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advance praise

“Ritual House is easily placed among the most important books in

architecture in the past 100 years.” 

—Don Watson, architect

“Knowles reminds us that we can connect to the temporal rhythms of

nature and weather in profound and sustainable ways, through the

very shelters we create to counter the elements.” 

—Bruce Lindsey, head of the School of Architecture, 

Auburn University and co-director of The Rural Studio 

“My influences are many and varied, but during my years as a student,

Ralph Knowles may have been the most important. Only recently have

I come to understand that he was 50 years ahead of his time . . . I am

grateful that he continues to contribute to our built environment

through his intelligent analysis and synthesis of contemporary issues

in architecture.”

—Thom Mayne, founder and principal of Morphosis and 

2005 Pritzker Architecture Prize Laureate 

“Knowles was one of the first architectural thinkers to introduce mod-

ern architects to the sun. Now, in Ritual House, he shows us how to

restore dignity, meaning, and sensibility to the design of homes and

communities—by paying attention to the qualities of nature that are

essential for human well being and survival.”

—Sim Van der Ryn, Emeritus Professor of Architecture, 

University of California, Berkeley

A R C H I T E C T U R E  /  U R B A N  P L A N N I N G

9
 

 

ISBN 1-59726-050-9

781597 260503
Washington • Covelo • London
www.islandpress.org
All Island Press books are printed on recycled, acid-free paper.

ritual house
Drawing on Nature's Rhythms

for Architecture and Urban Design

Ralph L.Knowles

The houses we inhabit, the cities

surrounding our houses, even the

clothes we wear—all are shelters we

erect against the elements. But they

are also manifestations of ancient rit-

uals, developed in response to

nature’s rhythms.

Modern culture has separated us

from those rhythms and traditions.

Now, Ritual House reawakens us to

our lost natural heritage.

The celebrated architect, Ralph

Knowles, professor emeritus at

USC’s School of Architecture, has

crafted an inspirational message for

architects, designers, planners, and

anyone seeking to reconnect to the

natural world through the built envi-

ronment. He deals with the intrica-

cies, showing what can be learned as

we watch a shadow, a wall, a stair-

case, or a door as it responds to the

natural cycles of heat, light, and wind.

He also deals on large-scale levels,

analyzing methods of sheltering that

range from Gothic cathedrals to con-

temporary Los Angeles. His most

far-reaching ideas describe how

tomorrow’s mega-cities can be

shaped through solar access zoning

to ensure that everyone enjoys sun-

light and warmth.  

As energy usage increases, costs

soar, and resources diminish, under-

standing how the natural elements

affect our lives is more vital than ever.

High-energy systems have cut us off

from nature, but we can reconnect

through buildings and cities that honor

ecological balance and common-sense

solutions while limiting expenses and

energy waste. By engaging rhythmic

nature in our designs, we can create

shelters that are unique to their climate,
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their region, and their relationship to

the sun, creating, in Knowles’ words,

“a haven for our souls, our minds,

and our spirits.”

Ritual House takes its rightful place

among those classic works that

become touchstones for the culture.

Knowles’ central theme may be sea-

sonally adaptive architecture, but his

ultimate aim is to describe a better

place for us all, one where the build-

ings we inhabit link us to a particular

place, enrich our built environment,

and add true meaning to our lives.

As a professor, researcher, and policy

and design consultant, Ralph L.

Knowles has had a long and illustri-

ous career in architecture. He is cur-

rently a professor emeritus at USC,

and his many books and papers,

including Sun; Wind; Water and Sun

Rhythm Form have received interna-

tional acclaim.
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