
October 15, 2007 

To: The Strategic Academic Planning Committee 
From: Philip Bess, Professor of Architecture 
Re: Our Lady’s Guild  for Durable Buildings and Classical

Humanist Urbanism 

Purpose of the Initiative 

Let us suppose we are confronted with a desperate thing--say [South Bend].  If we think what is 
really best for South Bend we shall find the thread of thought leads to the throne of the mystic and 
the arbitrary. It is not enough for a man to disapprove of South Bend: in that case he will merely cut 
his throat or move to [Chicago]. Nor, certainly, is it enough for a man to approve of South Bend: for 
then it will remain South Bend, which would be awful. The only way out of it seems to be for 
somebody to love South Bend: to love it with a transcendental tie and without any earthly reason. If 
there arose a [community] who loved South Bend, then South Bend would rise into ivory towers and 
golden pinnacles; South Bend would attire herself as a woman does when she is loved….  If [we] 
loved South Bend as mothers love children, arbitrarily, because it is theirs, South Bend in [short 
order] might be fairer than Florence. [Some] will say that this is a fantasy. I answer that this is the 
actual history of mankind. This, as a fact, is how cities did grow great…. Men did not love Rome 
because she was great.  She was great because they had loved her. 

---G.K. Chesterton 

A PROPOSITION:  There is nothing currently more damaging to the reputation of the University of Notre Dame, 
nothing that gives persons otherwise attracted to Notre Dame greater pause, no greater obstacle to Notre Dame’s 
ability to attract and keep whatever great scholars and leaders she desires, than the physically, economically and 
culturally impoverished state of the historic center of South Bend---an impoverishment directly related to the 
historic center of South Bend’s lack of a middle-class (literally bourgeois) residential population.  The irony of this 
proposition is its truth juxtaposed to the fact that the University of Notre Dame is also home to an architecture 
program unique in the world: a program that operates upon the premise that the very purpose of architecture and 
urban design is for architects to design and cities to be the physical form of human communities, in which 
communities and individual human beings can flourish; an architecture program for which beauty in the physical 
environment is an important component of both communal and individual well-being; an architecture program that 
actually teaches its students the importance of and how to make durable and beautiful traditional architecture.   

Correspondingly, there is arguably nothing that would more immediately enhance and promote the mission of the 
University of Notre Dame than for the historic center of South Bend to become a durable, beautiful and vibrant 
place where human beings can flourish.  This, alas, is not a condition that will occur spontaneously; nor can it 
possibly happen under current conventions of construction and real estate finance and development.  One can 
imagine South Bend becoming a great university city, a leading regional research and technology city, a city with a 
legible relationship to its immediate agrarian context, and above all a livable and economically thriving city; but 
nothing is more likely to promote these ambitions than to make South Bend itself a durable and beautiful city, a city  
of stone and brick and timber and tile. For this to happen however, an 
active artistic patron and environmental steward is required.  It is this 
role, exercised through the agency of Our Lady’s Guild for Durable 
Building and Classical Humanist Urbanism (hereafter The Guild), we 
propose for the University of Notre Dame, and for which we seek 
funding from the Strategic Academic Planning Committee. 

At first glance it may not be immediately apparent why this proposal 
should warrant the patronage of the SAPC of the University of Notre 
Dame.  After all, is the University not already doing something similar in 
the Eddy Street Commons project?  And is not construction---“bricks and 
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mortar”---most properly regarded as the concern of tradesmen and 
craftsmen than of scholars and academics?  The answer to the first 
question is “no,” inasmuch as the Eddy Street Commons project is both 
considerably more costly than this proposal, and also completely subject 
to existing conventions of real estate finance and construction practice 
and the long-term shortcomings thereof.  And although a partial answer to 
the second question is “yes,” the more complete answer is complicated 
inasmuch as:  

• the act and product of building is both foundational for and
symbolic of the University of Notre Dame’s corporate vocation
not only to serve and discover truth, but also to bear witness to
truth’s enduring character;

• place matters---should matter---to Notre Dame’s institutional vocation, because we too at Notre Dame are
human beings who pursue our vocation as embodied beings, and because every human life takes place in
places that embodied human beings make;

• and because a primary telos of any human artifact made well is beauty---by means of which also we
glimpse and participate in the inner life of God, which participation is our final telos.

Moreover, the built environment itself is the product of cooperative efforts of which tradesmen and craftsmen are 
only one of several efficient causes, among which must also be counted patrons, architects, financiers, legislators 
and lawyers; that is to say, persons whose expertise is in many cases first shaped by the kinds of specialized 
intellectual and character formation afforded by programs found in the professional and academic curricula of the 
University of Notre Dame (i.e., Architecture, Law, Business, Political Science, Philosophy, etc.).  A better-built 
environment in the historic center of South Bend therefore both is and should be a proper concern of every faculty 
member of every department in the University, because a better South Bend is foundational for the 
University’s own telos; and this is so regardless of whether Notre Dame faculty members themselves would 
ever be inclined to live in South Bend’s historic center, though some of them indeed might. 

Approach 
There is a long Catholic tradition of environmental stewardship that manifests itself both in care for the landscape 
and in the creation of beautiful architecture and cities modeled after the City of God.  This tradition is represented 
paradigmatically by the cultivated and built environments made by monks living in accordance with The Rule of St. 
Benedict or some variation thereof, but its effects have not been limited to the monastery.  The built work of the 
Benedictines was governed by inherited concerns for durability, convenience, beauty and decorum, principles of 
building not invented but nevertheless articulated and transmitted throughout European culture by monastic 
communities, and normative for the subsequent development of the European city---an outstanding example of 
which, Bruges, is here illustrated as exemplary of the quality of environment The Guild seeks for South Bend.  This 
comparison is not as far-fetched as it initially seems, inasmuch as Bruges---in flat terrain, in a northern climate---
became a beautiful and durable city owing not to the patronage of bishops and kings, but rather to the patronage of 
religious foundations and a generous merchant class which together supported a culture of skilled artists and 
builders and craftsmen. 

The primary mission of The Guild therefore would be to design and build residential and mixed-use buildings in a 
finite (approximately one square mile) area on vacant properties in the historic center of South Bend, guided by 
traditional building canons of durability, convenience, beauty and decorum.  These buildings would be bearing-wall 
/ pitched roof buildings constructed with a limited palette of durable materials that include brick, stone, high-lime 
mortar, timber, tile and slate.  To ensure greater affordability both for students and faculty and on the open market, 
the dwelling units in particular would need to be comparatively small and 
subsidized by The Guild.  But it would also be part of The Guild’s 
mission to be a (building) community apart from the contemporary 
culture of building: committed to stability of life in a particular place, 
building in accordance with the traditional building practices for the sake 
of a better South Bend and University of Notre Dame in particular, and a 
better culture of building generally.  Its primary mission would be to 
model a culture of good building in and for South Bend. 

“Godshuises”: Bruges’ durable preferential 
housing option for the poor 
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Though there are details to be worked out, our initial thought is for the 
University (through The Guild) to acquire and retain ownership of all 
land t o  b e  improved by The Guild, but let buildings out on long-term 
leases similar to the manner in which properties on London’s 
traditional residential squares today are exchanged in the market 
place but land ownership retained by the original owner.  While the 
University would thereby incur greater initial expense to build in the 
traditional manner proposed, it would be a profitable long-term 
investment.  Nevertheless, the primary concern of this proposal is not 
the University’s investment portfolio---however important---but the 
religious and academic mission of the University and the importance 
of a healthy South Bend for achieving that mission. 

This proposed enterprise would be distinctive in several ways: 

• It would support an Architecture School initiative to provide a counter-example of how to organize both the
art and the act of building in a manner more cooperative than competitive

• The work of The Guild would of necessity be local and start slowly; and should at the start be low profile.
As it matures however it will achieve a much higher profile for the University, like the biblical seed
growing secretly that in time bears abundant fruit

• As the work of The Guild progresses and South Bend becomes a more beautiful city, opportunities will
arise for interdisciplinary involvement from University departments and centers as varied as Business and
Law, History and Political Science, the Center for Social Concerns and the Center for Ethics and Culture

• Unlike much academic research, which is soon superseded, the work of The Guild will endure
• The work of The Guild would not be directed by but would nevertheless work with the market
• The work of The Guild would create durable value: a prudent and apparently lavish investment now,

foregoing immediate financial return, will in the long term substantially increase the wealth of Notre Dame
• This wealth, in turn, will assist agencies of the University and Church to exercise the Church’s “preferential

option for the poor”
• Work of The Guild will keep good architecture graduates in Indiana for their professional apprenticeship

Anticipated Budgetary Needs 
Our preliminary request is for $13M distributed over a three-year period as follows: $4M in each of the first two 
years and $5M in the third year, with unspent funds carried over to each succeeding year as required.  Our initial 
estimates are that $1M each year will be spent upon salaries and benefits for 8-10 people (more than half being 
craftsmen from the building trades working as full time members of The Guild), insurance, legal fees, office space 
and land acquisition, with the remaining $3M ($4M in the third year) spent on building materials and equipment. 
This budget is but a fraction of the budget for Eddy Street Commons, but the purposes of The Guild differ. 

Contact Person and Anticipated Participants 
The Contact Person for this project is Philip Bess, Professor and Director of Graduate Studies in the School of 
Architecture.  Most of The Guild’s Design / Construction / Administration Team---the full-time paid participants---
will not be Notre Dame faculty (though we anticipate that many will be Notre Dame graduates), and the team itself 
has yet to be determined.  Because there are many proposals being prepared for the SAPC coming from many 
quarters of the University, we are not including in this initial proposal the names of co-sponsoring faculty from other 
departments.  However, many have expressed their appreciation of this proposal, some of whom will be included if 
and when this proposal advances to the next round.  

Conclusion 
For too long, not always of its own choice, Notre Dame has been a city apart from the city of South Bend.  Now 
however, Notre Dame is rich in money and influence and prestige, and the city of South Bend suffers economically 
and in influence and prestige.  Nevertheless, we remain neighbors.  It is especially appropriate, and for many 
reasons, that Notre Dame reach out to the city of South Bend.  Our Lady’s Guild  for Durable Buildings and 
Classical Humanist Urbanism is a singularly effective long-term way to do so, with the added benefit of serving 
the long-term good of the students, graduates, administrators and faculty of the University of Notre Dame herself. 
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