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As architects, we have come of age in an era charac-

terized by pluralism and eclecticism. The prolifera-
tion of sources and strategies has produced a dis-
turbing equivalence among choices, and our capacity

to evaluate options and make thoughtful judgments

has not kept pace. As editors, we chose to investigate

the relationship between precedent and invention as

a means of exploring how new works of architecture

are created. Together precedent and invention, the

meaningful source and the creative operation, encom-
pass the process of design.

Today we design within an overwhelming field of
choice. All of world history and culture is available

as source and inspiration. Sophisticated means of
transportation carry us to any point on the globe,

and television sarellites bring the world into our stu-

dios. Archaeology and the study of history make the
past as accessible as the present; photographic pro-
cesses provide instant ownership of any image.

Before the advent of the instant copier, the student
was required to repeat, in part, the process of his

predecessor by redrawing what had been done before.

This process accomplished two things: it helped the

student understand the nature of the original and, by
the creation of a new object-the drawing-offered
the inevitable occasions, either by error or intention,
for change. Today the selection of an image often

substitutes for the study of it. Instant and effortless

replication encourages a fascination with surface

qualities and undermines the importance of structure
and intention.

Critical judgment is made more difficult by the ab-

sence of a unified tradition. rilZe can not assume that
the forms and images from our architectural past and

our inherited ways of working with them are rel-
evant to the tasks of the present. !tre must be able to

structure our choices and to evaluate the content and

associations carried by architectural forms and lan-
guages. The framework that we choose to work with
becomes a confirmation of a set of symbols and

values.

Precedent and invention are both components of a
working method. A precedent is "something that
precedes, an eadier occurrence of a similar character."

Invention is the act of productive imagination, of
discovery, or of finding out. Yet if "every word is a
preconceived judgment," then we must go beyond

the preconceptions of invention as that which is new

and unusual and precedent as that which is old and

conventional. Invention may be understood as both
an idea and as its manifestation. A precedent may

exist in the designer's memory or imagination; it may

be perceived as a specific object or understood as a

more generalized rule or idea. It is only through the

rejection of preconceived definitions that one ap-

proaches an understanding ofprecedent and invention
as complements in a synthetic process.

In this journal we have included projects and articles

that address the problems of source and process in
architecture. The projects were submitted by young

designers to an open competition in which they
were requested to express the use ofprecedent and in-
vention in their design process. The jury addressed

problems of context, typology, and principle in their
discussion of selected entries. Questions of inspira-
tion and methodology that were raised by the compe-

tition are explored further by our contributing
authors.

Several of the articles consider the issues of prece-

dent and invention in American architecture. Denise
Scott Brown raises the issue of cultural heritage

when she discusses the dilemma of colonial cultures.
rVith Robert Venturi she demanded that architects
consider the existing American landscape as legiti-
mate precedent for design. Now she proposes re-

turning to Rome with the lessons from Las Vegas so

that we may find new meanings in old sources.

Richard Longstreth examines the evolution of a

characteristically American form, the shopping cen-

ter, in one of its earliest examples, Kansas City's
Country Club Plaza. He shows how developerJ. C.

Nichols began with a serious evaluation of the emerg-

10

Introduction



ing suburban environment and brought to this new

context the precedent of European market towns to
create the model for a new building type.

Another American invention, the skyscraper, is the

subject of Helene Lipstadt's essay on the critical
writings of Montgomery Schuyler. As she demon-
strates, Schuyler used his anonymous essays, the
"Architectural Aberrations," as workshops for his

seminal criticism of this building type without pre-

cedent. Although current architectural practice has

produced some bizarre examples of pastiche,

Schuyler's collection of "Aberrations" firmly estab-

lishes the precedent for eclecticism in American ar-

chitecture. His application of a clear critical method

to this assortment of strange to hilarious construc-

tions provides an inspiring example for the contem-
porary critic. Several of these essays are included.

Tomaso Zanoni focuses on the issues of building in a
conremporary European city that contains manifes-

tations of its own history and aspirations for its fu-
ture. Drawing from the work of 20th century Euro-

pean architects he investigates the tension between

the historical context and the contemporary culture
as generative forces in design.

Mary Alice Dixon Hinson criticizes contemporary

architecture for offering revisions of the past and pre-

views of the future with no convincing vision of the
present. She traces the alienation of contemporary ar-

chitecture to the separation of science and art at the

founding of the French academy of architecture. To
remedy this situation and produce an architecture

truly of the present, we must experiment in the more

immediate plane of gesture and thought as demon-
strated in the works of Daniel Libeskind and John
Hejduk.

James Ackerman challenges the resurrection of clas-

sical paradigms as an unrealistic reflection of the un-
certainty of our contemporary culture. He proposes

that we are not limited to the choices of either en-

dorsing classical order or rejecting our cultural heri-

tage. He directs our attention to the alternate tradi-
tions of romanticism and the picturesque for an

architectural method based on individual sensibility
rather than platonic absolutes.

In his article on the architecture of Alvar Aalto,
Andres Duany offers an example of the systematic
application of principles of the picturesque. Duany
argues that concentration on the experiential qualities
of design allowed Aalto to use his own work as a

base for his continuing exploration of the basic archi-
tectural themes of program, space, and form.

The primacy of the human viewpoint, demonstrated
to be the visual foundation of Aalto's work, provides

the emotional core for the designs of Emilio Ambasz.
Whether working with grape arbors or floating
high-tech machines, Ambasz produces an architecture
rooted in the fundamentals of human experience.

John Hancock oflbrs a theory of precedent solidly
based on the facts of architectural design and his

studies ofhow an acquired body oftradition is used in
the disciplines of law and science. He acknowledges

the diversity of influences facing the architect and

proposes a methodology for making meaningful se-

lections based on connections to context, type, and

principle.

Finally, a letter from Colin Rowe both concludes and

reopens the investigation of precedent and

invention.

11
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A Competition for a Gate

A gate can be functionally and physically quite sim-
ple . However, this simplicity belies a richness of tra-
dition and symbolism. The challenge is therefore
less to solve a complex problem than it is to restate it
and in so doing exercise an attitude toward the use

of precedent and the role of the individual in its
reinterpretation.

Quincy Street offers another source of information for
the designer to choose from. Its buildings exhibit an

eclectic range of styles. The adjacent enclosure of
Harvard Yard with its many gates is equally pro-
vocative. The associations it carries are as much social

and political as they are architectural and emphasize

the need to begin by examining the role of a gate in
this contemporary context.

On February 19, 1983, the entries to a Competition
for a Gate were reviewed in a public forum at the

Harvard Graduate School of Design. Three hundred
eleven designers from across the United States and

around the world submitted 30" x 40" design boards,

all of which were displayed in the lobby of Gund
Hall.

A jury of architects, historians, and critics was as-

sembled to review the projects and award prizes.

Henry Cobb, Edward Jones, Laurie Olin, Jaquelin
Robertson, Susanna Torre, and Anthony Vidler met
in Piper Auditorium to narrow the field down to a

group that they could productively discuss at the as-

sembly. After eight hours of work they had reduced

the number to around fifty. Joined by Stanley Tiger-
man the next morning, they succeeded in limiting
themselves to eighteen projects for the discussion.

That afternoon the jury met once again, this time
before a large audience in the auditorium. Seated on

an eclectic array of chairs which may or may not
have suited rheir respective personalities, they dis-

cussed each of the eighteen projects in the order in
which they had been received by the competition
committee.

QUINCY STREET
Precedent and Invention

The Harvard Architecture Review
A Competition for a Gate

l9 February 1983
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Torre: This entry represented an interestinS typo-
logical specimen. It is fairly representative of the

proliferation of garc houses and gateposts that consti-

tuted the largest percentage of the submissions to

this competition. It limits the objectives to a circum-
scribed definition of the problem. This entry pro-
poses the combination of the gate house and the gate

post. It does not acknowledge the asymmetrical na-

ture of Quincy Street at that particular point, but it
does suggest an acknowledgment of the Cambridge
side versus the Harvard side by the idea of the double

gate. I believe that the imagery, precedents, and

references are misplaced; but the idea of the double

gate remains an interesting one.

Jones: This was one of the first panels we saw that

attempted quite seriously to document this difficult
area called precedent and to encapsulate it in the

drawn project. It reads extremely well. However,

the imagery is displaced. It comes from W'agner, and

one might wonder what the bridgeheads of Vienna
have to do with Harvard Yard.

Cobb: This panel contains in one of its smaller

sections the nicest rear elevation of a lion that I've
seen in a long time.

Olin: V'ith built elements instead of trees, this

scheme created the semblance of an all6e as one en-

ters from the low point of Quincy Street. This is one

of its principal merits. It succeeds despite its lions.

Tigerman: I was less taken with lions or other ob-
jects or houses, than with the transition from one

side to the other, and the spatial depth involved. It is

not a proscenium which one is immediately thrust
through; it takes a more substantial period of time to
walk through. In that period of time there is a kind
of transition which is very diflbrent than iust passing

through a plane.
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Robertson: There are two things that I find ex-

ceptionally perceptive here. First, the argument starts

at the top of the page by establishing the larger ur-

ban order of things. You state the urban function of
the obelisk along these two streets, and you show

the precedents of both streets. You then identify the

precedent, in this case a wrought iron lamp on the

side of one of the existing buildings, and it is trans-

formed into this wrought iron obelisk with its lamp

on the top. Immediately, you understand the issue of
precedent and transformation. And then only lastly

do you begin to deal with the specific architecture of
the street and in a sense its traditional aspects.

Cobb: The whole sheet is very elegantly organized.

The descriptive elements of architecture are them-

selves used to ornament the panel so that it's not

merely decorative, but it actually contributes to

one's understanding of the intention. I also commend

the inclusion of a nighttime and daytime sketch.

Tigerman: The thing that I find very strong is the

ambivalence. Does it belong to Harvard or does it
belong to Cambridge and Massachusetts Avenue? The

interest lies in the ambiguity of Harvard being

pulled out to that island. By developing this ambigu-

ity it has a certain poignancy, and presents an offer-

ing, instead of the containment, privacy, and tradi-

tion of a boundary wall.

Torre: The competition is filled with entries that

purpoff to have the answers to the problem. And it
is very clear to me that in those cases the questions

have been forgotten. This is one of those schemes

that asks very pointed and specific questions regard-

ing the location of Harvard's boundaries, its rela-

tionship to Cambridge, the nature of the continuity
of the street, and the passage between Harvard and

the immediately adjacent site which is to be devel-

oped. To use the conventions of Leaming from Las

Vegas it has a high and a low source that acknowledge

the different scales of the problem, and I think that
they are justifiable in this case and are extremely well
utilized.

Jones: It's making a monument more for Cam-

bridge and less for Harvard. I think one could see it
as part of the City Beautiful where the university is

one of a number of elements that exist in Cam-

bridge, so I think it's strictly a civic thing and it
ducks the main question that was raised in the com-

petition. It's a monument for the city and by infer-
ence refers to Harvard.

Vidler: I like what I take to be a certain irony in
challenging the competition, turning a gate into a

monument, and subsequently making a comment
about the nature of the monument itself. An obelisk

was in one way always a marker of things past, it was

erected to certain kinds of dead things-dead insti-
rutions. In this case, the base of the obelisk has be-

come a tomb and on the side of the gate which has

become a tomb you can see who just died. It is writ-
ten H A R V A R D, and I take that to be both wit
and precedent.

19
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Jones: This is one of the rare schemes that attempt-

ed to change Quincy Street and to see it not as a

democratic street but instead chose to absorb it with-
in the field of the campus. The street is closed, and

with great care the edges of this street and the sur-

rounding spaces are given a figural nature by either

plantings or opening the spaces up to the street. In a
sense, it doesn't matter what the gate is really like
because of the strategic moves that reframe the nature

of Quincy Street. It deals with the Sreater body of
stuff to which the gate refers.

Olin: I don't know if Cambridge could survive

without the vehicular use of Quincy Street, but the

idea of closing it and turning it into a crosswalk that

actually unifies the campus in a new way is terrific.

One question which it poses is: \UThere is the new

edge of the campus? Does one have to come down the

next street, Prescott Street, with a new fence? It
forces a much more ragged edge to the campus than

the one that currently exists.

Cobb: As can be seen in the topmost drawing in
this scheme, the proposal is not only to close Quincy
Street but to make a lawn across it. For me this is the

best part of the scheme. From there on I find it is

not terribly interesting in terms of the street, and I
am not so forgiving of the badly realized gate.

Robertson: In much of our discussion we have

talked about two different sets of conditions for

Quincy Street. One is the rather neutral, that is,

democratic, public-private street as part of the

overall grid that continues to Pass through the uni-

versity precinct iust as it might pass down an ordi-

nary street. This really runs counter to the notion of
putting a gate across it at all. The second is that one

can embrace the open space system, and using the

precedent of the campus crosswalk, make this a ma-

jor communal seam or space that really unifies both

sides of Quincy Street into a much greater yard.

This provides precisely that kind of university cam-

pus setting which is so clearly in the mainstream of

American campus planning. This is quite a brilliant
piece of urbanism once you decide to remove the

democratic street by putting a gate across it.

Torre: I think that this is a very competent

scheme. But it suggests that Quincy Street is an axis,

or that it could be turned into an axis, and that vio-

lates my sense of how that street operates. I am dis-

turbed by the City Beautiful implications of the

closed axis at either end which attempts to replace the

quality and character of the buildings that flank ei-

ther side of the axis.

Tigerman: By showing the ground plan of the

Carpenter Center and by picking up certain diagonal

walks, the figural elements in the plan are arrived at

in an interesting way. The transformation or inven-

tion is then derived from this new way of looking at

buildings that once had a boundary wall, which was

the original Harvard Yard itself. Yet by making

things symmetrical, no trace or memory is retained of
the weighting of the original site. Our discussion

inevitably focuses on what things look like, but actu-

ally there are certain symbolic characters represented

by what things were when Harvard was founded. I
find it both formally and symbolically problematic

not to remember that original asymmetrical

condition.

Vidler: I have reservations about what otherwise is

a deeply thought out scheme. One is that it assumes

that the two sides of Quincy Street and the obiects

which flank them are equal in a way that is patently

not true . If the analysis had dealt with the objectlike

character of the buildings on the right hand side of
the street and the fenced-in character on the left side,

there would not have been an attempt to produce an

equality by putting rows of trees and bollards and

making a closed axis to produce a kind of set piece. I
think this falsely pulls two rows of buildings out of
the city context in order to make what is nooetheless

a rather elegant composition.
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Tigerman: There is a certain celebratory implica-

tion in a g?te, which is lacking here. On the other

hand, I admire it simply because of that, in the sense

of its modesty and of its directness. I do like the

asymmerry-it's a very subtle and quiet voice going

through it. But then I wonder, if this asymmetry is

based on the stair, why go above the street?

Robertson: One of the things that interested

some of us was the combination of quite eclectic

styles which is reminiscent of the entire street, this

kind of mock Tudorian, collegiate treatment com-

bined with a stark modernism.

Olin: It's simple and straightforward. Unfortunate-

Iy, it brings to mind the imagery of subway toilets'

I don't think it would work well in this particular

place.

Cobb: I think that certain aspects of it are pretty'

Torre: I think that it could possibly work well on

125th Street and Broadway, New York City, as a

subway station for the El. I don't understand what it
bridges but by providing a varrta1e point it would

also provide a secure place for Harvard architecture

students to watch the development of Quincy Square,

in which they will probably not be invited to

participate.

Jones: It tries to be a door. This is one of the

schemes into which one could have read an intention

of one facade or door to Harvard proceeding north

and then another door from the other side to the city'

Of course, doors have two sides, and in not choosing

to make that distinction in this scheme, I think it
loses its princiPal Point.

Vidler: To me, living in the late Victorian suburb

of Princeton, the scheme looks very much like the

kind of thing that a student of Robert Venturi might
have done if he had seen what a student of Michael

Graves had done the day before. It's rather like a list-
less Edwardian aesthete reclining on a couch in a

posture reminiscent of Proust, but without the ener-

gy to tift a finger to write like him. It has that kind
of faint Edwardian, post-modern quality that many

works now have.
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Jones: This is essentially a very nice scheme

which deals with a simple marker or lanterns that

make gateposts to Quincy Street. It then establishes

to the right side an asymmetrical element which tem-

pers the kind of oppression syndrome that we've

seen in many gatepost schemes and deliberates on the

possibility of a composition that is slighty free. I
think that the scooped out shape to the right is a

place where one might sit on the boundary between

the university and the city. I'm slightly sad that the

main pieces that make the posts are so faint. You

really have to struggle very, very hard to see what

they might be. There's a particularly unfortunate

perspective on the top left that gives the posts monu-

mental status that isn't true. I think the architect of

this scheme has not fully understood what he or she

has done.

Torre: I have to admit that it took me a while to

see this particular scheme-particularly because of
the modesty of its ambition, and partly because I was

looking for proiects which redefine the rules of the

game in some way. I think that it's an accommodat-

ing scheme. It manages to borrow or to use the pro-

posal for a garc as an excuse to do something differ-

ent, which is to provide some kind of reasonable

shelter and public meeting place as a small gift that

Harvard might make to the city of Cambridge.

Tigerman: I find it interesting not because of its

modesty, but because it illustrates an appropriate

way of dealing with a public street. It is really not a

gate into Harvard, although the university does oc-

cupy both sides of Quincy Street. This scheme marks

a place, and by making things equivalent on both

sides it says that Harvard is, in fact, on both sides of

Quincy Street.

Vidler: I think that the site plan might have

worked well if the way in which the bus shelter and

the pylons were realized was slightly different. It
could have had another language and been a much

more effective scheme.

Robertson: It's the kind of sensible public works

architecture that cities should have a lot of in conve-

nient locations, like at the entrances of streets. It
does not get involved with the Pompous gatepost is-

sues. It provides a place to sit and stand under cov-

er. I find it an extremely good piece of urban design

furniture in a location where you probably need it,
and in that way it avoids the sort of ceremonial issue

of gate and provides some amenitY.

Cobb: It recognizes the university's obligation to

enrich the public realm and not merely to assert its

own presence.
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Jones: It might be accurate to say that this is one of
those schemes that is a contentious kind of ioker in
the pack. It has certain things that are banal and sim-
ple. I quite like it in the sense that it has a rough

side and a smooth side. It's got a sort of civic archi-

tectural side and a random stone side. This opposi-

tion speaks about the entrance to the civitas and the

entrance to the outside, once the country.

Olin: It's quite mad; I love it. I don't think the text

with the marvelous translation of the Beckett short

story really has much to do with gate. I don't think
that \U7'ren and Robbe-Grillet's l-ast Year at Marien-

bad has anything to do with it either.

Robertson: We really were looking in vain for

landscape solutions to this portal. It's an architectural

fantasy of landscape. You really would be entranced

by it when you found it; it looks rather cuddly.

Torre: I think that it would be better if it were

made out of flocked concrete because it is difficult to

imagine what would happen if it could not stay in

that particular shape all the time. I like it because, of
all the schemes that very narrowly defined their ob-
jectives, that were about themselves, about a sense of
monumentality, this particular one at least attemPt-

ed to make those gesmres out of landscape material

which is present else where on campus.

Vidler: The proportions are execrable but I like it
because in a discussion with the Harvard University
gardener this morning, he told me that it would pro-

vide employment for thousands in a time of
depression.

Tigerman: I think it's flocked concrete and I love

1t
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Jones: This scheme is full of extraordinarily good

intentions and has a certain eye. It's one of the few

schemes that tries in its plan to deal formally with the

complex geometry of the skew of the street and the

frontal system of the quads. I think it's quite know-

ing and skillful in plan. For me its principal crisis is

in the details ofthe industrial trusses for they cheapen

the very thing that it's referring to.

Torre: Quincy Street may be one of America's most

exciting architectural promenades but it's certainly

no Acropolis. This scheme redefines the rules of the

game. It has done so quite willfully. It possibly

works well in relation to the interface between Har-

vard and the City of Cambridge. But the main prob-

lem that I have with it is the sectional resolution of
the project throughout the entire street. I would
have liked to have seen a section that took into ac-

count the full length of Quincy Street. I think that

in relation to Quincy Street it's actually quite damag-

ing to the urban environment.

Vidler: I liked it at first when I saw in the perspec-

tive that the little temple pediment reflected the

pediment of the building behind. But then I saw that

the little temple was in the scheme itself paralleled

by a cube; presumably the temple symbolized prece-

dent and the cube symbolized invention of some-

thing of that kind. Then I started to see the temple,

and I just cringed in front of the trusswork. Al-
thoulh one could think of it as primitive modern in
that respect, the particular junctions don't work.

Tigerman: The two things that are important to

note about this scheme are: 1) its juxtaposition at an

angle which in fact is not perpendicular to the street,

aod 2) the terracing that formally makes the transi-

tion onto Quincy Street. More importantly, there is

an attempt at a transition. It is not a gateway into

the original memory of the first Harvard Yard; it's a

transition in an urban way through a place which on

both sides has to contend with Harvard and the idea

of that transition. The time that it takes to make

this transition is its major gesture.

Robertson: I think that if you could get rid of the

left-hand building altogether it would be infinitely

better. If you then make this right-hand building
much more accurately a small Greek pavilion you

would add the one style that is missing to this zoo-

like street ofall styles. I think the space ofthe steps is

quite beautiful. If you don't look closely at the de-

tails it could be quite winning.

Cobb: I think that this scheme is unfortunate. To

pursue it a step further I think that this top right
drawing is very fetching, partly because it only

shows the edge of that left-hand pavilion, and I be-

came interested in this scheme precisely because of
this drawing. After that it was downhill all the way.

Olin: The only thing to add is that when one be-

gins to play with recall of certain precedents one has

to be careful. One has to do something different or

do it straight.
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Cobb: This scheme consists of a gate which is some

distance back from the intersection, and in front of
the gate is a pair of symmetrically organized pavil-
ions. Between the pavilions is a cross-axis which
connects the upper terrace by way of a stair down,
across the street, and into this space. I mention
those things because it's that conceptual structure
that I think interested us. I found these pavilions ar-

chitecturally very interesting. This scheme proposes a

spatial sequence from a pair ofpavilions past a cross-

axis into a gate. It's quite rich as it begins to be more

than simply an object that you pass through. It be-

gins to contain its own piece of city if you will, with
its own space and movement systems within it.

Olin: I don't have much to say about this at all be-

cause it didn't really interest me.

Robertson: First the good news-this cross-axis.

There's a very beautiful perspective through that lit-
tle trellised portal toward this very nice drum build-
ing. It's something that no one else in the competi-
tion picked up, and it connects that yard to the

Lamont yard, which otherwise is like a graveyard

now with this dead gate in front of it. \Thether you

like the salt and pepper bollard buildings is inconse-

quential because I think there is entirely too much ar-

chitecture in much too small a space. It's the classic

problem of architects trying to get all of their hang-

ups and kinks out in a rather simple problem, and I
find it really preposterous.

Vidler: Not half so preposrerous as things you'll
be seeing in the future. There are many things I like
about this scheme mainly because it was presumably
done by my friend Maurice Culot from Belgium. The
plan is very elegant and sophisticated. I like the se-

quence of spaces within the gate itself. I like the per-
spective views backward and forward. But the bad
thing about it is the extraordinary combination of ele-

ments which brings together precedents in a very
mechanistic and completely ill-proportioned way and

blows the gate itself out of proportion. I have a

long-distance call placed to Brussels right now and I
have a little taped message for Maurice which is

something like "On ne peut jamais composer des 616-

ments architecturals comme Ea."

Jones: I think this is an homage to Krier and not to
Culot. I think it has to do with a European theme

about the reconstruction of a European city at Har-
vard. If you can take from the gate or its arrange-

ments an intimation of what might follow I think you

might be terribly let down by this hors d'oeuvre. It
sets up an expectation of this particular citadel that I
don't think it can match. Having said that, the lat-
eral moves and the establishing of the rotunda of the

ofthe breakfast room is all-knowing and very beau-

tifully planned. But I think you would never really go

beyond that gate. It's a scheme that has been com-
pressed into a city in itself and is no longer a gate.
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Jones: This is put in as a minimal gesture which
does virtually nothing. The wall on the extreme

right is of questionable Fifties origin with a minimal
piece of art mirroring the urn on the left as the cut-
out of the figure on the right. N7.e liked this scheme

on the 6rst day because it was a refreshing change

from the plundering of more distant history.

Robertson: This is a scheme done by the Garden
Club using a traditional oldtimer who had made the
mistake of hiring a young recent graduate from one

of the prominent architecture schools. Seriously, I do
think we kept hoping that someone would do a sim-
ple landscape scheme with some trees and a low re-

taining wall. Not very distinguished, but really not
totally offensive.

Vidler: I originally thought that this was an au-

thentic number from the Brown Decades proposed by
a member of the class of '97 or'0 1, but then I real-

ized that what was being done was probably even too
much for this minimal scheme.

Tigerman: I agree. It's one shot and little else is

done. The details are beyond minimalism.

Cobb: '$7'e were all longing to 6nd this scheme bet-
ter than it is. I would add one more reason for wish-
ing this; namely because it was the only submission
which could fit within the conceivable budget that
would be assigned to it by the University.

Olin: 'W'e were hoping yesterday for something
modest just as a cootrast. In the cold light of dawn
this morning it would appear that E. H. Shepherd,

the illustrator of \tr7'innie-the-Pooh could have done it
better.
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Olin: This scheme is very mature. I think it could

be achieved and Harvard would be better for it. The

drawing to examine is the site plan, which is the ge-

nius of the whole scheme. The combination of the

gate and the obelisk is very intelligent.

Cobb: I find the pavilions to be very sophisticated

buildings with a satisfactory combination of prece-

dent and invention. One of the things which makes

this scheme compelling is the relationship between

solid and void. The size of the arches with respect to
the volumes that contain them is just right. This
pair of pavilions succeeds in offering something to the

public realm in addition to asserting the presence of
the institution. This offering is made in the form of
the internal space of the pavilion which is proposed

as a public space.

Robertson: I also like the combination of civic
and institutional architecture. This plaza is one of the

most sophisticated resolutions of a particularly nasty

piece of existing urbanism. This scheme might end

up with these gates closed and traffic taken out, so

that the life of the street changes depending on

whether the gates are open or closed. Yet it does not

recognize the real asymmetry of the street and it very

clearly takes Quincy Street out of the public realm.

Tigerman: That is why I despise this scheme. I
think it trivializes through the cartooning ofan archi-
tecture that pre-dates it, and in so doing makes a

mockery out of the concept ofprecedent and inven-

tion. The other side of the argument is representa-

tionalism versus abstraction. This is cleady not ab-

stract if invention is the abstracting of precedent.

There are two other reasons why I don't like this
scheme. It takes Quincy Street out of the democratic

realm; Harvard continues to gobble up Cambridge. I
think the gates would probably be closed; the pavil-

ions are guarding elements on either side; and I find

that problematic in 1983. The other thing that I
find difficult is the overriding symmetry of each of
the pieces; there is no dialogue between the two

sides.

Vidler: Quite early I marked this as a scheme

which many of the jurors would like, and immediate-
ly tried to search for reasons which made me dislike
it. In the first place the pavilions are not portals, not

lodges, but sentry boxes. In the second place in rela-

tion to the architecture of Edwardian or pre-Edwardi-
an sentry boxes they don't comment either very wit-
tily or very knowingly on that architecture which

they attempt to display. The only thing that I think
might bring this scheme back in my eyes is that if it
were sold as a ubiquitous type for all universities, in

which case the red and white stripes would go to
Princeton and become black and orange.

Jones: This scheme is a rebuke to rhe last 30 or 40
years of architecture. It's an abrasive scheme on rhe
one hand, but on the other hand I find it's almost ap-
ple pie. It's as though Edward Lutyens had been re-
born. I think that in terms of the grammar it's not
good enough.

Torre: I admire this scheme very much because it
expanded upon the boundaries and definitions posed

by the rules of the competition. I think that even

innovation has tradition. Innovation, or invention, in
this country in particular has been fostered by the

willingness to ask new questions and to tackle unfore-

seen parameters, conditions, and realities. I think
that this scheme is ultimately more poignant than the

one with the obelisk (scheme No. 2) because it ac-

knowledges and addresses the conflict of the bound-

ary between town and gown. And while it allows for

an interpretation of Quincy Street as a semi-privare

precinct, it trades off with the city a public space

which it did not have before. To me, that is probably

the central characteristic of the democratic process.

The monument proposed but not designed in the tri-
angle is for the men of Cambridge who died in the

Vietnam N7ar, and that reminds me of all those

monuments to the Civil $Var which became the ba-

sis for esrablishing a formal definition of public place

in America. It seems to me a very apProPriate choice

of subject.
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Jones: This is really Celesteville or Babar's Ville.
The drawing at the top is full of charm, and the

scheme is best read from this drawing. It would be

difGcult in reality to make a convincing mark with
the two pieces. They are in fact quite tiny.

Torre: I also find this drawing enormously

charming, but somewhat sentimental.

Vidler: Charm is not everything.

Robertson: It's a simple scheme which thankfully
has some charm since most of them don't.

Cobb: Part of the charm of this scheme is what I
perceive to be a kind of speculative character, de-

spite the refrnement of the drawing. This is not an

overkill presentation; it simply works from bottom

to top through a set of images which inspire some

fairly simple drawings. The speculation fulfills itself

on a charming sketch at the toP.

Tigerman: I think that the problem with this

scheme is that the two lanterns sit uneasily on a bed

of untended ground cover or something. Yet the

idea of leaving the street alone and simply marking

rhe way redeems the scheme in a very modest sense.

Olin: I think the place that it makes would be dis-

appointing, and I actively dislike the treatment of
the shrubs and plantings. This is the kind of stuff we

have been living with for ages; it's just the kind of
vegetation you find in butcher shops for garnishing

porkchops. It is not plants used well.

5/
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Cobb: I think that this proposal is substantively

quite thin but I wanted to be sure that it was put on

the wall because of its rather extraordinary graphic

qualiries as an entry in a competition.

Robertson: Yes, I think it's an entry in a poster

competition.

Olin: I don't totally understand this graphic im-

age. I don't think it's a very good entry to the compe-

tition. This sort of Tatlin cloned with Duchamp is a

memory of Italian set design in the 1930s' The lan-

gtage of the theater program is all there, and I ad-

mire it. I haven't seen it for a while and it seems so

fresh.

Tigerman: It brings up the question of an appro-

priate selection of precedent. I'm not sure what the

Uffizi or anything Italian, or a surrealist stage set has

to do with Quincy Street. While it's very compel-

ling graphically, so were many other entries. It's dif-
6cult to understand in the context of the place that

the competition addresses, and the concept of prece-

dent and invention, what it was that generated this

otherwise very attractive object.

Torre: I think that this scheme is not architec-

ture. Yet the interest that it has for me is that it ad-

dresses the question of image in a graphic sense as

opposed to making it the central object of the archi-

tectural problem, as we saw again and again in the

majority of the competition entries.

Jones: Yes, I would agree, it's an extreme form of

image-making but a fatal architecture.

Vidler: If you've seen me shifting around in my

seat it's simply because I wanted to try out the won-

derful variety of positions that the Riedtvelt chair

allows you to sit in without going numb.
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Vidler: I told you that the outrageous scale of the

Culot gate would be surpassed, and here it is.

Robertson: Gehry meets Maybeck.

Cobb: I have to acknowledge that it was on my

insistence that this be shown, because I wanted to

have the pleasure of reading to you the text which is

inscribed on it.
"Oh rigbt and worthy Qtinry Strat,
Mater alna to tbe farthat rucbes of a worldt anbitions,

We tnfur tbee this stal parenthais for those stoned

royaltia tbat lined thy sabjugaud walh'
A rapectful construction,

A garnish for thee padding,

A rwdlin gate all pdinted absolution black,

A clear uoyear throtgh which the Hantard Ee can $ill
dmoar the splendm of tlry yaterda.ys,

Vith wbih t0 tenninate thy cehbraud uiew,

An exercise in irony and lwe,
'Vhen old beauen's winds sweep by itt stiffened rigging,

Pray, it just nigbt Play thee rnusic."

Olin: I was surprised when I 6rst saw this. I have

seen an awful lot of things that were fatuous,

pumped up, and pompous; things that were made out

of heavy masonry. This was the first very delicate

linear scheme that was all of those things, and I found

that a contradiction in terms.

Torre: I wondered about chain link on Quincy
Street.

4t
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Olin: !7e have seen many schemes which were

presented to us as object gates, where there was a pa-

vilion on each side with a bridge or spanning mem-

ber across the top, combining a traditional Sate rype
with a tripartite bridge gate. This one intrigued

me, and I thought it was very well presented, al-

though I was puzzled by some of the views. For in-

stance, the odd choice of the perspective looking

through the gap up towards Quincy Street.

Cobb: This is another scheme that enriches the idea

of a garc with a cross-axis, which adds considerably

to the possibilities of the gate and engages the fank-

ing space in an interesting way. However, in terms

of the character of the Presentation, despite the skill

in the drawing and a large measure of skill in the

design, I find myself annoyed by a rather incoherent

presentation. It does not have that wonderful qual-

ity that the first obelisk scheme has, in which every

element of the graphic presentation contributed to

one's understanding and appreciation of the idea' In

this respect it is disappointing.

Robertson: All of us immediately went to the up-

per right-hand watercolor and the plan, and from

there on it was an unbelievable crossword puzzle tty-
ing to figure out what was going on. I think one of

the things you should all keep in mind in looking at

portal or arch schemes is their relative heights, since

the longitudinal section of Quincy Street does

change. Quincy Street drops down to Massachusetts

Avenue, so that when you are coming up this slope

you are only going to see the top of any arch or por-

tal. Very few people as urban designers went to the

trouble to show that intersection and what it would

mean in terms of a straight elevation.

Jones: It seems as though none of these rather

charming discrepancies in the Presentation would, if
built, be its fate as to how one views it. But very

competent, it even has a working drawing on the

right-hand side.

Torre: This scheme needs to make up its mind
about what it is. Is it two gates? Is it some kind of
space that is defined by two gatesT Or is it the space

that surrounds them as a frontal object?

43

Competition



,I

L'

l
--:
-t,

Maritere Trelles . Jorge Trelles . Luis Trelles
Honorable Mention

44

:

::
lt t " t.

i.; ;-

I

I i.

.i

-t

I

,

*- ' I-,"' +
I
t. . -"1

Competition



L5

Jones: Really, this is Stanley's scheme. It is a de-

composition of symmetrical gates, a transformation

from the mzrsonry gate with an aspect of hut or bird-

cage growing out of it, which has to do with the liter-
alness of trees. Its plan is much better than what it
looks like in three dimensions.

Tigerman: This is the iury's token gift to the to-

ken midwesterner. The reason that I was compelled

by it is that it is the only scheme that has some ves-

tige of asymmetry not for its own sake but with re-

spect to a remembrance of the Yard as the original

campus. It exhibits a resistance to a concept of a sym-

metrical garcway , of an equivalency on either side of

Quincy Street. This is less important in its attempts

to develop a cross-axis, which it really doesn't do,

and more important, not for its deconstructing atti-
tude, but because it remembers that the left hand

side toward the Yard is in an entirely different condi-

tion than the side toward the Freshman Union.

Torre: It is asymmetrical; it is beautifully ren-

dered, and it shows that the author attended one of
the better eastern architectural schools. I can't make

up my mind on whether it is gothic, classical, or a

transformation of an enlightenment piece.

Cobb: I admire the quality of the graphic presen-

tation. The references to precedent have been left as a

kind of residue beneath the entire surface of the

drawing. You can see the traces of it. I think the or-

ganization of the drawing shows exemplary judg-

ment and spirit.

Olin: Yes, there are architectural fingerprints all

over it. Also, seeing somebody really try to draw the

surrounding buildings, I'm starting to loathe La-

mont. I'm getting more and more upset about La-

mont, and I'm beginning to think a couple of the

schemes that wanted to do something rather drastic

to it may turn out to be very serious.
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Olin: And here it is. This scheme caused dissension

among us as to whether this was a real presentation,

a real problem being solved. As a first move diagram

I like very much the economy with which this per-

son took the poster, cut out a small portion, and add-

ed a few red marks. After that I find it very disap-

pointing that they didn't bother to show us how to do

it, elaborate on it, demonstrate that they knew what

they were doing and could pull it off.

Cobb: I'm not at all disappointed in the failure of
this scheme to go beyond what is shown there. As a

matter of fact, the brilliance of this scheme is pre-

cisely that it didn't go beyond itself and therefore fo-

cused our attention on the essential urban issue of
this problem.

Robertson: \7e all sort of did a double take on it
. . now wait a second, what's different about it from

the original poster. 
.W,e didn't realize until this

morning that the rest of the Yard had been added

with the fence around it, making very clear that in
fact the gate, as it says in the text, is already there.

By moving the building the gate becomes the most

important portal and the street can remain, perform-

ing its exact present and contemporary role with the

building which reinforces it. The text also says that

this is the only way to deal with that axis when you

know that you'll never be able to open this long-in-
tended axis to the river. It is a fait accompli and

therefore give up on that urban design attempt and

go to something which is an acknowledged eyesore.

When Ed and I got out of the cab yesterday, we

Iooked at Lamont and just began to shake our heads

and said "what a disaster. " Get rid of Lamonr, replace

it with a proper building by an appropriate archi-

tect, and transform the whole issue. It goes, of
course, much deeper in that it also challenges

whether putting a gate across a gridded town street is

where one should be focusing one's energy. i think
we're all quite taken with the seeming ease of using

the existing poster, introducing your own text,
which is quite beautifully written, and making a

move which transforms the entire precinct

urbanistically.

Tigerman: One always 6nds in a competition the

sort of ultimate rule-breakers. This one offers a way

of not rejecting a gate per se, but reidentifying the

condition around which the gate was to address cer-

tain specifics-the juncture of town and gown, the

memory of the Yard and its origination, and so

forth. All of those things are addressed in this very

modest piece, and I am very compelled by it.

Vidler: It was obviously a very late entry in the

game, the result of someone who, passing the poster

in the corridors of his university for many weeks, at

some point stood in front of it and said, "S7'hat do

you mean 'a competition for a gate?' The gate is al-

ready there." It has ao extremely erudite and very

elegantly phrased text which is not always the hall-
mark ofarchitectural critics or architects. I suddenly

heard echoes of my past in this text, and I began to

understand the voice that runs behind the writer. It
is, of course, the voice of Colin Rowe who in this

guise has translated Collage City into College City.
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Torre: I think that of all the monumental
schemes this is the one that was clearly more mysteri-

ous and compelling. This one also raises the issue of
the long search for the object of architecture that we

have pursued so relentlessly during the past decade.

It begins to ask the question whether in this search

for the object of architecture we have not completely

forgotten about the subject of architecture.

Vidler: This, as an object, obviously has a certain

kind of immodest power to it, a rather dynamic, ver-

tical, thrusting obelisk form, and I wondered at a

certain moment why I was very uncomfortable with
the burning pots on either side of the bottom. And
then, although I am very unhappy with Freudian

analysis of architecture, I began to painfully work
my way up from the burning pots, up the center to

the top and found myself agonizingly split'

Robertson: It's monstrous.

Tigerman: I think between Susana and Tony's

comments there's little to add except to refer to the

earlier obelisk (scheme No. 2) which probably was a

bit taller but was eminently less immodest, in part
because its form came from the context around it and

from the public realm of lanterns and other street

furniture. The self-referentiality ofan object like this,

in a competition that has specificity, strikes me as

quite inappropriate and somehow all wrong.

Robertson: I think it would make a nice paper-

weight. I think there are precedents for this build-
ing littering some wonderful 19th century graveyards

in America. There is absolutely no reference to

Quincy Street.

Cobb: I agree with Jack's reference to the paper-

weight as being more appropriate. The enlargement

produced by the showing of the slide on the wall
leads me to suspect that as it gradually grows to be

lifesize I will like it less and less. W'hat's interesting
about this kind of iterative review is that one had a

chance to reassess at each step.

Olin: This is sort of caught in the throat of the

street whereas the first obelisk with the lantern on

top of an arch was out there free, brilliantly placed in
the city. \7e do have to pay more attention to the

meaning of some of the images that we coniure up,

and I just don't think that the grammar of death

and militarism is really what we need.
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Cobb: Perhaps we have forgotten the subject of ar-

chirecture. Here at least the subject is not death. It
may be something equally strange, or not much more

appropriate, but it has for me a certain vitality, not
a mortuary quality. And the way in which it proposes

superimposition of this Rube Goldberg device on

top of a most conventionally rendered and designed

stone base has its own charm.

Robertson: Rather than attempting to take an arch

or a doorway, and combine some modern and some

classical motifs and carry that amalgamation down
into the wall system, the designer chooses very clev-

erly to separate those two. This is an almost precise

Edwardian series of base conditions with urns,

vases, etc., and on to that is superimposed an extraor-

dinary piece of mechanism, and into it are inserted

Richard Meier-like balconies. And each one of these

holds its own language and attempts to gain a

strength througn comparison by standing next to the

others. There is a kind of third vocabulary which

I'm not sure I understand; these drawbridges num-

bers sit like canopies over the walkway system. It's a

very bizarre collage which is quite different from

most of the transformations that are occurring now in

post-modernism.

Tigerman: The problem I have with it is that the

virtuoso performance is somehow never enough. I am

very disturbed by what I see as either a roller shade

or a guillotine. If you recall, Jack opened this by

reading from the dictionary one of the definitions of

invention, that aspect of invention as a rediscovery, a

discovery of things that were always there. The lit-
eralness of its base brings up the question of abstrac-

tion, which is interesting because it's another take

on invention and perhaps even on precedent' But

once one removes oneself from the realism or the

representationalism connected with the obvious, what

is one left with but these other somewhat frighten-

ing images? I don't find anything here that could

celebrate or ennoble, which is something that I al-

ways look for.

Vidler: Two things. One, my extraordinarily re-

laxed sensibility at this stage is not due to this

scheme, but of course to the extraordinary way in

which the metaphysical planes of the Riedtvelt chair

accommodate themselves to the uncomfortable curyes

of my body allowing me to be cupped, so to speak,

in spirituality while I look at reality. I, like Stanley,

as a student oT the late 18th century, am always

made nervous by large machines which stand portal-

like in the center of public places inviting me to go

under-neath. The back of my neck becomes somehow

cold, and I feel very much that I am in the grip of a

Sartrean imagination.

Torre: I 6nd this to be an appealingly wacky and

extraordinary scheme done in the spirit of criticism

and possibly belonging to the great American tradi-

tion not of architecture but of tinkering.

Jones: This is one scheme that really answers the

brief of the competition. It attemPts to encapsulate

every building on Quincy Street' !7e have all those

symbols or attachments that you could extract from

the architectural promenade of Quincy Street and

have it represented as what Tony has called a kind of
ransack of history or culture, somehow expressing

the extreme ambition of the program. The shutters

make me think that this is sort of a touching bruta-

list point, but you know, if you're going to have a

door, it's going to come down.

Cobb: Incidentally Tony, my chair is killing me'

'TCompetition



Stanley Tigerman
I think this was a very difficult competition on sev-

eral levels. First of all to even have a competition for a
gate is suggestive of another time. The competirion
is made more complex by the use of language such as
'precedent and invenrion.' Normally competition
briefs avoid that kind of language, leaving such
things unstared. This brief attempted to bring to a

conscious level certain ideas that may be talked about
here at Gund Hall but are normally quire intuitively
and privately worked out by each of us. It strikes me
that when it comes to a conscious level, unfortu-
nately much of it becomes trivialized as it becomes
representational.

The whole subject of invention . . does one begin
with the representing of things from another time in
their symbolic visual form and then absmact them
from that time?

Modernism at its best was an arrempt-a reductive
attempt 1e [s suls-to get back to first principles. I
don't sense much of that at work here.

I think another level ofprecedent that has not really
been talked about is the precedent of the place .

the precedent of Harvard and the meaning of a garc-
way between it and the town. Nobody really attacked
the problem at the level of a threshold between the
sacred and the profane.

Now, on the positive side, the diversity of ap-
proaches of an architectural society in confusion
struggling to come to grips but not yet seeing the
clarity of some zeirgeist is as evident here as it is out-
side this building.

Laurie Olin
One of the things which puzzled me about many of
the entries was how few dared move beyond the gate
as object. Those we gave the prizes to chose to take
the stated problem and then expand the brief, ig-
noring the original problem. That, I think, is always
to be commended.

I have a much dimmer view of the quality of Quincy
Street than many of the others do. I feel that it is a
rcal ragbag of buildings. There are a couple that I
think are okay, but I'm not taken with this street as

a piece of urbanism.

I was distressed by one simple idea thar never came
up: the idea of seeing the street as a volume that, if
you sliced the end of it off, would be a gate. Sup-
pose one imagined the street as having four rows of
trees. That would give you a nave and side aisles,
right? You would have an extruded space-the vol-
ume we know as Elm Street America. \D7hen these
rows stopped at Massachusetts Avenue you would
have a spectacular gare. In fact, there are phoro-
graphs of Quincy Street when it did have elms on
both sides that bound all those disparate objects to-
gether and gave the street the presence that it certain-
ly lacks today.
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Ed Jones
I frnd it quite curious that one comes to judge a

competition and ends up giving the first two prizes to
schemes which don't answer the brief. One could

say that it is in a good tradition of the liberal spirit.
The first-prize scheme exemplifies an embarrass-

ment about the making of honorific form in the pre-

sent age and attempts to avoid the problem of the

honorific gate and what it might mean. N7e're not in
the nineteenth century when armies would go

marching through arches. So the scheme finds a way

of recovering something that is nearly lost, which is

actually a fine gate.

The obelisk (entry No. 33), of which we have seen a

number of types, does the same thing but in a differ-
ent way. It attempts to address the notion of the

City Beautiful and to not put enormous Pressure on

the barrier or arch or doorway to Quincy Street. It
avoids the problem of the transformation of Quincy
Street that would come with that door from the

democratic street to the University.

I would say that the first scheme, which looks to the

city first and thinks urbanistically, is essentially a Eu-

ropean move. On the other hand one of the fourth
place schemes, the pink and blue one, demonstrates

the wish to make something from precedent, but its
process is a selective one. It has to edit history in a de-

liberate way so it edits out the last forty or fifty or

sixty years to find something that it can make a com-

ment on.

Ifone thinks ofthe chauffeur's lodge at Poissy one can

see in that lodge a kind of condensed statement of
what one's anticipation of the parent building might
be. If one looks at Soane's lodges at Tiringham in
Buckinghamshire one finds an equally compressed

and fragmentary statement which anticipates what
you might then find. There is an effort to collage all
the buildings that the gate should represent, and it
expresses the impossibility of doing that within the

range of codes that one might attach to all those

buildings down Quincy Street.

Given the impossibility of the lodge or gate or gate-

house attempting to coalesce and condense that wide

range ofarchitectural styles, we find that the intelli-
gent schemes avoided that and found something else

that could motivate a schema.
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Susana Torre
I thought that it might be useful ro try ro give you
an idea of what the other side of the competition
looked like because ro a very large extent we have
been discussing those pieces that were deemed to be
exceptional by virtue of their skill, quality, intelli-
gence, nerve-whatever. And I have chosen these im-
ages to give you glimpses into what the other side
looks like to me.

Many of the schemes that I saw were symptomaric of
the mosr troubling aspecrs of the question of correct
precedent and image, taken in a literal and thor-
oughly illiterate way. This is exemplified by the no-
tion that you can indeed take an object of the past
that was attached to a place, to a culture, to a net-
work of facts of an economic, political, ideological,
cultural, formal narure and that you can then simply
use this stuff merely as image regardless of any other
considerations.

This next project (fi1. 2) is about two gate houses,
that is, a recognizable type. This is an example of
someone who played it by the apparenrly stated
rules. It is a comment on language, an asymmetrical
piece, and it takes a variety of precedents and com-
bines them in a thoroughly skillful way with no fur-
ther elaboration of context and without taking the
project, in a sense, beyond. The competition brief
stated that without the functional constraints im-
posed in a programmatic problem some other kinds of
ideas could be explored. The short-sightedness of
that starement refers to the belief that a program
states some functional use. But it refers also ro a
metaphorical use or interpretation of the object. N7e
are very badly in need ofredefining the function and
program. What we have seen as a limitation may, in
fact, signal one of rhe ways out of rhe presenr
predicament.

This panel (fi7. 3) is symptomatic of the prevalent
confusion about what consritutes rhe righr way ro se-

lect a precedent. Ir is almost as if the sort of mad
proliferation of this sketchbook notation for irs own
sake is able to generate endless alternatives. The
really amazing thing is that eventually on the right-
hand side a final scheme is produced which is really
not the synthesis that rhar presumed analysis ought to
have produced, but just one of the endless possible
versions and probably not the best one in the group.
It leads me to ponder the validity of the process of
pseudo-analyses rhat does not hone and refine a qual-
ity of judgmenr, good judgment, that is essential to
making decisions that eventually result in projects.

In the pasr, to be able to analyze precedent you
would have gone to the library and would have me-
ticulously traced over an example. And in the acr of
tracing you would have understood something, nor
about the image of the object but about how it was
put together, why it was put together in that way,
what were possibly the intentions and purposes thar
guided those specific decisions. And I think that the
xerox machine has contribured to this kind of prolif-
eration of imagery that has no substance, that leads to
no judgment wharsoever.

Fig. l: Jmet C. Pople.
Fig. 2: David Cornelius . Mary Beaver.
Fig. 3: Guillermo Cossio.
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Henry Cobb
I think it's clear from both the iury's selection and

from the conversation that has taken place here today

that the jury was preoccupied with the issues of the

gate as an element intervening in the public realm

and the expression of the relationships among the

institution, the city, and the individual. W'e were

more interested in how the competitors interpreted

and speculated on these questions than on the specif-

ics oftheir proposals. I think that this reflects a neg-

ative as well as a positive comment. One cannot argue

with being interested in principle, yet in the end ar-

chitecture must always be more than principle. S7e

see here a lot of interesting speculation but we do

not see very much of that ultimate transformation in

which the principle becomes imbedded in architec-

ture and becomes vivid through the architecture. The

vividness of the first prize winner is still at a very

schematic level. There was an absence in the compet-

ing entries of that ultimate transformation that

would have elevated principle into architecture.

I'd like to say one thing about the position of this

gate proposal in the evolution of Harvard. Relative to

the other parts of the community, Harvard has tra-

ditionally had a very uneven relationship, one in

which ceremonial sequences, boundaries and clear

definitions were avoided. The Harvard Yard emerged

relatively casually compared to most universities,

and wasn't even walled until the late nineteenth cen-

tury. Those gates which we associate with so much

nostalgia are relatively recent additions, additions

which did bring a very specific kind of definition
between the institution and its community, one

which in its time worked. Given that for the last

thirty years or more the university has been tran-

scending physically and symbolically the limits of
rhat walled yard, so much so that the yard has be-

come almost meaningless as a definition of the uni-
versity except as a sort of kernal, it does seem to me

an appropriate time to pose a question: Does not a

university have an obligation as it grows in the com-

munity to think about the ways in which it defines

its presence in the public realm? I think what we have

seen here has brought into focus these questions of
principle.
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Jaquelin Robertson
I show you this scheme not because I rhink it is an
elegant solurion, but because I think in its notion of
urban design it shows a way of completing a space,
creating a gate, and dealing with a difficult node (fig.
4). As I understand it, the university has purchased
the enrire triangular site. There may well be some de-
velopment of that sire, and in this proposal there is
a strategy for an urban space which is quite different
from a traditional gateway.

One of the competition entries which dealt with Har-
vard, the past, precedent, invention and was also
quite economical in its proposal was a red goalpost
(fiS. 5). Some of the entries which were very serious
were certainly sillier than this.

I was interested in the first definition of invenrion,
which is one of discovery nor a crearive a priori leap
but investigation and discovery. I find this defini-
tion peculiarly appropriate to this problem in that it
forces you to look at the entire urban picture, not
just the gareway or the street. The first-prize winner
considered rhe entire Harvard campus, the impossi-
bility of completing the long axis, the existence of a
very beautiful wall in place and at the top of the
poster; the invention of this scheme was in the inves-
tigation and the discovery in the place and in the
product of the competition an answer which is, in the
best sense of the word, an extraordinarily inventive
act.

Quincy Street is nor very nice to walk on, unless you
like a kind of Noah's Ark approach to architecture.
One is not terribly pleased with the way in which all
the buildings add up. Therefore, I find the decision of
the third-prize winners to be an enormously brave
choice: to make a cross campus walk which would in
fact become a wonderful place for everyone who uses
the campus. If it were built tomorrow, everyone
would say what a wonderful and sensitive way of

ffiEJUNEIHffi

taking this rather tawdry srreet our ofcirculation and
giving it back to us. The problem with it is a prob-
lem with American urbanism. This is not, despite the
style of the end gares, a necessarily European no-
tion. You find these cross campuses all through
American citiscapes. The real problem with this
scheme is that the collision between the public and
the private realms, the institution of Harvard with
its old, rather loose network of streets (paths) and a

regular streer that runs through the campus and has
buses on it and cars and people shouting is simply not
addressed. One is reluctanr to give in so easily to
that as the only way our. I think it is the only way
out if you put the gare across. If you do, rhen I
think this is the best scheme.

I think by fighting the battle for the street, the sec-
ond-prize winner becomes the best scheme. It has
taken us two days to understand these issues. The
more one looks at this the more one realizes that these
people are still fighting to make something out of
American urbanism. I find that commendable. The
reason I didn't vote for the first-prize winner, al-
though I think it was intellectually rhe most clever
and the broadest in scope, was rhat in the end an ar-
chitect must become very specific about his devices.
The device in this scheme was one which kept the
street open and said it will remain open. It didn,t at_
tempr to put a classical portal there, but it did put a

marker, a kind of buoy-obelisk which is both pecu-
liady American in its imagery and modest in its
straightforward urban function of being a big lamp-
post. And it was very, very, very specific in its ar-
chitectural commitmenr.

I, for one, admire the three prizewinners because I
think they illustrate and try ro come to grips with the
basic dilemma of American urbanism.

Fig. 4: James Volney Righter . Jacob Albert.
Fig. 5: Robert Hart o Steven Fisher.
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Anthony Vidler
I have two kinds of comments. First, I was disturbed
continuously by the realization that abstraction, and

abstract modernism itseli has become a kind of se-

condhand precedent to be quoted like the rest.

\flhereas abstraction represented in the best kind of
modernism is a getting back to basic principles and

an understanding of the root structure of a problem,
abstraction now becomes a language which is ran-

sacked and quoted with as much ignorance of the ba-

sic principles of the problem as with other lan-
guages. My feeling therefore is that, among the

schemes that were premiated, the first scheme won

precisely because it insisted on a principle, and a

critical principle at that and it refused the elabora-

tion of a language, however modest or grotesque, to
cover its lack of understanding of principle.

The second kind of comment is addressed to the list
of questions which gave us guidelines for the com-

petition. I want to answer these questions briefly:

How will the term precedent be understood in rela-

tionship to other terms, to type and model? My an-

swer is that unless it is understood in relation to the

idea of type, it is meaningless and non-constructive,

and if it is represented in terms of model it becomes

the kind of imitative obscurity we see in so many of
these schemes.

Does the precedent have to be architectural? Yes, un-

less it's a duck.

Can anything be a precedent for anything else? No,
unless you think that way.

Can a building be entirely devoid of precedent-a
nuclear reactor, a NASA launching pad? I would

say, well, you can try very hard, but with the archi-

tectural scholar-critics on your heels you'll be hard

pressed to avoid being given a precedent.

How does a designer search out and utilize prece-

dent? Given this entire range, I haven't the faintest
idea.

\7hat evokes the image of a particular precedent in
the mind of a designer? I will leave that to your
imagination.

The final questions were on the subject of invention,
and, what I understand to be the most important is-

sue about precedent, that is, its relation to the idea

of type, also concerns me with the question which

heads this list:

How do we understand invention with respect to in-
tervention or interpretation? I would say again, only
with careful respect to the internal structure of the

problem that you are given and with careful resPect

to the way in which similar problems have typologi-
cally been addressed in the past. Only then will in-
vention be controlled by some form of programmatic

structure.

IThat is the smallest level of invention? Very small.

Is invention inherent in any interpretation of a pre-

cedent? No.

Must precedents be transformed through invention?

Yes.

Does the notion of invention reflect a positive view

of the world by stressing man's potential to affect

change? Of course.

Has this notion been modified by the human condi-

tion today? No.

Given the complexities and unprecedented techno-

logical, economic, and political innovations of the

last half century, how has the role of precedents and

inventions changed or been modified at all? Prob-

ably not very much if you're talking about good in-

ventions and use of precedents as opposed to bad.
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Editorial

rJ?'e sponsored A Conpuition for a Gate as a means of
investigating how contemporary designers consider

the role of precedent and invention in their work. Al-
though it did not provide the answers we were seek-

ing, it broadened the scope of our inquiry and in-
creased our appreciation of the complexity of the

problem. The fact that it raised more questions than

it resolved is inherent to the nature of an

investigation.

The theme of the competition-precedent and in-
vention-presented a difficult challenge for the de-

signers and the jury. This language, as Stanley Ti-
german pointed out, attempts to bring to a conscious

level a process of thought that is usually private or

unconscious. \U7e felt that it was necessary to attempt
to make the decision-making process explicit to re-

veal the theories behind contemporary practice. How-
ever, few designers approached the problem on the

level that we requested and articulated the sources,

methods, and reasons underlying their designs. The

astonishing amount of effort expended frequently em-

phasized a lack of coherent thought and reinforced

our perception of a current disjuncture between the-

ory and process.

Questions of Place: The Site and
Its Issues
N(/e had selected a complex urban site with a broad

range ofcontextual issues. Context can be understood

on a number of levels: as a purely visual compliance

to the appearance of neighboring buildings, in their
sizes, shapes, materials, and details; as the typologi-
cal nature of those buildings, the formal and pro-
grammatic orders that organize their appearance;

and as the perception ofthe qualities that characterize

a location. Many of the entrants to the competition
chose to work with only the 6rst of these three

meanings.

The third-place scheme, however, exemplifies the use

of place as precedent (Fig. 1). In transforming

Quincy Street into a pedestrian way this proposal iso-

lates specific characteristics of Harvard Yard-its
system of paths and lawns-and transforms them by

adapting them to the linear form of Quincy Street.

The jury debated the merits of closing the street to

traffic, but felt that the proposal to extend the cam-

pus green had evolved from a thorough investigation
of the forms and traditions of the place. They ap-

plauded the transformation of the problem from the

design of a gate to the design ofa street. In fact, the

architectural form of the gate was of less concern to
them than the overall urban strategy.

Other schemes exhibited confusion in understanding
both the given context and other contexts from
which precedents were drawn. Two schemes, "Har-

vard Circle" (Fig. 2) and the "Skyscraper Gate"
(Fig. 3), demonstrate this kind of misunderstanding.
Harvard Circle extracts from the given site only the

most literal interpretation of context, while the au-

thor of the Skyscraper Gate fails to understand the

characteristics drawn from other sites and is thus un-

able to apply them to the given problem.

Harvard Circle proposes the creation of a circular

space that is termed "an urban place" but gives us no

clues as to how this shape was chosen. The selection

of architectural detail appears no less arbitrary than

that of the form. The facades employ materials and

shapes found in the architecture of the campus, yet

the use ofbrick and granite, the division and ordering

of bays, and the alignment of a cornice do not in
themselves constitute a strategy or exhibit an intent.
In the absence of a conceptual structure, we are left
with a contextualism of surface as hollow as the space

within the circle.

If Harvard Circle, in the desire to create a space, has

completely subsumed the qualities of its location,

the proposal for the Skyscraper Gate turns this argu-

ment inside out. By objectifying the gate in the de-

sire to celebrate a place, this tower obliterates the

very place it intended to mark. The names of five

cities appear in conjunction with Cambridge across
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the bottom of the board. Are we to conclude from
this that the qualities of these cities and of their spe-
cific monuments are interchangeable, like post card
images, suitable to be sold anywhere? The architect's
conception of the relationship between precedent
and invention is summarized where the words prece-
dent and invention are depicted at nonintersecting
right angles.

The jury's reaction to schemes like Harvard Circle
and the Skyscraper Gate was to emphasize the design-
er's obligation to consider the civic realm. The dis-
cussion often centered on the effect ofan intervention
on the community and the urban fabric rather than
on the process that resulted in the choice ofa parricu-
lar scheme, or the forms and materials it incorporat-
ed. The qualities of an urban srreet, the definition of
a public space, the provision of amenities, and the
presence of the University within the city were all
considered to be of primary importance to the archi-
tect. These issues are readily accessible and generally
accepted as criteria for judgment. Consequently,
these issues may have been easier to discuss than the
less codifiable quesrions of how one makes architec-
tural form. rVhile these urbanistic issues are of con-
cern to the architect, their dominance in the discus-
sion limited the investigation of the use of place as

precedent and as a starting point for invention.

Questions of Type: The Form of a Gate
The idea of a garc evokes a rich tradition of formal
types. Type can be perceived as the abstracted mani-
festation of a building concept which is then modified
by the given constraints of site and program. More
often than not, however, the use of type was limited
to the quotation of a form or the assimilation of an
image. Typology as a strategy was frequently under-
mined by being reduced to the compilation of bor-
rowed forms.

The jury classified the entries in catagories of type,
or as "typological specimens." These included ob-
elisks, gate lodges, temples, bridges, and even the
"traditional gate type." Their critique followed two
lines. The jury evaluared the schemes according ro
compliance or deviation from a given reference and
they questioned the conrextual and programmatic
propriety ofthe proposals. They rejected aberrant ap-
plication of detail and insrances where the forms
were abused, stretched out of proportion, or con-
structed of unsuitable materials.

The evaluation of the schemes in terms of their refer-
ential inconsistencies sometimes limited the jury's
discussion to an exchange about the propriety of the
schemes for which there were often no binding crite-
ria. The jury's focus on rhe design of a gate in relation
to specific models illustrated the difficult balance
between precedent and invention inherent in a typo-
logical approach.

A scheme for a "Quincy Gate" (FiS. 4) raised the issue

of transformation versus lireral replication. In their
discussion of this scheme, the jury divided between
finding it too literal a re-creation, "as ifLutyens had
been reborn," and finding it too simplified, "a car-
tooning ofan architecrure rhat predates it." Still an-
other opinion held that it was a "satisfactory combina-
tion of precedent and invention. " Clearly we are
considering a very fragile equilibrium; we are caught
between the need to distinguish forms from the ar-
chitecture that predates rhem and the need to rely on
that architecture to give forms meaning.

l7hereas Quincy Gate attempts to strike this delicate
balance between abstract representation and literal
replication, one of the "temple schemes" (Fig. 5) more
self-consciously attempts to distinguish between
these approaches by proposing two pavilions. The
6rst pavilion is clearly derived from the Temple of
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Athena Nike. The second pavilion is composed of
two-dimensional screens, an abstraction of the sur-

face of the 6rst pavilion. In their discussion, the jury

did not address the issues of replication or represen-

tation inherent in the transformation of a precedent.

Instead they proposed the "creation of an accurate

Greek temple," and the elimination of the abstract

pavilion. Vhile neither pavilion was a satisfactory

transformation, the jury's solution seems equally in-

adequate. By calling for the removal of the abstract

pavilion, they preclude the possibility of invention as

representation. Yet by advocating that the more lit-
eral pavilion conform precisely to its model the jury

brings into question the use of precedent. Even if
the replication of a Greek temple were possible in this

time and place, its significance would be lost.

Susanna Torre commented that "Quincy Street may

be one of America's most exciting architectural

promenades, but it is certainly no Acropolis." She in-

sisted that one cannot "take an object of the past

that was attached to a network of political, ideologi-

cal, and cultural facts and simply use this stuff as

image regardless of other considerations." In order to

understand and so be able to utilize a precedent, the

intentions and purposes that guided its design must

be understood.

rU7hen taken to its extremes, this failure to under-

stand precedent on a conceptual level led to the sep-

aration of form and image. The "Totem Pole" scheme

(FiS. 6) proposes the "evocation of precedent

through a new architectural language...a graphic sys-

tem which uses symbolism as its alphabet." This

was a very timely proposal, given the frequency with
which contemporary architecture is reduced to two-

dimensional surface. Here, buildings, regardless of
their volume and form, are flattened like pressed

leaves in a book and arranged arbitrarily on a totem

pole. They are not represented as diagrams that re-

late to their architectural concept but as pictograms

that pertain only to their exterior image. In the cre-

ation of a"larguage" of"symbol" the author has over-

looked the function of both-to convey meaning.

Where the Totem Pole presents an extreme of surface

as form, a Piranesian scheme (Fig. 7) offers the op-

posite condition of form as surface. A random selec-

tion of the forms found along Quincy Sreet-Mod-
ernist, 19th century, and Classical elements alike-
are heaped together until they are legible only as

pattern. Time consumes all, and we are left with the

ruinous state of architectural precedent.

Questions of Type: The Program of a
Gate
A program is more than a list of functional require-

ments. It may also reflect an intent or vision about

the proposed uses that acknowledges and surpasses

the level of pragmatics. The Program of a gate sug-

gests the issues ofentry and threshold, ofthe sePara-

tion and connection of two sides. Yet in formulating
their interpretation of the program of a gate, many

of the entrants did not distinguish between the idea

of program as an analogue of use and the physical

manifestation of form in which a particular Program
is expressed.

The simple program of a gate generated a vatiety of
formal elaborations. These included the gate as cita-

del, bus stop, museum, bridge, Iibrary, theater, tem-

ple, and toilet. Given the literal nature of these in-

Fig. 1: Carey Tamarkin, Timothy Techler, Steve Johnson

Fig. 2: James Volney Righter, Jacob Albert.

Fig. 3: Gregory Smith.

Fig. 4: Frederick Schwartz.

Fig. 5: Joseph DePace, Vinay Kapoor, Shirley Fuiikawa'

Fig. 6: Jeff Farrell, Andrew Deschenes, Alena Appiah.
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terpretations, it became clear that in the effon to
embellish the program many schemes forgot to ad-
dress the subject of gare.

One project which did, entitled "Approaching a

Gate" (Fig. 8), artempts to intensi!, the experience of
a threshold by extending a series of frames along the
length of Quincy Street. The passage through this
elongated entry is derived from a study of motion
and celebrates an experience ofdaily life. Throughout
the competition we saw very few proposals rhar were
based on such elemental precedenrs.

More often, the use of program as precedent re-
vealed a lack of correspondence between an interpre-
tation of the program and its manifestation in a giv-
en form. Program as an applique of meaning over
form is epitomized in a scheme entitled "Gate as

Theatre of the Mind" (Fig. 9). Here precedent and in-
vention are represented literally as part of the pro-
gram rather than as an zrspect of the process by which
a program is developed.

Another scheme proposes a transformarion of the
precedent, the Gate of 1880, by projecting its eleva-
tion into plan (Fig. 10). The result of this invention
is the same image seen from a different angle. This
may be an interesting commentary on the interde-
pendency of precedent and invention, but the
scheme's program, which proposes toilets as a pub-
lic amenity, is unrelated to eirher its process or irs
form. As separate elemenrs, both the idea of the
process and the idea of the program could work. To-
gether, they offer a satiric comment on the disjunc-
tion of form and its content.

Questions of Principle: Precedenr and
Invention
!7e had selected a program and a site as a means of
exploring the thought process that undedies the mak-
ing of form. Quincy Sreet and the program of the

gate were important to us because they provided a

specific framework for a general inquiry. An imagi-
nary sire or the abstraction of a program might have
encouraged a more theoretical response. However,
we had begun with the premise that the choice of a
strategy, understood within a set of principles, and
the demonstration of that strategy in a specific pro-
posal together constitute the challenge of
architecture.

The winning scheme proposes a resurrecrion of the
adjacent Gate of 1880 by demolishing and replacing
Lamont Library (Fig. 11). This was one of the few
schemes based on the definition of invention as a re-
discovery of what was given in the problem. yet the
concept, the scheme's strength, also exposes its weak-
ness. It fails to go beyond an expression ofprinciple
and avoids addressing the issues involved in the mak-
ing ofarchitecture. It does not confront the issues of
form or vocabulary, and it was commended by the
jury precisely because "it didn't go beyond" the lev-
el of abstract diagram. By finding "brilliance" in a
lack of specificity the jury avoided endorsing a de-
sign strategy.

It is ironic that the jury praised one scheme for its
principle but completely ignored another that pro-
posed an identical strategy and also illustrated it
with a building design (Fig. l2). Given the similarity
between these two schemes we can only speculate as

to why the jury wzrs so seduced by the more diagram-
matic proposal. They were obviously intrigued by
its abstract quality and the economy of its presenta-
tion. The adaptation of the competition posrer
highlighted the radical proposal, while the same
move was obscured in the other board by the draw-
ing of a building and the documentation of process.

By "removing" Lamont Library and having it rebuilt
by an "appropriate" architect, the problem of choos-
ing form and vocabulary does not disappear; it is
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only postponed until someone is willing to address

the confrontation of principle with the particulars of
the given problem. The transformation of issues and

the redefinition of problems are essential aspects of
the architect's creative task, but they should not be-

come a substitute for the commitment of creating

form. The relationship of theory to the making of
form, intention to the expression of that intention,
are fundamental issues that can not be transformed,

ignored, or put off. It is toward the resolution of
these issues that we should be focusing our energy.

Conclusion
In discussing the competition, we have separated

the questions of place, type, form, use, and principle.

Yet the questions raised by these issues are cleady

part of a single larger problem. The results of the

competition demonstrate the current need for a uni-
fied approach and indicate the distance we have still
to travel toward the resolution of a strategy and its

expression in specific design proposals. rJ7e recognize

the interdependency of both the specific and the

general components ofprecedent and invention in the

process of design. Invention may reside in the spe-

cific choice of a precedent as readily as the memory of
a specific precedent may provide a structure for in-
vention. The domain of our investigation is not delin-
eated by the passage from precedent to invention,

but is rather the territory that they hold in common.

Confronted with a seemingly equal array of possi-

bilities-references, sources, and memories, either
real or imagined-upon which to base our architec-

ture, we are faced with the difficulty of choice. In
Henry James's description of the artist's task we find
an expression of the dilemma of the contemporary

architect:

"He is ir the perpetual predicament that the clntinairy 0f
tbings is the uhoh nzatta for him, of comedy and tragedy;

That this continaity it neuer broken, and that to do any-

thing at all, he bas at once intensely to consalt and in-
tnsefi to ignore it."

Although we may chose to use traditional forms, the

perception of their values is neither constant nor uni-
form. The rejection or acceptance of our inherited
ways of making form is not predicated on their uni-
versal applicability, but is rather a matter of person-

al attitude, preference, and conviction.

The absence ofa universal law does not preclude the

possibility of an individual achieving meaning in his

work. If this choice appears arbitrary, perhaps we

should understand the term arbitrary not in its preju-

dicial connotation of whim or caprice, but rather as

that which is subject to individual discretion. Judg-
ment is at the core, and with that discretion comes

the responsibility of the individual.

The plurality of precedents necessitates the estab-

lishment of a framework for choice so that intentions
may be understood and expressed in a coherent de-

sign proposal. Such a methodology should be able to
incorporate both analysis and transformation. It
should, by the hierarchies that it establishes, be an af-

firmation of basic personal values so that the result
is authentic, reflecting the motivations of the author
as well as the contingencies of fact and reality. Most
of all, it should be based on convictions, for without
conviction, the architect is unable to work.

Fig. 7: Stephmie Feltch.

Fig. 8: Simon Smithson.

Fig. 9: Peter Bentel.

Fig. 10: Joan Hallberg, David Moore.

Fig. l1: Thomas Brtels.

Fig. l2: Melinda Humphrey.
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Between History and Tradition:

Notes Toward a Theory of Precedent

John E. Hancock

I. Introduction: The Difference
Between History and Tradition.
The works of the past always influence us, whether
or not we care to admit it, or to structure an under-

standing of how that influence occurs. The past is
not just that which we know, it is that which we use,

in a variety of ways, in the making of new work. To
defne the concept of precedent, we might begin by

making a basic distinction between two ways of
knowing the past: between tradition and history. My
intention is to first portray them as opposites, and

then to suggest that the concept ofprecedent is a con-

structive way of exploring the territory between

them.

It has been suggested that the buildings atop the

Acropolis in Athens (frg. 1) vividly reveal the contrast

between tradition and history as operative views of
the past.1 The Parthenon can be regarded as the cli-
max of at least four hundred years of tradition-
bound evolution, in which the peristylar Doric tem-
ple had undergone a steady progression of
refinements. The designer's knowledge of diverse or

distant precedents was small, and in any case the

few closely related variables of the Doric formula were

imbued by the culture at large with durable sacred

content, which it was neither conceptually possible

nor functionally necessary to violate.

The Erechtheum (fig. 2), by contrast, reveals evi-

dence of a flexibiliry of mind akin to the contempo-

raneous opening up ofhistorical consciousness. Such a

shift in attitude, which many scholars associate with
Herodotus, may well have helped the architect free

himself from the singular semiclosed chain of imme-
diate tradition. Consequently he could produce a

building, not so much decadent in its deviation
from the type (as some historians have called it) as

brilliant in its openly eclectic innovation toward the
resolution of arduous constraints. S7e can easily

imagine in the designer's mind the challenging
question of how to follow acknowledged perfection.

Yet through his apparent capacity to synthesize di-
verse images, we see perhaps for the first time the

fundamental distinction between tradition and his-
tory, the singularity and plurality of mental models,

respectively, the closed and the open range of past-

rooted possibility for creative action.

Although the Parthenon was based within a tradi-
tion, there was clearly much self-conscious intellectu-
al and aesthetic ambition involved in its creation.

The discipline of architecture was extremely ad-

vanced; it was the cultural inertia of the sacred tem-
ple type that was traditional and that controlled the

exercising of that discipline. A more precise defini-
tion ofthe role oftradition in infuencing architecture

would come instead through observing the way it
works in the creating and sustaining ofvernacular set-

tlements (fig. 3), where the architectural language

as well as the cultural types are deeply and unselfcon-

sciously embedded. Pure traditions are cultural
forms passed down orally between generations. They

cannot be history, being unavailable across temporal
or geographic distance or in variety. Knowledge is

present only in the immediate past, the adjacent

generation, or (in architecture) in the accumulated

townscape.

Such tradition is the key that holds together the con-

tinuity and authenticity of vernacular settlements.

It assures that at every scale there are a limited num-
ber of thought processes and mental images which
constrain and unify town and building form. The

cognitive map of paths, nodes, and landmarks; the

cultural models of plaza, street, house, and room
(fi5.4); the unwritten building code of imagery,

materials, and technology; aod the shared values of
the builders and their users-these are the products

of a lifelong immersion in the fabric and life of a sin-
gle place. Forms and meanings are stable; growth

Fig. 1: The Acropolis at Athens.
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and change are gradual and incremental; truth seems

self-evident and objective; intellectualized discus-
sion is unnecessary. Knowledge of alternatives is rare
or inconsequential. It never occurs to anyone to ask,
"\U7hat kind ofho:use?" The precedents are presenr, we
might say. Images and ideas from the past operare
directly and are empirically and intimately known.2

II. The Rise of Historical Consciousness.
High cultures have always had more complex rela-
tionships with the past, if only because of some rudi-
mentary exposure through travel, conquest, or edu-
cation. The Romans, for example, were able to choose

to adopt Greek orders instead of the Persian or the
Egyptian; the Renaissance Italians were able to choose
to revive the cultural standards of Rome instead of
Magna Graecia or Byzantine Ravenna. Their pasts
were already somewhat more open, as was the case

for Mnesicles when he chose to work with Ionic de-
tailing instead of struggling to adapr a recalcirranr
Doric peristyle for the Erechtheum.

But it was the Enlightenmenr and the rise of Ro-
manticism in the eighteenth century that made open-
ended diversity rhe most salient feature of the past.3
Perhaps 6rst for Voltaire the past was of interest as

more than a sanction of present beliei and diverse
historical knowledge was beginning to be regarded as

good in itself.a The orthodoxy was gradually estab-
lished of trying to understand past cultures "each on
their own terms." The architectural equivalent of
this phenomenon was of course the early archaeologi-
cal expeditions thar fed with such "factual" knowl-
edge the growing plurality of styles. The phenom-
enon of self-conscious choice ("Vhat kind of
house?") reached an unprecedented plateau ofintensi-
ty in the so-called battle of the styles after 1830.
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Vith the expansion of choice came the inevitable cor-

ollary, a sacrifice of depth-to the point where

many architects could with alacrity switch styles from

one commission to the next.

Concurrent and sympathetic with this proliferation of
history was a fascination with the inherent virtues of
radical innovation. A growing sense of the artist's im-
perative to be aaant-gardt began to produce a variety

of future-oriented visions that increasingly disregard-

ed the criteria of cultural continuity or consensus

(fig. 5). The growth of these general sentiments over

two hundred years has yielded the high level of in-

tellectual prestige which such culturally disengaged

visions (6gs. 6,7) have held throughout the modern

era. Both the individuahzatiot of visionary futures

and the diversity of historical pasts have helped to

displace the naive genuineness and continuity of tra-

dition-bound vernaculars.

For the current building designer images of the past

(including past images of the future) operate histori-

cally and indirectly. The past is influential as a plu-

rality that reveals choices. Knowledge exists in

greater variety but in less depth, since it is always

subject to the intervening interpretations of travel-

ers, historians, critics, or illustrators. Forms and

meanings are pluralist and volatile. Great freedom is

implied, but the material itself is mute as to the cri-

teria for selection. Truth is highly relative, its asser-

tion inevitably subjective. It is easy to lose one's way,

and the sway of fashion and idiosyncracy is easily

felt.

III. Precedent as an Epistemological
Position
Designers therefore confront the proliferation of the

influential past, the plurality of mental models;

while the genuineness of pure tradition becomes in-

creasingly inaccessible to us, despite our admiration

for aspects of its authenticity. This contrast is impor-

tant because it reveals the critical issues for any dis-

cussion of the use of precedent: Historical knowledge

of the past presents choices but in its universality
precludes depth of understanding and endangers con-

viction about the truth of its application, while tra-
ditional knowledge of the past attains great depth of
understanding but only because there is no openness

or breadth of choice.

The theory of precedent seeks to mediate this dilem-
ma through the use of two intellectual tools. The first
is convincing limits-the capacity to appropriately
select only portions ofthe past according to the needs

of a current task (narrowing our choices within his-

torical freedom). The second is rigorous methods-
the techniques to thoroughly analyze that which is

selected in order use it most effectively (replacing the

Ioss of traditional immersive knowledge). The idea

of selective limiting need not imply the abandonment

of known historical diversity, which is impossible to

do in any case. But if the criteria of limitation work
effectively, then the greater the initial choice the

better the ultimate selection will likely be. In view of
these goals it will be recognized that the past as pre-

cedent is more explicitly useful than historical schol-

arship, which seeks to understand the buildings of
the past in their own temporal contexts, rejecting the

idea of evaluative choice or applicability. It is more

carefully selective than superficial allusionism in de-

sign, which is often merely a quotational ploy or

claim to stylistic conformance, impatienr with the

demands of thorough understanding.

Fig. 2: The Erechtheum, Mnesicles, 421 B.C.

Fig. 3: Caussignac, Gorges-du-Tarn.

Fig. 4: Auribeau-sur-Saigne, Cote d'Azur.

Fig, 5: Ledoux, Quarters for the Rural Caretakers (proiect)

Fig. 6: Le Corbusier, Villa Savoie.

Fig. 7: Peter Eiseman, House II.
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The arguments about choice and method that follow
are based on rhe three interrelared epistemological
ideas of conviction, continuity and criticism
viction that plausible shared criteria exist for mak-
ing judgmenrs, continuiry of the values, criteria, and
techniques we share (known to us rhrough prece-
dents that endure over time), and criticism which
maintains conrinuiry by providing functional adap-
tatioo so as to maintain our conviction as situations
change. According to this view, a critically main-
tained continuity ofprecedents is regarded (in the ab-
sence of absolute "rrurh") as rhe only convincing
ground we have for valid action and belief, in design
as in other fields. In other words, this theory of
precedent is grounded in the belief that choices, in-
terpretatioos, and actions within the discipline can
be durable without being timeless, valuable without
being absolute, and justifiable without being utterly
true. It allows us ro navigate our design decisions be-
tween the pitfalls of both static objectivism and id-
iosyncratic subjectivism. That such a position appears
the only possible epistemological grounding for
thought and action in our postrelativist age is derived
from philosophical theories associated with Dewey,
ID7hitehead, Popper, Kuhn, Lakatos, and Gadamer.,

IV. The Law and Science: Methods of
Choosing and Operating a Limited Past
Other disciplines have managed to operare such lim-
its of choice and depth of method with substantial
beneft over long periods of time. Law and science in
particular have achieved remarkable long-term
growth and have evolved techniques of controlled
adaptability as a result ofsuch a structuring of their
pasts. Indeed they both go to the radical extent ofdi-
viding the past into two distincr parts: that which is
studied insofar as it is of integral value to the on-go-
ing practice of the field, and that which is studied
only to the degree that it piques the curiosity ofanti-
quarians. The latter category is confidently regarded
by practitioners as being permanently superseded or
irrelevant. The former is, with equal confidence,

known, used, extended, improved, reinterpreted,
criticized, and sometimes even (with almost equal
confidence again) wholly superseded. In both fields a

selected part of the past is comprehensively under-
stood and confdently pur ro use in connection with
the needs of a task in the present. A summary of
how this process operates can introduce a number of
key words while allowing us ro envision its rranspo-
sition into architecture.

Practitioners in these 6elds are able to choose a set
of ideas, forms, theories, or events from the pasr ac-

cording to their functionality in meeting the range
of present problems. That choice is capable of being
rationally justified within the nonabsolutist concept
of the consensus of those knowledgeable, interested,
or affected. They are also able ro operate profes-
sionally with and from that chosen past, relying on a

thoroughly knowledgeable grounding from which
processes of criticism (infill, extension, rransforma-
tion) are exercised. That operation often also in-
cludes conscious observation of the incremental
changes and adaptations which are being effected
within the overall visible continuity of the tradition.

A "scientific tradition" according to Thomas Kuhn
(by which he means any enduringly functional body
of thought and opinion) sustains itself by continu-
ing to provide solutions to new problems in such a

way that it remains plausible to rhe community of
expert opinion. Its flexibility to absorb change with-
out losing its coherence is of great importance in as-

suring its durability. If new problems arise that are
beyond the capacity of the tradition, a dynamic is

induced that ifsustained, can force a revolution. The
old tradition collapses, but continual effort evenru-
ally reveals a growing consensus around a new tradi-
tion. Copernicus in astronomy, and Newton and
Einstein in physics represenr momenrs of "paradigm-
shift" when traditions changed in this way. The
Modern movemenr in architecture almost cerrainly
was a "revolurion" in the Kuhnian sense. From
Kuhn we learn that the fundamental criterion in the
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maintenance of a selective past is its functionality,
and that when this falters and the consensus base is

consequently eroded, the selection loses its merit
and is displaced.6

Karl Popper's discussion of "tradition" centers more

on the forces of continuity than on the dynamics of
revolutionary change. (He is careful to distinguish
his definition ofthe term from the inescapable irratio-
nal qualities such as characterize the pasts of closed

societies.) For Popper, the continuity of a tradition is

its essential feature, fundamental to the comprehen-

sibility and validity of any work done in or through

it. But the workability of a tradition over time also

requires, if it is to be "rational," what he calls a "sec-

ond-order tradition" to be in place: a critical atti-
tude applied to the primary tradition. For new work

to be valid it must be a knowledgeable critique or

filling-in, based on established lines of inquiry that

are related cleady to the problem at hand. From

Popper we learn the importance of knowledge of the

tradition and of rational criticism as the means of its

incremental growth and long-term durability.T

The Anglo-American system of common law is a

durable tradition in this Popperian sense, and the on-

going practice of jurisprudence is its second-order

mechanism of adaptive critique. It is a great tribute
to the incrementally absorptive and rationally refin-

ing nature of jurisprudence that the primary tradition
(the law itself) has endured free of Kuhnian revolu-

tions since the Magna Charta. In jurisprudence as in

scientific investigation, new work can be valid (that

is inspire conviction) only if it is a knowledgeable cri-
tique or filling-in based on selected established lines

of inquiry which are related clearly to the problem at

hand. Unlike experimental science, perhaps, for Ie-

gal judgments the constituency extends beyond the

learned community because the public at large is

also affected and stands in need ofbeing convinced of
the work's validity. This broadening of the consen-

sus is also true for architecture.s

In both science and the law the natural inertia ofthe
constituency is the force that maintains continuity. It
establishes the criteria of legitimacy for both the

choice of the past and the methods of its use, de-

mands substantial evidence and rational argument

to be overcome, and nurtures the pliability necessary

to forstall violent revolutions. In both fields the

knowledgeable exercise of criticism is the force that

produces change - 
by providing the constantly

needed corrective, improving on what is inherited,

and adapting it successfully to new situations. Thus

choice (situation-based selectivity) and method
(knowledge-based criticism) are again seen to be the

essential issues.

V. The Theory of Architectural
Precedent, Part One: Limits of Choice
In this theory of architectural precedent we will ex-

amine the grounds for making convincing choices

and the methods for attaining critical knowledge.

It is certainly an open question whether there can be

in architecture anything like the conviction about the

correctness or functionality ofany selection from the

available past such as has just been described. There is

probably no boundary so clear as that which sepa-

rates, for example, modern astronomy from the pre-

Copernican era (whereby a body of work is now re-

garded by the entire discipline as unequivocally

superceded). For architecture there are instead

smaller, more variable, more situational contexts for

choice and justification. These choices may in turn
accumulate into a wider pattern that may be discern-

ible as a more general image of the discipline at any

given time.

'W'hether discipline-wide or situation-specific, it is

clear that criteria will be necessary to control choices

from among the vast array of what is historically

available to us. First, and in general, choices must be

grounded in the requisite functionality (demonstrat-

ed effectiveness) and the subsequent justifiability to a

consensus of those interested or affected. More spe-
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cifically, it would seem rhar to be broadly convincing
choices must be grounded in one or more of three
realms-corresponding ro the rhree kinds of histori-
cal contexts in which we might agree that aspects of
a design task may be viewed: place, type and
principle.

By "place" we refer to the historic continuiry of set-
tings and we infer the desirability of new work link-
ing somehow to what has accumulated in rhar con-
tinuity. Like the vernacular townscape' (figs. 3, 4)
where geography was destiny, the operative body of
precedent is that revealed in the adjacent physical
fabric: landscape, town-form, streerscape , local types,
materials, and articularion. The conscious choice of

l0

place-grounded precedents when confronting a design
task amounts essentially to conrexrualism in all irs
possible degrees, from a trivial alignment of window
frames with the building nexr door to a more intel-
lectually ambitious commentary on the genius loci, as

in Giancarlo de Carlo's work ar Urbino (6g. 8). Ve
connect new work to place-grounded precedents when
we believe that contributing to the continuity and
coherence of the setting is one of the most important
tasks that the work might fulfill. Our belief in that
importance is most firmly grounded ( and most easily
broadened to a consensus) when the preexisting line
of work that constitures rhe "place" is itself both co-
herent and continuous. It reveals its coherence by
possessing identifiable features associated with the
place and its consistency by having been repeatedly
adapted over time through previous place-dominated
synrheses.

Venice is a particularly vivid example of a locality
rich in such continuity and coherence (fiS. 9). As-
pects of Venetianness seep rhrough every trait and

feature of its fabric. The importation of new styles of
architecture over the centuries almost always resulted
in their subordination ro rhe established qualities
revealed by the place-the water, the light, the types
and their details, and the density, rexrure, and orga-
nization of the city. The designers of five hundred
years of Palazzi along the Grand Canal have all cho-
sen, with their open-centered balconied facades and
rich surface treatmenrs, to be first Venetian and
only secondarily gothic, renaissance, or baroque. In
each palazzo the synthesis of place and style was

dominated by the former.

By "type" we refer ro culrurally rooted form-func-
tion analogues which, like the Greek Temple (fig. 1)

or the Christian Basilica (fig. 10), have become for-
mulas imbued by the general culture with a durable
and important content. The choice of type-ground-
ed precedents amounrs essentially to typology in both
of its understood meanings: as the study of collected
diverse examples of the type, or as the abstracrion

9
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from those examples toward a generic diagram of
their typicality. S7e connect new work to type-
grounded precedents when we believe that commu-
nicating the continuity ofthe institutional heritage or

reflecting the long-standing value of at organiza-

tional format is one of the most important tasks that

the work might fulfill. Again, a consensus about

that importance is most easily engendered when and

to the degree that the preexisting line of rypical
work is revealed to be itself both coherent and

continuous.

The established functional and cultural format of the

Venetian palazzo portrays a place-rooted typicality,
indicating a body of precedent that is grounded in
both these kinds of continuity at once. However, to

see type precedents operating independently we may

look at the Gothic Mendicant churches of the city
(fig. 10) that, imbued far less than the palazzi with
qualities of Venetianness, instead more closely re-

semble other churches of the same monastic orders in
other cities like Padua or Bologna. The Church's

learned constituency was European, its architectural

frame of reference hence less locally Venetian than

typologically Dominican, Franciscan, or even Catho-

lic. For the builders of SS. Giovanni e Paolo the op-

erative body of precedent was that evidenced in the

set of previous solutions to the building-rype or for-

mal organization-type. Contradicting the heavily

Byzantine traditions of Venetian church design,

they adhered instead to a larger idea of what Christian

worship space was to be like. That idea was as

broadly disseminated as the institution's infuence,

and as broadly rooted as its frame of reference.e

The typology argument today asserts that despite the

diversity of our culture there are still roots of this

kind which allow us to speak of the idea of a hbrary, a

museum, a cityhall, or a house. The continuity of
these ideas oftype, such as they are, and the esteemed

examples which have established their identity and

assured their continued cultural resonance, constitute

an established line of inquiry in which new work
may be effectively grounded.

The third historical context in which aspects of a de-

sign task may be viewed is that of "principle"-that
insight which gave Mnesicles a way of controlling
mass and ornament to attain the appropriate effect on

the Erechtheum (fig. 2). Principles may be defined

as the accumulated insights and effective techniques

that collectively form the established ways in which
the language of the discipline operates. W'e do not
choose principle-rooted precedents because of arry

overall intention to connect new work to previous

works or to a particular geographical or cultural
continuity. Instead the most important continuity is

that of effective technique, and the most important
precedents are those which together reveal a convinc-

ing continuity ofthat effectiveness under a variety of
conditions. The principle and its continuing capacity

to attract a consensus are more important than the

individual precedents themselves. A choice of prece-

dent by principle can most easily be broadened to a

consensus when and to the degree that the principle
cited has both a historically evident durability and

an important connection to the task at hand.

S7'e may limit ourselves to three fairly simple exam-

ples ofarchitectural "principles," in the process also

making the point that principles can be reinforced

even when they are knowingly transgressed. That cor-

ners should be articulated may be illustrated equally

well by Palladio's tightening rhythms on the Basilica

atYicetza or by Mies van der Rohe's painstaking

double-returned detailing on Alumni Hall at the llli-

Fig. 8: Giancarlo de Crlo, School of Education, Urbino.

Fig. 9: The Grand Canal, Venice.

Fig. 10: SS. Giovanni e Paolo, Venice.

Fig. l1: Garden facade, Versailles.
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Restating these three realms of choice (place, type,
and principle) in more general terms, we could refer
to them, respectively, as: precedent by accumulation,
where prior work constitutes rhe necessary back-
ground in a line of continuing development, and to
which new work is attached in direct proximity (as

experimental science extends lines ofprevious investi-
gation); precedent by analogy, where prior work re-
veals the previous solutions for similar problems,
which new work resembles in overall organization
(as music and literature rely on forms and genres ro
aid in organization and comprehensibility); and
precedent by application, where prior work is the du-
rable embodiment of the appropriate effectiveness of
rules, techniques, or ideas, from which new work re-
uses or adapts general precepts within new sirua-
tions (as the law maintains its operative equivalent of
judicial "rruth").

In each instance the limiting of choice is based on the
need for connection to an established line of work
which provides the ground of meaning, for function-
ality in meering the range of new problems encoun-
tered, and for justifiabiliry by means of broad consen-
sus-based criteria.

VI. The Theory of Architectural
Precedent, Parr Two: Depth of Method
The first half of this theory of precedent has been
concerned with choice: the means of limiting rhe past
with which we have reason ro be concerned in any
given circumstance. Central to the act of choice was
some perception of the past work's usefulness as a
precedent. There is also an inherent limiting of the
scope of morivated quesrions that follows from the
act ofchoice itselfsuch that choices ofplace, rype, or
principle may suggesr specific quesrions as well as

specific precedents. (Concerns of place might empha-
size facade character, for example, while concerns of
type might emphasize plao-organization.)

:
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'" f a-?'

4
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nois Institute of Technology. The principle that a

column should not be placed on the axis may be illus-
trated through the emphasis given to its purposeful
denial both by the single Corinthian at the Temple of
Bassae and the overscaled member in the doorway of
Robert Venturi's Guild House. The principle that the
imagery of a building should correspond to its func-
tion may be illustrated both by the Palace of Ver-
sailles (fig. 11, which porrrays Louis's particular fla-
vor of royal authority) and the Villa Savoie (fig. 6),
which emphasizes its ideological denial of the artri-
butes of "comfortable residence").

All the pre-Modern textbooks with titles like Princi-
phs of Archinaural Derignto were obviously full of
such wisdom, which the aurhors no doubt regard as

the clear, coherent, and more or less agreed upon leg-
acy of five rhousand years of architectural develop-
ment. And before Le Corbusier and Robert Venturi
they perhaps had good reason for such belief. Princi-
ples are like convenrions: N7e choose to believe in
them insofar as they conrinue to demonstrare rheir
effectiveness at doing rhings we think are impor-
tant. Li In this light we can recognize that the sryles
of architecture (if we were ro choose a precodified one
such as "Georgian," "Gothic Revival," "High-Tech,"
or "Neo-Rationalist") are really just ready-made sets

of principles (and often types too) embodied in
ready-made sets of precedents to which we selectively
refer.
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Yet for the sake of an overall theory, it is important
to begin with an ideal of thoroughness about our

knowledge. Therefore the other dimension of this
theory of precedent has to do with method, which, as

a whole, amounts to no less than the question of
how to most completely understand a prior work of
architecture. Methods are needed to understand it in
depth and in all aspects, to simulate the effects of im-
mersive knowledge and prepare the way for valid

criticism and extension. These methods may also be

organized into three complementary categories, now

corresponding to the three kinds of knowledge which

we might agree h is possible to have of an architec-

tural work: analytical, experiential, and

transformational.

First, analytical methods are aimed at the rational

comprehension of the building's abstract organiza-

tion: space, volume, hierarchy, zones, plan-configu-
rations, and facade-compositions. The techniques

used are principally diagrammatic, such as plans, sec-

tions, elevations, axonometrics, and regulating line

studies, with a graphic highlighting of the issue un-

der consideration (fig. 12). Such diagrams present

rationalized, dimensionally-accurate graphic facsim-

iles of the arrangement of parts, their shapes and

proportions, and their controlled relationships. They

subject this information to the processes of mental
simplification and assimilation inherent in the idea of
diagramming.

The analytical is by far the most frequently used

method in recent literature on architectural prece-

dents, which allows me to treat it summarily here. 12

This prevalence reveals the 20th century professional

orthodoxy that regards the plan, spatial organization,
and abstract formal composition as the most impor-
tant content of architectural works. The decidedly

analytical content ofsuch distinguished and influen-

tial writings as Colin Rowe's Mathematics of the ldeal

Villa or Rudolf l$Tittkower's Architeoural Principles

in the Age of Humanisrul3 makes the point.

Second, experiential methods are aimed at the quali-
tative description of the building's sensual and mean-

ingful presence: the effects of texture, material, col-

or, ornament, symbolism, atmosphere, and acoustics.

The techniques used are principally pictorial and lit-
erary, in that they involve the evocative representa-

tion of qualitative responses. Christian Norberg-

Schulz has suggested that the "language of
architecture" is comprised of two areas, which he has

termed "spatial organization" and "embodied charac-

ter." He has recently become one of the few writers

on architecture to give increasing emphasis to the lat-

rer. 14 Grounded largely in phenomenology, this ap-

proach is concerned with "how" things are, as opposed

to only the way in which they are arranged. Not
susceptible to scientific or abstract analysis, such con-

tent is determined by the formal articulation and

materiality of the object (69. 13) and relies on careful

designation of such attributes and what they may

Fig. 12: Altes Museum, Berlin. Graphic analysis by the students of
E. K. Morris.

Fig. 13: Window, Rhodes.

Fig, 14: Basilica of San Marco, sketch of facade, Venice.

Fig. 15: The characters of "Festivity" and "Strength" as porrayed
in Ernest Pickering's Arcbitectaral Design.
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mean to us. The identification of character is inexrri-
cably tied up wirh sensual apprehension and sym-
bolic reading, insofar as rogerher these constiture rhe
qualitative experience of architectural works.

Despite their quasi-subjectivity, there are techniques
for cultivating shared understanding of these as-

pects. First, impression sketches can effectively reveal
through a shorthand process called "indicaring"t5
the important features by which visual characrer is
defined. Such an interpretive drawing can be ana-
lyzed to reveal how certain formal properties of the
object "indicated" the selective perception and por-
trayal of its content (fig. I4). Second, adjective
phrases can in a similar way focus arrention on as-

pects ofsensual apprehension and character differenti-
ation. Lighrly refered to as "recipes," such verbal in-
dications as festivity or strengrh (fig. 15), or hard,
soft, somber, gay, or crisp 

- 
or even such subtle

distinctions as enriched versus ausrere purity (fig. 1 l)

- 
enable us to consciously enter the qualitarive

presence of the work, revealing how such characrers
plausibly correspond to certain architectonic fea-
tures. Finally, rhere is the literary exercise of artifi-
cially disentangling this character from a more
strictly semioric, referent-based symbolism. Distin-
guishing what could be called opaque from trans-
parent readings, we can ask which contenr derives
from our vivid sensual absorption into the formal
and material propefties of the object irself, and which
derives from an intellectual connecrion with other
objects or ideas beyond it. The first might involve
natural isomorphisms such as psychic empathy,
whereas the latter might involve elaborate chains of
arbitrary yet culture-bound referrents.

\fith both analytical and experiential methods there
is also the importance of discovering original inten-
tions. Although such knowledge is primary to the
scholarly study ofhistory, precedent analysis should
involve such investigation only after a study of the
object so as to avoid preempting other potentially

useful readings. This is not to underesrimate the val-
ue of understanding origins - how difficult problems
were encountered and overcome by the deliberate
control of the means ar rhe designer's disposal.

Such compunctions about intentionality need have no
constraining effect whatsoever on the third category,
transformational methods, which are aimed at the
critical and hypothetical deconstrucrion of the arti-
fact through its representation as an autonomous text.
The prior work need not (for the sake of exercise) be
considered a real place; nor a building reflecting the
values of a particular time, place, and culture; nor a
reflection ofany designer's intentions or patron's aspi-
rations. Instead, in the spirit of literary deconsruc-
tion (of the type associated with Jacques Derrida)16 it
becomes an arbitrary anay of visual and orgaoiza-
tional cues which may, through any form of facsimile
at hand, be deconstructed and completed by a free
play of interventional and transformational tech-
niques (called "rip and tear" exercises) to create a
piece of criticism that is itself a new arrifacr of
autonomous validity. The act of interpretation (mis-
interpreting or misreading in the jargon of lit-crit)
uncovers a tissue ofpossibilities which could extend
indefinitely, constrained only by the creative capaciry
ofthe deconstructor. There is no author, no origina-
tion, only language-only the "text" and its ability to
generate new "texts".

!7e needn't buy totally into the nihilism, idiosyn-
cracy, and arbitrariness of the overall Derridean
point ofview to partake ofsuch exercises as exerciset,

For the sake of thoroughness, rhey should be put
back into the context of a more realistic understand-
ing; for the sake of rigor, they should cultivate a

controlled consciousness about the transformational
steps involved. They are simply a set of exploratory
techniques with which we can temporarily abandon
the tangible reality of the building itself to reveal,
explore, and manipulate its formaT, visual, and
organizational properties.
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The designer begins with a facsimile of some kind,

like a plan, and passes it through his own reading

and misreading, using a series of operations suggested

by terms such as reversal, slippage, scattering' ex-

tension, replication, intedock, density, double-scal-

ing and intertextuality (fiC. 16). This produces a se-

ries of drawings, or other texts, which become a

search for all the formal, thematic, and critical pos-

sibilities of the precedent's material. The value of
such work is mainly in engendering a spirit of con-

structive play in the designer and the process' to en-

able the new work to finally escape the usually im-
pressive weight of the precedent's direct

organizational coherence and experiential force. It

suggests ways of extending new work beyond prece-

dents, though in ways that may still reestablish a

resonance with it ofa perhaps unexPected kind. A fre-

quent side-effect, ironically, is to produce striking
new insights which do re-connect and have plausible

readings even back in context and in relation to ori-
gins and intentions (ttg. 17).17

Fig. 16: Temenos, Delphi. Graphic deconstructions of the plan.
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VIII. Conclusion
The exercise of science and jurisprudence both in-
volve transformational criticism. The purpose of
transformation is to advance and adapr knowledge
by a rational process of incremental growth; refer-
ences back to an established line of enquiry are al-
ways essential. From what we know about the cre-
ative process in architecture however, it is clear that
forward leaps are often made on an inspirational, in-
tuitive basis ( a phenomenon by no means absent
from science either). But that is not quite the dis-
claimer for the validity of precedents that it may at
first seem, for probably the most revealing definition
of intuition is that it is merely an unconscious leap
from significant and painstaking prior work: in other
words, long, deep, and selective immersion in the
precedents of the 6eld.

If comprised of both the means of choice and the
methods of thorough understanding, a theory of prec-
edents remains, to whatever degree we want to be

conscious about it, the designer's clear epistemologi-
cal alternative to naive objectivism and idiosyncratic
relativism. It provides a structuring of functional
continuity about which we can have some convic-
tion yet within which we can exercise progressive

criticism as required.
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Erasing the Ghost of Perrault

Mary Alice Dixon Hinson

It't quhe straigbtforutard, you'll understand it.
It't not hard.

Because you're not an exploiter, yoa'll quite easily grasp

lt.-Bertolt Brecht, ln Praise of Conmunitm

I. The Architecture of Alienation
The modern environment is dominated by a largely

unheralded yet nonetheless significant pattern that
has profoundly altered the relationship between archi-

tecture and history as well as the character and sub-

stance of both.1 This pattern consists in the appropri-
ation by modern history of the mnemonic function
traditionally held by architecture: History has re-

placed the designed environment as the carrier of
cultural memories. \7e have come to accept the pres-

ence of modern historiography as an integral aspect

of the conceptual realm in which we live. \7e rely on

history to "preserve" the past, so that architecture
need not. By its very existence, modern historical
practice-particulady the inquiry into the life of
a1sif3q15-26ts as an ideological construct that legiti-
mizes the erasure of the environmental document of
communal events and values that we call the histori-
cal fabric-the city, the town, the neighborhood.

To keep the engine of history fueled, new material
must be continually supplied to replace what is

used. Thus the durability of things as participants in
a continuous present has been replaced by the con-

stancy of consumption: History consumes architec-

ture. It appears that Victor Hugo's celebrated warn-
ing-that the book shall overthrow the building-
has, in fact, come true.

\Xrhile history is thus an incentive to the physical de-

struction of the environment, this kind of continu-
ing consumption could, of course, be halted at any

time by mere legislative fiat. Far more damaging

and difficult to combat is the way in which history
consumes the very meaning of architecture. By pre-

suming that meaning resides in descriptions of things
rather than in things themselves, history distills

from architecture its purpose and then represents that
purpose in conceptual formulations detached from
their physical embodiments. History abstracts archi-
tecture as science abstracts nature. And, as in a labo-

ratory experiment, so it is in historical practice that

once the essential properties ofthe raw material have

been extracted, the material itself is reduced to an

emptied husk devoid of purpose. Because history

draws meaning from architecture and represents that

meaning apart from architecture, history disem-

bodies design. The presence of history as a discipline
distinct from design is proof of the alienation of ar-

chitecture from itselfand its own present.2

Since history rather than architecture carries the task

of preserving communal memories, architectural his-

tory (a discipline that emerged only as part of the ra-

tional ideology of the Enlightenment) ratifies the

alienation of architecture from the present. Because

the environment is stripped of memory, it is also

drained of immediacy. The irony of such amnesia is

that without memory the present itself is meaning-

less. It has no context. The immediate moment

comes not to exist: It is evanescent, ungraspable, un-

real. The present is supplanted by the dual obsession

with past and future. In architecture, this alienation

takes the form of an exaggerated attention to the

problems of precedent and invention. Today architec-

tural strategies flourish in that attempt, through the

use of precedent, to retrieve a lost past or, through

formal invention, to create a salvific future. In both
cases the strategies seek through past or future fanta-

sies to compensate for an absent present.

The alienation of contemporary architecture parallels

the similar schizophrenia that afflicts the theory and

methodology of the history of artifacts. Current his-

torical theory is torn between the notion of history

Fig. 1: Jufn Gris, Glass of Beer and Playing Cards, 1913, Oil and
papier colle on cmvas. Columbus Museum of Arts, Columbus, Ohio
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as an obiective (i.e., classical) record ofverifiable phe-
nomena and the opposing norion of history as a sub-
jective (i.e., romantic) analysis in which rhe present
impinges so radically upon the past as to alter its re-
ality. Surely the positivist claim to total historical ob-
jectivity is illusory; but equally apparenr is the as-
sumprion of total subjectivity which denies the
possibility of anyone knowing anything at all-
clearly not a useful proposition, even if it were true.
This tension between the objective and subjective
methodological views is analagous to the conflict be-
tween precedent and invention in design. This ten-
sion has so split the field that even reputable art jour-
nals devote entire issues to history as a discipline in
"crisis. "3 But this crisis will nor go away until history
cezrses to exist outside design, that is, until pre-
modern perceptions of the conjunction of meaning
and form reassert themselves.

The archirecture ofalienation is architecture shackled
to modern dualism. In order to free architecture
from this bondage, the conceptual errors on which it
is based musr be exposed. Chief among these is the
false distinction between precedent and invenrion
which, in rurn, is based on rhe equally false distinc-
tion between science and art. That distinction was
catalyzed in France during the last third of the 17th
century by the establishment of the French Academy
of Architecture. Before the late 17th century, sci-
ence and art, like history and architecture, were gen-
erally understood as not iust concordant but as fun-
damentally inseparable endeavors. The unity of
architecture and hisrory, for example, was clearly set
forth by Alberti. In defining istoria as the essence of
disegno, Alberti articulated in theory what had been
known in practice for centuries.a For Alberti, design
embodied history. History, in turn, was both a sto-

ry and an event, both the faculty of recounting and
the thing recounted. Because design contained such
stories, it was an imitation of nature. This was so be-
cause nature contained and made manifest the Erst
story, the history of Divine Creation. Nature was
God's design. $?hat Vincent de Beauvais called the

Mirror of Nature, Alberti renamed istoria. Alberti's
conviction that design informed by history is a
memory of Divine Creation, is a Christian paraphrase

of the Greek tradition that Mnemosyne, Memory, is

the Mother of the Muses.

For the figural arts such as dance, painting, and
sculpture, narure was imitable in the visible forms of
the human body and the organic world. For archi-
tecture, however, nature was less literally accessible.
Alberti, like the Greeks before him, solved the
problem by equating nature with number. Geometry
was narure's great srory, a story (istoria) retold in ar-
chitectural design. \With some exceptions, Alberti's
brilliant equation succeeded in linking architecture
to the continuous presenr of nature until the 17th
century, when, in the wake of Galileo and Des-
cartes, geometry no longer seemed so simple or so

certain. By the end of the 17th century, Alberri's
equation appeared increasingly meaningless. At the
same time it seemed ro many genrleman builders
that if architecture could be reduced to a system of
proportions, then any carpenter with a compass, a

T-square, and the rudiments of geometry could lay
claim to the nature of architectural truths. If this
were so, then the architect could hardly be said to be-
long to a select fraternity of men.

\D7hen the French Academy of Architecture was

founded it 167 1, it was as much to halt the poten-
tial democratization of architectural practice as ro re-
dress the increasingly formulaic character of design-
by-number architecture. !7ith Claude Perrault at its
head, the new Academy was engrossed in the prob-
lem of establishing and guarding the professionalism
of its members. Theory became rhe solution; it was
the abstract vehicle by which the academicians were
to be elevated into an elite and entrenched profes-
sional corps.t And significantly, at its birth, this aca-

demic architectural theory affirmed rhe artistic as-

pect of design over geomerry. This new priority was
given major impetus in the work of Perrault. His
achievement was to pur rhe literary quarrel of the An-
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cients versus the Moderns into architectural terms.

In the preface to his Ordonnance des Cinq Especet de Co-

lonnu (1683) he posited the existence oftwo kinds of
architectural beauty: the constant or positive (that

which today we term "precedent") and the arbitrary

or relative (that which today we term "invention";.e

This curious distinction, which our architectural

culture accepts as obvious and inevitable, is itself an

arbiuary 
-and 

demonstrably unsound-invention.
But its consequences have been far-reaching.

Perrault's distinction drove a wedge between design

and nature from which the former has yet to recover'

As Joseph Rykwert has shown, Perrault's concept of

the two beauties undermined the inviolability of the

entire system of classical Orders.T By sanctioning

the possibility, however initially limited and re-

strained, of beauty as an invention rather than an

imitation of nature, Perrault led the later and

quintessentially modern assault on not iust the Or-

ders but on the very idea of order as a desirable-or

even possibls-216fli1s61ural end.8 In so divorcing

architecture from nature, the notion of arbitrary

beauty gave license to the professional split between

engineering and architecture that the French aca-

demic structures (models of our own) eventually

institutionalized.

While the architect was free to invent novel orna-

mentation, it was the engineer who, by the 18th cen-

tury, took command of the constant laws of nature.

Design was bisected into building and architecture,

science and art; the one, the sphere of the mechanis-

tic technician; the other, that of the marginal avant-

garde. Perrault liberated architecture from the old

order but in so doing catalyzed the subsequent de-

valuation of architecture into decoration. Architec-

ture no longer embodied a public language; it could

thus be judged only according to the arbitrary stan-

dards of personal taste. Without this aesthetic relativ-

ity, the eclectism of the 18th and 19th centuries, as

well as that of today, would be inconceivable. Be-

cause architecture no longer sought to imitate na-

ture (the newly-designed domain of science and engi-
neering), it was left instead with the task of finding,
through art, a place in history. This history in which

architecture sought itself was that modern "enlight-

ened" history that, as Vico first pointed out, is man's

creation as nature-from which modern man was

now excluded-is God's.e

Within architecture itself the larger schism between

constant science and arbitrary art is echoed in the ten-

sion between precedent, which pretends to science,

and invention, which pretends to art. Today, con-

tinuity with the simulated past and ruPture from it
exist as competing design strategies. \7e, the legatees

of Perrault, have merely substituted for the histori-

cal battle of the styles (the Ancients versus the Mod-

erns and the countless variations thereoO an analo-

gous battle of temporal strategies' The temporal

orientation of modern architecture consists of an os-

cillation between two orientatisn5-1hs past and the

future, precedent and invention. The first strategic

orientation is consonant with Perrault's notion of con-

stant beauty. This strategy upholds the value ofpre-

cedent, of solidity, of continuity with the past. It af-

firms the existence of architectural rules, types' or

vernacular patterns whose underlying validiry re-

mains constant. This strategy understands architec-

ture as a Same that can be played only because its

rules are assumed to be stable. The second strategic

orientation is consonant with Perrault's notion of ar-

bitrary beauty. This strategy upholds the value of
invention, of innovation, of breaking with the past.

It disavows the existence of unchanging modes or

systems of design. This strategy understands architec-

ture as improvisational play without conventions,

rather than as sPort with rules.

These two strategies, which can be called the his-

toricist and the futurist, share an obsession with giv-

ing form to time, of reclaiming architecture's tradi-

tional role as a carrier of memory' Both strategies seek

to "make history" as a painter seeks to make a self-

portrait. This is narcissistic. It is predicated on the
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belief that the self-or the building created by the
self-is real only insofar as it has a reflection. Current
architecture seeks in history the reflection-and
thus the certification-of its own existence. But dis-
placed from the presenr by the very reflection it
seeks to turn itself over to, architecture searches the
past and the future to gain a foothold in time. Both
the orientation toward the past, and its corollary es-
teem for invention amempr to manipulate time. The
historicist atremprs, through the use of precedent and
typology, to announce to rhe present a pedigree de-
rived from a supposedly consrant past. The futurist
by contrast arremprs, through the use of novel tech-
nologies and forms, to colonize rhe future by project-
ing invented images of it into the empry present. In
both cases architecture anticipates conquest; building
becomes an act or an agent of temporal imperialism.
Not to build, as we will see, can thus acquire unex-
pected resonance.

The orientation toward precedent as an instrumenr
with which ro "make history" would seem ar firsr
glance ro be skewed roward contextualism; similarly,
the orientation roward invention would seem to be
skewed toward the unique monumenr. But this is
rarely the case. On the contrary, "romorrow" is so

well-established in our culture that futurism is almost
a normal orientation, as the corporate anonymity of
almost any Sunbelt ciry shows. Conversely, the return
to the classicizing or vernacular past is mosr fre-
quently the operative mode of the self-conscious
avant-garde, as rhe recenr historicist work of phillip
Johnson or Michael Graves suggests. Nevertheless rhe
contextual variations within the historicist and fu-
turist orientations only further underline the inade-
quacy of these strategies to resolve the dilemma of ar-
chitecture alienated from the present. After all,
when architecture lacks mnemonic conrenr, rhe issue
of formal contexr is beside the point.

The conflict between precedent and invention (and
the derivative conflict between conrinuiry with the
context and the break from it) is, as we have seen, a

false dichotomy invented by Perrault. Its continued
dominance as a way of thinking about and creating
architecture is a sign of the dead end to which per-

rault has led us. To be modern, rorn between prece-
dent and invention without access ro a living presenr,
is to be alienated. Even the self-referential and
largely opaque labels commonly used to talk about
current architecture are ambiguous measurements in
and about time. "Modern," "Post-Modern," "Neo-
Modern," are all labels that describe immaterial,
temporal positions. They make no reference ro form,
function, program, or building technology. Like the
algebraic variable "x," the term "Modern," whose per-
petual currency we owe to Perrault, drifts in a tem-
poral vacuum cut off from the nomenclature of people
and events that might anchor it to reality. Moderni-
ty is, moreover, an asymmetrical concept. It is predi-
cated on that which is not modern-rhe Ancients of
Perrault's quarrel-is give meaning ro thar which is.
To be Modern (or Post-Modern) is to be, by defni-
tion, incomplete, to be caught in one half of at atrfi-
cial dichotomy that springs from a lTth century
tautology.
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II. The Pluralist Response
Yet there are amempts ro do away with the false po-
larities between temporal strategies thar the rift be-
tween architecure and history has engendered. The
most obvious arrempt, at both popular and theoreti-
cal levels, lies in what is commonly called plural-
ism. Pluralists, whose most charismatic apologists are
Michel Foucault and Robert Venturi, maintain that
there is no real "crisis" in history and no actual alien-
ation in architecture. Pluralism dismisses the con-
flict between precedent and invention iust as it dis-
misses the analagous conflict between the objective
and the subjective models of historical inquiry. In-
stead, pluralism holds that living works in either ar-
chitecture or history telescope within themselves the
contradictions rhar exisr as opposites within the sys-
tem as a whole. The pluralist view pretends to en-
compass totalities. 10 It maintains that grear works



are always visions of the future as well as summations

of the past. Masterpieces, whether textural or archi-

tectural, vernacular or monumental Italian hilltowns

or the Porta Pia, are perceived as transcending, syn-

thesizing, complex. In pluralism the conflict between

Perrault's constant and arbitrary beauties is, in the-

ory, resolved.

An aura of conservative mysticism permeates this

view. Venturi's espousal of "complexity and contra-

diction," like Foucault's implicit political and lin-
guistic anarchy, makes almost intellectually respect-

able the reactionary attitude that the redemptive

function of both architecture and history is to embody

contradictions, not dissipate them. But this is soph-

istry. It is complicity. It legitimizes under the guise

of formal tension what is in reality cultural fragmen-

tation. Venturi and Foucault are the last ofthe line of

Perrault. Their pluralism concedes victory to the

state of alienation inaugurated by Perrault. This is

because, however cognizant of cultural displace-

ments the pluralist view seems to be, it fails to link
such knowledge with action. Pluralism thus ratifies

the continued divergence of ethics from aesthetics.

Consequently, pluralism becomes a prescription for

neutral observation. It excuses and perpetuates that

very state of alienation whose problematic nature it
denies-a state of detached psychological tourism' It
is this state that Hannah Arendtll alludes to in de-

scribing alienation as the omniscient view the travel-

ler gets from the airplane window: the more alien-

ated we are, the more we see. But the view from the

airplane is the spectator's view, inherently passive

and disengaged.

Yet this view cannot be easily dismissed because it
is, as Michael lTalzer has said of Foucault, "right

enough to be disturbing," or, rather, "importantly

wrong."t2 W'hat is "importantly wrong" in the plural-

ist view is the priority accorded exterior aPpear-

ances. Foucault, for example, Proposes a methodology

of history motivated by and concerned with what he

terms "exteriority."13 Exteriority, in distinction to

conventional historical methodology (which Fou-

cault calls a doomed search for what lies beneath the

surface), seeks to describe only that which can be

perceived without recourse to speculation. It focuses

on appearances, relations, statements, surfaces.

Nflhile acknowledging that all variants of history are

ideological devices by which power is distributed in

society, Foucault specifically decries conventional

modern history as serving established power by ca-

tering to the sanguine hope that there is a second,

hidden history. In its advocates' minds this "other"

history "lags behind manifest history and finds, be-

neath events, another, more serious, more secret'

more fundamental history, closer to the origin."la
This other history is what conventional historians

try to excavate; they seek "to re-do, in the opposite

direction, the work of expression: to go back from

statements preserved through time and dispersed in

space, toward that interior secret that preceded

them, left its mark, and (in every sense of the term) is

betrayed by them."15 This mental archaeology is

"directed by a desire to move from the exterior '

towards the essential nucleus of interiority," and

having located the "interior secret" of the exterior

phenomenon, to give it a "second birth."16 Foucault

rejects this quest as a beguiling illusion that promises

to deliver to us that which we cannot know and thus

distracts us from that knowledge that is within our

grasp. This is why, in Foucault's mind, convention-

al history is so often smiled upon by the statu quo.

And in opposition to this Foucault upholds the be-

lief that exteriors are not the mere translations of in-

tentions, carrying only residual traces of purpose,

but are in themselves events invested with meaning'

Although Foucault offers this affirmation of "exteri-

ority" as a radical strategy, it is not. It is merely an

application to historical theory of that aspect of old-

fashioned American New Criticism that insists on the

primacy of text over biography. In such critical the-

ory, the surface of the work of art (in history, the sur-

face of the event) is hermetically sealed, like the

opaque and seamless skin of a modernist building'
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And the s:(1g1iq1-1he only thing that can be seen
by the oursider-is made into a fetish and becomes
the ultimate knowable fact.

Such "exteriority" is the theoretical counterparr ro
Venturi's method of architectural analysis. Venturi
treats buildings as elevations and plans extracted
from their historical and environmenral contexts. N7e
need only glance at Conplexity and Contradiction, for
example, ro see thar it is a polemical picture book of
abstract exteriors. It is illustrated by buildings that
have no real history, no memory, that is, of program
or intention. Venturi, like Foucaulr, presumes rhar
such memories are phantoms. Bur without such
memories, a building's life in time is reduced to
mere chronology and history becomes a pedantic con-
vention we are better off without. This is precisely
what occurs in Conplexity and Contradiction. The
buildings shown in it are, in Venturi's own words,
"lifted abstractly from their historical conrenr.,,17 He
makes "no special atrempr to relate architecture to
other things."r8

Just as Foucault denies the value (because he denies
the existence) of the hidden history of intentions, so
Venturi denies the value (because he ignores the
contexr) of the hidden history of social and economic
conditions that qualify architecture. In these ap-
proaches, history and architecture are both deprived
of their interiors. Because of this deprivation, plu-
ralism becomes formalism. Despite his pretense to
omniscience, the pluralist fails to recognize the re_

ality ofthe interior program as a real and at leasr par-
tially apprehendable aspect of a work or evenr, and
so denies to things-artifacts, texts, surfacg5-1hs
ability to possess memory. The pluralist qua formal-
ist sins by omission. Consequently, pluralism is not
only incapable of resolving rhe dichotomies with
which current architecture and history are fraught
but, in fact, reinforces rhem. Another name for this
kind of pluralism is anarchy. Anarchy-whether po-
litical or 2s51hs1l6-lhrives on the detachment of
exterior from inrerior, of surface from program, of act
from consequence, of observer from observed. Fou-
cault and Venturi display such skill in rationalizing a

preoccupation with the surface that their consum-
mate anarchy can, in the end, only be called rhe dan-
dyism of intellectuals.

III. The Art of Restoration
Any effective opposition to the pluralist's dandyism
must sacrifice rhe prerense of exterior omniscience
without descending into the extremes of historicist or
futurist ideologies. Any strategy that moves toward
the transformation of architecture from a state of
alienation to a state of embodied memory musr not
only reject pluralism-another name for acquiescence
to the arbitrary-but advance an alternative. Such
an alternative musr demonstate the illegitimacy of
Perrault's false dichotomy between consranr and ar-
bitrary beauties. This can only be done by seizing
upon the now untenable definition Alberti pro-
posed-nature as number-and acknowledging in its

86
Hinson

_i-," " 
"i,..,

t"--

2



place a more authentic definition of nature. For

without the Albertian thesis against which Perrault's

postulates collide, the architecture ofalienation that

arises from those postulates ceases to have a founda-

tion. So long as nature is understood as abstract nu-

merical relationships, however constant these may

seem, "nature" will remain within the domain of

technology, and architecture will remain detached

from the continuous preseot or be related to it only

through tenuous arbitrary means.

A strategy that restores architecture to the continu-

ous present of nature, that restores memory to design,

is implicit in a constellation of works that redefines

the relationship between architecture and nature

without recourse to Alberti's geometry. In these

works, nature is understood not as number but as

process. In particular, nature is understood as the

process of selection and its human equivalent, the act

of choosing. Selection and choice are actions-ges-
tures-whose priority in design throws into high re-

Iief the empty formalism of Perrault's conceptual

categories and their banal tenacity in shaping the cur-

rent debate between precedent and invention.

This paradigm-shift, to use Kuhn's term' aPpears

with particular force in the still lifes of Juan Gris

and the Readymades of Marcel Duchamp. And it con-

tinues in the work of contemporary designers such

as John Hejduk and Daniel Libeskind whose graphic

architecture demonstrates that the closest relation-

ship between art and architecture often exists outside

the confines of chronological concurrency. The po-

tential contributions of Gris and Duchamp in reiuve-

nating architecture through art have been obscured

by the dominant formalist interpretations of their

work; Colin Rowe's application of collage to urban

design theory has been among the most influential of

these. But such readings ignore the fact that the real

significance of Gris (who "invented" cubist collage)

and Duchamp (whose Readymades invert the col-

lage) lies not in formal technique but in iconographic

content. Gris's still lifes form an iconographic pat-

tern book for an architecture of selection and assem-

bly while Duchamp's Readymades accord this pro-

cess permanent philosophical stature.

Gris's still lifes, for example , depict durable artifi-

cial goods that bear the imprint of the user's selection

and use of them. IThile conventional still lifes de-

pict fruits and flowers as perishable icons for contem-

plation, Gris's household tools are inorganic "em-

blems of work. " ie In G lass of Beer and P laying Cards of

l9l3 (fig. 1) such mass-produced tools include a

cheap, fluted beer mug, a pipe, playing cards, gaudy

orange tiles, a book, and trotnpe l'oeil wood graining'

The natare morte is here transformed into the active ar-

tificial life; architecture's nature is built out of ma-

chine-made materials chosen and arranged by the user

within the interior space of the private home' In

such still-lifes nature has moved indoors and become

mechanized. Gone are the rttes chamfttres of Impres-

sionist pastorals and in their place is the domestic

landscape defined as a collection of machined frag-

ments. The individuality of space arises from vari-

ations in the selection and assembly of these mass-

produced fragments set uP within the invariant shell

of the picture frame. Architecture is defined as a

modular process of interior assemblage. It has ceased

to be a public act. The Glass of Beer and Playing

Cards contains a premonition of architecture as a pri-

vate act of consumPtion.

But at the same time, Gris's nature, though ma-

chined, is presented as embodied PercePtion rather

than as mechanistically abstracted conception' This is

made explicit in his consistent retention of the con-

tour line. Unlike the contemporary Cubist paintings

of Braque and Picasso, in which the dissolution of

the gap between obiect and environment is both

sought and achieved, in Gris's painting obiects are

reconciled to their boundaries. The beer mug retains

Fig. 2: Juan Gris, Tbe Vieu Acmss the Bay, l92l' Oil on canv6'
priYate collection, Paris.
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its edge; it is a hard object, possessed of artificial
durability. The affirmation of the contour line rein-
forces the integriry of the object but more impor-
tantly connects palpable (rather than abstract) nature
to the object and so establishes sensuous nature as

the model for architecture. In The Vieu Acror the Bay
of I92l (fig. 2), for example, the characteristic so-
lidity of the guitar is assured through the concrete
curves of its edges. At the same time, these edges
recapitulate the sinuous ourlines of water and moun-
tains seen through the open window. This estab-
lishes an aoalogy between the mass-produced tool
that is the basis of art (in this case, music) and the
natural landscape of which it is the urban echo.

Such still lifes are inverted in Duchamp's Ready-
mades, where the solid components of the interior
machine for living are taken apart and scattered in
the outside world with apparent abandon (figs. 3, 4).
This dispersal reverses the traditional palladian pre-
scription for the trearmenr of the interior organs of
the building as private parrs rhat should be discrete-
ly hidden. Instead, Duchamp displays the inner hard-
ware of the building with a frankness that makes us
voyeurs.

As with Gris, so with Duchamp rhe process of selec-
tion is the key to the work. In explaining his infa-
mous Fountain, the porcelain urinal of 1917, for ir
stance, Duchamp wrote "S7hether Mr. Mutt with his
own hands made the fountain or nor has no impor-
tance. He CHOSE it. He took an ordinary article of
Iife, placed it so that its useful significance disap-
peared under the new title and point of view-cre-
ated a new thoughr for that object."2o By this act of
choice the object a6hisyq5-25 art-an exact coinci-
dence of subject matter with medium. The Machine
is the message.

But the selection of the speciEc machine and irs
metamorphosis into a Readymade (the logical conclu-

sion of the trompe I'oeil painting) is only one aspect of
the process of choice incorporared into the Ready-
mades. The other aspect is the engagement of the
observer. The deliberately provocative character ofthe
chosen object requires rhe viewer to participate in
the ascription of meaning. "It is the OBSERVERS,"
Duchamp contended, "who make the pictures."21
And the shovel wryly titled In Aduance of a Broken
Arw (fig. 4) dramatizes rhe necessary participarion
of the observer. The observer must choose the mean-
ing and function of the shovel-tool to be used or
art to be studied? The functional nature of the shovel
has been subsumed by its ontological nature. Be-
cause meaning is transitive, our choice of what the
shovel means amends its nature, returns it to a con-
text, and so resrores it to stability in the wodd of
things. lVith our response, we give the shovel
memory.

Like Gris, then, Duchamp incorporates rhe act of
selection into the environment of these mass-pro-
duced consumer goods thar are the building blocks
of art. But while in Gris the act of selection is con-
fined to the purchase and arrangement of goods, in
Duchamp the act of selection extends beyond the
choice of goods to include the choice of meaning as

well. Gris's architecture is inside the house, as Du-
champ's is inside the response of the observer. To-
gether they restore to architecture rhe inrerior whose
reality Foucault and Venturi deny. Such architectur-
al models are unable to transcend the private realm.

This inability does not, ofcourse, stem from any ar-
tistic inepritude. Neither Gris nor Duchamp-nst
anyone else for thag rna11s1-can creare a public ar-
chitecture at will. Such an architecture, by de6ni-
tion, is dependent on rhe social presence of consen-
sual values and norms. In their absence, the designer
cannot creare rhem; and, architecture is either
doomed to alienation, or at best achieves authenticity
only in private unless-and until-it becomes po-
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litical. The attempt to lift architecture from the pri-
vate realm and root it again in the common world of

the present can succeed only if it begins at the place

where Gris and DuchamP stop-at the place where

private choice is transformed into political action.

IV. Erasing the Ghost of Perrault
Le Corbusier's famous slogan "Architecture or Revo-

lution" is a paradigm ofthe alienated dualism that re-

mains oblivious to the material possibility of revolu-

tionary action inherent in-not an alternative to-
the nature ofarchitecture. This revolutionary action

is gesture. Gesture, purposeful and socially intelligi-
ble movement, is the only language native to archi-

tecture that both retains the process of choice (the re-

sponse of the engaged observer) and is predicated

upon the existence of a common tongue. Gesture re-

unites architecture to nature by restoring mimesis to

design. In this endeavour architectural design takes as

its model the performing arts-esPecially dance,

drama and music. In gestural architecture the design-

er attempts neither to invent nor to replicate an

original but, as in the theatre, to forge art by choices

of interpretation. Because gesture is, by definition,

not private, it has in architecture the potential to

push the process of choice from the private realm of

modern art into the public realm of social life.

If architecture is to circumvent the unhappy dual-

ism of Perrault, it must, through gesture, reclaim

history. History must become again the content of

design, not its abstracted reflection. A necessary firsr

step in this process is one that coincides with Gris's

and Duchamp's reclamation of the interior denied by

pluralism. This is the recovery of the page; the foun-

dation on which modern history rests. Just as in the

Reformation ecclesiastical music withdrew from the

instrument to consolidate itself in the unaccompanied

anthem, so too, today architecture that returns to

the ground from which it has been displaced stands as

the strongest witness to its own renewal.

Because it uses the two-dimensional media as its for-

mat, such architecture is often assailed by those re-

luctant to acknowledge what they term "paper archi-

tecture" as authentic practice. To call graphics

"architecture," to call a urinal a "Fountain," expands

the universe of possibilities and so subverts the ex-

isting one. The work of Hejduk and Libeskind, in
particular, dissolves a purely modern conceptual

category of what constitutes architecture-a carcgory

to which our alienated culture has grown accus-

tomed. To dissolve this category and reform a broader

one is inevitably a political act. Such an act converts

the process of choice into purposeful public gesture

by means that are essentially medieval. Hejduk's

masques, after all, originate as much in morality
plays as in the Stuart court, and Libeskind's draw-

ings extend the Gothic quest for diaphanous structure

to its ultimate manifestation.

Hejduk's masques are based on the primitive notion

that actions speak louder than words. As in ritual-
ized dance, the body language of forms in the masque

tell the story. Action is visual and design is the as-

sembly of scenes. The corollary of this is that if de-

sign is action and action, in turn, is visual, then the

architect becomes a "picture-m"p.."-precisely the

term used in the 16th century to describe the

masque-maker Inigo Jones in the era prior to the pro-

fessional specialization of the building trades.22

In Hejduk's masque the performers are buildings.
They include stock types such as the house, the

barn, the bridge, and the ubiquitous tower family,

Fig. 3: Marcel Duchamp, Bottlerach, (Original, 1914, lost). Photo-
graph, Museum of Modern Art, New York.

Fig. 4: Marcel Duchmp, ln Adrance of a Broken Arn, l9l5-55,
Yale University Art Gallery, New Haven, CT.
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whose members wander in and our of various Hej-
duk projects as if they were the lost children of Harle-
quin and Columbine. The value of such Readymade
characters is that their generalized identities make
them immediately recognizable. They are gesrures.
Like the mask in the Commedia dell'arte, building rype
establishes character. If type then is character rather
than reductivist technique, Hejduk's cast of building
characters challenge the hegemony of Durand's defi-
nition of rype as merely the product of cost-efficiency
economics.

Hejduk's Berlin Maque (198L), for example, is a play
involving the recovery of the public character of the
stage where architecture acts (figs. 5-B1.zt If, as Kurt
Forster has shown, the Renaissance rhearre equates
the stage with the urban square, then in this masque
the stage, the public realm, is equated with the ar-
chitectural facade.2a The facade, the mask of the
building, is the interstitial stage on which architec-
ture acts. And the facade is the critical in-berween
zone that forms the bridge between two-dimension-
al and three-dimensional design.

The masque is set in a rown divided into a rriangle
and a square, a surrogate for Berlin, the place ofper-
formance and itself the divided city (69.5). The two
halves ofthe bisected rown are linked by a "cross-over

bridge." The bridge foreshadows the central theme
of intersection or linking with which the masque is
concerned. Irs counterpoint is the clock tower, an
emblem of the architecture of alienation. In the clock
tower a "square blank surface travels over rime,"
covering the number ir marks: at "five o'clock the
square blank surface covers the number five."2, On
this clock only pasr and future are fixed and visible:
the present alone is obscured. The blank surface that
hides the presenr is the mask worn by time. And it is
the character of the mask of the present that the fi-
nal scene of the Berlin Masque investigates.

The final scene revolves around a masque building.
This masque-within-a-masque is a rhearre containing
spectators. The spectators are rhemselves masked
and face a screen whose perforarions mirror the pat-
terns of the spectators' masks. This condenses into
an icon of the perennial architectural problems of the
relationship between inside and out, berween pri-
vate and public. As the mask is to the wearer, so rhe
facade is to the building. Like the mask, the facade
acts as a mediating pretense; it can pretend, as in
some classical and Gothic architecture, to be an imi-
tatioo ofrhat which it veils. In such cases, rhe exteri-
or diagrams and reflects the interior. At the other
extreme, the facade pretends, as in some canonical
modernisr works, to be a free floating plane unrelat-
ed to the interior it conceals. Between these rwo ex-
tremes lie infinite possibilities. It is the conribu-
tion of the Berlin Masque to direct our arrenrion ro
this question and the range of possible answers. The
disputing claims as to what parr the facade-the
public mask-should play in explicating the interi-
or are acted in pantomime within the masque build-
ing. \We, the spectators of the specrarors, are rhe ar-
bitrators of the mask.

The draftsmanship that describes this masque lacks
all pretensions to intricacy. Nothing in the sketches
suggest that the building rypes cannor be built, yet
nothing tells us how ro do it. In srructure, as in ren-
dering, technique appears innocent of ambition.
This same disinterest in the technology of the mar-
ketplace informs Daniel Libeskind's work. Libes-
kind restores integrity to architectural design rhrough
the development of drawings that can have no built
parallel in the constructed three-dimensional world.
His drawings can in no way be read as plans-that
is, as systematic schemes whose function it is ro pro-
pose and represent real achievemenrs thar are in-
tended to take place in the future or, conversely, ro
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record those that have taken place in the past. Be-

cause Libeskind's drawings have neither a future nor a

past in the built world, they take from the conven-

tions of architecmral representation their powers of
temporal imperialism. In so depriving the drawing

of its ability to colonize time, such graphics bestow

upon design the graces of autonomy and immedi-

acy, the graces that come with the refusal to reify

time. Because such works exist in the continuous

present, rather than in the displaced time of "before"

and "after" construction, they are ahistorical and

atemporal. Because they defy that obsession with past

and future we call "history," Libeskind's drawings

resrore memory to design.

hhis Chamba'Vorks, for example, architectural de-

signs are freed from their supporting role as surro-

gates for three-dimensional artifacts (figs' 9-l\26.
By eliminating visual metaphors, these renderings ex-

tend to the architectural drawing the truth to mate-

rial previously conceived of only in relation to built
form. This material integrity was first propounded

by those disciples of Carlo Lodoli who took the name

of "Rigoristti. " Their position, as Alberto Perez-Go-

mez has shown, was based on the belief that "Nothing
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could be more absurd than to use a certain material

to represent another."27 Accordingly, to conceive of

an architectural drawing as a rePresentation of a

building is to engage in the folly of fashioning mate-

rials to look like something they are not. The "real-

istic" architectural rendering, like the cast iron

acanthus leaves, is deception. And the "illustration"

of architecture makes drawings into an indentured

servant of the technology of the marketplace. It is

just such bondage that the Chambet'Vorks r'egate'

Because Libeskind's works are, as he says, "irrever-

ent to a given system of production," they make pos-

sible an architecture constructed by the reader.28 If
Hejduk engages the spectator as a participant in the

Fig. 5: John Helduk, "Frontispiece," Berlin Masque, 1980-81 from

John Heiduk, Vier Entutd, (Zurich)' 1983'

Fig. 6: John Hejduk, "Pantomine Theater," Berlin Masque, 1p80-

8f fromJohn Heiduk, Vier Entuturf, (Zurich) 1983, pp' 43, frg' 8'

Fig. 7: John Hefduk, "Masque," Berlin Masqae, 1980-81' from

;ot.H.|a"g VierEntttttrf, (Zurich), 1983, PP' 50,69' 15-l' l5-3'

Fig. 8: John Hejdik, "Masque," Berlin Masqte, 1980-81' from

;o"n. n.ia"g VierEntuarf, (Zuich), 1981' pP' 5l' frg' l5-5' 15-6'

il

9r
Hinson

C>i/iloe . -.

1

,a
,41E

,Ea/ri
/4nt,E,



{#-

9

10

l1

12

1

-ttr

I
,&.

1l

92
Hinson

++



masque, Libeskind pursues a parallel course by in-
viting the observer to activate the process of selection

and assembly implicit in the drawings. Thus the

drawings function as a score or script from which

there arises an architecture that itself activates the

process of selection and assembly implicit in the still
lifes of Gris.

The Chamber Vork arc a set of twenty-eight black-

line drawings subtitled Archircaural Meditations on

Thenes from Heraclitus. They are divided into two sets

of fourteen members each; the first, a series of Hori-
zontal variations; the second, a series ofVertical vari-

ations. These two themes are introduced by the

equation' I + 2 + 3 + 4+ 5 + 6+7 : 28." This equa-

tion consists ofa set ofconsecutive positive integers

arranged in a series that constitutes what the Greeks

termed triangular numbers: numbers representable

by a set of dots arranged as an equilateral triangle.

This equation and the triangle that it describes are

the structure of rhe Chamber'Vorks. The triangular

number whose base line is seven advises us that the
'Vorb are divided not only into two symmetrical sets

but that each set is in turn divided into two subsets

of seven members each. Thus the sequential reading

of the drawings as a progressive set moving from one

to fourteen is an arbitrary one. It is based on the lin-
ear assumption that the first component in a series is

the generator and that the direction of the Vorh cor,-

sists in the broad movement from large and diapha-

nous drawings to narrow and dense ones (figs. 9-13).

But when the equation is used as an index to the

drawings, it appears that the central drawing in each

set is, in fact, the primary one (figs. 11, 15). The

central drawing is the foundation image that carries

encoded within it the twin trajectories of movement

back towards the first drawing and forward toward

the last drawing. As in a litmus strip so, here, the

seventh of fourteen graduated steps is the neutral me-

dian point against which the balance of all other

steps are measured.

The foundation images of each set tell stories. The

Horizontal, with its rolling, waving landscape and

jagged cliffs, is replete with topographic content
(frg. 11). The Vertical, with its abstract depiction of
a Madonna and Child (descended from Durer and

Schongauer as much as from Gris and Mondrian), is

replete with figural imagery (figs. 11, 16). Togeth-

er these two series recount the intersection between

nature and the human being. The Horizontal tells

the story ofthe earth, the land, the sea, and the story

of what occurs on the surface of the earth, the farm,

and the city. The Vertical tells the story of the heav-

ens, air and 6re, and the story of that which walks

upright, breathing air and 6re and moving Perpen-
dicular to the earth. In this Heraclitan cosmos, of
which human beings and their art form one aspect,

there is an underlying harmony among diverse ele-

ments. The Vertical, human beings and that which

they make-art and children-is made of the same

materials as the Horizontal. Art and people are de-

picted as parallel images of the land and sea against

whose natural directions human activity stands in
contrast (but not in antagonism). The Vertical is the

Fig. 9: Daniel Libeskind, Horizontal Series, Plate l, Cbamber

Wuhs: Arcbitect*ral Meditations on Themes from Heraclitus, (Lnn'

don), 1981.

Fig. 10: Daniel Libeskind, Horizontal Series, Plate Yl, Cbamber

Wrhs: Arcbitecttral Meditations on Tbemes ftom Heraclitas, (lnn'
don), 1981.

Fig. 11: Daniel Libeskind, Horizontal Series, Plate Yll, Cbamber

Wirhs: Arcbitectural bleditations on Tbemes frcm Heraclittts, (Lon'

don), 1983.

Fig. 12: Dmiel Libeskind, Horizontal Series, Plate Ylll, Cbamber

Worhs: Arcbitectural Meditations on Tbernes fmm Heraclitus, (l-on'

don) 1983.

Fig. 1l: Daniel Libeskind, Horizontal Series, Plate XlY, Cbamber

Worhs: Arcbitecttral Meditatiotts on Tbemes fmm Heraclitus, (lnn-
don), 1981.
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triumph of the Horizontal because the commonality
of the line between them is recognized. The link be-
tween the Horizontal and the Vertical, between na-
ture and the human being, is architecture. Architec-
ture is the missing link in the creation story of the
Cbamba Vorks. And this link, the intersection of
Horizontal and Vertical, must be made by the Vorki
audience. The two series of drawings must be shuf-
fled like a deck of Gris's Readymade playing cards,
bringing together Horizontal and Vertical in a sin-
gle integrated ser, a paradigm of construction. This

15

consrruction is permitted bur nor prescribed by the
unbounded character of the drawings. Archirecture,
when and if it occurs, is thus defined in the Chanzber

Vorks as the product of choice , and further, as thar
bridge berween the human being and the natural
environment which bears within it rhe memory of
each. It is at this bridge that the dualistic presence
of Perrault might finally be erased. If this is so, then
we are in that startling place where past and future
intersect, where architecture is once again at that
rough strong stage of shadows caught by stones.
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Notes

1. At various points in the development of this paper I have

beneited from discussions with David Bell, John Hancock, Ken-

neth Lambla, Dennis Mann, John Meunier, Marc Treib, Eric

Sada, and Stephen Fishman, my colleagues in philosophy with
whom I taught a course in architecture and philosophy in 1981.

To these and other friendly critics I owe much, yet the errors of
my ways remain my own.

2. John Hancock terms the subservience of architecture to his-

tory a "Babylonian Captivity." See his "Architecture and Its His-

tory: Past Future and Future Pasts,"/oarnal of Architectttral Educa-

tion, (Fall 1982), p. )3.

l. Henri Aerner, (ed.), "The Crisis in the Discipline," ArtJoat-
nal, (Wi*er 1982), Vol. 42, No.4.

4. Leon Battista Alberti, Ten Books on Architectare' ed., J. Ryk-

wen, (London), 1911. See also Alberti, On Painting, ed. and

trans. J. R. Spencer, (New Haven), rev. ed., 1966, especially pp'

21-28 for a discussion of the meaning of ittoria in Alberti's

work.

1. See particularly Frangois Blondel, Coars d)Architutme En-

seigne dzns l'Acafunia royale de I'Architecture, (Paris and Amster-

dam), 2nd ed., 1698.

6. Claude Perrault, Ordannance dzs Cinq E$ecu dc Colonnes, selon

la Methodt da Anciena, (Paris), 1683. See also Charles Perrault,

Parallele da Anciens et dcs Modrnes, (Paris), 1688-1697.

7. Joseph Rykwert, Tbe Firtt Modernt: Tbe Archiacts of the

Eightentb Cmtrry, (Cambridge and London), 1980, especially

Chapter 2, "Positive and Arbitrary," pp. 25-51-

8. See Claude Perrault, Ruzeil dc Plasieus Machines dt Nouuelle

lnantion, (Paris), posthumously published, 1700; Johann
Bernhard Fischer von Erlach, Entw*ff eina bistorischen Atchinkt*,
(Vienoa), 1721. See also Lionello Venturi, Hittory of Art Criti-
citm, trans. C. Marriott, (New York), rev. ed., 1964, especially

Chapter 8, "The History of Art and Idealistic Philosophy"'

pp. t87 -212.

9. For an incisive comment on this aspect of Yrco's Scienze

Nouua, see Hannah Arendt, The Hurwn Condition, (Chicago and

London), 1918, p. 198.

10. This is, ofcourse, what all ideologies prerend to do' SeeJur-

gen Habermas, "Technology and Science as 'Ideology', in 7o-

uard a Rational Society: Stttdtnt Protest ' Science and Politics, trans, J '

J. Shapiro, (Boston), 1970, pp. 8l-122.

11. Arendt, Httnan Condition, pp. 167-168-

12. Michael !?'alzer, "The Politics of Michel Foucault," Dir-

tnt, (Fall 1983), Vol. 10., No' 4, p. 482.

11. Michel Foucault, "Rarity, Exteriority, Accumulation," in
The Archaeology of Knowledge, trans. A. M. S. Smith, (New York),
1972, pp. rt8-12r.

14. Foucault, Arcbaeology of Knruldge, p' 121.

l). Foucault, Archaeology of Kxouledge, p. 121.

16. Foucault, Arebaeology ofKnowledge, pp. l2l,125.

17. Robert Venturi, Complexity and Contradition in Arcbitectate,
(New York), 1983, p. 106.

18. Venturi, Conplexity and Contradiaion, p. 14.

19. Mark Rosenthal,rlzan Gris, Catalog of an Exbibition, (New

York), 1983, p. 106.

20. Quoted in Calvin Tomkins, Tbe Bride and the Bachelors: Fiae

Masters of the Aaant-Gardz: Dubamp, Tingaely, Cage, Ratscben'

berg, Cnninghaz, (New York), 196), p. 41.

21. Marcel Duchamp, Marchand da sel: Escrits dc Marcel Da-

champ, ed. M. Sanouillet, (Paris), 1918, p. 95. See also Mary

Ann Caws, The Eye in tbe Text: Estals on Petception, Mannerist to

Modzrn, (Princeton), 1981, esp. p. l3r.

22. John Sumerson, lnigoJonu, (Harmondsworth, New York,
and Victoria), 1966, p. D.

n. All quotatioos and references to Hejduk's masque are from

John Heiduk, Berlin Masque, ( 1980-8 l), in Vier Entwtd, (Zur-

ich),1983.

24. Klrit \U(i. Forster, "stagecraft and Statecraft: The Architec-

tural Integration of Public Life and theatrical Spectacle in Sca-

mozzi's Theater at Sannionetta," Oppositions, (Summer 1977), No.

9, pp. 6)-87.

25. Heiduk, Berlin Masque, P. 42.

26. See Daniel Libeskind, Chanbet lV'orks, Catalog of an Exbibi-

tion at the Arcbitunral Astociation, (London), 1981'

27. Alberto Perez-Gomez, Arcbiteetare and the Crbis of Mofun
Science, (Cambridge and London), 198), p. 2)).

28. Daniel Libeskind, "symbol and Interpretation," in Betueeil'

Zao and lnfinity, (New York), 1981, p. 27'

Fig. l4: Dmiel Libeskind, Horizontal Series, Plate lY, Cbamber

WirAs: Architecttral Meditations on Tbemes from Heraclitu, (Lon'

don), 1981.

Fig. 15: Daniel Libeskind, Horizontal Series, Plate Yll, Cbamber

W.rhs: Arcbitectural Meditatiotts on Tbemes fmm Hetaelitus, (Lon'

don), 1981.

Fig. 16: Juan Gris, Harhquin uitb a Gaitar, 1917' Oil on panel'

Alex Hillntan FmilY Foundation.

95
Hinson



artl Irt. '



A Millenartan Hope:

The Architecture of Emilio Ambasz

Philip Smith

Emilio Ambasz

As an inventor of a new architectural vocabulary,
Emilio Ambasz sometimes envisions his work built
by "the last man of the present culture and for the
first man of a culture which has not yet arrived." Ac-
cordingly, he is in the process of creating an archi-
tecture of essentials which does not purport stark re-

duction but rather an irreducible composite of
working parts. His structures emit a strong sense of
self-sufficiency. Nestled beneath vineyards, tucked

underground and powered by solar panels, such archi-
tecture represents a modern unification of nature

and technology in a functional and aesthetic coexis-

tence. Like poetry, his work is purposely riddled
with deliberate juxtapositions. Massive earth forms

contrast with the Zen pleasures of trickling water.

Brilliant solar panels barricade the landscape only to
reveal acres of farmland with its community built
subterraneously.

Ambasz believes in and writes fables. Like castles in
the clouds, his structures appear to be found rather

than built. They are every adjective: fantastic,

imaginative, and illusionary. To this list I will add

visionary. His fables often become the blueprints for
the structures. Upon occasion he has handed his

manuscript to an artist and said, "Render it." From

these illustrations the structures enter into flores-

cence, blooming into existence. The German town
of Ludenhausen engaged Ambasz to build a reminder
to the atrocities of war and he designed a garden, or

rather a series of gardens, each defined by a wall of
hedges. I7ithin this series, every individual plot be-

comes the property of a child who through cultivat-
ing the plot is taught responsibility, coexistence,

and the cycles of nature. After the death of an indi-
vidual owner, the plot is gifted to a new child, who
must then decide whether to recultivate the roots of
the past or begin afresh. Eventually, it is hoped that
through negotiation the separating hedges will be re-

moved and a host of communal gardens will result.

Again using agri-tecture, Ambasz designed a more

utilitarian structure for a cooperative group of Mexi-

can-American farmers. They had settled in rrailers on
a not-very-fertile stretch of Iand and were motivated
toward grape cultivation. Ambasz designed an arbo-
real architecture for the community wirhout bricks
or nails. Rather than continuing the tradition of
growing grapes on the ground, Ambasz raised the
plants onto a trellis that not only shades the fragile
grapes from the incessant sun but also provides the
roof for their living quarters. Each family is provided
with a 27O-foot-square plot of land defined by
hedges under the arbor. Here they park their trailers
to live under a serene sky of light filtered through
grape leaves, and to worship in an open-air church
built into the excavated earth. !7ith this design,
Ambasz created a truly poetic solution to practical
low-cost housing.

In his complex for The Center for Applted Computer Re-

rcarch and Prograrnming, Ambasz employed off-the-
shelf technology and in so doing created mechanical
allusions to nature. The complex is defined by two
enormous walls, one a solar panel, the other an elec-

tronic billboard, casually resting against each other.
An off-the-shelf mechanical device atomizes water
molecules to produce a vast water cloud complete
with a rainbow for cooling the complex. The area for
construction is quite swampy, so Ambasz proposed

a series of office barges that rest in a water basin that
will also serye to drain surrounding land, providing
6rm ground for future growth. The barges are con-
nected by walkable polyethylene tubes. As work
patterns change, the barges can be rearranged or re-

moved from the basin until just a cloud and two
monumental walls remain as a surrogate for
architecture.

Highlighting the architect's concern for the ethereal

elements of earth and sky, wind and water, is a re-

treat designed for a couple in Spain. The propercy is

Fig. 1: Cordoba House, Cordoba, Spain
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delineated by a massive structure of two free-stand-
ing walls, isolated within a vast wheatfield. $Tithin
its interior are steps cantilevered from the wall with
the handrail excavated into brick. Inside the handrail,
a stream of water cascades downward. The sound of
water gradually diminishes to a gentle trickle as one

climbs the stairs to the upper level. This architec-
tural illusion is consciously based on an Arabic device

know as "the stairway to Heaven." The uppermosr
portion of the wall contaios a chamber balcony for
meditation where one is comforted by panoramic
views ofthe landscape and soothed by the background
murmuring of nesting birds. The house is invisible
from the land surface , being some distance from the
wall. Built underground, it surrounds an open-air
Andalusian patio. The abstract interiors furrher aug-
ment the feeling of serene isolation and temporary
withdrawal from the modern world.

Influenced by minimalist and earthwork arts, tech-
nological and classical forms, natural forces and the
imagination, Ambasz produces polyvalent architec-
ture, a stage set that serves as surreal background for
the dramas of fundamental human activity. $7ith
architecture that is both there and not there, Ambasz
places us into a new state of existence which is a

celebration of human majesty, thought, and sensa-

tion. Though apparently quite new, there are de-
vices both primitive and ancient permearing the de-
signs. The result is an architecture that seems ro

stand for eternity.

Smith: Unlike the now popular search for histori-
cal elements that engages in the mere reproduction of
columns, porticos, and keystones, your work pro-
jects conceptual references ro anrhropology. There is

an appeal to our innate yet almost forgorten sense of
ritual. Our identification wirh a conrinuous pasr is

based on instinct rather than the visually obvious
and representational.

Ambasz: There is in all of us a deep need for rit-
ual, for ceremony, for procession, for garments, and

for magical gestures. I think it is an archetypal

search in which we all partake. The architecture of
which you speak is in most cases very academic. Its
architects crave references where the footnote is evi-
dent and the scholastic merhod fawless. They make
a gate by using archirectural historical pieces that
have always been seen as a gate. I also make gates,

but I make them by framing a passage with earth
berms. Perhaps we are searching for the same thing,
but the way we announce it is very different.

To put it into a larger frame of reference, one could
say that every age has manifested the same immense
desire to create an abode and an equally immense
desire for having the roof "disappear" to reveal a very
benign sky where it is always sunny, delightful, and
sensually pleasanr. The Baroque artists painted
trompe I'oeil clouds on rhe ceiling and the Persians
made magnificent lapis lazuli skies. I open up rhe
roof by completely opening the center of the house.

There are architects now engaged in recouery. I am in-
terested in discouery. In recovery, they return to the
source of history and utilize elements rhat make sense

to each other. However, rhey end up talking a tre-
mendously hermetic language, in which most of the
references can only be understood by those initiated
into the cult. You can exist in this way if you want ro
remain inside a convent. But if you are really going
to deal with real problems such as housing, they can-
not be solved by pasting up little fragments of histo-

ry. I am not against seeking to maintain a conrinuum
with history, nor am I against a search for orna-
ment. On the contrary, I am all for ornament; my
heart bears for scrambled egg on the walls. But I
don't believe in ornamenr that results from buying
history by the foot. I believe in inventing ornamenr
where it is intrinsic ro rhe srructure of rhe thing
made. My objection is that in many cases, rhis quest
has become a very culturally tired search. I hope
that I am far more vital. But I must be lucid and
acknowledge rhat I am still a product of my cul-
ture. I should confess, therefore, that I sometimes
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fancy myself to be the last man of the present culture

and look longingly to designing the house for the

first man of a culture which has not yet arrived.

Smith: You occupy a contradictory and individ-
ualistic position in modern architecture. The work

embodies the bizarre and the practical, the past and

the future, the monumental and the invisible. Yet

underneath all these factors is an engineer's sense of

functionalism. How do you reconcile these diverse

condicions?

Ambasz: A great deal of my time goes into proving

that what I draw can be built. I put tremendous ef-

fort into making drawings of all details to show that

it can be done. An important aspect of my tech-

nique is in using elements that exist in a catalog of

available technology or contemPorary agricultural

methods. For the Mexican project I could give you

the names of all the manufacturers, because the pro-
ject is composed of ready-mades. The solar energy

panels were made in Mexico, the billboard in Hol-

land, the barges in Mexico, the hoses in France.

I like to believe that I have trained myself to have a

certain discipline for getting at the principle of the

problem. I try to deal with essentials, not by pur-

pose, but by nature.

Smith: From this essence a wonderful harmony

emerges. Everything works. The outcome is a quite

self-sufficient machine that hums.

Ambasz: Like many self-sufficient men' I am tn-

clined to suspect that part of that is facade' But,

now, seriously, I must agree with your observation,

for the houses do suggest a profound sense of

security.

Smith: Every proiect seems to rest on some sort of

mythical fable, Iike a house once imagined in a for-

eign land belonging to a princess locked in a tower.

Is the project itself a fable or does the architecture ex-

ist as a separate but interdependent entity?

Ambasz: Your question pinpoints my reason for

writing fables. The areas blur. Sometimes the fable

is a project and the descriptive literary part is purely

technical, and sometimes the imagery of the fable

becomes the illustration. N7ith the Chicano project I

had different artists do different renderings. I never

showed them plans. I iust told them the fable and

said, "Illustrate it." \7ith the fable illustrated, the

built architecture results.

Smith: But more than just fairy tales, the fables

and the architecture seem steeped in mysticism, pos-

sibly on the order of the Arabian Nights.

Ambasz: A double role is being played. On the one

hand, I am playing with elements that come from

my period, such as technology. On the other hand, I
am proposing a certain mode of existence that is dif-

ferent. This is a search for essential things-being
born, being in love, and dying-certain things

which always move the heart, eternal things which al-

ways return. They have to do with existence on an

emotional, passionate, and sensual level. Perhaps I
use very austere elements to express them and there-

fore the gesture is a very austere one. But by doing it
this way I believe it may be far more durable. It is

certainly a far more classical attemPt. I am interested

in the passionate and the emotional in an almost

timeless way. I am interested in presenting ideas and

images which can serve as prototypical.

Smith: In what way are the houses models for the

future of architecture, visions of the next era?

Ambasz: The problems of the future are eminently

arban problems but not necessarily city problems'

The only way I find it possible to handle them would

be to deal with relatively small numbers. Most of
my prototypes are relatively simple. They are always

in open areas and deal with an interesting communi-

ty of people, eight or nine people animated by a cer-

tain idea or otherwise a very special family. I am in-

terested in developing the notion of agro-urban

communities-communities of 400 to 500 fam-
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ilies-that scale of operarion. In a city I find myself
having to work much more in terms that recognize
the city as found territory. You.have to accept rhe re-
strictions and the context. You have ro accepr the
history of the city which is a cultural history. So you
must have elements which replay culturally. But, in
truth, I can't make projections about the future. I can

only present solutions.

Smith: When did you first begin ro build
underground?

Ambasz: Allow me to remark that although my
projects use earth, very few of them are under-
ground. Most of these projects are builr aboue grade
level and then earth is used to inregrate them into
the landscape. The first project was about three years
ago. ItrThile driving through Spain I saw two walls
standing, and I started thinking abour a very strange
square grid pattern of many walls crossing each oth-
er at regular inrervals. You could have walked on rop
of these walls and seen the vineyards growing within
each square. That was the way the image came ro me.
Then I elaborated on thar, and I came up with the
Cordoba house where the actual edge of the walls is
the edge ofthe land. The notion ofthe underground
house is a very simple one, a very plain device. I
wanted to eliminate architecture. The only rhing to
stand was to be the facade which is like a mask, Iike a

surrogate for architecture. The architecrure disap-
pears; you see only the earth.

Smith: But for a simple concept it seems so revo-
lutionary and so appropriate for today.

Ambasz: There is a long tradition. You have ten
million people in a province in China where the earth
is very easy to cut, and all live underground. Some
people get very anxious about living close to the
earth, bur they confuse berming for burying. I can
take a normal house, a Levitt house or even two trail-
ers at a certain angle to each other and cover them
partially with earth, leaving the sides open for direct
view and ventilation. It is that simple.

Smith: Returning ro rhe house in Spain, I find it
quite surreal-the casual placement of two enor-
mous walls on rhe landscape without any seemingly
logical or visual connection ro any orher structural
elements.

Ambasz: You always have rhe sense rhar behind
the walls are absent presences or present absences.
The notion of that which is in front of you and that
which happens behind the wall has always appealed to
me. There is a certain rype of anima or spirit behind
the wall. N7hen you approach it you see two walls
resting orfe way or another, and you can see the sug-
gestion of clouds, or in the case of the house in Cor-
doba, you see rhe two walls and when you walk
about the other side there is a great surprise-not a
cubic house but just a shell. In the house for the
Castelli Houses for Sale show you have the berms act-
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ing as massive, strong fortresses through which you

pass to discover a terribly benign giant. They are just

hiding a very simple house. There is a certain sym-

bolism there, certain atavistic memories I assume one

has when walking through the berms. If you walk

through massive earth like these berms, you would

almost feel your hair being slightly pulled. They are

such a big mass that they contain a certain gravity.

You have an almost optic sensorial perception of
their existence. But the mass is designed in such as

way that you know you will get through. It's not a

heavy overwhelming tunnel. I have no interest in an-

guish. The feeling should be far more religious and

ritualistic. I am interested in the rituals and ceremo-

nies for the twenty-four hours of the day. I am not

interested in the rituals and the ceremonies for the

very long voyage-voyages which can taken forty to
fifty years. Those are utopian. And what a tragedy to

discoaer that for the sake of tbose long-tenn dreamt we

haue vcrifued our daily lioa. No, I am interested in
daily rituals-the ritual of sitting in a courtyard

and being slightly protected from the view of your

neighbors and the strong wind, looking up at the

stars; the situation ofthe father sitting on the bed and

looking across the courtyard to see his children play-

ing in a room: an acknowledgment that there exists a

certain generational distance but with the hope that

they may come together in the living room, an acceP-

tance of the fact that the family unit exists, made up

of people of different ages, different modes of percep-

tion, and different ways of sensing reality. The

younger ones in the family never know how much the

older ones know. There is a certain form of wisdom

that will come to them much later when it is too late

for any form of communication. Dealing with that

type of situation attracts me. It is not in the house. I
don't make it, but the house provides a backdrop. I
am fascinated by stage architecture, in the sense of
being a stage for daily life-not one that over-

whelms you but one that you can somehow conscious-

ly understand.

Smith: As you develop this backdrop for daily liv-
ing, is there an ideal method of living that accompa-

nies the structure?

Ambasz: He has a private space. She has a private

space. They meet and reconcile themselves in the liv-
ing room. The ideal situation perhaps would be two
houses: he lives in one, and she lives in the other, and

they have to knock at the door if they want each

other. They never take each other for granted.

Smith: How civilized. Stars, wind, and family are

much overlooked values today. They seem to be im-
plied or woven throughout your architecture.

Fig, 2: Center for Applied Computer Reserch and Programming,
Las Promesas, Mexico'

Fig. 3: Cooperative of Mexican Grape Growers, Borrego Springs'
California.
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Ambasz: I am very conservative, but in the same
sense in which seeds may be said to be conservarive.
I am interested in those things which are eternal. The
architecture I make suggesrs and is evocative of
these. But acrually I only like to talk abour faucets
and cubic feet of earrh-you know, important
matters.

Smith: Much of your work highlights classical
concerns ofarchirecture such as the presence oflight,
the sound of warer, and the humane use of space.

Ambasz: I love traditional techniques of architec-
ture such as the manipulation of perspective or rhe
modulation of light. The Baroque architects knew
how to bring in light in such a way rhar the sculp-
tures in the church looked as if they were lit by mag-
ic. They knew how to cover the domes with gold,
which would pick up the last rays of sunset so rhat
the peasants surrounding the little village looking
out would still know that God was rhere, that there
was hope for the night. They knew so many secrers.
Those architects knew how ro manipulate feelings of
reassurance and hope.

Smith: lI7hy have rhese traditional techniques been
omitted in Modern architecture?

Ambasz: There has been a certain concern since the
beginning of the century ro creare a new type of ar-
chitecture. The ideological premise was thar the new

man would be the one stepping out of history, a

new man emerging out of traditional class relation-
ships. This new man could not look at history. His-
tory had been the story ofthe subjugation ofone class

by another. In this complete ideological consrrucr
there would be a new system of property, of classes,

and therefore there would be a new type of architec-
ture. So for fifty years Modern architecture has tried
not to relate to history at all. Now we realize that it
was a complete conceit of the mind. In exchange we
have lost a tremendous treasure of architectural ex-
perience. Now there is such a longing for ornament,
for sensual surfaces, and for certain forms of emo-
tional experiences in architecture, not only the cere-
bral ones. Professional architects, being as they usu-
ally are uncultured and poorly read, go to the books
of architecture for reference. They cut out little
doorways, litrle moldings, and pasre rhem up ro ex-
press a certain longing for modulared surfaces. The
fact is that they are frightened of inventing ornamenr.
They apply it; they don't invent it. They are frighr-
ened of inventing ornament because they are fright-
ened of making images.

Every period has its myrhos, and every myth has irs
image. The Renaissance had the myth of the En-
lightened Man. Man was rhe crearor of things, and
pictorial and architectural images were created to
represent this. Ours is the only period that has devel-

102
Smith . Ambasz

\

'qr l,I

1t



<t>

oped methods for generating infinite images, in-

stead ofcreating the appropriate images to represent

its myths. So the image which better represents our

period may be that of the method whereby the images

may be generated (something like Sol LelWitt's for-

mula for generating images without making a state-

ment about a definitive image). The formula is

there; he can always make another one. Thereby you

have architecture being taught as a method for gen-

erating architectural images but without ever making

a value judgement. No wonder it is hard for people

in our culture to make conclusive' irreducible im-

ages. It would mean making value statements. Be-

cause we have found our values so suspect, you can see

people who have resorted to the recovery of images

from the past. In a certain way, these recovered im-

ages come with a warning: "Use these images, but

remember, they are just borrowed to satisfr our crav-

ing for moldings. They are brought back from his-

tory and thus may at any moment be returned."

$7hen ornament is glued on rather than being a re-

sult of the structure, it has a way of falling off when-

ever the culcural season changes. My conrention is

that very few architects take the risk ofinventing new

images or new ornaments. My ornaments come from

using natural materials as in the juxtaposition of agri-

culture with architecture. Disparate elements when

juxtaposed create new images-images that are some-

times movinS, sometimes ironic, and sometimes

perplexing.

Smith: The idea of growing a building, as in the

case of the Chicanos' vineyard, inhabiting a living

thing, is so primitive and yet so advanced.

Ambasz: I've seen many vineyards in Italy. They

make such a beautiful light. I am interested in cre-

ating the ideal roof; the roof under which anything

can take place. The ideal gesture would be to arrive

at a plot of land which is so immensely fertile that

your arrival would be so welcomed, and slowly the

land would take shape to provide you with an abode.

And within that abode , being such a magical space,

it would never rain, nor would there be inclemencies

of one sort or another. The hope is that you would

not have to build a house. Sfe must build a house

only because we are unwelcomed on the land. Every

act of construction is an act of defiance to nature.

Smith: I agree.

Ambasz: It's a millenarian hope we all share

Fig. 4: Cordoba House, Cordoba, Spain'

Fig. 5: Center for Applied Computer Research and Programming'

Las Promesas, Mexico.
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Principles in the Architecture of Alvar Aalto

Andres Duany

It is remarkable that the architectural vocabulary of

Alvar Aalto has not been conceptualized with the de-

gree of precision applied to other, even minor, mas-

ters of the Modern Movement. The absence is empha-

sized by the nonappearance of an Aalto maniera

corresponding to the Corbusian of the recent past or

the Miesian of a decade earlier.

This situation may be attributed to Aalto's formal

kinship with the German wing of modern expres-

sionism and the consequent presumption ofa personal

and therefore incommunicable architectural syntax'

Sigfried Gideon supported this attitude by postulat-

ing "irrational-organic" motivations. I Henry Rus-

sell-Hitchcock, otherwise so sensitive to nonfunction-

alist values, resorted to the terms "whimsical,"

"arbkrary," and "willful" to describe Aalto's forms'2

Even recent investigations, like that of Paul David

Pearson, maintain that "Aalto's Romantic Modernism

. was such a personal style that it could not be

readily followed by others and was perhaps too subtle

and intricate to be formularized. . ")

This essay counters such interpretations by demon-

strating the existence of a highly systematic archi-

tectural syntax. The documentation is direct: canoni-

cal buildings are shown to have consistently rational

principles underlying their apparently idiosyncratic

formal and or ganizational structures.

Vhile a good measure of consistency must be as-

sumed at the source of any identifiable architectural

Ianguage, that of Aalto is elusive. His designs show

little evidence of the homogeneous geometric sys-

tems which are fundamental to Mies and \flright for

example, nor did Aalto ever state an explicit formal

agenda on the order of Purism or De Stiil'

In fact, the keys to understanding Aalto's architec-

ture as systematic are three: The first of these identi-

6es a pervasive dualistic sensibility which precludes

homogeneous solutions. Aalto's designs seem to in-

volve a dialectical process which integrates mutually

contradictory concepts into comprehensive syntheses'

The resulting buildings are complex and virtually
free of the failures common to the application of sin-

gle-minded concepts to social and urban situations.

The second of these acknowledges the primacy of per-

ception and the human vantage point as a formal de-

terminant. Certain important compositional tech-

niques that Aalto employs reveal themselves only

when they are understood as ways of controlling the

building's impact on the perception of the observer'

The ultimate goal of these manipulations is to en-

hance the visual character of a place and thereby in-

scribe it in the memorY.

The third of these notes that throughout the Aalto

oeuvre there are instances ofquotation from the archi-

tecture of classical Greece. These direct allusions are

interesting, but they are most useful when taken only

as evidence of familiarity, the actual effect taking

place at the level of principle. In fact, Hellenistic

paradigms may be used to clatify the three principal

components of Aalto syntax: those which organize

program, those which articulate form, and those

which define space.

I. Organizing the Program
A fundamental duality usually catalyzes Aalto's orga-

nization of a given Program. The process involves a

schematic device which will be called the head/tail

principle.

The town hall at Sein?iioki exemplifies the principle

clearly (flg. 1). The head element houses the special

function, in this case a council chamber' It is mass-

positive and formally elaborate, and it is finite in

the sense of accommod ating a program of 6xed scope'

The tail is the opposite in every way' It accommo-

dates a mundane program of bureaucratic activity

within a neutral orthogonal geometry. It is space-

Cultural centre and Town Hall in Jyviiskyle'
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posirive, and ir has the intrinsic porenrial for
exPansion.

The duality of head and rail is complemenrary, rhe
one providing a ground from which the Egure of the
other may be seen ro best advantage. The composi-
tion thus resolves into a distinct public space and a

memorable public object, both being rypological
componenrs of civic building since the Hellenisric
layouts of remenos and temple. A similar coexistence
of memorable mass and defined exterior space is rar-
ely to be found in buildings of rhe Modern Move-
ment, which are usually subject to the predilection
for object-gestalt. The constanr recourse to this hy-
brid parti alone would be sufficient to identify Aal-
to's conrribution.

In addition ro rhe rown hall, four buildings com-
prise the Seiniijoki Civic Center: a church, alibrary, a

theater and a municipal office building (fi1. 2).
These constitute a beautifully expounded series of
variations on the head/tail principle.

The head ofthe church group is rhe nave (fig. 3). It is
unusual (within the type) for an extreme formal reti-
cence, probably atuibutable to a bulk that is suffi-
cient to establish the necessary priority. This self-ef-
facement allows the other buildings, which are

7a 7b

smaller but more elaborate, ro asserr their respective
positions in the hierarchy.

The town hall overcomes the limits of its size by de-
ploying one of the most elaborate and powerful sil-
houettes in the oeuvre. The heads of the library (the
stacks) and the theater (the auditorium) are in turn
less distinct, with the municipal office building
completely lacking a head portion and being depen-
dent on the other buildings for irs image (fi1. 4).
This gradual typological degeneration presumably co-
incides with the relative importance of each
building.

There is a parallel gradation of rhe tails. The court-
yard of the church defines a complete four-sided en-
closure; that of the town hall is three-sided and only
able to cradle a partial realm; and the other three
buildings have no integral courtyards and must co-
operate towards a mutual spatial definition. Unlike
the square or rhe forum, Aalto's assemblage of dis-
continuous individual srructures is permeable, and
able to perform seamlessly with the adjacent subur-
ban fabric of Seiniijoki. This type of coherent civic
place which remains open and integrated ro rhe sur-
rounding city first appeared at the Hellenistic agoras,
where stoas defne a loose precinct containing the
monumental council house.

6
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The head/tail organization at Seiniiioki extends even

to the design of the baptismal font where an extreme

diagrammatic clarity provides a clue to the design of

the surrounding buildings (frg. 5).

The buildings at Seiniijoki represent a High Classic

instance of an organizatiorral system that had been

evolving over the forty years since Aalto's Diploma

Project of 1921. There it appeared in the form of a

tower and courtyard-an unselfconscious residue of

National Romantic convention (fig. 6).

Even Aalto's earliest commissions, such as the

Guard's House of 1926, reveal the inchoate existence

of a dual organization (frg.l). This building seems

to contain the elements in a clear form: a tail of out-

buildings forming a sPace and a circular meeting

hall serving as head. The hall, however, remains un-

derground and invisible, not yet having emerged as

a consciously developed head/tail organization'

During the protracted design of the Viipuri Library

of 1927-19)0 there occurs a remarkable evolution

from a first scheme which is still involved with the

compositional issues of classicism, to one where an

emergent concern with the articulation of function

leads to an expressed distinction between stacks and

ancillary rooms (fig. 8). But this head/tail organiza-

tion is not yet formally decisive because the two ele-

ments remain rectangles of similar size' Both there-

fore read equally as positive masses and neither

dominates in the definition of exterior space'

At the Finnish Pavilion for the 1937 \world's Fair the

dual organization reaPpears with aPParent clarity' A

striated, round-edged head provides a palpable im-

age, and a tail, broken by the outline of the site,

performs decisively to create an exterior space (fig' 9)'

The concurrent design for a Museum at Reval

achieves a similar level of development with an area of

stone cladding expressing a head and a rectangular

courtyard formed by a tail of galleries (fig. 10)' If
there is a weakness in these two buildings, it is that

the programmatic segregation is not sufficiently pre-

cise to establish a dualistic tension in function as ef-

fectively as it does in form.

Sfith the Siyndtsalo Town Hall of 1949, which is

comparable to the later town hall at Seiniijoki in all

its particulars, the disposition of forms and the allo-

cation of functions conform thoroughly to the mature

dualistic type (69. 11). Sdyniitsalo may be consid-

ered the 6rst masterpiece of the Aalto syntax.

Having established the classic use of the head/tail

principle it is possible to oote the ways in which it
may be adapted to accommodate different circum-

stances. The most straightforward of the variations

are the libraries. The library at Seiniijoki described

above was followed by very similar ones at Rovaniemi

and Mount Angel, and a related version within the

Fig. 1: Town Hall, Seinnioki, 1961-1965.

Fig. 2: Civic Center, Seiniiioki, 1958-1966.

Fig. 3: Church, Seinnloki, 1958-1960.

Fig. 4: Library, Seineioki, 1961-1965.

Fig. 5: BaPtismal Font, Seinnloki.

Fig. 6: Diploma Prolect, 1P21.

Fig. 7: Gurds'House' Seiniiioki, 1925.

Fig. 8: Library, ViiPuri, l910-l9rr.

Fig. 9: Finnish Pavilion, Paris' 1937.

Fig. lO: Museum, Reval, 1934.

Fig. 11: Town Hall, S?iyniitsalo, 1950-1952

t07
Duany

A#-r 
- ''ry4rf, ,



12a

l)a

14a

l2b 12c

lJc

15a

l2d

rtb

\Tolfsburg Cultural Center (fi7. 12). These buildings
share an exrreme rypological consistency equaled in
the Modern Movement only by the Unites of Le Cor_
busier and the Miesian office blocks. A consistent
otganizador, may also be traced within the variety of
assembly buildings. The theater for S7olfsburg, rhe
small parish center at Detmerode, and the enormous
convention cenrer for Vienna are among rhe many
examples of the type (fig. Lil.

The second museum of Jyviiskylii, on rhe orher
hand, is an example of a disproporrionate program
compromising the classically balanced solution (fig.
14). h this building a preponderance of gallery space
is allocated to rhe head with only a minimal infec_
tion ar the entrance facade effectively contributing co_

ward the spatial definition normally associated with
the tail.

Another disp,roportionare program conrrols the or_
ganizadon of Baker House-but in reverse ro rhe Jy_
viiskylii Museum (fig. 15). Here an overwhelming
quantiry of student rooms is to be accommodated by
the tail while only one communal room is available
for the head. Aalto reverses this physical imbalance
with a conception of the dormitory as an enormous
backdrop curtain and the communal room as the figu_
rative set piece. The smaller elemenr thus reads as

the more important of the two parts, and the correcr
typological priority is recovered.

A variation presenting multiple heads appears at Fin_
landia Hall, where two auditoria protrude above a
tail of lobbies (fi1. 16). At Malm Crematorium there
are three heads, each a separare chapel accompanied
by its own courtyard, an arrangement which may be
understood as the clusrering ofthree complete head/
tail sets (fig. I7).

The classroom building at the Otaniemi Instirute,
having many tails and only one head, is the converse
of Finlandia Hall (69. 18). The auditorium is an ex_
emplary head type, due to its emblemaric power as
seen from the main approach and its radical meta_
morphosis from other aspecrs. The rest of the build_
ing consists of three tails, each housing an academic
department around an individual small courryard
and, with the curious exceprion of the architectural
school, independently capable of expansion.a Another
much greater space is defned by the aggregate of
the academic departments on one side and the library
on anorher. This space provides the temenos for the
auditorium and operates ar the scale of the campus as
a whole.

Beyond granting a broad versarility in the meaningful
disposition of a variety of programs, the head/tail
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organization has important urbanistic aPplications'

To integrate a building into an urban context, both

head and tail assume specific binding or mediating

roles. A rectilinear tail section may serve to anchor

the complex geometries of the head to an urban order.

At the N7olfsburg Cultural Center the tail firmly

defines the street edge and leaves the head free to in-

flect toward the existing city hall (fig. 19).

An earlier building, the House of Culture neglects

the mediating function of the tail and abuts a head

of overwhelming geometry directly to the street (fig'

20). Because the result would be disruptive to the

urban fabric, a syntactically extraneous arcade is ap-

plied as a remedial buffer.

At Finlandia Hall the trapezoidal tail mediates ob-

lique urban grids, allowing the heads to develop ac-

cording to their internal logic (fig. 21). The two

auditoria can thus achieve a delicate aesthetic con-

figuration independent of the rudimentary external

conditions at this formally unresolved part of

Helsinki.

In the absense of built context' the tail is not neces-

sary to resolve existing external conditions and is

available to establish compelling internal relation-

ships. Designed for a vast emPty site, the three build-

20a 20b

2l

F$. l2a Library, Seinaloki, 1963-1965.

Fig. l2b: Library, Rovaneimi, 1965-1968.

Fig. 12c: Library, Mt. Angel' 1965-1970.

Fig. l2d: Library, r$(uolfsburg' 1958.

Fig. l3a: Theater, rU/olfsburg, 1966.

Fig. 11b: Parish Center, Detmerode' 1965-1968'

Fig. 13c: Convention Center, Vienna, 1953'

Fig. 14: Second Museum, Jlviiskylii' 1971'

Fig. 15: Baker House, Cambridge, 1948.

Fig. 16: Finlmdia Hall, Helsinki, 1962'

Fig. 17: Crematorium, Malm, 1950.

Fig. 18a: Institute ofTechnology, Otaniemi, 1964-1969'

Fig. 18b: Auditorium, Otaniemi.

Fig. 18c: Auditorium, Otaniemi'

Fig. 19: Cultural Center, Volfsburg, 1958-1963'

Fig. 20: House of Culture, Helsinki' 1955'

Fig. 21: Finlandia Hatl, Helsinki, 1962'
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ings of the Rovaniemi Civic Center conrribute rheir
respective rails ro define a single agora which conrains
the three heads (fig. 22). This layout assures a co-
herent serting for the emblematic portion of rhe
buildings despite the urban deficiencies of the sur-
rounding town. To a similar end, program permit-
ting, the tail may undergo mitosis and define a
space berween separare parts. This is the formal role
ofthe free-standing clinic at Alajarvr and ofthe par-
ish house of the Imatra Church (figs. 23, 24). Finally,
the hierarchy implicit in the head/tail organization
is available to establish bonds with pre-existing
monumental structures. At the Enzo-Gurzeit Of-
fices, the rourine commercial geomerry of the facade
is conceived as rhe rail porrion, to be completed by
the elaborate silhouette of the Byzantine church be-
yond (69. 25). The study drawings leave no doubt
that this was Aalto's intention.s

tion of structural elements and to the emulation of
vernacular groupings. 6

In this regard Aalto is exceprional. An elaborate
manner in meering the sky is a distinct component of
his syntax and one ofren misattributed to an expres-
sionist sensibility. In fact, the generation of such
forms is systemaric and their utility quite tangible,
even by functionalist standards.

Aalto's compositional merhod is based on rhe prem-
ise that a decisive clue to the perception of three-
dimensional form is provided by the silhouerte.T
Neither plan nor secrion can be perceived by the ob_
server as such. Only by designing the silhouerte,
which is rhe perceprual hybrid generared by the hu_
man vantage point, does rhe architect have precise
formal control of what is to be seen.

A simple demonstration of this mechanism is found
at the Sdyndtsalo Town Hall, where an unsemanric
eye may see rhe secrional event of a stair riser and
that ofa corner turned in plan as idenrical visual phe_
nomena (fi9. 26).

This coexistence of formal determinants permits
Aalto to exercise his dualistic predilection rather
than submit to the domination by the plan which is
normarive in functionalism. Because his architectur_

21

26a

28a

24

26b

28b

II. Form
Buildings of the Modern Movement have tended to
be reticent at the skyline. The mastery of controlled
picturesque composition attained in the 19th Century
w,rs an early casualty of functionalism. r,J7ith the
discrediting of the romantic sensibility that provided
its authority, formal strategies for the picruresque
were effectively reduced ro rhe rhetorical manipula-
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al intentions lie in a synthesis of both plan and sec-

tion that is entirely within the perceptual realm, the

examination of Aalto's work from two-dimensional

drawings yields so much that seems arbitrary.8

Aalto's formal syntax resolves into 6ve distinct for-

mulations of the plan/section duality.

1. \7here the dominant silhouette of a building is

an actual horizontal set parallel to the visual axis of

the observer, it will be perceived as a downward diag-

onal. The dormitory wing of the Paimio Sanatorium

as seen from the approach is an example of this per-

spectival transformation (fig. 21).

2. Where the dominant silhouette is an actual

horizontal, but set perpendicular to the visual axis,

each corner turned in plan will be perceived as a verti-

cal step in the silhouette. This phenomenon occurs

repeatedly at the east front of the Pensions Institute

with an echelon as the visual result (fig. 28)'

3. Perceptually induced silhouettes (such as the

two discussed above) are visually compatible with

actual silhouettes and may be designed in conjunc-

tion. Thus at the north approach ofthe Pensions In-

stitute, the first four steps of the silhouette decline in

actual height while the next six are formed by per-

spectival diminution from what is actually a continu-

ous horizontal parapet (fig. 2r. At the side of Fin-

landia Hall the lobby roof is a horizontal which is

perceived as a diagonal, formally cooperating with

the actual diagonal rise of the stair and of the audito-

rium (fig. l0). A similar effect occurs indoors at the

main lobby of the college at Jyviiskyld, where both

the actual diagonal of the stair and the perceptual

diagonal of the balconies act in visual unison (fig'

3 1).

4. \7here the building is tall or the vantage point

sufficiently low, the configuration or the plan will
appear projected powerfully into silhouette. Aalto

may distort a plan to this end, often against utilitar-
ian dictates. This is the case with the apartment

house at Bremen which decisively shows the formal

aspects of the plan only at the highest point (fig. 32).

At Baker House, the sedate character established by

the facade at eye level is unexpectedly transformed as

the radical form of the plan becomes visible against

the sky (fig. 33).

5. Where the requisite building height as de-

scribed above is not available, the vertical extrusion of

the plan may be sliced by a diagonal section, there-

by becoming periscopically accessible to the observer

on the ground. The council chamber at Jyviiskylti
City Hall is a simple instance of this (fi,g. 34). The

more elaborate silhouette of Sein2ijoki City Hall is

the plastic resolution of the arc of the speaker's niche

with the diagonal section (fi1. 31). The extravagant

Fig. 22: Civic Center, Rovaniemi' 1963'

Fig. 23: Civic Center, Alaiiiroi, 1966'

Fig. 24: Church, Imatra, 1956-1958.

Fig. 25: Enzo-Gutzeit Offrces, Helsinki, 1959-1962'

Fig. 26: Town Hall, Siiyniitsalo, 1950-1952'

Fig. 27: Tuberculosis Sanatorium, Paimio, 1929-1933'

Fig. 28: Pensions Institute, Helsinki, 1952-1956'

Fig. 29: Pensions Institute, Helsinki, 1952-1956'

Fig. 30: Finlandia HaIl, Hetsinki, 1962'

Fig. 3l: College, JYviiskYlii, 1963'

Fig. 32: Apartment House, Bremen, 1958'

Fig. 13: Baker House, Cambridge, 1948'
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silhouette of Finlandia Hall is the result of a simple
diagonal intersecting the jagged entrances at rhe
rear of the auditorium (fi1. 36).

These characreristic formal devices first appeared
tentarively, in the elaboration of secondary archirec_
tural elements. At rhe Railworkers Housing of
1924, for example, the stepped footing generated by
the natural slope of the site is amplified beyond its
utilitarian requirements and then echoed by an eche-
lon of chimneys (frg. 37).

Two subsequent buildings, the Guard's House ar Jy-
viiskyln of 1926 and the Turin Sanom at of l92g de-
velop echelon ourlines, but these remain confined to
secondary usage at party walls (figs. 38, 39). Wirh
the Viipuri Library of l93O the manipulated silhou-
ette is fully deployed and becomes the primary com-
positional device (fie. 40).

Beyond contributing generally to the formal versa-
tility of the architectural synrax, the control of the
building silhouette may be applied to specific tasks.
One is to bind disparate archirectural elements. An-
other is to infuse even onro small buildings monu-
mental presence.

The binding occurs when each architectural element
is a uniquely formed and precisely located interval of

an overall formal intention. Each rhereby becomes
necessary for the composition to be complete. This is
the most common of Aalto's formal devices, affect_
ing design ar every scale throughout the oeuvre.

An example at the smaller scale occurs within the
Imatra Church where several individually uninflectd
rectangular windows assemble ro become a vitrail
(65. 4l).In the studio at Munkkiniemi, two walls
lacking a perceptual corner joinr are associated by
the shared stepping of the fenestration (fig. 42). At a
domestic scale, the villas Mairea, Aalto, and Rovan_
iemi all demonstrare a rigorous assignment of silhou_
ette as the principal discipline to unify the casual
disposition of the plan elements (fig. 4)). A still larg_
er example is the classroom building at Otaniemi
which presenrs, from one ofits principal approaches,
a relentless echelon integrating everything in sight,

39
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from the retaining wall at the foreground to the dis-

tant skyline of the auditori,a'm (fi'g. 44).

But buildings like those ar Otaniemi are syntactically

homogeneous and relatively undemanding of the

unifying powers of the silhouette. A more forceful

demonstration occurs at the Paimio Sanatorium,

where the four elements that surround the entrance

court overcome an extremely sachlich disparity of fe-

nestration by participating in a common purpose at

the skyline (fig. 4r. \Tithout this discipline Pai-

mio would remain a collection of independent, albeit

adjacent, buildings. A most radical instance aPPears

at the W'olfsburg Cultural Center, where three articu-

lated elements collide with an aggressive syntactic

incoherence that is reconciled only by a shared pur-

pose at the skyline (fi1. 46). This corner at Wolfs-

burg seems to be exploring the effective limits of the

binding power of the silhouette.

This same technique is applied to the assemblage of

multiple buildings, especially in the absence of axial

relationships. The four apaftment houses at Munk-

kiniemi are subiect to the arbitrary shape of the site

but become a unified composition from the main ap-

proach where all the elements can be perceived as

rising to a singular point at the boiler stack (fi1. 41)'

At Alajiirvi the town hall is an exceedingly lengthy

46a 46b

Fig. 14: Council Chamber, Jyvaskyla'

Fig. 35: Council Chamber, Seinnioki.

Fig. 36: Finlandia Hatl, Helsinki, 1962.

Fig. 37: Railworkers' Housing' 1p24.

Fig. 18: Gurds' House, Jyw'dskylia 1927.

Fig. 39: Turun Sanomat, Turkrt, 1927-1929.

Fig. 40: Library, Viipuri, 1910-1935.

Fig. 4l: Church, Imatra, 1956-1958.

Fig. 42: Studio, Munkkiniemi, 1955.

Frg. 41a: Villa Mairea, Noormukku, 1939.

Fig. 43b: Villa Aalto, Munkkiniemi, 1934.

Fig. 41c: Vill4 Rovaniemi, 1965.

Fig. 44: Institute of Technology, Otaniemi, 1955-1964.

Fig. 45: Tuberculosis Sanatorium, Paimio, 1929-191r.

Fig. 46: Cultural Center, rVolfburg,, 1958-1961.
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ation of scale as the attribute of monumentality.

This characteristic device was explored eady in Aal-
to's career, while he was srill designing in the classi-
cal language. His early churches for Tampere and
Tocilo<i of l92l are already accomplished examples of
this formal partern (figs. 5l, )2).It was to recur in
most of Aalto's subsequent churches, still being pre-
sent ar the ones for Riola and Imatra (figs. 53, 54).

This type of composition is applied to important civic
buildings as well, such as rhe museums of Shiraz
and Aalborg (figs. 55, 56). These designs are grand
gestures in general ourline but retain a small, and in
the case of Aalborg, delicate scale of componenrs.
Even Finlandia Hall-the preeminent monumenr
representing Finland to the world-is made of indi-
vidual elements (fi1. 57). But these elements have
been formally coalesced to a grandeur unsurpassed
even by the monolithic classicism of Siren's neigh-
boring Padiament Building.

Indeed, the manipulation of the silhouette ro these
various ends is so pervasive in Aalto's work that it is
rare to find a building which is not subjecr in some
way. Its constant use may sometimes be negative, re-
sulting in a general blurring of identity, with com-
mon buildings on the verge of being mistaken for lof-

47b

echelon that performs an extraordinary visual leap
across an open field to bring Engel's distant church
into the composition (fig. 48). The separate struc-
tures that make up the Sunila Factory repeatedly
transcend their utilitarian layout and assemble as co-
herent echelons (fi1. 4).
This technique controls Aalto's masrer plan for the
center of Helsinki (6g. )0). The public buildings
along the lake are unified by a crescendo of silhou-
ettes, with a preliminary peak at Finlandia Hall and
a culmination at rhe office towers downtown. The
plan proposes a single visually controlled composi-
tion sweeping across two kilometers of Helsinki. A
formal relationship over such an area is comparable
to the achievement of the Acropolis at Pergamon and
all the more remarkable because it is sustained with-
out recourse to the intrinsic coherence of the classical
language.

The Pergamene analogy holds for Aalto's method of
generating monumental presence. Typically, a

structure is first broken down into discrete elements
and then recomposed, by actual size or by perspecti-
val adjustmenr, ro participate in a grand inflection
toward one point. Based on the refinement of scale,
this method is antithetical to the convenrion of rhe
Late Modern Movement which proposed the obliter-
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tier types. The town hall at Alaiiirvi, for example,

should by rights be formally more exalted than the

saw mill at Verkaus (figs. 58, l9). More disturbing

is the heating plant at Otaniemi which is as glorious

in massing as any of the churches (fiS. 60). If not for

the possibility that the latter is a humorous Nordi-
cism, Aalto would seem to have semantically mis-

calculated just as thoroughly as Mies did with his

chapel and power plant at the Illinois Institute of
Technology.

A formal vocabulary of such power and versatility

presents, even to the master, a constant temptation to

the indiscriminate rhetoric of expressionism.

III. Space
Deviations from the orthoSonal apPear throughout

the Aalto oeuvre. A majority of the significant sPaces

are affected by some type of geometric distortion-
sometimes as a result of programatic accommodation,

but most often in the interest of perceptual control.

Aalto seems to consider the right angle to be an un-

weighted point in the geometric continuum, possi-

bly because the inevitable distortions of perspective

deny it a primacy beyond its intrinsic utilitarian val-

ue. As if to assert this, some plans are allowed to de-

viate from the orthogonalby a casual few degrees,

increments too slight to be perceived. This may be

the explanation oflaconic angles such as those at the

Malm Crematorium (frS. 61).

\(hile these deviations are interesting as statements

of principle,9 more important to the architectural

syntax is the positive manipulation of geometry for a

determined visual result. To this end, the crucial ref-

Fig. 47: Housing, Munkkiniemi, 1951.

Fig. 48: Civic Center, Alaiiini, 1966.

Fig. 49: Factory, Sunila, l9i6-l%9, 195l-1954.

Fig. 50: Master Plan, Helsinki Center, 1959-1964.

Fig. 51: Church, TamPere, 1927.

Fig. 52: Church, Tooloo, 1927.

Fig. 53: Church, Riola, 1966.

Fig. 54: Church, Imatra, 1956-1958.

Fig. 55: Museum, Shiraz, 1970.

Fig. 56: Museum, Aalborg, 1958.

Fig. 57a: Finlandia Hall, Helsinki' 1962.

Fig. 57b: Finlandia Hall, Helsinki' 1973.

Fig. 58: Town HalI, Alajiirvi, 1969.

Fig. 59: Sawmill, Verkaus, 1945-1946.

Fig. 60: Heating Plant, Otaniemi, 1962-1963.

Fig. 6l: Crematorium, Malm, 1950.
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erence is the conal form of the human field of vision.
Aalro exploits this phenomenon with characteristic
duality by designing spaces that are determined by
one of two opposite types of visual progression. One
spatial type opens out in support of the cone of vi-
sion, thereby making more space available to the eye.
Its intention is to demarerialize the boundaries and
create an ethereal space free of focus. The other type
closes inward, exposing more of the bounding sur-
face and imposing focus, closure , and synractic densi-
ty as rhe primary experience.

The simplest examples, and rhe earliest ro appear, are
those which open our in section while the plan re-
mains essentially rectangular. The Viipuri Library of
1930 aheady contains a major space of this configur-
ation (fig. 62). A similar one appears at the l9j7
ITorld's Fair Pavilion (fig. 6r. The large indoor
spaces ofthe later urban buildings are consistently of
this type: The Rautatalo Offices and the Academic
Bookstore both have central halls that become wider
as they rise and rerminate in ceilings that are effec_
tively dematerialized by skylights (figs. 64,65). This
expansive combination substantially enhances the
out-of-doors ambiance of these winter agoras.

The pavilion for the 1939 \il7orld's Fair demon-
strates an opposite condition, with space closing as it

rises: Here the ornamental wooden walls lean in-
ward, displaying themselves to the observer below
6s.66).

The sectional manipulation of space occurs in Aalto,s
work at every scale. At the paimio Sanatorium, a
slight upward disrortion at the window removes the
joint of glass and ceiling, eliminating the percep_
tion of complete enclosure (frg. 67).

Distortions in section may also appear in combina_
tion with corresponding effects in plan. The typologi_
cally consistent libraries of Seiniijoki, Rovaniemi,
and Mount Angel have reading rooms rhar open our
strongly in plan and both upwards and downwards
in section, an expansive spatial intention supported
by the dematerialization of the radial bounding wall
with entering light (figs. 68,6g,70). The shaping of
these spaces suggesrs a greater concern with percep_
tual impact than with the dictates of radial supervi_
sion proposed by functionalist analysis.

Alternarively, the field of vision may be impinged by
a series of entrances coming forward ro offer diver_
gent paths. Aalto employs this spatial type in build_
ings of public access as a device that allows the im-
mediate presentation to the visitor of all subsequent
itineraries. This is the arrangemenr presented at the
entrances of most museums: Aalborg, Shiraz, Bagh_
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dad, and the second Jyvaskyla all have lobbies that

close down in plan (figs. 71,72,73,74)' The muse-

um for Reval of 1939, which is the earliest and most

accomplished of the group, closes in section as well

(frg. 75). A similar arrangement is found in the lob-

bies of public assembly buildings like Finlandia Hall,

the House of Culture and the Parish Center at

rUfolfsburg (frgs. 76, 77 , 78).

The control of the spatial effects described here is

crucially dependent uPon a fixed vantage point, and

the progression through Aalto's buildings may be

understood as sequences of such specific locations'

These usually occur at places of entrance, propylaea

in the strictest sense, because an entrance is the only

recurring architectural element where an otherwise

freely peripatetic observer may be assumed to face a

determined direction. 10

Control of the vantage point is so powerful a device in

fact, that Aalto may use it to alter the perceptual

layout of a space while the actual geometry remains

orthogonal. This is a usage exactly analogous to the

relationship between the Propylea and the Parthenon

which achieves a diagonal reading within an orthog-

onal setting. For example, the council chamber of

Sein2ijoki Town Hall is rectangular, but the point of

entry from the corner establishes a diagonal axis that

reorganizes the space into one of perceptual closure

and focus at the podium (fig. 79). The same may oc-

cur in outdoor spaces such as the courtyard of the

Sdyndtsalo Town Hall where a chimney receives the

perceptual axis emanating from the entrance (fig'

80).

On a larger scale, at the town center of Saynatsalo a

series of implied orthogonal spaces are approached

from their corners, establishing a continuous diag-

onal axis that is finally received by the council cham-

ber of the town hall (fig. 81). Spatial closure is pro-

vided by the buildings along the way, which

Fig. 62: Library, ViiPuri, 1910-1915.

Fig. 63: Finnish Pavilion, Paris, 1937.

Fig. 54: Rautatalo Offices, Helsinki, 1953-1955.

Fig. 65: Academic Bookshop, Helsinki, 1966-1969.

Fig. 66: Finnish Pavilion, New York' 1939.

Fig. 67: Tuberculosis Sanatorium, Paimio, 1929-1911.

Fig. 69: Library, Rovaniemi, 1965-1968.

Fig. 70: Library, Mt. Angel, 1965-1970.

Fig. 7l: Museum, Aalborg, 1958.

Fig. 72: Museum, Shiraz' 1970.

Fig. 73: Museum' Baghdad, 1958.

Fig. 74: Museum, Reval, 1934.

Fig. 74: Second Museum, Jyviiskylii 1971.

Fig. 75: Museum, Revat, 1914.

Fig. 76: Finlandia Hall, Helsinki, 1962.

Fig. 77: House of Culture, Helsinki, 1955.

Fig. 78: Parish Center, Volfsbvg, 1959-1962'

Fig. 79: Town Hall, Seinnioki, 1963-1965.

Fig. 80: Town Hall, Siynilsalo, 1950-1952.

Fig. 81: Town Center, Siiyniitsalo, 1949.
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sequentially impinge ro close down the field of vi_
sion. The resulting progression is very similar ro rhar
which was to be experienced while rraversing rhe
Athenian Agora of the late Hellenisric period.

In these last three examples the imposition of a di_
agonal axis by the locarion ofthe vantage point causes
the perceptual rotation ofa rectangular space and its
transformation into one that narrows the cone of vi_
sion. This is the minimum synracric operarion ro_
wards the crearion of a characreristic Aalto space.

Other sire layouts show buildings thar open our ra-
dially, minimizing their mutual impingement on vis_
tas. This is the dominant planning strategy of the
housing layouts: Those at Sunila, Lucerne, Kauttua,
and Porvoo (figs. 82, 83, 84,8i) range from subtle
to radical in degrees of geometric distortion.

Conversely, the space being defined on a site may
close down, binding togerher a collection of separate
buildings by intensifling rhe experience of a shared
vanishing point. The campus plan for the college at
Jyviiskylii is an example of this (fig. 86). A more ex-
treme one is provided by the main approach to the
auditorium at Otaniemi, where the space not only
narrows in plan but the upward slope of rhe ground is
conscripted, and actual silhouettes join with per_
spectival ones ro impose an illusory vanishing point

on a location within the space itself (fig. g7) The
spatial intensity unleashed by this composition is un_
surpassed in the Modern Movement, even with
buildings much greater in size.

It is a measure of Aalto's abilities that the architect
of a conception as powerful as Otaniemi is equally ca-
pable of the most subtle adiusrments towards spatial
definition. The oeuvre is replete with instances like
the slightly rotated solarium at paimio and the deli-
cate slipping of the plan at Hansaviertel which are de_
fected only to correcr perspectives that would oth-
erwise be disturbingly oblique (6gs. 88, 89).

Conclusion
These are only a few of the instances rhat demonsrrate
Aalto to be among the most rarional and consistenr
of Modern architects. There are also other compo-
nents of the Aalto syntax: The ornamental use of
materials, for instance, is subject to dualistic inrer_
pretarion; the use ofdaylighting and oftechnical de_
vices are also characteristic. In fact, these are rhe ele-
ments rhat identify the Aalto "style" in much of the
existing literarure. ll But such devices, being subject
to environmental circumstance or simple personal
preference, are nor the stuffofa synractic sysrem that
constitutes a transmissible architectural language.
In Aalto's case, this musr resr on rhe irreducible ele_
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Fig. 82: Housing, Sunila" 1919.

Fig. 83: Housing, Lucerne, 1969.

Fig. 84: Housing, Kattua, l%8-194O-

Fig. 85: Housing, Poonoo, 1966.

Fig. 86: College, Jyviiskyli 1950.

Fig. 87: lnstitute of Technology, Otaniemi, 1955-1964.

Fig. 88: Tuberculosis Sanatorium, Paimio, 1929-19J3.

Fig. 89: Apartment House, Hansaviertel, 1955-1957 '
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ments of orgarlization' form and space, and his in-

clusive way of resolving the opposing themes of each'

How then is this architectural language to be aP-

plied? An immediate contribution can be made to the

problem of the new cities, for Aalto is one of the few

great suburban architects. NThether by cultural con-

ditioning, or in resPonse to the broken topograPhy

of Finland, his buildings usually stand free' They

thus present themselves as prototypes to those archi-

tects working in irrevocably suburban places, for

whom the formal conventions of the European city

are too Precise and those of the Anglo-American sub-

urb too weak. To these Aalto can show the way'

There is another, more transcendental contribution,

that involves the continued integrity ofaichitectural

culture. Aalto, alone in bringing perceptual determi-

nants to bear on the abstract idiom of the 20th cen-

tury, maintains the ancient principles born of Hellas

which, being sensual, recede before the technical

imperatives of our age. \Tithout Aalto, the architec-

tural language of the Modern Movement would be

not only less satisfying but substantially incomplete'

Notu

1. "Alvar Aalto" The Architectural Review, Feb' 1910'

2. "Aalto-vs-Aalto: The Other Finland," Perspecta, !-10'
Hitchcock here praises other Finnish atchitects at the expense of

Aalto.

l. Paul David Pearson, Aluar Aaho lnd the Intefl'ational StYle,

New York: rW'hitney Library of Desi gn, 1978' It must be noted

that this is not a maior point within the book's argument and it
does not weaken an otherwise excellent work'

4. Expansion has already taken place at Otaniemi, at Finlandia

Hall, and at the town hall of Seiniijoki'

1. Enzo-Gutzeit offers an alternative reading: the regular pro-

gram (office space) is zoned along three sides ofthe building and

L e*pr.ssed as a regular grid on the facade' The supporting pro-

gram (circulation machine rooms, etc') is grouped on the fourth

Iid. 
"rrd 

expressed with every possible irregularity ({tS' 25b)'

This gain, *hil. no, a conventional head'/tail situation, mani-

fests a dual attitude toward organization'

6. This is best illustrated with the work of Eero Saarinen:

Dulles Airport is an example of the structural basis and the Yale

Colleges an example of the vernacular'

7. This is especially true in Scandinavia where the dark winters

preclude the uie oflight as a dependable modulating.device for

ihe clarification ofform. Form is here understood as disrinct from

issues ofsurface and facade, which play recurring but secondary

roles in the Aalto sYntax.

8. This is documented by Demetri Porphyrios in "Heteroto-

pia: A Study in the Ordering Sensibility of the W'ork of Alvar

Aalto," Architectural Monographs 4, Rizzoli, 1978'

9. Subtle angles were a mattet ofprinciple for Scandinavian ar-

chitects of the previous generation for whom they represenred

an allusion to folk building tradition'

10. The vantage point is also operational in the manipulation

of form, as discussed in the previous section' The photographs in

the three-volume monograph (Alvar Aalto, Karl Fleig, Ed') are

invariably taken from the correct vantage point, indicating either

the sensiiivity of the editor or selection by Aalto himself' Other

publications usually contain photographs taken from irrelevant

vantage points.

11. For example see S. Groak, "Notes on Responding to Aalto's

Buildings", Aichitectural Monographs 4, B.izzoli l9]8 ' L'

Mosso, 
;Lu Luce nell'Architettura di Alvar Aalto," Zodiac 7 

'

1960., \7. C. Miller, "A Thematic Analysis of Alvar Aalto's

Architecture," A + U, Oct. 1979'
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J. C. Nichols, the Country Club Plaza,

and Notions of Modernity

Richard Longstreth

!7hen J. C. Nichols announced his intention to

build the County Club Plaza in 1922, the proposal

was at once branded a folly. 1 Critics insisted that

the site, some three miles south of downtown Kansas

City, Missouri, was too remote. The nearby popula-

tion was growing, in large part due to a network of
residential tracts Nichols himself had been develop-

ing for over a decade. Yet his envisioned 210 shop

complex was considered much too large an outlying

area. Plenty of stores already existed along streetcar

lines connecting this precinct with the city center.

The Plaza would be close to a carline, but customers

would have to walk several blocks out of their way

along curving streets. Nichols anticipated that many

people would actually drive there to shop. Skeptics

were certain that the venture was a colossal mistake'

The criticism soon evaPorated. From its early years,

rhe Plaza was a financial success, enioying more or

less consistent growth and rising popularity (fr9' 2)'

Nichols in fact revolutionized the concept of the

shopping center. His ideas exerted a maior influence

on retail design and marketing practices, command-

ing nationwide attention at least until the 1960s.2

ThePlaza and Nichols's adiacent residential develop-

ments, known as the Country Club District, became

archetypes for the automobile suburb in much the

same way Baron Georges Haussmann's reconstruc-

tion of Paris served as a paradigm for the commercial

metropolis. Precedents existed for many aspects of

Nichols's work, but like Haussmann's, the scale and

degree of synthesis were a departure. In each in-

stance, too, accommodating changes in transporta-

tion needs and creating comprehensive planning

policies provided the essential matrix.

Earlier than most real estate developers, Nichols

sensed that then prevalent retail center forms were

rapidly becoming outmoded. The automobile, by

virtue of numbers alone, was choking the urban core'

While "every effort should be made to conserve the

values of downtown business property . . and in-

crease its efficiency," such efforts must acknowledge

the ascendent role ofperipheral sectors in retail trade.

At the same time, Nichols recognized that these

commercial strips, stretched along streetcar lines

which were now burgeoning highways, suffered

from almost as much congestion as the city center.

Improving the situation entailed more than cosmet-

ics. Nichols believed that the automobile was now a

major determinant of people's spatial choices. The

public would seek alternative locations' not transPor-

ration modes, when the existing physical order be-

came too inconvenient.s Thus if the Country Club

District was to continue to thrive and expand, it
must be served a new type of shopping center, one

which would be inviting to the motorist'

Nichols was also an outspoken advocate of the most

enlightened city planning of the period' He cham-

pioned the cause of civic centers, parks, and other

public amenities, but was iust as concerned with

adequate municipal suPPort systems' stringent zon-

ing regulations, and the details of block structure'

No aspect of the urban fabric or urban life could be

ignored in his concept of civic improvement' Ni-

chols considered this viewpoint entirely practical'

Through comprehensive planning, cities would be-

come far more profitable places than they were at

present. He also took the rather unorthodox stand

that realtors should be the leading force in planning

efforts. The city was the realtor's "merchandise,"

and he was thus in the best position to raise its val-

ue.a In practicing this policy, Nichols created the

Plaza x an integral part of the Country Club District'

Commercial activity was prohibited in most parts of

the district; therefore, more shops could be concen-

mated in one sector, which in turn could make shop-

ping more convenient. At the same time, the Plaza

must develop only as increases in the nearby popula-

Fig. l: Jesse Clyde Nichols in his office' Photo 1928'
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tion warranted. By growing incrementally, the center
could one day provide a full range of retail and pro-
fessional services while minimizing the risks of specu-
lative investmenr. The same rhorough planning was
required for every detail of layout, appearance, and
managemenr so rhar the Plaza would increase in val_
ue and remain a long-term community asset rather
than be undermined by the deterioration that
threatened many commercial nodes after only one or
two decades.

Nichols's straregy combined paternalism and free en-
terprise to form a modern, efficient machine for sell_
ing that catered to the middle class at a rime when it
regarded automobility as an ever more important
part of daily life. The plan became a seminal one in
the evolution of a building type that has joined the
ranks of the skyscraper and single family suburban
house as particularly American contributions ro ar-
chitecrure-ones which have had a profound impact
on the landscape and living patterns at home and
abroad.

Tbe Man
From broad conception to minor details, the plaza

was a personal product that embodied both the busi_
ness and community values of its developer (6g. 1).

Jesse Clyde Nichols was the epitome of the self-made
entrepreneur who, starting with no capital, became

a rich and nationally prominent figure by the rime he
reached forty. All of his energies were focused on
work. He worked incessantly and demanded no less of
everyone around him.5 Nichols was unafraid to
break with convention, yet never did so on impulse.
He was a sagacious judge of human nature and needs
without capitalizing on their weaknesses. A staunch
individualist, Nichols ran his vast real estate empire
as a patriarch. Employees, tenants, and even the
thousands of Country Club residenrs were an ex-
tended family.6 At the same rime, he was adept at
delegating responsibility, assembling a corps of ral-
ented assistants trained in specialized fields. By rhe
late 1930s, theJ. C. Nichols Company had twenty-
four departments, including ones for architecrure,
landscape design, brokerage, conveyance, financing,
publicity, sales, insurance, building, and managing
utilities.T In its organization, scope, and size, the
Country Club Districr was a small city.

By his own account, Nichols had always been ad-
dicted to hard work. Born in the small eastern Kansas
town of Olathe in 1880, Nichols's initial employ-
ment came at age eight, assisting his father at rhe lo_
cal grange store. Thereafter he held numerous jobs,
many of them self-initiated. Few of these enterprises
were needed for support. They were undertaken out
of love of independence and a compulsion to formu-
late objectives and realize them in the best way pos-
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sible.8 Nichols was intensely comPetitive; however,

he never seems to have had the desire to excel at the

expense of others. He strove to define his own situa-

tion, working in new territory where he would not

have to confront others. This temperament may help

to explain why his enterprises were concentrated in a

single area rather than scattered throughout the me-

tropolis, encompassing tracts sought by compering

real estate interests. And, if Nichols was preoccupied

with excellence, he also remained willing to admit

failure and learn from mistakes. The modesty implic-

it in this attitude was in turn used to convey a sense

of strength and confrdence in future projects.e

Nichols's insatiable appetite for work did not di-

minish in the classroom. He graduated first in his

class from high school and from the University of

Kansas (190 1), where he majored in economics' This

academic performance led to a one year scholarship

at Harvard, which he used to study law and real es-

tate. The man who had the Sreatest influence on Ni-
chols's outlook there was O. M. W. Sprague, who ar-

gued that development could generate as well as

respond to land values and should be of long-term

benefit to the community. Nichols had aheady ac-

quired a respect for the longevity of old European

towns during a bicycle trip through England and

the Continent in 1900. He was also disturbed by the

tendency of American urban quarters to decline after

only a generation of use. Could their quality now en-

dure, as he surmised was the case abroad?lo

After leaving Cambridge, Nichols had no concrete

plans for the future. Initially, he hoped to develop

agricultural communities in Mexico and the Ameri-

can Southwest. The project was a dismal failure

though he did acquire a taste for Spanish colonial ar-

chitecture in the process. The next undertaking

proved more successful' In 1904, Nichols organized a

syndicate with several friends, purchased a tract in

Kansas City, Kansas, and erected inexpensive houses

on the premises. The profits made were sufficient to

make him pursue another, more challenging subdivi-

sion venture. V.ith the syndicate reformed as the J'
C. Nichols Company, he acquired a ten acre parcel

just outside Kansas City, Missouri.

The property was a mile from the nearest streetcar

line, had neither streets nor utilities, and was sur-

rounded by a hog-feeding lot, brick kiln, squatters,

and a tawdry amusement park' To Nichols the site

was cheap, available, and promising. He sought to

accomplish what he had been told by Sprague was

possible: to create land values. The optimism proved

infectious; sales were brisk, and a small enclave of

residences began to take form. Nichols was not satis-

fied, however. The surrounding land uses still had

an adverse affect on development, and no provisions

existed to prevent it, like scores of predecessors,

from declining in the years ahead' These circum-

stances, combined with some fruitless attempts to

develop tracts in other outlying sections, convinced

Nichols that acquiring one large, contiguous area

was necessary to protect ProPerty values.11

Little time was lost in devising a strategy. Several

nearby parcels were purchased in 1909, and more

were added almost yearly until America entered

\7orld W'ar I. Work resumed at a fast pace after the

Armistice. \7'hen the plan for the Plaza was an-

nounced four years later, Nichols had developed some

2000 acres and was planning many other projects for

the near future. Two general principles had emerged

to guide these efforts. All phases of the development

process should be controlled by the company, and

they should be formulated according to a compre-

hensive planning policy. The organization was thus

not only selling lots, but designing and construct-

ing houses, offering financial services, providing util-
ities, and imposing strict deed restrictions. Neigh-

Fig. 2: Counry Club Plaza, general view looking southwest' Photo

ca. 1930.
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borhood associations had been formed so that
residents would play an effective role in perperuar-
ing property values.12 Land was set aside for
churches, schools, playgrounds, and parks. Nichols
had lobbied strenuously to have Missouri portions of
the development incorporated as part of Kansas
City. Thereafter he worked with municipal authori_
ties to extend the city's elegant park and boulevard
system, as well as needed services, into his precinct.
Landscape architect George Kessler, who had de_
signed that system, was hired as a consultant and be_
came a major influence in crearing the garden city
character that distinguished this. A cluster of neigh_
borhood shops was built, and others soon fol-
lowed. 13 The residential enclaves contained scores of
modest houses, but many others were more ambi_
tious and some rank among the grandest dwellings
in the metropolitan region (6gs. 3, 4). Ttte Country
Club District, as it was now known, had become
one of Kansas City's fastest growing and most presti_
gious quarters (fig. 5). Nichols had been assembling
land for his large shopping center since 1912. The
time seemed opporrune for its realization.

The ldea
The Plaza's program departed from conventional
practices in a number of respects; foremost was the
attention it paid to the automobile. !7ith the ubiqui_
tous grid partern of municipal streets and alleys con-
sidered a cause of vehicular overcrowding, the plan
evolved as a hierarchical network (fig. 6). A single
broad thoroughfare (47th Street) was planned for
shops catering to everyday needs and rapid sales.
Other streets were shorter, narrower, and more irreg-
ular, setting the tone for more leisurely excursions.
Yet even minor roads were comparatively wide (60
feet) to permit easy maffic flow and diagonal parking
for a maximum number of spaces. At a time when
parking merers were being installed in cities and
towns across the country, parking at the plaza was
(and still is) free. The swelling demand for reliable

automobile services was addressed with gas srarions
conspicuously placed ar intersecrions and a repair fa-
cility located nexr ro the first shops on a side street
Gg. 7). Block interiors were reserved for delivery
courts so as to minimize the intrusion of commercial
vehicles on motorists and pedestrians alike. 1a

Nichols and his associates were perhaps the first de-
velopers ro sense that widespread use of the auto-
mobile resisted creating a single focal point in a con-
centrated area. The traditional square, or in
America rhe linear strip, enunciated by one or more
prominent buildings at its heart not only fostered
congesrion, but was visually unwarranted because rhe
car could cover considerable distance in a marter of
minutes. Thus the Plaza's plan dispersed components
more or less evenly throughout. Despite its name,
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the development had no center, no single landmark.

The most prominent feature was in fact a series of
towers that was designed to identify the various

blocks while augmenting the coherence of the com-

plex as a whole. Tall buildings, on the other hand,

were regarded as a source of overcrowding on the

street. The height limit was set at two stories, which

Nichols argued not only diffused traffic, but al-

lowed each building to receive plenty of natural light

and made the units more cost-effective. Block size

was also smaller than the average in Kansas City' The

total arrangement was attuned as much to the Pe-

destrian as to the motorist. Scattering stores on small

blocks was calculated to discourage shoppers from

staying in one part, while the towers offered land-

marks to facilitate orientation. The shops them-

selves were grouped according to the services they

provided, giving each sector its own identity and in-

docing perambulation from one zooe to another' 15

The ratio of open space to building lots was unusu-

ally high (46%).However, the configuration was de-

signed to enhance property values. Consistent with

Nichols's overall development strategy, amenities

were at once generous and conceived to increase long

term pro6t.

The Plaza's lateral organization intensified the need

for the complex to possess a strong' cohesive, and ap-

pealing character. Nichols was a firm believer in to-

tal design. Buildings, street frxtures, and landscaping

must be harmonious and orchestrated to make shop-

pers feel that they were in an extraordinary retail cen-

ter. Over the years, large sums were sPent on sculp-

ture and other works of art, which were located at

strategic points along the sidewalks. Such adorn-

ment was used as an attraction, but also to foster a

sense of dignity that was central to the Plaza's im-

age. Billboards and other conspicuous advertising

media were banned. Nichols felt that the shopper's

eye should be directed at window displays; hence

signs were minimal and designed according to uni-

form standards. But if harmony was a Paramount con-

cern, anonymity was considered detrimental. Store-

fronts were unobtrusive and at the same time

designed to give merchants individual recogni-

tion.16 This subdued variety was seen as more invit-

ing to the pubtic than would be a homogeneous

treatment that might carry institutional overtones'

Matching the attention paid to physical Presence

was a concern for human activity that fostered a com-

munity atmosphere. Classes in leisure pursuits were

offered, and a dog show, art fair, and fiesta staged an-

nually. Decorative schemes were developed for Eas-

ter, Flag Day, and Halloween. During the Christmas

season, all buildings were outlined in lights, pro-

viding a spectacular nighttime display that atracted

visirors throughout the region.

At the heart of retail profits lay the merchandise it-
self. Controlling the scope and quality of services

was the linchpin of Nichols's marketing strategy' In

most shopping districts, tenants were contracted by

each building owner with the result that some facili-

ties could be redundant while other goods not ade-

quately represented. Moreover, the presence of a

landlord concerned only with quick profits could

undermine the stature of the whole quarter and spur

deterioriation in other parts. Such circumstances'

combined with a substantial overbuilding of specula-

tive commercial properties in the 1920s made the

failure rate for retail stores across the country ex-

tremely high and placed many more in a marginal

Fig. 3: Greenway Fields tract, Country Club District, Kansas City'

Mo., 1919.

Fig. 4: Kaufman house, Country Club District, Mission Hills'
Kansas, ca. 1920'

Fig. 5: PIan of Country Club district in l9J0s'

Fig. 6: Plm ofCountry Club Plaza in 1930'

Fig. 7: Sinclair seroice station, ca'. 1921, Edward Buehler Delk'

architect; demolished.
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economic posirion. 17 Nichols sought to avoid this
pattern by offering a balanced spectrum of retail
products and professional services. prospective ten-
ants were considered within the context of their role
in the entire center, and undue competition between
merchants was prohibited. Thus several types of
clothing stores could be included so as ro give shop_
pers a choice, bur more than one variery store offer_
ing the same range of products would nor be permit_
ted. This policy entailed both careful screening and
stipulating what each tenanr would sell. Grocers, for
instance, could not bring in flowers on seasonal de_
mand since it would undercut the forist,s profits.
The quality of products sold was equally imporcant.
Poor merchandise or shoddy sales techniques, Nichols
reasoned, would tarnish the plaza's reputation. Mer_
chants had to be honest and discrete, but they were
also encouraged to be aggressive. A percentage leas_
ing system was initiated whereby renr was deter-
mined according to monthly sales volume. This
method allowed the Nichols Company to monitor the
ongoing need for a certain type ofservice and the ef_
fectiveness of each merchanr, who in turn knew rhat
if he was inattentive to sales there would be little in_
ducement for his lease to be renewed. l8

Additional control was fosrered by the plaza Associ_
alfen-ilaggurated and in large part supported by
the company-to which every merchant belonged.
At regular meetings, members discussed means ro
promore rhe cenrer, shared infbrmation and ideas,
worked to coordinate srore hours, and contributed to
special evenrs. Having a srore in the plaza quickly
became a signifier of good business and good value.
Tenants proved willing to submit to restrictions and
fuctuating rents in exchange for the reputarion and
customers that were attracted.

Underlying these policies was Nichols's belief in long
term investment. Such an objective, he srressed,
would result in grearer profits and create a lasting
community asser. The Plaza was intended to be
both an efficient retail center and a civic enrerprise,

which, like the European rowns thar inspired its
name, could be a focus of human activiry and enjoy-
ment. In a society founded on free enterprise, v/irh
shifting market conditions and often unscrupulous
speculative ventures, stringent controls were regard-
ed as essential to execute and maintain the cenrer,s
broad agenda.

Comprehensive planning was also an important
means to implementation. Impressive by any stan-
dard of the day, the number of single family houSes in
the Country Club District was neverrheless consid-
ered insufficient to sustain so large a rctail complex.
Residenrs in older neighborhoods roward downtown
Kansas City would augment the clientele, but not
enough. To bolster demand, apartmenr houses de-
signed for moderate and high income groups were
erected around three sides of the plaza. Nfhile these
projects were induced by the Nichols Company, other
developers undertook mosr of the actual work (fig.
8). By the late 1930s, this chain of apartments
housed some 10,000 people who could satisfy most
of their shopping needs within a few blocks of home.
The buildings also provided inexpensive quarrers for
many Plaza employees. Finally, the residential towers
to the south of the center were planned to serye as a
buffer between the intense retail activity on one side
and the secluded tracts of houses on the other. le

Precedenx
In formulating the Plaza's program, Nichols and his
staff drew from an array of contemporary pracrices in
urban planning and development, while modifring
them in new ways. Master plans, for instance, had
been undertaken in cities throughout the nation as a
means of bringing order to metropolitan form,
transportarion sysrems, and land use.20 These initia_
tives were for the most part sponsored by civic
groups and increasingly by municipalities rhem-
selves. Planning was emerging as a government re-
sponsibiliiy in the 1920s. Nichols's designs, on the
other hand, were private, money making venrures
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where the cooperation of authorities was solicited to

implement a scheme.

Precedent also existed for Large commercial develop-

ment proiects, the most ambitious to date having

been Grand Central Station and its attendant blocks

in New York.21 But such undertakings were gener-

ally located in the urban core, not on the periphery.

Ties betweeen downtown and suburb had been cre-

ated in Cleveland with the Van Sweringer brothers'

bold scheme for Union Terminal and Shaker

Heights. Nevertheless, this enormous develoPment

underscored the polarities ofthe two zones; only lat-

er would attention be paid to concentrated retail de-

velopment near the residential uacts.2'

The Plaza was in fact fat larger and more complex

than any previous shopping center developed by a

single concern. During the second half of the nine-

teenth century, a few planned suburbs such as Riv-

erside, Illinois, included several stores to meet resi-

dents'daily needs. After 1900, the idea of a modest,

picturesque retail center became popular in fashion-

able suburban areas (Market Square, Lake Forest, Il-
linois, 1913), as well as in philanthropic proiects

(Forest Hills Gardens, New York, 1909-1912),

model company towns (Tyrone, New Mexico,

l9l4-l9ltl and even some of the federal Sovern-

ment's first housing ventures Qforkship Village,

Camden, New Jersey, begun l9l}.21 All of these

commercial nodes were defined by a parklike open

space inspired by preindustrial sources' The histori-

cizing matrix offered a welcome relief from the gaudy

image normally associated with retail development

(69. 9). Yet the intimately scaled square lined by

shops created traffic problems as much as it fostered

an appealing village ambiance. In most cases' too, the

limited number of stores implied that residents ei-

ther had sufficient mobility to do their shopping in

the metropolitan center, or the resources to purchase

little more than basic goods. A scheme closer in size

and scope with the Plaza was prepared at about the

same time for Palos Verdes Estates south of Los Ange-

les.2a The four shopping centers proiected as part of

this 16,000-acre suburb each had alarge paved square

that enabled easier vehicular circulation and park-

ing, but this form was essentially an expanded version

of the prevailing pattern (69. 10). Vhile shopping

centers begun in the 1930s tended to be less formal

with layouts specifically tailored to parking needs,

they were for the most Part neighborhood oriented.

The Depression brought ambitious new projects to

an end, Ieaving the Plaza and a handful ofcenters that

appear to have been influenced by it anomalies until

after the Second Vorld !Var.2t

Adherence to traditional forms during the 1920s is

understandable given the nascent stage of highway

design. Little significant reordering of sPace to ac-

Fig. 8: Casaterr4 Biarr:itz, Riviera, Villa Locarno, and Villa Serra

ap,rtments, 1928 to 1929, Alonzo H. Gentry, architect'

Fig. 9: Market Square, Lake Forest, Illinois, 1913, Howard Van

Doren Shaw, architect.

Fig. 10: Lunda Baty Plaza, Palos Verdes Estates, California, ca'

f9)3, firttmd Cutter architect; Olmsted Brothers, lmdscape archi-

tects; Charles Cheney, planning consultant; proiect'
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commodate rhe automobile had occurred in densely
developed areas. Most examples consisted of widen-
ing extant arteries or construcring boulevards and
parkways.26 The unplanned commercial strips that
would proliferate along highways outside cities dur-
ing the 1930s were just beginning ro emerge. Ni-
chols's anticipation of the need for a large, multipur-
pose suburban shopping cenrer and for tailoring its
plan to the characteristics of the automobile musr
have relied more on intuition than on specific
models.

A major source for the Plaza's scope of services was
the departmenr srore. Nichols viewed his develop-
ment not as a collection of shops but as a unified or-
ganism containing diverse parts while possessing the
advantages of single ownership and coordinated
merchandisin g poltcy.27 At the same rime, this mod_
el was completely transformed in the complex,s lat_
eral arrangement. Shopping blocks also were built to
be flexible so thar a merchant could expand or move
into another part of the center if circumstances war_
ranted. The whole complex was planned to be erect_
ed incremenmlly, permitting response to rerail de_
mands. Finally, to complement im collective image,
the Plaza placed great emphasis on the role of rhe in_
dividual merchant.

In its name and architectural motifs, the plaza was in_
spired by old European market cenrers, but rhe am_

biance seems more analogous ro rhar of small towns
thar dot the midwestern landscape. The wide streets
with diagonal parking, particularized design of
stores, informal atmosphere, frequent staging of
special events, and presence of many merchants all af-
ford a parallel. The small town commercial cenrer
was, and often still is, much more rhan a place to
purchase goods. It was the community's salient
identifying fearure, the place where the finest build-
ings were located, where civic affairs were held and
holidays celebrated, and where people socialized as
much as they conducted business. Having grown up
in a small rown, Nichols no doubt recognized its vir-
tues and believed that they were less pronounced in
the urban core. Indeed, he had an aversion to large,
corporare retail establishments. Chain operations
were admitted to the Plaza only when no sound alrer_
native existed and only on Nichols's sringent
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rerms.28 The independent merchant, he believed,

would be more concerned with making a profit and

with giving customers personal service. Nurturing an

association with small towns was never part of the

Plaza's promotional literature, perhaps because it was

feared that the public might view the center as a

homespun operation. Yet the similarities are suffi-

cient to suggest more than coincidence. Combining

advantages of the metropolis and rural areas had Iong

been an aim in suburban residential development;

Nichols was among the first men to tealize this con-

nection on a large scale in retailing.2e

The Plan
The basic idea behind the Plaza was developed dur-

ing its inceptive phase, yet some aspects took longer

to reach full resolution. As had long been the prac-

tice in Nichols's residential tracts, development pro-

ceeded incrementally, encumbering no outside cap-

ital, but financed through returns on work already

completed. This policy also gave the company time

to test assumPtions on a modest scale, making any

necessary modifications before a latge investment

was made.lo Furthermore, Nichols seems to have un-

derstood early in his career that long term compre-

hensive planning should not be bound to an intransi-

gent physical form.

The initial design, prepared by consulting architect

Edward Delk in association with Kessler' was Per-

haps created to publicize the idea as much as it was to

provide a growth (fig. 11). Virtually all of its fea-

tures were altered in execution, beginning with the

development of the first two blocks (upper center

and right) that same year. Furthermore, this was the

only occasion that the company commissioned a for-

mal master plan. As executed, the Plaza was more

pragmatically arranged, refecting the concerns of

its client and the inclinations of the staff architect,

Edward Tanner, who designed most of the

buildings.i1

Among the most significant initial changes to the

scheme was the channeling of through traffic around

the complex-a major break with convention at

that time-and concentrating shoppers' vehicles on

47th Street near the northern edge. The extant

curved street that bisects the center in Delk's render-

ing and the diagonal artery (W'ornall Road) at the

top, were realigned and reduced to secondary routes.

That favorite feature of planned early-twentieth-cen-

tury centers, the open square, was eliminated from

the design, as was the triangular park above it. As

executed, all blocks were filled with buildings, ser-

vice yards, or parking lots. Plants and other embel-

lishments played an important role, but not in sePa-

rate areas. Several of the blocks on the south side of
Delk's square were also dropped. The realized scheme

was a thoroughly commercial quarter that carried

fewer trappings of City Beautiful proiects.

The initial phase of building occurred between 1922

and 1921 and was focused on the northeastern sector

at the principal approach from downtown and

thence along 47th Street (figs. 12-14). Several new

components were added frcm 1928 to 1930, ex-

tending the original node and creating new ones to

the south and west (6gs. 15, 16). These buildings
were located so as to make the whole complex seem

larger than its actual size and to allude to the extent

of its future development. lW'ith curbside spaces no

Fig. 1l: Country Club Plaza, preliminary desigo' 1922, E' B' Delk;

Hare & Hare, landscape architects, George Kessler planning

consultant.

Fig. l2: Left to right: Triangle Building, 192)' 1924, Edward rV'

Tan.er, architect; Volferman Building, 1921 to 1924, Ifight &

Wight, achitects; Sinclair station; and Sydenham (now Mill
Creek) Building, 1922 to 192), E. B. Delk.

Fig. l3: r$/olferman Building and Tower Building, 1923 to 1924,

E. B. Delk.

14. Triangle Building.
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longer able to accommodate rhe daily volume of
automobiles, a large parking garage was built and
two parking lots introduced on vacant lors between
the most recent shop clusters (figs. 17, 18). Vhile
parking lots were beginning ro appear in the com-
mercial districts of many cities and towns by the late
1920s, these facilities were often relegated to the
rear ofproperties and considered an unforrunare ne-
cessity by the owner. In conrrasr, the Nichols Com-
pany celebrated this feature, giving the lots promi-
nent positions, ornamenring their perimeters, and
repeatedly stressing the convenience they afforded
shoppers.12 The parking srarions, as they were
called, also contributed to the center's perceived size,
and when occupied, they advertised the Plaza as a
focus of activity.

The next building program was launched in the
mid-1930s and continued until the eve of NTorld lfar
II. Construction resumed in the lare 1940s when,
for the firsr time, grearer density was sought. Several
groups of one-story shops were replaced by larger
units, a three-deck parking garage was built, and a

department store (Sears, Roebuck and Company)
was added to bolster the availability of products at
moderate cost.rs SThen Nichols died in 1950, rhe
Plazahad not only reached its projected size, but was
functioning as a regional shopping cenrer.

Minor changes were introduced frequently. Srore-

fronts were altered for new renanrs or updated for
old ones (fig. l9). The number of small gas srarions
built in the 1920s was later reduced and new facili-
ties were constructed in response to developments in
that industry. Streetlights and other municipal fix-
tures were replaced while conforming to company
policy that they remain as unobtrusive as possible.
Sidewalk adornments were continually added. From
the start, thePlaza was a fluid assemblage, its parts
multiplied, subtracted, and modified according to
market conditions and lessons learned from experi-
ence. Modernization was inherent ro rhe program.

The Image
Balancing change was a srrong sense of conrinuity
created in large parr by the Plaza's architectural im-
agery. As Nichols deplored the congestion and ab-
sence of merchandising control on rhe srreercar com-
mercial strip, so he considered it "the ugliesr, mosr
. . disorderly of places-a mixrure of glaring bill-
boards . . hideous rears, unkempt alleys unre-
lated, uncongenial mixtures of shops . . shacks
. . mixed up with good buildings; perfectly square,
unadorned buildings of poor design . . bringing
about unattractiveness that threatens to mar the beau-
ty . . of the residential regions of American cities."
If it was to be a permanenr community feature, the
Plaza must employ a harmonious design rendered in
a "timeless" idiom which would never fall out of fash-
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ion.3a The fact that European towns had sparked his

concern for building as a long-term investment made

them a logical source of inspiration. The specific

choice of Spanish colonial motifs for the center

stemmed from several factors. Since Nichols had

seen such work in the Southwest and especially in
Mexico, he may have reasoned that it offered a tan-

gible link between European and American tradi-
tions. Furthermore, the Spanish had once had nomi-

nal control of the region where Kansas City lay;

Spanish explorers had earlier penetrated into parts of

eastern Kansas; and the metroPolitan area had been an

important departure point for the Southwest since

the mid nineteenth century. Nichols's own love of
Hispanic architecture was also reinforced by a trip to
the Iberian peninsula in 1922.

As with every other aspect of the Plaza's planning, a

pragmatic rationale became the overriding determi-

nant. Spanish motifs were viewed as being ideal for

generating a festive, slightly exotic atmosphere that

could enhance merchandising efforts. Spanish classi-

cal architecture offered a rich source for the design of
towers, yet one which to most Americans would carry

less overt religious or institutional overtones than

would references to counterParts in, say, England or

France. Stucco wall surfaces and plaster ornament

were handsome and relatively enduring in the re-

gion's climate, while they were less expensive than

comparable treatments in brick or stone. Glazed tiles

and ornamental ironwork offered further flourish

that could be concentrated in a few areas and required

Iittle maintenance.35

Spanish motifs may also have been chosen because

they offered a novel image , especially in the Midwest'

During the 1920s, work of this genre was for the

most part concentrated in the \7est Coast and FIor-

ida. The mode, now generally known as the Spanish

Colonial Revival, had gained considerable recognition

and popularity at the 191) Panama-California Ex-

position in San Diego and was fast becoming a sym-

bol of elegant suburban and resort development in
the other regions.16 Through such associations, this
"new" eclectic vocabulary could enhance the Plaza's

prestige while underscoring its unique place among

retail centers. Embellished with wall decoration,

tile roofs, and towers, the buildings further provided

a striking contrast to the generally plain "fat tops"

which were endemic to the streetcar commercial

strip. The Plaza's novelty was not emphasized per

se, in all likelihood because it was felt that doing so

would undermine the cultivated ties to an "un-

changing" tradition. Yet Nichols and his staff must

have been aware that this was a new mode that

would make the Plaza seem very different from the

settings that most of its clientele frequented'

To reinforce the sense that the Plaza would be a long-

standing asset to the community, promotional lit-
erature stressed that its design was "authendc."37

Once again, however, the reality was more complex.

While references were overt, leaving no question as ro

their source, details were often loosely interpreted,

perhaps for reasons of cost but also out of the under-

standing that the center's scale and function re-

quired considerable adaptation. Furthermore, the

general massing of the buildings was straightfor-

ward and quite conventional (69. 20). Arcades,

which would have provided a welcome relief from

the area's scalding summers, were never used, nor

Fig. 15: PlazaTheatre Building ' 1928, E. W. Tanner, Boller Broth-
ers associate architects for the theatre.

Fig. 16: Plaza Theare Building.

Fig. 17: Wrd Parkway Garage, 1928, E' \X/. Tanner'

Fig. 18: Parking station with Plaza Theatre Building at left.

Fig. 19: Plaza Theare Building, remodeled storefronts.

Fig. 20: Plaza Time Building, 1947, E. W. Tanner.
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were blocks permeared by walkways or pedesrrian
courrs.38 Nichols probably considered such features
impractical, inhibiting clear views of shop windows,
the flexibility he wanted for shop interiors, and the
use of service yards. As a developer, he thought in
terms of cubic footage. Reviewing designs ar every
stage, Nichols scrutinized ceiling heights, corridor
widths, usable floor areas, decorative embellish-
ments, and all other facets from the standpoint of
construction cost, maintenance needs, and impact on
generating revenue.39 He wanted ro creare a pleas-
ing environmenr but also valued this attribute be-
cause he was certain that it would lead to greater
long term profits. Thus while program and image
were orchestrared to contribute toward a single ob-
jective, they were not synthesized as a design. The
image remained applique. Architectural precedent
was never allowed ro interfere with the crearion of a
productive machine for selling.

To proponents of Modernism in archirecture, a com-
plex that is at once so innovative and historicizing
embodies an unfortunate paradox. The degree to
which both aspecrs were expressed in designs such as

this during the 1920s and i930s was especially pro-
nounced and no doubt added fuel to the Modernist
polemic against eclecticism. Yet these qualities can
be found in much of America's architecture since the
early nineteenth century and may represenr nor so

much a contradiction as the exisrence of rwo com-
patible urges. To improve the usefulness and com-
modity of buildings and to forge ties to traditions
valued by society at a given time. Nichols thought of
"modern" in terms of design expression, which was
far simpler than that of the previous generation, but
most of all in terms of convenience and efficiency.',0
Spanish references were selected for pracrical as well
as associarional reasons. There is no indication that
this imagery was born out of either escapism or nos-
talgia. On the other hand, Nichols's artitude toward
embracing a radically new formal design concepr for
its own sake is suggested by his views on proposals

for futuristic urban schemes which acquired some fol-
lowing in the United States by the 1930s. To him,
they were irrelevant gesrures-grand designs in a

new guise and ones which had little substantive re-
lation to the realities of the marketplace of human
needs.4l He was not againsr Modern architecture
per se. Such work was permirred in the Country Club
District, but it was not in many suburban rracts
where designs were reviewed. After \il/orld ri7ar II,
new construction in the Plaza shed many of its his-
torical trappings (fig. 21).42 But as a businessman,
Nichols believed that design could not be founded
primarily on intellectual dictates. And perhaps like
most Americans, he never considered associations
with the past ro be explicitly anri-modern.
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Fig. 21: Harzfeld's store, 1954, E. W. Tanner.

All photos,counesy of the J. C. Nichols Company with the excep-
tion of Figure 9 (Western Arcbitect, October 1917, pl. l2), Figure
lO (Arcbitect and Engineer, January 1930, p. 83), and Figures 19,
and 21 (author).
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"Bad Enough to Be Good Enough"

Precedence and Typ. in Montgomery Schuyler's

"Architectural Aberrations "

Helene Lipstadt

Around the turn of the century, from 189 1 to 1913,

The Architectural Record, then a fledgling magazine,

published a series of twenty-six anonymous essaysl

in which buildings by unnamed architects were sub-

jected to trenchant, but humorous criticism. 7/e

Record was emerging as the spokesman for a new pro-

fessional American architecture, and generally

struck a serious, almost cultivated pose. Further, its

criticism was, for the most, enthusiastic; the archi-

tecture and practices of earlier, less sophisticated de-

cades alone were mocked. The "Architectural Aber-

rations," as the series was called, were thus

uncharacteristic ofthe new magazite, and, as subse-

quent years have revealed, uncharacteristic ofthe gen-

erally laudatory American architectural journalism'

They have thus attracted attention as the paramount

example of "negative criticism" in this country'2

The mystery of their authorship-and the prnzle of

their very existence-long remained unsolved'l

Discovery that the entire series can be atributed to

Montgomery Schuyler,a that the authorship could

have been recognized at the time, and that Schuyler

encouraged that recognition, enhances the attraction

of the already interesting series. Most importantly,

textual analysis reveals the affinities between

Schuyler's signed and unsigned criticism, suggesting

that the "Architectural Aberrations" were workshops

for the signed work, where Schuyler tinkered with

themes he later put to work most powerfully'

Like Schuyler, the anonymous author returns repeat-

edly, almost obsessively, to the role of the column

analogy in establishing the skyscraper as an architec-

tural type. The importance of this theme for the

analysis of the entire oeuvre of Montgomery Schuyler

leads us to stress those "Aberrations" devoted to

steel-framed skyscrapers at the expense of the earlier

ones. Further, in this Sroup we can study the impli-

cations of the notion of "aberrance" in relation to that

of "type." Aberrance was defined as "that which dif-

fers from customary structure or type"'

Although the recurring topic of the column analogy

first suggests the probable attribution to Schuyler, it
is the word "aberration" itself that provides the first

hint of a link between the "Architectural Aberrations"

and Montgomery Schuyler. It appears in his often-

quoted "The Skyscraper-Up-To-Date" (1899) in an ar-

gument pivotal to his defense of Louis Sullivan's Ba-

yard Building. Schuyler admits the existence of bad

aberrations, "mere caprice[s] of the designer," as

well as those, Iike the Bayard, that "attempt to come

closer to reason and reality than is possible under the

conventional treatment." He characterized that de-

sign as an aberration because it was the unique

structure to reject both dominant assumptions about

the tall building: one, that a steel-framed facade

must be designed as if it were a masonry structure,

and, two, that it respect historical precedenr by tak-

ing on the features of the only analogous form, the

column, with its tripartite division of base, shaft

and capital. Schuyler termed the "column arralogy" an

"arbitrary assumption," for not only did it not derive

from structure or function, it "may even obstruct the

detailed expression in design of structure and func-

tion." Finally, he concluded, "these assumptions" rep-

resented "an evasion ofthe problem presented by the

modern office building. That is why an aberration, a

deviation from the customary structure or type, is

not necessarily condemnable, may, on the contrary'

be highly laudable."'

In 1893, in the "Architectural Aberration No' 4 
-

The Peddie Memorial Church," the essayist employs

the same definition to distinguish between the domi-

nant meaning of aberration, "moral perversity" or

"mental weakness," and his sense:

Aberration . . in therc pages hat cone to bear a slnte-

what indiuious and cond'emnatury sense' This acceptation is

born out by the dictionary . , ' . Ve haae no sort of inten'

Fig. l: The Hotel Somerset' A'A' 20'
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tion of imputing moral peruatitl to the daign of th* edi-

ftce, nor wen mental weakness . . . , Tbere is, hotaeaer,

anotlter d.efinition which cornq timely to our rercue: that
wbich differs from tbe casturnary ttructure or type, That
settler it.

That, however, far from settles the problem of au_
thorship, for Schuyler is not the only author in the
Record to use the rerm.6 More conclusive evidence
comes from the volume of off-prints left by Schuyler
to the Avery Library,T which includes four of the
"Aberrations": "The House of Senator Clark,,; ,,Our

Lady of Lourdes"; "The New Hoffman House,,;
"Apartment House in Manhattan Square.,, (A refer_
ence in "Our Lady of Lourdes" allows the further
conclusive attribution of the crucial ..peddie 

Memori_
al Church" to Schuyler.)8 On one occasion Schuyler
intentionally left a clue that suggests the attribution.
In April 1907 , in rhe "Aberration" devoted to ,.Our

Lady of Lourdes," he maintained that this chance en_
counrer with an aberrant building took place ,,dur_

ing the course of a visit . ro the new buildings of
the City College of New york," a visit described by
Schuyler in the March issue of the magazine.e

Moreover, solecisms in the literary style of both
Schuyler and the anonymous author of the ..Aberra_

tions," serve as further measures of propinquiry.
Unique to Schuyler's criticism is the persona of the
"artcbitect," rhe designer of "work that nobody looks
at twice or thinks of once, or cares to talk about.,,ro
Similarly, "thinginess," repeatedly defined as the ab_
sence of "quiet" and the obverse of,,repose,,, is an ac_
cusarion leveled ar. 2l of rhe 26 buildings termed
aberrant.ll The anonymous author's contention rhar
"quiet" is "among rhe most essenrial of architectural
qualities" echoes Schuyler, whose propensity for ,,qui_

et" in architecture was acquired from H. H. Rich_
ardson. 12 Finally, scattered rhrough the signed work
are echoes of the "Aberrarions" and vice versa.1j

Anecdotes, neologisms and typically Schuylerian bor-
rowings from (then) colloquial English, which to-
gether with a penchant for obscure literary references
and complicated sentence srructure consritute
Schuyler's autograph signature, abound in the ,,Aber-

rations. " Two solecisms, "letting it alone" and ,,built

to the limir," exemplify these tics which link the
styles of the anonymous essays and the signed
criticism. la

Schuyler spefi 22 years in nine cities tracking down
26 examples of aberrance. His search for buildings
"bad enough to be good enough" senr Schuyler ro
many cities from New York to St. Louis, including
NTashington, D.C., Jersey City, Brooklyn, Balti-
more, and Philadelphia. 15 Neither style, nor rype-
understood as building program-, nor identity of
the architect, however, seemed to give the series of
"Architecrural Aberrations" its cohesion. In terms of
style, he was ecumenical in keeping with the eclec-
tism of rhe period. Schuyler also seemed to defy
fashion, publishing well-known and even nororious
buildings as "Aberrations," many of which had been
published in the contemporary press: The Edison
Building, The Peddie Memorial Church,,6 The
Chicago Board of Trade, r7 The Government Building
at the Columbian Exposition, The Dorilton, the
New York City Criminal Court, The Studio Building
by Harde and Short and the conrroversial Clark
Mansion.18 The clear majority, however, were typical
buildings by typical architects: load-bearing of6ce
buildings, hotels, a school, an armory, and a ciry
hall; steel-framed office buildings, aparrmenr
houses, and several combinatory strucrures. Unique
among the "Aberrations" is the church "Our Lady of
Lourdes," cobbled rogerher by Michael J. O,Connor
from fragments of Perer Wight's Academy of De-
sign, John Renwick's Saint Patrick's Cathedral Lady
Chapel and John Kellum's Stewart Mansion. Schuy-
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ler, who esteemed \7ight's work19 and generally acl-

mired the Ruskinian Gothic revival, honored this

building with a critical analysis of its style, but it re-

mains the exception. In general, he refrained from

stylistic analysis and even labeling (though occasion-

ally he terms a building "pseudo-classical" or "Ro-

manesque if it be anything" [A.A. 12, 284; A.A. 14,

801), and only ooce did he identify a clear-cut case

of plagiarism. Rather, he relied on a set of formal

principles, which he applied with almost didactic

clarity.

The series forms a body of exceptionally coherent

criticism, revealing the consistent application of an

articulated aesthetic theory that makes formal sense

of strikingly different buildings. Schuyler especially

discusses the "general composition" or massing, the

"general treatment" or design of the elevation or ele-

vations, and the "detail," a term which applies not

only to ornament, but to overall surface treatment,

color, and the quality, composition, and finish of
materials. As a result, extraordinarily different build-

ings can be analyzed in strikingly similar terms, all

derived from precepts that form Schuyler's explicit

aesthetic criteria: first, "the expression of structural

facts is the basis of architecture"; second, "there is a

correlation of structure and function . . . IwhichJ
must be admitted to be an evidence of design" (A.A'

3, 403; A.A. , , 213); and third, "decorated con-

struction" is preferred to "constructed decoration."

The latter remark echoes Pugin and Ruskin, and re-

flects-as do all the precepts-Schuyler's debt to

these theorists (A.A. 26, 412).

This unity, however, is not the result of a sustained

application of the notion of aberrance. The reader

does not learn, within the confines of each essay, why

the building is aberrant, from which type or struc-

ture it departs, and whether the term is applied in an

"invidious" or "condemnatory" manner, or in a posi-

tive one. To do so, Schuyler would have to establish

the meaning of "structure" or "tyPe," for which he

supplies only scattered indications.

At first glance, type would seem to indicate a build-
ing program in conformity with the usual 19th cen-

tury definition of type as a building program.20 A

good sampling of both traditional and innovative

building programs is discussed, as if Schuyler were

assembling a representative set of types. The series

breaks down as follows: 11 commercial buildings, 6

multiple-unit residences (apartment houses or hotels),

2 churches, and one example each of a city hall,

court house, commercial exchange, college, exhibi-

tion gallery, police station, and colossal town

mansion.

Clearly, Schuyler's type is not Program' In general,

in the "Architectural Aberrations" he is only paren-

thetically concerned with the satisfaction of pro-

gram. This topic would have demanded discussions of

plans and descriptions of interior spaces, subiects he

preferred to avoid in both his signed criticism and

here. He does not consult plans-not surprising, for

it would presuppose the cooperation of the architect

or client-nor does he venture into the building it-
self. The four interior spaces and elevations that are

criticized are all public institutions, which would

perhaps indicate that Schuyler was exercising legal

caution when he refused to describe (and admit en-

tering) private property. Generally, he extrapolates

uses and their satisfaction in plan from the organiza-

tion of openings and the distribution of windows.

Fig. 2: Peddie Memorial Church, A'A' 4'

Fig. 3: The House of Senator Clark, A'A' 21'

Fig. 4: The Edison Building, A.A. 1'

Fig. 5: The Chicago Board of Trade, A'A' 8'
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If, however, the series is divided according ro cus-
tomary "structure," thar is, method of construcrion,
the tall, load-bearing or steel-framed, building
emerges as the rypical strucrure from which many ex-
amples depart. And from "Architectural Aberration
No. 13" in 1895 ro rhe series end in 1913, almost all
the aberrant buildings are steel-framed. Schuyler
considers the steel framed building in the guise of
several programs, including commercial office and
loft buildings, residential and travelers'hotels, and
apartmenr houses and the Salvation Army Head-
quarters. He even denounced the steel frame calling it
a "baleful invention" (A.4. 16, 220), decrying its
presence in the "new" commercial district of Manhat-
tan, North of !flall Street, claiming: "decidedly it
would have been better for the architecture of our
commercial cities if the steel frame had not come in,'
(4.4. 18, gt).

This perception of the steel framed strucrure within
the series of "Architecrural Aberrations" derives from
his criteria for strucrural truthfulness, both in mate-
rials and in construction, which inform his perception
of aberrance. Although Ruskin is only alluded to
(through use of the terms "decorated consrruction,,
and "consrrucred decorarion"), his erhical preceprs,
as well as rhe strucrural rationalism of Viollet-le-Duc,
are everywhere presenr. Schuyler maintains that
many buildings do not "proceed from the 'facts of the
case,"' (4.A. 17, 702). The use of sheet metal to
look like masonry, the meaningless presence of cor-
nices and parapers, and side elevations designed
without any correlation to rheir srrucrure or facade are
all repugnant to him. The designers of such build-
ings remind him of ostriches

excepting tbat the ostrich tries to conceal as rnuclt at possi-

ble of hit front eleuation, forgoting tbat bis rear eleuation is

cill a*ible and conspicaou, while tbe architect naket his

front eleuation as conspicuou[ ar ntal be, trasting that no-

body will oherae tlte rat of bis awkward anatory. (A.A,
20, 295)

Schuyler's adherence to rhe stricrures of the truthful
expression of srructure and materials naturally leads
him to criticize the common assumprion that a sky-
scraper's facade can be designed as if the building
were made of stone. It "is the case with the best ar-
chitectural renderings ofthe Chicago construction, as

well as the worst [that] the architects play that these
envelopes of masonry are real buildings, and they ask
the spectator ro pretend rhe same thing" (A.A. 13,
476). This condemnation, pronounced in 1895, with
its familiar echoes of rhe signed criticism, was
modified profoundly by 1903, at which time Schuy-
ler not only accepts the utility of this convenrion,
but that of the column analogy as well. He then for-
mulates his theory of the skyscraper rype, and from
it extrapolates a sense of type generally. In the series
type and structure are both subsumed into eleva-
tion, or morphology, although this is nowhere openly
stated. In the case of the skyscraper, Schuyler con-
tends that type and elevation are synonymous, and
that the skyscraper had become a rype by virtue of
the general acceptance of the column analogy as the
basis of its design. This puts him at odds with the
great mass of 19th century theory, which held that
type equalled building program and thus stemmed
in great part from plan.

The "general mode of treatment" of the tall office
building as if it were a "building of masonry, with
walls which support themselves, and which musr
accordingly be more massive ar the bottom', is at once
dismissed as "convention founded nor upon fact, bur
upon 6ction" and accepted:

There is no denying tbat tbe conuention hat its uses . . .

Tbe conaentional cornposition, the massiae base, tbe equable

and monotonous shaft, the dccorated top, and the general
adoption of it, haue wued ut , no daubt , a great deal of witd
work that would haue been inflicted upon is, d nery de-
signer had gone on doing what seemed pretty in bb own eya,
uith no more regard to the b*torical propertiet tltan to

faas of tbe case.(A.A. 20, 293)
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The two assumptions mutually support not only

each other, but the emergence of the skyscraPer as

type. For Schuyler concludes that "the tall office

building is already a tolerably distinct architectural

type, to which even designers who ought to know

better find safety in conforming. I?'hen one of them

breaks loose and refuses to conform, he commonly

ends up by justifying the conformists" (A.A. 20'

2%).h sum, the office building rype is the result

of a consensus oo the dispositions of morphological

solutions to the problem of skyscraper design and

bears no relation to program or structure.

In the final "Architectural Aberration," a discussion

of the Hearst Building in Chicago, Schuyler reviews

the question ofthe skyscraper as type and the several

critical positions it inspires. He also hints at a defini-

tive solution to the Problem:

Sone people say tbat the dcsign of tbe skyscraper is settled, in

all essentials, that it it established a a "type'" Otbert as

uehnnently contend tbat what bas been done hithato in the

dzsign of tall buildings with netallic frames is proaitional

and tentatiue only, that thae it nothing def'nitiue about it'

The'strict constructionist' cannot be pleaxd with a build-

ing that does not show its consttuction and exhibit its mate-

rtal, He will pooh-pooh the releuanry and ualidity of the

cartent conuention that the skysrapu should etnulate the

colurnnar diaition into base, sbaft, and capital ' He has

euen been known to deny rhe postulate of the Father of Criti-

cisn that a work art mttst haae a beginning, a middle,

and an end. There is another clas: of critics, wbo nay be the

sarw perivnr, who hold that the analogy of natare should

be folhwed, not only in securing that decoration thall pro-

ceedfrom rrruclilre, but also in secaring tltat structure

shall Proceed from function.

Schuyler, who has methodically avoided the first

person throughout the series, seems at first to be de-

icribing his own position. He has, in fact, held all

but one of the described positions' Certainly, he

maintained that the type was "tolerably distinct,"

had been displeased by the "fictional" character of its

masonry sheathing, and criticized the truthfulness

of the column analogy even while proclaiming its use-

fulness. In this very same essay, he proceeds to argue

from nature, by comparing the skyscraper to the cel-

lular construction of the hive, and to claim that the

program of the skyscraper could admit a modification

that would secure that structure shall proceed from

function.

Nowhere, however, in the previous essays or in the

very text he was writing, did he every deny the Aris-

totelian postulates of the tripartite nature of the

work of art. Rather he has continually referred to Ar-

istotle, and to no other authority on architecture' In

addition, he omits from this classiGcation the cham-

pion of the cathedral precedent for the steel-framed

building, a case made by Schuyler in "Architectural

Aberration No. 18" and in his essays on Cass Gil-

bert. The taxonomy of critics is not only puzzling in

itself, its function as a preamble to a discussion of an

architectural aberration serves to signal the text as the

resolution of the problem of the skyscraper as tyPe'

Schuyler, without explanation proceeds from the tax-

onomy to the evocation of "the ultimate trouble

with the commercial skyscraper", namely that "being

by its magnitude, or at least' by its altitude' a most

conspicuous structure, it is yet devoted to the hum-

blest and most prosaic PurPoses. Monumental by its

dimensions, it is severely utilitarian by its require-

ments. There is no monumental idea expressed in it,

or expressible by it."

Schuyler contrasts the structure and function of the

speculative office building with the "institutional

skyscraper." The 6rst "consists ofa series ofcells, in

which the occuPants do not properly live, but only,

properly or improperly, get their livings' The only

natural analogy is that of the honeycomb"' There,

"functional expression gives no scope for variety of

treatment. The offices are all equal cells of the honey-

comb." (A.A. 26,407) The institutional, or in to-

day's language, corporate skyscraper is home not only
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to the secondary, administrative functions of the
company but to its primary funcrion as well.

Sacb a building ffirs a chance for ddferentiation at
wbich an architect ougbt to jump. His ,,imtitution,', 

bis
'royal cells' would naturally be at the bottom of the baitd_
ing or else at the top. Soruetimes botlt, as in tlte case of a re_

spectable newspaper building, by which we do not nece$ar_
ily mean tbe building of a raputable newspaper, thoagh in
this cay it happeru to be both, erected in St. paul, Minne_
tlta, , , {it bad} tweluettories, of whrch tbe lowest is giu_
en to tbe counting roorn, and the upper two to the editorial
and typographic dcpartnent:, the intermediate $ories being
auailable for rental. (A.A. 26, 407 )

IUfhat the St. Paul newspaper building allowed was a
transfer to rhe sreel-framed building of rhe tripartite
division, with the further implementation of struc_
tural rationality and material trurhfulness. For, he
concludes "here the Aristorelian demand fulfills itself
without putting the architect under the necessity of
making a factious division, or even hunting for a divi_
sion, but only of recognizing a division that exists,'
(4.A. 26, 407 -408).

Schuyler had earlier recognized a second program
that would allow the archirecr to achieve this synthe_
sis: rhe residenrial hotel.23 Such a building, de_
scribed in "Architectural Aberration No. 17 ,', has a
"primary division of low and loft rooms,, required
"by the immediate purpose" which, if used ,,in 

the
treatment of the exterior," contain ,.all the promise
and potency of expression . . in view of the possibil_
ity that it might be desrined to different uses.',
Here, the fundamenral condition is present, that is
the "requirements of the building" provide ,,the 

data
of its architectural expression" (A.A. 17, 702).

Schuyler's major objective for the rall building can
be exrracted from these two particularly impenetrable
examples of his convoluted prose: program alone can

modifr the limitations on architectural expression in-
herent in the cellular frame and the aggregation of
similar uses it contains and liberate the force of archi_
tectural expression. Further, certain programs, the
residential hotel and the newspaper office, conrain a
mixture of functions which rationally and naturally
require large-and presumably two-sroried-vol_
umes related to, but different from the cellular of_
fices. These larger volumes would not only expand
the steel frame, they would do so, presumably, at
the top and bottom of rhe strucrure, introduci ng a ru_
tional and truthful tripartite division which would
express both structure and function.

The subject, srructure and content of this ,.Aberra_

tion" suggest rhar Schuyler is responding to Louis
Sullivan's "The Tall Office Building Artistically
Considered."2a Nineteen years after the last ,,Aberra-

tion" devoted to a Chicago building, Schuyler re_
turns to Sullivan's city, and his review ofthe artitudes
to the skyscraper as type in the form ofa typology of
critics is a device borrowed directly from that essay,
strongly implying a recent rereading. The cell anal_
ogy, the use of the word "problem" for skyscraper pro_
gram, rhe descriptions of rype, and the evocarion of
the skyscraper's monumentality and poetic power (a
theme notably absent in the other ',Aberrations,,) are
also borrowed from Sullivan. The difference is in the
conclusion. If both arrempr to justify the tripartire
division in terms of function, Sullivan does ir wichout
modifying the program of the contemporary sky_
scraper and remains faithful to his argumentation
from "narure." Schuyler has the program changed to
come closer to nature, that is, to the exisrence of a
"royal cell" among the "worker cells', of rhe honey_
comb (a difference, of course, not apparenr on rhe ex_
terior of the hivel).

Schuyler's reappraisal of the classes of critics provides
a fitting, although probably unconscious, valedic_
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tory to the series, for it not only reviews the series's

theoretical bases, it suggests a unifying principle
hitherto unstated and perhaps even unintended. Fur-

ther, it invites comparison with Schuyler's signed

criticism of buildings with precisely these programs,

which can in turn illuminate the relationship be-

tween signed and unsigned work.

Schuyler's campaign against "thinginess", has been,

from the first, a defense of the Richardsonian wall as

palpable mass, and an appeal for the Master's pet

phrase for it: "quiet." AsJordy has pointed out, a Pat-
tiality for "buildings with a solid base, strongly for-

tified corners, and a decisive cornice . . . followed."

This "permitted . . a unified composition .

fwhose] elements were base, shaft, and capital in the

popular column analogy of the period to which

Schuyler repeatedly alluded."25 And which he used as

the basis of his criticism of load-bearing structures

far more than has been admitted. Moreover, in the
"Aberrations" Schuyler not only blurs the distinction
between admissible and inadmissible uses of the col-

umn analogy, he also intermingles the two conven-

tions of masonry sheathing and of an extrastructural,

historical model.

In this sibylline taxonomy of critics, he implies that

the authority for the tripartite division is neither the

Richardsonian wall nor the Classical column, but

the literary precedent of the tripartite division of the

work of art drawn from Aristotle's Esthetics-and
referring, of course, to the composition of the Greek

uagedy and its rites. Here, one year before his

death, Schuyler reveals himself to be, primarily the

homrne de lettres that he was by profession -26 Tbe
paradigm for architecture is the text, and the prece-

dent, the classical precedent, Aristotle's Esthetics.

In architectural terms, Schuyler has blessed an unholy

marciage, that of the Classicist's perfect faith in an

ineffable. indivisible ideal with the rationalist's sys-

tematically determined relationship of suucrure and

form. He has joined Aristotle to Viollet-le-Duc, in
the presence of Ruskin.

In the "Aberrations," Schuyler's search for a precedent

for the skyscraper does not terminate, as his anthol-

ogizer S7illiam Jordy has maintained, at the foot of
the SToolworth Building. Jordy, with evident dis-

appointment describes how Schuyler "eventually set-

tled for the modeling of the neo-Gothic $Toolworth

Building as an ideal compromise between the bones

of structure and the flesh of beauty."27 For one mo-

ment,in an "Aberration" devoted to Harde and Short's

gothicized apartment house in Manhattan, Schuyler

entertained replacing the precedent of the "historical

properties" with the cathedral's skeletal construc-

tion, reviving a similar amalgum of ideal and system-

atically, rationally determined relationships found

in Viollet-le-Duc (but, peculiarly, neglecting the

vault and rib while doing so). Calling the Manhat-

tan Square apartment house "the most practicable

precedent for the new skeleton construction," he de-

clares the "cathedral window between its bounding

buttresses" adapted by the Harde and Short facade,

"the most accurate historical prototyPe of the modern

skyscraper" (A.A. 21). In fact, it affords great satis-

faction for, he maintains he has been "preaching for

years [its] particular appropriateness . to skeletal

construction." There is, however, Iittle trace of this

homily in the "Aberrations." in fact, he has specifi-

cally distinguished between "the reproduction of

Gothic forms" and the application of the "Gothic

principle of functional expression." The latter alone

constituted the "true Gothic revival" (A'4. 18, 95).

Fig. 6: The Hearst Building, A.A. 26.

Fig. 7: The Nassau Beekman, A.A. 18.

Fig. 8: The Studio Building, A.A.24.
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This explicit search for precedent makes a unique ap-
pearance in the "Aberration" io 1909, perhaps re-
flecting Schuyler's almost conremporaneous essay of
1907 on Cass Gilbert's rJ7est Street Building, the
preambule to his extensive writing on the Woolworth
Building in 1913-1914.28 He returned however to
his search for a program rhat would bring the "facts of
the case" in concordance with the historical
precedent.

In a sense, Schuyler was groping for buildings "bad
enough to be good enough." Not, as he meant when
writing this, worthy of reproduction as "aberra-
tions," but aberrant enough to supporr the synthesis
he proposed. And bad is neither, to use his words,
"invidious" nor "condemnarory": it is, in theoretical
terms, unthinkable. And, although the buildings
chosen as "aberrations" are indeed, quite "bad," so

bad, in fact that one can suspect in part that they are
examples of "mental weakness" rather rhan "depar-

tures," it is incontravertible that Schuyler returned
repeatedly to the programs rhat later emerge as his
new precedent for the tall building: first to the
newspaper building, then the hotel, and finally to rhe
building whose program requires large volumes
joined with small, repetitive ones. He reviews three
newspaper buildings: the "Record Building, Phila-
delphia;" The "Daily Record' Building, Baltimore",
and "The Hearst Building in Chicago," the second,
fifth and twenty-sixth "Architectural Aberrations. "

The hotel is considered in the thirteenrh, seven-
teenth, twentieth, and twenty-third "Architectural
Aberrations": "The Cairo," "The New York Family
Hotel," "The Hotel Somerset," and "The Hoffman
House." In the final class fall "The Medinah Tem-
ple," described as a "palace on a factory" (4.A. 11,
82), and the "Twenty-Third Precinct Police Starion
House, New York City," characterized as "a fort on
the bottom and a lodging house on rop (A.A. 25,
r82).

The main thrust of the series was the description of
buildings that were "as bad in design as bad can be"
(A.A.12, 248); "cheap and nasty" (A.A. 18, 96);
"inartistic and absurd" (A.A, 23, 305); and "prepos-

terous" (A.A. 20,297). Schuyler's hesitant forays
into the examination of skyscraper type and precedenr
are additions ro the original editorial intention, the
edification and amusement of his readers and the pur-
veying of Ruskinian preceprs through satire and hu-
mor. The definition of "aberration" is a prerence, per-
haps a prorecrion against libel, as articifical as the
tin cornice he continually excoriated. Yet, the signed
criticism offers proof that the aberrations were
Schuyler's workshop where the liberty of choice al-
lowed him ro rinker with the parts of his new prece-
dent for the skyscraper rype. Two examples will suf-
fice, examples thar, could seem perplexing, given
the mosr common interpretation of Schuyler as cham-
pion of the srructurally expressive skyscraper unless
they are viewed in light of this analysis of precedence
and type.

In 1907, Schuyler took up rhe horel type in a letter to
the editor of the Architectural Ruord, voluntarily
praising (and against no form of rerurn, he claimed)
Robert D. Kohn's "The Hermitage," a residential
hotel in New York City.2e Reviewing his theory that
the column form is more plausible in a steel-framed
residence than in an of6ce building, he argues that
Kohn was "logically justified in his asumption,
wbateuer thefactt nay happen to be, that the three stories
of his base and the srories of his capital were func-
tionally different from the eighr stories of his shaft."
The idea of the hotel is sufficient for Schuyler to
consider the column to be justified; the rype has be-
come a reason for ignoring the facts of the case. Fur-
ther, the great piers arc described as a mere envelope,
which, he maintains, is what the skyscraper needs: a
self-professing envelope. The mansard at the top, al-
though it be "but the veneering of a metallic frame"
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is "abundantly yustified" precisely because it uses the

same principle as the masonry arches turned be-

tween the street frame of the Bayard Building's "top."

Finally, "the Hermitage comes near being a model

tall building in its kind."

Robert Kohn's Eoening Poir Building also earns su-

perlatives from Schuyler: "It is one of the best things

in our recent street architecture, one ofthe most ex-

emplary and interesting of the skyscrapers." Here, the

structure is revealed, "the'skeleton' hardly draped,

but articulated, developed and decorated in accor-

dance with the facts of the case." Further, the "dif-

ferentiations" that constitute base, capital, and shaft

"are not fantastic, but, at least in appearance, func-

tional." Schuyler then proceeds to supPose that the

"capital" of three stories, one of which is double sto-

ried, "denotes the abode of the newspaper which is so

eminently an 'institution', the shaft holds the office

building, and that the base alone is "really differenti-

ated," that is, arbitrarily distinguished from the

shaft. so

Schuyler's defense of The Hermitage represents a

clear-cut case of an argument from precedent, the

precedent being the ideal type of the residential ho-

tel, whatever the facts of the case "may happen to

be"-and Schuyler is clearly uninterested in the ac-

tual plan or function of the uppermost and lowermost

spaces. Similarly, his analysis of The Porl Building

also proceeds from a "supposition" of function the ar-

gument allowing him to assume that the facts of the

case are in accord. (And Schuyler, as a former editor

of The New York Tines, was probably assuming accu-

rately when he identified the large rooftop room as

the composing room.) Yet, the clinching element is

not so much the truthful display of the structure but

the logical justification of the column precedent, in

accordance with a Program that modifies structure'

For in the very same article he at once congratulates

the architects of One ITall Street, Barnett, Haynes &
Barnett, for "scouting" the pretence of masonry in

their "bricked over trellis of a steel frame" and de-

nounces them for not using the column analogy:
"No humbug of 'triple division,'of composition, ver-

tical or lateral, in short of architecture, about this

man." Structural expression in both buildings ac-

counts for their being "the thing itself," Schuyler's

encomium for a truthful building, once applied to the

Bayard Building. One $7all Street, however, is dis-

paraged as "artchitecture" and the Euening Parr Build-

ing lauded as "highly artistic and effective."31

Clearly the "Architectural Aberrations" are more than

critical oddities, or even slight pieces de circonstancet.

They merit their place in Schuyler's oeuvre, for they

surpass the acuity of his pseudononymous writing
(as Franz K. \Tinkler) and the humour of his celebrat-

ed anonymous satires of American classicism.s2 He

lavished the detested "aberrations" with the scrutiny

usually afforded by admiration, creating a body of
exceptionally coherent criticism, that applied a single

esrhetic system with didactic clarity. The energy,

even liveliness with which Schuyler accomplished this

task implies that he found it a heady, even liberat-

ing experience, for it rescussitated the "billiousness"

and "spleen" historians have detected in his earliest

critical writings and missed in the later ones.3'l Criti-
cism, for the first time perhaps since Pugin and

Ruskin, bubbles, even seethes, with an acid wit.
These essays represent an American contribution to

the genre of architectural satire and parody.

There remains l7illiam Jordy's general assessment

of Schuyler's record. According toJordy, Schuyler es-

Fig. 9: The Hermitage, Robert D. Kohn, New York, 1907'

Fig. l0: The Eaening Pasl Building, Robert D' Kohn, New York'

Fig. l1: One rVall Street, New York.
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poused the right causes-sullivan and \DTright-for
the wrong reasons, and "reached deplorable conclu-
sions" through "right reasoning"-preferring the
IDTilliamsburg Bridge to the Brooklyn.sa Throughout
the "Aberrations" Schuyler's fair for noting conrro-
versial buildings is evident. Several of his "aberrant"
buildings have been selected for landmark starus.35

Finally, the "Aberrations" invite reflection on
Schuyler's compromise solution for the skyscraper
type. It represents an artempr ro bridge two worlds,
one ruled by rhe Classical Unities in all the arrs, and
one characrerized by rapidly transforming realities,
rather rhan a failure to escape the pasr and whole-
heartedly espouse the forerunners of 20th cenrury
Modernism like Sullivan and S7right. They should
not only join the corpus ofschuylerian works, but de-
serve to be read alongside the mosr celebrated of his
essays, his criticism of the early skyscrapers. They il-
luminate and perhaps even explain what STilliam
Jordy, has called the failure of Schuyler's criticism, its
inability "to meer the challenge . . of the new vi-
sion, the coming vision and [to] dare to ransform it-
selfin rhe process ofdiscovery," and to escape "the
world of Ruskin, Eidlitz, and Richardson where his
esthetic originated."

A history of the "Aberrations" will not resrore ro
Schuyler the aura of prophetic courage awarded to
him first by Frank Lloyd rVright and then by Louis
Mumford. It will, however, demonstrate to what
degree Schuyler's attitude toward the skyscraper was
the product of vacillation or a resolution between
opposing forces, that however untenable in our
terms, resolved the dilemma for Schuyler. In the
history of the "Architectural Aberrations" and rheir
posterity lies a cautionary tale for historians, critics,
and champions of the preservation of 19th cenrury
eclectic srrucrures as well as for designers seeking
the revival of the column analogy.

Notes

1. The appendix gives full bibliographic references, identifies
the archirect when known, and gives the current status of the
building. To our knowledge, this the 6rst full publication of the
"Architectural Aberrations," since the Avery Index identifies
only eighreen of rhe rwenty-six.

2. rJflriting in January 1950 of the "rareness of negarive criri-
cism" in American architectural journalism, Eugene Raskin de-
scribed the "Architectural Aberrations": "The horrors of the de-
sign were candidly analyzed and exposed in the accompanying
test. Ir was a salutary and enlightening experience for many an
architecr who was perhaps himself guilty of similar sins," "Archi-
tecture in Print," Progratiae Arcbiwctttre, Jan. 1950, p.12.

l. "'Architectural Aberrations,' or Nothing but the Awful
Truth," Arcbiteaaral Record ll8, Jul.-Dec. 1955, p.315, enu-
merates 16 of the 21 numbered "Aberrations." Henceforth, ,4R,

4. Often mentioned oiua uoce, the rumored atrribution has
been recorded in print once in Robert A. M. Stern, Gregory Gil-
martin andJohn Montague Massengale, Nett york 1900; M*ro-
politan Archincttre and llrbanism, 1890-1915, Rizzoli Interna-
tional Publications, New York; 1983, p. 150.

5. \X/illiam H. Jordy and Ralph Coe, eds., Amerian Arcbitectare
and Otha Vritings by Montgomery Schayler, Harvard University
Press, Cambridge, 1961, pp.4)7-8. Schuyler discussed bad aber-
rations in a section ofthe essay not reprinred byJordy, that is,
in a discussion of rhe Small Sioger Building and of the park Row
Building, AR, 8, Jan.-Mar. 1899, p.291.

6. One other author used the term architectural aberrarion in
the Arcbitutaral Record, John Beverly Robinson, ,,Lessons 

from
Architecrural Aberrations," AR 27, Jan.-Jun. 1910,
pp. 180-188, The Editors edirorialized on the series in ,,Aberra-

tions and Others, Notes and Comments," AR 2r, Jan.-Jul.
1909, p. 449.

7 . Arcbitecnral Essays, I 879-1913 , Avery Library, Columbia
University, New York City. They are also cited in rhe bibliog_
raphy ofJordy and Coe, Scbuylcr, as follows: ,,The 

House of Sena-
tor Clark: Architectural Aberration No. 21," AR 19, Jan.
1906, pp.2730, 1906-A; "Architectural Aberrations: The
Church of Our Lady of Lourdes, New york,,, AR 21, Apr.
1907 , pp.29)-300, 1907-B; "Architectural Aberrations: The
New Hoffman House," AR 24, Ocr. 1908, pp.303-)Or, lgOB_
E and "An Apartment House Aberration: Manhartan Square,
New York, " AR 25, June 1909, pp/3Mj7, I9O9-G.

8. Schuyler there refers to the criricism of peddie Memorial
Church as "a previous paper in this series,', using the editorial
"we" in the subsequent phrase.

9. "The College of the City of New york," ,4R 21, Mar.
1907, pp.165-168.
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10. "Architecture in Chicago: Adler and Sullivan," Jordy and

Coe, Scbryler, p.J82; "Some Recent Skyscrapers," AR 22, Sept.

1907, p.t68.

11. See A.A. 1, p.t)4; 1, p.463; 1, p.2l);8, p. 100; 17,

p.700; 19, p.221 for "things" or "thinginess"; A-A. 2, p.262;

), p.4$; 4, p.489; 6, p.))6;8, p. 100; 9, pp.209-2r0,; t2'
p.248; 11, pp.77 ,19; 16, p.219; r7 , p.702 21, pp.27-)0, for

absence of "repose," "restlessness" and "uneasyness." These appear

associated in the following quotation, among others: "What

strikes one 6rst is perhaps the extreme activity and busy-ness of
the front or perhaps the miscellany of things' These two quali-

ties, the absence ofhomogeneousness react and promote each oth-

er," A.A. ), p.40).

72. )ordy and Coe, Scbqla, p. 19. Neither term, however, ap-

pears in the four "Aberrations" included in the Avery volume of
offprints, perhaps because two of the four praise the buildings in

question.

11. In A.A. 21 Schuyler tells a story of Edilitz and Barnum, pre-

viously recounted in "Leopold Eidlitz," AR 24' Sept.-Nov.
1908, and excerpted in Jordy and Coe, p. 14). Schuyler quotes

and cites the "Aberrarions" in his signed article on the rVorld's

Fair of 1893; "State Buildings at the riflorld's Fair," AR 3, Jul.

-Sept. 1893, p.62: "By far the most Pretentious and costly .

of all the state buildings is that of Illinois (by W. W'. Boyning-

ron, architect of the Chicago Board of Trade, A.A 8) and un-

fortunately, it is the least successful ofany. Indeed it is so unsuc-

cessful as to dispute with the building of the United States the

bad eminence of being the most incongruous and obtrusive of all

the ediEces." The Government Building was the subiect of
A.A. 6 in the previous volume of the magazine. "Bad eminence,"

a quotation from Milton is a favorite phrase of Schuyler's in the
"Aberrations." Nine years later, F. K. \7inkler, Schuyler's pseud-

ooym, returns to the Government Building in "The Architec-

tuie of the Louisiana Purchase Exposition," AR lt, Apt- 1904,

P.360.

14. "Letting it alone," a quotation from the British Prime Minis-

ter Lord Melbourne, is used as the title of Schuyler's essay in AR

18, Nov. 1905, pp39l-192. k appearc in A'A's 9, p.210; 14,

p.78; 16, p.22). "Bdk to the limit" is applied to Senator

Clark's House, A.A. 21, P.29; and reaPPears in "Some Recent

Skyscrapers," AR 22, Sept. 1907, p.174.

15. He exhibits a certain affection for Philadelphia, a "kind of
paleontological museum of building," and for Chestnut Street

in particular as the "scene of the most outrageoui commercial ar-

chitectrre in the United States" (A.A. 8, p.96; A.A' 16,

p.2l\. In 1897, the "bad eminence of Chestnut Street is loudly

challenged" by Broadway, between Canal and 10th (New York
City) which is described as "the most horrible stretch of architec-

rure on the face of the earth" (A.A' 16, pp.2l9-220). This is at

present the Soho Historic District.

76. Amaican Archiuct and Billding Neus 31, Feb' 7, 1891' p'

94, pt. 789.

17. On Boynington's Board of Trade, described in Frank Nor-
ris's T he Plr, see David Lowe, Lott C bicago, New York, 191 9, pp.

lG-11; Thomas Tallmadge, in Architectue in Old Cbicago, Chi'
cago, 1941, pp.l2l-22, calls it "Eastlakes."

18. Schuyler published a drawing of the Clark Mansion in a

pseudonymous article: Franz K. !7inkler, "Architecture in the

Billionaire District," AR 11, Oct. 1901, p.67!; Stern et al,

New York 1900, lists the bibliography of publications of the fol-

lowing "aberrations": Edison Building, p. 411, 12 n.; Dorilton,
p.482, )74 n.;Harde and Short "Studio," p. 470,135 n.; New

York Criminal Court, p. 441, )2 n.; the Clark Mansion, p.

474, 194 n.

19. It would be hard to name three more admirable examples

in secular work of the Gothic revival in this country than the

Brooklyn Academy of Music (LeoPold Eidlitz, l86G-1861), the

Brooklyn An Building (Brooklyn Academy of Design, J' C'

Cady, 1870-18721187i) and the Brooklyn Library (Brooklyn

Mercantile Library, Peter \?'ight, 186r-1869). The two former

adjoin each other on the one side of Montague Street and con-

front the last just across the way' "A streer built up with such

things would be by far the most interesting thoroughfare in the

United States," A.A. l, pP.402401.

20. Discussion of type has been taken up by contemporary

theorists, especially in relation to Aldo Rossi's use of type' Cf'

Rafael Moneo, "On Typology," Oppotitions 11, Summer 1978,

pp.2)45, and especially, p. $, 17 n. for the bibliography of re-

cint discussions of type. Moneo maintains the "the handbooks

and manuals which began to appear in the 19th century, followed

Durand's teaching, simply displayed the material available to

the profession, classifuing building by their function in a way

that could be called typological," P. 11. Cf. Antony Vidler,

The Ideas of Type," Oppotitions 8, Spring 1971 ' pp.95-11)'

21. The subject of the steel-framed building is 6rst evoked in

A.A. 8, "The Chicago Board of Trade," in 1891. The first sky-

scraper criticized is "The Medinah," A.A. 11, in 1894, but the

fact that it is steelframed is not mentioned. Cf. Charles \W. Con-

dh, Tbe Chicago Scbool of Archilectare, Chicago' 1967, lll n.

and Frank A. Randall, Hittory of the Deuelopment of Building Con-

stn/ctiun in Chicago, Urbana, 1949, P.115. The architects were

Beer, Clay & Dutton.

22. The components of this familiar denizen of the Upper $7est

Side which rendered it "a type, with almost as much accuracy as

the Parisian prototyPe" are not only entirely concentrated on the

facade, they are independent ofboth Program and truthful expres-

sion ofstructure and materials. Schuyler identifes the numbers

offloors, materials, the tin cornice, and double-swelled massing

of the apartment house as the indicator of type. Ignoring the

fact that the double-swelled composition corresponds to a basic

plan type, Schuyler has type determined by legislation, build-
er's practice apd economy of construction (A.A' 20, p.294)'

23. Schuyler is describing the problem posed by the Family

Hotel: "It would be quite unjust to blame the architect whose
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instructions bound him ro make a building which should nor
be, nor yet look like anything in particular, and in which even
the primary division of low and lofry rooms which the immedi-
ate purpose required had to be foregone in rhe treatmenc of the
exterior, and with ir all rhe promise and potency of expression
that the arrangemenr contained, in view ofrhe possibility that it
might be destined to different uses. Perhaps the evasion of the
insoluble problem presented ro rhe designers was as eligible as

any, seeing that they could not look, in the requirements of
their building, for the data of its architectural expression."

24. Louis Sullivan, Kindergarten Chats and Other lVritings, Wit-
tenborn Art Books, New York, 1947, pp.202_213.

2). Jordy and Coe, Schayla, p.87.

26. As in this remark: "The real radical defect of modern archi-
tecture in general, if not American architecture in parricular,
. . . [is] rhe esrrangemenr between architecture and building-
between the poetry and prose, so to speak, of the art of build-
ing, which can never be disfoined wirhout injury to borh,"
quoted by Srern et al., Neu York 1900, Preface, n.6.

27 . Jordy and Coe, Scbayler, pp.7 1,83.

28. "The Wesr Street Building, New York Ciry," AR 22, Awg.
1907, pp.102-109; "The Towers of Manhattan and Notes on rhe
lVoolworth Building," AR, 33, Feb. 1911, pp.99-t22; Jordy
and Coe, Schayla, pp.60r-621.

29. "At Interesting Skyscraper," AR, 22, Nov. 1907,
pp.36r-168.

10. "Some Recent Skyscrapers," AR, 22, Sept. 1907, p.I76.

31. "Some Recent Skyscrapers," AR, 22, Sept. 1907, p.168.

)2. As Franz K. rJ7inkler, Monrgomery Schuyler wrote several
essays of which rhe mosr celebrated are "Architecture in the Bil-
lionaire District of New York City," AR 11, Oct. 1901,
pp.678499 and "The Architecrure of the Louisiana purchase Ex-
position," AR 15, Apr. 19O4, pp3)7a60. The anonymous
parodies include "A Long-Felt rVant," AR 7, July-Sept. 1897,
pp.118-120 and "Architecture Made Eary," AR 7, Oct.-Dec.
1897, pp. 2l+2t8.
33. Jordy and Coe remark on the disappearance ofthe "bilious-
ness" and Thorn on that of the "ferociry": Jordy and Coe, Schzy-
ler, p. 8l; Villiam John Thorn, "Montgomery Schuyler, The
Newspaper Architectural Arricles of a Proro-Modern Critic,
1868-1907" Ann Arbor, MI, Universiry Microfilms Interna-
tional, 1981, p. 289. Thorn's thesis came ro our attenrion afrer
terminating the research for this article. It will be of interest to
the reader to compare the merhods used for idenrifring Schuyler,s
writings in the rwo studies.

14. Jordy and Coe, Schayler, pp.51,72,86,89.

3). They are the Pedd.ie Memorial Church, Our Iady of
Lourdes, The Studio Building by Harde and Short, the Dorilton,
and the Cairo.
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"Architectural Aberrations":
An Appendix
The following list comprises the entire series of rhe "Architec-

tural Aberrations," listed in order ofappearance. $7ith the excep-

tion of "The Salvation Army Building," the "Aberrations" ap-

pearing in volumes 1-14 of the Arcbitectural Ruorlare numbered
consecutively. lW'e have attributed numbers based on their se-

quence to 11, and 22 through 26.

The "Aberrations" are listed by number, with the full title of
the article, its volume and page numbers. W'here possible we

have identified the architect, date, and present status of the

structure.

The task of identifring the New York City "Aberrations" was

facilitated by Andrew Dolkan, for whose generous aid we are

grateful.

4.4.2

A.A. 1
"Architectural Aberrations No. l-The Edison Building," Arcbi'
tectural Record, Vol. 1, Oct.-Dec. 1891, pp. 131-136.
44 Broad Street, New York, NY.
Camere and Hastings, 1890-1891.
Demolished.

A.A. 2
"Architectural Aberrations No. 2-The Record Building," Archi-
tectaralRecord, Vol.l, Jan.-Mr. 1892, pp. 261-264-
Chestnut Street, PhiladelPhia, PA'
Date and architect unknown.
Demolished.

A.A. 3
"Architectural Aberrations No. J-The Brooklyn Real Estate

Exchange," Arcbitectaral Record, Yol. l, Apr.-June 1892, pP.

401-404.
Montague Street, Brmklyn, NY.
George H. Edbrooke, 1890.

Extmt. Pierpont St. facade altered; rear facade substantially intact.

A,A. 4
"Architectural Aberrations No. 4-The Peddie Memorial Church"'
Architectrral Record, Yol. 2, July-Sept. 1892, pP. 89-92.
Newark, NJ.
William Halsey Wood.
Extant. Historic American Buildings Suney.
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A.A. 5
"Architectural Aberrations No. 5-The Daily Record Building," Ar
ebitecttral Record, Vol. 2, Oct.-Dec. 1892, pp. Zl3-215.
Baltimore, MD.
Date and architect unknown.

A.A. 6
"Architectural Aberrations No. 6-The Government and the
rVorld's Eair," Arcbitectural Record, Vol. 2, Jan.-Mar. 189j,
pp.33)-336.
Columbian Exposition, Chicago, IL.
Supervising Architect of the Treasury, W.J. Edbrooke, 1891.
Demolished.

A.A. 7
"Architectural Aberrations No. 7-The Fagin Building, St. Louis,,,
Arcbitectural Record, Y ol. 2, Apr.-June 1993, pp.47}-47 2.
St. Louis, MO.
Date and architect unknown.
Demolished.

A.A. 9
"Architectural Aberrations No. 9-The Hale Building, philadel-
phia," Architectaral Record, Vol. 3, Oct.-Dec. 1g93, pp. 2O7-21O.
Philadelphia, PA.
tD/illis Hale, 1887-1890.
Extant. Historic American Building Suney.

4.4.8
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A.A. 8
"Architectural Aberrations No. 8-The Chicago Board of Trade,',
Arcbitectural Record, YoL3, July-Sept. 1891, pp. 96-100.
LaSalle Street, Chicago, IL.
William I7. Boynington, 1885.
Demolished.

II
'!

i

;:

I



A.A. l0

A.A. 10
"Architectural Aberrations No. 10-The New Criminal Court
Building, New York," Arcbitectaral Record, Yol. 3, Apr.-June
t894, pp. 429-412.
Center Street, New York, NY.
Thom, Wilson and Schaarschmidt, 1894.
Demolished.

A.A. 11
"Architectural Aberrations No. Il-The Medinah Temple,"
Alcbitectilral Record, Yol.4, July-Sept. 1894, pp. 82-85.
The Medinah Office Building, Jackson Blvd. and rVells St.,
Chicago, IL.
Beers, Clay, and Dutton, 1892-1893.
Demolished.

A.A. L2
"Architectural Aberrations No. 12-The College of St. Francis Xa-
vier," Arcbitectarzl Record, Vol. 4, Oct.-Dec. 1894, pp. 247-249.
39-59 West l5th Street, New York, NY.
Architect unknown. Extant. (No photo.)

A.A. 13
"Architectural Aberrations No. 1 J-The Cdro," Arcbitecttral
Record, Yol. 4, Apr.-June 1895, Pp. 47 3-47 6.

Q Street, \UTashington, DC.
Thomas F. Schneider, 1894.

Extant. Historic American Building Suney.

A.A. 14
"Architectural Aberrations No. 14-The New Ciry Hall, Jersey
City, N.J." Arcbitecttral Record, Yol. 5, July-Sept. 1895' pP.

76-8 l.
Jersey City, NJ.
Date and architect unknown.

A.A. 15
"Architectural Aberrations No. l5-The Salvation Army Build-
ing," Architectural Record, Vol. 6, July-Sept. 1896, pp. 77-80.
l4th Street, New York. NY.
Replaced by present Salvation Army Building.
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A.A. 17

A,A, 19

4.4.21

A.A. 16
"Architectural Aberrations No. 16-585-587 Broadway, New
York,l' Arcbitectural Record, Vol. 7, Oct.-Dec. 1897, pp.
219-224.
585-587 Broadway, New York, NY.
Cleverdon and Putzel, L896-1897.
Extant. SoHo Historic Districr.

A.A. L7
"Architectural Aberations No, l7-The New York Family Ho-
tel," Architectural Record, Vol. 11, Oct. 1901, pp. 70O-7O4.
The building pictured is 26 East 63d Street, New York, Ny.
Buchman and Fox.
Extant. Upper East Side Historical Districr.

A.A. 18
"Architectural Aberrations No. 18-The Nassau-Beekman, "
Arcbitecturdl Record, Yol. 12, May 1902, pp. 93-98.
Formerly the Morse Building, New York, NY.
Silliman and Farnsworth, 1879.
Demolished.

A.A. 19
"Architectural Aberrations No. 19-The Dorilton, " Arcbitect tral
Record, Yol. 12, June 19O2, pp. 22t-226.
71st Street and Broadway, New York, NY.
Janes and Leo, |)OO-L)02.
Extant. Designated New York City Landmark.

A.A. 20
"Over the Draughting Board: Opinions Official and Unofficial,
Architectural Aberrations No. 20-The Hotel Somerset," Arcbitec-
turalRecord, Vol. 13, Mar. 1903, pp.292-297.
148 lVest 47th Street, New York, Ny.
Frederick C. Browne, 1901.
Extant.

A.A. 2t
"The House ofSenator Clark, Architectural Aberrations No. 21.',
Arcbitectural Record, Yol. 14, Jan. 19O6, pp. 27-JO.
Fifth Avenue and 78th Street, New York, Ny.
Lord, Hewlett and Hull; K.M. Murchison and Henri Deglane.
Demolished.

A,A, 22
"Architectural Aberations No. 22-The Church of Our Ladv of
Lourdes, New York," Arcbitectural Record, yol, Zt, Apr. t9O7,
pp.295-300.
Vest l42d Street, New york, Ny.
Michael J. O'Connor from peter Wight, Academy of Design; JamesRenwick, St. Patrick's Cathedral; John Kellum, dtewart Mansion,
1902-1904.
Extant. Designated New york City Landmrk.
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A.A. 23
"Architectural Aberrations No. 23-The New Hoffman House,"
Architectural Record, Yol. 24, Oct. 1908, pp.303-305.
Broadway and 24th Street, New York' NY.
Demolished.

A.A. 24
"An Apartment House Aberration-Manhattan Squre"' Arcbi tec'

taral iecmd, Vol. 25, June 1909, pp. 414-417'
The Studio Building, 44 West 77th Street, New York, NY'
Harde and Shon, 1909.

Extant. Designated New York City Lmdmark'

A.A. 25
iAichit.ctrtal ,tberrations No. 25-The Twenty-third Precinct Po-

lice Station House, New York City, " Arcbitectaral Record' YoL )0'

August 191 l, PP. l8l-184'
114--138 West l0th Street, New York' NY'
R. Thomas Short.
Extant.

A.A. 26
"Architectural Aberrations-The Hearst Building in Chicago"'

Arcbitectual Recmd, YoL 31, April 1911, pp'406-412'

326 lVest Madison Street, Chicago' IL'

James C. Green, 1911.

Extant.
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Architectural Aberrations-N o. 9

The Hale Building, PhiladelPhia

One is driven back upon Philadelphia when one ts rn

quest of architectural aberrations that are bad enough

to be good enough. The commercial architecture of

the town is, in the mass, abnormal because the au-

thors of it do not perceive, or perhaps willfully dis-

regard the fact that there is any architectural norma'
'W'e are speaking of the designers who have given

Chestnut Street its distinctive character, and not of

the minority of trained architects who are pursuing

the thankless task ofeducating Philadelphia to an ap-

preciation of architecture; and, speaking of this ma-

jority, it is fair to say that historical architecture is to

them a 6eld not for study, but for pillage, as it was

to the barbarians who incorporated in their own rude

buildings such columns and capitals and other frag-

ments of classic architecture as they found' Not oth-

erwise can one see with his mind's eye the architect

of a Philadelphian commercial palace pulling over a

pile of unassorted photographs, and tossing one

after the other to his draughtsman with instructions

to "work that in." Evidently the draughtsmen have

worked in nearly everything that caught the eyes of

their principals. They have not worked them in in

the sense of incorporating them with a design' They

have worked them in in the sense of adjoining them,

without relevancy or congruity, to structures distin-

guished for the absence of design' A typical com-

Lercial building of Philadelphia is an example of

eclecticism working in uacuo, or, according to the

old Latin doggerel, of a chimera bombinating in a

vacuum.

Consider the Hale building, how it Srows' The prob-

lem was to erect a seven story building with a nar-

row front on the principal street, with rooms devoted

to similar PurPoses and of similar dimensions

throughout. The danger was that this uniformity

would produce monotony. There is nothing that

your Philadelphia architect is so much afraid of as

monotony. In fact it is the only architectural defect

of which he seems to go in fear' Variety he must have

at all cost, and by securing variety he makes sure

that he has avoided monotony, whereas in truth his

heterogeneousness is more tiresome than any repeti-

tion could be. In the present instance the only vari-

ation demanded by the practical requirements seems

to have been that the ground story should be taller

and more important than any of the rest' That is a

requirement favorable to architecture' A tall base-

ment, designed with simplicity and as much mas-

siveness as might be, would have furnished an ade-

quate base for the building' If the upper two stories

had been distinguished, so as to make a crown for the

edifice, the intermediate piers might have been

grouped in a uniform treatment' so as to produce a

i.s,rli irroffe.tsive in the hands of a man of moderate

ability, while it might have been made delightful by

a master. Here, in the first place, the base is height-

ened by the inclusion of an intresol, so that it is al-

most equal in importance to the next division of

three stories. This would not be so bad, however' if
this next division were not itself subdivided by a

bracketed shelf above the second of its three stories'

which occurs across the front and at each end of the

side, but ceases in the middle, where apparently the

humbler tenants are not deemed to be entitled to

balconies. By this subdivision the chance of a harmo-

nious relation of the principal parts of the building

is destroyed at once' while the meaningless interrup-

tion of the subdividing line is fatal to repose' The

architects of Philadelphia, howevet, set no store by

harmony or rePose. The only characteristic they

seem to aim at, we tePeat' is variety, and they aim at

this by collecting in their fronts the largest possible

number of things. N7'hether the things have any rela-

tion to each other does not concern them' The two

lower ofthe three stories that are at once grouped and

separated are furnished, it will be remarked' with

,.rdi-.rrury pilasters. A row of plain and uniform pi-

lasters along the flank of the building would have

been an effective feature, and the wall is long enough

to make the series impressive' But this would not

have suited the architect' The question that Lord

Melbourne used to ask in political crises is one
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which the Philadelphia architect would do well to ask
himself at critical points of his design (but he never
does): "Can't you let ir alone?,,Alas, he cannor. Above
the bases of his pilasters he has projected an abso_
lutely meaningless inrerruption in the form of a
moulding, and as to nullify the impressiveness of
the pilasters themselves. As if this were not enough,
he has variegated them by projecting the sill course
of the upper range of windows across rhe pilasters at
the ends, but nor across the intermediate pilura.rr.
By these devices he has managed to d.rtroy the effect
the series ofpilasters would have had ifhe had been
inspired to let rhem alone, and he has substituted for
it an effect more sought after and oftener obtained in
Philadelphian architecture: rhe effecr of variety
through higgledy-piggledy.

The cornice and the srory over it, or rather between
the two cornices, are entirely commonplace and are
the best things in the building. The architect almost
forgot to put in something original and diversified,
and came near doing what he had to do. Almost, but
not quite, for upon the flank it will be remarked
that his mullions are corbels in brickwork, while
upon the front they are columns, ill-modeled and
with bases absurdly stilted so as ro be well seen, roo
well seen, from below. The commonplace cornice of
the side, roo, is replaced in the front by a very ugly
and uneasy row of projections over the columns. The
pains that have been taken to diversify the treatment
of the two walls have availed ro prevent even rhis
story from being a point on which the wearied eye
might repose in gazing on rhe great chance medley,
and to deprive it of the grareful sense of humdrum
and quiet that a row of commonplace openings be_
tween two commonplace cornices would have had if it
had been left to itself. The roof reeks with architec_
ture, and the row of chimneys or ventilarors, or what_
ever they are that are protruded to animate the sky
line, and the design of the dormers-rhese things
may be left to go without the comments which a
humane critic has not rhe heart ro give.

One of the chief reasons for the confusion and rest_
lessness of the building is the absence of continuous

' lines. In the flank there are the two cornices which
the designer forgot to interrupt, and of which the ef_
fect is so far satisfactory, for the thin shelfabove the
basement is interrupred by a withdrawal ar the cen_
tre. Continuous verrical lines there are none. Even
the angle pier is interrupted ar every story, and its ri_
gidity, as well as its massiveness, is impaired to the
eye by the interrupting mouldings ar the level of the
fourth story and at the middle of the third, and ab_
surd round corbels above the basement and the fourth
story, rhe absurdity of which is mitigated in the lat_
ter case by the fact that it has a balcony to carry, but
in the former is not mitigated at all. In facr every
precaution has been taken (and with success) to ensure
that the building shall lack unity, shall lack har_

lony, shall lack repose, and shall be a restless jum_
ble. This effect is greatly enhanced by the trearmenr
of the front and especially of the tower. The sallyport
at rhe borrom is very absurd as the entran ce of a
commercial building. Even if the tower had been a
good tower and had explained itself, it would have
been objectionable as still further narrowing a front
aheady too narrow. It is in fact, ,,in this connec_
tion," a preposterous srructure. In the first place the
staircase of a modern office building is of very little
accounr, and ir is highly unreasonable to make it the
chief architectural feature of the building. In the
second place a corner of the front is the most inconve_
nient place in which to establish the staircase. More_
over, rhe rower, as a tower of a commercial building
is as inappropriate in itself as it is irrelevanr ro ev_
erything else in the building. As a watch tower it
might have its uses, rhough even a watch tower
should nor be solid at the top. But the norion of
building a circular staircase ar the corner ofan office
building and providing balconies at rhe several stages
upon which busy philadelphians ascending spirally
about their occasions can srep out and enloy ttre
view-all this is irrational, incongruous, and ridic_
ulous, and it is a comfort rhat it should be ill done. It
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is not all ill-done. The roofing would be commend-

able in the tower of a country house, and one can

imagine situations in which the whole tower, in

spite of its freaks, would have a spirited and com-

manding aspect. The design of it, indeed, is good

enough to indicate that the designer knew better than

he builded in the rest of the building, knew what

nonsense it was, and saved himself trouble by indicat-

ing his contempt for the judgment of his fellow citi-
zens and for the art of architecture, solacing himself

with a litle irrelevant form on his own account in

the tower. At any rate the tower is as violently incon-

gruous with the building to which it is adjoined as

it is with any purpose it may be supposed to answer.

It is a sheer case of "making architecture" and it adds

the last touch to the general impression of confusion

which is the only general impression that can be de-

rived from the building.

The worst things about these dreadful buildings, for

there are others nearly or quite as bad as the Hale

building, is that so far from being venerated by the

community they satirize they are regarded in Phila-

delphia with a fatuous complacency. About the time

that the Record building was considered in these

pages, an illustrated newspaper actually contained,

with views of the several office buildings of Philadel-

phia, an article in which a patriotic Philadelphian

pointed with pride to the monstrosities of Chestnut

Street and advised architects of other cities to go to

Philadelphia and see how picturesque a commercial

building might become in the hands of a man of ge-

nius! The Hale building is probably more esteemed

by Philadelphians than such a real example of archi-

tectural design as the Art Club. It is very sad. So long

as there is no public opinion in Philadelphia on

these subiects so long will such things as the Hale

building be done, alike by the incompetent and the

cynical.
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The Hearst Building in Chicago

Some people say that the design of the skyscraper is

settled, in all essentials, that it is established as a

"type." Others as vehemently contend that what has

been done hitherto in the design of tall buildings
with metallic frames is provisional and tentative

only, that there is nothing definitive about it. The
"strict constructionist" cannot be pleased with a

building that does not show its construction and ex-

hibit its material. He will pooh-pooh the relevancy

and validity of the current convention that rhe sky-

scraper should emulate the columnar division into

base, shaft, and capital. He has even been known to

deny the postulate of the Father of Criticism that a

work of art must have a beginning, a middle, and an

end. There is another class of critics, who may be

the same persons, who hold that the analogy of nature

should be followed, not only in securing that deco-

ration should proceed from structure, but also in se-

curing that structure shall proceed from function.

Perhaps the ulrimate trouble with the commercial

skyscraper is that, being by its magnitude, or at

least by its altitude, a most conspicuous structure, ir

is yet devoted to the humblest and most prosaic pur-

poses. Monumental by its dimensions, it is severely

utilitarian by its requirements. There is no monu-

mental idea expressed in it, or expressible by it. It
consists of a series of cells in which the occupants do

not properly live, but only, properly or improperly,

get their livings. The only natural ar,alogy to it is

that of the honeycomb, where the "workers" at least

sleep and feed, do something else, in fact, than

make and store their honey. If the human workers did

that, they would give more opportunity for specific

and effective architectural expression. In other words,

there is more of such an opportunity in a skyscrap-

ing apartment house than in a skyscraping office

building. There may be a difference between the

apartments. There must be a difference between the

rooms of the same apartment, according to their

several purposes. These differences are architecturally

expressible. But in the office building the purpose

of every subdivision is the same, and functional ex-

pression gives no scope for variety of treatment. The

offices are all equal cells of the honeycomb.

It is true that the designer of the honeycomb, to

wit, the busy bee, may detect and provide for differ-
ences of function. So he does when he lays out his

combined apartment house and office building. The

male bee, being a drone, or "clubman," and reduced

to the sole functions of consumption and proPaga-

tion, is accommodated accordingly. The female

worker, analogous to the clubman's wife who goes

out sewing or takes in washing, is separately pro-

vided for in apiarian architecture, while the queen bee

has constructed for herself a"royal cell." Here, you

perceive, is a natural analogy for the case of an "insti-

tution" which builds primarily for its own accom-

modation but incidentally provides stowage for a

swarm of "workers. " In some cases this process seems

to be reversed, and the structure to be erected primar-

ily for the revenue derived from the workers, and

only incidentally, for the transaction of its own proP-

er business. Such a building offers a chance for dif-

ferentiation at which an architect ought to jump. His
"institution," his "royal cells" would naturally be at

the bottom of the building or else at the toP. Some-

times both, as in the case of a respectable newspaPer

building, by which we do not necessarily mean the

building of a respectable newspaper, though in this

case it happens to be both, erected in St. Paul, Min-

nesota, some twenty years ago, that is, after the ad-

vent ofthe elevator but before that ofthe steel frame,

and thus limited to a modest twelve stories, of

which the lowest is given to the counting-room, and

the upper two to the editorial and typographic de-

partments, the intermediate stories being available

for rental. Here the Aristotelian demand fulfrlls it-
self without putting the architect under the necessity

of making a factitious division, but only of recog-

nizing a division that exists.

The "layout" of this building in St. Paul is, or
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might be, apparently, the layout of the Hearst Build-
ing in Chicago. But one looks in vain for aoy recog-
nition on the part of the architect of the facts in the
case. Looking at rhe building as a whole, it mighr
be any sort or condition of a commercial building. It
might be an office building, and then again it
might be a departmenr store. It is true that rhe Chi-
cago convention of utilitarianism and practicality is
followed in the disposition and the forms of the open-
ings. That is now become almost a marrer of course
everywhere. Times are changed since a New york ar-
chitect designed an office building consisting of
tiers of two story orders. The enclosure of two stories
in one order seemed to the beholder to be a device
for giving the building scale, but it appears it was a
device for avoiding the presentation of the actual
windows as squares or nearly so, which resulted from
the construction, and for presenting them as the
conventional oblong. It was an unworrhy object and
an ineffectual device, the proofbeing that the fenes-
tration of the unregarded sides and back of the edifice
in question, where the windows are left to asserr
themselves as squares, is more grateful ro rhe view
than the considered fronts, in which they are pre-
sented as "uprights" by an overlaid rrellis of two srory
orders. It is not on accounr of his square windows
that we have to quarrel with the architect of the Chi-
cago building. His fenestration shows another ca-
price, not as hurtful as rhar of the two story trellis,
but still injurious for the same reason that it is a dis-
sembling of the facts. This is the subdivision of the
end windows on each front by mullions. The object
of this device appears to be to make the ends look
more solid than rhe intervals between them. In a

building of masonry there is a mechanical reason for
this thickening at the corners. In a framed building,
whether the frame be of timber or of metal, it loses its
meaning, and becomes mere convention. But that is
not the worst of it. In obedience ro the exigencies of
show windows, the uprighrs are nor only rhinned to
the minimum, ar the bottom, and apparently de-
prived of the fireproofing envelope which is given to

them up above, but they are withdrawn ar the plane
to which they are advanced above, so rhar the base-
menr is the mosr attenuated and skeletonized portion
of the entire srrucrure. The upper part, it is true, is
so far skeletonized that the conrrast is not so ugly and
ridiculous as where an apparenr wall of massive ma-
sonry apparently stands on a sheet ofplate glass, but
it is glaring enough to give pain to the sensitive.
And, as for the mullions rhat are introduced at the
corners above the mezzanine floor, they suddenly
cease above this floor, so thar the corners are least
massive of aspect precisely where the eye demands
that they should be most massive, that is, at the bot_
tom. Even that is nor rhe worst of it, for they have
no visible means of support, but merely stand upon
the floor beams and impend over voids, in a manner
which would be mechanically impossible if they were
of the masonry which they purport to be. The con_
venrion that the structure is of masonry is abandoned.
It is true rhat the building does not architecturally
express itself as a frame building but only gives itself
away as such, which is a very different matter.

A department srore, one would say to look at the
Hearst Building, and moreover a department srore
in which the architect shows himself unable ro recon-
cile the discrepancies arising from the conflict ofthe
exigencies ofconstruction and the exigencies ofoccu-
pancy. That is what it would look like if it were left
to itself. But in an evil hour the construcror under-
took ro be also a decorator. \fe have seen that his
departures, in the interest ofarchitectural expression,
from the nakedness of his utilitarian scheme, instead
of cloaking its nudiry, added absurdity to it. Absur-
dity is also, unfortunately, rhe "note" of the decora-
tion. Excepting at the top. The strict logicians have
ceased ro pur cornices on their skyscrapers, seeing
that the rainfall on rhe roofs is in fact discharged in-
wardly and not outwardly. Nevertheless, we may
admit that a cornice, "in the presenr stand of the art,,,
tolerari potest, if it be of moderate projection, and
does not pretend to be a shelf projecting over and
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supported by a massive wall of the same material
which does not exist. Also a parapet can be tolerated.

It has a conceivable function in preventing the un-
wary from falling off the roof. The ornamentation of
the present parapet is, abstractly, good, good in di-
vision, good in scale detail, and good in scale. But it
is so rich and elaborate that it is in glaring contrast

and contradiction of the wall underneath, which
makes it look balder than ever, while the baldness

underneath makes itself look finical. It is a "purple

patch" on a coat of frieze. Still, the decoration of the

top, incongruous as it is, is by no means so bad as the

decoration at the bottom, the lower three stories,

the showrooms of the department store. This secrion

is decorated by a highly elaborate doorway at the

centre of each of the visible fronts, but what we may

by courtesy call colonnettes on the face ofeach ofthe
upright posts and also on each of the mullions of the

subdivisions of the bays at the corners to which we

have already referred as standing on nothing.

Much of the detail of this decoration is refined,

some of it even "elegant." But it is all, by its profu-

sion, even more open to the objection of incongruity
that we have made against the parapet than is the

parapet itself. It is open to a 1ravff obiection. 'J7e

have admitted that the parapet conceivably had a

function. But none of this has any conceivable func-

tion. It has absolutely nothing to do with the case.

Not a bit of it is "decorated construction. " Every bit
of it is constructed decoration. The ornamental door-

ways are painfully squeezed in between the

uprights, in a space evidently too narrow for them,

and the uprights themselves are interrupted, in one

case by crowning them, at the level of the mezzanine,

with voluted capitals, in the other case with what

may by courtesy be called corbels, proiected to carry

the projection of the entablature, projected ad hoc.

But the most absurd and irrational detail is that of
what we have called the colonnettes incrusted upon

the uprights. These make no Pretense at all of being

anything but "fancy" ornaments. A cylindrical mass

is stuck onto the face of the wall, embellished with
spirals, whittled away at the top and bottom to con-

tradict the assumption in which nobody will concur

that it means something, and finally, after it has

died completely into the wall and one would say

ceased, it crops out again, below the floor line, into
one of such niched corbels as are supposed to sustain

the entablature over one of the doorways. No "archi-

tecture applique" could more ostentatiously advertise

itself as having nothing to do with the case, as being

irrelevant, incompetent, and impertinent.

It remains to be added that he who sees the Hearst

Building only in photographs sees it to undue advan-

tage. The charms of the incrusted decoration are in

fact enhanced by color, by blues and greens and reds

which rather aggrayarc than mitigate its excrescen-

tial character, and which also aggravate its inapplica-

bility to the stark utilitarianism of the structure to

which it is in fact applied. \Whatever the solution of
the problem of the commercial skyscraper may be,

this treatment is not a step in the direction of such a

solution. Most decidedly, this is not the way to do

it.
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Invention and Tradition in the Making of American Place

Denise Scott Brown

Some Paradoxes of Colonial Cultural
Landscapes
I once overheard the following conversation on a bus:

First worwn: "I can tell from your accent that you're

from home."

Second: "Yes, I left Home thirty years ago."

Tbird: "l've never been Home but one day i hope to

go."

This exchange, in Johannesburg, South Africa, was

not an expression of sentimental nostalgia. It was

the affirmation of an alliance among members of a

caste. By tracing their origins directly or at one re-

move to England, these women reassured each other

of their social status in the South Africa of the

1940s. Their jingoism induced my xenophobia' As a

child, I wriggled uncomfortably when English visi-

tors likened views of the low veld to a "little piece of

Surrey," and I pondered the incongruity of black

children in French !7est Africa reciting lessons about

"Nos ancestres les gaulois." As a teenager, I ioined
an art class where we were exhorted to paint from

what was around us, to see the landscape ofveld and

sun and the life of Africans in the city as our most im-

portant inspiration-if we were to produce vital art,

our art was to be "African."

I have long since realized that my art teacher's for-

mulation was too simple. After all, we spoke English'

More than a few hundred years before, and in my

case less than a hundred years before, the roots of our

culture were in Europe. European, and particularly

English culture pervaded our intellectual lives, condi-

tioning our perception and appreciation of our Afri-
can world. As artists, our attemPts to understand our

own landscape were inevitably made in the context

of the mother culture. This orientation toward out-

side influences limited our ability to use our local

experience as material for our art.

The South African writer, Dan Jacobson, defined

that colonial artistic condition in his introduction to

The Story of an African Farn by Olive Schreiner. 1 He

observed that Schreiner's un-English, African setting,
"her snowless, woodless, lawnless Karroo," seemed

implausible, even in South Africa, as a background

for fiction because it had never been seen in litera-

ture before. Jacobson, when he first read her novel,

had to struggle with his own incredulity, "that the

kopjes, kraals and cactus plants she mentions were of

the same kind as those I was familiar with; so little
experience had I had ofencountering them within the

pages of a book."

"This is not to deny," he added, "that The Story of An

African Farm is . . a very 'literary' piece of work;

the fruit in places more of reading than of life"' This

literary quality Jacobson found damaging to the

novel; however it may have played an important part

in the unlocking of colonial artistry. Perhaps

Schreiner's conversion of African sources to "litera-

ture" was key to making them artistically available.

Her tale of the veld was told, not in voortrekker

prose, but in the style of the author's literary con-

temporaries in England. By making the work com-

prehensible in London, Schreiner may have rendered

the African landscape visible for the first time to her

audiences in South Africa and England. If so, then

in an artistic sense she invented the African

landscape.

'S?hen, in the late 1960s, Robert Venturi and I tried

to do something similar in Las Vegas, it was rela-

tively easy to transfer my African xenophobia to an

American one, suggesting that for the sake of cul-

tural relevance and artistic vitality, American archi-

tects look at rhe landscape around them and learn'

Yet our analyses of the American suburban landscape

were based in large part on European modes of

scholarly inquiry; we defined the Strip by comparing

it with historical European architecture, using cate-

gories set up for the study of traditional European ur-

ban space.
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These paradoxes beset societies and culrures whose
origins were in anorher place. As problems, rhey are
surely no worse rhan the problems of more serrled so-
cieties, but they are different, and they persist as

tensions between artisric dependence and indepen-
dence long after political freedom has been won.2 In
America the paradox is four-fold:

-The United States is a diversified nation, differ_
entiated regionally and erhnically, stratified socially,
and is pluralistic culturally; yet it is also a mass soci-
ety that shares symbols and systems to such an exrenr
that Americans are accused by outsiders of being a
nation of conformists.

-Many 
if not most Americans left their lands of

origins because they were different from those around
them. They were poorer, more oppressed, diflbrent
racially or religiously, more adventurous, or maver-
ick. The cultures they took away with them were
not the same as those of the people they left behind,
and in the ensuing years they diverged even further.
America is far more different from Europe than most
visiting Europeans realize. This is due in parr to rhe
emigranrs' search for a new world which they defined
as the couorerform ro the unsatisfactory old world.
American moraliry, polity, governance, social struc-
ture, culrure, and a physical container expressive of
American aspirations were all ro be invented. Invent-
ing America was a grear experiment and high ad-
venture. Nevertheless, mosr immigrants brought
their old worlds ro rhe new, carrying landscapes and
mores in memory and reasserting them, ruztatis na-
tandis, in city or farm. Some Elizabethan English
and 19th cenrury Italian cusroms rhar were lost in
their countries of origin are preserved in Kentucky
and Sourh Philadelphia. Landscapes transported from
England to New England reserrle uncomfortably in
Arizona.

-rJ[e 
Americans, like other former colonials, are

xenophobes, yer in some areas of life we clutch rhe
apron strings of our mother cultures. r,J7e are proud

of our indigenous styles, yer ar times we still require
European endorsement to validate them in our owo
eyes.

-The 
United States is artistically both precursor

and follower, and the pendulum swings quite rapid-
ly. But in architecture, discovery by latter-day Eu-
ropean "6eleni2s15"-a Rayner Banham for Los Ange-
les, a Charles Jencks for Post-Modernism-is still
needed to dignify for Americans rhose artistic forms
that originate in America.

Is the American architectural experience a colonial ex-
perience? Can it be termed colonial after 1776? As-
suredly not in all spheres. I have used the terms .,colo-

nial" and "colonizer" to discuss attirudes roward
artistic sources and artistic identity in American ar-
chitecture. I have not atrempted here a general anal-
ysis ofrelations between colonialism and architecture;
nor have I investigated the expression of colonial
power through architecture-either in colonial
America or by America today. Ifhere I describe co-
lonial architecture, it is settlers'rather rhan rulers,ar-
chitecture; and I have seamed settlers and immi-
granrs together, viewing the colonists architecturally
as eady ethnic groups with problems of adjustment
not wholly different from the problems of those who
came later.

Inventing America and Inventing the
Landscape
rDThat are the effects of immigration on the artist? If
the earliest stimuli, the sights and scents experienced
when the infant 6rst comes ro awareness, are in
some way linked to future crearivity, what is the ar_
tistic prognosis for immigrants or refugees removed,
probably forever, from the environmenr they knew
when two feet above the ground? $Zhat of the im-
migranr group and irs group arrisric culture?

In most group migrations ro America the firsr gen_
eration was losr, in an artistic sense and indeed in
most senses. They heaved their young above their
heads and saw their reward as the success of the sec_
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ond generation. "Culture," when there was time for

it, was internal to the group. It lay in Little Italy or

in the Yiddish press and theater. Subsequent gen-

erarions turned to "face America."3 Yiddish poetry

began to read like \Valt \7hitman, house decora-

tions in Italian neighborhoods included the American

eagle. Yet further in time, immigrant descendants

speaking and writing in English have shared in the

artistic life of the dominant cultures and have added

to the vitality of what is called "American. " They play

a leading part today in the inventing and reinvent-

ing of America. Perhaps their off-center starting

point lends intensity to their art.4

How does this generational sequence of adaptation,

invention and reinvention tie in with American ar-

chitecture and the making of place? Only fitfully per-

haps, in a literal sense-most architecture is not de-

signed or developed by actual or metaphorical

immigrants-but perhaps rather well in the artistic

and cultural sense of "inventing."

European colonists took their architecture with
them and adapted it to conditions they found in the

colonies. Dutch farm houses in the Cape Colony de-

veloped porches and pergolas. To English houses in

the United States were added porches and jalousies

in the South and clapboard in the North. The two

major colonial heritages in the United States were

the English and the Spanish, with the Anglo pre-

dominating and forming the basic matrix of archi-

tecture in this country. The English heritage itself
was bifurcated, containing on the one hand a rural

cottage and Romantic landscape tradition, and on the

other a Classical tradition derived from English

Palladianism.

High culruret grafted other strands to this matrix.

Classical influences from antiquity and republican

France accompanied the birth of the new republic,

symbolizing republican virtue in furniture, architec-

ture and urbanism. A later Classical influence from

Haussman's Paris gave expression to civic pride and

served commercial boosterism in the turn-of-the-

century American city. European borrowings includ-
ed 19th century Eclecticism, the International

Style, and Art Deco Moderne. There were also reac-

tions against European infuences and toward non-

European ones, by Frank Lloyd N7right and others in

the name of Americanism.

Ethnic groups, facing the basically English character

of the everyday realm, sought to express identity

through a melding of ethnic and dominant Sroup
symbols; but ethnic symbolism receded as subse-

quent generations allied themselves to taste cultures

related more to their socioeconomic than to their

ethnic status. The social movements of the 1960s and

the interest in roots in the 1970s brought renewed

expressions ofgroup identity, both ethnic and racial,

although usually at the level of home decoration.

House styles, whether "French Provincial," "Cape

Cod," or "Contempo," are assigned greater impor-

tance in the American suburban environment than in

equivalent European housing areas. Styling rePre-

sents perhaps one final resting place of American plu-

ralism-although during the Sun Belt migrations of
the 1960s and 1970s a further layer of complexity was

added to house styling, as new residents in Hous-

ton, for example, sought highly decorated, eclectic,

townhouse precincts to serve as stage sets and sym-

bols for a new way of life in a new city.

In sum, social and physical movements to the conti-

nent and within it have been paralleled by a process of
architectural invention and reinvention that started

with the inception of the nation and continues today.

Has this process produced space and place that are

different from anywhere else?

What's American about American Place?
Such a question is typical of the colonist's search for

identity. Given the paradoxes, the multiple influ-

ences, and the newness of the culture, the answer is

hard to 6nd and will be found, if at all, in slivers be-

tween borrowings and inventions, as insinuations

rather than firm statements.
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A literature has grown up around the question. John
A. Kouwenhoven,6 in search of "what's American,,
observes rhar one characteristic landscape is "the ,in-

terminable and stately prairies' as STalt ril/hicman

called them, ruled off by roads and fences into a
mathemarical grid. They have become, as r$Thitman

thought they would become, the home of ,America,s

distinctive ideas and distincrive realities."'Among a

dozen landscapes Kouwenhoven lists, the 6rst three
are: the Manhattan skyline, the gridiron town plan,
and the skyscraper. Their particularly American
quality, for him, is their "fluid and ever changing
unity" and their stare of being "always complete but
never finished."

Vincent Scully perceives "a kind ofuneasiness, a dis_
trust ofthe place, a restlessness," as emanating from
the American experience of "a vast landscape, a more
or less scarifying conracr with the Indian population,
certain racial crimes, colonialism, a sense of distance
from centers of high civilization, a feeling ar once of
liberation and of loss."7

Ronald Lewcock, writing of 19th cenrury colonial ar_
chitecture in generals claims that its character de_
rives from limitations of the conditions in which it
was built; "amateur designs, semi-skilled or un-
skilled labour, and restricted building materials
transformed the intricacies of fashion into forru-
itously subtle and restrained statements . . enforc_
ing by simplicity the impact of the lines and forms
of the styles." Scullyl describes American colonial ar_
chitecture in rhe same terms, seeing architecture of
both Spanish and English origin as ,,simplified, 

clari-
fied, and primitivized. These qualities . become
positive ones, like the beginning of something
which-though deriving or degenerating from a
more developed style-had worked its way back to
first principles, from which a new kind of growth
may well be possible." In America the English or
Spanish original was "distilled into a more rigid or_
der, less compromised by variety, less rich in modula_
tion . . The virtues sought were now the elemental

ones ofstrong obvious shapes and plain surfaces."
Lewcock adds, "Excessive copying may have pro-
duced stereotyping, but it also ensured a familiarity
with the rrue meaning of 'style' which is one of the
strongest attributes ofthe best colonial work."

George L. Herseylo suggesrs that there is a particu-
larly American way, different from the European, of
borrowing from artistic sources. He defines "replica-
tion" as the copying or adaptation of "some principal
work of art" in various ways for different places and
times. The work of afi, for example the Roman pan-
theon, becomes "an artisric signal that is picked up
by lesser transmirrers, which extend and modify the
original signal." Replication was rhe rule rather
than the exception during the lgth century. In Eu-
rope, Hersey claims, architectural borrowing fol-
lowed the original with respect to siting, relation be-
tween inside and outside, and relation between scale
and building type. For example, the European pan-
theons all contain large, "impressively scaled," sin-
gle spaces that house chapels or civic spaces, and they
are sited as in Rome. But in America, a shift accom-
panied the borrowings; rhe rules broke down and im-
proper adaptations occurred: Jefferson's Rotunda is
pantheonic on the outside only; A Romanesque style
is used by Richardson for other than religious archi-
tecture; public buildings have Second Empire out-
sides and High Gothic insides; Eero Saarinen builds
village hillside architecture on the flat, urban yale
campus; and whereas the English architects of the
new Caius College, in following Le Corbusier's mon-
astery, "properly" relate college idiom to monasric
tradition, a Boston firm replicates La Tourette untra-
ditionally as the Boston City Hall. In the same way,
type and use collide at the roadside, as in the names
"Dog City" or "Frank Palace."

The "not necessarily undesirable" effects of such free
replication are " jar:-ir,g stylistic dissonances, the im-
permanent look of having been transferred from some
other sire and weird scale." This is an illuminating
interpretation of an essenrial yet difficult-to-define
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difference between American and European architec-

rure. 11 Although Hersey does not mention it direct-

ly, shifts in symbolic meaning cause the collisions in

several of his examples-an ecclesiastical style is used

for commercial architecture; royalty is associated

with hot dogs.

I have culled these writings of the late 19)0s and

the 1960s from a larger body of assessment of Ameri-

can urbanism because they highlight the importance

of invention and tradition in the making of place'

Across the broader sPectrum of urban thought from

about the same period, a theme carries through a

range of disciplines. The writings of Melvin \7eb-

ber, J. B. Jackson, and Herbert Gans suggest that

what we perceive as chaos in the urban and suburban

landscape may be an order that we do not understand;

that simple nostrums to complex problems may

make the problems worse; and that the concept of "or-

ganized complexity" should be understood by archi-

tects and planners working in the social and physical

realms. During this period, Tom \7olfe responded

to the same notions in the arts with an apotheosis of

Las Vegas and the Pop Art movement' and Robert

Venturi in Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture

called into question some simple nostrums of Mod-

ern architecture. In delineating the anatomy of com-

plexity in architecture, Venturi grounded his analy-

sis in historic precedent seen in a new light'

Something caused these parallel inquiries by sepa-

rate individuals to be undertaken and brought to fru-

ition at the same time. In my opinion, the common

influence was social change. Shifts in American soci-

ety spelled a shifting of sensibilities among perceP-

tive scientists and artists. Changing sensibilities

induced changing Perceptions. Then, altered per-

ceptions called for a reassessment oftenets and philos-

ophies, particularly in disciplines concerned with

urban life. The social turmoil of the 1960s demanded

the reinvention of American architecture'

The Process of Reinvention
In the arts, change in sensibilities signals impending

aesthetic change, which is in turn a precondition for

innovation and invention. lVhen the time is ripe for

aesthetic change, a chance perception-even a side

glance at the familiar-,can set the process in motion'

At first sight, the new and meaningful may not ap-

pear beautiful; it may aPPear ugly. But we feel it is

important.

That feeling often (perhaps usually) precedes rational

reassessment and may lead to it. For example, al-

though my move to the West Coast in 196) was part

of an intellectual migration, and although I had for

more than ten years joined in reasoned reassessments

of architecture and the environment' nevertheless

my first response to the landscape of Las Vegas and

Los Angeles was not an arolytic check out; it was an

aesthetic shiver. The shiver was composed of hate and

love; the environment was as ugly as it was beauti-

ful. It shrieked ofchaos, yet it challenged one to find

the whispered order within l1-[ss2t15s this order

seemed to hint at a new architecture for changed

times.

"Towards a new architecture," had been the slogan of

an earlier process of architectural reinvention based

on social change. In the 6rst decades of this century,

a liberating aesthetic shiver induced by industrial

architecture and engineering goaded and guided the

development of Modern architecture. "Eyes which

do not see," Le Corbusier cried in 1923, against archi-

tects who could not perceive the beauty-in-ugliness

of grain elevators, steamships, and airplanes'12 Forty

years later, when some cities were literally in flames

and when a hundred voices railed against architects

who could not see, the Modern rhetoric of industrial

process and the old vision of glass towers seemed ir-

relevant to the social problems at hand' There was

also no shock value left for factoty architecture; it
could produce no galvaoizing aesthetic shiver' IDThat

horrified in the 1960s was the urban chaos the urban-

ists were studying: the deteriorated inner city and

the signs, strips, and tracts of suburban sprawl'
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Facing America through Learning from
Las Vegas
!7e selected Las Vegas and Levittown for study be-
cause they were archetypes of the landscape of subur_
ban sprawl that surrounds all American cities. Anal-
ysis of the extreme forms would be easier than
analysis of more typical ones, which were usually
overlaid on earlier patrerns. However, the intention
was ro throw light on the everyday. N7e aimed to
documenr the characteristics of American place that
were alluded to by the writers of the 1960s and also
to teach ourselves, as artists, to be receptive to the
mandates of our time.

So we faced the desert Strip of Las Vegas, the winding
roads and curving greens ofLevittown, and later the
traditional 19th and early 2Oth cenrury American
city. The forms we chose for analysis were new and
undeniably American. Although scorned by archi_
tects as vulgar distortions and malformations of ur_
banism, they were the quotidian of the landscape; we
sensed that they contained important lessons for ar_
chitecture in the latter part of the 20th century.

\We tried to define rhe componenrs of strip and
sprawl carefully, and we considered the factors that
caused them to be as they were-primarily the
automobile, the geometry induced by its motion, and
the ability of the human brain to reacr ro communi_
cation from the environment while the body is travel_
inr at 3) miles an hour. N7e described the nature of
the communication conveyed and the methods used
for conveying it. N7e compared the constituents of
American suburban architecture with those of tradi_
tional European urban architecture, matching the
vast space of the A & P parking lot with the expanses
of Versailles, and the pace of movemenr on the me-
dieval marker srreer with that on rhe Las Vegas Strip.
$7e evolved a taxonomy of the forms of the everyday
landscape and endeavoured to ser these within a
broader raxonomy of the traditional elemenrs of ar_
chitecture and urbanism.

The following excerprs from our writings of the
1960s and 1970s give the flavor and some ofthe sub-
stance of our enquiry. 13

Tbe English catbedral sits upon a close, tbe Greek ternple
upon an acropolis, tbe nedieual castle against tbe nedieual
town wall, and tbe town ball on the main rquare.
In Arnerican citiet, the only establishruent wbose location
is predatined is tlte corner store.

Relations and combinations in American city streets be-
tween tigns and buildings, arcbitecture and rynbolitm, ciaic
pride and bonky-tonk, exprer a messy uitality and pro_
duce an unexpected unity.

Saburban sprawl eludts our clncepfi of urban form. It irn't
enclosed or directed like the gace of traditional cities-it is
open and indeterminate.

The image of the commerciat strip it cbaot. The order in tbis
landscape * not obuious.

Tbe connercial persuation of roadside eclecticisn proaokes
bold inpact in tbe aast and cornplex setting of a new land-
scape of big gaca, bigh tpeeds, and complex prograrns.
Styles and tigns nuke connections amlng many eleruents,

far apart and rcen fatt. Tbe message h barcly commercial;
the context is basically new.

Synbol dominates ryace. Architecture * not enough. Because
the gatial relationships are ruade by symboh more than by

formt, arcbitecture in tbis landscape becornes synbol in space
rather than form in spaa. Arcbitecture defines aery little;
The big sign and the littte building is the rule of Route 66.

The sign for the Motel Monticello, a silhouette of an enor_
nous Cbippendale bigbboy, is uisible on tbe highway before
the motel bself.

In Leuittown: the lawn h a stage, tbe facade a backdrop,
and the roofl.ine a romantic silbouette.

Tbe dtcorated bouse and lawn nuzke an impact tbat pure ar_
cbitectural articulation could neuer make, at least in time,
before you baue pasrcd on to tlte next house, . . The eclectic
trnameTtt on and around the relatiwly tmall ltouse actt as
a aiwal bootter between tbe bouse and the curb, reaching out
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to !0a dcrlsr tbe big lawn, linking tbe syrubolic arcbitec-

ture to tbe mwing aebicle.

\S7hat Did You Learn?
In sum, our aim in studying suburban sprawl had

been to push the growing body of thought on Ameri-

can urbanism in directions interesting and useful to

us as practicing architects and theoreticians' We

sought a new open-mindedness that would en-

able us to act sensitively and receptively on social

questions in architecture and lead us to a new aes-

thetic: a formal language or languages less restrictive

than that of late Modern architecture and tuned to

the social and creative needs of our time'

\7hen asked, "what did you learn from Las Vegas?"

we were at first at a loss for an answer. An early reply

was "W'hat did you learn from the Parthenon?" By

this we meant that aesthetic ideas that engage the

minds of architects are not always (or in their most

important aspects) definable in words. Later we sug-

gested that what we learned would show in our sub-

sequent work, and indubitably it has. However, more

than ten years after these studies, it is perhaps possi-

ble to discern some areas of learning more clearly than

we could at the time.

The Forgotten Symbolism of
Architectural Form
The primary lessons that we as architects learned

from Las Vegas and Levittown were about symbol-

ism. 1il7e started our study with investigations of the

character of the symbols that could best communicate

over the vast sPace of the American strip; we concin-

ued with analyses of the buildings behind the signs

and what they could communicate symbolically at

different scales. Finally, we turned to symbolism at

the traditional scale of architecture for pedestrians'

Here, ornament and decoration become a majot

interest.

In the succession from strip to buildings our methods

of analysis completed a full circle. In 1968 we sug-

gested that "we look backward at history and tradi-

tion to go forward." In 197) we recommended that
"\7e architects who went to Las Vegas and Levittown

should now return to Rome; it is time for a new inter-
pretation of our architectural legacy, and particular-

ly for a reassessment of the uses of ornament and sym-

bolism in architecture."'4 Orrr initial analyses

comparing Strip phenomena with historic, European

architecture-the A & P parking lot with Ver-

sailles-we defined as going "from Rome to Las Ve-

gas." \7e said we went "from Las Vegas back again

to Rome," when we applied categories learned from

the Strip to the study of conventional and tradition-

al buildings-seeing the front of Chartres Cathedral,

for example, as a type of billboard. The journey

from Las Vegas back to Rome allowed us to learn

again from historical architecture through 
^ 

reap-

praisal of its symbolism and decoration. Although

these had been there in the frrst place, we had ig-

nored or forgotten them' Under the influence of
Modern architecture, we had intepreted them as

texture and pattern alone, not as symbolic

communication.

Las Vegas therefore helped us to reinterpret tradition-

al architecture and by redirecting us to Rome set us

to mending the rupture Modern architecture made

with its tradition. In so doing we were also able to

incorporate portions of the American suburban land-

scape into the fold of architecture, where they had

not been included before.

The Oscillation Between Innovation and
Tradition in the Process of Reinvention
Our analyses of the American everyday environment

v/ere part of a continuous process of reinvention

whereby tradition and innovation, the historical and

the new are matched and rematched with changing

times. Nfe face America and then Europe, struggling

to resolve the paradoxes of those whose culture

originated in a different place, to become creative art-

ists in the flux of historY.
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In studying Las Vegas and Levirtown our intenrion
was not to promote particular commercial idioms
for architecture, nor did we rurn ro Rome to find
good sources for historical borrowing. In my opin-
ion, the lessons learned from Las Vegas by architects
to date have been superficial ones. Stylish post Mod-
ernism has picked up rhe image but not rhe substance
of our quest. And the professions of urban design
and landscape architecture, alchough involved equally
with architecture in the making of place, seem ro
have been affected even less than has architecture by
changing times and sensibilities. The built results
indicate that social and cultural change have broughr
about little reassessment by design practiriooers of
either the emerging American landscape or the tradi-
tional roles of the professions.

Lacking this reassessmenr, some efforts of the design
professions tend to make environmental chaos
worse. If you see an awkward strip, where wirescape
overwhelms imagery and the whole purveys neirher
communication nor order, look again: If the signs are
all twelve feet high, you can be sure an aesrheric or-
dinance is at work, promulgated by the design profes_
sions and intended to produce order in the environ_
ment. A more successful approach could be to
encourage the erection of taller signs rhat dominare
the resr of rhe clutter. The fact that this suggestion
would be dismissed by most design review boards in
the United States suggests that urban designers still
lack the means to describe and define the strip land-
scape; therefore rhey cannor see it; therefore rhey can_
not handle it aesthetically.

As designers, we have nor yer developed a profound
sense of history. "A colonial culrure," says Jacob-
son,1t "is one which has no memory. " A colonial heri-
tage makes it "extremely difficult for any secrion oF
the population to develop a vital, effective belief in
the past as a present concern, and in the present as a
consequence of the past's concerns." yet absence of
memory may nor inhibit the perpetuation of preju_
dice. Indeed, "Precisely because the sense ofhistory is

so deficient, rhese enmities tend to be regarded as so
many given, unalterable facts of life . . as little open
to human change or quesrion as the growth of leaves
in spring. " Because we designers lack a sturdy
grasp on our historical heritage, we lack the confi-
dence to rolerare architectural change. An under-
standing of the role of invention in historical archi-
tecture and of the way the past affects present
preferences would help designers and design con-
trollers conquer their own aesrhetic prejudices and
therefore deal more effectively than they do now
with the everyday American landscape and the mak_
ing of American place.

Conclusion: Vork in Progress
In this thesis on colonies and mother culrures, inno-
vation and tradition in the invention of American
place, I have tried ro suggest that rhe colonial para-
doxes are as much opportunities as problems and
that they add intensity and uniqueness to American
architecture. Two "colonial" heritages, one Ameri-
can and rhe other African, both set in a European
mold, have helped define my argument. Its edge
probably derives from the marginal narure of my own
relation to dominant cultures.

I have nor used a colonial frame of reference because ir
is the only applicable one. Indeed, American archi-
tects are not alone in looking beyond the border.
They are part of an international profession whose
philosophy has been avowedly and idealistically inter-
nationalist and whose practitioners, in most nations,
are eagr.r for outside influences. However relevant the
colonial aspect, it is rarely considered; it opens up a
host ofquestions; and it should be understood as part
ofour artistic heritage. This is particularly so as rhe
architectural pendulum swings now roward regional-
ism and as America assumes the leadership in archi-
tectural ideas. In addition, relating American archi-
tecture to a worldwide diaspora of colonial
architectures can broaden our understanding of
American architecture and may bring new insights
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The paper was 6rst delivered at the inaugural symposium of the

Buell Center for the Study of American Architecture' The sympo-

sium took place at Columbia University on April 2l-24' 198)'

The event's proceedings, entitled AMERICAN ARCHITEC-

TURE: INNOVATION AND TRADITION will be published

in book form in the summer of 198).
@Denise Scott-Brown

in the future as the field of colonial studies widens in

Europe and the Third N?'orld.16

In discussing our own research on American place , I
have emphasized the Process of invention rather

than the nature of our findings. We are at the port of

entry to a new territory that is paradoxically familiar

but unknown. It must be both explored and reex-

plored and there is a long distance to be traveled'

Artistically, we American architects are cultural im-

migrants who must face the American hinterland

yet make our roads return to Rome.

orher immigrant groups. Hispanic and Asian immigrants today

seem to be in early stages of the same sequence.

1. The terms bigh cttlture aod taste czlttre are borrowed from

Herbert J. Gans, Popalar Ctthre and High Caltare, Neu York:

Basic Books lnc., 1974.

6. John A. Kouwenhoven, "Preliminary Glance at an American

Iandscape" and "!7hat's 'American' about America" The Beet

Can by ibe Highway: Essays on \Vhat's American abozt America, Gar-

den ii,y, New York: Doubleday and Company, Inc', 1961,

pp. 19, 42,44,49.

7. Vincent Scully, Americax Arcbitectue and Urbanism, New

York: Frederick A. Praeger, 1969, p. 12.

8. Ronald Lewcock, Early Ninetemtb Cmnry Atcbitaare in

Sottth Africa: A Stdy of the lnteraction of Tuo Cubaru' 1795-1837 '
Cape Town: A.A. Balkema, 19$, pp' 420' 421'

9. Scully, American Architecture and lJrbanism, pp' 27, 31 '

10. G. L. Hersey, "Replication Replicated, or Notes on Ameri-

can Bastardy" Perspecta 10, Tbe Yah Archilectaral Jounal, New

Haven:196!.

11. This difference is found in other colonial situations where

similar encounters "between local cultures and international sys-

tems of exchange" produce "a population of hybrid architectural

languages that are full of promise." (Hybrid Architecture, Lotas

trt"rnal;oral 26, Milan: Electa, 1980, P'l') One such hybrid is

the Bengali temple with imitation church towers' George Mi-

chell describes the Hindu Temple of Sonarang as "genuinely hy-

brid architecture combining, in a unique manner' elements

from different traditions to create completely original forms"'

("Neo-classical Hindu Temples in Bengal' European influences

in the Bengal Temples," Lottts Intenational 26, p' 9) They sound

like the ur.hir...rri. of the Strip-the more so when Michell

writes, "Bewildering to the architectural historian, the genius of

Bengali designers is undeniable, though their inventions still

"*"i", "n 
appropriate terminology by which they might be effec-

tirely described"-and without which (we may add), like the

Karroo and Las Vegas, they will not be effectively seen'

12. Le Corbusier, Vert Une Architecnte, Paris: 1923' The Eng-

lish title, Touatds a New Architectate, Lotdon: 1927 '

1 J. These are taken from Learuing fron l^as Vegas : T be F orgotten

Slnbolisn of Architectttral Fomt, revised edition, Cambridge'

Mass.: MIt Press, 1977, PP. 1,9, 13,20 as well as from the

unpublished text "Signs of Life, Symbols in the American City"'

from an exhibition for the Smithsonian Institution, S7ashing-

ton, D.C., 1976. Both are by Robert Venturi, Denise Scott

Brown, and Steven Izenour.

14. Learning from l-as Vegat, P. I and "Signs of Life"'

11. Jacobson, Introduction o The Story of an African Farm' p' 7 '

16. For example, Lotas lnternational 26, is devoted to colonial

architecture considered as a worldwide phenomenon'

1. DanJacobson, Introduction toTheStory of an Afrian Fatm,

by Olive Schreiner, Harmondsworth: Penguin Books Ltd' ' 1971'

pp. 18-19.

2. The paradox may persist although there is a new colonial

power: tidz, "\7'e do not need the Graves, the Sterns, and the

juhns to tell us how to design in Africa. \tr?e also do-not need to

ie chauvinistic in our approach." Bannie Britz, "Is a South Afri-

can Architecture Possible?" Towards Appropriate Architectarc of

Sottthera Africa: Architutttre SA, ed. Ivor Prinsloo, Nov-/Dec'

1982, p. 68.

3. "Facing America": Mitn ponern tsu America' The experience

**.o--* enough to have given rise to a Yiddish saying' I first

heard it in English. I am grateful to Mr' Max Rosenfeld of the

Sholem Aleichem Club in Philadelphia for clarifling its
derivation.

4. Each group plays its part in its own way' The sequence de-

scribed in ihit p"ttug. refers largely to late 19th and early 20th

century migrations from Europe' It is not immediately applicable

to black g-,rpt, owing to the unwilled circumstances of their

immigration and to the ensuing destruction of their heritage'

Horneier, the black artistic contribution has paralleled that of

other groups from the start, and since their second migration

(northward) their role in the reinventing of America-n66[
and south-can be discussed in the same terms as those used for
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Precedent and Invention:

Design in the Field of Tension

Tomaso Zanoni

Since {the nineteentb century}, the distinguishing nark of
works which cuunt as modtrn is 'tlte new' which will be

ouercume and mad.e obsolete through the nwelty of the next

$yle. But, while that which is merely'stylish' will soon be-

comt outrnodcd, tbat which is nodern preserae[ a secret tie

to the clastical. 0f course, wbatwa can suruiae tine has al-
ways been considcred to be a claric, But the emphatically

modun docununt no longa bortowt this power of being a

clastic from the aatbority of a past epocb; instead, a mod-

em work becones a clatsic because it has once been authenti-

cally nodzrn.l

A vital strategy for design incorporates many investi-

gations simultaneously. There are at least three lev-

els of investigation. The first is one of pragmatic

problem solving, the constant testing ofidea against

form. The program must be imagined and invented

to support the proposed functions in an appropriate

and logical manner. A program is more than just a

list of desired functions; it requires qualitative eval-

uation, redefinition, and invention. Programmatic

concerns are often the union of proiect and thesis

that may be manifested by specific relationships or by

carefully designed ambiguities. The second level of
investigation involves the nature of architecture as a

cultural pursuit. Here, typoloSY, social responsibil-

ity, (in the form of legibility) and the specificity of a

project to its context exPress themselves. The third

level is one in which personal concerns are manipulat-

ed. The autobiography of the designer is brought

into play along with memory and poetics that may

extend well beyond the fringes of the discipline .

\7e have selected for analysis and comment four Eu-

ropean design projects drawn from two different

periods. Barstsch and Vladimirow's project for a

Communal Dwelling and Le Corbusier's Immeu-

bles-Villas were conceived in the l92Os. The atmo-

sphere of that decade still provides inspiration for us

because it constituted an explicit search for an atti-
tude in which tradition could be transformed by

new technologies and ideologies. Gregotti's Calabria

University and Koolhaas' project for the Parc de la

Villette address the urbanization of architecturally

undeveloped spaces and are formulated around issues

that are situated at once within the traditional do-

main of architecture and at the periphery of a cultur-

al definition. Inherent in all these projects is the

manifestation of the tension between precedent and

invention; both implicitly in the projects and explic-

itly in the relationship between the proiects and our

own work.2

Le Corbusier: Immeubles-Villas
(1922125)
lt l9l7 Charles-Edouard Jeanneret was invited to

Frankfort to work on a public housing project. At the

Bureau of Passports he changed his mind. He left

for Paris and became Le Corbusier'' Vzhy did Le Cor-

busier adopt Paris? W'hat made him choose this

city? Quite simply, the place was a challenge for him.

On the occasion of his first visit to Paris he wrote to

his teacher I'Eplattenier in La Chaux-de-Fonds; "The

Iife here is austere and active. Paris is a crack of the

whip every moment, the death for dreamers."a

Le Corbusier did not think of himself as part of the

wide and comprehensive movement of modern archi-

tecture that was gaining strength in Germany. He

perceived Paris as an active and ideal ground for his

purposes, for at this time the City was a focus-
even the center-of a culture that considered itself to

be avant garde. In addition to being a contemPorary

cutural center, Paris was the capital of the Grande

Nation with its rich architectural and cultural his-

tories. In France Le Corbusier was a protagonist, a

central figure of the new architecture. He stayed in

Paris forever, and with all of its activity this city con-

tributed substantially to his work.

Fig. 1: Rem Koolhaas, Project for the Parc de la Villette, Paris,

1982'1983. Site Plan.
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The Pavillon de l'Esprit Nouveau was the standard
unit in Le Corbusier's visions of life in a modern city
G5. 2). In 1921, a full-scale model, the protorype for
this "villa for everyone," was displayed to the public
at the Exposirion Internationale des Arts D6coratifs.s
In the earlier project of 1922, 120 equal villas are
horizontally and vertically combined to produce a se-
ries of villas, each of 2000 square feet. The plan of
each apartment in the Immeubles-Villas contains an
L-shaped, two-story famlly townhouse wrapped
around a double height volume. The double height
terrace is conceived ofas a hanging garden.6 In the
Pavillon Le Corbusier visualized modern living in a
"greened-in" city as "le sentiment modern.,,7

!7ith the help of industry Le Corbusier and Jeanneret
realized the aesthetic srandards they had wanted to
implement. They achieved the "visual hygiene of the
[AmericanJ office. "8 The architectonic formulation
of built-in fu1nl1u1s-6hairs, tables, and other daily
commodities-became small-scale examples of the
conception of the modern aparrmenr. The trunk/chest
became the casier sand.ard (a mass-producible ele-
ment designed by the architect), and the glass and ta_
bleware came from a laboratory supply house. The
chairs in the Pavillon were srill selected from the
commercial manufacturers; Le Corbusier and Jean_
neret would later develop their own collection with
Charlotte Perriand. It was Le Corbusier himself who
heralded the Pavillon as the beginning of ,.a new era
in domestic organizarion. "e Mass-produced objects
are chosen for their formal and funcrional clarity. The
house is no longer furnished; it is equipped.lo

The Certosa di Ema, a l4th cenrury monastic com_
plex near Florence, was used by Le Corbusier as a
model for the Immeubles-Villas (fig. 3).11 The ar-
rangement of the monk's quarters, each opening
onto an enclosed garden and connected by a loggia,
reappears transformed in the configuration of Le
Corbusier's scheme (fig. 4). In the Immeubles-Villas,

the aggregation of identical units with gardens takes
place vertically, in section as well as in plan. The
cloister walk of the monastery surrounding a calm,
green courtyard becomes a series of elevated hallways
(Laubengaenge) around a courtyard that provides
sports facilities. The introverted, walled-in monk's
quarters become transformed into units that give
onto both rhe street and the garden terrace. The mo-
nastic precedent is recognized by the maintenance
both of quantity and quality of the enclosure, each
providing access to identical living units. The ele-
ments of an architecture with sacred implications are
applied with profane significance to accommodate
urban housing.

Another important source of inspiration for Le Cor-
busier's planning was Tony Garnier's Cit6 Industrielle
of 1917 .12 In the introduction of the "Oeuvre Com-
pldte," Le Corbusier credits Garnier for his architec-
tural imagination of an industrial city concerned
with technical progress and social jusrness; "This man
felt the immanence of a new architecture based on
our new social conditions."il The Ville Contempor-
aine maintains large open spaces and still presenrs a

much denser conception of urban housing, transform-
ing the Citd Industrielle into a metropolis for three
'million inhabitants.

In the work of Le Corbusier and Jeanneret there is a

constanr relationship between the small and the large
scale, between rhe aparrmenr and the urban ensem-
ble.1a In 1922, the Immeuble-Villas with its 120 liv-
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ing units was conceived as an autonomous object. In
the Plan Voisin of 1921 , the rectangular perimeter

block of the Immeubles-Villas suddenly appears as

an orthogonally meandering bar that creates large and

smaller urban spaces. In this formulation, the hous-

ing type becomes an element of the urban fabric, fill-
ing in the areas between the great public attractions

of the city.

An important difference between the 1922 and the

1925 versions of the Immeubles-Villas is the fact that

the idealized project of the Ville Contemporaine in

the Plan Voisin suddenly appears in a real context.

Two collages show the project inserted into Paris;

the first collage exhibits the discontinuities of the

Plan Voisin in terms of figure-ground (fig. 5), and

the second demonstrates the new double-story scale of
the Immeubles-Villas (frg. 6). These collages illus-

trate the contrasting urban characteristics of Paris and

the proposed project.

h the 1929 text entitled "The Street" Le Corbusier

explains some of the ideas demonsrated in the Plan

Voisin collages. " He iuxtaposes the iagged silhouette

of the 19th century street with that of a modern ur-

ban space defined by a straight skyline that accentu-

ates the prismatic quality and extended proportions

of the architecture. This he calls "le ieu savant, cor-

rect et magnifique des volumes assembl6es sous la

lumiere."16 His urban conception for Paris in the

Plan Voisin is an architectural manifesto against the

eternal half-dark atmosphere of the Mietskaserne

(large, dense blocks offlats in Berlin from the end of
the nineteenth century) and the narrow rue corridor,

Though his involvement with CIAM ran parallel to

the development of his urbanistic proiects,lT it seems

that politics for Le Corbusier was less a pursuit of re-

sponsibility than an administrative tool; politics gave

him the cultural authority to implement his visions.

The life offered by the Immeubles-Villas was consis-

tent with the motto of the French Revolution: Li-
bert6, Egalit6, Fraternit6. The generosity ofthe indi-
vidual apartments reflects Le Corbusier's notion of
liberty as a comfort the city-dweller should expect.

The use of a single apartment type alludes to the

equality (or equalness) of man and his four-member

family. Community is organized very discretely; the

private unit is generous, so the use of the shared fa-

cilities is not really necessary. Thus, fraternity is

available but not forced. This reading of the slogan of
the Bourgeois Revolution gives some insight into
the extent of Le Corbusier's political consciousness as

an attempt not to substantially alter (like post-1917

Russian architecture) but rather to simply improve a

standard of living.

Le Corbusier's manifesto, as demonstrated in the Plan

Voisin, was essentially architectural. It offered an

aesthetic for housing the new society. This was a fun-

damentally different attitude from the German and

Russian housing research, studied at the same time,
which was oriented both towards economic and po-

litical issues.

Fig. 2:l* Corbusier, Pavillon de l'Esprit Nouveau, 1922. Plm.

Fig. 3: Carthusian Monastic complex, Certosa di Ema, Florence,

l4th century. Plan.

Fig. 4: l* Corbusier, Immeubles-Villas, 1922. First-floor plan.

Fig. 5: Le Corbusier, Plan Voisin, 1922-1929. Collage plan.
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Barstsch and Vladimirow; Project for a
Communal Dwelling (1929)
The Russian revolution of 7917 led to fundamental
social and economic changes that were necessary ro
support the new collective society. All cultural en-
deavors, particularly architecture and urban design,
became the medium rhrough which to make mani-
fest the new political postulates. Thus the task of the
designer was complex and included the invention of
programmaric components as well as the investiga-
tion of new typologies and morphologies.18

After the abolition of private real estate properry in
1918, many existing aparrmenr buildings were
turned into domestic communes. It soon became ap-
parent, however, rhat new housing rypes would
have to be developed because the organization of the
prerevolution housing structures, oriented as they
were towards the privacy and the comfort of the indi-
vidual family, lacked shared facilities and had an
overabundance of private space. To remedy this prob-
lem, architecture was called upon to establish and
reinforce the new social conditions.

The study of a new organization for everyday life be-
gan much earlier. The utopian socialists of the 19th
century, for example, developed various models for
communal dwellings. We recall Thomas Stedmans
\Titwell's design for New Harmony, Indiana, in
1824, which followed the principles of Robert Owen,
and the phalanstdre project by Victor Considerant
designed in accordance with Charles Fourier's theories
of 1830. te Ifhereas in the Unired Srates the devel-
opment of collective organized housing was limited
mostly to religious groups, in Russia, where the
revolution was initiated on the theoretical back-
ground of Marxist-Leninist literature, the formula-
tion of new programs for the future of socialist hous-
ing was developed on an official level.2o

The relationship between the private and the public
was the most imporrant issue in the development of
these housing schemes. Collecrive facilities centered

around two major realms: the accommodations for
supply (the canteen, cooperative kitchen, and laun-
dry), and for social and educational activities (the
school, library, auditorium, and club). The discus-
sion about the realm of the individual was conrro-
versial and often tedious; nevertheless, it produced
distinctive results. 2 1

ln 1929, Barstsch and Wladimirow presented an ar-
chitecural vision of the recent conceprs of The As-
sociation of Modern Architects (O.S.A.) in a project
for a communal dwelling. Here the juxtaposirion
between the new program and the new architecture is
clearly demonstrated. The complex is divided into
three coherent buildings rhat are aligned on axes rhar
intersect orthogonally (figs. 7, 8). Each building
contains all the accommodations necessary for its cor-
responding age group. On the left is a 6-story wing
for preschoolers. On the right is a 6ve story boarding
school for older children, with classrooms and audi-
toria that fold out of the main volume of the build-
ing. The third building is a 10 story vertical slab
that contains bedroom cabins for a thousand adults on
its upper floors, and on its lower floors-where the
axes intersect-the shared services: the canteen, li-
brary, and housekeeping facilities.

The attractiveness of this pro;'ect lies in the economy
of spatial elements used. Barstsch and N7ladimirow
proposed the small bedroom cabins to coincide with
the understanding of a highly socialized rnode of
life . Thus, the distribution of space is most economi-
cal in the private units and more generous in the
areas of shared activities (figs. 9, 10).

The cruciform composition demonstrares a new or-
der for social organizationi the nuclear family is
pulled apart, generating one axis for the adults and
another for the children (fig. 11). The arrangement of
the program on these intersecting axes creates two
distinct yet simultaneous experiences for the inhabi-
tants. The linear addition of units in the slab em-
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phasizes notions of equality and community, while

the extroverted crossing bars allow for individual
views from all units.

The open and light apearance of this "cloister for a

new lifestyle"22 illustrates the superposed ideological

program and the enthusiasm of the architects to

transfigure a social program into form. Like Le Cor-

busier, Barstsch and !flladmirow draw upon the

monastic typology as a model for their communal

dwelling. Yet the Russian architects interpreted this

model in a more modest manner than Le Corbusier

and focused not on the quality of spaces (which had

inspired Le Corbusier in the Carthusian monastery)

but rather on the social doctrine of the monastery'

The aesthetic quality of the Communal Dwelling

bears a direct relation to the political principles ofa
society of comrades. The sparse and simple equip-

ment of the individual units corresponds to the aes-

thetic clarity and monastic brittleness of the collec-

tive spaces.

The two contemporary schemes we have chosen to

discuss deal with urban design investigations that

display a particular interest in the relationship be-

tween architecture and the public realm as they de-

fine the characteristics of contemporary urbanity. In

these schemes, the architectural task of cteattng a

coherent modification of the existing environment fo-

cuses both on the territory (geography) and the sce-

nario (program).

Gregotti Associati (Gregotti Associates) and the Of-

fice for Metropolitan Architecture (O.M.A.) are de-

signers who contribute to a new understanding of
today's cities, whether it be with an architecture of

modification that searches for notions of belonging

to the 'genius loci' or with an architecture of conges-

tion that accepts and uses the fragmentation of the

recent past.

Fig. 6: Le Corbusier, Plan Voisin, 1922-1929. Collage perspective'

Fig. 7: Barstsch and Vladimirow, Proiect for Communal Dwell-
ing, 1929. Axonometric'

Fig. 8: Barstsch and Wladimirow, Proiect for Communal Dwell-
ing, 1929. First-floor Plan.

Fig. 9: Brstsch and Wladimirow, Proiect for Communal Dwell-
ing, 1929. Perspective sketch of the bachelors' ap,rtments.

Fig. 10: Barstch and rVladimirow' Proiect for Communal Dwell-
ing, 1929. Perspective sketch of communal level.
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Vittorio Gregotti: Calabria University
(1972-1973)
To look at architecture comprehensively-with re-
spect to historical, political, and theoretical ele-
msn15-i5 an Iralian tradition that has been impor-
tant for most of the protagonists of the "school of
reality "23 in postwar ltaly, including Aymonino,
Rossi, Grassi, and Vittorio Gregotti.

Gregotti was editor of the journal Cavbella from
1915 to 1960 under the direction of Ernesto Nathan
Rogers. As an architect actively initiating a self-
critical discourse, Rogers stood as a "model of refer-
ence for the cultural profile,"2a which Gregotti de-
veloped in those years. The phase of building up an
"historico-critical analysis" while working ot Cara-
bella led Gregorri ro the contruction of a theory in
which architecrure is understood as a socio-cultural
phenomenon as well as a "specific manifestation of
forms. "25

Gregotti's "anxious search for new ground for archi-
tecture"26 found its first significant realization in
the installation for the 13th Triennale in Milan in
1964. ln this exhibition Gregotti manipulated the
effects of various communication media inro assem-
blages of distortion, simulraneity, and interference
(J,5. 12). Based on the premise that the conremporary
urban dweller consumes cultural disciplines both as

entertainment and in his spare time, the architectur-
alizatiort was conceived to "provoke the visitors' con-
sciousness of the ambiguities of the word leisure.',2,
Tafuri called the Triennale exhibition a "bombard-
ment of multiple shades-visual, acoustical, sensory,
literary," which recomposed the "shattered codes
within the single disciplines" linked only by ,,the

transience of their relations. "28

In 1966, Gregotti published Il Tenitorio dcll,Architet-
tura in which the main topic of the next phase of his

work is evident: the dialogue between geography or
territory and the architectural sign. Two groups of
thought that influenced his ideas were the phenomen-
ological approach of Enzo Paci and the structuralist
semiological and anthropological thesis of Umberto
Eco.

The book addresses the "definitive problems of the
modern culture . . and the sense of the discipline
ofarchitecture for itself."2e Sfhat Gregotti postulates
is the definition of a "straregy of the discontinuous
and of the circuit . . . based on diversi6cation."30 He
is interested in the "interpretation ofthe territory in
its concrete physical form as an archeological struc-
ture needless of restorations or completions."ll Here
another side of Gregotti's thinking appears: the con-
sciousness of designing fragments rather rhan overall
schemes. In a recent text in Cavbella, he discusses the
"ideal of modification as a conceptual instru-
ment presiding architectural design . . and the no-
tion of belonging [to a tradition, a culrure, a placej
. . . which is increasingly opposed to the ideal of ta-
bula rasa, of isolated object, of infinitely and indif-
ferently divisible space. "32

The Calabria University in Cosenza-a project for a

new campus for 12,000 students-was designed in
L972-1973 by Vittorio Gregotti with Emilio Bat-
tisti, Hiromichi Matsui, Pierluigi Nicolin, Franco
Purini, C. Rusconi Clerici, and Bruno Vigand. The
project demonstrates a grear sensitivity and capability
for creating a dialectical relationship between man
and nature, in which an architectural perception is
juxtaposed with a set of forms dealing carefully and
concisely with a specific landscape.

Among the intentions of the Calabria University
scheme, the resolution of architecture and landscape
is unequivocally the most signifrcant (fig. 13). The
theme of a dam is superimposed with the idea of a
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bridge connecting the railway station to the Silano-

Crotonese road. Thus, the two most relevant modes

of ground transportation in the 20th century be-

come references in the project. Along this linear sys-

tem that covers a length of two miles, a series of
square blocks houses the university facilities (fr9. l4).
In elevation and in section the consistent height of
this bridge appears to unify and connect a series of
hills descending from the Paolana chain to the Crati

Valley. This succession of slopes and summits runs

perpendicular to the newly conceived axis on the pe-

riphery of the city of Cosenza. Tafuri speaks of this

context as a landscape that is "recomposed by mak-

ing it enter into gradual resonance with a dissonant

but filiform element and with an architectural fabric

that respects its morphology.")) In plan, this long

axis functions as both a road and a datum. It is a vi-
sual element to which every design decision is relat-

ed. The form of this dialogue between man and na-

ture is precedented in the long tradition of dams,

fortresses, and especially aqueducts throughout Ital-
ian history.

Gregotti's approach to the environment in Calabria

University evolved from his project for the University
of Florence io 197 1. The design for Florence uti-
lized the grid, which is the traditional Roman system

for the division of land in that area. Gregotti re-

sponded to this prestructured landscape with the in-

sertion of a densely knit, cross-axial composition. In
the Calabria scheme, the uncultivated landscape is

cut and ordered by the introduction of the rigorous

datum bridge. The purity of this scheme is supported

by the built objects that define it. The scheme

works with very basic elements such as the line, the

square, and the cube, which become the man-made

modifiers of the landscape.

The loose yet precise siting of the university build-

ings along the axis plays with the sensation of an in-
terrupted street space and allows for a multiplicity
of vistas and relationships between the various archi-

tectural elements (figs. 15a, 15b, 15c). Low resi-

dential units trail into the landscape along curving

footpaths that intersect the bridge-road at large

public spaces. These piazzas, in addition to providing
common places of leisure and thus contributing an

urban character to the university, also integrate the

private and the public, the natural and the orthoS-

onal systems. In this relationship the piazzas serve as

"hinges between the two morphological systems on

which the whole complex is structured.")a

These initial design decisions lead to a Sreat number

of successful architectural events' For an expanding

facility like a university, the linear system coincides

perfectly with construction in different phases. In

Gregotti's scheme, architectural precision is ioined
with a functional flexibility that allows for future de-

velopment (fig. 16). A structural system of modern

techniques and materials is used. The concrete and

steel prefabricated, repetitive elements of this sys-

tem recall, through their order and materiality, the

industrial buildings and highway bridges of the

1960s in Italy.

Fig. I l: Brstsch and Vladimirow, Proiect for Communal Dwell-

iig,, 1929. Diagrams demonstrating how the programmatic division

of inhabitants corresponds to the massing.

Fig. 12: Vittorio Gregotti, Installation for the 13th Triannale in Mi-

laa, 1964. Section through the Kaleidoscope Room'

Fig. l3: Vittorio Gregotti, Calabria University, Cosenza, 1972'1973'

Aerial perspective.

Fig. 14: Vittorio Gregotti, Calabria University, Cosenza, 1972'1973'

Site plan.

Fig. 15: Vittorio Gregotti, Calabria University, Cosenza, 1972-1973'

(a) Perspective of the Department of Urban Studies'
(b) Perspective of the open air theatre'
(c) PersPective of the Deprtment of Chemistry'
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The design for the Calabria University is conceived
as both a fragment and an enriry; this duality makes
it theoretically and formally convincing. The design
makes it obvious that this is neither an exercise into
the realm of pure poetry nor merely a rerurn to an
avant garde attitude because it realistically considers
and accommodates the conditions of production ro-
day. It is, rather, the formation of a cultural
landscape.

Rem Koolhaas; Project for the Parc de la
Villette (1982-1983)
After finishing his studies at the Architectural Asso-
ciation in London, Rem Koolhaas came to the United
States in 1972. For the next four years, he collected
material for a book, Deliriout New York-A Retroactiue
Manifuto for Manhattan, which was published in
1978. Stanislaus Von Moos associares rhe book with
the architectural fables of Filarete from the 15th
century (as well as rhe work of Superstudio in the
1960s) but notes that the book "is a fable made up
of hard facts: from historical close-ups and essayisr
apercus ro the American Metropolis as a colossal ma-
chinery of living, working, traffic and
entertainment. "36

The second phase of O.M.A. (from 1978 in London
and from 1980 in Rotterdam) reveals an additional
dimension-an almosr hyper-realistic reading of the
specific programmatic and architectural conditions
for design that leads to realizable projects. At a con-
ference in Australia in 1980, Koolhaas gave a lec-
ture entitled "The Floor as a Functional Device"lT
which demonsrates something of the "unbelievable
simplicity"38 (which is ar the same rime rather com-
plex) with which O.M.A. tries to explain itself to a
larger public.

The competition for rhe Parc de la Villetre offered
an ideal medium to explore the issues of scenario as
program and its formulation into architecrure .39

17b

The demanding requirements of the program for the
new park led O.M.A. to a design in which "the
proposition of a method . . combines architectural
specificiry with programmatic indete rminacy,"4o al-
lowing for continuous change and adjustment. In this
way, the initial hypothesis remains perceivable
though the functional needs might change. The pri-
mary aim of the design can be formulated as a dy-
namic orchestrarion of different activities that gener-
ate through "mutual interference a chain reaction of
new, unprecedented events . . a social condenser"4l
within a metropolitan field (fig. 1).

In O.M.A's project, five projections are superimposed
on the site in layered strips (6gs. l7a, LJb, 17c,
l7d, l7e, 170. The strips have a basic width of fifty
meters and run east-wesr in parallel bands providing
zones with maximum penerration in one direction
and maximum permeability in the other. This geo-
metrical layout sarisfies rhe given program for the
theme gardens, the playgrounds, and the discovery
gardens and gives the visitor "the proximity of all
these activities in which he can lose himself if he
moves east-west, but from which he can escape as

soon as he moves north-south."42

Another layer consists of point grids: atomized facili-
ties like kiosks, playgrounds, buvertes, and picnic
areas rhat are scattered across the site. These episodes
of the grid, as "compositional permutations of a se-
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Elements of access and circulation connect all the

episodes of the park. The north-south boulevard that

leads from the Museum and Baths to the Music City

and the Grande Halle has all-night facilities along it'
As a "maior metropolitan element in the texture of

Paris," it is conceived ofas a"late 20th century equiv-

alent to the Arcades."aa The complementary theme

is the promenade that allows for a calm walk while

leading from one point of interest to another' The

promenade is architecturally defined as a sequence of

different plazas, affording components such as am-

phitheatres, chess tables, roller skating surfaces, and

greenhouses.

The final layer is composed of those elements that are

too large or too unique to be integrated in the other

systems but relate to them as figures on a ground' In

addition to the preexisting Museum, Baths, and

Grande Halle, there is a Circular Forest, a Reception

Square, a Music Zote, and entrance buildings

(which accommodate the administrative facilities of

the park).

The project adds to the given programmatic param-

eters a sequence of plazas conceived of as an Astro-

nomical Garden, from the Canal Saint Denis to the

Halle aux Cuirs. It contains exhibits of the Museum

of Science, which is intersected by a line that begins

as a bridge and is then a cable, a chairlift, and a

parabolic ramp. A Cubic Tea Room, a Pyramidal

Greenhouse, a Sphere, and other tall objects form a

"Newtonian Skyline" along this diagonal path (fig'

18). In the Theme Garden is a "Media Strip" that of-

fers opportunities for the production of 6lm, video,

and radio, allowing the visitors to play with these

components of modern life.

An obvious precedent for these last elements is the

1939 World's Fair of New York, which was oriented

toward communication and its technologies in var-

ious media (fig. 19). The monumental and captivat-

ing forms of the Trylon and Perisphere are influen-

tial icons in both the utilization of the interior and

the enigmatic character of the exterior.

Fig. l6: Vittorio Gregotti, Calabria Universiry, Cosenza' 1972-197)

Aioro-etric showing construction methods'

Fig. 17: Rem Koolhaas, Proiect for the Parc de la Villette' Paris'

1982-1983. Diagrams'
(a) Initial hypothesis; plan diagram of built, covered and open

areas
(b) Proiection of the program as a series of strips on the site'

i.j oiri"ibr,io. ofrepititive programmatic elements according to

their frequencY of use.
(d) Access and circulation patterns'
(e) Location of large scale programmatic elements'

(0 Connections and elaborations'
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The landscaping in the scheme takes into account the
process of time and the evolution of shapes. This is
explicitly demonstrated in the Circular Foresr, where
two kinds of trees with different shapes and growth
rares are planted together (fr,g. 20). This mise_en_
scdne is a conremporary formulation of a man_made
environment. There is also the juxtaposition of
trimmed, architectonic rrees, and planrs growing
naturally, which alludes to the combination of French
and English garden rraditions (fig. 21). The layer_
ing of gardens in strips is a technique that was often
utilized in the Renaissance but was generated in
most cases by topographical conditions. Here, howev_
er, the way in which the layers of different charac_
ters are laid out is abstract and oriented more toward
a series of events than toward a specific terrain.

If polemic is sought, ir may be found in the fusion of
the i9th cenrury Romantic _landscape with its em_
phasis on episodal vistas (Central park, for example,
where leisurely procession is somehow more impor_
tant than the periodic events it leads to and through)
with a kind of euphoric overstimulation similar to
that offered at the \il7orld's Fair. Sequence and simul_
taneity are condensed into a synthetic computerized
patchwork and grafted onto the figure_ground of par_

is. In the reinvention of a tradition for the parisian
public garden, the Parc de la Villette also drew from
these precedents a decentralized, nonhierarchical
plan, well suited to borh the needs and the represen-
tation of a pluralistic sociery in which the inregra_
tion of diversity produces an excitement exclusively
urban in character.

Different types of drawings give distinctly different
information, and the intentions of a design project
may be found in the manner of its representation in
three dimensions. Both Le Corbusier and Barstsch
and lTladimirow use axonometric drawings to show
an overview of their projects and use perspecrive
drawings ro present their preferred spaces-1he indi_
vidual apartment interiors for Le Corbusier, the
communal spaces for Barstsch and \flladimirow. If
Barstsch and uTladimirow used models, they prob_
ably were simply a part of the design process and rep-
resented the whole object at a small scale. Le Corbu_
sier's full-scale model of the pavillon de I'Esprit
Nouveau on the other hand showed rhe smaller
scaled details of a larger project (The Immeubles Vil_
las) and was meanr to demonstrate the generous life_
style offered by the Immeubles Villas and act as a pro_
motional example for "le sentiment moderne.,, As in
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many of Le Corbusier's unframed interior perspec-

tives, this model places the observer inside the proj-
ect in the most effective way.

The numerous elevations, construction detail stud-
ies, and perspective drawings articulate the precise ar-

chitectural language of Gregotti's project in Cala-

bria University. These drawings emphasize the

continuous process Gregotti uses to develop both
large-scale and small-scale elements into a formally
and technically resolved project. The perspectives

show the sequential vistas of the university along the

linear procession. These drawings are usually framed

and inform the observer analyrically without placing
him directly inside the picture.

sections are shown, as well as aerial perspectives and a

"chinese" axonometric. An incredibly detailed 1:200

scale model replaces the need for further documenta-

tion. This model provides the viewer with an un-
limited number of photographic stills that freeze,

capture, and present the scenes of his landscape of
leisure.

DeBiasio, Scherrer, Zanoni: An Urban
Ensemble on the Limmat River
(1982-1984)
This project was designed to initiate a discussion with
the authorities of the city of Zurich about develop-

ing the qualities of an urban environment located on

,:t

An aerial representation and Gregotti's site model

present the juxtaposition of geometry and topogra-

phy and demonstrate the skeleton of the project's

parti-a long gridded axis overlaid onto the land-

scape, just as it appears superimposed onto the

photograph.

For the Parc de la Villette, Koolhaas shows plan dia-

grams that mask the design process and appear in-
stead to be the result of a mathematical computer
program. In addition to the diagrams multiple site

Fig. 18: Rem Koolhru, Proiect for the Prc de la Villette, Paris,
1972-1973. View of the l:200 scale site model.

Fig. l!: Vorld's Fair, New York, 1939.

Fig. 20: Rem Koolhaas, Proiect for the Prc de la Villette, Paris,
1972-197). Sections showing different plantings and theh anticipat-
ed growth rates.

Fig. 21: Giovmni Lippi, Villa d'Este Gardens, Tivoli, 1550. 18th
century engraving.

Fig. 22: De Biasio, Scherrer, arrd Znon| Urban Ensemble of the

Limmat River, 1982-1984, Aerial perspective.

Fig. 2l: De Biasio, Scherer, Zznon| Urban Ensemble on the Lim-
mat River. Site plan.
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the east bank of the Limmat River, north of the
main railway station in Zorich. The site is both ur-
banistically and architecturally neglected. A new
suburban commuter line, which would replace the
existing railway line, is currently under construction
and will make this riverside site available for other
uses. Our proposal involves the establishment of a
program, the development of an urban design con-
cept incorporating the nearby park and the river,
and the formation of an idea for a contemporary urban
style of life.

Although the riverbank itself is a stable element of
the site, the relationship between the water and the
built elements was conceived of and developed as a
variable. Altering the relationship between the ter-
rain and the architecture implied a change both in the
use and the significance of the site. As the river has

lost its former importance as a source of industrial
power and transportation, this proposal ransforms
the character ofthe river space from an industrial area

to a residential quarter.

The project calls for over 3O0.apartmenr units, with
public and private services as well as commercial
and office functions. The scale of the sire and its steep
slope led to the typological choice ofthe bar and the
tower for the volumetric configuration of rhe project
(fi1. 22). Each unit faces the river. The residential

bars and towers are tied into the existing system of
tall buildings in this area of the city. An exisring
19th century park is extended over and onto the roof
terrace of the central residential bar. A promenade
leads down through the circulation towers to a mid-
dle deck level with social and commercial activiries,
and then down again to a riverside walk (fig. 2r.
This project demonstrates the possibility of creating
new space for urban housing without encroaching
upon existing structures. Portions of the current
cityscape can be linked in a coherent, discernable en-
tity of fragments. Changing the character of the ri-
verbank created the opportunity for these projected
functions, which in turn may acr as a catalyst to
generate further interventions. A comprehensive ur-
ban design and architectural program can insure
that this concept becomes a positive, activating ele-
ment for the city of ZurichJ5

DeBiasio, Scherrer, Zanoni: An Urban
Design Project for Badenerstrasse
(1983-1984)
The Badenerstrasse is an old and important srreet
that until the 19th century was the main connecrion
between Zurich's medieval and baroque cities and
the countryside of the Limmat river valley to the
west. Today, the formal strucrure of Badenerstrasse

consists of a series of heterogeneous elements. The
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current urban and spatial quality of this street does

not match its significance as a spine that connects

downtown Zurich with one of the two most impor-
tant new city centers developed in the 1950s.

Commissioned by the City of Zorich, we investigat-
ed and developed an architectural urban design con-

cepr ro improve the existing conditions of the street.

The design is less an architecural project in the nar-

rowesr sense rhan it is a Stadtgataltung-a conceptu-

al sketch of a city-idea including typological, mor-
phological, and programmatic considerations that
are intended to contribute to the modification of this
area of the city.

Our study deals with three aspects of the character of
the city: the street as a sequence of public spaces

(the line), problematic sites along the street (the

points), and fields of city fabric that need formal res-

olution (the planes). The three sections with their dis-

tinctive identities correspond roughly with the

chronological development of the xreet (fig. 24).

Section A is characterized by the predominance of
1!th century perimeter blocks and clearly defined

street spaces. Here, our strategy includes the main-

tainance and improvement of the street edge, the in-
sertion of elements to mediate between conflicting
geometries, and the addition of open spaces where the

axis of Badenerstrasse is significantly diverted.

Section B is characterized by a juxtaposition ofdiffer-
ent 20th century architectural pieces with little ur-
banistic value or cohesion. Here our aim is the con-

nection of the fragments and the addition of
significant buildings, in an attempt to develop a

depth of field behind the street (much in the manner

of the Strada Nuova in Genoa). This second section of
the street, which is wider than the previous section,

becomes a tree-lined boulevard which ties together

the condensed aggregation of fragments.

Section C consists of such disparate elements as the

nucleus of an old village and more recent 19th and

20th century residential extensions (Siedlungen) of
Zurich. Here the media of transformation is both
the repetition and the completion of existing pieces

and the insertion of a large courtyard that frames the

historical village and maintains its built memory and

integrity, while at the same time exposing the cur-
rent state of urban development in the surrounding
context.

The beginning of Badenerstrasse, the centerpoint,
and the end as well as the transitions from one sec-

tion of the street to another are marked by places of
special significance. The diverse urban develop-

ments along the length of the Badenerstrasse have

been transformed into a sequence that presents a

walk through the history of the city.

Living and working in a country as densely inhabit-
ed and multilingual as Switzerland has provoked a de-

sign research that is, regardless of scale or context,

always concerned with issues of urbanity.

Vhile the city is a distinct place, urbanity is a con-

cept of the relationships that exist in, but are not

limited to, cities. The relationships that constitute

urbanity include those between primary elements and

fabric, between public spaces and buildings, and be-

tween the memory and meaning of a certain physical

density of activity.

As ideas about urbanity are perpetually evolving (like

the cities which are formed by them), it is impossi-

ble to apply a specific formula in order to produce ur-
banity, Rather, as urban attitudes are inherent in
every architectural design, the archirect must redefine

and reinvent urbanity in every project.

Fig. 24: De Biasio, Scherrer, nd' Zzrnoni, Urban Design Project for
Badenerstrasse, Zurich, 1983'1984. Site axonometric, and plans

md perspectives of schematic design solutions for critical lmations
along the street.
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The precondition for dealing with the city is a differ-
entiated critical understanding of its Gestalt. Archi-
tects and urban designers may develop the identity of
the contemporary city by manipulating its srrucrur-
al texture to integrate rhe historical substance into
contemporary form. The existing qualities of a pro-
posed site may become ready-mades that can be used

in designing a new intervenrion in the cityscape. An
intervention can rhen be defined as an attitude or
strategy that utilizes the insertion of architectural
elements so as ro affect or modify the character and
form of the conrent.

"An urban doctrine we don't have. Good and
evil in history were nor able to be disentangled. But
to the obstinare questioner we respond: certainly the
village could be overlooked; it was home. The ciries
are jungles and full of lostness. Nevertheless, we
cannot hide that we love the city and its grand sryle,
its restlessness, its intrigue, its oscillation, its power
of collectivizing, its solitude, its night which can be
day, its turbulence, its supreme Talmi-life. N7e do
not want to go back. Insofar, we are rhus
prejudiced. "a6

'W'henever interventions take place, the existing reali-
ty continues its life beneath the new reality. In this
way, the city can be seen as an architecture whose
built results include the meaning and the historical
relevance of its present. \7ith the formulation of new
ideas the historical topography of the city is ex-
tended into a vision of the future. The selective juxta-
position of historical and contemporary urban de-
sign elements aims for the mutual enhancement of
their respective qualities. A design concepr relevanr
to both the present and to the future ofthe city can be
generated by architectonic urban design studies that
question the quality and meaning of type, form, and
program in the public realm.

As any city consists of many fragments, the unity of
the whole is no longer our primary topic. Againsr
the background of the fragmentation of the contem-
porary city we focus on the activity and identity of
single places and the way in which they can be added
together to formulate a notion of urbanity. The con-
nection and articulation ofheterogeneous parts in the
formulation of larger ensembles is an attempt to cre -
ate contemporary identities and redefine the character
ofthese urban places. Ifthe rerm scenario can be un-
derstood as the assemblage of solitary and serial vi-
sions into an architecrural formulation thar will pro-
duce and support the desired program and projections
of use, then our intention is to create appropriate
scenarios for urban life in the late 20th cenrury.
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The Editors
The Harvard Architecture Review
48 Quincy Street

Cambridge, MA 02138

Dear Editors:,

Let me 6rst stipulate that I do.r't ,edlyip.r..ir. ho*
and the role of inuention in architetlare todal, can very
dispute.

Iead to profitable
your
well

topic;"thle uie of precellcnt

I can never begin to understand how it is possible to attack or ro question the use
ofprecedent. Indeed, I am not able ro comprehend how anyone canbe$in to act
(let alone rc think) withour resorrinfr ro precedenr. For, ar the most banal level, a

kiss may be instinctual, and a handshake remains the product of convention, of
habit, or of tradirion; and in my reading, all of these words and whatever rhey
may signify n1s lqlalsd-loosely no doubt-ro the notions of paradigm, of model,
and hence, ofprecedent

So much is my initiatory bias which I will now expand upon via the ancient itrate-
gy of a series of rhetoricai quesrions:

1. Just how is it possible to conceive of any society, any civilization, or any cul-
ture without the provision of precedent?

2. Arc not language and mathematical signs the evidence of convenient fables ancl
hence the advertisement of prevailing precedent?

3. Further, in the romantic predicament of interminable novelty, sureiy one musr
be at a loss to discover how any discourse (other than a grunt) is to be conducted?

4. Is not precedent, and are not its connotations, the primary cement of society?
Is not their recognition the ultimare guaranree of legitimare government, legui
freedom, decent prosperity, and polire intercourse2

In the days when it was understood that all art is a marrer of imitation, whether of
external reality or of some more metaphysical absrraction, the role o[precedenr
was scarcely to be disputed; and, needless co say, Aristotle produces rhe argument
very succinctly.

The instinct of initation is implanted in man from childhood. oru difference betueen hjn
and otbet animals lxing that be * the ntott initatirc of liyitqg cteaqttru and' thr.ough inti.
tatillt learru his earltes,t lessonr; and no less utniuersal ), ,i, ii*r,rru felt in tbingt intitated.

so, after this, now ro procure aoothef quote related to the docline of mimesis.
It is from liTordsworth s Intimations of Inrnortalit\ and ir is here condensed

18ti

RoweI



Bebold rlte iblld )rnoing bis new born ilissa,
A foar year's da$ing,lof a'.Pigrny size!

Su at hit feet, rc,rne li;tle plan or cbart,

Sonw fragnent of bit drearn of buman life,

Shap'd by himsetf witlt newly-leamed art;
But it will not be long

Ere thh be tbrown aside

And with new joy and pridt
This little Actor coru another part,

As d bis ubole uocation
tVere endless imitation.

But if Wordsworth expands upon Aristotle and begins to relate mimesis to infant

worship (the chiid is the father ro the man) one must turn to lil7alter Gropius to

receive the full, the kindergarten drift of this diversion. Inadvertently, Words-

worth describes.the architecture student as one knows this creature to be: but the

impulsive I(alter goes on to specify a beau ideal for the species.

Creatiaeness in the growing child rnutt be awakened through actual working with all
kinds of rwteriak in conjunction with training in fra duign. . But tbis is important:

no copying, no elintination of the arge to play, i.e., no artistic tutela51e!

Such is to provide pointers to a condensed history of the doctrine of mimesis and

its decline; and such is also to bring into prominence your business about the use

of precedent. For with the best will in the world, it is not extremely easy.to un-

derstand the Gropius distinction between "copying" and the "urge to play": Yer

gotta play but yer not gotta copy and that's what you guys have gotta do. Bur

could there be any dictate more perverse and inhibiting?

Is it not evident that any form of play is inherently "copying"-and is related to

fantasies of war or fantasies of domesticity? And, without these modeis either of
battle or building, surely it is extremely hard to imagine how any game from

chess to architecture could very well survive. No, all play is essentially the cele-

brarion of precedent.

Now, what about the second part of your topic the role of inuention in arcltitecture

today ?

r07ell, one thinks abouc the lawyer with a whole library bound in blue morocco

behind him. This is the inventory of cases bearing upon the specific case that he is

required ,o' jrrig". So simply to pronounce a legal innovation, to discriminate
. the nerv,, odr juiist is obtiged to consult the old and the existing; and it is only by

reference te these tbat genuine innovatioa can be,proclaimed' For are not prece-

dent and invention rhe-opposire sides of the same coi o? I think a better topic night

haae been: How does the new inaade the old and how does the otd inuadt rhe ne*-?

Sincerely,
Colin Rowe
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