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From the Editor

With this edition, Architecture Califor-
nia examines the nature of the relation-
ship between design and inquiry. The
authors, while quite diverse in their
approaches, present their belief-in-
common that design is by definition a

practice of inquiry. With the help of
these authors, designers are urged to
explicate their practices.

Esherick presents the notion of a

continuum along which various actions
in the design process slide, their posi-
tion and movement depending on the
degree of uncertainty in the task. De-
sign inquiry, then, is a self-perpetuating
never-ending process, fundamental to
the practice of architecture. Martin
places inquiry in the context of the
collective striving for knowledge that
advances architecture as a field. Thus,
the challenge he poses is to develop

mechanisms for the sharing of knowl-
edge u,ithin and across communities of
discourse. Miller Pollin and Bell chal-
lenge traditionai notions of inquiry,
each presenting an approach to the
discovery of new spatial relationships:
Miller Pollin's formal experimentation
is subjectively rather than objectively
generated; Bel I's rheory-construction
simultaneously develops ambiguously
related fragments of inquiry. Silverstein,
by means of autobiographical narrative,
shares his merhodical search for under-
standing of the relationship between
theory and practice.

Roesling and \Tillis reassert the
place of spirit and nature as universals
in guiding design inquiry, while the
manifesto by high modernist Konrad
'W'achsmann reminds us of the faith our
'community of inquiry' once held in

Garry Winogrand, gelatin-silver print. Courtesy, the Museum of Modern Art.
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Don Bartletti, Migrant workers temporary shelter. Courtesy, Los Angeles Times.

common in the integrity of technologi-
cal principles and the beauty this integ-
rity could produce. Anderson and
Skoven highlight extremes in the variety
of approaches to inquiry that are
currently being used by architects:
Anderson (using the indirect knowledge
that can be gleaned from social science
research) presents the'scientific' theo-
ries used to guide markering strategies
that foreground bui lr-environmenr
design; Skoven (advancing the urgency
of direct knowledge) gives resrimony to
support the belief that designing can
only be learned by experiencing existing
environments and encoding them in
memory by means of a perceptual mode
of inquiry. The combined thrust of
these articles is to invite all practitioners
to use the present period to intensify
inquiry through design, to make experi-
ments, and to share the insight gained
from divergent practices.

Continuing our query into the trials
of urban life in Los Angeles, etcetera
allows us to put on urban historian
Mike Davis's x-ray glasses. His pro-
vocative vision of the latent sins of an

urban ecology based on fear challenges
us to halt complicity in the constitution
of a future "carceral city" and
reenvision our role in the fabrication of
third millennium urbanity. "Public
investment in the remediation of under-
lying social conditions," the rejected
strategy for developing Los Angeles,
has never seemed a more compelling
choice. Collins's delightful narrative
about the search for meaning in the
term <contextual' highlights the frustra-
tion many feel with the unfulfilled po-
tential of professional award programs
developed on the basis of substantive
criteria, and thus he supports Mike
Martin's challenge to cultivate com-
munities of inquiry in design.
"Typophoto, " Laszlo Moholy-Nagy's
1925 essay, resurrects the discussion
about photography begun a year ago in
Arcbitecture California. It closes this
edition on the note of experimentation
that has been fundamental to the great
contributions made through design
inquiry.

Lian Hurst Mann, AIA
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Designing and Inquirirrg

Joseph Esherick, FAIA

The topic proposed for these papers is
"Design as Inquiry," further refined by
the additional terminology "Learning
through Speculation." Combinations of
the two proposed topics are interesting
and perhaps enlightening: designing as

inquiring, designing as learning, or even
designing is learning. N4y preference is

for the verb form-designing and in-
quiring-making clear that we are deal-
ing with action, with a process. Specula-
tion seems too passive, more leisurely,
and less purposeful (unless one is a
developer).

A typical diagram of the design
process suggests that it is a lineai and
sequential process: first we inquire, then
we design. But anyone who works at
designing knows that it is not so simple.
Inquiring and designing are hopelessly
complicated processes, iterative and
only in part sequential. The reasons are
simple: We never have enough infonna-
tion or the right information to design,
and it is through tentative design trials
that we come to understand what addi-
tional questions, inquiries, and data
might be needed. Suppose one were to
try to design without inquiry: as soon as

a tentative design proposal is made,
then the basic situatior-r is changed;
another possibility is added, and we are
obligated to reflect on the new situa-
tion, to compare, and to inquire why
one is better than the other. Further, the
new possibility changes our own per-
ceptions of the issues at hand. Thus, are
not design and inquiry inseparable? Are
they not <lne and the same thing, terms
assigned to different ends of a process
continuum that has unclear issues at
one end and some action or decision. no

matter how tentative or final, at the
other end?

The typical diagram in product
design will have at the end a testing
function. Criticism or post-occupancy
evaluation is a possible building design
testing function, but each tests only the
end product and does not look at the
design and inquiry process. If something
is wrong, did it go wrong in design or
inquiry? Might we not have asked the
wrong questions? E. A. Singer argued
that to answer a question completely
demands that we ask the next ques-
tion-which suggests that we need to
take inquiry as seriously as we take
design.

Backtracking.
\7hy do we design in the first

place? To improve or somehow alter a

given situation, that is, to make it more
comfortable, workable, efficient, beauti-
ful, or to bring it some order, to make it
more understandable-broadly, to
make it fit better with the given setting,
to reveal and clarify immediate or more
general realities. The satisfaction of
functional and technical requirements
would seem to be basic to the design
process. But what is interesting is what
lies beyond the basic-the revelation of
underlying realities of the temporal
world and the design's attachment to
that surrounding world. It is this revela-
tion that gives the design its life and
vitality. It is persistent inquiry and re-
flection that leads us beyond mere es-

sentials to the revelation of expanded
possibilities.

Each tentative design encourages
questions and furrher inquiry. not just
on the part of the designer, but of all
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Wharton Esherick Studio, Paoli Pennsvlvania \1926 ca.1960). Built over a period of thirty odd years,
cach addition is affected by what went before it-in e ffect, a commenrary on, or exrension of, the original
design.

the others involved, thus avoiding an
illusory finality to the design (and to rl.re

design process) and acknowledging an
inevitable open-endedness. In any case,
once the design is built it is no longer
the maker's; it becomes the property of
users and viewers to perceive and inter-
pret, as Umberto Eco hirs argued in his
1979 essay "The Role of the Reader."
Given the vast differences in the percep-
tions of users, it seems futile to expect
that everyone will see design in the
same way, through the same eyes, and
with the same feelings. Albert Speer and
his boss tried this, but it never worked.
Acknowledging, indeed, even encourag-
ing this inevitable repossession of a

design by others ccn l're a grear virrue:
the design stripped of finality can be
received aiive by anyone.

Becktracking again.
Design problems can be divided

into two groups. There are those that
are the refinement or styling of some-
thing that already exists: a spoon. Sec-
orrdly, there are design problems for

which there exists, i11 the extreme, only
a mission statement: ir spilce station.
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