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of each of a variety of players in the
development process, how to make
judgments about the suitability of
the collective result of multiple
initiatives, and how to project alter-
natives that may have consequences
in the further evolution of our
neighborhoods and cities. What
may critical thought do to enable
us to make better the places we live
in and guide their evolution and
change and direct their steward-
ship? And/or how may criticism
make us see and draw nourishment
from more aspects of the places in
question than we routinely do?

When considering criticism of place,
it is not the works produced but the
way in which they become a part of
the larger structure and the way
they enter into the lives of the
people who encounter them that
are the subject of concern. The
internal character, integrity, and
ingenuity of any given work will
certainly become a part of that
concern, but only insofar as those
qualities are seen as important
constituents of the experiences
afforded by the place or are more
broadly instructive regarding the
assumptions and conditions that
govern our thinking about places
and the works that make them.
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On Places

Stanford Anderson

We have been invited to consider
forms of criticism that examine
places, “places that result from
several works juxtaposed,” as
opposed to criticism that locates

a “single work of architecture in a
chain of works.” Lurking behind
this distinction—between criticism
of a single work and criticism of
place—is, I believe, the implication
that single works are products of
intentional design actions, which
can be coherently related to prece-
dent works, while places are unique
and fortuitous. Such a distinction
exaggerates the difference between
the single work and “several works
juxtaposed.” To anticipate my
argument, I am going to claim that
the distinction between single
works and places is only a matter
of degree. One reason for this con-
tinuity from single work to place is
that places are also often the result
of considered design actions. How-
ever, the point I wish to emphasize
is the complementary one: single
works also participate in the not
fully determined nature of places.

| want to claim, in a way that 1
hope to make clear, that the whole
of the physical environment is char-
acterized by quasi-autonomy, a
degree of independence from prece-
dent, from intentions, from specific
patterns of use and meaning; an
availability for re-use and reinter-
pretation. Such quasi-autonomy
requires a theoretical and critical
component in any study of environ-
ment. Furthermore, since aspects of
this quasi-autonomy may be re-
vealed anachronistically, the physi-
cal environment must be studied
not only in its origins but also in
its duration.

Critical Study of Urban Places

When, in the past, | attempted
criticism of places, my interest was
directed to small sectors of cities,
areas small enough and yet large
enough that one could be con-
cerned with both architecture and
urban structure. I found myself
engaged in certain kinds of analysis
and in the issue | introduced as “the
quasi-autonomy of the physical
environment.” The following ex-
amples clarify the issue.

Savannah, Georgia

In the 250 years since its founda-
tion, the plan and the physical
fabric of Savannah have been resil-
ient in the face of new demands; yet
much that is environmentally sound
has been preserved through boom
and bust. I conjecture that both the
adaptability and the tenacity of this
urban fabric have been aided by the
unusual city plan of Savannah. Con-
sider some of the characteristics of
the plan:

The modular plan is additive,
without a defined boundary.

The plan is multifocal, devoid
of a predetermined centrality.

The additive module is internally
structured by an extensive
differentiation of streets.

The module is also structured
by a differentiation of parcels
and blocks.

The additive repetition of the
module further increases the
range of parcel, block, and
street differentiation.

A consequence of these features is
that the plan can be “read” in many
ways, such as a system of squares



joined by axial streets; a set of
enclaves (the additive unit, called
“wards”) divided by the boundary
streets that are continuous through
the town plan; a combination of the
two previous readings, where the
axial streets dominate in one direc-
tion and the boundary streets in the
other; a set of striated bands paral-
lel to the river, establishing suc-
cessive, only partially repetitive,
zones; or any number of complex
intermixtures of these readings.

The scale at which this abstract
plan is realized in Savannah further
enhances the multiple readings by
denying a clue as to a “preferred”
reading. As laid out, Savannah
turns as many parcels for private
development inward to the central
square of each ward as it does
outward to the boundary streets.
This ambiguity of centripetal versus
centrifugal forces (which would
have been lost in either a larger or
smaller ward) enhances the op-
portunity for multiple readings,
whether successively, with changing
conditions, or simultaneously, with
reference to alternative criteria.

While it cannot be demonstrated
here, the history of Savannah
reveals that these claims are not
merely a formalist reading of the
plan. In the years of Savannah’s
foundation, the town was organized
as a system of wards with physical,
functional, and symbolic focus at
the squares. In its first period of
decline, the river itself became the
dominant focus, and the town was
organized as linear zones." In its
dominant years in the middle of the
nineteenth century, the fully ex-

tended Savannah plan offered a
complex net in which diverse de-
mands of commercial, institutional,
and residential use found discern-
ible niches. The same can be said of
contemporary Savannah, although
the changes of such uses, coupled
with intensified circulation and
density, yield yet another “reading”
of the plan.

The characteristics of the Savannah
plan that contribute to its multiple
readings are among what [ would
term its “quasi-autonomous” fea-
tures. Such elements of the plan are,
to a degree, autonomous, in that
they cannot be accounted for by
reference to systems other than
physical design; they go beyond
any original intention in the laying
down of the plan; and they have
served in a numer of different ways.
Yet this autonomy is limited in that
certain parts of the plan are more
appropriate than others for any
given use; and there are conditions
under which the autonomous char-
acteristics of this plan would fail.
Even failure would, however, come
at a time and in a way that would
reflect this particular set of quasi-
autonomous features.

There are, of course, many other
quasi-autonomous characteristics of
the Savannah plan. To mention only
one more, the unusually small
blocks of Savannah have inhibited
the assembly of large parcels for
either public or private use. This
fact has constrained certain uses
while contributing to the preser-
vation of older buildings and uses.
When changes of use and building
fabric have come, the small block

has denied some popular forms,
such as tall buildings with plazas.
To the contrary, the small block has
helped to preserve what it provides:
an extensive public space with
intense and proximate relations
between the public and private
realms.

These observations on Savannah
reveal what I am prepared to
advance as one crucial, though
surely not exhaustive, form of the
criticism of place. Any bistory or
criticism of place must reveal, in a
given location, specific features of
the general problem of the inter-
section of the internal structure
of architecture with a changing
bhistorical setting.

Quasi-autonomy

With the example of Savannah, |
would like to recall the content of
my first intervention in this sym-
posium. A central issue of the in-
ternal history of the discipline of
architecture is the quasi-autonomy
of the physical environment. Quasi-
autonomy is a feature of both the
general capacity of the discipline
of architecture and any specific
physical environment.

The issue set for this symposium
was the problem of the critical
response to single works versus
the critical response to places. 1
asserted that there is not a fun-
damental difference between the
single work and “several works
juxtaposed,” although there are
differences of degree.

A single work is, in the terms I have
introduced, a product of the pro-
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fession and can be accounted for,
although not fully, in a narrative
history. In the first instance, there
are those exceptional single works
that can immediately be given a
place in “a chain of works” and
thus be located also in the internal
history of the discipline. It is also
my claim that even single works
that are not immediately recognized
for any contribution to the disci-
pline may, in the duration of their
use, reveal unanticipated potentials
for meaning and use. For these
reasons, | have argued that the
history of architecture must address
the conjectures harbored within the
discipline and also consider the
duration, not only the origin, of the
physical environment.

Any work of architecture, then, can
and should be considered both in
the particularity of its historical
moment—with due respect for
“external history”—and within the
theoretical, critical, and historical
construction of the discipline of
architecture.

Criticism of Place

The point at which I arrive, then,
is this: “place,” the product of
“several works juxtaposed,” is not
radically different from the single
work, but it does require a shift in
our historical and critical response.
The single work may be quite amen-
able to a conventional history and
may then reveal unanticipated po-
tentials only over time. On the other
hand, “several works juxtaposed”
in a place may be too disjunctive
for a compelling narrative history
and yet immediately reveal poten-



tials that can only be accounted

for by the critical and theoretical
analysis of their quasi-autonomy.
Place, as opposed to the single work,
thus requires a heavier emphasis on
the quasi-autonomy of the environ-
ment and a concommitant emphasis
of criticism and the critical dimen-
sion of history.

Before concluding, I would like to
illustrate my argument with two
other, briefer, examples.

New York City:
Typical Manhattan Block

The typical Manhattan block is gen-
erated by a network of broad ave-
nues extending most of the length
of the island and smaller streets that
traverse the island. The strongly
directional shape of the island is
thus reinforced by the hierarchical
relation of the north-south avenues
over the cross streets. The blocks
that are the complement of this
network are long and relatively
narrow: 600 feet, more often 800
by 200 feet, with the short dimen-
sion on the dominant avenues.

The intensity of circulation on the
avenues early led to the reorienta-
tion of the end parcels of the blocks
toward the avenues. The hierarchical
relation of the streets was thus com-
plemented by the contrasted parcels
and uses on the various sides of the
blocks. Larger parcels and buildings
at the end served a more metropoli-
tan scale of use, while small parcels
and buildings preserve a diversity of
other, usually residential, uses. A
deceptively simple plan was organ-
ized and dimensioned in such a way

as to sustain local diversity even in
the face of extensive development.

With the pressure for greater and
greater building size on the avenues,
and thus for the assembly of ever
more parcels into the end block
parcel, the complementary relation
of the long sides of the block is
threatened. The remainder of par-
cels in midblock becomes too small
and too isolated to sustain an alter-
native environment relative to the
intensity of the avenues. A plan that
has shown remarkable resilience is
reaching, or has passed, its limits.

Conceivable corrections to such a
problem can be either conservative
or still acceptive of development:
either resisting the assembly of end
parcels over a certain size or design-
ing these larger buildings such that
traits of the side-street parcels are
restored.

A quasi-autonomous feature of a
plan is thus under severe stress and
requires either protection by legal
constraints or an architectural solu-
tion. Failing one of these steps (or
some other stratagem), a complete
re-interpretation of the entire city
sector is required.

Paris: Block between Avenue Kleber
and Rue Lauriston near the Ftoile

The major streets of Paris typically
bound large urban sectors. There is
a passage from metropolitan uses
along the major streets to ever
greater privacy as one penetrates
the intersecting but descending
order of streets within each sector.
Typically, a broad side of a block, or

2

Map of the first six wards of Savannah
in the 1730s.

The small blocks, such as those marked | to
4, are single parcels reserved for communal
use. The typical division of the larger blocks
into private parcels is shown at the top
center. The continuity of the private parcels
from ward to ward and the greater number
of streets accessing those parcels yield linear
zones, paralleling the river, in contrast to
the nondirectionality of the additive square
wards. Other “readings” are discussed in the
text. From Stanford Anderson, “The Plan of
Savannah,” Harvard Architectural Review
(Spring 1981}, p. 63.

Map of historic Savannah.

The successively lighter shading shows the
chronology of the extension of Savannah. The
alternative “readings” discussed in the text
can be recognized in this plan. From Turpin
Bannister, “Oglethorpe’s Sources for the
Savannah Plan,” Journal of the Society of
Architectural Historians (May 1961), p. 61.
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ilot, coincides with the major street,
while the opposite side of that block
will be part of a much different
urban structure. Typically, again,
the block will be so deep that build-
ings fronting the streets will have
courtyards and even other buildings
behind them on the same parcels.
Thus growth and intensification

of use on the parcels fronting the
major streets may have relatively
little impact on parcels that ad-

join but face lesser streets. Radical
change in one element is possible
without necessarily altering the
urban sector radically.

Avenue Kleber is a major street of
the kind just described and has
come under intensive development.
As it exits from the Etoile, the frst
long block of avenue Kleber is
bounded on the west by an atypi-
cally narrow block. The parallel-
ing long side of this block is rue
Lauriston, a narrow street ascend-
ing a hill and, until recent decades,
a double-sided street with resi-
dences and local commerce. The
narrowness of this block has made
it vulnerable to the intense develop-
ment initiated from avenue Kleber.
Metropolitan commercial forces
penetrate the block, pushing out
both residential and commercial
use and making rue Lauriston a
fragile, one-sided environment.
Although rue Lauriston may have
seemed a minor feature, with its
decline, the viability of the entire
urban sector of which it is a part

is in jeopardy.

A quasi-autonomous feature, typi-
cal within Paris, is here weakly
configured and stressed beyond its



limits. It may be too late to solve
this problem either through legal
constraints or by architectural de-
sign. A complete re-interpretation
of the entire city sector has been
achieved de facto and only radi-
cal steps could offer yet another,
more positive interpretation. Rue
Lauriston may provide a warning
for other less inherently vulnerable
urban sectors.

Conclusion

I would like, finally, to reflect on the
set of examples I have put before
you. The peculiarity of the biock
in the Paris example is certainly
susceptible to an historical account,
but it would probably be neither
very Interesting nor very contribu-
tive to any deeper understanding,
The systemic character of both the
Savannah and New York examples
invites and will reward conven-
tional historical analysis. Yet, in all
three cases, if we go beyond an
account of their historic origins

to an account of their temporal
duration (as sketched in my presen-
tations), we are rewarded with new
questions and observations that
reach to what [ have termed the
quasi-autonomy of the physical
environment and of the discipline.
I am then led to propose that cer-
tain features of these places should
receive our critical attention: street
hierarchies, network configura-
tions, block and parcel organiza-
tion, building types and forms, the
differentiation of these elements
and their relations to one another,
and finally, the remarkable tenacity
of all these features. The quasi-
autonomy of these elements gives

them a different temporal struc-
ture than that of the daily unfold-
ing of the city and also a different
explanatory, critical, and projec-
tive role.

NOTE

1 Stanford Anderson, “The Plan of Savannah
and Changes of Occupancy during Its
Early Years: City Plan as Resource,”
Harvard Architectural Review (Spring
1981), pp. 60-67.

3 Map of part of the 16th Arrondissement
of Paris.

The place Charles de Gaulle is partially shown
at the upper right. The very large street
running west from the Etoile is avenue Foch.
The two large radials south and east of
avenue Foch are avenue Victor Hugo and
avenue Kleber. Between these two avenues is
the smaller rue Lauriston.

MIT Urban Ecology Project, Stanford
Anderson
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On Places

Donlyn Lyndon

Criticism can be seen branching
into several divergent paths with
differing intentions and differing
comparative methods. Broadly
speaking, criticism may be directed
toward evaluating and making us
understand better a specific work,
or it may be directed toward making
clear the conditions under which
that work was produced—presum-
ably with an eye to reformulating
those conditions. Critics may intend
to change the conditions of pro-
duction through alterations in the
discipline if they are internal to the
field or through setting the stage for
political action if they are external.
The agenda for change may lie in
the forefront of their considerations
or it may emerge from close atten-
tion to the particularities and cir-
cumstances of the work. Even given
this array of choices, there remain
two phases to the question of how
places might be subject to critical
thought: How might the actuality
of specific places remain focused in
our attention, and what should be
the limits of the domain to which
we pay attention? More abruptly
stated, how can we stay close to the
object, and which object(s)?

These issues remain urgent and
problematic because they are
questions of focus. How do we use
our analytic abilities to attend to
the way in which places have real
consequence in people’s lives? It is,
of course, precisely the purpose of
critical thought to take us beyond
the object itself. The purpose of
criticism is to reveal things in a new
way. But which new ways? There
are evidently in any work a great
many choices to be made, each of

which could be subject to consid-
eration, each of which could give
rise to alternatives, each of which
could with some ingenuity be a
subject for speculation. The critic’s
task is to select those aspects of
whatever is under consideration
that are most fruitful to examine. In
criticism it is convenient to look for
networks of decisions, to find pat-
terns of similarity in the character-
istics of the work that may lead
from one aspect to the next so that
whatever is taken for specific ex-
amination can be understood to
have repercussions in the consid-
eration of the whole; the good critic
is an experienced sampler. Criti-
cism thrives on precedent, on types
and established patterns that allow
one to say “Oh, it’s one of those”
and to proceed to a comparison of
the fine points of similarity or
dissimilarity that ensue. Places
sometimes come in types too, as
any geographer can tell you or as

is evidenced in the commonality

of “courthouse town” or “Main
Street” or “waterfront” or even
“street corner.” But what matters to
its inhabitants are its particulars,
the things that make it their own,
not someone else’s. The criticism

of places must then go beyond type
and address the diversity, inten-
tions, and responses.

What do we mean by places? We
mean both something obvious and
something more esoteric. Places
are where we put things, where we
go, where events become actual—
where they take place.

Places are space that can be imag-
ined, that can be known. They are

the opposite of the limitless void
into which we were once meant to
imagine our buildings. Public places
are loaded with social significance
because they are lodged in the
imaginations of many people and
structure their interaction. Places
result from the intersection of the
enduring facts of the world: sun,
wind, earth, water, vegetation, and
our propensity to define and con-
struct in order to control the im-
pact of the surroundings on our
lives. Places are space to which
people can give the dimensions of
their imaginations and which they
can hold in their minds. They are,
at base, segments of memory, albeit
extended ones.

While it is essential to the notion of
place that it have imaginable limits,
they are often distinct and over-
lapping, defined more by location
in an overall ordering scheme or by
proximity to a recognizable feature
than by edges. Public places are
usually more like targets than
rooms; hence the special potency
of those few urban places that are
roomlike: the great squares and
piazze of Europe, or Central Park
if you will. Here, though, we are
talking specifically about the com-
plex, overlapping places of the
American city—places that result
from several works juxtaposed—
from the initiatives of many, per-
haps extended over periods of time,
and with widely varying means and
intentions.

The problem posed is how to make
criticism come to grips with the
reality of the places where we ac-
tually live, how to assess the actions

Places / Volume 4, Number 1




of each of a variety of players in the
development process, how to make
judgments about the suitability of
the collective result of multiple
initiatives, and how to project alter-
natives that may have consequences
in the further evolution of our
neighborhoods and cities. What
may critical thought do to enable
us to make better the places we live
in and guide their evolution and
change and direct their steward-
ship? And/or how may criticism
make us see and draw nourishment
from more aspects of the places in
question than we routinely do?

When considering criticism of place,
it is not the works produced but the
way in which they become a part of
the larger structure and the way
they enter into the lives of the
people who encounter them that
are the subject of concern. The
internal character, integrity, and
ingenuity of any given work will
certainly become a part of that
concern, but only insofar as those
qualities are seen as important
constituents of the experiences
afforded by the place or are more
broadly instructive regarding the
assumptions and conditions that
govern our thinking about places
and the works that make them.
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On Places

Stanford Anderson

We have been invited to consider
forms of criticism that examine
places, “places that result from
several works juxtaposed,” as
opposed to criticism that locates

a “single work of architecture in a
chain of works.” Lurking behind
this distinction—between criticism
of a single work and criticism of
place—is, I believe, the implication
that single works are products of
intentional design actions, which
can be coherently related to prece-
dent works, while places are unique
and fortuitous. Such a distinction
exaggerates the difference between
the single work and “several works
juxtaposed.” To anticipate my
argument, I am going to claim that
the distinction between single
works and places is only a matter
of degree. One reason for this con-
tinuity from single work to place is
that places are also often the result
of considered design actions. How-
ever, the point I wish to emphasize
is the complementary one: single
works also participate in the not
fully determined nature of places.

| want to claim, in a way that 1
hope to make clear, that the whole
of the physical environment is char-
acterized by quasi-autonomy, a
degree of independence from prece-
dent, from intentions, from specific
patterns of use and meaning; an
availability for re-use and reinter-
pretation. Such quasi-autonomy
requires a theoretical and critical
component in any study of environ-
ment. Furthermore, since aspects of
this quasi-autonomy may be re-
vealed anachronistically, the physi-
cal environment must be studied
not only in its origins but also in
its duration.

Critical Study of Urban Places

When, in the past, | attempted
criticism of places, my interest was
directed to small sectors of cities,
areas small enough and yet large
enough that one could be con-
cerned with both architecture and
urban structure. I found myself
engaged in certain kinds of analysis
and in the issue | introduced as “the
quasi-autonomy of the physical
environment.” The following ex-
amples clarify the issue.

Savannah, Georgia

In the 250 years since its founda-
tion, the plan and the physical
fabric of Savannah have been resil-
ient in the face of new demands; yet
much that is environmentally sound
has been preserved through boom
and bust. I conjecture that both the
adaptability and the tenacity of this
urban fabric have been aided by the
unusual city plan of Savannah. Con-
sider some of the characteristics of
the plan:

The modular plan is additive,
without a defined boundary.

The plan is multifocal, devoid
of a predetermined centrality.

The additive module is internally
structured by an extensive
differentiation of streets.

The module is also structured
by a differentiation of parcels
and blocks.

The additive repetition of the
module further increases the
range of parcel, block, and
street differentiation.

A consequence of these features is
that the plan can be “read” in many
ways, such as a system of squares



Caring About Places:
Recognition

It is not after all surprising that one
of the demands that we make of
places is that we be able to recog-
nize them. We are expected to
recognize people we care about,

to pay enough attention to their
characteristics so that we may
distinguish them, name them, even
bring their features to mind. As a
corollary, people make some effort
to be distinguishable, some des-
perately, some with an admirable
sense of wit. A few people, by twist
of fate or by strength of will need
make no effort, their presence
simply is distinctive.

So it is with places. Some places,
natural ones mostly, are obviously
distinet; no wishing is involved.
Those that are most well known
usually involve titanic forces
(Niagara Falls and the Grand
Canyon come easily to mind). Built
places of real distinction require
effort; an effort in the making and
a corresponding effort of recogni-
tion. They respond to our queries
because they embody careful, par-
ticular thoughts. They may bear the
traces of many imaginings, the scars
of conflicting territorial claims, the
quirks of an obsessed attention, but

Places / Volume 4, Number 1

they have always a conjunction of
shapes that is unique to the place.

Of course, all places, like all people,
do differ. It’s when we fail to attend
to them, or when their particular
qualities have been submerged
within the abstractions of produc-
tion that they become anonymous
and we become weary, as at a party
with too many guests. Even then,
places become distinct when they
become familiar, when we have
matched them to the events of our
daily lives, gradually discerned the
features of their configurations and
watched the light move across their
surfaces in various hours and
seasons. They become familiar by
being renewed, reappearing with
some constancy in our midst. We
know where we are because we’ve
been there before. How much we
may know about where we are has
to do with what we bring to the
place and with how much it has
been formed to pique our curiosity,
to provoke recollections and to
make itself available to inquiry.

Places reflect aspects of ourselves
as novels do, but places are not
paginated. We must seek the stories

in them, piecing together the evi-
dence of our senses and joining in
the action.

Places, like people, have histories.
As a result some are secretive, some
bold, some impossibly at odds with
themselves. To know places well

is difficult. It requires tolerance,
imaginative effort and a resistance
to the hucksters’ images. Only
through sustained attention do we
see glimpses of community, of what
we might have done or might yet do
if we are not irreparably singular.
These are reasons enough to need
places that encourage recognition:
that invite us to think about them
again—and with passion.

Donlyn Lyndon



On Ciriticism

Stanford Anderson

Whether in architectural practice or
in the activities of historical and
critical writing, sometimes it is
appropriate to consider the relative
autonomy of a work and other
times it is appropriate to consider

a work in relation to its context. To
enter into this issue, [ would like to
make a distinction between internal
and external history.

Any realm of human activity, such
as architecture, can be conceived to
have both an internal history and
an external history. Internal history
considers what is unique to a par-
ticular field of activity. It is con-
cerned with what is maintained
under changing conditions and
what may be seen to emerge ac-
cording to an inner logic of the
field. In contrast, external history
demonstrates how the field of ac-
tivity is enabled or constrained

by the social conditions that sur-
round it.

I one adopts a thorough-going
determinism, the possibility of an
internal history is denied. Within a
deterministic position, every aspect
of a field such as architecture, at
every moment in time, is uniquely
determined by the economic and
political forces that drive the en-
tire society. However, with even a
slightly informed knowledge of a
field such as architecture, it is not
easy to sustain this claim of com-
plete determination. There are
aspects of architecture that persist
under quite different conditions.
There are innovations in archi-
tecture not readily reconciled with
a claim of external causation. For
the discipline of architecture as for

individual environments, there is
a quasi-autonomous relationship
with the enveloping society.

Facing this problem of accounting
for the distinctive characteristics of
architecture, the very people who
set out from a deterministic posi-
tion not infrequently attempt to
save the situation through a clever
stratagem. They maintain a form of
historical determinism for society
in general and a respect for the
internal history of architecture by
declaring architecture to be an
autonomous field.

The core of my argument is to ac-
cept neither complete determination
nor autonomy. There is, rather, an
intersection between a relatively
independent field such as archi-
tecture and the enabling and limit-
ing conditions of society. There is
some internal order to the field of
architecture, but its intersection
with a particular society is a matter
of historical inquiry, #ot logical
demonstration.

To pursue an understanding of this
intersection—that is, the inter-
section of a certain state of the
internal structure of architecture
with a changing historical setting—
I assert that we need more than one
kind of history and more than one
concept of the field of architecture.

Let us make a distinction, perhaps
in not quite the conventional
manner, between the profession of
architecture and the discipline of
architecture. Further, let us con-
sider both a history of the profes-
sion and a history of the discipline.

For the purposes of this analysis—
though I think this position might
sustain some scrutiny —Ilet us allow
the term “profession” to stand for
the way in which practitioners of
architecture perform under specific
historical conditions (I would also
include here the practice of criti-
cism as well as that of design). We
may recognize that the activity of
the profession is enabled by spe-
cific conditions of the society and
limited by other conditions. This
acknowledgment of external history
does not deny that some choices
still remain or that each of these
choices incorporates factors that are
best explained by attention to the
field of architecture itself. None-
theless, the profession will not,

at any given time, employ all the
possibilities that are known to us
through architecture. Societal con-
ditions may well set constraints

on the range of work that can be
undertaken. Similarly, fashions
within society, or within the pro-
fession itself, may channel archi-
tectural decisions.

In contrast to the concept of “pro-
fession,” the “discipline” of archi-
tecture can be understood in the
following manner. The discipline
of architecture is a growing body
of knowledge that is unique to

this field; it cannot be reduced to
the constructs of other fields. The
discipline can be known without
tracing every work realized by the
profession, yet the discipline is the
possession of a wider set of actors
than is the profession. Important
parts of the discipline may be pre-
served by, or advanced through, the
work of builders, historians, critics,
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or amateurs. While the discipline of
architecture is not axiomatic, it is
susceptible to theoretic formations
that are constructed and changed in
a disordered temporality, in fits and
starts and anachronisms, unlike the
evolutionary flow of the profession.

A history of the profession will be
a narrative history, accounting for
the state and the employment of
the discipline in specific historical
circumstances. A history of the
discipline, an account of the quasi-
autonomous nature of the disci-
pline, will take another form. Even
if temporally ordered, the history
of the discipline will be notably
marked by the conjectural activities
of theory and criticism. It will not
trouble to recognize “another good
example of the same thing” but the
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development of new potentials
within architecture. Within the
discipline, an innovation that opens
new potentials can be rightly ac-
claimed even if those potentials
are only realized later. A history of
the discipline is an account of the
periodic extension of the logic or
order of the discipline. Since those
periodic extensions may only be
realized later, such a history is not
in possession of a conventional
chronological flow.

As you will have gathered, I am
using “discipline” to name that
social construct that embodies the
internal history of architecture.
That social construct incorporates
not only architects but critics, theo-
reticians, historians, builders, en-
gineers, preservationists, and lay

people. In addition, it incorporates
institutions, archives, and libraries
devoted to architecture. The pro-
fession employs only part of this
discipline in the service of society.

There are individual works that
deserve to be considered in their
relative autonomy and for their
significant contribution to the
abstractions of the discipline of
architecture. There are other,
indeed many, architectural prob-
lems that must be heavily marked
by the contingencies of their time
and place. Places, in the sense of
this symposium and this journal,
are inconceivable without such
contingencies. Yet the concept of
place and the criteria for place-
making return us to the discipline
of architecture.



On Criticism

Mary McLeod

Before discussing specific categories
and techniques relevant to the
analysis of public places as opposed
to individual buildings, we first
need to consider the following
question: do we write criticism to
explain or elucidate the built
environment, or do we write it for
explicitly instrumental or operative
purposes, that is, to change the
built environment? The differences
between explanatory and operative
criticism are not always clear-cut,
for even when we are attempting to
be most objective we apply values
and assumptions that color the
methods and conclusions of our
analysis. Also, paradoxically, the
seemingly most objective analysis
can serve political goals.

Closely linked to this problem of
critical objective is a second ques-
tion: should criticism deal with the
object of analysis as a static event,
frozen in time, or should it consider
the object in time, how it came to
be? In linguistic terms, this is the
choice between a synchronic and

a diachronic approach.

Explanatory Criticism

Most professional literary criticism
is explanatory. The traditional goal
of literary criticism, whether the
now old New Criticism or recent
structuralist and poststructuralist
approaches is to explain or inter-
pret a work of art—though admit-
tedly differing components of that
work—to a more general audience.
Most academic critics refrain from
any pretense of shaping literary
currents; indeed objectivity or truth
was the purported claim until
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poststructuralists challenged the
value itself.!

With the exception of Marxist crit-
ics, notably George Lukacs and the
Frankfurt School before World War
Il and, more recently, Raymond
Williams, Fredric Jameson, Edward
Said, and Terry Eagleton, most
criticism in literature has been
synchronic—dealing with one
moment in time—and self-
consciously so. Both New Criticism
and structuralist approaches
emphasize analysis of the text itself.
These methods bracket out issues
of artistic intentionality, social
conditions, and economic para-
meters unless these are revealed

in the operation of the literary
work. We would say that New Criti-
cism asks what a text means and
structuralism asks how it means;
but both, like poststructuralism,
refrain from asking why it is what it
is or how it came to be. The issue of
causality, that is, historical evolu-
tion, is ignored.

Architecture, in contrast, has rarely
been approached synchronically.
The closest example that I can find
in architectural writing parallel to
the analyses of New Criticism is the
writing of Colin Rowe, particularly
his essay “Mathematics of the Ideal
Villa.”? Structuralism and semiol-
ogy, the study of signs, have had, of
course, their advocates in architec-
ture, but despite Charles Jencks’s
two books, more has been written
about semiological procedures than
about the way buildings actually
signify.’ Synchronic analyses of
public spaces—whether formalist
or semiological—are even rarer.

Thus, it seems that if there is to be
an explanatory criticism of architec-
ture, it would have to be largely
diachronic rather than synchronic,
that is, dealing with the evolution
of the object rather than consider-
ing it as a fixed event. This, in fact,
has been the more typical mode of
architectural criticism—history—
up to now. Given the complex
weave of social, economic, and
technical issues involved in the
production of any large-scale
building, the isolation of formal
dimensions in architecture apart
from historical conditions is vir-
tually impossible. In contrast to
writers and artists, architects
ordinarily need clients to create,
and their ties to the market are
consequently more direct. In ad-
dition, as Alan Colquhoun has
pointed out, the nature of architec-
tural meaning itself demands a
consciousness of the historical
situation and an awareness of
change.* Unlike written language,
in which there is an assumption of
a universal lexicon and a general
consensus as to meaning at any one
moment in time,’ architectural form
necessitates a conception of mean-
ing that is highly ambivalent,
continually changing, and closely
linked to context.

Operative Criticism

In brief, operative criticism at-
tempts to affect, not simply to ex-
plain, the evolution of architecture.
Manfredo Tafuri offers a more
complete definition in Theories
and History of Architecture:

What is normally meant by
operative criticism is an analysis



of architecture {or of the arts in
general) that, instead of an ab-
stract survey, has as its objective
the planning of a precise poetical
tendency, anticipated in its struc-
tures and derived from historical
analyses programmatically
distorted and finalized.

By this definition operative criti-
cism represents the meeting point
of history and planning. We could
say, in fact, that operative criti-
cism plans past history by pro-
jecting it towards the future. Its
verifiability does not require
abstractions of principle, it mea-
sures itself, each time, against the
results obtained, while its theo-
retical horizon is the pragmatist
and instrumental tradition.®

Most architectural criticism, prob-
ably due to the numbers of archi-
tects working as critics and the
close dependence of critics on archi-
tects (for drawings, access to private
homes, interior photographs, etc.),
has been operative. One thinks of
the works of the great Enlighten-
ment theorists J. F. Blondel, Laugier,
Lodoli, Quatremére de Quincy; of
the Gothic revivalists Pugin, Rus-
kin, Morris; of the first generation
of modern movement historians
Sigfried Giedion, N. Pevsner,
Alberto Sartoris; and even of
contemporary architectural polemi-
cists Robert Venturi, Aldo Rossi,
Rob Krier, and Maurice Culot.

Tafuri’s definition of operative
criticism implies a selective
historical—diachronic—account
of architecture, whose stages of
evolution make the historian’s
desired development the next logi-

cal step. I would propose instead
that operative criticism might be
either synchronic or diachronic,
although blurrings of method
are common in this committed
approach. Operative synchronic
criticism establishes general criteria
for design and judgment; it seeks
results not through a selective
historical lineage but through
standards of “good” and “bad”
architecture.

Synchronic operative criticism
includes Venturi’s Complexity

and Contradiction, a committed
translation of New Criticism to
architecture (what Pellegrino
d’Acierno aptly calls Learning from
T. S. Eliot) and Aldo Rossi’s Archi-
tecture of the City, which leans
heavily on structuralist methods for
the concept of type.” Operative
diachronic accounts include not
only the modern movement classics
Space, Time and Architecture and
Pioneers of Modern Design but
also recent books as divergent as
Alberto Pérez-Gomez’s
phenomenological tract
Architecture and the Crisis of
Modern Science and Charles Jencks’s
postmodern apologies Post-modern
Classicism: The New Synthesis and
Architecture Today. Undoubtedly,
much operative criticism has had

a powerful role in shaping architec-
tural history. Whether current ap-
proaches can continue to shape
architectural history, and whether
the nature of their impact is
desirable, is more problematic.

Explanatory Criticism of Places

Just as any explanatory criticism of
architecture appears to require a

diachronic rather than synchronic
approach, any analysis that at-
tempts to elucidate the nature of

a place seems to necessitate a con-
sideration of historical forces. But
the generating factors, of course,
vary from an individually designed
building to a public place. One of
the most overt differences is the
role of artistic intentionality, as
opposed to general cultural, social,
and economic forces in determining
form. Historical accounts of single
buildings ordinarily discuss the
architect’s intentions, earlier de-
signs, and career trajectory in order
to establish the parameters that led
to a design. While personal motiva-
tions are often balanced by social
and economic contingencies, the
monographic approach generally
stresses biographical considerations
(in my opinion too much). In the
criticism of public places, the
balance is inevitably reversed. Tax
laws, zoning laws, and neighbor-
hood patterns typically play a
stronger role in explaining the
nature of a place and its evolution
in time than the intentions of any
one designer. Indeed, the historian/
critic of public places is forced to
go beyond conscious generating
dimensions to less conscious politi-
cal and social relations in trying to
establish causality or governing
structures. For instance, while the
design of sidewalks, buildings, or
even the overall massing of urban
blocks might be attributed to tax
incentives, zoning regulations, or a
specific designer’s intention, the way
the various components of an urban
fabric join or form a whole may
seem to be circumstantial. To begin
to understand the connections be-
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tween the parts requires not only a
historical perspective but one that
looks beyond overt, localized moti-
vations to the relations between
institutions and productive pro-
cesses themselves.

Operative Criticism of Places

Operative criticism of a public place

also differs from operative criticism
of an individual building. The latter
seeks either to rally support for

an architect’s work or a particular
design tendency or to condemn
that work or design tendency in

the hopes of suppressing a form of
practice either in the architect
himself or herself or in other
practitioners. Most current archi-
tectural journalism falls in this
category. In contrast, operative
criticism of a public place, like
explanatory criticism of a public
place, cannot so readily focus on
individual styles and schools, but
instead must confront the broader
range of issues already mentioned
building practices, zoning
legislation, urban institutions—
cultural and productive relations in
their most encompassing sense.
The question of impact is one of
motivating institutional, not
individual, reform. Influence be-
comes a more difficult, and inher-
ently more political, issue.

This raises the problem, referred

to earlier, whether written instru-
mental criticism in the sense of
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Giedion’s and Pevsner’s histories is
presently effective in the context of
improving the public realm. If ac-
tion is the goal, would other, more
varied approaches—journalism
with more critical imagery, televis-
ion documentaries, testimony at
public hearings, alternative zoning
proposals—be more effective
critical strategies for generating
change? At this point few individ-
uals believe histories that are
overtly polemical sufficiently to act
on their proposed belief structures.
Instead, more direct operative
moves, involving a larger audience
and a more direct relation to pro-
ductive processes, may be the only
effective means to begin, in Tafurt’s
phrase, “planning history.”

Finally, I would like to return to my
original question about whether
criticism should be explanatory or
instrumental. While I believe that
there is room for criticism of action,
I would strongly affirm the need
for criticism as elucidation/history.
Operative strategies will always
remain of a reformist, piecemeal
nature unless they are also informed
by a broader understanding of
architecture in relation to global
economic, social, and cultural
forces. While there may be no
absolute historical truth, only a
striving for such an understanding
can offer us, I believe, effective
grounds for more immediate,
pragmatic, operative responses.

NOTES

1

[o8)

Deconstruction questions the assumption
that there is a fundamental meaning or
truth to a text. Jacques Derrida’s concept
of differance proposes that not only is
language a product difference, distinctive
oppositions, but that meaning is always
deferred. For an introduction to de-
construction, see Jonathan Culler, On
Deconstruction: Theory and Criticism
after Structuralism (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1982) and Christopher
Norris, Deconstruction: Theory and
Practice {London and New York:
Methuen, 1982).

Colin Rowe, The Mathematics of the ldeal
Villa and Other Essays (Cambridge, MA:
The MIT Press, 1976), pp. 1-27.

Two books that explore how semiology
might be applied to architectural criticism
are Geoffrey Broadbent, Richard Bunt,
and Charles Jencks, eds. Signs, Symbols
and Architecture (New York: John Wiley
and Sons, 1980); and George Baird and
Charles Jencks, eds. Meaning in Architec-
ture (New York: Braziller, 1969).

Alan Colquhoun, “Historicism and the
Limits of Semiology,” in Alan Colquhoun,
Essays in Architectural Criticism: Modern
Architecture and Historical Change
(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1981),
pp. 129-51.

Recently, semiologists and linguists have
challenged this notion of meaning as well,
stressing the unstable nature of meaning
and its endless displacement.

Manfredo Tafuri, Theories and History of
Architecture (New York: Harper and Row,
1976}, p. 141.

In Architecture of the City (Cambridge,
MA: The MIT Press, 1982). Aldo Rossi
never attempts to reconcile his concept of
type, as a constant, with his Marxist
analysis of economic transformations.



On Criticism
in the Profession

Donald Canty

Places / Volume 4, Number 1

In a more lurid journal, this piece
might be called “Confessions of a
Critic.” For | write not as a theorist
of criticism but as a practitioner.

I came to be a critic, not through
sadism or a special drive to be judg-
mental, but as an extension of my
function as a journalist. My par-
ticular approach to architectural
journalism is experiential. That is,
I believe the core function of an
architectural magazine of the kind
I have edited is to convey the ex-
perience of works of architecture
through a combination of words
and illustrations.

Since that experience is seldom, if
ever, totally positive, | am thrust
into the role of critic simply to be
true to my readers.

The other papers pay some atten-
tion to the purpose of criticism. To
me it is simply an extension of the
magazine’s function of informing its
readers as to what is happening in
the built work so that they can
learn from it (perhaps even borrow
from it). As much can be learned
from shortcomings as successes,

if suitably analyzed.

Criticism intended to influence
rather than inform the reader—to
advance a particular style or theory
or individual—to me is simply bad
journalism. However, it is possible
to hope that one’s criticism can
carry some broad exhortations, to
pay more than lip service to context
and user needs, for example.

Before going on to the subject of
applying criticism to subjects larger

than single buildings, I would like
to make a case that criticism need
not be a one-shot exercise but can
be applied to works of architecture
profitably at various points in their
lives. At the project stage, when a
design is first unveiled, it is possible
to discuss critically its composi-
tional aspects and any messages the
architect may mean to convey. It is
also possible at this stage to look
for the position of this particular
work in the designer’s corpus, to
assess whether it marks any kind

of departure in the architect’s ap-
proach or perhaps a confirmation of
earlier directions and predilections.

Upon completion comes the time to
be experiential. It is important here
to give the work its due. It must be
shown sufficiently so that the reader
can form his or her own impression
and make an independent judgment.
It must be described as well as
characterized.

At this stage also one can begin
holding the work up against the
needs of the client and intentions of
the designer. And one can deal with
the crucial matter of fit to context.

However, only by returning to the
work after some years of use can
the critic make a valid judgment of
how well it has treated its users and
surroundings and how durable a
construction and creation it has
turned out to be.

In this respect, as in most others,
criticism of places is much like
criticism of buildings. For purposes
of this discussion as I understand it,



the term “places” is defined as
environments larger than single
buildings, made up of open spaces
as well as buildings. Among those
to which 1 have applied criticism
have been multibuilding complexes,
college campuses, whole new com-
munities, and precincts of cities.

In doing so, the emphasis must be
on the ensemble. Individual build-
ings become building blocks in
construction of the larger envi-
ronment. They can be dealt with
separately along the way, but they
must be dealt with mainly as they
relate to one another and the ex-
ternal spaces they help shape.
Facades are judged, not just as
compositions in themselves, but
as walls of these spaces.

I have found that this affects the
pace of the research and obser-
vation that goes into criticism of
places. On the one hand, they need
to be experienced over time, since
nature affects their use more than
it does a protected interior envi-
ronment, and the users themselves
are more diverse and unpredictable,
changing with time. On the other
hand, some of the observation must
be done at a fast pace—in one gulp,
as it were. This is necessary to get a
sense of the whole, with minimum
distraction by the parts. In 1976 1
did a fifteenth anniversary assess-
ment of the results of the Bacon
plan for Center City Philadelphia.
In large part it was drawn from
multiple visits to the city over

a period of years. But a crucial
element—a sense of how the pieces
of the plan, the individual develop-
ments that resulted from it, fit

together—came mainly from
a swift, single day’s tour.

A related factor is altitude. Much of
the experience of a place must be
garnered from the ground. But it is
also valuable to view it from above.
I have found the helicopter to be a
first-rate tool of urban design criti-
cism. And my favorite way of il-
lustrating such criticism is with
helicopter-level photos.

It is often difficult in criticism of
places to measure them against
original intent. There is seldom, as
is usually the case with individual
buildings, a clear-cut program or a
single designer. Urban places grow
by accretion under an endless mul-
tiplicity of influences, notably the
vagaries of real estate economics.
Most often the only things resem-
bling a design are a generalized
land use plan and a loose frame-
work of development regulations.
Still, it can be instructive to trace
the people and forces who had
major roles in making a place what
it is and to bring under criticism
the processes of urban development
as well as their products.
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Ceriticism of Place:
A Symposium

These papers were first presented at
a symposium at the Architectural
League of New York with the sup-
port of a grant from The New York
State Council on the Arts.

The Question

Donlyn Lyndon

Places are what we live in. Not just
buildings or spaces or geographies
or fantasies, but some curious
amalgam in which they are the
principal parts. And this amalgam
imposes its structure around our
lives, influencing how we spend
our time, whom we encounter,

and what aspects of the world are
readily available to our attention.

While each of us constructs a realm
of private places that are uniquely
conditioned by our own memories
and experiences, the underlying
physical structure of public places
and the opportunities for experience
that they afford or deny are a
common structure that serve as

an underlying force in the character
of the community.

How may critical thought be applied
to this commonality? We make
changes to our world through
works, through the concentrated
efforts of individuals and
organizations. Our professions

are also organized around types of
work. Hence, most criticism of the
environment, of places, adopts an
intrinsic model that characterizes
the history of architecture: namely,
to consider each work as one in a
chain of works, then to examine
the development and change in

the career of the architects or in
the development and spread of

a particular form or way of
organizing buildings; or to consider
the evolution of cultural norms as
represented in a succession of works.

In each model, the single work
tends to be the point of focus

then quickly becomes subsumed

in discussions that range far afield
from the place at hand. The work,
not the place that is created out

of the intersection of that work
with the surroundings and the
imaginations of its users, and not
the extended range of settlement

of which it is a part, is what gets
discussed and criticized. Often not
even the work is discussed. Rather
what critics tend to focus on is a set
of ideas of which the work is seen in
some way to be emblematic. What
are the characteristics of critical
thought that bring this about and
how do they influence our
attention?
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On the Way to
Figurative Architecture

Christian Norberg-Schulz

... denn wir leben wabrhaft in
Figuren.
Rainer Rilke

The reactions to postmodernism
show that it has touched upon
something essential. What is insig-
nificant rouses neither enthusiasm
nor aversion. Harsh attacks are
always a symptom of the fear created
by something that endangers one’s
own established world. Wasn’t
modernism good enough? Didn’t it
express our own epoch? Why on
earth do the forms that for decades
were forbidden appear again: pedi-
ments and arches, towers and
domes? Aren’t they just the mani-
festation of superficial nostalgia?

Postmodernism, however, did not
start as a superficial play with
forms. It came about as a protest
against the sterile emptiness of
“late modern” architecture. Venturi
wanted to make architecture alive
again, and Rossi emphasized the
need for general intelligibility. Man
does not live in a world of abstrac-
tions, they said, but is made up of a
complex of memories. Therefore
postmodernism took “known”
forms into use. It wanted to tell us
who we are and tear us out of the
dull condition brought about by
late modernism. With his ultima
maniera, Le Corbusier already
aimed at that and thus at the re-
covery of authentic plastic values.
But the neoexpressionistic experi-
ments of his followers did not lead
anywhere; they remained arbitrary
whims without possibilities of de-
velopment. Thus they completed
the late modern medal: on the one
side the sterile diagram and on the
other the casual outburst. Post-
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modernism refused both and advo-
cated a return to “meaning in
architecture.” ' It is therefore

a misunderstanding to interpret
postmodernism as the freedom to
do “anything.” Rather it aims at
the re-establishment of typical
and significant forms. Many of its
protagonists, therefore, show a
keen interest in semiology and
semantics or, in general, in the
language of architecture.

Let me emphasize again that post-
modernism came about because of
the degeneration of modern archi-
tecture. One simply could not go on
building curtain walls and fenétres
en longueur forever. And it did not
solve the problem to “enrich” the
solutions with pseudostructural
inventions. But does not a third
alternative exist? Did not Alvar
Aalto create an architecture that

is both modern and alive? And did
not his followers, such as Utzon and
Pietild, develop its possibilities
further? Certainly they did, but still
the “organic” modernism of Aalto
lacks what postmodernism searches
for. Thus we approach the core

of the problem: What does mod-
ern architecture lack, be it of the
“structural,” “expressive,” or
“organic” kind?

The answer is simple: it lacks a sat-
isfactory reference to our everyday
world of things. Modern archi-
tecture was always abstract, it
drew away from reality or, rather,
excluded its concrete aspects. We
could also say that it became “non-
figurative,” because it abolished
those “figures” that constituted the
basis of the architecture of the past.

Thus it represents a parallel to
nonfigurative painting, which re-
jected the concrete figure, and
atonal music, which abandoned the
recognizable melody. Why, then,
did nonfigurative art come about?
According to Giedion, it happened
because the known forms, the “sym-
bols,” had been “devaluated” by
nineteenth-century historicism.
Forms that once had served as an
interpretation of reality, have be-
come mere status symbols satisfying
the need for a “cultural alibi” of the
parvenu. “Therefore,” Giedion
says, “‘we had to start from zero

as if nothing had ever been done
before.”* In practice this meant
that modern art concentrated its
attention on the means of expres-
sion rather than the “literary”
content. The means of expression
were certainly used to solve con-
crete tasks, but rarely were they
employed to create things pos-
sessing true identity. As a conse-
quence the characteristic Gestalt
or figure was lost, and everything
dissolved into “patterns” or “struc-
tures.”* That is what is implied
when we say that modern archi-
tecture drew away from reality.

What, then, does “reality” mean in
this context? Evidently the means
of expression are also related to
reality. Color, material, point, line,
and texture are abstracted from
our given world and reflect it, each
in its own way. A nonfigurative
composition based on such ele-
ments may therefore express some-
thing “real.” What Husser! called
the “everyday lifeworld,” however,
is lost. The everyday lifeworld does
not consist of abstract elements but



of totalities, of concrete things. The
world is given as a world of things,
where, Merleau-Ponty says, “each
one is characterized by a kind of a
priori to which it remains faithful,”
adding “The significance of a thing
inhabits that thing . . . an inner
reality which reveals itself exter-
nally.”* Thus our world consists of
trees and flowers, rocks and moun-
tains, rivers and lakes, animals and
humans, houses and artifacts.
These are the things we know,
recognize, and remember. Language
confirms this state of affairs, because
it is the things that have names. We
call the names substantives, since
the things are the substance of the
world. It is in this sense we ought
to understand Husser!’s battle cry
against the growing abstraction and
quantification of modern science:
“To the things themselves!”*

Louis Kahn understood that. He
asked, “What does the thing want
to be?” He answered, “A rose wants
to be a rose” or “a school wants to
be a school.” Kahn aimed in other
words at giving architecture a new
basis, starting from the totality
rather than the parts, turning the
approach of functionalism upside
down. He may in a certain sense be
considered the “father” of post-
modernism. But he was still thinking
in structural rather than figural
terms, and it was his pupil Venturi
who should take the decisive step
toward a figurative architecture.

It is told that Kahn realized the
importance of this step and under-

stood that he had been left behind.

What, then, is an architectural
figure? It is easy to comprehend the

figural dimension of the pictorial
arts. Painting and sculpture “por-
tray,” although not necessarily in a
naturalistic sense. A building, how-
ever, does not portray anything.
And it is not a “sign,” which may
be understood semiotically, as many
postmodernists believe, Neverthe-
less it gathers and represents a more
or less comprehensive world by
means of imageable figures. To un-
derstand this fact, it is illuminating
to compare architecture with music.
Music does not portray either, but
it is based on figures, melodies,
which are known and recognized
and which somehow express reality.
Goethe’s definition of architecture
as “frozen music” is therefore
deeply meaningful. What the figures
of music and architecture have in
common, are their “spatial” prop-
erties. They move forward, upward,
and downward rhythmically and
thereby relate to the positions and
movements of the human body. The
architectural figures therefore do
not correspond to the basic forms
of geometry. Musical figures, how-
ever, belong to an abstract, mathe-
matical space and are concrete: they
visualize modes of being “between
earth and sky” and exist in a space
where there are differences between
up and down, before and behind.
Thereby they become images of
human existence.®

In general we may say that the
identity of an architectural figure

is determined by how it stands,
extends, rises, opens, and closes.
This may of course happen in infi-
nitely many ways, but some of these
are typical. 1 cannot here discuss
architectural typology in detail but

will point out that the basic types
have names. Thus we say “tower,”
“wing,” “rotunda,” “dome,”
“gable,” “arch,” “column,” “win-
dow,” and “gate” and also “lane,”
“street,” “avenue,” and “square.”
The basic interhuman figures are
usually called “archetypes” to dis-
tinguish them from the local and
temporal forms. All these figures
were abolished by modern archi-
tecture, and as a result it lost a
basic reference to reality. Most of
the pioneers of modernism, how-
ever, had a classical education, and
the architectural figures therefore
often came back unintentionally.
Their younger followers, on the
contrary, from the outset learned to
conceive architecture in abstract,
“functional” terms and produced
built diagrams if they did not in
desperation take refuge in all kinds
of visual narcotics.

When 1 mention the word “classi-
cal,” many will certainly ask why
classical forms again are taken into
use. Aren’t they historically con-
ditioned and therefore obsolete?
Evidently the classical language of
forms was determined by local and
temporal factors, but it is also a
fact that the Greeks recognized
relationships of universal validity
and were able to express the truth
discovered in typical figures. It is
therefore not a matter of chance
that classicism kept alive for cen-
turies and that it reappears today.
But it is of course of decisive impor-
tance how the classical language is
used. Superficial imitation does not
mean anything, since adaptation to
different circumstances demands a
new interpretation. Today we ex-

Places / Volume 4, Number 1




perience many interesting attempts
at such a renewal.

The basic aim of postmodernism is
to recover the figural dimension of
architecture. This is the common
denominator that unites the various
currents of the present moment.
The purpose is to make architecture
intelligible and thereby human in
the true sense of the word. It is a
misunderstanding to believe that
architecture becomes human if we
only use “natural” materials and
forms.” What is truly human are the
figures, the archetypes, and their
interpretations, because they keep
and explain our existence. Together
the figures constitute a language,
which, if it is used with under-
standing, may make our environ-
ment meaningful. And meaning

is the primary human need.

Our task is therefore a double one:
first, to understand the existential
basis of architecture and, second, to
explain how the existential content
is kept and visualized by means of
the language of architecture.

I have already asserted that the
architectural figure is a manifes-
tation of man’s being in space and,
furthermore, that its identity is
determined by its mode of standing,
extending, rising, opening, and
closing. How can we relate this
general characterization to the
concrete building tasks of society?
To approach the problem, we may
take the concept of dwelling as our
point of departure.® In general the
purpose of architecture is to help
man to dwell, that is, to find a foot-
hold in space and time. Dwelling,
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however, is a complex function. It
does not only mean private shelter
but first the establishment of a
meaningful relationship between
man and a given environment. in
psychological terms, such a rela-
tionship develops through an act of
identification, or, in other words, in
a sense of belonging to a certain
place. We could also say that man
finds himself when he settles, and
his general mode of being in the
world is thereby determined. On
the other hand, man is also a
wanderer. As homo viator, he is
always on the way, which implies
the possibility of choice. Thus he
chooses “his” place and, hence, a
certain kind of fellowship with
other men. This dialectic of depar-
ture and arrival, of path and goal,
is the essence of the existential
spatiality that is set into work

by architecture. The settlement,
therefore, is the primary goal of
existential space and the place
where the life of the community
may take place. This fact is proved
by the common use of place names
for self-identification, for instance,
by saying “I am a Roman” or “l am
a New Yorker.”

When settling is accomplished,
other modes of dwelling that con-
cern the basic forms of human
togetherness come into play. Thus
the settlement functions as a place
of encounter, where men exchange
products, ideas, and feelings. From
ancient times, urban space has been
the stage where human meeting
takes place. Meeting does not nec-
essarily imply agreement; primarily
it means that human beings come
together in their diversities. Urban

space, thus, is essentially a place of
discovery, a “milieu of possibilities.”
In urban space man dwells in the
sense of experiencing the richness
of a world. We may call this mode
collective dwelling.

When choices are made within the
milieu of possibilities, however,
patterns of agreement are estab-
lished that represent a more struc-
tured kind of togetherness than the
mere meeting. Agreement implies
common interests and values and
forms the basis for a fellowship or
society. An agreement also has to
“take place” in the sense of possess-
ing a “forum” where the common
values are kept and expressed. Such
a place is generally known as an
institution or public building, and
the mode of dwelling it serves may
be called public dwelling. Since the
public building embodies a set of
beliefs or values, it ought to appear
as an “explanation” that makes the
common world visible.

Choices, however, are also of a
more personal kind, and the life of
each individual has its particular
course. Dwelling therefore also
comprises the withdrawal that is
necessary to define and keep one’s
own identity. We may call this mode
private dwelling, intending those
actions that are secluded from the
intrusion of others. The stage where
private dwelling takes place is the
house, which may be characterized
as a “refuge” where man gathers
and expresses memories that make
up his personal world.

Settlement, urban space, public
building, and house constitute the



environment where the various
modes of dwelling are accomplished.
The language of architecture is
founded on these modes and con-
sists of the archetypes of settlement,
urban space, public building, and
house. To recover the language of
architecture, thus, we do not pri-
marily have to recall stylistic ele-
ments but study those figures that
make the archetypes manifest. The
figures are concrete entities that
“are” in space in a certain way and
““as something.” They have to be
understood as manifestations of
dwelling and explained in terms of
built form and organized space.
The archetypes are the essences of
architecture, corresponding to the
names of spoken language. They
appear over and over again in dif-
ferent contexts and are given ever
new interpretations. The figures,
therefore, are general as well as
circumstantial and represent a
setting into work of man’s lifeworld.
When we say that the lifeworld

is made up of memories, we in-
tend the general and circumstantial
memories of being between earth
and sky, as the Greeks realized
when considering the goddess
Mnemosyne, memory, the daughter
of earth and sky. Being the mother
of the muses, memory was under-
stood as the origin of art.’

Not all postmodernists, however,
have grasped the nature of figurative
architecture. Many lose themselves
in an arbitrary play with motifs, as
James Stirling does in his “meaning-
less” museum in Stuttgart. Others
use the types as ends in themselves
and thereby become victims of a
new kind of abstraction, as Aldo

Rossi, who repeats the same sche-
matic forms everywhere. It has to
be emphasized that a type does not
become alive before it is adapted
to time and place, that is, before it
is set into work. Therefore post-
modernism is not only interested

in what is general but in what is
local. In other words, it ought to
incorporate an understanding of
and respect for the genius loci.
Some postmodern architects have
realized that, as did Charles Moore,
who always modifies the basic
forms in accordance with the place
and the building task.

In spite of the present confusion, we
are evidently on the way to figura-
tive architecture. When Michael
Graves published his Buildings and
Projects in 1982, he wrote an intro-
ductory text entitled “A Case for
Figurative Architecture.” There he
asserted that “the Modern Move-
ment undermined the poetic form
in favor of non-figural, abstract
geometries” and that “the cumula-
tive effect of non-figurative archi-
tecture is the dismemberment of
our former cultural language of
architecture.” To escape from this
impasse, Graves says that “it is
crucial that we re-establish the
thematic associations invented by
our culture in order to fully allow
the culture of architecture to repre-
sent the mythic and ritual aspira-
tions of society.” "

Graves illustrates his text with a
drawing that immediately appears
as an inventory of architectural
figures: pyramid, rotunda, tower,
colonnade, and he places them
within a landscape consisting of the

figures of nature: mountain and
plain, rocks, trees and clouds. The
drawing is echoed in the text, where
we read, “All architecture before
the Modern Movement sought to
elaborate the themes of man and
landscape. Understanding the
building involves both association
with natural phenomena (for ex-
ample, the ground is like the floor)
and anthropomorphic allusions (for
example, a column is like a man).”
And he concludes, “Architectural
elements require distinction, one
from another, in much the same
way as language requires syntax;
without variation among archi-
tectural elements, we will lose the
anthropomorphic or figurative
meaning. In this discussion . . . , an
argument is made for the figural
necessity of each particular element
and, by extension, of architecture as
a whole.” " In other words, Graves
tells us that the meanings of the
totality man-nature are mediated by
the architectural figures. Accord-
ingly modern architecture became
meaningless because it abandoned
the figural dimension.

Graves’s criticism of modern archi-
tecture demands a further comment
on the relationship between mod-
ernism and postmodernism. Since
the latter came about as a protest
against certain deficiencies, it might
seem to represent a break with the
former. It would, however, be most
unfortunate to adopt this interpre-
tation of the situation. Unfortunate
because we need the achievements
of modern art and architecture.
Which achievements, then, do I
have in mind? First of all I refer to
what is known as “free plan” and
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“open form.” '* The new “global”
world demands spatial freedom,
and instead of the static compo-
sitions of the past, we have ex-
perienced the creation of the open
collage. After the second world
war, however, the free plan and the
open form tended to degenerate
into either rigid “structuralist”
patterns or to dissolve into chaotic
whims. Here the architectural fig-
ures come to our rescue. Figural
motifs, thus, may be used both to
mark paths and centers within
space and to characterize these

“as something.” By means of ar-
chitectural figures we may in other
words express the experience of
arriving somewhere. And this may
be accomplished without giving up
the free plan and the open form.
Therefore postmodernism does
not represent a break with but a
further development of modernism.
Hence the words of Giedion are still
valid: “One does not become an
architect today without having
passed through the needle-eye of
modern art.”

When I have referred positively to
Venturi, Moore, and Graves, [ do
not intend that their works should
be used as models. Graves interprets
the types in his way, and we have
to arrive at our interpretations in
accordance with the local and tem-
poral circumstances. What is es-
sential, however, is common, and
therefore postmodernism opens up
for mutual understanding. We all
have to employ the same original
language, which is general as well
as pluralistic and hence truly demo-
cratic. Therefore postmodernism

is not dangerous. It only becomes

dangerous in the hands of unedu-
cated architects. In other words,
it demands that we re-establish
our profession on the basis of a
thorough understanding of the
language of architecture. This is
the challenge of the present.
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Mixed Messages in Suburbia:
Reading the Suburban

Model Home

Clare Cooper Marcus,
Carolyn Francis,
and Colette Meunier

I Although new house
advertising extolls the virtues
of “living in the country, close
to nature,” the reality is that
the natural landscape is either
bulldozed for house construction,
fenced off, or both.

All photographs by
Clare Cooper Marcus
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The following Berkeley students
took a seminar on housing with
Clare Cooper Marcus in the
spring of 1986, observed
contemporary suburban model
homes, and commented helpfully
on an earlier draft of this paper:
Steve Aced, Gail Baxter, Phil
Erickson, Marge Gladman,
Kathy Landis, Gerald Magutu,
Terezia Nemeth-Venzon, Onju
Roy, Scott Ryan, Fatima Shaker,
and Paul Zimmerman.

Some years ago, we dis-
covered a common interest,
not the type of thing one
would speak too loudly
about in a College of
Environmental Design.
While happily acknowl-
edging to each other our
fascination with suburban
model homes, we had each
felt a little out of step with
our academic designer
colleagues. We were drawn
to look at these dwellings not
as Design or Architecture
but as artifacts of
contemporary culture.
Sometimes we found it
helpful to imagine we were
foreigners, newly arrived in
this strange society. What
could these model homes tell
us about American values?

For five years, we have
casually studied the media
advertising, sales brochures,
physical layout, furnishings,
and landscaping of single-
family model homes in the
San Francisco Bay Area
ranging from those in the
lowest new-house price
bracket to those in exclusive
developments commanding
prices up to more than a
million dollars. All were in
single-family “tracts”; for
the purposes of this analysis,
we have ignored medium-
density, planned-unit devel-
opments or condominiums.
Rather than “research” (such
an all-encompassing, mis-
used word), we would term
this enterprise “informed
speculation.”

When analyzing the various
themes represented by model



homes, we were struck by a
series of recurring, almost
schizophrenic mixed mes-
sages. The advertising and
the design, layout, furnish-
ing, and decor of the houses
embody a startling number
of conflicting values. Some-
times one media message
conflicts with another;
sometimes a message im-
plicit in the fayout or decor
contradicts contemporary
societal norms. As norms
and expectations change, we
see evidence of considerable
ambivalence regarding many
values and aspirations, for
example, a simultaneous
embracing of modern tech-
nology and a parallel nos-
talgic yearning for what may
be viewed as the more
“simple” life of the past. Or
is it, perhaps, a longing for
that time when the United
States was “on the rise” and
the future looked totally
rosy? These conflicting
messages can be identified
under many rubrics. For
purposes of this discussion,
we will first discuss nature
and then look at security,
exterior image, individuality,
privacy, interior space, sex
role cues, leisure, and
children. Although our
primary focus is the model
home, we could not help but
make analogous observations
of typical site plans and
subdivision layouts.

Nature: To Be Seen
but not Touched

Suburban model homes and
especially their advertising
embrace and celebrate the
image of nature. This is not

surprising, considering that
the first American suburbs
grew up around Eastern
cities as the wealthy sought
homes in more sylvan sur-
roundings to escape from the
“evils” of the industrial city.

One hundred years later, the
city-country split hasn’t
changed much. Contem-
porary subdivisions—for
example, Shadow Oaks,
Twin Pines, or Pebble Creek—
are frequently named to
evoke nature. The actual
models (most subdivisions
offer four to eight possible
styles) are often given “na-
ture names,” such as Aspen,
Poplar, and Linden. At the
highest-priced development
in the Bay Area, most streets
are named after trees (Oak
Ridge Court, Silver Maple
Drive, Conifer Terrace), a
particularly disturbing
feature in that—with few
exceptions—the only native
trees left are in the stream
beds, where bulldozers could
not intrude. Nature is clearly
a selling point, as brochures
and advertisements make
much of community green-
belts and possible views of
hills or bay; and the model
homes themselves often
feature densely lush atrium
spaces and an astonishing
number of houseplants.

But there is another, con-
flicting, message. Nature is

a nice idea, but the average
house buyer is clearly not an
avid gardener, bird watcher,
or hiker. Yard space is almost
always minimal, allowing for
only very limited ornamental

2 Aithough clearly a major
selling point, “Nature” is
presented as a picture framed by
house or auto windows rather
than as an environment to be
fully experienced.
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gardening, and in fact a
major selling point is often
the “low maintenance”
landscaping or even lack of
buyer responsibility for front
yards. Houses are dominated
by their garages, often ac-
commodating three vehicles,
and the subdivisions them-
selves are usually dominated
by a network of overly wide
streets. The emphasis on
automobile rather than foot
traffic is further underscored
by a common lack of side-
walks. Some new and expen-
sive suburban developments
have main streets completely
out of scale with the amount
of traffic they carry, and
although a sidewalk or bike
lane could easily have been
provided, it is not. Nature,

it seems, is to be viewed
through the kitchen or car
window, not walked through,
seen up close, touched, or
smelled.

The attempt to create a
natural setting seems to vary
quite considerably from low-
to high-priced developments.
In lower-priced schemes, the
site is often flat and treeless,
dominated by a grid of
streets and standard house
lots, with the house in the
middle of the lot and fences
on three sides. The impres-
sion is of human dominance
over the landscape, with the
same theme repeated in
microcosm in individual
garden designs (exotic plant
materials, rocks, gravel, and
tightly pruned shrubs and
trees). In some high-priced
schemes, an attempt is made
to preserve something of the
natural vegetation, with
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houses clustered or indi-
vidually sited to preserve
views or hillsides. We do not
think this necessarily implies
that the wealthier classes are
more “environmentally con-
cerned” but that “Nature” is
one of a number of selling
points appealing to higher-
income buyers; low-income
buyers are probably happy
to find any decent standard
house that they can afford.
There may also be a distinc-
tion between traditional
working class values of
neatness and order {(mani-
cured gardens) and a more
upscale “Sea Ranch” ethic of
unblemished nature. Never-
theless, advertising for even
a low-priced subdivision
surrounded by other tracts
and close to freeways and
shopping centers will have a
blurb about “living in the
country.” Perhaps having
your own yard is “country”
enough for those who have
just moved out of an apart-
ment building or sharing
with in-laws.

For all income groups, there
is clearly some ambivalence
about urban versus rural
values. Advertising and sales
materials frequently make
nostalgic references to the
country setting, the serenity
of “getting away from it all,’
and imagery of country
kitchens, cozy evenings by
rustic fireplaces, and such.
But it is the idea (or status
image) of living in the
country that is being mar-
keted rather than any deep
attachment to nature. In the
midst of the media’s bucolic

>

reveries, one is frequently
reminded of the convenience
of freeway connections, ease
or speed of commute, and
quick access to the more
sophisticated pleasures of
the city. The highest-priced
development in the Bay Area,
surrounded by stone walls
and entry gates, sports two
country clubs, extensive
sports facilities, and a three-
million-dollar man-made
waterfall and advertises that
it “combines the sophisti-
cation and elegance of the
city with the ease and
serenity of the country. . .
If you are wealthy enough,
city values are brought out
for you in the form (ironi-
cally) of the “country” club.

3’

The Search for Security

When new-house advertising
extolls the virtues of “coun-
try living” and “getting away
from it all,” the “all” implies
the bustle of urban life,
noise, activity, and—pre-
sumably—crime (although
they are never mentioned
specifically). The latest
California “new homes”
offer deadbolts and door
peepholes as standard
features; large high-priced
developments offer an entry
gate and twenty-four hour
guard to keep out everyone
but legitimate callers. Let’s
hope this is effective, because
the cheap aluminum win-
dows and sliding patio doors
(let alone the ten exterior
doors in one recently visited
$900,000 model) wouldn’t
keep out an ambitious teen-
ager, let alone a serious
intruder.

But security has deeper
connotations than protection
from crime. The cascading
pitched roofs and prominent
chimneys of high-priced
houses may be conveying a
message of basic psycho-
logical security and warmth
in a world that is increasingly
full of unpredictable dangers.
The small range of prices in
any one subdivision ensures
that your neighbors will at
least be in the same income
bracket and—hopefully—
have the same child rearing
values. The “planned devel-
opment’ ensures that no
unexpected commercial or
lower-priced dwellings will
pop up at a later date.

Similarly, the range of indi-
vidualizing options is limited.
The first large mass-produced
developer of postwar subur-
ban houses—Levitt—was
severely criticized by the
architectural fraternity of the
time for offering little choice
in house design or layout. In
response to this, he started
offering three or four models
to choose from, a practice
that is now a standard pro-
cedure in new house market-
ing. In the 1960s, the choices
emphasized number of rooms
and colors of kitchen formica
and floor tiles. In the 1980s,
the advertising emphasizes
more, such as “an assortment
of floor plans to match every
lifestyle,” although exactly
what “life-style” implies and
how the house design meshes
with it is not made explicit.
Extra rooms (den, library,
exercise room) are offered in
the higher-priced models or



are offered as “bonus rooms”
you can add later over the
garage. The choices are
minimal, however, in terms
of what people might want if
given the option: a one-car
garage plus extra living space
instead of a three-car garage;
an attic for storage; a large
children’s bedroom—play-
room instead of a family
room; and so on. But devel-
opers know full well that
while they are selling a
house, they are also selling
“an investment”; too much
individuality of style or
layout may mean higher
initial costs plus poor resale
possibilities.

Where and When Is
This Place?

Current new house styles
often evoke images from the
past. This seems especially
true in higher-priced schemes,
which present a bewildering
array of possibilities, ranging
from highly ornate neo-
Victorian to mysteriously
transplanted Tudor to
grandiose Colonial.

The names of models are
very frequently drawn from
the Old World, especially
British royalty, castles, and
stately homes. Perhaps this
is a contemporary example
of “keeping up with the
Joneses”: displaying one’s
wealth through a house style
reminiscent of homes built
by the landed aristocracy

in other eras and settings
(Southern plantation, French
chateau, Scottish castle,
English manor house). This
symbolism makes some sense

3, 4 Developers are aware
that massive chimneys and
cascading rooflines convey the
image of the warmth of home.
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5 In one high-priced develop-
ment, buyers are presented
with a bewildering array of
styles, from Southern plantation
to Nantucket “cottage” to
Victorian gothic to French
chateau.
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6 To complete the traditional
“historic” image of many new
houses, the three-car garage is
“rotated” to be approached
from the side. From the street,
the garage is disguised as a wing
of the house, often complete with
windows and drapes.

in a state such as California,
where there is considerable
“new wealth” but few ar-
chitectural models of “old
wealth” to draw on.

Since the three-car garage
may produce an anachro-
nistic element in a Victorian
or French chateau facade,
the latest very high-priced
models feature designs where
cars enter the lot through a
“porte cochére” and loop
around the side of the house
to a large garage, which
from the street side appears
to be a wing of the house
complete with curtained
windows. Thus, the status
of the garage has gone full
circle, from being secreted at
the back of the lot to being
incorporated in the house to
dominating the street facade
to “disappearing” again
behind a false front.

Construction of contem-
porary high-priced houses
often employs “traditional”
materials, such as stone,
wood, and brick. Even less
expensive stucco models
frequently feature columns,
entries, or chimneys show-
casing these materials.
Mullioned windows are
simulated by thin plastic
strips applied over large glass
windows, and nonstructural
exposed beams are often part
of family room ceilings.
Massive, simulated carved
double front doors are often
featured, but the tiled entry
surface inside extends be-
hind only one door, clearly
indicating the other is for
show only.



In a world of consumer
goods of dubious quality,
developers of houses at the
highest price ranges woo
their customers with mes-
sages of “Old World details”
and “quality craftsman-
ship.” A recent conversation
with the salesperson for

a $675,000 custom house
revealed that the builder had
“rejected 70 percent of the
marble shipped over from
Italy for the fireplaces, and
flown in a European wood-
carver for two weeks to
detail the sixteenth- and
seventeenth-century furniture
reproductions. . . .” A
Sunday newspaper advertise-
ment for a high-priced
scheme stated, “In a world of
steadily diminishing quality,
it is reassuring to know that
there is still a place where
the custom estate home is
cultivated in the time hon-
ored tradition. . . .”

In fact, close inspection of
many high-priced models
revealed brass-plated faucets
next to delaminating hollow-
core doors and plush car-
peting below standard
aluminum framed windows.
Observing potential buyers
inspecting such houses, it is
clear that they are mesmer-
ized (deliberately distracted?)
by the grandeur of the layout
and expensive model home
furnishings. Details of doors
and windows are far from
their minds.

In low-priced subdivisions,
the level of quality of ma-
terials and detailing is
proportional to their price—

what you see is what you
get. In many cases, materials
and finishes represent a
better buy for the dollar than
in more expensive houses;
ironically, the higher-priced
developer can “get away
with” lower-quality con-
struction. If we are to believe
the advertising, the wealthy
are buying community,
amenity, exclusiveness, and
high-status life-style, and the
less wealthy are buying just
a house.

In some lower-priced
schemes, there is greater
empbhasis on looking “up to
date.” Houses have “contem-
porary” entries, prominent
garage doors, wood-framed
chimneys (as opposed to
ornate brick chimneys in
high-priced models). There
are few arched windows,
shutters, or antique-style
porch lanterns. Is the mes-
sage from housing devel-
opers that the wealthy, who
have “made it,” want to relax
into styles reminiscent of the
Old World aristocracy and
the first-house buyers, who
are “just making it,” desire a
thoroughly modern look? Or
is it simply that “Old World”
detailing costs more and
only upper-income house
buyers can afford it?

In most price ranges, the
interior decor of model
homes is heavily biased
toward the traditional:
chintz, gingham and bro-
cade, “antiques,” prints of
old maps, and other historic
features are prominently
featured. Sales literature

7 The open-plan layout of all
new houses guarantees that a
casual visitor will see virtually
the whole dwelling from the
threshold.
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