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Dedicated to Berenice Abbott 1898-1991
pioneer of modern American photography

Berenice Abbott, Flatiron Building, New York, c. 1934. Berenice Abbott/Commerce Graphics,
Ltd., Inc. Architect, Daniel H. Burnham. A steel-framed skyscraper wedged into Manhattan in
1902, Flatiron became a focus for debate in twentieth-century architecture and photography.
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From the Editor

Architecture California’s 1990 mandate
to drop ads and color images, and to use
illustrations for the purpose of reference,
marked a sharp departure for the journal.
In its new format, and after two years of
efforts to rethink its editorial relationship
to discursive traditions as well as graphic
mediums for ‘depicting’—and thus
disseminating—buildings, Architecture
California here takes up the issue of pho-
tographic representation of the built envi-
ronment. This special number of the jour-
nal addresses the photographic framing of
architectural design and practice—but
also the overarching process of editorial
framing that so compellingly conditions
our reception of the field. While illumi-
nating the ways in which photography
represents architecture, documents archi-
tectural practice, even teaches and sells
architecture, yet ultimately—and ironi-
cally—fails to render the three-dimen-
sional spatial character of buildings, this
editorial selection proposes that architec-
ture and photography are distinct cultural

Berenice Abbott, Shelter on the Water Front,
Coenties Slip, Pier 5, East River, Manhattan, May
3, 1938. Berenice Abbott/Commerce Graphics Ltd.
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practices—each in its own right, with its
own particular aesthetic demands—and
that only from a truly collaborative dia-
logue between the two can something new
issue forth.

This number works like the aperture
of the camera’s lens, which, by varying the
amount of admitted light, allows for varia-
tion in the nature of resultant images:
Architects are acutely aware of the increas-
ingly critical role photography plays in
relation to building practice, and the multi-
lateral debate offered here, giving voice to
architects, photographers, and architec-
tural historians, seeks to re-envision the
conjunctions in their practice and to shed
light on the relationship between architec-
ture and photography.

Architecture and Photography was
conceived in the space defined by a series
of curiously related events: There was the
death of Berenice Abbott on the 10th of
December 1991. Abbott’s project to photo-
graph a Changing New York during the
1930s documented the social and urban
life of a metropolis in the process of self-
transformation—much as had Eugene
Atget in his photographs of Paris from the
previous century. Her contribution to the
histories of photography and architecture
included the launching of unforgettable
new ways of seeing the city and its build-
ings. Then, in October of last year, there
was the spectacular photo-advertising
campaign waged by provocative imagineer
Calvin Klein, which, only months before
this number went to press, provoked a
print-ad duel between Klein and another
advertiser, Kenneth Cole, whose own dead-
pan ad soundly criticized photography’s
shifting relationship to its objects. The
issue was sharpened with the appearance
in April of an allusion to Julius Shulman’s
classic photograph of Pierre Koenig’s Case
Study House #22 in an ad which appropri-



LA Gear advertisement. Vogue, 100th Anniversary Special, April 1992.

ated the unique combination in order to
market swinging LA footwear.

These events established vantage
points, perspectives on buildings and life
in the city, that broaden our common
reaction to the practices of representing
architecture. And, as history would have
it, Architecture and Photography was
born in coincidence with yet another set
of unprecedented events that thrust into
the spotlight the question of the ‘truth’
promised by photographic images as they
attend to our cities. Whereas on the one
hand, the actual video documentation of
the police abuse of Rodney King con-
firmed the life experience of African
Americans, on the other hand, that sup-
posedly incontrovertible evidence failed to
prove to a jury in Simi Valley, California,
that law enforcement officers had them-
selves broken the law. The subsequent—

LAPD officers beating Rodney King.

selectively distorting—photojournalism
that ‘framed’ international awareness of
the resultant uprisings in South Central
LA will now serve law enforcement agen-
cies to ‘frame’ their prosecutions: The lens
of racism blinkers itself in the face of such
disparity.

As the aperture necessarily narrowed
and widened in response to historic events,
and as the exposure length was alternately
shortened and extended, the multifaceted
practice of photographing buildings has
revealed shifting depths in a field open to
reinterpretation. Representation, docu-
mentation, advertising, critical commen-
tary, aesthetic practice: Ultimately we
cannot draw lines in practice which accu-
rately correspond to the distinctions we
tend to make in theory. Their shared
practice is the art of ‘framing’.

With this number, Architecture Cali-
fornia announces the advent of open sub-
scription. The Editorial Board looks for-
ward to broadening participation in the
journal’s publication, and the Editor wel-
comes the opportunity to see our forums
grow in number. It was, after all, the
expressed desire for more consideration of
‘design’ and the ‘visual’ that spurred this
perhaps unexpected enactment of journal
forum as aperture in motion.

Lian Hurst Mann, AIA
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Representing Architecture:
The Drawing and the Photograph

Rosemarie Haag Bletter

Johann Wolfgang Goethe considered
vision the noblest of the senses, and ex-
plored such perceptual effects as after-
images in order to show that the physiol-
ogy of vision is separable from the percep-
tion of objects in space. In the twentieth
century, Gestalt psychology investigated
conceptual ordering principles that pre-
sumably derive from mental structures,
further dividing perceptual truth from
conceptual truth. More recently, an in-
creasing number of studies concerned
with visuality deploy the question of
vision as a critical device to distance us
from the culture industry and from what
seems to be an overwhelming emphasis on
the visual in modern mass culture.! Such
projects dismiss Gestalt psychology as too
universalist, while regarding any percep-
tualist model as a laissez-faire response to
the already visually over-determined envi-
ronment.”

Behind these critical works on visual-
ity is Walter Benjamin’s 1936 essay “The
Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical
Reproduction.”® Benjamin’s own rather
ambiguous estimate of the loss of aura
associated with the unique work of art is,
however, typically overlooked or not
understood. Even more central to the
current consensus that visuality is oppres-
sive has been Michel Foucault’s Discipline
and Punish: The Birth of the Prison.* For
Foucault, Jeremy Bentham’s 1791 pro-
posal for a Panopticon—a circular prison
in which all actions are observable from
the supervisor’s position at the center—is
a paradigm for oppression through visual
control.* Bentham’s Panopticon was pro-
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posed as part of the prison reform move-
ment, but it also became a model for
other building types such as hospitals
and schools. In Foucault, however, the
Panopticon becomes a metaphor for ra-
tional Enlightenment ideals gone wrong.
Choosing to see the Panopticon solely as
an imprisoning form, Foucault downplays
any progressive aspects of the Enlighten-
ment and French Revolution, and instead
singles out as his social model for the
Modern Age the authoritarianism and
irrationality of the Terror of 1793.°

Foucault uses the notion of over-
sight—the French title of his book was
Surveiller et punir—in the Benthamite
prison of the nineteenth century as a
metaphor for modern bureaucratization
and institutional control of society.” In a
more literal vein, he asserts that the en-
closing prison walls made punishment
more inhumane in the end, insisting—
without much proof—that the public
executions of earlier periods were less
ambiguous expressions of power.
Foucault’s notion of public versus institu-
tional oversight is, however, itself full of
contradictions.

A few of the studies on visuality that
have adopted Foucault’s paradigm of
modern institutional repression through
surveillance have even imposed this model
on the invention and use of perspective as
an example of a rational domination of
space that, in this interpretation, becomes
a signal aspect of Western colonization, a
form of imprisonment in a web of mea-
sured space. Jonathan Crary further ex-
tends this notion of centralized surveil-



lance to the diorama, a form of popular
entertainment from the 1820s onward.*
Because the observer stood in the center
to look at a constructed reality surround-
ing him, usually a painted battle scene or
urban view, Crary suggests that the pan-
orama prefigures the abstracting experi-
ence that photography would eventually
impose. He believes that in separating the
visual from other sensory perceptions, the
circular format of the diorama forecasts
the privileging of visuality in modern
culture. One might interject that panora-
mas and dioramas were primarily dis-
played in large urban centers like London
and Paris, and that they were probably
not visited often enough—they were most
comparable to the circus, in that admis-
sion was charged—to affect ways of see-
ing in any intrinsic manner as photogra-
phy, film, and television would.

Because these recent works on visual-
ity do not deal with visual representation
as such, nor with its public reception, they
are not grounded in social history, nor do
they deal with the changing nature of the
public. While complaining about the
abstracting tendencies of the new visual
media, visuality is dealt with selectively as
a controlling power. No opposing views
are introduced for discussion and the
theory confirms itself. Going against such
a reductive view of the power of visuality
over all other senses, one might, for ex-
ample, introduce the works of the utopian
socialist Charles Fourier, one of the earli-
est critics of the shortcomings of the
Enlightenment, who together with his
proposals for economic reforms also
insisted on an open, libertarian sensory
enjoyment.” Similarly, Friedrich Froebel,
the German reform educator and inventor
of the Kindergarten stressed in his teach-
ing the unity of sensory perceptions.'® It
could perhaps be argued that Fourier and
Froebel wielded the influence they did in
Europe and America in the nineteenth
century because theirs was a corrective to
the prevailing separation of the senses.!!
However, we do not encounter mention

of them in either Foucault or Crary. I
would propose that changes in visuality
can only be understood through studying
the interchange between ways of seeing
and methods of representation.

There is, of course, no doubt that
visual representations have dominated the
understanding of architecture since the
Renaissance. Images of architecture have
only become more iconic with the wide
publication of photographic representa-
tions. For instance, the view of Frank
Lloyd Wright’s Fallingwater (1935-39)
from below the falls, or the familiar ob-
lique views of Gropius’s Bauhaus at
Dessau (1925-26) are images known to
millions but few have actually been to
these buildings. This separate reality of
pictures of architecture on which we have
been forced to rely in order to transmit a
preliminary understanding of architecture
is usually regarded as pernicious, as an
interposing medium that keeps us from
perceiving architecture as it really is.

The architect and historian James
Marston Fitch, beginning with an article
called “Single Point Perspective,”'2 has
called for a more complete sensory record
of architecture, one that would not always
give precedence to vision. Somewhat later,
in his essay entitled “Towards a Critical
Regionalism,” Kenneth Frampton com-
plains about the priority given to sight,'3
while touch ought to be as important a
dimension in the perception of built form.
He uses the tactile richness of Alvar

Fallingwater, Bear Run. Architect, Frank Lloyd
Wright. Photographer, Bill Hedrich, 1937.
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