From “The Timeless Way of Building”  
To seek the timeless way we must first know the quality without a name. 
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There is a central quality which is the root criterion of life and spirit in a man, a town, a building, or a wilderness.  This quality is objective and precise, but, it cannot be named.

We have been taught that there is no objective difference between good buildings and bad, good towns and bad. 

The fact is that the difference between a good building and a bad building, between a good town and a bad town, is an objective matter.  It is the difference between health and sickness, wholeness and dividedness, self-maintenance and self-destruction.  In a world which is healthy, whole, alive, and self maintaining, people themselves can be alive and self-creating.  In a world which is unwhole and self-destroying, people cannot be alive:  they will inevitably themselves be self-destroying, and miserable.
But it is easy to understand why people believe so firmly that there is no single, solid basis for the difference between good building and bad. 

It happens because the single central quality which makes the difference cannot be named.

The first place I think of, when I try to tell someone about this quality, is a corner of an English country garden, where a peach tree grows against a wall.

The wall runs east to west; the peach tree grows flat against its southern side.  The sun shines on the tree and as it warms the bricks behind the tree, the warm bricks themselves warm the peaches on the tree.  It has a slightly dozy quality.  The tree, carefully tied to grow flat against the wall; warming the brick; the peaches growing in the sun;  the wild grass growing around the roots of the tree, in the angle where the earth and roots and wall all meet.  
This quality is the most fundamental quality there is in anything.
It is never twice the same, because it always takes its shape from the particular place in which it occurs.  

In one place it is calm, in another it is stormy; in one person it is tidy; in another it is careless; in one house it is light; in another it is dark; in one room it is soft and quiet; in another it is yellow.  In one family it is a love of picnics; in another dancing; in another playing poker; in another group of people it is not family life at all.

It is a subtle kind of freedom from inner contradictions.

A system has this quality when it is at one with itself; it lacks it when it is divided.  

It has it when it is trued to its own inner forces; lacks it when it is untrue to its own inner forces.

It has it when it is at peace with itself; and lacks it when it is a war with itself.

You already know this quality.  The feeling for it is the most primitive feeling which an animal or a man can have.  The feeling for it is as primitive as the feeling for our own well-being, for our own health, as primitive as the intuition which tells us when something is false or true.
But to grasp it fully you must overcome the prejudice of physics which tells us that all things are equally alive and real.

__

The word which we most often use to talk about the quality without a name is the word “alive.”

There is a sense in which the distinction between something alive and something lifeless is much more general, and far more profound, that the distinction between living things and nonliving things, or between life and death.  Things which are living may be lifeless; nonliving things, may be alive.  A man who is walking and talking can be alive; or he can be lifeless.  Beethoven’s last quartets are alive; so are the waves at the ocean shore; so is a candle flame;  a tiger may be more alive, because more in tune with its own inner forces, than a man.
A well-made fire is alive.  There is a world of difference between a fire whish is a pile of burning logs, and a fire which is made by someone who really understands a fire.  He places each log exactly to make the air between the logs just right.  He doesn’t stir the logs with a poker, but while they are burning, grasps each one, and places it again, perhaps only an inch from where it was before.  The logs are so exaxtly placed that they form channels for the draft.  Waves of liquid yellow flame run up the logs when the draft blows.  Each log glows with full intensity.  The fire, watched, burns so intensely and so steadily, then when it dies, finally, it burns to nothing; when the last glow dies, there is nothing but a little dust left in the fireplace.

