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In the book Truth, Beauty, and Goodness Reframed: Educating for the Virtues	in the Age of 
Truthiness and Twitter (2012), distinguished Professor of Cognition and Education at Harvard 
University Howard Gardner argues that modern culture has unprecedentedly tended to disregard 
the classical virtues of truth, beauty, and goodness as arrogant, vain, and subjective. According 
to Gardner, this disregard has hindered the fundamental human quest for these virtues, which are 
necessary for excellence in intellectual, artistic, and moral endeavors.1 Using this argument as a 
starting point, this presentation explores examples of how this challenging situation can be 
approached in architecture. These examples are taken from the work of the renowned twentieth-
century architect Ludwig Mies van der Rohe for he perseveringly strove to continue this quest in 
the face of a rapidly changing technological age that tended to prioritize utility, individual liberty, 
and economic profit over the classical virtues. Although he did not use to refer to these virtues as 
a triad or formula, or even specifically as “virtues”, he consistently highlighted their importance in 
terms of values, concepts, and principles that were necessary to give architecture a more solid 
and meaningful direction of development. Mies believed that without such a clear common 
direction, chaos would prevail and even the work of the most gifted talents would degenerate into 
commercial banality and passing fashion.2 
 
The presentation is organized in two parts. The first part extracts Mies’s concepts of truth, 
goodness, and beauty from his writings, lectures, interviews, papers, personal library, and 
philosophical sources; and reflects on how these concepts interconnect. This study is necessary 
because publications dealing with the philosophy that underpinned his work have focused on his 
concept of truth, and given little attention to his concepts of goodness and beauty.3 The second 
part of the presentation identifies some principles and strategies used by Mies to implement these 
concepts in his architectural practice. Within his oeuvre, focus is given to skyscraper projects 
because their stricter technical requirements, more rigid building codes, higher cost, and higher 
pressure for profit and commercial success substantially challenged his quest for truth, goodness, 
and beauty in architecture. Furthermore, this focus facilitates the study of the transition between 
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general principles and specific solutions because Mies developed his skyscraper idea slowly, first 
as speculative, experimental projects, and later as built works.  
 

 
 
900-910 Lake Shore Drive Apartments, Chicago, 1953–1956, Architect Ludwig Mies van der Rohe (photo by author, 
2010).  
	

The presentation shows that, adhering to the moderate realism of Thomas Aquinas, Mies 
believed that universal properties, such as truth, goodness, and beauty, were present in things 
with variable intensity.4 The more perfectly a thing fulfilled and expressed its essence by 
becoming what it ought to be and by occupying its proper place, the more intensely it manifested 
these properties. Also in agreement with Thomistic philosophy, Mies saw truth as perfection of 
correspondence, such as between ideas in the mind and the broader reality, and between 
external appearances and internal essences. This view of truth closely related to his view of 
goodness. For Mies, the latter regarded the effort to seek, accept, and fulfill significant 
correspondences, and to explore potentials in order to elevate things to a higher level of 
realization. Moreover, truth and goodness were requirements for beauty, which consisted in the 
refined manifestation of things that made their essences and virtues more perfectly accessible to 
sense perception and reason. Being intangible, these essences could not be directly manifested, 
but only indicated by means of analogies, symbols, and similitudes.  
 
To intensify the presence of truth, goodness, and beauty in architecture, Mies strongly relied on 
the principle of clarity. This principle consisted in avoiding distortions motivated by bias, whims, 
and personal interests; and in attempting to fulfill and express essences in the most natural, 
direct, logical, and accurate way. One of the most striking elements developed by Mies to achieve 
clarity in architecture was the modern glass skin. Used in place of the conventional opaque and 
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heavy masonry walls, this thin and transparent skin substantially enhanced clarity not only in the 
physical sense of light reflection and transmission, but also in the sense of understanding and 
legibility. Being almost immaterial in appearance, this skin clearly conveyed the modern 
construction principle of concentration of loads on the inner skeleton. In addition, the glass skin 
took greater advantage of the relief of load on the walls to optimize views, spatial openness, and 
natural illumination. In his skyscraper projects, this glass skin received metallic mullions, which, 
besides resolving various artistic and construction questions, also contributed to evoke, by means 
of similitude, the inner steel skeleton or steel reinforcement that made this monumental building 
type possible. Ultimately, when understood from the perspective of his quest for truth, goodness, 
and beauty, these celebrated Miesian devices and ideas acquire a new meaning and emerge as 
sources of inspiration for the renewal and continuation of the quest for these essential virtues. 
 
 

 

IBM Building, Chicago, 1966–1973, Architect Ludwig Mies van der Rohe (photo by author, 2010).  
 

 


