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Architectural eclecticism—characterized by the deliberate synthesis of diverse historical styles, typologies, and
material vocabularies—has historically been evaluated through fluctuating critical lenses, oscillating between
accusations of pastiche and celebrations of creative freedom. In the context of contemporary major cities,
however, eclecticism serves a vital pragmatic and symbolic function in the design of public buildings. This
paper examines the role of architectural eclecticism as a mediating mechanism for urban pluralism. It
investigates how borrowing ideas across spatial epochs, leveraging similarities in structural design, and
employing interactive design methodologies allow public architecture to negotiate the complex demands of
identity, globalization, and social inclusion. By synthesizing historical precedent with contemporary urban
performance metrics, this article argues that eclecticism is not merely a stylistic choice, but an essential spatial
strategy for the twenty-first-century metropolis.

Original Research Article

Keywords: Architectural Eclecticism, Public Buildings, Urban Design, Pluralism, Interactive Architecture,
Comparative Typology.

Copyright © 2026 The Author(s). This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial

4.0 International License (CC BY-NC 4.0)

remain accessible to a heterogeneous citizenry.
Fulfilling this dual mandate requires a departure

Introduction
Architectural eclecticism is an approach to design in

which architects deliberately combine elements from
multiple historical styles to create new, hybrid forms
rather than following a single, unified tradition.
Major cities are inherently sites of compression: they
compress populations, cultures, temporalities, and
economic demands into bounded geographic spaces.
Within this hyper-dense matrix, public buildings act
as anchors of civic life. They are sites of governance,
education, culture, and social interaction that must
simultaneously project institutional permanence and

from rigid, singular design ideologies.

While modernist doctrines historically sought a
universal architectural language—often resulting in
homogenized urban landscapes—the contemporary
metropolis demands an architecture capable of
speaking multiple languages at once. This capacity is
found in architectural eclecticism. Far from the
superficial historicism of the nineteenth century,
contemporary eclecticism operates as a sophisticated
design strategy. It involves the intentional borrowing
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of ideas from diverse architectural genealogies, the
exploitation of cross-typological similarities, and the
integration of interactive systems. This paper
explores how architectural eclecticism shapes the
conceptualization, execution, and reception of public
buildings in major cities, framing it as a vital
instrument for democratic urbanism.

Theoretical Foundations: From Historical
Pastiche to Contemporary Pluralism

Architectural eclecticism emerged as a dominant
design paradigm in the nineteenth century, famously
championed by the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in Paris. At
its inception, it was driven by a desire to mine
historical repertoires—Classical, Gothic,
Renaissance, and Byzantine—to assign appropriate
associative meanings to civic, religious, and
domestic structures (Middleton, 1982). However,
early twentieth-century modernist orthodoxy, led by
figures like Le Corbusier and the Bauhaus school,
dismissed eclecticism as dishonest, regressive, and
intellectually bankrupt, advocating instead for a
functionalism derived purely from the internal logic
of industry and mass production (Frampton, 1992).

As the twentieth century drew to a close,
postmodernism challenged this modernist monopoly,
rehabilitating eclecticism through irony, historical
reference, and contextualism (Venturi, Scott Brown,
& lzenour, 1972). In the twenty-first century, the role
of eclecticism has evolved further. It is no longer
merely a semiotic game of quotation, but an
operational response to the fragmentation of the
contemporary city.

Urban theorist Saskia Sassen (2001) notes that global
cities are increasingly characterized by social
polarization, cultural multiplicity, and transnational
flows. In such environments, a public building
designed in a monolithic, singular style risks
alienating significant segments of the urban
populace. Eclecticism offers a pluralistic spatial
framework. By holding multiple architectural
narratives in tension, an eclectic public building
reflects the complex, hybrid identity of the
metropolis itself.

Borrowing Ideas and Cross-Pollination in Public
Typologies

A defining characteristic of architectural eclecticism
is the selective borrowing of ideas across historical
epochs and cultural geographies. In the design of
contemporary public buildings—such as libraries,
museums, law courts, and transit hubs—this
borrowing transcends simple ornamentation; it
involves  the structural and spatial re-
contextualization of foreign typologies.

Consider the modern civic library. No longer merely
quiet repositories for books, contemporary libraries
have evolved into civic living rooms that must
accommodate digital labs, community workshops,
and performance spaces. Architects frequently turn
to eclectic borrowing to reconcile these disparate
functions. For instance, a civic library might
combine the centralized, panoptic spatial
organization of a classical Renaissance rotunda
(fostering a sense of shared intellectual community)
with the permeable, interconnected floor plates of
industrial loft architecture (allowing for flexible,
programmatic adaptation).

This cross-pollination allows architects to solve
contemporary functional problems by dipping into a
deep reservoir of historical precedents. As
architectural historian Colin Rowe (1978) argued in
his seminal work on spatial collage, the juxtaposition
of disparate formal systems forces the observer and
user into a state of active intellectual engagement.
When a public building borrows from multiple
lineages, it avoids the dogmatism of a single style,
offering instead a polyphonic spatial experience that
resonates with diverse urban constituencies.

Similarities in Design: Bridging the Vernacular
and the Monumental

A critical challenge in public architecture is
balancing the need for civic monumentality
(expressing the dignity and permanence of public
institutions) with the need for human-scale
accessibility (ensuring the building feels welcoming
to the individual citizen). Eclecticism addresses this
tension by exploiting underlying structural and
geometric similarities across seemingly disparate
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design traditions.

While classical architecture relies on symmetry and
proportion, and high-tech architecture relies on
expressed structural engineering, both share
fundamental geometric  disciplines, such as
modularity, axiality, and spatial rhythm. Eclectic
design identifies these points of intersection. For
example, a contemporary municipal courthouse may
couple the heavy stone massing and tripartite
division (base, shaft, capital) of classical antiquity
with the diaphanous glass skins and open steel
frameworks of contemporary high-tech architecture.

Despite the temporal distance between these
vocabularies, they share a deep grammar of spatial
ordering. By mapping the volumetric distribution of
a classical palazzo onto a hyper-transparent
contemporary envelope, architects achieve a dual
outcome: the building maintains the gravitas
expected of a seat of justice while achieving the
visual accessibility and openness demanded by
modern democratic societies. This synthesis
demonstrates that eclecticism is not an arbitrary
collage, but a disciplined exercise in structural and
scalar translation.

Interactive Design and the Eclectic Public Realm

In the contemporary smart city, public buildings are
no longer passive backdrops for civic life; they are
active participants in urban ecologies. The
integration of digital technologies, kinetic facades,
and responsive environments has given rise to a new
dimension of eclecticism: the synthesis of physical
material culture with ephemeral digital systems.

This  "techno-eclecticism” merges traditional
building materials—such as stone, timber, and
brick—with dynamic, interactive skins, sensor-
driven  lighting, and  algorithmic  spatial
configurations. Public museums and cultural centers,
in particular, leverage this approach to engage the
public before they even cross the threshold. An
interactive eclectic facade might feature a historic
masonry base that anchors the building to its urban
site, transitioning upward into a responsive, media-
enabled skin that broadcasts community art,
environmental data, or real-time transit information.

This operational eclecticism transforms public
architecture into an interactive interface. As architect
and theorist Usman Haque (2007) suggests,
interactive environments empower users to co-create
their spatial experiences. By layering responsive
digital layers onto traditional tectonic structures,
eclectic public buildings invite participation rather
than passive contemplation. This interactivity is
crucial in major cities, where public space is
continuously contested and renegotiated by diverse
demographic groups.

The roles of Architectural eclecticism include:

Innovative Design: Eclecticism allows architects to
create original designs by combining elements from
various historical styles, leading to unique and
distinctive structures.

Cultural Expression: It enables the expression of
cultural identity and national pride through
architectural design, often reflecting the historical
and cultural context of the region.

Historical Preservation: Eclecticism can serve as a
means to preserve and reinterpret historical
architectural styles, ensuring that the legacy of past
architecture is not lost.

Adaptability: It provides architects with the
flexibility to adapt designs to modern needs while
maintaining a connection to historical influences.

Cultural Exchange: Eclecticism can also facilitate
cultural exchange and the blending of architectural
styles across different regions and cultures.

Eclecticism in architecture is a testament to the
enduring power of creativity and the ability to forge
connections between past and present. It continues to
be a significant force in shaping the architectural
landscape of the world.

Types of Architectural Eclecticism

Eclecticism in architecture encompasses a variety of
styles and approaches, each with its own unique
characteristics and applications. Here are the three
major types of architectural eclecticism:
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Blended Eclecticism: This type involves a seamless
blend of two or more architectural styles, creating a
unique and cohesive design. A prime example is the
Semperoper in Dresden, Germany, which elegantly
combines Renaissance and Baroque elements.

Separated Eclecticism: In this approach, different
styles are distinctly separated, allowing for a more
distinct identity for each part of the building. The
Pena Palace in Sintra, Portugal, is a notable example,
featuring various wings designed in different styles
with minimal overlap.

Accidental Eclecticism: This type often occurs in
buildings constructed in phases, where different
styles are unintentionally blended. Palermo
Cathedral in Italy is a prime example, containing a
blend of different architectural styles that were
constructed over time. These types of eclecticism
demonstrate the versatility and adaptability of
architectural design, allowing for the creation of
buildings that are both historically significant and
culturally diverse.

Architectural eclecticism includes multiple stylistic
types, such as Victorian Eclectic, Beaux-Arts
Eclectic, Moorish Revival Eclectic, Colonial
Eclectic, and later Modern/Postmodern Eclectic
blends, each defined by mixing elements from
different historical or regional traditions.

Architectural eclecticism refers to the deliberate
combination of elements from multiple architectural
styles rather than adherence to a single historical
tradition. It flourished especially in the 19th and
early 20th centuries, but continues in various forms
today.

Victorian-Era Eclectic Types

These forms emerged during the 19th century when
industrialization made ornamentation and global
influences more accessible.

Queen Anne Eclectic — Combines medieval,
classical, and vernacular motifs; asymmetry, turrets,
mixed materials, and decorative surfaces.

Second Empire Eclectic — French Barogque +
Renaissance influences; mansard roofs, elaborate
ornamentation.

Stick-Eastlake Eclectic — Mixes Gothic Revival
and vernacular carpentry; exposed  trusses,
decorative woodwork.

Italianate Eclectic — Renaissance palazzo forms
blended with Victorian detailing; brackets, tall
windows, cupolas.

Revival-Based Eclectic Types

These styles mix motifs from multiple historical
revivals rather than following one strictly.

Beaux-Arts Eclectic — Classical Greek, Roman,
Renaissance, and Baroque elements combined in
grand, symmetrical compositions; monumental civic
buildings.

Moorish Revival Eclectic — Islamic, North African,
and Spanish-Moorish motifs; horseshoe arches,
domes, intricate tilework.

Romanesque + Gothic Eclectic — Heavy stone
massing with pointed arches and tracery; often used
in churches and universities.

Neoclassical Eclectic — Blends Greek, Roman, and
Renaissance classicism with modern materials.

Regional and Colonial Eclectic Types

These forms combine indigenous, colonial, and
imported styles.

Spanish  Colonial Eclectic — Mixes Spanish
Baroque, Moorish, and local vernacular; stucco
walls, red tile roofs, courtyards.

Anglo-Indian / Indo-Saracenic Eclectic — British
Victorian + Mughal + Hindu architectural elements;
domes, chhatris, pointed arches.

American Colonial Revival Eclectic — Blends
Georgian, Federal, Dutch, and Spanish colonial
motifs.

Early Modern Eclectic Types

As modernism emerged, some architects mixed
traditional ornament with new materials.

Art Deco Eclectic — Combines modern geometric
forms with Egyptian, Mayan, and classical motifs.
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Prairie-Style Eclectic — Frank Lloyd Wright’s
work often blended Japanese, Arts & Crafts, and
Midwestern vernacular influences.

Postmodern and Contemporary Eclecticism

Late 20th-century architects revived eclectic mixing
as a reaction to strict modernism.

Postmodern Eclectic — Classical references mixed
with playful forms, bright colors, and modern
materials.

Global Contemporary Eclectic — Blends digital
design, regional traditions, and international styles;
common in 2lst-century commercial and cultural

buildings.
How to Recognize Eclectic Architecture

Mix of historical references rather than a single
lineage

Contrasting materials or ornament from different
traditions

Asymmetry or hybrid forms that don’t fit one style
category

Context-driven blending, often reflecting cultural
exchange or modernization

Case-Study Trajectories: Eclecticism in Action

To understand the practical implications of
eclecticism in major urban centers, one can examine
how iconic public projects negotiate these theoretical
threads.

The Hybrid Civic Center

In many rapidly growing metropolitan areas, civic
centers are tasked with housing municipal offices,
community arts spaces, and commercial incubators
under one roof. Architects addressing these multi-
programmatic briefs frequently adopt an eclectic
strategy, treating the complex as an urban village
rather than a monolithic block. By varying the
architectural expression of each programmatic
wing—employing  vernacular  brickwork  for

community spaces, sleek curtain walls for
administrative offices, and monumental stone
colonnades for ceremonial halls—the building
mirrors the decentralized, multi-layered nature of the
city it serves.

The Adaptive Reuse Museum

The conversion of industrial infrastructure into
cultural institutions represents one of the most
prominent  manifestations  of  architectural
eclecticism in the contemporary city. Projects like
the Tate Modern in London or the Power Station of
Art in Shanghai demonstrate the powerful friction
generated when historical industrial forms (heavy
steel trusses, massive turbine halls) are juxtaposed
with pristine contemporary white-cube galleries and
minimalist circulation spaces. This dialogue between
the industrial vernacular and contemporary
institutional architecture creates a rich spatial
experience that honors the industrial heritage of the
city while projecting a forward-looking cultural
vision.

Critiques and Challenges of Architectural
Eclecticism

Despite its capacity to foster pluralism and
engagement, architectural eclecticism is not without
its vulnerabilities. Critics have long argued that an
uncritical embrace of stylistic borrowing can
degenerate into superficial consumerism, where
historical forms are reduced to commodified brand
markers designed to attract tourist capital rather than
serve local communities (Sorkin, 1992).

Furthermore, poorly executed eclecticism can result
in visual cacophony—a disjointed collage of
competing signs and symbols that disorients the
urban user rather than welcoming them. To avoid
these pitfalls, contemporary eclecticism must be
grounded in a rigorous urban ethics. The borrowing
of ideas and the synthesis of disparate typologies
must be driven by a genuine commitment to social
equity, ecological performance, and contextual
responsiveness, rather than mere novelty.
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Advantages of Architectural Eclecticism

Architectural eclecticism offers creative freedom,
contextual adaptability, and the ability to blend
historical references with modern needs, making it
one of the most flexible design approaches.

Architectural eclecticism refers to combining
elements from different architectural styles—
classical, Gothic, modernist, vernacular, and more—
into a single coherent design. Its advantages span
creativity, cultural expression, and practical
problem-solving.

Creative Flexibility and Innovation

Architects are not constrained by a single style,
allowing them to:

Mix forms, materials, and motifs to create unique,
expressive buildings.

Experiment with new combinations, leading to
innovative aesthetics.

Adapt historical elements in modern ways without
strict stylistic rules.

This freedom often results in buildings that feel
distinctive and personalized rather than formulaic.

Cultural Expression and Identity
Eclecticism allows designers to reflect:

Local traditions while incorporating global
influences.

Cultural diversity, especially in multicultural cities.

Historical continuity, by referencing multiple eras in
one structure.

This makes eclectic buildings resonate with a
broader range of people and contexts

Adaptability to Site and Function

Because eclecticism is not bound to one style, it
adapts well to:

Different climates (e.g., blending Mediterranean
shading with modern materials).

Varied urban contexts, helping new buildings fit into
historic districts.

Complex functional needs, such as combining
classical symmetry with modern open plans.

This adaptability is one reason eclecticism was
widely used in 19th-20th century civic and
institutional buildings.

Ability to Honor History While Embracing
Modernity

Eclecticism can bridge past and present by:

Preserving historical references without copying
them outright.

Integrating modern technologies (steel, glass,
HVAC) into traditional forms.

Creating continuity in cities undergoing rapid
change.

This makes it valuable in restoration, adaptive reuse,
and heritage-sensitive development.

Psychological and Aesthetic Appeal

People often find eclectic buildings appealing
because they:

Feel familiar yet fresh, blending recognizable motifs
with new ideas.

Offer visual richness, avoiding monotony.

Support  human-scale  design, even when
incorporating modern elements.

This can improve public acceptance of new
construction

More Advantages of Architectural eclecticism
includes:

Flexibility: Eclecticism allows architects to create
buildings that can adapt to various functional,
contextual, or symbolic purposes, offering a more
versatile design approach.

Cultural Identity: By incorporating elements from
different historical styles, eclecticism can enhance a
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building's cultural identity and prestige, especially
for public institutions and landmarks.

Innovation: The ability to mix and combine styles
encourages innovation in adapting historical
elements to modern needs, often resulting in unique
and interesting visual designs.

Cost-Effectiveness: Eclecticism can be an effective
tool for architects working on projects with limited
budgets, as it allows them to combine different styles
to reduce costs while achieving the desired aesthetic.

Sustainability: By using traditional building
materials and techniques in innovative ways,
eclecticism promotes sustainability and efficient
resource management.

These advantages demonstrate the potential of
architectural eclecticism to create buildings that are
not only aesthetically pleasing but also functional
and culturally significant.

Architects and Their Eclectic Works

Below is a curated list of architects directly tied to
eclectic buildings mentioned in the supplied results.

Mario Palanti — A leading eclectic architect in
Argentina and Uruguay.

Palacio Barolo, Buenos Aires: blends NeoBaroque,
NeoGothic, and Art Deco.

Palacio Salvo, Montevideo: mixes Baroque, Art
Deco, and Beaux-Arts influences

Hans van Asperen / Louis Delacenserie (Antwerp
Central Station’s designers)

Antwerp Central Station, Belgium: Renaissance
Revival with Baroque, Art Nouveau, and Beaux-Arts
elements

Emilio Calvo / Joaquin Otamendi (Cybele Palace
designers)

Cybele Palace, Madrid: combines Medieval castle
motifs with Renaissance and Baroque forms and
modern glass skylights

Gottfried Semper (Semperoper)

seamless blend of

Semperoper,  Dresden:

NeoRenaissance and NeoBaroque architecture

José Luis Oriol / Adamo Boari (Theatro Municipal
designers)

Theatro Municipal, Sdo Paulo: NeoRenaissance,
NeoBaroque, and Art Nouveau combined in one
facade

Richard Morris Hunt / George Vanderbilt’s team
(Biltmore Estate)

Biltmore Estate, North Carolina: mixes NeoGothic,
NeoRenaissance, and Chateauesque styles

Joseph Poelaert

Palais de Justice, Brussels: Neoclassical base with an
eclectic Baroque dome and classical sculptural
details

Anibal Gonzélez

Plaza de Espafia, Seville: blends Moorish, Mudejar,
and NeoRenaissance styles with Spanish tilework

Paul Abadie (Sacre-Cceur)

Basilica of Sacré-Cceur, Paris: NeoRomanesque
combined with NeoByzantine domes and massing

H.H. Richardson and successors (New York State
Capitol)

New York State Capitol, Albany: NeoRomanesque
and NeoRenaissance blended across construction
phases

Odon Lechner (Museum of Applied Arts)

Museum of Applied Arts, Budapest: Moorish
Revival mixed with Gothic Revival and colorful
tilework

Albert Jensen & Vilhelm Dahlerup (Glyptotek)

Glyptotek, = Copenhagen:  Neoclassical  and
Renaissance Revival wings connected by a Beaux-
Arts glass winter garden

Pierre Bossan (Notre-Dame de Fourviere)

Basilica of Notre-Dame de Fourviére, Lyon: French
medieval castle motifs fused with NeoRomanesque
and NeoByzantine forms

José Enrique Nieto (Casa de los Dragones)

Casa de los Dragones, Ceuta: Moorish, Mudejar, and
Modernisme elements combined in a highly eclectic
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facade
Franz Scheyder (Egyptian House)

Egyptian House, Strasbourg: Egyptian Revival fused
with French Art Nouveau

Problems of Architectural eclecticism

The problems of Architectural eclecticism include
the potential for disjointed and chaotic appearances
of buildings, which can detract from the overall
aesthetic and unity of the design. The lack of
uniformity in architectural elevation can lead to a
sense of fragmentation and a loss of coherence.
Additionally, eclecticism can be criticized for being
disrespectful of the cultural integrity of the structure,
as it may borrow elements from different
architectural styles without understanding their
significance or context. The disproportionate use of
elements from various styles can result in a chaotic
and unbalanced design, which may not reflect the
original intent or historical significance of the
architectural style

Conclusion

Architectural eclecticism in the design of public
buildings in major cities is far more than a stylistic
preference or a nostalgic retreat into historical
quotation. It is a vital spatial strategy for navigating
the complexities of the contemporary pluralist
metropolis. By skillfully borrowing ideas across
historical epochs, exploiting structural and geometric
similarities across typologies, and integrating

interactive digital systems with traditional tectonics,
eclectic architecture bridges the gap between
monumentality and accessibility.

As major cities continue to grapple with cultural
diversity, rapid technological shifts, and the demand
for inclusive public space, the eclectic paradigm
offers a flexible, responsive toolkit. It allows public
buildings to speak in multiple voices, mirroring the
hybridity of the citizens they serve and ensuring that
the architecture of the city remains as dynamic,
multifaceted, and evolving as urban life itself.
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