could have striking similarities 

with works of architecture yet they cannot quality as architectural products. This 

is possible because architectural objects possess distinctive characteristics.  

Hence, architectural works have hallmarks, present in varying degrees, which 

mark them uniquely and make them the work of architecture.   

Marcus Pollio Vitruvius in his ten books philosophised that every building 

should possess three hallmarks firmitas (strength, form, structure or shelter), 

utilitas (utility, function or arrangement) and venustas (beauty, appearance, 

aesthetics or expression): the order of arrangement of the hallmarks is important 

because it gives a logical prerequisite.  

The world has changed from the time Vitruvius gave these attributes. World 

population has surged which puts pressure on limited space that architecture 

continually wrest from it, to create place. Also, technological advancements 

have made it possible to create building form of any shape that can compete 

favourably with nature for strength and beauty. One will be prompted to ask; 

‘do the hallmarks raised by Vitruvius about 2000 years ago still relevant?’  

Many believe that they are not relevant in the 21st century. The Encyclopaedia 

Britannica (2019) stated that:  
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…it has been argued that the traditional concept of firmitas, 

utilitas, and venustas ceased to have any real value after 1800, 

when engineers began creating structures that seemed so 

ostentatiously to defy the stonemasons’ laws of gravity, when 

scientific studies were creating more and more doubts as to the 

economical, sociological, psychological, acoustical, thermal, or 

optical determinants of appropriate spatial accommodation and 

when beauty was “altogether in the eye of the beholder.”  

  

However, others believe the list does not include all the hallmarks an 

architectural work should possess. Stanford (2019) suggested that the list should 

have included ‘dimensions such as context, relations among architectural 

objects, systemic features, sustainability, and psychological or social features’.   

Furthermore, Gopikrishnan and Tokpar, (2015) in their study titled: Attributes 

and descriptors for building performance evaluation listed thirteen attributes a 

building should have. These include physical condition, space, indoor air, 

illumination, safety and security, accessibility, aesthetics, et cetera.   

Despite the perceived shortcomings or otherwise of the Vitruvius theory, many 

have agreed that it is the first known work on architecture. Hence, it has a great 

influence on other theories of architecture (Stanford, 2019). The Stanford 

encyclopaedia of philosophy listed some of these theories to include;   

Nineteenth century theorists such as Pugin (1843) and Ruskin 

(1849) countered that religiously inspired morality, exposure of 

“essential” structure, and honest craft favored a revived Gothic 

style over the dominant neo-classicism.   

The modernist movement in architecture was broadly 

announced, beyond the architectural world, in a series of 

polemical statements by Sullivan (1896) who crafted the 

functionalist motto in his phrase “form ever follows function”; 

Loos (1913), who decried ornament as “criminal”; and Le 

Corbusier (1923), who declared that architecture’s character 

should be shaped by technological possibilities of the day. 

(2019)  

 

From the narration above, it can be seen that the hallmarks are concerned with 

the building envelope (shelter) the spaces for activities the building envelope 
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houses (arrangement) and its appearance (expression). This study will focus on 

these three hallmarks (shelter, arrangement and expression) that serve as the 

basic requirements of any architectural work.  

 

ESSENTIAL HALLMARKS THAT MAKE A WORK AN 

ARCHITECTURAL  

PIECE.  

Shelter, arrangement and expression are qualities that place architectural objects 

in their own class. Without these qualities, architectural pieces would cease to 

be or become something else (Poppola, 2020).   

The three hallmarks must harmoniously complement each other and exist in 

natural hierarchy. The hierarchy should ensure that the shelter needs of a 

building are efficiently satisfied. Also to be efficiently satisfied are the 

arrangement requirements the shelter embodies. The third hallmark of 

expression is of no less important and should fine tune the system and make the 

building outcome acceptable according to ‘the values that make life possible 

and worthwhile’.  

Popoola (2020) summarized the usefulness of the three attributes as, 

‘Architecture is created by transforming problems for shelter and arrangement 

into the expression of an explicit lifestyle, aesthetically practicing specific 

values…’.  

  

SHELTER  

One of the three basic needs of man is shelter. Beside food and clothing every 

human being needs shelter. The World Health Organisation, WHO, defines 

health not as the absence of illhealth but a ‘state of complete physical, mental 

and social well-being’. The absence of shelter can cause an adverse condition 

of physical, mental and social well-being. Hence, good shelter is an essential 

part of healthy living.  

Popoola (2019) in his lecture notes on Theory and Philosophy of Architecture 

stated that each building should be able to house human life and human 

activities adequately and properly. No matter the complexity or lack of it, a 

building has the primary responsibility to provide protection for its occupants 

and their activities. They should provide protection from ‘fury of the elements, 

and attacks from his fellows or wild’ (Fletcher, 1905, p 4).  Regardless of the 

severity of the attack, a building is expected to repel the onslaught on it. No 
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wonder Murphy, (2013) claimed that, ‘earthquakes don’t kill, buildings do’. 

Therefore, all buildings should be designed and constructed to provide 

protection against even the severest weather and human or animal attacks.  

A building that does not shelter human life and activities adequately is always 

considered as not functional. Where the building poses a threat to life, it is 

tagged unfit for living which result in pulling it down. To ensure the well-being 

and safety of the occupants and the activities they engage in, the adequacy of a 

building in terms of quality and quantity are regulated by government agencies 

and professional bodies.   

  

ARRANGEMENT.  

Again, referring to the definition of health by WHO, the arrangement of the 

building can be concluded to have direct bearing on the physical, mental and 

social well-being of the building occupants. This is because quantitative 

physical parameters such as temperature, humidity, lighting, et cetera are linked 

to the arrangement of the spaces which in turn affect the comfort of the 

occupants and their well-being.   

Going back to lecture notes on Theory and Philosophy of Architecture, Dr 

Popoola (2019) stated that the arrangement of the building must be carried out 

in a manner that would ensure efficient and effective provision of spaces. 

Therefore, for a building to be functional it must have efficient and effective 

arrangement of spaces to house utilities and facilities. The functionalist 

architects stressed that buildings must be functional to qualify as works of 

architecture. Popular in this regard is the famous phrase coined by architect 

Louis Sullivan in  

1896 that ‘form follows function’ (Wikipedia, 2019).  

Space is a very important concept in architecture. It is in space that human 

activities take place, facilities are provided and utilities are made available.  

Hence, all building should have arrangement as a primary consideration.  

  

EXPRESSION  

Even some functionalist architects stressed that buildings should please the 

eyes. Louis Henry Sullivan who is generally acknowledged as a great 

functionalist architect in America used ornament for decorative purposes in his 

buildings and regarded it as essential in architecture. (Robert, 1957).  
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Expression (beauty) is subjective. Allain De Botton (2008) writes in his book; 

The Architecture of happiness that the buildings we admire are ultimately those 

which, in a variety of ways, extol the values we think worthwhile.   

Popoola (2019) stated in his lecture notes that buildings should have expression 

of human life, values that make life possible and explicit lifestyle. Hence, all 

building should express or communicate the message the owner wants to pass 

across.   

Again, the building can be used as a tool to meet the health requirement of 

physical and mental well-being of the occupants. A building that is considered 

as having the wrong expression can cause psychological unrest that leads to 

uncomfortable state of the mind. Hence, building should carry the right 

expressions that make life possible and pleasing  

.  

ANALYSIS OF THE SHELTER HALLMARK OF A BUILDING.  

Wahl (2007; P 3) wrote that:  ‘A building must maintain its shape and position 

by resisting widely changing physical forces in the context of its given site’.  

Building consultants, developers and occupants know that a building, no matter 

its simplicity or complexity, must be safe for any form of occupancy, beauty to 

be appreciated, economy vibrancy, et cetera. One may be prompted to ask the 

following questions in an effort to elicit answers.  

 

Is the shelter attribute conventional?    

Yes, the shelter attributes of a building is conventionally determined. Popoola 

(2020) stated the conventionality of an architectural object as, ‘socially 

accepted, conforming to socially accepted of behaviour or style especially in a 

way that lacks imagination’.   

The shelter attribute is utilitarian and should house human life, machines, 

human activities, et cetera.  

From country to country, hostile weather conditions, occasioned by global 

warming, is forcing people to demand for more structurally enhanced building 

forms.. Engineering and scientific experiments are carried out on the shelter 

through building materials and building components before deploying for 

building erection. The building outcomes that come as result of these 

engineering efforts and many others must conform to socially accepted custom 

of behaviours or styles before their acceptance as shelters. The conformity with 

socially accepted behaviours is attained through the use of well-established 
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methods of style. Only when the shelter is conventionally aligned with the 

socially accepted needs of the users would it qualify as an architectural object.   

 

Is this shelter attribute subject to change?   

The shelter attribute is subject to change. If the needs of the building change, 

the shelter must change to accommodate the new requirement. The change 

could be replacement of parts of the building or the whole structure. From time 

to time the outcomes of architectural products have continued to change 

occasioned by the emergence of new technologies, new needs, change in taste, 

et cetera.   

New technologies have made man to continue to defy the law of gravity by 

pushing the boundary of innovation to unprecedented heights. Awareness that 

building structures have ‘life and death consequences’ (Wahl, 2007, p 3) has 

turned the activities of building construction ‘a deadly serious business’. (Wahl, 

2007, p 3). This makes improvement on the shelter imperative which result to 

change.  

 

Is the shelter Hallmark of a building ruled-governed?  

Again, the answer is yes, the shelter Hallmark of a building is ruled-governed. 

It is common knowledge to consultants in the building industry that the 

Egyptians, Greeks, Romans, et cetera used mathematical relationships to 

determine the building form. Architects, over time, have used the human body 

based on mathematical relationships to establish the configuration of their 

buildings. Famous in this regard are Leonardo da Vinci’s drawing of a man 

inscribed in a circle and a square and Le Corbusier’s modulor (Bussagli & 

Ching, 2005). Recently, the building industry has been divided along 

specialisations with consultants trained to handle the structural design of the 

structure. To ensure their conformity with building regulations, experts must 

check drawings before approval. (National Building Code, 2006).   

These drawings and many other processes that give birth to the shelter are 

governed by rules.  

 

Is the shelter Hallmark of a building conceptually or empirically 

determined?  

Yes, the strength hallmark of the shelter is empirically determined. Over time, 

shelter concepts have been passed from generation to generation. Despite the 
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advancement in technology, the shelter configuration has largely remained as 

foundation, walls and roof. This adherence is a result of prevailing influence 

made possible by observation and experience.  The practically of the shelter is 

appreciated mostly through the sensory organs. The sensory organs play more 

determinant roles in relation to shelter than logic. Not much logical analysis is 

needed to appreciate a shelter.   

  

ANALYSIS OF THE ARRANGEMENT HALLMARK OF A BUILDING.  

Building must be practical and useful to the occupants. Infact, Wahl (2007; p 

12) stated that the ‘structure is normally configured to accommodate’ the 

function (arrangement). He went on to explain that the structure should house 

the function ‘therefore’ it (structure) ‘should not interrupt function such as 

columns that block the view of an audience in a theater’.   

All buildings must have as hallmark good arrangement that are ‘faultless’ and 

have ‘no hindrance to use’. Again, the following questions will help to produce 

answers;  

 

Is the arrangement hallmark of a building conventional?   

The arrangement hallmark of a building is conventional. The main function of 

every building is to serve the purpose it is erected for. These purposes are to 

accommodate human and their activities. The building arrangement must satisfy 

social requirements for them to serve the purposes of erecting them. Hence, 

building arrangements must be socially accepted to qualify as architectural 

objects. Well-established rules must be followed to determine the space 

requirements of the occupants (humans or objects). (Chiara & Crosbie, 2016).   

Following the well-established methods help to facilitate the social acceptability 

of the arrangement components of the shelter.    

 

Is the arrangement hallmark of a building subject to change?   

Yes, the functional hallmark of a building is subject to change. Human needs 

are constantly changing and so do their space requirements. The building 

functional requirements that are considered adequate for a user presently may 

not be adequate in ten, twenty or thirty years to come. Other factors that can 

trigger change in functional requirements of buildings may include, change in 

social or financial status, change in family size, technological innovations, et 

cetera.   
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In fact, the arrangement hallmarks of a shelter must have the capacity to re-

arrange to accommodate the new arrangement that may be imposed on it.  

 

Is the arrangement hallmark of a building rule-governed?  

Yes, the arrangement requirements of a shelter are rule governed. Long before 

now, Leonardo da Vinci’s drawing of a man inscribed in a circle and a square 

and Le Corbusier’s modulor (Bussagli & Ching, 2005) have set out rules that 

have been guiding architects and other professionals in the building industry on 

the provision of usable arrangement of spaces. Though, acceptable 

arrangements could vary from person to person, yet, there must be rules to 

adhere to in order to ultimately put spaces to maximum use.  

 

Is the arrangement hallmark of a building conceptually or empirically 

determined? Yes, they are conceptually or empirically determined but with 

variation from person to person. The concept of arrangement is subjective. 

Arrangement that could be considered being adequate for Mr A may not be 

adequate for Mr B. Hence, arrangement provided for human functional needs 

should be done bearing in mind the end users’ requirements for their 

psychological satisfaction (no wonder post occupancy evaluation to study end 

users satisfaction recently developed by researchers has found acceptability in 

the built environment). In this regard it can be said that the arrangement 

requirements are conceptually determined. No wonder some homeowners 

prefer certain arrangement while others do not.  

However, for non-human objects found in built environment, their space 

arrangement requirements can be obtained un-subjectively. Using mathematical 

relationships, the spaces needed for objects in the built environment can be 

calculated accurately.  

  

ANALYSIS OF THE EXPRESSION HALLMARK OF A BUILDING.  

A school of thought that connects function to beauty was pioneered by the 

functionalist architect Louis Sullivan. The theory gave birth to the axiom that 

‘form follows function’. This theory suggests that; ‘the appearance of the 

building or object does not depend on purely aesthetics considerations, but on 

the purposes it must serve’ (Bussagli & Ching, 2005;  P 178)  Nonetheless, 

building must have hallmark of beauty (expression) no matter the medium 

through which it is achieved.  The strongest and most functional building on 
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earth will not succeed until it has some elements of appeal. Building 

appearances must fit the hope and inspirations of the owners or users.   

Like wearing a cloth, perceived as not beautiful, causes the wearer a level of 

discomfort, so also do building. Users feel uncomfortable in building with faulty 

appearances despite the fact that they may have other desirable attributes.   

Buildings, especially the forms, are used to communicate messages. Hence, 

they must be formed in a manner that sends the appropriate messages. Wahl 

(2007; p 11) put it more vividly as; ‘the extent and manner of structural 

expression must match the appropriate message that the’ owner ‘wishes the 

building to send’. Hence, all buildings should have beauty qualities to enhance 

their acceptability. To provoke answers, the following questions will be asked;  

 

Is the expression hallmark of the building conventional?   

No, the expression hallmark of a building is not conventional. Beauty is highly 

subjective. There is no instrument or scale that beauty can be measured on. No 

wonder the saying that  

‘beauty is in the eye of the beholder’ holds true.   

The expressional qualities of building contents are appreciated subject to the 

values, customs and style of the people. For example, a well adorned traditional 

palace in Northern Nigerian may not elicit appreciative responses in Southern 

part of Nigeria as it would in the North.  

 

Is the expression hallmark of a building subject to change?   

Yes, they are highly subject to change. New knowledge, exposure to other 

building styles, et cetera could bring about change in taste. This could lead to 

new form of expression in buildings.   

A good example is currently unfolding in the United State of America, England, 

and many other countries. The ‘The Black Life Matters’ protests provoked by 

the death of Mr George Floyd in 2020 led to the loathing of sculptures of slave 

traders once revered. These types of changes in expression are also found in 

buildings.  

 

Is the expression hallmark of buildings rule-governed?  

No, the expression hallmarks of buildings are not rule governed. Rules do not 

have a place in using buildings for expression. There are no rules that stipulate 
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that tall buildings are beautiful than those that are not tall. Neither are there rules 

that a building must be painted green for it to convey the right expression.   

Yes, rule governed qualities like symmetry brings about balance and relates 

buildings to nature. Such buildings may be beautiful and easy to relate with. 

Yet, even unsymmetrical buildings that do not have rule governed qualities 

possess the right to beauty in their own class. Therefore, expression in buildings 

is not determined by rules or laws.  

 

Is the expression hallmark of buildings conceptually or empirically 

determined? Certainly, the beauty attributes of the building are not 

conceptually or empirically determined.  

Scientific methods do not play prominent roles in the expression of the building. 

Again the saying that ‘beauty is the eye of the beholder’ can be used to explain 

that expression in buildings is best perceived by the beholder. There is no 

conceptual or scientific procedure to determine the right expression a building 

should be conveyed or perceived. Rather a shelter should possess the ability to 

combine building parts in a way that will spark harmonious coordination and in 

turn appeal soothingly to the sense of vision to make the right expression.   

  

SUMMARY OF ANALYSIS OF THE HALLMARKS  

A check list of the various hallmarks is made in Table I below  

Table I: Summary of Hallmarks analysis    

Hall mark  Shelter  Arrangement  expression  

Conventionally determined?  Yes  Yes  No  

Subject to change?  Yes  Yes  Yes  

Ruled-Govern  Yes  Yes  No  

Conceptually or Empirically 

determined?  

Yes  Yes  No  

Source: Author  

  

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION.  

From the summary in Table 1 above, it can be concluded that the shelter and 

arrangement hallmarks of a building are conventionally determined, subject to 

change based on the users’ needs, rule-governed and conceptually or 

empirically obtained. However, the expression hallmark is not conventional, 
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rule-governed, conceptually or empirically determined but it is subject to 

change.  

Analysing and establishing the hallmarks in any structure help to identify it as 

an object of architecture.  

The three hallmarks; shelter, arrangement and expression are like a tripod. The 

absence of one could cause a disharmony. The three hallmarks must be present 

in each building.   

The presences of the hallmarks in architectural objects ensure the satisfaction 

of World  

Health organisation requirements of good health being the ‘state of complete 

physical, mental and social well-being’. Hence, good shelter with identifiable 

architectural hallmarks is an essential part of healthy living.  

This work has limited the scope of study to few aspects of the three hallmarks. 

The author recommends further studies on other aspects. These could include 

relevance, conformity, practicability, et cetera of the hallmarks.   
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