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Security...
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AIA tAS VEGAS
PRESIDENT'S MESSAGE
SEAN COULTER, AIA

I'm sure most of you, when in school, hod to study Christion Norberg-
Schulz ond his writings on o phenomenologicol opprooch to
orchilecture ond on o spirit of ploce, or genius loci. His thoughls on
ploce, spoce ond dweller ore interesting, to soy the leost. Well, for
some sironge reoson, I hove been re-studying his writings os well os
those of other outhors such os Mortin Heidegger, Juhoni Pollosmoo
ond Alberto Perez-Gomez, ond conlemploiing whot it meons to
creote o sense of ploce. As I hove been reoding these oulhors'

works, I've kept in ihe bock of my mind whol o phenomenologicol
opprooch to orchitecture might meon 1o us os we 'dwell' in the Mojove Desert.

One of the recuning themes thot oppeor throughout lhese writings is how, since the
odvent of modern science (for lhis poper, consider Newton's Principio os the beginning),
orchilecls hove used geometry ond oeslhelics os the defining ottributes of orchitecture.
Up until 'modern science' begon, buildings were more thon o functionol edifice lo
Cortesion geomelry. As we oll know, the Greeks used the proportion of lhe humon body
to help define the form of o building. However, there wos olwoys o deeper meoning to o
Greek structure ond how it wos situoted in the world, how il sol within the londscope ond
how it become on integrol concotenoled element in the polis or city-stole. Eoch building
wos imbued with metophysicol oltributes thol responded to the occupont on on intimole
ond personol level, giving the occupont within the built environmenl o sense of ploce ond
giving relevonce 1o Heidegger's concept of being-in-the-world.

Jumping oheod o few hundred yeors from the turning point of 'modern science,'
Modernism orrived ond siripped the building of ornoment ond ollowed orchitects to creote
o 'mochine for living.' At this point in history, orchiteclure wos reduced to the essentiol
elements lhot creoie shelter wilh no need for o metophysicol connection to the world.
This wos cleorly o response to lhe woy we were beginning lo understond the universe ond
the lows thot it obeyed. We could now plot ony locolion on o grid, build ony building on
o structurol grid, ond creote buildings of immense size; there wos no need for "superfluous"
metophoricol meoning in our buill environment.

Now I'm not slomming Modernism or modern science; on the controry, I believe both hove
helped us progress considerobly os humons on ihis plonel. I'm just not sure if they hove
helped humon 'beings.' whot lom soying is thot lquestion ihe woy we, os o society, ore
going obout creoting the buili environment. We design buildings to be cost-effective,
functionol ond responsive to the environmenl. we hove o formulo or some woy of
quontifying just oboui every ospect of o building, i.e., foot-condle volues, lhermol comfort
zone, gross-to-net rotio, LEED Silver, etc. We con design o building thot meets oll these
criterio, bul in the end, do our buildings feed the soul? Whot is more sustoinoble ond
belter for the occupont, o building meeling lhese crilerio ond losting moybe 50 yeors,
or o building meeting these crilerio but enduring the test of time by being imbued wilh
o deeper meoning, o genius loci? whot con we, os designers, do to creote o quolily
orchitecture thot people won't wont to destroy when il reoches the end of its ,usefuiness'?
We need o more rigorous phenomenologicol opprooch 1o orchitecture if we ore to
creoie o built environment thot is mode to endure. logree wilh Juhoni pollosmoo, who
stotes, "The timeless tosk of orchitecture is to creote embodied existentiol melophors lhot
concretize ond structure mon's being-in-the-world.,,

In the closing porogroph of llolo Colvino's lnvisible Cities, Morco polo responds to o
frustroted Kubloi Kohn, seeing no hope for finding the perfect cily:

"The inferno of the living is nol something thol witl be; if there is one, it is whot is olreody
here. the inferno where we live every doy, thot we form by being fogether. There
ore two woys fo escope suffering it. The f irst is eosy for mony: occepl the inferno
ond become such o porl of it thot you con no longer see it. fhe second is risky ond
demonds constont uigilonce ond opprehension: seek ond leorn to recognize who ond
whot, in fhe midst of the inferno, ore not inferno,lhen moke them endure, give them
spoce. "
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