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17 Essential Architectural Styles
Everyone Should Know

Consider this your easy guide to the building aesthetics that define cities across the world

By Alexandra Kelly

If you walk through an average American city, you'll find several architectural styles
throughout, from neoclassical public buildings to stately Colonial Revival-style homes.
Throughout history, the practice of architecture has drawn from local customs, art,

and cultural movements, and visionaries who inform entire building processes. These
aesthetics often define a period of time and can help tell the story of city. Here, we
walk through some of the most essential architectural styles throughout history, from

the work of ancient Greeks to the contemporary designs of today.
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Gothic

Known for beautiful stained glass windows, flying buttresses, and ribbed vaults, Gothic architecture
defined medieval European churches, most often Catholic. “Gothic architecture evolved from more
muscular, heavy Romanesque Design into a light, and ethereal design thanks largely to the use of the
flying buttress, a structural element that allowed for large expanses of glazing,” says Kevin Kaminski and
Alexis Pew of architecture and interior design firm Kaminski + Pew. Other key features of Gothic
architecture include pointed arches, an emphasis on verticality, stone construction, and ornate

decoration all in an effort to inspire godly transcendence upon entering the building,.
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Beaux Arts

Named after the Ecole de Beaux-Arts in Paris where this style was taught, Beaux Arts architecture
spanned the late 1800s through the 1920s, coming to define the Belle Epoque period in France and the
Gilded Age in the United States. “The style focused on classical design elements and employed
symmetry, hierarchy, and ornamentation,” says Kaminski and Pew. “The buildings are typically
constructed of stone and ambitious in scale.” Famous examples of classic Beaux Arts architecture include
New York's Grand Central Terminal; the Breakers mansion in Newport, Rhode Island; and the Paris

Opera House.
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Deconstructivist

Developed at the same time as postmodern architecture, deconstructivism can be thought of as the

literal breaking down of traditional architectural rules, borrowing from “the theory of Jacques Derrida,
which intentionally questioned the traditional meaning of things,” says Kaminski and Pew. “The
architectural interpretation seeks to break traditional design rules in an effort to create new forms. As a
result, deconstructivist architecture is expressive in form and can appear more sculptural than
architectural.” Famous deconstructivist architects include Bernard Tschumi, Peter Eisenman, Zaha

Hadid, and Frank Gehry.




Frequently Asked Question

What are the most famous architectural styles?

“Aside from the historic styles (Greek, Roman, Baroque, Rococo, etc.), International
Style, Art Deco, Brutalism, Art Nouveau, are prominent styles,” say Kaminski and
Pew. Midcentury modern is also famed, according to Schwert. “Midcentury modern is
a very famous style, and I find it particularly interesting as it was such a clear
manifestation of the zeitgeist of the mid-20th century,” Schwert says. “There is an
embrace of innovation, functionality, and a rejection of traditional form, ornament,

and construction.”

What was the first architectural style?

Prehistoric architecture is largely the oldest “architectural style,” but it is not a defined
aesthetic in the same way Art Deco or midcentury modern are viewed. According to
Kaminski and Pew, ancient Egyptian architecture is among the first frameworks that
mirrors what we'd think of as a style today. “Egypt features some of the oldest
surviving buildings in the world, and as a result ancient Egyptian architecture is widely

considered one of the first architectural ‘styles,” the pair explain.

What is the newest architectural style?

It might be too soon to name a new architectural style—distance and time is often
required to truly see a movement take shape, says Kaminski and Pew. “Some argue the
democratization of information [through the internet] has led to an overwhelming
sameness and cultural stagnation,” they say. “Others believe that the siloed nature of

social media allows many styles to flourish contemporaneously.”



