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AFTER ARCHITECTURE

Regular readers of DBR will perhaps
be shocked to find a sizable portion
of this issue occupied by things other
than book reviews. This is not a case
of literary displacement—the “After
Architecture” series that debuts herein
diverges from the subject of architec-
tural books to provide a forum for
serious criticism of architecture itself.
If over a century ago Victor Hugo
lamented the semantic primacy of
written media over the built with the
prophecy, “this will kill that,” then
we may simply be adding a few more
lines of ammunition. But, while the
book most certainly has replaced the
cathedral, it is doubtful that architec-
tural criticism, in this country at least,
has killed anything yet. Rarely does
architectural writing get beyond the
image of a building, and thus as criti-
cism it scores merely surface wounds.
To pursue the metaphor of critic as
assassin, we hope to accomplish a
ritual slaying that will deepen the
discourse and clarify the ideas for
both the design and the appreciation
of architecture. In each issue, several
critics will consider the same build-
ing from specialized points of view.
Rather than select new projects, we
will look at buildings that are in their
“prehistory” phase, ones that have had
a few years to age and influence lives,
yet have not reached the threshold of
either the historical apotheosis or the
dustbin. To help us, we have invited
the veteran critics Reyner Banham,
Peter Blake, Kenneth Frampton, and
Robert Gutman to be our advisers for
the selection of buildings worth recon-
sidering, for their cultural, program-
matic, or technological importance.
The choice of Louis I. Kahn’s Kimbell
Art Museum in Fort Worth, Texas,
despite the building’s “instant immor-
tality,” has proved a rich, even mortal,
subject. In the following issue, we will
try to get under the skin of Cesar Pelli’s
Pacific Design Center in Los Angeles.
The major issues dug up at the

Kimbell are the struggle over the pro-
gram, the suitability of technology,
and the significance of its context.
Kahn’s poetics of space and light are
found to be at odds with the realities
of transportation to and working within
the building; but still the strength of
the architecture prevails. This attitude
would undoubtedly be shared by Alvin
Boyarsky, director of the Architectural
Association in London, who in a di-
alogue with DBR jauntily defends
architecture against the demoralizing
progress of institutionalization, pro-
posing it as a cultural rather than
strictly professional activity, even at
the risk of appearing elitist (which he
doesn’t seem to regret). The Kimbell
is essentially a suburban building,
and the nonurban siting adds strength
to the argument of Sam Bass Warner,
Jr., in his review of recent books on
American suburbs. Though not every-
one’s ideal substitute for the city,
suburbs have an unmistakable vitality
that is dependent on high-speed travel
between private and public space.
Warner asks us to consider what fac-
tors really lead to the production of
a humane environment, concluding
that city form is less a priority
than access to satisfying employment.
While Kahn searched in the suburbs
of Fort Worth for meaning to emerge
from the primal interchange of struc-
ture, materials, and light, somewhere
in the suburbs of Los Angeles and in
the more urban reaches of London,
Charles Jencks has built his houses,
seeking to “restore” language to archi-
tecture, as not just predictably self-
serving, but also, according to reviewer
Herbert Muschamp, surprisingly re-
ductive in its insistence on a pre-
scriptive system of architectural signs.
Jencks’s flagrant acts of architectural
necrophilia Frances Butler criticizes
as the “taxonomic fallacy” in visual
forms of communication. The power
of visual cognition is proposed to have
exceeded that of verbalization, bring-
ing us back to the media-cidal issue
of what will kill what.

Richard Ingersoll
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Alvin Boyarsky, chairman of the Architectural Association, explains
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(“the reason Berkeley is so depressing”), or subsidy.
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The Northeast Corridor, the Midwest conurbation, the Pacific
megalopolis—are they lost causes, or good and bad prospects
on the way to some still newer urbanity? Four new books on the
question reviewed by Sam Bass Warner, Jr.
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Hejduk is revealed in his Mask of Medusa as romantic, deeply
American, more concerned about architecture’s heart than its
future. A guide through the enigma by Lars Lerup.
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The visual culture of advertising is more supple than the culture of
language, but less prestigious. Four new books on advertising
continue the class war between mass visual culture and the verbal
systems of the literati. Reviewed by Frances Butler.

Latrobe and the Beginning of Professionalism
in American Architecture

The story of Benjamin Henry Latrobe, who rescued American
architecture from the hands of carpenters and gentleman amateurs.

His papers, recemly exhaustlvely published, surveyed by Gene
Waddell
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of Thought

AN INTERVIEW WITH ALVIN BOYARSKY

OF THE ARCHITECTURAL ASSOCIATION

Since 1971 Alvin Boyarsky has been the chairman of the
Architectural Association (better known as the AA) in London.
Unlike any other architectural school in the world, the AA
offers a culture of architecture rather than an institutional
environment, and it is mostly due to the ideas, energy, and
organizing capacity of Boyarsky that such an original
premise has survived. Throughout the year the AA hosts an
ambitious lecture series and exhibitions open to the general
public, besides producing related catalogues and publica-
tions, such as the AA Files, to supplement the design work
carried out in the 25 “units.” With 450 students and 175
academic, administrative, and technical staff it is the larg-
est architecture school in Britain and by far the most
international. The AA lacks all the things that other archi-
tectural schools spend so much time anguishing about:
There is no curriculum, there are no studios, there are no
exams, the teachers work. The structure of education de-
pends very much upon the motivation of both the students
and the teachers, what Boyarsky would call a sort of
“Jeffersonian democracy” that allows maximum autonomy,
with maximum choices, and minimum interference. The key
to the program is the unit system. At the beginning of the
term each unit master presents a platform of issues and
methods that will be part of his or her research during that
period, and the students then decide which unit best suits
their interests. It is a highly competitive process and insures
that the 25 units maintain their differences. The student
works in private and arranges to meet individually with the
unit master and with the other teachers that the leader has
hired as part of his team. The unit meets for seminars and
at appointed moments has a jury to review the work. During
fiwe years of study a student will have had his or her work
discussed in public at least thirty times by what Boyarsky
calls an “international convoy” of architects and critics.
Boyarsky, originally from Monireal, trained at McGill
and Cornell universities in the late 1950s. He taught in
Oregon and London in the early 1960s, and then in Chicago.
His duties at the AA have interrupted his life as a practicing
architect. We interviewed him about the AA and architec-
tural education in Los Angeles, in April of 1986:
I always feel a little squeezed, like an old tube of tooth-
paste, when it comes to seeking alternatives in architec-
tural education. People always turn to the AA looking for
a glowing LA sunset because we’re set up as the anti-

statement to the boredom and disappointment which exists
universally in the world of architectural education. It’s
hard work on the part of the staff, students, and service
people alike to maintain standards in what we do.

The idea of the AA at the moment (for it had a long
history before I arrived; it was founded in 1843) is one
based on the participation of teachers with something
urgent to discuss and to research. After some fourteen
years, I'm into my third generation of teachers. I inherited
people like Bernard Tschumi, Michael Gold, Peter Cook,
Elia Zenghelis, and opened an opportunity for them to
operate. Some of them have gone on and now we’re par-
tially dealing with the culture of the issues that they
raised—so that, for example, Zaha Hadid is a direct
descendant of Rem Koolhaas and Elia Zenghelis and
Nigel Coates took over Bernard Tschumi’s unit, which has
since given birth to the NATO Group (Narrative Architec-
ture TOday). Three or four of his students are now teaching
in the school and in two or three years will become
significant contributors. It’s conversations across the gen-
erations. I try to blend people from different age groups
who are trying to solve different kinds of problems and the
teaching, exhibitions, and publications all become part of it.

I found the school barefoot, pregnant, and bankrupt.
The story of how the AA got to be this way goes back to
the late fifties when in Britain they decided to merge all
the various bits and pieces of higher education into a
binary system of polytechnics and universities because of
the pressure caused by the post—-World War II baby boom.
In the end they built about eighteen new universities and
so the AA—which relied on the government only inasmuch
as it gave all students a grant to cover their fees and living
allowances—was threatened with losing the grants if it
didn’t join the national system. The politics in the AA
ranged from those who said: “Well, we gotta survive” to
others who said: “If we go into the system, we’ll be like
everybody else in five years’ time, we’ll just be bureaucra-
tic, tenured, etc.” Eventually there was an international
plebiscite of all the members and they voted to go into the
system. A “guerrilla” group fought this and was such an
irritant that London University turned down the merger.
The AA Council then decided to close down the school in
December 1970, as they could not see a financial future.
They made a deal with the government to allow those
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already in the program to get their grants and to stop taking
in new students, so it had a two-to-three year running down
period. The guerrilla group then fought the battle to get
someone in to save the school, and I was brought in as
the hired gun to do it. I was at the AA in the mid-sixties
as a famous, or rather, infamous Year Master and later
while in Chicago | organized some summer sessions under
the banner of the International Institute of Design that
used London as a base, and brought people there from all
over the world to do projects and discuss certain issues—a
place where Superstudio met Archigram side-by-side with
third world and energy conservation conversations. I de-
veloped a certain momentum from this and in the end
when | was elected to take over the AA it seemed like
business as usual. In September 1971 the AA seemed
demoralized: The furniture was in piles ready to go to
Imperial College, students were finding places in other
schools, and teachers hadn’t been doing anything with
their students for some time because of the question of
survival. Everything about the AA was notorious in the
press and everyone wanted to wash their hands of it.

The good teachers were already there; there used to be
a Year Master who would draw up a program, the secretary
would make appointments for students to come and see
tutors whenever they liked, but no one was responsible. 1
thought London had more potential than that, and so we
set up the unit system whereby each of the Unit Masters
had to atiract the students with a program of their own
making. Suddenly, people with great intelligence and po-
tential who came through the sixties in London were faced
with the question: “What do you stand for?” There was an
incredible burst of energy, theoretical positions were as-
sumed, enormous rivalry emerged between the teachers,
and students were able to select a series of workshops from
appetite and interest and help develop the ongoing propo-
sitions. Added to that was the tough assessment of student
portfolios—students couldn’t get into a unit of their choice
unless they had something to show. Teachers in the end
had to keep performing, because if students didn’t want
to work with them, they would have to resign. Once you
get started the unit constantly transforms itself because
there are twenty other units at work and the students each
year bring ideas from one to the other. It’s been fabulous
watching the transformation and the enrichment of both
staff and students” work over the years.

There is no tenure. I've only got limited tenure. I've
been elected and reelected five times now as chairman.
At election time a big political snarl inevitably arises—the
London scene is loaded with wet “Ingleses,” worse than
any other species anywhere, who still think that the Wel-
fare State should be put back in place and that the AA
should be totally concerned with town planning and hous-
ing. That’s the old post—World War II generation, they’re
now sixty or seventy years old. Another kind of problem

that’s built in is that we can’t get many English students.
We exist independently on the open world market with
fees—less than half the cost of places like Yale or Har-
vard—but well beyond what the average English student
can afford. So were seen as an elitist operation, even
though everything is open to the public—the lectures and
exhibitions, our library, bookshop, restaurant, and bar.
We can seat 250 in our Lecture Hall but often there are
400; they stand on each other’s shoulders and sit on the
floor. Sometimes there must be about a hundred people
on the floor, crowding the front, and the speaker can
hardly stand to give his lecture. It’s a charged, intense
atmosphere.

Let me go back to this elitist problem. Every English
student going to a polytechnic or university gets free

&
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PLANS AND FACADE OF THE OPERA SHIP. FROM AA FILES 9.

tuition—ours don’t, so were pretty much cut off. Only
about 20 percent of our students are from Britain, the rest
come from all over the world: Japanese, Spaniards, Ital-
ians, Americans and Brazilians, and so on, and students,
of necessity, have to pay their way. The third problem is
our style. We are seen to be spending money—on exhibi-
tions, publications, international lecture series. We spent
a million pounds fixing up the building. We subsidize our
restaurant and make space for lots of things that other
government-sponsored places wouldn’t even dream of. We
throw enormous parties and we dress up. Our units travel
widely. I do it out of a sense of: “To hell with those
bastards. If they’re going down, we’re not going down with
them.”” You see, the English prefer to wear hair shirts
publicly and remain in a horrific state economically. Ba-
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sically, the AA is a club, you walk in the door and there’s
an exhibition gallery to the left, a lecture hall to the right,
a reception desk. There’s a bar, a members’ room, the
library on the main floor, downstairs there’s the bookshop
and a restaurant and it’s all public. All the events are
open, we even advertise them every week in a widely read
Events List. Students are quite often unrecognizable from
the general public, because they have no place to work.
There are no studios. This is absolutely the way it
should be. The reason Berkeley is so depressing is that
awful silo they’re in, full of studios with no one in them
except when they’re having a crit. Every Unit Master at
the AA has an office and there are about eight to ten jury
rooms for seminars and informal juries. The teachers see
students by appointment, either at home, in their office at

the school, or at the student’s home —however it works out.
They have informal meetings, they go on trips together,
there’s an awful lot of visiting of Spain or Italy or much
further afield—wherever an interesting project is. The
students work at home on their own, with their own music
and apples in the refrigerator. I think that students working
together in large studios is one of the most stultifying
things that you can imagine—that’s why so much architec-
tural education is poor. It’s trade union stuff. You know—
you go into a studio and students are all working on the
same project. They more or less decide how many sheets
of paper theyre going to hand in and how it’s going to be
drawn. They watch each other every day of the week, every
hour of the day to see what’s new, so that there are never
any novel moves possible and the teachers can walk around
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the studio in each other’s shoes, saying approximately the
same things. Whereas, when the students are separated
from each other and every once in a while they get together
to discuss each other’s work in public, there’s a chance for
creativity. A jury is a celebration. It’s full of anticipation.
In any case, we couldn’t afford the space for studios if we
continue to operate in our elegant Georgian quarters in
Bloomsbury, near the British Museum.

Students have to write their own script, invent their own
program, and then represent it in an original manner. We
rarely see a program where the site is objectively described
and the accommodation is listed. Take a recent jury I
attended. Students were given a site on the Thames where
some existing masonry piers from a former bridge crossed
the river. The occasion was used to explore various issues.
It’s unconventional because even if you decide what to do,
you’re building on an improbable site and you’re colonizing
the city in a certain way with fragments, objects, charac-
ters, whatever you like. The style of the school is to make
it tectonic. Whatever you'’re talking about in the end, its
bones and its character have to be described in a pretty
explicit manner. By the time students get to the end of
fifth year, they’ve invented ten or twelve major programs
of their own making and materialized them. A student’s
portfolio at the end of five years will have one hundred to
one hundred and fifty drawings in it—good drawings about
interesting things. Sometimes we interview students for
our Graduate Design program and can’t allow them into
the Diploma School (years four and five) because they’ve
done only three or four standard little routines that require
no thought, no programming, no realization. If you mean
well, then it’s all right. But we’re not into that, we’re
producing people for whom architecture is addictive. [
suppose Cooper Union is about the only place similar to
the AA that I know of, but at the AA there are about
twenty influences going on at once and projects have to be
realized so that there’s an architectonic base to them in
the end.

I would never use professional standards as a measure
for education. I mean, if you think of what all of those
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SKELTON CASTLE, YORKSHIRE, 1787. THREE PLANS BY SIR JOHN SOANE,
FROM AA FILES 9.

whores out there are doing . .. professionalism is a curious
thing. You get some crummy office that’s been doing the
same thing for ten years—figuring how to get through the
codes or whatever, and just because theyre doing it, that
doesn’t make them professionals. It means that architec-
ture is often just about the everyday grind. My feeling is
that the people we turn out are more than capable of doing
the low-level stuff with their hands tied behing their backs,
but they have the added momentum to actually lift the
aspirations of the profession. This is because they’ve heard
a lot—every night of the week there are a couple of
lectures by people addressing a public audience. They’ve
been exposed to a lot and seen a lot on the wall—we do
a new exhibition every five weeks or so, sometimes two go
up at the same time. They’ve been urged to do a lot of
interesting things by articulate teachers; by the end of that
period, so-called professionalism is unimportant because
they can operate and, in fact, in London the very best
offices are full of our graduates—I mean even to the tune
of Richard Rogers and Norman Foster.

London is an architectural backwater. If you took the
AA out and the expatriates associated with it, like Leo
Krier, Peter Wilson, Rem Koolhaas, Zaha Hadid, Charles
Jencks, and the three hardnosed offices, there wouldn’t be
much left. For the AA to work as a model in other cities,
it would require a metropolitan scale. Most of our people
are very part-time and we use philosophers, poets, paint-
ers, writers, journalists, who thrive in capital cities. If
somebody writes a book on an interesting subject, we get
them to give three lectures, pay them for that, but don’t
have to pay them for life. You do need a dense cultural
environment for that, but there are lots of cities other than
London that have that capacity: Paris, Los Angeles, New
York, Mexico City, Buenos Aires, Tokyo, Toronto. It should
be possible to have a network of schools which are anti-
institutional acting as a cultural forum. What Peter Eisen-
man tried to do was important. He tried to make a base
for a number of fellows to be in a position to do research
and write, and he sponsored exhibitions and lectures.
His interests were not in an educational institution.
The difference is that we have been doing what he tried
to do with many times the intensity but we’re also a very
large and powerful experimental school of architecture.

I’'m kind of an outsider type but I don’t know if that has
anything to do with what goes on at the AA. On one level
there are many interesting people involved and there’s
a special ambience. On the other level there’s determina-
tion on everyone’s part to make it happen and that’s what
I’'ve achieved. It’s a continuing process. It’s financing an
organization, its dealing with the entire ambience, it’s
maintaining an elegant conversation about architecture,
standards for the students, and an international stance.
Putting it all together, it’s really about creating the sort of
world one approves of. It’s quite an ambitious program.
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The AA publications in the last five years have done an
enormous job for us. Everywhere I go people are more
aware of our activity and that produces more interesting
students. It’s like a cult. The students come from every-
where. When a student is leaving Cornell, ETH (Zurich),
or a school in Tokyo, they’ve searched and come knowing
who we are. They’re ready to contribute and that’s an
incredible advantage. We don’t turn down students by the
dozen but we usually have to offer them a place lower than
they would expect, because of the awful education they’ve
been exposed to universally.

Among the teaching staff there is a profound distrust for
academic architectural studies for the sake of being aca-
demic, but this is not to say that our students wouldn’t be
able to analyze the architecture of Brunelleschi or be
unfamiliar with historical and technical tools. We don’t
require them to take humanities and sciences, instead we
offer a stimulating lecture and seminar program on a daily
basis. The students are required to write a general studies
paper each year based on one of the lecture topics—the
paper is researched and often developed with the aid of
the guest lecturer. As to the technical aspects of architec-
ture, each unit has one expert and several of the student’s
projects during the course of the years are developed as
an extension of the design process. The school is accre-
dited by the Royal Institute of British Architects. One
thing that students won’t hear a lot about is the “role” of
the architect. Once you get involved with the program of
society, you begin to think like someone from an Eastern
bloc country who can only reason in terms of system and
efficiency and you lose all sense of the quality of the place
and the poetics of architecture.

Richard Ingersoll: AA FILES

AA Files, The Architectural Association (AA Publications, 36 Bedford
Square, London, WC1B 3ES), subscriptions £25.00 yearly.

By now it should be clear to most Americans involved with
architecture that the AA in London does nothing to prevent
alchoholism and even less to encourage anonymity. The
publishing arm of the AA plays a vital role in the life
of the school, assembling catalogues from exhibits and
student work, special box sets of architect’s drawings (see
Alice Jurow’s “Opera Comique: Two Boxes from the AA)”
in DBR 9), and most importantly the AA Files, a de-
scendant of the AA Quarterly. AA Files is perhaps the most
lively architectural periodical in the English language
today, containing a rich alloy of history, theory, speculative
musings, graphic ideas, and reviews of exhibits and books.
Its pages are like a bulletin board for the intense cultural
convergence at the school—typeset transmission of the
lectures, seminars, and exhibits it has hosted. AA Files
functions as the school’s memory, or, as chairman Boyarsky
would put it, “It’s Proustian—you watch yourself with one
eye and listen with one ear.”

Compared to the major “school” publications in
America, AA Files offers relief from the gravitas of the
genre. Harvard Architectural Review, Precis, Perspecta,
Via, and the like, come out so infrequently (Harvard’s
publication had a gap of three years between the second
and third issues) that they can hardly be thought of as
representing the continuum of the school’s thinking or
activities, and furthermore they may rely on so many
“ringers” (who are usually suffering from bad cases of
tenuritis) for their essays that it is hard to see what
relationship the pub-lication has to the institution, aside
from sponsorship. Rather than promoting a “theme,” as if
a hot topic can be resolved by one ponderous chunk of
essays, AA Files resists such presumption. It comes out
two or three times a year and welcomes the diversity of its
participants. The second issue (July 1982), for instance,
mixes an erudite excursus by Joseph Rykwert about Fran-
cesco di Giorgio’s misreading of Vitruvius on the Corint-
hian order with Andrew Saint’s chatty essay on the ver-
nacular use of materials in the London cityscape and
Joseph Connor’s ground-breaking enquiry into Borromini’s
“imagist” urban-ism—both of these latter articles urge us
to consider the city from a more intimate scale. Among
the twelve other pieces in the same issue are: a scholarly
discovery of the work of Josef Plecnik (1872-1957), a
Yugoslavian pupil of Otto Wagner working in Ljubljana, a
text-image composi-tion on “Randomness vs. Arbitrari-
ness” by Zaha Hadid, and analytical reviews of the exhibits
of Gertrude Jekyll’s work and the Fascist new town of
Sabaudia. Successive issues have maintained a similar
tenor of both scholarly and colloquial tracts, with much
attention devoted to the graphic material that has been on
the school’s walls. The publication reflects the eccentric
blend of activities encouraged at the AA and is an intellec-
tual portrait of a real “school.” It should serve as a lesson
to other so-called schools of the precious pedagogical
value of editorial continuity and intense cultural exchange.
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Atlantic Heights: A World War I Ship-
builder’s Community, Richard M. Candee,
Portsmouth Marine Society, publication no. 7,

1985, 147 pp., illus., $19.95.

The First Suburbs: Residential Communi-
ties on the Boston Periphery 1815-1860,
Henry C. Binford, University of Chicago Press,
1985, 229 pp., illus., $25.00.

Crabgrass Frontier is a correct history
(I noticed no errors of fact), a fashion-
able history (lamenting the loss of
urbanity and community), a prize-
winning history (Francis Parkman
Prize of the Society of American
Historians, and the Bancroft Prize
awarded by Columbia University),
but it is not a history which will tell
a reader what he needs to know about

nation,” then suburbanization is sure
to fail you as a concept. If our patterns
of settlement in the United States
have become those of decentralized,
multicentered metropolises, then to
examine such patterns through the
lens of a concept of a single-centered
city is to put yourself out of focus. To
go on to title a work Crabgrass Frontier
is to add insult to error.

What cripples this ambitious 150-
year history are not isolated failings
of an individual scholar. Professor
Jackson’s book is built out of his own
fine studies of commuting and federal
policy, and summaries of the work of
the most recent generation of Ameri-
can historians. The only major evi-
dentiary flaw comes from a failure to
carry themes consistently through all
the 150 years. The domestic ideals of
the early 19th century are dealt with
at some length, but not those of the

comprehend the new American cities
as complete, functioning entities in
their own right.

The spread city, the multi-nucleated
megalopolis, the Northeast Corridor,
the Midwest conurbation, the Pacific
megalopolis have not abandoned or
forgotten correct ways of urban living;
they are, instead, potent mixtures of
good and bad ways to some still newer
urbanity.

The focus of Crabgrass Frontier
is the detached single-family house
and the question of how this house
and land style became dominant.
As Jackson tells it, first came a sen-
timental early 19th-century image of
the family and its domestic arrange-
ments, the sort of ideas and values
you might find in Victorian popular
novels, ladies’ magazines, and Currier
& Ives prints. Next the designers—
Downing, Vaux, and Olmsted—made
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By Sam Bass Warner, Jr.

these ideals conerete with site de: gns
and houses. for’ the well-to-d

financing,
income tax deductions, and interstate
highways. At the end of this causal
chain were the private developers,

who worked up successful packaging
of the single-family house as a luxury
item suitable for mass marketing.
After World War II the suburban
house and the suburban development
were ready to be offered in a full range
of equivalents to the everyman’s Chevy,
the striver’s Oldsmobile, and the nou-
veau’s Cadillac.

The very fact that neither scholars
nor popular writers have found a word
to label our contemporary settlements
is a sign of the failure of our literary
imagination. The pictorial vogue of
urban objects—highways, gas sta-
tions, shopping strips, and incongru-
ous houses, old and new—is a further
clue to our emotional mumbling. We
have as yet no accepted set of human
images to mirror to ourselves our new
middle-class and working-class cir-
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cumstances. Neither a Manet nor a
Degas has poured visual meaning into
contemporary Miami or Chicago in
the way that such painters taught
viewers how to comprehend the life
and the excitement of Haussmann’s
new bourgeois Paris.

In our time we have experienced
a failure of sympathy, and hence a
failure of nerve. In such moments
design and scholarship limp along
together. To those who learned to
see America through the values of
the works of Emerson, Whitman,
Frank Lloyd Wright, and Kevin Lynch,
these seem to be times when people
are mistaking the ornaments for the
buildings, and mistaking the buildings
and the spaces for the actions they
afford.

The book maintains that this hous-
ing and land form is responsible for
“the loss of community in metropol-
itan America” (chapter 15 title), but
people in action, American urban
community activities, are never the
subject of the history. What was the
community life of Olmsted’s suburban
Brookline, Massachusetts, during the
1880s? If modern settlements are
trickle-down versions of these former
fashions of the wealthy, how do Ameri-
cans make their community life in
today’s Park Forest, Illinois, or Pano-
rama City, California?

Jackson’s answer to such questions
is to attack the superficialities of the
container, not to glance at the resi-
dents in action. The core chapter,
“Drive-In Culture,” is set, of course,
in Los Angeles:

Los Angeles, in particular, provides
the nation’s most dramatic example of
urban sprawl tailored to the mobility
of the automobile. Its vast, amorphous
conglomeration of housing tracts,
shopping centers, industrial parks,
freeways, and independent towns
blend into each other in a seamless
fabric of concrete and asphalt, and
nothing over the years has succeeded
in gluing this automobile-oriented
civilization into any kind of cohesion
—save that of individual routine.

The late Kevin Lynch was a notable
student of Los Angeles and from it
developed important elements of his
humane place utopia—in particular
his fast-grid and slow-grid model of
transportation routes.' Lynch saw in
the freeways not just impatient drivers,
smog, and traffic jams, but possi-
bilities for more equitable and less
destructive ways of living. For him
Los Angeles was full of life—not
Venice or Paris scorned, but a human
creation which could be either a city
on the way to something very much
better, or a city on the way to some-
thing very much worse. Jackson, by
contrast, is censorious, urging us to
be more productive like the Japanese,
to densify, and to be more energy-
efficient: in short, to build cities more
the way they built them in 19th-
century Europe.

The concentration on the post-
World War II developer’s package also
distorts the author’s sensible concerns
for social equity. Professor Jackson
regards the class and racial segrega-
tion of the contemporary American
metropolis as one of the nation’s major
failings. He attributes the segregation
to two reinforcing causes—the pric-
ing and marketing of the developers’
houses, and the abandonment of pub-
lic housing by the federal government.
These are perfectly correct observa-
tions so far as they go, but they don’t
take us to the nub of the issues of
urban class and racial injustice. In-
deed, as peripheral issues they se-
verely constrain our understanding of
causes and thereby our vision of pos-
sible remedies.

The basic organization of the city
lies in the world of work. The denial
of access to work for millions of
adolescents and adults is the cruelest
injustice of the contemporary metrop-
olis. The solution to racial and class
injustice in America is not to be found
in lamentations about burned-out lots
in the Bronx or Newark. After all,
what could be more wholesome than
giving up on the mean, dark, and
overbuilt blocks of 19th- and early

20th-century speculators! Neither does
the contrast between the decaying old
cottages of the western city’s ghetto
and the tidy houses of the new sub-
divisions tell you what you need to
know. The ghetto is not a housing
problem, its housing is a manifestation
of human life denied and confined.?

If we wish to imagine more equity
and justice then we must try to see
the American metropolis in terms as
various and multiple as it is. Jane
Jacobs tells us that, despite the tre-
mendous concentration of economic
activity in the hands of large cor-
porations, the distribution of estab-
lishments by size continues in about
the same proportions as in 1910!® The
huge shopping mall may be dominated
by J. C. Penney and a host of national
franchises, but the strip and small
highway are also full of stores, offices,
and factories. If, like Professor Jack-
son, you see only that all the right
and left turns off Ventura Boulevard
lead to Burger King and Taco Bell,
you miss the economy and life of the
American metropolis.

The core of the matter lies in the
networks of relationships, the city of
people at work. To see this you must
.magine the city in all its variety,
as Walt Whitman imagined his New
York and his America in 1855:

The pure contralto sings in the organ
loft,

The carpenter dresses his plank, the
tongue of his foreplane whistles in its
wild ascending lisp,

The married and unmarried children
ride home to their Thanksgiving
dinner, . . .

The spinning-girl retreats and ad-
vances to the hum of the big wheel. . ..
The jour printer with gray head and
gaunt jaws works at his case,

He turns his quid of tobacco while his
eyes blur with the manuscript; . . *

Once you understand this, it is
possible to put Professor Jackson’s
interest in land and single-family
houses in a proper perspective. Your
attention is directed immediately to



Suburbia Felix

17

the city and the nation as a society of
land speculators, and to the public
role as facilitator in the process of
turning public resources into private
wealth. Long before Los Angeles be-
came a city, the Californian Henry
George explained this social process.
In this tradition, the scholar arrives
at the land-building package at the
end of his analysis, not the beginning.”

Consider a few cases covered quite
adequately by Jackson but interpreted
much too narrowly. The streetcar was
extended by public franchises and
private capital out to the fringes of
the city. The goal was not to open up
land and to make houselots available
for homesteading, but to realize the
capital gains on the advancing prices.
The municipal governments of the
United States built elaborate water
and sewer systems but never found
a way to give tenants the power
necessary to gain access to toilet and
bathing facilities when the landlord
failed to make the connections to the
city utilities or did not provide the
fixtures. The highway and the auto-
mobile together make a packaged
mass luxury: very expensive equip-
ment is laid out for a wide variety of
choices of origins and destinations
and for frequent travel at high speeds.
As a mass luxury the package ex-
cludes 15-20 percent of the popula-
tion from effective use. Given such
an observation you may ask either of
two related questions. Why is the
system not made available to all? Or,
why was public transportation not
modernized to become a universal
luxury in its own right? Why did
the federal government undertake the
very costly process of subsidizing
inner city land values instead of man-
aging a much more useful and very
inexpensive program in which it would
make a market in cheap inner city
buildings and abandoned land?

The answer to such questions lies
in the operation of the American
system of land management. In this
tradition the top of the market, the
most expensive commercial and in-

dustrial land, is given the first and
most elaborate public attention. In
the 18th century such land was pro-
vided with wharf privileges, public
markets, and paving; in the 19th, it
was given the railroad, the telegraph,
water, sewers, and fire and police
protection; and in the 20th century,
telephones, highway interchanges,
and urban renewal. Next in line came
the top of the residential market: Fifth
Avenue, the old Olmsted-like sub-
urbs, the Gold Coast, Shaker Heights,
Santa Monica. These places were
given the best utilities, the best trans-
portation access to the center of the
city, and zoning protection. Here pri-
vate builders and developers experi-
mented with the latest fashions in
domestic architecture in preparation
for the knockdown imitations of Queens,
Levittown, Daly City, and West Covina.
In such a climate to focus on the
single-family house, the mobile home,
the shopping mall, and the drive-in
is to miss the logic and life of the
American city.

There is abundant creativity in
the vast metropolitan regions of the
United States. These regions don’t
want European designs “to encourage
the elevation of the human spirit.” If
one’s concern is for a less destructive
human environment, more social jus-
tice, or a more expressive urban de-
sign, then one must look to the denials
of human energy which the American
city has long imposed on its residents.
These are denials of access: to decent
well-paid work, and to inexpensive
land. To my view the metropolis of
the 1980s holds more possibilities for
multiplying access than the city and
the suburb of the 1880s.

Early Twentieth-Century Suburbs in
North Carolina is an interesting book
of case studies which nicely demon-
strates the point that suburban build-
ing is just one form of city building:
North Carolinians were not trying
to escape big cities, immigrants, or
Afro-Americans, they were building
their cities according to the ruling

fashions of the day. The book consists
of 15 short essays which document the
building of a variety of residential
subdivisions in the five North Carolina
cities of Raleigh, Durham, Greens-
boro, Winston-Salem, and Charlotte.
All these neighborhoods now lie close
to the centers of their respective cities
and are currently being refashioned
by stores, offices, automobile parking,
apartment conversion, and rezoning.
The essays were written by preserva-
tionists who want to ensure the sur-
vival of the former land and building
designs.

Events in North Carolina proceeded
as in the rest of the United States.
The same styles caught the develop-
ers’ fancies. John Olmsted did a plan
for a traction magnate in Atlanta
(Druid Hills), so Charlotte’s traction
man commissioned a similar one. Not
only did the subdivision layouts repeat
contemporary American practice, but
the houses followed the fashion parade
from Queen Anne cottages to bunga-
lows to Colonial revivals, Tudors,
Spanish, and other historical adapta-
tions. The book’s illustrations are
contemporary to the years of first
construction so that altogether it makes
a nice presentation of the 1900-194.0
housing packages and a convenient
source of comparison to other Ameri-
can cities. Building in North Carolina
went forward in small cities, places
of 15,000 to 30,000 in 1910, 45,000
to 100,000 in 1940. These were not
suburbs of large cities, but city homes
built in the Piedmont mill towns of
a predominantly rural state. The new
residents were coming right off the
farms.

Because these were mill towns,
there were special subdivisions for
mill workers, places like the streets
of small cottages of Cone Mill Village
in Greensboro, or the one-story singles
and duplexes of Durham. As every-
where else in the United States, the
cheap houses were sited upon the
worst land, on “cheap tracts of un-
even, gullied terrain.”

Race control and exploitation added



18

DBR 11

a special dimension to the city build-
ing process. Municipal politics con-
sisted of the all-white primary, at-
large elections, and commission or
city manager executives; the intent
was to perpetuate control of the cities
by the white elite and foreclose the
possibility of any effective neighbor-
hood politics, white or black. The full
set of Jim Crow laws supplemented
this concentration of power so that
new housing for blacks was separated
from that of the whites, and most
black housing did not filter down from
prior white occupancy but was built
for blacks in the first place. The
difference in social meaning of family,
community, and city life in these
southern cases, as opposed to their
northern look-alikes, is a valuable
caution to those environmentalists
who like to imagine suburban idylls
when they see white clapboards.

Atlantic Heights, the study of the
building of a World War I shipyard
workers’ project under federal con-
tract, is a poignant reminder of the
frustration of goodwill, talent, and
energy which has characterized the
United States public housing program
since its inception during the Great
Depression. Twenty years ago, when
I was teaching at the Washington
University School of Architecture,
I first found the volumes of the Emer-
gency Fleet Corporation—page after
page of photographs and plans of
decent well-built houses for factory
workers. Each project had been de-
signed by local architects according
to local tastes and contemporary
fashions, and often with local ma-
terials. I recall a handsome two-story
stone house in Alliance, Ohio; double
houses with dramatic roofs in Vallejo,
California; neat small shingle cottages
in Bremerton, Washington; big awk-
ward clapboard four-families in Quincy,
Massachusetts; and tasteful brick row
houses in Bridgeport, Connecticut.
Here surely, I thought, was proof that
no American family need be ill-housed.
As I read of the government standards

—simple, adequate housing which
would make working-class families
comfortable and thereby encourage
the skilled men to stay on the job at
the shipyards—it became clear to me
that the essential step in the solution
to the shortage of decent housing was
to determine to make common decency
a universal practice. Given the willing-
ness to do so (opposed by many even
in these moments of wartime enthu-
siasm), the federal government had
only to purchase sites, hire architects
and builders, lease and sell to the
occupants, and the nation’s housing
problems would be solved.

Surely Atlantic Heights justifies my
early hopes. Candee offers a complete
study of a handsome cluster of 278
small houses in the Colonial style,
built on 64 acres of land next to a
shipyard in Portsmouth, New Hamp-
shire, from May 1918 to May 1919. The
houses conform to the middle-class
standards of the day, but are smaller
and more simplified. At Atlantic
Heights three-quarters of the units
are a story-and-a-half, gambrel roof,
four rooms, with kitchen, living room,
two bedrooms, and a bath, all laid
out on approximately twelve hundred
square feet of floor area. Such houses
were a little larger than the common
one-floor apartments in the contem-
porary three-decker, and about one-
third smaller than the contemporary
single-family house.

The reasons for the high quality of
shipyard projects are not hard to find.
The architects were experienced and
they believed in what they were doing.
The Emergency Fleet Program itself
had been pressed upon President
Wilson and Congress by Lawrence
Vellier and a group of housing re-
formers who had been active for the
previous two decades with building
code regulations and model tenement
design. Housing reform architects
Robert D. Kohn and Frederick L.
Ackerman headed the Washington
staff. The Washington administrators
selected Walter H. Kilham of Boston
for the Portsmouth, New Hampshire,

job because they knew him from this
same network.

Kilham lived in the comfortable
suburb of Brookline, and from this
base established a successful practice
in building suburban and country
homes for the well-to-do. In addition,
he had a lot of experience with work-
ers’ housing. He had done company
housing, and in 1911, with the Olm-
sted Brothers, designed the houses
for a model project, Woodbourne, at
one end of the new Boston Elevated
Railway line. Woodbourne is a minia-
turized English garden suburb done
in Colonial American and English
styles. It remains popular and well
preserved to this day. Walter Kilham
also served as architect for the Mas-
sachusetts Homestead Commission,
which built in 1917 freestanding small
single and double houses in Lowell
as a public housing experiment.

All of these designs followed the
basic concept of building according
to the best taste of the day, but
simplifying and reducing in size to
make the houses fit skilled workers’
budgets. This background made it
possible for Kilham’s firm to design
and complete the Portsmouth, New
Hampshire, job in one year. The
houses are decent, comfortable, and
treated with details taken from nearby
federal-style houses. The site design
was carefully developed with an eye
to taking advantage of the contours of
the land, the existing trees, and the
views from along the river. Some of
the proposed community space was
canceled out by Washington, but most
of the firm’s land plan was approved
and executed. Years later, the chil-
dren of the shipyard workers who had
grown up in the project recalled the
housing as “well built” and remarked
on the “natural beauty” of the place.

I no longer think that the United
States can overcome its housing in-
justices by federal projects, and I dis-
trust the power relationships of federal
real estate politics and housing proj-
ect management. The best solution
would put land and housing directly
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into the hands of metropolitan home-
steaders and community development
corporations. I may well be mistaken;
if so, surely these World War I projects
are compelling examples of a wartime
spirit of goodwill toward workers en-
abling professionals to build high-
quality housing for ordinary American
citizens.

The First Suburbs, Residential Com-
munities in the Boston Periphery 1815 -
1860, Binford’s study of Cambridge
and Somerville, Massachusetts, two
cities adjacent to Boston, is one of
the pieces of research Professor Jack-
son relied on for Crabgrass Frontier.
Binford documents an important mo-
ment in American social history, when
these towns at the city’s edge shifted
their outlook and politics. In this fine
little book Binford tells how, during
the 1840s, Cambridge and Somerville
first accommodated a few commuters
into communities governed by a local
elite in behalf of residents of many
occupations and scattered home sites.
In the 1850s, under the pressure of
immigrants, factories, and many more
commuters, the towns’ politics and
style of building were reoriented to-
ward the values of commuting families.

One goal of the book is to rescue
suburban history from the tyranny
of technological explanations. Street
railways and automobiles allowed a
variety of new behaviors, but they
did not require the patterns of the
American residential suburb. For
Binford, as for Jackson, this form of
settlement evolved out of a succession
of choices about how to live and how
to build.

Cambridge is an ancient Massachu-
setts town; its neighbor Somerville,
was only set off as an independent
municipality in 1846. Both began as
old-fashioned suburbs. That is, they
were not settlements beneath the walls,
but villages with activities not pos-
sible in the dense center of the parent
city of Boston. The two villages served
the center city with inns, coachmen,
teamsters, stockyards, tanning pits,

soap boilers, brickyards, and farms.
They also served as sites for gentle-
men’s country seats, and Cambridge
was home to Harvard College, estab-
lished for gentlemens sons. Both
towns were ruled by local men of
power and prestige—large landowners
and church deacons. Before 1840 the
most frequent travelers to Boston were
people with occasional errands and
as often as not they walked.

The possibilities for a different sort
of fringe life and fringe settlement
began during the 1840s when coach-
men began frequent omnibus services,
and the steam railroads were built.
After much digging in the manuscript
censuses, Professor Binford found
the “yuppies” of the era—the first
commuting generation — wholesale
merchants, middle-level bank employ-
ees, and lawyers. These new commut-
ers did not choose to settle along the
lines of easiest travel; they eschewed
the railroad station areas. Instead
they settled in the old villages, next
to the families of high prestige. Here
they joined with the existing elite in
churches, fraternal associations, fire
companies, and politics. So ended
the first commuter-suburb phase. Cam-
bridge and Somerville were still towns
of “small enterprise, scattered resi-
dential settlements, simple, cheap,
municipal corporations, leadership by
the ‘natural’ stewards of the community
—deacons, tradesmen, a mix of old
and new residents to the town.”

The second stage came when the
two towns were forced to face up to
three new conditions. First, the filling
in of open land so that the houses
of one class and ethnic group came
to be close to another; second, the
building of large rail-based industrial
communities with highly transient,
low-paid populations; third, the influx
of immigrants—the towns became 30
to 40 percent foreign born, indeed,
Irish vs. Yankee towns.

With such changes, growth no longer
meant just more people “like us”
Therefore during the 1850s the towns’
politics turned toward the commuting

middle-class residents and their de-
sires. New subdivisions often carried
covenants against manufacturing and
commercial uses, speculators encour-
aged the building of new Protestant
churches as aids to neighborhood
formation, the municipalities took up
Horace Mann’s program for reforming
schools so that schools might make
up the deficits in “governance” of
poor families, and temperance cam-
paigns attempted to enforce some of
the manners of the new-style Victorian
families. By 1860 Cambridge and
Somerville commuters, landowners,
and politicians were managing their
cities as if they were modern middle-
class residential enclaves.

Franklin Pierce’s Cambridge and
Somerville are separated by a long
span of time and by substantial changes
in politics and building styles from
Ronald Reagan’s Alexandria and Mc-
Lean, Virginia. The Fourteenth Amend-
ment and many state and federal
programs have softened the harshness
of the 1850s. The differences in hous-
ing are less extreme, and the lines
between the respectable and the un-
worthy are drawn more vaguely and
subtly by schools and employers than
they were by the proprietors of Presi-
dent Pierce’s day. Yet the very dif-
ferences between these old suburbs
and today’s metropolises encourage
the reader to ask once more that
essential question: Why are poor
Americans such a threat to the ways of
life of the settled and the comfortable?
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Mask of Medusa, John Hejduk, edited by
Kim Shkapich, introduction by Daniel Libes-
kind, Rizzoli, 1986, 480 pp., illus., cloth
$50.00; paper $35.00.

Rizzoli’s issuing of John Hejduk’s Mask
of Medusa will prove both a unique
and significant event on our discipline’s
horizon. To me, it is one in a stellar
constellation of three: Aldo Rossi’s
A Scientific Autobiography (that I read
for my soul), Peter Eisenman’s House
X (that I read for my mind), and John
Hejduk’s Mask (that
heart).

The description ins
reveals that the orga
book is unusual and cﬁiplex:

~—

URITY. FRAME 2, 1954-1963.

The cross-referenced time frames
into which the book is divided evoke
places where Hejduk’s works were
produced and events that inspired
him.

Mask of Medusa is both a kind of
pedagogical text probing the nature
and limits of architectural programs,
and a gallery of designs and projects
often bordering on the enigmatic.

y personal

HEJDUK'S

excursion—there is no such thing as
a “complete reading” in the face of
36 years and 65 projects. The Mask
is a very serious book. My reading
may in this light appear almost irrev-
erent, but it is not, because the other
side of the book is its emotive power
that heats up the sincerity and gets
directly to the heart.

That Halley’s comet and John Hej-
duk’s almost-complete works appear
at the same time is of course just
coincidence, yet there are many anal-
ogies between the two events. Like
Halleys comet, Hejduk’s is unique,
and mysterious, and it follows its own
independent trajectory: first, with much
fanfare, under the auspices of the
Five Whites, then more obscurely




under those of the IAUS, and now,
glamorously, under Rizzoli’s architec-
ture series. On another level, the
cross-referenced time frames bring
together projects done at different
times, suggesting that each of them,
cometlike, has its own path. More ob-
scurely, the specific appearance of a
project in the text is caused by some
inner affinity between it and the con-
text. In other words the whole 65 works
seem to circulate in a gravitational
field, in which, like a truffle hog, this
reader shall search. My search, like
the hog’s, is for a particular delectable
morsel that appears as a drawn and
built project without much text or
explanation. First, in the margins of
a “savannah of furry animals” (to para-

DESIGNS FOR LANCASTER/HANOVER MASQUE

phrase a remark by Peter Eisenman),
simply as number 40. Its next appear-
ance is under the title Security: black,
stark, like a cross between a crane-
as-bird, a crane-as-machine, and a
hieroglyph. It will appear, more or
less in the same form, some ten times
throughout the book, but before we
embark, a few remarks about the
book and its contents and layout.
The book is large, floppy, and drab
with a gray cover, black text and
image—in stark contrast to the com-
mon glitz of one-man books on archi-
tects and their work. Its organization,
which is only fully revealed 160 pages
into the book, is ambiguous, almost
haphazard. It consists of both word
and image, divided into time frames

BY LARS LERUP

and cross-referenced to create an in-
tricate maze, or labyrinth in a pleas-
ure garden. Many readers may find
this confusing, yet—staying with the
book—this interweaving of ideas and
projects may be what leaves the most
powerful impression. For me, this
impression 1s one of great depth,
sincerity, and obsession, depending
more on the content of architectural
work than on the image as the mes-
sage. The ambition permeating the
book is Melvillian in dimension, not
forbidding or pretentious, but engag-
ing and fundamentally modest. Hejduk
stands tall throughout, as architect,
writer, and poet, bending occasion-
ally (particularly under the burden of
language), but ultimately victorious.
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In the end, the work seems more
reflective than revolutionary—more
about the condition of the discipline—
more about its heart than its future
course.

The beginning, with its double intro-
duction by Daniel Libeskind, is stan-
dard and predictable. Libeskind spins
two safety nets around our hero, the
first from 1978, the second from 1984.
A genealogy of cult figures (Nietzsche,
Rilke, Pound, Flaubert, Benjamin)
and cults (Mimesis versus Autonomy,
the Greeks versus the Professionals)
are skillfully woven around Hejduk
and his work. Since the book cele-
brates synthesis rather than analysis,
I wish Libeskind the architect had
drawn one of his own magical webs,
if only to show the fertility and in-
spiration of Hejduk’s work, rather
than falling into the black hole of the
hired historian. Libeskind’s Piranesian
rhetoric, however, is in itself a feat of
textual mastery that, seen apart from
Hejduk, clearly displays its own syn-
thetic inferiority.

Following the introduction, Hejduk’s
frames begin, prefaced by a mar-
velous statement about the nature of
work:

Only in conscious retrospect does it
become clear that a body of work is
in fact a product of the time it was
fabricated in. Our time has been
deeply influenced by schizoid/frenetic
forces let loose after World War II.
Itis an illusion (perhaps even a neces-
sity) that work is progressive, neatly
following a straight path. The path
for some segments is straight; yet
suddenly, its datum is radically inter-

rupted ... faint lines appear ... a
fault is observed ... the direction is
adjusted.

It is this “adjusted path” that pro-
duces the labyrinth of the seven frames,
but the reader must spin his own
Ariadne’s thread to find the way both
in and out. Very crudely speaking,
the crossover is the dividing line,
before which first textual fragments
and then the visual material of each

of the frames are displayed. But rather
than attempt to describe the entire
“gravitational field,” I prefer to go for
my prey with the eagerness of the
truffle hog.

Most simply, Hejduk’s work seems
to be about an unabashed love for
objects. As he writes, “each thought
is still intact—precise,” rendering each
object discrete, as shapes in a Hopper
painting. This passion for thoughts as
things has led Hejduk from the early
research of his Texas houses, perhaps
one of the more important pieces of
his entire oeuvre, to the latest work
on the Berlin Masque. His search can
be seen as an elliptical trajectory that
brings the late work back to Texas,
not quite like a boomerang but, again,
more like a comet sweeping over the
same territory—older, if not wiser,
a bit crustier, more weathered, and
more economical. A certain youthful
optimism combined with painstaking
penmanship has been exchanged for
a grain of pessimism and flamboyance.
Let us now look more closely at this
elliptical trajectory.

“Architecture,” writes Hejduk, “is
always an edge condition.” It is not
surprising that the wall, as the edge
between the past and the future, as
the break between the gray and the
brightly colored, or the threshold be-
tween movement and rest, has been
such an important generator of ideas
in his work.

For example, there is an object/
image of Le Corbusier’s Villa Garches
in one of Hejduk’s more important
texts, Out of Time into Space, that
marks and prefigures the emergence
of one of the architectonic figures of
Hejdukdom, The Stair and Landing
leading to the villa from the garden.
This object, much like a crane with
one leg, is also an essential element
in Le Corbusier’s “architectural prom-
enade”—a stepping-stone in the larger
narrative of the house—but Hejduk
stops and hovers at the threshold of
the bourgeois family narrative for
almost thirty-six years. We can find
aspects of his whole enterprise, it

seems, in Le Corbusier’s simple pros-
thesis with its semienclosed stair,
landing, oblong central “leg” and
round column as “crutch,” and various
subtle surface articulations. This same
entry piece seems for Hejduk to serve
both as a formal inspiration and as a
model of space and time. For example,
in the Cemetery for the Ashes of
Thought, the Garches stair-landing
assembly has been transformed, and
the villa itself has become a bulbous
appendix to the stair. The condensa-
tion has resulted in living space that
is much closer to existence minimum
than to the splendor of the original
villa. In fact, it appears as if Hejduk
has always remained outside this
“splendor” and instead thought of
dwelling as modest rather than primal.
(Libeskind suggests that this is an
attack on the entire practice of archi-
tecture, and a reflection of Hejduk’s
refusal to truly take part.) A wall is
inserted between the stair and other
links of circulation and the living
cubicles. This wall can be seen as the
landing itself, but now rendered two-
dimensional, like a painter’s canvas—
the rest is no longer for the body but
for the eye. The wall serves also as a
model of the “present,” with the stair
as the “past” and the (space) cubicles
as the “future.” Long before the post-
modernists, Hejduk had seen that the
presence of the past was important
and inevitable. This, as I will argue
below, constitutes his commitment to
“figuration,” not the abolition of figure
that has come to be associated with
modernism.

The shape and details of the Ashes
of Thought are very fundamental—
a kind of primal modernism—brightly
colored, reminding us of surgical
charts rather than the anesthetized
rooms of his fellow whites. When the
same assembly shows up again, now
in Berlin, it is an object without a
specific name, painted pitch-black.
Unlike other objects in the book, it
is simply referred to as a Fabrication.
Its profile occupies the back cover.
Despite its lack of bright colors, the
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assembly has become “furrier” and
more apparent in its form, like a
“prehistoric animal,” to use Peter
Eisenman’s phrase. Simultaneously,
all the objects in the Berlin series
have also become more constructed
than the previous wall houses. This
attention to the buildability of the
object seems to have begun around
1979, in projects such as the New
England Masque and the Retreat
Masque. Much like Leonardo’s war-
machines, these “furry” creatures
take us back to the constructed ob-
sessiveness of the old Texas houses—
closing the ellipse of the comet like
trajectory. And lo and behold, some
of them have been built in Berlin.
Thus, a curious double action is at
work: the object at once becomes less
functional and more symbolic, while
also becoming more buildable and
less abstract. Again, this promotes
the object’s enigmatic status, chal-
lenging its very purpose—eminently
buildable, but for what? For the sake
of architecture? Or more pointedly,
for the sake of our hearts?

And despite all analogical refer-
ences, what are these objects? These
Silent Witnesses that, larger than life,
occupy some distant hall in Berlin.
Are they, like Medusa, supposed to
petrify us with their size, darkness,
and inscrutable muteness? Or are they
our mirror image, already petrified,
returned to some distant savannah?
Will their shadow, cast across our
faces as we approach them, blind us
forever, like the dust of a comet’s tail,
to their true purpose?

There is something peculiarly Amer-
ican about this amalgamation, the
machinelike yet romantic figure. Hej-
duk’s book is filled with these objects.
Randomly, the reader can choose from
a Gunn House or a % House to spot
this double action of machine and
house figure. The Gunn House ap-
pears both as stretched oil-tanker
(stretching being peculiarly American,
or peculiar to Manhattan with its
fleets of limousines) and as a rifle
from the American Revolution, while

the % House seems derived from a
sitar, complete with a Corbusian hand
resting on its neck. (India and Chan-
digarh rush by in the periphery.)
Loaded and roving through the archi-
tectural universe, these houses are
instruments, tools, machines, and
projectiles, besides being houses.
This brings to mind both the American
car, with its combination of myth,
technology, and domesticity, and—
perhaps more important—its discrete-
ness, both physical and psychological.
Hejduk’s houses, despite their pur-
ported European leanings, seem deeply
American: discrete and complete like
any suburban house, each element
within each house presented intact
and enclosed in its own figurative
armor. Solitary, almost puritanical,
these objects enclose and define life
to the point that they are all comets
in Hejduk’s stellar system, in which
rest can only be had momentarily and
in a fetal position.

The hermeneutics of Hejduk’s ob-
jects may not always be as clear as in
the case of the transformations of the
stair-landing at Garches, but this ex-
ample allows me to make a general
hypothesis about American modern-
ism, and particularly its branch of
Corbusianism. Hejduk’s work on the
stair at Garches is, as much as Meier’s
work on Le Corbusier’s vocabulary
of forms, “work on the language.”
Eventually both the syntax and the
vocabulary are manipulated to such
a degree that the “newness” is ex-
changed for a profound familiarity. As
if by sleight of hand, the radical
object has become a figure. In this
sense, the American modernists have
laid the groundwork for the new gen-
eration of so-called modernists. What
“we” have not yet understood is that
even with a talent like Hejduk’s, it
will take time and much work before
the figures can stand by themselves.

The forces that produce Hejduk’s
objects are both obscure and varied,
ranging from the lead soldiers of his
childhood to Proust and Melville,

with plenty of inspiration drawn from

friends and associates. As David Sha-
piro writes in House (Blown Apart):

I can see traces of old work
Embedded in this page, like your bed
Within a bed . ..

The book hints obscurely at these
sources, occasionally with some ten-
dentiousness, but, on the whole, leaves
the work open to the desires and
imagination of the reader.

For me, the stair-machine, discussed
above, stands as an emblem of John
Hejduk’s work. The stair leads not to
a parlor but to the edge of things.
Much like Melville’s harpoonist’s rig,
it is mounted to construct a place or
a harness that will allow its rider to
see things eye to eye. In fact, the hair
is already flying, and the harpoon,
like a horseman’s lance, is hoisted
and almost ready for action. The
stair-machine is a true figure: Le
Corbusier’s pilotis (as spindly legs),
the ramp-or-stair (as tail), the strip
window (as mouth), and terrace-landing
(as head, complete with plumage).
The elegant road-warrior lacks only
a heart, which the viewer by then
should be more than willing to supply.

I hope that this book will end up
not only on the aficionado’s desk but
also in the hands of students and
professionals. The work suggests very
simply that our discipline is a mar-
velous one, the profession, too (at
least when you are your own client
and the lawyers are suing someone
else), and most important, architec-
ture can be life itself, even if at times
it is lonely and cold when the tra-
jectory takes your enterprise away
from the center of things to the edge
of our all-too-limited universe.

Finally, Hejduk’s work suggests that
our understanding of architectural fig-
ure cannot be limited to the classical,
with its orders and tripartite facades,
but must now include the domain of
modernism. Just as the core of Hal-
ley’s comet may not be a dirty ball
of ice, the architectural figure may
not be as static and empty as the
postmodernists suggest.
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Communication in Advertising: Per-
ons, Products, and Images of Well-being,
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In the 18th century Diderot longed
for a melodrama of stories told by the
shape of the outlined gesticulating
body, in place of the theater of the
French king, a theater of long speeches
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by immobile actors, requiring literate
attention to the spoken word. In Di-
derot’s day public stories were either
told on the street where gesture was
most effective for the masses, or on
the stage, before a relatively silent
royal audience. In the 20th century
we still read public stories, but in-
creasingly we see and hear them on
television, where we follow Diderot’s
recipe for conveying information by
the recognition of visible shapes, not
invisible sounds. President Ronald
Reagan was elected by people who
liked the shape of his televised body
gesture, es